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To Hannah, for saving my life






PROLOGUE


October 30, 2020

The sky was cloudy and sullen, as if strewn with ash plumes. I exited the hotel, baseball cap and sunglasses in place, and crossed the street. Aware of everyone, talking to no one. A woman walked her dog. A man in a camouflage hat smoked a cigarette at the corner, while skateboarders weaved in and out of the bike lane. The smell of firewood smoke signaled the arrival of my favorite season, though on this morning, it barely registered. Around the block, I slipped into a bakery for coffee and a biscuit, keeping my sunglasses on while waiting at the counter. The food lived up to the description, slow-cooked.

Outside again, I walked back to the hotel. A pair of eyes stopped me. The same camo-hat guy from earlier was leaning on a truck, holding my gaze down the street. Something wasn’t right. I changed directions as if I’d forgotten something, rerouting toward my parked car on the other side of the road. Settling into the driver’s seat, I holstered the coffee in the cupholder and watched the man in the rearview mirror. He dropped his cigarette and flattened it with a twist of his boot.

I pulled out of the parking space, planning to do a lap around the block to shake the suspicion. Headlights lit up behind me, and the truck pulled out, too.

It’s a coincidence. Calm down.

As I wound through the still-sleepy North Carolina town—knowing it no better than the distance covered by my high beams in the dim morning—the man seemed to stay with me. Right turn. Left turn. I was being followed, stalked maybe.

I sped a little faster along Asheville’s streets and recalled advice from an ex-CIA mentor. Time. Distance. Direction. It was a technique called a “surveillance detection route.” You tested whether someone was following you by measuring how long, how far, and how directly they remained on your tail. I tried to cool my nerves by running an ad hoc route, even though I had no idea where I was. I vectored away from downtown and took unusual turns, continually checking my rearview mirror.

On the outskirts of Asheville, the truck was still behind me. My heartbeat throbbed in my ears, racing so fast I worried that when it slowed I’d pass out at the wheel. I veered toward the shoulder and braked abruptly. My car shuddered to a halt over the gravel and kicked up a dishwater dust cloud. The truck drove onward and took the highway on-ramp, seemingly oblivious to my abrupt stop. I drove to a nearby parking garage and sat inside waiting, just to be sure. The street was quiet. The truck, nowhere to be seen.

You’re losing it, man.

The paranoia was metastasizing. Before daybreak, I had received a note from a U.S. Secret Service agent: “You should get a security team, fast. I can connect you.” And another from a Silicon Valley billionaire: “I’ll pay your protection costs.” While these were generous offers, I was five hundred miles from home, so for now, I was on my own.

It had started the prior afternoon. The president of the United States launched an “all-out assault” against me (as one news outlet put it) while in Tampa, Florida, at a campaign rally. Or was it a mob riot?

“Bad things are going to happen to him!” Trump warned ominously about the “horrible,” “treasonous” Miles Taylor.

“Are you listening to me back in Washington? He should be prosecuted!” he roared, face contorted with rage, apparently directing his words at the Justice Department. The audience lapped it up.

“Traitor!” they shouted back gleefully. His followers began to search for me, online and in real life.

Why? Because I had just deliberately blown my own cover, revealing myself to be a longtime Trump detractor and—most infuriatingly to the president—one of his former aides. Internal dissent was one of Trump’s worst fears. By his own admission, he had spent two years eyeing everyone who entered the Oval Office warily, wondering who in his midst was the elusive inside critic known only as “Anonymous.”

It was me.

Years earlier, I had written an unsigned essay from within the Trump administration, blowing the whistle on White House misconduct. As the unknown author, I detailed the president’s character defects, an administration in chaos, and the alarming views of Trump’s own cabinet members—some of whom contemplated invoking the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to remove the commander in chief amid the instability. I knew these anonymous revelations would lead to a tidal wave of attacks, but I also hoped they would persuade other rational Republicans to tell the truth about the man in the Oval Office.

I was right, at least about the tidal wave.

As I hunkered down in a North Carolina parking garage, Trump’s words from the rally—“Bad things are going to happen to him!”—replayed in my mind. I caught my breath.

No one is following you. You’ve taken all the precautions.

I had locked down my life before going public. While I will refrain from detailing the security measures or trip wires put in place (others are relying on the confidentiality of similar techniques to protect their families), I will note that I was obsessive. The process took months, and not all of it worked, as I soon found out. My accounts, devices, and phone numbers were all new, and my video backdrops became the peeling wallpaper of hotels, lest I give away my location while traveling the country to campaign against my former boss.

When I drove back into Asheville, the smoke-wood fog had burned off. It was light. An optimistic blue sky allayed my anxiety, until I got back to the hotel.

More vitriol had poured into my cell phone while I was gone, flooding the device. Emails, text messages, Twitter posts. They buzzed menacingly on the desk, each of them a digital grim reaper:

“Hope u die a slow painful death and suffer during the entire process, then burn in hell.”

“Your blood will be in the streets traitor.”

“Snitches get stitches.”

My data was littered across the web—my home address, new cell phone number, new email addresses, personal details about family members, and surprisingly accurate guesses about where I was holed up.

Time to go.

I packed my belongings, reloaded the car, and drove several hours east to Charlotte. In the crucial swing state, I planned to get out and triumphantly persuade voters to “put country over party!” by opposing Trump. Now I was little more than a prisoner reassigned to a new cell, shuttling between rented rooms booked under fake names.

Nighttime brought the first in a series of reckonings.

I placed a pillow over the loaded pistol that was my sidekick on the road trip and settled in, eyes on the door. My new accommodations were cheaper than the last, marked by the permeating smell of mold and mildew and by a rust-stained sink and tub. Mattress wires poked through a threadbare comforter, and an increasingly familiar emotion—doubt—did the same.

You think you’re clever? This was a mistake. You did this wrong. All of this.

Without the mask of anonymity, I felt exposed and, for the first time ever, hunted.



In September 2018, The New York Times published my anonymous opinion piece from inside the Donald J. Trump administration. I revealed publicly what Trump’s cabinet members were saying privately: that he was unstable and unfit for office. While serving in top roles at the Department of Homeland Security, I had witnessed shocking acts of corruption that led me to write the essay, “I AM PART OF THE RESISTANCE INSIDE THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION,” and then to quit the administration and write a book, titled A Warning, urging voters not to re-elect Trump. I unmasked myself a year later and became a part of the largest alliance of ex-officials in modern history to help take down the U.S. president who had appointed them.

Trump lost. But in many ways, so did I.

You might question my judgment for blowing the whistle on Trump from the safe harbor of anonymity. I don’t blame you. Many nights I questioned whether it was the right choice, even though my figurative disguise was intended to be temporary. I pledged that I would take the mask off before the 2020 election, but first I didn’t want the truth to get lost in a personal scuffle. Trump is a master at the politics of personal destruction, I told myself, so I needed to find a way to deprive him of the opportunity to distract public attention away from the message by brawling with the messenger.

At first, withholding my identity seemed to work. Without a scapegoat, the president was powerless in countering the narrative that his own people thought he was incompetent. The essay led to a cascade of questions about his mental state, new revelations, and a pressing national conversation about Trump’s fitness for office. He launched a manhunt for the author.

“TREASON?” he tweeted after it was released, demanding the Times hand over Anonymous for “national security” purposes, First Amendment be damned. Trump wanted more than to silence dissent. He wanted revenge. By using the White House to get it, he unintentionally proved my point about his corrupt use of power.

Despite sending the Justice Department after me, Trump’s search went nowhere. I continued issuing cloaked critiques to keep pressure on the White House, even after I left the administration. Through secret meetings, cutouts, safe houses, and burner phones, I smuggled a longer tome out to the public, cataloging the reasons why the president lacked the character for the job. I wrapped my justification in star-spangled packaging, noting that the Founding Fathers had also crafted anonymous essays to promote the U.S. Constitution and to counter its naysayers.

The reasoning for keeping my identity a secret began to weaken, particularly as I tried to convince others to speak up. Outside of government, I set up an operation designed to enlist ex-appointees like White House chief of staff John Kelly and defense secretary Jim Mattis—the people Trump had fired or who had quit the executive branch—to announce their opposition to the president in the 2020 election. At the same time, a question nagged me: Why did I expect them to go to the microphone if I was still putting up a façade?

My two personas were at odds. “Miles” was begging his former bosses and colleagues to come forward, while “Anonymous” remained hidden, providing false hope of a resistance figure who might somehow bring down Trump from within, when in reality I was already gone from government. In truth, there were no heroes inside the Trump administration, only survivors. Anonymous couldn’t protect anyone from a man so delusional that he once told reporters, “When somebody is the president of the United States, the authority is total, and that’s the way it’s got to be.” Salvation was up to the voters—not Congress, the courts, or an unknown, unelected bureaucrat.

Staying in the shadows began to take a personal toll, too. Although I was trained in the national security community to safeguard classified programs, this was different than a government secret. Leading a double life became a ballooning moral conflict, a pressure cooker teetering at all times on the verge of detonation. The stakes in Washington kept getting higher as the president’s behavior got more erratic, while outside calls for Anonymous to “come forward” kept rising, compounding my already-simmering anxiety.

I debated whom to trust and became paranoid about my security. I started drinking frequently and swept a drug overdose under the rug. Meanwhile, haunting self-criticism crept in, as Trump turned my anonymity into “proof” of a deep state out to get him.

With the 2020 election drawing near, I felt a renewed urgency to step into the light. I spent months thinking about it, yet I soon found out how unprepared I actually was. The public fight against Donald Trump cost me my home, my job and savings, friendships, a relationship, and my family’s security, temporarily putting me on the run. Late one evening in a Virginia high-rise, it also nearly cost me my life. At the same time, the life of our nation was thrown into turmoil amid an attempted electoral coup and the lingering fallout.

No sympathy is needed for me. I went into this situation willingly; however, the same cannot be said for the civil servants, community leaders, poll workers, and local officials who also came forward and told the truth and in many cases are still fearing for their lives. Since the 2020 election, I have been traveling the country to meet with leaders on the front lines of the pro-democracy struggle—Republicans, Democrats, and Independents—who are trying to counter the rise of political intimidation that many of us have experienced. I’m disappointed to report that the situation hasn’t improved. Rather, the system is blinking red.




“They did not listen.”

That is what historians will write about American voters years from now, long after the Make America Great Again (MAGA) movement does the unthinkable and retakes the White House, either under the continuing influence of Donald Trump or led by a zealous understudy who adopts his agenda with gusto. Trust me, this isn’t a political fantasy. It’s a civic nightmare, and the skeletons in America’s closet are conspiring day and night to bring it to fruition.

Donald Trump introduced a new brand of extremism to the Republican Party, and the thuggish populism has grown beyond his control. If corrective action isn’t taken, the MAGA movement will reclaim the American presidency in the coming years and do irreparable damage to our democracy. I would know. I was once on the inside of it, naively hoping Trump would rise to the moment or that grown-ups would ameliorate the fanaticism of his movement. Neither happened, and America continues to pay a steep price for giving Trump the opportunity in the first place.

While Americans rightfully removed Trump from the White House in 2020, it wasn’t without considerable effort. It also wasn’t enough. I warned a year before the general election that even if the president was defeated, he would not concede.

“Trump relishes the cocoon he has built,” I wrote. “He will not exit quietly—or easily. It is why at many turns he suggests ‘coups’ are afoot and a ‘civil war’ is in the offing. He is already seeding the narrative for his followers—a narrative that could end tragically.”

It did.

The January 6 insurrection was the predictable outcome of Donald Trump’s refusal to concede. In the aftermath, many more officials came forward and cautioned that our democratic institutions were so weakened by political extremism that if we did not unify to repair our republic, the understructure would collapse. Now it is happening. And if we don’t act, the phrase “they did not listen” will be the watchwords of our time.

In the realm of national security, we have a term to describe unintended consequences, the failure to anticipate the repercussions when we make a choice: blowback.

This is a cautionary tale about how neglecting our guardrails—individually and as a democracy—can lead to self-destruction.

More specifically, it is a political forecast about how a deeply divided nation is setting the stage for the resurgence of Trumpism. In this book, you will glimpse the not-too-distant future of the blowback we will experience if we choose the wrong path. It’s also a story about personal mistakes and why a failure of introspection can be fatal.

In the pages to follow, I will paint a vivid portrait of another term under a vindictive, twice-impeached, unconstrained commander in chief, or more likely under the rule of a savvier successor who will take his place—collectively referred to as “the Next Trump.” Each section will assess a particular guardrail of democracy, toggling between how it was tested in the first Trump administration and how it could be dismantled next time. From remorselessly gutting the American judicial system to deploying U.S. combat troops in neighboring countries, you will see what “mega MAGA” really looks like and how it could endanger our lives, our livelihoods, and our way of life.

If we want to save democracy from the Next Trump, we need to fully understand the threat he or she will pose. Predictions must not be founded in fear but instead rooted in truth. In forming these projections, I have relied on first-person interviews with the people who know the MAGA movement’s plans, never-before-told stories from the inside, and penetrating insights from the country’s leading democracy doctors, who understand how dire the situation has become. Together, they provide a matter-of-fact prognosis for what to expect if we install another corrupt leader in the White House.

This isn’t just about the next presidential election or a short-term hazard. Autocratic personalities will come and go, but the antidemocratic trend lines in our system pose lasting, generational peril. Trumpism is a political philosophy that seeks to achieve far-right, populist goals by defying democratic institutions and misusing government power for partisan purposes. It has spread like a disease, infecting a rising generation of copycats.

I know how ugly it can get. I sat in the Oval Office as Donald Trump fantasized about replicating North Korea’s demilitarized zone on the U.S. southern border, replete with land mines, barbed wire, electric fences, and armed guards. Trump described in graphic detail the sharp, flesh-piercing spikes he wanted installed on the border wall, designed to maim climbers so bloodily that other migrants would be scared to follow suit. He mused about U.S. soldiers firing on civilians, knowing that if they blew the legs out from underneath pregnant mothers, it would keep them from reaching the border.

I listened aboard Air Force One as Trump lavished praise on America’s adversaries and foreign dictators, waxing poetic about Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping. Those men could do whatever they wanted, unconstrained by congresses and judges. He wanted the same power, ordering subordinates to send draft laws to Congress to eliminate appellate courts that overruled him and to write executive orders to invoke the Insurrection Act, allowing him to impose a version of martial law.

I heard gag-inducing comments about women, as Trump nitpicked their looks and television performances, including, most grotesquely, sexual references to his own daughter. Perversion aside, it was the ex-president’s inclination toward illegality that led me to quit. I witnessed Trump tell border patrol agents to ignore the law and to send arriving migrants right back into the hot-sun desert where they could die despite their legal right to claim asylum, offering to pardon anyone who got arrested for carrying out his directive. That was the last straw. I reported the incident to government lawyers and resigned shortly thereafter, making sure news of the episode became public.

If another like-minded MAGA figure is given a shot at the presidency, these will not be anecdotes of near misses. They will be official U.S. government policy. I don’t expect you to take my word for it. Many people who were close to Trump have shared with me—almost unanimously—their belief that the return of Trumpism will be more volatile than its initial rise, which is why we must act without delay. (Some Republicans I spoke with are so worried about retribution from figures inside the movement that they requested their names be withheld in these pages and/or that identifying details about them be modified, in part because of threats of physical violence from Trump’s followers.)

Regardless of whether the ex-president has a shot at returning to the White House, his torchbearers intend to carry on his legacy by bringing the flame back into government. They won’t allow political prudence to hold them back from weaponizing the very same democratic institutions that should serve as guardrails. As I write this, MAGA operatives are working in Washington to transform their hostile takeover of the Republican Party into sustained, multi-decade control over the levers of government.

These are not the national security dangers I expected to be worried about in the twenty-first century. I entered government service in the wake of September 11, 2001. Since that dark day, I have spent my career focused on protecting the country against foreign threats, from terrorists and transnational criminal organizations, to nation-states such as Russia and China. After witnessing Donald Trump’s rise, presidency, and fall up close, I now believe that the greatest threat to American democracy in this century will come from within.

A widening cabal of antidemocratic leaders here at home have exploited our polarized political climate and are already mimicking Donald Trump. I have met them on the campaign trail as they run for local, state, and federal office. They are winning more elections than you think. The influence of Trump’s example has created an opening for his apprentices to engage in abuses of power by using America’s public offices to promote their own self-interest and to silence objectors.

We can halt the spread of political extremism, but it will be a once-in-a-generation challenge.

We didn’t snuff out Trumpism. Rather, we looked the other way as its cinders lit the dry underbrush of our fraying society and spread like wildfire. Right now, the winds favor the fanatics, from a historically divided electorate to grim public attitudes about political violence. Recent surveys have found one in ten Americans—more than 30 million people—now support violence against the government. Such a combustible political climate is what MAGA-aligned figures need in order to burn down the system.

Democrats, reform-minded Republicans, and Independents can come together to create a symbolic “firebreak” to prevent the blaze’s spread by taking three actions.

First, we must open our eyes. A victim mentality has overcome voters since the Trump presidency, with Americans lamenting the brokenness of our politics, as if the unwelcome situation were a faultless mishap. We must be candid with ourselves. This isn’t happening to us; this is happening because of us. Our city streets are now the front lines in the war for the soul of our political system, and it won’t end without a great civic awakening.

Second, we must proactively protect our institutions. The United States needs an insurance policy against political disaster, which means identifying the risks posed by antidemocracy figures and crafting mitigation strategies to safeguard the laws and traditions that made America the exceptional nation it is. I have identified some of the most crucial areas where we would expect the Next Trump to do damage, and I offer suggestions for how we can fortify our institutions against a would-be despot.

Third, we must not hide from a deeper menace. The stories you will read here—of illegal acts, long-lasting lies, misused presidential powers, conspiracies, assassination plots, and suicide attempts—are the consequences of a poorly understood bystander phenomenon, which I believe is the “hidden threat” to democracy.

For now, I will say I have arrived at an unexpected conclusion, given my background: anonymity is a gift to authoritarians. They thrive on fear and the suppression of dissent. My journey to the truth was painful—mentally, emotionally, and physically—and forced me to unlearn what I’d been taught in Washington.

In the end, I discovered that in politics, the real struggle is not us-versus-them.

It is us-versus-us.








Chapter 1 THE FACTION



The process of election affords a moral certainty, that the office of President will never fall to the lot of any man who is not in an eminent degree endowed with the requisite qualifications.

—ALEXANDER HAMILTON, FEDERALIST NO. 68, 1788




PART I

There is a front row to American democracy, and it can only seat four. In the U.S. House of Representatives, two nondescript desks positioned at the back wall offer the most revealing view of the magisterial chamber. Most Americans will never see these hidden perches. One is tucked away on the right corner, the Republican side of the chamber; the other on the left, the Democratic side. Young staffers assigned to these wooden tables mark opposite ends of a chaotic thoroughfare away from the cameras, where members of Congress mingle, laugh, argue, and cut deals to keep the country running. At fifteen years old, I was plucked from farmland obscurity in La Porte, Indiana, and dropped into one of these four seats. That is where I first learned about politics.



“Welcome to your new office.”

I was lured to public service both as an escape and as a calling. As a boy, my obsession with superheroes imbued me with a simple good-against-evil worldview. I wanted to be one of the good guys. With a distant gaze at adulthood, government seemed thrilling compared to the drudgery of small-town life, especially after my parents divorced and home became a place of low-level turbulence. Washington was where actual superheroes lived, men and women elected with the noble purpose of rectifying the world’s wrongs and confronting the real bad guys—criminals, polluters, dictators.

Sitting in the nurse’s office one day at school, I listened through the curtain as a fellow student recounted his parents’ struggle to afford food, while he and his siblings survived on trick-or-treat candy they had collected on Halloween. Trick-or-treat candy. That seemingly little moment changed my perspective. Suddenly, my own situation at home didn’t look so bad, and I felt the faintest inklings of a calling. I devoured books about extreme poverty. An idealistic middle-schooler, I checked out tomes on history, economics, and the Millennium Development Goals.

Then terrorists struck. I was in the Twin Towers weeks before September 11, 2001, on a trip to New York City with my mom and aunt. At fourteen years old, I gaped down from the highest floor of the North Tower with a wide-eyed view of Lower Manhattan. The short passage of time between that moment and the implosion of the buildings made me feel a cosmic connection to the tragedy. Alone in my room, I sobbed looking at still photos of Americans leaping from the buildings’ upper floors to escape flames ignited by men who had turned airplanes into missiles. “Never again,” Americans vowed. I meant it, desperate to lend a hand in protecting the country against foreign enemies, while I compartmented clinical anxiety, which I couldn’t name or understand until much later.

But what does a kid from a two-star town have to offer four-star military generals who are hunting down the bad guys? That was my dilemma. My family didn’t have a lot of money or major political connections. Without those, I couldn’t see a fast path into government for a high-school student and part-time restaurant dishwasher with scalded hands and a restless mind.

When I heard about a minimum-wage job as a cub reporter at the local radio station, I submitted an application. I got the gig. Luckily, listeners couldn’t tell I was a teenager unless my voice cracked on air, something I carefully avoided by practicing a deep octave.

“And a pleasant good morning,” I bellowed into the foam-covered microphone hanging from the studio ceiling. “This is Miles Taylor here at the broadcast center, with a look at your neewwwws at this hour.”

I elbowed past colleagues to land assignments covering visits from political leaders.

“A word to the wise,” the salty news director warned. “Don’t meet your heroes. They’ll let you down.”

As I brushed shoulders with Bush administration officials who were visiting the Midwest and national media figures like MSNBC’s Chris Matthews, I was pretty sure my boss was wrong. These were the giants of public policy, and I wanted to join their ranks.

My interview subjects weren’t fooled, though. No matter how grown-up I tried to act, I was still a kid wearing big-people clothes. Literally. Dad’s oversize Navy blue blazer gave me away with sleeves that were only centimeters away from my fingers, and without a driver’s license, I was forced to rely on my mom to drop me off and pick me up from news events. But what felt like intolerable indignities ended up leading to an opening.

“Son, how old are you?” U.S. senator Evan Bayh asked skeptically one night on the sidelines of a town hall he was hosting in our community.

“Fifteen,” I admitted reluctantly.

He abruptly ended the interview and asked me to kill my handheld tape recorder. I was discouraged. But then he whispered to an aide and told me about something called the Congressional Page Program.

“You want to see politics in action?” Bayh asked.

His aide handed me a fancy business card. I rubbed my thumb reverently over the gold-embossed eagle and probably emailed the staffer that same night. Several months later, I found myself on the ten-hour drive from Northwest Indiana to Washington, D.C., to join several dozen students for a job in the United States Capitol.

For two hundred years, young people have assisted with administrative proceedings in the nation’s legislative body as congressional pages, or as we were sometimes called, “democracy’s messengers.” The errands ranged from mundane to momentous. We spent early mornings running packages around the Capitol complex and late nights putting bills and resolutions in the hands of hundreds of representatives, each of whom had a flurry of comments, edits, amendments, and rewrites to make to the people’s paperwork. You rarely see congressional pages. We were trained to operate in the background, quietly supporting the country’s leaders, except for every four years when pages are photographed delivering the Electoral College ballot boxes to the House to certify the results of the presidential election.

On my first day, I met a personal hero. U.S. senator John McCain greeted us in passing as he made his way to the other side of the Capitol. His handshake felt like a professional christening, and I watched the vaunted combat veteran and “maverick” presidential candidate disappear down a stately hallway. We were ushered onto the floor of the House of Representatives. The cavernous chamber was ornamented with Americana—busts, quotes, and frescoes of the country’s Founders—and it struck me with the veneration that you’d reserve for a holy site.

“Welcome to your new office,” Peggy Sampson, the businesslike page boss, told us as she pointed out the two desks in the back corners that would become our rotating perches.

The class was split between Republican and Democratic pages, a reminder of Washington’s built-in divide. I was fortunate to be a Republican page. The GOP was in the majority, and soon I was selected to serve as the Speaker’s page—the personal messenger for the most powerful figure in Congress: Speaker of the House Dennis Hastert.

Washington was enveloped in a sober urgency in those post-9/11 years, which became clear by the weighty atmosphere. Access to the Speaker’s office was strictly controlled, and distractions weren’t tolerated in his quiet sanctum. One day an aide found me using the office phone for a personal call to a girlfriend back in Indiana, and as punishment, I was sent back to the page desk on the House floor to run errands for junior members of Congress. (To me, getting sent back into the middle of the action wasn’t exactly punishment.)

We trained as apprentices to wartime legislators who were grappling with an existential threat. You can’t overstate the palpable fear vibrating through Washington at the time, from worries about biological weapons to whispers of nuclear dirty bombs. A gas mask was hidden under every seat in the U.S. House. But fear gave way to cooperation, as members of Congress crossed the aisle to compromise on sweeping legislation.

The master class in bipartisanship culminated, for me, in President George W. Bush’s 2005 State of the Union Address. Despite having just come off of a contentious presidential campaign, he entered the chamber’s arched doorway to applause and handshakes from Republicans and Democrats.

“We have known times of sorrow and hours of uncertainty and days of victory,” he declared, as I stood by the page desk in the back. “In all this history, even when we have disagreed, we have seen threads of purpose that unite us.”

The room applauded in agreement.

I had found my tribe. Roaming the musty marble passageways of Congress, I grew surer of my views as a Republican. I was a “compassionate conservative,” the kind George W. Bush spoke about when he called for a government that used the free market to eliminate poverty, that openly welcomed immigrants who sought to join our country, and that championed freedom and human dignity around the globe. Joining the GOP tribe also seemed like the best way to defend the country; Republicans, after all, portrayed themselves as the party that was ready to stand up against enemies to our democracy.

What was meant to be a year turned into a whirlwind decade.

I could hardly stay in school, although I was obsessed with good grades. From elementary to graduate school, I was a straight-A psychopath (except for a lonely B+ on my seventh-grade report card). Valedictorian. Indiana State Debate Champion. Full ride at Indiana University as an undergrad. Full ride at Oxford University as a grad student. But I was bored. I dropped out of school multiple times to take jobs in Washington because I was more interested in sitting in secure briefing rooms, digging into intelligence gathered overseas by U.S. spies, than sitting in classrooms. I trained my strengths—and anxieties—toward supporting national leaders, from preparing research memos at the White House and Pentagon to briefing CIA directors and Homeland Security secretaries.

The stainless boy from a Midwest flyover state was awestruck at having a top-secret security clearance. I grew up fast and learned to stay in the background safeguarding information, knowing that lives were in the balance and that I was responsible for protecting the “sources and methods” of our spy agencies. Just as the kid inside me had yearned, I was working alongside the good guys to fight the bad ones, or so I thought.

Washington changed in the years after 9/11. After spending time in the executive branch, the private sector, and grad school, I returned to Capitol Hill in my late twenties and found a very different place. Some of the people I looked up to had turned out to be not-so-good guys (including House Speaker Dennis Hastert, who’d been arrested, charged, and later convicted in a hush-money scheme related to sexual misconduct with minors). The spirit of unity had also worn off, giving way to fermenting animosity. The Republican Party was focused on undermining Democratic President Barack Obama, while a confrontational Tea Party movement sought to take over the GOP by launching an insurgency.

I tried to ignore the partisan rancor that followed me up the career ladder. As the national security advisor on the House Homeland Security Committee, I told people I was focused on policy, not politics.

Then Donald Trump emerged.





“I want a Trump inoculation plan.”

In early 2016, a small group of Republican congressmen and aides, myself included, huddled around a conference table inside the U.S. Capitol. Afternoon sunshine illuminated untouched cookies and sodas in front of us. The faces around the table hung low.

“I want a Trump inoculation plan,” House Speaker Paul Ryan demanded, making eye contact with each of us.

Paul Ryan had been elected Speaker only months earlier and was eager to move the GOP toward a big tent, hopeful, ideas-driven party. I was a fan for this reason. We millennials prided ourselves on being fiscally conservative and socially liberal, and Ryan was going to be our figurehead. Trump was putting it all at risk in his unexpected quest for the GOP presidential nomination.

“We can’t let him trash the GOP,” Ryan fumed, noting that Donald Trump was not representative of the policies or the people in the Republican Party.

House majority leader Kevin McCarthy nodded in agreement. When it was his turn, McCarthy joked that Trump had switched parties so many times he couldn’t tell a donkey from an elephant.

Party leaders had failed to knock out Trump early, so now they were trying to coalesce around someone who could stop him. In the meantime, Paul Ryan wanted House Republicans to distance themselves from the New York businessman, who they all expected would lose anyway. It wasn’t just that Trump was hostile to GOP orthodoxy; he was breathtakingly ignorant about the rule of law, the Constitution, and the democratic system. The select group of lawmakers and staff were tasked with developing a platform that was the antidote to Trumpism.

Rarely does anyone other than the Republican nominee release a party strategy during an election year. Speaker Ryan’s “Better Way Agenda” was billed as a right-leaning response to eight years of a Democratic administration. In practice, though, we were drafting an alternative to the ideas Trump was spewing on the campaign trail, where he was badly hurting the GOP brand.

We talked about what the document should say. It should repudiate the TV personality’s vitriolic rhetoric, isolationist tendencies, protectionist economic ideas, disparaging comments about our allies, affinity for America’s adversaries, and divisive anti-Muslim views, among other appalling comments. More broadly, it should reflect a party that was focused on the future and not relitigating the culture wars around guns, abortion, sexual orientation, and gender identity.

I went to work, charged with co-drafting the national security portion of Ryan’s plan. For me, Donald Trump was number seventeen out of seventeen of the major candidates in the GOP primary race, a foulmouthed imbecile who was doomed to fail. I was happy to do anything to separate us from him. He wasn’t a part of our tribe; he was just trying to create a small faction to infiltrate the Republican Party for personal gain. I’d already seen the Tea Party movement do the same, and so far, we’d kept them at bay.

In fact, I didn’t know any legislator on the GOP side who seriously supported Trump. Senator Ted Cruz called the man an “utterly amoral… narcissist.” Texas governor Rick Perry said the businessman was a “cancer on conservatism,” defining Trumpism as “a toxic mix of demagoguery, mean-spiritedness, and nonsense.” Senator Lindsey Graham equated the man to an “evil force,” and openly referred to him as a “jackass” and a “kook.” Representative Mick Mulvaney had an even simpler summation: Trump was “a terrible human being.”

Then the unthinkable happened. Donald Trump surged forward in the primaries and effectively clinched the nomination. A schism erupted within the party. While most establishment conservatives begrudgingly decided to coalesce behind the nominee (who still seemed destined to lose in the general election), a “Never Trump” wing formed to sink him using any means necessary. Former mentors and colleagues from the Bush administration signed letters disavowing Trump, but because I was a GOP official, I rationalized that it would be inappropriate to add my name to a public list.

Paul Ryan’s policy project took on greater urgency. He advised us not to openly attack Trump—and risk pushing him away from the GOP mainstream—but to quietly point him in the right direction by giving him a plan that sounded Republican, not reckless. We foolishly thought we could guide Trump.

We weren’t writing the “Better Way Agenda” anymore; it was the “Make Trump Better Plan.”

In May 2016, I traveled with a group of GOP senators and congressmen to the Middle East. One evening in Bahrain, I went to dinner with Kansas representative Mike Pompeo. Over lamb shank and hummus, we talked about the dilemma, and I reiterated what was quickly becoming conventional wisdom: in the months ahead during the presidential race, Trump would set the GOP back years with his sensationalistic comments.

“What if—in a fluke—he actually wins?” I wondered aloud. Maybe we should do more than we were doing.

“Miles, he’s a coward and a bully,” Pompeo responded bluntly. “The American people will see through it, and when this is all over, he’ll be a fucking afterthought.”

He was so sure Trump couldn’t win that we spent most of our dinner talking about what we could do from Capitol Hill to fix U.S. foreign policy during a Hillary Clinton presidency. Obama had backed away from America’s allies, we lamented, and was bowing down to its adversaries. Pompeo was considering a run for chair of the House Intelligence Committee, where he could have more influence on U.S. foreign policy. I offered to help him angle for the job once the election was over.

Still, in every country we visited, foreign leaders expressed grave concerns about what a hypothetical Trump presidency might mean for the world, especially given the man’s anti-Muslim commentary.

“There’s no reason to fret,” Texas senator John Cornyn told a group of diplomats in the region. “Trump was loud and unpredictable to win the primaries, but his tone will start changing for the general election. He’ll calm down. You’ll see.”

The cowboy boots poking out from under the senator’s khakis spoke louder than his words, as if to say, Trust me, I’m from the land of rodeos. This is all part of the show. But was he reassuring them, or himself? None of us actually knew whether Trump would moderate his tone.

In late May, former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani reached out for help with exactly that topic. He was having conversations with Trump and wanted the presumptive nominee to adopt more traditional GOP policy positions before the general election race, starting with reversing his crude comments about Islam. Giuliani asked my boss—House Homeland Security Committee chairman Michael McCaul—and me to assist.

Early in the campaign, Trump had shocked the world by calling for a “Muslim ban” on travel into the United States, falsely equating billions of everyday Muslims with the small population of terrorists who perverted the religion to justify violence. As a counterterrorism professional, I feared Trump’s words would be exploited by militants to convince others that we were at war with Islam. As an American, I found his words disgusting. Most worshippers of Islam were just like Christians, Jews, or Hindus—people of faith who practiced their religion peacefully.

Giuliani convened an ad hoc group (including former U.S. attorney general Michael Mukasey, Chairman McCaul, and former prosecutor Andy McCarthy) to draft a memo to get Trump to stop saying “Muslim ban” and to talk about reasonable counterterrorism policies. While I didn’t agree with everything in the document, the final draft condemned Trump’s comments and rightfully made clear that a Muslim ban would “run afoul of our constitutional principle against religion-based discrimination,” emphasizing to the candidate that most Muslims who came here were “patriotic and productive Americans… precisely the kind of immigrants our policy should encourage to come to the United States.” In place of a ridiculous “ban,” the memo proposed “intensified vetting” of U.S.-bound travelers to weed out the real terrorism suspects. Giuliani briefed Trump.

To our surprise, it worked. Donald Trump never said the words “Muslim ban” again on the campaign trail, although apparently the word “intensified” wasn’t enough for him. He began to talk about “extreme vetting” and how he would implement harsh measures to keep terrorists out of the United States. While I wasn’t sure he really understood what we wrote, I was buoyed to see he was shifting back toward the mainstream. Maybe Trump could be guided after all.

The relief was fleeting. When Paul Ryan released his forward-looking GOP agenda in June, Donald Trump accepted it like a buzzsaw accepts timber. He had no interest in policy nuance, crafting an optimistic Republican Party, or restraining his antagonistic tendencies. Within days, Trump attacked a federal judge who ruled against him in a fraud case as “biased” because of his “Mexican heritage.” Ryan rebuked the GOP nominee’s words as the “textbook definition of a racist comment,” and after that, any hope that Trump would listen to Speaker Ryan faded.

Our Make Trump Better plan was dead.




“Maybe there is no hacking!”

My consolation that year was the feeling of certainty that Donald Trump would never, ever be president of the United States. It was October 9, 2016, the night of the second presidential debate, and I watched it with my girlfriend Anabel in our row house on Capitol Hill. Anabel wasn’t in politics—she was a Southwestern transplant to D.C. who worked in banking—and her tolerance for sleazy politicians was even lower than mine. With a fire roaring in our exposed-brick fireplace, we mocked the GOP candidate’s meandering performance.

There was good reason to think Trump’s campaign was finished. As he roamed the town hall stage that night like a caged animal, he gave us another. During the debate, Donald Trump angrily denied Moscow was behind ongoing interference in the 2016 election, and that the interference was even happening in the first place. Trump was lying to the American people. I knew it because I’d helped brief him on the threat days earlier.

Russia’s plot consumed me throughout the election. In mid-2016, an urgent bulletin sent to Capitol Hill from a U.S. security agency flagged a disturbing development: foreign actors might be launching digital attacks on the 2016 election, including cyber intrusions targeting U.S. political figures and institutions. The alert didn’t identify the culprit, but within days, I arranged briefings for members of Congress to get the details.

The DNC announced weeks later that it had been hacked by Russia. My worry grew, in part because Moscow was breaking into a U.S. political party but also because one of the two major candidates in the election was seemingly ambivalent about it. Trump accused the DNC of making it up and then publicly goaded the Russians to hack the emails of his opponent, Hillary Clinton.

A fellow GOP aide on Capitol Hill, Evan McMullin, found Trump’s behavior so offensive that it inspired him to quit his job and actually challenge Trump. The forty-something foreign policy advisor announced he was running for president as an independent, a quixotic last-ditch attempt to block the Republican nominee. Evan and I had come up in the GOP around the same time. We entered government service after 9/11 and both were convinced someone in our party would emerge to counter Trump. When no one did, Evan told me he had no choice but to do it himself, even if the odds were impossible.

The “Never Trump” movement had gone from the majority of the party to a small, faltering faction led by a no-name congressional staffer. Evan asked if I wanted to join his campaign. I gave him the reflexive excuse that I could be more effective from inside the party than outside of it. In truth, by then I’d concluded that Hillary Clinton was the only way to end Trump’s candidacy for good.

Then in the summer and fall, Russia leaked emails and released disinformation to undermine Clinton. Both Trump and Clinton were briefed on the very sensitive intelligence about Moscow’s ongoing operation. Yet Trump continued to dismiss it.

A handful of congressmen asserted themselves in Trump’s orbit to get him to wake up, including my boss, House Homeland Security chairman McCaul. He agreed to prepare the nominee for the presidential debates in September and October 2016. Beforehand, I pulled together in-depth briefing materials for McCaul to take with him—background, charts, maps, talking points, the works.

Our singular goal was to get Trump to admit that America was under attack and to warn Russia that they would face our wrath.

At the debate prep, McCaul walked through the details. He assured Trump that the information about Russia was valid, that we’d been briefed on it for months, and that it was critical for Trump to publicly acknowledge the situation and vow that—regardless of who the Russians were trying to support—the United States would punish them. My dial-in connection was unsteady, so I phoned McCaul afterward to see how it went.

“Not good.” The chairman recounted Trump’s visceral reaction. “He didn’t want to hear it.”

The candidate interrupted McCaul repeatedly.

“It’s all bullshit,” Trump allegedly retorted, waving his hands dismissively. “Totally politicized bullshit, right Mike?”

Trump turned to another Michael in the room, Lieutenant General Michael Flynn, the former head of the Defense Intelligence Agency, who’d been forced out of his job for alleged misconduct and was now a Trump campaign advisor.

“You’re right, sir,” Flynn affirmed. “It’s politicized, intelligence community BS.”

McCaul tried again, but Trump ended the conversation.

Days later, the candidate lied in the presidential debate about what he knew.

“I don’t think anybody knows it was Russia that broke into the DNC,” he said. “[Clinton is] saying Russia, Russia, Russia… but it could also be China. It could also be lots of other people. It also could be somebody sitting on their bed that weighs four hundred pounds, okay?” He went further in the second debate, suggesting that the cyber breach might not have happened at all. “Maybe there is no hacking!”

The falsehood was sickening. Trump knew the truth, so why was he covering for one of America’s adversaries, Vladimir Putin? Another controversy erupted at the same time. An old video recording surfaced of him making denigrating comments about women, sending his campaign into free fall. It was time to stop “managing” Trump within the party and start maligning him. This was the opening I’d been waiting for.

While on a road trip through the New Mexico desert a few days after the debate, I called and texted GOP members of Congress to encourage them to turn against the nominee. Now was the time to distance themselves from Trump’s campaign or, better, to un-endorse the candidate altogether. Of course he wouldn’t win the presidency, and if we didn’t isolate him, we’d be associated with his lies and toxic politics for years to come.

“There’s an awful lot of reasons to rescind your support,” I texted one legislator, trying to convince him to ditch Trump. “Politically the scandals are destroying his chances and folks are going to use this as a litmus test in the future, i.e. ‘what did Representative XX do when he had the opportunity to rescind his endorsement?’ But the most compelling one is that it’s probably the right thing to do.”

The congressman said nothing.

The next day, he sent a meme of three faces and three quotes: former president Franklin Delano Roosevelt (“The only thing we have to fear is fear itself”), John F. Kennedy (“Ask not what your country can do for you but what you can do for your country”), and Trump (“Grab them by the pussy”). To him, it was funny.

While some Republicans denounced the nominee’s comments, most quietly stood behind Donald Trump in the end. I couldn’t understand why. Until he won.




“Sure, he’s a dick, but now he’s our dick.”

Everyone remembers election night 2016 and the shock of Trump’s comeback victory. But what I remember is the gloating, specifically from one GOP representative.

A Southern legislator leaned against a gold railing on the House floor several days later, trying to convince me Trump wouldn’t be so bad. The party would benefit from his brash antics, the congressman reasoned. Trump would keep the pressure on “the libs.”

“Sure, he’s a dick, but now he’s our dick,” he quipped, ebulliently.

The vodka-soaked frat culture of Capitol Hill was already making me feel disillusioned, but the state of denial in the party was worse. The same people who had equated Trump to an “evil force” were now giddy about the prospect of a drain-the-swamp disruptor in the White House. After sneaking away to celebratory happy hours, congressmen would return to the House floor smelling like booze. During votes, they passed out their ID cards so someone else could register the “yeas” and “nays” for them. They were too busy to vote, placing bets on which of them would end up in the new president’s cabinet.

Then came the pilgrimages to Trump Tower. To be fair, some sober-minded Republicans hoped to convince the incoming president to recruit serious leaders and statesmen and -women to replace the island of misfit advisors he’d assembled. But far too many alighted from the tower’s golden escalator to pitch themselves for top spots.

One of them, Congressman Mike Pompeo, had just been picked to be CIA director and reported back confidently that Trump wasn’t looking for “yes men.” I hoped he was right. More so, I hoped people like Pompeo—who’d been blunt about his disdain for Trump—would serve as a check on the man.

I flew up to New York with a delegation of GOP figures a week later, in late November 2016.

Kellyanne Conway greeted us like a carnival barker welcoming circus-goers into a tent, as a gaggle of current and former officials came and went; Steve Bannon glad-handed donors in a corner, grinning ear to ear; General Flynn quietly escorted foreign visitors out, offering hushed farewells and promising to be in touch; and Ivanka and Jared made a brief appearance with an air that said, The family is in charge.

I squeezed onto a couch next to former vice president Dan Quayle, who brought ideas to help the untested president-elect think about governing. The atmosphere was too surreal to ignore.

“Did your transition look like this?” I asked.

He scoffed and whispered from the side of his mouth: “No. This place is a fucking circus.” Exactly what I was thinking.

If it were a circus, Vice-President-Elect Mike Pence was the ticket boy, dutifully shuttling back and forth to the waiting area to tell another newcomer it was his or her turn to enter the lion’s den. We were next. Clutching policy papers on national security, Chairman McCaul and I were ushered into a meeting room.

Donald J. Trump—Secret Service codename “MOGUL”—was in full form. The braggart chief executive had just closed the biggest real estate deal of all time: the acquisition of the White House. An oversized suit jacket and wrinkled pants hung over his large frame, accented by a red necktie that dangled too far below his belt line.

“Look at that! Isn’t it beautiful? Just. Beautiful.”

He waved his hand at a map of all the counties he had won across America, as if the congressman and I hadn’t seen the results. A sea of red with occasional pockets of blue. The conversation never got to counterterrorism or cybersecurity; Trump wanted to talk about how much of a winner he was and how he was going to bring other winners into the new administration.

An aide escorted me out to meet with a staffer on the transition team. I introduced myself and started to talk about the national security issues the incoming president would need to start thinking about. He cut me off. We weren’t there to talk about policy. He wanted names. Which prominent figures from Capitol Hill would be loyal lieutenants to the incoming president?

“Loyal,” he repeated.

I had brought a list with me, but it wasn’t a list of congresspeople. The legislators I knew weren’t showing backbone, so I handed over a spreadsheet of leaders who I thought actually had character. The staffer crossed out most of the names. “Bushie,” he said. Another. “Never Trumper.”

“John Kelly?” he asked, stopping at a name on the list. “You think he’s experienced enough to be defense secretary?”

“He’s a four-star Marine general,” I replied. Kelly had met with Trump recently, and I had been floored that serious people were being considered at all.

“We’ll see,” the aide responded.

We were interrupted. McCaul’s meeting was over, and Pence was ready to walk us out. On the elevator ride down, the vice-president-elect gave us a knowing look. He’d seen others leave with the same worried faces, the type that commuters make when passing a fiery roadside crash.

“It’s going to be all right,” he offered. “Here’s my personal information if you need anything.” Pence handed me a scrap of paper with a mobile number and an obscure Gmail address scrawled on it.




“It’s not as bad as it looks. It’s a hell of a lot worse.”

These aren’t the words you want to hear from your soon-to-be boss. Yet John Kelly stated them matter-of-factly. It was March 2017. He’d been serving for two months as Trump’s Homeland Security secretary. The job I’d hoped he’d take—running the Pentagon—had gone to another man I regarded as a rare living legend, General Jim Mattis.

Kelly dealt with a flurry of crises after taking office, including Trump’s surprise executive order blocking millions of people from Muslim-majority countries from coming into the United States. The shock order certainly looked like the “Muslim ban” we thought we’d talked Trump out of. Worse still, Trump didn’t consult John Kelly or other agency heads before releasing it. The results were disastrous.

At the time, I was still on Capitol Hill and asked Chairman McCaul to condemn the policy. It was highly unusual for a top Republican to criticize a new president from his own party, only days into the administration, no less. But McCaul agreed. He called on the Trump White House to roll back the executive order, using my words to admonish them: “Don’t undermine our nation’s credibility while trying to restore it.”

I was wary of any job in the administration and turned down a White House post during the transition period. However, I admired Kelly. The plainspoken, no-nonsense operator wasn’t interested in partisan politics. He was one of the leading military figures of his generation and the highest-ranking officer to lose a child in the wars in Iraq or Afghanistan. He continued to serve despite the family’s loss.

If anyone could be a check on Trump, I hoped, it was hardened soldiers who tended to be immune to politics and wary of unlawful orders. Word got out that Kelly needed more people to bring order to the chaos at DHS. I was open to working for one of the “adults in the room,” though a breakaway part of my conscience argued otherwise. Anyone could see this wasn’t going to end well. I buried the internal dissent under layers of careful reasoning about how “good people” were going inside to do what was right.

By March, I’d come around. I accepted a position as Kelly’s counterthreats and intelligence advisor. I was just entering my thirties and would be the youngest counselor on his team. Days before I was slated to take the post, another crisis hit. A man jumped the fence at the White House and evaded Secret Service agents for seventeen minutes before he was caught. Trump was furious at the breach, and so were members of Congress from both parties.

Kelly was called up to brief the House Homeland Security Committee, and I waited to catch him in the hallway before he went in to see the representatives.

“Leatherneck inbound,” an agent whispered into his sleeve. The Secret Service codename—an old slang term for U.S. Marines—captured Kelly’s aesthetic perfectly. As he rounded the corner, he had the imposing presence of a general, and his face was carved with weathered battle lines that spoke as loudly as his record.

We were in a secure facility several stories underneath Congress. No cameras, no reporters. While I was still technically working for the room of angry congresspeople, I would soon be one of Kelly’s deputies, and I felt an obligation to brief the man who would be my boss about what he was walking into.

“Mr. Secretary, they’re frustrated—not just about the White House intruder,” I warned him. “Democrats are probably going to grill you about the president’s missteps on everything else.”

“That’s okay. It’s not as bad as it looks,” Kelly responded. “It’s a hell of a lot worse.”

I laughed. “I’m not sure I’d frame it that way in the room, sir.” Kelly wasn’t joking.

He patted me on the shoulder. “I’ve got this, Miles. Hang back for a minute afterwards, okay?”

The briefing went as expected. The secretary played security camera footage of the intruder scaling multiple fences, dodging sensors, and taking advantage of a comedy of errors as Secret Service agents tried to locate him before he nearly made it inside the president’s residence. Kelly announced that he was boosting protection at the White House complex until long-term corrective action was taken, starting with a request for Congress to give him more money for a bigger fence.

The representatives were unified in their concern over how easily the guy had entered one of the most high-security facilities in the world. If he’d detonated a bomb, God forbid, he could have destabilized the entire federal government.

Representative Bennie Thompson pressed Kelly: “How could this happen?” (Incidentally, Thompson would be asking the same question years later while investigating a far bigger breach of the U.S. Capitol.) Before long, attendees were off-topic and the meeting devolved into partisan bickering.

Kelly was the first Trump lieutenant to brief the group, and Democrats in particular were still coming to terms with a whiplash White House. Trump’s preposterous travel ban; his denial of Russian election interference; an obsession with a hulking concrete “border wall”; already frosty relations with Congress; and his apparent disregard for his own cabinet. Republicans jumped in to defend the president, though most barely knew the man.

Kelly calmly told the representatives that everything was copacetic. There was an adjustment period in every new administration, and President Trump was taking the advice of his team. The general understood the importance of this assurance. Skeptics of Trump were only comforted by the hope that the businessman would somehow assemble a credible cabinet, a group of grown-ups who would provide stability in the executive branch.

Then another topic came up.

Days earlier the administration had made a cryptic announcement that carry-on laptops would be banned on certain flights to the United States from several Middle Eastern countries. What was happening? Members of Congress demanded to know, reminding John Kelly that we were sitting in a secure environment and could discuss sensitive issues. For the first time, Kelly looked uncomfortable. He demurred, offering up only the fact that the decision was based on “evaluated intelligence” that he hoped to share at the appropriate time.

A buzzer screeched from behind the members of Congress and lights flashed on a wall clock. It was time for votes on the House floor. The meeting was over.

As the room cleared, I waited for Kelly. I told him that he had handled the back-and-forth well.

“You still on board?” he asked with a grin.

“Yes, sir. But you spooked me on the way in,” I joked.

“About that…” The secretary’s smile faded. He lowered his voice. “I want you to know something. I swore an oath to protect this country against enemies foreign and domestic. Foreign and domestic, Miles. You’ll be doing the same by joining my team. Take it as seriously as a heart attack, okay?”

“Yes, sir, of course,” I affirmed.

Kelly waited a beat before his face lit up again. He reminded me that I had one day of freedom left. “Don’t fuck it up.”

The secretary disappeared down the hall followed by staff, agents with earpieces, and a military aide carrying a black briefcase, leaving only silence in his wake.

I closed up the briefing room by punching in a code, sealing the vault-like door, and spinning the lock. The hallways were empty. The House was a vacuum that hoovered up bodies from around the Capitol when it was time to vote. I headed that direction, returning aboveground through a maze of passageways, staircases, and elevators, thinking about what the general had said.

Foreign and domestic.






PART II

The American system was designed to prevent a tyrant (or, more specifically, a would-be king) from becoming president. With the heavy-handed British monarchy fresh in their minds, the Founders wrapped a protective layer around the U.S. executive branch. They placed strict legislative and judicial checks on the presidency, curtailed the president’s powers, and put a four-year term limit on the office. Most importantly, they designed a presidential selection process that was meant to block bad leaders from winning.

The emergence of fringe politicians was inevitable. “The latent causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man,” James Madison wrote, and have “divided mankind into parties, inflamed them with mutual animosity, and rendered them much more disposed to vex and oppress each other than to cooperate for their common good.” Rather than try to fix this ugly side of human nature, Madison proposed using it to help protect democracy.

Put another way, warring factions could be pitted against each other as a check. In small societies, political movements tended to merge and trample the rights of the minority, Madison wrote. However, in a country as vast as the United States, various parties and factions would have trouble combining forces, and instead they’d compete with one another, preventing any one group from becoming too powerful.

America’s most famous anonymous author sought to reassure the people. The Founding Fathers wrote a series of unsigned essays to sell the public on supporting a new constitution, using the alias “Publius.” Under the pen name, Alexander Hamilton declared that “talents for low intrigue and the little arts of popularity” were not enough to get someone elected president. To capture the top job, a person would need to appeal to the country’s broad swath of political groups. As a result, “it will not be too strong to say, that there will be a constant probability of seeing the [presidency] filled by characters pre-eminent for ability and virtue,” he wrote.

In 2016, Hamilton was proven wrong.

THE LONG-TERM CONDITIONS ARE HIGHLY FAVORABLE FOR A VOLATILE POPULIST FIGURE—THE NEXT TRUMP—TO RECAPTURE THE WHITE HOUSE.

Our system of government allowed an observably unqualified man to win the U.S. presidency. Democracy’s electoral guardrails were tested, and they failed. I witnessed the futile efforts of Donald Trump’s early opponents as they tried to stop him and his breakaway MAGA faction, the naivete of a Republican Party apparatus that attempted to guide him, and the GOP advisors—like me—who hoped we could manage Trump on his way to inevitable defeat. That is not what happened. Trump won and held the White House for four chaotic years.

Afterward, many continued to think Trumpism was an aberration. When Joe Biden defeated the one-term president in 2020, it was supposed to mark the death of MAGA. Since that time, however, Trump-inspired candidates have popped up across the country, assumed party leadership positions, and taken control of an entire ecosystem of groups that shape the GOP’s direction.

What began as a small faction within the party now commands the entirety of it. The MAGA movement—or Trumpism, which I use interchangeably—remains the fastest-growing political coalition in America, regardless of how damaged its namesake is. The coalition has been able to unify disparate groups of Republicans—Tea Party, libertarian, small business, establishment, Evangelical, and beyond. Various factions within the GOP no longer compete and balance each other out. They’ve been subordinated to Trumpism.

The prospect of a MAGA comeback in the White House goes far beyond the next presidential election. The electoral guardrails that were supposed to stop someone like Donald Trump from getting elected have not been hardened to prevent a repeat. They have been corroded. Far-right figures like Representatives Marjorie Taylor Greene and Lauren Boebert are now in the mainstream of the Republican Party, and they are using intimidation to silence remaining opposition, while persuading the masses to believe conspiracy theories that are tilling the fertile soil for a new crop of antidemocratic populists.

We have seen this story before in history, and it doesn’t end well.

First, MAGA forces are purging internal opposition with striking efficiency.

One of the best checks against the emergence of a dangerous figure in a free society is the ambition of his or her opponents. Almost every senator, congressperson, or cabinet secretary I know in Washington has fantasized about becoming something more, namely the president of the United States. Most coyly deny it, but the glint in their eyes when they cross the threshold into the Oval Office betrays their true desires. The fact that scores of politicians are always considering presidential bids is good for our political system; their ambition makes the presidential contest more competitive and weeds out defective candidates.

This is how Trump should have been stopped. He faced a wide array of competitors more qualified to hold the nation’s highest office, most of whom repudiated the New York tycoon. Nearly all observers expected the combined ambition of Trump’s opponents to smother his candidacy. As we know, that didn’t happen.

Today, we should have little confidence that the ambitions of moderate politicians will prevent MAGA acolytes from seeking and eventually winning the presidency again. Few dissenters remain in the party. Pro-Trump forces are silencing dissent and eliminating internal opposition using a three-pronged approach: threaten, defeat, and destroy. For hundreds of moderate Republican officials around the country who have been driven out of office or even into hiding, this has become a grim reality.

It starts with a warning.

Former GOP congressman Denver Riggleman, who was elected from Virginia in 2018, recalled that it felt like a hostage situation on the House floor. He was expected to support the MAGA movement, or else.

“As soon as I won, I realized what I’d gotten myself into,” he shared with me. “I found that votes had nothing to do with policy but with complete loyalty to the president. I just found it amazing that [other representatives] were so subservient,” while they privately mocked Trump as “probably high on meth,” he said.

At first, Riggleman toed the party line. He campaigned as a Trump supporter and was a good soldier, following the guidance of party leaders. But one day, he decided to vote against a Trump bill that would throw the government into chaos by shutting it down. Riggleman was admonished by Republican leaders.

“I was told I would have a primary opponent,” he said. The congressman shrugged off the threat and voted his conscience anyway.

Representative Mark Meadows, who eventually became Donald Trump’s fourth White House chief of staff, aggressively confronted Riggleman on the House floor afterward with a foreboding message: “You’re done.”

Meadows was right. The next year, Riggleman lost the support of GOP leaders in his primary race—the same race he had won overwhelmingly two years earlier—and was defeated by a vocal Trump supporter who derided COVID-19 as a “phony” pandemic.

Why did he lose? I asked Riggleman.

“I refused to kneel at the altar of Trump,” he responded plainly. “That is really what it comes down to.”



The threat of political alienation is not enough for MAGA forces to keep the coalition in line. They are trying other tactics to intimidate opponents of Trumpism and discourage other dissenters from joining the rebel ranks. The ten House Republicans who did vote to impeach Donald Trump experienced this viscerally.

Several months before she was defeated in the Wyoming Republican primary, Liz Cheney told me that the fear of physical harm was working. Flanked by armed guards at a fundraiser, she said that Republican colleagues rejected Trumpism but were afraid to come forward after witnessing her experience. She was no stranger to Secret Service protection, given that her father had been vice president of the United States, but this was different. A security detail was not a mark of status for the Cheneys anymore; it was reflective of the fact that people were making violent threats against her family back in Wyoming, where she couldn’t go out in public the way she used to.

Her fellow dissenters felt the same.

“You know, it puts you at risk,” said Michigan congressman Fred Upton, who decided to walk away from a thirty-year career in Congress after his impeachment vote, “particularly when they threaten not only you—and I like to think I’m pretty fast—but when they threaten your spouse or your kids or whatever, that’s what really makes it frightening.”

Ohio congressman Anthony Gonzalez decided to quit, too, confessing to receiving threats and fearing for the safety of his wife and children.

In February 2022, I reached out to hundreds of former GOP officials to join a public statement condemning party efforts to silence dissent. More than 140 Republican leaders signed on. Many more than that declined.

A former U.S. congressman apologized that he couldn’t add his name to the list, citing the fervor of MAGA supporters in his area.

“I can’t do that,” he lamented. “These people are fucking crazy.”

Second, the takeover of the GOP apparatus is largely complete.

The people who opposed Donald Trump in 2016 are either gone or converted. The Paul Ryans of the Republican Party have been sidelined or have made their way to the exits, along with their illusions about breaking a populist wave with oceanic words about a big-tent party. The Trump inoculation plan failed. Today, the GOP that tried unsuccessfully to stop the man has been overtaken by his staunchest allies, all the way down to the precinct level.

“Trumpism has taken over the party machine almost entirely,” one retired Republican congressman told me. “You have party chairs who cannot advance in their positions unless they pledge themselves to Trumpism.” The former elected official had helped lead a libertarian insurgency in the GOP in the 2010s and regretted that the movement had been commandeered by the ex-president.

The evidence of a MAGA takeover of the Republican Party could fill several volumes. For example, GOP state legislatures are fervently advancing Trump-like agendas, passing extremist laws on everything from elections to abortion that were inconceivable only a few years ago. Previously mild-mannered policy wonks such as Representative Elise Stefanik now speak in a combative Trumpian tone. Even the adjacent Libertarian Party has been seized by MAGA-friendly operatives who scorn moderation and compromise.

Arizona is an illustrative case.

Donald Trump won the state by a few percentage points in 2016, but that didn’t make it a MAGA safe haven. Home to longtime Trump critic and Republican U.S. senator John McCain, the Southwestern state is known for its political nonconformity. Arizona boasts as many independent voters as Democrats or Republicans. Trump lost the state in 2020, and when pro-Trump forces tried to overturn the election results, they were thwarted by election officials within their own party.

Bill Gates was one of them. The Republican (not to be confused with the Microsoft billionaire of the same name) was serving as supervisor for Maricopa County, the fourth most populous county in America. At fifty years, Gates still had the eyes of a kid who sported a “Reagan-Bush ’88” shirt before he had car keys and who joined the college Republicans rather than thinking about pledging a fraternity. His folksy demeanor struck me as the mark of a man who took his local position seriously. No kid dreams of becoming county supervisor.

Gates was surprised to find himself at the center of a firestorm in November 2020. “The system held after the election,” he explained. In his position, he was charged with overseeing Maricopa County’s election procedures. Despite several days of uncertainty, public outcry, and a changing vote tally that kept the nation on edge, “the results got certified,” Gates said. “And Joe Biden won.”

Gates respected the results. Others didn’t.

“Trump’s allies started trying to get their hands on the ballots and the voting machines [after the certification],” he recalled, “and it took a very ugly turn.”

Three phone calls changed his career forever.

The night of November 12, Gates was picking up food when a colleague rang to warn that his personal information—and that of the other county supervisors—had been released online, doxxed by Trump voters angered by the election results. Gates tried to lie low, but the hate mail arrived anyway. It got worse in the weeks that followed, as Trump claimed the election was stolen. Gates knew the allegation was false, at least in Arizona, where he’d personally overseen the voting procedures.

He hoped the anger would dissipate, but Arizona’s GOP lawmakers were riled up by the outgoing president, including Congressional representatives Paul Gosar and Andy Biggs. They demanded an audit of the vote. State legislators agreed and wanted to get their hands on the raw materials themselves. The GOP-dominated assembly requested Maricopa County give up its voting machines, administrative passwords, and all ballots that had been cast in the November election as part of a “forensic investigation.” Gates didn’t believe he was allowed to hand over 2.1 million private ballots. If he did, surely there was a serious risk of tampering or manipulation.

The issue came to a head when Arizona Senate Republicans subpoenaed the Maricopa County Board of Supervisors, demanding that the request be fulfilled. The supervisors went to court to challenge the subpoena. Gates was cautiously optimistic that a judge would settle the issue definitively in the county’s favor, leaving the votes alone while the political winds died down.

He got another call on January 6, 2021. This time, a friend in the business community phoned to report that armed protesters had constructed a full guillotine—a wooden structure for beheading criminals—on the grounds of the Arizona state capitol. The device was meant to send a menacing signal to those who were upholding Biden’s victory.

“You gotta get out of your house,” the friend told him.

Gates rented an Airbnb in Scottsdale.

“I moved my whole family. We took the dogs,” he recalled. “They wanted us killed.”

That night Gates, his wife, and his daughters watched the television coverage of what happened in Washington, D.C. as rioters stormed the United States Congress. The violence was real. Republican officials were being targeted by their own base for defying Trump’s effort to remain in office. The Gates family remained cautious until Joe Biden was sworn in as president.

On Super Bowl Sunday 2021, they were back at their home. The beleaguered county supervisor planned to take a much-needed break from the smoldering controversy, which had put him at odds with longtime friends in the party.

Then one of his daughters called him.

“Dad, are you going to jail?” she asked after seeing a post on Twitter. In a bid to pressure the Maricopa County Board of Supervisors, state Republicans had drafted a resolution that would give the legislature power to arrest anyone who defied their subpoenas. What’s more, the measure had the sixteen cosponsors it needed to pass. If Gates and his colleagues didn’t hand over the 2020 ballots, they now faced the prospect of jail time.

Gates sprang into action to stop the bill before it was too late. After a flurry of behind-the-scenes calls and the release of an emergency public message to condemn the measures (“We shot a video here in my office,” Gates noted, “and it was like a prison video”), they caught a break. One lawmaker decided to pull his name off the bill, effectively killing it.

“The State Senate came within one vote of jailing us,” Gates mused. “We were thrilled we were not being detained, but we had real concerns that MAGA people would come to the house.… We were worried they’d come take us into custody on their own.”

So that night two sheriff’s deputies were dispatched to guard his home. Arizona Republicans were effectively at war with one another.

A judge ultimately ordered the Board of Supervisors to turn over the voting machines and the ballots. A person familiar with the case believes the judge privately agreed with Maricopa County—and didn’t think there were legal grounds for an audit—but approved it anyway under pressure and fear that his family might also be targeted by the MAGA crowd if he didn’t order the county to hand over the ballots.

Gates became a vocal critic of the review, earning him national attention—and scorn. He appeared before a U.S. congressional committee to speak out against the partisan audit: “This is without a doubt the biggest threat to our democracy in my lifetime.”

The contractors hired to comb through the election results, known as the “Cyber Ninjas,” were inexperienced. Yet right-wing social media viciously trolled Gates and others who tried to point out the review’s failings. The final report released in fall 2021 was filled with unsubstantiated claims but no real evidence of widespread fraud. The election was free, fair, and accurate. Joe Biden had clearly won the state, and it was time to move on.

A year later, Bill Gates still didn’t feel vindicated.

Sitting behind his desk in Phoenix—the same place he recorded the “prison video” to protest the legislature’s power grab—Gates reflected anxiously on the future of the Republican Party. In recent primaries, MAGA types had defeated GOP moderates up and down the Arizona ballot. Normally the state GOP apparatus stayed out of hotly contested primaries, letting voters decide the party’s direction. That wasn’t the case anymore, Gates said.

“Now the party is putting its thumb on the scales,” he explained at the time, noting that the Arizona Republican Party was openly favoring pro-Trump figures over centrist alternatives. “Even the people who aren’t endorsed by Trump… are still falling all over themselves to be MAGA. The movement is permeating the entire party.”

Is the intimidation working? I asked.

He thought for a beat and looked out the window, as if expecting someone to show up when I said it. “Anyone who would dare speak the truth to these people is in danger.”

Third, much of the GOP base is now radicalized.

The state-by-state MAGA takeover of the Republican Party machinery will make it easier for the Next Trump to emerge. But the transformation of the GOP base is what will actually propel such a volatile figure into the White House. The increasingly reactionary views of grassroots Republicans virtually guarantee that the movement will maintain its dominant influence on the party for the foreseeable future.

A yard sign I saw in rural Pennsylvania tells the story. Driving through the Midwest during the 2020 presidential campaign, I saw planted in front of a house a homemade poster with the words RONALD REAGAN IS A LOSER written on it in bold. Former President Reagan’s face was crossed out with an X, with Donald Trump’s smiling face next to it. Presumably this was a Trump supporter, but why attack Reagan? The fortieth president was beloved by Republicans, not on the ballot, long dead, and certainly not a threat to Trump. The last assumption is where I was wrong.

Trump fixated on his predecessors and so did his supporters.

“You go around Pennsylvania and you see Trump signs everywhere,” he once tweeted, proceeding to quote a supporter. “The Donald Trump situation is bigger than the Reagan Revolution. Donald Trump has inspired us.”

The same year: “94% Approval Rating in the Republican Party, an all time high. Ronald Reagan was 87%. Thank you!”

And again: “Wow, highest Poll Numbers in the history of the Republican Party. That includes Honest Abe Lincoln and Ronald Reagan. There must be something wrong, please recheck that poll!”

To be seen as powerful enough to restore the country to what it was—to Make America Great Again—his identity requires that others see him as equal to, or greater than, those who came before him. I used to think such comparisons were a farcical insecurity. Now I believe Donald Trump was understating the comparison. In truth, there is no comparison. He created a cult unlike any of his predecessors, inspiring throngs of supporters to create deeply personal—sometimes spiritual—connections with his movement.

Tribalism is as strong as it’s ever been within the Republican Party. Whether or not Trump remains the tribal leader, the power of group loyalty has radicalized the base. Tens of millions of people now believe conspiracy theories that are provably false, a reality that will shape the American political system in unknowable ways for many years to come.

In summer 2022, former Republican congressman Reid Ribble did a test. He was a founder of the Tea Party movement, though he was disillusioned by Trump. Speaking to a group of several hundred churchgoers in Wisconsin, he decided to poll the congregation.

“How many of you believe the 2020 election was stolen from Donald Trump?” Ribble asked.

A sea of hands went up. It was almost the entire room. Ribble disguised his shock by shifting to a second question, which he hoped would cause most of the hands to go down.

“And how many of you believe Donald Trump is still the rightful president of the United States?”

Some hands dropped, but roughly half the room kept their arms in the air. It was worse than he had realized.

“Populism—in almost all of its historical iterations—tends toward authoritarianism,” he told me. The test he did with the congregation reminded him of another dark period in history: pre-Nazi Germany.

In the 1920s, Adolf Hitler rose to power on a Big Lie. He alleged that Germany had been on the path to victory in World War I, but its leaders surrendered prematurely. Victory was seized from Germans by corrupt politicians, Hitler said. The people had been “stabbed in the back.” In reality, the German military had been defeated and the country had no hope of winning the war; nevertheless, millions believed Hitler’s lie amid the harsh conditions of postwar life, from political gridlock to inflation. Anxious Germans welcomed the rise of a disruptor who could upend the institutions they believed had failed them, which paved the way for Nazism.

“He created a whole class of victims,” Congressman Ribble explained, “and then he told them he would vanquish the villain.” Similarly, Ribble worries Trump’s lies have created an opening for another dangerous leader. The untruths have created an angry and restless electorate.

In poll after poll, a majority of U.S. Republican voters say that Joe Biden was not the winner of the 2020 election—that it was stolen from Donald Trump. As one of the officials appointed by the Trump White House to oversee election security during his administration, I can confirm (once again) that this is entirely false. The 2020 election was the most secure in modern history. Yet such attestations have failed. In the aftermath of the Trump presidency, GOP-dominated legislatures in more than thirty states have put forward or passed measures to make it easier to interfere in the vote in the GOP’s favor—teeing up the possibility of legal civil war in future elections.

This isn’t the only falsehood reshaping the system.

The MAGA movement has promoted the QAnon conspiracy theory of an evil deep state running the government. An Economist/YouGov survey found that half of American Republicans now believe in core QAnon concepts, such as the assertion that a single group of people “secretly… rule the world” and that “top Democrats are involved in elite child sex-trafficking rings.” In 2016 a man shot up a Washington, D.C., pizza parlor that he believed was used as a Democratic sex-abuse lair. GOP leaders have fanned the flames of these theories. The number three House Republican referred to Democrats as “pedo grifters” in 2022, and the party backed candidates who were open QAnon believers.

Likewise, millions of Republicans subscribe to the Trump-fueled “Great Replacement Theory.” The conspiracy alleges that the Democratic Party is attempting to “replace the current electorate” of white Americans with “Third World” voters, as Fox News host Tucker Carlson claimed. A gunman cited this race-baiting theory in a manifesto before murdering nearly a dozen black Americans in a New York supermarket in 2022, not to mention the mass shooter who killed two dozen people in an El Paso Walmart in 2019, echoing Trump’s words about an “invasion” at the U.S. southern border. An AP poll found nearly half of Republicans believed in the theory, while a University of Chicago poll found that tens of millions of MAGA supporters agreed with the statement that “African American people or Hispanic people in our country will eventually have more rights than whites.”

It would be willful delusion to think these conspiracy theories won’t have lasting repercussions. These highly motivated voters are hungry for MAGA candidates who share their views. And such views will not change overnight. The Next Trump will be a product of this beast because he or she will have to feed it to win, which means keeping the base radicalized on a steady diet of conspiracy theories about existential threats to their way of life.

“There’s a soft totalitarianism coming into play,” Michael Steele professed. He spent two years leading the GOP as chairman of the Republican National Committee. “Modern-day conservatism meant lower taxes, less government, free markets. What we are witnessing now is a deconstruction of that.… I think the rational side is losing, if not having already lost.

“For a party that’s all sensitive about the Left canceling them, they do a pretty good job of canceling their own,” he added. “That’s why the hammer came down so hard on Liz Cheney—to send a message of fear. No one wants to be targeted the way she’s been targeted, which makes this period we are in perhaps the most dangerous.”

Observing what has happened to the party of Lincoln, we can make one conclusion with confidence: we’ve only seen the beginning of Trumpism. The rational faction of the GOP has been put down by the radical one and is no longer a check on the system. The conditions are right for the Next Trump to emerge. Worse still for our democracy, when he or she enters the White House, the rest of the guardrails will be weaker than ever.
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