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			For Julia Masnik

			I’m so grateful you decided not to work in politics.

		

	
		
			Campaign Glossary

			Campaign manager—The leader of the campaign, the person who runs the team and all its departments (except they very much still answer to the candidate, the donors, the consultants, the PACs, the party committees, etc.).

			Field—The field department is responsible for direct voter contact and turnout, like phone banks and door knocks, as well as managing staff and volunteers in the field. The most frequent (and usually best) department for new campaigners to cut their teeth and rise quickly.

			Comms—The communications department oversees the campaign’s public-facing message, including all candidate remarks, and interfaces with reporters and the media. A department often populated with people who grew up obsessed with The West Wing and/or people who refer to themselves as “hotshots.”

			Digital—In the early days of the internet, no one paid much mind to the digital department—it was the young kids doing Facebook posts or making videos no one understood. Over the years, digital grew to be a powerhouse, cutting across almost every area of campaign work, including messaging, voter contact, and grassroots fundraising. The fundraising element is what gives digital staffers their power in office squabbles: In campaigning, money is king.

			Finance—Speaking of money, the finance department is responsible for more traditional fundraising, which usually means high-dollar donors and fundraising events. A job that can be glamorous on its face, but the vast majority of time is spent listening to rich people complain.

			Political—The political department manages a campaign’s relationship to all other political entities, like elected officials, unions, advocacy organizations, etc., which is especially important for getting endorsements.

			Research—The research department pulls information for other departments as needed, fact-checks all outbound communication from the campaign, and digs up dirt on the opposition.

			GOTV—“Get out the vote” usually refers to the all-hands-on-deck sprint to turn out as many voters as possible during the last four days of a race, all leading up to Election Day. Which always happens on a Tuesday.

		

	
		
			
				The next time a woman of whatever color, or a dark-skinned person of whatever sex aspires to be president, the way should be a little smoother because I helped pave it.

				—Shirley Chisholm

				How can we lose when we’re so sincere?

				—Charlie Brown, from Peanuts by Charles M. Schulz
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			Beihl for President—Portsmouth, New Hampshire

			The second Anya Katz walked into the Portsmouth field office of Senator Mike Beihl’s presidential campaign, she saw at least three things that needed changing.

			First, the walk packets were laid out on the same table that held the grimy coffee urns—a spill waiting to happen, and hours of painstaking work cutting turf and highlighting maps to show volunteers which doors they were knocking that would have to be redone.

			Second, the tables full of phones for voter calls were in a room with no door—no way to keep outside noise from bothering the callers, or the callers from bothering anyone else trying to accomplish literally anything. Anya supposed the placement was largely for the media’s benefit; it gave the office a lively, bustling feel to hear a constant thrum of phone calls, and reporters would like to see that kind of energy when they inevitably stopped by. But Beihl was a long-shot candidate, a beloved progressive in a field of stern, electable moderates with identical suits, expensive haircuts, and free-trade neoliberal policy positions. Anya knew it was far more important that Beihl’s callers actually hit their numbers than for the media to see them, and they’d be better able to do that in a room with a door.

			Third, and most obviously, there was no front desk with someone to direct incoming traffic. Anya would see to fixing that immediately—as soon as she found her new supervisor, which she wasn’t sure how to do without someone to direct her.

			Despite these glaring flaws (all easily remedied), the office had a good vibe. People were smiling, and there were platters of homemade muffins and brownies. It was too early in the day for stacks of pizza boxes, but Anya was sure those would come later. Portsmouth was a sweet city on New Hampshire’s slim slice of coastline between Massachusetts and Maine. It was an ideal place for Anya to spend the summer, knocking doors for a candidate she genuinely loved, making new friends, hiking on the weekends, chilly beach bonfires at night, maybe a summer fling. She was lucky her old boss from her internship in Senator Beihl’s office in DC had been able to get Anya supporter housing here; she easily could have been stuck living in the UNH dorms in Manchester instead of bunking with a kindly grandmother whose second-floor porch had a view of the sea.

			Anya glanced down at her notebook, where she’d jotted the name of her new supervisor: Gabe Hunt. She wondered who he was and how he fit in here: Was he the office director, or would Anya have to needle her way over his head to get things running properly?

			“Excuse me?” Anya stopped a curmudgeonly older woman with frizzy hair. In Anya’s limited but instructive experience, such women were the least friendly but most useful people in any given field office. “Do you know where I can find Gabe Hunt?”

			“Over there. Tall one.” The woman jerked her head in the general direction of the coffee urns and kept moving with a great deal of crotchety purpose, barely acknowledging Anya as she passed.

			Anya turned toward the coffee urns to see which “tall one” Gabe might be, and stopped when she found…one of the most attractive men she’d ever seen.

			He was tall, but not overly so—about six feet. (Though at five-foot-three, everyone seemed overly tall to Anya.) The thing she immediately noticed about him, that was impossible not to notice about him, was how golden he was. His suntanned skin, sandy brown hair, light brown eyes that glinted amber—they all had the same hue that made him look like his skin was always warm, like he’d just come in from the sunset. He had a lean, athletic build; he wore faded jeans that really fit him and a soft white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to expose his forearms. He had a clipboard in hand, and he was smiling as he greeted volunteers—a megawatt, blinding smile, with teeth so white and straight she wondered momentarily if they were real.

			Anya ran her tongue along the backs of her own teeth, which were, despite years of painful and expensive gadgetry, still a bit crooked. She knew she wasn’t conventionally gorgeous, not like Gabe was. She was more likely to be called cute, with her curvy size-eighteen figure, unruly dark curls she usually pulled back for the sake of expedience, wide brown eyes, plump cheeks, prominent nose, and heart-shaped mouth. Anya never kissed a guy until college, never had a boyfriend until she volunteered on her first campaign the summer after freshman year. Anya discovered that on campaigns, unlike most of the other places she’d ever been, being smart, organized, and hyper-competent didn’t make you the girl no one invited to parties. It made you the volunteer everyone wanted on their team. And it made you fucking hot.

			So while Gabe Hunt was undeniably, gobsmackingly handsome, Anya didn’t put much stock in that particular metric of personal valuation. All she needed to know was whether he was good at his job.

			But as she approached him, she noticed several volunteers (from any number of generations and genders) were jockeying to chat with him as he handed out walk packets. Anya sighed and elbowed her way to the front of the group.

			“Excuse me, are you Gabe Hunt?”

			When he turned to face her, he broke into a warm smile, like it was the first spring day after a long, cold winter. “You always hope it’ll be someone like you asking that question, but it almost never is.”

			Anya found his leading-man charm a bit unnecessary for a professional environment, but if he was going to be her supervisor, she needed to win him over as quickly as possible. So she returned his grin with a confident smile of her own.

			“I’m Anya Katz,” she said smoothly. “I interned for Senator Beihl in DC last summer?”

			“Right—and this summer you’re with us.” Gabe ran his finger down a list on his clipboard. When he found her name, he tapped it twice. “You have perfect timing.”

			“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

			“Because I need help unloading some toilet paper.”

			Anya laughed. She had a loud, ungoverned laugh; she’d always felt self-conscious about it. Gabe wrinkled his brow.

			“Something funny?”

			“I thought you were joking,” she said awkwardly.

			He pointed toward the rear of the office. “Let’s go.”

			She followed him through a couple of hallways, turning left and then right, volunteers looking up to greet Gabe with a smile as he passed.

			“So how long do we have you for?” he asked Anya. “You heading back to school in the fall?”

			“I graduated in May.” Anya straightened up with pride. “My parents wanted me to come home to Chicago, but I really wanted to do this. So I’m here until my student loan payments kick in or you guys start paying me or Senator Beihl drops out of the race, whichever comes first.”

			“Drops out?” Gabe looked down at her. “You don’t think he can go the distance?”

			“Are you serious?” Anya tried to be polite, but the question was absurd. “The Union Leader has him polling at two percent.”

			“Wow, so you don’t believe in him at all.” Gabe leaned in conspiratorially and dropped his voice low. “Does the senator know you feel this way?”

			“You’re hilarious.” Anya folded her arms, which brought out her cleavage in her scoop-neck tee, and Gabe obviously noticed, and snickered, and oh god, did he think she’d done that on purpose? He pushed through the back door into the sunny morning, and she hurried to follow.

			“So if you don’t think Senator Beihl can win, that means you’re here for something else,” Gabe mulled, turning to look at Anya as he walked. “Are you hoping to make some connections? Build out your network so you can hop on another primary after Beihl drops out?”

			“Because the only reason I’d be on this campaign is that it might be good for me?”

			“If you don’t think Beihl can win—”

			“It’s not always about winning!”

			Gabe abruptly stopped walking and turned to face her as they reached the parking lot.

			“Oh yeah? Enlighten me.”

			She knew he was goading her, but she was completely unable to resist the bait.

			“Mike Beihl is a progressive hero and a great leader,” she started, “and his message is good for the country. If we do our jobs here and move the needle to the left with voters, we kick the door open a little wider so the next progressive has a better shot. And even if we don’t move the needle at all, even if we fail completely, I would still rather work for a candidate I actually believe in than spend my life trying to get worked up about some empty suit just because I think he might win.”

			“Wooooow.” Gabe let out a long exhale.

			“What?” Anya shifted her weight, feeling uncomfortable under his gaze.

			“Nothing, it’s sweet. Next you’ll tell me your career goal is to make people’s lives better and change the world.”

			“What’s wrong with that?” Anya said. “My parents protested for civil rights, and against Vietnam. They raised me to believe I could do something meaningful with my life, and someday when I have kids, I want to pass the same values down to them.”

			“It’s cute how your values make you all huffy,” Gabe teased.

			“Adorable that I actually believe in things,” she said dryly. “What’s your goal, then?”

			“Oh, you know, run a presidential campaign, win the White House, be on the cover of Time, get remembered as one of the greatest political operatives in history.”

			“What are you doing here, then?” she scoffed. “If you’re all about winning, why are you working for a candidate who has no shot?”

			“Simple. No serious players at this campaign, they’re all working for one of your ‘empty suits.’ While they go negative knocking each other bloody, I’ll be climbing the ladder here with my hands squeaky-clean. Whichever one of them wins, they’ll be much happier to hire me than someone who worked for one of their real enemies.”

			He looked so pleased with himself, Anya couldn’t help laughing.

			“I’m sorry,” she giggled. “I mean, come on! You’re a staffer in a New Hampshire field office, not conducting international espionage. You don’t need to make some grand plan like you’re a character in A Game of Thrones.”

			“What’s that?” Gabe frowned.

			“A fantasy novel.”

			“Princesses and elves?”

			“More like dragons and incest, but close enough,” Anya cracked.

			“Ohhhhhh, so that’s why you’re not into me. I’m not your cousin.”

			“What?!” Anya sputtered. “It’s just a book! And they’re twins! I’m not— I certainly don’t—”

			“Twins? Wow.” Gabe turned to face her again. “And I was kidding. You’re obviously into me.”

			His eyes flashed, and in that second it was clear to Anya that he was into her, which made blood rush to her cheeks where it was immediately visible under her creamy complexion, and Gabe was looking at her like this was a tennis match that he’d already won.

			“This is me,” he said, opening the trunk of a shiny tan Land Rover that looked brand-new.

			“Holy shit,” Anya muttered, realizing Gabe wasn’t just annoyingly hot; he was also annoyingly rich.

			“What?” He looked vaguely self-conscious.

			“Oh, um, that’s a lot of toilet paper,” she covered.

			“Enough for the rest of June!” Gabe winked and handed her a big cardboard box. It was light but incredibly unwieldy, and Anya had to widen her gait considerably to keep hold of it.

			“You okay there?” he asked. He was carrying his box with one arm.

			“Fine,” she insisted.

			“Because I can help you,” he offered.

			“I thought the whole point was that I was helping you,” she huffed.

			“Let’s talk about that,” he said. “What do you hope to do here this summer?”

			Anya’s nerves buzzed as she clicked into her most confident and professional persona—something she always loved doing, although never before had she done it while carrying a giant box of toilet paper.

			“I’ve volunteered on campaigns for the last three years, mostly in field,” she said. “I have extensive experience with canvasses and phone banks—cutting turf, managing volunteer shifts. And last year on Congresswoman Kantor’s campaign, I even helped write call scripts, so I’d love to do more of that.”

			“That’s excellent,” Gabe said, and Anya felt a thrill of approval. “I think you could be an important part of my team.”

			“Really?!” Anya turned to him with excitement…and nearly plowed into the office door.

			“Easy, killer.” Gabe swept in front of her to open the door with his obnoxiously free hand. But instead of letting her pass, he stood in the doorway, gazing down at her. “I was saying, I think you could really help me out here. I could see you being, like, my deputy.”

			“That’s amazing,” Anya blurted, forgetting to play this even remotely cool. She was used to rising quickly on campaigns, but a promotion from no-name volunteer to deputy whatever-Gabe’s-title-was in the course of a single conversation? That was good, even for her.

			“Yeah.” He smiled broadly in the sunshine, which made him look so beautiful it was frankly unfair. “I mean, I’ve been thinking it would be great to have someone run the more operational aspects of my workload, keep things humming while I put out fires.”

			“Definitely.” Anya nodded vigorously. “And do you think— I mean, is it possible this could be a paid position? Not a lot or anything, maybe enough to eat something other than Easy Mac for dinner?”

			“No promises, but I can certainly put in a good word.” Gabe held the door for Anya to follow him back into the office. He led her to the kitchen, where he laid his box on the floor and took hers to stack on top of it, their fingers brushing as he did.

			“Gabe, where are the paper plates? They’re not under the sink.”

			Curmudgeonly frizzy-haired woman was back. She didn’t seem impressed by Gabe at all.

			“We have all those cleaning chemicals under the sink, so I figured better to keep the plates in the hall closet? Seemed safer,” Gabe explained. “What do you think?”

			He was looking at her like a puppy dog waiting for a pat on the head—odd for a paid staffer to seek approval from a volunteer. Anya supposed he was one of those guys who needed everyone to tell him how great he was.

			“Smart,” she responded flatly, then looked at Gabe. “You’re not so useless for a guy who graduated college two weeks ago.”

			She let out a little humph, then trudged off. Anya turned to Gabe with narrowed eyes.

			“You graduated two weeks ago?”

			“I never said I didn’t.”

			“But you have a paying job here?” she pressed.

			He looked at her sheepishly. “Not exactly.”

			“What?! But I thought—”

			“You assumed—”

			“You’re supposed to be my supervisor! Thinking you were at least a paid staffer was a fair inference, not to mention you asked me to be your deputy! Deputy of what, exactly?”

			“Of, you know.” He swirled his hand in a vague motion. “My purview.”

			“How old are you?” she asked accusatorially, though she managed not to jab a finger into his chest.

			“I’ll be twenty-three in October.”

			“What day in October?” she gritted.

			“The twenty-third.” He gave her a little smile. “It’s my golden birthday this year.”

			“Oh, so now you have my birthday?” Anya shook her head. “We’re exactly the same age.”

			“Birthday twins?! No shit!” Gabe looked overjoyed. “Anyway, should we get you your assignment?”

			“My what?”

			“Your assignment.” Gabe picked up the clipboard he’d left on the kitchen counter. “The reason you approached me in the first place. Unless this has all been an elaborate gambit to get my number, in which case, hat’s off, you had me fooled.”

			Anya sighed. “You’re insufferable, you know that?”

			Gabe beamed. “Yet here you stand, suffering me.”

			“How long have you worked here, exactly?”

			“Mm, two days. But I’m very good.” He leaned toward her again. “I think you’re really going to enjoy working under me.”

			She swallowed hard. “You know what?”

			His breath quickened—not much, but enough that she could tell. “What?”

			She leaned even closer, a smile spreading across her face.

			“I’m gonna spend the summer in the Manchester office instead.”
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			Three years later

			Salditch for Congress—Columbus, Ohio

			Ohio 15th Moves from LEAN R to TOSS-UP

			by Patrick Mates, posted on MatesPrognosticates.com

			 

			We’ve got a new batch of polls from OH-15 (Columbus), and with two weeks until Election Day, I’m officially moving the race from LEAN R to TOSS-UP. Democratic candidate Jenna Salditch is the beloved former coach of the Ohio State women’s basketball team, but she has an uphill battle unseating an eight-term incumbent, especially in a seat that has never been held by a woman. But the district has been hit hard by manufacturing job loss, and that combined with strong antiwar sentiment has fostered an appetite for change. I’m also told Salditch has engaged Progress Wins, the DC consulting firm known for pulling off miraculous victories in tight races. These are all good signs for Salditch, but will it be enough to get her to Congress? Adding this to our list of twenty races to watch—stay tuned!
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			Text message transcript: Walt, Judy, and Anya Katz

			Judy [6:23am]: GOOD MORNING, BIRTHDAY GIRL!!!!!

			Judy [6:23am]: How’s the packing going?

			Judy [6:24am]: Are you sure you don’t want us to meet you in Columbus? The drive’s only six hours

			Walt [6:24am]: I can make it in five hours flat

			Judy [6:24am]: The hell you can

			Walt [6:25am]: It’s 350 miles, if we miss the traffic downtown, I can average 75 the whole drive

			Judy [6:25am]: And not stop for gas? Or the bathroom? Or that diner I found in Stockwell?

			Walt [6:26am]: You mean Thornhill

			Judy [6:26am]: The one in Indiana, you know which one I mean, the one with the home fries

			Walt [6:26am]: Cottage fries

			Judy [6:27am]: You and your goyesha potatoes

			Judy [6:27am]: Anyway look at your watch, it’s already rush hour, we’re too late to miss the traffic

			Judy [6:27am]: So Anya, do you want us to come down? We can be there in six hours

			Anya [6:49am]: Oh my god you guys I was asleep, my flight isn’t until 2

			Judy [6:49am]: Good, so we’ll pick you up from the airport at what, 3:15?

			Walt [6:50am]: Are you checking a bag? Maybe 3:30

			Anya [6:50am]: You’re so sweet, but I’m only going to Columbus for two weeks!

			Walt [6:51am]: So you’re not checking a bag

			Anya [6:52am]: I’ll see you for Thanksgiving, okay? Three weeks after the election!

			Judy [6:52am]: Are you sure you don’t want us to come today? You shouldn’t be alone on your birthday

			Anya [6:52am]: I won’t be alone, my boss will be there too. I’m fine!

			Judy [6:53am]: Why don’t we come down this weekend? We can knock doors

			Walt [6:53am]: Your mother’s great on doors

			Anya [6:56am]: Inarguably the best, but I really don’t know if I’ll have time to see you!! You should volunteer closer to home, there’s a tight race in IL-17

			Anya [6:56am]: Anyway I have to get on a conference call in four minutes. Love you so much!!!

			Walt [6:56am]: Love you too, Anya. Happy birthday

			Judy [6:57am]: See you this weekend!
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				——Forwarded Message——

				FROM: Lev Chlebek <lchlebek@progresswins.org>

				TO: Anya Katz <akatz@progresswins.org>

				SENT: October 23, 2:41 pm

				SUBJECT: You get in ok?

				Call me when you land
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			“I think something might really happen with Lev tonight,” Anya whispered into her phone, a gleaming red BlackBerry Pearl that her office paid for, which made her feel like the fanciest lady on planet Earth. She was in the back of a cab on her way from the Columbus airport to her hotel room for the next two weeks.

			On the other end of the line, Anya’s best friend Simone let out a weary sigh. “Anya, it’s a bad idea.”

			Anya knew how ridiculous she sounded. She felt ridiculous, having spent the last two years with an all-consuming crush on her boss. There were moments when she caught him gazing at her, or when they made eye contact during a meeting, when she was so sure he felt the same way. But they were always around co-workers, at the office or at after-work happy hours or holiday parties, so there was never a time when anything could really come of it—until now. Far from the office, a cozy dive bar, two glasses of whiskey. Him wishing her happy birthday in his low, dusky voice, them leaning closer together as they clinked glasses…

			“Babe, I obviously want you to have an amazing birthday,” Simone said. “But aren’t you ready to be over Lev? And sleeping with your boss is so messy, especially when he’s been talking about promoting you.”

			“Ugh,” Anya sighed. She knew Simone was right, as always—that was the best and most annoying thing about her. Simone and Anya had become fast friends working for Mike Beihl in Manchester. When Senator Beihl dropped out of the race after Super Tuesday, Simone had gone to work for another candidate, but Anya was out of money, so she went home to Chicago and applied for every political gig she could find. Eventually, a friend of her dad’s got her an interview at Progress Wins, and when Anya got the job, she packed up and moved to Washington.

			She felt incredibly lucky to have a good-paying job that enabled her to learn the ropes of all different campaign departments. And if she didn’t exactly love living in DC, wearing scratchy skirt suits and sitting in a cubicle every day, going to cheap happy hours with deludedly power-hungry twentysomethings, and feeling far from the action of the campaign trail, well…she couldn’t deny that she’d always dreamed of a mentor like Lev. She’d already learned so much from him, and he’d invested so much in her.

			Anya’s phone buzzed against her ear—call waiting. She felt a squeeze in her chest when she saw it was Lev.

			“Lev’s on the other line. Call you later?”

			“NO PHONE SEX WITH YOUR BOSS!” Simone shouted jokingly into the phone—loud enough that Anya’s cab driver raised his eyebrows in the rearview mirror (but mercifully didn’t comment). Anya hit the button for call waiting, her voice instantly dropping into a lower, more professional register.

			“Hey, Lev.”

			“Kid! You on the ground?”

			Anya’s face warmed. Lev was only six years older, but she loved when he called her kid.

			“In the cab right now. Dropping off my stuff and then I’ll head to HQ.”

			“Good, good.” Anya heard Lev suck in a breath and let it out slowly; she knew he was smoking. “Listen, I’m not in Ohio—had to fly to Minnesota, shit really hitting the fan with the open seats up here.”

			“Oh.” Anya frowned. “Should I come too? I can head right back to the airport, I’m sure there’s a flight to Minneapolis—”

			“Noooo, no no no,” Lev emphasized. “Salditch camp paid us top dollar to have a man on the ground. You’re our man.”

			Anya’s stomach clenched. To say she was bummed Lev wasn’t coming was an understatement, never mind the fact that she’d now be spending her birthday alone. On the other hand…

			“You want me to run this on my own?”

			“You’ll be great.” Lev sounded like he really believed it, and Anya felt a rush of pleasure. “This could be big for you. If you bring this race home, you’ll have that promotion in the bag.”

			“Wow,” Anya breathed. “And the Salditch campaign won’t be disappointed it’s just me? They’re not expecting you?”

			“The fuck do they know which of us is which!” Lev inhaled—another drag on his cigarette. “You walk in there like you own the room, tell them the plan, then execute it. They’re paying for your expertise. Don’t forget that.”

			“Okay.” Anya tried to sound more confident than she felt. “I can do that.”

			“Good. And hey, can you get me that report on all our races in the Midwest? Latest polling, ad buys, money, everything. Boss wants it ASAP, need it by tomorrow.”

			“Copy, no problem.” Anya’s brain sprang into organizational mode, already dividing out which tasks she’d need to accomplish and when.

			“Anya, my Anya, what would I do without you?” Lev’s voice was gruff, and Anya felt a pull of wanting him, wishing he were there to shine his particular light on her face. But then she thought of walking into Salditch headquarters, head held high, presenting the plan she’d spent the last week laboring over, finally having the chance to execute her own ideas. That feeling was even better.
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			“Would you say this is your best birthday ever?”

			Gabe liked everything about Dawn Toback. He liked that she was ten years older, that she knew exactly what she was doing. He liked her dirty blond hair and her dirtier mouth, her voice raspy from her pack-a-day habit when she told crude jokes and cracked up jaded beat reporters. He liked that her drink of choice was whiskey rocks, that she never wore makeup, that she pulled him into her office to make out on his birthday even though they were both supposed to be in some waste-of-time meeting. And he liked that she had absolutely no interest in a serious relationship with Gabe—possibly, he liked that best of all.

			“Mm, top five birthdays, definitely.” Gabe pushed Dawn’s hair back from her face, weaving it through his fingers and tugging slightly, the way he knew she liked it.

			“Only top five?” She gave him a wicked smile and unzipped his fly. “What do I have to do to make the podium?”

			“That’s a good start,” Gabe breathed. “A very good start.”

			But then both their BlackBerrys started buzzing with the exact same message from their boss, Toby, the campaign manager: WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU?

			“Damn it,” Gabe swore.

			“We’d better get in there,” Dawn said.

			“So some suit from DC can tell us how to run this race? Let’s skip it.”

			“Extremely unbiased opinion given your current situation, but I’d like to keep my job, so.” Dawn zipped him up a little too fast—he gasped in surprise.

			She sauntered out of the office, and he followed in her wake, glancing at his phone to see if he’d missed any other messages. There was one from his organizer out in Piqua letting him know the afternoon phone bank was up and running and asking him to grab more donuts—he fired off a response that he couldn’t be there until closer to five so he’d bring pizza instead. A slew of notifications about birthday messages on his Facebook wall, nothing from his parents (big surprise). Maybe they’d call later—not that he’d have time to talk even if they did.

			Gabe shoved his phone in his pocket and strode into the “conference room,” aka the room with the Xerox machine, where the whole of the Salditch for Congress senior staff was crowded around a couple of card tables with folding chairs. The consultant woman was giving her presentation on a laptop stacked on some cardboard boxes full of flyers. She’d probably assumed they had a projector, which made Gabe snicker. She was woefully overdressed in slacks and a button-down, with dark curly hair pulled back in a neat bun. She wore tall black heels, but she was obviously petite, and every part of her was curvy: her figure, her sloped nose, her lips. She was definitely attractive; if Gabe wasn’t already seeing Dawn (and if he wasn’t so annoyed about the consultant being here in the first place), he’d be scheming excuses to take her out after work. And was he crazy, or did she look familiar? He wasn’t sure—he couldn’t place her.

			“People like Coach Salditch, but they don’t know what she stands for,” she was saying.

			“They know she’s a Democrat though, right?” Gabe joked as he took his seat.

			The woman shot him a look. She seemed startled for a moment, but regained her composure almost immediately.

			“Actually, they don’t. Well, twenty-one percent of registered voters don’t, and that’s a big problem.”

			God, she was smug. Fucking consultants.

			“That’s a very big problem,” Toby agreed. Toby was the campaign manager and Gabe’s boss. He was short, excitable, and way too kind to be working in politics. But he was a hard worker and old friends with the candidate, and he inspired a great deal of loyalty from the staff. “What do you suggest, Anya?”

			Anya. Gabe knew her for sure, he just didn’t know how. Had they hooked up? Is that why she looked so surprised to see him? He knew he hadn’t slept with her, but maybe they’d made out in a bar or something? He tried to conjure the memory of his tongue in her mouth, her hips in his hands, but came up blank. No. There was no way he’d kissed this girl and forgotten.

			“You’re tight on time, but there’s a lot we can do to move message on policy: earned media, op-eds.” Anya pressed a button on her laptop to display her next slide. “And I saw you have three town halls scheduled in the next two weeks. What if we theme those by issue area? One on jobs, one on healthcare, one on education.”

			“I like that.” Toby nodded.

			“Hold up. Shouldn’t we let voters talk about the issues that matter to them?” Gabe was skeptical. “Isn’t the whole point of a town hall to make them feel heard?”

			“These issues do matter to them,” Anya insisted. “And if we theme the events, we’ll draw the people who want to talk about our best issues. More important, we’ll get the media to focus on those issues, move coverage of the race onto our turf. We have to get our numbers up with drop-off Dems and independents, and they want to hear about middle-class tax cuts, better healthcare, keeping good jobs on American soil. For the next two weeks, anytime Coach Salditch is in public, I don’t care what the question is, the answer needs to be ‘keeping good jobs on American soil.’ ”

			“Op-eds, earned media, town halls, bread-and-butter messaging.” Toby ticked them off on his fingers. “Good. What else?”

			“You’re doing great on voter contacts—”

			“Thank you,” Gabe said sarcastically.

			“—but you’ve got room to do more. Your canvasses and phone banks are both dark on Saturdays.”

			“Have you ever tried knocking doors on Ohio game day?” Gabe scoffed. “We’d lose more voters than we’d gain.”

			“That’s true,” Toby confirmed. Gabe felt a small flare of victory in his chest, but Anya smiled.

			“That’s why I went to the trouble of creating a non-football voter universe.”

			She extracted a thick ream of paper from her bag and dropped it on the table. It landed with a thunk.

			“Non-football universe?” Gabe peered at her.

			“The VAN has dozens of data points for each voter—sometimes hundreds,” Anya said.

			“Van?” Dawn asked.

			“Voter access network,” Gabe explained.

			“So I eliminated anyone who subscribes to Sports Illustrated, anyone who’s ever bought a ticket to an NFL game, anyone who went to a Big Ten school, anyone who’s a fan of any football team on Facebook, anyone who lives at the same address as any of those people. And all men—just to be safe.” Anya grinned, and the others laughed. “What’s left is a beautiful universe of women Democrats who don’t care about football and have turned out in at least one midterm. You only have two Saturdays left. Might as well not waste them.”

			“That is a great idea.” Toby turned to Gabe. “Why didn’t you think of it?”

			Gabe flushed red. It was a good idea, and he should have thought of it, but that didn’t mean he needed to sit here and listen while Anya watched him with a self-satisfied little smirk.

			“Speaking of voter contacts, I have a phone bank out in Piqua I promised to stop by,” he said as he stood up. “I should head over before the traffic gets bad.”

			“Oh! Piqua!” Anya started shuffling through her papers again. “If it’s not too late to adjust those call scripts—”

			“It is,” Gabe gritted.

			“Well, for next time—”

			“Why don’t you email it to me?” Gabe tried to make his face and voice seem as friendly as possible, but he wasn’t sure how well he was hiding that this woman got on his last nerve.

			Toby glanced at his watch, then made meaningful eye contact with Dawn. “Actually, it’s almost three-thirty. So we should probably all take a break?”

			Anya looked confused. “I still have a lot to get through?”

			“That’s okay, this will only take a second.” Dawn smiled a touch too brightly, leaving no doubt in Gabe’s mind that she and Toby were up to something.

			Gabe opened the door onto the HQ bullpen—a big space that might be a phone bank, a sign-making pizza party, or a staging location for a canvass, depending on the day—and was immediately met with crowds of staff and volunteers holding balloons, wearing dumb paper hats, and blowing on noisemakers.

			“Happy birthday!” they screamed, and Gabe broke into a wide smile as his favorite cadre of older ladies (super vols from a nearby retirement community, every one of whom had tried to fix up Gabe with a daughter or granddaughter) approached with a big homemade sheet cake festooned with lit candles. The whole group started singing, and Gabe’s bad mood melted away. He saw that Anya was smiling bigger than anyone—she even looked a little misty-eyed? Okay, that was weird, but maybe sweet?

			Until the group sang “Happy birthday, dear Gabe,” and her expression changed completely. Her face fell, and her cheeks flushed with color as she cast her eyes downward and clasped her hands together. Which is when Gabe remembered exactly how he knew her—and that today was her birthday too.

			He was hit with a sudden wave of guilt. She might be an overbearing outsider who thought she could do his job better than he could, but that didn’t mean he’d needed to be a jerk to her on her damn birthday.

			“Gabe?” Dawn prodded him.

			“Yeah?” He turned to her, dazed.

			“Aren’t you going to blow out your candles?”

			“Right, duh,” he laughed. “Had to think of a really good wish.”

			He winked at his favorite volunteers, then blew out all the candles. Everyone cheered and applauded, and the retirees went to slice up the cake and hand it out on paper plates. Gabe turned to find Anya; if an apology wasn’t entirely necessary, at the very least he wanted to wish her a happy birthday. But he didn’t see her anywhere, and she didn’t turn up the whole time they were chatting and eating cake. By the time they finished, it was almost four, and Gabe really did need to hit the road. There were hungry phone-bankers in Piqua.
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Lev Chlebek

			Lev [3:41pm]: Hey, did you get me the polling update for WI-9?

			Anya [3:47pm]: Hi! So sorry, town hall ran long last night

			Anya [3:47pm]: It was incredible, we had all these college kids talking about student debt, job opportunities, all the reasons they support Coach Salditch

			Anya [3:48pm]: Anyway I can write the report when we break for dinner if that works?

			Lev [3:51pm]: Need it ASAP

			Lev [3:51pm]: I know things are busy over there, but we can’t neglect the home office

			Anya [3:52pm]: Right, of course

			Anya [3:52pm]: I’ll get on it now, sorry for the delay!

			Lev [3:52pm]: Thanks kid

			Lev [3:53pm]: Keep kicking ass, I’m proud of you
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			“Anya, can you get in here for a sec?”

			Anya put down the report she was working on for Lev and went into Toby’s office. It was more of a storage space than anything else, since Toby always preferred to be on the move: staffing the candidate, talking to the media, personally thanking volunteers, going anywhere he was needed, always bringing joy and pep along with him. He was a great leader, but a little tough to pin down; Anya had quickly found her place as his de facto deputy, providing steady, even-keeled support for Toby’s staff whenever he wasn’t around. It was a rush unlike anything Anya had ever felt, knowing her ideas were helping, that she was both needed and appreciated for work she genuinely loved. The staff was so smart, and they moved so quickly; Anya felt more of a kinship with them in two weeks than she had with most of the people at the firm in DC after two years.

			Except, obviously, for Gabe.

			It was infuriating enough that he didn’t remember her. Okay, so they’d only ever spoken once, and maybe he was a more memorable person than she was. Still, they’d had a real conversation when they met in New Hampshire—a fairly heated one! She’d been thunderstruck when he walked into her presentation that first day in the office; like, come on, it was a pretty amazing coincidence. But he was annoyed. And suspicious. And didn’t even have the decency to admit that her women-only canvasses were a great idea, even though they’d racked up over a thousand voter contacts last Saturday.

			Whatever. He was almost never in the office, so at least she rarely had to see him. When she did, he was usually on the phone or running to a meeting or sneaking out back to “have a cigarette,” as if the entire office didn’t know he didn’t smoke and was actually going to make out with Dawn.

			At least he had good taste in women. Dawn was terrific: smart and no-nonsense and great at her job. Anya really liked working with her—and was immediately concerned when she walked into Toby’s office and saw that Dawn was there too, arms folded, looking like something was really wrong.

			“What happened?” Anya braced for bad news.

			“Push poll.” Toby’s tone was grave. “Voters are getting calls asking if it would change their opinion of a candidate if her husband had cheated on her.”

			Anya’s eyes widened. “Who’s making the calls? The other side?”

			Dawn shook her head. “No campaign identification on the calls, so it’s probably a PAC. But they’re definitely targeting our people.”

			“And…” Anya looked at Toby. “Do we have reason to think we’re vulnerable there?”

			Toby nodded tightly. “It was twenty years ago. They were going through a rough patch, and Jim slept with an old friend from college a couple of times.”

			“Apparently, the old friend wants her fifteen minutes of fame,” Dawn said. “I got a call from Steve Murphy at the Dispatch. He’s running the story tomorrow.”

			“Are you kidding me?” Anya’s voice was tight; she felt panic building in her chest. “Five days before the election?”

			The door banged open. They all jumped as Gabe rushed into the room, looking just as alarmed as they were.

			“We are so screwed,” he said.

			“Do you really think so?” Toby wrung his hands. “Do voters care that much about an affair that happened twenty years ago?”

			“How did you even hear about it?” Dawn asked.

			Gabe frowned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“The candidate’s husband cheated on her twenty years ago and the Dispatch is running a story tomorrow,” Anya said quickly.

			“Holy shit.” Gabe shook his head in disbelief. “Let’s not touch that with a ten-foot pole.”

			“You don’t think we should comment?” Toby asked.

			“Definitely not,” Gabe said confidently. Anya bit her lip—she wasn’t sure she agreed. “We’re leading in the polls by one point. We need to stay focused on our strategy: Talk about the war and the economy, turn out voters. We can’t get distracted.”

			“We have to say something,” Anya argued. “It’s a bullshit sexist attack that has nothing to do with the race. We can’t just let it stand.”

			“I agree with Anya,” Dawn chimed in. “We have a town hall tomorrow. She’s gonna get asked about this, and we need an answer.”

			“The answer is that it’s a personal matter, it was a long time ago, and it’s nobody’s business,” Gabe said. “Then we pivot back to the economy.”

			“I think that’s missing an opportunity,” Anya countered. “This isn’t an attack on our candidate’s views or experience, it’s an attack on her as a woman. ‘Her man was unfaithful.’ Who cares? What does that have to do with whether she’d be a good congresswoman?”

			“That angle could work with the press,” Dawn added. “We make it a process story: Jenna Salditch is surging in the polls, the other side is slinging mud in a last-ditch attempt to win. Makes them look desperate.”

			“That’s great. And I think we can make an even deeper point,” Anya said. “This isn’t only an attack on Salditch, it’s a warning shot for all women. Don’t run for office, don’t go up for that promotion. Don’t be too ambitious, or we’ll put you in your place.”

			“I like this a lot.” Toby nodded slowly. “Jenna has been frustrated all year that our polling told her not to talk about women’s issues. This could be our in.”

			Anya felt a roar of victory. She couldn’t help throwing a smug little smile in Gabe’s direction.

			“Are you sure this is the right move?” Gabe asked Toby. “It’s a pretty big strategy shift five days before the election. No offense, Anya, but we’ve been on the ground a lot longer than you have.”

			“I’ve been on the ground longer than any of you.” Toby’s tone left no room for further debate. “I need to take this to Jenna, but she’s gonna love it.”

			Toby started pulling on his coat; he obviously meant to go talk to the candidate right away.

			“Will you tell her I want to do an op-ed from her tomorrow?” Dawn asked. “Maybe we can get the Dispatch to run it opposite Murphy’s column, make him look like a total sleaze.”

			“Absolutely,” Toby confirmed. “Start drafting now so we can get it to her ASAP.”

			“You need anything from me?” Anya asked Dawn.

			“Second set of eyes would be great. I’ll have a draft for you in an hour.”

			“You got it.” An hour was perfect; it’d give Anya plenty of time to draft that Wisconsin report for Lev.

			“Gabe, you good?” Toby asked. “Do you need something?”

			“Oh, that.” Gabe looked distressed. “I had thirty canvassers scheduled to be here in an hour, but their bus broke down. It’s our last canvass in South Charleston before Monday, and our numbers came up short last weekend—”

			“Pull people off the phone bank. Doors are more important,” Toby ordered. “If you need anything else, I’ll be on my cell.”

			As Toby rushed out, Dawn rubbed Gabe’s shoulder reassuringly. “I need to get going on this op-ed, but you can take my team to canvass, okay?”

			“Are you sure?” Gabe looked relieved. “That would be so clutch.”

			“I can take a shift too,” Anya offered.

			“You have time for that?” Dawn asked.

			“Sure.” Anya shrugged. “I need to do a report for the DC people, but this is more important. And Dawn, I’ll look at your op-ed on my phone as soon as you have it.”

			“You’re gonna canvass?” Gabe looked dubious.

			“You think I can’t handle two hours on doors?” Anya snapped, and Dawn snorted. Gabe shot her a look.

			“Sorry, um—op-ed.” Dawn hurried out of the room.

			“I don’t know.” Gabe took a step toward Anya and cast a meaningful glance at her feet. “I wouldn’t want you to break a heel.”

			Anya glanced down at her boots. She was surprised he’d noticed her shoes at all. She put her hands on her hips and tried to look as tall as possible.

			“Just because you can’t canvass in heels doesn’t mean I can’t.”

			He looked down at her long enough that she noticed his light brown eyes were tinged with hints of olive.

			“My mistake,” he said. “Packets are on the table up front.”

			“I know. And you’re welcome.”

			Anya marched past him, not bothering to turn around.
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			“Can you believe this?!” Toby stood on the bar, his pint of beer (easily his twelfth) hoisted high above his head. “JENNA SALDITCH IS GOING TO CONGRESS!”

			“YEAH!” the staff roared, everyone lifting their beers toward Toby. After the cheating allegations backfired spectacularly, the campaign’s get-out-the-vote efforts had gone gangbusters, leading to record turnout. Salditch ended up winning by nearly four points. It wasn’t even close.

			The official victory party in some Hilton ballroom was long over, and the staff had stumbled the few blocks over to Char Bar, a beloved dive with exposed brick walls and deadly Long Island iced teas. It was an excellent night, and everyone was having an excellent time—especially Gabe.

			Gabe and Dawn had made their way out to Char Bar’s back deck, which was mostly empty because everyone respected the owners enough to keep the noise down after midnight—and it was freezing cold besides. Dawn’s face was flushed pink, and her body felt warm and soft as Gabe’s hands roved under her peacoat.

			“So, what do you think?” he asked Dawn. “You gonna work for Salditch in DC?”

			“If she asks me, yeah. I think so.” A slow smile spread across Dawn’s face. “Congressional communications director—not a bad title, right?”

			“It suits you.” He leaned down to kiss the spot she liked, between her jaw and her ear. She gripped his jacket and pulled him closer.

			“What about you?” she asked. “I know DC’s not your thing, but I bet you could run a district office here if you wanted.”

			“Nah.” Gabe cocked his head. “I want to get on a presidential next year, so I’ll figure out something temporary until then. Maybe go somewhere warm for the winter.”

			“Speaking of.” Dawn shivered against the cold. “Inside for one more drink, then my place?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Ma’am? Really?”

			“Would you prefer mistress? Director? Commandant?”

			Dawn laughed as they walked inside, then went to the bar to get them a couple of whiskeys. Everyone was drunk and happy, hugging and singing along to Journey on the jukebox. Gabe felt a twinge of sadness, watching them all, knowing he wouldn’t be back on a campaign for months. He understood this made him borderline psychotic—and it’s not that he wasn’t looking forward to a vacation, maybe convince some of his college buddies to spend a week in Costa Rica—but when he wasn’t working, he needed a place to physically be. Maybe he’d stay in Costa Rica until another job came up, get some cheap spot on the beach. Despite growing up in Los Angeles, he’d never actually learned to surf.

			Gabe scanned the crowd of happy faces until he noticed Anya sitting alone in a booth, nursing a beer, looking like her cat just died. He strode over and slid onto the seat across from hers.

			“I don’t know if you’ve heard, but we actually won tonight.”

			She looked up, surprised, then smiled. It was a genuine smile, but there was still something mournful about it. “I know. Congratulations.”

			Her hair was back in its usual bun, but it was messy as hell after a long day of stress followed by a long night of drinking. Little ringlets fell around her face, and her big brown eyes looked especially pretty in the bar’s dim amber light.

			“Congratulations to you too.” He clinked his nearly empty beer bottle against hers.

			Anya eyed him warily. “Are you admitting I was actually helpful?”

			Gabe frowned at her sour tone. Everyone he had ever met had liked him instantly—why did this girl insist on hating him?

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Come on, it’s been obvious since I got here that you can’t stand me.” She sat up straighter, brushed her hair out of her face. “You don’t care if my ideas are good, you think I’m a suit from DC who has no business on a real campaign.”

			“What?” Gabe’s face warmed. He felt nervous, like he might start laughing. “I don’t think that. What do you mean?”

			“If you say so,” Anya muttered, then took another swig of beer.

			“I mean, yeah, you know.” Gabe stumbled over his words. He was so uncomfortable, he had to say something. “I poke fun, you dress like you get a staff discount at Ann Taylor—”

			“Oh my god, shut up!” Anya laughed and slapped his hand—the shock and sting of it sent a jolt through his whole body. “I’m the youngest woman in every meeting I walk into, and like three inches tall besides. It’s hard enough to get people to take me seriously without dressing like a teenager.”

			“You’re not young,” Gabe objected. “You were born on the exact same day I was.”

			Anya’s eyes went wide. “You remember me?”

			Shit.

			“Sure. We met one time, right?” He tried to keep his tone casual. “In New Hampshire?”

			“Give me a break, you know exactly where we met.” She rolled her eyes. “And you’ve been acting like I’m a neophyte, some interloper in a cheap pantsuit.”

			“I never said cheap.”

			“You said ‘staff discount,’ which is close enough.”

			“There was no non-awkward way to bring up that we’d met!” Gabe huffed. “What was I supposed to say? ‘Hey, remember we talked one time?’ Like, okay? Who cares? And by the way, I didn’t know if you remembered me.”

			He poked her arm playfully and gave her a little grin. But she drew her arm back under the booth and looked down at her beer.

			“You’re right,” she said quietly. “It’s fine. It doesn’t matter.”

			He peered at her. She really did look upset. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing.” She looked up, and she was smiling again. “It’s a good night. Go back to the bar, okay? You were nice to check on me.”

			Something about her face—that mask of “everything’s okay,” how quickly she put it on—felt like a punch right in Gabe’s gut.

			“Okay, well, first of all you’re a terrible liar, and second, Dawn appears to be doing a bear fight with Toby, so I’m good to hang here for a second.”

			“Bear fight?” Anya scrunched up her nose when she was puzzled—adorable.

			“You do a car bomb and a Jager bomb in a row,” Gabe explained. “Whoever finishes first wins.”

			“Oh, god. That doesn’t kill you?”

			“It doesn’t kill her.” Gabe jerked his head toward the bar. “It would absolutely kill me. Anyway. What’s going on?”

			Anya sighed. “I was up for this big promotion in DC. My boss said if I brought home a victory here, it was a sure thing. Except I just talked to him, and apparently it wasn’t.”

			“You didn’t get the promotion?”

			Anya swallowed hard. For a horrible second, Gabe thought she might cry, but then her expression went flat.

			“He doesn’t think I’m ready,” she said, her voice dull and even. “And he calls himself my mentor, so I suppose he would know.”

			“What the hell? This race was barely a toss-up when you got here, and we just won by four points. Toby will tell anyone who’ll listen how much that had to do with you.”

			“You really think that?” She met his eye for a second, more vulnerable than he’d seen her.

			“So what’s your boss’s problem?” Gabe pressed. “He told you to win and you did.”

			“I had work to do for him too.” Anya shrugged. “I blew it off to do more here. I thought it wouldn’t matter.”

			“Wait.” Something jogged in Gabe’s memory. “Like when you ditched writing that report to take a shift on doors?”

			“Exactly like that, as a matter of fact.” Anya drained the rest of her beer.

			“Why’d you do it, then?” Gabe was genuinely confused. He took Anya for an ass-kissing straight-A student, not someone who ignored a direct order from her boss.

			“Because those reports are dumb! They’re basically reformatted articles that any idiot could google,” she grumbled. “And canvassing is my favorite thing in the world—it would suck if I spent two weeks here and never took a shift.”

			He couldn’t help smiling at that.

			“What?” she said. “You don’t believe me?”

			“I do.” He leaned forward. “Listen, you didn’t want that promotion.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “I can assure you I very much did.”

			“No, you didn’t! That job sucks, and your boss sounds like an asshole.”

			“He’s not,” Anya insisted. “He’s been really generous with me, letting me help with projects way above my pay grade—”

			“Let me guess. His projects? He has you thinking it’s some great honor that you’re doing his work while he takes the credit?”

			“What?!” Anya sputtered. “That’s not what it is!”

			“Okay, then what is it?” Gabe leaned back in the booth.

			“A learning opportunity.” Anya’s tone was firm but unconvincing, like she knew there was some truth to what Gabe was saying. “Lev really cares about me.”

			“Oh my god.” Gabe gaped. “You like him.”

			She looked down, and he knew he was right.

			“Seriously, Anya?” he needled. “You’re letting this guy use you because you have a crush on him? Of course he’s not putting you up for a promotion. If he did that he couldn’t make you do all his work!”

			“So you’re saying I’m a pushover?”

			“I’m saying you shouldn’t be working for someone like him—you shouldn’t be at a consulting firm at all. You should be campaigning.”

			“What do you call this? I am campaigning!”

			“For two weeks! Then you go back to your meetings and slide decks when it’s obvious you’d rather be in the field. I don’t understand why you took this job in the first place.”

			“Because I was broke!” Anya exploded. “I wanted to stay on the presidential after Beihl dropped out, but no one would pay me enough to make rent. So I moved back home and made Frappuccinos for teenagers at Starbucks while I applied for any political job I could find, and this is the one I got. We don’t all have parents who can buy us SUVs and finance our adventures. Unlike you, I’m doing this work because I actually want to make a difference.”

			Gabe flushed with a combination of rage and shame. How dare she throw his parents’ money in his face, or insinuate he’d worked his ass off for two years only to satisfy his own ego? He thought back to the day that shiny Land Rover had appeared outside his dorm at Stanford, along with a note from his dad that he couldn’t make it to graduation. Gabe hated that car.

			“This work matters to me too,” Gabe gritted. “A lot.”

			“Yeah?” Anya leaned forward. “Then why did you decide to work on this campaign? Because you think Jenna Salditch will be amazing in Congress, or because some long-shot race was the only one that offered you a job with ‘director’ in the title?”

			“At least I actually put in the time instead of showing up at the last minute to boss everyone around,” he fired back. “Maybe that’s why you like consulting. You get a corporate account to pay for your little power trips, and who cares if everyone hates you? You’ll be gone too soon for it to matter.”

			That was way too far. Gabe knew it immediately, and the devastated look on Anya’s face confirmed it. The worst part was he didn’t even mean it, didn’t know why he’d said it. No wonder she hated him.

			“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

			“You’re entitled to your opinion,” Anya replied sharply. “I should get home. I have an early flight back to DC.”

			She slid out of the booth and stood, and he scrambled to do the same.

			“Can I call you a cab?” he asked, as if that would make up for anything, but she shook her head.

			“It’s only a couple of blocks. I’m fine to walk—even in heels.”

			She shot him a wry little smile, and he felt a twist of something: Admiration for how steely she was, how resilient? Guilt that he’d been an ass to her for two weeks straight? Or something…else?

			“It’s almost two a.m. There’s no way I’m letting you walk home alone.”

			“Letting me?” she laughed. “Who says I’m willing to subject myself to any more of your company?”

			“Please, Anya,” he pleaded. “I left my coat by the back door. Wait one second for me to grab it, okay? It’s the least I can do.”

			She looked at him for a long moment, then nodded.

			“Okay,” she agreed.

			As Gabe turned to get his coat, a big cheer went up at the bar. Toby was raising his glass, triumphant.

			“In your face, Dawn!” Toby yelled, then immediately slumped over, unsteady on his feet. Gabe rushed over to help Toby sit on a stool, then turned to Dawn in genuine shock.

			“He beat you?”

			“I obviously let him win.” Dawn threw up her hands in frustration. “It’s his big night!”

			Gabe laughed, then nodded toward the bar’s door. “Listen, I’m gonna walk Anya home—it’s a couple of blocks. You okay to keep an eye on this guy until I get back?”

			“I think I can handle him.”

			“I kicked your ass,” Toby slurred.

			“You sure did, bud.” Dawn patted him affectionately on the shoulder.

			Gabe turned back toward the bar’s entry, but Anya wasn’t waiting there. He didn’t see her anywhere. He rushed to the front door and went outside without his coat—holy hell, it was freezing—but Anya was nowhere to be found.

			“God,” he sighed. “That girl is stubborn.”
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			Two years later

			Colorado Won’t Discriminate—Denver, Colorado

			Flannery for President—Miami, Florida

			
				——Forwarded Message——

				FROM: Jill Zaretsky <jillzee@gmail.com>

				TO: Portsmouth Posse <portsmouthposse@googlegroups.com>

				SENT: November 6, 12:09 pm

				SUBJECT: Tomorrow!!!!

				Guys!! Hope everyone is having an EXCELLENT e-day, and for the love of all that’s holy hoping today goes better than four years ago!!! I know a lot of us haven’t seen each other since then, but I can’t tell you how happy it makes me that you’ll all be in gorgeous Vieques tomorrow. Since I’m the only one of us not on a campaign this year (i.e. the sole sane person on this list), Laurel and I are already here, and the house is all ready for when you arrive. I think most of you are on the 1pm ferry, maybe a couple on the 3pm? And then Simone and her friend are on the 4:30 bc they’re coming from Colorado and time zones are oppressive. Text me if you get delayed, GOOD LUCK TODAY, and I WILL SEE YOU ALL TOMORROW!!!!! LOVE YOU xoxoxoxo
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			“How are you feeling?”

			“Like my head is gonna fall off my neck.”

			Anya leaned her forehead against the seat in front of her, which was a mistake: The impact immediately made her hangover even worse.

			“Why did I let you convince me to get on a plane the morning after Election Day?” she groaned.

			“Awwww, did someone have too much fun with the homosexuals?” Simone rubbed Anya’s back. “Was someone’s cishet tolerance not quite equal to the task?”

			“Yeah, well, it was about your equality, not mine.” Anya put down her tray table and laid her head on her forearms. One thing about working for a gay rights campaign: They knew how to throw a victory party. There’d been a drag show, a disco ball, confetti cannons, and go-go dancers who circulated through the crowd bearing trays of rainbow shooters (blue raspberry vodka, pineapple juice, and grenadine layered to look like little rainbows) that were super fun to take but far less enjoyable the next morning.

			“In a couple of hours, we’ll be on a gorgeous ferry ride—blue skies, crystal waters, a gentle breeze.”

			“Mm, that sounds nice,” Anya sighed.

			“Then a whole week in an island paradise where absolutely no one will ask you to approve the text of a fundraising email.” Simone grinned.

			“That is paradise,” Anya laughed. “And you’re sure Gabe won’t be there?”

			Simone shot Anya a look that clearly said, I have already answered your stupid question thousands of times. Do not make me repeat myself.

			“Sorry, sorry,” Anya mumbled. “I just can’t believe everyone there is friends with him.”

			After six years working in politics, Anya still wasn’t over the fact that everyone really did know everyone else. It turned out Simone and Gabe had worked in the same field office for the presidential election four years ago, a fact they’d discovered when Anya was bitching about the hot jerk she’d worked with in Ohio and Simone had insisted on seeing a picture. Since Anya and Simone had worked together on the presidential primary and Simone and Gabe had worked together on the general, they hadn’t realized they all knew one another.

			Now Anya was Simone’s plus-one on a post-election trip with that same friend group. They were going to Vieques, a tiny island off the coast of Puerto Rico that was supposed to be completely magical. Anya couldn’t wait to see wild horses and swim at deserted beaches and kayak on a bioluminescent bay. It was going to be a perfectly relaxing week, and absolutely nothing was going to ruin it—especially since Gabe wasn’t coming.
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			“Got your latte, bro.”

			“Thanks, man.”

			It was almost noon, and Gabe was in the Miami International Airport somewhere between hungover and still drunk. He hadn’t slept at all, not even for ten minutes, but he was still feeling on top of the world, because he had just won a goddamn presidential election.

			He couldn’t help beaming every time the thought washed over him anew: a Democrat in the White House. A Democrat he put in the White House. Okay, a Democrat sixty million Americans put in the White House, but 3.8 million of those voters were Floridians, and Gabe had been the director of field operations for Florida for Flannery (a very good job title, despite its unfortunate alliteration), delivering Florida’s twenty-seven electoral votes to Flannery, without which Flannery wouldn’t have won the election. Ipso facto, Gabe put a Democrat in the White House.

			He could write his own ticket in Democratic politics. He was gonna get laid forever. And he’d just bought two last-minute plane tickets to a tropical island to see a bunch of his old campaign buddies. Not a bad week, all told.

			Gabe handed one of the two iced lattes he was holding to Kira Liu, who’d been the deputy state director of Flannery for Florida, which meant she was technically Gabe’s boss. But it was obvious the second Gabe met Kira that they were meant to be best friends and brothers; even though they’d only known each other a few months, Gabe already felt closer to Kira than any friend he’d ever had.

			Kira was five-eight but walked with so much self-assurance you’d have sworn she was six-three. She had a short, perfectly styled undercut and was fluid with language and pronouns: She, they, he, whatever was fine. Gabe had never met someone so comfortable in their own skin—and, frankly, had never seen anyone do so well with women. Not that Gabe was a slouch in that regard. He knew he was a good-looking guy, and he was naturally outgoing enough that he could easily make conversation with any girl he wanted to talk to. But Kira was so quietly confident, she was magnetic; she didn’t even have to approach women, because they fell all over themselves coming up to her. The first time Gabe and Kira had gone out to a Miami club, they’d left with about a dozen numbers between them. They went out three or four times a week for the rest of the cycle, anytime they were done with work before midnight. They’d talk strategy and office shit and sports and movies, drink for free courtesy of whatever cute bartender was on shift, and never go home alone (unless it was by choice). They joked that all women were attracted to at least one of them; they called themselves SFE—something for everyone.

			Even hungover in an airport, Gabe noticed how women stared as they passed by Gabe and Kira. The duo always made sure to return those friendly smiles.

			“So who’s gonna be at this thing?” Kira asked. “Anyone cute?”

			“Dude.” Gabe shot Kira a look. “No need to make things messy hooking up with my friends. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of women at the beach bars.”

			“I didn’t say I was gonna hook up with anyone, but I like to know who’s gonna be around.” Kira flashed a grin.

			“All right, let’s see…” Gabe opened an email his friend Jill had forwarded with a list of who was coming. “Jill’s like the ringleader. She and her girlfriend Laurel are already at the house setting up. Ike’s an extremely discerning gay guy, you’ll love him. And Kyle and Ben are good dudes, I think they’re both bringing their girlfriends. Oh, I haven’t seen Simone in years, but she’s great—and I think gay?”

			“Single?” Kira asked.

			“Not sure.” Gabe shook his head. “Jill mentioned she’s bringing a friend from her campaign in Colorado, but I don’t know if they’re platonic or what.”

			“What race were they on?”

			“Don’t know that either.” Gabe pulled up Simone’s Facebook, but it was set to private. “Guess we’ll find out when we see her.”

			

			—

			It was a short flight to San Juan, then a quick ferry to Vieques, where Gabe rented a red Jeep to drive them to a breathtaking house built high up in the western hills of the island. The house was modern and minimal, with tones of warm honeyed woods blended with dark irons and deep gray concretes, and there was lush plant life everywhere: vines, indoor trees, pots and baskets overflowing with greenery.

			“This is sick,” Kira breathed.

			“Guys! You’re here!” Jill rushed out to meet them. She was tall and gawky, wearing cutoffs, a faded tee, and a bright red sun visor, holding a clipboard like she was their literal camp counselor. After hugs and introductions, she showed them to the bedrooms upstairs.

			“There are only two rooms left—one for you two, one for Simone and her friend. This one has a great view, but it’s kinda romantic?” Jill indicated a cozy room not much bigger than the king bed inside it, with a big window overlooking the ocean. Then she opened the door to the room across the hall. “Or there’s this one, which is, you know…”

			“The kids’ room.” Gabe grinned. “We’ll take it.”

			The room was big and airy with glass walls facing dense jungle foliage. There were three pairs of bunk beds and huge bookshelves filled with toys and games.

			“Risk?!” Kira grabbed the game. “Oh, I’m so about to own your ass.”

			“Kira, you’re so funny,” Jill giggled, even though Kira had not, objectively, made a joke. “Okay, everyone’s at the pool. See you guys down there soon?”

			“Count on it.” Gabe gave Jill a high five.

			The entire house was incredible, but the pool was unreal: an infinity pool with sweeping views of the jungle and the beach below it. Everyone was hyped to see one another, but also exhausted from their various elections, so the vibe was pretty muted as they drank margaritas and beers and lazed on teak deck chairs or pool floats, jumping in the water when it got too warm. Around 5:30, Gabe heard a flurry of activity inside the house. He looked up from the chair where he’d been dozing.

			“Sounds like Simone’s here,” he said to Kira.

			“Cool.” Kira nodded. She’d been napping too.

			Gabe turned to see two girls walking out of the house. Simone looked exactly as he remembered her: tall and curvy with a cool affect and skinny braids pulled into a high ponytail, wearing a striped nautical one-piece that popped against her dark skin. Her friend was really sexy, on the shorter side with pale creamy skin and a bright red bikini that she wore under a faded button-down shirt. She wore big tortoiseshell sunglasses, and her dark curly hair fell around her face in ringlets—

			“Fuck,” he muttered.

			“Gabe.” Anya’s tone was terse. “I didn’t know you’d be here.”
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			“Me neither,” Gabe replied, sounding nonchalant. It was hard for Anya to read his expression behind his dark Ray-Bans, but it was impossible not to notice that he looked like a male model lounging by the pool in sky-blue trunks that perfectly complemented his bronzed skin. (He was already tan? How?! Hadn’t they all just been on campaigns?) Of course this was happening. Of course he was sipping a Modelo, acting completely unbothered by Anya’s presence. Two could play at that game. Anya flashed a bright smile at Gabe and his friend, who was gorgeous too, androgynous with amazing hair and a sporty black bikini with a racerback top and boy shorts.

			“You guys have met?” Gabe’s friend asked.

			“Anya and Gabe worked together in Ohio last cycle,” Simone explained.

			“But only briefly.” Anya waved her hand breezily. “We hardly know each other.”

			“That’s cool.” Gabe’s friend got up and approached them. “I’m Kira, by the way.”

			“Kira. Hi.” Simone gave Kira a dazzling smile. “I’m Simone.”

			“The famous Simone arrives at last.” Kira cracked the smallest grin.

			“Famous?” Simone cocked her head. “What have you heard about me?”

			“Nothing.” Kira’s expression was stoic. “Which is a crime, because I want to know everything.”

			Simone giggled coyly, and Anya bit back a grin. Despite Anya’s current internal freak-out that Gabe was here, it was a delight to see her normally in-control friend get all flustered as this extremely hot person flirted with her.

			Kira turned to Anya. “You guys came in from Colorado, right?”

			“Yeah.” Anya nodded. “We worked together on the employment nondiscrimination ballot measure.”

			“Oh, right on!” Kira broke into a huge smile. “You won, that’s such a big deal.”

			“Thanks.” Anya felt a swell of pride. “What race were you on?”

			“The presidential.” Kira gave a little shrug, which Anya took as either an apology (I know our candidate sucked ) or a humblebrag (Heard of it?). “In Florida.”

			“Wow.” Simone’s eyes went wide. “You flipped Florida?”

			“Nah, the voters did that.” Kira ran a hand through their hair. “We just helped a little.”

			Humblebrag, Anya thought. Definitely humblebrag.

			“You guys must be exhausted, flying all that way,” Kira went on. “Do you want to come sit with us? You need drinks, and I make an excellent margarita.”

			“I don’t doubt that,” Simone teased. “Is it too soon to ask you to show me your secret recipe?”

			“Much.” Kira looked dead at Simone. “But let’s go in the kitchen and see what happens.”

			Simone happily followed Kira back to the house, leaving Anya and Gabe alone with absolutely nothing to say to each other. With his sunglasses, Anya couldn’t tell if Gabe was looking at his phone or at her.

			“Well.” She finally broke the silence, nodding toward a deck chair at the other end of the pool. “I’m gonna—”

			“You don’t seem surprised I’m here,” Gabe broke in.

			Anya shrugged. Was he accusing her of something? “I knew it was a possibility. Simone showed me a picture of the group, and I recognized you.”

			“Even though you hardly know me,” Gabe said pointedly.

			Now he was offended by her? This was rich.

			“Says the man who pretended not to know me for two solid weeks in Ohio,” she said coolly. “Are we done here? I’d like to take a swim.”

			“By all means, do whatever you want.”

			Gabe promptly went back to his phone, ignoring Anya completely. Well, good. Good! She walked to the other side of the pool, dropped her tote bag with her book and phone onto a chair, and slid into the water. It was colder than she expected—she couldn’t help letting out a surprised little “Oh!”

			Gabe looked up sharply; she smiled tightly.

			“Cold,” she explained.

			He looked back down without saying anything—as if he were the one with a reason to be angry. As if she’d been an uncooperative jerk and said any number of shitty things to him last time they met, instead of the other way around.

			That was two years ago, Anya admonished herself. You have no reason to care what he thinks of you. Let it go.

			She sank beneath the water, taking down her bun and letting her curls unfurl. When she splashed up to the surface and took in a big breath, everything felt a little easier. She swam one lap, two, three—slow, lazy strokes, letting the last rays of daylight wash over her, pausing to rest her elbows on the edge of the infinity pool overlooking the ocean.

			An easier feeling came into her body, a feeling of gratitude. It didn’t matter that Gabe was here; it mattered that she was. She sang a short Hebrew prayer under her breath, the one she always said in happy moments like this. She stayed in the pool for a few minutes longer, but when the sun dipped below the horizon it got cooler quickly, and Anya wanted to wrap herself in a big fluffy towel and go upstairs to have a hot shower before dinner.

			Except—oh for the love of Christ, she hadn’t grabbed a towel from the stack up on the deck. And Simone and Kira still weren’t back, and everyone else was sitting at a big table near the house. The only person anywhere near the pool was Gabe, and she certainly wasn’t asking him for a favor. There was only one thing to do in this situation. It was fine, it was objectively not a big deal to walk fifteen feet in a wet bathing suit to retrieve a towel, except she’d had to go and put on this red bikini that was sort of skimpy in the first place, and unlined besides, and— Whatever, Anya. Stop overthinking for one second of your life and get the damn towel.

			She kept her chin high as she walked up the steps out of the pool. If she thought Gabe might care how she looked, or notice her plight and run to grab a towel for her, she was sorely mistaken; he rolled over and turned his back on her within seconds of her emerging from the water. She thought she deserved a medal for not breaking into a sprint, because god she was cold, but she kept her gait steady, trying not to feel mortified by every wet smack of her feet as she walked across the pool deck.

			Of course, the second Anya had a towel wrapped around her, Simone and Kira reappeared with four icy margaritas in hand.

			“Hey!” Simone looked so happy, and Anya’s angst melted away when she saw her best friend in such high spirits. “We made you a marg, you coming?”

			Simone nodded toward the deck chairs where Gabe was still facing away from them.

			“I’m actually freezing, is it okay if I take mine inside?” Anya asked.

			“Of course!” Kira handed Anya one of the drinks she was holding. “Dinner’s in an hour.”

			“Perfect, I’ll see you then.”

			Anya went upstairs and perched on the big king bed she was sharing with Simone, looking out the window at their incredible view. She really was so happy to be here.

			She just hoped it wouldn’t take the entire week for her body to stop tensing up every time she laid eyes on Gabe.
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			“Hey, can I ask you a favor? It’s kind of a big one.”

			Kira was in her sleep clothes: oversized white boxers and a ribbed tank. Gabe usually slept in his underwear (black boxer briefs, to be specific), but since they were in a house full of people, he figured it was polite to add a T-shirt to the mix.

			“Is the favor my blessing to sleep with Simone? Because I sort of feel like you’re doing that either way.” Gabe shot Kira a knowing look. Kira and Simone had flirted all through dinner, and for a couple of hours afterward.

			“Dude, your ‘blessing’? Are you for real right now?”

			“Just want to make sure you kids have thought this through.” Gabe affected a concerned dad voice, and Kira laughed. “What’s the favor?”

			“If I’m gonna sleep in Simone’s bed, that means Anya can’t.”

			“Oh, right.” Gabe suddenly went numb, the same way he had when he first saw Anya on the pool deck. “I can take the couch or whatever. Anya can have this room.”

			“There are like a thousand beds in here.” Kira nodded at the bunks. “I think this room’s big enough for the both of you.”

			“Did she say it was?” Gabe pressed.

			“What’s with you?” Kira peered at him. “You’ve been freaked out since she got here. What went down with you two in Ohio? Did you sleep with her?”

			“No. No,” Gabe emphasized. “I was with another girl at the time.”

			“Okay, then what?”

			“We didn’t get along, that’s all.” Gabe shrugged. “I think she kind of hates me.”

			“Seriously?” Kira burst out laughing. “She hates the most needs-to-be-liked person I’ve ever met? That must drive you insane.”

			“Shut up.” Gabe shoved Kira’s arm. He was totally blushing. Great. “Anya really agreed to share a room?”

			“Really and truly.” Kira held up her hand like she was swearing an oath. “Maybe she doesn’t hate you?”

			“I doubt that.” Gabe frowned. “But if she’s fine to share, so am I.”

			Gabe wasn’t fine, obviously. He wasn’t fine when Anya showed up out of the blue. He wasn’t fine when she swam back and forth in front of him for what felt like hours while he read the same paragraph of his novel over and over and didn’t absorb a word, her curls rippling in the water, her body undulating like a damn mermaid. He wasn’t fine when she started singing a haunting little tune under her breath (was she literally a siren? was that what was happening?), and he certainly wasn’t fine when she climbed out of the pool dripping wet, visibly freezing with goosebumps running all the way down her body, that soaked red bikini concealing basically nothing of the curves beneath it. He felt so humiliated that seeing her like that immediately gave him an erection—the guilt of the way he’d behaved in Ohio combined with the nakedness of how his body responded to her made him feel like he needed to run and hide. But since standing wasn’t an option given what was happening in his swim trunks, the best he could do was roll onto his side and pretend to read.

			At dinner, Anya sat at the opposite end of the table from him, which was both a disappointment and a relief. She didn’t talk much (not like her), but she laughed a fair bit, her throaty little rapid-fire cackle. Gabe tried to focus on his conversation with Kyle and Ben—about their various races, what they wanted to do next—but every time he caught a peal of Anya’s laughter, he couldn’t think about anything else.

			And now he could hear her walking down the hall, coming to spend the night in his bedroom. He hurried to pull on gym shorts, sort of wishing it was appropriate to wear jeans to bed instead.

			The door was open, but Anya still knocked softly as she came inside, wearing oversized gray sweatpants and a boxy black tee with a New York Mets logo. Her hair was pulled back as usual, and her face looked fresh and a little red, like she’d just scrubbed it clean.

			“Welcome to FAO Schwarz.” He waved a hand at the shelves of toys and games. “Can I interest you in a round of Hungry Hungry Hippos?”

			She gave him a tight smile. “I was always more of a Trouble girl myself. Because it’s, you know…”

			“Pop-o-matic?” Gabe offered.

			“That’s the one.” She looked so uncomfortable. Gabe felt like he might die.

			“Listen—” he started.

			“This is so weird,” she blurted at the same moment he started speaking. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to cut you off.”

			“No! No, this is weird,” he agreed. “And not even because it feels like that shelf of stuffed gorillas is looking at us.”

			Anya turned to face the gorillas. “Oh my god, why are they so focused? Do you think they’re, like, gorilla versions of Jane Goodall, and they’re studying us?”

			“Humans in the mist,” Gabe joked, and Anya gave him a smile, which he took as encouragement. “The political operatives are exhausted and a tad bit tipsy, which makes them even less equipped than usual to handle awkward social interactions.”

			“What the hell was that voice?” Anya laughed, and Gabe fucking loved the sound of it.

			“David Attenborough, obviously.”

			“Obviously? He’s British, and that was— I don’t know what that was. Australian? But not?”

			“Naur.” Gabe exaggerated the accent even more, hoping to make her laugh again, but her face grew serious instead.

			“Look, clearly neither of us is thrilled that the other is here.” Anya squared her shoulders and spoke directly. “As for sharing a room, I told Kira I’d be happy to sleep on the couch, so if you’re at all uncomfortable, that offer stands.”

			“I told her the same thing,” Gabe said. “If anyone’s gonna sleep on a couch, it’s me.”

			“How chivalrous.” Anya rolled her eyes, and Gabe clenched his jaw. How was it that no matter what he said to her, it was always wrong? “There are six beds in here, so I’m good if you are. You don’t snore, do you?”

			“Not that I’ve been told,” Gabe quipped, and Anya snorted.

			“I’m gonna sleep by the board games,” Anya told him. “Have fun with the gorillas.”

			She climbed into the bottom bunk nearest the door and flipped on a little bedside light. She’d brought a paperback; Gabe didn’t recognize the title, but it looked like one of those fantasy novels she’d once told him she liked.

			“I’ll get the light then?” Gabe asked.

			“If you want,” she said without looking up from her book, like it made no difference whatsoever.

			After he flipped the switch, the only light left in the room was from Anya’s bedside lamp, which made it much easier to see the dark jungle through the glass wall. It was a little eerie, Gabe thought—not ideal for a children’s room. He walked across the room and climbed to the top bunk farthest away from Anya, thinking this would give them both the most privacy. But the beds were angled in such a way that he had a direct line of sight to her bunk. In the dim yellow light, he could see her lying on her back and reading, knees bent, eyes wide, lips slightly parted in total engrossment as she flipped page after page.

			Gabe pulled the covers over his body. The bed wasn’t quite big enough for him, but he was so tired he didn’t care. His eyelids felt heavy, and he remembered suddenly that he hadn’t slept properly in almost forty-eight hours. Since then, he’d won an election. He’d flown to Vieques. And Anya might hate him, but she was lulling him to sleep all the same, with her soft intakes of breath and the sound of her turning pages.
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			The bunk bed mattress was so thin Anya could feel its springs prodding her as she lay in bed reading. It was designed to support a child, not an adult who’d spent the last eight months hunched over a cheap laptop drafting Facebook posts about gay rights. Every time Anya shifted to a new position, the mattress springs would squeak and groan. And every time she moved (every single time), she’d hear a corresponding sound from across the room. Whether he was doing it consciously or not, when Anya moved, so did Gabe.

			Was she keeping him awake? She didn’t think so—his breath had gotten heavy within a few minutes of getting into bed. It made her feel weird to know how his breath sounded when he was asleep; it was too intimate or something, like she’d seen him in his underwear. Which she guessed she basically had earlier that afternoon by the pool. Ugh, she wished she didn’t know about the curls of light brown hair that sprinkled across his chest and trailed down below his stomach.

			She didn’t want to think about him at all, let alone share a room with him, much less be aware of the low rumbling sound he made in the back of his throat when he rolled over, one knee bent, so she could see his thick thigh poking out from beneath his blankets. She was exhausted after barely having slept last night and traveling all day, and the bed she was supposed to share with Simone was so soft and comfortable. It made her furious that she was here with Gabe instead, and it was even more annoying that he was apparently so completely unbothered by this situation that he could fall asleep instantly.

			She guessed Gabe didn’t care that he’d made her feel like the worst, least likable version of herself back in Ohio—the kid who was only ever invited to birthday parties because someone’s parents forced them to include her. It wasn’t surprising that a golden boy like him (a starting shortstop at Stanford who graduated cum laude, Anya had once discovered during a shameful night of online stalking) thought so little of a geek like her, but it still stung. Which made her feel weak, and young somehow—like she hadn’t grown up since middle school. Being in this tiny bunk bed didn’t help that feeling.

			Anya turned over again, rather louder than necessary, half hoping she’d wake him. He moved too, but his breath stayed heavy. She felt like an asshole—and also weirdly disappointed.

			She tried to focus on her book, but her eyes hurt, and so did her body. She turned off the little reading light clipped to her bunk bed, and in the darkness the moonlit jungle outside the window took on a soft green glow. She imagined nighttime creatures scurrying through the lush tropical plants, soft sloths and shiny lizards. Were there lizards here, or did they only live in the desert? She wasn’t sure; maybe Gabe could explain in his dumb not-Attenborough voice. She thought about the whispery flaps of moth wings, the gentle sounds, back and forth, and it wasn’t long until she slipped into a deep sleep.

			“Hey.”

			Anya shot awake at the noise. Gabe was crouched right next to her bed. It was still dark, not morning yet. How long had she been asleep?

			“What is it?” she hissed. She felt clenched and panicked, but he looked totally calm.

			“It’s the gorillas,” he said, his voice low like the rumbles she’d heard him make earlier.

			“Are you doing a bit right now?” she groused. “I was sleeping.”

			“Anya, I’m serious,” he said gravely. “They’re coming to kill us.”

			“They’re toys,” Anya protested. “Go back to sleep.”

			“I can’t. I have to save you.”

			That was when Anya heard a growl—dark and menacing—and her whole body filled with terror.

			“Should we run?” she whispered.

			“There’s no time. We have to hide.”

			“Where?” Anya sat up in bed and pulled the sheets to her chest. He put a finger over his lips: Shh.

			He reached down to pull her out of bed; she felt awed by how handsome he looked in the moonlight. His hand encircled hers and they were moving, swiftly and noiselessly, through a door next to Anya’s bed. It was pitch-dark inside.

			“Is this a closet?” she asked. “Why didn’t I notice it before?”

			“We’ll be safe here,” Gabe reassured her—but then they heard a thump outside the door, and he pressed her against the closet’s back wall. She could feel the hard planes of his body mashed against her chest, and she wrapped her arms around his waist, pulling him closer.

			“Gabe,” she moaned softly, and he let out another one of those rumbling groans. His fingers were in her hair, and then he leaned down to drag his tongue along her neck, and then—

			

			—

			“And then what?!” Simone practically screeched.

			“And then Jill dropped all those pans in the kitchen and I woke up,” Anya said matter-of-factly.

			Anya and Simone were lying on big towels on Caracas Beach—a crescent-shaped cove on the island’s southern coast protected by tall trees on every side, which made it feel completely private. The rest of the group was there, but most were swimming in the ocean or off looking for shells, so Simone and Anya had taken the opportunity to “relax in the sun” (i.e., gossip about their respective nights). After a solid forty minutes of Simone extolling Kira’s virtues in and out of bed, she’d asked for a recap of Anya’s night, which was considerably shorter.

			“You like Gabe so much.” Simone made goo-goo eyes at Anya. “You’re in love with him, I knew it.”

			“Please.” Anya rolled her eyes dramatically. “You and Kira threw me out of my room. I knew exactly what you two were doing in there—”

			“What we were doing was considerably more X-rated than your dream, but go on.”

			“—and I was really annoyed about sharing a room with Gabe—”

			“Wait, you’re not mad-mad, are you?” Simone looked at Anya with concern.

			“Of course not!” Anya reassured her. “I’d do anything for you, sharing a weirdly decorated children’s room with a man I dislike is not a big deal. I just mean, I was already having emotions about sharing a space with him, and then he was making dumb jokes about the toy gorillas, and all those noises while he slept, and I knew you and Kira were having sex, so obviously my subconscious whipped that all together into whatever that dream was.”

			Simone peered at Anya. “Babe, it’s a good thing you’re pretty because you are so, so stupid.”

			Anya laughed and threaded her fingers through Simone’s. “You think I’m pretty.”

			“The prettiest. But you blush real easy, so maybe don’t look over there because Gabe just took his shirt off.” Simone nodded toward the ocean, where Gabe and Kira were tossing a Frisbee as the waves lapped at their feet, looking like J.Crew models in the surf.

			“Fuck off,” Anya sighed.

			“Shan’t.” Simone grinned.

			Kira noticed Simone and Anya looking over and turned to wave hello, which made her miss the Frisbee Gabe had thrown. The Frisbee sailed toward Anya and Simone, and Kira jogged over to retrieve it. Gabe trailed behind, looking considerably grumpier.

			Kira gave Simone a goofy smile. “You guys having fun?”

			“Definitely.” Simone beamed. “Anya was telling me about this very interesting dream she had last night.”

			“Oh yeah?” Kira perked up. “What happened?”

			“Nothing,” Anya gritted, shooting Simone a death look. “It was about these toy gorillas in our room coming to life.”

			“Seriously?” Gabe laughed dismissively. Anya was inclined to glare at him, but he looked so ridiculously good towering over her in the glittering sunshine that she pointedly turned her back on him instead. As if he even cares whether I’m looking at him, she thought grimly.

			“I was thinking about walking to that cliff to check out the view.” Kira pointed out a jutting rock formation at the far end of the beach. “You guys want to come?”

			“Sure!” Simone agreed immediately.

			“I’m okay, but thank you,” Anya said politely, wanting to give Simone and Kira some alone time. “Might take a nap after all my gorilla night terrors.”

			“Gabe?” Kira asked.

			“Nah, you guys go ahead, I’m gonna get something to eat,” he said. Anya respected that even if Gabe was a jerk to her, at least he was considerate of Kira.

			“Cool,” Kira said. “See you guys in a bit.”

			Kira leaned down to help Simone stand, reaching out her hand like Gabe had in Anya’s dream. It made Anya’s stomach churn to think about the dream with Gabe standing so near, especially with them both in bathing suits. As Kira and Simone started walking down the beach, Gabe settled onto the sand beside Anya. His swim trunks today were chocolate brown with a bright white drawstring, and Anya hated that her mind automatically went to imagining untying it.

			“So you really didn’t sleep well?” he asked. “Because of the gorillas?”

			“We don’t have to do this,” Anya said tightly.

			“Do what?”

			“Small talk, whatever.” Anya waved her hand dismissively. “Just because our friends are hooking up doesn’t mean we have to pretend to like each other. You have your vacation, I’ll have mine. It’s fine.”

			“Oh.” Gabe’s voice was quiet, and if Anya didn’t know better, she’d think he almost sounded hurt, which was ironic considering he was the one who’d hurt her in the first place. But then he stood quickly, brushing sand off his legs, and his tone was back to normal. “Sure, if that’s what you want. No problem.”
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			Text message transcript: Simone Humphrey and Kira Liu

			Simone [4:41pm]: Who are we sitting with at dinner tonight, your friend or mine?

			Kira [4:42pm]: I can’t believe they’re still acting like this

			Kira [4:42pm]: It’s been six days!! You’re sleeping in the same room!! Kiss and get it over with!!

			Kira [4:42pm]: Speaking of…[image: Smirking face emoji.]

			Simone [4:42pm]: Ok horndog we had sex like twenty minutes ago

			Simone [4:43pm]: For the third time today

			Kira [4:43pm]: Not seeing your point

			Simone [4:43pm]: Anyway I realllllly don’t think Anya’s kissing Gabe without some kind of divine intervention

			Kira [4:44pm]: Oh intervention is a good idea tho

			Kira [4:44pm]: We could all sit in a circle and use I statements to explain how them not kissing has personally affected our vacation

			Simone [4:45pm]: At least Anya’s having a good week, our precious little trooper

			Kira [4:45pm]: Gabe isn’t [image: Face with diagonal mouth emoji.]

			Simone [4:45pm]: No?? He’s been out dancing until 2am every night

			Kira [4:46pm]: Dude, he’s humanly incapable of being disliked, especially by someone he respects

			Kira [4:46pm]: Do you not see him glancing over at Anya like every eight seconds whenever the whole group is together? He’s slowly unraveling like a woman in a gothic novel

			Simone [4:46pm]: Oooooh he does like to pace and gaze mournfully at the sea

			Simone [4:47pm]: I thought that was regular straight man nonsense

			Kira [4:47pm]: I love how gay you are

			Simone [4:48pm]: I feel like they need to have ONE decent conversation

			Simone [4:49pm]: Oh!!! I have an idea!! Meet me at the room in ten?

			Kira [4:50pm]: For sex??? [image: Star-struck face emoji.]  [image: Star-struck face emoji.]  [image: Star-struck face emoji.]

			Simone [4:50pm]: Oh my god. No. To help our friends

			Simone [4:50pm]: (Then sex)

			Kira [4:51pm]: YAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYYAYAYAYAY
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			Gabe wasn’t having a very relaxing week in Vieques, but then, Gabe had never been great at relaxing. He much preferred to be doing something, on the go. Sitting still made him antsy. So anytime anyone in the group proposed an activity, he said yes. Snorkeling? Great. Horseback ride on the beach? You bet. Dancing every night until the wee hours? Hell yes.

			He’d gone to a beach bar filled with sunburned tourists (where he’d grinded with a bride-to-be on a bachelorette trip while her bridesmaids cheered her on) and a back-room salsa club for locals (where he’d made out with a woman in her forties with long dark hair named Valeria). He and Valeria had exchanged numbers, but she had two kids at home, and he was staying with a passel of campaigners, so there wasn’t really anywhere to go.

			Every night when Gabe stumbled back into the house well past midnight, he’d find Anya curled into a tight little ball in her bunk bed. She never stirred, but sometimes she was so still that Gabe felt certain she must be awake. She’d barely spoken a word to him since their brief conversation on the beach, and whatever, that was fine. It sucked that she hated him so much, but they were flying home tomorrow, and then he’d never have to see her again.

			For their last night on the island, they were all having dinner at some restaurant Jill had found in a converted old farmhouse where you sat on the back deck and ate butter-poached lobster, after which they were going kayaking on Vieques’s bioluminescent bay. The food was great, the wine was flowing, and Anya was at the opposite end of the table, wearing a long black halter dress with a neckline that dipped low between her breasts. Her hair was down, her curls wayward and wild, and with the sun she’d gotten this week, her normally pale skin was glowing in the candlelight. She was sitting with Simone and Kira, and they all looked really happy.

			Well, good. Gabe was glad she’d had a nice time.

			“Okay, wait,” Jill spoke up to get the group’s attention. “Since it’s our last night, I was thinking we could do, like—I don’t know, like we each ask a question and then we all have to answer it?”

			“Like an icebreaker?” Simone laughed.

			“Or truth or dare?” Kira’s eyes flashed, and she kissed Simone on the cheek.

			“No, just like, bonding!” Jill looked flustered. “Like—okay, everyone say what’s the best campaign you ever worked on and why. I’ll go first: Obviously it was Dowd for President, because that’s where I met all you losers!”

			Everyone laughed and “aww”-ed, raising their glasses and toasting Jill.

			“I’ll say Gans for Governor,” Kira piped in.

			“You lost that race.” Simone frowned.

			“Yeah, but I got paid to live in Hawaii for six months, and it ruled.” Kira grinned.

			“I’ll drink to that.” Gabe lifted his glass.

			“My favorite campaign was one I lost too,” Anya said.

			“Ohhhh.” Simone looked at Anya with recognition. “Texas?”

			“Yeah.” Anya nodded. “It was two years ago. I quit my consulting job and moved to a town where I didn’t know a single person to work for Zoe Vázquez.”

			“No shit, Texas-28?” Ben looked impressed. “What’d you do on that race?”

			“I was hired for field, but there were like nine of us on the team at first, so I ended up doing some of everything—a lot of digital,” Anya replied. “Zoe was running against this despicable anti-choice Dem incumbent. If Zoe had won she would have been the youngest woman ever elected to Congress. We weren’t supposed to have a chance, but in the end we only lost by like three hundred votes. It was a heartbreaker.”

			“But it was your favorite?” Kira asked.

			“Yeah.” Anya lit up, and her cheeks flushed with color, making her look even prettier. “It felt so right to be there, you know? Like everything I’d imagined for myself could be my real life. And I believed in Zoe so much, we all did. Being part of her team, feeling like the path of her life is gonna change in some part because I was there, and all the other young women who’ll be inspired to run for office because of her…it was incredible.”

			“Wait.” Gabe peered at Anya as he did the math. “You quit your consulting job right after Ohio?”

			“Yeah, I did.” Anya squared her shoulders as she met his gaze.

			Gabe felt an ache in his stomach. A longing to be back at Char Bar. To say something different, to walk her home.

			“What was your favorite race, Gabe?” Kyle asked.

			“This one,” Gabe said without even thinking about it.

			“Sure, I guess delivering the presidency is pretty good, if you’re into that sort of thing,” Ike joked.

			“Even if the candidate was a hack with no beliefs,” Anya muttered—then immediately looked horrified. “I’m so sorry,” she said to Kira. “I know how hard you worked. I’m being an asshole.”

			“No, you’re totally right,” Kira reassured her. “Gabe thinks so too.”

			“Really?” Anya looked at Gabe like that couldn’t possibly be true. The ache that had started in his stomach felt like it was radiating to the rest of his body now, like he needed to stand up, or at least say something, but he couldn’t move.

			“Oh my god, you should have been there this one night,” Kira said. “Gabe got all drunk and weepy about it. Started talking about the tragedy of general elections, the need for a candidate who would actually try to inspire people instead of just trying not to offend them. He was such a little bitch baby.”

			Kira grinned at Gabe. He tore his eyes away from Anya and tried to act normal.

			“Yeah, but I was your bitch baby,” Gabe said affably, tipping his glass toward Kira. Everyone laughed, but not Anya—she was still looking at him with unnerving intensity.

			“So why was it your favorite race, then?” she asked. “If you didn’t like your candidate?”

			“It’s where I met Kira,” Gabe said quietly.

			Kira got a little misty—but only for a second; showing emotion really wasn’t her thing.

			“I love you, bud,” she said.

			“You too, man.” Gabe blinked a couple of times. He’d never told Kira exactly what she meant to him, exactly why he needed her friendship so much. But that was one of the best things about her. He didn’t have to.

			Laurel started talking about a race she’d worked in Madison, and Gabe’s eyes slid back over to Anya. He knew it was pathetic, how often he looked at her, but since this was the last night he’d ever be able to, he figured it didn’t really matter.

			Except this time, she was looking at him too. And no matter how long he gazed at her, she didn’t look away.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6
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			“Hey.” Simone tugged on Anya’s sleeve at the end of dinner. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

			Anya looked concerned. “Is everything okay?”

			“It’s just—Kira and I were kind of hoping we could drive by ourselves over to the kayaking thing. Would you be okay to ride with Jill and Laurel?”

			“Oh duh, of course!” Anya laughed. “Why would that be a big deal?”

			It wasn’t until Anya climbed into the back of Jill and Laurel’s car that she realized if she wasn’t riding with Simone and Kira, it meant Gabe wasn’t either.

			“Hey.” His voice was low and kind of uneven. He looked at her and then quickly away as she slid onto the seat next to him.

			“Everyone good to go?” Jill asked.

			“Aye aye!” Laurel replied as she hit the ceiling two times; this had become their bit over the course of the week. Laurel turned to Anya and Gabe. “So where are you heading after this? Gabe, are you gonna work inauguration?”

			“Nah. I’ll go for the parties, but I think I’m gonna stay with Kira until then.”

			“Oh yeah? Up in Seattle?” Jill asked.

			“Yeah, her aunt has a place out on Orcas Island, so we’re gonna hang there for a while. Plus her family’s Buddhist, so it’s no big deal if I’m there over Christmas.”

			Anya turned to him, which was hard since they were already pretty close together, and the car ride was fairly bumpy. “You’re not spending the holidays with your family?”

			“Holidays were more of a status symbol than a family thing where I grew up.” Gabe’s voice had a note of disdain. “My parents go to their country club for Thanksgiving and St. Barth’s for Christmas.”

			“Pity the poor little orphan boy!” Jill said in an exaggerated British accent, and they all laughed good-naturedly.

			“You’re going home, though?” Gabe asked Anya. “To Chicago?”

			“Yeah.” Anya nodded. “Wait—how do you know I’m from Chicago?”

			“Wow, for someone who once accused me of having a bad memory, you don’t seem to remember much of our conversation in New Hampshire.”

			“You guys knew each other in New Hampshire?” Jill interjected.

			“Gabe and I met for like twenty minutes one day during the primary,” Anya explained.

			“Yeah, and she liked me so much she immediately decided to move across the state to work in another office.” Gabe laughed, but the sound of it wasn’t funny.

			In the front seat, Jill and Laurel exchanged a pointed look. What was that about?

			“Hold up.” Laurel looked down at her phone. “Weren’t you supposed to turn left there?”

			“No, I’m taking the coast road,” Jill said. “Doesn’t this run into that up ahead?”

			“I don’t think so?” Laurel looked confused. “My service sucks here.”

			“Let’s stay on this road.” Jill sounded confident. “I’m sure it’s right.”

			As it turned out, it was not right. By the time they made it to the kayaking tour, they were the last to arrive at the makeshift parking lot alongside the small river. Everyone else was already in life jackets and standing beside a big rack of kayaks, all paired off and ready to go.

			“Sorry, sorry,” Jill apologized as she and Laurel rushed to get their jackets, then turned to Anya and Gabe. “You guys are good to share a boat, right?”

			So this was why Simone and Kira “needed to drive alone”: They were plotting some scheme for Anya and Gabe to be stuck in a boat together. Anya shot Simone a faux-annoyed look, and Simone waved and blew her a kiss.

			“Sure,” Anya sighed. “Gabe and I can share.”

			“Oh, there are four of you?” the guide asked. “Bummer, I only have one kayak left.”

			“What?!” Jill look stricken. “We have reservations!”

			“You definitely do.” The guide looked like a stoned college student with long shaggy hair and a pleasant expression. “But another group messed up one of my boats this afternoon.”

			“Oh.” Anya was disappointed; she’d been looking forward to seeing the bioluminescent bay all week. “It’s okay, I can hang back.”

			“What about that?” Gabe pointed at a beat-up old wooden canoe that looked twice as big as the kayaks.

			“Oh yeah!” The guide looked amazed, as if just remembering that canoes existed and were also made for water. “But you gotta be a stronger rower for that.”

			“Shouldn’t you take that one then?” Anya asked him.

			“I totally would,” the guide agreed, “but I’m in the solo kayak.”

			“I can take Anya in the canoe,” Gabe offered. “It’s no problem.”

			A few minutes later, Anya was sitting in a canoe, facing Gabe as he sat backward, rowing them behind the little pack of kayaks. He was wearing soft khaki shorts, a thin white linen button-down, and flip-flops. Anya could see the muscles in his shoulders flex each time he pulled the oars, and a little sweat was beading at his hairline.

			“I really can take an oar,” Anya insisted.

			“Sure, because our arms are such similar lengths. We could boat around in little circles. Great plan.”

			“I was offering to help,” Anya snapped. “You don’t need to be a dick about it.”

			“No, you can’t stand the fact that I’m in complete control,” Gabe retorted. “But you’re right, I don’t need to be a dick about it.”

			He looked at her again, the same way he had at dinner—that look like he was trying to tell her something, but she still didn’t know what it was.

			“Well, why are you, then?” she asked. “I mean, why were you? In Ohio.”

			He met her eye with an adorably sheepish look, like he was a kid who’d been caught stealing. She had to imagine he’d never gotten in trouble once in his entire childhood, with a look like that in his arsenal.

			“You are so intimidating.”

			“What?!” Anya laughed. “Shut up, I am not.”

			“I’m serious,” he said, his smile fading.

			She folded her arms. “How could you possibly be intimidated by me?”

			“You never take me at my word, for one thing.”

			“Because you’re an obvious bullshitter, and people let you get away with it because you’re hot.”

			Gabe knocked one of his big wooden oars directly into Kyle’s kayak.

			“Hey!” Kyle shouted.

			“Sorry, man!” Gabe used the oar to push off. He let the kayaks get a little ways ahead before he started rowing again, then turned back to Anya. “You were saying?”

			“That you’re a bullshitter?” Anya raised her eyebrows.

			“That wasn’t the interesting part.” He flashed her his ridiculously handsome smile, and she let out a frustrated noise.

			“This is exactly what I’m talking about!” she huffed. “I ask you a real question, and you give me this fake flattery and flirting—”

			“You think me saying I’m intimidated by you is flattery?”

			“I don’t know what it is, but I know it’s not true,” Anya emphasized.

			“Why isn’t it?” Gabe looked down, pulling at the oars. “Ever since I met you, I’ve felt like, I don’t know, like everything I have to offer, you’re not interested in.”

			“What does that mean?” Anya frowned.

			“You don’t like me,” Gabe sighed. “And I hate it. I hate when anyone doesn’t like me. Kira said that to me and she’s totally right, because she’s always right.”

			“Everyone likes you, Gabe,” Anya said softly. “What do you care what I think?”

			Gabe bit his lower lip. She wished he wouldn’t do that when she was trying to focus on their conversation.

			“I was trying really hard to impress you in New Hampshire,” he said. “And in Ohio, I thought I was running this great program—I thought I was killing it, my first time on senior staff. Then you show up and immediately tell the team everything I didn’t think of.”

			“So that’s why you were so nasty to me?” Anya asked. “Because I embarrassed you in a meeting?”

			“No, Anya.” Gabe sighed. “It just, I don’t know. It got under my skin that you thought so little of me. It still does.”

			“I didn’t.” Anya shook her head. “I mean, I don’t.”

			Gabe looked up at her. “Now who’s the bullshitter?”

			They were nearing the entrance to the bay. There was a full moon, and the water’s surface was shimmering in the moonlight, but Anya couldn’t see any bioluminescence.

			“Then at Char Bar you were totally right about why I’d taken the job,” Gabe went on. “It made me feel small. And I messed up. I said those awful things to you—things I didn’t even believe, to be clear. I was lashing out, and I was out of line. I’m really sorry.”

			The apology hung in silence for a moment. It was the most sincere Anya had ever heard him be, and it made her feel like she owed him the same in return.

			“I think, um—” She swallowed. “The thing with guys like you…”

			“What kind of guys?” He raised an eyebrow.

			“Guys who were popular in high school and played baseball for fancy colleges and are beloved by everyone?”

			“Monsters.” Gabe nodded. “Continue.”

			“Historically, guys like you are interested in me as, like, a person they could use to do their homework.”

			“Like your old boss?” Gabe asked.

			“Jesus, you really remember everything.” Anya felt flustered.

			“Says the girl who knows what sport I played in college,” Gabe countered.

			Anya hoped it was dark enough that Gabe couldn’t see her blush. “I don’t know how I— Kira must have mentioned it.”

			“Did you…” Gabe looked down, like he was trying to figure out how to word something. “Did you want me to be interested in you in a…different way?”

			Oh, god, Anya thought. Now my humiliation is complete.

			“Not at all.” Anya gathered herself, sitting up as straight as she could while wearing an absurdly long life jacket (the only one that had been big enough to fit over her chest—and not completely). “All I mean is, I may have judged you a little. And I’m sorry if I didn’t give you a fair shake.”

			“Okay.” Gabe nodded slowly, looking at her. “So do we, like, forgive each other? I mean, you didn’t really need to apologize to me, but—”

			“I forgive you, Gabe,” she said, and she saw his whole posture relax.

			“Yeah?” He smiled.

			“Yeah.” She smiled too.

			“Um, excuse me?” Jill called out from her kayak twenty feet away. “Are we going to see any bioluminescence on the bioluminescent bay?”

			“The full moon is actually the worst night to be out here,” their guide responded. “The lighter it is, the harder it is to see.”

			“So why did we come?!” Jill shouted, sounding on the brink of losing it.

			“Because you had a reservation!” The guide looked really happy he had the right answer—and that’s when the air pressure dropped and clouds started rolling in.

			“Oh god,” Simone called. “Is it gonna rain? Should we go back?”

			“No, this is what we wanted!” the guide said. “Don’t worry, it’s not a lightning storm.”

			But there was considerable chatter among the group, as the guide hadn’t inspired a great deal of confidence so far.

			“What do you think?” Gabe asked Anya. “Should we risk death?”

			“I’m game if you are.” She felt lightheaded—she wasn’t sure if it was all the wine with dinner, or the relief of finally getting everything out in the open with Gabe, but suddenly everything felt silly and easy.

			And then she felt the first raindrop.

			“Oh!” she exclaimed. “Here it is! Oh! Oh.”

			As the sky got darker, the surface of the water began to glow. And every time a raindrop hit the surface, it sparkled like a little diamond.

			“Gabe,” Anya breathed.

			“I know!” he exclaimed, looking like a kid again—a happy one this time. The sky opened up, and the rain started to pour heavily all over them, soaking Anya to the skin, but she didn’t care, because the bay was exploding with a thousand sparks of light. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

			“Hey, can I ask you something?” Anya said, and Gabe nodded. “Would it be weird if I said a prayer right now?”

			Gabe looked at her with a sort of wonder. “I didn’t know you were religious.”

			“I’m not, really.” She spoke loudly to be heard over the rain. “It’s this thing my mom taught me, this Hebrew prayer we always say when we do something new, or we’re feeling grateful. It’s called the shehechyanu.”

			“Is that what you sang before?” Gabe asked.

			“When?” Anya scrunched up her nose, trying to remember.

			“The other day.” Gabe leaned forward. His hair was soaked, strands of it stuck to his forehead. She fought an urge to reach out and push them back. “You were swimming in the pool, and then you stopped and sang something?”

			She suddenly felt self-conscious. “I didn’t know you could hear me.”

			“Yeah.” He gazed at her, and her whole body tingled. “You should definitely sing it. It was beautiful.”

			Anya’s heart was thumping, and her voice was low and shaky as she sang the words she knew so well, acutely aware that Gabe’s eyes were on her the whole time.

			“What does it mean?” he asked when she was finished.

			“It’s thanking God for this moment,” she explained, her heart full as the rain kept falling all around them. “The word shehechyanu literally means ‘that we are alive.’ ”

			“That we are alive,” Gabe repeated, nodding slowly. “That we are alive.”

			

			—

			There were sandy beach towels in the back of one of the Jeeps, so the group shook them out and dried off as best they could before they headed to a nearby beach bar. The night had a giddy quality—the last night of vacation, the miraculous thing they’d just seen, the whole island smelling fresh and green after the quickly passing rainstorm. The bar was mostly outdoors and dimly lit with cheery golden string lights. Anya, Simone, Gabe, and Kira were drinking mezcal with pineapple juice at a little table by the bar, everyone feeling buzzy from the liquor and the fact that all four of them could finally sit together.

			“You know what we need?” Gabe asked the group.

			“Big cups of water and some ibuprofen?” Anya ventured.

			“My boring, responsible angel.” Simone wrapped her arms around Anya’s shoulders and pulled her close; Anya leaned her head against Simone’s ample bosom.

			“You smell sooooo good,” Anya giggled.

			“Doesn’t she?!” Kira agreed. “It’s like otherworldly.”

			“It’s literally Johnson & Johnson.” Simone sighed dramatically.

			“You’re lying.” Anya sat up and stared at Simone. “It’s for sure perfume.”

			“It’s my natural essence.”

			“It might be sunscreen,” Kira pointed out. “I love how it smells when you get home from the beach and you’re all salty and coconutty, you know?”

			“Yes,” Anya agreed.

			“So we’re not gonna answer my question?” Gabe asked, looking amused.

			“What question?” Anya gave him a big innocent look, then burst out laughing. “No, wait. I actually forget what question.”

			“I was saying, we need shots.”

			“Oh my god, nooooo,” Anya protested.

			Kira high-fived Gabe. “We’re doing it. I’ll come with.”

			They strode off toward the bar. As soon as they were out of earshot, Simone poked Anya’s arm.

			“So?” she asked. “You two buried the hatchet?”

			“I guess? He apologized, so that was nice.” Anya took a sip of her drink and smiled as Simone gave her a smug grin. “Feeling pleased that your little scheme worked out?”

			“Whatever could you mean?” Simone batted her eyes innocently, then leaned toward Anya. “But be real—how good did he look with that white shirt in the rain?”

			“Oh my god, I didn’t notice,” Anya insisted, but she automatically glanced toward Gabe at the bar. He and Kira were laughing and talking, neither one seeming the least bit interested in a nearby group of women who were obviously ogling them.

			“Now I know you’re lying.” Simone peered at Anya. “Why won’t you admit you like him?”

			“Because I don’t!” Anya squeaked. “I mean—whatever, he’s empirically handsome. I said as much to him tonight.”

			“You did?” Simone sat up a little straighter. “What did he say?”

			“Ugh, it was so embarrassing. He asked if I wanted him to be interested in me in, like, the saddest voice imaginable—like he pitied me.”

			“Wait wait wait.” Simone shook her head. “Back up. He asked if you were into him?”

			“Yeah?” Anya bit her lip.

			“And what did you say?”

			“That I wasn’t. What else should I have said?”

			“Anya. Sweet summer child.” Simone pinched the bridge of her nose. “Aren’t you supposed to be the straight one? A man does not ask if you’re interested in him unless he’s interested in you.”

			“This one did, believe me.” Anya tried to sound convincing, but her heart was speeding up again, traitorous organ.

			“Has he also been staring at you all week because he’s not interested?” Simone prodded. “Has he been totally miserable that you’re angry with him because he’s not interested?”

			“Don’t be absurd, he has not been totally miserable.”

			“That’s not what Kira says.” Simone took a sip of her drink, glaring at Anya over the glass rim.

			“Anyway, it doesn’t matter if he’s interested in me,” Anya brushed her off. “Because I’m not interested in him.”

			“Sure, that’s why you’re having sexy dreams about him.”

			“That is not—”

			“Anya!” Simone groaned with frustration. “You’ve spent the last eight months surrounded by homosexuals. You deserve to bang a hot straight! You’re literally sharing a bedroom—”

			“A children’s bedroom!”

			“—in a mansion on a tropical island! Like! Babygirl, I don’t know what else I can do for you!”

			“Beyond trapping us together in a canoe on a bioluminescent bay during a magical rainstorm?” Anya bit back a smile.

			“I don’t know why I waste my time,” Simone sniffed, and they both burst out laughing.

			“What’s so funny over here?” Gabe asked, his arm looping over Anya’s shoulders as he deposited a shot in front of her. His shirt was still damp from the rain, and the cool fabric sent a chill down her arm.

			“We’re not seriously doing this, are we?” Anya gave Gabe a mournful little puppy look.

			He rested his elbows on the table and put his face in his palms, which brought his gaze more or less level with hers.

			“Anya, I would never ask you to do anything that would make you unhappy,” he said seriously. “Luckily, this shot is going to make you very, very happy.”

			Simone shot Anya a look, and Anya sighed good-naturedly and picked up her glass. “Fine. What are we drinking to?”

			“To old friends.” Simone lifted her glass and smiled at Gabe and Anya, and then turned to Kira. “And new ones.”

			Gabe looked Anya right in the eye. “I’ll drink to that.”

			The tequila went down smoother than expected—Gabe and Kira must have bought some nice shots. After another round of drinks, Anya was properly tipsy, and Simone and Kira were making out on the dance floor.

			“What do you think?” Anya asked Gabe. “Are they gonna date for real?”

			“If Simone wants to,” Gabe said. “I’ve never seen Kira take a girl this seriously.”

			“Yeah?” Anya brightened. “Simone likes her so much.”

			“That makes sense, because Kira’s the absolute best.”

			“Totally.” Anya nodded, the motion making her brain feel sloshy. “What about you?”

			“What about me?” Gabe turned to Anya.

			“Have you ever taken a girl that seriously?” she asked earnestly, then immediately felt embarrassed. “I’m sorry, that’s such a personal question—forget I asked.”

			“No, it’s okay.” Gabe ran a hand through his hair. “I, you know, I would have to say that no, I’m not a real relationship kind of guy.”

			Anya laughed, one of those good deep belly laughs. “Why does that not surprise me?”

			“Because you always think the worst of me?” Gabe grinned.

			“That’s not true!” Anya argued, and Gabe raised his eyebrows. “Okay, fine, it’s a little true.”

			“I bet you’re a relationship girl though, right?”

			“Oh yeah, because I’m so easy to be around and deferential toward men—they love that about me,” Anya joked.

			“What kind of idiot wants a girl to defer to him all the time?”

			“Um, are you kidding?” Anya laughed. “All of them! I mean no, not all of them, I’ve dated a couple of really nice guys—but then they always want to defer to me.”

			“And you don’t like that?!” Gabe was incredulous.

			“Why, because you think I get off on bossing people around?” Anya said without thinking, but the mood shifted instantly. It felt dangerous, throwing his words back at him in a very different context. He leaned in, his eyes locked on her.

			“Well,” he said. “Do you?”

			“I mean…” Anya’s breath was shallow. “I like to get my way—at work. You know what our jobs are like, I spend all day making decisions. When I’m with a guy, it’s like, do I have to make all the decisions here too?”

			“Interesting.” Gabe leaned back, considering her.

			“What?” she asked, instinctively pushing her hair out of her face.

			“It’s not what I would have imagined,” he said. “I like it.”

			“What do you like?” she asked.

			“When you surprise me.”

			She didn’t know how to respond, so she took another sip of her drink.

			“Come on then,” he said, getting up out of his chair.

			“Come on where?” She was confused.

			“Dance with me.”

			He held out his hand, and she was so shocked she didn’t even really think about it as she let him lead her to the makeshift dance floor. His hand was so much bigger than hers; she could kind of disappear into it.

			The dance floor was on the beach itself, so they kicked off their flip-flops and joined the others, including most of their group from the house. The breeze was soft and cool, and the music was loud and great—a mix of salsa, R&B, and old seventies dance hits. When they got to the floor, ABBA was blaring, and Gabe and Anya joined Kira, Simone, Jill, and Laurel as they all let loose their inner dancing queens. Anya was delighted that Gabe got just as into it as the rest of them, belting the lyrics and twirling Jill dramatically.

			The song faded right into the next one—Lauryn Hill’s cover of “Can’t Take My Eyes Off of You.”

			“Yes!” Anya shouted. “I love this song!”

			“You do, huh?” Gabe was grinning at her.

			“Lauryn Hill is completely prophetic.”

			“Completely,” Gabe agreed—and then he was pulling Anya closer, swaying to the music, his hands resting on her hips.

			“Oh,” she breathed, unsteady on her feet, though whether that was from the alcohol or the blood currently whooshing straight to her head, she couldn’t say.

			“You okay?” he asked.

			“Yeah.” She nodded, but looking at him felt too intense, so she rested her head against his chest instead. The music was so loud, so she wasn’t really sure, but she thought his heart was thumping almost as fast as hers.

			Leaning against him brought her body closer to his, so his hands circled around her. His fingertips grazed the slippery jersey fabric of her dress at the small of her back, then upward, to where her skin was bare, then moved slowly back down again.

			It felt nice—it felt really nice—and Anya thought back to what Simone had said about Gabe being interested in Anya. Anya had thought as much, hadn’t she? Way back when they met in New Hampshire? And he’d sort of confirmed that tonight when he said he’d been trying to impress her, right?

			Maybe Simone was right—maybe Anya should have a one-night fling with Gabe Hunt. He was so handsome, and he smelled so good, and from the way his hands were traversing her body, it seemed like he was definitely interested, and they were sharing a bedroom, and she was pretty sure he’d be good in bed, and drunk enough to find out, so why not ask him—

			“So you don’t take girls seriously?” she said before she could overthink herself out of it.

			“What?” He laughed uncomfortably. “Why are we back on that?”

			“I was thinking”—Anya didn’t look up at him, she absolutely could not look up at him—“what if you didn’t take me seriously?”

			She felt his voice vibrate through her hair. “But I do.”

			“No.” She shook her head against his chest. “I mean, tonight, at the house. We could…if you want. Which I think you do. It seems like you do. And it wouldn’t have to be a big deal or anything. It could just be, the way you usually are, you know? I’m sorry, I’ve never said anything like this in my life, this is definitely the tequila talking. I’m gonna shut up now.”

			Anya pressed her forehead against Gabe’s chest, her face totally flushed, her heart absolutely pounding. She wanted him to wrap her in his arms and squeeze her, to rub her shoulders gently, to put his fingers under her chin and tip her face upward and kiss her.

			But instead, he took a step back. And suddenly the soft breeze on the beach felt all kinds of chilly.

			“Anya…” Gabe sighed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

			“Oh.” She hugged herself tightly.

			The Lauryn Hill song ended, and a salsa song Anya didn’t know came on, pulsing and upbeat. Gabe was still standing there, looking at her, and she’d never felt so pathetic in her life. This was so bad—this was laughably bad. She’d hated this man until like three hours ago, and now he was rejecting her?

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to—”

			“It’s fine,” Anya cut him off sharply, not wanting to hear the rest. I didn’t mean to lead you on. To give you the wrong impression. To make you think I wanted you, no matter how good you felt when I touched you. She felt tears of humiliation stinging her eyes—she needed to get out of there.

			“Gabe, there you are!”

			Anya turned and saw a stunning woman with long dark hair. She was older—in her forties, maybe—and spoke with a local accent. She looked unreal in a tight black minidress. She smiled warmly as she stepped toward Gabe and kissed him on the mouth.

			“Wow,” Anya blurted. Gabe looked shocked—he opened his mouth but didn’t say anything. The woman looked at him with concern.

			“Is everything okay?” she asked. She glanced at Anya, then back at Gabe. “We said we were meeting at ten, yes?”

			Anya laughed harshly; she couldn’t help it. She’d had enough of this.

			“Excuse me,” Anya said to the woman. “I have to leave.”

			She headed back toward the bar, pushing her way through the crowd of people on the dance floor. Behind her, she heard Gabe tell the woman he’d be right back.

			“Anya!” he called after her. “Hold up a second!”

			But Anya didn’t want to wait; she wanted to go. She made it to the edge of the dance floor and broke free of the throng of sticky bodies when she felt Gabe’s fingers close around her wrist. She jerked her arm away.

			“Don’t touch me.”

			“Sorry!” He put his hands up. “Anya, I’m sorry.”

			“For what?” Anya spat. “For making me think you wanted to slot me into your rotation, or for forgetting you already had another woman on deck for tonight?”

			Gabe looked ashamed.

			“I did forget,” he said urgently. “I met Valeria earlier this week, and I totally forgot we said we might meet up tonight. She never even confirmed.”

			“Oh!” Anya laughed meanly. “That’s different, if she never confirmed.”

			“And anyway, that’s not even why…” He struggled for words. “I mean, with you and me—”

			“I don’t care.” Anya’s voice was raw. She knew full well that Valeria wasn’t the reason Gabe had rejected Anya, because he did that before Valeria showed up. But Anya couldn’t think about that, couldn’t ponder how colossally idiotic he’d made her feel. “I can’t believe I let Simone talk me into thinking it was a good idea to sleep with you. I knew you were a selfish asshole, that you were just trying to charm me like you charm everyone. Shame on me for being stupid enough to let you.”

			Tears were streaming down Anya’s face. Damn it. One more humiliation to pile on the heap.

			“That’s really what you think of me?” Gabe asked. He looked genuinely hurt. For a moment, Anya couldn’t believe he cared enough about her to be this upset. Then she remembered, it wasn’t about her at all. It was like Kira said: Gabe couldn’t cope with anyone not liking him.

			“Anya? What’s going on?” Simone and Kira came rushing over, still sweaty from the dance floor. “Are you okay?”

			“Can we go?” Anya turned to Simone. “I want to go.”

			“Yes,” Simone replied firmly. Anya loved her for not asking questions. “We’ll leave right now.”

			Anya saw Kira throw Gabe a questioning look, and Gabe still looked devastated, but Anya didn’t care. She let Simone take her arm and steer her back toward the bar’s entrance. As the sound of the music receded, Anya willed the image of Gabe’s face out of her mind. He didn’t matter—none of this mattered. She was flying home tomorrow, and then she could forget all about this stupid trip, and this horrible night, and Gabe Hunt would be gone from her life forever.

			Thank God, she thought. Can’t wait to never see you again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7
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			Three years later

			Sessego for Senate—Las Vegas, Nevada

			40 Under 40: Gabe Hunt

			by Lily Norman, posted on politico.com

			 

			In the world of political communications, slick messaging firms and K Street consultants are the (very expensive) norm, but Gabe Hunt sees things differently. “I came up in field,” Hunt says. “I’ve spent thousands of hours knocking doors, talking face-to-face with actual voters. That’s an experience no focus group can replicate. People don’t want to be messaged—they want to be heard.” Hunt made a name for himself running the Florida field operation for President John Flannery, but he jumped to comms the next cycle for Rep. Nick Mohney (D-MT), who successfully flipped Montana’s at-large district in the midterms. This cycle, Hunt’s moving up to the big leagues: He’s been tapped as communications director for Rep. Jo Sessego (D-NV), one of the most popular members of the House, who’s finally taking her shot at a Senate seat.

			“Jo is my dream candidate,” Hunt effuses. “She speaks her mind, and she doesn’t care if she pisses you off. She’s absolutely fearless. Who else would agree to do a Reddit Ask Me Anything the day of her campaign launch?” That AMA reached legendary status after going viral and propelling the Sessego campaign to a massive first-week fundraising haul. Was the AMA a genius political move, or just plain lucky? Hunt answers with a bit of a wink: “With a candidate like Jo, all I have to do is put her where the eyeballs are. I’m just grateful she’s confident enough to say yes to my ideas.”

			Between campaign cycles, Hunt enjoys adventures with his girlfriend, Tallulah Del Rosario, an Australian travel vlogger / model known as “WanderLu” on YouTube, where she has more than a million subscribers. The pair met while skydiving in Montana, and Hunt has been a regular feature on Del Rosario’s channel ever since. “Lu keeps me grounded,” Hunt says. “When you’re on a race, it’s easy to fall into the trap that life begins and ends with this week’s polling data. There’s nothing like a quick rafting trip to Brazil to remind you there’s a world outside all this.” So would Hunt consider leaving politics to join Del Rosario’s voyages full-time? Sessego’s campaign manager Kira Liu says there’s no way: “Gabe’s a political junkie of the highest order. No matter how cool he looks kitesurfing on the Indian Ocean, believe me, he’s never happier than when he’s on a campaign.”
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			Transcript of Slack Channel: Sessego for Senate #AllStaff

			Kira: Quiiiiiiiiite a hit in this morning’s press clips!

			Kira: Did everybody see?

			Preethi: Ooooh Gabriel, so famous

			Preethi: So handsome

			Preethi: So suave

			Lacey: !!!!

			Lacey: My mom is gonna freak out

			Shawn: My mom is gonna ask for Gabe’s number

			Ike: My mom is gonna ask why I’m not already dating him

			Gabe: Aw, you guys

			Simone: Congrats, Gabe! Great work, Preethi!

			Preethi: FINALLY, someone recognizes MY work here

			Kira: Lol we all know Preethi is the real genius in the comms department

			Gabe: Hey! I’m the genius who hired that genius!

			Anya: Did anyone move last month’s fundraising report? It’s supposed to be in the Digital Reports folder on the Google Drive but I don’t see it there.

			Kira: Um. Weird! @Dale can you check on that?

			Dale: @Kira @Anya on it!
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			Transcript of Slack Private Message: Anya Katz and Simone Humphrey

			Simone: Anya

			Anya: What?

			Simone: Really? You needed that report right this second?

			Anya: I’m the campaign’s digital director, I need access to our fundraising data

			Simone: And you couldn’t have pinged Dale directly?

			Anya: Sorry, didn’t realize the Stasi was cracking down on what questions we could ask in the group chat

			Simone: [image: Face with rolling eyes emoji.]
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			Transcript of Slack Private Message: Gabe Hunt and Kira Liu

			Gabe: Did you see that?

			Kira: I saw

			Gabe: She can’t even let us have a funny chat about some stupid article

			Kira: She had a question!

			Gabe: That’s not what that was, and we both know it!!

			Kira: You’re right, she was so angry about some people calling you cute that she couldn’t help but request information she needs to do her job

			Gabe: I realize you’re being sarcastic but that’s literally what happened

			Gabe: She is ruining the emotional and spiritual tenor of this campaign!

			Kira: You’re ruining the emotional and spiritual tenor of my breakfast
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			Transcript of Slack Private Message: Anya Katz and Simone Humphrey

			Anya: That article wasn’t even about his actual work for the campaign

			Anya: The Reddit AMA?? That was *MY* idea!

			Anya: It was more about his girlfriend than Jo Sessego

			Anya: “Model.” Tallulah posts bikini selfies online, she doesn’t strut catwalks in Milan

			Anya: And like honestly, that’s kind of a failure of Gabe as our comms director

			Simone: What is? Dating a vlogger?

			Anya: No! Letting a reporter take up column inches that could be used in support of our candidate to talk about his girlfriend instead. It’s unprofessional!

			Anya: And vlogger isn’t even a word!
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			Transcript of Slack Private Message: Gabe Hunt and Kira Liu

			Gabe: I worry that at some point it’s unprofessional

			Gabe: She always has to be right, which means she always needs me to be wrong

			Kira: She wouldn’t always need you to be wrong if you’d ever acknowledge that she’s occasionally right!

			Gabe: Are you talking about the immigration vote?

			Gabe: You KNOW I’m right about that, but she won’t let it go

			Kira: Is she the one currently not letting it go, bud? Or is that you?

			Gabe: I can’t believe you’re taking her side

			Kira: I can’t believe this conversation is still happening
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			Transcript of Slack Private Message: Kira Liu and Simone Humphrey

			Kira: They’re really on one this morning

			Simone: You’re telling me

			Kira: Gabe thinks Anya is making the campaign not fun, and he has a point

			Simone: Anya’s pissed Gabe took credit for her AMA idea in the press, and she has a point

			Kira: Fuck

			Kira: I was so hoping this would get better when Anya and Zeke moved in together

			Simone: Not sure hoping for the best is a terribly effective management strategy?

			Kira: You’re right, this has gotten out of hand. I’ll talk to them today.
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			“Anya? What’s that smell?”

			“Damn it!” Anya put down her phone and rushed into the kitchen. In her fervor of typing furious Slack messages to Simone, she’d completely forgotten the tray of bacon she was roasting. Little curls of smoke were rising from the oven—Anya turned it off and yanked open the door. The bacon was charred black.

			“I think you might have burned it,” Zeke joked. He stood behind Anya and wrapped his arms around her waist, and she sighed and leaned back against him. She loved how big he was, tall and soft and burly.

			“I wanted to make you breakfast,” she said mournfully.

			“But then something happened with work?” His tone was knowing but playful. He was a campaigner too, a field organizer for President Flannery’s reelection campaign.

			“Something happened with you-know-who.” Anya turned to face Zeke and gave him a dark look.

			“Wooooow, this early?!” Zeke stared at his bare wrist, agog at the pretend time. “How does he get any work done, with all the energy he spends pissing you off?”

			“He’s very committed to his side hustle as my mortal enemy,” Anya joked, already feeling a little better.

			“Poor Annie.” Zeke hugged her, and she relaxed into his touch. Zeke always called her Annie—a callback to when they’d first met a few months ago in a noisy dive bar after a rally and he’d misheard her name. She’d called him Pete in turn to try to rile him up, but he loved it. They ended up sleeping together that night, and they’d been calling each other Annie and Pete ever since.

			When Zeke’s housing situation fell through only a couple of months into dating Anya, she’d been worried that him moving into her (very small) apartment would put undue strain on their relationship. It hadn’t been easy, but it had also been, to Anya’s surprise and delight, really nice. Zeke was on the road most of the time for work, and Anya was always happy to see him when he got home. No matter how tired and stressed Anya was after a long day on the Sessego campaign, it all seemed to melt away when she and Zeke got high, watched half an episode of whatever comedy was rerunning on TBS, and fooled around until they fell asleep.

			“I’m sorry,” Anya said to him. “I hate to start the day already bitching about Gabe.”

			“No, it’s good,” Zeke joked. “I’m driving to Ely later, so you’ve gotta get your bitching in now.”

			“That’s today?” Anya looked up at him. “I thought that was next week.”

			“Annie, today is next week. At least I think it is.” He reached over to grab a half-smoked joint from an ashtray on the kitchen table, then lit it and took a hit. He offered it to Anya, but she shook her head.

			“How long are you gone?” she asked.

			“Not sure.” His voice was thin from the hit, then he exhaled. “They want to open a field office up there, but there’s some problem with the building. If the lease falls through we gotta find somewhere else, so. Maybe five days, maybe a week?”

			“That long?” Anya gave him a pouty little look. “How ever shall I survive these harrowing climes all by my lonesome?”

			This was always their bit when he left: He was her rugged frontiersman, she was the homesteader bravely fighting off enemies as she awaited his return.

			“I guess you’ll need some memories to keep you warm,” he said gruffly, pulling her close.

			“Yes,” Anya agreed solemnly. “But will the memories help me defend against bears and dysentery?”

			“They will if I make them good enough.” Zeke kissed Anya’s neck. “How much time do we have?”

			“Ugh, not much, maybe twenty minutes? My first meeting’s at nine, and I can’t be late. Gabe has been up my ass over this immigration vote—”

			“Hey.” Zeke put his hands on either side of Anya’s face. “Can we be done talking about him?”

			“Sorry.” Anya felt a twist of shame. “Let me make it up to you.”

			“You’re going to make it up to me in twenty minutes?” Zeke teased. Anya kissed him deeply and started unbuttoning her green silk shirt.

			“Maybe thirty.” She moved his hands to her bra, and he groaned with appreciation. “Forty at the absolute most.”
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			“Hit me, Shawn—what do we have today?” Gabe threw a Nerf football to his deputy, Shawn, a fellow Stanford alum who’d quickly become something of a mini-Gabe.

			“You’ve got senior staff in ten minutes, then coffee with that woman from the Sun at eleven.” Shawn scrolled through his calendar.

			“That reporter who likes shooting ranges?” Gabe frowned.

			“No, the other one,” Shawn corrected. “Tina Reynolds?”

			“Then it’s not coffee, it’s cocktails. That woman can throw ’em back at any hour of the day,” Gabe sighed. “Lacey!”

			“Yeah?” the department assistant, Lacey, came rushing over.

			“Call Tina Reynolds, see if she can meet me for happy hour instead of coffee. Or dinner, or anything after three p.m.”

			“Copy.” Lacey nodded. “If she can’t reschedule, should I cancel the meeting?”

			“No, I need her to cover Jo walking the culinary workers’ picket tomorrow, so it’s gotta be today. If she can only do eleven, make sure there’s water and aspirin and some kind of very large sandwich waiting when I get back to the office, okay?”

			“Speaking of that picket line—” Shawn broke in.

			“I need to write Jo’s remarks.” Gabe rubbed his temples.

			“She wants a draft by two so she can read it on her way to Crystal Springs.”

			“Lacey, did research come back with those numbers on Local 226’s economic impact in Nevada?” Gabe asked.

			“They said they’d have it by noon.”

			“Not good enough. I need it at ten so I can write a draft while sober,” Gabe groused.

			“Gabriellllllll.” Gabe’s press secretary, Preethi, sauntered over, calling his name in a singsong voice. “You are about to be so happy with me.”

			“Why, because you made me look cool in Politico?” Gabe grinned.

			“Pretty sure ‘looking cool’ and ‘being in Politico’ are mutually exclusive concepts, bucko,” Preethi teased. “But no. This is way better than that.”

			“Oh yeah?” Gabe beamed at her. “Let’s hear it.”

			“So I accidentally sent the Politico thing to Brent Hogan, by which I mean I sent it to him very much on purpose, but then I was like ‘Oh Brent, so sorry, your name autopopulated’ blah blah blah.”

			“The Brent Hogan?” Shawn looked confused. “What does he care if Gabe’s in Politico?”

			“He deeply doesn’t.” Preethi smiled slyly. “However, as I suspected, he’s a big fan of Gabe’s girlfriend.”

			“Really?” Gabe felt a flush creeping up his neck.

			“So we got to talking about how maybe Tallulah could do his show next time she’s in the country—”

			“Wait, wait.” Gabe shook his head. “I don’t know if she’ll do that.”

			“It doesn’t matter! Because Brent already agreed to interview Jo.”

			“What?” Gabe was flabbergasted. “He never talks to politicians! Preethi, this is unreal!”

			Gabe leapt up and hugged Preethi, who looked like she was having possibly the greatest day of her entire life.

			“I haven’t even told you the best part!” she squeaked.

			Gabe was about to ask what could possibly be better than booking their boss on the number one podcast in the country when a flurry of motion caught his eye––Anya, rushing into the office, looking uncharacteristically disheveled. He glanced at his watch: 8:57, that was weird. Anya was usually one of the first people here, and always neat as a pin. But today her hair was mussed and her skin was flushed and glowing. Maybe she’d just worked out? Most of the time, Gabe couldn’t believe he’d ever had feelings for someone so uptight and self-important, but every so often he was still knocked over by how beautiful she was.

			“Gabe?” Preethi prompted.

			“Sorry, the best part—can it wait until after senior staff?” Gabe asked.

			“Trust me,” Preethi said. “You want to know about this before your meeting.”
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			“Where the hell have you been?” Simone grabbed Anya the second she walked into the office. “I need the numbers from yesterday’s fundraising email, Flannery’s office has been hounding me all morning about our next ad buy.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Anya said. “We haven’t sent the email—we never got comms approval.”

			“Are you kidding me?!” Simone’s eyes went wide. “Did you bump Gabe this morning?”

			“No.” Anya looked sheepish. “I got distracted by the Politico thing, and Zeke’s leaving for another trip tonight, so we kind of, I mean, I got caught up.”

			“So you didn’t bump Gabe because you were bumping Zeke?”

			“Oh dear god, don’t quip at me.” Anya tugged Simone’s arm and laughed.

			“I’m glad you’re in a better mood, at least.” Simone gave Anya a pointed look, and Anya’s stomach clenched.

			“I’m sorry. I know I complain too much about him.”

			“Really?” Simone said dryly. “I hadn’t noticed.”

			Anya glanced automatically toward the comms cubicles, where Gabe was hugging Preethi and grinning. He was wearing jeans and a button-down as usual, but ever since his stint working in Montana, he’d gotten very into cowboy boots. Anya thought he looked absurd, like he was cosplaying some kind of rugged mountain man when he was actually a spoiled rich kid from LA. And she hated the way he was wearing his hair these days: almost as long as his jawline, pushed back behind his ears. It made him look like a used car salesman. Let everyone else fawn all over him—Anya wasn’t buying.

			

			—

			Kira was an easygoing boss, but she liked to start meetings promptly, so they were all in the conference room by nine on the dot, sitting at their long white table. Gabe was the last to slip into the room, and of course the only open seat was directly across from Anya. She couldn’t help scowling as he sat down.

			“What’s with you?” he asked. “Did you oversleep?”

			“Excuse me?”

			Gabe shrugged. “You come in late, you look mad about something, just a guess.”

			Anya narrowed her eyes. “First of all, I wasn’t late, and second—”

			“Okay!” Kira tapped the table a couple of times to start the senior staff meeting—though “senior” was something of a misnomer, as no one in the room was older than thirty-five. “We’ve got a busy couple of days before the boss heads to DC, and Rasmussen is putting a new poll in the field later this week, so I don’t want any unforced errors.”

			“Speaking of DC, can we settle our recommendation on the immigration vote?” Simone asked. “It’s gonna be a shitstorm for me either way, so I want to get ahead of it.”

			“Let’s put that to bed right now,” Kira agreed. “Dale, where are we on that issue data?”

			Dale looked up from his laptop—at twenty-four, he was the youngest person on senior staff, so he tended to stay silent in meetings unless called on. But he was one of Anya’s favorite people on the campaign: a baby gay, total math genius, and one of Jo’s former students from her prior career as a middle school history teacher. He loved Jo more than anyone else on the team, which was saying something, as Anya had never worked for a more adored candidate in her life.

			“Um yeah, immigration has come up on doors some, but where it’s a really big problem is on the persuasion calls,” he said. “Independents are definitely worried that Jo is soft on the border.”

			“That’s exactly what I’ve been saying.” Gabe’s expression was serious. “It would be one thing if the bill had a shot in hell at passing, but why would Jo risk alienating moderates for a protest vote? It’s not worth it. She can’t vote for the bill.”

			“It’s not a protest vote, it’s an accomplishment,” Anya argued. “Jo worked her ass off to get that bill out of committee—”

			“So she’s already on record as being in favor of it,” Gabe shot back.

			“I think Gabe has a point, but what’s Jo supposed to do, reverse her own vote?” Simone asked. “People may not agree with her stance, but they’ll hate her more for being a hypocrite. It’s lose-lose.”

			“I actually have a solution to that part of the problem.” Gabe looked a little excited now. “To the whole problem, maybe.”

			“What’s that?” Kira asked.

			“I just heard from Preethi—Brent Hogan wants to have Jo on his show.”

			“No way!” Kira’s jaw dropped, and everyone else reacted similarly. Even Anya had to admit this was a coup. Hogan might be a misogynist piece of garbage, but his podcast reached millions of people every day. If Jo could convert some of them into supporters, let alone donors, it could be huge for the campaign.

			“But wait,” Anya interjected. “What does that have to do with the immigration vote?”

			“He wants to interview her on Thursday. In Texas.” Gabe leaned back, satisfied.

			“So she misses the vote to do the interview.” Kira nodded slowly. “That could work.”

			“No it couldn’t!” Anya sputtered. “What about our donor base? Our volunteers? All the people who support Jo because she’s a progressive champion—do you think they’ll empathize with Jo selling out one of her core issues to go chat with some transphobe? Not to mention our allies! MoveOn, the Nevada Fed, Voto Latino—”

			“I can handle our allies,” Simone said. “I don’t think they’ll see this as a betrayal. They want Jo to win. They know where she stands.”

			“Sure, until she gets invited on a podcast, and then she stands somewhere else,” Anya sniped.

			“Anya, Jo can make more of a difference on immigration talking to Hogan’s millions of listeners than she can voting for a bill that won’t pass. Skipping the vote is the smart thing to do.” Gabe’s tone was so condescending it drove Anya insane.

			“It’s the spineless thing to do,” Anya gritted. “And it completely ignores why people love our candidate. She doesn’t run from a fight.”

			They all stared at one another for a second, unsure how to proceed. Anya hated meetings like this.

			“Wow, who killed the vibe in here?”

			They all turned to see Jo Sessego leaning in the doorway, sipping a mug of coffee, looking effortlessly perfect in faded jeans and a dark green blazer. She was average height, but people always mistook her for tall—she had that energy. She had long black hair streaked with gray, olive skin, and a bright, easy smile. She wasn’t beautiful, exactly; she was something better. She was magnetic.

			“Good morning, Congresswoman,” Kira said. “To be honest, I think we’ve all been guilty of a little vibe murder today.”

			“How Orient Express of you.” Jo stepped into the room and pulled up a chair next to Simone. “Catch me up. What’s going on?”

			“Preethi got you an interview with Brent Hogan,” Gabe told her. “He wants to do it Thursday.”

			“Excellent!” Jo beamed. “But I’m in DC for votes on Thursday. Can he do next week?”

			“Congresswoman, we think it may be a good thing to keep you out of DC,” Kira said delicately.

			“Who thinks that?” Jo asked, her tone inquisitive, not accusatory. “All of you?”

			“No.” Anya clasped her hands under the table. “Not all of us.”

			Anya didn’t like to break ranks, but part of her job was stating her opinion to the candidate. She wouldn’t belabor the matter, but she wouldn’t stay silent either.

			“Okay, talk me through it,” Jo said. “Why is skipping the vote a good idea? Because the electorate is to my right on immigration, and showing up for the vote only reminds them of that, which is a pointless exercise since the bill won’t pass anyway?”

			“More or less.” Gabe nodded.

			“And Anya thinks I should go to DC”—Jo turned to Anya—“because if I skip the vote to go on some center-right podcast, our progressive supporters will call me a hypocrite and small-donor money will dry up?”

			“Also because it’s the right thing to do,” Anya said quietly.

			Jo turned to Gabe and grinned. “It’s cute how she always brings that up, isn’t it?”

			“She’s very consistent.” Gabe’s gaze flicked over to Anya for half a second, but then he looked back at Jo.

			“You’re both smart, but you’re both wrong,” Jo said.

			“Ma’am?” Anya frowned.

			“I need to go to DC to vote on Thursday because it’s my job,” she said. “My constituents don’t skip work because it’s politically expedient and neither do I. But I understand that leaves us with a communications problem. Gabe, have you drafted my speech for the picket line tomorrow?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Good. Culinary 226 has helped thousands of immigrants become citizens—it’s one of their proudest accomplishments as a union.” Jo tilted her head, thinking. “So let’s focus the remarks there, okay? The economic impact of immigration reform, but also the deeper calling of the labor movement, the right of all people to live and work with dignity. Hit it hard. I can’t bring voters around to my way of thinking unless I make a full-throated case. And I’d be thrilled to talk with Brent Hogan about that topic or any other on any day except Thursday. Sound good?”

			There was a chorus of “yes, ma’ams,” and Jo left to go take one of her million meetings of the morning before she had to leave for her afternoon event in Crystal Springs.

			“She’s gonna be president someday,” Anya sighed.

			“Are you kidding?” Simone snorted. “No way is this country good enough for her.”

			“Okay, I think we’re all set here.” Kira wrapped up the meeting. “Anya, Gabe, can you hang back a minute? I want to check in on email approvals.”

			Anya glanced at Simone, who pointedly looked down as she sped out of the conference room; everyone else seemed to be in a hurry too. Ugh, was it that obvious that Anya and Gabe were about to get in trouble? Dale closed the door behind him, and Kira sat back down at the head of the table.

			“I think you both know we can’t keep going like this,” Kira said quietly. She was usually so chill and affable; it made Anya feel awful to see her in distress.

			“I agree,” Gabe said brusquely. “I want Shawn to take over email approvals.”

			Anya gave him a withering look. “You think that’s actually what this meeting is about?”

			Gabe peered at Kira. “Wait. What’s this about?”

			“It’s about us.” Anya sniffed. “Obviously.”

			“Us?” Gabe looked incredulous. “I’m not the one who can’t let anyone have fun—”

			“I’m not the one taking credit for other people’s ideas in the press!” Anya’s voice came out higher pitched than she’d intended.

			“That’s what this is about?” Gabe laughed meanly. “Okay, Anya, I’ll call Politico and ask them to print a retraction. We wouldn’t have a campaign without some Reddit AMA, it’s your work of genius and the people yearn to know about it. I’m the problem here.”

			“You’re both the problem!” Kira snapped. “This childishness has to stop. You don’t like each other? Who cares! I need you to do your jobs, have a good attitude at work, and stop distracting your colleagues and each other. Is that too much to ask?”

			“No,” Gabe mumbled. He looked like a child who’d been scolded.

			“I’m sorry, Kira.” Anya sat up straight and kept her tone calm and professional. “It won’t happen again.”

			“Good.” Kira smiled—she looked immensely relieved. Her phone buzzed, and she glanced down at it. “I need to take this. Can you guys work out the email stuff without me?”

			They both nodded and Kira headed out, leaving Anya and Gabe alone in uncomfortable silence.

			“I really do need approval on this round of fundraising emails,” Anya finally said. “Simone needed the numbers yesterday, and we haven’t even sent the emails out yet.”

			“Which is why I want Shawn to take point on approvals,” Gabe said. “I don’t want to hold you up, and it’s his job to handle things when I can’t.”

			Anya rolled her eyes. “I know you’re so busy and important—”

			“It’s not that,” Gabe cut her off.

			Anya peered at him. “What do you mean?”

			“It’s Jo.” Gabe ran his hand through his too-long hair—annoying, but he did look genuinely stressed.

			“What about her?” Anya asked, unable to keep a note of suspicion out of her voice.

			“I don’t get her like you do,” he said.

			“What, the immigration vote?” Anya asked. “That was nothing. Everyone in the meeting agreed with you.”

			“Yeah, but Jo agreed with you.” Gabe exhaled. “When I have to write speeches for her, it’s not that I don’t want to look at emails for you, or call a reporter for Preethi, or do whatever anyone needs from me. But I can’t. Because I have to focus on getting her remarks right.”

			“This is the first time you’ve really cared what a candidate thought of you,” Anya murmured, a little amazed.

			“She’s incredible,” Gabe said quietly.

			“At least we can agree on that,” Anya joked, and Gabe laughed a little.

			“So, the emails?” he asked.

			“Shawn can approve them,” Anya agreed. “But he can not give my team writing feedback.”

			“He won’t!” Gabe put up his hands. “I’ll tell him he can raise a message flag if he sees one, but it’s up to you how to rework it. Okay?”

			Anya paused, then nodded. “Deal.”

			“Good.”

			Gabe reached out his hand, and Anya shook it. She couldn’t remember the last time she touched him—probably not since that night in Vieques? Her cheeks warmed, and he held her hand for longer than necessary, looking at her the whole time. There was something charged in his gaze—why wasn’t he letting go of her hand?

			“Anya…” he said.

			“Just don’t.” She looked down and jerked her hand back.

			“Don’t what?” He looked puzzled.

			“Whatever you were going to say—all this confusing shit between us, all this unresolved whatever this is—can we not? It’s fine. We don’t have to talk about it.”

			He smiled and leaned toward her.

			“But I think you really, really want to know what I have to say.”

			She hated that her breath got heavier, that he could probably tell, that he was close enough that she could smell him, that he smelled really good.

			“I don’t,” she said softly.

			“It’s okay, Anya,” he said, his voice low. “I was just going to tell you that your shirt is unbuttoned.”

			He glanced down at Anya’s green silk shirt and smiled. Fuck, he was right. She’d been in such a rush to get to the office after she had sex with Zeke that she hadn’t bothered to check a mirror, and she’d missed a button right over her bra. She folded her arms across the offending gap, her face flushed with humiliation.

			“Guess you really did sleep late.” He smirked, then got up and walked out of the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8
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			Text message transcript: Walt, Judy, and Anya Katz

			Judy [1:21pm]: Anya, what time are we supposed to be at the Stratosphere?

			Judy [1:21pm]: Walt’s rally was done an hour ago but he still hasn’t left

			Anya [1:23pm]: We’re not meeting until 3!

			Anya [1:23pm]: And Dad it’s like a hundred and twelve degrees. Please get inside

			Walt [1:23pm]: im fimr stock tenting

			Anya [1:23pm]: ???

			Judy [1:24pm]: He says he’s fine, stop texting

			Judy [1:24pm]: He’s afraid you’ll blow his alias

			Judy [1:25pm]: I’ve told him it’d be a far bigger giveaway if he faints from heatstroke and has to spend his entire afternoon undercover at some emergency room, but does he listen?

			Anya [1:25pm]: Dad, you’re not a spy!

			Walt [1:26pm]: thats rigbt im an observer [image: Smiling face with sunglasses emoji.]

			Judy [1:27pm]: He can’t use an apostrophe but the sunglasses emoji he can find

			Judy [1:27pm]: Anya, have you eaten yet? Do you want to come over for lunch?

			Anya [1:28pm]: I’m at the office

			Judy [1:28pm]: Perfect, I’ll bring by some coffee cake

			Judy [1:28pm]: Or do you guys need some pizza?

			Judy [1:29pm]: Kira’s the birthday person, what do they want for lunch? I’ll pick it up

			Anya [1:30pm]: Simone convinced Kira to take off the entire day, I think they’re at a spa or something

			Judy [1:30pm]: The ENTIRE DAY? Kira? No way

			Anya [1:31pm]: I know

			Judy [1:31pm]: Simone’s some kind of mind-control practitioner, like a witch or a Jedi

			Anya [1:31pm]: I deeply know

			Judy [1:32pm]: But you’re not hungry? When’s the last time you ate?

			Anya [1:32pm]: Zeke and I got breakfast burritos this morning, I’m okay!!

			Anya [1:32pm]: Oh Mom, he wants to know if you guys want him to pick you up on his way to the Strat. Dale’s gonna take me straight from work

			Judy [1:33pm]: That’d be great!

			Walt [1:35pm]: You would not BELIEVE the intel I’m getting

			Anya [1:36pm]: Can’t wait to hear about it at 3, Sydney Bristow

			Walt [1:36pm]: Who?

			Judy [1:36pm]: I baked cupcakes, don’t spoil your appetite!
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			When Anya’s parents first told her they wanted to spend the summer in Las Vegas volunteering for the Sessego campaign, Anya told them not to—she’d be working long hours, she’d never see them, and Las Vegas in the summer was hotter than the surface of the sun. But now that it was only a week before they were heading back to Chicago, Anya had to admit it had worked out kind of perfectly. Walt and Judy rented a house with a pool, and it was such a treat to go over after work for a swim and a home-cooked meal.

			Judy had quickly become one of the head volunteers at the Vegas phone bank, while Walt found what could only be described as a lifelong calling working as a tracker for the research department. In theory, his only job was to go to the opponent’s campaign events and pose as a supporter, filming everything in case anyone said anything that could be used to the Sessego campaign’s advantage. It was a simple task, requiring nothing more than holding up a phone and not standing out too much (as an older white man, Walt fit the demographic to a T). But Walt had taken his assignment more seriously than anyone anticipated, inventing an entire persona for his right-wing alter ego, befriending the opposing campaign’s volunteers, even occasionally worming his way into off-limits areas.

			“This is the fault of Tom Clancy,” Judy remarked one night over dinner. She had grilled a big platter of lamb chops for Anya, Zeke, Kira, and Simone. “Walt always wanted to be Jack Reacher.”

			“Tom Clancy is Jack Ryan,” Walt corrected. “I wanted to be Jack Ryan.”

			“Clearly the superior Jack,” Kira affirmed. “I loved those books when I was in high school. My mom thought I must have had a crush on all those tough military men. She was unfamiliar with the concept of gender envy.”

			“I never let Anya read that dreck,” Judy said, then lowered her voice. “You know Jack Ryan’s a Republican.”

			“Perish the thought,” Walt laughed.

			“So what did Anya read? Thomas Moore?” Kira teased.

			“For school!” Anya protested. “No, I was a huge fantasy nerd. Dragons, curses, royal intrigue—”

			“But you didn’t like Lord of the Rings,” Simone tutted. “Clearly not a woman of taste.”

			“I tried,” Walt said wearily. “She got bored after fifty pages.”

			“There was more kissing in the fantasy books I liked,” Anya said, and everyone laughed. Zeke put his hand on her knee affectionately, and Anya turned to smile at him. “What about you, hon? What were your favorite books in high school?”

			Zeke turned a little pink. “I was more into getting high with my friends and playing video games.”

			“Ohh, so you had friends beyond the imaginary ones in books,” Simone joked. “What was that like?”

			They all laughed again, but Anya still felt guilty for putting Zeke on the spot. Luckily, he was laughing too; he didn’t seem bothered at all. That was what she loved most about him—he was so steady and affable. Being around him always made her feel calm.

			So she was thrilled to see him waiting with her parents when she got to the lobby of the Strat, the hotel where Simone was throwing the first of two celebrations for Kira’s birthday. The Strat was by far the tallest building on the strip, and Simone had invited basically the whole campaign team for afternoon drinks at the bar on its 108th floor. As Anya approached, she saw that Zeke was carrying three large Tupperware containers filled with cupcakes. “Mom, that’s like two hundred cupcakes! How many people do you think are gonna be here?!”

			“How should I know?” Judy shrugged. “Kira’s very popular, and besides, Zeke’s strong, he can handle it.”

			“Both true statements.” Anya made eye contact with Zeke, who stifled a smile. He was wearing gym shorts and an old T-shirt with more than one hole; Anya wished he’d put in a little more effort. Not that they needed to be fancy to hang out with a bunch of people from the campaign, and they had to look nice later for Kira’s second birthday celebration (drinks at Chandelier Bar). Still, Anya had put on a cute little sundress, red with ruffled straps and smocking across the bust, and red lipstick to match. She wished they looked more like a couple.

			“What’s wrong?” Zeke tilted his head, reading her expression. “Everything okay at work?”

			“Yes, totally fine.” Anya felt like an asshole. Of course he’d be sweet to her while she stood there judging him. “Can I help with the cupcakes?”

			“Get real, Annie.” Zeke leaned over to kiss her cheek.

			“Good man.” Walt gave Zeke a clap on the back.

			“Your father’s been in character all afternoon.” Judy rolled her eyes. “Let’s get upstairs and see if a beer can’t fix him.”

			Anya gave her dad a hug as they all crowded into an elevator. The doors were about to close when someone said “Hold on!” and a hand shot in to block them—

			“Oh,” Gabe said when the doors opened back up and he realized who was inside. “Hi.”

			“Hey, Gabe,” Anya replied, hoping her voice didn’t sound as unbelievably awkward as she felt. He was wearing olive-green chino shorts and a thick navy tee with cuffed sleeves. “These are my parents, Walt and Judy. Mom, Dad, this is—”

			“We know who Gabe is.” Judy waved Anya off and smiled at Gabe. “You worked together in Ohio! And then I found that video of him kitesurfing on your phone, remember, Anya?”

			“Is that right?” Gabe grinned and shot Anya a look. Anya closed her eyes. This wasn’t happening.

			“Right, kitesurfing guy.” Walt nodded at Gabe. “But then, you’ve seen my videos too.”

			“Your videos?” Gabe frowned.

			“A certain backstage tour of our opponent’s rally?” Walt peered over his glasses.

			“That was you?” Gabe’s eyes widened with recognition. “Anya, you didn’t tell me your dad was our best tracker!”

			“Best?” Walt beamed. “Really?”

			“Absolutely! You’re the one who always wears a Mets cap, right?”

			“I think it’s important to work some aspects of my real personality into the character,” Walt said seriously. “Makes it more believable.”

			“Wait, and you sleep in a Mets shirt.” Gabe turned to Anya. “But I thought you guys were from Chicago?”

			“He knows what you sleep in?” Zeke gave Anya a curious look.

			“This is my boyfriend, Zeke!” Anya said much too loudly.

			“Right.” Gabe nodded. “Hey, man. Good to meet you. You work for Flannery?”

			“Sure do,” Zeke confirmed.

			“Zeke’s one of their top organizers in the state,” Anya bragged.

			“Good for you.” Gabe smiled. “I was actually Florida field director for Flannery four years ago.”

			“Nice.” Zeke gave Gabe a friendly nod. Anya dug her nails into her palm.

			The elevator lurched to a stop and the doors slid open with a ding. Thank god, Anya thought as they all walked into the bar—a fairly plain space with spectacular views of Las Vegas and the desert beyond. The bar was pretty much empty except for the Sessego team (Vegas wasn’t exactly a popular destination in late August). Simone and Kira came rushing over.

			“Walt, Judy, you made it!” Kira threw out her arms to hug them.

			“Wouldn’t miss it, kiddo,” Walt said.

			“I baked!” Judy added.

			Simone gaped at Judy. “Stop it, no you didn’t.”

			“Flourless chocolate cupcakes with cinnamon cream cheese icing?” Judy affected a blasé tone. “I may have.”

			“You’re the best mom ever.” Kira wrapped her arm around Judy’s shoulders.

			“Where do you want them?” Zeke asked, and Kira pointed out a table in the corner of the bar that was piled with gifts.

			“I’ll help!” Anya said quickly. “Happy birthday!”

			She gave Kira a tight hug, then hurried to follow Zeke. Simone gave Anya a look—Is something going on? Anya shook her head almost imperceptibly—I’ll tell you later.

			“I’m so sorry about Gabe,” Anya said as soon as they were out of earshot.

			“What do you mean?” Zeke made a face. “He was fine. You’re the one acting weird.”

			“He was not fine!” Anya squeaked. “That dig about your job title? And talking about what I sleep in? He was trying to get a rise out of you!”

			“Nooope.” Zeke set the cupcakes on the table and turned to Anya. “He was trying to get a rise out of you—and seems like he succeeded?”

			Anya sighed, and Zeke wrapped his arms around her waist.

			“I’m such an idiot,” she grumbled. “I don’t know why I let him get to me like that.”

			Zeke eyed her. “Out of curiosity, how does he know what you sleep in?”

			“That dumb group trip to Vieques,” Anya said. “We got stuck sharing a room—the kids’ room. With many bunk beds, and board games and stuffed animals. Not sexy—the opposite of sexy.”

			“I see.” Zeke nodded playfully. “And the kitesurfing video?”

			“That was nothing!” Anya sputtered, her face flaming red. “You remember that Politico article in May? The one I got all worked up about, when Gabe took credit for my idea?”

			“Sort of?”

			“It mentioned this video of Gabe and his girlfriend kitesurfing. You left for a trip that day, and that night when I got home I was so angry about the whole thing, so I looked up the video and watched it.”

			Zeke laughed, low and hearty, which made Anya feel even more embarrassed.

			“What’s funny?” she asked, her voice small.

			“Watching a video to make yourself madder? That’s the most Anya thing I’ve ever heard.”

			Anya laughed at that too, then exhaled in frustration.

			“But see, now you’re asking me about it! This is what he wanted!”

			“He’s an evil genius,” Zeke agreed solemnly. “Luckily, you don’t date evil geniuses.”

			“True.” Anya leaned her head against Zeke’s chest. “I much prefer big, rugged frontiersmen.”

			“Is that so?” Zeke pulled Anya close and kissed her deeply. God, he was such a good kisser. She hoped Gabe was watching them. She hoped he felt colossally stupid for trying to drive a wedge into a relationship that was so obviously great.

			The party was fun and low-key, the Sessego team enjoying one another’s company and the fabulous views. A few stories below them, bungee jumpers leapt off the side of the building every few minutes, and Gabe and Kira and some of the guys cheered and toasted them every time. After an hour or so, Simone started to gather everyone for candles and singing, but Simone couldn’t find Gabe, and Anya couldn’t find Zeke—until she spotted him on his phone, pacing at the bar’s entrance near the elevators.

			“You’re sure?” he said into the phone. “There’s no one else?”

			Anya approached him, her face scrunched up with concern. What’s wrong? she mouthed, but he put up his finger—Hold on a second.

			“Okay,” he said. “Okay. I’ll be there.”

			He hung up and sighed.

			“Don’t tell me,” she said, already knowing what was coming next.

			“Fire in Carson City. Not a literal fire, but…”

			“They need you up there?” Anya finished.

			Zeke nodded. “First thing tomorrow, which means I need to leave now.”

			“Now?!” Anya tugged Zeke’s arm. “You only got home two days ago, and we have Chandelier Bar tonight.”

			“It’s a six-hour drive.” Zeke’s tone was apologetic. “And you don’t need me for Chandelier Bar. It’s a fancy night out with all your friends, you’ll have fun without me.”

			“Not as much fun,” Anya said with a pout. “I bought a new outfit, special. I was really excited to show you.”

			In fact, Anya had blown the better part of a week’s salary on the single sexiest garment she’d ever purchased; she and Simone had gotten tipsy and gone shopping at one of the luxury casinos one night after work.

			“I’m so sorry, Annie,” Zeke said. “You can show me when I get back, okay?”

			“Sure.” Anya tried to be agreeable, but she felt crushed. She didn’t blame Zeke—work was her priority too, same as him—but it was terrible timing all the same.

			He pulled her in for a quick kiss, which turned into kind of a long kiss. The elevator dinged, and they looked up. Gabe was standing right there, giving them a weird look.

			“Sorry,” Gabe said, awkwardly stepping around them.

			“We were in the way.” Zeke put his arm around Anya’s waist and pulled her aside, then gave her one more kiss. “I’ll call you later, okay?”

			“Okay,” Anya said. “Drive safe.”

			Zeke got into the elevator and gave Anya a sad little wave as the doors slid shut.

			“Where’s Zeke going?”

			Anya turned to see Gabe was still standing there, looking at her.

			“Carson City,” she said curtly. “Work.”

			“Oh yeah?” Gabe sounded only mildly interested. “That’s too bad.”

			Anya wanted to tell him to shut up, to yell at him for being an asshole earlier—and in general—but he was already walking up to Kira with a huge smile on his face.

			“Where were you?” Kira asked. “We’re gonna do candles.”

			“I was getting your birthday present.” He grinned, then handed Kira an envelope that looked like a folio for airplane tickets.

			“Are we flying somewhere?” Kira looked confused.

			“Open it!” Gabe urged.

			Kira opened the folio—they were novelty tickets. Each one said Good for one bungee jump.

			“I got us two tickets!” Gabe said. “I jumped with Tallulah last summer. The rush is insane—you’re gonna love it.”

			“Oh.” Kira’s voice was stilted. “Wow. That’s so cool of you.”

			Gabe’s face fell. “Unless…you’re not into that?”

			“It’s just”—Kira cleared her throat—“like, in here, the view is amazing, but we have windows. And walls. Out there…it’s pretty high up?”

			Outside, another bungee jumper leapt off the side of the building, but Kira wasn’t cheering now. She looked vaguely green.

			Simone grabbed Kira’s hand. “Babe, are you sure you wouldn’t rather just eat the cupcakes? Than jump off a building?”

			Kira nodded gratefully. “I do, uh, yeah. I do think maybe that would be better.”

			“Of course.” Gabe looked hurt, but he swallowed it and smiled. “No, of course. I’m sorry, man. I should have asked before I bought the tickets. That was stupid of me.”

			“Nah, you were doing something nice.” Kira clapped his shoulder, smiling as color returned to her face. “Hey, but you should still jump! We can all wait for you at the bottom. It’ll be awesome.”

			“No, that’d be weird. Don’t worry about it.”

			Gabe laughed uncomfortably and shoved his hands in his pockets. He looked so awkward that Anya almost felt sorry for him.

			“You bought two tickets, right?” Judy stepped forward, and Gabe turned to her in surprise.

			“Uh…yeah?”

			“So I’ll go.”

			“What?!” Walt looked at Judy in shock.

			“Mom, what are you talking about?” Anya gasped.

			Judy folded her arms and looked at all of them like they were being complete fools. Walt and Anya called this her “teacher look,” and it was one of the most highly effective weapons in her vast arsenal for getting her way. Even though Judy was only five-foot-three, same as Anya, with the same zaftig figure and unruly curls (graying curls, now), she could still be deeply intimidating when she wanted to be.

			“What, you can play spy all summer and I can’t go on one bungee jump?” she said to Walt. Then she turned to Gabe. “You don’t want to go alone. So I’ll go with you.”

			“I…” Gabe looked like he genuinely didn’t know what to say. In eight years of knowing him, Anya had never seen that before. “Are you sure?”

			“Is it safe?” Judy gave him an appraising look, and he nodded. She broke into a wide smile. “Then why not? It sounds fun.”
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			It had, undoubtedly, been one of the weirder days of Gabe’s life.

			Meeting Anya’s parents was one thing—how immediately terrific they were, how totally alone it made him feel to stand in an elevator with Anya and her parents and her boyfriend. Her boyfriend. God, that guy was ordinary. He was nice enough, whatever, and she certainly seemed to like him; she couldn’t stop kissing him all afternoon. He was big, so. Gabe guessed there was that. He could go fell a tree for her if necessary.

			It wasn’t like Gabe cared who Anya dated. He was happy with Tallulah, and it was none of his business what Anya did with her personal life. She could start a polycule with ten dull lumberjacks for all he cared. It just got on his nerves that Anya acted like she was too good for Gabe and then got together with some guy who wore gym shorts to a party and ditched her before it was over.

			And all that was before Gabe jumped off a building with Anya’s mother.

			He didn’t know why he thought Judy would be soft or kindly—probably because everyone loved her so much down at the phone bank. But of course she wasn’t. She was tough and smart and fiery, and completely stubborn, and insanely brave. She was just like Anya. It was surreal, watching Judy strap on a bright teal jumpsuit and click into her helmet, walking together onto that small platform as the wind whooshed around them and the sun set over Sin City, the neon lights of the casinos already blazing.

			Gabe thought he’d need to comfort Judy, or encourage her at least, but she never wavered. It was like she’d made up her mind to do the thing, so the only conceivable option was to do it. Then they were plunging through the air, and Gabe was yelling with exhilaration, and Judy was whooping like a teenager at prom, and when they made it to the landing pad Judy jumped up and down and pulled Gabe into a tight hug, this incredible hug.

			“Thank you,” she said to him, her eyes shining.

			“Don’t thank me, thank Isaac Newton,” Gabe joked, and Judy threw back her head and laughed. But then Walt and Anya rushed over to Judy, and they were all so excited and worried and hugging and shouting questions at one another, and Kira and Simone were there hugging Gabe, and then they went back upstairs to eat more cupcakes. It was all normal, except—Gabe felt off. Not from the jump. Or maybe from the jump, he wasn’t sure.

			Despite his protests, Judy sent Gabe home with a whole tray of leftover cupcakes, and Anya went over to Kira and Simone’s place so they could get ready for Chandelier Bar together. It was Simone’s favorite bar in Vegas, set inside a giant chandelier so you were surrounded at all times by thousands of crystals suspended in midair. This would be a smaller group than the party at the Strat, only ten people or so, all in cocktail attire—a bonus since Gabe loved any excuse to break out his favorite suit, black and crisp with a subtle sheen.

			He checked his reflection in his hallway mirror. The apartment he’d leased for the cycle was sleek and masculine with dark walls, big windows, and leather furniture. The suit looked great with a black button-down beneath it, worn open at the collar. His sandy hair was combed back, and a gold chain and black boots were the perfect finishing touches. It all felt so Vegas—a little seedy, a little splashy. Gabe loved how this town made him feel: like nothing was a problem, because everything was temporary.

			Gabe was ready to go an hour before they were scheduled to meet, and waiting around his apartment made him twitchy. (He tried FaceTiming Tallulah, but she didn’t pick up. He wasn’t sure what time zone she was in this week.) So he decided to head to the bar a little early. The bartender on shift was cute; Gabe told her to surprise him and she made some kind of spicy Thai-inspired coconut lemongrass gin cocktail that was ridiculously strong.

			“What do you think?” she asked.

			“I think you’re trying to get me into trouble,” he said with a grin.

			“Please.” She returned the smile. “Like you need my help with that. I’m Morgan, by the way.”

			Gabe introduced himself, and they got to chatting. He was three drinks deep by the time the others arrived. Kira wore low-slung trousers and a matching vest with nothing under it, and Simone looked fantastic in a gold cocktail dress. But when Anya walked in behind them, Gabe’s breath caught in his throat. She was wearing a strapless gray silk bustier top trimmed with black beads that dangled and caught the light as she walked. It was tight across her chest—considerably tighter than that red dress she’d worn earlier, which Gabe hadn’t hated either. It seemed like the bustier was barely containing her, and when she turned to say something to Simone, Gabe saw it tied in the back with silk ribbon, the fabric not quite coming together to cover her pale skin. He’d never seen Anya wear anything like this; it was practically lingerie. It didn’t help that her long black skirt had a slit that ran up to her thigh, or that her sandals were tall and strappy, or that her hair was pressed into loose waves that tumbled over her bare shoulders.

			Gabe had a vicious, involuntary thought that he was glad Zeke had to leave town. He didn’t deserve to touch Anya when she looked like this.

			Anya usually kept her distance with Gabe, particularly when the staff went drinking after work. But right now, staring at her, Gabe felt like he was dying, so of course she was walking straight toward him.

			“Hey,” she said casually. “How are you feeling?”

			“What?” He swallowed. “I’m fine, what do you mean?”

			“I don’t know.” She tilted her head and looked up at him—her eyes were rimmed with smudgy gray shadow. “You seemed weird after you went bungee jumping with my mother.”

			She hit the word mother a little too hard, like it was some kind of accusation.

			“Just lightheaded.” He shrugged. “Taking risks will do that. You should try it sometime.”

			“But I’m so comfortable exactly where I am.” She folded her arms, emphasizing her cleavage even more than the top already did. “Or didn’t you notice?”

			“Hey!” Kira clapped Gabe on the back. “What are we drinking?”

			“It’s your birthday, you should choose,” Gabe said.

			“But you’re buying.” Kira grinned. “So it’s only polite to let you decide.”

			“Hey, Morgan! Four more of these?” Gabe indicated the nearly empty glass in front of him.

			“All for you?” she joked. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

			“For my best friend slash boss and her very attractive entourage.” Gabe let his eyes linger on Anya’s body; her face warmed. Good. If she could torture him, he could damn well return the favor.

			“We’re gonna get a table. You guys good to wait for the drinks?” Simone asked, and Gabe nodded. Gabe slid off his barstool to stand beside Anya. He liked how dangerous it felt, knowing he could slide his hand onto her back at any moment, the second he thought she might want it.

			“You already made friends with the bartender?” she asked.

			“I make friends wherever I go,” Gabe quipped. “Everyone likes me except you, remember?”

			“Is that why you worked so hard to charm my parents?” Anya’s tone was calm, but her eyes betrayed something more volatile. “Were you trying to prove a point?”

			“So they liked me.” Gabe smiled with satisfaction. “Don’t you trust their taste?”

			“They don’t know you as well as I do.”

			Gabe let out a short laugh. “Huh.”

			“What?”

			“Kind of an ironic statement for a woman who’s refused to get to know me at every turn.”

			“Don’t flatter yourself.” Anya smirked. “You’re not that complicated.”

			“Oh, yeah?” Gabe leaned back against the bar. “Enlighten me.”

			He could see her gears turning. She glanced over at the table where a few others from the campaign were sitting with Simone and Kira, and Gabe knew she was weighing whether to leave him at the bar to go join them. But he also knew that she wouldn’t. It was one of the things he liked best about Anya. She always took the bait.

			“You’re so afraid.” She leaned toward him.

			His breath quickened. “Of what?”

			“Of anyone seeing you,” she said lightly. “You hop from job to job, city to city. You don’t put down roots, you don’t keep anyone around long enough to risk that they might actually challenge you—”

			“And you do?” Gabe raised his eyebrows. “Is Zeke such a challenging guy? Does he push you, Anya?”

			“I can depend on him.” Anya’s nostrils flared.

			“Really?” Gabe scoffed. “Then where is he?”

			“I’m sure you wish he was here so you could keep belittling him,” Anya snapped.

			“I don’t wish he was here,” Gabe blurted. Anya was so close to him, and her perfume was dark and spicy. He wanted to grab her. To consume her. He couldn’t think. “I never want to see that guy again.”

			“Why are you like this?” she asked. Her voice was strained, her chest moving visibly with every intake of breath.

			“I don’t know.” He was breathing hard too. “Why are you wearing that?”

			“Four Chiang Mai Slings!” Morgan was back with their drinks. “Keep it on the same tab?”

			“Yeah.” Gabe cleared his throat. “Thanks, Morgan.”

			He and Anya each picked up two drinks and carried them over to Kira and Simone’s table, which was now full of their friends and colleagues. Anya wedged herself between Simone and Ike, and Gabe sat down on the other side of Kira.

			“Dude, what happened?” Kira asked.

			“What do you mean?” Gabe said nonchalantly.

			“You and Anya? Fighting at the bar?” Kira spoke under her breath, and the music in the bar was loud enough that it was easy not to be overheard. “It looked pretty intense. Was it about work?”

			“No, no.” Gabe ran a hand through his hair. “I was kind of an ass to her boyfriend earlier, and she was mad about it. It’ll be fine.”

			Kira sighed. “Simone says we shouldn’t get involved, but I need to say it: Sometimes I wish you two would either figure things out or move on.”

			“We have moved on.” Gabe bristled. “I mean, I have.”

			“Have you?” Kira looked at him skeptically. “Because you’ve glanced over at her like fifteen times since you sat down.”

			Gabe exhaled heavily. “Most days, it’s fine. It’s like you said—we keep it professional. She’s my colleague. I don’t think about it.”

			“And today?” Kira asked.

			Gabe’s chest felt tight. “I’m thinking about it.”

			“Talk to her,” Kira implored him. “You’re making this so much harder than it needs to be.”

			“There’s no point. I know what she thinks of me, and I know what I think of her.”

			“But you want her anyway?”

			Gabe didn’t want to feel this way about Anya. He didn’t want to think about pulling her into a bathroom, or an elevator, or a dark hallway, and untying that bustier’s ribbon with his teeth. He didn’t want to feel so desperate to touch her that he’d gladly throw away his own relationship if she’d just let him book one of the hotel rooms upstairs and keep her awake in it all night.

			“Gabe?” Kira asked. She looked so concerned. She was a better friend than he deserved.

			“You’re right. I’ll apologize,” Gabe said. “Don’t worry, I won’t let things get weird at work again.”

			“Good.” Kira clinked her glass against Gabe’s and took a drink. “And hey—Tallulah’s great.”

			“She is, isn’t she?” Gabe knew his girlfriend was amazing, which made him feel even worse about how attracted he still was to Anya. Lu never made him feel like garbage. Being with Lu was nonstop fun (well, when they actually got to be together, which was admittedly rare). Maybe Kira was right. He was making this a lot harder than it needed to be.

			“Sorry for being a downer on your birthday.” Gabe sat up straighter, forced his voice into a brighter tone. “You ready for another drink?”

			“That depends.” Kira gave him a devious smile. “Should we take this one back to Miami?”

			“Oh absolutely, we should.” Gabe stood up. “One round of tequila shots, coming up.”

			Gabe went back to the bar, and Morgan made a joke about him being back so soon—did he miss her? Gabe laughed and ordered the round of shots, then looked back toward his friends. Simone said something that cracked Anya up; Anya threw her head back laughing. She was so beautiful. And so happy. Gabe would text her later to apologize for how he’d acted with Zeke—he’d been out of line. Kira was right, there was no reason to make this situation any more difficult than it needed to be. Anya was in a relationship and so was he. There were only ten weeks left until the election.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				——Forwarded Message——

				FROM: Sessego for Senate Finance Team <finance@sessegoforsenate.com>

				TO: VIP Donor List <recipient list unspecified>

				SENT: October 1, 7:53 am

				SUBJECT: INVITATION: Jeff Rooney Reception

				
					You are cordially invited

					to the home of Jeff Rooney

					in Beverly Hills

					for a reception and seated dinner

					in support of Josefina Sessego for Senate

					Cocktail attire suggested

					Click here for pricing information.

				

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Text message transcript: Preethi Mishra and Anya Katz

			Preethi [2:08pm]: Heyyyyyyy

			Preethi [2:08pm]: Can you do me a huge favor??

			Preethi [2:08pm]: I was supposed to grab Gabe at his hotel in Santa Monica and drive him to Rooney’s house, but I’m caught up with all this drama about the other side calling us “Hollywood elites” because of this fundraiser

			Anya [2:10pm]: Oh my god, can they PLEASE get a less boring line of attack

			Preethi [2:10pm]: I know right lol

			Preethi [2:11pm]: Anyway I know you and Gabe aren’t exactly besties rn, but you have a rental car, right? Would you mind getting him for me?

			Anya [2:11pm]: No problem

			Anya [2:11pm]: Why is he at a hotel?? Shouldn’t he be in supporter housing with the rest of us?

			Preethi [2:12pm]: Seeing his gf

			Preethi [2:12pm]: Thank you Anya!!!
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			Anya could think of few things that sounded less appealing than chauffeuring Gabe from Santa Monica to Beverly Hills, but she really liked Preethi, so she was happy to do her a favor. It was just unfortunate that said favor involved sitting in traffic with Gabe.

			Anya scowled as she pulled into the entry to Gabe’s hotel. It was gorgeous, of course. Not really Anya’s style, super obvious luxury, but undeniably beautiful. Anya glanced at her phone, it was almost 4:15. She wasn’t sure why she needed to be here so early; her call time at Rooney’s house wasn’t until 6:30, and she certainly hoped the drive wouldn’t take two hours. But this was when Preethi said to show up, so here she was. She texted Gabe that she was downstairs and waited to see him walk through the lobby doors.

			Since that night at Chandelier Bar (and, more accurately, since the unbelievably condescending string of text messages he’d sent her afterward), Anya and Gabe had settled into a chilly and distant manner of coexistence, which suited Anya fine. They spoke about work when necessary, but nothing else. They avoided each other socially. Even Kira and Simone admitted this was the easiest things had ever been with them, and Anya very much agreed. They could sit through one awkward car ride. He’d probably be on his phone the whole time anyway, and when it was over, they’d be at Jeff Rooney’s house.

			Jeff Rooney. Hollywood leading man, progressive activist, and one of Anya’s personal favorite movie stars, who was going to film a video for Jo, from a script that Anya wrote (based on some bland, inoffensive message frame that Gabe had insisted on, but still). Best of all, they were filming at Rooney’s home (!!!), where he was hosting a fundraiser for Jo filled with glitzy LA people. Anya had fussed for days about what to wear before finally settling on a simple black sheath dress, a black cardigan with some beading details, and classic black pumps. She wasn’t going to win any fashion awards, but a party dress didn’t make sense—she was there to work, not pal around with celebrities. (Though she very much hoped she might get to do a bit of both; after all, they were filming the video before the fundraiser began.)

			Anya looked at her phone again. It was 4:23, she’d been here nearly ten minutes already. Where the hell was Gabe?

			“Hey.” He knocked on the passenger window, startling her. “Can you pop the trunk?”

			Anya looked for the lever to pull, but it wasn’t beside her seat, and she didn’t see the button on the dash. She got out of the car to unlock it manually.

			Which was when she saw Tallulah Del Rosario standing beside Gabe, wheeling a Louis Vuitton roller bag, wearing a baby pink yoga set and looking like she’d just stepped out of a Victoria’s Secret spread about sexy loungewear. Anya had only ever seen Tallulah in her videos—it didn’t seem possible that she could be even more beautiful in person, and yet. She was Filipina Australian and nearly as tall as Gabe, with a figure that was somehow both willowy and curvy. She had wide eyes, full lips, and thick dark hair that fell halfway down her back. Anya instinctively touched her own hair, which was in a bun, as usual.

			“Oh, hi,” Anya sputtered, hating how stupid she sounded. “Um, are you coming to the fundraiser?”

			Gabe peered at her. “Did Preethi not mention about LAX?”

			“What about it?” Anya frowned.

			“Lu has a flight at eight,” Gabe explained. “Preethi and I were going to drop her off at the airport and then grab In-N-Out on the way to Rooney’s.”

			“Right.” Anya swallowed. “That makes sense.”

			“Is it a problem? I can get an Uber.” Tallulah touched Gabe’s arm. Her Australian accent was absolutely adorable—of course.

			“It’s fine!” Anya forced a smile. “We don’t have to be at Rooney’s for another two hours, so if I didn’t take you, we’d just be sitting here.”

			Anya hit the button for the trunk on the key fob—ugh, that’s where it was—and it popped right open.

			“Thanks, Anya,” Gabe said as he loaded in their luggage.

			“No way!” Tallulah broke into a wide smile. “You’re the Anya?”

			Anya felt suddenly nervous. “Why, what have you heard about me?”

			“You’re like Gabe’s nemesis!” Tallulah laughed—this bright, happy laugh—and reached out to shake Anya’s hand. “I’m Tallulah. It’s an honor.”

			“Nemesis? Not sure what I did to earn that dubious distinction.”

			“Please, he’s so intimidated by you. And you’re so tiny! It’s perfect, I’m obsessed.”

			“Is he really?” Anya glanced over at Gabe, who seemed very focused on loading the bags into the trunk. “You know, he did say something like that to me once. But that was years ago.”

			Gabe looked up and caught Anya’s eye, but she couldn’t read his expression. It wasn’t quite anger; there was something else there too. Tallulah didn’t seem to notice.

			“Babe, you okay if I take the front?” she asked.

			“Of course,” Gabe said warmly.

			“I get carsick,” Tallulah explained to Anya. “Plus, this way us birds get to gab.”

			“A travel blogger with motion sickness?” Anya smiled.

			“Right?! As if being someone who takes holidays for money weren’t ridiculous enough.” Tallulah chuckled again. It was charming, Anya had to admit, how readily she laughed, how obviously fun she was. It was easy to see why Gabe liked her, even aside from her startling beauty. Well, good. Like he’d said in his stupid text, she was happy, he was happy. They were both happy.

			“Which terminal is it?” Anya asked Tallulah as she plugged in directions to the car’s GPS.

			“I can tell you how to go. It’s like three turns from here,” Gabe said from the back seat. He sounded slightly on edge, which gave Anya a small twist of pleasure.

			“I prefer to see it on the map,” Anya replied. “If that’s okay.”

			“It’s Bradley terminal. I’ll put it in,” Tallulah said kindly.

			Anya flicked her gaze to the rearview mirror. Gabe was wearing a black suit with a white shirt, unbuttoned at the collar. He looked utterly perfect yet strategically rumpled, like he was Indiana Jones rushing back from a hidden temple to be on time for the party. He was typing furiously on his phone, as usual.

			“Beginning route to Los Angeles International Airport,” the GPS chirped, and Anya started driving.

			“So, Tallulah, how did you get into travel blogging?” Anya asked.

			“Oh, bit lucky really—I was early on it. I was doing a big Europe trip after uni in ’07, and my dad got me a handheld video camera, this little Sony? My dad loves movies, total film geek, so I started filming things and uploading them to YouTube for him, my mum, my sisters. And they’re all jerks, so any time I’d film like, Big Ben or the Eiffel Tower, they’d be like, ‘Boo, you boring tourist.’ Totally right, by the way.” Tallulah grinned. “Anyway, I started looking for more interesting things to film, little markets and cafés, out-of-the-way places, and people started sharing the videos. Never really meant to make a career of it, but I love it. It is a bit nonstop though—be nice to have a break if I go to Maryland with Gabe.”

			“Maryland?” Anya asked. “For what?”

			“Nothing,” Gabe said quickly.

			“Sorry, was I not meant to say?” Tallulah turned around to face Gabe. “It’s good news!”

			“What’s good news?” Anya pressed.

			“Just tell her!” Tallulah urged him.

			Gabe sighed. “It’s not any news, yet. I have a job interview to manage Andrew Wheeler’s Senate race next cycle.”

			“Wheeler?!” Anya’s jaw dropped. Wheeler was easily the worst Democrat in the Senate, a corporate lackey who’d screwed over progressives any number of times. “Seriously?”

			“This is why I didn’t want to tell you.” Gabe’s lips went thin.

			“What am I missing?” Tallulah looked at Anya. “Campaign manager is a good thing, right? It’s what Gabe’s been working toward. It’s a really big deal for his career!”

			“I’m sure he’ll have a ball helping the worst stooge in the Senate on his cakewalk back to Congress.” Anya’s tone was so sarcastic she hated herself a little, but she was too pissed at Gabe to care.

			“That’s a lot of alliteration for anxious anchors,” Gabe quipped, and Anya gasped.

			“Don’t you quote my favorite movie back at me!” Anya had picked Broadcast News when it was her turn to choose for staff movie night.

			“Why does it matter, Anya?” Gabe asked. “Honestly, why do you care who I work for?”

			“Because I thought you’d changed,” Anya exclaimed, her voice coming out more hurt than she’d intended. “I thought you cared what Jo thought of you because…But whatever, that was dumb of me. You’re here because she’s famous.”

			“I’m here because Kira asked me to be,” Gabe insisted.

			“If you say so.” Anya shrugged. “I hope you get the job with Wheeler, if that’s what you want.”

			“So you can keep thinking you’re too good for me,” Gabe muttered.

			“What are you talking about?” Anya snapped.

			Gabe looked up to make eye contact in the mirror again. “You know exactly what.”

			Anya frowned—she really didn’t. Then she noticed that Tallulah was staring, and a wave of guilt washed over her; she hadn’t meant to ruin the end of Gabe’s visit with his girlfriend.

			“I’m sorry,” Anya said to Tallulah. “I guess this is why I’m his nemesis. Judgmental asshole and all.”

			“It’s not judgment,” Tallulah said softly.

			“Sure it is,” Gabe cracked, and Anya laughed uncomfortably.

			“No.” Tallulah looked right at Anya. “It isn’t.”

			“Merge onto 405 Freeway South in three hundred feet,” the GPS broke in, and Anya was grateful to be able to focus on the road. They all fell silent for a minute.

			“So, Tallulah.” Anya cleared her throat. “Where are you flying off to?”

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			After they dropped Tallulah at LAX, Gabe really didn’t want to sit in the front seat with Anya. He was so pissed he couldn’t stand to look at her. For reasons Gabe couldn’t fathom, Anya seemed to be just as angry; she turned on NPR and didn’t say another word for the entire drive. Traffic was abysmal: an accident on the 405, construction in Westwood, Anya stopping responsibly at every yellow light. The roads finally opened up in Beverly Hills, but being there annoyed Gabe even more. He hated his parents’ neighborhood.

			It took nearly two hours to get to Jeff Rooney’s house, an ostentatious modernist palace with canyon views, all black iron girders and glass walls like a Bond villain’s lair. Anya gaped with wonder as they pulled up the big circular drive, as a well-dressed valet took their car, as they walked into the home’s grand entry with its gargantuan Chihuly chandelier. Her awe grated on Gabe’s already frayed nerves. She thought he was dirt, but she was impressed by all this?

			“There you guys are!”

			Gabe snapped to attention when Jo walked into the room alongside Jeff Rooney. They’d only met a few minutes prior, but they already looked like old friends.

			“Jeff, this is Gabe and Anya, two of my senior staff,” she said.

			“Soldiers for the good fight.” Jeff gave them the same charming smile that had graced dozens of magazine covers, and Anya giggled appreciatively. Jeff was in his forties and shorter than you’d expect (movie stars usually were), with a toned physique, a dark auburn beard, and deep blue eyes that crinkled at the corners when he grinned at Anya. Gabe instantly disliked him.

			“It’s wonderful to meet you, I’m such a fan,” Anya said. “Thank you so much for having us in your home.”

			“A fan, eh?” Jeff gave her a mischievous look. “Please tell me you’re not one of those Marvel groupies who likes me in tights and a cape.”

			Anya flushed. “I, actually— What you did, shooting those commercials in Japan so you could pay to get all those people out of Burma, to escape the junta? I thought that was really amazing.”

			“I should have guessed,” Jeff said kindly.

			He could have sold that ugly chandelier and saved a few more Burmese people, Gabe thought.

			“So what’s our agenda?” Jo asked. “The fundraiser starts at seven-thirty?”

			“With guests arriving at seven-fifteen, so we have just under an hour,” Gabe said. “Congresswoman, you and I need to lock your remarks, and then we have some local press here for availabilities. I think they’re in a sitting room.”

			“The solarium,” Jeff corrected. “It’s a great room for interviews—good light, nice backdrop.”

			“Terrific.” Gabe clenched his jaw.

			“And Mr. Rooney, you’re with me,” Anya said. “To film a video for the campaign? If that’s okay?”

			“Of course.” Jeff smiled. “And please, call me Jeff.”

			“No chance.” Anya grinned, and Jeff laughed—a little too hard, in Gabe’s opinion, but whatever.

			Jo only wanted a few changes to her remarks, which wouldn’t take long, so Gabe ducked into the kitchen to scrounge up something to eat. Preethi was there too, already digging into a plate of dumplings pilfered from one of the catering platters.

			“These are so good,” she groaned. “There’s like a hoisin sauce? But smoky? I want to eat a thousand.”

			“Thank god, I’m starving,” Gabe said as he loaded some dumplings onto a plate.

			“You didn’t stop for In-N-Out?”

			“Wasn’t worth it to spend another ten minutes with Anya. She’s such a miserable human being.” Gabe popped a dumpling into his mouth and chewed forcefully. Preethi was right, it was really good.

			“So…not a good drive?” Preethi asked tentatively.

			“That’s an understatement. First she was rude in front of Lu, then she gave me the silent treatment—like I did something wrong? I don’t know why I’m surprised, she always finds a way to be offended by everything I do. That should be her job—professionally offended. She’d be better at it than anyone else in the country. She could write a how-to book for beginners on being a condescending nightmare.”

			Gabe stabbed another dumpling with his chopsticks, but when he looked up, he saw Preethi was staring at him strangely.

			“What?” he asked, suddenly self-conscious.

			“I don’t know, dude. Shit-talking competent women? Not my favorite color on you.”

			She said it with a hint of a smile, but it put a pit in his stomach all the same.

			“Hey, Preethi?” One of their video staffers popped into the kitchen. “Jo’s asking for you in the solarium.”

			“Be right there!” Preethi hurried out of the room, leaving Gabe alone with his dumplings.

			Gabe felt gross, like he needed a long run and a scalding shower. He didn’t know why he let his frustration with Anya get the better of him that way.

			Because she’s right about Wheeler, and you know it? Because your so-called dream job is proof of what a hack you really are?

			He pushed the thoughts down; he couldn’t deal with this now. He had only half an hour to edit Jo’s remarks, and he needed to find a quiet place to work—no small feat, considering the entire house was a glass box teeming with cater waiters. Gabe walked out of the kitchen and turned down one hallway, then another, hoping he’d find an open door to an office or a den or something, but he paused when he heard Jeff Rooney speaking in a harsh tone.

			“This makes a mockery of my intelligence,” Jeff was saying.

			“I don’t think so at all,” Anya replied, her voice high and anxious.

			“Aren’t you supposed to be a professional writer? You can’t write something better than this?” Jeff raised his voice, and anger flared in Gabe’s chest—how dare he speak to Anya that way?

			Gabe stepped into the room where they were filming, a library with a fireplace. The video crew looked terrified, Anya looked stressed, and Jeff Rooney looked absolutely irate, a stack of papers rolled up in his hand.

			“Hey.” Gabe kept his demeanor calm. “Everything okay in here?”

			“Hardly,” Jeff sniffed. “This script is obvious and pedantic.”

			“It was approved by your team,” Anya said shakily.

			“It shouldn’t have been.” Jeff smacked the script down on the table. “Jo Sessego is running against one of the most insidiously fascistic members of the Senate, someone who wants to strip Americans of our most precious civil liberties, and you want me to talk about sunshine and puppies and a brighter tomorrow? It’s asinine. It’s drivel.”

			“Whoa, Jeff, that’s my fault,” Gabe said.

			“Why?” Jeff sneered. “She wrote it.”

			“But I dictated the message,” Gabe said firmly. “Anya—Anya would never write something like this. You have no idea how much she cares—about Congresswoman Sessego’s values, about always doing the right thing. She has the strongest moral compass of anyone I’ve ever known.”

			Gabe caught Anya’s eye for a moment. Her expression was surprised and confused, but intensely focused too. He felt pulled to her, like there was a fiery thread connecting his body to hers—but he couldn’t get distracted. He had to keep talking.

			“Campaigns need people like Anya, but they also need people like me. She wants to make the world a better place––but me? I want to win. I don’t care if the message is asinine. I care that it tests well with women moderates—the same women who watch your movies, and a must-win demographic for our campaign. If you want to shout into the wind about civil liberties, I’m sure Anya could write you some bang-up prose. But if you want to help Jo Sessego get to the Senate?” Gabe tapped the same stack of papers Rooney had deposited on the desk. “This is what people want to hear.”

			Jeff took that in for a moment, then eyed Gabe wryly. “Doesn’t give me a ton of faith in the electorate.”

			“Me neither.” Gabe smiled. “But we do our best with what we have.”

			Jeff looked at the script, considering…

			“Mr. Rooney?” A woman with earphones and a clipboard rushed into the room. “We need you out front. Guests are starting to arrive.”

			Jeff turned to Anya and the video crew. “You guys okay to film after dinner?”

			Anya nodded with visible relief. “Absolutely.”

			“Great.” Jeff followed the clipboard woman out of the room.

			The video team started adjusting their gear, a whir of noise and movement, but Anya stood perfectly motionless, still staring at Gabe.

			“What?” he asked. His throat felt dry.

			“Did you mean any of that? Or were you just convincing Rooney to do the video?”

			He smiled sadly, remembering the way she’d looked the first day he met her, stubborn and gorgeous in the morning sunlight, so intensely ambitious and optimistic it took his breath away.

			“Anya, I meant every word.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10
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			By the time the fundraiser was over and Rooney finished filming, it was nearly midnight, and Anya was worn out. She handed her ticket to the valet, then felt a little pulse of surprise when she saw Gabe sitting on a bench. She’d assumed he left with Jo and the others while Anya and the video team stayed behind to work.

			“Hey,” she said. “You’re still here?”

			He looked up. “My stuff’s in your car.”

			“Right.” Anya swallowed. Between their tense drive earlier and Gabe coming to Anya’s rescue with Rooney, she wasn’t really sure how to talk to him now. “Um, are you staying in Brentwood with the rest of us? Or going back to your hotel?”

			“Neither.” Gabe looked uncomfortable. “My parents live like twenty minutes from here? I can call a cab.”

			“Don’t do that, I’ll take you.” Anya waved him off.

			“It’s all these steep hill streets—”

			“And you don’t trust my driving?” Anya gave him a look.

			“No—I just, if you’re tired,” Gabe said feebly.

			“Oh.” Anya nodded, feeling a weight in her solar plexus. “You’ve had enough of being in a car with me today. Fair. Super fair.”

			“That’s not it.” Gabe stood quickly. “You drove all the way to LAX—”

			“And was a total jerk in the process,” Anya broke in. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did that.”

			“Don’t worry about it.” Gabe gave her a little smile. “It’s what we do, right? Giving each other shit?”

			“Sure,” Anya agreed, but something about the moment still felt thorny.

			The valet pulled up in her rented sedan, and Gabe punched his parents’ address into the GPS. It was only a couple of miles away, but the roads were twisty and treacherous, and everyone else seemed to be driving way faster than Anya. She was surprised that even at this hour, and in a residential neighborhood, there were plenty of cars on the road.

			“Everyone’s always driving in LA,” Gabe commented. “Local hazard.”

			“Did you like growing up here?” she asked.

			He didn’t answer, just shrugged, then leaned back and closed his eyes. He looked really tired, she thought, with his suit jacket off and five o’clock shadow grown in, and dark bags under his eyes. Anya felt an urge to keep looking at him, to stroke his hair, even, or murmur soothing things—god, she must be tired too. She shook off her exhaustion and focused on the road.

			When they came to the end of a long street, the GPS chirped, “You have reached your destination,” but Anya didn’t see a house, only a big wrought-iron gate.

			“Gabe? I think we’re here.”

			“Yeah.” He blinked a couple of times. “Hold on a sec.”

			He got out of the car and punched a few numbers into a metal box beside the gate, and it swung open. Anya stared as he got back into the car.

			“Okay, so you’re rich rich.”

			Gabe didn’t respond. For some reason, Anya started to feel anxious.

			“Are your parents home?” she asked.

			“My mom should be. Probably not my dad, but I’m not sure.”

			“They didn’t tell you?” Anya frowned at him. “Aren’t they excited to see you?”

			“Take a left up here.” Gabe pointed to a fork in the road.

			“Jesus, what’s to the right?” Anya muttered, but then the house came into view. It was as big as Jeff Rooney’s house, or possibly even bigger, but it wasn’t at all sleek or modern. It was white and grandiose with a hodgepodge of architectural flourishes—arches, scrolls, columns, the works—illuminated in front by giant footlights.

			“Is your dad Baron von Trapp or something?” Anya asked as she pulled into the driveway.

			“Yes on the emotional detachment, no on the heroism or bursting into song,” Gabe joked, but there was something hollow in his voice. “Hey, can you stop the car?”

			“What?”

			“Anya, stop the car.”

			She stopped short, and Gabe got out and jogged toward the front door. It was wide open.

			“Gabe?” Anya got out and followed him. “Is everything okay?”

			He called out, “Mom? Are you here?” then went inside. Anya wasn’t sure if she should follow, but if something was wrong, she certainly wasn’t going to leave him to deal with it by himself.

			“Do you think she went out?” Anya asked as she walked in behind him.

			“She doesn’t go out.” Gabe ran through the mammoth front hall and up the grand stairway. Even if Anya weren’t in heels, there was no way she could keep up with him.

			“Mom?” he shouted again. “Where are you?”

			There was panic in his voice, and Anya’s heart rate rose accordingly, though she couldn’t understand why he seemed so worried. Who cared if you left your front door open when your house was up a private road behind a giant gate? Anya followed Gabe down the upstairs hall, but then he pushed through a door at the end of the hall and went stock-still.

			“Gabe?” Anya asked. “What’s wrong?”

			He was standing in a dimly lit bedroom where everything was plush and white—white carpet, white walls, white furniture, white bedding—and in front of him, a woman in a white silk robe was passed out on the floor.

			“Oh my god, is she all right?” Anya looked at Gabe, but he looked oddly emotionless, his face blank and wan. The woman was older and blond and gorgeous; Anya would have known she was Gabe’s mother even if they weren’t in her house. She was slumped on her side and breathing audibly. The sound of it was wet and labored.

			“Mom?” Gabe said. He knelt beside her and gave her a shake, but she didn’t rouse. “Mom? Can you hear me?”

			He picked up her wrist and counted her pulse.

			“Is she okay?”

			“I think so. I need to call 911.”

			He stood up and took out his phone. Anya felt confused; she couldn’t make sense of what was happening.

			“911, what’s your emergency?” came a female voice from the speakerphone.

			“Hi, my name is Gabriel Hunt, I’m at 824 Blue Lark Lane. I found my mother unconscious in her bedroom. Her breathing and heart rate are both sluggish. I think she mixed pills with alcohol—maybe vodka, probably lithium. We need an ambulance right away.”

			“I understand,” said the voice. “Please stay on the line.”

			Gabe gave the operator a few more details—his mother’s birthdate, the code for the gate—and they promised an ambulance would be there soon.

			When Gabe hung up the phone, there was no sound in the room except Mrs. Hunt’s strained breath.

			“Do you need anything?” Anya asked him. “Some water or something?”

			But he just stared at his mother, seeming nearly as unresponsive as she was.

			“Can you go downstairs to wait for the ambulance?” he asked. “Tell them where we are when they get here?”

			His voice broke—Anya wanted to run to him and hug him as tightly as she possibly could. But he seemed to want to keep it together, so she thought the kind thing was to let him.

			“Of course,” she said. “I’ll be right downstairs if you need me.”

			She went back down to the entry hall, still trying to wrap her head around this situation. Gabe seemed so calm. Had this happened before? Was this why he never came home? Gabe hadn’t even called his dad—where the hell was he? Sitting in the empty hall, staring at that eerily open front door, Anya couldn’t help noticing how impersonal the place felt. There were massive paintings on the walls but no family photos anywhere, no stacks of mail or discarded coats or travel mementos like the ones cluttering every surface at Anya’s parents’ house in Chicago. It felt more like an upscale hotel lobby than a home.

			After a couple of minutes, a siren roared up the driveway. Anya ran outside to find two EMTs unloading a stretcher.

			“She’s upstairs,” Anya said. “Make a right at the top of the big staircase.”

			One of the EMTs nodded and pointed toward Anya’s rental car, which was parked in front of the ambulance. “Can you move that before we get down?”

			“Sure, oh my god—of course.”

			They raced inside, and Anya followed to grab her keys. By the time she had moved the car, the paramedics were already loading Gabe’s mom into the ambulance, and Gabe was getting in with them. Anya ran over to the back of the ambulance.

			“What hospital?” Anya asked the EMT. “I’ll follow you.”

			“No.” Gabe shook his head. “No, don’t.”

			“I’m not letting you go alone,” Anya told him. “What hospital?”

			“Cedars,” the EMT replied, and Anya nodded. She caught Gabe’s eye as the EMT closed the ambulance door. He looked terrified, like a lost little boy.

			

			—

			It took Anya nearly half an hour to get to the hospital and park, then another ten minutes to find Gabe in the ER waiting area, sitting with his head in his hands.

			“Hey.” She gingerly laid her hand on his shoulder. “Any news?”

			He shook his head, still looking down. “I filled out some forms. They told me to wait.”

			“What can I do? Do you want some coffee, or something to eat? Or I could call someone, Tallulah maybe? Or Kira? Or your dad?”

			He looked up at her. He looked bone-weary, absolutely wrung out. “Will you sit with me?”

			“Yeah.” She sank into the chair beside him. “Yeah, of course.”

			Their row of seats was facing a TV playing some late-night infomercial for a blender that would solve all your problems.

			“You sure you don’t want a smoothie?” Anya nodded toward the screen, where they were making one in under ten seconds. “It’s Beverly Hills, there’s gotta be an all-night juice bar around here somewhere.”

			Gabe sniffed, the smallest possible laugh, but the sound of it buoyed Anya. She wanted to hug him, rub his back, reassure him that everything would be okay, but he didn’t seem to want that. So she sat next to him, watching a man with a loud British accent and even louder shirt make what looked like the world’s grossest pasta sauce until a doctor finally came over.

			“Mr. Hunt?” the doctor asked. He looked about twenty-five, tall and gawky with big eyes and an anxious manner—not ideal for someone about to give you potentially life-changing news.

			“Yeah.” Gabe stood, and so did Anya. She could feel how tense Gabe was beside her. She took his hand and squeezed.

			“Your mother’s going to be okay,” the doctor said.

			“Oh thank god,” Anya exhaled with relief, but Gabe stayed totally still.

			“What happened?” he asked.

			“It was like you thought. She took some pills, combined with too much alcohol. If you hadn’t found her when you did, it could have been very serious—but we pumped her stomach, and barring any complications, she can go home tomorrow.”

			“Is she awake?” Anya asked.

			“We were able to talk with her for a few minutes, but she’s asleep now. She seems lucid, and all brain function looks normal. You can go up and see her if you like.”

			Anya was still holding Gabe’s hand. He was squeezing back now, and his whole body was rigid.

			“Gabe?” she asked.

			“Can we leave?” he said.

			“Now?” Anya was confused. “Don’t you want to see your mom?”

			“I want to go.” He turned to the doctor. “Can I go?”

			“I…” The doctor looked to Anya for guidance, but Anya was baffled too. “Yes? If you want to get some sleep and come back in the morning, that’s fine.”

			“Good.” Gabe dropped Anya’s hand. “Let’s go.”

			He turned and stormed toward the exit. Anya quickly thanked the doctor and rushed after him.

			“Gabe, wait, your legs are too long,” Anya huffed as she caught up to him. He was nearly at the ambulance bay.

			“Where’s the car?” he asked tightly.

			“That way.” She pointed to the right, toward the visitor lot. “Do you want me to take you home?”

			“I’m not going back to that house,” he snapped—but then he sighed, and his shoulders drooped. “Sorry. I’m not— I’ll get my stuff out of the car, okay? And then I’ll get a cab to a hotel or something. I’ve already put you out enough.”

			There was a twitch in his jaw. She couldn’t tell if he wanted to scream or break down crying. Maybe both.

			“Do you want to just drive for a while?” she asked. “Maybe get some cigarettes? I could really use a cigarette right now.”

			Gabe tilted his head slightly. “You’d defy the surgeon general?”

			“Only in absolute emergencies.”

			He exhaled. It was so good to see him relax, even a little.

			“There’s a lookout spot in the hills, off Mulholland,” he said. “I don’t know the address. Is it okay if I just tell you where to go?”

			Anya nodded. “Let’s do it.”

			They picked up a pack of Parliament Lights and a couple of slushies from a nearby gas station, then Anya started driving. It wasn’t long before they were back in the hills—on a wider road this time, for which Anya was thankful. Still, the curves were sharp as they climbed in elevation, and Anya was tired enough that she drove very slowly. Gabe was smoking a cigarette out the passenger window, and the lights of LA grew hazy and distant beneath them.

			“Up here.” Gabe pointed to a turnoff ahead, and Anya pulled into it.

			“Oh wow,” she breathed.

			The view was dazzling—the entire city basin to the south, mountains climbing into fog and darkness to the east. Gabe got out of the car and walked toward a bench at the edge of the lookout, and Anya followed. It was really cold up here, much colder than it had been down in the city. She started shivering, which Gabe noticed right away.

			“Shit, you’re in a dress. Should we stay in the car?”

			“I’ll be fine,” she insisted.

			“You’re so goddamn stubborn,” he sighed. For once, she liked how it sounded. “Can you pop the trunk?”

			She did, and he went over to riffle through his weekend bag. A few seconds later, he shut the trunk and returned with a giant hoodie.

			“Here.” He balled it up and tossed it to her. She was hit with a wave of how much like Gabe it smelled, whatever cologne he wore—something leathery and woodsy, like palo santo. She unfurled the hoodie and saw it bore a giant Dodgers logo.

			“Dodgers?!” she faux-gasped. “Anathema!”

			“Your body, your choice, Met fan,” he said dryly, and she let out a little grunt of displeasure as she pulled on the sweatshirt. It was huge and soft—it covered nearly her entire dress—and she immediately felt so much warmer. She settled onto the bench beside him.

			“Better?” he asked.

			She nodded. “What about you?” she said carefully. “Better? At all?”

			He lit another cigarette, took a long inhale and let it out, the smoke dissipating into the twinkling lights of the city.

			“My mom didn’t used to be like that,” he said, staring straight ahead.

			“What was she like?”

			“She was—” Gabe’s voice caught in his throat, and then he swallowed. He looked down, shoulders slumped, like he’d lost a battle. “I had a brother. He died.”

			Anya froze, feeling the intensity of the moment, the enormity of it. She’d never seen Gabe look this vulnerable. She was terrified of saying something wrong.

			“What was his name?” she asked.

			“Danny.” Gabe took another drag, his breath uneven. “He was three years older than me.”

			“Yeah?” Anya turned her body toward Gabe’s, and he looked up at the movement. There were tears in his eyes.

			“Yeah.” Gabe nodded. “And he was like—he was the good one, you know?”

			“What do you mean?” Anya felt tears pricking; she quickly blinked them back.

			“He was the best.” Gabe smiled, but he looked incredibly sad. “Valedictorian, captain of the soccer team—he was the guy everyone wanted to be, but he was so nice you couldn’t even be mad at him about it. And I was just, kinda goofy, you know? I liked making people laugh. My parents always wanted me to be more…But Danny never made me feel like that. He thought my dumb little-kid pranks were so funny.”

			Anya tried to imagine Danny: this older, more serious version of Gabe. Darker hair, maybe. A sincere smile instead of Gabe’s impish one.

			“What happened?” she asked.

			“Car accident,” Gabe said numbly. “The night he graduated high school. Danny wasn’t driving, but the truck hit them on the passenger side.”

			“Oh my god, Gabe.”

			“And my parents…” Gabe shook his head. “I tried to be more like what they wanted. Studied harder, two sports. But my dad was never home anymore and my mom—well, you saw.”

			“It seemed like maybe that had happened before,” Anya said tentatively, and Gabe nodded.

			“It’s not usually that bad, but yeah. She gave up all her charity boards, stopped seeing her friends. She couldn’t sleep, so she started taking pills. She just…she couldn’t cope. And my dad didn’t help. I wanted to help, but I didn’t know how. So she kind of…floated away. I couldn’t stop it.”

			“You were a teenager,” Anya stressed. “And you’d just lost your brother.”

			“I guess,” Gabe said, but it was clear he didn’t believe her.

			“What about you?” Anya asked. “How did you cope?”

			“At first everyone pitied me. They were always looking at me like I must be so sad. And I was—like, I really was. But I hated when they looked at me like that. So I went back to being who I was before. Like it never happened. And I was busy, so that helped, all the studying and practices and every after-school club that would have me. I couldn’t be home. So I just…wasn’t.”

			“And now you work campaigns.” Anya exhaled, understanding. “And never go home for Christmas.”

			“I tried to go home, for a while,” Gabe said. “But whenever I came home on college breaks, it felt like—I don’t know, like it made my mom sadder or something. Like me being there reminded her that Danny wasn’t. At some point it was like, who am I even doing this for? I don’t want to be here, and nobody wants me here.”

			Anya thought back to the things Gabe had said to her in Ohio, in Vieques. How much he needed everyone to love him. She was so foolish not to understand that there might be some terrible reason why.

			“But everybody wants you on their campaign,” Anya said softly.

			“Campaigns are…” Gabe shrugged. “I’m good at them. And people need me. It makes me feel like…like even if my parents don’t want me, I still have a place to be.”

			That was the second Anya burst into tears—humiliatingly noisy sobs—and Gabe turned to her in alarm.

			“I’m so sorry!” she choked. “Oh god, this is so not about me, please ignore me, I’m so embarrassed.”

			“Anya?” Gabe looked completely bewildered. “What’s happening?”

			“Nothing! I’m being stupid. And feeling awful—about those things I said to you at Chandelier Bar, and oh my god, in Vieques?! But we don’t have to—”

			“I said some shitty things to you at Chandelier Bar too,” he said, frowning. “And what are you saying about Vieques?”

			“That stupid beach bar!” Anya wailed. She wiped her eyes on her sleeve—great, mascara all over Gabe’s sweatshirt. “I was so humiliated you rejected me, and being furious with you felt like the only possible way I could handle it. You’re not a selfish asshole, and of course you want people to love you, it makes complete sense. I am so, so sorry.”

			“Hold on.” Gabe shook his head in confusion. “You think I rejected you in Vieques?”

			“I mean, yeah?” She and Gabe were both looking at each other in complete shock, like neither of them could believe they were having this conversation.

			“How could you think that?” he asked.

			“Is that a trick question?” Anya laughed; she felt insane. “I’m sorry, we were talking about something much more important. We really don’t have to talk about this.”

			“No.” Gabe leaned toward her. “I think we really do.”

			He looked right at her. Oh god, he wanted her to explain.

			“I mean, I said I wanted to sleep with you, and you said no.” Anya fidgeted with the sweatshirt cuff, wishing it didn’t smell so much like him. “And then the woman you actually wanted to sleep with showed up, like, instantly, so. I’m not sure how much more rejected I could have been.”

			“Anya.” Gabe sighed. “I had such a big crush on you. Like, an enormous crush on you.”

			“What?” Anya gaped at him. That wasn’t possible. “Then why did you…”

			“You wanted a one-night stand.” Gabe’s gaze was fixed on her, and his tone was urgent, like he needed her to understand. “In the canoe, I asked you point-blank if you liked me, and you said no, and then you were extremely clear that if we slept together it wouldn’t mean anything. And listen, I understand why you didn’t think I was good enough to date you. I was a raging fuckboy back then—I wasn’t good enough for you. But it still made me feel like shit that you thought so little of me.”

			“I didn’t.” Anya was stunned. “Gabe, I thought that was all you’d want with me. I was shocked you even wanted that. I didn’t believe it until Simone basically forced me to. I thought—you know, I thought we hated each other.”

			“I certainly thought you hated me,” Gabe pointed out.

			“I know! But then we talked in the canoe, and we were dancing, and I was drunk, and I really wanted you, and I was terrified to say something but I made myself do it anyway, and then you just…didn’t want me back. I felt like such an idiot.”

			“You weren’t,” Gabe said.

			“But you get why I felt that way, right?”

			“I wanted to explain.” Gabe leaned toward her. “But then you said all that stuff, and I was like, Okay, message received. She still hates you, she always did, and some drunken hookup wouldn’t have changed anything. The best thing you can do is forget about ever dating Anya.”

			“I can’t believe this,” Anya murmured.

			“Can’t believe what?” Gabe was looking at her so fervently it made her whole body feel warm.

			“All these months—years, even—I thought you couldn’t stand to be around me. I would think back on us dancing, remembering exactly where your hands were, how much I felt like you wanted me, trying to figure out if it was all in my imagination.”

			“You think about that night?” Gabe’s breath was shallow.

			Slowly, deliberately, Anya nodded. “Do you?”

			“Anya, I think about it all the time.” Gabe flicked away the last of his cigarette, a little flurry of sparks showering to the ground. “I think about what an idiot I was, letting my feelings ruin what might have been my only chance with you. I think about what would have happened if I’d just done what I wanted.”

			He looked so intense—but then he laughed softly to himself and cracked a knowing smile.

			“What’s funny?” she asked. Her breath was thin.

			“Those cheap bunk beds.” Gabe cocked his head. “I like to think about whether we could have broken one.”

			“Oh my god,” Anya laughed—at the shock of his suggestion, at the sheer absurdity of this conversation. “Jill would have had a fit.”

			“And think of the poor gorillas.” Gabe grinned.

			“They’d be scandalized,” Anya agreed.

			Anya couldn’t stop herself from imagining it: her grabbing the bed frame, the feeling of him on top of her, the crash as they tumbled to the floor. Don’t stop, she urged him. Keep going.

			“What?” he asked. He was staring at her hungrily. She had a feeling he’d been indulging in the same fantasy.

			“Nothing,” she said quickly. “I can’t believe we’re talking this way about a children’s bedroom. I totally downplayed it with Zeke—”

			Fuck. Zeke.

			She looked up at Gabe, who seemed to have had the exact same thought at the exact same moment.

			“So, you and Zeke,” Gabe asked carefully. “He makes you happy? Like, really?”

			Anya considered the question. She wasn’t madly in love with Zeke, and she certainly didn’t know if he was the guy she’d end up marrying. But she really liked being his girlfriend. He was a steady presence in her life, joyful and calming. And she hated the thought of losing him—she was sure of that.

			“He does,” she answered. “And you and Tallulah seem…”

			“Good,” Gabe finished the sentence. “We’re really good.”

			“I liked her a lot,” Anya offered.

			“Thanks.” Gabe nodded. “I respect you too much to pretend I like Zeke.”

			Anya burst out laughing. Gabe laughed too, but it quickly turned into a yawn. Anya glanced at her phone—it was almost three a.m.

			“Do you want to go back to the hospital?” Anya asked. “I can come too, if you want.”

			Gabe shook his head. “We should get a few hours of sleep.”

			“Okay, but you’re not spending the night in some hotel.”

			“It’s not a big deal—”

			“It is to me,” Anya said sternly. “Come stay in Brentwood. Everyone will be really happy to see you. I’ll take you back to Cedars in the morning.”

			“You drive a hard bargain,” Gabe said. She heard some emotion in his voice, but he swallowed it back. He stood up and so did she, and she pulled him into a tight hug. After a second, he wrapped his arms around her, and she settled her head against his chest. Physically, it was the closest they’d been since Vieques, but it didn’t feel fraught this time. Maybe it was just that she was so tired, but she kind of felt like they could have stayed like that all night.

			“I’m glad you told me,” she said. “About your family, and about—about everything.”

			“Me too,” he said softly.

			“Can I ask you something?”

			He looked at her cautiously. “Yeah?”

			“Can we be friends? I just— I think I would really like it. If we were friends.”

			“Friends,” he repeated. “That’s a good idea. We should try it.”
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			The next two years

			Wheeler for Senate—Frederick, Maryland

			Kincaid for Senate—Lincoln, Nebraska

			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Gabe Hunt

			November 3

			Anya [10:04am]: Gooooood morning

			Anya [10:04am]: How’s your head? Falling off your neck?

			Anya [10:05am]: I’m meeting Kira and Simone at hash house a go go for one of those insane giant piles of breakfast if you’re awake/sober/not puking your guts out?

			Gabe [10:09am]: Don’t be mean to me I’m dying

			Anya [10:10am]: Worse than our birthday?

			Gabe [10:10am]: m u c h

			Anya [10:10am]: Woooooow

			Gabe [10:11am]: How are you so chipper

			Gabe [10:11am]: You were dancing on a table at Frankie’s at like 3am

			Anya [10:12am]: Maybe I hold my liquor better than you

			Gabe [10:12am]: Oh my god you were deadass sober

			Anya [10:12am]: [image: Smiling face with halo emoji.] [image: Smiling face with halo emoji.] [image: Smiling face with halo emoji.]

			Anya [10:13am]: I didn’t want to be wasted when I got home, that felt like it would be rubbing it in Zeke’s face or something

			Gabe [10:13am]: Isn’t he happy for you? And Jo? And the people of Nevada?

			Anya [10:14am]: Sure. But still.

			Gabe [10:14am]: Yeah. How’s he doing?

			Anya [10:14am]: Okay, I think? It’s not like he was a die-hard Flannery supporter or anything

			Gabe [10:15am]: Is there such a thing as a die-hard Flannery supporter?

			Gabe [10:15am]: (Too soon?)

			Anya [10:16am]: Not too soon

			Anya [10:16am]: In fact four years after I said as much to you

			Gabe [10:16am]: Yes, you’re very prescient

			Gabe [10:16am]: What time for breakfast?

			Anya [10:16am]: Eleven

			Gabe [10:17am]: Cool, I’m gonna go try not to throw up in the shower

			Anya [10:17am]: A holy quest

			Anya [10:17am]: Oh! My parents are flying in this weekend, they want to see everyone

			Anya [10:18am]: We’re getting tickets for Magic Mike Live on Saturday night, can you come or will that threaten your masculinity?

			Gabe [10:18am]: Oh I’m there

			Gabe [10:18am]: I’ll bro out with Walt

			Anya [10:18am]: Ugh he’s gonna really love that you said that
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			January 26

			Gabe [1:41pm]: So? How did it go?

			Gabe [1:52pm]: That’s fine, keep me waiting

			Gabe [1:52pm]: I’m a famously patient man

			Gabe [2:09pm]: Dude. Seriously?

			Anya [2:37pm]: I’m sorry!! They’ve been ferrying me around Omaha all day, I’ve eaten so much steak

			Anya [2:37pm]: And they just took me to meet the senator??

			Gabe [2:38pm]: No way

			Gabe [2:38pm]: So you got it??

			Anya [2:38pm]: Seems like?

			Gabe [2:39pm]: That’s amazing, Anya!

			Gabe [2:39pm]: Congratulations!!

			Anya [2:39pm]: Thank you

			Anya [2:40pm]: I’m excited

			Gabe [2:40pm]: You sound excited

			Anya [2:41pm]: I am!

			Anya [2:41pm]: I don’t know

			Gabe [2:42pm]: You want to take the job in Illinois, don’t you?

			Anya [2:42pm]: I REALLY DO

			Anya [2:42pm]: Am I that transparent?

			Gabe [2:43pm]: You’re basically Casper

			Gabe [2:43pm]: (The friendly ghost)

			Gabe [2:43pm]: Unless you’re mad at me

			Gabe [2:43pm]: Then you’re like…

			Gabe [2:44pm]: (Shit, who’s a famous scary ghost?)

			Anya [2:44pm]: Hamlet’s father?

			Gabe [2:44pm]: Yes, when you’re mad at me it’s like you’re telling me my uncle had an affair with my mother, a perfect analogy

			Gabe [2:45pm]: Anyway, Illinois?

			Anya [2:45pm]: Congresswoman Perrone is so great, I want to work for her

			Anya [2:46pm]: Being an hour from my parents would be amazing

			Anya [2:46pm]: And I don’t need a title bump! I like being digital director

			Anya [2:47pm]: The money is obviously not as good, but like

			Anya [2:47pm]: Since when is that how I make decisions?

			Gabe [2:47pm]: Not since you left consulting

			Anya [2:48pm]: Precisely!!!

			Anya [2:48pm]: And I guess I could live at home? Save money that way?

			Anya [2:48pm]: No, that would be an insane commute

			Anya [2:49pm]: Also Zeke would murder me if I made him live with my parents, what am I talking about

			Gabe [2:51pm]: He’s moving with you?

			Anya [2:52pm]: Yes

			Gabe [2:53pm]: Cool

			Gabe [2:53pm]: Does he have an opinion? Which job you should take?

			Anya [2:54pm]: Not really

			Anya [2:54pm]: He’s still pretty burnt out from Flannery

			Anya [2:55pm]: He’s thinking about doing something else this cycle, maybe work in a restaurant

			Gabe [2:55pm]: Oh wow

			Gabe [2:55pm]: So it’s really up to you

			Anya [2:56pm]: You wouldn’t hesitate for a second, would you

			Anya [2:56pm]: To work for Kincaid

			Gabe [2:57pm]: Deputy campaign manager of a must-hold senate seat?

			Gabe [2:57pm]: I mean

			Gabe [2:58pm]: That’s a hard job to turn down, especially with an open presidential coming up right after

			Gabe [2:58pm]: You could work for anyone

			Anya [2:58pm]: Even Wheeler? [image: Face with raised eyebrow emoji.]

			Gabe [2:59pm]: Lol

			Gabe [2:59pm]: Like you’d ever let me hire you

			Anya [2:59pm]: I would if you’d work for a candidate I don’t detest!!!!

			Gabe [3:00pm]: Do you detest Kincaid?

			Anya [3:00pm]: No, definitely not

			Anya [3:00pm]: And I get that the seat is important, it’s gonna be a killer race

			Anya [3:01pm]: I just feel like, how can I go from working for Jo Sessego to some moderate

			Anya [3:01pm]: It feels wrong

			Gabe [3:01pm]: Well

			Gabe [3:01pm]: You could look at it like, you’re holding the Senate for Jo

			Gabe [3:02pm]: Like, if you win this race, you’re giving Jo the best possible landscape to enact her agenda

			Anya [3:02pm]: Okay comms man, good spin

			Gabe [3:02pm]: Ahem, former comms man

			Gabe [3:03pm]: Plus I bet if you work for Kincaid you’d have to come to DC sometimes. Kira and Simone would love that

			Anya [3:04pm]: That’s true

			Anya [3:04pm]: How far are you from DC?

			Gabe [3:04pm]: Less than an hour, but I’m much too busy to come meet you

			Gabe [3:05pm]: So don’t take the job because you want to see more of me

			Anya [3:05pm]: The only reason I do anything

			Gabe [3:05pm]: Obviously

			Anya [3:06pm]: You really think I should take it?

			Gabe [3:06pm]: Not if you don’t want to

			Gabe [3:06pm]: But I think, I don’t know

			Gabe [3:06pm]: It’s amazing that you care so much about your values

			Gabe [3:07pm]: But you’re also great at your job

			Gabe [3:07pm]: And I think if you were in charge of more races, more good people would be in office

			Anya [3:09pm]: That’s an incredibly nice thing to say

			Anya [3:09pm]: (Or truly superlative spin)

			Gabe [3:10pm]: I’m not spinning you

			Anya [3:11pm]: I know

			Gabe [3:11pm]: Have you called your mom yet?

			Anya [3:12pm]: No, that’s a good idea

			Anya [3:12pm]: She’ll know what to do

			Anya [3:12pm]: Thanks bud

			Gabe [3:13pm]: Anytime

			Gabe [3:13pm]: Call me later if you want to talk it out?

			Anya [3:14pm]: I thought you were too busy for me

			Gabe [3:14pm]: I am [image: Face blowing a kiss emoji.]
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			March 11

			Anya [7:29am]: Help

			Gabe [7:31am]: What happened

			Gabe [7:31am]: Is your kitchen on fire

			Gabe [7:31am]: I’ll call 911

			Anya [7:32am]: No, that would constitute an actual emergency

			Anya [7:32am]: Whereas me panicking about what to wear to my first day at HQ most assuredly does not

			Anya [7:32am]: And yet I find myself in dire need of government provided assistance!!!

			Gabe [7:33am]: You always use such big words when you’re freaking out

			Gabe [7:33am]: It’s adorable

			Anya [7:33am]: Oh my god shut up

			Anya [7:34am]: You talked me into taking this stupid high-power job and I feel like it’s Ohio all over again, like I’m going to show up in heels while everyone else is in jeans and they’re all gonna look at me like I don’t belong there

			Gabe [7:35am]: Do you want to wear jeans?

			Anya [7:35am]: No I want the staff to take me seriously!!!

			Anya [7:35am]: What are you wearing to work today? I’ll wear the same thing

			Gabe [7:35am]: I’m wearing a sweater, same as I have every day for the last million years because it’s still so cold here

			Gabe [7:36am]: I hate winter

			Gabe [7:36am]: (Luckily I look great in knitwear)

			Anya [7:36am]: I don’t know why I thought that would be helpful

			Anya [7:36am]: Also “knitwear”? Who are you, Yves Saint Laurent?

			Gabe [7:37am]: Oui, oui

			Gabe [7:37am]: Do you still have those dark jeans? The ones that are sort of trouser-y?

			Anya [7:37am]: Yeah?

			Gabe [7:37am]: Okay, wear those with boots

			Gabe [7:37am]: (With a tall heel, I know you’ll be happy in a tall heel)

			Gabe [7:38am]: How cold is it there?

			Anya [7:38am]: Low 50s, it’s basically summer

			Gabe [7:38am]: That’s still so cold, you smug Chicagoan

			Anya [7:38am]: Sucks to be you, thin-blooded Angeleno

			Gabe [7:39am]: Just wear those jeans with a button-down and a leather jacket

			Anya [7:39am]: I can do that

			Anya [7:39am]: Maybe fabric boots so it’s not cow on cow?

			Gabe [7:39am]: You’re in Nebraska, isn’t their religion cow on cow?

			Anya [7:39am]: Great point

			Anya [7:39am]: This is strong advice, thank god you’re a libra

			Gabe [7:40am]: You don’t believe in astrology

			Anya [7:40am]: Well thank god for whatever makes you care so much about clothes

			Gabe [7:40am]: See above re: growing up in Los Angeles

			Gabe [7:41am]: You could wear that green silk shirt if you want every guy in the office to have a crush on you, but remember to button all the buttons

			Gabe [7:41am]: Gotta give them something to work toward

			Gabe [7:44am]: (Was that over a line? I’m sorry)

			Anya [7:47am]: Sorry! I was getting dressed!

			Anya [7:47am]: Not over a line

			Anya [7:47am]: Or idk. The line is tricky

			Gabe [7:48am]: Tricky how?

			Anya [7:49am]: I guess it’s like, is the line what we’re okay with? Or is it what our respective partners would theoretically be okay with?

			Gabe [7:49am]: Ah

			Gabe [7:50am]: I see

			Gabe [7:50am]: I guess we’re bad people if it’s not the latter, right?

			Anya [7:51am]: Disrespectful people, anyway

			Anya [7:51am]: Maybe we need a bit

			Gabe [7:51am]: ?

			Anya [7:51am]: Like a safe word. For if someone’s approaching the line

			Gabe [7:51am]: Like “38th parallel”?

			Anya [7:52am]: Or “button”

			Gabe [7:52am]: Button does have a less offensive ring to it

			Gabe [7:52am]: Use it in a sentence

			Anya [7:52am]: You make some leering comment about my appearance and I say “button”

			Gabe [7:52am]: Leering??????

			Anya [7:53am]: Man you’re such an easy mark

			Gabe [7:53am]: Okay button to that

			Anya [7:53am]: You can’t use button to stop me making fun of you, that’s not how button works

			Gabe [7:54am]: Believe me, I know how buttons work

			Anya [7:54am]: BUTTON TO THAT GABE

			Gabe [7:54am]: I did that one on purpose:)

			Anya [7:54am]: You’re the worst

			Gabe [7:55am]: How’s the outfit?

			Anya [7:55am]: Perfect. Thank you.

			Gabe [7:55am]: Have an excellent first day

			Gabe [7:55am]: You’re gonna knock em dead

			Gabe [7:56am]: Try not to have too many button thoughts about me

			Anya [7:56am]: I regret button

			Anya [7:56am]: I rescind button

			Anya [7:56am]: Button is dead

			Gabe [7:56am]: Too late, button is canon
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			WhatsApp transcript: Anya Katz and Simone Humphrey

			March 11, 9:42 p.m.

			Anya: [sent four attachments]

			Anya: So? How bad is it?

			Simone: You sent me four screenshots of texts from a man who’s not your boyfriend, so you know it isn’t good

			Anya: I know. I know!

			Anya: I shouldn’t have texted him

			Anya: But I really like texting him [image: Grimacing face emoji.]

			Simone: There’s actually a very simple mechanism by which you could text Gabe whatever you want, whenever you want

			Anya: Do you really think I should break up with Zeke?

			Simone: Do YOU think you should?

			Anya: It’s not like Gabe is even single

			Anya: Or like we live in the same time zone

			Simone: And these are reasons to stay with Zeke?

			Anya: No, loving Zeke is the reason to stay with him

			Anya: Knowing he is an actual good dependable boyfriend and not just addictive strings of words that appear on my phone is the reason to stay with him

			Anya: (Not to mention it’s nice having one human being I know in Lincoln Nebraska)

			Simone: Today was only your first day in the office, you’ll make friends

			Anya: Unless they all hate me for being their boss and never want to hang out socially

			Anya: Sorry, I’ll stop bathing in anxiety. How was your day??

			Simone: Fine! Every day is fine in the land of endless meetings

			Anya: That bad, huh?

			Simone: I meet with my staff. I meet with senior staff. I meet with candidates. I meet with my staff about which candidates I’m meeting next. I write memos about the candidates I’ve met and then meet with senior staff to discuss the memos, thereby eliminating the need to write a memo in the first place

			Anya: Sounds like DC!!

			Anya: But helping the candidates is good, right? Writing big fat checks to campaigns that really need it?

			Simone: Definitely. And there’s for sure some strategy in deciding where/when to send the money

			Simone: I just miss doing ACTUAL strategy, you know?

			Anya: You want to come work in Nebraska?

			Anya: You can have any job you want, I don’t care who I fire, I’ve only known these people a day

			Simone: Say that in front of them, you’ll be besties in no time

			Anya: Do you think when I make friends I’ll want to text Gabe less?

			Anya: (Sorry. But really, do you?)

			Simone: Yeah, I do

			Simone: And soon you’ll be working so much you won’t have time to text anyone

			Anya: It’s harder than I thought, living with Zeke

			Simone: Yeah? You lived together in Vegas

			Anya: Sure, but you guys were there, and my parents, and Zeke and I were both so busy we barely saw each other. It felt like a treat when we did

			Anya: Now we see each other…constantly lol

			Simone: And you feel…?

			Anya: Good! I still feel good

			Anya: It’s just, he’s always. There.

			Anya: Sometimes I want to veg out and watch a whole season of Survivor but he’s playing video games for hours, and then if I try to get him to stop and have a conversation with me, we don’t actually have that much to talk about

			Anya: I know my work will pick up, and he’s looking for restaurant jobs, I’m sure it’ll get easier once we both have more to do

			Simone: Do you regret asking him to move with you?

			Anya: No

			Anya: I do love him

			Anya: But also, it kind of feels like our whole relationship has been by default

			Anya: Like we fell into it instead of making an active choice, and I’m always half expecting that someday we’ll fall out of it the same way

			Simone: Idk babe

			Simone: Kira and I made this Adult Decision to move to DC and sign a lease and get big girl jobs, it was all super intentional

			Simone: And it’s only been two months and we’re both crawling out of our skin

			Anya: Noooo, Kira too?

			Simone: Please, Kira more than me

			Simone: She wants to light the DNC on fire lol

			Anya: That’s what “be gay do crimes” means, right?

			Simone: I never should have told you about queer tumblr

			Anya: Stop no I love it!!!

			Simone: My point is, intentionality doesn’t have to mean happiness, or the other way around

			Simone: Are you happy with Zeke?

			Anya: Yes. Unequivocally

			Anya: I just also have concerns

			Anya: And also want to text Gabe

			Simone: If you’re happy with Zeke and don’t want to mess up your relationship, you’ve gotta stop flirting with Gabe

			Simone: It’d be one thing if Gabe was some work husband, but there’s too much history

			Simone: I’m sorry. I know it’s not what you want to hear

			Anya: No. It is

			Anya: I knew what you were going to say when you saw the screenshots

			Anya: I guess it’s why I sent them

			Simone: Duh

			Simone: You don’t have to stop being his friend. It’s good you guys are finally friends (for me and Kira especially). Just stop doing whatever that was, okay?

			Anya: Deal

			Anya: Now please quit your fancy job and move to Nebraska???

			Anya: Lincoln is a cool and artsy university city and you could go to so many women’s sports games

			Simone: Ask me again in a month

			Anya: Great, I’ll schedule a meeting
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Gabe Hunt

			April 30

			Gabe [11:14pm]: Hey, are you up?

			Gabe [11:14pm]: Not in a “u up” way, in an are you actually awake way

			Anya [11:15pm]: Yeah, what’s going on?

			Gabe [11:15pm]: I don’t even know where to start

			Gabe [11:16pm]: Sorry, I’ve had such a shitty day

			Anya [11:16pm]: Oh no, should I call?

			Gabe [11:16pm]: No, Lu’s here this week, she’s sleeping

			Gabe [11:16pm]: So I finally fired my finance director

			Anya [11:17pm]: Ugh

			Anya [11:17pm]: Right thing to do but I’m sure it sucked

			Anya [11:17pm]: How’d the staff take it

			Gabe [11:17pm]: The good news is I no longer have to question whether they hate me!

			Anya [11:18pm]: Luckily you have a real thick skin about that sort of thing

			Anya [11:18pm]: I’m so sorry. Is that why you’re upset?

			Gabe [11:18pm]: Partly. There was also this donor meeting

			Anya [11:18pm]: Never the start of a happy story

			Gabe [11:19pm]: Defense guy, big bundler

			Gabe [11:19pm]: Doing like $100k for us this cycle

			Gabe [11:20pm]: So the guy’s a typical asshole, thinks he’s god’s gift. I’m keeping him warm until the candidate gets there, nothing I haven’t done a thousand times, but Wheeler’s running late from votes. I’d pawn the guy off on my finance director, except, you know

			Anya [11:21pm]: You fired your finance director

			Gabe [11:22pm]: Correct. So the guy’s talking big about how much money he throws around, this much to this race, that much to that one, I want to dig my eyes out with a grapefruit spoon, and then he says this thing about how Wheeler’s a great return on investment

			Gabe [11:23pm]: So I asked what he meant by that

			Gabe [11:23pm]: He said Wheeler secured all these contracts for his clients, drone delivery systems, biochemical weapons development, all this shit that’s currently killing people all over the world

			Gabe [11:24pm]: And I know Wheeler’s on armed services. It’s not news to me he has a hand in these contracts, and if this guy’s clients didn’t get them someone else would

			Gabe [11:25pm]: But I felt like, what am I doing here, you know?

			Gabe [11:25pm]: Like, remember when Lu told you I was interviewing to work for Wheeler, and you got so mad?

			Anya [11:26pm]: Of course

			Anya [11:26pm]: (Really out of character, me judging you like that)

			Gabe [11:26pm]: I was so pissed at you. I was like, can she not ever just give me a break?

			Anya [11:26pm]: I’m sorry, Gabe

			Gabe [11:26pm]: No, that’s not what I’m saying

			Gabe [11:27pm]: I’m saying, I get it now

			Gabe [11:27pm]: Why you were angry with me

			Gabe [11:27pm]: I’m angry with me

			Anya [11:27pm]: Oh, friend

			Anya [11:28pm]: It was a bad day, ok?

			Anya [11:28pm]: My candidate met with an anti-gay marriage mothers’ group last week

			Anya [11:28pm]: Explained how she thinks some issues are better left to the states

			Gabe [11:28pm]: Shut up

			Gabe [11:28pm]: Did you have an aneurysm?

			Anya [11:29pm]: No, I had a nice dignified cry in the privacy of my office and went about my day

			Gabe [11:29pm]: I bet I’d feel better if I’d done that

			Anya [11:30pm]: I actually thought about you

			Gabe [11:30pm]: Were you thinking “Gabe is always supporting candidates who do amoral crap like this”?

			Anya [11:31pm]: No. I was thinking, fuck. You’ve been right this whole time

			Anya [11:31pm]: Because as much as I hate my candidate’s pathetically weak non-stance on gay rights, if she loses, we’re gonna get a guy in office who’ll actively legislate to take away every right from LGBT people he possibly can

			Anya [11:32pm]: And that matters too

			Anya [11:32pm]: They can’t all be Jo Sessego

			Gabe [11:33pm]: Christ, Anya. Why are we in this miserable business?

			Anya [11:33pm]: Should we quit? Go work office jobs with Kira and Simone?

			Gabe [11:33pm]: No, we’d have to get further outside politics than that

			Gabe [11:33pm]: Start over, buy a little farm somewhere they’ll never find us

			Anya [11:34pm]: I’m confused, are we quitting politics or escaping the long arm of the law?

			Gabe [11:34pm]: Don’t kid yourself, we’re too good

			Gabe [11:34pm]: The candidates, the committees, they’ll never stop hounding us as long as we’re alive

			Gabe [11:34pm]: We’ll probably need new names

			Anya [11:35pm]: I’ll have some IDs made just in case

			Gabe [11:35pm]: Smart

			Anya [11:36pm]: You’re not worried we’d get bored on a farm?

			Gabe [11:36pm]: You and me? Not possible.
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			November 9

			Anya [10:52pm]: Hey, so I have to tell you something

			Gabe [10:52pm]: What’s wrong? Are you okay?

			Anya [10:53pm]: Yeah

			Anya [10:53pm]: I mean no, but yeah

			Anya [10:54pm]: Zeke’s moving to Oregon

			Anya [10:54pm]: His buddy got him an organizing job with the longshoremen’s union out there

			Anya [10:55pm]: And he hasn’t been happy working at the restaurant, so

			Anya [10:55pm]: So he’s gonna take it

			Gabe [10:56pm]: Damn. So you guys?

			Anya [10:57pm]: We ended it, yeah

			Gabe [10:57pm]: I’m so sorry Anya

			Anya [10:58pm]: It’s okay. I mean I know he’s not your favorite person or anything

			Gabe [10:58pm]: No, fuck that, who cares what I think of him

			Gabe [10:58pm]: When did this happen?

			Anya [10:59pm]: He moved out this morning

			Gabe [11:01pm]: Shit, you’re alone in the apartment?

			Anya [11:01pm]: Just for a couple days

			Anya [11:02pm]: Simone and Kira are flying out this weekend, we’re gonna go thrifting to make the apartment girly or something

			Anya [11:02pm]: Then my parents are coming, and we’ll all drive back to Chicago for Thanksgiving

			Anya [11:03pm]: No loneliness on earth too strong for eight hours in a Volvo with Walt and Judy Katz

			Anya [11:04pm]: And everyone from the campaign has been really nice, they were all fighting at the bar tonight over who got to buy me drinks

			Gabe [11:05pm]: As they should

			Gabe [11:05pm]: What’d you have?

			Anya [11:06pm]: I wanna say two gimlets and a beer? In some order? Possibly a bloody mary?

			Gabe [11:06pm]: Good, it’s not a breakup bender without a breakfast beverage

			Anya [11:07pm]: That’s a lot of alliteration for anxious anchors

			Anya [11:07pm]: Omg you set me up for that didn’t you

			Gabe [11:07pm]: I might have

			Gabe [11:09pm]: Hey, are you too drunk for me to say something?

			Anya [11:10pm]: No, what is it?

			Gabe [11:11pm]: I don’t want you to be too sad

			Gabe [11:11pm]: I mean, I never want you to be sad, and I want you to feel however you feel, that’s not what I mean

			Anya [11:11pm]: Either you’re not making sense or I actually am drunk

			Gabe [11:12pm]: Ha, no, it’s definitely me

			Gabe [11:13pm]: What I mean is, you’re this great woman

			Gabe [11:13pm]: And I think you have a great love coming

			Gabe [11:14pm]: So I don’t want you to be too sad

			Gabe [11:14pm]: Because you’re making room

			Anya [11:15pm]: For a great love?

			Gabe [11:16pm]: Yeah

			Gabe [11:16pm]: I sound stupid, right?

			Anya [11:17pm]: Can I ask you something weird?

			Gabe [11:17pm]: Can’t be weirder than what I just said

			Anya [11:18pm]: I’m gonna brush my teeth and stuff, but would you call me in five minutes and tell me about your day?

			Anya [11:18pm]: Or put the phone next to you while you’re working if you’re still working?

			Anya [11:19pm]: Sorry, that’s insane

			Anya [11:19pm]: I don’t know why I feel so strange about being alone

			Gabe [11:20pm]: It’s 11:20 now, I’ll call at 11:25?

			Gabe [11:20pm]: And luckily I love the sound of my own voice, so I’ll keep talking until you get sick of me or fall asleep, whichever comes first

			Anya [11:21pm]: You really will?

			Gabe [11:21pm]: Of course

			Gabe [11:21pm]: Don’t forget to floss
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			Text message transcript: Gabe Hunt and Kira Liu

			December 17

			Kira [4:19pm]: Yoooo

			Kira [4:19pm]: Can we rain check dinner? Simone is stressed about packing, she keeps saying her mom is gonna hate all of her clothes

			Gabe [4:19pm]: Yeah, absolutely

			Gabe [4:20pm]: I should probably start packing too

			Gabe [4:20pm]: I wish Lu and I weren’t going to Switzerland, I want a beach

			Kira [4:20pm]: Bearskin rug and a fire tho [image: Eyes emoji.]

			Gabe [4:21pm]: Yeah no kidding

			Gabe [4:21pm]: It’s been three months, at this point she could be like “meet me in a garbage pit in the depths of hell” and I’d be like fantastic booking my flight

			Gabe [4:22pm]: Turns out I kind of hate being long distance

			Gabe [4:23pm]: (I know, cool realization to have three years into a relationship)

			Kira [4:24pm]: Maybe it’s not working for you as well as it used to

			Kira [4:24pm]: Have you told Tallulah how you’re feeling?

			Gabe [4:25pm]: No. My therapist says I should

			Kira [4:25pm]: Beth’s a smart lady

			Gabe [4:26pm]: Yeah

			Gabe [4:26pm]: But I also get why Lu wants to keep things how they are

			Gabe [4:26pm]: She’s been so great about coming to visit every few months, and it’s a long-ass flight from Sydney

			Gabe [4:26pm]: We always have the best time, but there’s nothing for her to do, and I work so much, I know it’s boring for her

			Kira [4:27pm]: Can I ask kind of a shitty question?

			Gabe [4:27pm]: Hit me

			Kira [4:27pm]: Do you ever see yourself fitting into her life?

			Kira [4:27pm]: In a way that works for YOU

			Kira [4:28pm]: Like, you’re setting yourself up to run a presidential

			Kira [4:28pm]: It’s not gonna get easier

			Gabe [4:28pm]: That’s fair

			Gabe [4:28pm]: We’ve talked about it

			Kira [4:29pm]: Oh word?

			Gabe [4:29pm]: Basically we’re both living these intense lives right now, and we both think it won’t be this way forever

			Gabe [4:30pm]: So the question is what to do in the meantime

			Kira [4:30pm]: …until one or both of you gives up your career?

			Kira [4:30pm]: …and then you try out having a full-time relationship and see how it goes?

			Kira [4:31pm]: …after you move to Australia? Or she moves here?

			Gabe [4:32pm]: Am I crazy or are you skeptical this could work

			Kira [4:32pm]: Lol I’m sorry

			Kira [4:32pm]: You know I love Lu, and I love you guys together

			Gabe [4:32pm]: You used to be her biggest cheerleader

			Kira [4:32pm]: Totally!

			Kira [4:33pm]: Being honest, I saw her as like, a great transition for you

			Kira [4:33pm]: Like obviously my life changed a LOT when I met Simone

			Kira [4:33pm]: And I didn’t know if I was ready for that, but I wanted to try

			Kira [4:34pm]: But there was no trial period or anything bc of how it happened

			Kira [4:34pm]: We were immediately all in (due to lesbians)

			Kira [4:34pm]: So when you met Lu, I was like, this is rad, Gabe gets to wade into this more slowly in a way I never did. I was stoked for you, it felt really healthy

			Kira [4:35pm]: But now you guys have been together three years

			Kira [4:35pm]: And please absolutely tell me if this is wrong, but like

			Kira [4:35pm]: It kind of feels like you’re still wading?

			Gabe [4:36pm]: I don’t know

			Gabe [4:36pm]: Some of that isn’t wrong

			Gabe [4:36pm]: But we’re also in love

			Gabe [4:37pm]: She’s the first girl I told about my family stuff

			Kira [4:38pm]: That’s not technically true

			Kira [4:38pm]: (Sorry)

			Gabe [4:38pm]: Okay, the first girlFRIEND

			Gabe [4:38pm]: I don’t want to lose her

			Kira [4:39pm]: If you love her, you love her

			Kira [4:40pm]: Maybe the trip will bring some clarity

			Gabe [4:40pm]: I really appreciate you being honest with me

			Gabe [4:40pm]: It helps me figure out my own thinking

			Kira [4:41pm]: Wow therapy is making you such a good communicator lol

			Kira [4:43pm]: Dude you keep typing a message and then not sending anything, what do you want to say

			Gabe [4:44pm]: Ugh lol

			Gabe [4:44pm]: I was gonna ask if you know if Anya’s been dating at all

			Gabe [4:44pm]: Since her breakup

			Kira [4:45pm]: Yeah, Simone and I helped her make a profile when we were out there

			Kira [4:45pm]: She hasn’t met anyone serious, but she’s gone on a couple dates

			Kira [4:46pm]: Simone’s really proud of her

			Gabe [4:47pm]: Okay, cool

			Kira [4:47pm]: “Okay cool”????

			Gabe [4:47pm]: Why, what am I supposed to say???

			Kira [4:48pm]: Idk, why did you ask???

			Gabe [4:48pm]: She never talks to me about that stuff

			Gabe [4:48pm]: So I was wondering

			Gabe [4:49pm]: Anyway, I should run, I have a call at 5

			Gabe [4:49pm]: Good talk though, for real

			Gabe [4:49pm]: Fly safe if I don’t talk to you first

			Kira [4:50pm]: You too bro

			Kira [4:50pm]: Love you

			Gabe [4:50pm]: Love you too
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Gabe Hunt

			March 28

			Gabe [9:41pm]: Hey, random question for you

			Anya [10:17pm]: Hey! Sorry I was out, just seeing my phone

			Gabe [10:18pm]: Out??? On a school night???

			Anya [10:18pm]: I know, I’m basically a teen

			Anya [10:18pm]: What’s up?

			Gabe [10:18pm]: So I’m actually going to be in Chicago for a couple days next week

			Gabe [10:19pm]: And I think I have one dinner free?

			Gabe [10:19pm]: Where should I go

			Anya [10:19pm]: Wait, which night

			Gabe [10:20pm]: Thursday. Why?

			Anya [10:20pm]: !!!

			Anya [10:20pm]: I’m in Chicago that night

			Gabe [10:20pm]: Wait really??

			Anya [10:20pm]: Yeah it’s Passover!

			Anya [10:20pm]: Want to come to seder?

			Anya [10:21pm]: I mean I understand if you want to spend your one free night in Chicago doing something other than singing Hebrew songs with my parents

			Gabe [10:21pm]: No I was literally gonna ask you if it’d be weird for me to try to see them for coffee or something

			Anya [10:21pm]: Shut up, no you weren’t

			Gabe [10:21pm]: I was!

			Anya [10:21pm]: Let me text my mom but I’m sure it’s fine

			Anya [10:22pm]: Do you need to stay with us?

			Gabe [10:22pm]: No, I’m on a flight back to Baltimore at midnight

			Anya [10:22pm]: Noooooo that’s the worst

			Anya [10:23pm]: My mom wants to know your exact schedule so you don’t miss the good songs

			Gabe [10:23pm]: Lol

			Gabe [10:23pm]: My last meeting is over at 4, and then I have to be at the airport by 10:30ish

			Anya [10:24pm]: Okay great, just bring your bag and you can get a cab to O’Hare from my parents’ house, I’ll email you the address

			Anya [10:24pm]: I can’t believe we’re actually hanging out in like, a matter of days

			Gabe [10:24pm]: Has it really been a year?

			Anya [10:25pm]: A little more even

			Gabe [10:25pm]: That’s so messed up

			Anya [10:25pm]: It deeply is

			Gabe [10:26pm]: We’ll part the red sea to reunite on Thursday!

			Anya [10:26pm]: Gabe no

			Gabe [10:26pm]: No?

			Anya [10:26pm]: Please don’t do Jewish jokes when you meet my entire extended family

			Gabe [10:26pm]: I’m gonna meet all the Katz-es???

			Anya [10:27pm]: Greenbaums, my mom’s side

			Anya [10:27pm]: Katz family is in New York

			Gabe [10:27pm]: Right! Mets fans!

			Gabe [10:28pm]: I’d like a detailed dossier of the players involved, family dramas, topics to avoid

			Anya [10:28pm]: Yes, I have lots of time to write that up for you

			Gabe [10:29pm]: Excellent, as I suspected

			Gabe [10:29pm]: Should I bring anything?

			Anya [10:29pm]: You’re traveling, don’t worry about it

			Gabe [10:30pm]: I can’t show up empty-handed, what will your parents think?

			Anya [10:30pm]: They’ll think “that’s Gabe, a person we’ve met on multiple occasions who therefore does not need to make a first impression”

			Gabe [10:30pm]: Never mind, I’ve got it

			Gabe [10:31pm]: I know exactly what to bring, it’s perfect

			Anya [10:31pm]: Lol I’m glad you’re excited

			Gabe [10:31pm]: I am

			Gabe [10:32pm]: Like, I really am

			Anya [10:33pm]: Me too
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			April 3

			Anya [9:44pm]: I cannot believe you brought chametz to my parents’ house at Passover hahahaha

			Gabe [9:48pm]: They weren’t upset were they?

			Anya [9:48pm]: Oh my god no they LOVED it, my mom thought the cupcakes were so cute. I can’t believe you still had her Tupperware from Vegas

			Anya [9:51pm]: It’s just unbelievably funny that you brought the one food we can’t eat on Passover to a seder

			Gabe [9:54pm]: So stupid

			Gabe [9:54pm]: Glad they’re not mad

			Anya [9:54pm]: No one’s mad

			Anya [9:55pm]: And my dad says sorry he gave you the hardest part in Echad Mi Yodea and if you study up on your Hebrew you’ll do a better job next year

			Anya [9:55pm]: (You did a fine job, he is very much joking, I told him this message would freak you out but he insisted I send it verbatim)

			Gabe [9:59pm]: Sorry almost at the airport

			Anya [10:00pm]: Oh. Okay!

			Anya [10:00pm]: It was great to see you
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			WhatsApp transcript: Anya Katz and Simone Humphrey

			April 4, 3:21 a.m.

			Anya: Sorry, I know it’s late (/early?) but hopefully you have your phone on silent?

			Anya: I’ve been crying in my childhood bedroom for hours, I’m kind of delirious

			Anya: So I saw Gabe tonight, obviously

			Anya: I don’t know what I thought was going to happen, I knew he was only going to be here for a couple of hours, and that my whole family would be here too, I knew we weren’t going to be able to really talk about anything. Not that we necessarily have anything to really talk about? But like, I don’t know. This was my first time seeing him since Zeke. And I know you hate it when Gabe gets all flirty with me on text, but Simone, I love it. I love it more than I’ve ever loved, like anything? Maybe? And I know he has a girlfriend, so that probably makes me a terrible person, but he never talks about her? I guess on some level I thought that after Zeke and I broke up, Gabe and Tallulah would too. Which I know that’s stupid. Obviously that didn’t happen. But I thought, if we saw each other in person, and if it was the same like it is on text, or on the phone even…I thought it would be undeniable.

			Anya: But it wasn’t

			Anya: Like it was fine, it was great to see him

			Anya: And however handsome I remember him being, in person it’s always more

			Anya: But he was just…friendly

			Anya: And almost standoffish? Something was definitely weird

			Anya: It just felt different. It felt, not like us, I guess

			Anya: I don’t know. Maybe I’ve blown this whole thing up in my head to be something it isn’t

			Anya: You’re right that I shouldn’t text him so much. I did this to myself

			
				[image: ]
			

			Text message transcript: Walt and Judy Katz

			April 5

			Walt [3:34pm]: Can you pick up some apples on your way home? We’re out

			Judy [3:36pm]: I’m gonna talk to her

			Walt [3:36pm]: Judy, no

			Judy [3:36pm]: I have to. I can’t live like this

			Walt [3:37pm]: We discussed this!

			Judy [3:37pm]: You discussed it! At no point did I agree

			Walt [3:37pm]: Anya and Gabe’s lives are not our business

			Judy [3:38pm]: She’s my child, of course her life is my business

			Judy [3:38pm]: They’re being idiots, someone has to talk sense to her

			Judy [3:38pm]: She was moony-eyed when he was here and she’s been miserable since he left

			Judy [3:39pm]: She never got that way about Zeke. Never. Not once.

			Walt [3:39pm]: I’m not saying you’re wrong

			Judy [3:40pm]: Does she think this happens all the time? It certainly never happened for my sister

			Walt [3:41pm]: That boyfriend of hers is such a schmuck

			Judy [3:41pm]: You’re telling me, did you see him filling his bag of leftovers?

			Judy [3:41pm]: He took groceries from our fridge!

			Judy [3:42pm]: I bet that’s why we’re out of apples

			Walt [3:42pm]: So you are gonna get the apples?

			Judy [3:43pm]: I’m saying, her whole life, I’ve wanted Anya to find what we have

			Judy [3:43pm]: I know she doesn’t need to. She’s a strong girl, she’ll be happy no matter what

			Judy [3:44pm]: But then I see someone who loves her the way we do, and she clearly loves him back

			Judy [3:45pm]: And they’re not together?

			Judy [3:45pm]: I can’t understand it

			Walt [3:45pm]: We don’t know the full picture

			Walt [3:46pm]: And we know he has that other girlfriend, the kitesurfer, what’s her name

			Judy [3:47pm]: Tallulah. Ridiculous name. What is she, a character in a Tennessee Williams play?

			Walt [3:47pm]: If you hate her so much you could stop watching every single one of her videos

			Judy [3:48pm]: I’m invested! My daughter is involved!

			Walt [3:48pm]: Okay, mother of the year

			Walt [3:48pm]: Can you get the apples or should I go?

			Judy [3:49pm]: I’ll get them. I’ll be home by 6

			Walt [3:49pm]: Thank you, my love

			Judy [3:49pm]: This conversation isn’t over by the way

			Walt [3:50pm]: That’s the best part of being married to you

			Walt [3:50pm]: It never is
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			WhatsApp message transcript: Anya Katz and Simone Humphrey

			October 8, 8:41 p.m.

			Simone: Hey, can you talk for a sec or are you working?

			Anya: I can multitask, what’s up?

			Simone: I have something to ask you

			Simone: Something I am VERY AGAINST, for the record

			Simone: But I promised Kira I would ask so here I am

			Anya: Okay genuinely worried over here. What’s going on?

			Simone: Gabe wants to know if he can come to New Orleans

			Anya: After the election? Isn’t he going somewhere with Tallulah?

			Simone: Apparently not

			Anya: …

			Anya: What aren’t you saying?

			Simone: Their relationship hasn’t been going well lately

			Simone: For a while, actually

			Simone: And it would be one thing if he told you himself, but he hasn’t, which I actually respect

			Simone: I didn’t want to tell you because he toys with your emotions enough without me getting involved

			Anya: Okay

			Anya: Are they broken up?

			Simone: No

			Simone: He’s deciding whether he wants to go see her for Christmas

			Simone: Which is why I adamantly do not think he should come to New Orleans

			Simone: Because I already know what you’re thinking, which is “if Gabe and I see each other in New Orleans, won’t that potentially sway his decision about whether he breaks up with Tallulah?”

			Simone: And that’s trash

			Simone: Absolute trash

			Anya: That is extremely what I was thinking

			Anya: And you’re right, it’s trash

			Anya: It’s…also kind of trash that he didn’t ask me this himself?

			Simone: He was nervous to talk to you

			Simone: He thinks you’re mad at him

			Anya: I’m not

			Anya: It’s just easier, when we don’t talk as much

			Simone: I know, babe

			Simone: So can I tell Kira he shouldn’t come?

			Anya: I don’t know

			Anya: Let me think about it a little, okay?

			Simone: Of course

			Simone: Take your time
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			Text message transcript: Walt and Anya Katz

			October 11

			Walt [2:47am]: Hi hon. I’ve tried calling a couple of times, but it went to voicemail

			Walt [2:48am]: Please call me as soon as you see this

			Walt [2:48am]: It’s your mother

		

	
		
			Chapter 12
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			Nine months later

			Cheng for County Council—Orcas Island, Washington

			Anya couldn’t remember much about the first few days after her mother died, which she supposed was a blessing. There was a funeral, a rabbi, a mourner’s kaddish. A long limousine ride to the cemetery in a scratchy black dress. Shovels of dirt hitting the casket, the sound of it. Her aunt sobbing. Anya feeling lightheaded, like she might faint. The house full of people, piles of food. Smoking a joint on the back porch with two of her cousins.

			Kira and Gabe both came to the service, but Anya barely saw them; they had to fly to Chicago and back on the same day because it was so close to the election. Simone stayed a few days longer, sleeping with Anya on the floor of her childhood bedroom. Anya didn’t want to be in bed. It didn’t feel right; it was too soft or something. She told Simone to take the bed, but Simone said that wasn’t the point, so they both slept in sleeping bags from Anya’s childhood printed with characters from Sesame Street. Simone was Grover, Anya was Cookie Monster.

			No one from the Kincaid team came to the funeral—the race was too close, they couldn’t be spared—but they sent flowers and handwritten notes. Anya liked some of the people on staff quite a bit, but she already knew she wouldn’t be keeping in touch. On Election Night, Kincaid lost by three points, and Democrats lost the Senate. Anya didn’t care.

			Anya backed out of the post-election trip to New Orleans. Kira and Simone wanted to come to Chicago instead, but Anya told them they deserved a real vacation. Senator Sessego sent a beautiful letter about how much she appreciated Judy’s service as a teacher and a perpetual volunteer for every good cause she’d ever believed in. Walt had the letter framed and put it on the mantel, next to a photo of Judy in college at a protest.

			December passed, and then January and February, and it was too cold to leave the house, which was fine because Anya didn’t want to. She ordered groceries and cooked warming things, stews and casseroles. When Walt got home from work, he and Anya would sit on the couch, eating whatever she’d made, watching season after season of reality TV.

			In March, the calls started coming in. They were nine months out from the Iowa caucus, three months from the first debate, and eight Democrats were getting into the presidential race. Despite the Kincaid loss, Anya had a sterling reputation, and everyone wanted to meet with her. Anya sent polite texts and emails explaining that she appreciated the interest but had no plans to join a campaign this cycle. She kept expecting that one morning she’d wake up and be bored, or crave interaction, or anything different. But she only ever felt tired. At least cooking for her dad gave her a reason to get out of bed.

			Kira and Simone called regularly, and Anya picked up when she could. It was good to hear their voices, to listen to them talk about their jobs, about the campaign offers they were weighing. They were both experiencing something akin to the massive indifference Anya felt about the race—or at least, the same lack of inspiration. They were all getting older; the prospect of working brutal hours for no money for some long-shot candidate (or worse, some political machine preordained nominee) wasn’t nearly as intoxicating as it used to be.

			And Gabe? He texted every day.

			It started as a reliable hello: It’s Monday, and I’m thinking about you, or It’s Saturday, and I hope you’re doing okay. But as the weeks and months wore on, the texts got longer, more involved—became funny little news reports: It’s Thursday, and I just rode a city bus with an entire daycare class. It turned out we were on our way to the same museum, where I was planning to look at art and I can only presume that they were plotting an elaborate heist. In line for our tickets, one of the boys in the class started singing “Let It Go,” and then they all started singing “Let It Go,” and they did not stop for a solid thirty minutes, which is the story of how I spent my entire afternoon at one of the best art museums in the country humming like a Disney princess.

			Anya soon began to doubt whether the reports were even true, but she looked forward to them all the same. She would reply haha or send a heart emoji, or sometimes they’d joke back and forth for a couple of lines, but never more. Anya knew from Simone that Gabe and Tallulah had broken up and that Gabe hadn’t gotten the job managing Wheeler’s presidential race. Simone said Gabe was in a pretty bad funk himself. But he still sent the texts every day.

			Sometimes he’d text something like, It’s Tuesday, and I’m looking at flights to Chicago for this afternoon. Should I buy a ticket? But Anya always said no. She’d had so many feelings for and about Gabe over the years, and at a time when she could barely bring herself to shower, the idea of figuring out where they stood felt too exhausting to contemplate. She liked the way things were now. It was simple and dependable. It didn’t require too much.

			Anya’s life stayed more or less the same until June, when Kira called to ask for a favor.

			“It’s my aunt Sierra,” she said. “She lives on Orcas Island, off the coast of Seattle?”

			“Right.” Anya nodded, vaguely remembering. “The aunt you and Gabe went to stay with after Vieques?”

			“Yeah, exactly!” Anya could hear Kira’s smile through the phone. “She’s going through this big life transition. She retired a couple years ago, she used to be an ob-gyn. And she’s been so fed up with everything happening with women’s rights, so she decided to run for local office. San Juan County Council.”

			“Does she think the San Juan County Council has a lot of impact on women’s rights?” Anya asked.

			“Honestly, they probably will if Aunt Sierra gets elected.”

			Anya laughed. “Okay, so what’s the favor?”

			“It’s kind of a big one,” Kira admitted. “She’s been calling every day, asking questions about every little thing about campaigning. And I can’t not take the calls, you know? But we’re in the middle of an open primary and I work at the DNC, so it’s not exactly a good time for me to be spending hours on the phone explaining how to cut turf.”

			“So you want to tell her to call me instead?” Anya asked.

			“Actually…” Kira took a breath. “Actually, I was thinking maybe you could go out there?”

			“Oh.” Anya’s throat felt tight.

			“So many of her questions are such easy stuff, like accessing the VAN. But it takes forever to explain, and then the next day she needs it explained again anyway,” Kira said. “It’d be so much simpler if she had someone in person.”

			“Is it, like, a job?” Anya asked.

			“Not technically,” Kira hedged. “More of a volunteer position. But Sierra’s house is incredible, it’s right on the water, and you’d have her guest cabin and a car, and Orcas in the summer is unreal. It’s like the most beautiful place on the planet.”

			“It sounds nice,” Anya said, “but—”

			“I know the timing is bad,” Kira plowed forward. “And I mean, if you’re not ready, or your dad doesn’t want you to go, I’ll totally understand. I wouldn’t even ask, it’s just—Sierra was the one who got my whole family in line when I came out, you know? I’d do anything for her. And her wife passed last year. I think she really needs this.”

			There was something desperate in Kira’s voice—something that called to Anya’s anguish in kind.

			“I have to talk to my dad,” Anya said softly.

			“Really?” Kira sounded so relieved. “Anya, I would owe you so hard, you have no idea.”

			“Come on, Kira.” Anya smiled, just a little. “You know damn well I could get your entire bloodline elected to Congress and I’d still owe you.”
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			“All right, who’s calling this meeting to order?”

			“I think you just did, Trish,” Anya joked.

			“Hmph,” Trish grunted.

			Trish was the most ornery member of Dr. Cheng’s campaign team—all women, all volunteers, all (with the exception of Anya) over the age of seventy. They were meeting in their “headquarters,” a room upstairs from a copy shop that was also a jewelry store and a deli. The jewelry was made by Bobbie, another member of the volunteer team, and the close proximity to a Xerox machine and sandwiches was extremely practical for the campaign. The upstairs room served as a storage space for all three businesses, shelves of colored paper and plastic cups lining gray wooden walls. The building was in Eastsound, the small business district at the center of the rainbow-shaped island. Anya came in for a few hours each day, but otherwise her time was her own—to read by the water, or take long walks through old-growth forests with Dr. Cheng’s two cuddly tree hounds, whose yowling excitement over any new smell never failed to make Anya smile.

			It was good, being somewhere beautiful, somewhere new. But it was also quiet, and the days were long. Anya couldn’t escape the feeling that she was caught somewhere, trapped in time. Thinking too far ahead made her head swim; it was easier to focus on each day as it came. Meet with the team, make an hour of calls, send out another mailing. Drink a glass of wine on the porch of Dr. Cheng’s guest cabin, watch the sunset. Turn on the TV. Try not to think. Attempt to motivate herself to make dinner. Last night, Anya had lost that battle. She wasn’t hungry.

			“I have an idea,” Bobbie proclaimed, and Anya focused her attention back on the half dozen women sitting in folding chairs. “What if we have a concert?”

			“A concert?” Anya tilted her head.

			“Like a rally!” Bobbie pushed her bright orange glasses up on her nose. “We only have a month until the election. We need to do something noisy. We could have music and food, and Sierra can speak, and we’ll get everyone excited to vote!”

			“That’s a wonderful idea, but I think there might be some logistical concerns,” Anya said gently.

			“Like who’s paying for it,” Trish scoffed.

			“We could get restaurants to make donations!” Bobbie suggested.

			“The thing is, rallies don’t really win elections,” Anya explained. “Especially not low-turnout local elections. I think we’re better off focusing our money and energy on talking directly to voters.”

			Bobbie frowned. “Why do campaigns all have rallies if they don’t help?”

			Another volunteer, Gloria, hit Bobbie on the arm.

			“We should listen to Anya. She ran a Senate campaign last year!” Gloria said with a tone of reverence. “The United States Senate.”

			“Didn’t she lose that campaign?” Trish threw Anya a pointed look.

			“I’m here, I’m here, sorry I’m late!” Dr. Cheng came in, huffing from her walk up the stairs. Dr. Cheng was in her early seventies, a stout woman with short salt-and-pepper hair and broad features who only ever wore jeans, rubber sandals, and some combination of a short- or long-sleeved T-shirt and a Patagonia vest, depending on the weather. She was kind and no-nonsense; Anya could well imagine that she was exactly the sort of person you’d want by your side while you were having a baby.

			“Anya says we can’t have a rally.” Bobbie looked dejected.

			“Makes sense.” Dr. Cheng nodded. “It’s summer—half the people there would be tourists who can’t even vote.”

			“I didn’t think of that,” Bobbie said solemnly.

			“Anyway, I’ve got good news!” Dr. Cheng sat in the chair beside Anya. “PeaceHealth said we could put a stack of flyers on the front desk.”

			“PeaceHealth?” Anya asked.

			“The hospital on San Juan—only hospital in the county,” Dr. Cheng clarified. “It’s a twenty-minute walk from the ferry. You could go over this afternoon.”

			“Oh.” Anya nodded slowly. “I was going to take a shift on doors, but—”

			“You knock enough doors.” Dr. Cheng waved her hand dismissively. “Go take a nice ferry ride, have dinner by the harbor.”

			“She could go to Duck Soup!” Gloria perked up. “Or Downriggers!”

			“Do you want to go, Gloria?” Anya asked. She didn’t know why she suddenly felt anxious.

			“And walk up that hill from the ferry?” Gloria wrinkled her nose. “Get real.”

			“Do you mind, Anya?” Dr. Cheng looked puzzled.

			“Of course not.” Anya smiled. “I’ll go downstairs and run off some flyers right now.”
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Gabe Hunt

			July 14

			Gabe [5:17pm]: It’s Wednesday, and today I sat in traffic for an hour to go eat hand-pulled noodles in San Gabriel Valley (a place that is not my namesake, though the noodles were so religiously good I could understand the impulse to name your child after them). On the way back, I stopped at the Huntington to walk through the cactus garden, which was prickly. It made me feel soft. I hope there are really good noodles where you are.

			Anya [5:33pm]: Hey. I’m actually in the hospital

			Gabe [5:33pm]: What happened? Are you okay?

			Anya [5:34pm]: Yeah, it’s nothing. It was stupid

			Anya [5:34pm]: I was here to drop off flyers, and it was a big walk up a hill from the ferry

			Anya [5:35pm]: It was warm out, and I hadn’t eaten, so I was feeling kind of out of it when I got here

			Anya [5:35pm]: I guess I passed out and hit my head?

			Anya [5:36pm]: (Convenient that I was already in a hospital)

			Anya [5:36pm]: Anyway I’m completely fine, it’s only a bruise. They gave me a hydration IV and now they’re making me sit here for a few hours to make sure I don’t have a concussion

			Gabe [5:40pm]: I just got off the phone with Sierra, she’s on her way to you now

			Anya [5:41pm]: What?! No!

			Anya [5:41pm]: I don’t want to worry her!

			Gabe [5:41pm]: She’s a doctor, An

			Gabe [5:42pm]: She wants to make sure you’re okay

			Anya [5:42pm]: Gabe no. I’m fine, seriously

			Gabe [5:43pm]: Despite your years of medical expertise, she’d like to see you herself

			Gabe [5:43pm]: Also, she doesn’t think you should take the ferry alone, let alone drive yourself back to her house, and I agree

			Gabe [5:44pm]: She should be there by 8

			Gabe [5:45pm]: Is there anything else you need? Is the food disgusting? Should I send some takeout for dinner?

			Gabe [5:45pm]: Or I can tell Sierra to pick something up on her way?

			Anya [5:47pm]: The food here is fine

			Gabe [5:47pm]: Uh huh

			Gabe [5:47pm]: I’m sending pizza

			Anya [5:48pm]: Gaaaaaabe, this is too much

			Gabe [5:48pm]: Sssshhhh, you rest now

			Gabe [5:49pm]: What floor are you on? I’m gonna call the nurses station and be charming until someone brings you a ginger ale

			Anya [5:50pm]: Third floor

			Anya [5:50pm]: You’re still insufferable

			Gabe [5:50pm]: Yet you’re still suffering me
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			When Dr. Cheng arrived, she insisted on going over all of Anya’s test results herself before agreeing to let Anya leave the hospital. Anya had to admit, it was nice having someone there who knew the doctors and staff, who took care of getting a cab back to the harbor and the ferry tickets home.

			“How are you feeling?” Dr. Cheng eyed Anya as they stood on the ferry deck, watching the sun dip below the mountains.

			“Fine, really,” Anya said for what felt like the millionth time. “Just tired.”

			“Hmm.” Dr. Cheng sounded skeptical. “You’ll sleep in my guest room tonight. I want to keep an eye on you.”

			Dr. Cheng’s late wife, Lois, was an artist, so their home was strewn with handmade bowls and candlesticks, the walls all covered in paintings—tiny watercolors of wildflowers, giant oils of crashing waves. The guest cabin had been Lois’s studio, so it was open and bohemian, full of light. The main house was cozier, with woven blankets and rogue dog toys everywhere. The hounds were overjoyed to see Anya, as always. No matter whether she’d been gone five minutes or a day, they always seemed to find it equally miraculous that she’d returned.

			“Hey, guys.” Anya crouched down, and they bounded over to lick her face.

			“No jumping!” Dr. Cheng admonished. “Anya had a hard day.”

			The hounds looked at Anya seriously, seeming to understand, and proceeded with gentle sniffs and kisses. Dr. Cheng made Anya eat another slice of the pizza Gabe had sent and drink two full glasses of water before she allowed her to retire to the guest room, which was barely bigger than the full-sized bed inside it. It had been hours since Anya’s fall, and she’d exhibited no signs of a concussion, so there was little reason to worry. She was happy to be down the hall from Dr. Cheng all the same—even if the feeling of being looked after did squeeze her heart in slightly the wrong way.

			As she crawled into bed, she tried not to think about the hospital—the beeping sounds, the antiseptic smells. She pushed open the window next to the bed; it was chilly outside, but that was okay. She focused on the scent of pines, the water lapping gently at the shore, and her own breath, in and out. Even the slight pain throbbing from the bruise on her right temple was good; it kept her in the here and now. She sank into the mattress, and her eyes felt heavy. When she woke up, it was already past ten, and the room was filled with sunlight. She could hear Dr. Cheng cooking downstairs, banging about with pots and pans and listening to the same oldies station she always had on the radio.

			The house smelled incredible—like coffee and bacon—and Anya’s stomach gave a low growl. The bruise on her head still smarted, but otherwise she felt much better than the previous night; the long sleep had done her good. Anya pulled on a hoodie and padded downstairs, preparing for a barrage of questions from Dr. Cheng about every possible symptom she might have. The second she reached the hallway at the bottom of the stairwell, the dogs bounded over to her, noses wet, tails wagging.

			“Good morning, angels.” Anya knelt down to greet them as usual.

			“Hey, you’re awake.”

			Anya looked up sharply at the person standing in the kitchen doorway.

			Gabe.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13
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			Anya stood too quickly, and her lovely clearheaded feeling evaporated instantly; her mind felt cloudy and out of sorts. Bright sunshine streamed through a window behind Gabe, making him backlit and blurry. He looked different from the last time she saw him: His hair was shorter, darker, and his facial hair was grown out—more than stubble, but not quite a beard. He wore faded jeans with a brown T-shirt and an olive-green jacket. He was smiling, but he looked exhausted.

			“I don’t understand.” Anya shook her head. “Where’s Dr. Cheng?”

			“Groceries,” Gabe said. His smile faded into a look of concern, or maybe fear. “Anya, are you okay?”

			“I don’t know.” She took a shaky step backward. She felt like she couldn’t breathe, like this couldn’t be happening. How was he here? Why was he here? The dogs sniffed rapidly, and their tails wagged too quickly, that frenetic motion between happiness and alarm.

			“What is it?” Gabe stepped toward her, immediately worried. “Anya—”

			“Just stop.” She put her hand up to keep him from coming closer. Her chest hurt. What was he doing here? “You shouldn’t have come.”

			“Because you’re fine?” Gabe didn’t break eye contact. “You’re not fine.”

			“I’m—”

			But Anya didn’t know what she was, because she couldn’t breathe. She sat too hard on the bottom step, took in great gulps of air, but it didn’t feel like enough. Her lungs were burning. It struck her as almost funny, the thought that she might die from a bruise on her head and a man showing up in a kitchen.

			“It’s okay,” he said, moving closer. “Let it out. This is what’s supposed to happen.”

			“What do you mean?” she gasped. Was she hyperventilating? “None of this was supposed to happen! I wasn’t—and she wasn’t— It’s all wrong.”

			Anya knew she wasn’t making sense. She felt so embarrassed, so out of control.

			“It’s all wrong,” Gabe agreed, his voice gentle. “Yesterday was your first time in a hospital since last year, right? That’s why you passed out?”

			Anya shook her head. “The heat—”

			“And you didn’t eat, I know. But Sierra says you haven’t been eating all summer, and I’ve seen you canvass in Las Vegas in July. Don’t bullshit me, okay? You know I’ve been where you are. You know I know what really happened.”

			Anya squeezed her eyes shut, like she was five years old and maybe if she couldn’t see him, he couldn’t see what a pathetic mess she’d become. He knelt down and reached for her hand, but she jerked her arm back, the sudden movement startling the dogs.

			“Anya, please,” Gabe pleaded.

			“No.” She drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, burying her face. “You shouldn’t be here.”

			He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t leave either. It felt better, a little, with her face between her knees, seeing nothing but the shadowed contours of her legs and oddly shaped slices of sunlight on the floor. Her breathing slowed, then steadied. A bird was calling in the evergreens off the back porch.

			“I’m so sorry,” Gabe said. “I should have come sooner.”

			She took a deep inhale. She remembered the day in Las Vegas when Gabe and her mother had gone bungee jumping, the wild grin on her mother’s face when they landed. Judy had said something to Gabe, and Gabe said something back, and then she threw her head back laughing. Her big, ungoverned laugh. Her windblown curls.

			“What did you say?” Anya looked up at Gabe. Her tone was insistent.

			Gabe looked mournful. “I should have been here.”

			“No. To my mother.”

			Gabe peered at her, not understanding. She had to make him understand, had to know what he’d said to make her mother laugh.

			“When you bungee jumped,” she pressed. “When you landed, my mother said something to you, and you said something to her, and then she laughed? You remember, right? Do you remember?”

			Gabe looked at Anya like his heart was breaking, and for one horrible moment, she thought he had no idea what she was talking about.

			Gabe cleared his throat. “Um, she said ‘Thank you,’ and I said, ‘Don’t thank me, thank Isaac Newton.’ And then she laughed.”

			“Oh.” Tears were streaming down Anya’s face. “Isaac Newton.”

			“I loved your mom,” Gabe said, and Anya thought he might be crying too. “She was wonderful.”

			“She was,” Anya sobbed. “She really was.”

			Anya didn’t really know how it happened, but then Gabe was sitting beside her, and his arms were around her, and she was crying into his chest for what felt like hours as he rubbed her back with soft, slow circles.

			“I hit my head,” she mumbled. “I thought I just needed to sleep.”

			She knew she wasn’t making sense, but he didn’t seem to care.

			“Do you want to sleep?” he asked. “Do you want to go upstairs?”

			But she didn’t; she couldn’t move. Her body felt like jelly, and she was afraid that if she tried to stand she’d slide down onto the floor. She couldn’t think of the last time someone had held her like this—or the last time she’d cried like this. She felt empty, but not in a bad way. Like she was a sopping-wet towel that had finally been properly wrung out. She might be wrinkled and twisted and wrong, but at least she wasn’t so heavy anymore.

			She sat up slowly, wiping her eyes, not wanting to think about how blotchy and unkempt she must look. She opened her mouth to say something, but she had absolutely no idea what to say.

			His mouth twitched, the tiniest hint of a smile.

			“So,” he said. “It’s nice to see you.”

			She let out a small laugh, like someone had pulled the sound out of her. He looked so tired. It occurred to her how much he must have traveled in one night—a flight from LA to Seattle, a long drive to Anacortes, an early-morning ferry to Orcas.

			“Did you sleep at all?” she asked.

			“Last night?” He looked down. “Not much. I was pretty worried.”

			Her eyes stung again. She needed him to know that she was going to be okay.

			“Can we have breakfast?” she asked.

			His face flooded with relief. “I cooked.”

			“I know.” She put her hand on his knee. “It smells so good.”

			Gabe led her into the kitchen, then poured them each a big mug of coffee and took a tray with two bacon-and-egg sandwiches out of the oven. Anya sipped her coffee—it was good, and really strong. It made her feel kind of buzzy. Dr. Cheng’s kitchen table was tucked in a little nook filled with windows that overlooked her property—the dense evergreens, and beyond them, the water. Anya loved gazing out at this view, but right now she only wanted to look at Gabe. She wanted to tell him…something? She wasn’t sure what. That she’d missed him, maybe? That she liked his hair?

			The front door banged open, and the dogs sprinted to greet Dr. Cheng. She appeared moments later carrying four big bags of groceries, and Gabe hopped up to help her unpack.

			“Good, you’re eating.” Dr. Cheng glanced at Anya approvingly, then frowned. “Why are you so red? Are you running a fever?”

			“No, I’m okay,” Anya told her. “I was, um, crying. For a while.”

			“Mm.” Dr. Cheng nodded. “And your head?”

			“The bruise hurts a little, but otherwise nothing.”

			“No wooziness? Dizziness? Pain?”

			Anya shook her head.

			“Good.” Dr. Cheng caught Gabe’s eye, and they shared a small smile. Gabe must have spent more time here than Anya realized; the two of them were so easy with each other.

			“And what are you two up to today?” Dr. Cheng asked.

			“I need to canvass,” Anya replied quickly, and Gabe said, “Are you out of your mind?” at the same time Dr. Cheng said, “Absolutely not.”

			“But we have to!” Anya was indignant. “I didn’t go yesterday—I’m two shifts behind. And Gabe’s great on doors.”

			“Send him then!” Dr. Cheng scoffed.

			“I’m staying with Anya,” Gabe protested.

			“And I’m going canvassing!” Anya insisted.

			“I’m the candidate, and I’m your boss, and you are absolutely not canvassing today.” Dr. Cheng folded her arms and gave Anya a stern look. Anya had seen her use this same “alpha stance” with the dogs to great effect.

			“You’re not technically my boss if you don’t pay me,” Anya pointed out.

			“All the more reason for you to take a day off,” Gabe countered.

			Dr. Cheng nodded. “You’ll rest, eat, hydrate. That’s it.”

			There was some gray in Dr. Cheng’s short hair, a little curl. In some ways, Dr. Cheng was very different from Anya’s mother. But in others, they were exactly the same.

			“Okay, I’ll rest,” Anya agreed. “But just for today.”

			Dr. Cheng gave her a knowing smile. “We’ll see.”
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			After breakfast, Anya went down to the guest cabin to shower and get dressed. Gabe thought he’d crash out and sleep, exhausted as he was, but all the stress and adrenaline of the past twenty-four hours was still roiling through his body. There was nothing for it but to run down to the rocky beach at the edge of Sierra’s property and dive into the freezing water. He grabbed a swimsuit out of his suitcase, thankful he’d actually packed it. He’d been in such a frenzy the night before—booking the first flight he could get to Seattle, hauling ass to LAX and barely making it—that he’d thrown some clothes in a bag without thinking what he might actually need. It didn’t matter what he wore. Nothing mattered except that Anya was okay.

			He hadn’t been back inside a hospital since he and Anya took his mother to Cedars. He knew Anya was somewhere totally different, but he couldn’t stop picturing her in that same hospital room, that same bed, those same hydration tubes running into her arm. Nor could he stop replaying the night the police called about Danny’s accident, the hours of waiting while he was in surgery, Danny never waking up, not even to say goodbye. All through Gabe’s long night of travel, he tried to read, to sleep, to think about literally anything else, but it was no use. He was nauseous with fear, completely consumed by the idea that something could have happened to Anya and he wasn’t there to help.

			He felt some measure of relief when Sierra called to say Anya was okay and they were leaving the hospital. He knew Sierra wouldn’t have let Anya leave if it wasn’t a hundred percent safe. But the urgency he felt to see her didn’t wane—if anything it intensified, the knots in his stomach growing tighter as he paced the halls of the Anacortes ferry terminal, waiting for the little boat that would bring him to Anya.

			And then, when he finally saw her face—

			Her face.

			She was still beautiful. She was so beautiful he couldn’t stand it—but he wasn’t prepared for how different she looked. In his mind’s eye, Anya was always so much: so many curves, so flushed with color, so loud in her opinions, in her laughter, eyes flashing with anger as she argued with him, gesticulating excitedly as she explained her latest brilliant idea. She was a radiant ball of energy that lit Gabe’s spirit on fire.

			Except now…she wasn’t. She’d lost weight; the hollows of her cheeks were sunken, and all her color was gone except the dark purple beneath her eyes. Her manner was muted, and even her wild curls seemed limp and dull. He knew what grief could do to a person; he’d seen what it had done to his mother. When he first saw Anya standing in the hallway, looking so empty? He didn’t think he’d ever felt terror like that before, maybe not even the night they lost Danny.

			But then she cried, and she let him hold her. He thought his heart would burst with the feeling of it, he was so desperate to protect her. And she ate her sandwich, and drank her coffee, and almost smiled. He hadn’t lost her. He couldn’t lose her.

			The pebbles on the shoreline of Sierra’s property were round and dark. Kira always wore water shoes when they came here, but Gabe liked the beads of pain pressing under his feet. They made him run faster to the water; they woke him up. He dove beneath the surface of the chilly inlet, the ice-cold water rushing over his body, sending his pulse pounding. He’d traveled all over the world, but he’d never found another place that made him feel at peace like Orcas. There was so much life here, so much beauty. He wanted to share it with Anya. So he swam through the gentle surf, back and forth, thinking of what he could do to help make her life beautiful again. He started to formulate a plan.
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			Anya stood under a hot shower in the guest cabin’s homey little bathroom for a solid ten minutes, breathing deeply, letting the pressure and steam relax her muscles. She hadn’t used any hair products since coming to the island (or for months beforehand, for that matter), but she found some gel in her dopp kit under the sink and raked it through her wet curls with her fingers. She pulled on some soft old jeans and a gray V-neck tee. Makeup felt like overkill, but she had some sunscreen with a little bronzing tint mixed in, so she put that on.

			She appraised herself in the mirror, thinking of how much time she used to spend agonizing over her outfits, her tall boots, her red lipstick. She saw a flash of movement on the path outside the cabin: Gabe, wearing only a swimsuit and running shoes, jogging up from the water back to the main house. He moved quickly past the cabin, water glinting on his chest and dark swim shorts. Anya’s face warmed as she remembered him on the beach in Vieques. She turned back toward the mirror. One coat of mascara couldn’t hurt. And maybe a little lip balm.

			When she walked up to the main house, she found him sitting in the kitchen wearing fresh jeans and a dark tee.

			“Hey.” He broke into a smile when he saw her. “How are you feeling?”

			“Okay,” she said. She gave him a small smile too, which made him grin even wider.

			“I was thinking we could go someplace, if you’re up for it?” he said. “I want to show you my favorite spot on the island.”

			“No hiking!” Sierra called from the next room.

			“I know.” Gabe sounded annoyed, and Anya stifled a laugh. He flashed her another grin, and she immediately knew he’d pretended to be irritated to amuse her.

			Twenty minutes later they were driving along the tree-lined roads of Moran State Park and up its tallest peak, Mount Constitution. About halfway up the mountain, Gabe veered off the main road onto a smaller path; it was unpaved, just gravel and packed dirt.

			“You can’t get out here in the winter,” he said. “Too much mud.”

			“Kira brought you here?” Anya asked.

			Gabe nodded. The road started climbing again, then eventually leveled off and wound through a thick grove of trees, until they reached a small clearing next to a spectacular lake rimmed with graceful California cypress trees, their boughs twisting in the sunlight. Gabe backed the car into the clearing so its trunk was facing the lake, then killed the engine.

			“Come help me,” he said, hopping out of the car.

			Anya followed, and he opened the Jeep’s trunk, then folded down the back seat and grabbed a duffel bag that had been sitting in the back of the car all summer. Anya had noticed it a million times but never bothered to wonder what was inside it. It turned out it was full of camping gear. Gabe pulled a sleeping bag out of the duffel and unzipped it, laying it out over the trunk and folded-down seats to make a comfy surface.

			“You really know your way around the island,” Anya observed.

			“Kira and I come out here almost every year,” Gabe said. “Who do you think fixed Bobbie’s cracked water heater this spring?”

			“Wait, you’ve met Bobbie? And what do you know about fixing a cracked water heater?”

			“I know all those ladies! But nothing about water heaters, I was very little help,” Gabe admitted. “I helped Bobbie set up Netflix while she waited for the repair guy. Isn’t she the sweetest? It’s so nice how she always cooks for you and stuff.”

			Anya peered at Gabe. “Bobbie’s never cooked for me.”

			Gabe’s face flushed. “Really?”

			“Yeah, really. When does she cook for you?”

			“All the time—it’s like her thing! Like if she’s making brownies and she has extras, or she brings you a lasagna because she was making one anyway so she thought she might as well double the recipe?”

			“Oh my god.” Anya laughed, a real laugh this time. “You help with her Netflix and she makes you lasagna? What do you wear when you go to her house?”

			“Just clothes! My regular clothes!” Gabe looked horrified, but he was laughing too. “Wow, I feel so objectified.”

			Gabe smushed the camping duffel against the front seats, then stacked a couple of pillows in front of it. It made a soft wedge to lean against as you lay back and looked at the lake.

			“Ta-da!” he said. “The world’s most beautiful nap spot.”

			“It’s perfect. Help me up?”

			Gabe interlaced his fingers for Anya to step up into the trunk, then climbed in after her. The car was big enough that they could both lie comfortably side by side. With the car windows down and trunk and sunroof open, the cool breeze off the lake filtered all around them, and all they could hear was the call of birdsong and the soft lap of water on the shore.

			“My mom would love this place,” Anya said.

			“Yeah?” Gabe turned his body ever so slightly toward Anya’s.

			“She loved secret stuff—out-of-the-way stuff. Whenever we took a road trip, she always had a list of all these little side quests. Twenty miles to a waterfall, fifteen miles to a Vietnamese sandwich stand with outrageous bánh mì. My dad would complain about how much time it added to the trip, and she’d say, That’s the whole point of driving, Walt! If you don’t want to see any of it, you might as well fly and miss all of it.”

			Anya was getting teary again; Gabe took her hand and squeezed it.

			“Is this okay?” he asked, glancing down at their fingers.

			Anya squeezed his hand back and nodded.

			“You can tell me,” he said. “What happened. What it was like. If you want.”

			Anya swallowed. She didn’t know how to explain those terrifying weeks, the fumbling doctors, the realization that they didn’t know what to do any more than she did. The tense hallway gatherings and maudlin bedside scenes that felt like a TV movie instead of Anya’s final hours with her mother.

			“It’s hard, because when it was happening, it was like, I can’t wait until I forget this, you know? Like I couldn’t wait until it felt really foggy and distant, so I wasn’t trying to remember any of the details. But then I realized—oh, this is the end. These are going to be my last memories of my mother, and I’ve been trying so hard not to remember them. Like I had made a terrible mistake, but it was too late.”

			“It’s too chaotic in hospitals,” Gabe said. “It’s too much to take in.”

			Anya nodded. “The first brain bleed was the bad one. That was the first surgery, when they shaved her head, and my dad called me in the middle of the night. She was supposed to be okay after that one. I thought I was going to meet her in recovery. So I was a wreck, but like, I was still wondering when I could get back to work.”

			Gabe nodded. “Of course. It was October.”

			“Right. So I was doing work in the hospital, taking calls. And my mom seemed out of it, but we all thought that’s normal, she just had brain surgery! Except then they told us it wasn’t normal, and there was a secondary bleed, and they wanted to do another surgery to try to repair it as soon as she was strong enough. But they couldn’t agree on when that was. So it was like, do you go in to try and get the bleed before it kills her? Or if you go in too soon, will that kill her? They didn’t know.”

			“Anya,” Gabe exhaled. “That’s horrible.”

			“And you know how in baseball, when your team gets hot, you think they’re going to win every game of the season? But then they drop twelve, and you’re like, well, that’s the end, they’ll never be good again?”

			“Sure?” Gabe peered at her, not following.

			“That’s how it was with my mom,” Anya explained. “For an hour she’d be totally herself, and we’d be joking and laughing, and it was like, yes, great, this is all going to be okay! But then she’d be so sluggish, and slurring her words, and we’d have no idea why, and it felt like that would never change either. And the doctors didn’t know what exactly was causing it, except that this secondary bleed was in her speech and cognition center, so they were certain it was related.”

			“Did they do the second surgery?”

			“They tried, but they had to stop. She was too weak. So the only choice was to wait, to hope she had enough time for them to try again. My dad and I basically moved into the hospital at that point. We wouldn’t leave her. And then her friends came to see her, and family, and all these students…”

			Anya trailed off. She didn’t want to admit to Gabe the way she’d felt when the parade of visitors began. It was too selfish. Too ugly.

			“Were they constantly asking if you were okay?” Gabe asked. “The dumbest question in the history of humanity?”

			“Yes. And telling me not to worry, that she would pull through. It was like, I don’t know that! The doctors don’t know that! You certainly don’t know that, Aunt Lori.”

			“Stupid Aunt Lori,” Gabe grumbled encouragingly, and Anya almost laughed—but it caught in her chest, came out a plaintive sound instead.

			“My dad finally put a stop to it. At the end. It was just us.” Anya’s voice broke. “That’s what my mom would always say, after everyone left on Thanksgiving or whatever. ‘I like it when it’s just us.’ So that’s how we thought she would want it. Even though she couldn’t really talk by that point.”

			“And the surgeons couldn’t go back in?” Gabe asked. “Try again?”

			Anya shook her head. “They said they would try if we wanted them to, but they were pretty certain it would kill her, and we didn’t—we didn’t want her to die like that, bleeding on a table. So we decided to make her comfortable. Spend whatever time she had left together.”

			“That was right.” Gabe squeezed Anya’s hand. “I’m sure that was right.”

			“We brought in bagels and Chinese, sat around telling stories. Sometimes it seemed like she could follow what we were saying? But sometimes she was too tired. That’s what it was like at the end—she was just tired. And then she fell asleep.”

			“And she didn’t wake up?” Gabe asked.

			Anya nodded. She and her dad were both there at the end, each holding one of her mother’s hands, telling her they loved her.

			“And since then it’s been like…like I don’t know how to be happy anymore?” Anya squeaked. “Which feels appropriate, because how can I be happy when she’s gone? But then it’s also like, I know that’s not what she’d want, so I feel like I’m letting her down?”

			“You are so hard on yourself.” His voice was gruff, muddy with emotion. “You’re here, okay? And you’re doing your best, and you’re helping a really nice lady run for city council—”

			“County council.”

			“Whatever.” Gabe covered her hand with both of his. “Grief is such a mindfuck. It makes you feel like you’re living two lives—one for yourself, and one for the person who isn’t there anymore. It’s too much pressure.”

			“Is that how you felt?” Anya asked. “After Danny?”

			“More than I even realized.” Gabe nodded. “But we don’t have to talk about that.”

			“Can we?” Anya said. “I think it might help.”

			Gabe’s face softened, and he settled his body against the sleeping bag.

			“So, you know how I’ve been doing therapy for the last couple years?” he asked. Anya nodded. “We talked a lot about Danny, and the stuff with my parents, obviously. And how after Danny died, I tried to, like, be him—or not be him exactly, but occupy the space he’d held in my family. Show my parents that they still had a son they could be proud of. Except—I guess it became clear to me pretty quickly that they weren’t involved enough in my life to feel pride or anything else. It was like we were all living separate lives in the same house. And since I couldn’t make them proud, I tried to make Danny proud instead.”

			“Oh, Gabe.” Anya exhaled.

			“I worked harder at school, picked up another sport. Got into Stanford—that was where Danny was going to go.”

			“And politics?” Anya asked. “Was that Danny’s thing too?”

			Gabe shook his head. “Danny wanted to be a doctor. I mean, he was only eighteen when he died, so who knows what he would have done with his life. But he wanted to be, like, the world’s best surgeon. So when I figured out how much I loved campaigning, I wanted to show him I could be great too. I wanted to win.”

			“One of the best to ever do it,” Anya murmured, recalling what Gabe had told her all the way back in New Hampshire. “And end up on the cover of Time magazine.”

			“God, I was such a snot,” Gabe laughed, and Anya did too. “Anyway, I worked my ass off, and I pretty much always won, and I never really engaged with how bad things were with my parents—you saw what I was like that night with my mom at the hospital. I stayed so busy, and I kept moving up the ladder. I thought I was doing the right thing.”

			Anya picked up on a dark note in Gabe’s tone. “But that changed?”

			Gabe nodded. “In January, when I found out I didn’t get the job managing Wheeler’s presidential race. Turns out, if I thought winning made Danny proud, then I also thought failing meant letting him down.”

			“But you didn’t fail,” Anya protested. “You did a great job with Wheeler’s Senate race.”

			“Yep,” Gabe clipped. “When he won his highest margin ever, I thought…”

			“That you’d get some credit for how good your work was?” Anya asked.

			Gabe shrugged. “That he’d want to stick with the person who did so well for him. But he wanted someone with a national track record and an army of consultants, so that’s what he got.”

			“Idiotic decision,” Anya muttered. Wheeler had hired the same team that managed President Flannery’s reelection campaign—a race they lost, notably.

			“Thanks,” Gabe said. “I was devastated. And Tallulah—I think she saw it as a good thing? An opportunity for me to move to Australia, for us to travel together. Except, I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to travel with Lu, and I didn’t want to spend months in some surf shack in Costa Rica, and I didn’t want to immediately run off and join another campaign. I didn’t want any of my usual avoidant shit. So Lu and I broke up, which was probably long overdue by that point.”

			“Really?” Anya asked. “Simone mentioned something last year, about how it hadn’t been going well, but that was right before my mom got sick. The next thing I heard was that you guys had broken up.”

			“Lu and I were long distance for years, and when I finally had the chance to go be with her for real, I had to admit to myself that the most appealing thing about her was that it wasn’t real. It was more like an escape. From my life, from politics, from my family.”

			“And you didn’t want that anymore?” Anya asked. “To escape?”

			Gabe shook his head. “I—um. I took it pretty hard when your mom died. Do you remember when I came to your house for seder last year?”

			Anya’s breath caught—of course she remembered. She had stayed up all night crying afterward, feeling so pathetic that after all these years, she still wanted so desperately to be with Gabe. Despite all the evidence that it was never, ever going to happen.

			But she couldn’t say any of that. So she just nodded.

			“I probably acted really weird that night,” Gabe said. “I wasn’t prepared for how hard it would be. To be around your whole family like that. It all felt so lived-in—like the fights were the same fights they always had, and everyone was laughing, and you all love each other so much. I was having this internal panic attack that my family could never be like that.”

			Anya closed her eyes. Of course. That’s why he’d behaved so awkwardly—it wasn’t about her at all.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said. “It never occurred to me that’s how you’d feel, but it should have.”

			“It’s okay,” he assured her. “It didn’t occur to me either. Then the next time I saw your family was at your mom’s funeral. And it really hit me that if I didn’t try to mend my relationship with my parents now, I might never get the chance. So after Tallulah and I broke up, I moved back home.”

			“Gabe.” Anya was shocked. She knew he’d been in LA, but she had no idea he was living with his parents. “How is it?”

			“It’s been—hard. And awkward. Sometimes it’s like, what was I thinking coming back here, and then other times it’s almost approaching normalcy? I’ll argue with my dad about why the Dodgers sent some pitcher down to the minors when they already have so many injured guys, or I’ll take my mom shopping for a new bureau for the guest room, whatever. It’s not like we’re best friends. It’s never going to be like your family. But I feel like…” He trailed off.

			Anya could see his eyes were wet. “Like what?” she prompted.

			“Like this is the thing Danny would actually be proud of.” Gabe’s voice broke. “That I found a way to keep our family together.”

			“He would, I’m sure he would,” Anya said, and she was crying again too. She wrapped her arms around Gabe and pulled him close. He hugged her tightly, and it felt so good, after all this time—all this life and death and messiness in between—to be warm and safe in his arms.

			“I think they want us to be happy,” he mumbled, his breath soft against her hair.

			“Who?” Anya asked. She tipped her head upward so she could see his face.

			“Danny,” he said. “And your mom. Don’t you think? They just want us to be happy.”

			The sun was lower in the sky now, and the light in the car was turning golden, with orange rays dancing off the surface of the lake. Golden, Anya repeated in her mind. It was a word—and a color—that she had always associated with Gabe.

			“I missed you,” she said softly. “Like, I really missed you.”

			“Anya,” he sighed. “You have no idea how much I missed you.”

			She laid her hands on his chest, and he went unnaturally still, like he didn’t want to spook her. She moved her fingers up to his neck, then his face, feeling the dense prickles of his beard, the crinkles of the soft skin next to his eyes. It was strange how not strange it felt to be touching him like this, so intimate, so familiar. Maybe because she’d imagined it so many times, or maybe because they were already so emotionally entangled, so cosmically intertwined, that something as simple as running the blades of her fingers over the planes of his cheekbones could only ever represent a fraction of how close she actually felt to him.

			He moved his hands along her back, warmth and pressure, drawing her closer, until the only thing that made sense was to kiss him.

			And she forgot—oh, god—she forgot how good kissing was, except she was pretty sure kissing had never been this good, the way his tongue was rough in her mouth but not forceful, the way his hands gripped at her body, nerve endings she’d assumed were long dead springing to electrically charged life beneath his fingers. She let out a groan—was it too loud? She always worried she was too loud—but he moaned in kind, and it reminded her of Vieques, how even when he was asleep, whenever she moved, he moved too.

			He eased his leg between hers, and she felt a shock of pleasure as the stiff fabric of his jeans rubbed against her. Anya had always had a healthy relationship with her sexuality, but this year she hadn’t been interested. It wasn’t even that she didn’t want sex—it was like sex no longer existed to her. Like her body had dropped to bare survival mode, and she was unable to access the neurons needed for anything else. That long period of disconnect made Gabe’s touch now feel even more intense, like Anya could barely stand how good it felt to grind her hips against his thigh.

			There was so much information to take in—the taste of his mouth, the feel of his hair between her fingers, the needy grope of his hands as he slid them under her shirt and felt for her breasts. She tore at her shirt to pull it over her head, but he moved quickly to stop her—

			“Careful.” His voice was urgent, but his touch was gentle. “Your forehead—your bruise.”

			“Oh.” She was breathing hard, and she almost laughed. “I forgot.”

			He protected her forehead with one hand as he helped remove her shirt with the other, then wasted no time in exploring each new patch of skin she put on offer. It reminded her of how he was at work, the way he’d get totally fixated on one idea before leaping to another with just as much excitement. That always annoyed her at the office—but when every new idea he had involved his tongue and his hands and her body? She didn’t mind so much. She moaned louder as he took her nipples into his mouth, and louder still as he unbuttoned her jeans and slid his hand inside them. She couldn’t mute herself with him, and she didn’t have to, because the sounds she made only seemed to turn him on more, to make him even more voracious, which in turn made her feel even more wanted.

			“Kiss me,” she implored him, and he snapped his head up and brought his mouth to hers. She was dizzy with how good he felt. She worked her hand inside his jeans too—her eyes went wide when she felt how big he was.

			“Christ, Gabe,” she sputtered. “No wonder you’re so fucking arrogant.”

			He laughed at that—a big, generous laugh—and she laughed too, and it was the oddest thing, because even though they’d never done anything like this before, they still felt like best friends.

			She wanted hours of foreplay with him—nights, weeks, maybe years—but everything in her body felt too on edge for that now. She needed more.

			“Do you have a condom?” she asked.

			“Anya.” He pulled away from her, breathing hard. “We don’t have to— I mean, maybe we should talk about this?”

			“We’ve been talking for ten years.” Anya almost laughed again. “Can we please just have sex now?”

			Gabe gave her a sly grin. “As long as we can talk after.”

			“If you hurry, I’ll even let you talk during.”

			Gabe fished a condom out of his wallet, and they both kicked off the jeans bunched at their ankles.

			Once he was on top of her, it didn’t feel like they needed to talk anymore. All she needed were his hands, and his mouth, and the feeling of him moving inside her as the sunset blazed red and engulfed her senses. All her memories of him started to layer on top of one another: He was laughing in the New Hampshire sunlight and salty and tan on the beach in Vieques; he was smug at a meeting in Vegas and she wanted to crawl across the conference table and shove her tongue inside his mouth just to shut him up; he was hugging her on a misty lookout off Mulholland; and he was here with her now, telling her she was perfect and beautiful and good as she wrapped her legs tighter around him and dug her nails into his shoulders and let go of everything except him. All of it was happening now, and all of it was gone, and she was spent and panting in his arms as he kissed her softly, over and over, each brush of his lips feeling like an affirmation, or an apology, or a promise.

			I’m yours, they said, over and over. You’re mine, she thought, over and over. The sun dipped below the horizon, and everything was dusky and blue. For the first time in nine months, Anya felt peace.
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			The Dullest Campaign That Ever Waned?

			by Patrick Mates, posted August 15 on MatesPrognosticates.com

			 

			As we move into the dog days of summer, it’s becoming difficult to shake the feeling that the Democrats in the presidential race are a pack of dogs who won’t hunt. Unseating a fairly popular Republican in the White House is no easy feat, and most of the highest-profile Democrats in the party have chosen to sit this one out, waiting instead for the open election four years from now. The exception, of course, is Senator Andrew Wheeler (D-MD), whose formidable lead in polling and fundraising seems to make him all but predestined to sew up the nomination. But is that a good thing?

			“Democrats are restless about Wheeler,” one Beltway insider tells me. “If you dig deeper in the polling data, people are voting for him because they’ve heard of him, not because they actually like the guy. The donor class would love to throw their money somewhere else, even to hedge their bets, but the rest of the field is a joke. They don’t have any viable options.”

			I also spoke to a member of Maryland’s House delegation, who expressed frustration with Wheeler’s campaign. “Wheeler was riding high after his last Senate race. He won that election with the biggest vote margin of his career. Everyone was bullish on him running for president, but his campaign has been a disaster. Completely uninspired, one unforced error after another. It feels like he’s not even the same candidate! It’s a mess. Something has to change.”

			That’s the prevailing sentiment among Democrats: Something has to change. There are fourteen months until Election Day, which is more than enough time for any number of massive shake-ups. But who will do the shaking, and which apples will fall from the tree? We’ll know soon: Summer is almost over, and the harvest is coming.
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			WhatsApp message transcript: Anya Katz and Simone Humphrey

			August 19, 9:53 a.m.

			Simone: Breaking news: Area best friend too dickmatized to respond to her texts

			Anya: Omg SORRY I AM SORRY I totally missed these last night

			Anya: Which dress did you pick? They were both so good!!!

			Simone: I got flustered and went with a blazer

			Anya: Had to do it for the butches

			Simone: Again, I will take your tumblr

			Simone: How are things on love island?

			Anya: We’re not using that word

			Anya: (Well, we’re kind of both pointedly trying not to, I think? Idk)

			Simone: Which word? “Island”? [image: Face with raised eyebrow emoji.]

			Anya: I hate you

			Simone: False, you looooove me

			Anya: UGH

			Anya: But things are good? Like, nauseatingly good?

			Simone: I’ll take a Dramamine, go on

			Anya: He just like

			Anya: I don’t know

			Anya: He always wants to be where I am, so like, if I’m canvassing, he’s with me, if I’m doing things at our fake little office, he’s with me

			Anya: And he gets kind of cranky if he goes too long without touching me? Not even sexually, just like, he’s happier if he can sit next to me so our knees can touch or he can put his arm around my waist or whatever

			Simone: Brb getting another pill

			Simone: No I’m kidding this is very sweet

			Simone: But also, having met you, you’re not feeling kinda suffocated?

			Anya: SIMONE, THAT IS THE WEIRD PART

			Anya: I don’t at all

			Anya: If anything I feel really comforted that he’s always around?

			Anya: It’s possible I did not properly account for how much being so isolated this year affected my mental health

			Simone: Correct, you did not

			Simone: But I’m REALLY glad you feel this way now

			Simone: Have you guys talked yet about what happens after the election? Also is election day next week or the week after, I forget

			Anya: Next week, which is crazy

			Anya: We haven’t talked about what happens after, but I’m also like, not even that anxious about it?

			Simone: The word “that” doing a lot of work in that sentence

			Anya: Ha

			Anya: I don’t know. It’s hard to imagine being anywhere but here, which is so weird, I’ve only been on the island three months

			Simone: Sierra is thrilled to have you

			Anya: [image: Face holding back tears emoji.]

			Anya: She’s the absolute best

			Anya: Omg wait I didn’t tell you, Sierra’s friend Bobbie is SO MAD about me and Gabe

			Anya: She has such a big crush on him, she’s furious he doesn’t flirt with her anymore

			Simone: Gabe? Not flirt with a human being?

			Anya: Fair, he doesn’t flirt with her as MUCH

			Simone: Lol

			Simone: And you’re okay with that part? Him being, idk, how he is?

			Anya: Yeah, totally

			Anya: I mean obviously this is all extremely new, so who knows what could change

			Anya: But he never gives me any reason to doubt him

			Anya: It’s like, for the last ten years, all Gabe and I ever had were questions

			Anya: And now we’re finally at the part where we tell each other the answers

			Simone: Not me getting emotional over the behavior of a straight man

			Simone: But genuinely like

			Simone: I’m so so so so happy that this is how it’s going

			Simone: (And selfishly quite relieved that my partner’s best friend isn’t a total douchebag)

			Anya: At most an intermittent douchebag with occasionally questionable taste in music

			Simone: Tell me that man doesn’t listen to country

			Anya: I would like to, Simone

			Anya: I would really like to
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			There had been a few moments when Anya almost said it.

			When Gabe was taking a shower and playing music on his phone while she was working in the living room, and he was singing “Friends in Low Places” at the top of his voice and getting a majority of the lyrics loudly, confidently wrong, and it was all she could do not to run into the bathroom and get in with him fully clothed.

			When they were having sex and he wanted to try out some complicated position, and it was so awkward and awful for both of them that they ended up collapsing in hysterical laughter.

			When he came home from the island bookstore with a stack of fantasy novels she liked, and when she asked him why, he told her he was going to read them so he could understand “the weird vampire stuff you’re always saying.”

			But every time, something stopped her—she wasn’t sure what. Maybe she just liked this easy space they were in, on a faraway island tucked in the northernmost corner of the country, where they didn’t have to think about what came next. Until the Friday before the election, when they decided to take a hike after they finished phone banking.

			“It’s not a hike-hike, right?” Anya asked Gabe suspiciously. “I’m not cute when I’m all red-faced and huffy.”

			“If I wanted you red-faced and huffy, I’d keep you right here in this cabin.” Gabe gave Anya’s ass a friendly squeeze as he pulled on a T-shirt.

			“Well, I don’t hate that plan,” she teased.

			“Do you want to stay?” he asked. “I’ll take this shirt off right now.”

			“Can that please always be our thing instead of ‘I’ll turn this car around’?” she laughed. “You bail on any given plan by taking off your shirt?”

			“You’ll do literally anything to see me topless,” he chided.

			“No! It works for every occasion. Parties, the opera—”

			“I get bored at the opera and take off my shirt, this is what you’re suggesting?”

			“As a subtle cue to me that you’re ready to leave, yes.”

			“If I take you to the opera, will you wear those long gloves?” He skimmed his fingers up and down Anya’s arms. “I really like those long gloves.”

			“You’ll be shirtless, I’ll wear the gloves, we’ll be the weirdest couple at La Traviata.” Anya beamed.

			“Couple,” Gabe repeated, and then he leaned down and kissed her. “I like when you call us that.”

			

			—

			The hike was more of a nature walk, to Anya’s relief—and an unbelievably beautiful one. They took the dogs through a dense forest until they finally reached a path that wound along the island’s shore, with endless views of isles, seas, and mountains. They walked along the path for twenty minutes or so until they got to a little inlet with a soft patch of grass, and they decided to sit for a bit to let the dogs run around.

			“So, about the opera,” Gabe said. He sounded nervous—he was picking at a piece of grass.

			“Wait, do you actually like opera?” Anya asked. “Do you want me to learn about opera like you’re learning about vampires?”

			“No, I know nothing about opera,” Gabe said quickly. “I was thinking, if I were to get us tickets, for any sort of event, did you have thoughts on what city might be good?”

			Anya took a deep inhale, then slowly let it out. “You’re asking where I want to live? After the election?”

			“I am, but I thought it might feel like a less heavy question if I asked it really cryptically.”

			“A perfect plan,” Anya agreed. “I guess I’ve been avoiding thinking about it? Because that also means thinking about getting a job, and I don’t…really know what that would be.”

			“You don’t want to get on a race?” Gabe asked.

			“I’m not sure.” Anya frowned. “After my mom died, and Kincaid lost anyway, it kind of made me feel like…like maybe I’ve been lying to myself?”

			“About what?” Gabe leaned forward, his gaze fixed on her.

			“About why I love campaigning, or whether it even matters.” Anya shook her head. “Like, is the work actually important, or do I just like the work because it makes me feel so important, you know? The constant emergency of it, the high stakes, putting the rest of my life on hold.”

			“The rush,” Gabe added.

			“Exactly! But like, I’m thirty-two, and I have no place to live. I have four hundred dollars in my bank account and a check from my mom’s life insurance that I can’t bring myself to touch.”

			“Really?” Gabe rubbed Anya’s knee. “You didn’t tell me that.”

			“It’s not a huge amount or anything, I just— I don’t want it.” Anya shrugged. “I don’t know. My mom was so proud of my work, but this year I’ve kind of been feeling like, did I make all these sacrifices for my work because it mattered so much? Or did the work have to matter so much because otherwise it wouldn’t be worth the sacrifice?”

			“We put Jo Sessego in the Senate,” Gabe said quietly. “That matters, doesn’t it?”

			“Of course it does.” Anya leaned back and looked out at the water lapping gently at the shore. The sun was warm, and the dogs were barking excitedly—possibly they’d found a squirrel. “But I also think that maybe the best part of that campaign was you guys. Simone and Kira. Us becoming friends. My parents getting to know everyone.”

			Gabe nodded. “I totally agree.”

			“So then it’s like, should we go to DC, to be closer to Simone and Kira? But also, I don’t want to go to DC. And sorry, I don’t want to assume— I mean, obviously you have your own ideas about what you want to do and where you want to go.”

			“I want to be where you are,” Gabe told her. “If that’s what you want.”

			“That’s extremely what I want.” Anya wrapped her arms around his middle, and he pulled her close.

			“So then, we could go to DC,” Gabe echoed. “We could hop on a race together. Or…”

			“Or?” Anya looked up at him.

			“I don’t know.” He smiled. “Who are we if we’re not on a campaign?”

			“People who own wooden furniture and meet their friends for dinner before ten p.m.?”

			“Sounds boring,” Gabe sniffed.

			“Says the man happily taking a hike on a Friday during business hours.”

			“I think we’ve established this is not a hike, and duh, I’m always happy when I’m with you.”

			“Even when I yell at you in meetings?” Anya grinned.

			“Don’t be silly.” Gabe beamed at her. “Then most of all.”

			“I’m so in love with you,” Anya said—and then her face froze in horror. “Oh god, I didn’t mean to say that.”

			“Okay,” Gabe said slowly. “But is it true?”

			There was no use denying it. She wasn’t even sure why she’d want to, except that her heart was pounding so hard she almost felt dizzy.

			So she nodded.

			And he was so beautiful—he was always so beautiful—but the way he smiled at her right then, the radiant joy on his face? Anya didn’t know if she’d ever seen someone so happy. She was overwhelmed by the notion that she could make someone this happy—especially someone she loved as much as Gabe.

			“Can I ask you something?” he said. “You can say no. It’s okay if you don’t want to.”

			“What is it?” She squeezed his hand.

			“Will you sing your mom’s prayer?” he said softly. “The one from Vieques?”

			“The shehechyanu?” Anya’s voice caught. She hadn’t sung that prayer since her mother died.

			Gabe nodded. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this grateful to be alive.”
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Kira Liu

			Kira [1:14pm]: Happy Election Day!!!

			Kira [1:14pm]: How’s it going so far? You crushing? Is my aunt gonna be mayor?

			Anya [1:15pm]: Probably not since she’s running for county council, but she’s quite beloved so I can’t rule it out completely

			Anya [1:15pm]: It’s going okay! Lowest turnout race I’ve ever seen, and it’s all mail-in ballots, so not really that much to do?

			Kira [1:15pm]: There’s never anything to do on e-day, worst day of the race

			Kira [1:16pm]: Any sense of when you’ll know something?

			Anya [1:16pm]: A few hours, I think?

			Anya [1:16pm]: The county clerk said she’d call me around five

			Kira [1:16pm]: Cool, I’ll give you a call after that

			Kira [1:17pm]: I want to run something by you

			Anya [1:17pm]: !

			Anya [1:17pm]: How mysterious

			Kira [1:17pm]: Lol

			Kira [1:17pm]: Talk soon

			
				[image: ]
			

			Text message transcript: Gabe Hunt and Hal Robbins

			Hal [3:56pm]: Gabe. You haven’t returned my voicemails

			Hal [3:56pm]: When can we talk? It’s urgent

			Gabe [4:09pm]: Sorry about that, I’ve been traveling

			Gabe [4:09pm]: I can call you in an hour or so

			Hal [4:10pm]: Good. Speak to you then
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			Get-out-the-vote weekend flew by in a blur of phone banks and door knocks and Bobbie’s batches of lemon bars, which she baked rather more begrudgingly than she had before she found out about Gabe and Anya. Anya had never worked an all-mail GOTV before. It was so much simpler to track which ballots had already been mailed than to hound voters again and again to elicit promises that they really would go to the polls. Sierra and her band of volunteers were steadfast and militant in their march toward what they felt was certain victory; Anya didn’t have the heart to tell them she thought a win was a long shot. But then, there’d been years when Anya had been sure that nothing would ever happen between her and Gabe. Sometimes long shots worked out.

			It felt impossible that just over a month ago they had never kissed, had never stayed up all night laughing and whispering, had never fallen asleep in each other’s arms. It felt equally impossible that they could grow even more close, but something palpable had shifted in these last few days since they told each other they were in love. It felt steadier to Anya, but also scarier? Gabe seemed to need her even more urgently, pulling her into hallways between call shifts, pressing her against the wall and kissing her as he ran his hands over her body, speeding on the drive back to the cabin at the end of the day, where they’d stay in bed for hours, then heat up dinner at ten or eleven p.m., whenever they emerged.

			Anya was happy—she was deliriously happy. And Simone assured her this was all totally normal, this was precisely what Simone and Kira had been like in the beginning too. But something about it felt volatile to Anya, like there was no way to sustain that much heat without an inevitable combustion. It was such a wild swing from the lows of losing her mother to the highs of being with Gabe; sometimes Anya felt like she couldn’t quite find her footing. But whenever she started to spiral, Gabe would take her hand, or make a little joke, or bring her a blueberry muffin. He always brought her back to earth.

			Election Day felt the way it usually did: something between a wild culmination, a stomach bug, a letdown, and a relief. Anya oversaw her volunteers, hopped on the phone bank herself when she could, and made out with Gabe briefly in the alley behind the copy shop/jewelry store/deli, after which they went inside and bought sandwiches for everyone. As the day wore on, there was less and less to do, and everyone was getting irritable and twitchy. Around four in the afternoon, Sierra finally proclaimed they should all go home for a bit and reconvene for a victory party later (or a drown-our-sorrows gathering the following night if necessary). They all needed a break from one another, and Sierra wanted to take the dogs out.

			So Sierra was off in the woods when Anya got the call from the county clerk to tell her it was over. Gabe hugged her for a long time, then asked if she wanted him to come with her to break the news to Sierra. But Anya said no. She was the campaign manager. It was her responsibility.

			Sierra read the look on Anya’s face the second she saw her standing on the back porch.

			“Bad news?” she asked. The dogs lumbered up to Anya and started licking her hands and nosing at her thighs, making happy little sniffing noises.

			“I’m so sorry,” Anya said. “It was much closer than the clerk expected, but the turnout was just too low. I think you’d be in a really strong position to run again, if that’s something you’d be interested in? Now that more people know who you are?”

			Sierra smiled and sank into one of the rocking chairs on the porch; Anya sat in the chair beside her.

			“You know I never wanted to run in the first place, right?”

			Anya stared at Sierra. “What do you mean?”

			“I ran because Kira asked me to. She thought it would be good for us. For you and me.”

			“But, Kira…” Anya shook her head. This didn’t make sense. “Kira told me you needed help.”

			“And I did!” Sierra grinned. “Look what a mess we were before you showed up. Trish or Bobbie would certainly be dead by now if it wasn’t for you. You’d think Trish would be the one to pull the trigger, hot temper and all, but I wouldn’t put it past Bobbie to poison a lemon bar.”

			“No, me neither.” Anya laughed. “I’m sorry, but I still don’t understand?”

			Sierra reached down absently to pet one of the dogs. “When I retired, I thought it was the beginning of a beautiful chapter for Lois and me. And instead…well, I didn’t know it would be the end of the story. Since she passed, everything felt a little mundane. You know that feeling? Where your days are so damn ordinary it doesn’t matter which is which?”

			Anya nodded; she knew that feeling very well.

			“Then this spring Kira called to tell me about you. About what happened with your mom, and how much you love campaigning. All your ideals, the way you want to make a difference. She thought maybe you and I could help each other. It sounded like a harebrained scheme to me, but what else was I doing? I thought maybe it’d be a good change of pace, a different way to pass the time. But it was more than that.”

			“It was?” Anya’s voice came out choked.

			“Being out in the community, hearing about people’s problems…I didn’t know a campaign would be like that. I liked how much it wasn’t about me.” Sierra smiled. “It felt like service. Maybe that’s obvious, they call it ‘public servant.’ But most politicians—they don’t really seem like servants, do they?”

			“No,” Anya agreed with a small smile. “They absolutely don’t.”

			“But you are.” Sierra gave Anya an affirming nod. “Kira told me you do this work because you’re called to serve. I only had to meet you for about ten seconds to know she was right.”

			“Kira’s a really good friend,” Anya said, and Sierra gave her hand a squeeze.

			“Why don’t you give her a call?” Sierra said. “I know she’s dying to talk to you. I’m gonna go in and give these dogs some dinner.”

			At the word dinner, the dogs leapt up and barked excitedly, and Sierra laughed as she herded them into the kitchen. Anya stood and took her phone out of her pocket.

			“Hey.” Kira picked up on the first ring. “How’d it go?”

			“We lost,” Anya sighed. “Not by that much, but not by that little either.”

			“Damn, that’s too bad. Sierra okay?”

			“She seemed pretty good, actually. She also told me some things I did not know about the campaign’s origins…you asked her to run?”

			“Oh damn,” Kira laughed. “Busted. You’re not mad at me, are you?”

			“Mad?!” Anya swallowed hard to keep from crying. “Kira, that’s like the literal nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

			“You’d do the same for any of us,” Kira said.

			“I’d lie down in traffic if you asked me,” Anya quipped, but she meant it.

			“Well…the thing I’m about to ask you is a little more time-consuming than that.”

			Anya’s body tensed. She could feel something big in Kira’s tone.

			“I’ve been talking with Senator Sessego for a few weeks now,” Kira said. “She thinks it’s the right time for her to join the presidential field.”

			“What?!”Anya gasped. “Kira! Is this real?!”

			“It is,” Kira confirmed. “I’m going to run the campaign from DC—skeleton crew, low overhead. We want all the money in the field. Obviously Simone is joining too. We also decided that both of us will stay at headquarters in DC…which means the senator will need someone to staff her on the road.”

			“Oh wow, that’s a big job.” Anya’s brain immediately went into solutions mode, thinking of who might be up to the monumental, exhausting, all-consuming task of being the right-hand man to a presidential candidate. Only one answer came to mind—even though it pained Anya to think of how much it would suck to be apart from him. “Gabe’s gonna be amazing at it.”

			There was silence on the other end of the line.

			“Kira?” Anya asked. “Did I lose you?”

			“The senator asked me to offer the position to you.”

			Anya braced a hand against the porch’s railing, forced herself to take a deep breath.

			“She wants me to…I’m sorry. What does she want me to do?”

			“Whatever she needs,” Kira said simply. “Your role would be senior advisor, but we could change the title if you want a different one. You’d essentially be a counterpart to Simone and me, working with the senator on remarks, weighing in with me and Simone on her behalf, serving as a go-between between the campaign and the candidate.”

			“But I’ve never done anything like that before! I don’t staff candidates.”

			“You staffed my aunt,” Kira pointed out.

			“For a county council race! That we lost!”

			“Anya, the senator trusts your judgment,” Kira said. “She respects your values, and she thinks you’re the person who can keep this campaign true to her ideals. When we have to make hard decisions—and we’ll need to make thousands—yours is the voice she wants to hear. Don’t tell me this is the first time in your life you’re going to be afraid to speak your mind.”

			Anya laughed—for joy, for wild surprise, for the deep love she had for Kira and Simone and Jo Sessego, and for the magic of knowing, in real time, that she was about to make a decision that would change her life forever.

			“When does she want to announce?” Anya asked.

			“Two weeks, plenty of time! I need you on a flight to DC tomorrow. You can stay with Simone and me until we figure something else out.”

			“And Gabe?” Anya asked, feeling dizzy with excitement. “Will he run comms from DC with you guys?”

			“I don’t know, I was asked to speak with you first.” There was a pause, and Anya was certain Kira was grinning. “But if you want to bring it up with him, I wouldn’t be mad.”
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			Gabe was sitting on the couch in the cabin, lost in a swirl of thought, when Anya burst through the door looking excited and out of breath. He stood up quickly.

			“Is everything okay?” he asked. “How did it go with Sierra?”

			“Oh, she’s fine, she told me— It doesn’t matter. Have you heard from Kira?”

			“Kira?” Gabe frowned. “No, why?”

			Anya broke into a wide smile. He’d seen her look all kinds of happy in the last month—he’d seen her make faces so great that he thought he might spend the rest of his earthly existence in the pursuit of her making those faces again and again. But there was something different about her smile now, something that reminded him of meeting her way back in New Hampshire, all her optimism, the girl he’d never been able to get out of his mind.

			“Jo Sessego’s going to run for president,” Anya gushed. “And Kira’s going to run the race, and Jo wants me to be a senior advisor? And join her on the road?”

			Gabe felt a surge of emotion. He wasn’t sure if it was exhilaration or nausea.

			“An, that’s incredible!” He hugged her so tightly he lifted her right off the ground, which made her squeak with joy. “I’m so proud of you.”

			“So listen, I know we talked about being in the same place, but I think Kira’s going to need you in DC? Obviously you have to talk to her, we have so much to figure out, and I have to fly there tomorrow, so I feel like you should come with me? If you want? It makes sense to me that we should all work this out together. Oh god, I’m sorry, my mind won’t stop moving, I’m not letting you talk at all. What do you think?”

			“I need to fly east tomorrow too,” Gabe said quietly. His hands were resting on Anya’s hips. He loved holding her that way, how easy it was to circle his hands around her back and keep her close. He always wanted her so close.

			“Gabe?” She peered up at him. “Is something wrong?”

			“I actually just got some news too.” Gabe cleared his throat. “I got a call from Hal Robbins.”

			“Wheeler’s campaign consultant?” Anya frowned. “What did he want?”

			“They’re not happy with their current campaign leadership,” Gabe said carefully. “They want to make a change.”

			“Gabe,” Anya breathed. “They offered it to you?”

			He nodded. “They did.”

			“What did you say?” Anya bit her lip; she looked so worried. He wanted to kiss her, to tell her everything would be okay, that she was the most important person in his life, that there was no way on earth he would ever let this campaign come between them.

			He felt all those things. Deep in his heart, he really believed they were true. He took her face in his hands and sighed.

			“I told them yes.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15
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			One month later

			Sessego for America—Washington, DC

			Wheeler for President—Frederick, Maryland

			Two Weeks In, Sessego Campaign Makes Major Splash—but Is That Enough to Woo Voters?

			by Kara Morales, The Washington Post

			 

			Political observers are still scrambling to make order of the presidential field since Senator Josefina Sessego’s bombshell announcement two weeks ago that she’d be joining the fray. The Sessego campaign went on to announce a first-week fundraising haul of over $3 million, and progressive voters who’ve long sought a viable alternative to front-runner Andrew Wheeler signed up in droves to volunteer. But this late in the race, there’s a sizable infrastructure gap, with other campaigns already having field offices in the four crucial early states staffed and running for months.

			Sessego’s campaign manager, Kira Liu, isn’t worried. “Our voter base knows how to organize. They’re teachers, union members, community activists,” Liu said. “They wouldn’t dream of showing up to a canvass without bringing three friends, so our growth is exponential. It’ll take the polls some time to reflect what we’re already seeing on the ground: We’re rocketing to the top of the field.”

			Liu may or may not be correct in her assertion, but it’s certainly true that the polls don’t reflect it. Of the early state primary polls released this week, Sessego has only broken into the top three candidates in her home state of Nevada; she’s still fourth or lower in Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina, and she lags significantly in the race for endorsements from prominent Democrats.

			Meanwhile, the Wheeler campaign has undergone its own shake-up, announcing Gabe Hunt as its new campaign manager shortly before Senator Sessego entered the race. Hunt successfully managed Wheeler’s most recent Senate bid to his highest-ever victory margin. Notably, he also served as communications director for Sessego’s inaugural Senate race three years ago.

			“I have nothing but the utmost respect for Senator Sessego and her team, and I think her voice will be a great addition to the race,” Hunt said. “This campaign should be a robust dialogue about the issues facing the American people—but it also has to be a conversation about which candidate is best prepared to win this election and serve as our next president. I have all the confidence in the world that the voters will choose Andrew Wheeler as enthusiastically as I have.”

			As the race barrels forward in a state of flux, most experts agree we won’t have a clearer picture of Sessego’s impact until next month’s primary debate. Until then, the question remains: Will Sessego break through to the front of the field, or will she remain one of this cycle’s many also-rans?
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Gabe Hunt

			September 27

			Anya [10:42pm]: I’m so sorry

			Gabe [10:42pm]: Don’t tell me

			Gabe [10:42pm]: You’re staying the night in Iowa?

			Anya [10:43pm]: No but we’re just leaving for the airfield now, JS got held up talking with some teachers

			Anya [10:43pm]: We won’t land until 1am, I’ll be lucky to be home by 2

			Gabe [10:43pm]: Great I’ll see you at 2:01

			Anya [10:43pm]: Come on, you can’t

			Gabe [10:44pm]: I have to

			Anya [10:44pm]: What time is your first meeting tomorrow?

			Gabe [10:44pm]: 7 but it’s a call, I can take it from the road and be back in the office by 8

			Anya [10:44pm]: So you’re going to leave Frederick at 1, get to my place at 2, then be back driving at 7?

			Anya [10:44pm]: That’s insane

			Gabe [10:45pm]: Anya, you’ve been gone eight days

			Gabe [10:45pm]: If I don’t see you tonight I’m murdering one of the media consultants tomorrow

			Anya [10:45pm]: No great loss for humanity tbh

			Gabe [10:45pm]: You’re not the one stuck in meetings with them all day

			Anya [10:46pm]: Serves you right for having an actual TV budget

			Gabe [10:46pm]: I could fake sick tomorrow? Do my calls at your place?

			Anya [10:46pm]: Reasonably sure your colleagues would frown on you talking strategy in the home of your opponent’s senior staff

			Anya [10:46pm]: Besides, we’re wheels up to South Carolina as soon as JS finishes her votes. I have to figure out which box has clean clothes then go to the office to see Kira and Simone

			Gabe [10:47pm]: Perfect, I’ll take my meetings from Sessego HQ. You guys have call rooms, right?

			Anya [10:47pm]: Gabe seriously, I’m worried about you driving so late and again so early

			Anya [10:47pm]: I’m dying to see you, but I’ll be back in town next week, yeah?

			Gabe [10:47pm]: Hey, remember that tiny meeting room in Vegas?

			Anya [10:48pm]: The one barely big enough for one human, let alone two?

			Gabe [10:48pm]: I used to imagine the two of us in there

			Gabe [10:48pm]: And we’d be fighting about something

			Gabe [10:48pm]: And you’d be making your smart points, but I’d be distracted by whatever you were wearing

			Anya [10:49pm]: What was I wearing?

			Gabe [10:49pm]: Depends

			Gabe [10:49pm]: Maybe a shirt I could unbutton

			Gabe [10:49pm]: Maybe a skirt short enough to run my hand between your thighs

			Anya [10:50pm]: I hate you

			Anya [10:50pm]: Simone has a spare key to my new place, will you drive to DC now and get it from her please? Take a nap on my bed, I’ll wake you when I get home

			Gabe [10:50pm]: You’d rouse your exhausted boyfriend from his slumbers? [image: Face with raised eyebrow emoji.]

			Anya [10:51pm]: If you actually go to sleep instead of working until 2am I’ll rouse you in a way I think you’ll really enjoy

			Gabe [10:51pm]: Ok can’t talk getting in the car now

			Anya [10:51pm]: Lol

			Anya [10:51pm]: I love you, travel safe

			Gabe [10:51pm]: You too, on both counts

			Gabe [10:51pm]: I can’t wait to see you
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			“Simone, where are we on field organizers?” Kira asked. “I want to sign leases on ten new offices in Iowa and New Hampshire, but it’ll be a waste of money unless we have organizers to staff them. And does anyone know when the crew breaks for lunch? I can’t take this noise.”

			Sessego “headquarters”—such as it was—was on the third floor of a building in southeastern DC under active construction, meaning the team was constantly besieged by clouds of dust and a cacophony of saws and hammers. Every time Anya went into the office, she was newly grateful she got to spend most of her time outside it.

			“Hiring’s been tough,” Simone said. “Most of the best field organizers already have jobs this cycle.”

			“Do they know we’re offering health benefits?” Anya asked. “We’ve got to be the only campaign that’s doing that.”

			“Wait—are we really?” Preethi asked. She’d stepped into Gabe’s shoes as the communications director for this race, and she was kicking ass. “We can do press on that.”

			“Hell yes.” Kira grinned. “What’s the strategy?”

			“Okay, thinking out loud.” Preethi twirled one of her long curls around her fingers. “It’d be something like, we’re the only campaign living our values? And more than that…we’re keeping our promise to deliver healthcare to all Americans before we’ve even been elected. How can Americans trust the other candidates to get healthcare for them when they won’t even do it for their own campaign workers?”

			“That’s brilliant,” Anya said. “We can emphasize how much more money Wheeler has than we do—but he won’t ever spend it on healthcare for his workers. Instead he’s blowing his budget on overpriced media consultants and TV ads.”

			Anya felt a momentary twist of guilt—she knew about Wheeler’s consultants because Gabe was always complaining about them. Still, all that was publicly available information; it wasn’t like she was betraying Gabe’s trust to use that against Wheeler.

			“I love this,” Kira said. “We can even make this one of the questions Jo asks Wheeler at the debate.”

			“I’ll bring it up with her this afternoon,” Anya said, making a note.

			They were only two weeks out from the first debate of the cycle, and prep was intense. They knew this could be a make-or-break moment for their campaign: A star-making performance could send Jo on a meteoric ride all the way to the nomination, but if Jo was just another dull and forgettable member of the field, they could very well stay relegated to the third- or fourth-place position where they currently sat.

			“Speaking of the debate, did you guys see that new rule on podium order from the DNC?” Simone asked. “It’s bullshit. Is there anything we can do about it?”

			“Oh!” Anya lit up. “I actually had an idea about that.”

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“Gabe, thanks for being with us today.”

			“My pleasure, Ruth.” Gabe smiled into the camera and pretended he could see the face of CNN’s evening anchor instead of a dull black lens. This was his last interview of the day; he waited for the red “recording” light to turn off before he unclipped his lapel mic. He’d never done this many media appearances for any race, but it had become clear to him almost instantly upon taking this job that when the Wheeler camp said they wanted “a more youthful face” for the campaign, the face they were referring to was Gabe’s. Luckily, Wheeler’s campaign office was outfitted with its own satellite TV studio, so Gabe’s press hits were rarely more than an elevator ride away. Gabe didn’t know what he hated most: all the time he was forced to spend away from his actual work, the frequency with which reporters gleefully encouraged him to trash his former boss (and, by extension, his girlfriend and best friends), or the fact that now, for the first time in his life, he had to wear a boring-ass suit and tie to work every day.

			At least the suits made Wheeler’s army of media consultants take him slightly more seriously—though not much. They all made easily six times Gabe’s salary, and most were ten or twenty years his senior; they treated him with attendant disregard. It made Gabe think of that first day Anya showed up in Ohio, the way he’d snickered at her, like he was so much cooler than some DC suit. Now Gabe was that suit—and despite the happy face he always wore on television, he was miserable.

			“You’re late. The media team is already in the conference room.” Gabe’s assistant, Hannah, was waiting for him the second the elevator doors slid open.

			“Again?” Gabe gave her a pained look. “Didn’t I already see them today?”

			“You did, but they have new ads to screen. Don’t be cranky, I got you a boba.”

			She held out a bubble tea, and Gabe gratefully took it and drank. “You’re an angel sent from heaven and I’ve done nothing to deserve you. What did I miss while I was on TV?”

			“The state directors are freaking out because our best field organizers are quitting in droves to go work for Sessego. Did you hear she’s giving them healthcare?”

			“It was on the front page of the Des Moines Register,” Gabe grumbled. “Shouldn’t my field director be handling problems with field organizers?”

			Gabe’s field director—like all his senior staff—was inherited from the previous campaign manager, and he was none too happy to have Gabe as his new boss. Gabe had lobbied hard to clean house and bring in his own people, but the consultants thought that would make the campaign look too unstable. Gabe’s predecessor was the sacrificial lamb; the rest of the team needed to remain in place.

			“Your field director says he doesn’t control the budget, you do.”

			“Set a meeting with the budget team,” he said. “What else?”

			“Vetting and finance are fighting about that Silicon Valley fundraiser—someone on the host committee is getting indicted.”

			“Tough day in Palo Alto.”

			“Finance says they can’t pull the guy off the invite without offending the entire host committee, but vetting says it’s way too big a risk to have his name on an invitation on Wheeler letterhead.”

			“What’s the guy indicted for?” Gabe asked. “Tax evasion or something?”

			Hannah cringed. “Vehicular manslaughter.”

			“Nope! Shut it down.” Gabe’s eyes bugged out. “If the host committee won’t move forward without him, tell finance to cancel the event. How much were we supposed to raise?”

			“Three hundred fifty thousand.”

			“Fuck me.” Gabe grimaced—that was worse than he’d thought.

			“Bet that’s gonna help with your budget meeting,” Hannah quipped. “Last question: Comms wants to know if you’ll play Sessego for debate prep next week?”

			“If I—” Gabe shook his head in confusion. “Excuse me?”

			“You know her the best of anyone on staff and you’ll be in prep anyway, so they thought it made sense for you to do it.”

			“Sure,” Gabe sighed. The debate was coming up fast, and he knew how much the Sessego campaign had riding on it. He thought of how much fun Anya would have in debate prep, hanging out with their closest friends, crafting the clearest arguments and sharpest sound bites. He still couldn’t get over how uncomfortable he felt to be on the opposing team.

			Gabe finished his drink and handed Hannah the empty cup.

			“See you in five to seven hours,” he grumbled. “Unless my chair gets sucked into a wormhole at the center of the universe and I never have to go to a meeting again?”

			“Keep hope alive,” Hannah joked. Gabe took a deep breath and walked into his meeting.
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Gabe Hunt

			October 22

			Anya [3:19am]: Are you awake?

			Anya [3:19am]: I just woke up completely sure I was in Charleston so I opened a window

			Anya [3:19am]: Turns out I’m in Concord and they’re having a cold snap. It’s 28 degrees

			Gabe [3:22am]: How’s the foliage up in Concord?

			Anya [3:22am]: Must not be that great if I thought I was in Charleston

			Anya [3:22am]: Any good colors where you are?

			Gabe [3:22am]: The inside of debate prep? Not many

			Anya [3:23am]: Omg that’s right, today was Sessego cosplay!! How’d it go? Did you wear a wig? Did you do her voice?

			Gabe [3:23am]: Would it turn you on if I said yes

			Anya [3:23am]: Honestly I’m having a lot of reactions, not all of them negative

			Anya [3:24am]: Definitely into the idea of you standing at a podium arguing for single-payer healthcare

			Gabe [3:24am]: “Billionaires are all for government services if their homes catch on fire, just not when working people need to see a doctor.”

			Anya [3:24am]: Did you really say that? I’m taking my pants off

			Gabe [3:25am]: Are you actually

			Anya [3:25am]: No I’m too tired to reach that far

			Gabe [3:25am]: Why aren’t you sleeping?

			Anya [3:25am]: I’m nervous

			Gabe [3:25am]: About the debate?

			Anya [3:26am]: Yeah

			Anya [3:26am]: We shouldn’t talk about it

			Gabe [3:26am]: She’ll be ready

			Gabe [3:26am]: And you guys have so much upside, we have nowhere to go but down

			Anya [3:27am]: From your lips to god’s ears (KIDDING) (sorta)

			Anya [3:27am]: Why aren’t you asleep? Still working?

			Gabe [3:27am]: As ever

			Gabe [3:27am]: I can’t believe I get to see you tonight

			Gabe [3:27am]: Thank god the media team bought that crap about me needing to be onsite to do spin

			Anya [3:27am]: It was only decent of them to let us kiss the night before our birthday

			Anya [3:28am]: I’m bringing your present btw

			Gabe [3:28am]: To the presidential debate?

			Anya [3:28am]: No, to the Concord 4H Annual Pancake Breakfast

			Anya [3:29am]: Which starts in four hours and thirty-two minutes

			Gabe [3:30am]: You’re wonderful

			Gabe [3:30am]: I wish I was there to protect you from the cold snap

			Anya [3:31am]: I wish you were here to keep me awake all the way until breakfast
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			Gabe tended to keep a cool head no matter what crises he faced on a campaign. Every problem had a solution, and getting rattled wouldn’t help him find it. But tonight was a nationally televised debate in a presidential race where he was managing the front-runner’s campaign, and Gabe’s nerves were jangling (though he suspected that was due at least in part to how impatient he was to see Anya). Wheeler’s debate prep had gone well, but one of the media consultants, an aggressive guy named Lev, kept telling the senator to go negative. Gabe had been able to stave him off so far, but now the debate was starting in just over two hours, they were all gathered in Senator Wheeler’s hotel suite, and Lev was still pressing his argument.

			“All the other candidates are gonna take shots at you, sir,” Lev asserted. “You don’t want to look weak.”

			“Senator, getting into a dogfight with a bunch of no-name candidates is what will make you look weak,” Gabe countered. “You’re leading the field by double digits, and the podiums are arranged based on polling, so you’ll be right at the center of the stage. You don’t want to be swiveling your head back and forth like you’re fending off invaders. You’re calm and steady, the eye of the storm.”

			“And you’re not worried I’ll seem like I’m incapable of leading? Like I’m ignoring the problems right in front of me?” Senator Wheeler asked Gabe. He was tall and trim, with perfectly coiffed dark hair, a complexion that was tan enough to seem healthy but not vain, and the sort of strong jaw Americans always liked to vote for. The outfit they’d focus-grouped for tonight’s debate—a navy suit with a white shirt and deep red tie—was hanging from a coatrack in plastic draping.

			“Not at all,” Gabe said confidently. “Your opponent won’t be on that stage tonight—he’s watching this debate from the Oval Office. I promise you, every other Democrat wants to drag you down to their level, but your job is not to let them. You’re the presumptive nominee, and they’re none of your concern.”

			Gabe’s phone chimed with a calendar notification.

			“I need to get down to the stage for the walk-through,” he told them. “Are we good here?”

			

			—

			The auditorium was buzzing with activity: lights, cameras, dozens of people adjusting the podiums and moderator seating and microphones onstage. It was all deeply exciting, but Gabe was only focused on finding one person, and his breath caught when he did. Anya was onstage chatting and laughing with a circle of people, some of whom Gabe recognized as operatives from the other campaigns. She was wearing wide black slacks with tall heels and a chunky black wrap sweater belted at her waist. Her hair was down in loose waves; he’d only ever seen her wear it that way at Chandelier Bar, back in Vegas. It sent a chill down his spine, remembering how badly he’d wanted her that night. Now, three years later, she was his.

			“Hey, everyone.” Gabe locked eyes with Anya as he walked onstage. He watched her suck in a small breath at the sight of him, which made him wish they were literally anywhere without other people.

			“Gabe, good, you’re here,” said a reedy woman from the Democratic National Committee named Carolyn—or maybe Cassandra? No, he was almost sure it was Carolyn. “We have a rule change to go over.”

			“Rule change? This close to the debate?” Gabe frowned.

			“It’s nothing substantive, just podium order,” Carolyn explained. “The Sessego campaign proposed a change, and seven of the other eight campaigns have ratified it.”

			“This is the first I’m hearing of it.” Gabe shot Anya a look. She smiled knowingly.

			“Instead of arranging candidate placement by polling data, we’ll do it alphabetically,” Carolyn said. “So tonight we’ll start with Adams on the left and end with Wheeler on the right, with each candidate moving one slot to the left at every subsequent debate. Make sense?”

			“Absolutely not. We don’t agree to this.” Gabe’s ears felt warm, but he kept his voice even. He was keenly aware of the smug looks the other campaign representatives were giving him.

			“A rule change only requires two-thirds of campaigns to adopt,” Carolyn said. “So I’m afraid it’s already done. Shall we start the walk-through? We’re four minutes behind schedule.”

			The group started moving as Carolyn kept talking, and Gabe fell into line near the back of the pack, next to Anya.

			“You orchestrated this?” he muttered.

			“Come on, Gabe.” Her voice was silky. “Don’t tell me you have so little faith in your candidate you think his chances at the presidency hinge on his podium placement at a debate.”

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Gabe was looking at Anya like he wanted to kill her, or like he wanted to shove her in a broom closet and have his way with her, or possibly both. The DNC woman was still droning on about microphone reception or some such nonsense, as if none of these candidates had ever been on television before, as if Anya and her boss weren’t flying to New York directly after the debate so Jo could appear on a special live edition of The Tonight Show. Anya wanted to keep talking with Gabe—or to kiss him, or do anything at all with him—but he refused even to look at her until the walk-through was over, when he took her by the elbow.

			“Come with me,” he said gruffly. He steered them into a backstage hallway that was mostly empty, save for some people from the TV crew shuffling by with equipment.

			“Are you angry?” she asked. Her back was against a wall, and he was leaning over her. He looked so good in his dark suit and white shirt; she wanted to rip them off of him.

			“How’d you get the other campaigns to agree to this stunt?” Gabe gritted.

			“The power of short-term thinking.” Anya shrugged. “Governor Liddy and Congressman Nathan are running second and third, and they were only too happy to be in the center of the stage tonight with your guy off to the side.”

			“And you?” Gabe asked. “What’s in this for Sessego?”

			“You don’t see it?” Anya gave him a proud little smile. “We’ll always be next to you. Every camera shot of Wheeler, Jo is right there reacting, showing contrast, setting her up as his natural opponent.”

			Anya stretched her neck to look up at Gabe—and to get her lips as close to his as possible. Stop being angry and kiss me already.

			“I hate how good you are at your job.” He took the edge of her sweater’s belt and wound it around his fingers. “Almost as much as I hate this sweater.”

			“Oh, this?” Anya gave him a faux innocent look, big wide eyes and pouty lips. “You don’t like this?”

			“I don’t like anything that gets between my hands and your skin.” He leaned closer to her. She could feel his breath on her neck.

			“That’s too bad, because this is your birthday present.”

			“The sweater?” He frowned in confusion.

			“Not exactly. I guess you could say it’s the gift wrap.”

			His eyes locked on hers. There was no question what he wanted now.

			She took his hand and moved it under the sweater so he could feel the fabric beneath—the gray silk, the black beading, the corsetry that had been digging into her sides for hours, but it was beyond worth it to see the way he looked at her when he realized what she had on.

			“Anya,” he growled, “did you wear that fucking bustier to a presidential debate?”

			“I did.” She tugged on his shirt and brought him closer. “Do you want to see it?”

			Somehow, they found an empty dressing room in under a minute. Gabe locked the door and pushed Anya against a wall, pulling off her sweater and throwing it on a chair, breathing heavily as he stared at her, his pupils dilating.

			“Do you like your present?” She reached for him and kissed him, and it felt like he was devouring her.

			“Do you have any idea how many times I’ve thought about you wearing this?” His hands were gripping her hips. “Turn around, I want to see the back.”

			She did, pressing her palms against the wall, biting her lip as he ran his fingers down the laces on her back, the exposed skin beneath them.

			“Hold on,” he said. “Face this way.”

			He turned her body away from the wall so they could see themselves in the huge vanity mirror on the other side of the room. He stood behind her and pulled her close—she could feel his erection against her lower back.

			“You are so beautiful,” he groaned, and she wanted to turn and kiss him, but she was also mesmerized by the mirror, watching his hands move over the bustier, then down to the waistline of her slacks.

			“Can I?” he asked, and she nodded, and then she was watching him undo the button and unzip her fly. He moved one hand inside her underwear as he held her waist in place with the other, grinding his hips against her. She’d been fantasizing about this night for weeks, ever since she’d had the idea to wear the bustier, but somehow this was even hotter, feeling his fingers as she watched his face in the mirror, leaning her head back into his chest and trying not to make any noise in case someone in the hall could hear them, knowing half the nation’s political press and several of its most important leaders were somewhere in this building, and then someone was rattling the doorknob—

			“Is this the right room?” came a woman’s muffled voice. “It’s locked.”

			“Oh shit, shit,” Anya breathed. She zipped her pants as Gabe grabbed her sweater and helped her pull it on. She’d barely gotten the belt done and was fixing her hair when the door swung open and there was Ruth Minkow, CNN anchor and one of the moderators of tonight’s debate. Ruth was tall and gorgeous with short black hair and a trim charcoal pantsuit; she looked surprised to see them, and more than a little amused.

			“Gabe?” She gave him a wry smile. “Fancy meeting you in my dressing room.”

			“Didn’t know it was, or I would have sent roses,” Gabe cracked. “Do you know Anya Katz? Senior advisor on the Sessego campaign.”

			“I don’t, it’s a pleasure.” Ruth extended her hand and Anya shook it. Gabe pointedly kept his arms folded. “That’s a great sweater.”

			“Thank you. It’s terrific to meet you.” Anya smiled politely, wondering if this moment could get any weirder. “Well, I should— The senator’s waiting on me, so.”

			Anya practically darted into the hallway, and Gabe followed, exchanging some pleasantry with Ruth as he shut the door behind them. The hallway was mercifully empty as Anya collapsed into silent laughter, and Gabe beamed at her like she hung the sun.

			“You’re leaving right after the debate?” he asked, and she nodded.

			“Straight to New York. We’re not even spinning here.”

			He pulled her into a hug, rubbing her back. “I wish I could be with you tomorrow.”

			“It’ll be okay.” Anya’s voice was small. “We have a rally in Manchester, and then I think the road team has something planned for me, dinner or a bar or something.”

			“Beats spending your birthday in a hospital?”

			Anya took a shaky breath. “At least in the hospital I got to be with her.”

			“I know.” Gabe hugged her tighter. “It’ll be good to see your dad next weekend.”

			“And you.” She hugged him back. “I’m so glad you’re coming. I know it isn’t easy to get away.”

			“Please, wild horses couldn’t stop me.”

			“Okay, Mick Jagger. You forgive me for the podiums?”

			“Depends.” Gabe gave her a cheeky smile. “Can we make a deal that anytime you think you might make me mad, you wear that bustier just in case?”

			“Absolutely,” she said with a grin. “Happy almost birthday.”

			“Happy almost birthday to you,” he echoed.

			They kissed once more, and then once more after that. It was miserable saying goodbye, but she’d see him in Chicago in ten days, and Anya really did need to get back to Jo and the rest of the team. They only had an hour left before the debate.
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			Transcript of Work the Polls podcast, episode #18

			Air date: October 23

			Cat: Hi, this is Cat.

			Ruby: And this is Ruby!

			Cat: And this is Work the Polls, where we take a weekly look at what’s happening with women in politics.

			Ruby: And what’s happening this week is…holy shit, Cat, are we about to get a woman president?

			Cat: It’s way too soon to speculate, but boy, it kinda feels that way??

			Ruby: Okay, so just in case you didn’t see last night’s presidential debate, OH MY GOD, IT RULED.

			Cat: And not to be too like “oh we’re lady podcasters talking about lady things,” but can we start with what Senator Jo Sessego wore to the debate?

			Ruby: We can, and I think we must.

			Cat: Obviously, Senator Sessego has been a progressive folk hero for years, but she’s not super well known outside people who are very politically engaged. So in a lot of ways, this debate last night was her first time stepping onto a national stage—and she walks out in this vivid pink pantsuit. It was like fuchsia? It was radiant. She looked incredible. All the men were wearing black or navy, and she looked like this shining beacon.

			Ruby: So then one of the moderators was Ruth Minkow from CNN, aka the world’s hottest lesbian, and Ruth goes, “Wow, Senator Sessego, that’s quite an ensemble.” And Senator Sessego responds, “I didn’t want the voters to forget I was a woman.”

			Cat: I lost my mind. I like, physically lost it.

			Ruby: Can you tell us why, Cat?

			Cat: I think—you know, look. It’s hard to be a woman seeking power in any field, and that’s especially true for women of color like Senator Sessego, and it’s maybe true in politics most of all. And to see her own it like that? Without an ounce of apology? With all this pride? It really moved me.

			Ruby: And the thing for me is, it wasn’t an isolated stunt. Every single question that came back to her, Senator Sessego would bring it back to women’s experiences, to the social safety net, to the economy, to healthcare, to education. Her knowledge is so expansive, but she always brings it back to real people. She never lets you forget who she’s running for and what she’s about.

			Cat: And that tracks with her personal story—that she was a middle school teacher whose students convinced her to run for city council. It felt like this really American story. It made you believe that the best ideas we have about ourselves as a country could actually be true.

			Ruby: The reaction to her debate performance was explosive. The media pretty much universally declared her the winner. She flew directly from the debate to go be live on The Tonight Show—

			Cat: Which probably reached a bigger audience than the debate did, let’s be real.

			Ruby: Totally! And she crushed that too. She was funny and personable, and she made this great appeal to people to get involved in this race. She had this really memorable line, where she said, “When you feel like you can’t recognize our country, you have to make it look more like you.”

			Cat: Chills. Literal chills.

			Ruby: The Sessego campaign said last night was their biggest fundraising haul ever. They raised close to two million dollars online and got thousands of new volunteers. Online searches for “Jo Sessego” spiked, and I hope I’m not getting too far out over my skis here, Cat, but it feels like we’ve entered a whole new era in this campaign?

			Cat: I agree. We’re still three months out from the Iowa caucus, and Andrew Wheeler is far and away the odds-on favorite to win this nomination. But this is starting to feel like a real race now. And it’s starting to feel like a race Jo Sessego could actually win.
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			“This is a disaster.”

			“We don’t know that.” Gabe kept his voice even.

			“Eight points?” Lev tapped the briefing packet in front of him. “In a week, she gained eight points?”

			The mood had been tense in Wheeler headquarters all week since the debate, but the new batch of polls that hit the press this morning had made things exponentially worse. Gabe had been talking in circles with the media consultants for nearly an hour, trying to figure out their next move.

			“It could be a blip, a bounce from the debate,” Gabe reasoned. “And she’s making headway with undecideds, but our numbers haven’t moved. We shouldn’t do anything rash.”

			“No, but we don’t want to be caught with our dicks in the wind either.” Hal Robbins was the crankiest and most powerful of the consultants. He was seen in the party as a wartime consigliere; he’d advised every Democratic presidential nominee for the last two decades.

			“I agree,” Gabe said. “We should absolutely be prepared if this turns into a more worrying trend, but I don’t think we’re there yet.”

			“Good, we’ll move forward on a negative ad.” Margaret Thune was elegant and reserved with tailored suits and coiffed gray hair, but she was arguably the most vicious operative in the room.

			“Negative on Sessego?” Gabe asked. “That’s a bad idea.”

			“Why, because you used to work for her?” Lev sneered.

			“No, because we’ll look like bullies,” Gabe countered. “She’s polling at twenty-seven percent, we’re at forty-three. She’s the media’s darling right now, and she’s the only woman in the race. If we take aim at her, all we’ll do is elevate her profile and give the press an excuse to write that we’re scared of her—which you all may be, but I’m not. Because I worked for her.”

			“Say more.” Hal nodded at Gabe.

			“Jo Sessego is principled to a fault,” Gabe said. “That might get you a Senate seat in your home state, but it’s no way to win a national race. She’s doing well because she has it easy right now, but she doesn’t have the stomach to make the hard choices she’ll need to win the primary, let alone the general.”

			“Let alone serve as president,” Margaret sniffed. “Not exactly the person you want in the situation room.”

			“That’s not what I meant,” Gabe said, but the others were already pouncing on his words.

			“She’s not up to the task—we need to say that,” Lev pushed. “If that’s the argument against her, the voters need to hear it.”

			“It’ll sound misogynist if we say it,” Gabe argued.

			“So?” Lev scoffed. “Since when has that been a problem in presidential politics?”

			“Lev’s right,” Hal agreed. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but it’s true.”

			“We don’t know how it’ll play with women—or with Latinos. It’s a totally irresponsible risk.” Gabe rubbed his temples. He deplored talking about voters in broad demographic swaths, but he’d found that it was usually the only way he could win an argument with this crowd.

			“So we put a poll in the field.” Lev looked at Gabe like he was stupid. “Test the message, move it with the groups who want to hear it. It’s like you’ve never done this before.”

			“A poll.” Gabe looked up. “That’s what we do.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I just said.” Lev frowned at Gabe.

			“No—not to test the message.” Gabe shook his head. “We poll for general election matchups.”

			“Yes.” Hal nodded, seeing immediately where Gabe was going.

			“We need to do it now, before Jo gets more name recognition.” Gabe spoke quickly. “Put her in the weakest possible position versus the president, feed it to the press, start cementing the narrative that there’s no way she can win in November.”

			“Democrats love to vote with their hearts until they’re faced with the remotest possibility of losing—then they run screaming into the arms of the nearest centrist,” Hal chuckled. “Viability. That’s the ticket.”

			“Good.” Gabe felt relieved. He didn’t like having to go after Jo at all, but at least this was an argument he actually believed was true. “We can move an internal poll, but I think it’d be better to push for some public ones? Head off any whiff of bias?”

			“I’ll make some calls.” Margaret was already typing on her phone. “If I can get it moving today, we should have results by Friday.”

			“That’s perfect.” Hal nodded. “Gabe, you’ll do the Sunday shows.”

			“This Sunday?” Gabe’s stomach clenched. “I can’t, I’m in Chicago this weekend.”

			“Chicago?” Lev made a face. “What’s in Chicago?”

			“My girlfriend’s family,” Gabe said. “It’s her mother’s yahrzeit. I need to be there.”

			“Your girlfriend who works for Sessego?” Margaret raised her eyebrows.

			“This isn’t about the campaign,” Gabe said stiffly.

			“Maybe not yet.” Hal looked over his glasses at Gabe. “But it will be.”

			“Have Jason do the Sunday shows,” Gabe offered. “Sending me makes this seem like too big a deal. The press secretary sends a more confident message.”

			“It would, if anyone actually wanted to book Jason,” Margaret pointed out.

			“Which is why we need a new press secretary,” Gabe said—not for the first time.

			“Except we don’t, because we have you.” Hal’s tone carried a weight of finality. “You are the face of this campaign. And come Sunday morning, I expect to see that face on television.”
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			Signal group chat transcript: Anya Katz, Kira Liu, and Simone Humphrey

			October 30, 2:42 p.m.

			Kira: We’re about to hit $5M since the debate

			Simone: No fucking way

			Kira: Way way fucking way

			Anya: Oh my god!!!!!!!!!

			Kira: But we also have a problem

			Anya: Of course we do

			Anya: What’s up?

			Kira: Quinnipiac has a poll in the field testing general election matchups

			Simone: Damn. Wheeler’s camp is pushing a viability argument?

			Kira: Yeppppp

			Kira: So here’s what I think we do:

			Kira: I want more rallies

			Kira: Bigger ones

			Kira: We only have a few weeks until we lose the weather. We need to build on this energy and get more volunteers in the door

			Simone: Plus the visual of Jo pulling huge crowds will make any argument that she can’t win look totally unfounded

			Anya: That’s excellent

			Anya: Wait, can we do some rallies in swing states? Wisconsin, Michigan? She won’t like leaving the early states, but that’ll help with the viability argument for sure

			Simone: I’m pulling a map of our biggest donation spikes

			Simone: We’re looking great in Madison, Minneapolis, and Detroit

			Kira: I love it. Let’s start moving

			Kira: We’ll put some numbers together. Anya, you take it to JS?

			Anya: I’ll talk to her as soon as she gets off this rope line

			Simone: So in like four hours?

			Anya: Lol you know it!!
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			After more than a decade working in politics, Anya thought she knew quite a lot about how thrilling campaigns could be: She’d met celebrities and world leaders, flown on private jets and stood in the room as election results rolled in and candidates’ lives changed forever. But she’d never experienced anything like this past week; she wasn’t sure many people in campaigns ever had. The audience at The Tonight Show screaming for Jo, donations flooding in online, crowds cheering for them on the tarmac when their plane landed in New Hampshire the next morning (Anya’s birthday, and a great goddamn way to start the day at that), lines of people snaking around blocks waiting to get into Jo’s speeches and town halls, house parties so packed with activists who wanted to meet Jo that Anya and the rest of the road staff had to wait on the back porch because there was no room to stand inside.

			Today was their first stop back in Nevada since the debate, and it was wall-to-wall mob scenes. Anya couldn’t believe they were in the same city where she used to send out multiple emails a day begging people to donate and volunteer to help Jo reach the Senate. She didn’t have to beg anymore. She felt like the rest of the country was finally starting to see what she’d always known about Jo: She was the real deal. She was the kind of leader you spent your whole life waiting for.

			She was also, at the moment, solidly two hours late for her next campaign stop. That was the problem with a candidate who genuinely cared about each and every person who came to her events—it was impossible to get her off the rope line.

			“Is she almost done?” Anya asked Nicole, the senator’s body woman. “I need to get her on the phone with Kira and Simone.”

			“She asked for more time. Maybe we can cancel our next stop?” Nicole bit her lip as she flipped through today’s schedule. “Dinner at Lotus of Siam? What’s that?”

			“That’s local union presidents. We can’t cancel that,” Anya said.

			“Can’t even be late to that unless we want to see some steelworkers have a conniption—not that I’m saying I wouldn’t,” their digital staffer, Hugo, piped in. Hugo was Black and chubby with freckles, glasses, a scraggly beard, and a great sense of humor. He was the only man on the road team, and so totally chill about it that they all adored him. They’d named their group thread “Hugo’s Harem,” and at least once a day someone on it requested that Hugo buy tampons (he always did).

			“Hugo’s right, no steelworker conniptions today,” Anya joked. “Just get her off the rope line ASAP.”

			They were outside the Las Vegas convention center, near the north end of the strip. They’d rented a meeting room big enough to seat a thousand for Jo’s town hall this morning, and it had been standing room only. The Strat’s tower loomed high in the background—Anya’s breath caught as she saw two bungee jumpers leap from the side.

			“Hi, Mom,” she said softly. She found that when she looked for signs of Judy, she saw them all around her. Then her phone started buzzing, and she burst into a smile when she saw Gabe’s name on the screen.

			She picked up immediately. “Hey! You’ll never guess where I am.”

			“Outside the convention center, looking extremely attractive in a tight red sweater?”

			“What?” Anya looked around. “Are you here?”

			“No, MSNBC is running live footage of the rope line while they talk about your candidate’s meteoric rise, supposedly of Jo, but I think they’re trying to juice their ratings by putting a hot staffer on TV.”

			“Ha ha,” Anya fake laughed, but she flushed with pleasure. “I didn’t even realize there was national press here.”

			“Of course there is. You’re the biggest story in the country.” Gabe sounded so proud of her, but there was a note of strain in his voice too.

			“Is everything okay?” she asked. “I was just thinking about you.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			“I can see the Strat from here, and two crazy idiots jumped off of it. It made me think how happy my mom would be.”

			“About Jo?” he asked.

			“Yeah. And about you and me.”

			There was a second of silence. Anya wasn’t sure if he’d cut out.

			“Gabe?” She put a finger in her other ear so she could hear better. “Are you there?”

			“I’m here.” He sounded perfectly clear—weird. “Listen, can I take your temperature on something?”

			Something in his tone made Anya feel anxious. “What’s up?”

			“It’s about this weekend,” he said carefully. “They want me in DC to do the Sunday shows.”

			“Oh.” Anya’s whole body felt hollow. “And you— Are you going to?”

			“I don’t want to.” His voice was low but urgent. “I can’t tell you how much I don’t want to.”

			Anya already knew what was coming next. “But…”

			He sighed. “But they’re not making it seem that optional.”

			“Okay.” She hated how empty she sounded, but she didn’t know how to feel anything without feeling everything. “So, have you already decided?”

			“Anya, please.” He sounded so pained. “If you need me in Chicago, I’ll be in Chicago.”

			“I mean…” Anya took a deep breath. “Gabe, I don’t really know what to say here.”

			“You know what it’s like,” he said quietly.

			“Yeah, I do know.” Anya’s voice cracked. “You think it’s easy for me to leave the trail right now, with the week we’re having?”

			“The week you’re having is affecting the week I’m having.”

			“Of course,” Anya said curtly. “I understand.”

			“Come on, don’t do that. I’m happy for you, you know I’m happy for you.”

			“You just need to be in DC on Sunday.”

			“I do.”

			It usually brought Anya so much comfort to listen to Gabe breathing, but right now she just wanted to get off the phone.

			“The senator’s almost done with the rope line. I need to go,” she said quickly.

			“Anya—” Gabe started, but she didn’t hear what he said next, because she hung up.

			“Hey.” Hugo put his hand on Anya’s arm, startling her. “Are you okay?”

			“Mm-hmm!” Anya nodded, but her eyes were welling with tears.

			“We ready to get this show on the road?” Jo came over to them, smiling brightly, but her expression changed completely when she saw Anya’s face. “Anya? What’s wrong?”

			“It’s nothing. I’m so sorry, ma’am.” Anya wiped her eyes. “Let’s get you on the bus.”

			Jo nodded, but she looked concerned. The second the bus was moving, she turned back to Anya.

			“Okay, now you can tell me what’s happening.”

			“Senator, really, I need to brief you. Kira’s waiting on our call—”

			“Then you’d better tell me quick so we can get to the briefing.” Jo gave Anya a look that said she meant business. It always made Anya smile, the way Jo’s teacher face was so similar to Judy’s.

			“It’s just Gabe,” Anya said quickly. “He was supposed to come to Chicago for my mother’s yahrzeit this weekend, but he can’t, because we rose eight points in the polls, so he has to do the Sunday shows.”

			“I didn’t realize the yahrzeit was this weekend—that’s the first anniversary of her death?” Jo asked, and Anya nodded. “I see. And what are we calling Kira about?”

			“She wants to expand our map—set rallies in some cities where we’ve seen spikes in donor activity, build out our national volunteer base.”

			“What cities?”

			“We discussed Madison, Minneapolis, and Detroit to start.”

			Jo sat up a little straighter. “She wants to make a viability argument?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Anya’s heartbeat quickened. “Quinnipiac is polling general election matchups.”

			“Got it,” Jo said. “Let’s get her on the phone.”

			Anya dialed, and within a few seconds they had Kira and Simone on speaker.

			“Simone, how do our donor numbers look in Chicago?” Jo asked. Anya looked up in surprise—what was she talking about?

			“Um, good, Senator. Excellent,” Simone said through the phone. “We’re at more than thirty thousand individual donors.”

			“Great. I want to kick off our Midwest tour with a rally in Chicago on Saturday afternoon. Is that possible?”

			“Absolutely, ma’am.” Kira sounded excited.

			“Illinois isn’t a swing state,” Anya protested, but Jo held up her hand.

			“If we launch in Chicago, the media will filter to all the neighboring states and drive up turnout,” Jo said. “It’ll spike new donors and volunteers. And it’ll make news in Iowa.”

			“That’s a great point,” Preethi chimed in. “I can probably even get some Iowa press to come up and cover it.”

			“Good. Anya, when’s the service for your mother?” Jo asked.

			Anya’s throat felt tight. “They’re saying a kaddish for her at the synagogue Saturday morning, and then we’re doing a family service at the house on Sunday.”

			“I think we should be there for at least one of those,” Hugo said quietly.

			“I agree.” Jo nodded. “I don’t want to intrude on your family event, so our team will go to the synagogue to support Anya. Nicole, I don’t want that on the public calendar—no press, understood?”

			Nicole nodded. “Got it.”

			“Senator, no. You have so much to do, you can’t leave the trail for the service,” Anya pled.

			“When you’re on a campaign, it’s easy to lose sight of what really matters,” Jo said kindly. “Your mother gave countless hours helping my Senate campaign—and that’s a fraction of the time you’ve given me. Honoring her memory and supporting you are more important to me than whatever campaign breakfast we’d schedule otherwise. Okay?”

			Anya nodded; she was beyond grateful to have a boss like Jo.

			She only wished Gabe felt the same way Jo did.
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Gabe Hunt

			October 30

			Gabe [8:14pm]: Hey, I’ve tried calling a few times, but it’s going to voicemail, not sure if you’re in the air

			Gabe [8:14pm]: Or busy, obviously

			Gabe [8:15pm]: I really hate how that conversation went

			Gabe [8:15pm]: (Not nearly as much as I hate this situation)

			Gabe [8:15pm]: You are the most important person in my life, ok?

			Gabe [8:16pm]: Kira is a close second, and Andrew Wheeler is somewhere very far down the list

			Gabe [8:16pm]: If me not coming to Chicago is going to break something with us, I will be there even if it means quitting this job

			Gabe [8:17pm]: I am so sorry this is happening, and I hate asking you to understand

			Gabe [8:17pm]: Please call me when you can

			Anya [11:21pm]: Just landed in Cedar Rapids

			Anya [11:21pm]: Thank you for saying all that. I needed to hear it

			Anya [11:22pm]: This sucks, and I’m upset. But please don’t doubt that I love you

			Anya [11:22pm]: We’re heading to the hotel now, and then JS wants to go over her remarks for tomorrow, but I should be free by like 1? Unless she wants big rewrites and then I’m not sure?

			Gabe [11:22pm]: I don’t care what time you call

			Gabe [11:23pm]: I just want to hear your voice
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			December 11

			Anya [2:39pm]: Are you guys still taking Christmas week off?

			Gabe [2:39pm]: Yeah, that big fundraising dinner in LA got pushed until January. Why?

			Anya [2:40pm]: I think I’m gonna be off the road for three. Whole. Days.

			Gabe [2:41pm]: !!!

			Gabe [2:41pm]: Unprecedented

			Anya [2:41pm]: Would it be impossible for us to get a hotel? With like a giant bed and a giant tub and just stay in the room and watch movies and eat room service the entire time?

			Gabe [2:42pm]: I can think of some other things I’d like to do with you in a giant bed and a giant tub

			Anya [2:42pm]: Oh yeah, goes without saying

			Gabe [2:42pm]: Still wanted to say it

			Anya [2:43pm]: Would that be un-Christmas-y tho? Like would you rather go sledding and drink cocoa?

			Gabe [2:43pm]: Would I rather go sledding and drink cocoa than spend three days in bed with you?

			Anya [2:43pm]: I’m Jewish idk!!!

			Gabe [2:44pm]: I love you and this plan is great

			Gabe [2:44pm]: Do you want me to book a hotel?

			Anya [2:45pm]: Let me

			Anya [2:45pm]: It’ll be my Christmas present to you

			Gabe [2:46pm]: That’s really sweet, An. Thank you

			Gabe [2:46pm]: (But also can my birthday present be there too? I didn’t get to spend as much time with it as I wanted)

			Anya [2:47pm]: I’m so excited

			Anya [2:47pm]: I hope it snows

			Anya [2:47pm]: I want to fall asleep next to you and wake up to the whole world covered in white

			Gabe [2:47pm]: That would be the most perfect Christmas of my life
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			Signal group chat transcript: Anya Katz, Kira Liu, and Simone Humphrey

			December 14, 7:31 p.m.

			Simone: New polls are in

			Anya: How do they look?

			Simone: Same as the old ones

			Simone: Wheeler’s still ahead by 11 points

			Kira: Shit

			Kira: Iowa’s in a month. We’re running out of time to close the gap

			Anya: Voters love Jo, and they love her even more the better they get to know her

			Anya: But people are terrified to lose in November

			Anya: They’re voting for Wheeler out of fear, not admiration

			Kira: Which is ironic since that’s exactly HOW you lose a general election

			Kira: Pick a nominee who doesn’t inspire passion or devotion

			Simone: Wheeler has all the institutional support. The media, the superdelegates, the big endorsements

			Anya: The money

			Kira: The money. It’s always about the money

			Anya: Well…what if we had more money than Wheeler did?

			Kira: That’d be excellent lol

			Kira: You writing a check???

			Anya: No, I’m serious!

			Anya: Gabe mentioned to me the other day about some big fundraising dinner they’re having in January. I was curious, so I looked up the invitation—the money isn’t for the campaign. It’s for a super PAC. So I looked up a bunch of their December fundraising events, and they’re all for the same PAC.

			Simone: That’s bizarre. Do you think their big money donors have already maxed out to the campaign? So they need someplace new to put more money from the same people?

			Anya: Yes! And that means their fundraising totals for the campaign will be WAY lower this quarter than previous quarters, because they’re not raising for the campaign. They’re raising for the PAC.

			Simone: Meanwhile, our numbers have never been better

			Anya: Exactly. I think we can beat them

			Kira: Seriously??

			Kira: That’d be huge, the press would have an absolute field day if we out-raise the prohibitive favorite. It could totally change the narrative going into Iowa

			Kira: Is there any way we can get that ball rolling now with the press? Start talking about how Wheeler is out of step with voters, frame this as grassroots donors vs. big money super PAC?

			Simone: We should start doing some DC podcasts. Inside baseball, the shit all the media listens to

			Anya: I know exactly which podcaster to call
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			Transcript of Politico’s Politi-whoa podcast with Shawn Drucker, episode #41

			Air date: December 22

			Shawn: Welcome back, my politi-comrades! We’re here for our last show of the year, with just three weeks left until the Iowa caucus. My guest today is a senior advisor to Senator Jo Sessego’s campaign—and, full disclosure, a former colleague of mine—and she’s going to break down the state of the race. Anya Katz, welcome to the pod!

			Anya: Thanks so much, Shawn. Great to see you.

			Shawn: So talk to me, Anya! The polls in the early states have looked fairly stable, with Wheeler leading by eleven points. But you’re seeing something different on the ground?

			Anya: That’s right. The Sessego campaign is getting a surge of support from tens of thousands of grassroots donors. I think it’s likely we’ll raise more money than Wheeler this quarter.

			Shawn: Seriously?! No offense, but that feels impossible.

			Anya: It feels impossible because the mainstream narrative has been so solidified for Wheeler, but I’m telling you, that’s not what’s really happening. Polls are notoriously tricky, since it’s so hard to poll cellphone users and especially younger voters. But money talks. Right now the grassroots donors are saying they want Jo Sessego—that’s true both in the early states and across the nation.

			Shawn: Why do you think small-dollar donors are supporting Sessego over Wheeler?

			Anya: There’s been a sense of inevitability around Andrew Wheeler, a feeling like, well, he was always going to be the nominee, so that’s why he’s going to be the nominee. But we’re getting down to the wire, and people are starting to ask themselves, Wait—do I actually like this guy? Do I actually agree with anything he says? And they’re talking to their neighbors, and their neighbors are feeling the same way. They’re realizing they don’t know a single person who’s given money to the Wheeler campaign, because Wheeler gets a huge majority of his funding from high-dollar donors and PACs.

			Shawn: Do you think that really matters to voters? Where a candidate gets their money?

			Anya: It absolutely matters. Jo Sessego has never taken a dime of PAC money in her career, and her constituents in Nevada really care about that. Our voters never have to question whether their candidate’s views have been bought and paid for. The only interest we’re beholden to is that of the American people.

			Shawn: Are you saying that’s not true for Andrew Wheeler?

			Anya: I don’t know Senator Wheeler personally, and of course I don’t know how he makes his decisions. I do know he takes money from corporate lobbies like Big Pharma and the NRA—and then he votes exactly how they want him to. Does he only take money from corporate lobbies he already agrees with? Again, I don’t know—but I find it unbecoming that we have to ask.

			Shawn: We’re going to break in a second, but before we do: Is it true you’re dating Wheeler’s campaign manager? Our former colleague Gabe Hunt?

			Anya: Um, yes. Yep, that’s true.

			Shawn: How does that work, with you hating his candidate so much?

			Anya: I want to be really clear, I don’t hate Andrew Wheeler. I respect Gabe and everyone who’s working for Senator Wheeler’s campaign. I think we all genuinely want to do what’s right for the country. But I think the Wheeler campaign wants us to ask which candidate can win instead of which candidate should win.

			Shawn: You don’t think whether a candidate can win is a valid question?

			Anya: No, I think it’s a stupid question. When people bring up “electability,” they’re usually looking to scare you into voting for a white person, or a man, or both. Electability means keeping things the same, upholding the status quo. By definition, any candidate can win. Our job as citizens is to vote for the candidates who actually deserve our support.
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Gabe Hunt

			December 23

			Gabe [9:41pm]: Hey, bad news

			Gabe [9:41pm]: I’m keeping some of my teams in the office this week, and if they’re working I’m working

			Gabe [9:42pm]: So I don’t think we can do the hotel

			Gabe [9:42pm]: Sorry, I know it’s short notice

			Gabe [9:42pm]: If it’s too late to cancel, I’ll reimburse you

			Anya [9:48pm]: You’re not taking time off at all?

			Gabe [9:50pm]: Just Christmas Day

			Anya [9:50pm]: We could do two nights then, if you want? You could come to the hotel whenever you’re done tomorrow and leave whenever you have to go on the 26th? Keep at least one day for the giant bed and the giant tub?

			Gabe [9:51pm]: I’ll be working from home anyway, so I don’t think it makes sense

			Anya [9:52pm]: So you’re very angry with me, yeah?

			Anya [9:54pm]: Come on Gabe, pick up your phone

			Gabe [9:54pm]: Sorry, in a meeting

			Anya [9:55pm]: I’m gonna change my flight to BWI for tomorrow, and I’ll get a cab to Frederick from there. I’ll coordinate with Hannah to get your key and wait at your place until you’re done with work. Is that okay?

			Gabe [9:57pm]: If I say no, will that stop you?

			Anya [9:57pm]: Not a chance

			Anya [9:58pm]: I’ll see you tomorrow

			Gabe [9:59pm]: Ok. See you tomorrow
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			“Do you want to tell me why you did that?”

			“The podcast?” Anya cleared her throat. She couldn’t think of the last time she’d been this nervous to see Gabe. Maybe their first day working together in Vegas—what was that, four years ago?

			Now she was standing in the living room of the quaint townhome he’d sublet in Frederick, a charming city in western Maryland. This was her first time seeing his place, and she really loved it. It had crooked floorboards, crown molding, soft chesterfield sofas, and a working fireplace she’d struggled mightily to light before being forced to admit that she did not, in all earnestness, understand how to operate a flue.

			She’d arrived a solid two hours before Gabe got home and had spent most of that time pacing and growing increasingly worried. When he finally walked in, looking gaunt and exhausted, she wanted to run to the doorway and launch herself into his arms—but one look at his expression told her that was not a good idea.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “Gabe, I am so sorry I hurt you.”

			“But not for what you said, right?” He took off his coat and threw it over a chair, but he was still standing just a few feet from the door, arms folded. She rose from the couch and stepped toward him.

			“I was doing my job.” Her voice was quiet but firm. “The same way you do.”

			“No, not the same way I do.” Gabe sucked in a breath. “Because I am always respectful of Jo. And I don’t think anyone could mistake you for someone who respects Andrew Wheeler.”

			“Come on, you know how I feel about him. I’ve said worse about him to you. You’ve said worse about him to me!”

			“Not in the media—not when you’re launching a full court press to take us down.”

			“And what have you been doing to us?” Anya was incredulous. “You skipped my mother’s yahrzeit to go on Meet the Press and talk about Jo’s viability—”

			“And I was devastated!” Gabe yelled—Anya flinched. “Sorry, I’m sorry for yelling. I just— The idea that I was hurting you, that I wasn’t showing up when you needed me? It was one of the worst feelings I’ve ever had. And I’m sorry, An, but I’m really not getting the sense that’s how you feel right now.”

			“Well, it’s not exactly the same thing, is it?” Anya argued. “It’s not like I bailed on you to do the podcast…I just had to do the podcast.”

			“Why?” Gabe pressed. “Why couldn’t Kira have done it, or Simone, or Preethi?”

			“It was my strategy.” Anya straightened her posture. “I’m the one writing talking points for Jo every day, I’m the one across the language. It made more sense for me to do it myself than to brief one of them.”

			“Oh my god.” Gabe gaped at her. “You wanted to do it.”

			“What?” Anya felt uncomfortable. “That’s ridiculous.”

			“No it isn’t. You’ve felt this way about Wheeler for years, and you were excited you finally had an excuse to say it. Right?” Gabe looked at Anya expectantly, and she was hit with a wave of guilt. He wasn’t entirely right, but he wasn’t entirely wrong either. “Do you know what it was like at work today? These people already think it was a mistake to let me in the building, and now I’m making them work through Christmas because my bosses are afraid my girlfriend will raise more money than me? I felt pathetic.”

			“I’m sorry,” Anya repeated. “That sounds miserable.”

			“But it’s not your responsibility.”

			“I didn’t say that!” Anya protested. “No, I don’t think I’m personally responsible for your bosses being assholes, but I knew that me being the one to do the podcast would have blowback for you, and I did it anyway, and that sucks, Gabe. I know how much that sucks. But it was my job to say what I thought. And I didn’t exaggerate, and I didn’t lie, and I tried to be as respectful as I could.”

			“While insinuating that Wheeler is for sale?”

			“While insinuating…that he might be,” Anya admitted.

			“Thanks for that.” Gabe clenched his jaw. “Really crucial distinction.”

			They stood in silence for a few seconds, neither one of them moving. He was wearing jeans and a button-down, like usual; she was still in her sweats from the plane. She could see from across the room how tight his shoulders were. Even as angry as he was, she wanted so badly to touch him, to make him feel better. She wanted her sweet, affable boyfriend back. She just didn’t know how to find him.

			“I’m gonna shower,” he said. “Did you eat?”

			She shook her head. “I was pretty anxious.”

			His face softened, just a little. “There are some pizzas in the freezer. Or take my phone if you want to order something.”

			“You’re not afraid I’ll steal state secrets?” She gave him the smallest, most hopeful smile. He didn’t smile back.

			“See you in a few minutes,” he said, then walked past her into his bedroom and shut the door.

			Anya wrapped her arms around her middle and squeezed her eyes shut. It was going to be okay, wasn’t it? He’d let her come here (even if under mild duress), and they were talking. It had taken so much for them to finally be together; there was no way she was going to let their relationship fall apart over some podcast.

			She heard him turn on the water—her mind lurched back to the cabin on Orcas Island, the memory of him singing “Friends in Low Places,” so loud and happy and unbothered. Her stomach tightened. She had to make this right.

			Gabe’s bedroom was dark and quiet. The shower running was the only sound as Anya walked in, and a slim bar of light spilled out where the bathroom door was cracked open. Anya squared her shoulders as she walked inside.

			The bathroom was more modern than the rest of the place, with concrete floors, a slab sink, and a big open rain shower set into an alcove with a glass door. Gabe didn’t notice Anya for a second—so for a second, she got to watch him stand in the hot spray of the shower, steam rising from his skin, head bent beneath the water. She inhaled sharply; she was never going to get over how beautiful he was.

			“Anya?” He looked up at her, his brow knitted in confusion, or possibly annoyance. “What is it?”

			She walked over to the shower and stood across from him, only a few feet and a wall of glass between them.

			“What?” he prompted.

			She unzipped her hoodie and shrugged out of it, let it fall to the floor at her feet. Gabe’s eyes widened.

			“Come on,” he said. “Not now.”

			But he kept staring at her. Her throat felt dry. She swallowed.

			“What if we leave all that out there?” she said. “And it’s just us in here?”

			She untied her sweatpants and pushed them down over her hips, then stepped out of them. She was wearing only underwear and a white ribbed tank top now; she’d taken off her bra hours ago when she arrived. She took out her hair tie and let her curls spill over her shoulders.

			“Anya.” Gabe’s voice was husky. She peeled off her tank top, and the glass in front of him started to fog with the heat of his breath. She didn’t break eye contact as she took off her underwear.

			“Do you want me to go?” she asked. He shook his head.

			So she opened the shower door and stepped inside, and then he was kissing her, and she loved him so much, and she was so sorry, and the water was hot and she wanted all of him, his hands, his lips, his skin. He loved to take things slow with her, but she couldn’t, not now—she needed him too much.

			“There.” She pointed at the wide bench of concrete on one side of the shower. “Sit down.”

			He did, and she climbed onto his lap, guiding him inside her.

			“Oh god, Gabe.” Her voice was high and pinched. She hadn’t been with him in almost two months, she’d missed this feeling so desperately—and from how hard he was gripping her, how hungrily he was staring, it was obvious he’d missed her just as much. He pressed his hand against her lower belly, and it was so much pressure, his hand at her front and the water on her back, she knew it wouldn’t take long. She buried her face against his neck and cried out as she rocked against him. He lasted only a few more seconds after she finished, shouting as loudly as she’d ever heard him before his body shuddered and finally relaxed.

			She pressed her chest against his, nuzzling as close to him as she could, and he wrapped his arms around her, hugging her tightly. He ran his hands along her back, dragging his fingers across her skin. It made her think of Vieques, and how quickly he could disappear.

			“Don’t leave me, okay?” She didn’t know if she was crying or if it was the water from the shower. “Please.”

			“I won’t,” he whispered. “I promise.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18
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			Gabe had always felt a little worried—or insecure, maybe—that he needed Anya far more than she needed him. She was so fiercely independent, so strong and self-sufficient. That was one of the things he loved most about her, but it also felt like this low-grade thing he had to live with, like a knot in a muscle, knowing she would be okay if things ever ended between them, whereas he never would be.

			Christmas Eve was the first time he started to believe he might be wrong.

			It was different from how things were on Orcas, when he’d felt like she needed him mostly because she was having such a hard time in her own life. This was something else. It was like she’d finally peeled back her armor, had shown him that he lived inside her consciousness the same way she lived in his.

			They didn’t talk anymore about the podcast; after what happened in the shower, it felt kind of beside the point. Actually, they didn’t talk much for the whole next day; it was the quietest they’d ever been together. They ordered Thai food, answered emails. They sat on the couch watching movies, whatever holiday stuff was on cable, napping beneath a shared blanket. Gabe wanted to live in this stillness for as long as possible, breathing her scent, feeling her warmth as she dozed on his chest.

			When they got into bed that night, their sex felt quieter too—not in a bad way. It had that same enchanted quality, like they’d slipped through a secret portal into their own private world. They moved so gently they could feel every inch of each other, hear each intake of breath, each whispered promise. Afterward, as she lay in his arms, he fought to stay awake. He was so drowsy and satisfied, but also keenly aware that he had to go back to work in the morning. He didn’t want to close his eyes and get there faster.

			“I wish I knew when I’ll see you again,” he murmured, but she didn’t respond. “Anya?”

			He nudged her the tiniest bit, but she didn’t stir. He couldn’t imagine how exhausted she was; he was more tired than he’d ever been in his life, and he only ever commuted as far as the office and back. He settled down into the pillows, and she nestled a little nearer to him in her sleep—he always loved it when she did that. It was the greatest feeling, knowing that even when she was unconscious, she still wanted to be close to him.

			When his alarm went off at six the next morning, he hoped she might want to shower with him again, but she slept right through the alarm, and he couldn’t bring himself to wake her. She finally padded into the kitchen when he was dressed and making coffee. She was wearing one of his T-shirts and rubbing her eyes, her hair all messy from sleep.

			“You look hot.” He grinned, and she laughed.

			“Don’t make fun of me,” she grumbled. She still seemed sleepy as she settled into his arms for a hug.

			“I’m not.” He kissed the crown of her head. She sighed softly, and he suddenly felt the most horrible tightness in his chest. His body must have gone tense, because she looked up at him with concern.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked.

			“I don’t want to go.” He shook his head. “I don’t want you to go.”

			She looked pained too, but he could see she felt differently than he did. He smiled at her.

			“You miss Jo, don’t you?” he asked. “You finally get three days off the trail, and you already want to be back on it.”

			“It’s possible I’m a psychopath,” Anya sighed.

			“Yes, but you’re my favorite psychopath.” He kissed her. “And you’re running a great campaign. I hope you’re really proud.”

			She gave him a mischievous little grin that made him want to throw her over his shoulder and carry her back to his bedroom.

			“Nah,” she said. “I’ll be proud when we win.”
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			Thread posted on BlueSky by @MatesPrognosticates, January 19

			@MatesPrognosticates—7:40pm—Already seeing signs Iowa isn’t going the way Wheeler hoped, Story County (home of Ames and Iowa State) delivering huge for Sessego

			@MatesPrognosticates—8:09pm—Hearing five Democrats will suspend campaigns tonight, only candidates left will be Wheeler, Sessego, Liddy, and Nathan

			@MatesPrognosticates—8:54pm—With a little more than half of the vote in, here’s where we stand:

			
				Wheeler—38%

				Sessego—35%

				Liddy—12%

				Nathan—9%

				Other—6%

			

			@MatesPrognosticates—9:23pm—Results tightening, Sessego comms director Preethi Mishra just gave a statement that Sessego won’t speak until we know more. They expect several major counties to break their way and think they have a shot to win

			@MatesPrognosticates—10:07pm—Vote totals are close to final, Wheeler’s lead is down to one point and looking like it could be a tie in the delegate count, maybe he picks up one or two over Sessego but no more than that, huge upset

			@MatesPrognosticates—10:12pm—Wheeler speaking now to declare victory

			@MatesPrognosticates—10:26pm—Sessego crowd is RAUCUS as she takes the stage, she says this is just the beginning, thanks Iowa and tells New Hampshire they’re next

			@MatesPrognosticates—10:34pm—Sessego team announces their post-results fundraising email and SMS have brought in close to $2M in the first thirty minutes. Can’t overstate what a huge night this is for the Sessego camp
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Gabe Hunt

			January 19

			Gabe [10:42pm]: Congratulations [image: Heart emoji.]

			Anya [10:44pm]: Thank you!!! You too!!!

			Anya [10:45pm]: God I can’t believe people are finally voting, I thought we’d never get here

			Anya [10:45pm]: Did you see me on TV? [image: Smirking face emoji.]

			Gabe [10:45pm]: Obviously

			Gabe [10:45pm]: Green silk button-down, eh?

			Anya [10:46pm]: Just a little something for you

			Gabe [10:47pm]: Who was that guy onstage with you and Preethi? I didn’t recognize him

			Anya [10:47pm]: Hugo? Our digital road guy?

			Gabe [10:47pm]: Oh that’s Hugo

			Gabe [10:48pm]: Copy

			Anya [10:49pm]: I gotta run we’re wheels up to Manchester!! Love you!

			Gabe [10:49pm]: Love you more

			
				[image: ]
			

			Can Anything Stop Jo Sessego?

			by Lily Norman, February 23, posted on politico.com

			 

			Andrew Wheeler may have eked out a narrow win in Iowa, but ever since, the Sessego team has picked up what feels like unstoppable momentum. After stunning the field with a five-point victory in New Hampshire, the Sessego campaign was flooded with donations, social media followers, and even some major endorsements, which her campaign had previously struggled to secure.

			“I am proud to support Jo Sessego, and I strongly believe that she can and should be the next president of the United States,” said Charleston mayor Angela Freeman, seen as a key endorsement ahead of this week’s South Carolina primary. Freeman had been aggressively courted by the Wheeler camp before deciding to throw her support behind Sessego.

			The good news kept coming for Sessego, with a larger-than-expected victory in her home state of Nevada that has her surging ahead in the delegate count. The four remaining candidates will meet for another debate tomorrow night, and one big question hangs over the field: Will Governor Liddy and Congressman Nathan continue to attack Wheeler as the presumed front-runner, or will they go after Sessego instead?
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			Text message transcript: Anya Katz and Gabe Hunt

			February 23

			Anya [7:29pm]: Hey, am I gonna see you at the debate tomorrow?

			Gabe [7:35pm]: I’m sorry, I can’t make it

			Gabe [7:35pm]: We’re all hands here

			Anya [7:35pm]: Of course, I understand

			Anya [7:36pm]: I miss you

			Gabe [7:37pm]: I miss you so much
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			Gabe stared down at his phone. He wanted to say more, but he was having so many rapidly conflicting thoughts and emotions that it was tough to know which to zero in on. He was heartbroken not to see Anya this week, but he was also relieved he didn’t have to figure out how to regulate his face around her, to pretend he wasn’t a wreck about the state of this election. He was devastated that he was losing, and possibly even more upset that he was pretty sure that Anya, Kira, and Simone were steering the country directly into four more years of its current corrupt and bigoted president. He loved Anya, and he loved his friends, and he loved Jo Sessego. But none of that changed the fact that there was no way she could win the White House.

			He absentmindedly opened Anya’s Instagram feed, the same way he always did when he felt like torturing himself. There she was huddled with Jo as they made edits on a speech, and eating pizza on the campaign plane with Preethi, and bursting into laughter on a rope line with that guy Hugo. Hugo was all over Anya’s stories too—the two of them were in a whirlwind of rallies and excitement and late-night burger runs, all while Gabe was stuck in Maryland.

			Gabe knew Anya would never cheat on him, with Hugo or anyone—she was way too principled for that. Still, there was something about Hugo that bothered Gabe to no end. He was like Zeke 2.0, the same dependable salt-of-the-earth quality Anya liked, except wittier, more observant. Gabe had checked out Hugo’s feed a couple times—okay, a few times—to see if Anya was similarly all over it. She was. Even worse, Hugo’s captions were legitimately funny. When Gabe was up working until three or four in the morning, when the campaign seemed hopeless and sleep felt impossible and Anya didn’t text him back, he imagined her talking with Hugo. Laughing together. Arguing over strategy, him needling her for the sheer joy of watching her cheeks turn red. Anya falling for Hugo the same way she’d once fallen for Gabe.

			It wasn’t true—Gabe knew none of it was true. But he also knew that it could be. And that thought kept him awake.

			“Gabe?” Hannah stuck her head into his office. “They’re ready for you.”

			Gabe had hated media huddles even when Wheeler was winning the race, but now the meetings were nearly unbearable. The mood in the office was increasingly desperate, and the work only piled higher: more to do, less money to do it, everyone infighting and on edge. There was general agreement that they needed a major strategy shift—and tonight, with Senator Wheeler joining by telephone from his hotel in South Carolina, they were going to decide what it was.

			“Senator? Can you hear us?” Gabe asked.

			“Yeah.” Senator Wheeler’s voice crackled slightly over the black speakerphone set in the center of the conference table. “Go ahead.”

			“Senator, it’s time to go negative,” Hal said. Gabe opened his mouth, but Hal held out his hand to stop him. “Gabe, you’ve made a lot of smart arguments articulating the risks, but we’re out of time. If we don’t cut into Sessego’s margin, we’re done.”

			“I think there’s another way,” Gabe said. “A less risky way.”

			“What is it?” Senator Wheeler asked.

			“We know Liddy and Nathan are likely to run out of money after Super Tuesday, or maybe even before it—but we need them out of the race now,” Gabe said. “So let’s make them an offer.”

			“Offer?” Lev asked. “What offer?”

			“Whatever they want,” Gabe said. “Convention spot, cabinet position, ambassador to Micronesia—let them rob the store.”

			“Christmas at the horse farm?” Hal said wryly, and Senator Wheeler chuckled on the phone.

			“Sure,” Gabe agreed. “Give them anything. It’s worth it to get their voters.”

			“What makes you think their voters won’t go to Sessego?” Margaret asked.

			“Some of them might, but the vast majority will come to us,” Gabe reasoned. “These are mainstream voters who want to win in November. They want a moderate option, not a populist uprising.”

			“I think that’s probably true,” Hal agreed. “But we still need a fail-safe. Even if Liddy and Nathan leave the race, Sessego poses too big a risk. We need to neutralize her.”

			“With ads that say she can’t be trusted to run our armed forces? That she’ll open our borders?” Gabe scoffed. “It’s racist garbage. If we run with it, we cede the high road going into the general—and that’s if we even make it to the general. Sessego is running a positive campaign about transformational change. If we drag this race into the mud, the backlash could be bad enough to sink us.”

			“Well, that’s an easy fix,” Hal said.

			“How do you figure, Hal?” Wheeler asked.

			“The ads won’t come from us,” Hal explained. “We make the media buys through the super PAC. They certainly have enough money. That way the senator never has to say he approves the message, but we still get it out there and destroy her with it.”

			“I like the sound of that,” Wheeler said, and the consultants laughed. Gabe felt sick to his stomach.

			“Senator, you don’t have to win this way,” Gabe pled. “Your accomplishments on defense speak for themselves. Your stance on immigration matches the voters’. Let’s clear the field, and then let’s make a full-throated case for why you’re the right choice for the American people.”

			“Isn’t that what we’ve been doing for the last year?” Lev demanded. “It’s not enough.”

			Gabe ignored Lev and spoke directly to the speakerphone. “Sir, this campaign will be a major part of your legacy. Do you want to be remembered as the candidate who played on people’s worst instincts?”

			There was a long pause. They all stared at the black box, waiting for it to speak.

			“Get Liddy and Nathan out, and tell the super PAC to put the attack ads on the air tomorrow,” Wheeler said bluntly. “I want to be remembered as the candidate who won.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19
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			Anya woke to her phone ringing. She sprang up in bed. Had she overslept? Did she miss the charter flight? The debate was tonight; she needed to be in South Carolina. She picked up the phone in a panic.

			“What time is it?” she asked. “Am I late?”

			“Anya, take a breath, it’s me,” Simone said on the other end of the line. “I’m sorry to call so early. I have Kira with me. Can you open your Signal app?”

			Simone sounded calm as always, but Anya immediately felt anxious—she knew something was wrong. She glanced at her phone’s clock—5:22 a.m.—and opened her laptop, which was on the hotel bed next to her along with several notebooks and files. Anya was still wearing yesterday’s clothes; she hadn’t even made it under the covers before she fell asleep.

			“Okay, it’s open,” Anya said into the phone. “You sent a video file?”

			“Yes,” Kira said. “We need you to watch it.”

			Anya clicked play. It was an ad, a negative ad. About Jo. Showing her at an anti-war protest, saying she was unprepared to lead our troops. Showing her at a predominantly Puerto Rican block party, saying she would open our borders. It was fear-mongering of the basest order—racist, sexist, xenophobic. Anya’s throat felt dry.

			“What is this?” Anya asked.

			“Did you see the ‘paid for by’ line at the end of the ad? It’s the super PAC Wheeler’s been raising money for,” Simone said.

			“Someone messaged it to me from an anonymous number,” Kira added.

			“Gabe?” Anya’s voice was quiet. He couldn’t really be involved in this, could he?

			“I don’t know, but I would guess so, yeah,” Kira answered.

			Anya rubbed her temples. “Is this going on the air today? Will Jo get asked about it at the debate tonight?”

			“I think we have to assume yes,” Simone said.

			“Fuck,” Anya breathed. “I’m not surprised we’re getting attacked. I just…”

			“Didn’t think it would be this ugly,” Simone finished the thought.

			“We could brush it off?” Kira suggested. “Say it’s an insult to political discourse and pivot back to our message? I think that’s the safest strategy.”

			Anya thought back to a moment nearly ten years prior—a much smaller moment, on a much smaller campaign. Something inside her clicked into place: She knew exactly what to do.

			“Do you guys remember when I worked that congressional in Ohio? Jenna Salditch?” Anya asked. “Like five days before the election, there were suddenly allegations that her husband had cheated on her. And we were maybe going to blow it off, but in the end we decided to address it head-on—because it wasn’t only about us. It was about these disgusting sexist attacks that get levied at every woman who runs for office. So we called it out for what it was, and it totally worked. We won the race.”

			“You think we can do the same thing here?” Kira asked.

			“Absolutely,” Anya said. “We go after this ad because it’s not just about our campaign. It’s about shutting down this trash in all campaigns.”

			“I love that,” Simone said. “We can workshop an answer for the debate and adjust her stump speech, get some new content up on social by tomorrow?”

			“We could even use the exact same footage from the attack ad,” Anya said excitedly. “Except instead of all grainy with scary music, it’s bright and colorful and full of hope—this is a candidate who isn’t afraid of protest, or multiculturalism, or strong, powerful women. That’s not a reason to vote against her. It’s a reason to vote for her.”

			“That’s killer,” Kira effused. “Anya, can you take it to Jo?”

			“Yep,” Anya said—then her phone started buzzing against her ear. “Oh, I have call waiting, maybe that’s her?”

			But when Anya looked down, her screen said Gabe.

			She hit the red button to decline the call.

			“Sorry, just spam,” Anya said quickly. “I’ll go talk to Jo right now.”

			“Good,” Kira said. “Call us when it’s done.”

			“This strategy will work,” Anya insisted. “I know it will.”
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			Transcript of Work the Polls podcast, episode #34

			Air date: March 5

			Cat: Hi, this is Cat.

			Ruby: And this is Ruby.

			Cat: Welcome back to Work the Polls, where we take a weekly look at what’s happening with women in politics.

			Ruby: And what’s happening remains…bad.

			Cat: So bad.

			Ruby: Hideously bad.

			Cat: Ruby, you’ve worked in politics professionally—can you help me understand what happened? Jo Sessego came in second by a razor-thin margin in Iowa, scored a decisive victory in New Hampshire, and absolutely crushed in her home state of Nevada. But then it felt like everything fell apart? She lost by thirty points in South Carolina, and now we’re just days out from Super Tuesday, with sixteen states about to vote, and everyone’s acting like Wheeler has the whole contest sewn up. How did we get to this point?

			Ruby: Huge sigh…okay. So, I think we have to talk about a few things. The first is that progressive voters really over-index in Iowa and New Hampshire, which means progressive candidates tend to fare better there than in other states. So Jo Sessego had that going for her, and then she had her home state on top of that, like you mentioned. So one thing that could be happening is we saw a little bit of a Sessego mirage in those first three states, and we’re starting to see more centrist voters take the reins.

			Cat: That makes sense for South Carolina, but not for all the Super Tuesday states. Massachusetts votes on Super Tuesday! So does Vermont, and California!

			Ruby: And if Jo Sessego can pull off wins in those states, especially California, she’ll still be in this race. But that’s looking tough right now for two big reasons.

			Cat: Which are?

			Ruby: First, Liddy and Nathan dropped out of the race earlier than expected. They’re both moderates—if they had stayed in through Super Tuesday, they would have cut into Wheeler’s votes and made it easier for Sessego to get a plurality. Since they dropped out, most of their voters are going to Wheeler.

			Cat: You can’t count on men to do anything right.

			Ruby: One hundred percent correct.

			Cat: What’s the second reason?

			Ruby: This one is trickier—but there’s definitely been a message shift, and a shift in media coverage of the race. The media loves an underdog, so Sessego was enjoying some shine from that on her spectacular rise from when she entered the race through those first three primaries. But the media also really loves to knock a woman off a pedestal. Jo Sessego was never going to win South Carolina—but she lost by more than expected because of Nathan and Liddy dropping out of the race. So now the media is asking, “Was she ever really the favorite? Was this just a blip? Will the country really vote for a candidate like Jo?” And Wheeler is asking those same questions with these really upsetting attack ads—which, to her credit, Sessego hit back on very hard.

			Cat: But not hard enough?

			Ruby: Maybe too hard, actually. Because when Sessego hit back on those ads, she ended up giving them free attention. She gave the talking heads on cable news an excuse to talk about the ads more: They were mudslinging attack ads, sure, but did they raise some valid questions? And combined with her loss in South Carolina, that really started to cement this narrative that Jo Sessego cannot and should not win the Democratic nomination. Democrats are afraid to lose in November, and Wheeler feels like the safer choice. The safe, white, male, moderate choice.

			Cat: So, is it over? Is that it? It felt so real this time—like, after all the losses we’ve had to watch women endure, for once it was actually going to work out.

			Ruby: I hope it’s not over. The Sessego campaign is running an incredible field organization—they’re absolutely gangbusters on voter turnout. So there’s a chance they could still pull out some big victories on Super Tuesday, and if they do, I think they’re still in this.

			Cat: But if they don’t?

			Ruby: Then we might have to accept that we lost this time. But we’ll keep fighting. In the next election, and the one after that. I mean, right? What else can we do?
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			Signal group chat transcript:  Anya Katz, Kira Liu, and Simone Humphrey

			March 9, 11:14 p.m.

			Simone: This is…not a super Tuesday

			Anya: Are we going to win a single state?

			Simone: Maybe Minnesota, they’re still counting

			Simone: But I think Wheeler will take the rest

			Kira: Anya, are you with JS now?

			Anya: No, she went to her room after we decided she wasn’t going to speak tonight

			Kira: Ok, good

			Kira: I’d like for the three of us to have a conversation before you see her

			Anya: Kira, what conversation

			Simone: You know

			Anya: No

			Anya: It’s too soon for that

			Kira: It’s too soon to make any final decisions

			Kira: But we need to narrow our focus

			Kira: And set some benchmarks to decide whether we still have a path

			Anya: I wish I was with you guys

			Simone: That’s the literal only good thing about this

			Simone: You get to come home
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			Text message transcript: Gabe Hunt and Kira Liu

			March 29

			Gabe [9:14am]: Hey man

			Gabe [9:15am]: So, I know things have been pretty strained lately, and I want to give you as much space as you need

			Gabe [9:16am]: But I haven’t heard from Anya in almost a week

			Gabe [9:16am]: I’m so sorry to bother you K, I really am

			Gabe [9:16am]: But I’m like out of my mind over here

			Gabe [9:17am]: (Also, not to be brushed aside, I miss you. I really miss you.)

			Gabe [9:17am]: So if you can, I don’t know. Tell me if she’s okay? Obviously she’s not okay, but like, if she’s functioning? I don’t even know what I’m asking

			Kira [9:58am]: Hey, sorry. I was on a call

			Kira [9:58am]: Anya’s okay

			Gabe [9:58am]: Yeah??

			Kira [9:58am]: I mean, like you said, obviously none of us are

			Gabe [9:58am]: Right

			Gabe [9:59am]: But it’s not like last year? I shouldn’t be worried she’s having some kind of breakdown?

			Kira [10:07am]: I don’t think so?

			Kira [10:07am]: I shouldn’t really tell you this, but I guess it doesn’t matter now

			Kira [10:08am]: We’re suspending the campaign. We decided four days ago. JS will announce in two weeks when she concedes defeat in the New York primary

			Gabe [10:08am]: Fuck, K. I am so, so sorry

			Kira [10:10am]: Anyway, that’s probably why you haven’t heard from Anya. She’s taking it really hard. She feels responsible

			Gabe [10:10am]: Why?? She worked her ass off for that campaign

			Kira [10:12am]: It’s all kind of mixed up in her head right now

			Kira [10:12am]: The way she feels about the campaign, the way she feels about you

			Gabe [10:12am]: What does that mean?

			Kira [10:13am]: You should talk to her about it

			Gabe [10:13am]: I am desperate to talk to her about it. She won’t pick up her phone

			Gabe [10:13am]: Should I drive down there? I can leave right now

			Kira [10:14am]: No, that’s a bad idea

			Kira [10:14am]: But I might have a better one

			Kira [10:23am]: Okay. So you know it’s Simone’s birthday on Sunday?

			Kira [10:25am]: I’m throwing her a little dinner at the Tabard Inn. It’ll be small, just the four of us

			Gabe [10:25am]: I don’t want to ruin Simone’s birthday

			Kira [10:25am]: So don’t ruin it

			Kira [10:26am]: I know this has been brutal on all of us

			Kira [10:26am]: But we’ll figure it out. And keep showing up for each other. Right?

			Gabe [10:27am]: Always

			Kira [10:27am]: Cool

			Kira [10:27am]: I’ll see you Sunday

			Kira [10:27am]: Oh, and dress up, k? Not like I need to tell you twice, but Simone will be pissed if you mess up the vibe

			Gabe [10:28am]: Heard

			Gabe [10:28am]: And thank you. Really

			Kira [10:28am]: No sweat:)
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			Anya dug through her closet, looking for something to wear to Simone’s birthday dinner. She didn’t want to dress up, she didn’t want to go out, and she definitely didn’t want to see Gabe. She wanted to stay in the same sweats she’d been wearing for weeks, curl up under the weighted blanket her dad had sent after they lost South Carolina, and try really, really hard not to think about the fact that the man she loved was the same person who’d ended the best, most important work she’d ever done.

			She didn’t want to blame him. She wanted to believe him that he hated those attack ads as much as she did, that he really and truly fought with everything he could to keep them off the air.

			But then…why didn’t he quit? Why didn’t his principles matter more to him? Was it really because he thought Wheeler had the best shot of winning in November? Was there anything Gabe couldn’t justify if he let that logic rule his life?

			The worst part was that Anya felt like it was her fault almost as much as his. It had been her strategy to fight back against those negative ads, but all that did was draw more attention to them. Then Nathan and Liddy dropped out of the race and consolidated their support behind Wheeler, and that was the end. Jo’s candidacy was a pipe dream, and the voters were too afraid of losing to try to make that dream a reality. Anya had been so certain that optimism could win out over fear, just as it had all those years ago in Ohio. That doing the right thing, and working for the right candidate, would lead to the right result. She had felt so confident, so hopeful, so sure. Now she felt like an idiot for ever having believed it.

			Anya was tired all the time, but she’d barely been able to sleep for the last month. When she did, she dreamed about the cabin on Orcas, and the dogs, and the mountains. She dreamed about Gabe, and she woke up crying. She wanted to call her mom. She wanted Jo to be president. She wanted anything in her life to make sense again. Failing that, she wanted to get back under the weighted blanket.

			But there was still nothing that Anya wouldn’t do for Simone. So Anya showered and styled her hair, and now she needed a dress. She ran her fingers over the black one she’d worn to Jeff Rooney’s house on the night Gabe first told her about Danny. No, couldn’t wear that. Behind it was a draped cocktail dress made of heavy cornflower-blue silk that Anya had worn to Jill and Laurel’s wedding. It might be too fancy for dinner, but that was okay. Anya didn’t want to feel like she was at work.

			She spent close to an hour doing her makeup; it took nearly half that time to sufficiently cover the purple bags beneath her eyes. But once she put on some pearlescent eyeshadow and dewy blush, a couple of coats of mascara and some soft rosy lipstick, she looked almost like herself again. Sad and hollowed, but at least herself. She zipped up the dress and pulled on her black leather jacket and some strappy silver heels, then called a car to the Tabard.

			The Tabard Inn was Simone’s favorite place in DC, and it was one of Anya’s too—a quirky hotel and restaurant that felt like Alice in Wonderland by way of Colonial Williamsburg, lush ivy and spooky old oil portraits and tiny silver spoons. When Anya walked into the wood-paneled lobby, she saw Gabe waiting by the host stand; he turned when he heard Anya’s heels on the wooden floor. He was wearing his favorite suit, the black one that had a little sheen, over a dark shirt, and he was holding two bunches of flowers. He looked like his heart was in his throat. Anya felt like her stomach was full of lead.

			“Hi,” he said softly. “You look amazing.”

			“You too.” She stopped a couple of feet away from him, then nodded stiffly toward the flowers. “What are those?”

			“For Simone.” He held up a big bunch of roses, then handed the other bunch to Anya—it was smaller, filled with wildflowers. “Black-eyed Susans. Your favorite, right?”

			“Yeah.” She nodded. That was thoughtful. “What for?”

			“For nothing.” He shrugged. “For love.”

			Anya looked down at the flowers. “Thank you.”

			She wished she could look up at him, or that she knew what to say to him. She wished the sight of him didn’t make her want to scream.

			“For Kira Liu?” The host approached them, and they nodded. “Will you follow me, please?”

			Gabe waited to walk behind Anya. When he put his hand on the small of her back, she went tense.

			“Sorry.” He looked hurt as he drew his hand back, which made her feel both guilty and furious. What right did he have to act like she was the one who’d hurt him?

			The host led them down the hotel’s main hallway, past the restaurant.

			“You have a private area,” he explained. “It’s through here.”

			He led them onto a small, brick-walled patio with a few outdoor heaters and a wooden table laid with candles. At the far side of the patio, Kira wore a cream-colored suit, and Simone was in a white sequined cocktail dress. They were standing under an archway of flowers, along with Jo Sessego.

			Simone burst into a giant smile. Anya had never seen her look more beautiful.

			“Thanks for coming to our wedding.”

			“Oh my god!” Anya rushed over and threw herself into Simone’s arms. Next to them, Gabe and Kira hugged too. Anya and Kira hugged next, and Gabe handed Simone her flowers.

			“This is perfect,” Simone said graciously. “I needed a bouquet.”

			“Hi, Senator,” Anya said, turning to Jo. Jo held her arms wide and brought Anya in for a hug.

			“Don’t worry, I won’t get too hammered. I know we’re wheels up at seven tomorrow morning.” Jo winked at Anya, then turned to Gabe. “How are you, Gabe? It’s good to see you.”

			“You too, ma’am.” Gabe’s voice was tight. “You have no idea how good.”

			Jo gave Gabe’s shoulder a squeeze, then he went to stand next to Kira as Anya took her place beside Simone.

			“So,” Jo exhaled. “When you two asked me to do this—three days ago, by the way—I immediately picked up the phone to ask Anya to draft my remarks. Then I remembered that this was a surprise elopement, and also that it would be supremely uncool of me to perform a ceremony I hadn’t bothered to write myself. So I considered what I should say about marriage, and about Kira and Simone. The word I kept coming back to was devotion.”

			Anya looked up at Gabe—he was looking at her too. She knew how devoted he was to her. She wanted so badly for that to be enough.

			“It goes without saying that you two are an extremely devoted couple,” Jo said. “In my years working with you, I’ve seen this over and over. The way you consider each other in every decision. Your ability to show up for each other, always, no matter how horrible a day you might be having as individuals.”

			Had Gabe considered Anya when he decided to work for Wheeler? Had Anya shown up for Gabe a single time since South Carolina?

			“But I think your devotion runs even deeper,” Jo went on. “It’s the foundational quality of your love, and of your work. How devoted you are to your friends, to the causes and candidates who are lucky enough to call you our champions. To the strangers whose lives you seek to better, to whom you’ve devoted your own lives, as surely as you’ve devoted them to each other.”

			Anya’s heart was aching. With joy for her friends, but with so much sorrow too. She wished she could have done more for Jo. And for all the strangers they’d hoped to serve.

			“Devotion is also, of course, the foundational quality of marriage,” Jo said with a smile. “In the Gettysburg Address—yes, I’m a politician quoting the Gettysburg Address—President Lincoln referred to soldiers dying for their country as their last full measure of devotion. Which might seem like a macabre reference for a celebration, until you remember that the whole purpose of a wedding is to make a promise kept until death. Marriage is an extraordinary act of trust, and it’s an absolute feat of devotion. Kira and Simone, my wonderful friends, if you don’t mind me being a little crass—I think you’re going to be fucking great at it.”

			They all laughed, and then Simone handed her bouquet to Anya so she could read her vows.

			“Kira,” Simone said, her voice faltering just a little. “The moment I met you, the very first thing I thought was, Damn, this is about to be the hottest vacation sex I’ve ever had.”

			Anya burst out laughing—everyone else did too.

			“And I was right!” Simone grinned.

			“Because you always are,” Kira said.

			“After eight years, I’m glad you finally know that.” Simone laughed. “I was terrified by how much I already cared about you at the end of that first week. I thought that there was no way someone as smooth as you could be in this for the long haul—but you are. Even when it’s hard. Even when we can’t understand each other’s choices, even when we have to make what feel like impossible sacrifices in our own careers to keep this relationship going. Baby, I’m so glad we’re taking these wedding vows today, but in some ways, I don’t even need to hear them. You’ve already shown me everything I need to know.”

			Every word of Simone’s vows felt like an indictment of Anya and Gabe, a confirmation that it was never going to work. They didn’t sacrifice their careers for each other—they did the exact opposite. Even now, Anya wasn’t sorry, and she was pretty sure Gabe wasn’t either. They both still thought they were right, even though it had more or less killed their relationship.

			And after the last ten years, who could blame them? They’d hurt each other so often, mistrusted each other so deeply—why would they sacrifice their careers for each other? There was so much good between them; she loved him more than she’d ever loved a boyfriend, but maybe that wasn’t enough. And maybe that was okay. It was devastating, and it was horrible. But it felt good to reach what now seemed like an obvious conclusion.

			Simone and Kira finished their vows and exchanged rings, and by the power vested in Jo by the United States Senate and the people of Nevada, she pronounced them legally married. The Tabard staff brought food and a lot of champagne, and the mood was heartfelt and celebratory as they ate and laughed. Jo excused herself after an hour—she wanted to get home to see her own husband before she and Anya headed up to New York the next morning. Anya was worried it would be agony to sit next to Gabe all through dinner, knowing what she’d decided to do, but Kira and Simone were so happy, and she and Gabe were both so happy for them, that it was almost easy. It felt like a gift, one last time for the four friends to be together before things got messy and complicated and awkward. It felt like a proper goodbye.

			After the cake plates were cleared, Kira gave them all a knowing look.

			“So, Simone and I have a room upstairs.” She grinned.

			“And you’d like to get to it?” Gabe cracked. “I don’t blame you. Your wife is hot.”

			“I am, aren’t I?” Simone yawned elaborately, wiggling her fingers to flash her ring.

			They said their mazel tovs and goodbyes, and a minute later Gabe and Anya were alone at the table. And suddenly, nothing felt easy anymore.

			“So.” Her heart was hammering. “Do you need to get back to Maryland?”

			“Anya, no.” He looked at her with concern. “I mean, if you want me to go, I’ll go. But I don’t want to. You’re my priority.”

			“Now that you’ve won,” she added. She hated how bitter she sounded, but she didn’t think she was wrong.

			“No.” Gabe stared at her. “Always. I offered to quit the campaign for you.”

			“Because you knew I’d never ask you to do that,” Anya said quietly. She wiped a tear a little too harshly—her hand was rough against her cheekbone.

			“Do you wish you had?” Gabe asked.

			Anya shrugged. “I don’t know.”

			“Things were so good with us, An.” Gabe bowed his head. “Please tell me I didn’t ruin that.”

			“Were they, though? Like, actually?”

			“What does that mean?” Gabe frowned. “Anya, we’re in love.”

			“But you didn’t ask me.” Her voice cracked. “We were together for all of a month before you decided to work for Wheeler, knowing full well how I felt about him.”

			“Yeah, well, you didn’t ask me either.” Gabe looked angry now, but she couldn’t see why.

			“Ask you what? About working for Jo? You love Jo!”

			“About going on the road!” Gabe said. “We had just agreed we wanted to move together, you knew how hard it was for me to do long distance with Tallulah, and you unilaterally decided to take a job where there was no possible way for us to be in the same place.”

			“You did the same thing!” Anya snapped. “Did you think I’d move with you to Frederick? Take a job for Wheeler? Or better yet, sit at home while you worked sixteen-hour days for someone I hate? Tell me, what did you think would happen to us when you took that job?”

			“I don’t know!” Gabe smacked the table. “It fucked me up so badly when they didn’t ask me to run the campaign the first time, and then to have them come back on their knees, so desperate for me to do the only job I’ve ever dreamed of doing—I had to take it. I had to.”

			“But don’t you think that’s exactly the problem?” Anya leaned toward him. “That we aren’t like Kira and Simone? That we consider ourselves before each other?”

			“Wait.” Gabe looked at her in complete shock. “Are you saying you don’t think we should be together?”

			“I don’t know.” Anya felt terrified. “Maybe?”

			“Anya, how can you say that? This was just a campaign, it was just work—”

			“Not to me!” Anya protested. “It was the culmination of everything I’ve ever wanted to do with my life, of what my mom wanted for me. I can’t believe that you don’t get that.”

			“I do, I do get that.” Gabe slid his chair toward hers. “I had no idea how hard it was going to be, working on opposing campaigns—”

			“Hard for you?” Anya asked skeptically. “Really?”

			“Are you kidding? You guys had each other. I had no one to talk to, I was completely alone. My job was this miserable, endless slog, and you were off having the time of your life with Hugo—”

			“Hugo?” Anya almost laughed. “Why are you bringing up Hugo?”

			“I don’t know.” Gabe’s nostrils flared. “Is he relevant to this conversation?”

			“Not unless you know something I don’t. And what do you mean, you had no one to talk to? We talked all the time!”

			“Not about work,” Gabe countered. “I could never tell you how awful it was for me, because we had more money, and we were winning. And then, even when you had more money and you were winning, I still had to be the bigger person and swallow however I was feeling about it because you were always standing on the moral high ground.”

			“You run ads like that and then talk to me about the moral high ground? You were the one slinging mud!”

			“Do you have any idea how hard I tried to keep those ads off the air?” Gabe raised his voice. “I fought for months, I pulled every move I could think of, I put the campaign and my job on the line—but none of that matters to you, because you have these impossible standards that no one can ever live up to. Those ads only went live because the senator himself overruled me.”

			“That’s worse! Don’t you see how that’s worse?” Anya was so upset she was shaking. “That you would put us through all this for a man who would do that?”

			“That man is the only candidate who has a shot at winning!” Gabe said. “God, Anya. You gave me shit for all these years that I just want to be liked, that I do whatever anyone else wants me to do. I guess what you really meant is I should do whatever you want.”

			“And what you want is to work for a man like Wheeler? Really?” Anya shook her head. “I’m not asking you to have my values, Gabe. I’m asking you to live up to yours.”

			The look on Gabe’s face when she said that was so awful, so hurt, Anya didn’t know whether to wish she could take it back or feel relieved she’d finally said it out loud.

			“You think we have different values?” he asked. “You don’t think I want the same things as you?”

			“I don’t know,” she said. “I have a hard time justifying how you could take that job if we did.”

			He stared at her in disbelief. “So you’re going to throw this away because I worked for one campaign? I don’t mean more to you than that?”

			His voice faltered a little at the end. She thought of him sitting in the ambulance with his mother, looking broken, like a lost boy.

			“You mean everything to me.” Anya closed her eyes and let the tears spill down her face. “I just don’t know how many more times I can let you hurt me.”

			“So that’s what this is.”

			Anya opened her eyes. “What do you mean?”

			He shook his head. “You’re afraid. You went through hell after your mom passed, and you’re going through hell now, and instead of letting me be there for you, you’re blaming me and running away because you’re too afraid of the hell you might one day go through if you don’t leave me first. Right?”

			“That’s not true,” Anya whispered, but Gabe wasn’t buying it.

			“Anya, I know you,” he pled. “I know you better than I’ve ever known anyone, and I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone. When I promised I would never leave you, I meant it. So you don’t have to do this, okay? You can just— You can stay with me, and we can figure it out. Please, Anya. Please, just stay.”

			He was crying too now, and it was horrible—it was so much worse than when he yelled.

			“I can’t.” She stood, and he did too. “I don’t trust you, Gabe. I love you, but I don’t trust you.”

			“No.” He wiped his eyes. “No, I don’t believe you.”

			“I’m so sorry,” she cried, and then he was pulling her into his arms, and he was kissing her, and she kissed him back, and she didn’t want this to be the last time, but she knew that it had to be, because this hurt too much, and how could she be with him when this hurt so fucking much?

			He held her close, hugging her tightly.

			“You’re my great love,” he told her. “Don’t you remember? You’re my great love.”

			She pushed away from him. She had to get out of here.

			“Come on, Gabe.” Her voice was ragged. “You had a girlfriend when you said that to me.”

			His shoulders slumped. It felt like he finally understood what she was saying.

			“So it’s over?” he asked.

			“Yeah,” she said. “It’s over.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20
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			Three months later

			Gabe hit snooze on his alarm.

			Again.

			He had to be in the office in twenty-seven minutes; the drive took him twelve. He had nine more minutes to lie here.

			He hadn’t dreamed about Anya all week, which was the worst. Sometimes in the dreams she screamed at him, or sometimes they were kissing in his bed, or in his car, or in an imaginary field of bluebells underneath a sunny sky. Sometimes he was just looking at her—watching her across a train platform, calling her name, but she couldn’t hear him. Sometimes the dreams felt like real life, how angry she was, how much she hated him, the crushing shame he felt about everything he’d done to deserve it. But then, sometimes, it was like she had amnesia—like he’d done everything right. Like he’d asked her out that first day in New Hampshire, like he’d kissed her in the snow in Ohio, on the beach in Vieques. He’d taken her dancing in Las Vegas, they’d had dinner with her parents every weekend, he’d gotten to spend real time with Judy. He was by Anya’s side at the funeral, and at shiva, and every sleepless night after. He shared her grief. He made it better.

			Real life wasn’t like that. In real life, he made everything worse.

			At first, he was convinced he could fix things with Anya. That first week after the breakup, he’d called her crying, he’d offered to quit his job, he’d told her he’d do anything. But she never picked up her phone; he left it all on voicemail. He didn’t even know if she’d ever listened—until Simone told him, gently, that the messages were really upsetting Anya and asked him to stop. Fuck, he’d thought. Add this to the list of ways I’ve hurt her.

			So he didn’t call, didn’t text. And he didn’t quit his job, because working long hours was the only thing that took his mind off how much he missed her.

			Ironically, this was the slowest time of the cycle, the lull between winning the primary and the heat of the general. There was still a lot to do—endorsement events, a convention to plan, endless swing state visits, and fundraising, always fundraising. Cable news panels where Gabe appeared almost daily, smiling and witty and charming, never letting his heartbreak reflect badly on his boss. He was a professional. One of the best to ever do it. Most days, he fantasized about disappearing and never being heard from again.

			“Gabe, you got a second?” Lev stepped into Gabe’s office. Gabe desperately wanted to say no, but he didn’t think that would stop Lev from taking as much time as he wanted.

			“Sure, Lev. What do you need?”

			“I’m looking over the budget for the convention. Do we really need a union print shop for the signs? This bid is four times higher than the alternate.”

			Because the union printer pays its workers a living wage, Gabe thought but did not say.

			“Is it a problem?” Gabe asked. “We can afford it. Our fundraising numbers were through the roof last month.”

			“Most of that was for the PAC,” Lev said condescendingly. “Hal asked me to look for budget cuts.”

			“If you want to save money, we could cut back the number of private planes we’re chartering to fly donors to the convention,” Gabe quipped, but Lev didn’t smile.

			“Is there any downside to cutting the union printers?” Lev asked.

			Gabe exhaled. “Not a huge one. The convention center is all union, so labor will be happy on the whole. The president of the printers’ union could raise a stink, but honestly, if we invite him onto one of the private flights, that’d probably take care of it.”

			“Huh,” Lev let out a little laugh. “That’s actually a good idea.”

			“I’ll try not to be offended by your surprise,” Gabe said.

			“No, no, don’t be!” Lev smiled wider. “I’m glad you’ve finally gotten Anya out of your system.”

			Gabe’s stomach dropped. Why was this asshole bringing up Anya?

			“I’m not sure what you mean,” Gabe said stiffly.

			“All those bleeding-heart ideals you used to fight for in meetings—I figured that was her influence,” Lev said.

			“I didn’t realize you knew her.”

			“Sure, from way back. I gave her her first job, at my old consulting firm. Smart kid, very hardworking. But not cut out for politics. She had no sense of self-preservation.”

			Gabe clenched his fists under his desk. He could feel his pulse thrumming through his fingers.

			“I thought you might be like her. You certainly used to sound like her,” he laughed. “Anyway, glad I was wrong. Thanks for your help with this.”

			He thwacked the budget against Gabe’s doorframe and went on his way. So many thoughts were reeling through Gabe’s mind, he wasn’t sure where to start. Lev was the same asshole who made Anya do all his work and wouldn’t put her up for a promotion? Wait, Anya had a crush on Lev?! He couldn’t touch that one—nor could he linger on how ashamed Anya would be if she knew Gabe had just thrown union workers under the bus by bribing their president with a private plane ride. What the fuck was he doing here?

			And then another thought bubbled to the surface: Why were they sending so much money to the PAC that they couldn’t afford some decent rally signs?

			“Hey, Hannah?” Gabe called.

			“What’s up?” She popped up from her desk and stood in his doorway.

			“Where does the PAC keep its spending reports? Do we have access to that?”

			Hannah frowned. “I’m not sure. I could look into it?”

			“Thanks,” he said. “That’d be a huge help.”
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			“Anya, where the hell is that speech? We need it onstage right now!”

			“Sorry,” she said into the phone. “Sorry, I’m coming!”

			Anya printed out the speech, then rushed downstairs and sprinted across the alleyway. She wasn’t far from the stage, but everyone was waiting on her—

			“Is this it?” Some guy she didn’t recognize wearing all black and a headset held out his hand expectantly; Anya nodded and gave him the speech. “Great. Thanks.”

			He took off toward the line of waiting camera operators. The director was talking loudly and making agitated hand gestures, and the actors all looked deeply stressed out. Anya could relate.

			“Was working in actual politics this much fun?” Miles was a writer on the show and Anya’s favorite colleague. He was Japanese American and slight with an understated sense of humor, and he always wore big glasses and cool sneakers.

			“Almost never,” Anya snarked, and Miles smiled. “Do you know what time we’re supposed to wrap tonight?”

			“Hopefully by seven?” Miles adjusted his glasses. “I’m planning to drink copious amounts of alcohol immediately after, if you want to join me.”

			“Oh, maybe?” Anya felt uncomfortable; was he asking her out? Not that he wasn’t attractive, and not that she wasn’t single—fuck. “Um, the Mets are in LA tonight, so I have plans to watch the game on the phone with my dad.”

			“No way, you’re into baseball?” Miles lit up. “We should totally catch a game sometime, if you can tolerate the presence of a diehard Dodger fan.”

			Anya’s breath caught. She hated that she could still remember the exact smell of Gabe’s sweatshirt.

			“Sorry, I actually— I left something at my desk,” she stammered. “So I’ll be right back.”

			“Cool.” Miles gave her a gentle smile; he obviously didn’t want to make things awkward between them. “See you in a bit.”

			

			—

			Anya wasn’t really sure what she was doing in Los Angeles, or why she’d agreed to come here, or how long she would stay. Jo’s old donor in Brentwood—the one they’d all stayed with the night of the Jeff Rooney fundraiser—was a bigwig Hollywood showrunner, and she’d called Jo to ask if there was anything she could do to help after they suspended the campaign. It turned out her newest show was a political soap opera on basic cable, and she was happy to offer Anya a job as a story consultant. It was a landing spot, something to do for a few months to get over the heartbreak of the campaign. Anya stood to make more money in six months on this job than she had on any campaign she’d ever worked, and the studio put her up in a posh furnished apartment near the lot. Wooden furniture and everything, a view of the Paramount gates and the Hollywood sign behind them. They gave her a car too, but it was an easy walk to the studio and a cute nearby neighborhood with a string of fancy shops and restaurants, so Anya rarely drove. She was only a few blocks from a great little pasta place that had a TV at the bar. She liked to go there after work to drink a glass of Nebbiolo and eat a big bowl of Bolognese while she watched baseball. The apartment was too quiet to spend much time in. It was nicer than any place she’d ever lived, but god, she hated living there.

			Kira and Simone were still in DC. They’d stayed longer on the campaign to wind things down, to handle the office closures and take care of the staff, and to help Jo with anything she needed. Anya had been welcome to stay too, but after she broke up with Gabe, she needed to get away from that campaign and everything it represented. It all hurt too much. She needed a clean start.

			Unfortunately, moving to the city where Gabe grew up, and where they’d first talked about their real feelings for each other, was not an ideal escape.

			That night at the wedding, she’d been so sure that ending their relationship was the right thing to do. She expected to feel some measure of relief afterward—sadness too, of course, even crushing devastation—but at least the decision was made, the matter resolved. She could start the thorny work of processing what had happened so she could begin to move on.

			But she felt no relief. No comfort. Not even the blanket of numbness that cushioned her from the excruciating pain after her mother died. She felt this loss every day, every hour. She thought about texting Simone to ask if she’d made a mistake, or even calling Gabe to say how much she missed him. But then she’d see him on CNN, or quoted in The New York Times, the face of Andrew Wheeler’s campaign. The press around the campaign had died down for a while after Jo withdrew, but now they were only a week out from the Democratic convention in Chicago, so it was all kicking back into gear. Every time Anya saw Gabe on TV, she’d be furious with him all over again, and inconsolable for Jo all over again, and she’d track the growth of his beard or the look in his eyes and try to glean absolutely anything about what it might mean, how he might be doing, whether she had harmed the person she’d loved most in her life beyond repair. But he always looked fine, exactly like his old self. She didn’t understand how he could look so happy when she didn’t even feel like a human being anymore—just an amorphous blob of misery and regret, attempting to emulate human form for enough hours to do her job, to partake in any form of distraction, until the pain overwhelmed her again and all she could do was crawl into bed and cry until she fell asleep.

			“Hey, kiddo.” It was good to hear her dad’s voice. Watching baseball on the phone with him was the only thing she currently liked about her life.

			“Hi, Dad.” Anya smiled at the bartender as she topped off Anya’s glass of red. Her name was Eleanor, and she’d taken kindly to the sad woman who always sat in the corner of the bar. “How was your day?”

			“Eh, not too bad,” Walt answered. “The hydrangeas are already getting brown.”

			“You need more rain.”

			“And less heat! You know it was ninety-seven degrees on the golf course last Saturday? That’s reason enough to leave Chicago.”

			“I’m not sure the golf courses are so much cooler in New York,” Anya joked. “What’s the update on that?”

			“My brothers are all highly in favor of me moving, no surprise. And the firm has a Manhattan office, so I could work there if I wanted, or I could think about retirement.”

			“You? Retire?” Anya scoffed.

			“Would give me more time to get back to spying,” Walt reasoned. “We could open a father-daughter outfit. Become hard-boiled PIs in our old age.”

			“So now I’m moving to New York too?”

			“Come on, Anya, the clients are counting on you,” Walt goaded her. “We’ll wear pinstripe suits and fedoras and catch ball games on the weekends.”

			“When crime takes a break, so do we.”

			“Precisely.”

			Anya laughed, then her phone started buzzing against her ear. She looked and saw Simone’s name flashing. “Oh, actually, Dad, can I call you right back? Simone’s on the other line. Just want to make sure it’s nothing urgent.”

			“Sure thing. Tell her I say hi.”

			Anya pressed the button on her phone to switch calls. “Hey! What’s up?”

			“Are you watching the news?” Simone’s voice was tense.

			“No, I’m at a bar watching baseball. What’s going on?”

			“Tell them to turn on the news.”

			“What channel?” Anya asked.

			“Every channel!” Simone huffed impatiently.

			“Hey, Eleanor?” Anya put her hand over the phone. “Would you mind turning on the news?”

			Eleanor looked at Anya like she was being insane. “The Dodgers are on.”

			“I know, I’m so sorry,” Anya apologized. “Just for a second?”

			Eleanor clicked over to CNN. Ruth Minkow was talking in one box as they ran footage of FBI agents carrying cardboard boxes out of a mansion. The chyron on the lower third of the screen read, Breaking News: Andrew Wheeler Indicted on Federal Corruption Charges.

			“Oh my god,” Anya gasped.

			“I know.” Simone sounded grave, but also a little excited. “How soon can you get to Chicago?”
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			Democrats in Disarray on Eve of National Convention

			by the Associated Press

			 

			CHICAGO, IL—The political world is still reeling from this week’s bombshell developments and attendant fallout. First, presumptive Democratic nominee Senator Andrew Wheeler was indicted on a series of charges alleging misuse of campaign funds, including embezzling money from his PAC to buy a lavish horse farm in western Maryland. Initially, Wheeler professed his innocence and vowed to remain in the race, but after swift and furious backlash from Democratic voters and party leaders alike, Wheeler formally ended his candidacy and released his delegates less than 48 hours later. Now, the remaining candidates—as well as nearly every major figure in the party, and thousands of delegates, staffers, and activists—have gathered in Chicago for the first contested convention since 1976.

			Senator Jo Sessego of Nevada currently leads in the delegate count with 1,072 pledged delegates, but that still puts her far short of the 1,983 delegates she’d need to secure the nomination. Governor Brian Liddy has 77 pledged delegates, and Congressman Frank Nathan has 41, but the vast majority of delegates—nearly three thousand—were committed to Senator Wheeler until four days ago.

			When the convention is gaveled into order tomorrow morning, Democrats are prepared for an all-out brawl. Will Senator Sessego secure her party’s nomination? Will one of the other candidates (whose moderate policy stances track more closely with Wheeler’s) win out? Or will one of the major party figures who sat this race out swoop in with their own coalition? Only one thing’s for certain: It’s going to be a very exciting week.
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				——Forwarded Message——

				FROM: Lev Chlebek <lev@robbinsmedia.com>

				TO: Hal Robbins <hal@robbinsmedia.com>

				SENT: July 25, 11:34 am

				SUBJECT: I told you

				We never should have hired that fucking kid.

				——Forwarded Message——

				FROM: Hal Robbins <hal@robbinsmedia.com>

				TO: Lev Chlebek <lev@robbinsmedia.com>

				SENT: July 25, 11:36 am

				SUBJECT: RE: I told you

				Keep your head down. We’ll be fine. But Jesus, Lev, stop putting things in writing.
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			“Where are we on the delegate count?” Kira yelled.

			“Hold on!” Dale had something like fourteen different spreadsheets open and kept tabbing between them every time new information came in.

			“I have Time holding for the senator, and requests for comment from NBC News, The Washington Post, CNN, and FOX News, and Vogue wants to know what she’s wearing for her floor speech?” Preethi shuffled through a stack of Post-its where she’d scribbled various reporters’ names and numbers. “Does anyone know where she is?”

			“She’s upstairs practicing said speech,” Anya said. “And no, I don’t know what she’s wearing.”

			“Do we have that education policy language approved for the website?” Hugo asked.

			“Not yet!” Simone shouted. “I’m on hold with the teachers’ union right now, I want to get the language exactly right so they have zero excuses not to endorse.”

			“Oh! Speaking of teachers,” Anya interrupted, “we need to get as many of the senator’s former students as we can here by Wednesday. Nicole, can you run point on that?”

			Nicole frowned. “All of her students, or—”

			“No, the ones from the class that convinced her to run for office,” Anya clarified. “We have a section about them in the speech, we want them here to talk to delegates and do press avails. Dale can get you their names if you can’t find them.”

			“Not before he gets me the delegate count,” Kira interjected.

			“Working on it!” Dale looked like he might be nearing a panic attack.

			“Will all those former students need to be briefed before they speak to press?” Preethi asked.

			“No, I’ll write their talking points,” Anya assured her. “It should be pretty straightforward: Jo changed my life, the nation would be lucky to have her, blah blah blah.”

			“Who wants bratwurst?” Walt sauntered into the living room carrying a giant tray of sausages from the grill outside. “And veggie-wurst for Preethi!”

			“Walt, you prince among men.” Kira leapt up and ran over to him.

			“I live to serve.” Walt gave a little bow as the staff lined up to grab their dinners.

			Every hotel in Chicago had been booked up months before the convention, which meant the Sessego campaign was both sleeping in and operating out of Anya’s childhood home. It was easily the wildest week of Anya’s life—and after this campaign, that was really saying something. Anya was in her own bedroom, Walt was in his, and Jo and her husband, Chase, were in the guest room. Every other couch and floor space was occupied by exhausted and elated Sessego staffers who’d been working nearly twenty-four hours a day since they arrived, sleeping only when they absolutely had to. None of them could believe they really had another chance to help Jo become president—and they had no intention of wasting the opportunity.

			Walt was having the time of his life, cooking for everyone, cleaning up behind them, telling anyone who would listen about every protest Judy had ever been to, showing them her photos and the framed letter Jo had written about her. Anya was feeling too many things at once to feel any one of them for long. She was thrilled to have this chance, but also terrified of letting the nomination slip through her fingers a second time, that she might personally make another recommendation that would harm Jo’s odds of winning—and, by extension, harm all the Americans who so badly needed Jo in the White House. Anya felt more like herself than she had since April, like she’d been dug out of an early grave and brought back to life to be with Kira and Simone and everyone else from the campaign. She was busy, and she was exhausted, and she couldn’t make any mistakes—she couldn’t stop working for one second to think.

			Which was all for the best, because anytime she did, the only thing she could think about was Gabe.

			Had he known about Wheeler’s crimes, or had he found out on the news along with the rest of the country? If he had known, when did he find out? Anya couldn’t believe Gabe would knowingly work for a candidate who committed federal crimes—but then, she’d never really been able to understand how Gabe could work for someone like Wheeler in the first place. Still, she couldn’t imagine he was anything but devastated right now. Was he still in Maryland? Had he gone home to LA? Was it possible he’d be coming to the convention, here in Chicago? She tried googling his name to see if there was any news, but there was too much news to be of use—Gabe’s name was mentioned in thousands of articles about the Wheeler scandal, and none of them said whether he would be in Chicago, let alone how he was feeling about his ex-girlfriend.

			Ex-girlfriend. She hated thinking of herself that way, and she could never think of him as her ex either. The idea that they had once meant something to each other but didn’t anymore? It was too upsetting to contemplate, even if it had been entirely her own doing. Or maybe because it had been entirely her own doing.

			She could always call him and ask how he was. She knew that was an option. He might not want to hear from her, but he’d always reached out to check on her, even when she didn’t want to hear from him. She was desperate to know if he was okay. But she didn’t know what to say if he asked her a single question in return, and she was too crazed to figure out how she was feeling on her own, let alone what to say to Gabe about it. So she didn’t call him. She just kept working.

			At around eleven on the night before the convention, Jo came into the living room and ordered them all to get some sleep. It had been a long week already, and they had an even longer one ahead. She needed them rested and ready to go. Anya expected the staff to protest, but they were all so exhausted that they were grateful for the reprieve. So they filtered off to their crooks and corners of the house, and Anya shut herself in her room, turned off the light, and went to sleep.

			Well, she tried.

			She was nervous about the convention. She kept running scenarios in her mind of the different ways it could play out, delegates breaking this way or that, all the paths momentum might take and the things she could do to shift it. She closed her eyes, tried to force her breathing into something steady. Thought about falling asleep on Gabe’s chest, the rhythm of his heartbeat. The warmth of his arms around her, how safe he made her feel. She couldn’t take this; she had to do something.

			She didn’t even think, she just picked up her phone and opened her texts with him. There’d been no communication for months, not since April.

			Are you okay? she sent. And then, I miss you so much.

			She put down the phone. Fuck. Fuck! She shouldn’t have done that, she should have thought about it more before she did that. Except, all she’d been doing was thinking about it, so maybe it was better that she actually did it? She looked at her texts—no response, not even the dot-dot-dot of a text in progress. Damn it. There was no way she was getting to sleep now.

			She couldn’t stay in this bed, and she couldn’t go anywhere either. She couldn’t even go down to the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea––there were half a dozen sleeping colleagues in the way. But she remembered her dad kept a little electric kettle and some tea bags in his bedroom; he liked to make himself a cup when he woke up in the middle of the night and worked on briefs. So Anya shoved her phone under her pillow and tiptoed down the hall, relieved to see a crack of light spilling out from beneath her father’s door.

			“Kiddo.” He looked up over his reading glasses as she stepped into the room. “You okay?”

			“Yeah.” She carefully closed the door behind her. “Can I trouble you for a cup of tea?”

			The room was exactly the same as when Judy had been alive, warm wooden furniture and peeling floral wallpaper in autumnal hues, mustards and maroons. There was a bed with a Shaker frame and a burgundy bedspread, a couple of dressers and big bookcases, and a round table with chairs in an alcove with a bay window. Walt was sitting there now, a mug of tea already beside him, a few photo albums open on the table.

			He got up to plug in the kettle. “Chamomile or mint?”

			“Chamomile, please.” Anya walked over to the table and took a seat in the chair next to Walt’s. “What’s all this?”

			“Simone wanted to see some more pictures of your mom, so I dug out the albums.”

			“I haven’t looked at these since…” Anya didn’t finish the sentence.

			“Me neither,” Walt said. “Look, this is your mother and me in college.”

			Anya smiled at him. She’d seen this picture a thousand times—Judy talking animatedly in a bar while Walt gazed at her, completely besotted. “You were so in love.”

			“With your mother?” Walt gave her a crooked grin. “How could I not be?”

			Anya picked up the next album—their wedding album. Judy hadn’t wanted a whole to-do, so they got married in a little park on the lake, up by Montrose Beach. They had the ceremony in a field of black-eyed Susans, with Lake Michigan and the city skyline in the background. Walt wore jeans; Judy wore a simple white sundress. Anya had never seen anyone look so happy.

			“Was it scary?” Anya asked. “Loving her that much?”

			“Yes and no.” The tab on the kettle popped, and Walt poured Anya’s mug of tea. “It was like a perfect circle of emotion, if that makes sense. The thing you’re afraid of is the same thing that comforts you. So then you don’t feel afraid.”

			Anya nodded tightly. Walt handed her the mug of tea; it was warm in her hands.

			“Dad, do you think—” Anya started, but her voice caught.

			“What is it, hon?”

			“Do you think Mom would be disappointed?” she asked. “If I don’t end up like you guys? I mean, if I don’t have a family?”

			“Anya!” Walt looked taken aback. “How could you think that?”

			“I don’t know.” Anya shook her head, blinking rapidly. “Forget it, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

			Walt looked at Anya for a long moment, like he was weighing something.

			“Dad, what?” she prompted.

			He sighed. “Your mother wanted you to be with Gabe.”

			“She did?” Anya felt an ache in her chest—and a desperate urge to run back to her bedroom to check her phone. “When did she say that?”

			“After Passover, when he came to seder. She could see how much you loved each other—we all could. Then he left, and you were so miserable about it, like a lovesick teenager.” Walt smiled sadly at the memory. “She wanted to tell you to confess your feelings, to go be with him, but I talked her out of it. We knew it was a complicated situation, and we didn’t want to hurt you any worse than you already were.”

			Anya stared at her dad. It felt so strange and precious to learn anything new about her mother, let alone something that pertained so deeply to Anya.

			“But then—why didn’t you tell me later? When he and I were together?”

			“I didn’t want to pressure you. I wanted you to make your own decisions about your life, not do anything out of obligation to your mother.”

			“And do you…” Anya swallowed. “I mean, do you agree with her? About him?”

			“I didn’t then,” Walt admitted. “But after he had the idea for you to go to Orcas Island? I came around.”

			“Dad, no, that was Kira’s idea.”

			“No, hon,” Walt said gently. “It was Gabe’s.”

			Anya’s head was spinning. This was too much to take in, on top of everything else this week—

			“I ruined everything,” she murmured. “Dad, I really fucked up.”

			“Not forever.” He gave her an encouraging smile. “And Anya, not for nothing, look around this house. It’s full of people who’d do anything for you. The next president of the United States is sleeping in our guest room, and she loves you like a daughter. Whatever happens with Gabe, I promise, you have a family.”

			

			—

			Anya walked back to her bedroom filled with purpose, five different plans already in motion. She needed to find him, that was the first thing. If he didn’t text her back, she’d call, and if he wouldn’t pick up, she’d figure it out some other way. She’d make Kira ask, or Preethi, or she’d call his assistant, Hannah—someone had to know where he was. Then she’d pack a bag and go to him, even if he’d run off to Antarctica. She hated to leave Jo and the team when they needed her so much, but this was more important; they’d understand. And then—she didn’t know. She’d figure something out. She’d do whatever was necessary until he took her back.

			But when she walked into her bedroom and picked up her phone, she realized she didn’t need to do any of that. She dropped the phone and tore downstairs and out the front door, not caring who she woke.
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			Transcript of notifications from Anya Katz’s phone

			[11:48pm] Missed call from Gabe Hunt

			[11:49pm] Missed call from Gabe Hunt

			[11:51pm] Missed call from Gabe Hunt

			[11:55pm] Missed call from Gabe Hunt

			[11:56pm] Text from Gabe Hunt: Anya? Are you there?

			[11:56pm] Text from Gabe Hunt: I’m coming to you now, I’ll be there in twenty minutes depending how long it takes to get my car out of the garage

			[12:13am] Missed call from Gabe Hunt

			[12:13am] Text from Gabe Hunt: I’m downstairs, I don’t want to ring the bell and wake everyone

			[12:13am] Text from Gabe Hunt: I’ll be here whenever you see these

		

	
		
			Chapter 21
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			It felt like a dream, him standing in front of her house in jeans and a dark T-shirt, his beard grown in as long as she’d ever seen it, dark circles under his eyes. He looked up as she shot out of the house and ran toward him, and maybe he needed a second before they touched but she didn’t care, she needed to hold him so badly, to know he was really here, to know he wasn’t gone.

			“Are you okay?” She was already in tears as she threw herself into his arms, and he was hugging her so tightly she didn’t know if she could really breathe, but it didn’t matter, she didn’t need to breathe, she only needed him. “I was so worried about you. Oh my god, I was so worried.”

			“Why were you worried?” His voice was shaking. “I’m okay. It’s okay.”

			“No it isn’t.” Anya moved back enough so she could see his face, his wonderful, perfect face that she had been so unbelievably stupid to leave. “Did you have to talk to the police? Did you have to let your staff go? Were you so afraid? Who was taking care of you? It must have been the worst week of your life. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there.”

			“Anya, it wasn’t the worst week of my life,” he said. “It wasn’t even the worst week of my year.”

			“I don’t know how you could tell the difference.” Anya stifled a sob. “Every week since April has been just as bad as the last.”

			“God, that’s the truth.” He exhaled heavily, and she leaned into him, pressing her cheek against his chest, listening to the rapid pulse of his heart.

			“I’m so sorry, Gabe,” she said. “I’ve never been so sorry for anything in my life.”

			“I know, An. I’m sorry too.”

			“For what?” She looked up at him. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

			He gave her a look. “Besides crush your dreams and work for a criminal?”

			“Incredibly, still not worse than what I did,” Anya grumbled, and he hugged her again.

			“Is it okay if we sit for a second?” he asked. “I’ve been driving all day. I’m so tired.”

			“Oh my god, of course.” She sat down on the lawn and pulled him down next to her. She wanted to crawl into his lap, but she also wanted to see his face, so she settled for pressing her legs against his and threading their fingers together. She glanced up at his SUV; the back was full of boxes. “Did you come straight here from Maryland?”

			He nodded. “I packed up yesterday. I had my hotel room booked for the convention, and I knew you guys were here, so I didn’t really think about it. I just drove here.”

			“I’m so glad you did.” Anya squeezed his hands. “You should be with us right now.”

			“Yeah.” Gabe let himself smile a tiny bit. “Yeah, that’s what I thought too.”

			“So what happened?” Anya asked. “Or, we don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. I’ve just been thinking about you nonstop this week. Not that I wasn’t before.”

			“You were, huh?” He smiled a little wider.

			“Something new and different for me.” Anya smiled back. She felt so nervous, like they were flirting for the very first time.

			“The stuff with Wheeler…” Gabe let out a long sigh. “The consultants kept looking for budget cuts, and they kept sending more and more money to the PAC. It didn’t make sense to me. We were raising so much money, and I couldn’t figure out where it was going. Until I went through the PAC records myself and saw how much money was being funneled toward a multimillion-dollar horse farm—which is also when I realized the entire situation was way above my pay grade. My dad got me a lawyer, and she helped me report what I’d found to the FBI. It turned out they’d already been investigating Wheeler for a year.”

			“Gabe,” Anya breathed. “You talked to the FBI?”

			“Had to.” Gabe shrugged.

			“Because it would sink the campaign if the news broke?” Anya asked.

			“No.” Gabe shook his head. “Because a man like that should never be president.”

			Anya felt overwhelmed—that he’d done this heroic thing, that he was sitting on her father’s front lawn telling her about it. That however much she thought she loved him, he kept finding new ways to make her love him even more.

			“That was incredibly brave of you,” she said.

			“I hope people see it that way, if it comes out.”

			“What do you mean?” Anya frowned. “How else could they see it?”

			“That I sold my boss out to the feds and can never be trusted or employed in politics ever again?”

			“That’s not going to happen,” Anya said emphatically. “And if it does, we’ll change our names and move to that farm you promised me.”

			“Did you ever get us those new passports?” He raised his eyebrows.

			“No, I’m a terrible co-conspirator.”

			“But a very cute one.”

			He caught her eye. She thought maybe he wanted to kiss her. But she couldn’t let him, not yet.

			“Gabe, I need to say something to you.”

			His face turned more serious. “What is it?”

			“In April, you were right. You were completely right about what I was doing and why. I just couldn’t see it. I was so angry with you, and I was in so much pain, and I thought, I have to get away from this. I couldn’t figure out anything else to do. But I want you to know that’s never going to happen again.”

			“No?” He blinked a couple of times. “How do you know?”

			“Because you’re my family.” Her voice broke. “And you don’t— I mean, you never stop being someone’s family, no matter what happens. And I think about, like, what I would give for one more day with my mom. Or what you would give for one more day with Danny. That’s how I feel about you. I’d give anything.”

			“Anya.” Gabe pulled her toward him, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. He held her close, and she let herself be completely immersed in the feel of his body, the sounds of their breathing. He closed the last inches between them, or maybe she did—she couldn’t tell, and it didn’t matter. All that mattered was his lips against hers, the grip of his hands, the warmth of his skin. She never wanted to think again about all the ways they’d hurt each other, all the time they’d wasted. There was nothing left but gratitude—for his goodness, for his forgiveness, for this moment and every one after.

			She was grateful that they were alive.
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			Gabe could have spent forever sitting on that lawn kissing Anya, him in his sweaty road trip clothes, Anya in her pajamas. It was such an overwhelmingly emotional night (on top of an overwhelmingly emotional week, and month, and year) that Gabe couldn’t begin to process all of it. All he could feel was gratitude that Anya was back in his arms—and that the pajamas meant she wasn’t wearing a bra. God, he’d missed her body, her smell, her touch. He’d missed her so much these past three months that he didn’t care who was right or wrong anymore; it didn’t make a difference. The only thing he cared about was Anya.

			He didn’t know how long they sat on that damp grass, tangled in each other’s arms, but eventually Gabe looked up.

			“Um, An?”

			“What is it?”

			“I think someone’s up.”

			“I noticed,” she cooed as she reached her hand between his legs. And fuck that felt good, but—

			“No, I mean— Anya! The house.”

			“What?” She looked confused, then turned around and saw—almost all of the lights inside the house were on.

			“Shit,” she muttered. “They were supposed to go to sleep.”

			“This crowd? The night before the convention?” Gabe’s tone was jokey, but his heart ached. He remembered how good it felt to pull an all-nighter with this exact group of people, laughing and eating cold takeout and feeling this unbelievable sense of purpose.

			“Fair point,” Anya said. “Should we go to your hotel?”

			He wanted that. He wanted the woman he loved in a luxurious suite at the Drake Hotel—in the bathtub, on the floor, in the bed.

			Except…

			“Kira’s in there, right?”

			He swallowed hard. He missed his best friend almost as much as he missed Anya.

			“She is,” Anya confirmed. “And Simone. And Preethi and Dale.”

			“And the senator?” Gabe asked.

			“Mm-hmm. And her husband.”

			“Really? Chase is here?” Gabe felt a little lift; he and the senator’s husband had always gotten along exceptionally well. But that was before this campaign cycle. Gabe had no idea how Chase felt about him now—or how any of them did.

			“And my dad, obviously,” Anya went on. “He just totally blew up your spot, by the way.”

			“My spot?” Gabe frowned in confusion.

			“About Orcas,” Anya explained. “He told me it was your idea for Sierra to run, and for me to go and help her.”

			“Oh, yeah. That’s true.” Gabe smiled at Anya, and she squeezed him tightly.

			“You’re a good person,” Anya told him. “Everyone in that house knows it just as much as I do. I promise, okay?”

			“So you don’t think…You don’t think it’d be weird? For me to be here?”

			Anya tilted her head and peered at him.

			“Do you want to be here?” she asked. “I mean, do you want to work for Jo again?”

			It felt like too much to hope for, let alone voice out loud, that Gabe could somehow reverse all his mistakes of the past year in one fell swoop. That he could be back with Anya, back with Kira and Simone and the team, back working for Jo.

			“Anya, how could that even be a possibility?” he asked. “I worked for Wheeler—”

			“And you’re the reason he’s out of this race. You’re the only reason Jo has another shot at this. If you hadn’t come forward, who knows what the FBI would have done? They probably would have waited to arrest Wheeler until the week before the election and we’d have lost for sure.”

			“Jesus, I hadn’t even thought of that,” Gabe said. “You’re right.”

			“As usual,” Anya joked, and Gabe laughed. The sound came out awkward and wrong, but it felt good, like it was breaking up some of the tension inside him.

			“So listen,” Anya said, her tone encouraging. “We’ll go inside. We’ll explain the situation, and we’ll see. Whatever happens, we’ll figure out what we do next together. I go where you go, yeah?”

			Gabe looked up sharply. “You don’t mean that. You can’t quit working for Jo.”

			“Don’t tell me what I can’t do.” Anya jutted out her chin, and he wanted to kiss it, to nip at her face like a puppy, to press her down into the grass and give her the most intense pleasure of her life; he didn’t care if the entire neighborhood was watching.

			“You’re still so goddamn stubborn,” he said. He hoped she could hear what he really meant, which was, I will love you for the rest of my life.

			“Come on.” She stood up and offered him her hand. “Let’s go.”

			His heart was pounding as they approached the front door. He could hear the buzz of activity behind it, people talking and arguing—obviously, they’d abandoned all pretense of going to sleep. Someone had put on a pot of coffee, and it smelled amazing. As nervous as Gabe was, he couldn’t help but smile. He loved campaign people.

			But when Anya pushed the door open, all the activity stilled for a moment. Gabe’s heart lurched into his throat as he locked eyes with Kira.

			Please don’t hate me, he tried to tell her with only his face. She cracked a wry smile. Even working past midnight in the most hectic possible environment, she was still chill and debonair.

			“So glad you’re back,” she said, and he felt like his heart was about to burst open. “Can you get over here? I need Dale to know every single piece of information in your brain about which superdelegates are Wheeler diehards and which ones only endorsed because they thought he was a shoo-in.”

			“The second one,” Gabe said, his heart still pounding. “Almost all of them.”

			“Sweet heavenly chorus of angels, that’s what I like to hear.” Kira beamed, and all around her, everyone started talking and moving again, getting back to what they’d been doing.

			Preethi rushed over to him. “Gabe, thank god you’re here. Do you remember the name of that reporter from the Sun? The one who wrote that amazing profile of JS on the union picket but they canned it because she left to work for the Post? I can’t find her anywhere.”

			“Tina Reynolds,” Gabe said. “And you can’t find her at the Post because she works for the Times now.”

			“Yes! That’s who we should put in touch with the teachers’ union for the education piece, Simone,” Preethi said as Simone opened her laptop and started typing.

			“Emailing them right now,” Simone said. “I’ll call to follow up in the morning.”

			“Hey, Gabe, I’m Hugo. Can I talk to you for a second about that user flow you guys had on your website for volunteer placement? I want to replicate something like it for the delegates, but I can’t figure out how to start the prompt.”

			Gabe turned to see the guy he’d once worried would take Anya away from him. Gabe smiled broadly, remembering how passionately Anya had been kissing him on her childhood front lawn not ten minutes ago.

			“Sure, man,” Gabe said. “Happy to help.”

			“No,” Kira interrupted. “Sorry, delegate head count takes precedence. Hugo, can it wait until after Gabe talks to Dale?”

			“No problem. I’ll start drafting language for tomorrow’s social posts?”

			“That’d be great, thank you.”

			“Gabe, welcome back!” Walt clapped him on the arm.

			“Walt.” Gabe hugged Anya’s dad. “I didn’t see you there.”

			“It’s pretty crowded around these parts, but someone has to make the coffee,” Walt quipped. “I think I still have some of that kind you like—dark roast, right?”

			“Um, yeah, if it’s no trouble? Or I can put on a pot?”

			“No you can’t, you’re busy electing a president.” Walt waved him off and headed into the kitchen.

			“Anya, can we look over page four of the speech?” Jo had her head buried in a stack of pages as she walked downstairs. “I had a thought for how we might adjust the foreign policy section—”

			But she stopped talking when she saw Gabe, and so did everyone else. He straightened his posture.

			“Hi, Senator.”

			“Now, this is a good way to start the week.” She broke into a wide smile and came over to him. “Are you ready to get to work?”

			Gabe looked over at Anya. She was smiling so big she looked like she might burst.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Gabe said. “Let’s go fucking win.”
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			“I hate Election Day,” Anya muttered for what felt like the fiftieth time since she woke up.

			“Same,” Kira mumbled.

			“Same,” Simone groaned.

			“I dunno.” Gabe beamed. “This Election Day isn’t so bad.”

			He gave them all a goofy smile—the same stupid smile that had been plastered on his face every day since he and Anya had gotten back together and he’d come back to work for Jo. Anya had stared at that perfect smile all through convention week, and when they won the nomination on the third ballot (in fairness, they’d all been smiling then—and sobbing, hugging, screaming, cheering), when he took a demotion to be Jo’s traveling press secretary so he could be on the road with Anya while Preethi ran the comms shop at campaign headquarters, when he and Anya shared crappy hotel rooms in every swing district in the country, and he was still smiling now, at 4:07 p.m. Pacific Time on Election Day, just under an hour before the East Coast polls would begin to close.

			“I can’t deal with how happy you are right now,” Simone said. “I need a coffee.”

			She got up, and Kira followed quickly, leaving Anya and Gabe alone—well, as alone as they could be in a glass-walled conference room in an office teeming with people.

			“Have you seen the turnout numbers from Bucks County?” Anya was glued to her phone. “They’re big—but maybe not big enough. Do you think it’s too late to send out another call for phone-bankers? We could post on social—”

			“Anya, the field team’s all over that. And the digital team. And the Pennsylvania team.”

			“I know, but CNN posted these new exit polls—”

			“You always say that exit polls are bullshit,” Gabe reminded her.

			“Well they are!” Anya huffed. “They oversample white voters, and affluent voters, people who aren’t rushing back to work or home to get their kids, never mind mail-in voters—”

			“Okay, so maybe we don’t freak out about them?” Gabe gently extricated Anya’s phone from her hands and twined his fingers with hers.

			“Then what do we do instead?” Anya squeaked. The stress of the day was getting to her.

			“I dunno, what did we do the last time we worked in this office?” Gabe grinned.

			For the general election, the Sessego team had given up their ragtag digs in DC and moved back to Las Vegas: It was cheaper, easier for staff to find housing on short notice, and geographically closer to a majority of the swing states. The team was over the moon when Kira told them the office from their Senate campaign was available—except this time, instead of a single floor, they were leasing the entire building.

			Of course, Anya and Gabe had barely been there. They’d been crisscrossing the country, from Arizona deserts and Georgia barbecue joints to Michigan factories and Wisconsin cornfields. It was thrilling, and exhausting, and all but over. It felt nice to spend Election Day somewhere familiar.

			“Last time we worked here? We yelled at each other a lot,” Anya said.

			“You deliberately left your shirt unbuttoned to drive me to distraction and win arguments in meetings.” Gabe ran his fingers along the inside of her arm. She really wished they weren’t in a room with glass walls.

			“I can think of one thing we didn’t do,” she said. “One thing I really, really wanted to do.”

			Gabe locked eyes with her. “Just one thing? Because I can think of several.”

			“One thing in particular,” Anya flirted. “Should we head to the tiny conference room?”

			

			—

			In less than a minute, Gabe was pushing Anya into a room barely big enough for two chairs, let alone a table. He locked the door behind them, then turned to her with a grin.

			“Do you know how many times I’ve thought about this?” he asked.

			“I should, you bring it up all the time,” she teased, backing against a wall.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry.” He leaned down to kiss her. “Do you not like it when I talk about how constantly I fantasize about fucking you?”

			“Hate it, detest it, deplore everything about it.” Anya grabbed his shirt collar and pulled him toward her, kissing him harder. She was grateful she’d worn a skirt so he could run his fingers up her thigh, the same way he’d promised to in all those texts all those months ago. She thought about all the months and years they’d spent fantasizing about each other, unable to act on their impulses. She still found it hard to believe that was over. This was her real life now. This man, and how deliciously cloudy her mind went when he kissed her, the most perfect feeling on earth, available to her anytime she wanted.

			He made her feel so beautiful, so safe, so desired. The endless stress of the election faded away as she gave in to his fingers, his mouth, to the intensity of the pleasure as he sank to his knees in front of her, to the force of their connection as he sat in one of the room’s two chairs and pulled her into his lap. He made her believe that love was possible, that better things were possible. He made her believe that when life was difficult, or even devastating, it could still hold joy and promise. That they could weather any storm together. That no matter how dark things might feel, they would always, always, have hope.

			She collapsed into his arms, breathing hard. It would be okay. Win or lose, they would keep going. Win or lose, they had each other.

			“Hey!” Kira shouted. She was pounding on the door. “Are you guys kidding me?! Put your fucking pants on!”

			“How long have we been in here?” Gabe looked dazed, and obscenely beautiful—and still smiling, always smiling.

			Anya pulled on her skirt and grabbed her phone off the floor. Oh god, it was after five.

			“Hurry!” she urged him, and a few seconds later they wrenched open the door.

			Kira and Simone were beaming on the other side.

			“We have to go,” Kira said. “The results are in.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue
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			Thirteen years later

			Katz for Library Board—Brooklyn, New York

			Meet the Storied Political Operative Running for Library Board

			by Emma Cabrera, Brooklyn Daily Eagle

			 

			Anya Katz is no stranger to the world of political campaigns—she’s worked on some of the most influential races of the past two decades. So with two young daughters and a booming career, why did Katz decide to jump into the fray this year as a first-time candidate? We caught up with her at her local library (where else!) to find out.

			Brooklyn Daily Eagle: To start with the obvious, can you tell us why you’re running for library board?

			Anya Katz: I’ve always been a big reader. I think especially for kids, but for adults too, reading helps develop your empathy and shows you all these possibilities for your life you might have never considered—and for so many New Yorkers, that starts at the library. So in thinking about the next chapter of my life and how I might serve my community, running for library board felt really natural, almost obvious. When I first brought up the idea to my husband, he said he couldn’t believe I wasn’t on the board already.

			BDE: I presume your daughters are excited too?

			AK: Oh yeah, but they’re excited about literally everything, so take it with a grain of salt. My older daughter, Daisy, is a bit like I was as a kid—a weirdo bookworm in the best way—so the library is her favorite place. We’ve been on a mission to take her to every branch in Brooklyn. She loves seeing all the different buildings and exhibits and how they arrange the books.

			BDE: And your younger daughter?

			AK: Julia’s more like Gabe [Hunt, Katz’s husband], very high energy, a charming little hellion. He coaches her soccer team, and Daisy and I always joke that it’s equally good for both of them to spend the afternoon running around in the park. But all four of us go to story time at the library every weekend. We never miss it unless we’re out of town. It’s one of our most important family traditions.

			BDE: Okay. I need to ask you about the photo.

			AK: (laughs) Sure, go ahead.

			BDE: When Jo Sessego was elected president, the photo on the cover of Time was the moment they officially called the race and she found out she’d won. It’s an amazing image where there’s chaos all around her, people are screaming and cheering, and she’s right on the brink of tears. You can see her really feeling the gravity of what just happened. And right next to her, you and your now husband are locked in this totally passionate kiss.

			AK: That was one of the best moments of my life.

			BDE: Did you two meet on that campaign?

			AK: No, no. We met more than ten years prior, as volunteers on a different presidential campaign. We did not get along initially. But by the time that photo was taken, we were deeply in love. We got engaged a couple of months after that, at President Sessego’s inauguration.

			BDE: And now he’s your campaign manager!

			AK: Yes! He says I’m the most headstrong candidate he’s ever worked with, and then I say I’m the most headstrong candidate he’s ever worked for.

			BDE: It’s not causing marital strife, I hope?

			AK: I’m kidding, it isn’t at all. We both have almost a decade of experience now working on local races, so we had a great sense of what to expect going into this.

			BDE: Through the firm you own, right? Paving Stone Strategies?

			AK: Yes, the firm we co-own with our friends Kira Liu and Simone Humphrey. After President Sessego’s reelection campaign, we all wanted to slow down the pace of our lives a little bit. Simone and Kira wanted to travel more, and Gabe and I wanted kids—and my dad was very eager for us to do that in New York. We felt we’d reached the pinnacle of what we wanted to accomplish as campaigners, and we wanted to focus more on mentorship, helping future generations of staffers and candidates make change in their communities.

			BDE: So after all this time, why are you taking the leap of becoming a candidate yourself?

			AK: I loved being a campaign staffer. At its heart, a campaign is a conversation with your neighbors about what you want for your collective future. Win or lose, a great campaign can push that conversation forward and set the stage for future progress—sometimes the campaigns you lose do that even more effectively than the ones you win. I want to teach my daughters about that with this race, to help them understand why it’s important to fight for the things you believe in, even when it doesn’t always work out the way you hoped. Maybe especially then. But it’s a strange dichotomy, because a campaign is also more or less a glorified job interview. Gabe always says we’re like the general managers of a baseball team, choosing the players, making moves to help set them up for a great season, but we’re never actually in the lineup. So after twenty years in the front office, I decided it was finally time for me to get on the field.
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			“Hey, do you have a second?”

			Anya looked up from the speech she was drafting. After two decades writing in other candidates’ voices, it was bizarre (and kind of thrilling) to figure out her own. She was sitting on their bed in their sunny Crown Heights apartment; it was early fall, one of those first great weeks when they could finally take the AC units out of the windows and let in some fresh air. Election season—Anya’s favorite.

			Gabe must have just showered. He was wearing only underwear, and his hair was damp. Even after all these years of marriage, and now parenting too, it still brought Anya endless delight to look up and see this unbelievably gorgeous man who shared her home.

			“Hon, I’d love to have sex, but I don’t think we have time? My dad will be back with the girls any minute.”

			“That’s actually not why I came in here—but now it is.” Gabe glanced at the clock on their nightstand. “Shouldn’t they be gone until at least five?”

			“For an art museum?” Anya gave him a skeptical look. “You know Julia’s not behaving at the Met for more than an hour.”

			“They’re at the Met? I thought he was taking them to see the Mets.”

			“I don’t think so? Let me text him.” Anya fired off a quick message to Walt, who responded instantly, as always. Anya laughed when she got the message. “We’re both wrong. He took them to a children’s concert at the Met, the Lincoln Center Met.”

			“Opera!” Gabe grinned. “A dark horse contender.”

			Anya’s phone pinged with another text. “He says he’s taking them to Zabar’s after. He thinks they’re old enough to learn the proper things to order at a smoked fish counter.”

			“So then we do have time.” Gabe got onto the bed, shut Anya’s laptop, and immediately started kissing her.

			“I need to write that speech,” she protested weakly.

			“Do it later,” he muttered in her ear. “This is more important.”

			“Than proposing that the library expand its citizenship prep classes for people outside Brooklyn?”

			“Than anything in the history of the universe,” he joked.

			“When you’re right, you’re right.” She took off her reading glasses and set them on top of her laptop, which is when she noticed he’d brought in his laptop too. “Wait, why did you come in here?”

			Gabe gave her a sheepish smile. “I’ve been working on something. I wanted to show you.”

			“What is it?”

			“Nothing that can’t wait until after I take your pants off.”

			“No, now I’m curious,” she insisted. “Let me see.”

			“You’re so bossy.” He kissed her, and she nipped at his lower lip.

			“I am your boss, so.”

			“Fuck, I love it when you say that,” he breathed. “Fine! I’ll show you.”

			He grabbed his laptop and opened it. It was so sweet, how eager he looked as he handed it to her.

			“A campaign plan?” Anya was confused. “For who?”

			“For you,” he said. “I mapped out a ten-point strategy to get you from library board to the U.S. Senate in the next twelve years.”

			Anya burst out laughing. “You want us to move to DC?”

			“No, that’s the beauty part!” Gabe pointed to the laptop screen. “You’ll be elected as the outgoing mayor of New York City, so we wouldn’t have to move until both girls are in college. Plus I think it’s likely Senator Beihl will retire that cycle, so the timing is perfect.”

			“Wow, you’ve really thought this through.” Anya felt overwhelmed with affection. “Do you think maybe we should win this race before we plot my ascendancy?”

			“Please. Simone and Kira are going to set us up on the predictive dialer, we’re gonna blow through our voter contact goal in like a week,” Gabe scoffed. “Besides, it’s never too early to plot your ascendancy.”

			“And what if I don’t need all that?” Anya ran her fingers through his hair. “What if I already have everything I’ve ever wanted?”

			“I’d still want to give you more.” He looked at her seriously, but then he cracked a smile. “Plus, it’d be hot to call you Senator.”

			Anya laughed. “You can do that now. Save ourselves a lot of time and effort.”

			“Great point, Senator.” He started kissing her neck and moving his hands down her body. “I hope you liked my ten-point plan, Senator.”

			“I love you so much,” Anya murmured. “Even if you’re still way too focused on winning.”

			“Nah.” He grinned and kissed her again. “I just really like working for candidates I believe in.”

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			
				Dear reader,

				I strongly believe in the value of public service, and I believe this country would be a better place if it looked more like you. If you’d like to run for office in your community, you can visit runforsomething.net to find out more.

				You can do this (it’s not as hard as you think!)—and you should. I believe in the possibilities this country holds for all of us, and I believe in you.

				xo, Kate
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			The Official See You Next Tuesday Annotated Playlist (or, a brief political memoir told through song)

			You know how you can hear a song and it’ll instantly transport you back to a specific time and place—the work you were doing, the emotions you were experiencing, the people by your side? For me, there are certain songs that will always represent different political campaigns I’ve worked on: These were the songs I listened to over and over while writing See You Next Tuesday. In writing this annotated playlist, I had the opportunity to revisit the memories these songs evoked, some fizzy with excitement, others excruciatingly painful. Those highs and lows are the epitome of campaign life, and those were the emotions I wanted to explore in this novel. With this playlist, I want to share a peek into some of my real-life experiences that inspired Anya and Gabe’s story. I hope you enjoy—and maybe feel inspired to get involved in a campaign in your community. There’s absolutely nothing like it.

			
					
					“The Long Way Around” by The Chicks

					I’ve volunteered on campaigns since I was about ten years old, but 2006 was my first “real” campaign job. I was working for the Letter Carriers’ union at the time, and they sent me to help turn out union members for the midterm elections in Ohio. I was twenty-three with a corporate studio apartment and a rental car, driving all around Ohio to talk with various unions about the importance of the election for working families, and I had only two CDs: the season one soundtrack of Grey’s Anatomy and Taking the Long Way by The Chicks. This song will always bring back that election for me—how young I was, how excited I felt, my unbridled optimism for my work and for the idea that I was going to do something big with my life. I couldn’t have known then all the turns my journey would take, but now, having written this novel, I couldn’t be more proud that I took the long way around.

					

					
					“Portions for Foxes” by Rilo Kiley

					Yep, this song was on the Grey’s soundtrack, and it’s an all-time banger. To this day, I can’t hear it without remembering how it felt to cruise the highways in Ohio, all the ridiculous office dramas I was navigating (romantic and otherwise), feeling like a character in my own little political soap opera. And you’re bad news! I don’t care, I like you! God, that sums up my entire twenties—probably everyone else’s too. Wasn’t it awful? Wasn’t it great?

					

					
					“Here Comes the Sun” by The Beatles

					In the summer of 2003, I interned for John Kerry in the Senate. I went to college in Amherst, Massachusetts, so I spent much of the fall of 2003 and all of 2004 driving back and forth to volunteer for his presidential campaign in New Hampshire, sleeping on supporters’ couches (and office floors) and knocking on doors in the freezing cold. Three days before the election in November of 2004, the candidate came to Manchester for a rally, and it was pouring rain. A miserable day. But a few minutes before then-Senator Kerry arrived, the sun came out, and the rally organizers played “Here Comes the Sun” for the cheering crowd. We really believed that we were about to win an election, and that brighter days were ahead. We were wrong, that time: President Bush was reelected, and I was devastated. That loss galvanized my commitment to work in politics. Six months later, I graduated from college and moved to Washington, DC.

					

					
					“Thunder Road” by Bruce Springsteen

					I listened to this song all the time on my drives from Amherst to New Hampshire. It always put me in a great mood, Springsteen’s Americana vibes stretching from my childhood in New Jersey through the backroads of New Hampshire’s forests. Well, the night’s busting open, these two lanes will take us anywhere. That was how I felt too—all that possibility and freedom.

					

					
					“A Mistake” by Fiona Apple

					Fiona Apple’s masterpiece of an album, When the pawn…came out in November 1999. I was a junior in high school, and it became a keystone of my personality. I loved how unapologetic Fiona was about her rage, how clever she was in reclaiming her power from the men who tried to take it from her. (The lyric “you fondle my trigger, then you blame my gun” from “Limp” remains one of my most-quoted.) “A Mistake” was probably my most-played song that year; I wore out my CD while stuffing envelopes for Al Gore’s presidential campaign. The night of the election, I watched results with a bunch of friends, eating pizza and marveling that I finally had a driver’s license. It didn’t seem like such a big deal that we lost; it felt like things would be fine either way. We had no idea we were living through one of the most pivotal moments in American history.

					

					
					“Fake Empire” by The National

					This was one of President Obama’s campaign songs in 2008, but I was only vaguely aware of it at the time. I was living in San Francisco that year, working for a nonprofit and running a national program to recruit and train poll workers. I had left DC over my disgust with the Bush administration and a weak Congress that rubber-stamped the administration’s cruel policies. The job in San Francisco was a way station while I applied to graduate school in Los Angeles; I had decided by then that I wanted to leave politics and become a screenwriter. The next year, I moved to LA to start film school at USC, where I met a classmate named Morgan Matson. She put this song in one of the playlists of her first novel, Amy & Roger’s Epic Detour (an amazing book, you should read it!). Morgan was the first person who ever told me I should write a novel; she was also the friend I was traveling with when I first had the idea for See You Next Tuesday. This song reminds me of the 2008 election, but much more important, it will always remind me of Morgan.

					

					
					“Running” by Jessie Ware

					Flash forward to April 2015: I had graduated with my MFA in screenwriting, but I had yet to find any paying work in that field. I had written my first novel, but it didn’t sell. I was floundering. I was frustrated. And then an old friend called to ask me if I’d consider being a writer for Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign. At first, I was hesitant. It had been such a big deal for me to leave politics—was I really ready to go back? Would going back mean that I had failed as a writer? Or would refusing to go back be passing up one of the biggest opportunities of my life? Amid all this, I was also going through a personal heartbreak and having a pretty rough time. One of my dear friends took me to a Jessie Ware concert to cheer me up. I had never heard her music before, and this was the first song she played; I was instantly transfixed. When I accepted the job working for Secretary Clinton, this was the song that played in my mind over and over. Keeps me running, keeps me running. Running for president. Running from my problems, my heartbreaks, my failures. Running toward something? A new chapter of my life in Brooklyn, maybe a new chapter for our country? I didn’t know. It’s amazing to me now, looking back, just how much I didn’t know.

					

					
					“Lose Yourself” by Eminem

					This song is a perennial favorite on campaign playlists. The relentless beat feels like the punishing pace of the campaign trail, and it’s one of those songs that can always energize you to do just a little more work, even when it’s two a.m. and you haven’t eaten since lunch and you feel like you’re about to die. Campaign life is brutal, but it’s also exhilarating, with moments so big you can’t humanly believe you’re a part of them. This is also the song that President Obama listened to backstage at the Democratic National Convention in 2016 to get hyped up before his speech—I was backstage that night too. I screamed along with the rest of the crowd as Hillary surprised us by walking out onstage and hugging President Obama: her former opponent, her former boss, her dear friend. I couldn’t believe that I was there, watching history unfold, a part of history myself.

					

					
					“Pony” by Ginuwine

					You know those end-of-quarter fundraising deadline political emails you absolutely hate? I promise you, they’re even worse for the people tasked with raising the money to keep the campaign running. I was on that team in 2015, and the day after our very first EOQ, we were all bleary with exhaustion, so our boss let us leave the office at lunchtime—an exceedingly rare treat for a job where we sometimes only had one day off per month. My friend Nichole and I used our free afternoon to see Magic Mike XXL, and we were obsessed. (It’s a perfect film and a deeply feminist work of art. I stand by this.) “Pony” became our team’s anthem, the song we would play anytime we needed a pick-me-up, the first song on our team playlist. Campaigning can be such serious work, but it can also feel just like high school, a dance party with your best friends in the middle of the night—while you try to elect our next president.

					

					
					“Sparks” by Coldplay

					During the 2016 cycle, I had an arsenal of different sleep aids in my nightstand. I usually had somewhere between four and eight hours when I could actually get some rest, if only I could turn my brain off—except I never could. Hence the pills. Real sleeping pills if I had eight hours, heavy-duty melatonin if I had six, a lighter dose if I had only four. The pills usually worked, and I slept however much I could. But sometimes nothing would knock me out, and I’d be awake at three or four a.m., spiraling about whatever crisis had unfolded at work that day. In those cases, I’d take out the most serious drug in my nightstand: my For Emergencies Only pack of cigarettes. Then I’d crack the window of my bedroom in a fourth-floor Brooklyn walk-up and have a smoke while listening to this song. Something about the combination of the freezing night air, the cigarette, and these chords always calmed me down; afterward, I could usually get to sleep. When I hear this song now, I still think of the title as referencing the sparks showering from the flicks of my fingers, out of my window and into the quiet night.

					

					
					“When We Were Young” by Adele

					I did a lot of writing during the 2016 cycle, and I usually had almost no time to do it. When I had to write something very emotional in under ten minutes (this happened more often than you can possibly imagine), I had a hack: a playlist called “Adele for Sadz.” I would go to the darkest spot I could find in campaign headquarters (there was a couch under the stairwell I really liked), put on my headphones, and let Adele bring up all the feelings I’d been repressing so I could write about them. Then, when my draft was done, I’d return to my desk and go on about my day like I hadn’t just been crying in full view of dozens of people. Campaigning is such a weird job. I still really love this song, though.

					

					
					“Made in America” by JAY-Z and Kanye West feat.  Frank Ocean

					I was there in the room when Hillary clinched the primary in June 2016, when she accepted the nomination in August, and I was there in the Javits Center the night we lost the election too, one of the most difficult nights of my life. After the election, I was a shell of a human being—directionless, exhausted, depressed. All the optimism I’d ever had about America, or the goodness of people, was gone. I returned to my home in Los Angeles a few weeks after the election, and a couple of weeks after that, I drove up the coast to visit friends in San Francisco. I was almost there and it was pouring rain when this song came on. I had never heard it before, and I instantly burst into tears at the Frank Ocean hook that opens the lyric: Sweet king Martin, Sweet queen Coretta, Sweet brother Malcolm, Sweet queen Betty. Sweet Mother Mary, Sweet father Joseph, Sweet Jesus, we made it in America. I thought of Martin Luther King Jr., Coretta Scott King, Malcolm X, Betty Shabazz, and all the other activists I’d grown up idolizing—Emma Goldman, Claudette Colvin, Medgar Evers, Ernest Green, and so many more. I thought of Congressman John Lewis, whom I had the honor of meeting and working with during the 2016 cycle. I thought of the unimaginable losses these activists had experienced during their lives, losses far worse than what I’d endured. I thought of their legacy, their American legacy. That as surely as our country had produced the nightmare that began on Election Night in 2016, it produced these heroes too. That both had to be true. My optimism wasn’t gone; it was only being tested. I pulled over to the side of the road and wept. We made it in America.

					

					
					“Freedom” by Beyoncé feat. Kendrick Lamar

					Lemonade was one of those albums everyone on the campaign listened to constantly in 2016. When Beyoncé did a surprise concert at one of our rallies in Ohio the week before the election, we felt unstoppable, like victory was within our grasp. When Kamala Harris chose this track as her campaign anthem in 2024, it felt like perhaps we could right some of the wrongs of the past eight years, like a woman really could win the White House after all. It was during Vice President Harris’s brief campaign that I had the idea for See You Next Tuesday. I was feverishly writing the first pages of this novel as I volunteered as a writer for the Harris campaign. Nearly eight years after we’d lost the election in 2016, I finally felt ready to write about politics, to share the most exciting and heartbreaking details of my career. After the 2024 election, I feared I might not want to work on this book anymore, but it was the opposite. I felt even more desperately committed to showing all the good people who dedicate their lives to campaigns, the possibility that good things can happen in America. In a time surrounded by so much darkness, this novel became my light. I’m telling these tears, “Go and fall away, fall away.” May the last one burn into flames.

					

					
					“we fell in love in october” by girl in red

					These last few songs are less about my personal history and more about the novel itself. This sweetly sad song makes me think of Anya and Gabe and all the Octobers they spend together over the course of the story, falling in and out of love, learning how much they’re willing to sacrifice for their careers and for each other. It makes me think of all my campaign crushes over the years—the silly ones, the special ones—and the way your love of country, your love of a candidate, and your love for another person can all feel like the same thing.

					

					
					“Chicago” by Sufjan Stevens

					The city of Chicago holds such great political memories for me—one of my first big business trips for my campaign job in 2006, President Obama’s victory speech in Grant Park in 2008, so many others—and I knew I wanted the city to play a key part in the arc of this novel. It made so much sense as Anya’s hometown, and as the place where Anya and Gabe would eventually reunite. This song evokes that joy for me, and how fleeting life in politics can be: All things go, all things go. It doesn’t matter if a job is the greatest of your life or the worst; they’ll all be over on Election Day, and then it’s time to look for something new. The people you love, and the relationships you build with them, are the only thing that stays.

					

					
					“America” by Simon and Garfunkel

					I grew up loving this song, and it broke my heart a little when Senator Bernie Sanders used it for one of his most memorable campaign ads during the 2016 primary. That was an extremely difficult primary, not least because one of my best friends was working for Senator Sanders at the time, and it was horrible being on opposing sides of the campaign. For a long time, I hated hearing this song; it always brought me back to that painful period of the campaign and of that friendship. But in preparing to write this novel, I had a long, wonderful conversation with my friend. We laughed about old wounds; we each appreciated how hard the other had worked, how much we both believed we were doing the right thing for the right candidate. That conversation was so helpful to me in how I framed Anya and Gabe’s narrative, and as a small bonus, I’m also so happy I can now listen to this beautiful song again with no mixed feelings. We’ve all come to look for America.

					

					
					“The Way I Loved You (Taylor’s Version)”  by Taylor Swift

					Longtime readers will know that I always pick a Taylor Swift era to represent the novel I’m writing; for One to Watch, it was Speak Now, and for Fang Fiction, it was Reputation. For See You Next Tuesday, it’s Fearless: the bright optimism and big feelings of youth, the rolling sunflower fields of Americana, the heartbreaks that feel so painful we’ll never get over them—except then we do. For me, “The Way I Loved You” is the epitome of Anya and Gabe’s love: I miss screaming and fighting and kissing in the rain…It’s a roller coaster kind of rush and I never knew I could feel that much, and that’s the way I loved you. That’s the tidal wave of love I wanted to write about in this novel, the kind you couldn’t out-swim even if you wanted to—and really, why would you want to? Life might be calmer if we never felt huge passion for our beliefs, for our work, or for the people we fall in love with, but I would never want to live that way. Give me that roller coaster kind of rush, the kind of love that makes you feel more than you believed was possible. That’s the way I loved campaigning, and it’s the way Anya and Gabe love each other.

					Listen to the See You Next Tuesday playlist on Spotify: https://open.spotify.com/playlist/4St7s32iuBpu0arhm6oElb?si=40492b48acca43f2

					

			

		

	
		
			Recipe for Judy’s flourless chocolate cupcakes with cinnamon cream cheese frosting

			In autumn 2025, my dear friend Sonia Kharkar had finished reading a draft of See You Next Tuesday just before my birthday. Sonia is a brilliant screenwriter who’s given amazing feedback on all three of my novels—and she’s also a wonderful baker and an exceptional friend. When she told me she had a birthday surprise for me, I never expected that she’d baked the flourless chocolate cupcakes that I’d written about in the novel (the cupcakes Judy bakes for Kira’s birthday celebration in Las Vegas). Sonia asked if I had ever had a cupcake like this before, and I was like, nope! I just thought it sounded good! Reader, I was right—these cupcakes are delicious. They’re super dense and decadent (and bonus, gluten free). I especially like these out of the fridge the next day; keeping them at a cool temperature cuts the richness the slightest bit and brings out the tang in the cream cheese frosting.

			I asked Sonia if we could publish her recipe as a bonus feature in this novel, and she was happy to oblige. Here it is so you can make these scrumptious treats at home—maybe for your next Election Day party? I hope you love them as much as I do!

		

	
		
			Flourless Chocolate Cupcakes with Cinnamon Cream Cheese Frosting

			Adapted from King Arthur Flour

			Makes 12 cupcakes

			INGREDIENTS

			For the Cupcakes:

			
				1⅓ cups (221 g) semisweet or bittersweet chocolate chips

				10½ tablespoons (147 g) unsalted butter, at room temperature

				1 cup (194 g) granulated sugar

				Heaping ¼  teaspoon salt

				1 teaspoon espresso powder, optional (enhances chocolate  flavor)

				1¼ teaspoons vanilla extract, optional

				4 large eggs

				⅔ cup (55 g) Dutch-process cocoa

			

			For the Frosting:

			
				8 oz (225 g) cream cheese, at room temperature

				8 tablespoons (113 g) unsalted butter, at room temperature

				3 cups (360 g) powdered sugar

				2 teaspoons cinnamon

				1 teaspoon vanilla extract

				Pinch of salt

				Squeeze of fresh lemon juice, optional (brightens cream cheese frosting flavor)

			

			METHOD

			
					
					Preheat oven to 350°F. Line a cupcake pan with twelve liners.

				

					
					Using the double-boiler method, a saucepan on the stove over very low heat, or a microwave, melt butter and chocolate chips together. Stir until smooth, reheating briefly if necessary. Remove from heat and transfer to a mixing bowl.

				

					
					Stir in sugar, salt, espresso powder, and vanilla extract.

				

					
					Add eggs, beating briefly until smooth.

				

					
					Add cocoa powder and gently mix just to combine.

				

					
					Divide batter evenly among liners.

				

					
					Bake at 350°F for 13–15 minutes; a thin crust will have formed, and should register at least 200°F on an instant-read thermometer inserted into the center of a cupcake.

				

					
					Remove from oven. Let cool in pan for 5 minutes. Move to rack or counter to cool completely.

				

					
					For the frosting, mix room-temperature cream cheese and butter with a mixer on medium speed until smooth and creamy. Add vanilla extract, cinnamon, a pinch of salt, powdered sugar, and a squeeze of lemon juice, if using. Mix on low speed until combined. Increase the mixer speed and mix until light and fluffy. Pipe or spread onto cooled cupcakes. Refrigerate any leftovers.
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