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100,000 First Bosses

When I was a student in the Westport public schools, we never 
took field trips to Hartford or bothered to learn much about 

the state government. We visited museums in Manhattan, toured the 
Statue of Liberty, and felt more connected to the city in which so 
many local parents worked every day. While much of Connecticut 
roots for the Red Sox and the Patriots, my neighborhood cheered on 
the Yankees and the Giants. When we saw political ads on television, 
they touted or maligned New York politicians. Even the mail we sent 
went through a processing center across the border. When I spoke 
about the governor in my district, I occasionally had to clarify that 
I wasn’t talking about the one in Albany.

But every once in a while, students from our area did visit the 
capitol. Whenever they arrived, I would drop everything so that I 
could tour them around the Senate chamber. I recited the facts that 
I’d learned from Ms. Ellaneous and asked how they’d vote on various 
issues I was considering that day. I especially enjoyed asking them 
who they thought my boss was. Students often guessed the governor 
or the president of the United States. They were always shocked to 
find out that my bosses were in fact them. This caused some laughter, 
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but I explained that I worked for each of them, as it was my job to 
represent their collective view in the Senate.

Keeping in touch with my 100,000 constituents was another 
source of stress as I learned the ropes in Hartford. Every voter will 
tell you that they want a legislator who gets stuff done. But what 
most of them really want is a legislator who is accessible and omni-
present in the district. Being an effective legislator and spending time 
in the district aren’t necessarily complementary goals—in fact, they 
can work against each other. A few months after I was sworn in, an 
elderly lady made this clear on Ridgefield’s Main Street.

“Where have you been?” she asked. “You used to be in Ridgefield 
all the time. I never see you anymore.”

“I’ve been in Hartford,” I explained. Proud of the work I was 
doing, I told her about some of the bills that I had proposed.

“We didn’t elect you to spend time in Hartford,” she scoffed. “We 
want to see you here in Ridgefield.”

The feedback was more than a little confusing. I had thought that 
my job was to fight for my constituents at the capitol. After all, that’s 
where my office was located. But people lead busy lives, and even if 
they followed politics in Washington, DC, they didn’t have time to 
follow legislative mechanics at the state level. In their eyes, doing my 
job meant shaking hands in the grocery store or hosting coffee hours.

Luckily, I had Lauren Meyer and Joe O’Leary to help maintain 
a presence back home. Lauren, who also commuted from Fairfield 
County to Hartford every day, was in charge of my “outreach.” My 
age but a thousand times more organized, she was the sort of person 
I would have texted in college to find out which textbook we were 
supposed to buy and when the final exam was scheduled. “Outreach” 
was a catchall term that covered town hall meetings, classroom visits, 
roundtables, and basically anything that happened outside of Hartford. 
Lauren was unfailingly polite, but I learned that her sunny demeanor 
disguised a skill at navigating local politics with sharp elbows. She was 
exactly who I wanted in my corner when a town hall crowd became 
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unruly or an angry constituent followed me out into the parking lot. 
Determined to get reelected and frustrated by the amount of time 
I was spending in Hartford, I worked with Lauren to organize a 
constant stream of events on the weekends and in the evenings. She 
was a critical part of the team, especially when the only people who 
showed up to the weekly coffee hours she organized were anti-vaxxers.

Joe O’Leary was assigned to be my press aide, and he was also 
new to the building. He’d previously worked for a local newspaper 
in Connecticut but had jumped at the opportunity to help Demo-
cratic lawmakers fight for affordable health care and human rights. 
Joe cared deeply about the issues, even more than some lawmakers 
did. Every day, he cranked out press releases and op-eds to place in 
the local papers back home.

Just a few weeks into the job, my relationships with other law-
makers were already becoming complicated by policy differences and 
political disagreements. So I found refuge hanging out in cubicles with 
legislative aides. After all, they were mostly my age and much more 
willing to laugh about the absurdity of this place. We’d watch CT-N 
from some hideaway in the capitol and trade stories about unusual 
constituents. One evening, they brought me to their favorite bar—a 
grungy watering hole across the street, tucked into the dungeon of 
the state’s armory. Bud Lights were served in plastic cups and the floor 
had that sticky texture that made it smell like college. The difference 
in our roles could be awkward, if not for them then at least for me. 
When a few of the aides invited me to a party at their place after 
work, I wondered whether it was appropriate for a state senator to 
hang out with staff members. I decided to go, and we shared pizza, 
spiked seltzer, and gossip. It was the most relaxed I’d felt in months.

What separated us, though, was how scared I was to lose my job. 
A term in the state Senate lasts only two years, so I had no choice 
but to worry about reelection every day. I’d resolved that I wouldn’t 
spend a lifetime in the legislature, but I did want to run again, and 
I wanted to win. If I didn’t, many would chalk up my brief tenure 
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in the Senate as a fluke, or a momentary lapse in judgment by the 
voters in my district. Maybe it would even discourage other young 
people from running for office. In order to prove I was up to this 
job, I needed to make sure I wasn’t fired in 2020.

In my early months as a newly elected senator, I focused on reaching 
out proactively to constituents through public meetings, press releases, 
and even the occasional robocall. Eventually, I learned that the most 
effective way to secure reelection was to ensure that the constituents 
who reached out to me had a positive experience. The truth of the 
matter is, most people don’t necessarily want to think about their state 
senator very often. When they do, they are probably exceptionally 
passionate about a bill. When constituents arrived in Hartford to 
testify at a public hearing, I welcomed them into my office—even if 
they were there to lobby against a bill I had cosponsored. That included 
one constituent from Wilton who had taken the day off from work 
to speak out against legislation that would regulate crisis pregnancy 
centers. Some of these centers put out false ads, claiming to offer the 
full spectrum of reproductive health care when in fact they pressure 
women not to have an abortion. Imagine having strep throat and 
going to a local clinic, only to find out that they simply pretend to 
offer antibiotics. Access to reproductive health care can already be 
expensive and inconvenient—if we can’t yet provide comprehensive 
and affordable health care for all, we should at least prevent faux 
doctors from setting up trapdoors on the way to meaningful care.

This constituent didn’t see it that way. He believed crisis preg-
nancy centers had a right to engage in deceptive advertising, thanks 
to the First Amendment. Clearly, we weren’t going to change each 
other’s minds. But I heard him out nonetheless and told him that 
I appreciated his advocacy, even if he wouldn’t end up appreciating 
my vote on the matter.

Most constituents who were passionate about an issue didn’t 
bother driving all the way to Hartford. Instead, they sent emails 
asking me to vote one way or another. And while I had never reached 
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out to my state senator before, I found that hundreds of people sent 
this sort of email each week.

I tried to respond to every message I received. Although I didn’t 
always live up to the goal, I’d spend an hour or two before bed firing 
away replies and prioritizing the constituents who didn’t agree with 
me. That way, they could call me a communist, scum-of-the-earth 
carpetbagger who lacked the real-world experience necessary to be 
a state senator, but they couldn’t accuse me of being unresponsive.

Most of the time, I didn’t lose any sleep over the angry emails. So 
long as they weren’t threatening, I laughed them off. When Gregg 
Haddad and I introduced a bill to change the fact that diaper- 
changing tables were only in women’s restrooms, one constituent 
photoshopped my head onto a baby with a full diaper. My friends 
from college loved it. Katie’s favorite nasty comment read: “Hey 
Willy Boy, I know that you are single. Why in the world would ANY 
woman want to date you?! Not only are you unattractive, but you 
oppress the people of CT and you are a pathetic coward!!”

The messages I didn’t laugh about, though, were those that blamed 
me for the very problems I was trying to solve. When constituents 
complained to me about “decades of fiscal mismanagement,” I wanted 
to remind them that my parents hadn’t even met when state lawmak-
ers made expensive promises to state employees. I was as frustrated 
as they were that generations of policy makers had declined to pay 
down state bills, let alone save for the future. That sort of neglect of 
future generations was exactly why I ran for office in the first place.

When constituents wrote to me in all caps to express how much 
they disliked a clean-energy initiative that might increase the price of 
gasoline, I wanted to ask how they thought I felt. No one likes paying 
more to fill up their tank, but the policy makers who came before 
me had spent their careers avoiding hard decisions and ignoring 
the science of climate change. Since our parents’ and grandparents’ 
generations had done almost nothing to support the transition to 
clean energy, young people were left with admittedly crappy choices. 
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Reading through my inbox, I felt like a member of the clean-up crew 
being blamed for the mess.

Surely every generation resents the problems they’ve inherited, 
but I felt as though we’d been dealt a particularly terrible hand. 
Bruce Gibney’s book A Generation of Sociopaths paints an overly 
harsh but intriguing portrait of baby boomers and the chaos they 
will leave behind. In Washington, lawmakers from this generation 
spent decades cutting their own taxes while exploding the national 
debt. They ran for president promising the short-term protection of 
entitlement programs without ensuring the long-term sustainability 
of Social Security or Medicaid. They observed countless moments of 
silence without seriously entertaining stricter gun regulations. And 
they declined to make long-term investments in infrastructure, con-
veniently forgetting the fact that infrastructure spending had paved 
the way for the postwar economic prosperity they enjoyed. Every 
generation inherits an imperfect world and must fight its own battles, 
but it drove me nuts that some of the constituents who had gotten 
us into this mess now resented me for trying to help get us out of it.

However, I knew that passing the buck back to the prior gener-
ation wasn’t any more productive than passing the buck on to the 
next generation. So I left any frustrated retorts in my drafts folder 
and instead started each reply with a sometimes insincere “Thank 
you,” typed with curled toes and clenched teeth.

In contrast, the emails that I most welcomed came from con-
stituents who requested help solving a problem. Providing such a 
service was, after all, the purpose of government. Unable to reach a 
live person within the state bureaucracy, these constituents needed to 
find the right DMV form, resolve a misunderstanding with the tax 
collector, or ask a question about their unemployment application. 
With Alex’s help, it was my job to be their advocate within the state 
on issues big and small. The average citizen may not be able to hold 
a faceless bureaucrat’s feet to the fire, but they can certainly hold 
their elected officials accountable.
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Some constituents hadn’t exactly warmed up to the idea of ask-
ing a twenty-two-year-old for assistance. A few decided to forgo 
the indignity of reaching out directly and contacted my parents 
instead. Despite these occasional slights, hearing requests from my 
community reminded me that writing laws was only part of being 
a state senator. When my bills got tangled up in a partisan logjam, 
helping constituents avoid eviction, install a crosswalk, or apply for 
health insurance felt like a worthwhile endeavor.

One day, we received an email from a constituent who was devas-
tated that her daughter, a young woman with disabilities, had recently 
been denied funding for a residential assistance program by Connecti-
cut’s Department of Developmental Services. We reached out to the 
department to plead the family’s case, and pretty soon they reversed 
their decision. This long-term housing opportunity provided the par-
ents with the peace of mind that their daughter would receive compas-
sionate and professional care, moving toward a semi-independent life 
even after they were gone. They called the decision “life-changing,” and 
Alex and I felt gratified to have helped make a meaningful difference.

We worked diligently to resolve everything from routine concerns, 
such as helping people apply for fishing permits and ensuring that 
local potholes were filled, to some truly odd dilemmas. I spent months 
trying to convince the Connecticut Department of Agriculture to 
intervene in Redding, where more than fifty goats were wreaking 
havoc on a neighborhood. The goats lacked shelter and water, and 
some of them had escaped their owner’s property and been struck by 
cars. The owner was unquestionably in violation of a local ordinance 
regarding how many livestock she could have, but the small town of 
Redding had no capacity to enforce the law. After months of shuttling 
between the town and state, the Department eventually seized the 
goats and transported them to Connecticut’s women’s prison, where 
the state operated a farm for rescued animals.

Still, Alex and I faced plenty of problems we couldn’t help to solve. 
A few weeks into my new job, a constituent called repeatedly to 
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complain about the late-night jackhammering related to the highway 
construction behind his house. He was understandably frustrated by 
the late-night noise, so I called the site manager on the project to work 
out an adjustment to the blast schedule. I also visited his house to meet 
with his neighbors and hear about how it had disrupted their sleep. 
He wanted me to call off the project altogether—something that was 
simply not possible. If I didn’t return his call immediately, he got mad.

“Let me give you a little private sector advice,” he said. “I never 
leave the office without returning every single call.”

Admittedly, I don’t have any private sector experience. But I have 
to imagine that most people don’t answer to 100,000 bosses. On the 
campaign trail, I’d treated every interaction with a voter as though it 
were a job interview. Now that I had the job, I needed to learn when 
to stand up for myself and when to accept criticism. Eventually, I 
figured out how not to take no for an answer, and also when to tell 
a constituent that I had done all I could do to help.

Even in its architectural design, the legislature is inward facing. 
When rushing from meeting to meeting, it’s easy to get swept up 
in the notion that people are watching from home, waiting with 
bated breath to see how you’ll vote on every bill and amendment. 
The reality is that most people aren’t. Those who do tune in to the 
public- access channel will join my grandparents and perhaps a hand-
ful of others in watching legislators perform to an imagined audience 
of thousands. Political theatrics may be a part of the process, but 
the best way to show your community that you’re working hard for 
them is . . . to actually work hard for them. When the simultaneous 
meetings had ended and the bills had either passed or been passed 
over, I found that most people who approached me around town 
wanted to thank me for helping them fix an issue in their lives. Or 
better yet, they had heard that I’d helped their neighbor, and they 
wanted some assistance as well. Hearing feedback on my work from 
a few of my constituents would always remind me that I had a job 
to do, much like any other.
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