
[image: The MAGA Diaries: My Surreal Adventures Inside the Right-Wing (And How I Got Out), by Tina Nguyen.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The MAGA Diaries: My Surreal Adventures Inside the Right-Wing (And How I Got Out), by Tina Nguyen. One Signal Publishers. Atria. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






To my mother, who taught me to be brave, and to John Homans, who taught me to be bold.

(And to Batman, from whom I swiped the phrase “The Brave and The Bold.”)






AUTHOR’S NOTE

There are hundreds, if not thousands, of books about the history of the Republican party, the history of the American conservative movement inside that party, and the history of Donald Trump and his administration and January 6th and militant white nationalists and whatever other right-wing insanities have emerged in American politics over the last eight years.

This is not one of those books.

The MAGA Diaries is a coming-of-age memoir, one of those tales wherein the main character goes on a transformational journey from childhood to adulthood—a political book with a curveball, really. And yes, as the title might indicate, it’s about the MAGA movement. But Tina, you might point out, you were born in 1989. MAGA didn’t even exist when you were a child! Your mind might also be shattering into apoplectic fragments at this point. Also: you’re a woman! From Boston! You went to prep school! Your parents had PhDs! You’re not even Christian! You’re not even white!!!

Obviously, I don’t fit the stereotype of someone who’d be fluent in right-wing American politics, much less a former adherent. But this is also the story about the conservative activist movement at the dawn of the twenty-first century, and the people who’ve been inside it ever since they were teenagers in the 1960s: a secret world and hidden power structure inside the Republican party with a unique culture of fellowship, drive, and purpose, like being in a political version of summer camp with your best friends forever. (And yes, there were summer camps. Lots of them.) That sense of unshakeable loyalty to your community, even as the diehards of your movement do increasingly horrifying things and make everyone wear MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN hats, and that addiction to victory, even if you must poke holes in the social fabric to keep your power, is something that the history books and the nonfiction bestsellers from New York Times reporters could never capture. They write about it, as do I, but at one point, I lived it—and it coincided with the very beginning of the MAGA movement in 2008, the year I turned nineteen and went off to college.

I guess this is a book about life in a very, very weird political gray zone.

Admittedly, saying something is in a “gray zone” might come off as a headache-inducing cop-out in these hyperpartisan times, and perhaps it makes me, a member of the spooky mainstream media, look somewhat evasive and noncommittal. But it’s made me a better chronicler of the conservative movement, and hopefully, a more trustworthy one. Unlike conservative activists, especially the ones who were trained to become journalists to promote a set of values, I never became a true believer and cannot profess to be one. But sometimes, I wonder if my career in the mainstream resulted from a massive cosmic oversight: it’s a rapidly shrinking industry of newsrooms, clinging to survival in blue states and blue cities, staffed by people who generally come from networked, privileged backgrounds with very expensive name-brand schooling. It’s so exclusive, in fact, that the conservative critique of the media sometimes makes sense—and I wouldn’t have fully comprehended this critique, much less its ability to resonate with the American public, if I hadn’t been a part of the professional right.

A few housekeeping notes: the quotations in this book prior to 2015, when I started formally reporting on the activist and MAGA right as cultural and civic institutions, are either reconstructions of conversations to the best of my memory or, when possible, drawn from contemporary documentation (emails, etc.). Conversations and quotes post-2015 are drawn from interviews and transcripts. Names of nonpublic individuals have been changed for their privacy. And I’ve endeavored to keep things as even-keeled as possible, because let’s face it, these days, writing about politics can easily tilt into hyperventilating and hyperbolic pronouncements that some side or another is trying to destroy the country. But I’ve spent fourteen years dancing and hopping across the cracks dividing America, even as they’ve become ravines and canyons, and I’m prepared to be subject to cancellation from all quadrants of the political divide.

So if you’re a liberal wondering why all this nativist populism seemed to come out of nowhere, to the point that it’s on the precipice for subsuming American civic life, this book is for you. If you’re a Republican who thought the GOP looked like a Mitt Romney paradise in 2012, believed that Trump was an aberration in 2016 and 2020, and have no idea why he’s still a presence in 2024, this book is for you. If you’re a MAGA conservative, this book might be a good hate-read, but please trust that I tried to capture the nuances of your beliefs and motivations without bias, to the best of my ability.

And if you’re a right-wing career activist who would have preferred this all remain under the radar: sorry for pulling the curtain back. I just thought people should know.






PRELUDE: START THE SHOW


July 23, 2022

Entrance to the Tampa Convention Center

Turning Point USA Student Action Summit

It was 2 p.m. when the Nazis showed up, with their swastika flags and signs praising Ron DeSantis, their skull masks and their SS armbands, their shirts emblazoned proudly with the word ANTI-SEMITE, stubbornly camped between two concrete pillars, two stories tall, draped in Turning Point USA banners. They were swarmed by angry college students, still in their summer business-casual wear, who’d come there that weekend to network and see Donald Trump speak, but instead were confronted with these unexpected interlopers. Across the street, staffers were quietly panicking—this was, apparently, not the first time people in Nazi outfits had shown up to one of their events, and they were now imagining the vicious headlines that would be published in mainstream press—but they were relieved that the students were screaming back at the Nazis.

“Nobody fucking wants you here, get out of here!” yelled a man in a striped shirt.

“We’ve got free speech too,” drawled a man with a megaphone and a skull mask, standing among less than a dozen of his Nazi peers. “Sieg heil, brother, sieg heil.”

I’d chugged my Starbucks, left my room at the Embassy Suites, taken the disconcertingly open-glass elevator down a vertigo-inducing eighteen stories into the lobby, and darted across the street with my phone out. When I’d made the decision to fly down, I’d expected to spend my weekend with five thousand bright young MAGA activists who were so eager to see speakers like DeSantis, Don Jr., Ted Cruz, and Josh Hawley that they’d willingly flown to Tampa in the middle of July. I’d suspected that I’d hear a lot of talk about the libs and how socialism was the worst, and I expected at least one Truth Social booth and several parties. But I hadn’t expected to walk straight into a metaphor.

It was evident that the students didn’t want the Nazis to be there either: most were recording them on their phones, several were in heated arguments with the masked men. But something fascinating was happening: the majority of the kids didn’t seem to believe the Nazis were Nazis at all. They accused them of being leftists, of being antifa infiltrators sent to make them look bad; they demanded that they pull down their masks and identify themselves. It seemed to amuse the Nazis that the students thought they were anything but what they said they were. “We’re not mad,” the megaphone guy said casually through his megaphone at one of the screaming students. “It sounds like you’re the ones who’re mad.”

Hours later, I heard from another reporter that the group were really Nazis: they were known as the Goyim Defense League, an honest-to-goodness antisemitic online troll organization. They’d leave flyers on people’s doorsteps, blaming the media for being controlled by Jews; they’d drop banners from highways claiming that whites were being replaced; they’d dress up like Orthodox Jews, sideburns and all, and claim that the Holocaust was faked. Later, I’d read a report from a conservative outlet suggesting that they’d shown up in an attempt to “cancel” DeSantis by associating him with Nazis. The point, buried underneath the next several days of vicious headlines and a feud between TPUSA and The View, was that real Nazis had shown up at the conference: they really hated Jews, they really believed in the supremacy of the white race, and they were more than happy to needle Turning Point, which, for all its pro-Trump nationalism, was still loathed by the extremist wing of the right for being pro-Israel.

But that distinction was lost. Chalk it up to the fact that just months prior, an anti-Trump group known as the Lincoln Project had installed fake Nazi protesters at an event for Glenn Youngkin, attempting to portray the Republican gubernatorial candidate as being pro–white supremacist. Maybe tie it to the fact that the Nazis never did pull down their masks, arousing more suspicion in the minds of the TPUSA students that the fake Nazis had an ulterior motive. Maybe even acknowledge the bizarre stuntlike nature of the GDL’s appearance: Why would they have a poster with nothing but the pro-Israel DeSantis’s face on it, or a flag declaring that Florida was “DeSantis Country,” if not to tie DeSantis to their twisted brotherhood? Were they sure that DeSantis would not condemn them? Or were they just chaotic, postmodernist trolls, gleefully muddying the public debate between what was true and false? But even in the face of evidence that the Nazi group was real—one unmasked man was eventually identified as David Howard Wydner, who had attended several GDL protests in the past—the narrative could not be changed. “We are on a mission to find and unmask the ‘Nazis’—aka paid leftists—who tried to ruin the lives of 5K patriotic young American students,” Benny Johnson, Turning Point USA’s chief creative officer, tweeted five days later.



I grew bored and reentered the convention hall, trading the smell of sweaty Nazis on the breeze for the scrubbed-clean air of a convention hall. Apart from the white supremacist stunt, it had been a normal student conference so far, except for the bright colors and corn dogs.

I’d covered about nine or so right-wing activist conferences in the past—big yearly confabs that could consume entire conference halls, with thousands of people flying in from all over the world to meet fellow activists, watch speeches and panels, pick up swag, and plot the takeover of the American government in their spare time as their badges dangled from their necks on lanyards. But this was my first Turning Point USA event. The group was specifically geared toward wooing young people into the conservative movement. They loved khakis and lightweight dress shirts and sundresses. And right now, about five thousand of them were watching twenty-nine-year-old founder Charlie Kirk pontificate about how they, the most dedicated members who’d decided to spend their summer vacations in sweltering Tampa, were going to save America.

TPUSA branding was everywhere on the building, from the pillars outside to the grand staircases leading to every floor, to the massive LED screens behind Kirk: the color palette leaning more “Margaritaville happy hour” than the red, white, and blue star-spangled display I’d come to expect. There were branded step-and-repeats with ring lights at each booth leading up to the main exhibition hall: Patriot Mobile, Truth Social, Turning Point Action; some with massive cardboard cutouts of Donald Trump and Marjorie Taylor Greene, ready to be photographed and tagged for Instagram. (Conservative activists would rarely use TikTok, save for deliberate marketing campaigns to “normies,” since, in their belief, it was a Chinese-government-backed spyware app and not to be trusted.)

The crowd had clearly been to enough conferences to know that when a VIP with Secret Service protection came in, all the doors to the venue would be locked for security purposes. No one could go in, no one could go out, and that was the perfect time to sell corn dogs and caffeinated beverages to the sweaty, exhausted students lined up at the concession stand inside the venue. (If they weren’t hungry, the smell of fresh popcorn would surely lure them over.)

I settled onto a box on the media risers in the back, crammed with correspondents and cameramen from decidedly right-wing outlets—names like Rebel News, Audacious Liberty, Real America’s Voice, and the Right Side Broadcasting Network. Fox Nation, Fox News’ attempt to ape Disney+ for right-wing youngsters, hadn’t been left out—in fact, they had a booth on Media Row in the hall outside, streaming the entire conference live and scoring interviews with Lauren Boebert and Matt Gaetz. There was one woman from the Associated Press, but apart from her and some local Florida reporters awaiting a speech from state governor Ron DeSantis in a few hours, as well as some cameras from CNN, no other mainstream outlets were reporting from the ground.

Thank goodness for that concession stand, I thought, and beelined toward the fresh corn dogs, waving at Andrew, the comms director, as I thought about all the times I’d survived on granola bars and soggy gift shop sandwiches at other conferences.



Who’s speaking next? I pulled up the agenda. It was DeSantis, the Republican governor from Florida, and a man as MAGA as they came. Sure, he’d graduated from Yale and dabbled in Tea Party–era conservative measures as a member of the House Freedom Caucus, but he’d only gone full MAGA during the initial weeks of the COVID outbreak in March 2020. Sniffing out a strategic opening to the rightmost flanks of his party, he’d reopened the beaches and schools and restaurants, he’d railed against mask mandates and compulsory vaccinations, and he’d later switched his focus to “wokeism”—the idea that liberals were trying to institute some great social leveler on behalf of minorities and underrepresented groups, to the ultimate detriment of white Americans. That August, he was fresh off yanking Walt Disney World’s tax-exempt status after the company publicly opposed his bill preventing elementary school students from learning about same-sex relationships, known then as “Don’t Say Gay.” I leaned back, watched a video introducing DeSantis, reconsidered my corn dog choices, and—

BOOM!

Plumes of sparks and smoke shot fifteen feet into the air, exploding and crackling and fizzing across the fifty-foot stage. The crowd erupted into a fever pitch as DeSantis emerged from the center of the stage, amid a glittering storm of lights as furious as the tropical hurricane about to hit Tampa that night. Between the jet-engine roar of the sparklers and the screams of thousands of college kids, cheering as if the tightly wound governor had been replaced by Taylor Swift, my eardrums nearly blew out.

“YOU HAVE PYROTECHNICS?!” I shouted to Andrew. He nodded mischievously.

“JESUS,” I responded, bewildered and agape. “THEY SURE AS SHIT DIDN’T HAVE PYROTECHNICS AT MY STUDENT CONFERENCES.”



I’d come to the Student Action Summit to get a sense of what the next generation of conservative activists were shaping up to become. And this group, generationally speaking, was new to me. Founded in 2012, right after I’d graduated from college, Turning Point USA had become the most prominent student group in campus conservative activism, thanks to Kirk—startlingly young but politically savvy—and his bond with the Trump family. Young college conservatives I met swooned over their lineup of MAGA celebrity affiliates (Jack Posobiec, Benny Johnson, Kirk himself) and champed at the bit to become official Turning Point Ambassadors.

Everyone knew about the Ambassadors program: it was their digital street team of right-wing social media influencers: a group of savvy, well-groomed, well-compensated Zoomers who posted conservative memes and took pro-America selfies and hosted live streams for millions of their followers. But the majority of the kids who were at this specific summit were the kids working behind the scenes. These were the student officials running the TPUSA college chapters—the heads, the secretaries, and so forth—and the point was to network, network, network.

I floated these observations to Savannah Harrison and Hannah Poltorak, TPUSA campus leaders at Louisiana State University, who nodded solemnly along. “Coming to school, I thought that I would be surrounded by more conservatives,” Poltorak, the chapter secretary, told me. “And it’s very much the opposite, where we are the silent minority. But this year, I think we’re really amped up to really bring ourselves into the light, because on campus, we are shoved with mask mandates and vaccine mandates. And it’s honestly been enough.” Her mother was a left-leaning labor lawyer, her father was with the Los Angeles Police Department; the past two years of start-and-stop COVID regulations had tipped her over to her father’s side. All told, she said, there were about 240 students at the LSU Baton Rouge chapter—one of the largest student chapters in the country. And according to Hannah, there were no other conservative groups on campus, a fact that befuddled me, considering what she’d told me afterward. “There are so many people I’ve met in my economics class that have whispered to me, ‘I like your button that says “guns are groovy.”’ And I wear my pins with pride. I don’t post necessarily, because I’m not so big on social media. But I’m confident somewhat in what I say. And so I want students on campus to be as confident as the blue-haired chicks that stand up and yell.”

Hannah, the group’s president, was about to be a junior, and wasn’t sure what she would do with her life. But Savannah was driven and had a clear path to the top: she’d already interned for Louisiana’s state attorney general Jeff Landry. She was applying for scholarship after scholarship to pay for graduate school and had just interviewed at Pepperdine for their public policy program, with plans to perhaps pursue a law degree at the same time. And then there would be a run for office one day. “That’s something that Turning Point does exceptionally well,” she told me. “Like, anything you need, they have it for you. Any resources you need, they have for you. They will network you with anyone that you need to succeed, as long as you have that drive and you have that passion for the movement.”

Suddenly, I had a flashback, to a time when I was their age.

It was 2009, the first week of June, and a group of kids my age were sitting around a sunken living room in a college dorm, drinking beers and huddled around a famous columnist who had spoken earlier that day. Several boys had come in from outside from smoking cigars and cigarettes, smelling of tobacco, eagerly chattering about the ways they’d clashed with the liberals at their respective colleges. I kept brushing my bangs out of my face, watching in awe as the columnist took a swig of amber liquor out of a crystalline bottle.

“So how does one get to be where you are?” a student asked.

“Well, you have to keep writing,” he said. “Keep writing, take any job you can, but keep in touch with the network. We’re always here to hook you up with any opportunities to get your byline out there. Churn out enough, you’ll be like me one day.”

“Good luck,” I said to Savannah and Hannah, sincerely, instinctively, as they beamed.



Whenever someone asks me why I cover the far right instead of the far left—particularly my conservative sources, irked that a mainstream reporter is chasing after them—I have two answers. “First of all, the left is incompetent,” I told a source once who’d asked me that question as we tore through slices of Sicilian-style pizza. “They have no idea what they’re doing but they just want to get there immediately. It’s like, the left has an airplane, and they want to get from Point A to Point B, but there’s a mountain in the way. One would think you’d fly around the mountain. Or take a longer route. It might take some time and burn fuel, but it’ll get you there safely. But the far left? Nope. They’re like, the shortest way from here to Point B is a straight line, and no one can tell us otherwise, and then, BOOM.” (The source delicately mopped a tomato sauce drop that had splashed onto his plate.)

But the second answer is that sometimes, I don’t think the left—or even people who consider themselves centrists, center-right, or even a regular card-carrying Republican who’s wondering why everyone went batshit over the past five years—understands, even now, the scale or geography of the mountain that’s in their way. I’d even go so far as to mix metaphors and say it’s a mountain that’s also a perfectly calibrated Rube Goldberg machine: a bit too elaborately constructed, with hundreds, if not thousands, of different pieces that need to be placed just so in order to achieve a specific outcome. It was constructed over decades, placed in the right places at the right times, with the proper protections from being set off too early, but when it was ready—and at the right moment—it would begin cascading under everyone’s noses into a political avalanche. (The first time I read The Handmaid’s Tale, I knew that its author, Margaret Atwood, got the premise wrong. Conservative activists in America, as I knew them, wouldn’t have seized their power through a violent coup—they were going to do it gradually and slowly, using the Constitution as a clever road map.)

I’ll give everyone else a pass on not knowing about the sheer scale of the right inside American civic life, because when I was a young conservative activist, I didn’t know what they were trying to do either. Between 2008 and 2012—from college until my early twenties—I was simply a politics nerd with an unnerving obsession with the US Constitution and American history, who dated an odd but highly ambitious conservative boy in high school and followed him to Claremont McKenna College, a renowned college with a notoriously conservative government department, and a deep affiliation with a right-wing think tank whose scholars and papers formed the backbone of the Trump doctrine. From there I found some interesting internship opportunities through a local think tank, got involved in some weird ghoulish groups in Washington, DC, met Tucker Carlson, wanted to be Tucker Carlson, went to work for Tucker Carlson, had some bad early career experiences while working for Tucker Carlson, experienced an identity crisis (as one does in their early twenties), and then left the movement to pursue a career in normal journalism (assisted by a nice favor from Tucker Carlson). In a bizarre twist, it brought me back to covering the movement: when Donald Trump was elected, my Vanity Fair editor started gasping at my offhanded observations about the people I recognized in his orbit, and I suddenly realized exactly how unusual my background was. To the rest of the world, the things I’d taken for granted were actually obscure, esoteric, and hidden knowledge.

It would be easy to dismiss it as a fabricated “Astroturf” movement, funded by the rich and powerful, but it’s more complicated than that. Conservative activism is like a kudzu plant: a movement, meant to grow as quickly as it can across every American civic and cultural institution, from school boards to Congress, from the judicial system to the newsrooms, choking out everything in its path. If you’d been able to look around the corners of America’s right you’d have seen Donald Trump coming from a mile away. Or understood that the coordinated hashtag #StopTheSteal was playing with forces the mainstream media wouldn’t understand until it was far too late. Or January 6th, the events of which an extremist researcher and I had hypothesized about on January 4th. Or the slow-then-fast repeal of Roe v. Wade, which, for nearly fifty years, had been strategized over whiskey glasses at cocktail parties and political seminars. By the time this book is published, who knows what new visions will have turned into reality?

Plenty of ink’s been spilled over what happens as a result of conservative activism: districts suddenly get gerrymandered, strange new laws appear on the books, a cascading domino effect of judicial rulings suddenly leads to civil rights getting repealed. And there are so many articles and books about the ideological warfare inside the right, which seems far more intense and personal than any quibbles the left has with itself. But missing in their work is something that a journalist looking in from the outside would never quite understand: the way the conservative movement makes itself immortal, turning idealism, friendship, and ambition into the same thing. It draws in young people with promises of stability, purpose, and career summer seminars full of new, like-minded friends; it invites them into a world of power, full of eager mentors and cocktail hours, who want to help them mature and grow; it gives the most promising kids internships and research projects to fill out their resumes. Their loyalty becomes organic, their ideas become similar, and eventually, those young people occupy the positions of power: Like my ex-boyfriend, who became a hatchet man for Peter Thiel, introducing the billionaire to white supremacists. Or my old boss who became, for a time, the most hated (and popular) man on Fox News. Or that one woman who was at that seminar my friend attended, who became a federal judge repealing mask mandates at the tender age of thirty-three. Or that one guy I met at a thing who became a Trump speechwriter, or that other guy I met at that other thing who’s now running that GOP candidate’s campaign, or that guy whom I made memes with who now gets paid to churn them out. Or the time you met Ginni Thomas in the bathroom at work and watched her, ten years later, try to dismantle Joe Biden’s election from the inside.

Acknowledging that I see these figures as real, living humans—not monsters, but people—has taken a toll in my life. I’ve lost left-leaning friends who hate the way that I report, infuriated that I haven’t used my platform to take a side (meaning, their side) in this particular era. For instance, I’ve probably lost professional opportunities because of this too: I will never be able to work at the New York Times without every single one of my sources dropping me, thinking I work for “enemy press.” There were times I felt like a zoo animal inside the mainstream media social scene, or among general friend groups in liberal enclaves (Look at the ex-conservative, can you BELIEVE she’s not a Nazi?) and there were too many people who asked me the one question I’m not qualified to answer, nor could I ethically give, as a journalist: How do we stop all of this? On the flip side, I’ve grappled with this lingering sense—probably one ingrained in me by countless mentors and past friends—that by writing about the right as a movement, even as I strive for objectivity, I am betraying the community I grew up in, because I wanted to be a journalist without binding myself to an ideological obligation. (They would have preferred it be their side.)

I guess those programs did what they were supposed to do: familiarize me with the structure of the American right and how to make a successful living inside it, while helping the cause come to fruition. All those mentors and acquaintances who let me in on its secrets probably didn’t expect me to end up chronicling it from the outside, and frankly, they might be sort of mad that I’m doing so in a book literally titled The MAGA Diaries. But I believe that knowledge has kept me sane throughout the past decade of writing about politics: I know the layout of the conservative movement and the characters who live in it, as if it were the hometown I’d left and could still navigate blindfolded if you asked, and it’s not totally surprising if you know which research institution is lurking behind the corner to spring something—say, the legal justification for a riot on Capitol Hill—on an unsuspecting public.

So here’s everything I know about how this movement works—not the GOP, or Republican voters per se, but the movement—wrapped in a hell of a coming-of-age tale. Some of the things I’ll reveal about the activist right may seem convoluted, harebrained, and ridiculous. And sure, they may (will) claim that they’re doing so in order to protect the principles of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, and dismiss me as a shrill harpy with an axe to grind. But at its core, the conservative movement wants to master and restructure America’s civil institutions: the free press, the judicial system, the education system, democratically elected legislatures, and elections from the presidency down to the local school boards. And they are very good at it.



As I finally got my second corn dog the next day to watch Donald Trump Jr. speak, I made my way to the front of the stage, observing the audience he was about to address: thousands of children in thousands of MAGA hats, sitting on the floors and in chairs they’d claimed hours before, eyes glued to the president’s son, just as they had been glued to Matt Gaetz, Greg Gutfeld, even Kimberly Guilfoyle, when they’d spoken earlier. Kat Timpf, a Fox News blonde with Tina Fey glasses who’d attended the same journalism program as I had, was now a cohost on the late-night show Gutfeld! and a keynote speaker at Turning Point, idolized for her acid lib-burning wit. Earlier that day, she’d delivered an address telling the young ones how to persevere past failures in life.

Maybe I’d forgotten what it was like being that young. I was still unsure why this specific generation of activist needed Timpf’s encouragement to keep going in their careers. I had no doubt that they loved the free food and neon-lit mixers, tote bags and cute Don’t Tread On Me T-shirts and packets about freedom and liberty and political organizing, the new friends they were making at the photo booths and the lobby Starbucks. But there had to be an underlying imperative. For my generation, the Koch-era Tea Party generation, it was fighting the rise of federal involvement in everyday life, with the Affordable Care Act front and center, but within the boundaries of traditional politics. For the activists of the Reagan era, it was to bring an end to the Cold War. What did the kids want now?

It was at that moment of puzzlement that Don Jr., the raven-haired eldest son, took the stage. His mother, Ivana Trump, had passed away earlier that week, and he apologized if he seemed tired. “But she would have wanted me to be here,” he reassured the audience. “Because the reason I got political [so] young was because she escaped from communism… she literally shipped me to communist Czechoslovakia in the eighties for like, six weeks, every summer, so that I could see with my own eyes what that shit was like.” The crowd imperceptibly leaned in as Don Jr. spoke about his time being questioned by Soviet guards as a six-year-old for wearing a denim jacket, and how it had calcified something for him: “I understood very quickly what oppression was all about. And when you look at what’s going on in America, right now, you have to ask yourself the same questions. Like: if you were trying to destroy America, and everything that it stands for, would you do anything differently than what this administration is doing?”

He listed off several current events: the soaring cost of energy that summer, the border crisis that had leaked thousands of pounds of fentanyl from Mexico into the US, the corrupt Ukrainian government siphoning billions from American aid, the collapse of the Afghan government last month, and the return of the Taliban’s reign of terror under Joe Biden’s incompetence. “I’m shocked that we allow them to get away with it[, but] we’re pretending to live in a world that does not exist,” he continued. “You see it day in and day out. You see it with the lies that they’re pushing on you. You see it with the attacks on conservatives. You see it in the censorship, each and every day. But that’s why it’s awesome to be in crowds like this, groups like this, right? You would have never said this about conservatives in history—you guys are actually the rebels. You’re not buying the narrative, you’re not believing the nonsense, you’re fighting against the man, each and every day.”

The battle lines he drew were very specific to the summer of 2022: social media algorithmic censorship, COVID restrictions, and the eighty-year-old Biden’s deteriorating attention span, with one mention about the military’s obsession with pronouns. Transgender issues were not on the horizon yet, nor were woke corporations. But I realized at that moment that Don Jr. could have been discussing anything the liberals were doing that year or the next—or the Deep State, or Hollywood, or the federal government—and he would have exhorted them to be zero-sum rebels all the same, hell-bent on razing every element of liberalism and progressivism from American culture, from the biggest acts moving through Congress to the smallest conversations in their college classrooms—the battlefield where these students now fought, every single day. And that was a very, very, very broad mandate.

President Trump finally took the stage, and according to the schedule, there was no set time for his speech to end. By now, this wasn’t a surprise to me, and I’d bought a second Diet Pepsi to steel myself. I’d heard him speak at countless rallies and events before, and watched him ramble on television, and I’d always been impressed with his stamina: the man can go onstage without a single talking point or written script, and rattle out, for two exhausting hours straight, whatever culture war marbles are rattling his brain. There’s no internal structure inside it—no signposting, no classifications, nothing that I’d learned in oratory class in school—but it takes whoever listens to it on an adrenaline-juiced journey through the raging id of MAGA populism. Its incoherence is, oddly, compelling in its own way, and I noticed that it was perfect for the attention span of Gen Z. For one hour and forty minutes, he packaged up tiny, snackable bits of self-aggrandizing anecdotes and culture war outrages into miniature rants, from trans swimmers, to China, to a story about a general named Raisin Caine, to corporate wokeness, to Dutch farmers worrying about the government stealing their farmland, to Ukraine, to China again. A tired teenager with a short attention span could zone out briefly, snap back to attention, and feel like they hadn’t missed a beat. But stringing them all together was his repeated insistence that they were the future, and that they were needed to fight the system:

“Each of the young Americans here today is coming of age at a pivotal time in our nation’s history. Like so many generations before you, you are the front lines of a momentous struggle that will determine the future of America.”

“No matter how big or powerful these radicals may be, you must never forget this nation does not belong to them, this nation belongs to you.”

“Their extreme ideology has nothing to offer for the next generation. The radical left is the past. our movement Make America Great Again, America First, it is the future.”

“Our movement needs young people to help push back on woke corporations, and their cowardly surrender to the radical left.”

“And our American liberty is your God-given right,” he rasped, and the crowd broke into wild screams. “As great as the challenges are, as great as the threats appear, all you have to do to rekindle your hope in our future is to look around this room, the incredible people in this room, at the thousands of proud young American patriots with spines of steel and hearts full of faith and love. You have love, you’re tough and you’re strong and you have love… I have no doubt that it will be young, courageous freedom-loving patriots of America like you who once again lead the way to greatness.”

That benediction was more meaningful than the one Don Jr. could give them. It was the rebel leader—the elderly man who had nevertheless snatched the reins of the conservative movement from the corrupt Washington elites and handed it to the ignored populace—bestowing his life mission to the next generation. And as the students leapt to their feet, cheering and whistling and clapping until their hands were sore, I knew that they had fully accepted it.



It was 9:45 when the Secret Service finally let us leave the convention hall. I’d been wrung out from days of travel and convention-hall traipsing, but surrounding me was a sea of amped-up college students flowing toward the exits, most of whom had heard Trump address them directly for the first time. They chattered about how amazing he’d been as a speaker, how much better he was as a speaker than Ron DeSantis, how they were going back to their chapters and bringing the MAGA gospel to their colleges.

Suddenly, unprompted, a few students broke into a call-and-response:

“LET’S GO BRANDON!”

“WE WANT TRUMP!”

More students joined in.

“LET’S GO BRANDON!”

“WE WANT TRUMP!”

The chants grew louder.

“LET’S GO BRANDON!”

“WE! WANT! TRUMP!”

Five thousand students bellowed their loyalty as they spilled out of the building, onto the streets, into the night, streaming toward their hotels across the street. The farther out they got, the more the chants faded into chatter about the afterparties they were going to attend. Most of the crowd headed back into the Embassy Suites with me, and I crammed myself into the elevator with about fifteen other students wearing Trump hats and lanyards. As the doors closed on us, I looked around at their glowing faces, still awash in the awe of seeing Trump speak live. It was the first time for many of them.

“I thought he was going to announce he was running tonight,” one student said earnestly.

The elevator shuddered, and we all soared high into the air, trying not to look at the plummeting abyss below.






1 THE YOUNG CLAREMONSTER


Milton, Massachusetts

1994

I grew up with the sounds of Vietnamese in the background, but my parents never spoke it to me. Nor did they say much about what their life was like back in Saigon, before they fled during the war. My only interactions with my family’s culture were through VHS children’s tapes of Viet nursery songs, taped performances of the variety show Paris by Night, incomprehensible visits to a cobbled-together Buddhist temple in Dorchester, and the occasional song my mother would play on her guitar, the lyrics of which I never knew, with a sad look in her eyes. But her eyes would light up whenever she had the chance to bring me to Harvard University, where she was finishing her doctoral dissertation.

We would always go to Gutman, the main library at the Graduate School of Education, and as long as I didn’t disturb other students—they were working hard, she told me, just like her—I could have the children’s to myself. I got to read all the books my tiny baby hands could pull off the shelves, going through at least five or six while sitting on the floor in the stacks; if I behaved Mom would reward me with a big, flaky croissant and an Orangina on the side. But my absolute favorite part was when she would take me out to the bronze statue of John Harvard in the middle of the Yard. There she would retell me the story of how the university was founded, 350 years before. These places, Mom tried to impress upon me, were not mysterious lands in the sky meant for the privileged few. She fully expected me to follow in her path to Cambridge, Massachusetts. I was more fascinated with the idea that Harvard University was so old, that it was here before my parents were even born.

My mother was one of twelve; my father, one of seven. They’d met in Utah, relocated by the US government after fleeing Vietnam, and though I never quite understood why they’d been in love in the first place, they had one thing in common, likely drilled into their heads when they grew up in a Confucian society: entering the best schools in the country (and only the best) guaranteed financial and societal success. My charismatic father had somehow clawed his way into the University of Utah’s computer science doctoral program, putting together a thesis so brilliant that Harvard soon came knocking, offering a position teaching pediatrics at the medical school. They immediately moved to Boston, my mom soon enrolled at a graduate program at Harvard, and in their minds, they were set for life. My mom wore Harvard sweaters; my father framed his letter offering him a position teaching in the medical school. They toted me through the campus as a four-year old, to the point that I knew the interiors of the lecture halls and the stacks of the libraries by memory; my father got a membership to the Harvard Faculty Club, where we would brunch on fancy china on Sundays. And they introduced me to one of my father’s colleagues, who mentioned that I would be perfect for a kindergarten at Milton Academy.

It all flew over my head at the time. My classmates shared the same last names as all the buildings I saw at Harvard—Taylors, Warrens, Kennedys, Forbeses, no Nguyens. But nothing seemed weird about it to me—not the names, not my parents, not the fact that I lived in a cramped apartment while my friends lived in mansions. I went to horseback-riding camp and cotillion right alongside them, and tore through all the American Girl books in the elementary school’s library. I begged my mother for Felicity, the one that lived through the American Revolution (and shipped with a colonial tea set), or Josefina, the one who lived on a hacienda in the Wild West, or Addy, the one who escaped a slave plantation. But Mom insisted that I get a custom Asian doll, to my despair. It did not come with a storybook.

The older I got, and the more Milton let us enter the older buildings now that we were less accident-prone, the more I realized that I, too, lived in history: in the old paintings on the wall at school and the weather-thinned gravestones in the nearby cemetery, where generations and generations of Boston families, some whose ancestors fought in the American Revolution, were laid to rest; in the spines of delicate dusty books and the well-worn grooves in the wooden floors; in the photos of squash teams lining the gymnasium walls dating back to the 1910s; in the battered leather briefcases my teachers had used ever since the 1970s. We were trundled into school buses every other week for field trips through Boston, to the re-creation of the Pilgrims’ first settlement at Plimoth Plantation, to the sites of the first battles of the Revolutionary War, to the coastal museums about the beginning of the whaling industry, to the trip to Fenway Park to learn about the great American sport of baseball (and become naturalized citizens of Red Sox Nation). But everything changed when I was cast as Martha Jefferson in our fifth-grade production of the musical 1776. There were songs about John Adams and Abigail Adams writing letters back and forth, his frustration mounting; songs about the Virginian Richard Henry Lee helping John Adams get a Resolution! For in-de-pen-den-cy!; Benjamin Franklin and Robert Livingston cornering Thomas Jefferson into drafting the Declaration of Independence. The debate between the northern and southern colonies over whether to denounce slavery was cut in our school production—the song about the slave trade in the original musical, apparently, had inappropriate lyrics—but we did have a line with Jefferson reluctantly striking a passage concerning slavery from the final draft of the Declaration.

And then we burst into joyous song, which I sung with pride and a sense that I was home:


And as just as Tom here has written

Though the shell may belong to Great Britain,

The eagle inside belongs to us!





My earliest shittiest memories, on the other hand, were about money, and the increasing lack of it that became apparent around the fifth grade. My father, for reasons unknown to me often told me that he was a genius. “There are four vats of knowledge in the universe,” he’d say, “and I have three of them. Maybe you can have one.” In his brilliance, he quit his lucrative job to enter the world of dot-com start-ups. I didn’t catch on at first—I was distracted with summer camps, trips to the water park, my first computer and AOL account, and two little baby sisters who were wholly unexpected additions to the family. Every other month, it seemed, my father had some new job afloat, or had started some new company. There was one time he took a job that flew him off to Toronto every week until he stopped; another short stretch at some consulting firm; a period when he convinced my friends’ parents to join a technology consulting company he started in his basement. Later, to my puzzlement, those parents stopped letting their kids hang out with us.

Suddenly, the self-helpy business books started to show up: Dale Carnegie seminar materials, Robert Kiyosaki’s Rich Dad, Poor Dad (that one had a board game too), and Donald Trump’s The Art of the Deal. Mirrors and crystals appeared over all the windows and doors, and my father bought a dragonfish and dug a koi pond in the backyard, determined to use feng-shui principles to direct wealth into the house. Then there was the Milton parent who introduced him to a company called Melaleuca (“She drives a Lexus,” he bragged), and he promptly jumped in, procuring dozens of boxes filled with all-natural beauty, skin-care, and cleansing products derived from the power of tea tree oil. The idea was that you would sell these products to other potential partners—friends in your social circle, ideally—who would then sell it to other potential business partners. He would demonstrate this opportunity in a presentation to my friends’ parents, and one slide had a chart showing the business structure. It looked awfully similar to a pyramid. Eventually, they stopped talking to my father.

By ninth grade, things were really bad. My mother was now muttering about $200,000 worth of low-interest student loans that she’d taken out to support my father; my father was now rambling about investing in a Laundromat and tearing holes in the wall for better feng shui. My naïve mother found a tenure-track position at a local state college, blanching when she discovered her salary was only $40,000 a year—but didn’t she get a PhD from Harvard?!—and my father declared he’d never work for anybody again, dead set on being his own boss.

“Just work at Home Depot,” my mom would beg, repeatedly, her voice rising to a fever pitch. My father would run off to the Vietnamese Buddhist temple instead, meditating there for hours and chatting up the local monks and flirting with the impressionable young immigrant women. (Having a PhD, it seemed, was a huge deal to them.)

The inevitable divorce arrived in tenth grade, and my mother, juggling liens, a second mortgage, her student loan repayments, and whatever financial disaster my father had left for her, took her first meeting with the Milton Academy financial aid office, begging them to reconsider our scholarship packages. There was no way she could afford to pay $30,000 a year for one of us, let alone three. Plus, Milton was a rich-person school: it came with free lunch and dinner, and afterschool activities, counselors who could handle her children’s academic trajectories and emotional well-being while she struggled to keep the bank from taking our house. It became an annual event for our family for the next decade: every January was Financial Aid Armageddon, when Mom was scrambling for her tax returns, more stressed-out than usual, trying to figure out whether she should teach an extra course to send us to SAT prep camp, or whether that would disrupt the equation that arbitrarily determined how much aid we’d receive. It was also a good way to keep us in line if we misbehaved or deviated from her rules: “I should withdraw you from Milton,” she’d threaten us. “You’ll go to public school.”

As for Dad, he disappeared from our everyday lives, chasing dreams of fast money, easy women, and spiritual fulfillment at various cheap meditation retreats in Vietnam. He would only show up for parent-teacher conferences and graduations, wearing old suits during the cocktail mixers with the rich parents, snapping photos of us from afar (we refused to talk to him), telling anyone who’d listen that his children had inherited his smarts, and then leaving immediately whenever Mom would approach to ask about child support.



As my home life crumbled, my school life suddenly became more daunting. My class of thirty-two doubled in seventh grade, bringing in dozens of new, wealthy students from the greater Boston area, all of whom my mother furiously looked up online: Tina, did you know that Elizabeth’s father is a billionaire? You should befriend her. The class of 2007 doubled again in ninth grade, when Milton started accepting boarding students from around the country and the world. There were plenty of scholarship students in the mix—locals, underrepresented minorities, bright kids from rural areas, and a kid from Ukraine—but their tuition was subsidized by a hefty number of extremely rich and extremely powerful people, the kind that even I hadn’t seen growing up. The wealthy New Englanders I’d grown up with were modest and thrifty: their L.L.Bean totes were battered and worn, their houses were old and charming but unassuming, the cars were (largely) sensible Subarus. And then, suddenly, I learned that Elizabeth’s family owned a personal helicopter.

More signifiers of wealth popped up around me as I flailed: Coach bags, North Face fleeces, hockey-playing boys wearing layers upon layers of Ralph Lauren polos. My old friends were suddenly visiting family vacation houses and name-dropping summer programs that I’d never heard of—debate camp at the University of Texas, summer ski training at Mount Hood in Oregon, unofficial internships at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution on Cape Cod.

Around this point, my mother had become obsessed with the idea of the career track record. Every decision from that period on, she’d read somewhere, would dictate how successful one would be straight out of college, and how quickly they’d be able to achieve it. Naturally, she thought, this meant we had to start building our track records early, and that was the moment she began calibrating my resume for maximal outcome, A/B testing my skills, cramming me into Milton’s arts program in hopes in would compensate for my unremarkable math skills. “I can’t believe they didn’t cast you in the lead,” she’d fume after every one of my failed auditions for school plays. “You have such good stage presence. You did TV commercials as a baby! What happened to you?”

I didn’t go to summer acting camp at Interlochen like my friends did, I thought. That’s what happened. Borderline poverty and “oblivious immigrant tiger mom” parenting, I learned, are a bad combination.



I didn’t know that my first boyfriend would eventually become known as “Chuck Johnson,” and that his name would be said by congressmen, journalists, and Trump White House officials with a shuddering revulsion. His phone number would be in the address books of famed white supremacists, his redheaded visage would be seen darting between right-wing billionaire donors at secret parties, his antisemitic blog posts would go viral among disinformation researchers and progressive activists monitoring extremism. His name would appear in the New York Times in stories about billionaire Peter Thiel’s creepy political donations, and in therapy sessions among victims of his. Roger Stone and Steve Bannon would rant about him but accept his help; Russian intelligence officials would feed him intel meant to destabilize trust in American institutions.

I only knew him as Charlie Johnson, the only boy at Milton just as poor as me.

He’d come to Milton amid the ninth-grade bumper crop and quickly established himself as our token angry Republican. He was prone to picking fights with everyone over some perceived anti-American slight, and was so incandescent in his remarks that the school once had to cancel classes when he nearly sparked a race riot: he said on a web forum that high abortion rates in Black communities meant that there should be a decrease in crime. (I don’t remember much of it. I was most likely watching online comedy videos in the AV Club basement, or in the middle of a depressive crying spell, during said race riot.)

I deeply admired Charlie’s drive, and so did my mother. “He works for Alan Dershowitz,” she gasped. Even she’d heard of the famous superlawyer, and she knew that he was a Harvard law professor. Charlie had interviewed him for the school paper in our junior year, and Dershowitz was so impressed by his smarts that he immediately offered him a research position in his office. That summer, during our respective internships in Boston, we would meet at the Harvard Law School’s library to do research on potential college scholarships. We went to Charlie’s office at Dershowitz’s office to print out sheafs of our own personal research—top floor, perfectly air-conditioned, stuffed with books and photos of the professor with various Israeli politicians and an entire wall where the Dersh had taped up his hate mail. Another was full of shelves containing records of Dersh’s life—volumes of books with The People of the State of California v. Orenthal James Simpson inscribed on their spines, framed photos with Bill Clinton. Charlie would tell me eagerly about the phone calls he fielded from famous people, like Eliot Spitzer and Jeffrey Epstein, to patch through to the Dersh. And then we’d head back to Milton and our threadbare, mildly hovering-above-the-poverty-level homes, both of which we found tense and miserable. Both our mothers were teachers in the public school system, and both our fathers were failing entrepereneurs with connections to Harvard University. (Charlie’s dad, specifically, had graduated in the 1970s and now ran various businesses involving music festival paraphernalia.) We were both the eldest of three, too smart for our own good. Too bristly to make many friends, and too poor to feel secure of our place in the world. It was inevitable that one day, we decided to start dating, something my exhausted mother approved of begrudgingly. “Maybe he can help you get focused and into Harvard,” she’d say.
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