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Praise for The Steal


“A gripping ground-level narrative of the weeks after Donald Trump lost the popular vote . . . The Steal is a marvel of reporting: tightly wound . . . but also panoramic.”


—Washington Post


“An indispensable and alarming ground-level record of how Donald Trump’s attempt to steal the 2020 election played out in precincts and ballot-counting centers in key states.”


—The Guardian


“A lean, fast-paced and important account of the chaotic final weeks.”


—New York Times


“The Steal is brilliant, an incredibly important document reported without bile or self-righteousness. A book every conservative should read.”


—P. J. O’Rourke, New York Times bestselling author of Parliament of Whores


“It’s impossible to think of a better combination of writing and reporting talent to cover an historic assault on democracy than Mark Bowden and Matt Teague. That combination has produced a book that must be read now and will be read for many years to come. It is incredibly informative, terrifying and a screeching klaxon of alarm for our democracy. Imagine A.J. Liebling and William Shirer combining to write about the Reichstag fire of 1933 and that’s the sort of gift we—and history—have been given with The Steal.”


—Stuart Stevens, New York Times bestselling author of It Was All a Lie


“The Steal is a terrifying picture of the civil war that began on Election Day 2020. Here is the rancor, distrust, and deception that spun into the conspiracies and rabbit holes that Donald Trump has used to undermine truth, logic, and common sense. This is the behind-the-scenes world of the Big Lie. The Steal reads like an edge-of-your-seat political thriller—one without a happy ending.”


—Michael Wolff, New York Times bestselling author of Landslide









Comments on the 2020 Election


“The only way we can lose, in my opinion, is massive fraud.”


—Donald J. Trump at a rally in Allentown, Pennsylvania, on October 26, 2020


“And what Trump’s gonna do is just declare victory, right? He’s gonna declare victory. But that doesn’t mean he’s a winner. He’s just gonna say he’s a winner . . . The Democrats—more of our people vote early that count. Theirs vote in mail. And so they’re gonna have a natural disadvantage, and Trump’s going to take advantage of it—that’s our strategy. . . . So when you wake up Wednesday morning, it’s going to be a firestorm . . . If Biden’s winning, Trump is going to do some crazy shit.”


—Steve Bannon to a group of his associates in October 2020


“Vote counting is not a Republican or Democrat issue; everyone should want all the votes to be counted, whether they were mailed or cast in person. An accurate vote takes time. It’s possible the results you see now may change after all the votes are counted. This is evidence of democracy, not fraud.”


—Clint Hickman, Republican chairman of the Maricopa County Board of Supervisors, in a letter to Maricopa County voters on November 4, 2020, one day after Trump lost the election and claimed fraud


“Just to preempt the question, because I know it is going to come up: Are we seeing any widespread fraud? We are not.”


—Gabe Sterling, Chief Operating Officer for Brad Raffensperger, on November 6, 2020


“There is no fraud . . . Do you understand that you can suspect something, but it means nothing if you don’t have evidence . . . If you can find evidence, I’ll be the first person to thank you.”


—Valerie Biancaniello, Delaware County organizer for Trump, to Leah Hoopes and Greg Stenstrom on November 6, 2020


“It’s independent judges who are doing the fact-checking, and it ain’t pretty. . . . It’s harder to lie in court than, say, at a White House briefing. . . . Repeating things that other people say that aren’t true, maybe that gets you a retweet, but it doesn’t go far in court.”


—Ari Melber on MSNBC on November 12, 2020


“We were asked to take power we didn’t have. What would have been the cost if we had done so? Constitutional chaos and the loss of our integrity.”


—Aaron Van Langevelde, Republican vice chair of the Michigan State Board of Canvassers, in his statement certifying the results of the election on November 23, 2020


“I voted for you. I worked for you. I campaigned for you. I just won’t do anything illegal for you.”


—Rusty Bowers (R), then Arizona House Speaker, to Donald Trump on a phone call on December 25, 2020, during which Trump requested that Bowers unlawfully appoint presidential electors from Arizona


“Just say the election was corrupt + leave the rest to me and the R. congressmen.”


—Donald Trump to Rosen and his deputy, Richard P. Donoghue, in notes taken by Donoghue, on December 27, 2020


“President Trump . . . We don’t agree that you have won.”


—Brad Raffensperger, Georgia Secretary of State, on a phone call with Trump on January 2, 2021, when Trump said he wanted to “find 11,780 votes” in Georgia


“Will you please explain to me how this doesn’t create a slippery slope problem for all future presidential elections?”


—Senator Mike Lee on the fake electors plot, in a text message to one of Trump’s advisors on January 6, 2021


“Today was a dark day in the history of the US Capitol. Those who wreaked havoc in our Capitol today did not win. Violence never wins. Freedom wins. And this is still the people’s house. As we reconvene in this chamber, the world will once again witness the resilience and strength of our democracy, for even in the wake of unprecedented violence and vandalism at this Capitol, the elected representatives of the people of the United States have assembled again on the very same day to support and defend the Constitution of the United States. Let’s get back to work.”


—Mike Pence on January 6, 2021


“While the petitioners [Hoopes, Stenstrom, et al.] seek sanctions against the Board of Elections, they come before this court with unclean hands and they themselves are the ones whose conduct is contemptible.”


—Judge John Capuzzi on January 12, 2021, in his ruling on the lawsuit filed by Greg Stenstrom and Leah Hoopes in Delaware County, PA


“A Massive Fraud of this type and magnitude allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution.”


—Donald Trump, in a post on Truth Social in December 2022


“The most obvious question in American politics today should be: why is the guy who committed treason just over two years ago allowed to run for president?”


—Robert Reich, former U.S. Secretary of Labor, in an Opinion piece in The Guardian on April 24, 2023


“Every fraud claim I was asked to investigate was false.”


—Ken Block, founder of Simpatico Software Systems, the second firm hired by Trump to investigate fraud, in an interview with the Washington Post on April 27, 2023


“The illegality of the plan was obvious. . . . Dr. Eastman and President Trump launched a campaign to overturn a democratic election, an action unprecedented in American history.”


—U.S. district judge David O. Carter of California, in his March 28, 2022, ruling on the release of emails between Trump and lawyer John Eastman


“It’s much bigger than Watergate. It’s of a whole different dimension. It goes to the very foundation of democracy.”


—John Dean, who served as White House counsel under Nixon and later became a key witness in Watergate, when asked on CNN whether he sees echoes of Watergate in the Trump case, on August 14, 2023


“I just think the [Republican] party is gone. . . . I don’t think there’s any way that it can be repaired. And I think Trump is going to take them down. . . . It’s like crack. I mean, they’ve addicted themselves to these lies. They live off of these lies. The conservative media profits off of these lies, the political consultants profit off of these lies. . . . The congressmen basically make a living selling lies to the American people for contributions and funding.”


—George Conway, conservative attorney, on the Bulwark podcast on August 8, 2023


“Trump and the other defendants charged in this Indictment refused to accept that Trump lost, and they knowingly and willfully joined a conspiracy to unlawfully change the outcome of the election in favor of Trump.”


—Georgia indictment filed in the Fulton County Superior Court on August 14, 2023
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Publisher’s Note


The paperback edition of this book went to press on December, 22, 2023. By October 25, 2023, three codefendants had pleaded guilty in the Fulton County, Georgia, lawsuit against Donald Trump and eighteen others, but the trial had not begun. The special prosecutor lawsuit against Trump and four unnamed coconspirators is currently scheduled to begin in March 2024.










Preface


We began work on this book in April 2021 after some of the dust settled from the January 6 assault on the US Capitol. Donald Trump’s attempt to stay in power after losing the election was unprecedented in American history. It wasn’t clear in April that Congress was disposed to investigate it thoroughly—the House Select Committee on the January 6 Attack wasn’t formed until July. We set out to create a record of what had happened, specifically to tell the story of how Trump’s effort unfolded in each of the six most narrowly contested states. And we wanted to do it fast.


Then and now, most of the national media attention on the story focuses on Washington, on the efforts of Trump and his minions, and on the outrageous January 6 assault on Congress. That story continues to be aggressively pursued by law enforcement and by journalists, and recounted in the flood of tell-all books by former Trump administration officials. We believe that the less obvious and more important story happened in the swing states in the two months between Election Day and the violent assault on the Capitol by Trump’s mob.


With the help of a team of young journalists and researchers, we completed the book in just five months. Morgan Entrekin and his team at Grove Atlantic crashed it into publication in time for the first anniversary of the January 6 attack. For this paperback edition, we have revised portions of the text to incorporate new information that has surfaced especially from the work of the January 6th Committee, most significantly around the efforts to present “false electors” around the country.


We hope that The Steal helps document the wider scope of this seditious scheme and explains exactly how it played out in the counties and states where votes are tallied and certified. Trump and his inner circle were not the only ones trying to overturn the election. They had thousands of willing coconspirators across the country, lawyers, county and state lawmakers, election officials, and average citizens. And in each state, there were many who stood firm against this assault, who fought and in some cases paid a heavy price to defend democracy.
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Election Day


TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 3, 2020


Donald Trump refused to believe he might lose. While some of his aides would tell him only what he wanted to hear, in the days before the election his own polling data said he would. Trump said no. He could feel it in his bones.


But . . . what if he lost? A man who grounds his very identity on winning has strategies for handling loss. For years, Trump had been laying out his. If the votes did not add up to victory, there was a reason. An obvious one. Everybody could see it. He had spelled it out again and again, warning even before his shocking victory in 2016 that the system was “totally rigged.”


Rigged by whom? Trump’s promise to “Drain the Swamp” was a sure applause line at his rallies. The expression long predated him, of course, referring to the nefarious ties between lawmakers and lobbyists, but Trump’s usage implied something more and kept enlarging. In time it became simply “The Swamp,” a thing he never clearly defined but that eventually seemed to encompass every entrenched institution in America. There was the “Deep State,” the career employees who made up the enduring machinery of government; the Democrat Party, stem and branch; unprincipled “career” politicians; the “lying” mainstream press; the technocrats who created and controlled the very internet platforms he and his supporters used; the Republicans who dared to criticize him; liberal academia . . . on and on the meaning expanded. Left-leaning and corrupt, The Swamp was an unyielding suck on Trump’s native genius, determined to drag him down, and with him the American dream.


Campaigning against Hillary Clinton, he had predicted “large-scale voter fraud” and had decried the American electoral process as fundamentally unfair. He forecast a sweeping crime capable of changing the nation’s course but was always vague about how it would actually work. Indeed, despite his claim that everybody knew it, there was no evidence of it in modern times. The Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank that tabulated voting fraud cases nationwide going back more than thirty years, listed only widely scattered instances committed by members of both political parties, capable of influencing—and even then only in rare instances—local election results. But the charge resonated with those who feared big government, the growing number and power of minorities, the whole modern drift of American society. Drawing on antiquated stereotypes from the era of Tammany Hall, Trump especially stressed corruption in big cities, where Democrats ruled and the population was heavy with African Americans.


“They even want to try and rig the election at the polling booths, where so many cities are corrupt. And you see that,” he said, campaigning in Colorado in 2016. “And voter fraud is all too common. And then they criticize us for saying that. . . . Take a look at Philadelphia . . . take a look at Chicago, take a look at Saint Louis. Take a look at some of these cities where you see things happening that are horrendous.” In his final debate with Clinton, he had refused to say whether, in the event he lost, he would even acknowledge the results. In that event, the numbers would be crooked.


Even victory did not allay this gripe. He continued to throw shade on the contest, questioning the validity of Clinton’s winning margin in the popular vote, eventually setting up a commission to investigate voter fraud. Asked whether Clinton’s certified numbers were accurate, the commission chief, Kris Kobach, said, “We may never know the answer to that.” Even after the probe found nothing and disbanded, Trump continued grooming his supporters to expect fraud.


Throughout his White House tenure, he used his elevated platform to spread this message. In November 2018, prior to midterms, Trump and his attorney general, Jeff Sessions, warned of wide-scale voter fraud. They offered no evidence. Trump said, “Just take a look. All you have to do is go around, take a look at what’s happened over the years, and you’ll see. There are a lot of people—a lot of people—my opinion and based on proof—that try and get in illegally and actually vote illegally. So we just want to let them know that there will be prosecutions at the highest level.” As ballots were still being counted in Florida’s races for governor and US Senate, Trump claimed on Twitter, “Many ballots are missing or forged, ballots massively infected.” No evidence of this surfaced, no one was prosecuted, and both Republican candidates ultimately won.


Still he continued impugning the voting process. The move to allow more mail voting during the pandemic gave him a new target. “Mail ballots are a very dangerous thing for this country, because they’re [Democrats] cheaters,” he said at a coronavirus press briefing on April 7, 2020. “They go and collect them. They’re fraudulent in many cases. . . . You get thousands and thousands of people sitting in somebody’s living room, signing ballots all over the place.” Pressed the next day about the “thousands and thousands” claim, Trump promised to provide evidence, and did not. There wasn’t any. He wasn’t making a case; he was sowing suspicion.


So Trump did have a strategy in case of defeat. He used fear of fraud to raise millions of dollars for his 2020 campaign, soliciting contributions on his campaign website with the words “FRAUD like you’ve never seen,” asking for donations “to ensure we have the resources to protect the results and keep fighting even after Election Day.”


On October 26, one week before votes would be cast, campaigning in Allentown, Pennsylvania, he said, “The only way we can lose, in my opinion, is massive fraud.”


GEORGIA


In the darkness of election morning, the first drop of water fell from the lip of a urinal in an Atlanta bathroom, splashing onto a black concrete floor. Every flood arrives with a first drop.


For months, within the walls of the State Farm Arena, water had risen in a pipe that led to the bathroom in the Chick-fil-A Fan Zone on the upper level. The arena’s maintenance staff had shut off the water on that level during the coronavirus pandemic, since crowds couldn’t come watch the ice skating shows or listen to Harry Styles sing. But thanks to a valve not quite shut or an O-ring worn by time, water in the pipe inched upward. Sometime in early November, it topped a curved trap and began filling the basin of the urinal, a Toto Commercial model in Cotton porcelain.


Now it spilled into the world, pouring onto the floor, seeking the lowest point in concrete worn smooth by ten thousand pairs of sneakers. It seeped into crevices, into the arena’s structure and interstitial spaces, down through the wires and ductwork, and finally collected and poured through the ceiling of the room below.


About five thirty in the morning, a few blocks away at the county’s election headquarters, Rick Barron’s phone rang and chirped with the bad news. He was director of Fulton County’s elections, and stood surrounded by banks of phones and televisions. Workers back at the arena should have started sorting early ballots, but now calls and text messages said they hadn’t. When the first workers arrived, in the dark and quiet, they’d heard the impossible sound of what seemed like indoor rain. Someone flipped on the lights and the workers found themselves standing on the edge of a storm.


Now Barron watched a video of the indoor flood. The image showed a vast room, with an array of ballot-processing machinery, tables where the workers normally sat, and big plastic bins full of ballots. Two of the workers always made an impression, even in grainy arena security footage. Ruby Freeman stood out with an Afro that matched her big personality. In normal times she ran a kiosk at the mall selling handbags, socks, and other ladies’ accessories, which she called Lady Ruby’s Unique Treasures. But during election season she helped out with temporary work. Her daughter, thirty-six-year-old Shaye Moss, wore her hair in recognizable long blond braids, and had worked for years for the Fulton County elections office. Doing election work meant early mornings and long hours but it gave the mother and daughter a close-up view of democracy in action, right in the room where ballots were gathered, sorted, and counted. But now this—water pouring from above—had brought the machinery of freedom to a stop.


Behind his pandemic mask, Barron sighed. He would hear about this from higher-ups at the state level, which was the last thing he needed. He already didn’t fit in here; he was the only white member of his election staff, to start. And the Atlanta political class found him odd. He was from Oregon, for one thing. At that moment, he wore a lanyard emblazoned with the logo for the Portland soccer team, of all things. He might as well drink Pepsi.


Now a rain cloud had burst, somehow, in his counting room.


Bonkers, he thought. He showed the video to Johnny Kauffman, an Atlanta radio reporter who had covered local elections for years and had embedded with the Fulton County staff. It seemed funny, in a bleak way. “Oh my God,” Kauffman told him. “It looks like it’s raining from the ceiling.”


“It could only happen to us,” one of the election staffers said. What could Barron do but laugh?


He didn’t know he stood on a historic precipice; soon he would realize that in this election, any detail, no matter how small, could be manipulated. And any event, however mundane, could be contorted into conspiracy.


The downpour in the Atlanta arena turned out to be a brief squall. The arena’s maintenance crew found the source, fixed the urinal, and sopped up the mess. No ballots got wet; no equipment damaged. Shortly after eight, when the polls opened, the counting resumed.


Barron thought, No big deal.


PENNSYLVANIA


Proud, hopeful, and vigilant, Leah Hoopes arrived at her local polling place in Bethel Township before the doors opened. There was already a line. She had come not just to cast her vote for Donald Trump and the rest of the Republican slate but also to serve as a watchdog. She had formed a group by that name: the PA State Watchdogs. This was a fateful day for herself, her family, and her country.


The year before, Hoopes had been elected a Republican committeewoman in Bethel, in Delaware County, or Delco, as natives prefer, a sprawling suburb that stretches west and south of Philadelphia. Soon to be given a measure of fame by the fictional HBO series Mare of Easttown, it was home to more than half a million people, of whom only 9,500 lived in Bethel. The county contains disparate worlds, stretching from the city’s swanky, storied Main Line suburbs to the densely packed rows of blue-collar townhouses of Upper Darby. Bethel lay twenty-six miles southwest of Philadelphia at the Delaware border. The county was one of those traditionally red suburbs that in recent years began turning blue. In 2020, Delco had sworn in a Democratic majority on its governing council for the first time in a century and a half. But along the leafy curved lanes of Hoopes’s precinct, the vote still leaned Republican.


Hoopes is a slight and very energetic woman of early middle age, big-eyed, occasionally blond, cheerfully social—she loved a stiff drink—and fiercely opinionated. Trump had won only 37.4 percent of the vote in Delco four years earlier, but he had narrowly edged Hillary Clinton in Bethel. Two hundred and ninety-one votes had made the difference. Ever since, as best she could, Hoopes had rallied the Trump troops, mostly through pungent and frequent Facebook postings. She maintained two accounts, one featuring her face superimposed on an old tourist ad of a woman in a polka-dot spring dress with a red carnation in her hair, inside the slogan “Everyone Is Welcome on the Trump Train,” and the other with her in a Rosie the Riveter pose, with her hair tied in a red polka-dot kerchief, flexing her bicep over a “Trump-Pence” banner. Each had a following in the hundreds. She posted multiple times on most days, about, among other things, gun rights, the glory of God and America, Democratic perfidy, the necessity of cracking down hard on the leftist antifascist group called Antifa, and lately, vehemently, against all public health efforts to curb the COVID-19 pandemic, which she regarded as less threatening than the seasonal flu. For Hoopes, masks, vaccinations, and shutdowns were needless, and to the extent they were mandated or encouraged by government, liberal tyranny. When the statistics she posted to support her arguments were labeled false by Facebook, it just underscored her point. Mark Zuckerberg and the other social media titans, along with the mainstream liberal media and Demo cratic leaders, were out to push a liberal agenda, to stop Trump, and strangle freedom. Hoopes fought back with outrage and sarcasm. She was a cheerful and outspoken warrior, telling it like it was to anyone who would listen.


The term she self-applied was “patriot,” by which she meant something much more than showing the flag on Independence Day. And it wasn’t just a matter of degree. Her use of the word signified allegiance to a particular idea of America, one in tune with God, with the nation’s commonsense core—as these patriots saw it—where men were men and women were women, where justice meant protecting hearth and home and cherished values, where the heroic stories of American greatness learned in elementary school remained true, where folks lived and earned and thrived free of meddling government or so-called experts, where the old usually trumped the new, where gut feelings counted for more than science, where good people were free to carry guns to protect themselves from bad people, where America was respected worldwide and its power feared. As used more widely, the definition was loose by design and wasn’t always coherent. There were “patriots” who deplored racism and those who were white supremacists. There were those who both embraced America’s immigrant traditions but also wanted to build a wall to keep foreigners out. Some wanted to remove the United States from foreign entanglements but also wanted it to flex its muscles more aggressively overseas. The tent was wide. It included Christian fundamentalists and conspiracy theorists and ordinary God-fearing, gun-toting wives and mothers like Leah Hoopes. But all shared a conviction that the America they revered lay under siege. The “patriot” stood armed and ready at a conceptual Bunker Hill, holding the line against the erosion of faith and decency, against big government, multiculturalization, affirmative action, or any other force that threatened their traditional ideal, or to abolish freedoms in the name of some cockeyed communal purpose. This especially included repressive, expensive, harebrained programs and policies to reengineer America, like those to redress “institutional” racism and sexism, to confuse the concept of gender, to enforce safety and health regulations in the name of public safety. “Patriots” recognized each other. It was less an ideology than a feeling.


And Donald Trump got it. Hoopes had been sold on him since the moment he descended the escalator in his Manhattan tower on June 16, 2015, to declare his candidacy for president. Here she saw a powerful, savvy messenger for those like her, who felt America lazily slipping away from greatness. The eight years of Democratic governance under President Barack Obama had been one tortuous disaster, with elitist nannystate policies supplanting sensible tradition and good old-fashioned patriotism replaced by self-hatred. Trump understood it all. He waged war against apologetic Americans who held a jaundiced view of their own country, who saw it as flawed, racist, and in need of improvement, who had rendered it impotent, unwilling to carry a big stick abroad and incapable of policing its cities and borders. Trump had the guts to call out immigrants as drug dealers and rapists—not all of them, of course, but those who were tearing at the fabric of the country. His words infuriated the lefties, which is what she liked about him particularly. He never apologized, and he didn’t mince words.


Not that she was starry-eyed. A lot about him made her cringe. He had a huge ego. He was often crass. But he saw America as she did: as the hope of the world. It was still the place millions envied and yearned to live in, which was fine, so long as they arrived legally. Some of Hoopes’s dearest friends were immigrants. But through three years and more in the White House, Trump had withstood relentless liberal persecution and mainstream media assaults as he fought for her and other patriots to restore the unabashed, righteous, proud image of Amer i ca they held dear.


So the consequences on this Election Day were, as President Trump would say, huge. He simply could not lose to Biden, whom she called a “stuttering prick.” The cost would be catastrophic. As her Facebook writing made clear, Hoopes regarded Democrats less as fellow citizens with whom she disagreed than as a threat to the very idea of Amer i ca, out to destroy her way of life. Weeks earlier, after a discussion with her husband, Zach, she posted a plea for her fellow patriots to rise up as if it were 1776. She spelled out the consequences of a Democratic win: “Our business will cease to exist . . . the luxuries we have will no longer exist, our freedoms diminished, our opportunities gone, our schools have crumbled, the middle class will no longer exist.” Rioting and looting in the cities would spread to their own quiet neighborhoods; in fact, she wrote, “It is the goal of the left to destroy suburbia.” Only thirty-five people liked her post, which illustrated the challenge. But Hoopes would reach a much bigger audience soon enough.


The truth is that ardent Trumpists like her were outsiders, even with the local Republican Party. Delco’s GOP organization viewed them the way mainstream churches viewed evangelicals. They shared the same religion but not the same zeal. Trump rallies filled Hoopes with exhilarating passion. At them, she felt engulfed in fellowship, immersed in a rising, egalitarian, class- and color-blind tide of those who believed America was pretty near perfect exactly as it was and had been. Trump had beaten the staid old Republican guard, who had failed to grasp the urgency of the moment. This passion was a big reason she had gotten herself elected as committeewoman and had scored her pass as an official poll watcher. As Election Day approached, Hoopes believed that Trump and the patriot tide were unstoppable . . . unless something happened. Unless the Democrats cheated.


Trump had asked them to prepare. He wanted them to monitor their polling places closely. The PA Watchdogs existed, in her words, to “expose and bring to light election fraud.” They linked themselves with the Thomas More Society, an activist Chicago-based law firm that figured prominently in Trump’s effort to challenge voting procedures. Hoopes had joined an October lawsuit by the organization attempting, without success, to bar districts from accepting grants from the Center for Tech and Civic Life, a philanthropic organization partly supported by donations from Zuckerberg. Delco had used one such grant to purchase new vote-counting machines for the anticipated flood of mail ballots—the pandemic would prompt millions to cast their ballots in advance from home. When she met Greg Stenstrom, a navy veteran who presented himself as a “data forensic scientist,” she recruited him, telling him, “I could use some help if somebody knows fraud.” Neither he nor Hoopes had ever worked on or observed an election, but they planned to pay close attention and make a public record of what they expected to find. In one of her posts, she had called the Demo crats on the county council and election board, her county neighbors, “lying hacks.”


Here was the animating principle behind Hoopes’s concern. The Demo crats who had won Delco in 2019, those at the state capitol at Harrisburg, those walking the federal halls of Washington, DC, and those embedded throughout all levels of government bureaucracy, the Deep State—along with their allies in the party’s mainstream, in academia, and the press—were not simply fellow citizens with competing views. They were subversives. Anti-Americans. They could not be trusted to run a fair election.


Plenty of fervent Democrats had a similar way of looking at Republicans. They were racist, ignorant, xenophobic, and determined to impede the popular vote. This Election Day felt more like combat than friendly competition. A day of pent-up emotion.


So Hoopes arrived early and keen-eyed at Bethel’s Precinct 5 polling place, the Belmont Community Club House, a low, tan building in a tony village for the elderly wrapped around a shallow pond. It was about as placid a location as you could imagine. But the atmosphere felt charged. Feelings were running high. Hoopes knew many of the poll workers and voters. Quite a few were seniors. They were afraid of catching the COVID virus and afraid they might encounter violence. Trump’s son Donald Jr. had called for an “army” of Trump supporters to show up at polling places around the country.


“The radical left are laying the groundwork to steal this election from my father,” he said. “We need every able-bodied man, woman, to join [the] army for Trump’s election security operation . . . we need you to help us watch them, not just on Election Day, but also during early voting and at the counting boards.”


So the mood, even in quiet Bethel, felt tense. The lines Hoopes saw on arrival persisted throughout the day. They fed into a large well-lit conference hall, with long tables to one side manned by poll workers. Voters were checked against the registration books and directed to curtained pods to cast their votes. Hoopes tried to keep things calm, and the Democratic poll watchers seemed composed and professional. She directed people and looked for ways to be helpful.


Problems started right away, though. The voting machines Delco had purchased to record ballots were new. Voters marked paper ballots, which the machines then scanned. The process created an electronic image of the ballot, stored in the machine’s memory and backed up by the paper copy. The machines, provided by Hart InterCivic, had been the subject of a misinformation campaign two years earlier, in Texas, that suggested they might be used to switch votes. Texas secretary of state Rolando Pablos had felt the need to issue a statement defending them. They were originally designed for votes to be cast on an electronic slate, but out of continued worry about vote-switching, they had been redesigned to accommodate a paper ballot, so there would be a physical record. Because of the pandemic, most Delco poll workers had not received in-person training on the new machines. Either because of human error or some issue with the batch they had been given, the paper ballots kept jamming, which meant each had to be discarded and the voter asked to fill out another. This slowed the flow and kept the lines long.


One of the county’s roving repair vans arrived that morning to take a look and diagnosed a paper problem, not a machine problem. A fresh batch of paper ballots was delivered, but Hoopes saw little improvement. It seemed fishy to her. It looked more like incompetence than outright fraud, but what if the clumsiness was deliberate? Considering the narrow margin Bethel had given Trump over Hillary Clinton, she wondered if the Democrats now in charge had intentionally provided clunky machines and hapless operators to her precinct to gum up the works. The idea grew. She would later liken it to a “Nazi operation,” with “little monkeys” following orders after being set up by their superiors to fail.


Across Pennsylvania, millions voted that day without incident, but some, as always, encountered problems. Voting is a complicated and highly decentralized process with many people, machines, and procedures, all of them working quickly. There were new machines in many counties, and the pandemic had created a host of new rules, often irregularly enforced. So there were screw-ups, delays, and, in many places, confusion. Urged on by their candidate, Trump voters and observers stayed attentive.


Gary Phelman, a rare Republican voter in Philadelphia, had a gold slip of paper that he believed authorized him to watch the voting on behalf of Trump at any polling place in the city. When he heard a rumor that observers like him were being turned away at a polling place in South Philly, he drove there. It was a funeral parlor. He entered and was asked to leave. He showed his gold certificate.


“That’s not good here,” a poll worker told him.


“It is!” he insisted and asked her to read it.


They stepped outside, and Phelman’s friend videoed the exchange.


“I’m the eyes and ears of the president of the United States,” Phelman said. He was gently turned away.


Barbara Sulitka, an elderly Trump voter in Fairview Township in rural central Pennsylvania, voted for the president, but when she received a printout, it confused her. She did not see his name on the slip of paper. She complained to a poll worker who assured her that her vote had been recorded, but she remained concerned that the names for the presidential slate didn’t appear on the printout. She was told that this was to protect the secrecy of her ballot, but she stayed worried. Had they counted her votes?


Another Trump voter from Drums, a township in central Pennsylvania, was confused by how to use the new machines and wasn’t sure his ballot had been scanned. He found the poll workers unhelpful. Olivia Jane Winters of Philadelphia found confusion at her polling place over voters who showed up with mail ballots they had not filled out. She felt the workers there had been rude to her when she complained that some of those people might be voting twice. There was no evidence that any had.


There were plenty of incidents like these. In an ordinary election, they might result in an angry letter to a precinct captain. But this year, they, like the leaky urinal in Atlanta, were all going to become a big deal.


Hoopes stayed all day at her polling place in Bethel, happy to participate and only mildly concerned by what she had seen. She left shortly before the polls closed at eight that evening in order to witness the sealing of the township’s ballot drop box. By law, the box had to be secured when the polls closed. She watched that happen and then drove to the nearby McKenzie Brew House to celebrate with her fellow Watchdogs.


They were thrilled by the early returns strongly in favor of Trump and other Republican candidates. In her precinct alone, Trump had received 67 percent of the in-person votes tallied so far. Her own candidate for the state legislature, Craig Williams, was also winning handily. The first sign of trouble came in a call she took from her fellow poll watcher Greg Stenstrom.


He said there were big problems at the counting center.


MICHIGAN


Antrim County, Michigan, seemed an unlikely setting for the attempted overthrow of an American election.


In the mitten shape of the state’s lower peninsula, Antrim makes up a fingertip in the far north. It sits on the eastern side of Grand Traverse Bay, which took its name from French voyagers who in the eighteenth century paddled canoes across its lonesome width: la grand traverse, they called it.


About twenty-three thousand people live in Antrim. Many work in fruit production, including the cherry farms that make the region the “cherry capital of the world.” They grow sweet cherries and sour: Montmorency cherries, Balaton tart cherries. Cavaliers, Sams, Emperor Francises, Golds, and a particular local favorite, Ulsters.


In spring, those cherry trees cover the landscape with pink and white blossoms. And the county features what people here call the chain of lakes, a series of fourteen terraced lakes and rivers starting with Beals Lake at the top and finally flowing into the Grand Traverse. The largest and deepest body in the chain is Torch Lake, where long ago Native Americans fished by torchlight. Today Antrim’s residents sail their boats up and down its length on turquoise waters.


So Antrim County sits on a peninsular outcrop, its people are few and scattered, and its landscape is sublime. All of which makes it seem outlandish as the stage for what followed: private jets arriving in the night, intrigue, threats of violence, and an effort to subvert the will of the American people.


Election Day started with coffee for Sheryl Guy. She poured it from the old Bunn coffeepot into her teal-colored mug. Then she placed a lid on the mug, because you never know what might go wrong.


Life had carried the Antrim county clerk toward this moment since her first breath in a sense. In a concrete-block room, here in the Antrim County Building, her own birth certificate sits in a chunky black binder: Baby Sheryl Ann, born May 1961, eight pounds and ten ounces.


She graduated from the local high school on a Friday, and the next Monday she started work in the county building as a receptionist. She worked her way up and sat in every chair in the building along the way: clerk 1 and 2, deputy 1 and 2, chief deputy, administrator. For thirty-one years she worked under the previous county clerk, whom she viewed as a mother figure and who granted Sheryl—maiden name Kirts then—a license to marry her high school sweetheart, Alan.


Now Guy was almost sixty and county clerk herself. The people of Antrim had elected her for the job eight years earlier, and she loved it. It’s a small county, so on Election Day she and her staff of four handled election duties along with the everyday responsibilities: collecting court fees, paying the county’s bills, certifying births and marriages. “Busy,” she said.


The vote itself went smoothly. Michigan counties are divided into grid-like townships, which are home to what they call villages: Elk Rapids village, Central Lake village, and so forth. People across the county voted on issues specific to their villages—on school boards, on a proposed marijuana shop—and bigger questions like the US presidency. There was a last-minute change, adding a candidate for village trustee to the ballot, but people voted without confusion or incident. Guy voted to reelect both Trump and herself.


Poll workers in precincts around Antrim fed people’s ballots into scanners, which printed out tally tapes that looked like thirty-foot strips of receipt paper. The scanners also recorded the votes on memory cards.


At about 6:00 p.m., Guy walked from the county building to buy dinner for the staff—“the girls”—at Short’s, a pub that sells sandwiches with names like “Sketches of Winkle” (salami) and “Old Man Thunder” (braised beef). They worked while they ate, and after the polls closed the results started to come in. Poll supervisors from around the county brought their memory cards to Guy at the county office, and she plugged those results into her central computer. It placed the votes into what amounted to a spreadsheet, sorting about sixteen thousand votes into columns and rows.


It took hours. Guy is quick to admit she’s not technologically adept. “I’m not a techie person,” she said. “I type, and I use my computer when I have to.”


They finished just before 5:00 a.m., in total exhaustion. Guy had spent hour after hour peering at the columns and rows and, by the end, was too tired to step back, figuratively, and consider a broader view of the election. She knew she, a Republican, had won reelection as county clerk because she ran unopposed. But she felt too weary to even note how many votes she got. She registered, vaguely, that Joe Biden had won the presidential vote.


She locked the office about 5:00 a.m. and headed home briefly to shower. No time for sleep. She said a brief good morning to Alan, a machinist, then gave him a goodbye peck and drove back toward her office. Along the way she stopped at McDonald’s to buy breakfast for the girls, who wanted sausage and egg McMuffins. Between placing her order and arriving at the pickup window, she received an email from an earlyrising citizen who had seen reports of the presidential vote in Antrim. The short message was ominous: “Things don’t look right.”


The results she had posted, unofficially, showed Joe Biden beating Donald Trump by about 3,200 votes, which would be nearly impossible in a county as reliably Republican as Antrim. That kind of sudden shift in long-standing voting patterns signaled a problem, and the realization awoke Guy like a shock of cold water. “Oh CROW,” she cried. She wanted to race to the office but could only sit trapped in the drive-through. Finally, after picking up the McMuffins, she gunned her car toward the county building.


She quickly put out a statement on Antrim’s official Facebook page. “By this afternoon, we expect to have a clear answer and a clear plan of action addressing any issue,” she said. “Until then, we are asking all interested parties to bear with us while we get to the bottom of this.”


That sounded confident enough, but inwardly she felt baffled. What could’ve happened? She suspected a culprit: computers. They probably weren’t talking to each other right. So all day, she and her staff totaled up votes directly from the official tape printed at each precinct and entered that by hand into the central computer. Then they republished the results, which now showed Trump as victor.


But a new problem arose. Now the totals showed more than eighteen thousand votes, which was two thousand too many. And the world was starting to notice tiny Antrim County.


CROW.



ARIZONA



Lynie Stone didn’t like to vote. She didn’t trust it.


Four years earlier, she had instead prayed and meditated, and set an intention that Donald Trump would win, which had worked! But this year, she had changed her mind, not about Trump—she liked him—but about her role.


“I’m voting in this election,” she told her husband. This admirable, civic-minded decision would lead her down a trail of disillusion, to a public stand on a national stage.


A mail ballot wouldn’t do. A voice inside her told her that she needed to vote in person and early, and Stone listened to her inner voice. So a week before Election Day, she drove from the ranch she and her husband owned outside Tucson to the modernist Pima County Recorder’s Office, a big white-and-black box with five stone pillars in front that appears to have been designed to look like a giant computer component. She brought her passport and driver’s license. Arizona law required only one photo ID, but Stone was on a mission.


An animal chiropractor, she looked like someone who just stepped off a ranch, with sun-bleached long brownish-blond hair and a pink complexion that looked mildly baked. Her sunny mood clashed immediately with the hushed gloom of the office.


“I’m here to vote,” she told the clerk, an older man, seated behind the front desk.


He just smiled.


She told him that she had brought her IDs, and he thanked her but didn’t seem to care. The look on his face and his tone implied they weren’t necessary, which she found odd.


She was given a ballot and made a mistake filling it out. She offered to take it home and shred it.


“Oh, no, no, no,” he said. “You can’t do that.”


The clerk drew lines with a black marker through her votes and wrote “SPOILED” on both sides.


“This ballot has to be accounted for,” he explained. She watched as it was placed in a box with others marked the same. Then they gave her a new one, which she filled in correctly, voting for Trump and others. She signed it and sealed it in an envelope. It was placed in a locked box with other ballots. Then she received a slip of paper with a website printed on it—Pima.gov/VoteSafe—where she could, in three days, track the processing of her vote online.


On her way out, she noticed that there was a drive-up ballot collection window, which struck her as inappropriate. You could vote the way you picked up a burger and fries? She didn’t see photo IDs being checked nor the ballots themselves. What if these drive-up voters made a mistake, too? Was there a “spoiled” box for them? She left the center with an uneasy feeling.


Stone waited three days and then accessed the website to check on the status of her ballot. She downloaded a three-page Excel spreadsheet. This would lead her down a complex path that others might find hard to follow.


The recorder’s office had assigned her ballot to a batch labeled “Q2.” At that point, the numbers for this batch listed thirty-nine duplicated ballots but no rejected ballots. This worried her. In fact, hers had been counted as “duplicated” because she had been handed a duplicate after she’d made the mistake. “Rejected” ballots were ones with mistakes where the voter was unavailable to fill out a new one. She didn’t understand the difference and so was confused enough to wonder why her “spoiled” ballot hadn’t been counted as “rejected.” If that spoiled ballot had not been counted, had her corrected one?


She called the recorder’s office and failed to get a satisfactory answer. The person she spoke to didn’t seem to grasp the nub of her confusion. “What are you saying?” he kept asking and left her with the classic bureaucratic brush-off “We’ll have to study that.”


This sent Stone back to the spreadsheets, which only grew more worrisome. Out of 454,633 total ballots—she was now looking beyond her batch—only 20 were listed as “rejected.” This seemed way too few. Given her understanding, she wondered how it was that more people, like her, hadn’t made mistakes on their first try. The spoiled ballots of those who had were, like hers, noted in the category “duplicated,” but she hadn’t made that connection. If she had, she would have discovered that she was right about the number of voters who made errors. And each day, as more votes were cast, they grew more numerous. There were now more than forty “duplicated” ballots in her Q2 batch alone.


When the votes were all in, something caught her eye about that “duplicated” column that chilled her. The total of “duplicated” ballots countywide was 6,660. The number 666 is, in the Book of Revelation, the “sign of the beast,” the mark of the Antichrist. Stone followed QAnon, the conspiracy theory that posited an international group of Satanic pedophilic sex traffickers as the secret power behind forces fighting Trump. And here was Satan’s signature, right there in the county’s spreadsheets! The Pima County vote was not just fraudulent, but evil.


On election night, she was watching TV with her dogs when Fox News called her state for Biden. This was just minutes after the polls closed.


It made Stone’s blood boil. She knew what was happening!


Was she the only one seeing this?


COOPED


Across the country, a handful of Americans had arrived first at a new and precarious place: a historic ridge dividing the way elections worked before and the way they would work after.


To survey America’s electoral record is to look back on a landscape of these ridges, for better and worse. The millions of followers who applauded Trump’s declarations of fraud seemed unaware how long and hard the country had struggled to refine the vote. Some failures and victories loom so large they barely need naming; women gained suffrage only in 1920, for instance, and many African Americans won real access to polls only after the civil rights acts of the 1960s. But the history of voter fraud, in particular, describes two general styles.


In the first, broadly, perpetrators tried to sneak phony votes into the ballot box. During the “political machine” era of the 1800s, for instance, parties printed their own ballots and stuffed collection boxes. Even less subtly, political bosses sent thugs into polling places to beat up any voter not holding the right-colored ballot. In New York City, the Society of St. Tammany—Tammany Hall—instructed its followers to grow full beards before voting on Election Day. Later in the morning they shaved their beards into mutton chops and voted a second time, then shaved down to moustaches and voted again.


Tammany Hall and similar outfits in other cities “cooped” voters by throwing enormous parties with free booze in their locked basements a day before elections or by kidnapping victims outright. Then on Election Day they hauled their half-conscious captives to the polls, often forcing them to change clothes and vote multiple times, between which the victims either took more alcohol or beatings. Some scholars theorize the author Edgar Allan Poe died a victim of cooping; Baltimore reeked of voter fraud in 1849, and on Election Day a man discovered Poe semiconscious at a tavern that also served as a polling place where coopers often brought their victims. Instead of his own clothes, Poe wore an ill-fitting farmer’s outfit, including a straw hat. Poe gave the concerned man the name of a magazine editor who also was a doctor, so the man quickly dispatched a handwritten note—




Baltimore City, Oct. 3, 1849


Dear Sir,


There is a gentleman, rather the worse for wear, at Ryan’s 4th ward polls, who goes under the cognomen of Edgar A. Poe, and who appears in great distress, & he says he is acquainted with you, he is in need of immediate assistance.


Yours, in haste,


JOS. W. WALKER


To Dr. J. E. Snodgrass.





—but too late to save Poe.


So there was a colorful history of this style of fraud, but the nation had prevailed against it, mostly with simple innovations. Colored ballots, for instance, gave way to secret ballots around the turn of the twentieth century, state by state; once voters stepped behind a curtain, political bosses’ bribes and threats became useless. Nobody knew how they’d voted. States set boundaries at polling places to restrict electioneering that could intimidate voters. And in recent years, more sophisticated technologies have allowed election officials to sift mountains of data to search for patterns of illegal votes across entire populations. These safeguards so thoroughly snuffed out illicit voting that in the weeks after the 2016 election, when the Washington Post combed legal records searching for confirmed cases of fraudulent presidential votes, the paper found exactly three: a woman in Iowa voted twice for Donald Trump, a man in Texas voted twice for Trump, and a woman in Illinois tried to vote for Trump on behalf of her dead husband. A fourth case involved a local mayoral race. None of those votes were counted. Others almost certainly went undetected, and authorities may have discovered straggling cases later, but the report made Trump’s claims—ballot boxes stuffed with millions of illegal votes—a farce.


In the second style of voter fraud, culprits tried to keep legitimate votes out of the ballot box. For instance, southern authorities suppressed votes with ham-fisted rules like land ownership requirements, poll taxes, and literacy tests. A more insidious technique raised the specter of the first style of voter fraud—ballot stuffing, dead voters, and so forth—even when there was none. In this case, politicians often played on their constituents’ fear of outsiders who threatened to snatch away control of the country. In the 1840s, for instance, a political cartoon showed an Irish immigrant dressed in a whiskey barrel and a German immigrant wearing a beer keg, stealing an American ballot box. Such propaganda stirred nativist sentiment and gave politicians a pretext for restrictive voter laws. More recently, as technology extinguished the first style of election fraud, the technology itself became seen as a vulnerability. Could foreign hackers meddle with the count?


The human suspicion that there’s something funny going on here is universal. The US Constitution delegates the responsibility for handling elections to the states, where a patchwork of party loyalties defines America’s political map, and modern politicians, both left and right, have alleged voter fraud with varying degrees of credibility.


In 1960, Republicans claimed that corrupt political bosses in Cook County, Illinois—Chicago—handed a narrow victory in the state to John F. Kennedy over Richard Nixon. Historians have since analyzed the vote and concluded that yes, corrupt counting favored Kennedy, but no, it didn’t decide the race in Illinois. At the time, Nixon didn’t know that, of course. Even so he, one of the shrewdest and most grasping of all American politicians, declined to object to the outcome. He conceded to Kennedy and told a friend, “Our country cannot afford the agony of a constitutional crisis.”


After the presidential election of 2004, some Demo crats expressed suspicion that voting machines in Ohio may have tilted the vote there toward George W. Bush over John Kerry. The New York Times said otherwise, in an editorial: “There is no evidence of vote theft or errors on a large scale.” The Washington Post dismissed the claims as “conspiracy theories.”


Even so, Demo cratic US representative John Conyers, then ranking minority member of the House Judiciary Committee, led an investigation into irregularities in Ohio and issued a report called Preserving Democracy: What Went Wrong in Ohio. The report accused then-secretary of state Kenneth Blackwell of using his position to purge voter rolls of minority citizens who hadn’t voted recently, and detailed various computer irregularities, but didn’t offer evidence of mass fraud.


The left-leaning magazine Mother Jones, in a closer investigation of its own, found that, yes, Ohio politicians had used their authority to influence the election, but no, it didn’t add up to fraud. Even so, the next year Robert F. Kennedy Jr. took up the cause, writing in Rolling Stone of a “media blackout” and that “indications continued to emerge that something deeply troubling had taken place in 2004”—language that would later become recognizable from the other side of the political aisle. But in Salon, Farhad Manjoo dissected Kennedy’s case, saying “the evidence he cites isn’t new and his argument is filled with distortions and blatant omissions.” Further: “If you do read Kennedy’s article, be prepared to machete your way through numerous errors of interpretation and his deliberate omission of key bits of data.”


None of the squabbling on the left mattered, though. After the election, a spokesman for the Democratic Party had said, “The simple fact of the matter is that Republicans received more votes than Democrats, and we’re not contesting this election.” And Kerry, to the point, had conceded to Bush.


In May 2017, Trump created a commission headed by Vice President Mike Pence and Kansas secretary of state Kris Kobach, who would hunt down evidence of the fraud Trump had claimed. The clear message was, Now that I’m president, we can finally get to the bottom of this. The probe ended a little more than a year later, without documenting a single instance. One of the commission’s own members, Maine secretary of state Matt Dunlap, attacked it, saying it had “a pre-ordained outcome,” which it could not deliver. A draft of its unissued report listed categories of election deceit, but the spaces for documentation were, according to Dunlap, “glaringly empty.”


“It was a dishonest effort from the very beginning,” said Dunlap in an interview with journalist David Daley. “It was never really meant to uncover anything. It was meant to backfill an unprovable thesis that there’s voter fraud—then to issue a fake report justifying laws or executive orders that change the fundamental nature of how we run elections. I think that might have been the real danger that we averted.”


In 2018 in Georgia, Stacey Abrams lost a race for governor to Brian Kemp, then secretary of state there. Abrams, who is black, alleged Kemp had suppressed minority voters by using his position to purge them from registration rolls. Afterward, she refused to concede and weighed a legal challenge to the result, but decided against it.


Never in America’s history, though—however many sideburns Bowery barbers shaved or immigrants came ashore—had a losing presidential candidate argued that the whole nation had been swindled. When Abraham Lincoln won the presidency in 1860, his victory so outraged his opposition that an entire region of the country broke away. But in loss Stephen A. Douglas never claimed the election was “rigged.”


Now, though, a few scattered Americans—and through them, the entire country—stood on the brink of something new.


PENNSYLVANIA


Greg Stenstrom didn’t need to see Arizona go for Biden to think fraud. He had anticipated it and was ready.


Stenstrom is a big and broad-shouldered fellow, whose square face in middle age was softening around the jaws, chin, and neck. His hair was short and graying. He retained his youthful vigor, and his size and military bearing were imposing, which he knew and used to his advantage. He had identified himself to Hoopes as a fraud expert, and she had leaped. He was exactly the kind of person she needed to catch the Demo crats in the act.


He fully embraced the role. On Election Day, he regarded himself as having been “deployed” by the PA Watchdogs. With her help, he had gotten certified as a poll watcher in Chester, the only city in Delco, and had visited twenty-two polling places that day, calling out some mishandling of provisional ballots—which was politely corrected—before deciding that he was wasting his time. This was petty stuff. The real action was at The Wharf, Delco’s new counting center, where the number of ballots was far greater and where The Steal was no doubt in full swing.


He arrived there at about six in the evening of Election Day with four of his buddies, whom he would describe as “ex-military.” Stenstrom planned to inspect things with his own eyes and already believed what he would find. When Hoopes had first approached him, he had predicted exactly what was going to happen: “I’ve been telling the Trump administration for four years,” he said (he said he had friends in the president’s inner circle). “What ever ballots you have, whatever votes you have [election] night, the next morning, you’ll be losing by one hundred thousand.”


How? By a sneaky infusion of bogus Biden ballots. He was sure of it and sure that inside the counting center it was happening at that moment. But when he entered The Wharf and attempted to mount stairs to the second-floor counting room, officials stopped him. His credentials, good for Chester polling places, did not authorize him to observe at the counting center.


Delco had faced daunting challenges, holding this vote. In the best of times, a national election was a biannual miracle. Holding them was an ongoing chore for every jurisdiction in the country and one of its core responsibilities. Even at the level of a single county, the logistics were dizzying. There were 250 polling places in Delco alone, each staffed by a minimum of six. Thousands of part-time workers and volunteers were needed to check registers, scan and record ballots, and then transport them, every step governed by rules to ensure integrity. And this year, Delco faced two new complications: the introduction of new voting machines and the pandemic.


Making matters worse, newly elected Demo crats found that departing Republicans had, in a gesture the newcomers saw as pure partisan gamesmanship, neglected to budget money for no-excuse mail voting. Since so many people were afraid of contracting the virus among crowds indoors, Pennsylvania, like most states, had loosened rules for voting by mail. In the past, voters had to show they were out of town or disabled in order to send in their ballots. This year, the privilege had been extended to all. Republicans, who in general resisted making voting easier, opposed the changes. In Delco, there had been several legal battles over the summer, with courts nearly always siding with the county. The pandemic did, after all, present a major unforeseen challenge that was no one’s fault, and the option of effectively disenfranchising hesitant voters was a hard sell. So even though mail ballots ordinarily had been just a tiny fraction of those cast, this year there would likely be as many or more of them than those cast in person. Having failed in their efforts to stop it, the departing Republican council had simply not budgeted for it.


Incoming councilwoman Christine Reuther, a Delco native who had gone to Harvard and then to Berkeley for her law degree and then worked at a major Philadelphia law firm, and who had served previously as a clerk and then judge for the county board of elections, foresaw trouble immediately. In addition to the budget snub, the county lacked a full-time election director, and then its IT department announced it could no longer provide support. The new Hart voting machines, which replaced the lever-operated hulks that had served for decades, were unfamiliar to the county’s poll workers. Given pandemic fears and restrictions, in-person training would be minimal. Then there was the likely flood of mail ballots. How were these to be pro cessed? The old method of opening them by hand at individual precincts was out. What all this meant, Reuther saw, was a certain mess. She spoke up and, in time-honored fashion, was assigned to fix it. This being the first election handled by Delco Democrats since the nineteenth century, any confusion would be blamed on the party, Reuther knew, and on her.


At times, the crash effort to prepare seemed snakebit. Finding workers during a pandemic shutdown was hard. Ultimately, this election would require not only part-time hires and volunteers but an all-hands summons of county employees, everyone from Delco’s executive director to council members to support staff to park workers and police. Much of this manpower would go to handling the mail ballots, which would turn out to number roughly 130,000, nearly 40 percent of those cast. To make it easier and to ease the burden on the post office, the county installed forty-one solar-powered ballot drop boxes, like the one Hoopes observed being locked on election night. Each had to be continually monitored by security cameras to ensure against tampering. They were distributed throughout the county according to need, with densely populated areas receiving more. This was interpreted as favoritism since there were more Democrats in urban neighborhoods than in the country.


To cope with the mail ballots, the county purchased—with the aid of grant money from Zuckerberg’s philanthropic Center for Tech and Civic Life—BlueCrest sorting machines, which automated the process. Each mail ballot came in two envelopes, an outer and inner one. The outer one was marked with a barcode, affirming that it had been sent to a registered voter who had applied for it. It also contained the voter’s signature and a date. Inside was an unmarked envelope that held the ballot. This was to ensure its secrecy, a feature of American elections designed to shield voters from intimidation and to check bribery—who would pay off a voter without knowing how he or she had voted?


The BlueCrest machine was a marvel. L-shaped, it stood about eight feet high and six feet wide, with its longer leg extending about thirty feet. It scanned the outer envelope, reading the barcode, then sped it down the long leg toward baskets for the appropriate precincts. The machine worked so fast that envelopes being processed were not even visible. The machine recorded an image of every envelope and notified the state’s central voter data bank that it had been received. This process had begun weeks before Election Day. Voters received an email confirmation.


Cutting into the inner envelopes had to wait until the polls opened on Election Day. This employed a second group of machines that sliced open the outer envelope and removed the inner one. The outer envelopes were collected and stored, providing a paper trail for the images in the machine’s memory. The actual ballots, still enclosed in the blank inner envelope, were then delivered to a third machine, which opened them, removed the ballot, and batched it with others for delivery to the scanners. If the ballot had been torn or damaged in handling, volunteers would replicate the choices by hand on a clean ballot so it could be fed into the scanner and counted.


To manage all this required shifts of between seventy-five and one hundred workers and would need much more space than the old counting rooms at the government center in Media, the county seat. Howard Lazarus, the newly hired county executive director, settled on The Wharf, a monumental century-old brown-brick power plant on the Delaware River waterfront that had been retooled as an office center. Set on a pier in Chester, it stood more than seven stories high with battlement-like towers at each end of its river-facing front. Its enormous Beaux Arts facade featured rows of imposing stone pillars from just above the first story to the roofline. The counting would take place on the spacious second floor. Only after the lease was signed did Lazarus learn that the building’s elevators were too small to accommodate the new BlueCrest machines. A portion of the building’s outer wall had to be removed to hoist them up and in, only to discover that there were not enough electrical outlets for them.


By Election Day, all of these problems had been sorted, and Lazarus felt good. At the same time voters would start stepping into polling places, the first of the mail ballots would be sliced open at The Wharf. The procedures were comparable. At polling places, voters were first checked against lists of those registered in their precinct, and a note would be made that they had been given a ballot. They were then directed to a curtained booth to make their choices. At the counting center, these steps were automated. At both places, marked ballots were then scanned and recorded in the machines’ memories for retrieval when the polls closed. In both places, the paper ballots were saved so they could be checked against the machine tally in the event of a malfunction or discrepancy. When the polls closed, votes cast in person were reported immediately. At The Wharf, the pro cess was expected to last for several days. This introduced a dynamic that fed suspicion.


President Trump had discouraged his supporters from voting by mail and may have cost himself reelection because of it. He had warned, falsely, that mail ballots were particularly vulnerable to fraud. But voting by mail was easier and involved no risk of COVID exposure. In the end, far fewer Republicans mailed in their votes than Democrats. In Delco, more than eight of ten mail ballots were for Biden.


Because of this, a “blue shift,” a leap in Biden’s favor following Election Day, had been widely foreseen. To Trumpists, this would look exactly like what their candidate had predicted, a win snatched away by the votecounting process—The Steal.


Greg Stenstrom’s credentials did not entitle him to enter the counting center at The Wharf. To avoid a mob scene there, permits for the nearly one thousand authorized poll watchers in Delco, both Democratic and Republican, had specified particular locales. Most, like his, were for polling places. Other passes had been issued for observers at The Wharf and they had been watching there in shifts. Stenstrom’s name was not on that list.


He raised enough of a fuss for Bill Martin, the county solicitor, to be summoned.


“Hey, I’m a poll watcher,” said Stenstrom, with his entourage. “I have a certificate. I want to get in.”


With long experience in Philadelphia government before taking the county position, Martin had dealt with his share of pushy citizens, and he was having none of it. Like Stenstrom, he did not shy from confrontation. Words were exchanged. From the solicitor’s perspective, Stenstrom didn’t belong there. He told him, in so many words, that he could either back down or be arrested. Stenstrom didn’t back down. Police wandered over. A deputy sheriff, Mike Donohue, who knew Stenstrom, tried to calm him.


“Greg, let’s step aside for a minute,” he said.


They moved into the building’s downstairs lobby and Donohue told Stenstrom that he would have to leave. Aware that his entourage was recording the scene, Stenstrom stood his ground—video of a Trump poll “watchdog” being refused access to a counting center would be useful.


“Mike, I’m not leaving,” he said. “I don’t mind getting into a fight. I have a right to be here. I’m not going, and you can’t make me go unless we get into a fight. I’m willing to get into a fight.”


“Well, we don’t want to arrest you, and we don’t want to get into a fight,” said Donohue. He suggested that if Stenstrom believed he was lawfully entitled to enter, he ought to get an attorney.


That’s when he had called Hoopes. She heard how upset he was. From the brew pub she started making calls, and a few hours later, John McBlain showed up at The Wharf. The attorney was a notable, well-liked, and respected figure in Delco. He had served as chairman of the county council years earlier and knew personally many of those supervising the election. His intervention was immediately effective. In the interests of keeping the peace, Martin agreed to add Stenstrom’s and Hoopes’s names to the list of certified Wharf observers. It was now late in the evening, about eleven. Stenstrom would later make much of the fact that he had been barred from watching the count for hours, leaving out the fact that authorized Republican observers had been present throughout.


Escorted upstairs, he was immediately, predictably, alarmed. The counting floor, a huge open space, was alive with activity. The big BlueCrest machines hummed. Workers moved in all directions. Elevators opened and closed, disgorging carts with boxes and tubs of ballots in various stages of processing. Although he was new to all this, it nevertheless struck him immediately as wrong. He knew there were more than a hundred thousand mail ballots, which was a lot, but in his opinion, they were not sufficient to explain this much bustle. He concluded he was watching, as he would later put it, “Kabuki theater,” a stylized performance designed to confuse all but the expert eye. Stenstrom considered his eye expert, and he was not fooled. The commotion was designed to distract him from the introduction of fake Biden ballots. He wondered where the real ones were hidden.


He called a contact who, he was told, was in the room with President Trump. Stenstrom reported his alarm, but his contact was untroubled. He was happy with the early numbers from Pennsylvania, as was the president.


“Look,” said Stenstrom, “I’m sitting here. I’m watching this.”


“Greg, relax. We’re six hundred thousand votes ahead.”


“Well, I hope you have a good plan B,” Stenstrom said and repeated his prediction from months earlier, “because tomorrow morning, you’re going to be one hundred thousand behind.”


One of the things that most disturbed him was the way outer envelopes were being separated from the inner ones. Opened outer envelopes ended up in bins, while the ballots themselves, each inside the unmarked inner envelope, were wheeled off to the scanners. As he saw it, this destroyed any chance for a detailed audit. If outer envelopes, with their identifying bar codes and signatures, were not kept with ballots, how could anyone later prove the votes were authentic?


The separation was, of course, necessary to ensure the ballot’s secrecy. By design, no one could reconnect inner envelopes with outer ones, but you could make sure that no extra ballots had been introduced. At the end of the counting, the number of ballots cast could be compared with the number of scanned envelopes. There were two ways of doing this: against the scanned images in the machines and against the opened envelopes themselves.


Nevertheless, the practice seemed nefarious to Stenstrom. It was, as he would later authoritatively put it, “forensically destructive.”


He also became increasingly agitated by the way he and the other observers were roped off, too distant to actually inspect the envelopes. Whereas the others watching trusted that the envelopes and ballots before them were the real thing, Stenstrom, of course, did not. Worse, there was a rear area where he could catch only occasional glimpses of what was going on. The counting floor was open in front, where the machines were working, but there was a wall behind them, and behind the wall were tables where he could see, when doors swung open, workers examining ballots. He was told that this was where envelopes were “pre-canvassed,” inspected for tears or irregularities before being fed into the sorting machines. Nothing was being done to them. There were cameras that provided a live feed of that action on nearby screens. Also in that rear area was a locked closet. He asked to be taken back to inspect both but was denied.


McBlain again interceded, discussing the matter with Martin, but this time he couldn’t get the county solicitor to budge. Both parties had agreed to the observation rules beforehand. As far as Martin was concerned, it was too late to be making changes. The work was in full swing. McBlain next sought out Gerry Lawrence, chairman of the county’s election board, looking for a compromise.


“If you won’t let them stand there, why don’t you take some representatives of both parties back and give them a tour?” McBlain suggested. The whole process was new, he said, and it was reasonable for the poll watchers to want to see the pre-canvassing for themselves. That suggestion was accepted, but it was now after one in the morning, everyone was exhausted, and the count was about to be paused until morning. Lawrence suggested that they wait until then.


To anyone operating with the assumption that the count was proceeding honestly—as did McBlain—it seemed a perfectly reasonable solution. It did not satisfy Stenstrom. If a crime was being committed, you didn’t wait around for a convenient time to catch the perpetrators in the act!


“Why not now?” he asked McBlain.


“Because they are going to shut down the count.”


“I don’t care,” said Stenstrom. “Let’s go get an injunction because I want to go back there now. I don’t care if it’s three in the morning, four, or five. Go get the injunction. These ballots are not real. They are hiding them for a reason.”


McBlain said it would take four or five hours to get a court injunction anyway, so why not just wait until morning?


Stenstrom wasn’t happy about it. He called Hoopes to vent about the hidden “back room,” a classic trope in stories of political chicanery, conjuring up visions of cigar-smoking political bosses manipulating the vote behind the scenes. The expression would stick.


GEORGIA


The machine loomed, enormous. Lawrence Sloan, a Star Trek enthusiast, thought of it as one of the show’s shuttlecrafts. It surrounded him. He pi loted it.


The job had given his life a rhythm over the past few weeks. He got up at four in the morning, which was too early for breakfast. Instead he downed three bottles of water in succession, then caught a train across Atlanta to the State Farm Arena. There, like shuttlecraft in their hangar, the machines waited in a cavernous room where the ballots were collected. Taking a seat at his machine, Sloan fed it the intact envelopes; it deftly sliced open both the outer envelope and the inner one. He would then extract the inner one with its secret ballot. He did not remove the ballot—that was somebody else’s job.


The election workers were a diverse lot. Sloan was in his mid-thirties and black. His favorite colleagues were a young anarchist woman and an older conservative man who had nothing in common but the election work. It struck him as a peculiar American nexus.


The mood felt electric on Election Day. When Sloan wasn’t at his machine, he visited polling places to help out, and he could feel the engine of democracy move into hyperdrive as he watched people turn out to vote. As the hours stretched, local restaurants dropped off snacks and drinks. The older conservative man looked wistfully over toward the food at one point. He was too busy to leave his station. “Are they giving out fish tacos?”


The anarchist came to his rescue. “You’re going to get some!” she said.


It made Sloan laugh. He said in mock solidarity, “We’re going to destabilize the system! Everybody’s getting fish tacos.”


This is so weird, he thought. America is so special and amazing.


Sloan considered himself “neuro-atypical.” His mind skittered across subjects in quirky ways. When he saw pickup trucks pull up to the voting site to drop off pallets of Gatorade and bottled water, chicken sandwiches, and fish tacos, he envisioned the election process as a utopian potluck dinner.


This is what it was meant to be, baby, he thought. Let’s just turn Election Day into Thanksgiving/voting. How about that? We just eat and vote. If we do that, everybody’s going to show up.


Outside the election center, cable news pundits and politicians argued and clashed. Inside, there was just the work. Sloan and his colleagues started their days before sunrise and finished them too exhausted to follow current events. They spent so many hours together that they developed a familial closeness. All kinds of Americans—every age, color, political view—came together for this common purpose.


It really ought to be a holiday.


He had to remind himself to pay attention to the machine, with its sharp blade.


WISCONSIN


In Fond du Lac, a small city that wraps around the lower edge of Lake Winnebago, Rohn Bishop hosted a celebration on election night at Republican Party headquarters.


Inside a big, low, square building just two blocks south of the lakefront, about sixty people watched as Fox News reported the election results. The windowless, fluorescent-lit room was decked with Trump banners, small American flags, and movable wall panels studded with campaign buttons. Bishop had scaled down the usual hotel ballroom postelection gala because of COVID concerns, and he provided free masks, which no one used. He’d also arranged for an open bar, which people did use. Congressman Glenn Grothman, who was up for reelection, had provided free pizza. The mood was festive. All the local Republican candidates were winning, and so was Trump at first. Then when Fox called Arizona for Biden, a chorus of boos went up, and Bishop could see trouble ahead; he knew the Arizona result suggested danger for the president everywhere. Mail ballots were going to swing heavily to Biden—Trump had helped ensure it.


Bishop wasn’t happy about it. Few had invested more in Trump’s reelection or cared more. The campaign season had so traumatized him that he’d checked into the hospital in September with what was diagnosed as an anxiety attack. Now, despite his misgivings about the president’s chances, he could not help but feel relieved. The polls had closed, and at least for a while, his political work was done.


Bishop was GOP chairman in Fond du Lac County, flat farm country that unrolls green and lake pocked to the west and south of Green Bay. He was leery of Trump’s chances statewide and nationally, but he had done his job. Trump was going to carry his patch of Wisconsin handily—by about 26 percent, with about 62 percent of the vote. Bishop felt impatient for the Associated Press to declare Grothman’s victory so Bishop could get all of his winning candidates on stage at once; but for whatever reason, the news service had not, and Grothman was superstitious about taking a premature bow. AP or no AP, Bishop downed a celebratory beer.


Upbeat, popular, and garrulous, Bishop had a high-pitched nasal voice that was surprising from a man of his bulk. He was broad shouldered, big bellied, with a wide, florid face, big dark-rimmed glasses, a cleanly shaved dome, and a thick red-brown beard. He managed the detailing department of a GM dealership in his day job, but everybody in Fond du Lac knew his passion was politics. He was the face of the Republican Party here.


In at least one respect, Bishop may have been the most authentic Republican in America. Because it was in Fond du Lac County, according to local lore, that the party got its start. In 1854, a group of antislavery former Whigs and members of other parties had met in Ripon, inside a little white schoolhouse. They had formed a new political organization, adopting the name Republican. Other meetings in other states made similar claims, but the Ripon schoolhouse had been preserved as a historical shrine, and the county laid claim to being the GOP’s taproot.


Bishop lived in nearby Waupun, a biggish town of clapboard houses on neatly manicured lots, where no one had ever questioned his party bona fides. His whole life was wrapped up in his Republican identity. One of his grandfathers volunteered for Robert Taft at the party’s convention in 1952 because Dwight Eisenhower “wasn’t conservative enough.” His other grandfather worked for the party in nearby DuPage County, Illinois. He proudly notes that the river that runs near his corner lot is the south branch of the Rock River, which, downriver in Illinois, Ronald Reagan once patrolled as a lifeguard. He named his two daughters after eighties conservative icons—Reagan and Maggie, for Britain’s Maggie Thatcher. Beneath the stars and stripes that fly over his driveway is a red 2006 Pontiac with the license plate GOP 4ME. His family calls his favorite pastime, simply, “Republican-ing,” which includes riding on the party float in as many as nine annual county parades while waving, as his daughters put it, “like a princess.”


Bishop also holds baked-in Republican views. He watches Fox News and sees Democratic priorities as creeping socialism. But he has the personality to transcend differences of opinion, even in the darkest dens of Democratic orthodoxy. Invited in 2019 by a Columbia University professor to a series of interview sessions in New York via Skype, he likely failed to alter a single opinion on the liberal campus about abortion or gun rights, but according to the professor, “they loved him.”


Bishop had made his house Trump campaign central. On a patch of lawn between his house and his neighbor’s garage, he’d set out Trump signs a hundred at a time, inviting supporters to drive up and take as many as they liked. He registered new voters and trained campaign workers at the picnic table in his backyard, where volunteers downloaded the Trump campaign’s canvassing app and used it to find fellow Republicans. As they learned how to address potential voters, Bishop served coffee and juice.


Despite the president’s popularity in Waupun, Bishop had seen signs that it was slipping in Wisconsin overall. The president’s victory over Clinton in the state had been narrow, less than 1 percent. More and more, Wisconsin’s people were concentrated in Green Bay, Milwaukee, and the state capital of Madison. When Bishop had driven an hour southwest to do door-to-door work in the reliably Republican suburb of Mequon, just north of Milwaukee, he’d seen “Biden” and “Black Lives Matter” signs on front lawns, which shocked him. This was not his grandfather’s Wisconsin anymore.


And as far as Bishop was concerned, Trump had hurt himself badly by discouraging people from voting by mail. When the president had suddenly inveighed against the practice, it came as a surprise to the state’s Republican leaders. Not long before, they had mailed pamphlets to every GOP voter in the state encouraging it, with a picture of Donald Trump on the front giving two thumbs up. Now he was telling Fox News, “I think mail-in voting is going to rig the election, I really do,” later tweeting that it would produce “the most CORRUPT ELECTION in our Nation’s History!”


Bishop countered by urging that the president’s comments be ignored.


“It’s such a bad idea to scare our own voters away from a legit way to cast their ballot,” he tweeted.


That discordant note from the president’s own party in America’s heartland drew some national press attention, which Bishop found both startling and troubling. A hail of criticism followed. Here he was, the nation’s most authentic Republican, a man who considered himself more pro-Trump than Trump, accused of being a “Never Trumper”—all for trying to help get the guy reelected!


“As local party chairman, your job is to help get our candidates elected,” one critic wrote. “I am not saying that you are wrong about some of Trump’s tweets, but Joe Biden is a greater threat to our future. Focus.”


Which, as far as Bishop was concerned, entirely missed the point. If the idea was to win, it was Trump who had lost focus.


“So, basically you’re saying I’m right but shouldn’t say it out loud?” Bishop responded. “I’m going to vote a Republican ticket and have already put up nearly 100 Trump signs in [the] Waupun area, but I want it noted when I think a presidents (sic) behavior is wrong, or when I disagree with him.”


A local Wisconsin news program invited Bishop on to explain himself.


“I think the mail-in absentee voting can actually help Republicans in a state like Wisconsin,” he said. “We have early voting [by mail] for two weeks. So why give big metropolitan areas where the Demo crats are more concentrated fourteen days to vote while only giving the Republicans one day to vote? . . . I think urging Republican voters who live in those more rural areas to get their ballot in the mail . . . is a good way for us to reach voters. And any vote we can bring in, in what I think’s gonna be a high-turnout election’s a good thing for us.”


He defended the voting system in Wisconsin, which he had witnessed up close for years. As a young man, he’d tended to believe stories of widespread voter fraud, but his familiarity with the process had taught him that it would actually be very hard to fix an election. Instances of fraud were rare, almost always insignificant, and committed by both sides. Whipping up fears among conservatives would just discourage them from voting.


In the primary that spring, “a lot of people did [vote by mail] for the first time ever. And they found it convenient and easy to do. . . . My nightmare scenario is, there’s another uptick in this virus, like a second wave come election season, and you have maybe, like a lot of our Republicanbase voters are older, and what I would hate to see is for those voters to be scared to go to the polls to vote, but they’re also scared to cast an absentee ballot via the mail because of the president’s tweets. And then they don’t vote at all! Because, then not only is President Trump not getting that vote, neither is my congressman, my state senator, and my state assemblyman.”


Like the audiences at Columbia University, his listeners were unpersuaded. More criticism followed from his own people. Some passed word that the White House was not happy with him. Bishop was used to being criticized. Democrats were after him all the time. If they weren’t insulting him, he figured he was doing something wrong. But here he was, trying to help Trump, lending his considerable local expertise, and getting vilified for it!


And there was no doubt that he was right. He didn’t have to wait for the election results in Wisconsin to prove it, as they would. Bishop knew what he was talking about. People who knew and respected him, after hearing him out, would say, Okay, I get where you are coming from; that makes sense. But he couldn’t have that kind of talk with all his new critics. And increasingly, he found, even those who would hear him out simply responded, But Trump says. . . .


He had contradicted the Oracle. It didn’t matter that he made sense. Heresy was heresy.


Other state Republicans found themselves in the same boat. Dean Knudson, a longtime Republican leader and former mayor of Hudson, a small city at the westernmost edge of the state, across the Saint Croix River from the twin Minnesota cities of Minneapolis and Saint Paul, had angered Trump supporters a week before Election Day by giving them good advice. He urged them to mail in their ballots promptly. Knudson was one of the state’s most respected election experts.


Appearing on a local TV program, Western Wisconsin Journal, he was asked by the host to comment about the recent “controversy” stirred by Trump’s assault on mail voting. Knudson didn’t argue. He simply urged Wisconsin voters who planned to vote by mail to send their ballots early so that in the event they made a mistake, clerks would have time to contact them for a correction. He said there was no substantial difference in voting by mail or in person.


After that, he became, like Bishop, a target for angry Trumpists. Knudson laid low, but Bishop fought back.


After a shock jock in Green Bay aired a segment condemning him, Bishop had angry people phoning him from all over northeast Wisconsin. He ignored most, but every once in a while, he picked up. An irate Green Bay caller—Bishop had mistaken the number for his Trump poster supplier’s—shouted at him about mail ballots until he’d run out of breath. Bishop interjected, “Well, hold on. You’re listening to this radio show up in Green Bay, aren’t you?”


The caller admitted it.


“Well, the guy [Joe Giganti] doesn’t really know what he’s talking about,” said Bishop. He defended his position on the importance of mail ballots, explained all he had been doing to help Trump, and by the time the call ended, the man had apologized.


But that was rare. It was hard not to respond to some of the things people posted on his Twitter feed. It got to him. In early September, he noticed his heart racing strangely. It worried him. He’d had an ear issue earlier in the summer, and when he went back for a checkup, the doctor noted that his blood pressure had shot up.


“Hey, it’s the middle of an election year,” Bishop said and laughed it off. But his mom told him that high blood pressure ran in the family. He started worrying about it.


Not that he didn’t already have enough worries: the election stress, the criticism, planning for his wife’s birthday and their anniversary in the same week. . . . The final straw was a call from the state GOP chairman, who complained that internal polling showed weak numbers for Trump in Fond du Lac County. This made no sense to Bishop. His county was full of farmers, people who wouldn’t vote for a Democrat if the GOP put up a dead man. But now the party questioned his performance as county chairman.


That’s when the heart started to flutter. Normally, he didn’t notice his heart beating in his chest, but now it went so fast that he could hardly focus on anything else. It would stop and then start up again. The more he worried about it, the more it happened. Finally, sitting behind his desk at the dealership, there came an attack so strong that he drove to the emergency room on his lunch hour. Doctors hooked him up to an IV, gave him a calming drug, and ran some tests. Only when the results came back normal could he breathe easily again. He went home with anxiety medication, took a few days off, and resolved not to let things get to him so much.


So the clean sweep of local candidates on election night felt like vindication. Bishop finally coaxed Grothman on stage with his other local winners without the AP’s blessing, and there were happy speeches.


But Trump’s numbers continued to fall, just as he had feared. And he was not the only Wisconsinite to see what loomed. Joe Handrick had been the state GOP’s go-to elections guru for thirty years, ever since he had started in the legislature in 1994 as a representative of Minocqua in the north woods in the woodsy ceiling of the state south of Lake Superior. Handrick had made an art of state elections. In recent years, he had begun crowdsourcing data, using Twitter and Facebook, asking his followers to post exactly where and when they had posted their ballot, and what number voter they were at that polling place. This gave him a detailed sense of turnout across the state throughout the day. By mid-morning on Election Day, he could tell that turnout was heavy, much higher than in 2016, which spelled trou ble for the president. He could see where most of the votes were coming from, the cities, and knowing that late-reporting mail ballots would strongly favor Biden, he confidently predicted Trump’s loss on Twitter. There was immediate dismay—the tweet equivalent of a statewide groan—and pushback. Many of Handrick’s followers refused to believe it. And as the numbers began to prove Handrick’s prediction, disbelief turned to anger and accusation. Handrick saw perfectly well how it had happened, but shocked Trump supporters labeled Biden’s lead, without reason, as fraudulent.


Handrick would answer, “Well, let me explain again.” The results were entirely predictable. They did not reflect an illegal pattern or even an odd one. But expert or no expert, people didn’t want to hear it. Finally, he gave up. He heard again and again how one hundred thousand votes had mysteriously “showed up in the middle of the night in Milwaukee,” which he knew to be completely untrue.


ARIZONA


Marko Trickovic, a self-professed patriot and ardent Trumpist, felt sure he’d caught something big. On Election Day, he learned that poll workers in Maricopa County were handing out Sharpies, felt-tipped markers, to voters and urging them not to use ballpoint pens to mark their ballots. Why would they do that? Armed with energetic suspicion, this riddle birthed the notion that voting machines could not detect ink from Sharpies; so poll workers, see, aiding Biden, were pushing them on unsuspecting Trump voters—it isn’t clear how they would know who they were—so that their votes would not be counted.


Trickovic took this conjecture seriously enough to begin handing out ballpoint pens to waiting voters at an East Valley polling place, warning them not to use Sharpies. After sheriffs stopped him, he shot a short video of himself interviewing a masked young woman in a floral top and green sweater as she emerged from a polling place. This may or may not have been scripted.


“Explain one more time,” he asked the woman.


“There were two people in front of me that used a Sharpie that was given to them by the poll workers,” she said. “It did not read their ballot, and they fed it in there twice. I used a pen . . . and it read my ballot.”


“So what they’re doing is, they’re telling people to use the Sharpies; that way, those votes aren’t counted?”


“Yes,” the woman said.


“That’s exactly what’s happening.”


“Yes.”


“So there was other people that were in there voting with their pens, and they literally went around and they were yanking pens out of their hands?”


“Yes. They tried to do that to me, and I took their Sharpie and I hid it.”


“So the ones with the Sharpies are not being read at all?”


“No.”


“None of those ballots are being read.”


“Of course not.”


“So they’re doing it because they are trying to skew all of the votes in there . . . that’s exactly what’s going on . . . We know that, and we’ve been telling them, you need to use a ballpoint pen, not the Sharpie. . . . So people are coming here to vote for Donald Trump, and those votes are all getting invalidated.”


There was no indication that Trickovic checked this out. He might have asked someone who knew something about the machines. Instead, he posted his accusatory video, and it went viral. Outrage spread. A lawsuit was promptly filed claiming that Sharpies had fouled the election. Arizona attorney general Mark Brnovich announced an immediate investigation. This lasted for a day. Brnovich checked and found that Dominion machines counted Sharpie-marked ballots perfectly. The lawsuit was withdrawn by the plaintiffs.


But Trickovic’s story lived on. Fantasy and fact share footing online, and where all information is weightless, you can choose to believe what you wish. Like Leah Hoopes in Pennsylvania and Lynie Stone in Arizona, Trickovic had approached Election Day convinced, egged on by Trump himself, that Democrats were going to pull a fast one. And here he’d found something that fit the narrative. Where Hoopes and Stenstrom saw a conspiracy to exclude poll watchers and where Stone had spotted the hand of Satan in a spreadsheet, Trickovic had discovered . . . Sharpies!


The video briefly made him a star. TV and radio shows sought him. His video racked up views. Word of “Sharpie-gate” spread everywhere, and of course, many believed.


Trickovic was a fit young man with a scruffy, sculpted beard who posted pictures of himself on Facebook wearing wraparound shades, “patriot” T-shirts, and dressed in battle kit like special-ops soldiers in movies, with a scoped automatic weapon strapped to his chest. He stared out resolutely, camera ready, if not actually combat ready.


On election night, he gathered with hundreds of like-minded Trumpists outside the Maricopa County Recorder’s Office.


“Count the vote!” they chanted.


“Where are the votes?”


“Count those damn ballots!”


“Get this over with!”


“Why aren’t you counting?”


Inside, of course, they were counting like mad. There was a vast pile of mail ballots to pro cess, which in Arizona required a two-tier identification procedure. Citizen boards—forty boards of 120 people—opened every envelope at tables with a Republican observer at one end and a Democratic observer at the other end. If anyone in the parking lot had knocked on the door and politely asked, Rey Valenzuela, the county’s election director for the past three decades, would have been happy to explain that he had not been allowed to start counting until the polls closed.


But the crowd outside appeared to be having fun. It didn’t seem much interested in having the thing explained.


Sharpie-gate was just the latest headache for Clint Hickman, then the chairman of the Maricopa County Board of Supervisors and a Republican and Trump supporter. He had been on the board for seven years when it became his turn to serve as chairman in 2020, for the second time (the position rotated annually). This turn in the top chair came just in time for a doozy of a year. There was the pandemic and a national election. He had done his level best to prepare, but as a famous Republican once said, what we should most fear is not the unknown but the “unknown unknowns,” the things that bite us completely out of the blue.


Hickman had actually thought about Sharpies. He had concerns about them early on but not for the reason Trickovic did. Ink from Sharpies tended to soak through the two-sided paper ballot, registering inadvertent choices on the flip side and confusing the count. That’s why, for years, the county had urged voters not to use them. But this year, Maricopa had leased state-of-the-art Dominion voting machines, which used different ballots. Sharpie marks still soaked through, but the layout of the ballot’s flip side had been designed to prevent the earlier problem. So now Sharpies worked fine. The board produced a one-minute video to explain why, but apparently few watched it. Fuzzy misgivings about felt tips remained, which probably fed Sharpie-gate. In any event, neither Hickman nor anyone else had anticipated Trickovic’s little piece of agitprop.


The video’s claim wasn’t just untrue. Dominion voting machines actually performed better with Sharpie-marked ballots than with those marked in ballpoint. Ink from the pens dried more slowly and tended to gum up the works. This was discovered early on Election Day, so the county had rushed Sharpies to polling places and urged poll workers to encourage their use.


By the end of election night, this was only one of many issues bedeviling Hickman. Maricopa County is, for election purposes, Arizona. It encompasses Phoenix, the state’s capital and largest city, and enough of the surrounding desert that its land area is larger than four of Amer i ca’s states. With a population nearing 4.5 million, it is home to more than 60 percent of the state’s population. It takes no special political insight to say that as goes Maricopa, so goes Arizona.


Hickman was homegrown, the very picture of white bread middle-American conservatism, with—in an earlier era—surefire leading man good looks. Tall, with blue eyes, sandy hair, and broad shoulders, at fifty-five he still had an appealing, youthful, farm-fed glow. Born into one of the county’s biggest businesses, Hickman’s Family Farms, an egg producer, his wholesome appearance and bonhomie had made him the clan’s corporate spokesman. Well before he ran for office, his face and boyish charm were familiar not just as the voice of Hickman Farms but also for the egg industry. He stood in a white coat and white sanitary cap before conveyor belts moving thousands of eggs in advertising spots and in promotional videos and had even made appearances on broadcast TV—segments on the reality show Dirty Jobs and on Sesame Street. His fame had helped him win election to the county board of supervisors in 2013, a political position in Arizona that rivaled any office in Phoenix or the state. Hickman had grown up admiring those who served on the county board. He had been slightly awestruck as a kid when one of them coached his Little League team—“almost like a governor coaching my team.”


COVID was still beneath the horizon when he’d started his second turn as chairman, but soon it plunged him into the minutiae of public health policy. The infection rate and death counts alone posed a defining challenge, but with primary and general election dates looming, Hickman’s board work became all consuming. Given Arizona’s pivotal role in national politics and Maricopa County’s pivotal role in Arizona, he knew the whole world would be watching. Weighing the need for social distancing and hygienic precautions, the board decided to simplify matters by consolidated voting centers instead of opening the usual hundreds of precinct polling places. To handle the higher volume at the concentrated centers, the county leased Dominion voting machines, which operated twice as fast as its old ones—slow reporting of results had riled voters in previous years—and like everywhere else, they were going to be getting a lot more mail ballots this year. With Trump raising suspicions about mail voting, Hickman made sure that the county advertised the results when the newly leased machines passed mandated “logic and accuracy” tests.


All this they had foreseen. Distrust. Health protocols. Machines for the mountain of mail ballots. But then, there was the unknown unknown: Marko Trickovic.
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