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Prologue: Is Any of This Normal?



I’m in the business of making Joe Biden’s agenda look more popular than it really is,” Sean McElwee announced to the poker table. “And business is booming!”


It was a July evening in 2021. Biden’s presidency was six months old, his approval rating was hovering around 50 percent, and his agenda was on the move. Sean, the twenty-eight-year-old head of a Democratic polling group and think tank, was a few Miller High Lifes into one of his regular poker nights hosted at his bachelor pad in Logan Circle—a recently gentrified neighborhood in Washington, just north of downtown. In the living room, a big-screen television played Rounders, the 1998 Matt Damon poker movie that was canon among Millennial gamblers. A guest bed lay in the corner. Extra-large pizzas and cheap beer cluttered the counter in the kitchen, and tubs of protein powder sat on the shelves.


Sean was new to Washington—and splitting time with New York City, where he kept an apartment—but he had the vibe of someone who’d been around forever. He wasn’t a pollster exactly (he hired experts to do the legwork there), and he wasn’t a policy nerd. He wasn’t a campaign guy either (although his nonprofit, Data for Progress, did do work for campaigns). He was sort of all of these things and also sort of none of them. More than anything, he was a political evangelist. He was in the business of making Democrats popular—figuring out what legislation to prioritize, what phrases to stop saying. And he was in the business of making himself popular too.


Since moving to town a few months earlier, Sean had managed to generate a gravity well, attracting other Democratic operators into his orbit. He hosted monthly happy hours that were well attended by professional progressives and establishment climbers. The boozy meetups were a way to see people and be seen, and it was hard to miss Sean. He was over six feet tall with a body type that fluctuated between lineman and linebacker. He had a signature look: translucent-framed glasses and black T-shirts—an outfit he deviated from just enough to avoid comparisons to Steve Jobs or, worse, Elizabeth Holmes. Sean knew everyone, and every few weeks he invited a rotating cast of his happy-hour crew over for poker.


Tonight’s table featured: a spokesman for Facebook (“I work for our tech overlords,” he said); a friendly former Senate staffer who now led an organization attempting (unsuccessfully) to end the filibuster; a former top aide to former Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid; a senior reporter who covered the Senate for MSNBC; and Gabe Bankman-Fried, the brother and political consigliere of the crypto billionaire Sam Bankman-Fried.


Like any effective Washington operator, Sean was good at getting close to people with money—or at least close to people who were close to people with money. Sean wasn’t ultra-wealthy himself, but he did all right—his salary was $180,000 and he had started picking up lucrative consulting gigs on the side. He’d recently started doing work for Gabe’s organization, Guarding Against Pandemics (GAP), which, backed by millions from Sam, was quickly becoming a powerhouse in Washington. One of Sean’s main jobs for GAP was to hype their work at every opportunity.


“This pizza is good,” someone said at the table.


“You know what else is good?” Sean said, looking at Gabe. “Pandemic prevention.” Subtle.


The conversation bounced around, from Democratic Senator Kyrsten Sinema’s habit of screwing up her party’s legislative agenda (Sean: “She has such bad politics, but she’s so hot”) to the question of whether Donald Trump would be president again (Sean: “He’s a cooked turkey”). There was talk, too, of the various recreational drugs used by different Democratic operatives (apparently Ecstasy was a popular choice for one well-known data guru). No one here was a particularly serious poker player. They bought in for $100 and bluffed when bored. Sean, especially, was prone to wild swings in chip count.


But Sean’s biggest wagers had nothing to do with cards. They had to do with politics. Tonight, Sean had his eye on the upcoming Democratic primary in Ohio, where Shontel Brown, the establishment choice running with the backing of the Congressional Black Caucus, was up against Nina Turner, the former Bernie Sanders campaign staffer and progressive-wing favorite who once compared voting for Biden to eating “a bowl of shit.” Political observers had been watching this race closely, since the outcome might hint at whether Democratic voters wanted to lurch left as the 2022 midterms approached (Turner) or stay the course (Brown).


Sean was betting it would be the latter. Literally. He had placed bets online and stood to win nearly $14,000 if Shontel Brown won.


“I make a lot of bets that would make progressives cry,” Sean said.


“How many active bets would you say you have right now?” someone asked.


“My inbox is so full of bets,” Sean said, “I don’t even remember what I have money on.”


“Do you make bets on races you’re working?”


The question lingered as the players seemed to mull the ethical implications. Betting on politics while working in politics, betting on clients? Was this normal? Should it be?


After a few seconds, Sean laughed.


“Who can say?” he said.
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What is normal?


That was a common question after four years of Donald Trump in Washington. “This is not normal,” people would say when the leader of the free world raged at his own Justice Department, or undermined civil servants, or appeased bigots, or winked at conspiracy theorists, or palled around with geopolitical adversaries, or profited from his office, or told the American people blatant falsehoods over and over again. “Don’t normalize this,” admonished the admonishers. Nevertheless, Official Washington rearranged their habits around Trump’s personality. The opportunists went on television to lobby a president addicted to cable news. They sucked up to a praise-starved man in hopes of avoiding a “mean tweet” that could sink their business prospects or political aspirations. They wore ugly red hats and changed their opinions about free trade. Florida Governor Ron DeSantis was spotted moving his hands around during speeches—as if playing an invisible accordion—just like Trump did.


When Joe Biden ran for president, he offered a selling point that was rare for political campaigns: a return to business as usual. After he won, Washington residents cheered from their balconies and banged pots and pans and honked their car horns. It was a catharsis, Victory Day for normality. But the war wasn’t over. Two months later, Trump supporters led a violent siege of the U.S. Capitol to disrupt the peaceful transition of power. A coup attempt was thwarted, and Biden did assume his rightful office, but the odds of a return to normalcy were difficult to determine.


The future was a blind bet, and I spent the first year watching people place their wagers. I did interviews with President Biden’s Covid response team as they prepared to declare “independence” from the pandemic on July 4th, and then watched the Delta and Omicron variants keep that mission from being accomplished. I met retiring Democrat Representative John Yarmuth for an interview in his Capitol Hill office, and the Kentuckian described to me a recent argument on the House floor—between the progressive Mark Pocan, of Wisconsin, and the more moderate John Garamendi, of California—that he said nearly turned into a physical fight. (“John was basically telling Mark to get his head out of his ass,” Yarmuth explained to me.) Things were tense, he said. He drank a Dixie cup of whiskey during the interview; it was 2:30 p.m.


I watched Republicans take a step away from Trump after the insurrection, then watched them run back to him once they decided denouncing those lies was bad politics. I watched corporations stop donating to Trump allies who voted against certifying the election and then watched them start again. I heard MAGA diehards like Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, the conspiracy theory fan turned bigoted blogger turned Georgia congresswoman, double down on the Trump election lies that had inspired the attack on the Capitol. I heard Dan Crenshaw, the Republican congressman from Texas, dismiss Greene as a performance artist who specialized in “self-inflicted controversy followed by claims of victimhood.”


“She lucked her way into Congress,” Crenshaw told me. “She says crazy things. And yet is looked up to. Why? What are we doing, guys?”


What some lawmakers were doing was trying to make federal legislation bipartisan again. The summer after Biden’s inauguration, Senator Chris Coons, the Delaware Democrat, told me about how a group of senators who were trying to wrap up an infrastructure bill had bonded as party guests on Joe Manchin’s houseboat, docked in a D.C. marina. Somebody else told me a story about Texas Senator Ted Cruz polishing off three beers in a matter of minutes while posing like Captain Morgan and chatting with a liberal colleague on Joe Manchin’s houseboat. Another person told me an anecdote about Alaska Senator Lisa Murkowski bursting into a chorus of “God Bless America” as she beheld the sight of the Washington skyline from the deck of Joe Manchin’s houseboat.


Senators schmoozing: That was normal, right? So was intraparty jousting: Manchin eventually helped sink Build Back Better, the huge bill that Biden hoped would guide his progressive agenda through Congress. Meanwhile, there was a lot of hand-wringing about Biden’s diminishing poll numbers and his advancing age. Trump and his lies had not gone away. Neither had the coronavirus. The pandemic had knocked the supply chain out of whack. Inflation was on the rise. For all his year-one wins—pandemic relief money, infrastructure, judicial appointments—Biden had failed to make things normal again. Even those who hadn’t soured on him began to wonder whether it might be time to consider an alternative candidate for 2024, especially with Trump lying in wait to retake the White House.


In February 2022, I walked into the White House to talk to Jen Psaki, then Biden’s press secretary. She had no reason to believe Biden wouldn’t run again, she said. And yet it had been a topic of conversation in her own home.


Her brother-in-law had come over for dinner recently, and Psaki had joked that she hoped there was a secret meeting happening “in a basement somewhere” to figure out a plan in case Biden didn’t run, she told me.


“And he looked at me,” she said, “and was like, ‘Should we be having that meeting now?’”
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I was rarely the kind of reporter who chased The Big Story. I was more interested in the sideshow. When I started covering politics in Washington in 2010—first for National Journal magazine and later for the Washington Post—my job included writing about weirdos. People like Senator Jim Inhofe, the Oklahoma Republican and octogenarian climate change denier who forced me to consider my own mortality when he took me for a spin on his tiny airplane. And Brett Talley, a Republican speechwriter, who dabbled in paranormal detective work and took me ghost hunting in a cemetery near Georgetown. And Stephen Bassett, a registered lobbyist who represented UFO abductees.


When Trump descended from a golden escalator and became a candidate for president, he was just a sideshow. In fact, the Post didn’t plan to send a reporter to cover his announcement in person. I lobbied to be there—I was the sideshow guy. It was quickly becoming clear, however, that the sideshow was moving onto the main stage. With Trump in the White House, it was boom time for weirdness in Washington. The president suggested nuking a hurricane. He said of Kim Jong-un, the dictator of North Korea’s nuclear hermit kingdom: “He wrote me beautiful letters. And they’re great letters. We fell in love.” The coronavirus came and the president mused about injecting disinfectant and bringing light into the body. I reported a story about whether a recovered crack addict known as The MyPillow Guy represented the future of the GOP. Before it was over, a man dressed like a Viking would enter the chamber of the U.S. Senate.


Yes, Washington felt different under Trump. But what about once he left? Who was allowed to become powerful, and from where would they draw that power? What were the rules of the game, and how did you win? That’s a big part of what this book is about. It’s about the Washington that predated Trump, and the Washington he left in his wake.


Mostly, though, it’s about people.


I wanted to explore these questions by spending time with people who were trying to make post-Trump Washington work for them. I wasn’t as interested in the politicians themselves (boring, busy, overexposed) as much as the people whispering in their ears, or trying to. People like Sean McElwee.


Sean seemed to me like a type of person made specifically for Washington after Trump (brash, ideologically malleable, an outsider who wormed his way inside), while also being a type of creature that had swum this swamp for eons (brash, ideologically malleable, an outsider who wormed his way inside). He made big bets, big allies, and big enemies. He walked right up to the line of acceptable behavior, and kept walking. At my second poker night at his house, Sean showed off a new pair of pink high-tops he had bought with the money he’d made betting against Nina Turner’s primary campaign.


“I was polling for Nina Turner’s super PAC,” he announced to the table. “So I knew Shontel Brown was going to win.”


I couldn’t believe he’d just admit that. Even Pete Rose had the good sense to pretend he didn’t bet on baseball. What was even more surprising to me than the gambling was that, at the poker table, nobody seemed to think it was a big deal. By then it had already become clear to me that Sean was destined either to become the biggest thing in Democratic politics or to completely flame out. Because it was Washington, I also had to consider the possibility that both those things would happen.


Washington is a weird place like that, even in normal times—a place of change agents and stalwarts, strivers and survivors, wonks and wannabes, hustlers and true believers. Over the course of two years, I talked to as many of them as I could—an heiress to an oil fortune who got her start in politics at Occupy Wall Street; a cowboy diplomat who made his fortune as a fixer for foreign governments; the Republican shape-shifter who shifted his shape to thrive in Trump’s Washington; and the exiled Republican spokesman who eventually decided he couldn’t do the same. I talked to people working on Capitol Hill who were trying to figure out if Washington was the right place to be if they wanted to repair the country. I talked to a guy who left in order to repair himself.


In the course of reporting on their lives, I thought about how strange it was that they all ended up in the same city. They seemed so different. But in an important way they were similar: Politics was personal for them. The drama with their friends, the balance on their bank statements, the speeches they hoped people would give at their funerals, and the country they hoped to pass on to their kids—all were tied up in the livelihoods they had chosen for themselves.


America had gone through a big break, and in Washington people were sorting through the pieces—trying to put something together, or to keep something together. They were placing bets on the future, and hoping things would break their way.













Part 1


The Players













Chapter 1



A Tale of Two Parties


December 2021


It was the edge of winter in Washington, one year into the new-New Normal. Each day it grew darker earlier, people were getting sick again, and anti-democratic forces were on the rise. Maybe there was still time to turn things around. Or maybe it had been too late for too long and everyone was kidding themselves. But you had to do something, right? And so, with all signs pointing toward doom, Leah Hunt-Hendrix threw a Christmas party.


She had the perfect house for it, a $2.2 million brick Victorian. The cherrywood floors of the spacious living room flowed right into the open-concept dining room—ideal for dinner parties. And the expansive roof deck, overlooking Logan Circle, would come in handy for bigger occasions.


Not every thirty-eight-year-old progressive activist could afford such a house, but not every progressive activist was the granddaughter of H. L. Hunt, the late oil tycoon once believed to be the richest man in the world. H.L. lived a life as large as his bank account. He was a Texas gambler said to have won the money for his first oil leases at the poker table; a bigamist with two secret families; and a right-wing communist-hater who worshipped Joseph McCarthy.


H.L. was the kind of American about whom conspiracy theories were created, and he had been linked (without evidence) to the murders of John F. Kennedy, Robert F. Kennedy, and Martin Luther King Jr.


His granddaughter, on the other hand, had named her tiny white dog after Malcolm X.


“This is Malcolm,” Leah said, opening the door to her home and motioning to the four-legged cottonball yapping at her heels. “He’s my baby.”


It had been nearly a year since Donald Trump departed Washington, and I was on a mission to figure out what, exactly, he had left behind. In mid-December, this meant checking out holiday parties. Washington is always awash in Christmas parties—the perfect excuse for organizations to boost morale and liquor up potential clients, and for power players to fill their homes with bold-faced names (an oft-used expression in Washington for “important people”) in an attempt to bolden their own names by association. I’ve always found these parties to be awkward, like going to work after hours and without pay. But they are a good way to find out what people are gossiping or worried about, and so I attended two. They were only a few miles apart, but in completely different worlds. One would be at the home of Matt and Mercy Schlapp, two of the Swamp’s Trumpiest creatures. But first, I was here, among the chic radicals of the left.


A fire roared in the living room fireplace as Malcolm the Maltipoo hunted for cheese crumbs redistributed to the floor by mingling socialists. There was Corbin Trent, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s former communications director, surveying the crowd in the kitchen. Trent had come to work for the Democratic Socialist bartender turned champion of the left after cofounding a couple of progressive organizations dedicated to shaking up the House. But Trent eventually grew disappointed by how mainstream Ocasio-Cortez had become, and he left Capitol Hill and rededicated himself to being an outsider. He was now spending his days in Knoxville, Tennessee (with occasional visits to Washington), and had made it a personal mission to find a populist Democrat to run against Joe Biden in the next election. One time he drunkenly called Steve Bannon for advice.


In the dining room was Ryan Grim, the D.C. bureau chief of the lefty website The Intercept. He wore a T-shirt featuring a large photograph of Harriet Tubman, and chatted with Julian Assange’s half brother, a film producer who had traveled to the States to advocate for the WikiLeaks founder’s freedom. Grim was a regular at events like this. Faiz Shakir, a top strategist for Senator Bernie Sanders, on the other hand, was standing nearby telling guests he never came to these things.


“Sarah made me come,” he said, pointing at his wife, Sarah Miller, a former Treasury Department aide who now worked at a think tank trying to break up monopolies. “And we have an au pair that lives in our basement, so I had no excuse.”


Shakir may not have been a social butterfly, but he was a savvy navigator of the contradictions present in spaces like these. He’d worked for establishment figures like Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid. He’d also started his own progressive media group called More Perfect Union, which produced slick videos boosting America’s labor movement and economic policy. He was at once an insider and an outsider—a liaison between the Biden administration and the groups who were trying to pull the president to the left. He was something for Leah to aspire to.


People like Shakir came to Leah’s party because they liked her, but also because she was an important person to know. There aren’t a lot of progressive fundraisers who come from rich families and hobnob with multimillionaires. Leah had helped seed-fund lots of her guests’ projects, including Shakir’s More Perfect Union.


Since Hillary Clinton’s defeat in 2016, wealthy, well-educated liberals had struggled with the idea that they were out of touch with the voters they needed to beat back right-wing populism. Leah’s challenge was to be part of the solution while also being part of the problem. She was a rich White lady fighting inequality and working to help Democrats better appeal to an ever-diversifying working class. She had been an early financial backer of Black Lives Matter and was helping raise money for progressive congressional candidates all across the country—including many who had signed pledges to refuse money from the same fossil fuel industry that had propelled Leah’s family into the donor class.


Leah was not the first woman in her family to try to make it in Washington. In the living room, standing underneath a peaceful painting of rowboats floating in a sun-dappled sea, was Leah’s aunt Swanee, former ambassador to Austria under Bill Clinton. Of all the people in Leah’s life, Swanee was perhaps the person she looked up to most. Swanee had an innate understanding of how “soft power” worked, of how to build out a network and use those connections for good. It was Swanee who had suggested that Leah move from San Francisco if she wanted to actually make political change. Swanee gave her approval for this house as Leah’s base of operations (they both liked its hosting potential), and helped Leah decorate it with art Swanee had brought back from far-flung locales, including the seascape she stood by now. Swanee beamed as her niece—dressed in a floral skirt, brushing her blond hair out of her eyes—topped off drinks for thankful guests.


Leah seemed in high spirits, but she was in a bit of a slump. She’d thrived, politically speaking, during the Trump years. In 2018, she’d cofounded an organization, Way to Win, which had been a bright star of the #Resistance era, helping pump more than $165 million into Democratic causes. They had been especially important in places like Georgia and Arizona, helping fund on-the-ground organizations that worked to swing the Senate into Democratic hands.


Leah was hoping to keep energy levels up for the 2022 midterms, but was finding that difficult to achieve. Much of her focus was on the House of Representatives, but there was a Senate race that meant a lot to Leah: Mandela Barnes, the thirty-five-year-old Black lieutenant governor of Wisconsin, running for the chance to unseat Trump ally Senator Ron Johnson.


Leah had met Barnes years ago when they each spoke on a panel about economic populism in Miami and hung out together at the after-conference pool party. “He was riding on one of those inflatable unicorns,” Leah said. “He was a lot of fun.” The two became friends, and when Barnes was contemplating running for Senate, Leah promised him she would do whatever she could to help. For Leah, a Barnes win would be about a lot more than just having a friend in the Senate. It was a chance to prove that a progressive candidate could win in places deemed inhospitable—like statewide in Wisconsin—and a chance to help prove that Black candidates could win there too.


The Barnes race and the House races across the country were exhausting in a way that Leah wasn’t completely used to. There had been something almost easy about doing the job under Trump: easy to convince people to give money to fight creeping authoritarianism, easy to build coalitions with fellow resisters. But now Leah was mostly involved in primaries, working to get the most progressive option through to Election Day. Dollars were harder to come by for this type of work. It also meant that many of her former allies were now adversaries. It took very little effort for Democrats to define themselves against Trump. But with him gone, Leah was struggling to rally people around a vision for what Democrats should be for, not whom they should be against.
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Across town and over the river into Virginia, a yard full of Christmas lights shined upon the largest house on Mansion Drive.


A couple hundred guests mingled through the 10,000-square-foot home of Matt and Mercy Schlapp. They dressed in sweaters and houndstooth blazers, glittery cocktail dresses, and satin jumpsuits. They munched on canapés under the chandelier in the dining room, admired the cubist art in the living room, and posed for photos beside the lavishly decorated Christmas tree in a sitting room by the front entrance. In another era, many of the guests currently here would be little more than political wannabes, staffers for fringy Republicans or aspiring pundits. But they were more than that now.


“This is the White House Christmas party that should have been,” Paris Dennard said over the din.


Dennard, the director of Black media affairs for the Republican National Committee, was standing just outside the kitchen by a table loaded with malt balls and chocolate chip cookies. He was talking to Hogan Gidley, Donald Trump’s former deputy press secretary.


“You know what?” Gidley replied. “I think it actually is the real White House Christmas party.”


Hosts Matt and Mercedes (“Mercy” to her friends) might not have been Donald and Melania, but they had come to resemble them. The Schlapps had once been the very picture of the old Republican establishment—stints in George W. Bush’s White House, seats on corporate boards, lobbying contracts. But they were Trump people now. Matt was the chairman of the American Conservative Union, an organization that had become a top Trump-boosting operation, and Mercy worked there too, following her stint in the Trump administration. After Trump lost the 2020 presidential election, Matt flew to Nevada in search of fraudulent votes—or at the very least to be a part of a strategy, according to an email from a Trump official at the time, “to cause as much chaos as possible.” When members of the administration got caught up in January 6th investigations, Matt created the First Amendment Fund to collect donations and help pay for their legal bills. Matt and Mercy shifted from their “compassionate conservative days” into MAGA warriors, but because their party moved with them, their place in the GOP hadn’t really changed at all. This was now the Republican establishment.


Consider the Gidley.


A natty dresser whose current ensemble included a pocket square, tie bar, and monogrammed shirt, Gidley was one of those highly amenable Beltway Republicans who used to engage in slap fights with “mainstream media” while happily meeting with journalists for off-the-record drinks and appearing on MSNBC whenever he got the call. (“How could I not go on there?” he once said to me of the liberal cable news network. “They are my friends.”) In a post-Trump Washington, Gidley was part of a growing cadre of lackeys tasked with giving Trump’s election denialism the sheen of Washington professionalism. He had recently become the director of the Center for Election Integrity, a neutral-sounding body housed in the America First Policy Institute, a think tank stacked with former Trump administration officials. “The Center for Election Integrity has a simple goal in mind,” according to its website. “Easy to vote, but hard to cheat.”


In practice, this meant working with state lawmakers to address a nonexistent crisis—widespread voter fraud—under the auspices of good government. “Even Democrats used to talk about voter integrity,” Gidley said to me, noting his belief that the system was broken. “Let’s just fix it.”


When he wasn’t trying to “fix” elections, Gidley could be found doing the most Washington-guy thing imaginable: pretending he hated Washington. As he mingled his way through the MAGA merrymakers, Gidley told guest after guest that, yes, he was still living here, but that he was trying to get out.


“As quickly as I can,” he said.


But no one here was really going anywhere. As was the case after every presidency, those who’d served the Trump administration had set up shop all around town: with their consulting groups, their lobby shops, and their think tanks. These were the professional Trumpists, not the amateurs who allowed their emotions to get the better of them and violently stormed the Capitol. The guests here had no real reason to be worked up into a frenzy. They had already gotten their big break when Trump became president, and had been collecting dividends ever since. Even though the Republicans had lost the White House and the Senate, the vibe at the Schlapp mansion felt merrier than at Chez Leah. They liked their chances at taking back power, and there was no real power struggle on the Republican side of the aisle—no identity crisis. The Republican Party was Trump, and so was the Schlapp party.


There was Stephen Miller, the thirty-six-year-old immigration hardliner, in a schlumpy sweater, standing in the dining room and looking like he wanted to disappear behind the yellow velvet curtains. Before Trump, Miller was just some twenty-something kid working for a backbencher senator. But now, having helped drive some of the former president’s most nativist domestic policies, including separating children from their parents at the U.S. and Mexico border, he was a sought-after campaign adviser. These days, Miller was trying to help give hedge fund millionaire David McCormick a MAGA patina in his run for Pennsylvania’s open Senate seat, a client he would eventually drop when Trump endorsed television presenter Dr. Oz instead.


Former White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer arrived at the front door.


“I loved you at the podium,” a fan said, grabbing Spicer’s micro-plaid blazer as he entered the house. “And I can’t wait for your next book.”


Spicer was a Washington Guy long before he was a Trump Guy. He had been spokesman for the U.S. Trade Representative under George W. Bush and then communications director for the Republican National Committee, advocating for free-trade policies and accommodation of immigrants; when Trump took over the party, Spicer had adjusted his politics accordingly.


I had first met Spicer when I shadowed him at the 2016 Republican National Convention for a story. Back then many GOP operatives were worried that Trump was going to be routed by Hillary Clinton. At one point during our time together, we ran into Jeffrey Lord, one of the first Trump surrogates. “He was like an early investor,” Spicer told me at the time. “It’s like being one of the first employees at Google, and seeing the stock go up.”


Spicer had gotten in early enough to do pretty well for himself; he now hosted his own show on the MAGA news network Newsmax, along with writing books about how bad Democrats were. He’d love to see Trump run again, he told guests at the party, but even Trump’s flirtation with the possibility was “good for business.”


Guests here were mostly in Trump’s business. Not the real estate business or the television business that had made Trump famous, but the culture war business that had helped make him president.


“I run the NRA, but for families,” said Terry Schilling, president of the American Principles Project, standing with his wife beside the glowing Christmas tree in the sitting room by the front door. “It’s transgender issues, critical race theory, pornography in school libraries. This year we raised $7 million. Next year we expect it to be $14 million.”


Schilling was the son of Bobby Schilling, the late pizza shop owner turned Tea Party congressman from Illinois. Schilling had just enough facial hair to be described as both having and not having a beard and was one of those young conservatives who wished America could be a little more like he imagined it was before he was born.


“The other day I tweeted about how I wanted to have a Covid party for our kids,” Schilling said. “You know, like parents used to have for the chicken pox? But someone who works for me told me I had to take it down, that if I wanted to get myself booked on Fox, I had to cut that out.”


Like Schilling’s beard, Trump seemed to be both here and not here at the same time. His name was on the lips of supplicants as they nibbled their appetizers and sipped their spirits. His face was on the television in the study, which was frozen on an ABC News promo for the first debate of the 2020 election. He was peering out from a framed photograph on the shelf. His name was scrawled on Alaska Senate candidate Kelly Tshibaka’s business card, which had been abandoned on a table with half-drunk scotch glasses: “join me & pres. trump feb 10. Mar a Lago. Call Jenna.”


“I was the one who came up with the term ‘Trump Train,’” Billy Long, a Missouri congressman, said. “I even made it my computer password.”


Long, a former auctioneer as large as two normal-size congressmen squished together, was watching the rain fall from the screened-in porch. He was running for the Senate in a Republican primary and proving himself to be a top-tier Trump suck-up. He had hired Trump’s former campaign manager and White House adviser, Kellyanne Conway, to run his race; he had just returned from a Mar-a-Lago fundraiser where Long auctioned off a guitar signed by Trump; and here he was at the Schlapp party, making impossible-to-prove claims about inventing a pro-Trump phrase—like a MAGA version of Romy and Michele trying to impress people at their high school reunion by saying they invented the Post-it Note.


“I loved him first,” Long told me, shaking me by the shoulders. I nodded. I backed away.


Whether or not the revelers on Mansion Drive actually believed Trump beat Biden in 2020, they were treating him like a winner. The fact that he was out of power only appeared to intensify the nostalgia for 2016, when Trump had run as a charismatic outsider rather than a battered incumbent. In this light, Trumpism was a promising investment—a blue-chip stock available at a discount. The more I made my way through this wannabe White House, the more it began to look less like a Christmas party and more like an investor’s conference. Some were relative newcomers looking to buy Trump at his new low price.


Others, like the Schlapps, had invested early, and despite some recent volatility—a violent insurrection, another impeachment, a series of investigations—had way too much tied up in the former president to consider dumping their shares.
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“How did you get an invite to this?”


Mercy had spotted me contemplating the malt balls by the dessert table.


She wore a ruffled green jumpsuit with a big bow tied at the waist, and looked like she just came out of a Fox News makeup room. Her auburn hair fell to her shoulders and she flashed her made-for-TV smile.


“I have no idea,” I said to her. “Ask your husband.”


There were days when the Schlapp Christmas party might have multiple non-right-wing journalists in attendance without anyone wondering how they got an invite. Tonight, it was just me, and as far as I could tell, Daniel Lippman, a human Rolodex of a reporter for Politico who seemed to show up to every event in the Washington area. Later this evening, Lippman would try to send a list of party attendees to the authors of Politico’s morning newsletter, Playbook, for their “spotted” feature, but the newsletter would decline to flatter the partygoers by name-dropping them.


Life in a Republican-only safe space was a new development for the Schlapps, who had been in Washington for decades. Matt was a Kansas kid who arrived after running a winning House campaign for former Representative Todd Tiahrt. In 2000, Matt caught on with the Bush campaign. The race came down to a recount in Florida, and Matt and a group of fellow young operatives showed up outside the Miami-Dade County polling headquarters and clamored for an end to the ballot recount. The stunt became known as the Brooks Brothers riot.


Matt was rewarded for his campaign efforts with a job in Bush’s political department. When the cute girl from the press shop came up to him after a meeting and suggested they discuss topics on which their portfolios overlapped, Matt thought she was hitting on him. She wasn’t, but nevertheless Mercy and Matt eventually got together.


Matt left the White House in 2005 and began an establishment tour of Washington. He lobbied for Koch Industries, before he and Mercy started their own consulting shop that they called Cove Strategies. They picked up contracts with Koch, Big Pharma, and retail giants like Wal-Mart, and Matt—who also advised groups like the left-leaning Motion Picture Association—earned a reputation as the kind of Republican whom Democrats could work with.


In Washington, a reputation like that can earn a person a lot of time on television, and Matt became familiar enough with the rituals of doing TV that he developed particular tastes. Once, while waiting off-set before an appearance on PBS NewsHour, he gave me a rundown of all the green rooms across town (“Fox’s is the worst”), and a former employee told me that Matt used to complain whenever his makeup brush was too soft.


People used to think that Trump’s base consisted entirely of blue-collar workers in struggling industrial cities. But Trump’s coalition had more than its fair share of elites—just maybe none as ridiculous about it as the Schlapps. Matt once stormed out of the White House Correspondents’ dinner—an annual gala that often featured Hollywood celebrities dining alongside the Washington press corps—and tweeted about how upset he was with the evening’s entertainment while in a limo on his way to an MSNBC after-party.


“I mean,” he told the New York Times when they asked him about his own elite status, “I’m not trying to act like I drive a garbage truck in Des Moines.”


Despite being the ultimate Washington Guy, Matt could claim a certain connection to Trump’s actual base that most other Guys with jobs like his could not. As the chairman of the American Conservative Union (known by its initials, ACU), Matt was responsible for putting on the annual Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC—as in “See Pac”)—a must-stop event for pretty much anyone running for president in a Republican primary. It wasn’t just a stuffy showcase of conservative ideas—it was a circus—and Trump had been a regular speaker there since 2011. The crowd didn’t always love him there (he wasn’t exactly a conservative). But Trump honed his entertainment-as-politics shtick on the main stage—and Matt was around to see what played.


When Trump first ran for president, he was a cause for concern. After he announced, Trump’s team had tried to strong-arm CPAC into certain allowances. He wanted a particular time slot, and more important, he didn’t want to have to deal with the mandatory question-and-answer session to which all candidates had to commit. CPAC wouldn’t relent (Trump was hardly an early frontrunner back then), and Trump backed out.


Trump was also a cause for concern in the Schlapp family. Mercy came from a family of Spanish-speaking Cuban immigrants. In 2015, she had predicted that Trump was “really going to struggle if he goes and continues to push a very strident immigration policy that doesn’t show in any way that we can in fact find a legal path for these individuals who are here, for these undocumented immigrants that are here.”


When an old Access Hollywood video surfaced before the 2016 election showing Trump bragging about how “when you’re a star” you can “do anything” to women, even “grab ’em by the pussy,” and they’ll “let you do it,” the Schlapps debated dropping their support for the sake of their five daughters. Unsure of how to proceed, they drove to their second home, Victory Farm—which sat atop a thirty-acre property in the Blue Ridge Mountains—opened a few bottles of wine, and decided that they would go all in with their support. They were crackpot committed. After all, if all Republicans—the disillusioned laborers, the evangelical Christians, the Wall Street libertarians, the green-room prima donnas, the Tea Party cosplayers in tricornered hats—had anything in common, it was a belief that Hillary Clinton would do nothing for them, and would likely mess with their worlds. This was gospel in the Schlapp home as much as it was at CPAC. When it came to the question of disavowing Trump over “grab ’em by the pussy,” Matt told me that their thirteen-year-old daughter asked him why he would do anything to help Hillary Clinton. Ultimately, the Schlapps came to embody the constituency who actually tipped the 2016 election: people who saw Donald Trump as the better of two options.


And for Matt and Mercy, it was. She took a job inside the White House as director of strategic communications, and he was able to pitch himself to clients as having access to and influence over the president, which proved lucrative. The year before Trump became president, Cove Strategies had brought in $600,000. By Trump’s final year in office, that number was $2.4 million.


In between they were making more than enough for the Schlapps to move to Mansion Drive, where, for a time, they hung an enormous Trump flag from a crane in their front yard.
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“I probably have Covid,” a woman said, plopping onto an outdoor couch. We’re back at Leah’s house, on the roof now. A man in a Santa hat threw logs on a fire pit. There were little plates of salami everywhere.


“Again?”


“I never had Covid!”


“What about in Vermont?”


“What were you doing in Vermont?” another guest asked.


“Oh, I bought a house online there during the pandemic.”


There was no official theme for Leah’s Christmas party, but unofficially it might well have been: Trying to Have Fun in End Times.


The first case of the Omicron variant had been detected in the D.C. area the day before, signs pointed to Democrats losing their majorities in Congress to an increasingly authoritarian Republican Party, and to top that off, Leah’s oven had decided to quit right before her guests started to arrive.


“I have to get my party systems locked down a little better,” Leah said, sighing, arriving on the roof with a plate of take-out Ethiopian appetizers.


It was an all-hands-on-roof-deck time for Washington’s liberal coalition, so Leah was bummed that Ron Klain, the White House chief of staff, never showed up. And she didn’t know how to feel that her neighbor and sometimes online combatant, the middle-aged boy wonder Matthew Yglesias, had turned down an invitation. Yglesias, a liberal blogger with a contrarian streak and a Substack newsletter that grossed him and his wife/editor close to $1 million a year, was a frequent object of scorn for the Online Left. “This feels like a trap,” he had texted an intermediary about Leah’s party. (He told Leah he had child duty.)


Still, Leah was happy to see a contingent from Cori Bush’s office, and any party with her close friend and head of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, Rohit Chopra, felt like a good party to her.


Chopra was something of a hero to lefties in Washington. He had recently been confirmed by the Senate with a 50–48 party-line vote to run an agency, dreamed up by Senator Elizabeth Warren and created by President Obama in response to the 2008 financial crisis, that sought to protect people from predatory banks and various financial scams.


“I’m an executive branch asshole!” Chopra announced to the party.


He was standing on the roof with fellow Harvard alum Todd Schulte, the director of an immigration reform group.


“Do you talk much about your college experience?” Schulte asked.


“Not much, except to tell people about overthrowing Larry Summers,” Chopra said. (He had been student government president in 2004 before Summers, an economist favored among establishment liberals and vilified in progressive circles, resigned the Harvard presidency less than two years later.)


“You overthrew Larry Summers?” an eavesdropper asked.


“Not me,” said Schulte. “I just played a lot of water polo.”


“You played water polo with Larry Summers?”


Leah enjoyed having people over to her house, but it was also part of a plan. Leah understood the power of bringing people together, her friend and party guest Adam Green, the founder of a progressive grassroots organization, told me. “When nobody is the most important person in the room, everyone who enters the room gains power and the convener gains influence,” he said.


Over the course of the coming year she planned to host various “convenings”—parties, salon dinners, maybe a conference—to bring together the smartest Democratic voices to help chart a path forward for the party.


“Republicans have done a good job of clarifying their story about the economy,” Leah said. “When we do this polling, everyone’s main focus is on the economy, but if you ask voters what the Democratic message on the economy is, you’ll get just a bunch of different answers.”


What she knew was that Republicans seemed to love attacking her type of candidate (like Mandela Barnes) for wanting to “defund the police,” while claiming the upper hand on economic issues. She was hoping Democrats could become the party of the working class again with a kind of “inclusive populism” that touted the importance of unions, minimum wage increases, paid sick leave, and making the rich pay their fair share in taxes. Was it a little strange for a New York City scion of great wealth to be the face of a blue-collar revolution? Sure. But it had worked for Republicans.


Still, Leah was starting to question her own life choices. She hated fundraising. The tensions within the Democratic Party were getting to her. And there was a part of her that worried that people were interested in her only for her family money.


Leah knew well that in politics, money and power are closely linked but not necessarily the same thing. This was a lesson she could have learned from her grandfather. As a billionaire, H.L. had the ability to get presidents and other world leaders on the phone whenever he wanted. He would have muckety-mucks over for dinner six nights a week. But as Swanee put it, he was “in that circle” but never “of that circle”—and as such, never really knew how to wield the political power he craved. In one story, memorialized in Hunt’s biography, the billionaire was spotted at a Republican National Convention, late in his life, not walking into a smoke-filled back room with the powers that be, but rather walking the hallways, stuffing pamphlets of his writing under doors, hoping people might read what he had to say.


“People think of him as being this power, but I didn’t see it,” she told me. “He was such a country bumpkin.”


In Washington, there can be real value being the kind of person who brings people together. Leah, no bumpkin, was showing that she could do that with her holiday party. But if she wanted to be influential, it was just a start.


As the night wore on, the bottles of wine went from half-empty to tapped out. No one here was naive enough to think that things had gone back to normal. Republicans had snatched an upset victory in the Virginia governor’s race by riding a backlash to Covid restrictions and the teaching of “critical race theory”—a buzzy term that basically meant talking about how institutional racism persists in Western society—in schools. Democrats had spent the end of their first year in power bickering publicly about the size and shape of their policy agenda, and potential midterm voters didn’t seem impressed. It was dawning on the party that things might only get worse—that the internal squabbles of a slim majority would seem like a blessing compared to a Republican-run Congress.


They had eleven months until the next election. Almost a year to take advantage of the congressional majorities to pass some legislation that could change lives and change their electoral odds. That was a small blessing. So was the perfectly cool breeze on Leah’s deck, which felt like a gift after weeks of being stuck inside.


“Let’s enjoy this,” one of the partygoers said, taking in the view of downtown Washington. “Before the darkness settles in.”















Chapter 2



The Gambler


December 2021


Sean McElwee stood on Leah’s roof at the Christmas party, basking in the glow of the fire pit. Sean and Leah weren’t exactly best friends, but they liked each other enough, and Leah had helped fund his nonprofit polling organization, Data for Progress. Sean didn’t have to go far to get to the party. His first-floor apartment was only a few blocks away, nestled into a neighborhood that had in recent years sprouted posh restaurants and expensive coffee options. It was a convenient part of town, filled with administration officials who enjoyed the straight shot down to the White House and big-shot Washington Post editors who could walk to the office. It was the kind of place filled with gossips and eavesdroppers.


I listened in on Sean, who was now deep in conversation with a criminal justice advocate about former New York Governor Andrew Cuomo. A few days earlier, the New York attorney general had released a trove of Cuomo and his team’s correspondences—collected as part of a probe into alleged sexual misconduct that would ultimately lead to his fall from grace and resignation. There was a good lesson here, Sean was saying.


“I literally have a daily calendar alert that says: ‘Don’t put shit in texts,’” he said, holding up his phone for proof. His general advice for staff, he joked, was that “it’s not illegal if you do it over the phone.”


Sean might not put stuff in text, but he had said plenty of controversial shit. Earlier in the year, I went out to dinner with him and his organization’s communications director, McKenzie Wilson. In a span of ten minutes he told me that Lee Atwater—the infamous consultant who had helped Republicans win elections by being racist without appearing racist—was his “political idol”; that he was a “Clarence Thomas Democrat,” because, like the conservative Supreme Court justice, he believed untraceable donations—a top concern for progressives—were actually good for democracy (and good for both Democrats and the health of his own bank account); and that “no one understood the value of earned media better than Osama bin Laden.”


After that last comment about “earned media”—political jargon for free press attention—Sean turned to his spokeswoman.


“You could learn something from him, McKenzie,” he said—from bin Laden, that is.


McKenzie sighed and told me that journalists had in recent interviews declined to quote Sean because “so much of what he says is offensive.”


Sean could get away with this kind of stuff because Democrats in Washington believed that he was a force for good—and an effective one. At Sean’s polling firm and think tank, his staff seemed to genuinely like him, and instead of calling HR whenever he said something outlandish, they began keeping a secret document of the craziest comments he said: the time he got on a conference call and said, “Call me Armie Hammer because I’m going to eat you guys for lunch”; or the time he said he wanted to hire children to save the organization money. It was all in fun, an inside joke among a close-knit group of colleagues, but when Sean found out about the document, his staff stopped adding to it. The problem wasn’t that Sean got mad, but that he liked it so much. He kept suggesting additional quotes. It got annoying.


Leah had found herself getting annoyed with Sean recently, too, but for different reasons. She had been an early backer of Data for Progress, back when Sean’s values seemed to align more with hers. Back then, during the Trump era, she knew they were on the same team. But now she wasn’t so sure.
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