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​Chapter One - Six AM Is the Only Clean Hour
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The coffee she made herself.

This was not a political statement. It was simply the first rule of 6 AM: before the building filled, before Derek arrived with his laminated schedule and the controlled urgency he had been perfecting for eleven years, before the phones started and Theo Parrish's documentary crew finished setting up their equipment in the corner they had colonized three weeks ago — before any of that, there was the coffee, and the coffee was hers, and she made it standing at the small machine on the credenza by the window the way she made everything: precisely, without ceremony, the way you do a thing you have done ten thousand times.

Natalia Vega poured the coffee, set the mug on her desk, and did not sit down.

She read standing up. She had read, somewhere, that standing accelerated cognitive processing, and she had tried it once and found she liked it, and now it was simply how she existed in the mornings — upright and mobile and already halfway through the overnight briefings before the coffee had stopped steaming. The polling memo was on top. She had asked for it on top. Derek had left it on top. This was the kind of small, reliable efficiency that kept a campaign running, and she was grateful for it in the same wordless way she was grateful for good pens and an accurate calendar.

The numbers: she was within four points of Beaumont. Four points, three weeks out, in a district that had returned Carl Beaumont to Washington six times. Her field director had called this a gift. Her finance director had called it an opportunity. Derek had called it a good sign and then paused for long enough that she'd asked him what he wasn't saying, and he'd said nothing, nothing, it's fine, in the tone that meant he was thinking two moves ahead.

She was also thinking two moves ahead. She just wasn't saying it either.

She turned to the next page. The overnight media clips, flagged in order of importance: a piece in the Tribune about Beaumont's education record, which she'd already read; a segment from the eleven o'clock news about primary turnout projections, which she'd already factored in; and a social post from an account with twenty-two thousand followers that had screenshotted a moment from last week's fundraiser — her and Derek standing at the back of the room while a donor made a toast, her expression in the photograph something close to amused. The caption read: Vega doesn't just tolerate the speeches, she enjoys them. She's actually paying attention.

The post had eight hundred shares.

She set the memo down and drank her coffee, looking out the window. Seventh floor, looking east. The city was already moving — delivery trucks, early commuters, the particular gray-gold light of an October morning in Washington that had never not looked like the opening of something. She had been looking out office windows in this city since she was twenty-three years old, first as a state assembly aide, then as an assemblywoman, then as a freshman congresswoman, now as — what. A woman who had spent twenty years being extremely well-prepared for the next thing, standing in her campaign headquarters at six in the morning, watching the city start.

She turned back to her desk.

The schedule was laminated. Derek had started laminating the daily schedules three campaigns ago, after she'd spilled coffee on the paper version at a critical moment during a finance call, and he'd never mentioned it, he'd simply arrived the next day with a laminator and presented the new format as though it had always existed. She had never thanked him. She had shown up on time to every meeting since.

Today: seven AM briefing with the finance director. Nine AM county endorsement announcement — Beaumont had been counting on that endorsement and she'd gotten there first, which was not ruthless, it was arithmetic. Eleven AM debate prep with Jo Castañeda, who had been in this office for six days and had already reorganized two systems and gotten into a documented argument with a field staffer about the structural integrity of the opposition research filing methodology.

Noon: lunch with the Tribune editorial board. She would not get their endorsement. She was going to the lunch anyway because not going was worse than going and losing.

Two PM: policy review. Six PM: donor event, the Caldwell dinner. Derek had flagged the Caldwell dinner in his pre-schedule notes as important, wear the navy, which meant he had thought about optics, which meant he was managing her, which she would address the next time she saw him.

She flipped the laminated sheet over. The back was tomorrow. She read it anyway.

From the corner of the room, Theo Parrish's camera was already rolling.

She had given him access — structured, bounded, carefully measured access — because embedded documentary coverage was worth something and because she had read Theo's previous film and it was rigorous and fair and she respected rigorous and fair even when it was being applied to her. The crew arrived at six-thirty most mornings. Today they were early. She could see the small red light of the camera across the room and she did what she always did: she noted it, she filed it, and she went back to work.

Priya Anand arrived at six-twenty, which meant something had happened before six-twenty.

"The Hernandez field team is short two canvassers this weekend," Priya said, without preamble, dropping a tablet on the edge of Natalia's desk. She was wearing yesterday's blazer and the expression of someone who had been making quiet, managing calls since before the sun was up. "I've got two names from the volunteer pool, but one of them is also on the Beaumont volunteer list from three months ago, so."

"So what?"

"So do we care."

Natalia picked up the tablet. Scanned the volunteer file. "He switched because we have better coffee in the office and his girlfriend made a phone bank volunteer."

Priya looked at her.

"I read the volunteer intake forms," Natalia said. "Yes, he's fine. Pull him in."

"How do you have time to read volunteer intake forms?"

"I read standing up. It's faster."

Priya made a note that contained her opinion of this and said nothing out loud. This was one of the several things Natalia appreciated about her.

Derek arrived at six-forty-seven and set the real version of his schedule — not the laminated one, the working one, with the hand-annotated margins — on her desk without a word and poured himself a coffee from the machine she'd already used and stood across from her, and they went through it like they'd gone through every morning schedule for eleven years: quickly, efficiently, the shorthand of people who had fought a lot and agreed on almost everything that mattered.

"Jo Castañeda's prep file on Beaumont's healthcare record," he said. "You should read it before the eleven."

"I read it last night."

"All of it?"

"To the footnotes."

He looked at her. "She added an appendix."

"I read the appendix."

He made the face he made when he was recalibrating, which involved his jaw moving slightly and nothing else. "She's thorough," he said.

"Yes."

"More thorough than I expected."

Natalia picked up her coffee. "That's generally true of people Renata Voss recruits."

"Renata's got her own reasons for everything."

"She always has. It hasn't stopped her from being right." She looked at the schedule. "What do you know about Jo's history with—"

"Roper campaign, 2018. Longbow Action Fund, 2019 through 2022. Two cycles with the House Majority PAC. Renata pulled her out of that for something in Austin that I can't get full detail on." He paused. "She's never worked a congressional primary this close to the wire before."

"That's a liability?"

"It's a variable." He said it the way he said everything uncertain: carefully, without editorializing, letting her do the math. "She's good. I hired her because she's good."

"Then what are you telling me?"

"I'm telling you she's thorough, she added an appendix, and she reorganized the opposition filing system in a way that I hate and cannot argue with." He picked up his coffee. "That's all I'm telling you."

Natalia looked at the window. The morning light had shifted from gray-gold to simply gold. In two hours the building would be full, the phones would start, the day would be off and running in the particular hurtling way of campaign days, which had no natural stopping point and simply had to be outlasted.

She had been outlasting them for twenty years.

"Anything else?" she said.

"Beaumont's campaign manager is making calls to the Eastside business association. Trying to shore up their endorsement before your November event there."

"When's our event?"

"Three weeks."

"Move it up."

Derek made a note. He did not ask how or where they'd find the date, because the date would be found or made; that was how this worked. He had been making notes in her service for long enough that he no longer asked about the mechanism.

"The documentary crew," she said.

"Parrish and two. Same as last week."

"Tell them the finance briefing is closed."

"Already did."

"And the prep sessions."

"Parrish will push back."

"I'm aware. Tell him anyway."

She set the laminated schedule face-down on her desk and opened the day's first real file — the Beaumont education record, annotated in blue ink in Jo's handwriting, which was precise and slightly cramped and covered both margins and the footer and had at some point spilled onto a Post-it attached to the back cover. She read the Post-it first. It said: infrastructure policy footnote 12 cross-refs a discrepancy in the 2019 budget testimony. Flagging. Not sure if useful yet. — JC

Natalia pulled up the 2019 budget testimony on her laptop.

She was still reading it when the rest of the staff began to arrive.

The morning moved the way mornings moved: in fragments, in escalations, in the overlapping demands of seventeen people who all needed some portion of her attention. She gave what was needed and retained the rest. She had gotten good, over the years, at this partition — at operating on the surface of the day while keeping some interior chamber sealed and working. It was not dissociation. It was efficiency. It was, Derek had told her once, slightly alarming to observe from the outside, but useful.

The thing that had happened, earlier, to Priya — whatever it was that had landed her in the office at six-twenty with yesterday's blazer and that particular expression — resolved itself by eight: two phone calls, one tactical adjustment to the weekend canvassing map, and a text to the field director that Natalia sent herself because it was faster than routing it through three other people. Priya had looked at her when the field director texted back five minutes later with a confirmed adjustment, and Natalia had already moved on to the finance briefing prep notes, and Priya had gone back to her desk without saying anything.

This was, as far as Natalia was concerned, a fine outcome.

At eight forty-five, she found the box.

It was in the back hallway between the copy room and the supply closet, which she was only passing through because she'd taken the long way around to avoid the documentary camera crew, who had set up in the main corridor at an angle she found impractical. The box was cardboard, labeled in fading marker: VANCE FOR CONGRESS 2020 — GENERAL FILES — MISC. It had been there long enough for the edges to soften. Inside: binders, printed memos, a precinct map for a district that had been redistricted two years ago, paper clips in three different sizes, and forty or fifty miscellaneous documents shoved in without order or category.

Previous tenant's overflow. No one had touched it.

She stood in the hallway and looked at the box. Then she looked at the time. She had fourteen minutes before the finance briefing.

She pulled the box into the copy room.

It took thirty-five minutes. She worked methodically, sorting into categories: legislative records, donor files, administrative correspondence, documents that had no business being kept and should have been shredded two years ago. She built six stacks on the copy room table, labeled them on Post-its from the dispenser by the machine, and transferred them to the appropriate sections of the general files shelf where they should have been all along.

No one asked her to do this. It had no political utility. The filing improvement would benefit, possibly, the three people in the office who still used paper files, and possibly no one.

She did it anyway, with the focused attention she gave everything, because the records were wrong and they needed to be right and someone was there to do it.

At nine twenty she walked into the finance briefing three minutes late, which was the only time in anyone's recent memory she had been late to anything, and said nothing about it, and no one in the room said anything about it either.

By eleven o'clock, the building had reached its working temperature — all seventeen staff members plus the volunteer pool plus Theo's crew and two journalists who'd been given structured access and were therefore present in approved locations, doing approved things. The main room hummed. Someone's phone was playing a podcast too loudly and someone else had addressed this and there'd been a brief exchange that resulted in headphones and no lasting damage.

Across the bullpen from Natalia's office, the new desk was occupied.

Jo Castañeda was not, precisely, sitting at it. She was perched on the edge of it, one boot on the floor and one on the crossbar of the chair, files spread across the surface in an organization that looked like chaos and apparently wasn't, because she kept reaching for documents without looking and finding them. She was on the phone. She was also, simultaneously, cross-referencing something on her laptop and making a notation in a yellow legal pad that she'd had to hunt across the desk for but located with the confidence of someone who knew exactly where she'd put it even if it wasn't obvious to anyone else.

Natalia watched her for approximately four seconds, which was three seconds longer than she'd intended.

She had known, in the abstract, that Jo Castañeda was good at her job. Renata Voss had said so, and Derek had said so, and Renata and Derek rarely agreed on personnel. What she had not known, because it wasn't in a file, was how Jo Castañeda moved in a room — the quality of her attention, which was constant and slightly unnerving, the way she occupied physical space, which was less space than she took up conceptually. She was compact and in motion even while sitting still, and she was wearing a blazer over a shirt that was slightly the wrong register for the blazer, and there was a piece of hair that kept falling from her bun that she kept pushing back without appearing to notice she was doing it.

She was also, Natalia noted, watching everything in the room at all times, including — for exactly the same four seconds Natalia had been watching her — watching back.

Natalia went into her office.

The prep session was at eleven. She looked at the Beaumont education file, which she had already read three times, and then at the annotated margins, which she had read twice, and then at the Post-it about the infrastructure discrepancy, which she had pulled up and confirmed and which was, in fact, useful — more useful than Jo had flagged, because it connected to a budget reallocation that Beaumont had quietly walked back in 2021 and which created an inconsistency in his current education messaging that could be surfaced at exactly the right moment.

Jo Castañeda had found it. She had flagged it as uncertain. She had attached it to the outside of the file so it wouldn't get missed.

Natalia wrote a note on a separate Post-it and stuck it to the front of the file: infrastructure note — follow the 2021 reallocation. Worth developing. She put it on the corner of her desk where it would be the first thing she handed over.

Eleven AM.

The door opened. Jo came in with the legal pad and a coffee she'd made for herself and the expression of someone who was already three thoughts ahead of the room.

"You added an appendix," Natalia said.

"It needed one."

"The footnote twelve cross-reference."

Jo stopped just inside the door and looked at her. "You read the appendix."

"I read everything."

A pause — the first pause of many, the first in the particular rhythm that would come to define their working sessions, which was the rhythm of two people who processed at approximately the same speed but from different angles and occasionally crashed at the intersections.

"The 2021 reallocation," Jo said. It was not a question.

"Useful."

"I wasn't sure."

"It's useful," Natalia said again. She was already looking at the file, already moving to the next thing, which meant she did not see the way Jo tilted her head when she'd said something true and had it confirmed — the small, precise focus of someone who had just learned something they planned to keep.

She heard Jo set her coffee down.

"What do you want to start with?" Jo said.

"Education posture. Then we build out from the reallocation." She looked up. "Tell me what you know that you haven't put in the file yet."

Jo sat down — on the edge of the desk, one boot on the floor, which was apparently how she always sat — and picked up her legal pad.

"How long do you have?"

"Forty-five minutes."

"Then I'll start with the interesting part," Jo said.

She did.

By the end of it, Natalia had two new notes, one revised position, and the specific sensation that accompanied conversations in which someone had thought as carefully about something as she had and arrived from a completely different direction. She had had this sensation periodically in her career — with Derek, occasionally, with a policy analyst named Gareth who had worked for her three campaigns ago and then gone to a think tank. She catalogued it the way she catalogued all useful data: carefully, without attaching meaning to it.

Jo gathered her files. At the door, she paused.

"The 9 AM announcement," she said. "The Hernandez endorsement."

"What about it?"

"Beaumont's campaign put out a statement an hour ago saying they were never pursuing the Hernandez endorsement and they wish Congresswoman Vega well."

Natalia looked at her.

"Which means," Jo said, "they were, and they lost it, and now they're managing the narrative. So." She tucked the legal pad under her arm. "Thought you should know."

She left.

Natalia looked at the closed door for a moment. Then she picked up her phone and sent Derek a text: Beaumont statement on Hernandez. Track who they call next.

She put the phone down and looked at her desk: the file, the notes, the laminated schedule, the mug of coffee that had gone cold twenty minutes ago without her noticing. Outside the door, the building continued its hum.

The desk across the bullpen from her window was empty again. Jo had taken her files and her legal pad and her coffee and gone somewhere else in the building to be thorough.

Natalia poured the cold coffee into the small potted plant on the windowsill — something she had been doing for so long that the plant had, against all odds, survived four campaigns — and poured a fresh one.

She stood at the window and drank it.

Somewhere in the building, Theo Parrish's camera was rolling.

Tomorrow, someone new would be fully present in all of this. Someone who had been here six days and already found the 2021 reallocation and reorganized the filing system and paused at the door to give her information she needed that wasn't technically in the job description.

Natalia put that thought in a file marked data, no current relevance, and went back to work.

The city continued outside the window, gold-lit and moving, doing what cities did.

It was barely nine-thirty. The day had forty-seven more hours in it, at minimum.

She was, as always, prepared.
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​Chapter Two - The Woman Who Rearranges Things
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She had been in the building for six days when she broke the first thing.

It was a stapler — not broken broken, technically, but jammed in a way that required disassembly, which Jo Castañeda had performed on the corner of Ryan Webb's desk while Ryan watched with the expression of someone watching a weather event he had no power over. Ryan was a second-year field coordinator who had, until six days ago, considered himself reasonably competent at his job. He had since revised this assessment, not because Jo had said anything to suggest otherwise, but because watching her work had recalibrated the metric.

"You don't have to—" Ryan started.

"There's a staple sideways in the loading mechanism," Jo said, not looking up. She had the stapler open on both hinges and was applying a pen cap to the jammed staple with surgical precision. "This is why it's catching. Someone's been forcing it."

"I've been forcing it. For like two weeks."

"Yeah, I can see that." She extracted the staple. Loaded a fresh strip. Tested it twice. Set it back on his desk. "Done."

Ryan looked at the stapler. "How did you know—"

"I worked in a field office in 2019 with a stapler that did the same thing," Jo said, already moving. "Same model. If the loading spring is off by more than two millimeters, they always catch."

She was gone before he could respond.

This was, Derek had come to understand in six days, simply how Jo Castañeda operated. She noticed what was wrong. She fixed it. She did not wait to be asked. She had reorganized the opposition research filing system on her second day — not because anyone had asked, not because it was professionally within her scope, but because she had opened the filing cabinet, spent approximately forty-five seconds with it, and determined that the existing system would, within two weeks, result in someone being unable to locate a critical document at a critical moment, and that this was unacceptable.

Her new system used a color-coded tab structure cross-referenced by date, subject, and strategic relevance. It was documented on a laminated sheet she'd attached to the inside of the cabinet door with a magnet she'd brought from somewhere.

Derek, who had designed the original system, had looked at her new one for a long time.

"It's better," he'd said finally.

"I know."

"I still don't like it."

"That's okay," Jo had said. "You don't have to like it. You just have to use it."

He'd filed this, along with approximately four hundred other data points from the past week, under the general category of Jo Castañeda, which was its own expanding subcategory under good problem, possibly also problem.

He watched her cross the bullpen now, legal pad under her arm, en route from wherever she'd been to wherever she was going next. She moved quickly and with direction — not the rushing, performative urgency of someone who wanted to be seen working, but the particular focus of someone who had a list and was working through it.

She stopped at her own desk. Put the legal pad down. Looked at something on her screen. Picked the legal pad back up. Kept moving.

He had hired her because she was excellent. She was also, he was increasingly convinced, going to rearrange something he would miss.

He returned to his budget call.



Jo had three things she needed to finish before four o'clock, and she was going to finish them, and the fact that the building was more interesting than most buildings she'd worked in was simply a variable she was managing.

The opposition research for Beaumont's healthcare record, which she'd submitted a preliminary draft of yesterday, needed two more data points — a 2018 committee vote and a cross-reference to a donor-funding chain that she'd identified this morning and hadn't finished tracing yet. She had the committee vote. She was working on the funding chain. It was going to be there; she could feel the shape of it, the way you feel the edge of something in the dark.

The 2021 budget reallocation discrepancy she'd flagged for Congresswoman Vega — Natalia, though Jo was careful about that in her own head, careful about the register, because she had been in this building six days and there was a difference between the name she used internally and the name she used aloud — had come back from the eleven o'clock prep session with a note attached: infrastructure note — follow the 2021 reallocation. Worth developing. Jo had read the note. Natalia had read the appendix. This was not surprising, exactly, because Natalia read everything, but it was satisfying in the way that precision was always satisfying.

The third thing was personal: she needed to call Renata.

She was doing them in order of urgency, which meant the Renata call was last, which meant she had approximately two hours to work out why she was slightly reluctant to make it.

She was not, she told herself, being dramatic. It was simply that Renata had recruited her for this campaign with a warmth and specificity that Jo had, in the moment, received as professional generosity and was now, six days into the actual campaign, reviewing for fine print.

She pulled up the funding chain and started building the diagram.



"You're watching her," Priya said.

Natalia did not look up from the policy brief. "I'm reading."

"You've been looking over that page for four minutes." Priya set a stack of updated field reports on the corner of the desk. "Which is two minutes more than any page in the history of your reading habits."

"The language in this paragraph is imprecise."

"It's always been imprecise. You approved it."

Natalia looked at the brief. Priya was, technically, correct. She had approved this language three weeks ago during a policy review she'd conducted at seven-thirty in the morning with one cup of coffee and a full day ahead of her, and the language was imprecise, and she had missed it.
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