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Certain names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. I’ve used pseudonyms, composites, and other forms of disguise. In some instances, I have rearranged and/or compressed events and time periods in service of the narrative. I have re-created dialogue to the best of my ability, with the help of texts, brutal-to-revisit journal entries, notes on my phone, and emails to my mother. Readers who believe they recognize themselves should refer to the third track of Carly Simon’s No Secrets, or perhaps make themselves a stiff drink and retire to “that notoriously uncomfortable bed” as described by the ineffable Joan Didion.

BECK DOREY-STEIN





For the scrappy ones





TURN THE GOD DAMN MUSIC UP!

MY HEART FEELS LIKE AN ALLIGATOR!

—HUNTER S. THOMPSON




GUIDELINES FOR ASPIRING STENOGRAPHERS

Abide by the rules, grammatical and otherwise.

Show up early and say nothing.

Be discreet and neat—like a librarian or a well-paid prostitute.

Neutral tones set the tone.

Breathe quietly or not at all.

Apply semicolons sparingly; do not question convention.

Live to type, don’t type to live.

Exude femininity in a strictly nonsexual way.

No hanky-panky in the workplace—or anywhere, ever.

Do not aim for perfection. Be perfection.

And above all else, keep the secrets to yourself.



I SHOULD NOT BE A STENOGRAPHER.




PROLOGUE

This Place

ON A NIGHT like this, I wait for the voice of god.

Any minute now, President Obama will deliver remarks in the East Room of the White House. Across one parking lot, down three hallways, and up five flights of stairs in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, I lie on the couch in my little office as the setting sun drenches the room in flammable orange. The Voice of God is the anonymous person who announces the president. I wait to hear him.

Any minute now.

I’ve become so good at waiting.

Remember when you were small, those rare nights when you would return to your elementary school after dinner to perform in the holiday concert or the spring play? You’d run ahead of your parents and past your sleeping classroom, toward the sound of kids laughing, teachers shushing. Each step pulsing with kinetic mischief, your heart racing to be in this sacred space at such a magical hour. Round the corner to the big kid hallway and there they are, all your friends, already lined up in their matching black pants and white button-downs, beckoning for you to join them because tonight, anything can happen. You’re in the right place.

Finally, I hear the Voice of God and walk over to the closed-circuit television to turn up the volume. A minute later, the president appears on the screen, cracks jokes, and takes his characteristic pauses before addressing the topic of the evening. He speaks eloquently, evenly, sincerely. Applause drowns him out when the president blesses the audience and the United States of America. I type the transcript, proofread it, and send it to the press office before zipping up my jacket, putting on my backpack, and closing the wooden office door behind me.

It’s past nine as I walk through the empty hallways at the end of the night. The black-and-white marble floor echoes with secrets and electric possibility.

For the past five years, this house was my home. For so long, this was the only place I wanted to be. Not anymore. Ever since November, each day here feels like a funeral. I have the hallway to myself—even the janitors in their blue aprons pushing their heavy cleaning carts are somewhere else. Doors left ajar reveal bare desks, naked walls, empty black frames, piles of paper next to overflowing wastebaskets. Each room diagrams a different stage of an inevitable divorce.

I walk through the slow automated glass doors of the EEOB and into the chilly darkness of another January night. From the top of the Navy steps, I see clusters of people loitering under the streetlamp after their West Wing tour. The only sound is the hollow clank of halyard against flagpole. This place already feels more like a memorial, less like the well-oiled machine I’ve known it to be. A full moon hovers just above the White House like a flag at half-mast.

This is my school. This is my house of worship. This is my everything—and it is disappearing with each passing day.

I walk by his car and drag my finger across the bumper, knowing agents are watching from their idling SUVs. After waving goodbye to the new guard stuck on night duty, I scan my badge, hear the buzz, the click, the groan of the gate, and walk out onto an empty Pennsylvania Avenue.

This place.

This place.

This place could break your heart.

Everyone keeps talking about the end, but I keep going back to the beginning.



Act I

2011–2012

We can do this. I know we can, because we’ve done it before.

PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA, STATE OF THE UNION ADDRESS, 2012




CONNECTING THE DOTS

2011–January 2012

“SO WHAT DO you do?” is the first question D.C. people ask, and the last question you want to answer if you’re unemployed, which I am. It’s October 2011, and since the summer, I’ve spent nine to five at my kitchen table writing cover letters no one will ever read. I keep setting the bar lower and lower, and I’m no longer hoping for actual interviews, but just generic acknowledgments that my applications have been received so I know that I haven’t actually disappeared from the universe even if my savings and confidence have. I’ve grown to appreciate employers considerate enough to reject me properly with a courtesy email. The halfhearted Google spreadsheet I keep on my desktop shows zero job prospects but tons of student loans, and rent due in four days. And now it’s time to go blow more money I don’t have at a bar full of douchebags.

Dante failed to mention the tenth circle of hell, which is for people pretending to be happy at a happy hour full of young politicos at a lousy bar with sticky floors two blocks from the White House. These are soulless TGI Fridays–type places, except that the cocktails are $17, and every time I walk into one, the soundtrack from Jaws plays in the back of my head.

I know the question is coming; it’s lurking just below the surface like a patient predator: What do you do? What do you do? What do you do?

Happy hours in D.C. are thinly veiled opportunities to network, hook up, or both. I’m not trying to do either, but here I am at Gold Fin because I promised my boyfriend I’d talk to his coworker’s girlfriend about doing research at her think tank. However, now that I’m here, talking to Think-Tank Tracy seems like a waste of everyone’s time. I’m not a good fit for a think tank, or a PR firm, or a nonprofit; I haven’t even received a generic rejection in weeks. I’m slowly figuring out that I’m not a good fit for this city in general, where everyone acts as if they know something you don’t and dresses as if they’re going to a mob boss’s funeral in 1985. Black on black on black. And not cool New York black. Boring, uninspired, ill-fitting Men’s Wearhouse–meets–Ann Taylor Loft black.

So instead of looking for Think-Tank Tracy, I look for the bartender. I try to get drunk right away so I can stop worrying about my bank account and how I’m going to answer the inevitable “What do you do?” question. As the edges of the room begin to blur, the floor feels less sticky, and life seems beautiful and ironic and funny.

As I wait at the bar for another drink, I watch the pantomime of ladder-climbing bobbleheads who eagerly anticipate the moment they can offer up their freshly minted business cards. These twentysomething Thursday night kickballers and Saturday night kegstanders are as interesting as the bleached walls of this bar, and yet they’re so arrogant, I must be the one missing something. After all, they are real people with real jobs earning real paychecks. They are young professionals who don’t go grocery shopping in sweat pants in the middle of a Wednesday afternoon. Staring into the bottom of my drink, I wonder, When did I fall so far behind? When did I become some loser twenty-six-year-old without a job or a life plan, who isn’t even financially responsible enough to do her drinking at home?

I’m two Cape Codders deep and waiting for a third when a guy with a severe side part and a visible desperation to be his father sidles up next to me, introduces himself, and then casually asks, “So what do you do?”

I know that other people in my predicament say, “I’m between things,” or “I’m weighing my options,” but everyone knows what that means and I hate bullshitting. So instead I look this baby-faced Reaganite in the eye and tell him I don’t have a job.

He keeps an urbane smile pasted on his lips, but I can see him recalculating, the wheels turning. He tilts his head, as though he might be able to assess my condition better from a different angle. This is how three-legged dogs must feel, I think.

The funny thing is, nobody cares what you do. They don’t ask because they’re curious about how you spend your day or what you’re interested in. What D.C. creatures really care about is whether you’re important or connected or powerful or wealthy. Those things can help advance a career. But a jobless girl getting buzzed at the bar can’t do anything for anyone.

The Reaganite backpedals away once he gets another beer, doesn’t even bother to offer me a business card, and so I quickly knock back my third drink and leave the bar before Think-Tank Tracy shows up. On my walk home, I text my boyfriend to say I’m done with happy hours. They make me too depressed.

I’D MOVED TO D.C. in the spring of 2011, by myself, for a semester-long tutoring job at Sidwell Friends School. I would live in the nation’s capital for three months, and not a moment longer, because who wants to live in D.C.? I had enough friends to make a three-month stint exciting, but enough self-respect to know that D.C. and I would never really be into each other. D.C. is the girl who never swears and always wears a full face of makeup; the guy who makes a weekend “brunch rezzie” for him and his ten closest bros and thinks tipping 15 percent is totally solid. I moved to the city with two suitcases and my eyes wide open—I’d use D.C. to build my résumé, and D.C. would take all my money for rent and bland $11 sandwiches.

An exclusive Quaker school, Sidwell Friends flaunts quite a roster of notable alumni, from Teddy Roosevelt’s son to Bill Nye the Science Guy to Chelsea Clinton. In such a pressure cooker, where the Friday speaker series includes parents who also happen to be members of Congress, I was not surprised to learn that Sidwell students were unbelievably worried about not being smart enough or good enough at oboe/squash/debate/all of the above to get into college. So in addition to essay structure and thesis statements, I spent a solid portion of my tutoring sessions reassuring sixteen-year-olds that they were plenty smart, definitely going to college, and absolutely prom-date-worthy. In other words, my job in the spring of 2011 was to help those hormonally charged stressballs chill the fuck out.

Sidwell’s grounds were beautiful, and so were the smoking-hot, super-fit male teachers I saw in the hallways. I assumed the school boasted some top-tier experimental outdoor physical education program to have drawn all this masculine brawn. As a single woman with limited time on campus, I didn’t waste a precious moment playing coy. But every time I looked over to say hi to one of these human Ken dolls in a short-sleeved button-down, he’d look back at me with a quick, close-lipped smile, completely uninterested.

Sitting across from one of the square-jawed teachers in the cafeteria one day, I went for it and introduced myself. He gave me a sheepish smile and explained that he was working. “Working on what?” I asked. He didn’t have a stack of papers, a pile of tests, or even a pen in his hand. He sat there with nothing in front of him, but he was working? He said it again and threw his head in the direction of a group of girls sitting at a table diagonally across from us. I was confused, until one of the girls shrieked “Malia!” and the whole table cracked up laughing.

Oh, right. The Obama girls were at Sidwell, as were Joe Biden’s granddaughters. These guys weren’t male models moonlighting as gym teachers; they were Secret Service agents.

I gave up on the agents around the same time I gave up on D.C. in general. The city was too buttoned-up for me, too obsessed with politics. When my job at Sidwell ended in June, I’d pack up and go wherever the next job took me, abandoning my large group of college friends that had migrated to D.C. after graduation.

Not that D.C. was all bad—I’d miss spending time with Sarah, Erin, Charlotte, Emma, and Jade—five of my former lacrosse teammates whose apartments in Foggy Bottom were as close to one another as college dorms. Living in the District with a deep bench of friends had been like being a senior on a small campus all over again. I was dizzy-busy. There was always a rooftop happy hour or birthday party to attend, or jazz in the National Gallery Sculpture Garden on Friday nights, or boozy brunches on Saturdays that started at noon and ended after dark. We would meet up for runs in Rock Creek Park and make our way down to the National Mall, winding our way among the monuments and lamenting how slow we were compared to our mile times during preseason.

“It’s kind of funny,” Sarah said one Saturday in May as we walked arm in arm to a party on Seventeenth Street. JD and Elle, also Wesleyan alums, were throwing the first barbecue of the season. “It’s kind of like D.C. is the new Wes.”

“Only without the papers or stress or freezing lacrosse games in Maine,” Jade said, shuddering at the memory.

“Or boy drama,” Charlotte said. “Or is there boy drama?”

I feel her elbow in my ribs as they all stop to look at me.

“Nope!”

“Really?” Emma asked. “Any luck with the Secret Service agents?”

“Definitely not. But it’s fine, because I’m not dating guys while I’m in D.C.”

“Does that mean you’re dating girls?” Jade asked.

I shake my head. “I’m only here for one more month. I’m not going to waste my time dating Napoleon wannabes.”

Washington is great for a long weekend to see the monuments and the cherry blossoms, but I find the ethos of this one-trick-political-pony town as seductive as Patrick Bateman in American Psycho. Even the cashier at Trader Joe’s asked me what I did for a living as he bagged my groceries with the spatial reasoning of a Tetris champion.

For once, my social life seemed straightforward. I’d friend-zoned the entire District and felt great about it, because the last thing I wanted in the spring of 2011 was to get tied down to a guy in this ego swamp of a city.

Which is why, of course, I did not fall so much as face-plant in love that night at the backyard barbecue.

It was a hot, humid evening, and I was draining my second Cape Codder when the upstairs neighbor walked out onto the porch with a beer and a bowl of chips. He was tall, with sandy brown hair and the casual friendliness of a displaced Californian. “Hey, I’m Sam,” he said, extending his bear paw of a hand.

Between the sportsman’s scruff and the moss-green eyes, I was sure he had the cutest face I’d ever seen, even if it was still caked with mud from an all-day rugby tournament. Every time he looked at me, my heart flailed in my chest like one of those car dealership inflatables. When Sam laughed at one of my jokes, I nearly passed out. After an hour or so, I saw him saying goodbye to his friends when my song came on—Dr. Dog’s cover of “Heart It Races.” Before he ducked out, he whispered in my ear that Dr. Dog was one of his favorite bands, too.

“It was like lightning!” Sarah squealed on our walk home that night.

“Hasta la vista, boy hiatus!” Jade laughed.

“JD says Sam just asked for your number,” Charlotte said, smiling down at a text.

“Give it to him!” Emma yelled.

SAM WASN’T LIKE other young Washingtonians. I mean, sure, he worked at a PR firm and was more political minded than I was, but so was everyone. And yes, he had volunteered on the Obama campaign in 2008, but everybody my age in D.C. had been involved in Obama for America—it was part of the standard D.C. pedigree: high school, four-year college, OFA. When I told people I’d been teaching in the fall of 2008, they squinted, confused. Why would I have spent 2008 teaching when I could have been volunteering for the greatest president we’ve ever had? The idea that I needed to start paying back my student loans after graduation—that even if I’d known about volunteering, I wouldn’t have been able to afford it—never crossed their minds.

But Sam got it, and got me. He loved that I was a teacher, that I didn’t care about business cards or job titles. We started to text all day and see each other every night, aware but unafraid of our breakneck romantic clip.

Two weeks after the backyard barbecue, Sam and I were in the checkout line at Whole Foods. As we unloaded our cart, I asked, “You’re my boyfriend, right?” and just like that, we were official. Two weeks after that, he was at my brother’s wedding, meeting my entire family in the middle of a stress torpedo. My mom liked Sam’s can-do attitude. (He fixed a bench in the front yard.) My dad liked his handshake. (Firm but not a death grip.) My little sister liked his Converses. My big brother, the groom, thought I was “fucking crazy” for dragging a brand-new boyfriend to a family wedding, “and Elizabeth agrees with me,” he said of his future wife over the phone.

But that night, while everyone danced under a big white tent in the backyard, Sam told me he loved me. We were about a hundred feet from my childhood bus stop. My brother was right: I was totally fucking crazy. Luckily, Sam was, too.

GOOD PARTNERS HELP you grow, and they force you out of your comfort zone, and Sam did both in short order. His default mode was optimism. Between his kisses and his laid-back SoCal vibe, I felt so much more relaxed, as if a kitten were sleeping on my chest at all times.

Most nights that summer were drunken, musical dream walks. Sam spent his days at the PR firm, and his nights jamming in a band called Fear of Virginia. He knew all the underrated bars in D.C. and had so many friends I began to call him the mayor. We couldn’t walk down Eighteenth Street without his stopping to say hello to the dishwashers on break outside Lauriol Plaza or a crowd of former coworkers eating mussels at L’Enfant Cafe.

In many ways we were opposites: Sam was a night owl, whereas I liked to beat the sunrise on my morning runs. Sam had a million friends, whereas I had a solid core team. He saw the gray in every situation when I just wanted neat boxes of black and white, wrong and right. I spoke with my parents, big brother, and little sister most days, our group text thread always active, while Sam was more independent of his L.A.-based family. He knew how to julienne vegetables, and I didn’t know what “julienne” meant. Sam could recognize any congressperson who passed us, and he had an opinion about every legislative bill. I knew exactly none of them.

But deep down, we shared values and wanted the same things. We left large tips at restaurants, since we’d both waited tables. We loved dancing at concerts and playing team sports on Saturdays—rugby for him, soccer for me. We lived for the thrill of a new song and led the aggressive applause for an encore. We loved reading and drunk eating at midnight. He despised the name-dropping, aspiring-politician jackasses downtown as much as I did. “I call them D.C. creatures,” he told me one night as we clinked glasses at a crowded, ego-packed happy hour. Sam and I would spend Sunday afternoons at the dog park on S Street, pointing out the mutts that were our favorites. We both wanted fulfilling, kick-ass careers—we didn’t know how we’d get there, but we knew it would happen. We knew we would get everything we wanted now that we’d found each other.

With Sam around, I became less anxious about my future. I stayed in D.C. after Sidwell let out for the summer, and I decided that my next adventure would be here, in the District, with Sam. “Love and happiness,” Al Green crooned as we cooked dinner, “will make you do right.”

I moved in to a row house on Swann Street, just north of Dupont Circle, with Emma and Charlotte. Our Swann house had a porch perfect for midsummer stooping and a backyard designed for all-day brunches, which we’d already mastered in college. But the best part about the Swann house was that it was just around the corner from Sam’s place. It took less than five minutes to walk to his group house, and the dog park was on the way.

By the end of the summer, the only holdup was that I still didn’t have a job. Emma was working on Capitol Hill for Senator Leahy, but Charlotte and I were navigating unemployment together. We were young, bright, hardworking women; we’d figure it out.

OR WOULD WE? As the days grow darker, I’m blowing through my savings and I’m not getting called for interviews. Maybe I should have listened to my dad when he’d warned me about the Great Recession making it nearly impossible to find a job. In the fall of 2011, I can’t even get an unpaid internship because all the slots are already filled—not that I could afford an unpaid internship anyway. Each morning, Charlotte and I grudgingly open our laptops at our kitchen table, less and less convinced with every passing day that we will ever find work in this town.

Intimately aware of my deflating confidence, Sam sends me a quote from Steve Jobs: “You can’t connect the dots looking forward; you can only connect them looking backward. So you have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future.” I love the quote so much I write it with blue crayon on white computer paper and tape it to the Swann Street refrigerator.

It’s a gray Tuesday in October when I finally get a call. It’s my former boss at Sidwell, who says they’d like to rehire me while the full-time tutor eases back into the workforce after six months of maternity leave. “She’s feeling overwhelmed,” she explains, and I make sympathetic clucks in an effort to contain my excitement. I’m ecstatic to be asked back—not just because I need the money desperately, or because it means they liked me, but also this means I might be able to get my foot in the door for a full-time teaching gig.

I return to campus like a seasoned athlete with home field advantage, friendly with the lunch ladies and Secret Service agents who recognize me from last spring. I catch up with my students in my little office overlooking the turf field and revel in how much I love spending time with teenagers, even when they’re near tears over SAT prep—maybe even especially when they’re near tears over SAT prep.

I’m happier, but I’m still stressed about making rent. Sidwell is just a part-time job, so I cram all of my tutees into Wednesdays. This way, I can patch together a few more jobs to make ends meet.

By January 2012, I have five: substitute teaching at Washington International School, waitressing at Kramerbooks & Afterwords café, my Sidwell gig on Wednesdays, and tutoring some kids at their houses. I’m also working twenty hours a week at Lululemon, which is a culture shock ($100 for yoga pants?!). I run around the city with three different uniforms in my backpack, I’m covering expenses, but I’m exhausted and so busy I hardly ever see Sam. On my various commutes, I start thinking more about the white whale: a single full-time job, with benefits and a cool title. A bunch of fellow English majors are in law school, and it’s easy enough to picture myself carrying a briefcase, making a solid salary, and wearing my hair in a bun. Since I don’t know much about lawyers other than what I’ve learned from To Kill a Mockingbird, A Few Good Men, and Legally Blonde, I start to do to some basic online research.

When I see a posting on Craigslist for a stenographer at a law firm, I apply but laugh when I get to the section that asks me to attach a cover letter. A cover letter about how excited I am to type? I’ve written four dozen cover letters, and I doubt a single one has ever been read. I’m certainly not going to waste my time writing one for a job posted on Craigslist for a stenographer gig, which I would take only on the condition that I could move up to be a paralegal.

And so when “Bernice” responds to my application with “Thanks for applying—I see your résumé but you failed to attach a cover letter,” I respond, “I believe my résumé speaks for itself,” as though I’m Robert De Niro and not some twenty-six-year-old who buys a tub of tomato soup at Safeway for a week’s worth of lunches. I don’t imagine I’ll hear back from “Bernice,” but she invites me to come in to take a test, which I assume will be a typing test. No sweat.

It’s a Friday when I arrive at an office building on Sixteenth Street. I ask the man at the front desk to hide my slush-soaked Uggs so I can change into the heels I’ve carried in my bag. I ride up to the fifth floor, where a woman leads me to an empty office and says I’ll have an hour to complete the exam.

But it isn’t a typing test. The questions are multiple choice, and there’s even an analogy section, like the one on the verbal GRE practice exams I took when I first considered graduate school. Fun! I actually enjoy taking the test and am eager for feedback, especially if it confirms that I’m secretly a genius and have just been super unlucky in my job search. A job offer—any job offer—would give me a much-needed boost of confidence in my own competence.

The following Monday, Bernice emails to say I did well on the test and could I come back for a sit-down interview?

I know three things when I say yes to an interview with Quantitative Employment: One, I don’t want to work there; two, I need to practice my interviewing skills; and three, cover letters are, just as I thought, total bullshit.

The day I’m supposed to interview with Bernice, my training session at Lululemon runs long. I don’t want to tell the manager I need to get going to a job interview because she’s one of those terrifying double-zero mean girls from Long Island who announces she needs to lose five pounds and then stares at you and waits for you to tell her how pretty and perfect and skinny she is. I’d chew off my own arm before having to tell her anything other than that I’ve folded a couple of extra stacks of Power Y tank tops before my break. So I blow off the interview with Bernice.

When I finally namaste my colleagues and leave the store, my phone is dead. So it’s not until two hours after my scheduled interview that I email Bernice and apologize for not showing up, ignoring the tight fist of anxiety in my chest. Who blows off an interview? Only a dumb twenty-six-year-old nobody going nowhere.

As I head to the post office to mail my big brother a birthday package, I feel like a grade-A asshole. I tell myself I don’t really need a sixth part-time job. Maybe I can become a manager at Lululemon—a nice one, who doesn’t count other people’s calories out loud during lunch.

In line at the post office, I see I have a new message from Bernice. She’s going to tell me I’m a horrible, thoughtless person who’s never going to get hired in this town—or anywhere—if I can’t even show up for an interview. I contemplate deleting it without reading it but decide I deserve to hear whatever she has to say, however unpleasant.


Hi Rebecca,

I understand you’re busy. For transparency’s sake, I wanted to let you know this is a job at the White House, and you’d be traveling with the President on his domestic and international trips. Let me know if this changes things.

Bernice



I drop my phone. Or maybe I fling it. Either way, it lands with a crash on the tile floor. But when I pick it up, the screen isn’t cracked, and that insane message is still there.

“This is D.C., it might not be a prank,” Charlotte says when I show her the email in our living room. Her job search has been as fruitful as mine, which is to say, fruitless. But Charlotte’s eyes twinkle as she skims the email, the corners of her mouth curling up into a smile. At least one of us isn’t convinced this is a mean joke. I haven’t trusted the Internet since the sixth grade, when I was talking to Brian Littrell of the Backstreet Boys on AOL Instant Messenger and then found out it was some nine-year-old girl who only confessed her true identity after her mom threatened to cancel her birthday party.

I INTERVIEW WITH Bernice the following week. You can see the White House from Bernice’s corner office. “There’s an opening to be the president’s stenographer,” she says, which apparently is still a real thing in the twenty-first century. While I’m picturing myself in cat’s-eye glasses and a beehive hairdo clicking away on a tiny typewriter, Bernice explains that I’d be responsible for recording interviews, briefings, conference calls, and speeches, and then typing them up afterward in the stenographers’ office.

No, I won’t be expected to type in real time.

No, I don’t need to learn shorthand.

Discretion and accuracy are more important than speed.

I’d learn to release official White House transcripts to the press office and presidential archive. I’d go wherever President Obama went. It would be full-time with benefits. In fact, it would be more full-time than most full-time jobs, because there would be work on weekends.

“I taught at a boarding school for two years,” I tell Bernice. “I’m used to weekend duty.”

Bernice raises her eyebrows and looks down at her apple red fingernails. “Right,” she says. “Only this is the White House.”

I apologize to Bernice for ditching the first interview before telling her how excited I am to have this opportunity to meet with her, to possibly be a front-row witness to history. I’m near tears and my hands are shaking. If she doesn’t hire me, I’ll have only myself to blame after my no-show, but it would suck to get so close to something so cool and not get the part. I ask why she posted a job like this on Craigslist.

“I’d run out of people from the State Department,” she says, tossing her pen onto her desk and reclining in her leather chair. “Since that had never happened before, I wasn’t sure how else to find candidates. You stood out because of your Sidwell experience. If you got clearance to be around the Obama girls, you can probably be around the president.” She goes on to explain that there’s another interview with the woman who would be my immediate supervisor over at the White House, Peggy, as well as a comprehensive background check by the FBI. “We can’t have you flying on Air Force One if you have any criminal history,” she says, ending the interview.

I don’t want to jinx it, but I’m pretty confident I’ll ace that background check—I only got high in college once, and that was by accident.

I’m so nervous and excited when I meet with Peggy that within minutes of shaking her hand, I blurt out that I love Barack Obama, that he was my college commencement speaker, and that I nearly fainted when I got to shake his hand after receiving my diploma. I tell her that I went into teaching and not advertising because in his speech he told us to give back. When I finish my fast-talking gush, I realize she may hate the president; hers is a contract position, after all, not a political appointment.

But Peggy smiles and leans forward. “I love him, too,” she says. “I’ve had my job at the White House for nearly thirty years. I started with Reagan, and this is my favorite president by far.”

The next day, I’m at Sidwell, in the cafeteria, when I realize I should grab my phone in case Bernice calls. I get up in such a hurry that I bump into a tall middle schooler who’s busy looking at a marked-up paper. I’m halfway up the stairs to my office before I realize that the tall middle schooler was Malia Obama. Within minutes I’ll know whether our encounter was auspicious or ominous.

Turns out it was the best hip-check I’ve ever received. I get the job.

I RETURN TO the agency office to fill out paperwork the following week. As I sign my name on the final page and slide the stack of papers back across the desk to Bernice, I ask if she has any advice for me. She doesn’t say anything, just smiles, then leans back in her leather chair to think.

“Do you have a boyfriend?” Bernice asks.

“Yes …” I say slowly, unsure how this is relevant.

“Good,” Bernice says. “Keep him.”

I laugh uncomfortably.

“I’ve seen lots of people fall in love with the wrong people around here,” she says, her eyes dark, her voice a razor blade cloaked in a whisper. “Stay with your boyfriend,” Bernice says. “And stay away from the Secret Service agents.”

I laugh, genuinely this time. The agents? Seriously? I’d already tried that ride at Sidwell.

As I leave Bernice’s office, I find myself skipping down the sidewalk, making all kinds of promises to myself as I pass people who look at me as if I’m nuts. “I have a job!” I want to tell them. I swear to myself that I’ll keep up with the news, I’ll get to the office early, I’ll buy a new pair of heels, I’ll work extra hard so everyone will like me. I start to laugh as I think about Bernice’s advice. And I’ll stay with my boyfriend. That part is easy. I love Sam.

The next day, snow falls in an all-day celebration of white confetti. I decide to walk to Georgetown sporting a hot-pink workout jacket and new black yoga pants from Lululemon (thank you, employee discount). Even though I haven’t started yet, the promise of a steady paycheck allows me to act on things I’ve been thinking about for months: a haircut, new running shoes, a brand-new belt for Sam, White House–appropriate clothes for myself.

My dad calls as I continue walking toward M Street. He wants to know if I’m excited about my new job, because he certainly is—just the fact that he’s calling reflects his enthusiasm. My dad is soft-spoken and shy—not the kind of dad to yell from the soccer sidelines, grab a beer with the guys (he doesn’t have guys), or call up his daughter just to chat. Except tonight, that’s exactly what he does.

“I’m a little nervous,” I tell him, which I didn’t realize until I’m saying so. My dad is a psychologist and has this magical power of getting me to realize things and say them out loud. He’s the best listener I know, unless he’s watching an Eagles game—then he’s useless.

“What are you nervous about?” He doesn’t mind the long silences. I guess that’s part of being a good listener.

“I mean, Dad, at the end of the day, I just signed a contract to type for a living.” He knows the power in a pause, letting me untangle the knot myself. “I get that it’s for the president and it’s at the White House and I’ll see historic stuff and, if nothing else, now I’ll have benefits and an income, but it’s just typing, you know? It’s not hard. No one’s going to think I’m smart.”

Again, silence.

“Do you realize I’m getting paid not to talk?” This makes my dad laugh.

“Yeah,” he finally says, “that might be a problem.”

Before we hang up, my dad reminds me that nothing is permanent and that this is a pretty cool opportunity not only to see history but also to take notes, to write about it.

“Since you can’t talk, listen. And really, what’s the worst that could happen?”

That’s my dad’s go-to question whenever I’m anxious. He has a point. We say goodbye and I put my phone in my pocket. I feel better. I take a deep breath and walk into Banana Republic.

As I make my way through the stores of M Street, I try on blazers and blouses, and also attempt to mount several pairs of high heels. Before I disembark from the institutionalized torture devices better known as women’s professional footwear, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror: black skirt suit, white button-down, black heels. I look as if I belong. It’s like the rom-com makeover montage, only in reverse: free spirit converts to workaholic.

I can do anything if I can pass for a D.C. creature, I think as I put my hair into the tight bun of a corporate cutthroat, smile, and hand the cashier my credit card. In a six-month period, I’ve gone from alone and lost in the world to in love and employed at the White House. In the immortal words of LL Cool J, “Don’t call it a comeback.”

That weekend, Sam and I binge-watch The West Wing, which Sam insists is required viewing before joining Obamaworld. We eat too much Mexican food and drink too many margaritas. “Hey,” Sam says, jabbing me in the ribs. “You’ll probably fly on Air Force One pretty soon.” I laugh and blink back tears of joy as I curl up in his lap.

On Sunday night, I can’t sleep, I’m so excited for my first day. While Sam snores next to me, my mind races. I look over at my black skirt suit hanging on the back of the door. I feel so lucky. As I lie awake, I figure that maybe I needed the table of drunk guys at Kramerbooks to stiff me a tip on a $300 bill, and maybe I needed the manager at Lululemon to ask me if I’d ever thought about cutting my carbs. Maybe I needed the depressing happy hours, the lonely nights berating myself for lackluster ambition. Maybe this would be my big break. Maybe Steve Jobs was right: You have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future.


WELCOME TO THE NEIGHBORHOOD

February

PEGGY SENDS ME an email first thing Monday morning, my first day of work. “Our office is on the fifth floor of the EEOB—that big building to the right of the White House,” she explains. “Since you don’t have an official badge yet, you’ll need to go through the visitors’ entrance—just make sure to bring ID. I’ve already set up an appointment for you.” I’m so excited to get to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, I almost miss the final line of Peggy’s email: “Welcome to the neighborhood.” I get goosebumps.

Peggy meets me inside the visitors’ entrance at Seventeenth and State Place and gives me a hug like I’m her niece and not her newest employee. She’s noticeably tall—close to six feet—with gentle blue eyes and very straight auburn hair down to her shoulders. I’m not great at guessing ages but I think she’s close to my parents’—late fifties, early sixties.

“Today will probably be a little overwhelming,” she says with a smile, “but you’ll have the hang of things in no time.”

After I pass through security, she takes me on a tour of the Eisenhower Executive Office Building.

The building is named after President Eisenhower, Peggy tells me, because he saved it from being torn down. And I’m glad he did, because it’s beautiful, inside and out. It’s also huge—five stories high and a whole city block long. “The stenographers are on the fifth floor, in the bird’s nest,” she says as we walk up a set of impressive marble steps. At the top, two heavy wooden doors slowly open for us, and it feels like that moment in The Devil Wears Prada when Stanley Tucci yells, “All right, everyone, gird your loins!”

Once inside, Peggy explains that the grand spiral staircase connects each floor, and if you stand at the center on the ground floor, you can see all the way to the top, where there are stained-glass skylights.

It’s hard to believe that this is where I will come to work every day.

As we walk along the ground floor, Peggy points out Ike’s, the EEOB staff cafeteria. “Over there is the post office and down this hall is the medical unit.”

“Medical unit?”

Peggy nods. “It’s very convenient, because we’ll need to get you updated on your immunizations before you travel overseas. They’ll dispense the malaria pills and all that kind of stuff. The doctors and nurses travel for the president, but they’re very nice and take care of all of us.” This is unreal.

“Down there are some Secret Service offices, the gift shop, the travel office,” Peggy says with a wave. “Oh, and downstairs is the bowling alley. You can reserve it at night and bring your friends. WHCA is also downstairs.”

“WHCA?”

“White House Communications Agency,” Peggy explains. “They’re our heroes. They help us with audio. And like the medical unit, everyone in WHCA is active duty military.” I look at her with saucer eyes. “Most of them have already completed several tours in Iraq and Afghanistan,” she says as we climb the stairs to the first floor.

The floors themselves are incredible: black-and-white-checked marble, as though you’re on a gigantic chessboard. The hallways are long, and the sound of high heels clicking against the marble echoes with such portent I feel as if I’m in a Hitchcock film.

I look around trying to catch someone’s eye. I like to say hello to everyone, which is why my friends in Manhattan are embarrassed whenever I visit them. But everyone’s too busy to smile. The suited staffers are staring down at their phones or straight ahead. No one says hello.

At an elevator bank, Peggy presses the up arrow. “These things are notoriously slow,” she says, shaking her head. “Even though we’re up on the fifth floor, sometimes I think it might be faster to take the stairs.” The elevator doors open with the resentful groan of an arthritic grandfather. Peggy and I pile in with a bunch of other people in suits.

When we get out on the fifth floor, Peggy tells me to look up.

“Wow. It’s like we’re in church,” I whisper as we stare at the stained-glass ceiling.

“Are you religious?” Peggy asks.

“I am now,” I say.

THE FIRST THING I think when I walk into the stenographers’ office is: small. Very small. There are five desks lined up against the walls. Three people at the desks are staring at me. Peggy introduces me to a guy my age named Lucas who helps cover the vice president. He shakes my hand, puts on earphones, and resumes typing.

Then Peggy says, “This is Lisa, and this is Margie.” The two girls are my age and look alike, with long brown hair, brown eyes, bold red lipstick, and perfectly shaped eyebrows. They’re both dressed all in black: Margie in a black dress, Lisa in black pants and a black sweater. I wonder if they’re sisters, or if you just start to resemble your colleagues if you stay in a tiny office long enough.

It’s Valentine’s Day, and I’d desperately wanted to bake heart-shaped cookies for my new officemates, but Sam had advised against it. “Just get a feel for the place before you start doing all your teachery things,” he’d said.

That night I tell Sam that I think the girls in my office don’t like me. He laughs and shrugs between mouthfuls of spaghetti he’s made for us. “It was your first day—you won’t know how they feel about you for at least a month.”

Before I fall asleep, I convince myself I’ll get those girls to like me. Happiness is contagious, and I’ve never been happier. I have a kick-ass boyfriend, a kick-ass house with kick-ass roommates, and now I have a brand-new kick-ass job.

THE NEXT DAY, I meet the woman I’m replacing. Connie has been a White House stenographer for nine years but wants to try something new, and this job has opened doors. Yet another selling point. Maybe my time in the White House will help me realize I want to be a reporter, or shape policy, or pursue law school after all.

Peggy asks Connie to bring me to a press briefing that’s beginning in T minus five minutes. Our speedwalk turns to a jog as we cross the parking lot that separates the EEOB from the West Wing. “This is West Exec,” Connie calls over her shoulder, yelling over the hum of a dozen big black idling SUVs.

From the fifth-floor bird’s nest in the EEOB to the briefing room in the West Wing is an easy seven-minute stroll but a tough two-minute sprint. We run and powerwalk through corridors, push through three sets of doors, race up one stairwell, smile at two guards, press one large square button, and descend two steps into the lower press office. It’s here that Connie catches her breath and I assume we’ve arrived.

Two women in their twenties sit behind large computer screens. Connie introduces me and everyone pauses. Later I’ll be able to identify this pause as the shuffling of hierarchical introductions, of finding order in the snaking ribbons of rank.

A blond man in glasses steps toward me from behind a wall of faces. With an extended hand he says, “Hi, Rebecca. I’m Jay Carney.” As I lean across Connie to shake Jay’s hand, I wonder why his name sounds so familiar. The press corps is on the other side of two thick wooden doors painted royal blue. “They’ve been waiting,” Connie explains, “so just make your way to the back. If there are open seats, feel free to grab one, but it’s supposed to be packed today.”

I hear tons of people talking on the other side of the doors, but when Connie pushes open the door, it’s suddenly silent. I’m walking onto a stage after the curtain’s gone up. Everyone is staring at us. Dozens of faces and countless camera lenses are frozen in anticipation. Connie strides confidently across the room and the silence gives way to the chatter as the reporters realize it’s not the press secretary arriving for the daily briefing, just the stenographer and some girl trailing her.

I follow Connie’s lead and cross in front of the first row of well-dressed and professionally coiffed reporters. Later I’ll learn that they’re from the television networks, that only the Associated Press and Reuters are both print and first row. The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Wall Street Journal are in the second row. BuzzFeed is somewhere near the back.

For now, I feel their eyes on me. It’s not particularly warm attention, and I focus on smiling the way a fish might focus on swimming out of the peripheral vision of a shark. Connie sits in front of the first row holding out a microphone and inserting her earbuds, and I continue to the back, my chest beating out of my dry-cleaned shirt, now damp with sweat.

Not even a minute later, a parade of four people emerges through the blue doors. There it is again—the sudden silence—as Jay Carney mounts the small stage and rests his binder on the lectern.

“Good afternoon and welcome to the White House for your daily briefing. I have one announcement to make before I take your questions.” The room is packed, questions fly, Jay fields them all with the calm resolve of a major league shortstop. He’s patient but responsive. He does not rush. Soon I’ll grow used to the back-and-forth of the briefing room, but today I’m rapt with the heady thrill of watching the opening pitch for the first time, awed by the sight from beyond the nosebleed seats.

I text Sam as soon as I get out, and he makes fun of me for not knowing who Jay Carney is. He had watched the whole briefing on C-SPAN and had spotted me in a couple of the cutaway shots. He’s so proud.


POOL DAYS

March

THIS NEW JOB is like being back at boarding school, with early mornings, late nights, and weekend duty. When I crawl into bed each night, Sam teases me that I’m even busier than he is.

“Will we ever see you again?” my mom asks over the phone one Saturday morning. I’m rushing to work to cover an in-towner, which means an event in the D.C./Maryland/Northern Virginia region, where we can just motorcade and be back in a few hours. Today, POTUS is visiting a school.

“Mom, come on, I’m coming home for Easter. Did you get my email?” I ask.

“I’m saving it for tonight as a special treat.”

I’ve been emailing my mom long letters detailing my White House adventures. I’d just sent her ten pages describing my first background briefing in the Roosevelt Room—which journalists were there, who spoke to me, where everyone sat, what David Remnick, the editor of The New Yorker, looks like in person.

“Okay, I’ve got to go,” I tell my mom as I stand outside the White House gate, the Secret Service agents waiting to buzz me in. “I need to find the pool. I’ll call you after.”

I hold up my badge outside the first metal gate and wait. When the officer on duty buzzes me in, I push open the gate and then pull open a heavy metal door that leads to the security hut. I say good morning to the officers, scan my badge over the keypad, type in my password, drop my bag through the X-ray machine, and walk through the metal detector, which inevitably goes off because of my gold alligator necklace. The guard with the wand knows this, knows me, smiles, and says, “That dang gator.”

As much as swamp monsters scare me, I love my alligator necklace. The best way to manage a fear is to adopt its ferocity as your own. When I get lost in the EEOB or forget a senior staffer’s name in the West Wing, I touch my gold gator not only to ground me, but also to remember my strength, my teeth.

I grab my gear and find Marie the press wrangler and the camera-clad pool lined up outside the lower press office. The “pool” is the group of thirteen reporters and photographers from the White House press corps who are responsible for traveling with the president and tracking his every move. On a slow day when the president stays at the White House and has private meetings, there will be only a handful of pool reports. On a busy day on the road, the poolers will send out more than twenty, ranging from “The motorcade is rolling to an unknown location” to highlights from Jay’s gaggle to “Here is the menu for tonight’s state dinner.” Just as I start to say good morning to everyone, my phone rings. “Uh-oh, we’ve got a rookie,” Jeff the cameraman announces. “Best to keep that thing on silent as long as you work here,” he says to me with a smile.

THE NEXT COUPLE of months fly by disaster free as I try to follow protocol, find my way through the windowless tunnels that are the West Wing halls, and make friends. The first time I enter the Oval Office, I’m so focused on recording the audio, holding my own in the stampede of reporters, and standing exactly where Lisa told me to—behind the big lamp on the side table, between the president’s chair and the tan sofa—that it’s several minutes before I look up from my recorder.

My hands start to shake uncontrollably. President Obama is sitting not even four feet away and gives me a quick nod and tight-lipped smile before beginning his remarks to reporters. Lisa had told me to stand between the press and the president, because part of our job is to act as a neutral buffer, but I feel anything but neutral. The Oval Office is smaller than I expected, and more inviting, lived-in. The two long sofas look comfortable, and there’s a bowl full of perfect apples in the center of the coffee table begging to be eaten. Behind the Resolute Desk is a table covered with framed photographs of the Obama family.

I’m still absorbing the details of the room when the press wrangler announces we’re leaving, the photo op is over. As I linger, trying to remember every detail to tell my mom, I realize Vice President Biden is standing by the glass door to the Colonnade, thanking and joking with various reporters as they exit. When I pass him, the vice president eyes my newly minted blue badge, smiles, and says, “Welcome.”

THERE’S A BIT of a learning curve as I pick up the West Wing Jargon and try it out with the same broken stutter I have when I try to speak Spanish. Lisa tells me that on the road, “RON” means Remain Over Night, and “hold” means waiting room or wait (depending on whether it’s being used as a noun or a verb), and “the Beast” is the heavily armored black Cadillac limo the president rides in. The “CAT” guys are the Counter Assault Team, which rides ahead of the Press 1 vans, the back window open with these black-clad, Van Damme–built men gripping huge guns, ready to defend the president. When reporters refer to the president as “Obama,” I cringe with the rest of the staffers; to us, he’s “POTUS” or “the president,” never just his last name. I nod when Steve Holland from Reuters says, “Just another day of hurry up and wait” as we huddle outside the Roosevelt Room for a “pool spray,” which is the term for a photo opportunity for the press.

Before the daily press briefing, I turn on my microphone when Jay and two deputy press secretaries walk
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