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			Introduction

			Julius Caesar, as the author of The Gaelic Wars, recounted his battles and eventual military victory in what would become modern-day France stating that the region was “divided into three parts.” Well, this book is also divided into three parts. Like Caesar, I am recounting a series of trials and tribulations that I struggled with from 2020 to 2023. Unlike the first emperor of Rome, I am writing my narrative without knowing the final outcome of my conflict with the United States Department of Justice. On second thought, I guess Julius Caesar didn’t know his final outcome either; otherwise, he would have taken a sick day instead of walking into the Roman Senate the day he was stabbed to death.

			What you’re about to read encompasses three very different, but completely interconnected, stories. I share these events as accurately and entertainingly as possible, and it seemed appropriate to follow Caesar’s example and divide my story into three parts. I recognize that some readers may find some parts more interesting than others. Political theorists and historians will likely gravitate toward Part III—a section expanding upon a senior thesis I wrote in my final semester at Wabash College. It describes a series of cyclical economic, political, social, and (unfortunately) military conflicts that peak about every 75 years to 80 years—starting with the lead up to the American Revolution, then advancing about “fourscore and seven years” to the Civil War and moving to the Great Depression and World War II before arriving at, well, today.

			Based on these patterns, I predicted in late 1995 that the 2020s would culminate in crisis and upheaval. (Later, I learned that such long-term patterns—at least the economic ones—were called “super cycles.”) My professor gave me an A and wrote in the paper’s margin that he hoped I was wrong with my forecast for the decade we now live in. I hope I’m wrong as well, despite all evidence to the contrary. In the opening years of the 2020s we endured a global pandemic the likes of which we haven’t seen in a century, racial unrest that we haven’t witnessed since the late 1960s, and monetary inflation at forty-year highs. Our nation is experiencing political turmoil that we haven’t—well, we’ve never seen anything like what happened on January 6, 2021. And there’s the first land war in Europe since World War II.

			Part II may appeal to those wanting a greater understanding of our federal prison system and my 175 days incarcerated at the Ashland minimum-security camp for a supposed “campaign finance violation” related to my 2016 congressional campaign. It was a fascinating experience and one that left me outraged at the blatant racism, poor health care, dangerous working conditions for inmates, and rampant abuse by the guards of those who have no voice or ability to defend themselves at Ashland—and presumably at the 113 other federal correctional facilities in the United States. Those who prosecuted, and persecuted, me—my political detractors, disgruntled former employees, and perhaps the occasional ex-girlfriend—will be hoping to read this book with some glee. I believe they’ll be extremely disappointed to learn that the past two and a half years have done nothing but strengthen my resolve to combat those who would destroy me or anyone else that might stand in their way of their respective personal or political-legal agendas.

			Civil rights advocates and prison reformers will be appalled by what I saw during my time in federal custody. In order to protect inmates that may still be in the control of the Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP), I have changed the names and some details of their stories to protect them from reprisals. Their stories are true. All of them. No literary embellishment was necessary. Reality was quite enough.

			I was extremely fortunate to have avoided serious difficulty during my imprisonment. On my eighty-first day at Ashland, I was proclaimed the “shot caller” of the camp—a political title I certainly never expected to receive. At forty-nine years of age and not having an imposing physique (I entered Ashland at 152 pounds and lost 10 percent of my body weight during my initial quarantine, essentially locked in a 6’ x 8’ cage by myself for ten days straight.) I might hold the record for the thinnest shot caller in federal prison history. Nevertheless, my short reign was a peaceful one (my volunteer work helping inmates to understand their legal issues and sentences helped—as did my three enforcers weighing a combined 900 pounds that I inherited from the previous shot caller after he was transferred to another facility). I guess Tip O’Neill was right: All politics is local, after all.

			Part I recounts my battle—a losing one thus far—with the so-called public integrity section of the U.S. Department of Justice. I discuss the events leading up to my indictment, the pre-dawn raid on my residence and the thought process leading up to my decision to accept a plea agreement (something I swore I would never do, and should never have done). Not all of this narrative will be flattering to me, but it will be honest and serve as both a cautionary tale and a brutal analysis of how legal bureaucrats of the Deep State selectively target and punish conservative politicians, fundraisers, and acquaintances of Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign.

			The wake of destruction left by these modern-day political assassins is immense. These days the selective enforcement of complex campaign finance laws and regulations are used to silence political enemies that oppose what Donald Trump called “the swamp.” This strategy ends political careers as effectively as those employed by John Wilkes Booth and Lee Harvey Oswald. I was fortunate to survive reasonably intact legally, reputationally and financially. Many that have fallen victim to the whims of the Deep State have not been so lucky. Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter once commented that sunlight was the best disinfectant to improve government and, by extension, the so-called justice system. I agree. Read this book. Let the light shine in.

			 

		

	
		
			Part I

			Going Under

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Wake-Up Call

			Talk about a mid-life crisis! At 5:50 a.m. on September 29, 2020, a large birdfeeder that I had placed between the patio and koi fish pond behind my home smashed against an outside wall. The crash woke me up, but I had not been sleeping well for some time. Knowing that the FBI was hunting me had disrupted my usual deep sleep. About ten days prior, my attorney had called me with some distressing news: “Brent, the prosecutors say that they ‘can’t imagine you not being indicted.’” The U.S. Department of Justice was picking a fight with me, a fight that is almost impossible for any citizen to win.

			When I protested to my lawyer that the prosecutors must surely know I had not committed a crime, he sympathized and—presciently—pointed out: “The truth doesn’t matter to these people. They think you have information they want. They’ll destroy you to get it. In my experience prosecutors will often use the lower standard needed for an indictment to compel us to negotiate.” I told my attorney that I did not negotiate with terrorists. But I do prepare for them. As soon as it became clear that prosecutors would spin evidence, ignore witnesses that would confirm my innocence, and execute their strategy—and me along with it—I immediately told family and a few close friends what was going on. I shared with them my unpleasant expectations of what would be happening shortly.

			I began setting my alarm for 6 a.m. (figuring that would be the earliest that they’d come for me), got dressed in preparation of a potential arrest and watched Hogan’s Heroes reruns in the mornings leading up to that dismal day, periodically looking out my window in anticipation of black government SUVs rolling down the street toward me. I couldn’t think of a more ironic and appropriate TV show to watch under the circumstances. I also took a page from Defense Secretary James “Mad Dog” Mattis. Mattis, early in his tenure at the White House, was dealing with a crisis in North Korea. Tensions were exceptionally high, and he went to bed fully dressed so that he could save the few minutes it would take to get ready in an emergency. I thought that was a brilliant idea.

			The final week before my early morning visit by the FBI I went to bed wearing a blue dress shirt, slacks, and socks. Every night. My shoes, with my glasses slipped into one of them, were positioned next to my bed on the floor. A gray sports jacket had my wallet and passport in its breast pocket. I assumed those would need to be surrendered at some point in the arrest process. My iPhone was fully charged waiting to send a single-sentence message to my legal counsel when the time came.

			When the clanging birdfeeder woke me up that late September morning I had two thoughts. Either the world’s largest raccoon had clumsily climbed up my birdfeeder for an early morning snack (Indiana raccoons do get pretty big in the suburbs) or an FBI agent was positioning himself to prevent my potential escape through my back yard and accidentally banged into my birdfeeder. Sitting bolt upright in bed I was convinced it was no raccoon.

			I composed my thoughts, working through everything I needed to do if I heard a knock at my front door. I waited patiently under my covers listening intently until 6:15 a.m. Four loud knocks in quick succession were followed by a resounding “FBI! Search warrant!” that echoed through the house. Definitely no raccoon. “OK,” I thought, “here we go.” I threw the covers off, climbed out of bed, put on my glasses, and slipped on my shoes and jacket. Then I picked up my cell phone. This entire process took less than five seconds. I then sent a text to my defense attorney, Russell Johnson. I was sure he was still asleep, but when he woke up, he’d check his phone and see the text, “Russ, I’m about to be arrested” and respond accordingly. Fifteen seconds. I flipped the lights on and confidently walked across my hardwood floor toward the front door. Twenty-five seconds had passed. It felt much longer.

			I was curious to see how many FBI agents had been dispatched to take me. I slipped the dead bolt and opened the large wood door. Six agents, not counting the guy hanging around the back yard, were waiting for me. No guns were drawn. No tactical gear. No blue windbreakers with yellow letters on the back. I was strangely disappointed by the lack of display. I smiled and said, “Good morning. I see we are getting an early start today.” I stepped aside in my foyer, watching the agents track dirt across an expensive Versace entry rug. “Nothing that can’t be cleaned,” I thought. I wondered if they did that on purpose.

			The agents circled me like a pack of wolves. Agent Roccia had made a special trip from Washington (at taxpayer expense) for the kill. This would be his third time to see me—not exactly a charm, at least from my perspective. He handed me a search warrant that I immediately started to read. After a moment permitting me to read the warrant, the vibe perceptible changed in the room. It was like when the air pressure drops just before a thunderstorm. I smiled again, waiting for the rain.

			I kept reminding myself that this would be the first battle in what would undoubtedly be a multiyear conflict. This helped to keep me calm and the morning in proper perspective. I sensed disappointment from the agents that I didn’t become an emotional wreck. It was like they kept waiting for me to break down and cry. Perhaps they were waiting for me to beg for mercy? I could divulge the cure for cancer right then and it would change absolutely nothing. Besides, I was pretty sure I was about to be informed that I had the right to remain silent.

			I watched the carefully orchestrated federal crew disburse throughout my home. It was comical. One female agent yelled, “He has an aquarium” from my kitchen. I found that truly bizarre that such a fact needed vocalizing. To be fair, they would have found the remains of bodies if they searched the aquarium—but they were all of dead fish. As the agents spread out around the house those remaining next to me were still waiting—and I’d go so far as to say hoping that I would exhibit some sort of negative reaction. There was never going to happen. Doing so would only empower them more, and these people had far more power over me than they ever should have as it was.

			One agent broke the silence with a very loaded question. “You’re up early. Going somewhere?” On the surface, this seemed to be an innocuous inquiry. That is, unless you know that admitting that you were “going somewhere” is tantamount to “fleeing.” Such an admission can be used at your trial to “infer guilt.” Tricky move. I smiled again and said, “I was in my bedroom when you arrived” and looked at the agent like he should save the parlor tricks for someone else.

			I also believe that these people enjoy waking their victims up confused and scared—with their morning hair stuck in every direction and feeling vulnerable in their boxer shorts—just like they did to Roger Stone during his early morning raid and arrest. Here I stood fully dressed, calm, composed, and—unless the FBI agents started used my collection of White House presidential china as Frisbees—completely unwilling to show any degree of discomfort. I’m pretty sure that my reaction was the opposite from what they typically encounter in these situations so early in the morning.

			Finally, one FBI agent produced a set of handcuffs attached to a leather band designed to be wrapped around a person’s waist. I could feel the smile on my face turning into a smirk. The arrest process is intentionally designed to maximize a citizen’s suffering and humiliation. Consider the typical FBI procedure. The agents arrive at your house when you are most vulnerable—asleep—and invade the place where you expect the most privacy—your home—often in front of your wife and children. I was awake, fully dressed, and had no family to be distressed as they watched me taken away. I felt absolutely no shame. The process was (quite literally when they slapped the cuffs on) “out of my hands.” I’d done nothing wrong and refused to give the FBI agents the satisfaction of seeing me stressed. So, still smirking, I extended my arms in front of me. Click. Click.

			I was led to a black GMC SUV. The vehicle pulled out of my driveway into the pre-dawn darkness, and I was driven to the FBI field office forty minutes away. This provided me a chance to reflect on everything that led to this fascinating moment in my life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			A Brief History of My Life

			I grew up in the suburbs of Indianapolis. I was fortunate to be the son of loving parents who supported me in all my efforts. I became an Eagle Scout as a sixteen-year-old and was accepted to Wabash College as a National Merit Scholar. I graduated in three and a half years as a history major and a political science minor. I always enjoyed politics and knew that I wanted to serve my community and country in elected office.

			I became Indiana’s youngest registered investment advisor at age twenty-two when I started my investment banking company. I focused on growing small to medium-sized businesses in the transportation and manufacturing industries. I was fairly successful, which afforded me the opportunity to become a candidate for the Johnson County Council when I was twenty-six years old. I was elected the youngest county-wide officeholder in a half century, and became council vice president my second year in office before serving as council president the final two years of my term.

			I ran for the Indiana State Senate when I turned thirty, narrowly defeating a longtime incumbent by only thirty-eight votes of more than 12,000 cast. I wore out two pairs of shoes knocking on thousands of doors. My family and friends dedicated months to putting up yard signs and volunteering their time for the campaign. I would have clearly lost the election without their hard work and support.

			Although my first Senate election win was razor thin, I was able to distinguish myself as a reliably conservative legislator who worked hard to represent the 135,000 people of the 36th District of the Indiana Senate. I was re-elected by comfortable margins in 2008 and 2012. After twelve years in the Senate, I felt that I had accomplished everything I had originally set out to do. I chose not to seek a fourth term in 2016 and instead ran as a representative for Indiana’s 9th District. I hoped to make a difference in Washington. Despite the hard work put in by the campaign, we lost in a crowded Republican primary field. I congratulated the winner and spent the next several years focusing on my business interests. I could never have predicted what happened next.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Targeted

			In 2018, a Washington, DC, political consultant we’d hired for the congressional campaign, Kelly Rogers, had his home and office raided by the FBI. The news of his FBI raid did not immediately reach me. Several months after the raid it was mentioned to me in passing by my former campaign treasurer, Mark Collins. I responded with disappointment, but politics wasn’t something I had been focused on for quite some time. It was a while later before I realized why Kelly Rogers was being investigated—and it had nothing to do with me or my congressional campaign.

			Ken Cuccinelli was the attorney general of Virginia and was a candidate for governor of Virginia around the time I decided to run for Congress. Kelly Rogers had been retained by Cuccinelli to assist him. Rogers had raised a significant amount of money for Cuccinelli. Cuccinelli lost. But Kelly Rogers won—by stealing $800,000 from the Cuccinelli campaign and transferring it into his private bank accounts. Additionally, Rogers ran a political action committee that claimed to be helping veterans with traumatic brain injuries. He transferred more than $46,000 from that fund—almost every dollar raised—into his own pocket. When Cuccinelli realized what had happened he contacted the Justice Department. They began to investigate Rogers. It was not long before the FBI realized that it had him dead to rights. And it wasn’t long before Kelly Rogers realized this as well.

			As the government prepared to indict Rogers, his attorney mentioned the name Rod Ratcliff. I may never know if Rogers’ lawyers dangling Ratcliff’s name was their way of securing a better plea agreement. What I am completely confident in is that a certain segment of the Justice Department had been out to get Rod Ratcliff at least since the summer of 2016. I know this because that was the time the FBI interviewed me about one of Ratcliff’s business projects.

			We met at the Hyatt Regency in downtown Indianapolis at Starbucks. Two men in ill-fitting suits walked up to me and introduced themselves as FBI agents. We shook hands. After pleasantries were exchanged, I sipped my coffee while they started talking about Rod Ratcliff. The questions had nothing to do with my congressional campaign, Kelly Rogers, or fundraising. It was about marijuana. Specifically, the agents wanted to know more about legislation that State Senator Carlin Yoder had filed in 2015 that they thought might be a gateway to the legalization of marijuana in Indiana. The legislation established potential guidelines for its storage. Rod Ratcliff was involved with the investment group advocating the passage of this legislation.

			The agents sounded extremely accusatory toward me, which I found bizarre. I had voted against the legislation, had always opposed every attempt to legalize marijuana, and not been involved in developing or authoring the legislation in question. But it seemed even more bizarre that I’d been contacted by the FBI in the first place about Rod Ratcliff. I suppose that it was merely an amazing coincidence (cough, cough) that Rod Ratcliff had—only a few months before—been appointed as Donald Trump’s finance chairman for Indiana. He had helped to raise $1 million for the future president at a single fundraiser.

			The FBI was looking everywhere hoping that Ratcliff had bribed or otherwise compromised lawmakers. As I explained to the FBI in my interview, the only people who had me “in their pocket” were the 135,000 citizens I represented in the Indiana State Senate. Rod Ratcliff was not among them. It seemed quite clear to me that the FBI was far more interested in the result—destroying Rod Ratcliff and damaging Donald Trump’s election chances—than it was in any facts that differed from what it wanted to hear. Any time I provided information that differed from their “version of events” in this interview-turned-interrogation, the FBI agents grew more combative and accusatory. I repeatedly reminded them that I voted against the legislation that Ratcliff wanted to become law. I had told lobbyists that I completely disagreed with the concept of marijuana legalization as a matter of public policy. I told them that I knew of nothing illegal or unethical that Ratcliff was doing by promoting this legislation. Those were not the responses the government was looking for in their witch hunt of Rod Ratcliff. Nothing came from this investigation, but the FBI was not done with Ratcliff—or as it turned out, me.

			July 29, 2018, started off bad for me—and got progressively worse. My girlfriend and I were having a difficult time. The night before, we had an argument on the phone. She said it was time for us to settle our problems once and for all. She wanted to meet in person the following day to work things out. Failing that, she believed it was time to end our relationship of two years. She offered to come to my house at 10 a.m. and stay until we fixed the relationship—or broke up. I did not sleep well that night and woke up late—about 9:20 a.m. I jumped in the shower and was in the process of getting dressed when the phone rang. I walked across my bedroom to pick it up, assuming it was her letting me know she was running late. It was not my girlfriend. It was my former campaign treasurer, Mark Collins.

			“Breeent.” Mark always elongated the vowel in my name when he was under stress. “The FBI just left my house. They were asking questions about Kelly Rogers and your congressional campaign.”

			“Oh,” was all I could think of as a reply. I was stunned. I would not have been more surprised if Mark had told me aliens landed on the White House lawn.

			He added, “They gave me a subpoena to appear before a grand jury in Virginia. I think they’re going to see you next.”

			“OK. I guess I should finish getting dressed, then.” It was 9:45 a.m. Mark lived fifteen to twenty minutes away. I promised Mark that I’d call him back after I received my visit. I finished dressing, thankful I’d cleaned up my house the night before in preparation for my girlfriend coming over. My mind was a whirlwind as I tried to grasp what was happening. I’d be dealing with an angry girlfriend and the FBI. This was not going to be a good day.

			I wondered who would arrive first. I did not need to wait long for my answer. I opened my front door to find my girlfriend who, I would find out later, had also had a sleep-deprived night making a list of “pros and cons” in preparation for our conversation. Judging by her expression it seemed that her “pros and cons list” was evenly divided.

			“Dear,” I began, looking sympathetically into her brown eyes. “Our relationship is very important to me. I want to be completely present for our conversation this morning. But in a few minutes FBI agents are going to be walking through the door to question me. I’m not sure I can give you all the attention you and our relationship deserve right now.”

			Her eyes squinted as she took in my words. She stared at me for a few moments to see if I was making a poorly timed joke. When my expression confirmed what I’d just told her was the truth she quickly snapped back to reality. “What do you need?” She asked firmly and with a sense of purpose I’d always appreciated.

			“I don’t know. I’m not sure what this is about. I just got a call a few minutes ago from my campaign treasurer when I ran for Congress a couple years ago. I don’t think I’ve done anything wrong. They’ll be here in a few minutes.” I was thinking in short, clearly defined sentences. “Right now, I guess what I need most is a witness. Let’s see what this is all about.” She nodded and we both sat down on a brown leather sofa in my living room. Opposite the sofa were two white high-backed chairs where I imagined federal agents would soon be sitting. My girlfriend and I sat in muted silence. I was gathering my thoughts. She was probably mentally adding an additional item to her “cons” list.

			They arrived. Two federal agents, one man and one woman, stood on my welcome mat. They were conservatively dressed. He wore a shirt-sleeved khaki shirt. She wore a dark business suit. They appeared to be in their mid-thirties. A non-descript mid-sized sedan was parked on the street in front of my house. “Good morning,” I said, and invited them into what was the first of three visits these FBI agents made to my home over the next two years.

			I introduced them to my girlfriend, who walked to an adjoining room. She would be out of sight but able to hear every word of our discussion. They scanned every corner of my living space as we exchanged preliminary greetings. They were attempting to learn more about their prey. They explained that they were investigating Kelly Roger and his relationships with various campaigns, including my 2016 congressional effort. (I should interrupt this narrative and mention something important. If I had committed a crime related to my campaign—or any crime, for that matter—those agents would never have been allowed one inch into my home. They wouldn’t have made it past the door mat. I would have given them the name of my lawyer and closed the front door. I also would have abruptly ended the conversation if I believed they were targeting me in an investigation. I did exactly that eighteen months later when they made it abundantly clear that they were out to get me. Yet, I invited them into my home. I had nothing to hide. I believed that their primary mission was to find the truth. I was naive and wrong.)

			Over the next three hours we drifted through a myriad of topics. Most questions centered around what Kelly Rogers did for my campaign (or more accurately, failed to do). They asked me when I first spoke to him about my running for Congress (I didn’t remember the precise timing but told them I thought perhaps a couple months before I declared my candidacy). I suggested that my phone records could pin down the exact date. They inquired about my relationship with Rod Ratcliff (a friend of mine for twenty years) and what role he played in my 2016 campaign. (None. In fact, he supported one of my opponents, Indiana Attorney General Greg Zoeller.) Several questions came up about money. I had personally funded much of my campaign out of my own pocket. I told them that I had sold four paintings, some antiques, and some coins to generate the cash I spent on my election. I had the receipts and check copies should they be interested in seeing them.

			As the meeting was ending the male agent handed me a subpoena demanding my attendance at a federal courthouse in Virginia as a witness against Kelly Rogers. As they turned to leave the male agent stared straight into my eyes and said, “You have a very lovely house,” and walked out the door with his partner. I’m convinced his admiration of my home was not meant to be a compliment. It felt like a thinly veiled threat. The inference was that he (technically, the federal government) had the power to take my house away from me—or perhaps he wanted to project onto me a fear that I’d end up in a cage for a lengthy period of time. His comment did not strike fear, it only angered me.

			The interrogation lasted three hours. I was more confused than concerned. I called Mark Collins back, sharing with him the details of the visit. I told him I’d be contacting my lawyer later that afternoon. I advised Mark to cooperate fully with the subpoena and any other requests the investigators might make. I promised to call him and let him know if I heard anything else.

			Sadly, the real victim of the day was my girlfriend and—ultimately—our relationship. After the FBI left, I offered to have our much-needed conversation, but she thought it best to postpone “the talk” until we knew more about what was going on with the investigation. We broke up shortly after.

			The following week I contacted the agents at a number from the business card they left me as I was being “complemented” on my residence. The call was polite and nonconfrontational. I was told that my attendance would not be necessary for the grand jury. This was welcome news. After sharing the update with Mark Collins—who also did not need to attend the grand jury—politics continued to play an ever-decreasing role in my life. The FBI interview became a distant memory.

			It wasn’t until January 2020 that I received an indication that anything remotely connected to a criminal investigation of Kelly Rogers, Rod Ratcliff—let alone myself—was still progressing. I would later learn through evidentiary discovery that the federal government had not forgotten about Kelly Rogers in the intervening eighteen months. The Virginia grand jury before which I did not testify had indicted Rogers on multiple crimes connected to his political consulting. He was indicted for taking more than $800,000 in donations intended to support Ken Cuccinelli’s Virginia gubernatorial campaign and his assorted political action committees. It looked as if a political consultant got greedy, got caught and would be spending several years in federal prison as a result.

			I was unaware at the time that Kelly Rogers’ attorney was doing everything in his power to mitigate this legal jeopardy for his client. I may never know if it was the Department of Justice or Kelly Rogers’ lawyer that initiated the conversation about Rod Ratcliff, but it benefited both their agendas. What is a matter of public record is that Kelly Rogers admitted to a tale in his plea agreement that I find completely unbelievable. Not only was his sworn statement factually impossible based on what I knew to be true, but it could be disproven based on phone records and emails.

			My first clue that something wicked was coming my way was an 11 p.m. phone call from a reporter from the Indianapolis Business Journal in late January 2020. The reporter told me that his paper was getting ready to run a story the following day reporting that political consultant Kelly Rogers had pled guilty to multiple crimes. These offenses included his role in allegedly funneling money to an Indiana congressional campaign in 2016 from a casino company. No names were mentioned in his confession/plea agreement, but it was clear based on the context that it could only have been Rod Ratcliff and his company’s general counsel, John Keeler. The plea agreement Rogers signed indicated that he had conspired with Ratcliff and Keeler to make prohibited contributions to my campaign. Of the utmost importance was that Kelly Rogers never said that he conspired with me or that I had any knowledge of what he was claiming to have occurred in his plea agreement. He would later state repeatedly to the FBI that he intentionally kept me in the dark.

			I told the Indianapolis Business Journal that I would cooperate fully with any further investigation in this matter. Little did I know that I would be getting an opportunity to discover the true mission of the government’s anti-Trump agenda and its complete disregard for seeking either truth or justice in its pursuit of the people close to Donald Trump and his presidential campaign. The article ran the next day without much fanfare. A few political friends called me for details, but there was really nothing more I could share beyond what I’d told the Indianapolis Business Journal.

			A few days later I was sound asleep at home when I heard what sounded like a door knock. It barely woke me. My phone rang shortly after. It was 8:06 a.m. Nobody ever called me that early unless there was some sort of emergency. I didn’t recognize the phone number, but the area code indicated Washington, DC. I sat bolt upright, fully expecting that an emergency—of a legal nature—was imminent. As I stuck my contact lenses into my half-awake eyes, I put on the jeans and shirt I’d worn the day before that lay in the corner of my bedroom. I opened the front door at 8:09 a.m. Another non-descript mid-sized rental car was parked in front of my house. As I stood in my doorway the car’s driver and passenger doors opened simultaneously. Out came the two FBI special agents from 2018. I did not immediately recognize them. I’d forgotten their names. Their demeanor told me to expect an entirely different tone for our conversation.

			“Mr. Waltz,” the male agent began. He reintroduced himself and his partner. He then struck a very serious and hostile—almost scolding—manner. “We’d like to talk with you about your relationship with Rod Ratcliff. We consider you at the bottom [he made a sideways motion near his waist with an outstretched palm] of the totem pole. We’d like to help you.”

			The phrase “I’m from the government and I’m here to help” is one of the oldest jokes in conservative circles since Ronald Reagan popularized it decades ago. The joke was on me. As unappealing an offer as it was, what registered in my still not-completely-awake brain was the totem pole remark. It sure sounded like I was being accused of being in some sort of illegal conspiracy by a member of federal law enforcement. This conversation was about to end, abruptly. “Respectfully, I don’t believe that I should be on any totem pole at all. Since this conversation seems to be going in an adversarial direction, I have no choice but to end this interview. I’ll direct my legal counsel to contact you.” A look of disappointment crept across their faces. The male agent continued to try to engage me in dialogue in the hope that I’d either change my mind or say something that could be used against me at a future time. I stood silently in my driveway while he continued to speak. After a few more attempts, I said, “Unless you have a warrant for my arrest or to search my home, I’m going back inside.” Once they confirmed that they had neither document I turned and walked away.

			I promptly made a phone call to Russell Johnson, a local criminal defense attorney. He immediately picked up. I briefed him on everything that had happened since Mark Collins first called me eighteen months earlier. Russ was in his sixties and had a very charismatic personality. He had the talent to be both charming and argumentative at the same time—a quality I imagined that served him well in front of juries. He had been in hundreds of jury trials, compiling an impressive record of success. Several of those trials had been death penalty cases. That fact meant a great deal to me. Should the government pursue criminal charges against me, I’d be fighting for my life—at least metaphorically.

			I wondered whether I had the self-restraint to defer to an attorney on a critical issue if I disagreed with him. I believed this could only be done if I respected and completely trusted my attorney’s judgment. I sensed at once that I could respect and trust Russ Johnson’s recommendations in a crisis. There was no question in my mind that Russ Johnson was the right person for the job.

			If I were indicted, I made it absolutely clear that I had no intention of ever taking a plea agreement. Hiring an attorney with a reputation for plea bargaining only invited aggression on the part of the Justice Department. While Russ confided that he had limited federal court experience, I did not see this as a major problem. An Indiana jury is an Indiana jury whether it was a federal or state trial. Russ would do great if it ever came to that.

			Most federal cases are plea bargained—92 percent of them to be precise. Only 2 percent of cases actually go to trial. The remaining 6 percent are dismissed. Russ earned his stripes battling in local courts, cross-examining witnesses and instilling confidence with the juries that held the fate of his clients in their collective hands. I asked him to represent me in this matter. He accepted. We shook hands and prepared for what was to come. Nothing happened for months.

			Shortly after I retained him, Russ called the male FBI agent who had made the two visits. The agent gave Russ the phone number of an assistant U.S. attorney handling the case, Brad Shepard. Russ called him the first week of February 2020. Shepard did not return the phone call. The silence continued throughout the spring and into early summer. At the end of June 2020, Russ called me. Brad Shepard had called and wanted to sit down with me.

			We would later learn that during the intervening months the government had tried a series of “good cop, bad cop” moves with their general counsel, John Keeler. Keeler had been a state representative for several years before going to work for Rod Ratcliff.

			The FBI was extremely interested in their business activities. The government hoped that some sort of crime or corruption had taken place and was pressuring John Keeler to “rat out” Ratcliff. The FBI’s interest in Rod Ratcliff had grown in intensity as the Trump Administration prepared for its re-election campaign that year. Of course, the timing could have been a coincidence—the same way the timing could have been a coincidence when the FBI started its investigation of Ratcliff just after he started raising money for Donald Trump in 2016. When Russ spoke to Keeler’s lawyers, they told him that the FBI was obsessed with Ratcliff. The U.S. attorney had a laser like focus on him and kept demanding that Keeler provide information to indict him and “bring him to justice.” There was little attention paid to anything—or anyone—else.

			Keeler denied any wrongdoing, told investigators that he knew of no illegal activities involving Rod Ratcliff—or Kelly Rogers for that matter. It appeared to the lawyers representing Keeler, Ratcliff, and me (they shared details with one another on the conversations they each had been having with the government) that there were people in the Justice Department who were desperate to get something—anything—on Rod Ratcliff.

			After failing in this strategy for years against Ratcliff, the government changed its tactics. It targeted John Keeler, hoping it could find something with which to charge him. Then the U.S. attorney (according to Keeler’s lawyers; the U.S. attorney disputed this) offered Keeler immunity if he showed him anything illegal that Ratcliff had done. Still, no information was offered by John Keeler.

			By early July 2020 it was clear to both prosecutors and Keeler’s lawyers that nothing was going to break their impasse. That was when the Justice Department decided that my civil rights, reputation, and liberty didn’t matter. Within twenty-four hours of Keeler’s lawyer telling us that discussions (if you could call them that) had permanently ended, Russ received his first call from Brad Shepard. Perhaps that was still another coincidence as well, but I doubt it. “We think Brent knows something” was all Shepard said. When Russ inquired what, specifically, the government thought I knew, there was silence. The inability of the government to provide a clear picture of what Ratcliff allegedly did wrong, let alone my involvement with or knowledge of it, was telling.

			By mid-August rumors of an empaneled grand jury in Evansville, Indiana, hearing this case had reached legal gossip in Indianapolis. It was only at that point that I started getting concerned. We knew that the government was obsessed with indicting Rod Ratcliff and that it was counting on both John Keeler and me to incriminate him. It began to dawn upon me that indicting Keeler or myself—possibly both—would advance the government’s agenda by threatening felonies and potential prison time for us. What seemed incomprehensible before, now appeared to be the government’s best strategy to get Rod Ratcliff. I began to prepare for the worst.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Wake-Up Call, Continued

			I was handcuffed in a black government SUV heading north toward the FBI field office in Indianapolis. The morning traffic had reached rush hour levels, even with the reduced driving in the middle of the pandemic. The agent driving adhered to the speed limit. I sat silently in the back contemplating what would be happening to me over the next few hours. I had gotten my text off to Russ in my final seconds of freedom. He’d be reading it as soon as he got up, if he wasn’t awake already. We’d planned for this contingency. He’d call my parents. I’d remain silent until I was released on bail. I was not permitted to leave the house with my sports jacket on, for reasons I still can’t comprehend. I was in a dress shirt, gray jeans, and black loafers. I was wearing my glasses. I had to leave my wallet and passport at my house. It was during this ride that I understood clearly how the government attempts to destroy the lives of its targets. It’s done in three simple and easy steps.

			First, the government attacks a person’s reputation. I imagined that soon a press release would be written (if it hadn’t been written already) and sent to media inboxes throughout central Indiana. It would be announcing my arrest (I was unaware that John Keeler had been arrested and was undergoing a similar experience) along with
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