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To those who refuse to sit quietly—


May this book remind you that politics isn’t a game played by others,


but a compass we each hold in our hands.

















INTRODUCTION


A Declaration of Independence


Our democracy is in the middle of a five-alarm fire.


Donald Trump wasted no time plunging our country into chaos when he returned to the White House in January 2025. He allowed his unelected billionaire donor Elon Musk to fire tens of thousands of federal workers; selected some of the most unqualified picks in memory to cripple departments charged with safeguarding our food, our air travel, our security, our privacy, and our water; and turned the deportation of undocumented migrants into a twisted reality show.


As horrified as I am by such cravenness and cruelty, I’ve learned how to keep my cool in the face of turmoil. I’d worked as a campaign director, political adviser, and then, in the most high-wire act of all, White House press secretary. It was my job to remain levelheaded and focused in the most stressful of circumstances. Despite the pressures of my position, I appreciated dealing with the president I served. Unlike Trump, Joe Biden was a man of empathy and generosity, the type of boss who despite being the leader of the free world, referred to himself simply as “Joe” while envisioning a nation that embraced its diversity rather than vilified it. We shared the belief in a society where there was ample opportunity for everyone, not just for a privileged few.


Being the first Black person, immigrant, and openly queer woman to be a spokesperson for the president of the United States was a historic role and tremendous honor. But it also meant I spent four years speaking for someone else. I had to hold my tongue, stifle my words, and be ever mindful, whether I was chatting with parents at my child’s school or sipping tea among strangers at a neighborhood coffee shop.


Now, as our democracy hangs in the balance, those days of channeling the thoughts and decisions of others are over. I am free to speak for myself, ready to tell what I’ve seen, and eager to say what I think.


For three wrenching weeks in July 2024, I watched the Democratic Party, my political home, tear itself apart. For twenty-four days, following a faltering performance by President Biden in a debate against his Republican rival, I watched Democratic leadership abandon, and in the end betray, a man who’d led our country through a pandemic and a time of historic political turmoil. Lawmakers Biden supported and called friends lined up behind his back and in front of cameras to say he wasn’t fit to seek another term. And every day I was the person who went to the podium to take questions about Biden’s mental acuity, all the while wondering why such questions inexplicably eluded the dangerous man seeking the presidency on the other side of the political aisle.


Then I saw the party somehow fumble the ball again, when Biden left the race and his vice president, Kamala Harris, became the nominee. Somehow it was unable to help a trailblazing, extremely accomplished former prosecutor who wanted to uplift everyone in our society defeat Trump, a habitual liar and convicted felon who openly embraced the politics of cruelty. After her loss, I met people at the bank, in the airport, on the street who wanted to know where to go from here. “I really felt she had it,” one stranger told me. “People were so excited. And he was so terrible. Now I don’t know what to think. About my neighbors. About my country.” What could they do? How could they fight?


Many are wondering how we as a nation pull back from the brink, regain our footing, and move toward empathy, away from the callousness that has ripped our society at the seams. The Democratic Party also has some questions to ask itself about why it failed to connect with the millions of Americans who didn’t even bother to show up at the polls, and why it couldn’t articulate the achievements of the Biden/Harris administration well enough to get Harris across the finish line and into the White House. What does it represent? Who does it stand for? And is it meeting the urgency of the moment, because these are not ordinary times.


The Democrats’ blue tent that once felt big enough to hold all the pieces of a Black, queer, immigrant woman like me has collapsed. And such uncertainties have brought me to a question of my own. Do I remain with a party that no longer fights for the ideals that matter most to me and to the communities to which I belong? Now that I can speak fully from the heart, I have an answer. After being a party insider for twenty years, I now believe I can fight harder for my country from outside the Democratic Party than from within it. From here on, I am politically an independent.


Before the summer of 2024, leaving the Democratic Party was a step I never could have imagined taking. But the danger we face as a country requires freeing ourselves of boxes, be they red or blue. To restore reproductive rights, we need the ability to think creatively. To protect immigrants, we need to move nimbly. To salvage our climate, we need to plan strategically. We need to be clear-eyed and questioning, not blindly loyal and obedient.


The path I’m choosing to walk is marked by a fine line. The Republican Party, whose extreme rhetoric and actions pump bile into our political bloodstream, is not an option for anyone who wants a society that’s compassionate and fair. Democrats, who’ve fought for a woman’s right to choose, the queer community to live with dignity, and our planet to be protected, remain the political collective whose priorities I’m most aligned with.


But I no longer want to be officially affiliated with a party whose leadership has been so incredibly disappointing in the way it treated Biden, in the way it quietly hazed Harris, and more recently, in the way it has responded to the Republican assault on our democracy in a shockingly weak manner, veering from shambling to shambolic. I also no longer want people to look at me and automatically assume I’m a Democrat because of my gender and the color of my skin. I want to put Democrats on notice that if you want me to knock on doors, dig deep to donate money, and fill in the bubble on the ballot marked with the letter “D,” we have to talk. I want Democrats to earn my vote, to fight for it the way I and so many Black women have fought for them, sacrificing our safety, strength, and time. I want to be listened to, convinced, and courted, like other constituencies that have been far less committed. We deserve for our voices to be acknowledged, not just at the beginning of an election season but on the eve of Election Day and in all the weeks that unfold in between.


In an era of rampant disinformation and regressive social policies, I’m choosing what I champion based on my own compass and not guideposts set by an out-of-touch leadership working from an outdated playbook. And I’m willing to fight alongside anyone who shares my goals and principles, no matter how they identify politically, so long as they treat me and the communities I love with respect.


My political evolution mirrors my inner journey. It’s about staying true to myself in the face of tremendous pressure to conform, a force we all face, whether from a political party, a Facebook feed, or the space where we earn our living. In the waning days of 2024, I came full circle, my political life ready to reflect the independent mettle that has guided me since I was a little girl in New York City, forging my own way.


To be politically independent is to be unaffiliated with any party, free to cast your vote depending on the individual candidate or issue rather than in allegiance to a dictated party line. Texas businessman Ross Perot ran as an independent in the 1992 presidential race, garnering the best showing by a candidate outside of a major party in eighty years. Bernie Sanders, the irascible Vermont senator whose defense of the working class has earned him a national following, also officially stands outside the Democratic and Republican parties. MSNBC host Joe Scarborough, a former Republican congressman, is one of many one-time members of the GOP who, disillusioned with that party’s shift toward Trump, now considers himself an independent. And media mogul Oprah Winfrey is also officially neither a Democrat nor Republican.


There are also those who may take on an independent mantle as a means of convenience, as a way to hold on to or chase political power when they don’t have a feasible path through one of the two mainstream parties. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., for instance, despite being a scion of a Democratic dynasty, squandered much of his credibility during his years as a vocal opponent of vaccines. Unable to gain traction when he sought the Democratic presidential nomination in the 2024 election, Kennedy ran as an independent before ultimately dropping out and throwing his support behind Trump. Similarly, New York City Mayor Eric Adams is a Democrat who has switched political affiliations like a race car driver changes gears. For a seven-year span starting in the mid-nineties, Adams was officially a member of the GOP. By the time he became New York’s mayor in 2022, he was back in the fold of the Democratic Party. Then, facing the strong likelihood that voters would reject his bid to once again be the Democratic mayoral nominee, Adams announced in April 2025 that he would seek a second term running as an independent.


Despite those examples, expediency is not the typical reason people decide to become politically independent. To choose an independent path is freeing, with possibilities that I will delve into further as I share my journey. I’m not suggesting that everyone follow my lead and become an independent. Each of us has our own decision to make about how we respond to a political moment that has left so many demoralized and afraid. I also realize it’s not easy to go against the grain, to etch a political life outside the lines and demand accountability that may distance you from people you respect or love. But I ask you to try, to flex your individuality like a muscle, standing firm in your purpose, holding fast when others push you to just go along. I hope that my choice, particularly as someone who was once a Democratic insider, inspires more nuanced political conversations and a reimagining of the alliances and actions that can create a society truly supportive of all.


When you’re officially enmeshed in a party, you’re expected to fall in line, which is why I can be a greater force for change advocating from the outside. Being independent will allow me to speak more freely, to stay true to my core beliefs, no matter the leadership’s talking points. Yes, I know we said 2016 was the most important election of our lifetimes. Then we sounded the alarm again in 2018, and in 2020, and yet again in 2024. And now as I write this, with the 2026 midterms upon us, that is the urgent message delivered once again as we find ourselves on the edge of yet another campaign season.


But here’s the thing: We’re not crying wolf. We’re not being unnecessarily hyperbolic, nor do we deserve skepticism when we repeat ourselves. While the last few elections have been especially fraught, with Trump and politicians who follow his belligerent, divisive playbook seeking office, every election is critical because democracy is an ongoing commitment. Every vote is a brick in the foundation. Every cycle is a test.


Politics isn’t something that lasts for only a brief season that comes around every two or four or six years. Democracy doesn’t begin or end with any one leader or party. It begins—and can end—with you. With us. The work never stops because democracy is never truly safe. To keep it viable, we need to be ever vigilant, constantly in motion, making sure that our rights are protected while questioning, bracing, and strengthening the institutional pillars of a democratic way of life, be it the media, our courts, Congress, or the presidency.


Our republic doesn’t automatically renew itself. Allow me to quickly break down what’s at stake: All 435 seats in the U.S. House of Representatives will be up for grabs, as will roughly thirty-three seats in the Senate, enough to shift the balance of power back from the GOP to the Democrats. There will be thirty-six governorships on the ballot as well. In addition, countless state legislatures, school boards, judgeships, and local offices will be in contention. The array of races, from the federal level to the local, will have profound implications on our collective rights and freedoms, whether you’re a queer person who wants to be able to love freely; a parent who wants to ensure you and your children can access affordable, quality health care; or an educator who wants to offer young minds an honest rendering of history.


We’re so much more than parties and labels, factions and tribes.


Our democracy is in danger. Each day brings another outrage, each executive order another shattering of norms. Yet, despite it all, I’m hopeful. We can do what seems impossible when we prioritize people over politics, purpose over power. That same independent spirit can ripple out to other aspects of our lives. Our individual determination can create a collective force powerful enough to shape a society that’s ultimately more resilient, just, and caring than the one we had before.


I want to offer an invitation to anyone who wants to build a society beyond silos. To mend a fractured polity, we need coalitions. In an era when political disagreement has become akin to a blood feud, choosing political independence is a revolutionary act.















CHAPTER 1



The Takedown


Is This My Party?


When the president of the United States addresses the nation from the Resolute Desk, it’s because he has something of profound importance to say. It was from behind that desk, sculpted from the splinters of a British ship, that Ronald Reagan shared his grief when the space shuttle Challenger erupted in flames. It was where President George W. Bush spoke to the fears felt by millions after the terror attacks of September 11, 2001. And it was where President Joe Biden sat on July 24, 2024, to let the world know he wouldn’t seek a second term.


“I revere this office, but I love my country more,” he said, his family and a few members of his senior staff standing nearby. “I believe my record as president, my leadership in the world, my vision for America’s future all merited a second term. But nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy. That includes personal ambition. So, I’ve decided the best way forward is to pass the torch to a new generation. That’s the best way to unite our nation.”


Not since 1968, when Lyndon B. Johnson refused to be his party’s nominee, had a sitting president decided not to seek reelection. Those who vie for the presidency are often called narcissists because you must have a staggering sense of self to believe you deserve to lead the free world. But whatever ego it took for Biden to reach the pinnacle of power, he put it aside to patch together a party on the verge of imploding. The duty he felt to pursue four more years in the White House was replaced by a sense of responsibility to exit the race so he could preserve the democracy he’d sworn to protect. It was a historic moment, and as one of the few people given the honor to be in the Oval Office that day, it was one of the most patriotic acts I’d ever seen.


We all knew it was coming. The president first broke the news three days earlier when he released a letter to the nation saying he was ending his campaign. Later that day, in a message posted on the social media site X (formerly Twitter), he endorsed his vice president, Kamala Harris, to be the party’s nominee. Still, his decision must have felt like whiplash to some of the more than 14 million primary voters who said they wanted Biden atop the presidential ticket for a second time. I know it felt like that to me. As White House press secretary, it was my job to speak for the president, and for three grueling weeks, from the day Biden gave a halting performance on an Atlanta debate stage to the moment he officially dropped out of the race, I insisted to an incredulous press corps that he wasn’t going anywhere.


That’s what I’d been told. That’s what I believed. But I was also aware of something ugly surging behind the scenes. There were whispers, phone calls, texts. A campaign was underway to push the president out of the race. I just never realized the attack would succeed.


It was the evening of June 27, 2024. As soon as President Biden opened his mouth at the debate podium, I became worried. Then our phones started going off. It was clear that he was sick, and that this was the beginning of the end. I was in a backstage holding room at CNN’s studios in Atlanta, taking notes to prepare for questions after the president’s first face-off with Donald Trump, the Republicans’ presumptive presidential nominee. The most senior members of Biden’s campaign team and White House team were also there, ready to size up how each candidate performed and figure out what to tweak for the next showdown. Some were parked in front of their laptops, looking at the buttons and dials on the screen to monitor in real time voters’ responses to the candidates’ answers.


CNN anchor Jake Tapper kicked off the debate. He later wrote a supposed tell-all about Biden, Original Sin, with Alex Thompson, accusing him of a cover-up of his mental decline and how his aides quashed concerns. I was technically a part of the president’s inner circle and saw Biden every day and saw no such decline. I never read Tapper’s book and don’t ever plan to because that does not track with what I saw in the White House.


At the debate, Tapper’s first question was, “President Biden, inflation has slowed but prices remain high.… What do you say to voters who feel they are worse off under your presidency than they were under President Trump?”


Biden spoke to the economic mess Trump left him. Over 10 million Americans were out of work and, early in the administration, another 4 million weren’t even looking. The gap between what our country brought in versus what it owed was headed toward more than $2 trillion, and the economy overall was struggling to get back on track as we continued to cope with the impact of Covid.


Biden acknowledged that he had more to do to make things better, and highlighted the progress he’d made in addressing the financial needs of the American people, like capping prescription drug prices for seniors. His answer was solid, but his voice was faint and hoarse. “Whoa,” I said to myself. “What’s wrong? He must be sick.” I was annoyed because this debate had come too early. Why were we giving Trump this stage? This was June and general election debates start in the fall. Plus, Trump had recently become a convicted felon and under normal circumstances that person wouldn’t have been able to come that close to the president.


Biden has always been a debater with mixed results, who says what he thinks. He was noted by the media in a debate with Paul Ryan for calling him out, uttering “that’s a bunch of malarkey” when Ryan asserted that American foreign policy fell apart under Obama. In 2019, he and Kamala went at it. He was left speechless when she accused him of opposing busing, recalling her childhood as someone who integrated her public school. The last time he debated Trump during the 2020 election, Trump tried to derail the debate and constantly spoke over him, which was followed by Biden’s infamous remark, “Will you shut up, man?” Yet, in 2012, his debate against Mitt Romney helped put excitement back into Obama’s campaign.


The strategy for this early debate was to jumpstart Biden’s campaign and remind people that Trump was a convicted felon. There are double standards at the debate podium. Why is there a different expectation for Biden when Trump was vomiting at the mouth?


We were barely eleven minutes into the ninety-minute debate when Biden began to stumble over numbers, mixing up trillionaires and billionaires, drifting off midsentence. “We finally beat Medicare,” he said in one fragmented response that frankly didn’t make any sense.


My phone began to blow up.


“What’s going on?” a reporter who buzzed my cell texted. “Does the president have Covid?”


“Is the president sick?” asked another.


“No, he doesn’t have Covid,” I texted back. “Yes, he has a cold.” I quickly typed out my responses to the bevy of reporters seeking answers, but honestly, I was startled too.


I’d flown in with Biden on Air Force One earlier that day. Maybe I was too nervous about the political match on the horizon that evening to notice whether or not he was sniffling. Maybe I was so focused on the thought that voters would get to see the contrast between an honorable politician and a sore loser running for office to stay out of jail that I didn’t pick up on how tired Biden might have been. I’m not sure how I missed the signs, but I had no clue Biden had a cold and was off his game until he began to speak at the debate.


I could tell he was pulling for answers, and I was worried, not so much about Biden’s health but about the alarm bells his performance would set off among those who were watching. Pretty much since the day he’d stepped into the White House, the press had taken every opportunity to imply Biden was too old or mentally unfit for the job, and I braced for the narrative they’d spin after this shaky display. It was clear from the calls I was already getting what the headlines would be. But even more disturbing were the reactions the president’s performance received from some of his fellow Democrats starting right after the debate.


Pundits, strategists, and campaign surrogates were gathered a few miles away in the so-called spin room at Georgia Tech’s McCamish Pavilion to dissect how things had gone. Among them was Claire McCaskill, a former Missouri senator who was now a political analyst for NBC and MSNBC. She was a friend of the president’s, and she was hearing from party leaders voicing concerns about Biden’s mental decline due to his poor debate performance. I don’t think people had a deep belief in this, but this was the narrative around the loss, and Dems weren’t ready to take that chance.


All the reporters wanted to talk about was Biden’s age. They were waiting for something to happen because they were looking for something to happen, and the debate performance became their proof. This was no longer just a cold, there was now something more going on. The debate gave credibility to the narrative they’d been building for a year.


“Joe Biden had one thing he had to do tonight, and he didn’t do it,” McCaskill told MSNBC host Rachel Maddow. “He had one thing he had to accomplish and that was reassure America that he was up to the job at his age, and he failed at that tonight.… Based on what I’m hearing from a lot of people, and some of them are people that are in high elective offices in this country, and you might guess where they serve, there is a lot of, more than handwringing tonight. I do think people feel like, that, we are confronting a crisis.”


There were some who swiftly came to the defense of the party’s leader, like Harris, who immediately said that the president had a slow start but ultimately made the points he needed to, and California’s Governor Gavin Newsom, who also had Biden’s back. But they were in the minority. Before long, I’d discover that one of the most powerful leaders of the Democratic Party was leading the charge against the president.


The sniping had begun, but that night Biden quickly got back to the business of being both the head of state and a candidate. He went to a watch party, then stopped at a local Waffle House. The next day Air Force One was wheels up before dawn, flying to North Carolina, where Biden appeared at a rally attended by hundreds of supporters. All in all, we visited four states in two and a half days. Then, the following week, the president hosted leaders of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization at a summit in Washington, DC. During a lengthy news conference following the meeting of the thirty-two European and North American nations, Biden held forth about intricate details of international policy and multilateral coalitions, showcasing knowledge that could only come from his decades of diplomatic experience.


In the midst of those obligations, the president had to address a crisis. On July 13, at a campaign rally outside the town of Butler, Pennsylvania, Trump was the target of an attempted assassination. Struck in the ear, Trump wasn’t badly hurt, but one rally attendee, Corey Comperatore, was killed, and two other people in the crowd were seriously wounded.


Biden decried political violence from the Oval Office two days later. Raging in the background of it all was the ongoing destruction in Ukraine, which Russia invaded in February 2022, and the conflict between Israel and Gaza that erupted after the terrorist group Hamas abducted 251 Israelis on October 7, 2023. Roughly 1,200 Israelis were killed on that day, and more than 50,000 Palestinians lost their lives in the ensuing months due to Israel’s military campaign. Meanwhile, tens of thousands of Ukrainian soldiers and civilians have died in that protracted war, with more than 200,000 Russian casualties according to some reports. There were real things happening in the world that Biden had to contend with. And he was being given credit and recognition by foreign allies and partners for how he handled Ukraine. The debate was a distraction from what was really happening, not just in the U.S. but in the world.


As the president carried out his duties, I often interacted with members of Congress who would accompany Biden on visits to their states or call on him to discuss various initiatives and policies. One day, I ran into a member of the California congressional delegation. There’d been a group text or call, the congressperson told me. Nancy Pelosi was on it. And she was saying that Biden needed to abandon his reelection bid. It was my first hint of what was going on behind the president’s back.


Pelosi, the former Speaker of the House, was one of the most powerful people to ever hold that position, wrangling her caucus like a general, able to shush a raucous chamber with a stern look or wag of a finger. Representing a district in San Francisco, California, she was elected to the House in 1987, fifteen years after Biden began his Senate career. He considered her a friend.


In that chat with fellow lawmakers, however, Pelosi made her feelings about Biden’s continued candidacy clear. I soon heard from another congressional leader about a similar conversation he’d been involved in. Pelosi was being very vocal, especially to members of her California caucus, that Biden needed to step aside.


It was quite the about-face. In the months and days leading up to debate night, Pelosi sang Biden’s praises, saying in interviews that not only should he run for a second term but that he more than deserved to be reelected. And that was because of his record. “The opportunity that Joe Biden has given them with fifteen million new jobs created,” Pelosi said in January 2024 on MSNBC’s All In With Chris Hayes. “This is a remarkable story and in a short period of time. Most of that was done in the first two years with a Democratic Congress with Joe Biden as our inspiration.”


Two years earlier, almost every political pundit and pollster was predicting the Democratic Party would be trounced in a so-called red wave during the midterms, that interim period between presidential elections when every seat in the House of Representatives, and roughly a third of the spots in the Senate, are in contention. At the time, the Democrats had a slight majority in the House, and the Senate was split fifty-fifty, leaving the vice president as the tiebreaker on many occasions.


Polls were showing that many Americans still saw the economy as not working for them and blamed the Biden administration for not doing enough. A Pew Research poll in October 2022 found that only 17 percent of those surveyed believed the economy was “excellent or good.” The costs of food, gas, and housing were the three top concerns of Americans. And only 38 percent of adults thought positively about Biden’s performance, while nearly 6 out of 10 said they didn’t approve. That was on par with how voters felt about Trump at a similar point in his presidency, but below the 46 percent who felt good about Obama’s presidency heading into his first term’s midterm election, and far below the approval rates for George W. Bush and George H. W. Bush two years into their first—and in the case of the senior Bush, only—terms. So the expectation was that voters would act as they had in recent elections, registering their dissatisfaction by pushing out representatives affiliated with the party whose leader occupied the White House. Practically every time I took a turn at the podium after being named White House press secretary in May 2022, I was grilled about this coming red tsunami like it was a foregone conclusion.


Reporters bounced around questions like, “Do you think the Dems are going to lose because of their messaging?” Or “Is the president not doing enough to give his party a strong platform to run on?” If they didn’t believe, based on polling, that the public was still behind Biden, those in Democratic leadership could have approached him then to persuade him not to run for reelection. After all, the consensus was the Democrats were going to be blown out and we’d just have to sift through the wreckage and hope for better results in 2024.


But it didn’t happen. Come Election Day, it was actually the Republicans who were figuratively washed out, with Democrats gaining a seat to become a clear majority in the Senate and losing far fewer seats in the House than expected. In the end, House Republicans had 222 seats while our party had 213, and that unusually slim loss for the incumbent’s party and gain in the other chamber was largely due to what Biden had accomplished. Party leadership seemed to understand that, since no one asked him not to run again in 2024. Instead they assumed, in public as well as behind the scenes, that as the incumbent he would of course again be the party’s nominee.


There were other factors that led to the Dems’ midterm victories. In June 2022, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled on Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, which turned back the clock on women’s reproductive freedoms, overturning Roe v. Wade and essentially stripping away federal protection for a pregnant woman’s right to do what she chooses with her own body. In the wake of that ruling, abortion was poised to be extremely restricted or banned in twenty-six states, according to the Center for Reproductive Rights. But just two months after the Supreme Court’s decision, Kansas, a Republican stronghold, beat back a proposed amendment to the state’s constitution that would have declared there was no right to an abortion. That was what was at stake when far-right judges inscribe their extreme positions into law, and it galvanized voters across the country.


Clarence Thomas’s concurring opinion to the abortion decision, written in June 2022, before the midterm elections, suggested that he was not going to stop at Dobbs. He was set to go after contraception and gay marriage too, despite Congress coming together in 2015 to pass the Marriage Equality Act in a bipartisan way. We “should reconsider all of this Court’s substantive due process precedents, including Griswold, Lawrence, and Obergefell,” Thomas wrote, naming cases whose revocation could jeopardize the ability to get birth control and marry whomever you love, regardless of gender.


The Republicans did take back the House. But there wasn’t a red wave. The popularity of Biden’s policies, along with the Supreme Court’s overreach and statewide efforts to reverse reproductive rights, led more voters than expected to push the button for Democrats. Biden’s approval ratings could have been stronger due to what he was able to accomplish, in particular because the laws he fought for—from the bipartisan Safer Communities Act, which was the first significant federal gun control legislation passed in nearly thirty years, to the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act that gave states billions of dollars to shore up bridges, roads, and utility systems—were monumental. Biden’s polices solved issues many Americans cared about, whether or not they gave Biden credit when they answered pollster’s phone calls.


Democrats running for state and local offices could boast about the bridges being built, highways getting paved, and consumer protections getting a boost, but they didn’t mention the president’s name and stayed away from him because he wasn’t popular, coasting to a potential victory on Biden’s hidden coattails. Even Republicans who didn’t vote for the infrastructure legislation shamelessly took credit for it, like Alabama Senator Tommy Tuberville, who boasted to constituents about his state getting moneys to enhance broadband when he hadn’t supported the bill that made the funding possible.


In 2021, no Republicans voted for the American Rescue Plan Act, a $1 trillion relief package passed by Congress to support small businesses, governments, and individuals during Covid, yet Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene benefited from it. Taylor Commercial Inc., a business owned by Greene and her husband, received a $182,300 loan that was forgiven, with interest, from the Paycheck Protection Program, which received extra funding from the American Rescue legislation—though she didn’t even vote for it.


The Biden/Harris administration was the most diverse administration in modern history, both in its makeup and legislation. We made sure no one was left behind and included people who needed to be welcomed. We played a role in the historic election of Maura Healey, the first woman and openly queer person to become governor of Massachusetts. Wes Moore was elected during the midterms of 2022. Karen Bass became the first Black woman mayor of Los Angeles, while Alex Padilla became the first Latino elected by California voters to represent them in the U.S. Senate. Pelosi obviously knew all of that.


Some in the party’s leadership, including Pelosi, feared Biden’s debate showing reinforced the growing narrative that he had become frail, and that could make it difficult to win in November. And I get some might have feared, whether rightly or wrongly, that Biden was not fulfilling the idea in some voters’ minds that a president must be a smooth, charismatic communicator. Again, Biden was never known for his oratory, and a lack of verbal dexterity hadn’t prevented him from winning the presidency or having a successful, decades-long career in the Senate. As for his bad debate performance, the president had owned it. In subsequent interviews, including one with ABC anchor and host George Stephanopoulos, he took full responsibility. He could have survived the debate setback, just like Barack Obama, Ronald Reagan, and other incumbent presidents overcame their own weak first debates when they ran for reelection. Only the Democrats—Biden’s party, my party—didn’t seem to want to give him the chance.


The Democratic leadership was going after a man who’d dedicated his life to public service for more than fifty years. A man who served his first term in the Senate shortly after losing his wife and daughter in a fatal car accident, and answered the call to serve his country again, as a presidential candidate, a few years after losing another child—his oldest son, Beau—to cancer. Biden had put the country first time and time again, but somehow this was the guy our political party decided it needed to take down. One wobbly debate in Atlanta and it was ready to toss its leader away.


Meanwhile, on the other side of the political aisle stood Trump. In May 2024, the former president was found guilty of thirty-four counts of falsifying business records in the first degree in New York State Supreme Court. His crimes, prosecutors charged, were intended to cover up embarrassing details that could have hurt him with voters during his 2016 presidential bid. A year before those convictions, Trump was found liable for sexually abusing the writer E. Jean Carroll. And virtually any time he approached a microphone, he spewed hatred, hurled insults, and rambled incoherently. He was vile, vicious, crude. Yet his political party marched with him in lockstep, determined to once again ensconce him in the White House. Perhaps that was in part because Trump’s base was so significant and loyal and GOP leaders feared defying them, worried that doing so would endanger their political (and perhaps literal) lives. Still, it was a stance that jeopardized our country. And given Trump’s character, and what was at stake if he was reelected, the steadfastness of the GOP made the waffling by Democratic leaders even more galling.


Project 2025 was the brainchild of the Heritage Foundation, a right-wing think tank. It was a 900-page template for how the next Republican president should govern, detailing how to break the federal administrative state, give broader power to the person sitting in the White House, and strip rights away from women and the LGBTQ community among other regressive measures. Trump began to implement the plan as soon as he took office, from his firing officials at independent agencies like the National Labor Relations Board, U.S. Government Office of Ethics and Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, to his deluge of executive orders, which included prohibiting transgender people from serving in the nation’s armed forces. Dems knew what was coming because Project 2025 told them. But instead they were ambivalent about a good man while the other side was dedicated to a cruel one.


The bickering. The backbiting. The behind-the-scenes machinations. It led me to ask myself a question for the first time: Did I really want to be in a party that treated people this way?


The Tuesday after the debate, I picked up my briefing book, took a deep breath, and walked into the lion’s den.


It was my first time in the James S. Brady Press Briefing Room since the debate in Atlanta, and it was packed. “Oooh, full house,” I said with a smile as I took my position behind the lectern. I always felt a rush of adrenaline as I assumed my spot, the reporters scanning their notes, the air taut with nervous energy. The room was always charged, some days more than most, like the mournful morning after a mass shooting in Buffalo, or when there was a terror attack on the streets of New Orleans. This was one of those days.


I started out noting the president’s concerns about Hurricane Beryl, which was barreling toward Jamaica, the administration’s continuing efforts to reduce emissions despite Republican opposition, and the president’s landmark efforts to bring about social justice as he marked the sixtieth anniversary of the 1964 Civil Rights Act that week.


But the reporters gathered in front of me didn’t want to talk about any of that.


“So, there are growing calls from Democrats, including members of Congress, for the president to step aside from the 2024 election because he’s not capable of serving another four years,” said Colleen Long, a reporter with the Associated Press. “What is his response to this?”


“We understood the concerns,” I said. “The president had a cold and didn’t have a great night. But I will say this, and the president said this over the past couple of days, certainly right after the debate. He knows how to do the job. And he knows how to do the job not because he says it, because his record proves it. Because for three and a half years, almost four years, the president’s record has been unprecedented delivering for the American people.”


I noted that there were party leaders who had spoken out in defense of the president after the debate, such as Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina and Nancy Pelosi. “Joe Biden has done everything he promised to do and more,” Clyburn said in comments reported by Milwaukee’s ABC news affiliate on July 1, 2024. “We’ve got a binary choice here. Do we want to continue our pursuit of a more perfect union? Or do we want to turn the clock back on voting rights, women’s reproductive rights, and all those other rights that make us, I think, a viable nation.”


But Long wasn’t finished. “I think part of the problem that Democrats are articulating is that it wasn’t just that he had a cold,” she continued. “He didn’t answer some questions in a sort of fulsome way. And speaking of Nancy Pelosi, one of the things that she recently said was that it was a legitimate question whether his performance was an episode or a condition. So, I guess I’m wondering if there’s been any consideration given to, like, releasing a more robust set of medical records or something to show his mental acuity.”


Again, it was a fair question and one I’d been asked throughout the weekend. But we’d been transparent, releasing Biden’s medical records every year. As for a cognitive test, his medical team said it wasn’t needed.


Kelly O’Donnell, a veteran NBC correspondent, asked if anyone in the White House was hiding information about Biden’s health or his ability to carry out his responsibilities, and would the president be willing to have his doctor provide more medical information? “There is a period of time here where the public is trying to understand what happened,” she said, “and the president could help to answer that by engaging with us in an unscripted way right now.”


On and on it went. What cold medications was Biden taking before the debate? Did a doctor give him a neurological scan afterward? Did he have dementia? If it wasn’t his mental fitness or stamina that caused his bad performance, “What happened that night? What did we see?”


No, he wasn’t taking cold medicine. No, he didn’t have a neurological scan. Were they asking the same questions about Trump?


Biden had acknowledged that he no longer debated as well or walked as smoothly as he once did, and, at age eighty-one, he was far from a young man, but he was doggedly working on behalf of the nation. I added that he would be having conversations with Democratic governors and party leaders in the upcoming days, discussions he had regularly, and he would continue to hit the road to talk directly with voters. When I finally wrapped up my briefing an hour later, and walked back to my office, I was spent.


Fast forward to May 2025, less than a year later, when Biden would announce his stage IV prostate cancer and that it had spread to the bones. I was devastated to learn the news. Questions and conspiracy theories arose that he’d known for a long time, that it was a cover-up. And former Minnesota Congressman Dean Phillips, who had run against Biden in the presidential primary of 2024, told The New York Times that Biden purposely timed his cancer diagnosis announcement accordingly because he knew the Tapper/Thompson book was publishing. Suffice to say, Biden’s cancer diagnosis, regardless of what he knew when, would not have been directly related to his alleged cognitive decline, nor would it have affected his ability to make competent decisions as a world leader.


Unfortunately, in June 2024, the onslaught of questions about a cold on debate night was only the beginning. The steady drip of calls for the president to step aside became a deluge. Lloyd Doggett, a Democratic representative from Texas, was among the first to say Biden should not run for another term. In the ensuing days, Representative Gabe Vasquez of New Mexico, Representative Adam Schiff of California, and Peter Welch, a Democratic senator from Vermont, also said the president should step aside. And they were just a few of the lawmakers willing to openly acknowledge how they felt, posting their opinions, issuing statements, and appearing on news shows in the three weeks that followed the debate. Many more were huddling behind the scenes, from those who expressed concerns on a reported Zoom call with House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries, to the anonymous voices that popped up in stories that were appearing practically around the clock.


While there are always rivalries among members of the same party, there was nothing typical about this pile-on. If recent history was a guide, incumbents could usually count on having the public support of their fellow lawmakers unless they’d done something especially egregious, like Richard Nixon, who finally lost the backing of his GOP colleagues two years into the Watergate scandal. The Democratic Party even stuck with Bill Clinton when he was impeached during his second presidential term for lying under oath and obstructing justice in connection to his sexual relationship with intern Monica Lewinsky. After his trial, he had the backing of every Democratic senator, leading to his acquittal on each of the two counts he was charged with.


Biden was an incumbent. He had no scandals, and by any objective measure he had done a great job. Under his administration the labor force grew by 11.3 million positions in the first three years of his term. An economy that had experienced annual cost hikes as high as 9.1 percent in the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic saw inflation plunge to less than 3 percent by the end of his tenure, and our allies had begun to trust us again as a global leader after Trump’s erratic stint.


There was also this: Biden was the only person who’d defeated Donald Trump. Yet, as democracy was once again perched on a precipice, all our party could talk about was how Joe should go.


The campaign felt orchestrated to me, the off-the-record potshots working in tandem with on-the-record missives fired to weaken Biden’s resolve and get him to drop out. Maybe some of these folks really were scared that Biden’s poor debate performance had ruined his chances of beating Trump. Maybe some of these representatives and governors were trying to save their own careers, worried Biden would drag them down and they’d get kicked out of office. Perhaps some more conservative-leaning Dems disagreed with the president’s stance on issues like workers’ rights. All I knew for sure was the movement against Biden was mean-spirited and no way to treat a statesman who’d been a pillar of our party.


While all this Democratic infighting was going on, I remember thinking how the Republicans were largely silent. Even Trump, who never saw a mic he didn’t commandeer, seemed strangely muted. When you’re shocking Donald Trump into silence, you should probably question what your party is doing.


Biden fought back, hopscotching across the country to talk to voters. “I’m not letting one 90-minute debate wipe out three and a half years of work,” the president’s campaign account posted on X several days after his appearance in Atlanta. “I’m staying in the race, and I will beat Donald Trump.” He was just as defiant in his interview with Stephanopoulos, though some nameless Democrats criticized that appearance too, saying it failed to ease their concerns.


As press secretary, I was the president’s main defender, calling attention to his robust schedule. And I wasn’t just touting talking points. This was a political leader I believed in.


I’d first met Biden in 2009. At the time, I was the Northeast political director for the Obama-Biden administration, a role that meant I managed the political relationships of the administration, doing outreach and traveling in the region with the president and vice president. After going to a rally for New Jersey Governor Jon Corzine, who was running for reelection, I flew to Delaware with Biden on Air Force Two.


He was remarkably down-to-earth as he sat beside me, talking about his thirty-six years in the Senate and the Black voters who’d always stood by him. I can’t convey how meaningful it was to have the attention of the vice president of the United States when he could have been in his office, taking important calls, not even looking my way. It was like I’d been pulled from the wings to center stage. He made me, a young Black woman whose working-class family came from Haiti, feel like I mattered. That’s the kind of man Biden was, and is, at his core.


He later gave me an opportunity to make history as the first Black and openly queer White House press secretary. In that role, I met with the president at least once a day and traveled with him all over the country and the world. That’s why I felt so incredibly passionate. I knew this president. I’d seen him think and in action. I’d watched him prep for speeches and preside over meetings in the Oval Office. I’d seen with my own eyes how competent, capable, and experienced he was. So what was coming from the leadership of the Democratic Party, and the stories being written in the press, just didn’t match up with what I experienced.


Because of the Hatch Act, a near-century-old law that restricts the engagement of federal workers in political activities, I had to walk a fine line at the podium, never talking directly about Donald Trump or really any aspect of politics, even as I emphasized that the president was fine physically and cognitively, and would be staying in the race. But now that I am no longer in that position, allow me a moment to play devil’s advocate.


Many of the questions the press was asking about Biden’s fitness as the oldest man ever elected president, particularly after his weak debate showing, were appropriate. But, while some people said he suffered a medical episode that night in Atlanta, I will once again say that he had a cold. And to get a better grasp of what was going on, we should look at the president’s activities right before he took the stage at CNN.


First of all, he’d been traveling back and forth to Europe. Granted, traveling extensively is what world leaders do, and if that completely wipes you out, there’s a good argument to be made that you have no business in the office. But, in the middle of all those trips, Biden’s only living son was also on trial.


Robert “Hunter” Biden had been a punching bag for the GOP for years as its members exploited his history of drug addiction, harped on his business relationships, and accused his father of unethically helping him land lucrative deals overseas. Not only was the president never found to have done anything wrong but also the accusations were especially hypocritical given the blatant grifting by Trump and his family during Trump’s first term. Trump’s daughter Ivanka Trump and her husband, Jared Kushner, made between $172 million and $640 million while serving as White House senior advisers. Then, after his government role ended, Kushner went on to receive $2 billion from a Saudi investment fund for a financial venture though he had no expertise in finance. His background lay in real estate. I could go on.


The Republicans were relentless, and the Justice Department eventually filed charges against Hunter based on his allegedly stating falsely that he was not an addict or drug user on a purchasing form when he bought a gun in 2018. On June 11, 2024, he was convicted on three felony counts, though many legal observers believed he would never have been prosecuted in the first place for such an offense if President Biden wasn’t his father, making him and his most vulnerable child political targets.


If you know anything about the president, it’s that he wears his heart on his sleeve, and family is, as he says, the beginning, the middle, and the end. The day the verdict was handed down, Biden traveled to Wilmington, Delaware, and made a point of hugging Hunter, who met him at the airport, in front of the gathered press. I dare any parent who has watched their child be persecuted because of their own professional position not be affected or overwhelmed. This was a family who’d already suffered so much, and now Hunter was being humiliated and facing a possible prison sentence.


It had to be straining Biden’s spirit. And frankly, I think his heart broke. Meanwhile, he had to do debate prep. He had to travel. He had to be president. And finally, he had to stand on a debate stage and go head-to-head with Trump, who lies like he breathes. All that would rattle the most seasoned debater.


The three weeks that followed the Atlanta face-off were the roughest of my tenure as press secretary. Every day I would wake up, wipe the sleep from my eyes, and stare at the ceiling.


I never knew which senator, congressperson, governor, or strategist was going to be next in line to say the president should exit the race. I had a whole routine I’d established a few months after becoming press secretary so as not to succumb to the stress of the job. As soon as I woke up in the morning, I’d meditate, say a simple prayer, get in a workout. Now I leaned into those rituals more than ever to brace myself for what might come next.


Still, I wasn’t ready for what happened the morning of July 10, when instead of a proverbial shoe dropping a political bomb went off. The fallout left me reeling from that moment until Biden finally said he wouldn’t run.


When I woke up, the piece was there, splayed across the pages of The New York Times.


The headline? “George Clooney: I Love Joe Biden. But We Need a New Nominee.”


I read it in disbelief. “It’s devastating to say it, but the Joe Biden I was with three weeks ago at the fundraiser was not the Joe ‘big F-ing deal’ Biden of 2010,” Clooney, the actor, who was also one of the Democratic Party’s most prolific fundraisers, wrote in the piece. “He wasn’t even the Joe Biden of 2020. He was the same man we all witnessed at the debate.


“We are not going to win in November with this president,” the piece continued. “On top of that, we won’t win the House, and we’re going to lose the Senate. This isn’t only my opinion; this is the opinion of every senator and Congress member and governor who I’ve spoken with in private. Every single one, irrespective of what he or she is saying publicly.”


Biden was a hero who saved democracy by running for president and winning in 2020, Clooney concluded. By stepping aside now and letting the Democrats wage a truncated primary to find his successor, he would do so again.


It was a gut punch. Clooney was an A-list Hollywood celebrity and a self-professed proud Democrat. His opinion was a huge deal and would draw tremendous attention from the media and the public alike. Though his concerns weren’t completely unjustified, his assessment didn’t offer the full context. For instance, he mentioned the Los Angeles fundraiser he’d co-hosted for Biden. I was with the president on that trip. We’d just come back from Italy. We flew to Washington, DC, where some staffers got off and others got on, before taking off for the West Coast. We went through nine time zones. I was tired, and I’m decades younger than Biden, so it was understandable that he might not have been sprinting across a ballroom or at his most electric when addressing the star-studded crowd.
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