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  To my three daughters. My greatest inspiration. 

May you chase your dreams with courage and heart.







  Foreword



Welcome to Calista Caldwell in Capital City—a trilogy five years in the making.




This collection brings together all three novels in the Capital City series, divided into three parts: Consumed, Corruption, and Courage. At the heart of it all is Calista Caldwell. She is a woman navigating ambition, justice, heartbreak, and ultimately, hope.




This book contains the complete arc of Cal’s journey, but there’s more to explore beyond these pages. I’ve written companion novellas featuring beloved side characters and a prequel that introduces the original Fab Four: Cal, Brigid, Amy, and Jo. These stories add depth and insight to the world of Capital City and are available wherever books are sold.




Thank you for picking up this collection. Whether this is your first visit to Capital City or a return trip, I’m so glad you’re here.




With gratitude,

N.G. Avant
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Consumed in Capital City
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Sunday, January 3, 2010


Subject line: I like what I see.




YES! I got a hit on my online ad! Thank god, I need a job. Wait, like what you see? Maybe I shouldn’t have added that head-shot. Please don’t let it be a creep. Please don’t let it be a creep. Please don’t let it be a creep. I click the email open:


I’m looking for a political assistant with a communications background. I see you were the editor of your school newspaper and have worked for a couple of weeklies, but I’m wondering if you can keep up with tighter deadlines than a weekly?




Ralph Mastronzo




Ralph Mastronzo? Hmm. I have no idea who that is. Okay, Google. Let’s see what you can tell me about this guy.




I type into the search bar: Ralph Mastronzo, Capital City.




Oh, he’s a city councillor for Capital on the Lake ward! What does his Wikipedia say? I click on the link. Looks like he was elected when he was twenty-six years old. Born in 1953, and it’s 2010. Ack math! Alright, calculator, let’s see here: 2010 minus 1953, makes him fifty-seven years old. He’s on his third marriage, has four kids, a partridge and a pear tree.




What day is it? Sunday? Can’t wait to sit down with the roomies for a little Jersey Shore tonight.




Focus Cal, back to Ralph. Third and current wife is Iveta Mastronzo, a retired ballet dancer from Capital City’s Royal Academy; she’s thirty-five?! She’s only ten years older than me! This guy has got to be a silver fox; let’s look for some pics. I click on the images tab. It’s hard to tell from this city council portrait, but he seems kind of overweight, and he has beady little eyes, they are practically black…are those hair plugs? They are way darker than the rest of his hair. Don’t be so harsh, Cal! I’m sure he’s super charismatic; looks are only skin deep. I’m so judgmental sometimes, bad Cal! Bad! How about his political career? Duh! I go back to his Wikipedia. It looks like he’s been the councillor of Capital on the Lake for twenty-six years. Wow. He must be really good at his job to keep a public office position for that long. He was an early adopter of the new green bin program blah, blah, blah, spearheaded efforts to revitalize the NHL-abandoned hockey stadium by pushing for a P3. A P3? What the hell is a P3?




I open a new google search tab and type: hockey stadium, Capital City, what is a P3?




Ohhhhh, it’s a Public-Private Partnership. Still not sure what that means. Ah, well, I think I’ve got enough info here to determine that he is not a creep.

Reply:


Good Morning Mr. Mastronzo,

Thank you for your interest. I most definitely can work under tighter deadlines than a weekly. I’m determined, resilient, and dependable. I’ve never missed a deadline in my life. I would be honoured for an opportunity to work as a political assistant in your office.

Regards,

Calista Caldwell




Mmmmm, I smell bacon. I wonder if Amy is cooking breakfast? Smells delicious. I’m just going to check Facebook real quick, and then I’ll head down and see what’s cooking. Two notifications, both ‘likes’ from my mom. Why did I ever show her this thing? I haven’t checked MySpace in a minute. I see a notification window pop-up at the bottom right-hand side of my screen. New email? It couldn’t be Ralph already. I click on the notification. Yup, it’s Ralph. That was fast. I open the email:


Can you meet for an interview tomorrow? How about the Starbucks on Christmas Island at 11:00 am? This meeting is to be kept completely confidential, understood?
R
 Mobile: 555-1111




Confidential? That’s kind of weird. I guess the work he’ll want me to do will be super classified. Where the hell is Christmas Island? I’ll MapQuest it later. Reply to email:




Good Morning Mr. Mastronzo, I am available to meet you tomorrow at 11:00 am, and understand the interview is confidential. Looking forward to meeting you!

Regards, 
Calista Caldwell 
Mobile: 555-0582




Well, looks like it’s time for me to steal some breakfast! I’m literally starving.

DING!

Oh, a text! This early in the morning? It’s probably my mom. I check my phone.




Text from 555-1111: Good. See you then.




Hells ya! I have an interview! I’m going to nail this interview and be the best political assistant that Councillor Ralph Mastronzo has ever had! I’m so pumped! I can’t believe this is happening! Yay!

* * *

“Hey, Jo, can I steal some breakfast, please? I totally thought it was Amy down here cooking,” I say, and give her my biggest shit-eating grin. The galley kitchen is immaculate; you’d never know someone just cooked breakfast in it.

“It’s my supper. I just got off the night shift at the hospital. And yes, I made extra. I think Amy is working today. Her fancy lawyer boss is working a big case and had her go in on a Sunday; she said she’ll be back in time to watch the Shore though, so don’t worry,” she says, pointing the spatula at me before flipping her fried egg.

“Speaking of work, how’s the job situation coming along? You still haven’t paid rent, and you’ve been here a week.” Jo’s big, tired, brown eyes narrow on me, but I notice the slightest smirk. Okay, we cool.

“Well, I’ve got an interview lined up at Starbucks tomorrow with a city councillor. He’s looking for a new political assistant. If all goes well, not only will I be paying rent, but I will also be buying a round!” I say cheerfully.

“At Starbucks? Cal. That’s kind of weird. Why wouldn’t he meet you at City Hall? And I’ve known you since we were five, I had no idea you were into politics. When did you apply?” Jo says, handing me a plate of bacon and eggs with a side of avocado toast.

“I didn’t apply. He responded to my online ad,” I say with hesitation. I notice Jo still hasn’t gotten out of her nurse scrubs. She must be exhausted…and cranky. I see concern wash over Jo’s face.

“Are you sure it’s not a psycho killer?” she asks.

“Well, no. Come to think of it, he did say the interview was supposed to be confidential and…” I start to say.

Jo interrupts, “Red flag! Have you learned nothing from Criminal Minds?!” and walks out of the kitchen then into the living room of our three-bedroom townhouse rental.

“Fuck, Jo. I got so excited at the prospect; I didn’t even consider this could be some lunatic luring me to Starbucks so he could kill me,” I exclaim, and follow close behind her.

“I’m sure it’s not a psychopath, but you text me and let me know you’re safe, okay? What time is the interview?” she says.

“It’s at eleven o’clock at the Starbucks on Christmas Island,” I respond.

“Fancy! I didn’t know it was that Starbucks. That’s the richest neighbourhood in the city. I’m sure you’ll be fine,” she says with a wave of her hand.

“Cool. What ward do we live in? Do you know?” I ask, remembering that I know nothing about Capital City.

“I think we live in Moira ward. I don’t know the neighbourhood, though. It ain’t The Hills that’s for sure,” she laughs.

DING!

Both of our phones go off with a text from Brigid. She wants to confirm that we are all watching Jersey Shore together tonight. Jo, Amy, and I all grew up on the same crescent in Merrickville, a small town outside Capital City. I met Brigid in journalism school, and we both decided to move here after we graduated. My besties were already living here together; the stars aligned as one of their roommates was relocating for a job opportunity, so we all ended up living in the same townhouse. Brigid is using our basement as a fourth bedroom. She likes the extra space; she’s created a bit of a studio down there. Not sure what it’s for quite yet. She was always the most creative one in our class. I wonder if she’s doing photography or something—taking pictures of babies or people’s pets?

“I thought Brigid was home, where is that girl at?” I ask Jo.

“I don’t think she came home last night. I have no idea; glad she’s safe!” Jo responds, always the mother hen of the group.

Text Brigid: Hell ya, we are watching the Shore, girl! And I maxed out my credit card to buy Sour Puss so that we can take a shot every time Pauly D shouts CABS ARE HERE! We can’t get too smashed though, I’ve got an interview tomorrow.

DING!

Brigid text: I’m glad you’ve got your priorities straight! :p








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Monday, January 4, 2010

I’m adulting so hard today. Portfolio, check! Resume, check! Fifteen minutes early, double-check! I am delicately sipping my fifth cup of coffee this morning. Thank you, Jo, for lending me $10! I’m doing this, I’m here in Capital City about to interview for a job working with a city councillor. I’ll be delivering the commencement speech at my school in ten years. Hard work and a dash of luck brought me to where I am today. When the universe hands you some luck, you have to seize the opportunity. Run with it. Make sure you show up for it and bring your slay game.

Eleven o’clock. He should be here any minute. Did I remember to add that last freelance article to my portfolio? I’ll quickly check. I pull out my portfolio binder and flip it to the article. Yes, I did. Phew. It’s going on 11:15 am. He’s a city councillor; he’s probably been kept up in some important city meeting with important city people. Maybe he’s already here and I just missed him. Any bad hair plugs in this place? I scan the coffee shop: Nope, no hair plugs. Maybe Jo was right, and I’m actually here meeting a serial killer… I should text him.

Text Ralph: Good morning! It’s Calista, just confirming we are still meeting for our interview this morning?

Oh shit. Did that come across bitchy?

Text Ralph: I totally understand you’re a busy man, I just wanted to make sure I had the time right. :)

Did I just make it worse? I don’t want him to think I can’t figure out how to schedule a meeting. Oh, shit shit shit.

DING!

Ralph Text: Yes. I’m running late.

Reply Text: Sounds good! I’m sitting by the window on your left when you first walk in. See you soon!

It’s a sunny winter day, which means it’s freeze-your-face-off cold out. I wish I’d brought my laptop; I could have done some more research ahead of the interview. From what I remember in the politics class that I grudgingly had to take for my journalism degree, municipal politics covers many front-line services like; fire, police, paramedics, garbage pick-up, snow clearing, all that jazz. They’re also in charge of public transit and the public library. I think they have to take care of roads too, or is that provincial? Maybe it’s that the province does the highways but municipalities handle the local roads? I’ll have to look that up later. I’ll just flip the keyboard out on my phone and click on my handy note-taking icon thingy. I type: look up who is in charge of roads. I don’t think phones can ever be more convenient than they are now. Like, my phone has a keyboard! Shit, it’s 11:45 am. I think I’m being stood up. I knew it was too good to be true.

DING!

Ralph text: Five minutes away.

Alright, going to chill for five more minutes, I guess. A lime green sedan looking thing pulls into the parking lot. I wonder if that’s him. Sure does say, “Hey look at me!” A tall, round, dark-haired guy gets out of the car—I think that’s him. He walks in. Smile Cal, make eye contact. Yup, it’s totally him. He walks to the lineup for coffee. He’s probably thirsty. Probably needs to recharge after a busy morning. Did he order food? I guess it’s lunchtime. Oh man, why didn’t I pee? He walks over. Smile. Make eye contact.

“Hi, I’m Ralph. You must be Cali,” Ralph says, holding out this hand to shake mine. Make sure you give a nice, firm handshake Cal, you want him to take you seriously.

“Hi, that’s right, I prefer Cal, really nice to meet you,” I respond politely.

“I like Cali better. I’m going to call you Cali,” he responds with a shrug.

I clear my throat. Okay, Cali it is. “I brought my portfolio if you wanted to take a look at some of my work, or we can wait until after you’ve had a chance to eat? I’m sure you’re very busy. I appreciate you taking the time to meet today,” I say.

“No, that’s okay. You’re new to town, aren’t you? I’m not sure if you did any research, but you can’t believe everything on my Wikipedia page. I have no control over that thing. It doesn’t give me credit for 90% of the projects that I’ve worked on. I never cheated on my second wife, Kathy. That’s a bunch of bullshit. You can’t believe the media; they get things wrong all of the time. I need someone who can make sure my message is what’s reported in the media, not the garbage lies the sheeple of the world are so used to consuming,” he says, then pauses to take a bite of his ham and Swiss sandwich.

“Well, I am certainly comfortable in speaking with the media,” I start saying.

“There was this non-news story that blew up because of one incompetent reporter. Whenever there is heavy rainfall, the overage from our sewer system goes into the lake. It’s been like that since the beginning. It’s not some ‘new thing.’ Well, this rookie reporter found out that was how the city’s system worked and raised hell, public health, environment, the whole gambit. Well, where would you prefer the sewage? In your basement? It was a PR nightmare, completely mishandled. Now, the city is spending a shit-ton of money on a new sewage system so that people can feel good about swimming in the lake,” he says and takes another pause for a bite of his sandwich.

I am never swimming in that lake. Does he want me to say something? I thought he was environmentally conscientious? He was an early adopter of the green bin? I really have to pee. Don’t think about it, Cal.

“When I looked at your resume, it doesn’t look like you’ve ever worked in politics. I like that. I get these kids with a political science degree thinking they know better than me. You are a blank canvass. I can teach you what politics is really like. You interested?” he pauses, and for the first time during this interview, he looks me straight in the eyes.

“Of course! I’m grateful for the opportunity to learn from someone with so much experience,” I respond. Was that too transparent? He must know I’m kissing his ass.

“Good. Politics can get really dirty—municipal politics especially. Everyone is always paying attention to the federal and provincial levels, but it’s the municipal level that impacts you more on a day-to-day basis. You know that? By the time you get to work in the morning, you’ve been in contact with at least three or four municipal services,” he says. The sandwich is now completely gone.

“For sure. Say, your garbage gets picked up that day, crews are filling in potholes on your walk to public transit, then you take that public transit to the office and maybe drop off a library book on your lunch,” I say, hoping I dazzled him with my knowledge of municipal services. Ha!

DING!

Text from Jo. I turn the ringer off in a panic. At this point, I’ve forgotten that I had to pee.

Ralph ignores the phone and continues, “That’s right. The thing is, the sheeple don’t actually know what they want. They think they know, but they are actually fucking clueless. I would never tell them that, of course. Take a look at the blue box and black box programs. When they first came in, everyone was in an uproar; we wanted them to separate their recycling? Inconceivable! Now, it’s no big deal. The same thing is happening with the green bin. We are forcing them to compost!? How dare we tell them what to do! The thing is though, in order for the province to grant us a license to incinerate our garbage, we need to be able to prove we can divert 80% of our waste. The green bin is the means to that end,” he says.

That explains why he spearheaded the green bin program. This guy is smart. I barely have a chance to finish that thought before he’s into the next story, pausing whenever his Blackberry rings to respond to whatever message he’s received. After about an hour, my bladder is ready to burst.

“I’m sorry Ralph, I’ve had a lot of coffee today, do you mind if I please excuse myself to go to the ladies room quickly?” I ask.

“Yeah, go for it!” he responds, and I quickly scoot to the bathroom with my phone in hand. I’ve got seven missed texts. The last one from Amy says: Are you dead? I sit down on the toilet and let out a steady stream of liquid at a furious speed. I open a group text and respond to Amy, Jo, and Brigid: I’m alive! Still on the interview with the city councillor.

When I return from the bathroom, Ralph is on his Blackberry typing away.

“I’m sorry about that. So did you want to take a look at my portfolio?” I ask.

“It’s all good, when nature calls, you must answer! So, working in politics, and working as a political assistant, you’d basically be an extension of me. When you’re out in the ward, you’re representing me. Anything you do is a reflection of me. With that in mind, what is the worst thing you’ve ever done? I need to know if you have any skeletons in your closet that can bite me in the ass,” he asks with a mischievous smile.

Well shit, I didn’t see this question coming. Do I answer him honestly, or make something up? Like, I’m too dedicated to my work. No, he’ll see right through that.

“I failed my license test twice before I got it,” I respond.

“That’s it? I don’t believe you,” he says.

“I kept trying until I got it, though. I persevered!” I explain.

“That’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?” he laughs. Okay, not the response I was expecting. I blush.

“I’m just a small-town girl. Pretty boring really,” I say.

“Come on? That’s really the worst thing you’ve ever done?” he presses. He wants something juicy. Should I tell him? I don’t know … ah, fuck it.

“Well,” I hesitate, “when I was in university, I got kicked out of the bar and thrown in the drunk tank on my 21st birthday,” I say and immediately regret it.

Well, that’s it. I’ve blown the interview. I hold my breath in anticipation. Ralph puts on a Cheshire cat grin.

“I like you, Cali. I’ve always had a thing for redheads. They’re wild and feisty,” he says.

I breathe out in relief. Is he hitting on me? I don’t even know how to take that comment.

“Working in my office can be a great stepping stone. You work in my office for a year, and you can get a job anywhere,” he says, then heads into another story, this time about the work he did around the theatre being built. He found the money for the theatre by using his network in the federal government. The member of congress for the area called Capital City West owed him a favour, and so he created a fund for local arts, and Ralph used those funds to help pay for it. I didn’t get a chance to ask him about this favour. I kind of always figured that politics was a lot of you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours. I’m curious to find out what does the scratching entail exactly?

By this time it’s around 3:00 pm. I’ve been sitting in that Starbucks for four hours. Ralph’s phone rings; I notice the caller ID says “Sully.” He picks up the phone.

“This is Ralph….yeah….yeah,” he looks at his watch.

“Yeah, I know. I’m on my way.” He hangs up the phone. “Well, it was nice to meet you, Cali. Don’t forget that everything discussed today is highly confidential,” Ralph says, extending his hand to shake mine. “I’ll be in touch,” he says and abruptly walks out the door leaving me completely stunned.

What just happened here? Did I get the job? Do I want the job?

* * *

It’s about 11:00 pm that night, and I’m in bed drifting to sleep.

DING!

Ralph text: You got the job. You start a week today. I’ll introduce you to my staff over a breakfast meeting. Meet at Lola’s in Lake Square at 9:00 am. You’ll be working with Sarah O’Sullivan and Petre Parker. I think you’re going to round out my team perfectly.

DING!

Ralph text: If they ask, tell them you’d heard about the great work I did and applied for the job; don’t mention the online ad thing. No matter what they say, the only one you can trust in the office is me.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Monday, January 11, 2010

I am confident. I am dressed to impress in my high-waisted, black skirt suit. The forest green blouse brings out the green in my eyes and contrasts my bright red hair. I had time to try out some nail art I found on this new social media site called Pinterest. Lots of inspiration. I love a little holographic sparkle on my nails. I’m ten minutes early for the breakfast meeting; that was the weirdest interview I’ve ever been to, but a job is a job, and if I can make it a year, I’ll hopefully move into a communications job at the city or something.

I arrive at the hostess stand; Ralph didn’t mention a reservation.

“Good morning, table for?” asks the hostess, a girl who doesn’t look much older than eighteen, blonde hair, blue eyes, lots of makeup.

“I’m not sure, I’m supposed to be meeting at least three other people here,” I respond and notice a table with a man and woman from the corner of my eye. The woman is waving me over. She’s got to be around my age, jet black hair past her shoulders, long bangs, and big hazel eyes. She’s in a full black pantsuit with a black silk shirt underneath. The guy looks older, maybe in his early forties? Handsome fellow, green eyes that contrast his deep-toned skin. I guess good looking people end up in politics? Does that mean I’m good looking? Am I one of the beautiful people? Get a hold of yourself, Cal.

“I think they are waving me over. Excuse me,” I say to the hostess and walk over to the booth where I suspect Sarah and Petre are sitting.

“Hi, I’m here to meet with Ralph Mastronzo and his staff, Sarah and, I’m not sure how to pronounce the name, is it Pee-tree? Like from The Land Before Time?” I ask, extending my hand out.

“It’s pronounced Pee-ter,” he says with a smile and grabs my hand to shake it.

I can feel my face flush, and stutter “I’m…I’m so sorry Petre, I’m Cal, nice to meet you,” I say. The Land Before Time? Oh my gawd, how juvenile, Cal!

“I know. No worries, it happens a lot. I handle mostly the constituent files in the office and monitor Ralph’s email,” he explains. So it’s Pee-ter Parker…that name sounds familiar…

“I’m Sarah, but everyone calls me Sully. I’m Ralph’s legislative assistant; I handle his committee and council workload, read the reports, complete research, deal with most of the community associations, and put out the fires,” she says, extending her hand out.

“Great to meet you!” I say enthusiastically and shake her hand.

SPIDERMAN. That’s where Peter Parker is from. That’s kind of funny. Wait a minute, how did they know it was me?

“So, how did you know to wave me over?” I ask.

“Ralph showed us a picture of you,” Sully responds nonchalantly. She must have noticed the questioning look on my face and simply adds: “Facebook.”

The server comes over, a portly middle-aged woman with a kind vibe about her.

“What can I get you, doll?” she asks me. I look over and notice both Petre and Sully have mugs in front of them with black coffee.

“I’ll take a coffee please, with two milk,” I respond.

“Coming right up!” she says and walks away.

Facebook? What are my security settings on again? How much did he see? Oh shit. Did Ralph see my Halloween photo album from last year when I dressed up as a slutty mermaid? No, I’m sure I set the privacy setting for that album to only friends who were at the party.

“So, how long have you both been working for Ralph?” I ask.

“I’m going on seven years,” answers Sully then stares off into the distance.

Petre notices and starts talking, “I’ve been working for Ralph for about eight months now. I worked on the Ridge for sixteen years, but the member of congress I worked for lost the last election. My wife and Ralph’s first wife are friends. Our sons played soccer together. Anyway, my employment insurance was close to running out, and the wives kind of put two and two together. They figured that I could really help Ralph with his election this year. Ideally, you want well-established staff working for you during the campaign,” he explains.

Election year? Is this a municipal election year? It can’t be. Ralph’s hiring me in the January of an election year? That seems odd. You’d think in four hours he would have mentioned that. Might explain why he was looking for people using online ads.

“Was it always a staff of two, or am I replacing someone?” I ask.

“You’re replacing Marnie,” Petre starts, and then I swear I hear Sully kick him under the table. “She had to leave unexpectedly,” he finishes.

“So, what’s your story? What restaurant did you work at?” Sully asks in an obvious attempt to change the subject.

“I’m new to Capital City. I grew up in Merrickville; it’s about two hours out of the city. Small town with a population of 9,000. I went to the University of Glyndor in the Britannia, where I got my degree in journalism and worked there until my visa ran out. I have some friends who live here, so I made the big move to Capital City at the beginning of the year hoping to make a go of it,” I say. “I don’t work in a restaurant; I’m too clumsy for that,” I quickly add.

Why did she assume I worked at a restaurant? They aren’t saying anything. Why is everyone acting so cagey? This is awkward.

“How about you? You’ve been working for Ralph for seven years; he must be great to work for,” I say.

“I grew up in Capital City. I was working at The General Major part-time while I was going through school. It’s close to City Hall, and a lot of unofficial meetings happen there. Ralph was a regular at the restaurant. I got to know the players through time. Eventually, Ralph hired me; I’d just finished school. It was halfway through a term, so I had a chance to get my feet under me before my first election, thankfully,” she says.

“Wow, you got a job right out of school? That’s awesome,” I say, maybe a little too enthusiastically. She smiles, and widens her eyes but doesn’t say anything, just looks down at her coffee. The server comes by with my coffee and saves me from the awkward moment. I take a big sip and look around. The decor is very 90s, red booths and paintings of flowers hung up everywhere.

“You ready to order or waiting on Ralph?” the server asks Sully.

“We are going to wait for Ralph. Keep those coffees coming, though, thanks so much, Dar!” Sully says with a smile. I notice Sully has a cute, tiny, feminine nose piercing, and her winged eyeliner is spectacular. She takes a deep breath and looks me straight in the eyes.

“I’m going to be honest with you. The year ahead is going to be grueling, but if you manage to survive, this job can be a great stepping stone into any job you want at City Hall, or in Capital City for that matter. The hours are going to be insane, and you’re going to want to run in the other direction, but, depending on the kind of person you are, this job can also be incredibly rewarding,” she says.

“Stop it, Sully, you’re scaring her,” Petre says with a chuckle. “She’s right, elections are intense, but at the end of it, the three of us will be like family. You’ll see,” he says and gives a reassuring smile. If I want to build trust with them, I better reciprocate. Here goes:

“If you’re going to be honest, I will be too. I have little-to-no knowledge regarding elections, I’ve never worked or volunteered on one, I don’t know what we have to do, but I’m a fast learner and hard worker. I won’t disappoint you or Ralph,” I say with passion.

“I hope so. We’ll see,” Sully responds and sits back on her chair. By this time, it’s around 9:20 am, and I get the feeling that Ralph has a tendency for tardiness. I should probably pee now before he gets here.

“Excuse me. I’m just going to the ladies room,” I get up and dash towards the bathroom. I do a quick gloss touch-up and head back to the table. Ralph is seated across from Sully in a blue pinstriped suit with a silver tie.

“Good morning, how are you?” I ask, putting my hand out to shake Ralph’s. He grabs it quickly and gives it a strong squeeze.

“Have a seat. I take it you’ve already been acquainted with my staff?” he asks without waiting for a response. “Cali is going to handle our communications; she’s got a background in journalism. She wrote a conservation column in a hunting magazine. It doesn’t makes sense to me. You good with a gun?” he asks.

“I’m alright. I had a chance to learn from some of the best out there. Most hunters actually care a lot about the environment and the animals they’re hunting. The ones that do it for sport, not so much, but the ones who eat the meat and stuff, they don’t like to waste one bit of their game,” I explain.

“Fascinating. Well, as you know, it’s an election year. This is the year to go full steam ahead. All of those projects we’ve been sitting on, they need to happen this year, so they’re fresh in the voters’ minds. How are things coming with the life-cycle of our play structures?” Ralph asks Sully. She goes to respond, but he interrupts, “Let’s use up some of the CIL budget to get a few extras added in there. Sorry Cali, CIL stands for Cash-in-Lieu of park land. It’s a pool of money that developers pay into that’s specifically used to enhance parks in the ward. They pay into it instead of including green space in their developments that the city requires. You see this a lot with the big towers,” he says.

Dar wanders over with a big smile on her face.

“Hey Ralph, good to see you! What will you be having today? The usual? Three eggs, sausage, bacon, ham, hash potatoes, and a side of pancakes?” she asks.

“You’ve got it,” Ralph says with a wink.

“What can I get the rest of you?” she asks.

“I’ll have the eggs benny, poached medium,” says Sully.

“I’ll have the same,” says Petre.

Oh man, I didn’t even look at the menu. I’m so broke! What do I get?

“I’ll take some rye toast please,” I say and hand Dar the menu.

“You’ve got it,” she says and walks away with a sudden swagger.

“I met with Parks last week to touch base on the status of the projects,” Sully says as if we hadn’t just been interrupted. She reads off her Blackberry.

“Looks like the Community Connections project is supposed to be done by April,” she pauses and looks at Ralph. “That’s the one with the path and the mural under the bridge to stop the graffiti. Lily Acres is slated for completion by the end of June, the one with the new splash pad…I was thinking maybe that we could host the Sovereignty Day party there? Celebrate with a big grand opening?” She pauses and looks at Ralph expectantly.

“Yes, do that,” he responds.

“The last one is just a regular life-cycle maintenance in Rory Park. We finished the design phase last year, and construction is scheduled for August, completion in September,” she finishes.

“Low-income neighbourhood, eh? They tend to have low voter turnout,” Ralph says and ponders for half a second, “Use some of the CIL funds to throw a bench in there and have a plaque with my name on it added. The ones that do vote will at least recognize my name that way,” he says.

“Will do,” Sully responds, typing something into her Blackberry.

“Do you have a Blackberry yet?” Ralph turns to me and asks.

“I don’t, I have this Samsung,” I respond and pull out my phone.

“Sully, can you transfer Marnie’s old Blackberry over to Cali?” Ralph asks.

“Will do,” Sully says, then types more into her phone.

“I should be able to get it to you tomorrow,” she says to me.

“Um, great! Thank you so much!” I respond.

“Petre, what’s new in the Christmas Island forum?” Ralph asks.

“There is still a lot of grumbling over the old Little Chicago Nightclub; everyone is calling it an eyesore,” Petre responds.

“What’s the latest from Nexal? Are they selling the property?” Ralph asks.

“They haven’t had any luck. The cost of cleaning up the contamination from the gas station next door is deterring potential buyers,” Petre notes.

“Fuck,” is Ralph’s only response. Our food arrives. An idea pops into my head; I bite my lip nervously. Say it, Cal. Don’t be scared.

“Would they be willing to demolish the building, at least? I mean, if the community is complaining about it being an eyesore, maybe that would make people happy?” I ask.

“Probably not. Once the building is down they’ll want to know what is going up in its place. It will just piss them off,” Ralph responds and takes a bite of bacon.

We all eat in silence for a moment.

“Petre, look into it,” Ralph says with a wave, “We can keep it as an option.”

“Do you want me to try a public poll on your website?” Petre asks.

“Sure,” Ralph says.

“We can give the new BIA some of the credit for the win, once it’s in place of course,” he says, “I want a story about the BIA in my next newsletter; we better get a Community Connections story in there too,” Ralph says towards me.

“Right,” I respond and pull out my phone and make notes. I type: BIA and Community Connections. Find out what BIA stands for.

“How long of a story do you want?” I ask.

“Let’s not get into that now. I can’t believe Esposito—I keep telling him we need to get the mayor on board with making Capital City a technological hub for the country, but he’s got his nose so far up Blanche’s ass, he won’t dare suggest anything outside the tourism train,” he complains, then shoves half a pancake in his mouth. I thought the mayor’s name was Derrick MacFarland?

We continue to eat breakfast as he goes through most city council members and gripes, gossips, or ridicules something about them. He seems to have a code-name or nickname for a lot of them. I have trouble keeping up, so I eventually give up. Sully and Petre don’t seem to be taking any notes. We all listen and nod. Sully and Petre both check their watches pretty regularly. Is that a hint? We’ve long since finished our breakfast, and Ralph is still talking. In a natural break between stories, Sully interjects.

“Ralph, you have a meeting at 1:00 pm, and you need at least a half an hour to get there,” she says. I glance down at my watch and realize it’s already 12:30 pm.

“I’ll get the bill,” Ralph says and waves at Dar. She seems to know what he means as she heads straight for the computer.

“Is the Ecology Gala tonight or tomorrow night?” Ralph asks.

“It’s tonight; you said you wanted Iveta to go with you,” Sully responds.

“She can’t make it. Cali, you’re coming; it’s a good warm-up event,” Ralph says.

Petre and Sully exchange looks.

“I’m happy to go; I’ll just need the details,” I respond.

“Sully, send Cali the details. Why don’t you come with me to this meeting? Sully, send her those details too. We’ll have you at City Hall tomorrow, but for today, you can be my shadow,” Ralph says with a smile.

“Great!” I respond.

Dar comes over with a debit machine and one bill, which Ralph pays for, using what looks like a corporate credit card, then hands Sully the receipt.

“Staff meeting,” he says to Sully; she nods then tucks the receipt into her wallet.

“You’re going to be late,” she says.

“You brought Cali’s contract? Let’s take care of that first,” Ralph says. Sully pulls out three contracts from her laptop bag and places them in front of me. Okay, my very first contract. Let’s see here, the contract lasts until December 13th, I’ll be making $39,000 a year and working 35 hours a week, and it says that I get statutory holidays off. Oh my god, everyone is staring. Just sign the contract, Cal. Date it: January 11th, 2010. Alright, Ralph is signing it, and Sully is witnessing. Then Sully hands me the second and third contracts. We all sign those too.

“One copy for you, one copy for Ralph and one copy for the city,” Sully explains without me having to ask. Thank you, Sully!

“We better get going. Are you driving?” Ralph asks.

“Yes, I’m driving,” I respond.

“Meet you there. Sully give her directions,” he says, and with that, Ralph leaves abruptly.

I look over at Petre and Sully, who are both smiling at me.

“You did pretty well, kid,” Petre says.

“Um, thank you?” I respond.

“How well do you know Capital City?” Sully asks.

“Not well at all, I’ve lived here for two weeks!” I say, suddenly panicked.

“Alright, I got here on the bus, so why don’t I go with you and give you directions, and I’ll take the bus from the meeting. I can work from my phone on the ride,” she says.

“Are you sure? Oh my god thank you!” I say before she has a chance to change her mind.

* * *

It’s 10:00 pm by the time I’m headed home after the gala, and I have to be at City Hall tomorrow at 9:00 am. It’s a council day, the meeting starts at 10:00 am. What a long first day. I wonder if I get any overtime? Ralph and I never really talked about it. I must get overtime. I guess I should check my contract. Yawn. Too tired.

I’m not sure why I was at that event; I was basically there to keep him company when nobody else was talking to him. I took some pictures for his newsletter, but he brought the camera with him and took it back as well. I’m sure I’ll get access to them for editing purposes, though. He kept talking about getting names. I was supposed to collect the names of supporters to add to ‘the list’. I didn’t really get any further instruction than that. Obviously, grab their contact information, but I don’t know if they need to be ward-specific, or what? I’ll ask Sully in the morning. She gives off this tough ‘don’t fuck with me’ vibe, but really, she’s a sweetheart. I’m so glad I work with someone like her; she’s so helpful. She gave me all sorts of tips on our way to the meeting in the afternoon. Sometimes women can be so competitive and threatened by each other, but she’s not like that at all. She’s embracing me and helping me out. I really respect that. I don’t care what Ralph says, Sully has given me no reason not to trust her.

So much snow! We must have gotten at least 15 cm today and…it’s still snowing! Tomorrow’s commute is going to suck. Ugh, I just want to go to bed. Lights are on in the house; it looks like people are still up. Where’s my key? It’s impossible to find anything in this Mary Poppins purse. I fumble around in the bottom of my purse. Aha. Gotcha. I put the key in the lock and turn it. The house smells like weed. I make my way into the kitchen. It’s Amy, and who is that? Hello gorgeous. A tall, curly-haired and muscular guy with shoulders broader than the Atlantic ocean is leaning up against our sink while chatting with short and petite blonde Amy. Her grey eyes (the biggest feature on her face) are super bloodshot.

“Hey, you’re home late,” Amy says with a sleepy smile. She’s clearly high.

“Hey! Yeah, crazy first day. I went from one meeting to another then straight to a gala; I was totally under-dressed. It was so embarrassing,” I respond.

“This is our new neighbour, Jack. He’s also new in town,” Amy says, “This is my new housemate, Cal; we’ve known each other since forever though,” Amy introduces me.

“Nice to meet you,” Jack says with a grin. His eyes are sooooo red, dude. His lips are so juicy and that chiselled jawline? It can’t be legal to be this good looking.

“Nice to meet you,” I say, putting my hand out for a handshake. Jack pauses and looks down, smiles, then grabs my hand to shake it. Fucking electric. Oh my god. I am so attracted to this guy. I think the feeling is mutual? Don’t be crazy, Cal, he is way too good looking. Way out of your league.

“Sorry, I’ve been shaking hands all day. I think it’s a habit now. Not trying to make things all businessy,” I say. Oh my god, stop talking, Cal. You’re rambling.

“Well, I’m going to go to bed. Early start tomorrow. Good night!” I stammer and run up the stairs to my bedroom, and just before I close the door, I hear Jack say:

“Yeah I should probably head out too; I’ve got to be at work by 6:30 am; thanks for the company.”

Shortly after, there is a knock on my door. I’ve just finished getting my pj’s on.

“Come in,” I respond. Amy walks in, and we lock eyes. We’ve known each other long enough that she doesn’t even need to say anything.

“I know! He’s smoking hot,” I say.

“Girl, you should hit that! I saw the sparks flying,” she says.

“What? You saw him first! I couldn’t!” I respond.

“Things with Travis at work are starting to get kind of serious…” she says bashfully.

“You named the puppy?!” I exclaim and give her a big hug.

“I don’t want to jinx it, but yeah, he’s been promoted from ‘the lawyer,’” Amy says and smiles. I can tell she’s really happy, and my heart bursts with joy for her. She deserves this after everything that went down with the last cheating bastard.

“Yay! I’m so happy for you! I am dying to catch up, but I am dead tired. Want to have a tea date later this week?” I ask.

“Things should slow down for me after the court date on Wednesday. How about Thursday?” she asks.

“Thursday sounds perfect. Good night, ” I say and give her another big hug. I love this girl. She and Jo are my soul sisters. I don’t know what I would do without them. Speaking of sisters, I wonder how Birdie is doing. I grab my planner and write in the weekend slot, CALL SISTER. I should see how my big brother Manny is doing too; last I heard, he was in Zafiri. I think he’s back soon? I’ll ask Mom.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Tuesday, January 12, 2010

It’s 6:00 am, so I might as well get up now. I can do a bit of research before heading into work. First, coffee. Maybe a shower. I head down to the kitchen to start a pot of coffee then back upstairs for a quick shower. I’m going to rock the curls today. I’m going with a blue pantsuit today and a maroon button-up shirt. Thank god my mom loaded me up with exactly three suits last Christmas. I quietly head downstairs and grab that cup of coffee before settling in with my laptop. I’ve had this clunker since university, she’s done me well.

Alright Google, I need your help.

I type into the search bar: What is a BIA?

BIA stands for Business Improvement Area. It looks like it’s funded by a tax levy on the businesses located in the BIA’s geographical area. They use that money to market their district as a certain brand; Little Italy and China Town both have BIAs, and it looks like there is one for the Congress Market. The Latino community has one called “Fiesta Latino,” too. Ralph wants one for Christmas Island. Let’s see if I can find a bit more info about that community; Petre mentioned a forum.

I type into the search bar: Christmas Island, Capital City, community forum

Ah, there it is. I click on the link to the forum. Oh cute, looks like Candy Cane Lane goes all out on Christmas decorations every year. Well, that’s a natural draw right there, but I guess the idea would be to keep people there after checking out the Christmas lights; make an evening of it. And what about marketing for the rest of the year? That’s probably why Ralph wants the BIA, smart. It’s 7:30 am. I’m already dressed, too late to squeeze in a workout. I guess I’ll check Facebook.

* * *

Council meets twice a month, and today is one of those meetings. Decisions are made here that dictate the future of Capital City; all council members attend this meeting. Capital City is made up of eighteen wards. That’s eighteen votes at council, then the mayor has a vote as well, the “tie-breaker.” According to Ralph, this mayor, Derrick MacFarland (Ralph calls him ‘Blanche’ for some reason), is a career politician who isn’t that bright, has no vision, and is a control freak who preaches ‘transparency’ but allows little-to-no debate. A lot of the work is usually done in the specialized committee meetings made up of seven councillors, where an initial decision is made on a report or recommendation. Ralph sits on the Environment, Planning, and Community and Social Services committees.

I pull into City Hall to find lots of parking spaces at this hour. Thank god for underground parking; I won’t have to deal with wiping away any snow. Now, where is the elevator? I look around. There it is. Oh shit, it’s broken. Where are the stairs? I did not expect to be hiking stairs in stilettos today. It is what it is. You’re fine, Cal. This door has a sign with a stair-like symbol on it. Let’s see what’s behind door number one, shall we? Ding ding ding! Stairs! I’m in P2—there can’t be that many stairs, right? I start to climb. I go up three flights. Oh my god, I am out of shape. I got up another three flights of stairs. There’s the door to the main floor. Thank god. Stop panting like a hyena, Cal. Pull yourself together. Dab that sweat off your forehead like the lady that you are. Okay, where am I going? Councillor’s offices … councillor’s offices … Signage? No signage? I walk through a large bright hall with high ceilings, looking for signage. The building is more modern than I expected. Ah, found some signage. Third floor, east wing. What time is it? Oh shit, five to nine. Got to find where I am going now! I’m on the other side of the building. More elevators! These ones aren’t broken. Hurray!

Bing!

Six people in business suits wearing Capital City badges get out of the elevator and I get in. Mirrored walls, good, I can touch up my lip gloss before arrival. Doors open and wow, there it is—a wall of glass with two massive doors. Councillors’ Reception is written on the glass in English on the left and then in French on the right side. Immediately in front of me, there is a huge reception desk. Wow, this desk is short, must be an accessibility thing? A petite, middle-aged woman with white hair and thick-rimmed black, cat-eye glasses looks over at me from her screen and smiles.

“Hello, Bonjour, how can I help you today? Comment puis-je vous aider?” she asks.

“Hi, I’m Calista Caldwell, and I’m expected for my first day in Councillor Mastronzo’s office?” I say.

“Which Councillor Mastronzo?” she asks.

“Um, Ralph?” I respond and feel the blood rushing to my cheeks.

“Have a seat. I’ll let Sully know you’re here,” She gestures to the chairs and picks up the phone on her desk, then dials a four-digit number.

“Hey Sul, I’ve got a Calista Caldwell here for you,” she says.

Pause.

“Okay, bye,” she says, and hangs up the phone.

It’s a welcoming space, bright, but no windows. There are several comfortable looking chairs for me to pick from with a coffee table in front of them. Copies of weekly newspapers and some tourism magazine are scattered across it. The receptionist must feel like she’s working in a fishbowl. She’s surrounded by glass except for a small opening where you can speak, and there are frosted glass windows behind her. Anyone walking by has a clear view of her. At least they can’t see her screen. Suddenly, Sully emerges from a wall behind the desk.

“Hey, welcome to Councillor’s Queue,” Sully says.

“Er, thanks, ” I respond, and she takes me around the corner behind the wall and swipes her badge in order to unlock the door in front of us. We walk by an opening, and Sully stops. I peek around the corner and recognize the frosted glass. There is a door in the wall that I hadn’t seen from the front. There are rows of grey cabinets and labelled mailboxes.

“This is the mailroom. You can also pick up any office supplies you might need out of the cabinets. Your folders, highlighters, sticky notes, you name it, they’ve got it. It’s all labelled. Rachel is very organized. There are usually two mail drops a day, so I come by once first thing and then once around 3:00 pm,” Sully explains.

She walks into the room and grabs the daily papers and a bunch of envelopes out of the mailbox labelled “Ralph Mastronzo.” I notice a “Pavla Mastronzo” mailbox above it. Sully walks out of the room, and we continue down the hall until we hit a “T” intersection. There is a door directly in front of us, and doors up and down what appears to be the longest corridor ever. She turns left. I see a large window, a wall, then a door, that pattern repeats over and over. All of the windows have blinds, and all of the blinds are closed.

“All of the offices look the same from the outside. You could count the doors to six, but I use the paintings on the wall; our office is the one directly in front of the cheetah,” she says turning left towards the door.

“Good tip, thank you,” I respond and look to my right. The painting is an abstract-looking cheetah laying on the branch of one of those squat trees you always see in BBC documentaries about Zafirin safaris, but everything in the picture is made out of distinct shapes rather than soft, realistic edges.

Sully walks into a room with another hallway that leads to a decent-sized room with two desks—one desk on either side of yet another door. Sully walks to the furthest desk on the other side of the door.

“That’s your desk,” Sully says, gesturing in front of her and sits down. I walk towards where she pointed. It seems the hallway is actually the wall to a closet space. It’s more like a crevice really. It has a bar fridge, toaster, a coffee maker, and a few file cabinets. Above that is more storage, but you’d need a ladder to reach it. I walk deeper into the room, past the crevice, and see another desk by a window with blinds. Oh, the room is actually L-shaped. You can’t really tell when you first walk in. I make my way over to my desk. It is also L-shaped. The long part is up against the wall and has a computer on it, the short part goes across the room, so I’ve almost got a little corner to myself here. If every room is set up like this, I can see why the blinds are down and closed—people walking down Councillor’s Queue could potentially see your screen. I walk over to my desk, set my purse and business satchel down, and then start to remove my coat when I hear the door close.

“Good morning Sully,” I recognize Petre’s voice, but I still can’t see him until he’s around the corner of his L-shaped desk.

“Good morning, Cal, good to see you,” he says with two coffees in hand. He hands Sully one of the cups.

“Sorry, forgot what you take in your coffee. I should have gotten you one. We’ve got the coffee pot there, and I can brew up a fresh pot,” he says as he takes off his coat and starts to settle himself in.

“No worries,” I say, as he’s booting up his laptop. He nods, then proceeds to get right to work. That’s sweet. He buys her coffee. I like him. Sully opens up one of her drawers and pulls out a Blackberry and grabs a piece of paper off her desk.

“Here’s your Blackberry. I’ve written down your phone number and user ID and temporary password. When you log onto the city system, it will prompt you to change it. I’ve also emailed everything to you. Your email is Calista.Caldwell@capitalcity.com, that’s also in the email,” she says.

I walk over and grab the paper and phone. Sweet! I get a phone! But…

“Sorry, um, do I get a monthly bill or how does that work?” I ask timidly.

“The bills get sent directly to Rachel, and she charges them to our cost centre,” Sully responds. Cost centre? What the? You don’t want to look like an idiot. Just smile and nod. You don’t have to pay the bill. I wonder what is behind that door? Is that Ralph’s office?

“That’s Ralph’s office. I have to prep for council. I’ll show it to you once things get started,” Sully says. I guess she saw me staring down the door.

“Will he be here soon?” I ask.

“No, he usually shows up in time for council and goes directly to the meeting,” Sully responds.

“Okay, cool,” I respond. Cool? So professional, Cal!

I guess I’ll log into the system. Boot up this laptop. Now I need to input my user ID and temporary password. New password. Hmm, I’ll use Cookie2006. The year my dear family pup went to live on the doggie farm up in heaven. Oh, I need a symbol. Okay, Cookie2006! And I’m in.

Alright, I guess I’ll open my email, set that up. Thirty-two emails? No, it’s still going. Sixty-four? I think it’s done loading with 117 new emails?! How is that possible? I scroll through the emails. Looks like most of these are sent to all of city council and their support staff. It’s mostly memos; am I supposed to read all of these?

“Cal, can you come here a sec? You won’t have to deal with this in your job but I think I should keep you in the loop,” Sully says.

“Yeah sure,” I respond and walk over to her desk. In front of her she has a big white 5-inch binder open with a bunch of paper and dividers in it.

“This is Ralph’s council binder. For every council meeting, I print off the agenda and all of the reports and supporting documents. I add these little tabs on pages where there are hot-ticket items or anything that has to do with Capital on the Lake ward. I read through and highlight the meat and potatoes. Sometimes I’ll throw together a fast summary for him. Other times he’ll ask me to do some extra research, and I’ll include that tabbed as part of the binder as well. All bullet points. He likes concise. He likes brief,” she says, looking me in the eyes.

“Okay.” I respond and look down at what looks like hundreds of pages of information. “You read all of that?” I ask.

“A lot of it. I have kind of learned what he’ll be interested in, but I still like to at least skim all of the reports just in case there is something. Ralph hates to get surprised. I’m done with the finishing touches; why don’t you walk down with me? I usually leave it for him at his spot at the council table, but first, we’ll get you badged. Security won’t let you access the council table without a political assistant badge,” Sully says.

We stop on the second floor on our way down to the council meeting room on the main floor. I have my photo taken, and a badge made instantly. Sully seemed to already have the paperwork filled out and signed by Ralph. Man, that girl is organized.

Council must be a big fan of glass. The council meeting room also has a large wall of glass with two huge doors that open up. It almost looks like an auditorium. On my right, I see what I believe are members of the public seated on tiered chairs. At the top of the tiered chairs is a glass wall with more chairs behind it. About a half-dozen people are sitting there, most of them wearing headphones, some of them chatting among one another.

“The media sit behind the glass; you’ll be getting to know all of those people very soon,” Sully whispers.

On the left, I see a great big horseshoe with nameplates all around. In the centre portion of the horseshoe, is a desk on a platform with a nameplate that says “Mayor” and a gavel…is this Judge Judy? I don’t remember there being a gavel when I covered municipal politics for the weekly back home. Although Merrickville only has three wards, and the meetings were held in a regular board room, not a grand hall like this one! The middle of the horseshoe is empty. Sully walks over to the right side of the horseshoe and puts the binder down; I follow close behind her.

“This is Ralph’s spot,” Sully whispers. She gestures to a door in the corner, “That’s the green room. Councillors and their staff have access to that room. Ralph sometimes asks us to meet him there during meetings. I’ll show you how to access it from outside this room,” Sully says and walks towards the seats meant for the public.

“Political assistants are allowed to sit at the tables over there,” she gestures to a bunch of tables beside the horseshoe located in this kind of alcove off to the right. “But I prefer to sit here in the gallery. You can keep a better eye on the media’s facial expressions from here,” she explains.

Smart. I bet she can sometimes tell what might be a story based on their reactions and start planning responses.

People in business suits start to trickle in and head towards the horseshoe. Councillors must be arriving. A greasy-looking, short guy with slicked-back hair and a moustache walks in with
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