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For my remarkable mom.






Introduction

Five of us sat in a windowless conference room on the fifth floor of the capitol building. The walls were decorated with the sort of soothing, though maybe unsettling, posters you’d find in a dentist’s office. And we were making community college free in the state of Connecticut.

“Should free tuition be available to full-time students and part-time students?” Naurin asked. She and the other two nonpartisan attorneys didn’t have an agenda to push. They just needed to know what the legislation should say.

I froze and looked at Gregg Haddad, the House chair of the Higher Education Committee. Gregg had been working on this policy for decades, but he was nice enough to treat me as an equal when drafting bills. My toes crunched and my shoes felt too small, like they did when I didn’t know the answer on a chemistry test.

Janelle, a policy wonk who always had exactly the information you needed at exactly the moment you needed it, helpfully chimed in. “Including part-time students would dramatically increase the cost of the program,” she said.

“Okay, let’s stick to full-time students, then,” I answered.

“And what about students who already have their tuition covered by scholarships?” Naurin asked.

I looked to Gregg for reassurance. “We should include a stipend to help those students afford books and transportation,” he said.

That seemed like the right answer. “That way there’s something in this bill for low-income families, too,” I added.

“Okay, and age requirements?” Naurin asked. “Is this just for recent high school graduates?”

“No,” I answered, my toes finally unclenched. “Let’s keep it open to anyone who hasn’t gone to college before.” I thought about my grandmother, who earned her degree decades after she had graduated from high school. Surely thousands of adults could benefit from a chance to learn new skills at their local community college.

Naurin’s questions kept coming, and with each one I started to relax a little bit more. It dawned on me that this meeting was the reason I’d knocked on so many doors, shaken so many hands, and made a very unusual decision after graduation. The pomp and circumstance of being elected into the state Senate had given way to the nuts and bolts of public policy, the details of which would be hashed out today in this drab conference room. Less than a year after graduating from college myself, I was now in a position to help others afford a degree. I didn’t have an answer to each of Naurin’s questions, but I was figuring out how to think them through, take some chances, and effectively legislate on behalf of a community that had given me this job.

For months, members of my community had doubted if I was really ready to be a state senator. After all, I’d never had a real job before. I was untested and, to some, unelectable. Sometimes those concerns were whispered, and other times they were laid out in the opinion section of the local paper. Most of the time, people’s skepticism paled in comparison to the doubt I had in myself. Whereas most recent college graduates were bending over backward to make their first boss happy, I was twisting myself into contortions trying to please 100,000 constituents. They were all my first bosses, and I was determined to demonstrate that they’d made the right choice. Sitting in this conference room, I finally realized that I was up to this job. Because I was doing it.

A few times every month, I get a call on my cell phone from a young person who is thinking about running for office. They share their résumé and describe the values of their future constituents or the challenges facing the zip code they hope to represent. I hear about the terrible voting record of the incumbent they plan to oust—invariably someone who has lost touch with the community and often someone who has held office for longer than this potential candidate has been alive. And they ask questions, both big (Will voters take me seriously?) and small (Who should be my treasurer?). I’m never sure how to respond to either type of question, because the United States has 1,938 state Senate districts, and I only know what it’s like to represent one of them. I’ve noticed, though, that these callers usually tell me that they want to run for office “one day.” And every time, I encourage them to rethink their timeline. From the rising cost of college to the rapidly warming planet, the problems our country and communities face are too urgent to only warrant our attention “one day” in the future.

So I find myself telling stories from my campaign and my first year in office. Surely some lessons learned in my tiny corner of my tiny state are relevant elsewhere, and I’m eager to encourage other young people on their own journey to their own statehouse. I talk about hiring my college roommate to serve as my campaign manager, building a bunk bed in our tiny apartment, and then building an unconventional campaign team. I talk about how to decide which houses to approach while visiting your voters’ neighborhoods and what to say when someone actually opens the door.

For a generation that came of age as a reality-TV star was elected leader of the free world, young people are surprisingly optimistic about what their future will look like. Sure, Donald Trump’s divisive and cruel rhetoric drove many people to look at the government and throw up their hands in disgust. But even (and especially) during the worst moments of Trump’s presidency, I’d get that call from someone who was rolling up their sleeves instead. Those conversations left me excited for the next chapter of American politics, because I know that the candidates I hear from are just the tip of the iceberg. Across the country, impatient young people are taking a close look at their representatives and deciding they can do better. They heard President Obama encourage those who are “disappointed in their elected officials [to] grab a clipboard, get some signatures, and run for office yourself,” and they’re taking him up on it.

This isn’t a how-to-run-for-office guide for young people, because I believe campaigns and candidates are too unique to make a book like that useful. Instead, this book continues the conversation I’ve had with so many other young people who want a seat at the table when public policy is written. In each room where decisions are made, millennials and Gen Z are systematically underrepresented. Every day, policy makers in town halls, state capitols, and Congress decide what the next century of American life will look like, but too often they do so without any input from stakeholders in that future. Representative democracy remains an unfulfilled promise, with white male baby boomers dominating the conversation on both sides of the aisle. Although I don’t add much to the diversity of the state Senate, I do bring down the average age by quite a bit.

And for what it’s worth, young people have a unique story to tell. We’re not a monolith—no generation is. However, we know that climate change isn’t an academic problem but an existential threat to our ability to lead happy and healthy lives. We know what it’s like to hear a loud noise in the hallway at school and worry about where we would hide if the next Parkland or Sandy Hook took place in our town. We know how hard it is to afford a degree in the twenty-first century.

I wrote this book to nudge those who are on the verge of making that leap of faith to get their name on the ballot. I want to share the highs and lows from my campaign so that hopefully other young candidates can do more and do better. I want to let them in on the stress and the excitement of having 100,000 first bosses, and explain how I learned to be an effective legislator while staying somewhat sane. When more young people take a chance and run for office, our government will spend more time planning for a cleaner, fairer, safer future and less time scoring near-term political points. In short, our representative democracy will come closer to reflecting the priorities of the people it governs.
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1 Extraordinary Problems and Ordinary People


My name is Will Haskell, and like a lot of young people who grew up bingeing The West Wing, I thought I might want to run for office one day. That day felt far in the future, after I’d started a family, maybe bought a home, or at least had a reliable paycheck.

When I was a senior in college, I decided to bump up my timeline. I put my life on hold, moving back to a sleepy suburb after college rather than following my friends to a bustling city. The people I loved thought I was crazy, and many probably still do. But the problems in my state felt urgent. And our politics lacked that urgency.

In my home state of Connecticut, more than 300,000 people live below the poverty line. If I could help to change that sooner rather than later, I saw no reason to sit on my hands until “one day” when I was ready to do something about it. When the Giffords Law Center tells us that one hundred Americans die every day from gun violence, why remain on the sidelines until I was ready to take a risk?

I grew up in a wealthy suburb on the shore of Long Island Sound. My parents divorced after a very short and reportedly unhappy marriage that lasted less than two years, so I was raised on Mondays and Fridays by my single, hard-working mom, on Tuesdays and Thursdays by my unconventional but fun dad, and on Wednesdays by a saint of a grandmother. I alternated weekends between my mom’s house in the quiet suburb of Westport and my dad’s house in Connecticut’s largest city, Bridgeport. I wasn’t the senior class president, certainly wasn’t the quarterback of the football team, and wasn’t involved with the Young Democrats. My friends were the theater kids, and I spent most afternoons in rehearsal for Into the Woods or Avenue Q. While some of my classmates, especially those who harbored not-so-secret plans to run for office one day, wore suits or at least button-down shirts to school, I wore pajama pants and slippers nearly every day of my senior year. I was a fine student but wasn’t at the top of my class. My three much-older brothers, all from my dad’s first marriage, had excelled in school and were gallivanting on Ivy League campuses around the time I took my first steps.

My brothers are all kind, successful, and gay (you read that correctly), and those are just a few of the reasons I grew up believing they walked on water. When it came time for me to apply to college, I wrote my personal essay about coming out as straight in a family where gay was the expectation. To my surprise, a Catholic school either thought that was sort of clever or decided to overlook it. So I put all my clothes into a few large garbage bags and headed to Georgetown University. Once on campus, I joined an a cappella group (mainly because my brothers had done so) and volunteered to check coats at some political fundraisers. I sought out unconventional courses, bonded with a few professors, and arranged my class schedule so that I had time to intern on Capitol Hill.

When I entered politics, I learned that the government is filled with people who are similarly ordinary. We need ordinary people—tons of them—to solve the extraordinary problems we face. While too many Americans loathe politicians, there are also too many who deify them, and both extremes fail to capture the reality. Aaron Sorkin instilled in me the belief that the president of the United States should receive a perfect score on the SAT, then juggle multiple games of chess while sorting through an international crisis. Fox News will have you believe that Nancy Pelosi eats children for breakfast every morning. When Barack Obama was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, he asked, “For what?”

Perhaps our politics would be more functional if we had a realistic expectation and understanding of who represented us in government. Maybe more smart and competent people will decide to run for office if they realize they don’t need to be otherworldly brilliant. After all, the last few years have taught me that hard work pays off more than anything else in this job.

I don’t have the typical résumé of a candidate for state Senate—no law or business degree, no decades of service on a local board or commission, no spouse and kids to put on a glossy mailer. Come to think of it, I don’t have much of a résumé at all. But that’s the point. We’ve been disappointed, for years, by those who conform to our idea of who should run for office. Rather than nominating the same type of candidate again and again, it’s time to try something new. After all, we’re running out of time to get this right.






2 November 8, 2016


I remember driving to the beach on a clear day in September 2001 to stand with dozens of teary-eyed neighbors and watch smoke rise over Manhattan. My understanding of what our government did next was limited to belting out the Dixie Chicks in the car with my mom, who explained that “Not Ready to Make Nice” was written by a few brave women who opposed a needless war and lost their careers as a result. But I didn’t start to care about politics until the era of Barack Obama began.

As my generation learned how to ask a crush on a first date and how to drive a car, Barack Obama taught us how the most powerful person in the world should walk, talk, and tweet. He was the inspiring orator who (virtually) addressed students on the first day of school, and the stoic voice who interrupted my algebra homework to announce that the man responsible for the attacks on September 11th had been killed. His attention to detail taught us the importance of showing up prepared, and the historic nature of his presidency made us feel as though we were living through an exceptional moment in our country’s story. Gen Z went off to college feeling hopeful about the future—if occasionally sheepish about that optimism in the face of older, cooler, and more cynical millennials.

I first encountered that optimism in a high school gymnasium on a cold day in New Hampshire. I was eleven years old and sitting next to my dad, a man who follows politics obsessively but solely as a bystander. He’s never worked on a campaign, but he’s the only person I know who watches all three hours of Morning Joe, and he has an unmistakable knack for finagling a front-row seat to history. Dad revered New Hampshire’s “first in the nation” primary, and he’d dragged me up to the Granite State for a weekend of political tourism. The way my dad explained it, this was our last chance to witness democracy on the ground floor. We could see major politicians up close, ask them questions, and understand who they are as people. After they win in New Hampshire, they become celebrities, inaccessible to the average citizen.

Sharon, my stepmom, drove us to Exeter, where we scanned the local paper to find each campaign’s upcoming stops. We sat down in a living room with John Edwards and shared a coffee with Ron Paul’s wife. Although I was only in middle school, I could sense how frustrated these politicians and their staffers felt when my dad occasionally bragged that we were political tourists from Connecticut. They quickly moved on in search of a real New Hampshire voter rather than sticking around for his parental stump speech about democracy on the ground floor.

My dad’s carefree attitude came in handy in New Hampshire. When we arrived at Exeter High School on that freezing January morning, we were ushered to the back of the room and told that Illinois’s junior senator, Barack Obama, would be speaking any minute. I was relieved to be out of the cold, but my dad had his eye on two seats in the front row. He walked with confidence to the front of the gymnasium and shamelessly gestured for me to join him. I slipped under the rope and made my way to the stolen seats. To my amazement, we found ourselves just a few feet away from the podium. While I thought we’d be arrested any minute, my dad was busy taking in the crowd around us. Unlike every other political photo op we had attended that weekend, this room was filled with young families and students. An enormous poster, plastered above the bleachers, promised “CHANGE” in sloppy blue letters. That word didn’t exactly resonate with me, since I didn’t know who was in power in Washington and why that needed to change. I knew it had something to do with the Dixie Chicks.

But when Obama took the stage, he spoke with an urgency that was stirring, even to those of us who hadn’t been paying attention to politics. Shaking hands quickly with people near the rope line, he seemed like a man in a hurry, both literally and figuratively. I didn’t know at the time that he was an underdog, taking on the establishment and being told at every turn that he wasn’t ready. But in his speech I heard an insistence that the voice of the next generation wouldn’t be cast aside. A few days later, Obama narrowly lost the New Hampshire primary. Despite this setback, his speech echoed the same themes I had heard in the gymnasium. “For when we have faced down impossible odds, when we’ve been told we’re not ready or that we shouldn’t try or that we can’t, generations of Americans have responded with a simple creed that sums up the spirit of a people: Yes, we can,” he said.

Yes, indeed, he did. About a year later, I shook my dad awake when CNN declared that Obama would be the forty-fourth president of the United States. Months later, Dad was breaking the rules again, this time pulling me onto the roof of a porta potty on Washington, DC’s National Mall. We held our breath in excitement (and because of the stench below) and caught a glimpse of a forward-looking new president taking the oath of office. Obama’s journey to the White House, and the front-row seats that my dad stole for us along the way, taught me that politics was unpredictable, and optimism was popular. Talking heads on television didn’t get to decide who was most fit for office. That decision was made by ordinary people who bought blue paint and hung a “CHANGE” poster in the bleachers of their high school gymnasium.

Change came once again on the morning of December 14, 2012. I was eating French fries for breakfast, sitting in my high school cafeteria and racing to finish an essay on The Great Gatsby. An alert on my phone popped up, breaking the news about a shooting inside Sandy Hook Elementary School. Newtown, Connecticut, was close by, and the gruesome details spread through the halls of our high school like wildfire. Newtown instantly became the focus of a movement, and the national press soon descended on the quaint town. Our state legislature would later pass a historic gun reform bill, but I spent the day surrounded by students and teachers who were just trying to get through the rest of their classes.

The next morning, our principal came over the intercom to explain the safety protocols that our school had in place. I remember understanding, for the first time, why most school doors were locked, and feeling guilty about all those times I had left the door behind the auditorium propped open for a friend who was late. The school shootings never stopped, but we built up an imperfect immunity to each new tragedy. In fact, the Los Angeles Times reported in February 2018 that since Sandy Hook, a gun had been fired on school grounds about once a week. If that statistic seems hard to believe, it’s probably because most of these shootings don’t prompt alerts on our phones anymore. My high school eventually brought an armed officer into the school, pressured by parents who were focused more on turning schools into bunkers than they were on passing universal background checks.

November 8, 2016, was the moment that transformed our generation from kids into adults. Studying abroad in France that semester of my junior year, I went to bed on Election Night rather than pulling an all-nighter to watch results trickle in from across the Atlantic. When a friend from home called in the middle of the night to talk about Donald Trump’s victory, I figured it was a joke and hung up. The next morning, I started doom-scrolling—racing through Twitter to find some bit of good news, only to discover more disappointments. Obviously, this wasn’t the first time a narcissistic and divisive politician would sit in the Oval Office. After all, President Richard Nixon’s misdeeds had been recorded on tape and played for the world, dealing a serious blow to the sanctity of the presidency in the eyes of many Americans. But I have to imagine that the average voter hadn’t really known who Nixon was when they gave him the responsibility of leading the free world. This time around, we knew exactly what sort of president Trump promised to be. In Evansville, Indiana, Senator Ted Cruz called Trump a narcissist “at a level, I don’t think, this country has ever seen.” Senator Rand Paul worried aloud on Fox News that Trump would treat the country as his “bully fiefdom.” South Carolina governor Nikki Haley told a crowd in Georgia that “Donald Trump is everything I taught my children not to do in kindergarten.” Texas governor Rick Perry charged at one forum in Washington, DC, that Trump was “the modern-day incarnation of the Know-Nothing movement.” Each of them would later become an ardent Trump surrogate, either serving in his administration or vociferously defending him inside Congress. Cutting taxes for the rich and undermining environmental regulations mattered more than the man’s character, it turned out.

Starting with the launch of his campaign on the very spot where President Lincoln had delivered his “House Divided” speech, Obama’s presidency was seen by many as a leap forward in the march toward equity and justice. Of course, some of the supporters who I’d seen in the bleachers at Exeter High School had likely been frustrated over the last eight years by the slow pace of progress toward environmental protection, immigration reform, and basic human rights. The Left harbored real concerns over whether Obama had lost his sense of urgency. The crux of these disagreements, though, lay in how quickly to bring about change, not whether or not such change was necessary. Progress felt painfully slow but still inevitable.

But while many of us had grown up complacent that forward was the only direction to move, Trump now promised to put that progress in reverse. To Make America Great Again.

None of my French classmates met my eyes on the morning after Election Day. I’d organized many of them to volunteer for the Clinton campaign, taking over the second floor of a local bar so that we could make long-distance calls into Ohio and Michigan. My classmates were skeptical that bothering someone at home would earn their vote (that was decidedly not French), and I worried about swing voters understanding their heavily accented English (“H” sounds are tough, so Hillary sounded more like “Illarie”).

Now I was trying to explain through shoddy French what had happened back home, assuring my host family that my real family hadn’t voted for Trump. In fact, most Americans had supported the other candidate.

If Donald Trump was going to be in the White House for the next four years, it suddenly seemed critical to figure out who was in power at every other level of government. So, from thousands of miles away, I spent the next few days learning everything I could about democracy outside of Washington, DC. When Obama was in charge, I hadn’t cared who was pulling the levers of local and state politics. Now that our federal government was moving in the wrong direction, I became curious about which direction Connecticut was headed, and who was deciding.

I started by looking into Westport’s town hall, and I learned that the local officials in my hometown were doing a good job. They were fighting for gun violence prevention, spearheading green energy initiatives, and investing heavily in our public schools. True, the town administration was Republican, but they were mainly keeping the streets plowed and the parks open—not advancing dangerous public policy.

Next, I turned to the state capital. I learned that my state representative, Jonathan Steinberg, championed causes like cleaning up Long Island Sound and improving public transportation. He was a moderate Democrat with a record of success in Hartford, and he’d gotten his start in politics as a dad who attended some Board of Education meetings.

After researching Jonathan, I looked up the next rung of power to my state senator, a Republican named Toni Boucher. Boucher had started serving in the legislature before I was born, and her social media page was filled with warm holiday messages and family recipes. But her voting record revealed that she had spent her career fighting against increases in the minimum wage and reforms to the criminal justice system.

Year after year, she had voted against paid family and medical leave. That made me especially mad, since my mom (like 25 percent of American mothers) had to go back to work within two weeks of giving birth. Since the United States does not mandate paid parental leave, thousands of parents are forced to either give up their paycheck or return to work immediately after having a baby. Our country is a global outlier on this issue, as parents in nearly every other advanced economy are guaranteed some time to bond with their children. With no signs of progress in Congress, some in Connecticut were working to pass legislation to ensure that no one was forced to choose between their family and their career. My state senator stood in the way.

I learned that, in addition to serving in the state Senate, Boucher was running for governor. I raced to finish my schoolwork so that I could watch the Connecticut Republican primary gubernatorial debates over live stream. Far away from Windsor, Connecticut, I watched via YouTube as Boucher told a crowded room that Connecticut had gone “too far” in regulating guns after Sandy Hook. I felt that we hadn’t gone far enough.

Fairfield County, often referred to as Connecticut’s Gold Coast, is by no means a bastion of liberalism. In fact, the Twenty-Sixth Senate District hadn’t been represented by a Democrat in almost fifty years. Once home to George H. W. Bush, Fairfield County has a reputation as a breeding ground for “country-club Republicans” who prefer low taxes and minimal government regulation. Given the extreme wealth of these suburbs, it was hardly surprising that one Fairfield County state senator occasionally used a helicopter to commute to the capital of Hartford. But the culture wars championed by Republicans elsewhere didn’t have as much sway in these towns, where most people were pro-choice, supported gay marriage, and didn’t lose sleep over the Second Amendment. All things considered, Boucher’s voting record felt like a mismatch for the moment. As I fumed about our new president, I channeled my anger into obsessive research about Boucher’s votes and public speeches. Donald Trump wouldn’t be back on the ballot for another four years, but my state legislators were up for reelection in 2018. And the more I learned, the more I disagreed with the state senator who was representing my friends, my family, and my community. While everyone else I knew was fixated on national politics, my hometown’s representation in Connecticut’s state capitol seemed like a tangible, solvable problem.






3 Three Job Interviews a Day


I hate coffee. I can’t stand the taste of it, nor the haughtiness with which everyone talks about it. But when I came home to Connecticut shortly before Christmas, I asked practically everyone I knew in Westport to grab a cup of coffee. I’d arrive early so that I could order hot chocolate without embarrassing myself, then I sat down with local leaders to learn more about our local state senator. To start, I found out that most people didn’t realize she was up for reelection every two years. In fact, I learned that the Democratic Party often had trouble finding someone to run against her. A lot of the people in town seemed to believe that the seat belonged to Boucher by birthright. I wasn’t so sure.

Dismayed that no one else was running, I started to think about getting my name on the ballot. Inevitably, I’d come up with a reason not to do it. I probably wasn’t old enough (a quick Google search revealed that the minimum age was eighteen). Surely a more qualified candidate would step forward (no one did). As my excuses dried up, it began to dawn on me that running wasn’t such an absurd idea after all.

Over “coffee,” I laid out the case for why the seat could be won. First, 2016 was an election that flipped all conventional wisdom on its head. Few had expected Trump, a lifelong Democratic donor, to be nominated by the Republicans and to hold the nuclear launch codes shortly thereafter. Second, in that same election, Hillary Clinton had won this district by more than 22 points. Boucher’s Senate district encompassed all or part of seven towns, winding from New Canaan, on the southern end, to Bethel, about forty minutes north. Every day, suburbs like these grew more incensed by President Trump’s treatment of women and his crass communication style—maybe that anger would also apply to down-ballot Republicans who failed to denounce him. Third, the stakes were too high for Democrats to sit this race out. Connecticut’s state Senate was the only tied legislative chamber in the entire country, with eighteen Democrats and eighteen Republicans. Every senator was up for reelection every two years.

I knew enough about politics to understand that the chance to make this big of a difference didn’t come along every day. When people think of state government, they probably think of long lines at the DMV or state troopers with funny hats. Those who are interested in politics spend more time tuning in to press conferences in Washington, DC, than they do committee hearings at the state capitol. My dad, for one, drove all the way to New Hampshire to teach me about politics but never spearheaded an expedition to Hartford. However, while much of the electorate isn’t paying attention, state policies determine the quality of our public schools, the condition of the roads and highways we drive on, and the purity of the water we drink. In other words, flipping a single seat in the tied state Senate could impact the lives of three and a half million people who live in Connecticut. With Congress gridlocked, states across the country were primed to take up the mantle in the fight for affordable health care, clean government, and voting rights.

Plus, the fact that this seat might be flippable was itself rather remarkable. In most states, local politicians get to draw their own legislative boundaries. In order to establish easy reelection campaigns and strong majorities, they usually draw hyper-partisan districts, where one party has the clear majority of registered voters. Rather uniquely, this district stood a chance of going from red to blue.

I was only a junior in college, and I was thinking of applying to law school after graduation. Maybe I could put that on hold, if I really believed I could be a tiebreaker. I had only recently learned who my state senator was—did I really think I could unseat her? As each of these “coffees” came to a close, I casually floated the idea that, so long as no one else stepped up to the plate, I might run. Many people shook their heads and listed the qualities of an ideal candidate: business experience, PTA involvement, homeowner. Seemingly everyone had some reason why I wasn’t the right fit, and why this pipe dream wasn’t worth pursuing. That is, until I sat down with Rozanne Gates.

Radiating warmth and filled with stories about protesting during the Bush years, Rozanne put her hand on my shoulder and told me about the discrimination that she and her wife had faced when they had fought for their right to marry. She told me that Boucher had opposed bringing civil unions to Connecticut. She and her wife would help me, she promised. But only if I was in it to win it. I left our coffee with a feeling that running for office might be a risk worth taking, despite the odds of failure. Rozanne’s enthusiasm reminded me that I’d meet new friends and make new allies along the way. After all, people like her had been waiting a long time for someone to run.

I had Rozanne’s support, but just about every other local Democrat was skeptical. They were certain I would lose, and their greater concern was that I’d embarrass the party along the way. One local politico scoffed in disapproval every time I asked which “Bob” or “Steve” or “Cathy” she was referencing. She was exasperated that I didn’t already know the members of the Board of Finance, or the Board of Education, or the Board of Zoning Appeals. I took note of every name she mentioned and soon asked those people for coffee, too.

In no time, my coffee schedule grew like a spider web, and the thought of hot chocolate started to make me sick. In time, I found a coffee shop or diner in each town where I could order tap water without angering the waiters. Sometimes, they’d let me keep a table for hours without moving around for each new meeting.

These coffees started to feel like job interviews, even though I wasn’t yet sure I wanted this job, and Democrats seemed only barely committed to nominating a candidate. Every local politico needed to be convinced that I was up to the task, and each one arrived at our meeting with a question or two to stump me. They had the aura of a skeptical boss evaluating a new hire. It occurred to me that answering to all of these people as a candidate, let alone a state senator, would be exhausting.

As I boarded an Amtrak to go back to Georgetown, I suspected that I’d probably forget about this harebrained idea. Campus was filled with distractions, and I’d soon be far away from the diners and coffee shops of the Twenty-Sixth District where I’d set up shop. But throughout the spring semester of my junior year, I surprised myself by tracking bills in the state legislature and keeping tabs on Boucher’s votes. College was lots of fun, but the atmosphere was beginning to change, too. More and more, my peers were making plans for after graduation. Many were applying to graduate school, or lining up in the career center for interviews at prestigious consulting firms. To my surprise, my feelings about what to do after college started to revolve around the committee hearings and floor votes in Hartford.

As far as I can tell, there’s no tried-and-true way to start running for office. Googling won’t reveal step one—trust me, I tried. I was still hedging my bets, filling out law school applications and assuming that someone more qualified would soon announce their candidacy. But every week, I’d call each of the local Democratic Town Committee (DTC) chairs. Those who answered my calls would tell me that no one had stepped up.

I’d figured out during my coffee circuit that the seven DTCs in the Twenty-Sixth District are responsible for deciding whose name ends up on the ballot. These committees are filled with party loyalists who love to retell campaign stories dating back to George McGovern. They mobilize with equal fervor for presidential contests as they do for planning and zoning elections. Although you wouldn’t know it from their sparsely attended weekly meetings or their propensity to misuse “Reply All” on email chains, these committees, and their respective chairs, wield an immense amount of local political power.

To say that the DTC chairs were hesitant to throw their weight behind me would be an understatement.

“Why would you waste your time pursuing a Republican seat?”

“Where are you calling me from? Aren’t you still in college?”

The most helpful response came from Alex Harris in Ridgefield, the second-largest town in the district. After listening to my pitch, Alex told me that he’d do everything he could to find a more qualified Democrat to put on the ballot. If he wasn’t successful, he’d do everything he could to get me elected. I took him up on the offer, and Alex eventually became one of my most supportive allies.

When the school year ended, I reached out to Jonathan Steinberg, the state representative whom I’d researched many months ago. Whip smart and unapologetically gruff, Jonathan represented Westport in the state House of Representatives. His name came up in nearly every conversation, as many Democrats hoped that he would run against Boucher. Having grown up in Westport, I’d seen Jonathan march in town parades when I was a kid. He had always been dressed in a suit and tie, though he didn’t seem to enjoy the handshaking and baby-kissing of local politics. Today, fresh off a softball game with other Westport dads, Jonathan walked into the Sherwood Diner wearing shorts and a short-sleeved shirt.

He wasn’t particularly interested in my story about how I became fixated on breaking the tie in the state Senate, nor was he interested in my objections to Senator Boucher’s positions. He had served alongside her for almost a decade and knew more about her voting record than I ever would. Unlike the other local Democrats, who wanted to know how I would manage to attend classes in DC while running for office in Connecticut, Jonathan wanted to know my platform. Surprised but happy to be taken seriously, I started to talk about the fact that commuter trains were slower today than they were in 1950, and why I believed that astronomical student debt was holding Connecticut back. Not one to delay a conversation with niceties or platitudes, Jonathan agreed that these were problems but pointed out that I wasn’t offering solutions.

So I shut up and listened as he walked me through how Connecticut could improve train speed by renovating structurally deficient bridges. Then he filled me in on budget cuts impacting the development of renewable energy. He explained the importance of the Long Island Sound Blue Plan, and why declaring water as a public trust was the only way to save our drinking water for generations to come. He dove into the details of state policy, and we started to bond over a shared belief that the right decision and the popular decision weren’t always one and the same. Jonathan filled me in on a host of public policy choices that I was embarrassed never to have noticed while growing up here. I took notes as he explained how every other state on the Eastern Seaboard relies on tolls to fund transportation investments, but Connecticut had removed our tolls after a tragic accident in the 1980s. He walked me through the antiquated laws that prevented companies like Tesla from selling electric vehicles in Connecticut. He explained that Connecticut featured 169 towns and no county government, meaning nearly every municipality must pay for its own 911 call center, snow plowing, and other key functions. That sort of economic inefficiency led to higher taxes, and he wanted the legislature to encourage greater “municipal collaboration and cooperation.”

“That’s sort of a mouthful. Couldn’t we just call it regional or county government?” I asked.

“That’s what the Republicans call it,” he answered. “They paint it as another level of taxation, when really it’s a policy to save taxpayer dollars.”

This was the first time in the conversation that Jonathan had mentioned politics instead of cold, hard policy, and I saw an opening.

“Why is no one else interested in running for this seat?” I asked. “Why aren’t you interested?”

“First of all, I have no desire to drive to seven different towns when I can stay here in Westport,” he said. He did look at ease in his hometown diner. “Second of all, the seat isn’t winnable. It was literally drawn to ensure that the Republican would never lose.”

“But if someone really challenged her on these policy issues, couldn’t it be done?” I asked, trying to inspire some optimism.

“I don’t think so,” Jonathan said flatly.

That was the end of our meeting, and I wasn’t sure what to think about Jonathan. He certainly wasn’t a power-hungry politician yearning for the spotlight. He was an ordinary person, dedicating his time to public service and trying to solve big and small problems. His fluency with policy had given me a glimpse into all the things I didn’t know, and I was resolved to read up on pension debt, tolls, and water conservation. On his recommendation, I started reading everything that the CT Mirror published, and when an article seemed relevant to our conversation, I sent it his way. He usually didn’t reply, so I was pleasantly surprised when he agreed to get coffee again at the end of the summer. As he walked back into the Sherwood Diner, he was carrying a stack of flyers. They were mailers that Boucher had sent out, dating back several years.

“This is my personal Toni Boucher collection,” he said, with the first smile I’d seen from him. “I’m giving it to you, because your campaign needs to call her out on some of this stuff.”

“Thank you,” I said, more than a little surprised. “I really appreciate this, but I’m still not sure I’m going to run—” He cut me off.

“If you do run, don’t shy away from the hard issues,” he said. “Voters want honesty. This state doesn’t need more meaningless talking points.” He gestured down to the stack of mailings. “If you support tolls, get ready to be unpopular.”

Forgoing popularity probably isn’t the best campaign advice, since local campaigns can boil down to formalized popularity contests. But Jonathan reminded me that my campaign could stand for something and not just against someone. That made the endeavor seem worthwhile, even if my chances were slim. Before he left, Jonathan wished me luck at school that semester. He gave me his personal email, asking that I stop bothering him with political questions on his government account. I left the Sherwood Diner feeling like I’d already started running.



Some candidates have told me that they have a major “aha” moment when they decide to run for office. I didn’t. I had a series of “huh” moments, where I learned small but illuminating facts that eventually landed me a place on the ballot. I was inspired by President Obama’s farewell address, but I needed to figure out how it might apply to my life. I was angry about Boucher’s voting record, but I expected somebody else to run against her. I spent months asking politicians what it would take to throw my hat in the ring, but soon it became clear that I was on my way to becoming a politician, too. I’ve always hated diving boards, and suddenly I looked down to realize I was standing on one. The only way off was to jump.

I’d spent all summer pretending I was running for office to see how it felt and how others would react. I’d spent months driving to new towns and courting local insiders. But I wasn’t fully convinced that I was ready. Now I felt like running was the only choice I had.
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