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Books have a unique way of stopping time in a particular moment and saying: Let’s not forget this.


—Dave Eggers















ABOUT THE TITLE



In July of 2020, the Fuji-Q Highland amusement park outside of Tokyo reopened under tight pandemic rules: riders of the park’s famed Fujiyama Roller Coaster were required to wear face masks and were advised not to scream to avoid unnecessary germ spread. When park attendees complained that being told not to scream on such a scary ride was an impossible demand, the amusement park released a video of two park executives in suits, and without a hair out of place, who sat completely stone-faced through the entire roller coaster ride. The video, which went viral, ended with the message:


Please Scream Inside Your Heart.















BEFORE RIDING: THIS IS HOW I ROLL



We are in the same tent as the clowns and the freaks—that’s show business.


—Edward R. Murrow


“Can we record it?”


My mom asked the question as she squinted through the screen of my childhood bedroom window. It was May of 2020, and I was standing outside in the bushes holding my laptop open with rubber gloves so my parents could watch Fareed Zakaria deliver a personal birthday message for my dad’s ninety-sixth. I had called in a favor from a virtual friend at CNN, and Fareed had generously recorded some very kind words. My dad teared up and said, “I really appreciate it, David. This is something!” My mom reminded me that she was actually Fareed Zakaria’s biggest fan. When I shared that message with Fareed, he recorded a personal message for her too.


To the average family, this birthday moment would have seemed a bit odd. This wasn’t a message from Springsteen, or Obama, or even Vanna White. This was Fareed Zakaria, the anchor of a weekly cable news show. But in my family, a sane newsman, cogently delivering international news is the equivalent of Springsteen, Obama, and Vanna White rolled into a single super mensch. Zakaria’s Sunday morning CNN show, GPS, had been appointment viewing in my parents’ house for years. So even though my parents and I couldn’t be in the same room, this was a moment to celebrate. My dad was happy. My mom was impressed. And, just when everyone least expected it, I had self-actualized as a son.


Looking back, it’s clear this is where we’d have to begin: with my parents looking through one screen at another screen with their favorite journalist delivering a personalized message in the midst of the biggest news story of a lifetime (mine, definitely not theirs).


Once they had seen the video, I backed up to where my face-masked wife and kids stood in the driveway. For months, that was as close as we’d get to my parents. Even though they regularly compared their coronavirus-mandated home confinement to being in jail, we managed the physical separation easily. We were never a particularly touchy family. When I confessed to my mom that I was actually hopeful that handshaking, especially among strangers, would never make a comeback as a traditional greeting, she responded, “And all the hugging. Who needs it?”


We didn’t hug much. But we talked a lot. Mostly about the three big subjects: news, anti-Semitism, and news. And in the year 2020, there was more to talk about than usual.


“Can we record it?” became a funny line among my siblings. As I explained to my mom in the moment, “This is a recording.” But, as usual, my mom had tapped into a broader question: Can we record the experience of 2020, the madness of an era when a middle-aged son is separated from his aging parents by facial coverings and window screens, a period that was already crazy before a global pandemic, a ferocious recession, millions of masked protesters taking to the streets, and the hysterical buildup to one of the most important elections in American history? We were all waist-deep in a news deluge, then it turned into a tsunami.


Can we record it? Probably not all of it. Hindsight is supposed to be 20/20, but 2020 was a blur. It was the year George Floyd called out, “I can’t breathe.” When the coronavirus asphyxiated its victims. When Donald Trump continued to blow off norm-defying steam on Twitter. And when we were all smothered by nonstop news coverage that alternated between steady distracting jabs and breathtaking body blows.


Like everyone else, I had to get up off the canvas for my share of standing eight-counts. But I’ve been news-obsessed since my parents raised me to be a media Jedi, and I’ve spent a large portion of my adult life digesting and regurgitating the news for an audience that refers to me as the Internet’s Managing Editor. So, in a weird way, I’d been training for 2020 all my life.


CLICK


Click. The box is on. That’s what my dad called the TV when I was growing up. It’s 1978. He’s on his chair, dozing in and out behind a wrinkled newspaper. I’m on the couch watching a network television broadcast of a miniseries called Holocaust. This was during the period when my dad didn’t say much (the ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s), so it was surprising whenever I heard his voice.


Couch. Screens. News. Holocaust. Daddy issues. We’re only a few paragraphs in, and you know me already.


On the TV, it’s World War II. Several Jewish partisans are on their stomachs, hiding behind bushes, guns drawn, when they spot a group of pro-Nazi Ukrainian militiamen approaching on a dirt path. The partisans fire. Most of the militia members are killed or injured, but one gets away. A young partisan is told to chase after him. He races behind the boyish, blue-eyed, blond-curled adversary, streaking across an open field of tall grass before finally tackling him from behind. He grabs the soldier’s dropped machine gun, pins him to the ground, and aims the gun at the face of his target.


He pauses. The drama builds. The viewer can feel the weight of the moment on the shoulders of the young partisan. Should he kill someone who would surely kill him if the roles were reversed, or should he hang on to some shred of humanity in a time and place so devoid of it?


That’s when I hear my dad’s newspaper rustle, and in a thick accent, he yells, “Shoot him, goddamn it! Vhat are you vaiting for? Kill him!”


Click. The partisan shoots. The scene ends. The newspaper is back up. And I realize that might be the first time I’ve really heard my dad yell. It’s also probably the first time I’d seen a Jewish guy catch someone from behind in a footrace.


RING BEARER


There’s a ringing sound as I write this. There’s a ringing sound when I write anything. It reverberates like tinnitus. Several years ago, I started using an app from Twitter called TweetDeck to track my likes and retweets—they call tools like these social media dashboards, but they’re better understood as the vital signs for an internet dopamine junkie. One of the options in the app is to hear a shrill, school alarm bell sound anytime anyone interacts with one of your tweets.


Out of curiosity, I enabled the feature. The first ring startled. The second one went down a little easier. The third ring calmed. And after that, I needed the fourth ring. When the alarm bells went off in quick succession, it felt good, like a song I wanted stuck in my head. So, that day, I decided to leave the feature on for a little while.


That was about a decade ago. Since then, anytime someone responds to me, mentions me, retweets me, likes one of my tweets, shares anything related to my newsletter, NextDraft, or links to any of my other writing online, I hear the ring. And I experience a positive response each time. Ring, response. Ring, response. It’s like someone forgot to pick up after Pavlov’s dog.


The bell has sounded so often, and has become such a pervasive source of background music in my house, that no one in my family ever even mentions it. It would be more noticeable if my laptop were open and there was no ringing. Every now and then, during a quiet, dry spell, one of my kids will hold a finger under my nose to make sure I’m still breathing.


YOU HAD ME AT HELLO


While away at college in the mid-’80s, I dial my parents’ house, and a man’s voice on the other end of the line says, “Hello,” with a standard American accent. I hang up. Aside from me, no male voice in my house sounds like that. I dial again. The same “Hello.” I hang up, assuming I dialed a wrong number. It turned out that on the way home from his office that day, my dad was listening to talk radio and the guest was a guy who taught a course to help people drop their accents. To give listeners a sample, he used his appearance on the show to teach one word: Hello. On the third dial, I hear the same American “Hello.” “Hello…?” I curiously responded.


The voice on the other end of the line:


“Vhat’s cooking? Vhat do you make of this Gorbachev guy?”


And just like that, we were beyond the Americanized greeting and back to our comfort zone. Not, How are you? Not, What are you up to? But, instead, Let’s talk about the news.


I was used to it. I liked it. These were the topics over which we connected. Some dads played catch with their sons in the backyard. We threw news topics back and forth like section editors at the New York Times daily Page One meeting.


Years later, during another call, both of my parents were on the line when I told them I was writing this book. My mom said, “David, please don’t use our real names. I’m not at a point in my life when I want to be famous.” My dad said, “My ears are ringing already.”


Then we went back to talking about that day’s news.


VOWEL MOVEMENTS


Dinner was news, issues, debates, interrupted by a nightly half-hour interlude for Wheel of Fortune. I learned everything I know about business from my dad’s commentary on unnecessary vowel purchases.


Looking back, watching people purchase vowels after they already knew the puzzle should have been a key indicator that our economy would soon be on the ropes.


My dad grew up the son of a kosher butcher in a small Polish town. I was a picky-eating vegetarian who often wondered whether, if you listened closely enough, you could hear lettuce scream when you tore leaves from its head.


Is it any wonder we were both looking to avoid the interpersonal exchanges I always imagined took place around most family tables?


How are you feeling? I’m feeling like Gorbachev is doing a pretty decent job opening things up. You?


News was more than information. It was a topic of discussion that enabled us to avoid other topics. There was some repression going on. There still is. But both of my parents were smart. They’d seen it all. Their predictions were usually right. Their ethics never wavered. And I knew why the news—and reading between the lines to understand what it meant to us and the rest of the world—was so important to them.


GLASS HOUSES


The defining moments of my life happened long before I was born.


As a young girl in Cologne, Germany, my mom, Eda, heard the breaking glass downstairs as the club-wielding horrors of Kristallnacht trampled down her street. Soon thereafter, her mother had to make a Sophie’s choice. A relative had two extra passports. My grandmother had three daughters. My mom and her sister Henni, who most closely matched the ages of the girls in the passport photos, took the train to France, where they were shuffled in and out of foster families, until being placed in a children’s home run by a heroic guy named Ernst Papanek.


Papanek somehow gave my mom and the other children a semblance of a childhood, even as they constantly moved locations to escape the doom that was never far. The kids and teachers never called the home an orphanage, even though they knew that for most of the children, including my mom and her sister, that’s what it was.


Eventually, Eda and Henni, by now teens, got on a list to come to America. The boat they were to board was headed for San Francisco. The teachers told them to leave their jackets behind. California was always warm. As the boat cut through the thick fog approaching the Golden Gate Bridge, the sisters quickly realized that America also had some surprises.


My mom didn’t spend her life looking back, but she didn’t look away either. An autodidact and a voracious reader, she spent much of her time examining the roots of hatred and genocide, was the founding president of an adult education program called Lehrhaus Judaica, and designed courses on anti-Semitism that were taught at several universities.


Aside from a brother who escaped to Palestine and her sister Henni, everyone else in her family perished, including her sister Chana, who was too young to match either of the passports.


My dad wasn’t so lucky. Let’s start in the barn. That’s where teenage Joe Pell (or Yosel Epelbaum, back then) was hiding behind bales of hay in a barn in World War II–ravaged Poland. By then, he had already lost several members of his family, including his dad and two brothers, who were betrayed by a neighbor as they hid in an outhouse during a sweep of their town by German-led forces. All three were captured and taken out of town where they were stripped, beaten, cursed, and ultimately shot along with hundreds of others.


Shortly thereafter, my dad’s older brother received a tip that the Nazis and their Ukrainian henchmen were combining two adjacent Jewish ghettos, since both were underpopulated after thousands had been killed or shipped off to concentration camps.


The plan was for my dad to hide in the barn until the coast was clear, and then knock on a wall. On the other side, his brother would be waiting. An armed soldier entered and searched the barn. My dad held his breath. Somehow, the soldier didn’t find him. At the agreed-upon time, my dad knocked on the wall. His brother wasn’t there. He knew at that moment that no one else in his family would survive.


In the darkness, my dad crawled on his hands and knees through mud and shit until he reached the edge of the Polish forest. He survived there for months, alone, often getting through the night by stealing some warmth while lying on top of outdoor bread ovens.


Eventually, he got a gun. A gun meant you could join the partisans, an organized group of insurgents, protecting each other and launching attacks from their hideaways in the woods. He spent years fighting the Nazis, specializing in blowing up German trains headed toward the front (a bomb with a button was buried beneath a railroad tie, and when the train approached, the button would be pressed and the engine and the tracks were destroyed).


When the war was over, he returned to his hometown of Biała Podlaska, where he threw a firebomb into the house owned by the family who ratted out his dad and brothers. My theory is that he was addicted to risk when he then went into the postwar European smuggling business, moving leather, coins, and anything else that would sell, from country to country, climbing out the windows of trains and riding on the roof to avoid officials who came through the cars checking papers.


After a successful smuggling career, a friend and fellow partisan convinced him to come to America. By way of New York, he met the friend in Baltimore, where he was working in his American uncle’s sweatshop. That wasn’t a reasonable landing place for my dad, so he got his friend out of there. At a bus stop, they saw a poster with a picture of the Golden Gate Bridge. A few days later, they were on a bus heading west. On the way, my dad leaned over to his friend, and in Yiddish, asked, “Who is this guy Motel? He seems to own half the country.”


He arrived in San Francisco with no family, no English, a few bucks in his pocket, and a Leica camera. Long story short: he met Eda, opened an ice cream store called Moo’s with the same friend who had urged him to come to America, got into the building business, and became one of Northern California’s most successful real estate developers. Many years later, he’d pair up with a Jewish scholar named Fred Rosenbaum and write Taking Risks, a book about his life in Poland and America.


THE SHADOW KNOWS


When the shadow of history shapes one generation’s life to this extent, it shapes the next generation too. It dominated my thinking and determined the topic of many conversations, even though, on the surface, I had the same coming-of-age issues as my other Jewish friends: the bed-wetting at overnight camp, the subpar sports career, diarrhea at an outdoor concert, and a never-ending litany of anxiety-induced psychosomatic symptoms that left me reaching for Ativan the way other kids reached for Tic Tacs. I had Hebrew school on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and saw my childhood shrink on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. When it came to developing Jewish angst, I came to play.


But compared to my parents, my life has been a revolving door of lottery wins. I was the fortunate son of an overwhelmingly generous real estate developer. If someone had thrown in racist tendencies, malignant narcissism with psychotic features, and an obsession with seeing my last name in giant gold letters, things could have gone sideways. Instead, things were relatively normal.


Normal, but dark. History would always be bigger than the present. World events would always be a focus. No one in my family ever questioned what leaders were capable of, or what our fellow citizens, even the ones next door, would go along with. And the connection between headlines, politics, and our individual lives was never lost on me.


BOARDWALK OF SHAME


While world events were front of mind, that wasn’t the only topic we talked about. We also talked about business, and because that business was real estate, we often talked about a highly leveraged New York blowhard with a phony book about making deals. His name was Donald Trump.


When I was living in New York City in the early 1990s, I emptied my bank account and bought my dad and myself two tickets on the Trump chopper to the newly opened Trump Taj Mahal in Atlantic City.


In the elevator, my dad sniffed a couple of times and said, “You can smell the kitchen from vay up here. That means this place isn’t vell built.” (I swear I noticed the same odor in America from 2016 to 2020.)


LIFE INHALE


If news is a drug, I’m the world’s foremost user. Unlike Bill Clinton, I inhaled. I took my first hit of news as a curious adolescent, and I haven’t stopped using since. I took it any way I could. Newspapers, radio, TV, CompuServe, AOL, Netscape, Twitter. (Not Facebook. What am I, nuts?) News has been coursing through my veins and addling my mind for four decades running. So I productized my disease. I became a functioning news junkie.


And like many people who live and work on the internet, I created a career out of my addiction. Each morning, I open more than fifty browser tabs and look for the day’s most fascinating news. I then write up a series of blurbs describing the top ten stories and share links to the full articles. There’s no secret technology. There’s no team of editors or click farms tapping away in some remote location. There’s no high-tech algorithm. I am the algorithm.


WINDBAG


News is the drug. The internet is the syringe. And Donald Trump as president was the hardest drug I ever took.


Even after decades of building up my tolerance, I could barely handle the digital meth of the Trump news cycle at first. But then, like the rest of America, my tolerance went up. And good thing it did. Because we were about to get hit nonstop with the purest-grade stuff, in infinite quantities, and at unprecedented velocity. And it pulverized our sense of reason like grist in a giant windmill. To give you a little taste of the hard stuff, here’s Trump on windmills, lightly edited for your safety:


I never understood wind. You know, I know windmills very much. I’ve studied it better than anybody I know. It’s very expensive. They’re made in China and Germany mostly, very few made here, almost none. But they’re manufactured—tremendous, if you’re into this, tremendous fumes, gases are spewing into the atmosphere. You know we have a world, right? So the world is tiny compared to the universe. So tremendous, tremendous amount of fumes and everything—you talk about the “carbon footprint”—fumes are spewing into the air, right? Spewing. Whether it’s in China, Germany, it’s going into the air. It’s our air, their air, everything, right? So they make these things, and then they put them up, and if you own a house within vision of some of these monsters, your house is worth 50 percent of the price. They’re noisy, they kill the birds. You want to see a bird graveyard? You just go, take a look, a bird graveyard? Go under a windmill someday. You’ll see more birds than you’ve ever seen ever in your life.


IT’S SHOWTIME, FOLKS


It’s no coincidence the Ringling Bros. circus was shut down early in the Trump presidency. We didn’t need it anymore. Donald Trump was the Greatest Show on Earth. (I’m writing that because I need a blurb for Fox News. Also because I mean it.)


The show was on every day, and we couldn’t turn away. It was a five-year telethon that wanted all your attention. And when your attention was spent, eyes glazed over, frontal lobe battered like a speed bag, the larger-than-life story shrank itself down to the size of microscopic particles. Your pandemic face mask could slow the spread of coronavirus, but it was helpless against the Trump virus. It was everywhere.


BEING THERE


As president, Trump was widely despised (and loved) by millions, but he encroached into our lives more than any public personality, ever. The pandemic, the recession, shelter-in-place, the BLM protests, social media debates, entertainment, news, sports, random chats by the watercooler or around our dinner tables. Wherever the discussion, whatever the topic, Trump was there.


Nobel laureate Herbert A. Simon coined the term attention economy. That turned out to be the one economy Trump wouldn’t bankrupt.


Love him or hate him, he owned the place.


Some were under his spell. Others, with an agenda to push and power to amass, attached themselves like barnacles to an empty vessel; a purely transactional being who’d trade his support for any policy (all of which, to him, were meaningless anyway) for power, fame, wealth, and the display of admiration from others, admiration that he’d drop like tokens into a coin slot on his mirror, mirror on the great big beautiful wall.


Anyone possessed of common sense, ethics, patriotism, or at least a hint of respect for America and her institutions looked at the reflection in that mirror and saw the forty-fifth president for what he really represented. A danger so significant, it could mean the country’s undoing.


POTUS OPERANDI


Trump didn’t turn our politics into a show. He simply became its most compelling host. He promised we’d get tired of all the winning, and he delivered. He was winning our attention and we were getting tired of it. But never too tired to share one more Trump-related tweet, one more Facebook post, one more snappy aside during a Zoom conversation.


When the pandemic hit, we lost sports, we lost movies, we lost live music; Trump went from the Greatest Show on Earth to the only show.


I covered that show every day, and now I’m re-covering it. I’m part of the problem. You’re reading my coverage, so you’re implicated too. But you already knew that. You don’t get this fucked up this fast as a country unless everyone does their part.


Almost all we ever talked about during the pandemic was Trump and the pandemic. Then someone in your group Zoom or around the dinner table would plead with the others: “Oh no, let’s not talk about Trump again.” Everyone nodded in agreement… and then they started talking about Trump. Especially the guy who suggested the change of subject.


I’m that guy.


Before I type a single letter into my keyboard, my iPhone’s predictive text suggests three words: I, The, Trump.


In other words, I’m you but a little worse.


THIS IS ENEMY TERRITORY


Throughout his presidency, Donald Trump hammered the media and called the press the “enemy of the American people.” In my daily news coverage, I leaned heavily on the reporters who covered the Trump era. Many of them did their work in a manner that informed and saved lives, while struggling under the constant attack from the top and from Trump’s online army of corrupted minions. I will lean on many of those reporters in this book as well. Was the media perfect? Far from it. And we’ll get into some of those imperfections. But the work of top journalists who worked tirelessly to hammer the truth through a wall of distortions should be celebrated and remembered, and I hope this book will be part of that effort.


THE FAMILY BUSINESS


By the time I started high school, my three sisters had moved out of the house, and my parents and I had four years of dinner small talk to make. My mom found herself across the table from my dad (who said almost nothing) and me (who said almost nothing of interest). There was a lot of silence. When my friends called the house, my mom would answer the phone and ask, “What’s new with David? He never tells us anything.”


So we filled the void. And since they were interested in current events, and CNN’s twenty-four-hour cable news had conveniently just launched, we filled it with talk of news. It eased the tension of silence. And I learned a lot. I understand the news and the world infinitely better because of those conversations.


It also enabled us to avoid plenty of other topics that may have been more sensitive or painful to discuss. Even the worst news story isn’t as emotionally formidable as a real feeling related to your own actual experiences.


I guess the coping mechanism worked because I kept using it. When I’d have lunch alone with my dad as a young man, I often hoped to avoid the topic of real estate—a business he always hoped I’d go into—and the broader questions like: “Are you sure this blog writing is vhat you vant to be doing with your life?” So I always came prepared with a few choice news stories to discuss. As an old man in quarantine, my dad was stuck at home feeling his last good years being stripped away in every ache and pain of his homebound, deteriorating body, so he was looking to change the subject too. News and Trump became an almost full-time obsession, leaving me to ask him: “Are you sure talking about news is what you want to be doing with your life?”


But by then, it was too late for either one of us. Our socially distanced get-togethers could all have fit, unedited, into a reality series called Let Me Tell You Something About Donald Trump. The conversations went on and on, and the topic was locked in. Don’t take my word for it; ask my kids who were left to suffer through the same-shit-different-day exchanges that could drag on endlessly. For my dad and me, this was all perfectly normal. We were getting together and tossing stories back and forth like we did when I was growing up. For my kids, it was a form of confusing torture. On one visit, my thirteen-year-old son got an hour or so on the history of America’s mistakes dealing with Russia, beginning with Trump’s treachery and working all the way back to the 1945 Yalta Conference. I know the whole time my son wanted to interrupt and say, “I know, Grandpa, my dad already told me.”


I’m not suggesting these moments weren’t fulfilling or valuable. On the contrary, like I did, my kids will grow up having a clearer understanding of current events and how to read between the lines of history because they had access to my dad’s wisdom.


When I was a kid, my bookshelf was lined with a series called We Were There, with titles like We Were There in the Klondike Gold Rush and We Were There at the First Airplane Flight. This book will be a We Were There in 2020 Even Though We Would Have Preferred to Be Anywhere Else.


In addition to reliving what sometimes felt like countless stories hitting us at once, I’ll try to wrap some context around the explosion of content. When you’re in the thick of the news cycle, stories seem like thousands of strands of hair shooting off in a million different directions. But when you pull back, you realize you’re looking at a braid.


I’ve been in the front row, pulling my own hair out, watching this news cycle drop from the bowels of history, all the while writing about it, thinking about it, and tweeting about it. We were hit with a series of stories that impacted every part of our lives. It was the ultimate year for a news addict like me. It was also the year when the historical trauma of my parents’ dangerous past would bleed into the fabric of American society, as the all-too-familiar authoritarian tactics and messaging they thought they left in the old country emerged in their new one.


So we did what we do. We talked about the news. We found ways to connect. Like many families, we hung on to each other any way we could, and though we didn’t know it at the time, the year would end with loss and grief as it would for so many. And everywhere, there was an invisible virus that left the most independent people I know waiting for sanitized groceries to be left on their doorstep or for occasional visits when their kids stood in the driveway and they talked to them through window screens.















1






JANUARY—BOARDING THE ROLLER COASTER


January 1, 2020


In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. (Okay, so far, so good.) Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. The universe was on a roll. Fast-forward to 2020 when things went Old Testament as we were faced with an honest-to-God biblical plague and a roller-coaster ride of other unexpected plot twists and turns. I’m not a particularly religious guy, but it’s hard not to conclude that the pope got a tip about 2020. As the world, in its ignorant bliss, rang in the new year, Pope Francis, who’s known for washing the feet of complete strangers, aggressively pulled his hand away from a devotee who gripped it a bit too long and a bit too hard. The pope angrily slapped her hand, creating the year’s first—but for the love of God, not last—viral video.


Before the sun had set on the first day of the year, the pontiff had publicly pontificated on the matter, and issued an apology for setting a bad example and almost certainly puncturing the pilgrim’s pride. “Sometimes even I lose patience.”


The day before the papal slap, Chinese health officials had warned the World Health Organization (WHO) that they’d discovered forty-one cases of a mysterious pneumonia, all of which seemed to be connected to Huanan Seafood Wholesale Market. Soon we’d all learn of the downsides of touching, or even getting near, strangers. And within a few months, patience would be the world’s most endangered virtue. The word pope is derived from the Latin word papa. In this case, Father knew best. The Holy See saw the future.
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THE FIRE DOWN BELOW


The bottom of the world burning seems about as good a place as any to get warmed up for 2020. As the new year began, a story that closed 2019 was still searing its way across Australia. On January 2, Andrew Constance, the transport minister of New South Wales, told the Sydney Morning Herald, “It’s going to be a blast furnace.”


Given rising global temperatures, that description would soon fit many other parts of the world as bigger and more damaging fires continued to emerge.


Like everything else, even the charred Outback provided fertile ground for falsehoods, attacks on science, and dangerous conspiracy theories. And like in many other places and cases, the seeds for these stories were planted by Rupert Murdoch–owned media outlets.


His standard-bearing national newspaper, The Australian, has also repeatedly argued that this year’s fires are no worse than those of the past—not true, scientists say, noting that 12 million acres have burned so far, with 2019 alone scorching more of New South Wales than the previous 15 years combined.


And on Wednesday, Mr. Murdoch’s News Corp, the largest media company in Australia, was found to be part of another wave of misinformation. An independent study found online bots and trolls exaggerating the role of arson in the fires, at the same time that an article in The Australian making similar assertions became the most popular offering on the newspaper’s website. (Damien Cave, New York Times)


Climate change may have led to the destruction. But the Murdoch empire seemed determined to make it worse. Soon, Murdoch’s Fox News would spread misinformation that helped turn America’s pandemic response into a raging dumpster fire.


WAG THE DON


January 6, 2020


With the House impeachment in the rearview mirror, and the Senate trial on the way, our January fixation on whether or not President Trump should hold on to that title was briefly interrupted by a reminder that the international tensions weren’t going to slow down for American obsessions.


In a story line few saw coming, the administration responded to a breach of the American embassy in Baghdad with a drone strike that killed Iranian major general Qasem Soleimani. Tens of thousands in the region took to the streets to mourn Iran’s second-most powerful person, and Iranian leaders vowed “severe revenge.”


An errant Iranian retaliatory missile downed a commercial airliner, Iranian protesters took to the streets, this time to protest their own government’s mistake and attempted cover-up, and World War III started trending on social media.


Before Trump was elected, people would joke that he’d eventually run a war on Twitter.
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Americans didn’t have enough data to understand the broader meaning of the killing, and matters were further confused by changing explanations from the White House.


But it felt like a fuse had been lit, and since it was also the beginning of an election year, it was hard not to panic that our dog was about to be wagged by Donald Trump.


Soon, Iranians and Americans would be consumed by another topic and a common foe, and news stories that seemed massive in this moment would fade out of memory. We were not about to start a war. A war was about to come to us.


The Middle East did not explode into a state of further destabilization as some had predicted. Iran did not launch a massive attack. Was this because powerful players wanted Soleimani dead? Was it because the Iranian military proved itself too weak to retaliate? Or was the reaction to the drone strike merely interrupted, like everything else on the planet, by a microscopic and common enemy lurking right around the corner? (And for Trump supporters, I mean the pandemic, not Adam Schiff.)


WUHAN SOLO


January 11, 2020


A sixty-one-year-old man in Wuhan, China, dies from a respiratory illness. Doctors there warn that his death seems to have been caused by a new virus.


HARVEY CALLBANGER


The #MeToo movement dominated the news and shifted the culture, and its poster boy, the once powerful producer Harvey Weinstein, was at long last on trial for rape. On the second day of proceedings, Weinstein hobbled along using a walker and surrendered two mobile phones upon entering the courtroom. He also kept two on his person and began fiddling with them in the courtroom. Sadly, the call could not be completed as trialed. If Weinstein hoped Judge James Burke was just going to phone it in, he was wrong.


Mr. Weinstein, I strongly urge you to exercise your right to remain silent at this point; that is, don’t say anything… But is this really the way you want to end up in jail for the rest of your life, in violation of a “do not text in court” rule?


A PRINCESS CRUISES


“We intend to… fully support Her Majesty The Queen.” And with that, Prince Harry and Meghan Markle telegraphed their intention “to step back as senior members of the Royal Family.” In a traditional year, this would have been the perfect story to transfix some and irritate others. Both groups were sorry to see it overwhelmed by other matters.
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My relationship to royal news can best be described as a conscious uncoupling. But there was something remarkably compelling about Harry and Meghan’s social media announcement that they planned to work to become financially independent. Members of the American elite are often criticized for being “born on third base and going through life thinking they hit a triple.” Harry was born on third base and deliberately moved back to second.


The move was viewed either as a spoiled abdication of duty or a crowning achievement. Or maybe these royals just craved a different kind of buzz. But the story was about more than the royals. It was about the media, celebrity culture, race, an obsession with fame, and ultimately, us. More importantly, it gave us, at least briefly, a topic to discuss other than Trump news (which was also about the media, celebrity culture, race, an obsession with fame, and an abdication of duty).


ID AND NANCY


Historians will one day look back at the deeds of Donald Trump and wonder aloud, “Wait, that’s the first thing he got impeached for?”


At issue were two articles of impeachment approved by the House: The first article was for abuse of power: Trump used his power to pressure the Ukrainian government (including President Volodymyr Zelensky, who was on the other end of what Trump repeatedly called a “perfect phone call”) to dig up dirt on Joe and Hunter Biden before he’d authorize the release of military aid to Ukraine. The POTUS had blackmailed a foreign government into helping with a domestic election. (Believe it or not, this used to be considered a no-no across the political spectrum.) The second article was for obstruction of Congress, related to Trump’s limiting of testimony and withholding of documents.


SNOW JOB


January 13, 2020


A Gizmodo headline: White House Tweets “First Snow of the Year” On Same Day It Hits 70 Degrees in Washington D.C.


By now, we were so used to the falsehoods from the White House that fake weather was ignored as easily as fake news.


Also on January 13: Thailand reports the first coronavirus case outside of China.


UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT


On January 15, a story that had been playing out over several months took over the headlines as the Senate prepared for the impeachment trial of Donald Trump. With a two-thirds majority required for a conviction and the GOP holding the Senate majority, the House managers team led by Adam Schiff had a formidable challenge: figuring out a way to get a guilty verdict out of a jury of the defendant’s enablers.


In a 1999 interview with the New York Times’s Maureen Dowd, Donald Trump said of Ken Starr: “Starr’s a freak. I bet he’s got something in his closet.” Cut to 2020, when Trump tapped that very freak to represent him. Starr would be joined by Alan Dershowitz on an impeachment defense team that looked like a who’s who of WTF. The craziness of the Starr selection was perfectly described by a Monica Lewinsky tweet: “This is definitely an ‘are you fucking kidding me?’ kinda day.” (Just wait until she sees the next few hundred.)


The House managers may have sought solace in an adage from America’s most famous manager, Yogi Berra: “It ain’t over ’til it’s over.” But the spirit of that quote would be slid into, spikes up, by Senate majority leader Mitch McConnell, who indicated there was “zero chance” of conviction. He said that before the trial began. (It was only midway through the first month of 2020, and already, those odds didn’t sound half-bad.)


Trump’s challenge in the court of public opinion would be to embody one of Berra’s other adages: “I never said most of the things I said.”


RUDY’S G-MEN


On the same day the articles of impeachment were delivered to the Senate, we got more details about Trump’s Rudy Giuliani–led campaign to make the Ukrainian dirt-for-dollars quid pro quo a reality. Those tidbits (yes, there was a pressure campaign; yes, it was led by Rudy; and yes, Rudy indicated he was representing Donald Trump) came by way of a trove of texts, documents, and other evidence provided by Lev Parnas, who, along with his colleague Igor Fruman, served as Rudy’s fixers in Ukraine.


Parnas would make the media rounds and explain his role in a blockbuster interview with Rachel Maddow: “President Trump knew exactly what was going on. He was aware of all my movements. I wouldn’t do anything without the consent of Rudy Giuliani or the president.”


The interview made big news. But while the media had Lev, the Senate GOP had leverage. Rudy was the godfather to Lev Parnas’s son. The GOP had its own godfather, Mitch McConnell, who made them an offer they couldn’t refuse: you hold on to power as long as you relinquish your ethics.


WHAT TO EXPECT FROM YOUR EXPECTANCY


There’s an old joke about a mugger who points a gun at a man and asks, “Your money or your life?” The man pauses and then answers, “My life. I’m saving my money for my old age.” Like many jokes, this one has a tie to reality. Your money and your life are inexorably connected. The findings of a decade-long study published in the Journal of Gerontology found that in the US and UK, being wealthy added nine years of life expectancy, and not just any life expectancy, healthy life expectancy.


Bottom line: it turns out being broke is the most dangerous medical precondition. The broader inequalities driven by the economic divide were hardly breaking news in 2020. But the pandemic would put a magnifying glass over America’s flaws.


STACKED DRECK


Inside the Senate chamber, the majority’s bias made sense, as power-hungry party members faced with shifting national demographics had sold their political souls for an inexplicably popular mad king that most of them secretly despised.


But what about outside the chamber? How could an act of corruption so clear have almost no chance of moving public opinion? Part of it was tribalism. Politics had become a sport, and in sports, you root for your team no matter what. Part of it was that after several years of screaming at each other from different media universes, members of each party hated each other more than they loved the truth. Part of it was that Americans from different parties were watching two different impeachment trials: one real, and one through the filter of Fox News and Biden-related conspiracy theories spreading willy-nilly through Facebook.


The goal of Trump’s authoritarian style of messaging was never intended to get people to believe in a single truth. It was intended to overwhelm people with so many conflicting realities that they’d exhaustedly shrug, not knowing what to believe. As Steve Bannon once explained, “The real opposition is the media. And the way to deal with them is to flood the zone with shit.”


And the shit hit the fan almost immediately. The Trump presidency began with a bizarre lie about a meaningless stat: the inaugural crowd size. Trump fixated on the topic, insisting that the crowd was much bigger than the one we could all see with our own eyes. The inauguration attendance debate was endless. But it was about something much more important than crowd size. It was about reality. Garry Kasparov summed up the strategy: “The point of modern propaganda isn’t only to misinform or push an agenda. It is to exhaust your critical thinking, to annihilate truth.”


Trump laid out the broader goal of this kind of miscommunication during an address to a Veterans of Foreign Wars convention in Missouri:


Just remember, what you are seeing and what you are reading is not what’s happening. Just stick with us, don’t believe the crap you see from these people, the fake news.


MOCK TRIAL


In the early days of the Russia scandal, President Trump famously asked, “Where’s my Roy Cohn?”


Joseph McCarthy was an unliked, nearly anonymous politician until he began making unfounded claims about communists working in the State Department. The attacks on communists, real and imagined, in America would be his one and only calling card.


McCarthy’s demise was precipitated in part by an Edward R. Murrow television editorial. See if this line sounds applicable to the Trump era: “The actions of the Junior Senator from Wisconsin have caused alarm and dismay amongst our allies abroad, and given considerable comfort to our enemies.” (Rachel Maddow basically said that about Team Trump every weeknight for four years.)


Trump is not a student of history, but he heard all about McCarthy’s rise and fall in great detail from McCarthy’s right-hand man, Roy Cohn. The media helped to kill McCarthyism, so goal number one of the Trump presidency was to attack the media. And it worked.


There were plenty of journalists warning of the dangers of Trumpism and calling for a fair trial in the Senate. But there were no Edward R. Murrows. We were all viewing our own news feeds from the comfort of our shrinking digital silos of homogeneity. And much more importantly, half the country didn’t believe journalists and saw the media as the enemy. There were no universally trusted voices.


The senators in Trump’s jury pool, free from the threat of the mainstream media and held hostage by Trump’s grip on his base, focused their efforts on protecting the defendant.


The House managers could have had phone call transcripts. They could have had testimony from brilliant, eloquent, ethical, apolitical leaders who had made endless sacrifices in the service of their country. They could have had a series of on-camera, public admissions of guilt from the defendant himself. In fact, they did have all that. But the GOP enablers had something more powerful: a majority in the chamber and a political base that believed what they were seeing and what they were reading was not what was happening.


Three years into his presidency, Donald Trump had an answer to his question, “Where’s my Roy Cohn?” He had more than fifty of them in the Senate.


WITNESS REJECTION PROGRAM


January 21, 2020


The Senate trial began with marathon sessions during which the GOP majority voted, over and over, against having witnesses during the trial. Day one ran a cool thirteen hours. It was a lot to binge (C-SPAN and chill?), and the content it most resembled? Groundhog Day. The House managers offered undisputed evidence of Trump’s abuse of power. And the president’s lawyers attacked their opponents and littered their arguments with unrestrained distortions. For those who might consider that description an exaggeration, consider that at one point, White House counsel Pat Cipollone said the following, slowly, and with a straight face:


President Trump is a man of his word.


GOING VIRAL


January 22, 2020


The same day the media provided blanket coverage of the opening of the Senate trial, there was another story inching its way into the American public consciousness. This was the headline I saw on NPR’s website: Newly Identified Coronavirus Has Killed 17 People, Chinese Health Officials Say.


Trump on January 22, talking to CNBC: “We have it totally under control. It’s one person coming in from China, and we have it under control. It’s going to be just fine.”


WHO’S WTF MOMENT


January 23, 2020


The coronavirus outbreak hadn’t yet been declared a global health emergency by the WHO, but as the organization’s director general explained at the time: “Make no mistake, this is an emergency in China.”


THE ARRIVAL


At Providence Regional Medical Center Everett in Washington, a man in his thirties had been admitted to the hospital’s special pathogen unit on Monday, January 20. The medical staff used a robot with a microphone and camera to communicate with the patient in order to reduce the risk of viral spread. The patient, an American citizen, had recently returned to the United States after spending time in China.


WHERE THERE’S SMOKE…


Before the Australian fires were done, the flames would burn 72,000 square miles, destroy nearly 6,000 buildings, and kill at least 34 people. The toll on animals was even more dramatic, with an estimated one billion deaths. There would be at least one bush fire in Australia for 240 straight days.


The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s Twitter account shared satellite images with this description: “The smoke is in the process of circumnavigating the planet.”


It wouldn’t be alone.


SCUM BAGGAGE


While the outcome of the Senate trial was largely determined before it began, Adam Schiff repeatedly reminded Americans what was at stake in a performance that drew near universal praise from legal minds.


He also drew attacks from the president, which was nothing new. In the week just prior to 2020, Trump resuscitated an anti-Semitic trope from the Holocaust era. “Corrupt politician Adam Schiff’s lies are growing by the day. Keep fighting tough, Republicans, you are dealing with human scum.”


These are the three most infamous politicians to describe opponents as human scum: Hitler. Stalin. Trump.


I’m sure every American politician who exercised their right to remain silent about Trump’s trope had their reasons: votes, money, power. But trust me when I tell you that for my parents, a pair of ninetysomething Holocaust survivors sitting at home watching this all unfold, those reasons sounded all too familiar.


I know. Hitler. Stalin. Authoritarianism. I sound like a raving lefty beset by delusional hysteria. So don’t take it from me.


If I say, “Trump is using fascist language,” people roll their eyes or laugh it off. When my dad says, “You know, Trump’s speeches are starting to remind me of Hitler’s early speeches,” then people stop laughing.


Those who have had a firsthand look at the rise of fascism—who can point it out in a lineup—are slowly dying off. That sad fact is undoubtedly related to the timing of the rise of far-right extremists abroad and at home. There are fewer and fewer people around who can call it out for what it is.


Trump was something different from those whose language he repeated; his authoritarian impulses were motivated more by his own neediness than any broad worldview. But they were authoritarian tendencies nonetheless. And as Adam Schiff explained during the Senate impeachment trial, the increasing level of freedom Americans usually enjoyed couldn’t be viewed as a sure thing.


It turns out, there’s nothing immutable about this. Every generation has to fight for it. We’re fighting for it right now. There’s no guarantee that this democracy that has served us so well will continue to prosper.


My dad, who had been warning of Trump’s authoritarian character for years, put it another way:


“We left democracy’s door ajar, and Donald Trump walked through.”


RIGHT ANGLE


At the close of the first week of the Senate trial, Adam Schiff used the House testimony of United States Army lieutenant colonel Alexander Vindman to sum up what was at stake: “Colonel Vindman said, ‘Here, right matters.’… Well, let me tell you something, if right doesn’t matter, if right doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter how good the Constitution is. It doesn’t matter how brilliant the framers were. Doesn’t matter how good or bad our advocacy in this trial is. Doesn’t matter how well written the Oath of Impartiality is. If right doesn’t matter, we’re lost. If the truth doesn’t matter, we’re lost.”


At the very same time the other cable news channels were broadcasting Adam Schiff, Fox News was busy spreading the same Biden-related misinformation that led to the impeachment in the first place.


The case was playing out in front of two different Americas, each receiving its own version of the trial (or not receiving a version of the trial at all). One side watched the reality play out in real time. The other saw distortions, obfuscations, and conspiracy theories.


That disconnect posed a danger to the Constitution. Soon, it would endanger thousands of American lives.


Did right matter? Did truth matter? I missed the days when those were rhetorical questions.


THE QUID PRO QUO PRO


January 24, 2020


“All of us here today understand an eternal truth—every child is a precious and sacred gift from God. Together, we must protect, cherish and defend the dignity and the sanctity of every human life.” So said Donald Trump as he delivered the first ever in-person presidential address to the March for Life.


Trump was a purely transactional politician. No hardened opinions. No steadfast positions. You offer your support for him, and you get his support for what you want. Vice President Mike Pence knew exactly what the religious right segment of the base wanted, and he delivered Trump’s speeches, tweets, signatures, and judges.


America fixated on the quid pro quo demanded by Trump in his dealings with Ukraine. But his whole political career was a quid pro quo. You want me to be pro-life? Fine, give me your votes and devotion. Want me to make it easier for your energy company to avoid costly regulations? Double down on your support and I’ll set the world aflame. You want judges that believe in an America diametrically opposed to how I’ve lived my life? Just give me the list and promise to never say anything bad about me. Want me to pretend I despise celebrity culture even though I’ve spent my whole life obsessed with my own celebrity and trying to be part of the it crowd? No problem, just make sure you come to my rallies and sing my praises on Fox News.


When you consider this perspective, is it any wonder Trump welcomed the foreign interference that helped him win an election and shape public opinion during his presidency?


THAT’S WHAT XI SAID


Donald Trump on Twitter on January 24: “China has been working very hard to contain the Coronavirus. The United States greatly appreciates their efforts and transparency. It will all work out well. In particular, on behalf of the American People, I want to thank President Xi!”


DID YOU HEAR ABOUT KOBE?


January 26, 2020


“I’m screaming right now, cursing into the sky, crying into my keyboard, and I don’t care who knows it.” So wrote LA Times columnist Bill Plaschke on the morning we learned that a helicopter carrying Kobe Bryant, his thirteen-year-old daughter, Gianna, and seven other people crashed during a foggy flight from John Wayne Airport to Camarillo Airport.


It turned out Plaschke’s scream was joined by millions who didn’t have his personal connection with Kobe. Our reaction to Kobe Bryant’s death says something about the role of celebrity in American culture. It says something about the value we place on excellence and winning. I think it also says something about our desire to be on the same side of something at the same time, even if that side is built on the slope of a fog-socked mountain of misery.


Kobe Bryant’s death also told us something about the pace of news, and how quickly outside events could get onto our screens, and into our psyches. Where does the media’s coverage of the outside world end and your own real life begin? As a guy who has wrapped himself in the news for most of my life, I’m in no position to say. But, like many other celebrity deaths, I know Kobe Bryant’s death blew past that line at internet speed.


Did you hear about Kobe?


I first heard the news when I was getting out of the shower and my wife, Gina, pulled her phone away from her ear and asked, “Did Kobe Bryant really die?” As I flipped open my laptop to find out what happened, my son came upstairs and asked if I had heard about Kobe. He got the news via an in-game chat on his PS4. The world has become the front stoop, and that front stoop is everywhere.


My family knew Kobe was dead at approximately the same time his family did.


The iPhone news notifications start: buzz, buzz, buzz, because the intersection of sports and celebrity cuts across every chasm, every publication, every post, every tweet. And you start to think about the role of sports in our society and wonder how you’re supposed to mourn when someone extremely famous—but who you don’t actually know—suffers a tragedy. Then you take your kid to his basketball game, where the gym, like every other court in the world right now, is weighed down by a blanket of grief, like the players are shooting hoops in a mortuary. One of the dads in the next row leans back and says, “Did you hear Gigi was on the helicopter too?”


Now it’s not just news, it’s human, and so you start to think about the other parents and kids on the helicopter, and their friends and family who find themselves surrounded by the buzz, buzz, buzz of a world of mourners, none of whom is mourning their loss; the loss of the “others on board” who were part of a crash that had no survivors.


And that’s when you realize you’re lucky to be in the news absorption and regurgitation business, because you don’t have time to get emotional about stories. Your job is to make other people feel the appropriate emotion. You get to professionalize the story while the less fortunate have to feel it. It’s mourning in America. But there’s a story to write.


Meanwhile, there was another story, this one still safely on the other side of that line. More than eighty people had died, thousands were ill, worldwide markets had stumbled, travel had been curtailed, and one of the biggest quarantine efforts ever was underway.


NETFLIX AND PANIC


The virus numbers started to rise in China and a few other countries. There were 4,610 confirmed cases and 106 deaths as of January 28.


During the same week, Netflix released a six-part docuseries called Pandemic. Director Isabel Castro explained to the LA Times’s Meredith Blake that when she told people what she was working on, they seemed apathetic. “Everyone would be like, ‘Oh you’re making a show about the flu?’ They would talk about it dismissively and I would be like, ‘No, this is a big deal.’”


By the time the series was released, many people understood it was a big deal and that a viral pandemic like the one in the series, and in real life, was definitely not the flu. Weeks later, everyone would realize that.


Almost everyone.


By January 30, more than 8,000 cases of the coronavirus had been confirmed across every region of mainland China, with 170 people dead and 60 million people under full or partial lockdown in the country. There were more than 100 confirmed cases in 20 places outside of China, and 7,000 people were being held on a cruise ship in Italy as a couple was tested for the virus. And Italy became the first country in the EU to ban air traffic in or out of China. That was the state of things as the WHO declared the novel coronavirus outbreak a public health emergency of international concern.


LAMAR-A-LAGO


Tennessee senator Lamar Alexander summed up the reasoning behind his vote against having witnesses at the Senate trial of Donald Trump: “There is no need for more evidence to prove that the president asked Ukraine to investigate Joe Biden and his son, Hunter; he said this on television… and during his July 25, 2019, telephone call with the president of Ukraine… But the Constitution does not give the Senate the power to remove the president from office and ban him from this year’s ballot simply for actions that are inappropriate.”


In other words, the verdict is that he’s guilty and the sentence is nothing. Ultimately, that argument won the day.
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Marco Rubio added his own spin on the decision: “Just because actions meet a standard of impeachment does not mean it is in the best interest of the country to remove a President from office.” If you were confused, you weren’t not alone. If you were surprised, you hadn’t been paying attention.
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ONE GIANT LEAP FOR MANKIND


As our January warm-up drew to a close, American officials announced plans to hold 195 Americans in a fourteen-day quarantine at a base in California. All of them had been evacuated from the Wuhan region of China.


Donald Trump on January 30: “We think we have it very well under control. We have very little problem in this country at this moment—five. And those people are all recuperating successfully. But we’re working very closely with China and other countries, and we think it’s going to have a very good ending for it. So that I can assure you.”


It was a month dominated by the impeachment trial, and like so many of the stories during the preceding three years, the truth didn’t seem to matter, the president seemed able to get away with anything, and a sense of hopelessness built among his foes. Even as they fought to amplify the truth, the House managers arguing the case against the president knew their task was impossible. And so did everyone else.


January felt like a confirmation of the notion that nothing could dent Trump’s hold on his base and the personal force field of protection engendered by that support.


It also seemed like the longest month of the Trump era, when every day had already felt like a week. To make matters worse, 2020 was a leap year. February would be one day longer than usual.


Because of course it would.
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FEBRUARY—KEEP YOUR HANDS AND FEET IN


By the beginning of February, Americans were heading face-first into a gale-force whirlwind of oncoming pandemic news, political activity—including the Iowa caucuses and an upcoming State of the Union address—and the endless days of a Senate impeachment trial that grabbed everyone’s attention but changed no one’s mind. We needed a break. We needed something else to think about. We needed a distraction.
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