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			Further Praise for West Wingers

			“West Wingers is exceptional because of the people in it: ordinary citizens who did extraordinary work and always put the American people first. We have so much to learn from their stories.”

			—Joe Biden

			“There is no calling higher than public service. West Wingers brings us inspiring stories of women and men who unselfishly answered that call, remarkable citizens who worked for President Barack Obama to shape a better future for all Americans. These deeply moving stories offer more than a fascinating view into the window of history: they show us how hope becomes real, sustainable change.”

			—Valerie Jarrett, former senior advisor to President Obama

			“These gifted thinkers will lead us to a better place. They will make a major contribution to our future—as a nation, as a people—with what they have learned working for President Obama. We all should be inspired by their involvement, their passion, and their work. Their contribution to our nation will inspire our young people to dream dreams, to be hopeful, and to never give up or give in.”

			—Congressman John Lewis

			“These are essential American stories. Through diverse voices sharing their amazing experiences working to move our country forward, West Wingers creates an inspiring roadmap to a better future.”

			—Sheryl Sandberg, New York Times bestselling author of Lean In and Option B (with Adam Grant)

			“There are few things more enthralling than a backstage seat in the White House, and West Wingers brings together a powerful group of Obama administration insiders to shine a spotlight on what it really takes to fight for social change.”

			—Adam Grant, New York Times bestselling author of Give and Take, Originals, and Option B (with Sheryl Sandberg)

			“West Wingers gives us exactly what our country needs right now: a model for compassionate leadership and a commitment to making life better for all Americans regardless of race, class, or religion.”

			—Van Jones, host of The Van Jones Show, New York Times bestselling author, and founder of Dream Corps

			“It’s hard to truly understand how special the Obama White House was without having been there, but West Wingers gets you as close as humanly possible. You may not have previously known the names of the amazing team contributing to this book, but you should. Our kids should. Their stories will leave you inspired and hopeful for our future.”

			—Kal Penn, actor and former associate director of the White House Office of Public Engagement

			“West Wingers is not a typical partisan political book. It’s a peek behind the curtain at the highs and lows and the joys and disappointments of working for the President of the United States. It’s impossible to read without seeing the humanity in this diverse group of voices. Each fascinating chapter tells a piece of American history from a different and often overlooked perspective.”

			—Kate Andersen Brower, New York Times bestselling author of First in Line: Presidents, Vice Presidents, and the Pursuit of Power, First Women, and The Residence

			“I loved West Wingers! It’s an Obama-era version of The West Wing, featuring a cast of do-gooders, wonks, idealists, and change makers that Aaron Sorkin never could have dreamt up. It’s a fascinating behind-the-curtain glimpse at a band of absurdly dedicated, mostly unknown, and unsung true believers. Not least, it’s a postcard from a galaxy far away: a White House mostly devoid of lying, backstabbing, leaking, or high drama.”

			—Chris Whipple, New York Times bestselling author of The Gatekeepers
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			On my last day at the White House, my dad called me up and told me I should write a book.

			After three years working for President Obama, I knew my parents had a more-than-slightly inflated sense of my job and importance. I imagined them telling friends at dinner parties that Barack relied on my counsel for every major decision, that I had been a key player during some of the most historic moments of the Obama presidency: the hunt for Bin Laden, the Arab Spring, the tan suit crisis.

			My reality was far less glamorous. I wasn’t a member of the senior staff. The President didn’t know me on a first-name basis. I wasn’t one of those “day one” folks who started at the White House on January 20, 2009, let alone one of the storied band of brothers and sisters who traced their service back to the Iowa caucuses or—even more rare and special in Obamaland—the early days in Chicago. While none of this ever bothered me because I was living my dream working for President Obama, what could I possibly have to say in a book?

			I smiled, thanked my dad for the suggestion, and put it out of my mind. Until the 2016 election.

			Enough has been said and written about the ongoing impact of that election, but one of the more immediate effects was that over the coming weeks I started feeling awfully nostalgic about Barack Obama and he wasn’t even out of office yet. I have it on good authority that I wasn’t alone in this sentiment.

			By that point, I had been out of the White House for two years and I missed it like crazy. The pace and the excitement. The thrill that comes from watching history unfold and actually helping shape it as it happens. The satisfaction that comes from knowing that, even if you can’t see it, your work is making a positive impact in people’s daily lives.

			But more than anything, I missed the people.

			I missed the idealists who followed Barack Obama’s call to service all the way to the White House, often taking the path less traveled to get there. I missed the fiery activists and organizers eager for “change we can believe in,” who knew they had to make each day count because their communities were counting on them. I missed meeting people every day who challenged me to think differently, know better, and dream bigger.

			In so many ways, working in Barack Obama’s White House was like watching Aaron Sorkin’s The West Wing brought to life. It had all the necessary elements: the brilliant, articulate professor in chief with an unapologetically progressive vision of America; a narrative arc rooted in ongoing themes of idealism and public service; but most importantly, a cast of patriotic Americans who labored every day, as members of the President’s staff, to serve the country they loved.

			As I wallowed in my postelection malaise and began to understand just how much things were about to change, I also realized the importance of capturing the momentousness of the last eight years and contributing to the American public’s understanding of what many believe will be remembered as a historic presidency. A question began to take shape in my mind: could I help tell the stories of the incredible people I worked with in the Obama White House?

			Countless books and articles had already been written about President Obama—his victories and his flaws, his biography and his accomplishments—and about key conflicts and moments of the eight years of his presidency. And I knew more were being penned by central figures in the administration eager to share reflections and lessons learned from working in his orbit.

			But despite this growing body of work, it felt like one broader set of key voices was missing: those of the President’s staff who worked tirelessly, and often behind the scenes, to help him fully realize his commitment to hope and change. The American public doesn’t usually get to hear from most of these people, or see their often-unheralded contributions to shaping the presidency.

			It occurred to me that some of my colleagues might share my reticence about writing an entire book, but might want to tell their stories within a smaller space. Together, we could create a collection of stories capturing moments, big and small, throughout his presidency. I imagined this collection as a kaleidoscope with Barack Obama in the center and all of us around the perimeter, each seeing and reflecting back our unique perspective, all of it adding up to something meaningful. Not a work of nostalgia or hagiography, but a new way of looking at both the Obama White House and the inside workings of the executive branch.

			There was a saying in the Obama White House, “People are policy,” meant to emphasize the direct relationship between policy makers and policy outcomes. In any White House, you can tell what’s on the menu based on who’s at the table. That’s why this book focuses on stories in which the storyteller isn’t just narrating an interesting anecdote or a historical moment, but plays a key part in the story itself. For these individuals, public service isn’t just a day job; it gives purpose and meaning to their lives.

			That’s also why so many of these stories are by my former colleagues from the Office of Public Engagement (OPE). As the President’s team of “liaisons” to communities across America, many of us had to balance the hopes and needs of the communities to which we belonged against the agenda of the President in whom we believed. That meant the bad days were incredibly hard, but the good days were extraordinary. But as I spoke with more colleagues, including former staff who came before or after my time at the White House, it became clear that our OPE team did not have a monopoly on deeply personal stories. From the National Security Council to the First Lady’s Office, I found stories, heartbreaking and inspiring, that underscore the personal nature of our work in the White House—and illuminate the impact of that work on communities across America.

			Now, a disclaimer: although some of the most important moments contained within this book happened in the West Wing, many of us—myself included—didn’t actually work there every day. The West Wing is fairly cramped quarters, and necessity dictates that much of the staff spread out across the White House campus, including in the impressive Eisenhower Executive Office Building, immediately adjacent to the West Wing. And an additional disclaimer: while this book is ultimately about President Barack Obama, in many of these stories he’s a supporting character. The unique perspectives here offer a fresh look at Barack Obama as a boss, a mentor, and a man, but our primary goal was not to report on the President. Rather, our goal was to give you our version of The West Wing, a glimpse behind the doors of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, a fuller view of the highest office in the land.

			As the collection started coming together, I became increasingly hopeful that anyone who picks up this book will be able to see themselves in at least one story and one author. I can’t speak for other White House staffs, but many of us who worked in the Obama White House came from well outside the circles of wealth, access, and privilege. That’s especially true for people of color, immigrants, LGBTQ individuals, veterans, women, people with disabilities—all identities that were represented in significant numbers on President Obama’s team, but whose stories have not yet been told. These stories are a testament to what happens when everyone gets a seat at the table.

			At a time of rising cynicism about politics and growing distrust of government, stories of idealism, patriotism, and service are more important than ever. As we think about the future, it is essential that we remember a more optimistic and inclusive vision of government—and know that time will come again.

			Our hope is that whether you’re looking for insight into the political process, an insider’s view of a fascinating period of American history, or perhaps even inspiration for your future, there’s something in this book that will speak to you, reassure you that even the most improbable change is possible, and give you hope for what’s to come.

			Gautam Raghavan

		

	
		
			EVOLUTION

			Gautam Raghavan

			I never thought that one of my career highlights would involve weeping uncontrollably on the second floor of the West Wing, but we don’t always get to pick how these moments play out.

			It was a moment decades in the making, a turning point not just in the arc of our nation’s history, but in my own journey as a married gay man who found himself working for the President of the United States.
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			I came out in the summer of 2003. Twice.

			As is true for many gay folks deciding whether to come out and when, I arrived at a point where loneliness overcame all my hesitations and reservations. By the end of my junior year at Stanford University, I knew that I had only two options: alone and miserable in the closet, or fulfilled and happy outside of it.

			I chose happiness. I was going to spend the summer interning in Washington, DC, and as a newly out and proud gay man, the possibilities were endless and exciting: Would I go to a gay bar? March in a Pride parade? Maybe even meet someone?

			But when I got to Washington, all my hope and optimism was tempered by powerful forces seeking to limit possibility and opportunity in my life.

			As it happens, I came out in the middle of a raging national debate over gay marriage. We were in the early days of the 2004 presidential campaign, and George Bush and Karl Rove were determined to use LGBTQ rights—my rights—to divide the country and mobilize their base. At the time, the LGBTQ community had few political allies. Of the entire field of Democratic candidates, only former Vermont governor Howard Dean had adopted anything close to a pro-equality position, largely consisting of his support for civil unions.

			This timing made my decision to come out feel as political as it was personal. It not only meant becoming part of a community that was under siege, but also owning an identity that I would need to fight for. In that climate, coming out as gay but staying in the political closet just wasn’t an option.

			I returned to Stanford for my senior year determined to get involved. I volunteered on Howard Dean’s presidential campaign and started reading the political blogs. A few months later, hundreds of gay and lesbian couples flocked to San Francisco’s city hall to get married by newly elected mayor Gavin Newsom and other city officials eager to thumb their noses at the Bush administration. As I looked at photographs and watched videos of these brave men and women, some having waited decades for such a moment, I felt inspired—and resolved—to become a part of my community’s fight for equality.
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			￼After graduation, I went back home to the Seattle suburbs for the summer to work for a congressional candidate running in the 2004 election. One warm July evening, I was knocking on doors for the campaign when, through a window, on somebody’s television screen, I saw Barack Obama for the first time.

			Even from my limited vantage point from the sidewalk outside, something about his poise or expression immediately grabbed my attention. Later that night, I watched his speech at the Democratic National Convention in Boston in full. I didn’t know that night that his words would inspire an entire generation of activists, organizers, and public servants. For me, a newly out gay man just beginning to develop his political consciousness, there was nothing more moving than his description of the “improbable love” of his parents, and the line, “We coach little league in the blue states and, yes, we’ve got some gay friends in the red states.”

			I was hooked. I told my parents—but only half seriously—that one day I would work for Barack Obama. I didn’t dare dream for a moment I’d ever have that opportunity. I did, however, hope that I would have the chance to work for someone like him—someone who sees America and loves America the way I do.

			So I moved to Washington, DC, to get in the fight. What I didn’t count on was falling in love.
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			￼In February 2005, just six months later, I met Andy. We were both graduate students: young, eager, mostly idealistic. We met almost by accident on Friendster, one of the many social network predecessors to Facebook that was (for a hot moment) all the rage. After exchanging messages for over a week, we finally met for a drink—and it was clear there was something there.

			On our second date, Andy’s dad came along. He was in town to see Andy in a play and invited me to join them for dinner. I didn’t want to pass up the opportunity to see him again, so despite the apparent awkwardness of meeting one of his parents so soon, I went for it. Over enchiladas and beer, Andy’s dad asked about my childhood, my parents, and my career. The conversation flowed freely and easily. The most remarkable part of the night was how unremarkable it all seemed.

			Looking back, I don’t think either of us thought for a moment we’d end up marrying each other. I don’t think either of us even thought at the time that marriage would ever be an option. I still remember the first words out of my mom’s mouth when I came out to her just a year earlier: “You still want to have kids, right?” I didn’t know how to answer that question. A future in which a gay couple could get married, raise a family, and live happily ever after seemed out of reach—not just for me, but for countless gay and lesbian people across the country.

			Of course, this wasn’t for lack of trying. As early as the 1970s, in the wake of the Supreme Court’s decision striking down interracial marriage bans in Loving v. Virginia, same-sex couples began fighting for the right to marry. Many of these plaintiffs were laughed out of court, but most were ignored altogether. Some, like Tony Sullivan and Richard Adams, got the worst of it. When they petitioned for a spousal visa following a private marriage celebration in 1975, the U.S. Department of Justice informed them on official letterhead: “You have failed to establish that a bona fide marital relationship can exist between two faggots.”

			Marriage equality, or “gay marriage” in the shorthand of media punditry, seemed a lost cause throughout the 1990s. It wasn’t until 2004 that Massachusetts became the first marriage equality state in the nation, joined a few years later by Connecticut in 2008 thanks to the leadership of civil rights lawyers like Mary Bonauto eager to build momentum in the courts.

			In this context, it’s no wonder that unlike so many of our straight peers who had been in long-term relationships, Andy and I never talked seriously about getting married. What was the point of making an impossible plan?

			Nonetheless, by the time the 2008 presidential campaign rolled around, our relationship had progressed—and despite the odds stacked against us, the possibility of marriage had started to take root in my mind. Still, it felt like a silly proposition: sure, we could trek up to Andy’s home state of Connecticut and have a wedding ceremony there, but what was the point if our marriage license was worthless at home in the District of Columbia?

			That June, just weeks after moving in with Andy, I was deployed from the Democratic National Committee, where I had been working as a political fundraiser, to Chicago to work out of Obama campaign headquarters. The next few months were a whirlwind of campaign events marked by long hours and a handful of quick weekend trips to see one another. But we both felt it was worth it, and on election night, we each celebrated Barack Obama’s victory—me just steps away from the President-elect in Grant Park, and he with a raucous crowd outside the White House. When Barack Obama took the stage to declare victory, it felt like the political status quo had been momentarily upended. It felt as though anything might be possible in America.

			But then the news came in that Proposition 8 had passed, prohibiting same-sex marriage in California. Our joyful celebration morphed into complete shock. On one hand, America had done the unimaginable by electing its first black president; on the other, California had done the unthinkable by passing an anti-gay initiative in one of the most progressive states. In Grant Park that night, LGBTQ campaign staff shared knowing looks that conveyed conflicting feelings: victorious yet demoralized.

			In that moment, we all wondered: Will Barack Obama help us fight back?

			And I found myself asking: Will I ever be able to marry the person I love?
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			￼By the following year, I had joined many of my campaign colleagues in the Obama administration, landing—of all the improbable places—at the Pentagon. Given the President’s pledge to end “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” I hoped being at the Department of Defense would allow me the opportunity to be a part of history. Despite campaign promises, however, the early days of the administration provided little reason for optimism among LGBTQ advocates. A few gross missteps by the Justice Department in legal briefs concerning the so-called Defense of Marriage Act, or DOMA, provoked many LGBTQ movement leaders to privately—and increasingly publicly—question whether the Obama administration would get the job done.

			Among the network of LGBTQ appointees, we did our best to stay positive despite mounting pressure from our community. Perhaps it was genuine confidence in the President and his team, or perhaps it was self-preservation. It was easier to believe that he saw the big picture and had a plan to get us there. Whatever it was, we continued to reassure one another, read the tea leaves in the best possible light, and assume good intentions all around.

			In the midst of all this uncertainty, the President held his first LGBTQ Pride Month reception at the White House, throwing open the doors of “the People’s House” to hundreds of LGBTQ activists from around the country. A decade earlier, these men and women were greeted by White House police wearing gloves; in 2009, they were honored guests.

			And in that way that only Barack Obama can, he weaved together the varied histories of civil rights and social justice in America, telling us:

			I know that many in this room don’t believe that progress has come fast enough, and I understand that. It’s not for me to tell you to be patient, any more than it was for others to counsel patience to African Americans who were petitioning for equal rights a half century ago. But I say this: We have made progress and we will make more. And I want you to know that I expect and hope to be judged not by words, not by promises I’ve made, but by the promises that my administration keeps.

			It felt like a nudge and a wink in our direction, but one that left our most pressing question unanswered: When?
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			￼By 2010, Andy and I could no longer wait for the law or public opinion to catch up. We were going to make “happily ever after” happen.

			After more than five years together, and with shared custody of an affectionate and food-motivated rescued beagle named Penny, it was clear our futures involved each other. And since the District of Columbia had recently adopted marriage equality, joining six other states, we took comfort that the act of getting married would at least have some legal standing.

			Nevertheless, tying the knot still felt like radical activism in that moment. Accordingly, our wedding was thick with symbolism. We had one friend read from a statement by Mildred Loving—of the landmark case Loving v. Virginia—in which she placed the freedom to marry in the context of our nation’s ongoing march to a more perfect and equal union. Two more friends sang k.d. lang’s “Simple,” and its refrain—“Love will not elude us, love is simple”—rang across the rooftop overlooking the Capitol Building, packed with friends and family wearing white ribbons to represent their support for our marriage.

			A few days before the big day, we sat down with a bottle of wine to write out the wedding program and draft our vows. While we could have thrown out the script and written something new, fresh, and fabulous, it felt important to stick to some tradition. So when it came time for our vows, we uttered the same words that countless couples had repeated before us: love, honor, cherish. I do.

			In retrospect, ours was a fairly traditional path: boy meets boy, boy falls in love with boy, boy marries boy. Indeed, the next morning, between unwrapping gifts and packing up the car, my new father-in-law not-so-subtly asked: “So, when can we expect grandkids?”

			In his eyes, and in the eyes of our friends and family, we were just like any newly married couple. But in the eyes of the federal government, and in forty-four states, we might as well have been complete strangers.
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			￼The very next month, President Obama held an interview with a group of progressive bloggers who pushed him on a range of issues. Most of his answers were unsurprising, but when asked about marriage, he ventured further than he had before, adding, “Attitudes evolve, including mine.”

			There it was: “evolve.” Evolution: a word that suggests change, or growth, usually from a lower state to a higher state. Did the President just show his hand?

			That December, Andy and I were invited to a White House holiday party. We’re normally not ones to hold hands walking down the street, but that night I clutched his hand as we walked through a beautifully decorated East Wing and took an embarrassing number of photos and selfies. I wanted everyone to know: We’re here, we’re queer, please hurry up and legalize our marriage.

			A few champagnes later, it was time to line up for a photo with the President and First Lady. From my campaign experience, I knew that we’d have just a few moments with them and each one had to count.

			The military social aide greeted us and, without any hesitation, asked, “Partner or husband?” to ensure he announced us correctly. I proudly replied, “Husband,” and that’s just how we were introduced to Barack and Michelle Obama. We quickly shook hands with the President and First Lady and smiled awkwardly. The camera flashed. I somehow managed to stutter out, “Have a wonderful evening!” and the President replied wryly, “We’ll try,” knowing full well they had a few hundred more handshakes and hugs to get through.

			And then Michelle Obama turned to my new, mostly legal husband. She gripped Andy’s elbow, stared into his eyes and then mine, and said, “You two take care of each other.”

			We melted.

			It felt like something was stirring. Words were changing, hearts were opening.
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			￼And something even more important was about to happen: the repeal of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.” My wish had come true: I had spent the last year on the Pentagon’s repeal working group, directing outreach to organizations and advocates for and against the repeal. Following one particularly vitriolic meeting with opponents of repeal (it was either the one where someone compared homosexuality to bestiality or the one where someone speculated about sodomy parties on the battlefield; it’s hard to keep track), an important realization suddenly dawned on me. Many, if not most, social conservatives weren’t actually that concerned about gays in the military. Rather, they were concerned about gay military families.

			In a nation where the sacrifice of our military families is held so sacred, our opponents correctly anticipated that once gay and lesbian troops could serve openly, DOMA would prohibit their spouses and dependents from receiving the full range of military family benefits. The public would neither understand nor honor this kind of discrimination.

			The repeal of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” would force the American public to understand, and empathize with, gay troops and their families, whose stories made the point perhaps better than anyone else: We’re just like you.

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			￼After spending a year working on “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” I had developed strong working relationships with many of the LGBTQ movement organizations and leaders. Perhaps it was because of that experience that, in mid-2011, I got a call from Brian Bond, President Obama’s liaison to the LGBTQ community and one of my longtime mentors, asking if I’d have any interest in replacing him at the White House that October.

			My impossible dream was coming true: I was going to work for Barack Obama.

			I imagined myself as Sam Seaborn from Aaron Sorkin’s The West Wing, walking the halls of the White House with purpose and passion, changing hearts and minds with monologues about idealism and patriotism. I was going to be a part of hope and change; I was going to be in the room where it happens.

			I wasn’t completely naive, though. I knew stepping into such a high-profile job—one that required balancing the community’s interests with the administration’s interests—would be challenging. In the intervening months, the Department of Justice had taken the incredibly important step of dropping its defense of DOMA, effectively signaling to the courts, “Bring it on.” And yet, the status of the President’s evolution seemed unchanged.

			Just weeks after starting my new job, I participated in an LGBTQ community roundtable in Dallas. It was a standard public engagement trip; our goal was to hear from community leaders about their priorities and needs, and share what the Obama administration was doing on a broad range of issues ranging from international LGBTQ human rights to bullying prevention.

			What we hoped would be a relatively friendly conversation turned into a heated exchange. It was clear that community leaders were unhappy with the slow pace of the President’s evolution, and they wanted us to hear their frustration. Lawyers raised the broad set of legal issues associated with DOMA, while LGBTQ-friendly faith leaders talked about the positive message it would send to gay youth—many of whom experience family rejection and discrimination in schools and churches—to hear the President of the United States fully affirm and validate their identities and relationships.

			And then one activist pointedly asked me: “How can you—an openly gay married man—work for someone who doesn’t value and support your marriage?” I had no good answer. When pushed, I tried to pivot to a policy argument: “By directing the Justice Department to no longer defend DOMA in the courts, the President has already done what we need him to do.”

			But as the weeks and months passed without any announcement, I was having an increasingly difficult time answering that question while negotiating my personal misgivings. Was I doing enough to push internally? Could I balance competing loyalties and priorities: to myself, to my community, and to my boss, who happens to be the President of the United States? Could this get so toxic, professionally or personally, that I should consider resigning?

			Without proof of progress, there were days I thought about quitting. There were days when I imagined taking my frustration and storming out the door, leaving behind righteous indignation and a terse letter of resignation.

			But one thing stopped me from walking out: I believed in Barack Obama. Not just as president, but as the man who had spoken so eloquently of hope and change eight years prior in Boston. I believed on faith then what I later grew to know from experience: that this is a man who leads with integrity, sees around the corner, and has a deep understanding of what Dr. King called the arc of the moral universe.

			I tried to reassure myself that I was making an impact. I shared what I was hearing from advocates and activists on the ground, trying to convey both the strong legal rationale as well as the raw emotion behind their argument. Knowing that a change in the President’s thinking would also require a change in messaging, I worked with my colleague Shin Inouye in the Communications Office to suggest positive language around “loving, committed couples” for the President’s speeches and proclamations. And as the President traveled the country to speak about his agenda, I worked with local community leaders to ensure that wherever he went, he would see and meet those couples, and more importantly, their kids. I couldn’t make the President evolve, but I could do everything in my power to prepare him and his team for the moment he got there.

			So I stuck around, which was the right call because things were about to get far more interesting thanks to the rapid progress marriage equality was making in the courts and in the states.

			Strong lawsuits—Gill v. Office of Personnel Management, Pedersen v. Office of Personnel Management, Hollingsworth v. Perry, and United States v. Windsor—were steadily moving through the system and building case law along the way. At the time, we didn’t know which one would reach the Supreme Court first, but we knew it was imminent. At the White House, we refocused the staff working group that Brian Bond had pulled together around “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” to meet regularly on marriage equality and other LGBTQ issues, tracking these court cases and trying to game out which had the best chance of getting heard by the Supreme Court and resulting in a positive ruling.

			Meanwhile, the smart legislative strategy laid out by Evan Wolfson and other advocates was producing results faster than anyone had anticipated. In the summer of 2011, New York State passed its marriage equality law, and Maryland soon followed suit. And then in February 2012, the freedom to marry came to my home state of Washington.

			Just a few days after the Washington bill passed, the President was scheduled to speak at an LGBTQ fundraiser at the home of Karen Dixon and Nan Schaffer, a married lesbian couple. As the event got under way, I wondered how the President would react to the unavoidable question about his evolution on marriage. Perhaps hoping to nudge him along, Karen and Nan had slyly placed a large photograph from their wedding—the two of them, radiant in white wedding dresses, walking down the aisle—on the wall immediately across from where the President was to stand.

			Shortly after the press was ushered out of the room, the President took questions from guests. Appropriately, it was another trailblazer—Jim Hormel, the first openly gay person to serve as a U.S. ambassador—who raised the issue indirectly, asking the President for his reaction to the Washington State marriage equality bill. Instead of ducking or redirecting the question, the President paused, tilted his head slightly, and spoke slowly but deliberately. He said he thought the law was a positive development, that it represented a step in the right direction, and he hoped other states would follow a similar path.

			Having closely followed the President’s every statement on marriage over the past year, I was surprised—and moved. Not just because it was his most forward-leaning statement yet, but also because it was delivered with such care and purpose that it clearly signaled a change in his political thinking, and perhaps even a change of heart.

			I left the event inspired and hopeful. For the first time, it felt like my long-held hope of seeing President Barack Obama lend his full support to the freedom to marry was within sight.
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			And then Joe Biden “got over his skis.”

			On Sunday, May 6, Andy and I were having brunch with my college roommate—he had been my best man at our wedding, and I at his—and his wife. We naturally had Meet the Press on in the background, but only gave it our full attention when the Vice President came on the screen.

			About halfway through the segment, in between comments about the 2012 campaign and national security, the interviewer, David Gregory, raised—seemingly off the cuff—“social policy” in the context of the election and asked the Vice President about his views on gay marriage.

			In response, Biden gave a surprisingly impassioned answer that placed the debate squarely in the context of a fundamental value: love.

			Who do you love? And will you be loyal to the person you love? And that’s what people are finding out is what all marriages, at their root, are about.

			He shared a story that he has since told many times, about speaking to a gay couple after meeting their two children: “I wish every American could see the look of love those kids had in their eyes for you guys. And they wouldn’t have any doubt about what this is about.”

			I thought to myself, Well, that is going to complicate things. As it turned out, I was right.

			Just two days after the Vice President’s interview, on May 8, 2012, the people of North Carolina voted for Amendment One, amending the state’s constitution to prohibit same-sex marriages and civil unions. It was a crushing blow, particularly since it was a landslide anti-LGBTQ vote in a state that, four years earlier, surprised many by voting for Barack Obama. Nearly four years had passed since Proposition 8 and election night. In so many ways, it felt like we were making progress—but here we were again, losing our freedom at the ballot box.

			That very night, I was with President Obama at a national dinner celebrating Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month. I was the lead staffer for the event, and I remember greeting him, introducing him to a small group of community leaders backstage, reviewing his remarks with him, and waiting with him backstage before he went on.

			With every minute that passed, I was keenly aware that I had a unique opportunity—protocol be damned!—to ask about Amendment One. To tell him about my husband, explain why his support mattered, implore him to speak out.

			Instead I stayed silent. If Joe Biden and Amendment One weren’t enough to move him, what could I possibly do? I felt demoralized and defeated, resigned to the possibility that we would need to wait many more weeks, months, perhaps even years to see this evolution complete.
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			￼The wait turned out to be less than twenty-four hours.

			At ten o’clock the next morning, Wednesday, May 9, 2012, I was sitting at my desk in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building when I got a call from Valerie Jarrett’s assistant with a terse message: “Valerie needs to see you right away.”

			I gave my office mates a panicked look. In addition to overseeing our entire team, Valerie was the President’s most trusted senior advisor. An urgent summons to her office meant something was happening. I grabbed my notebook, ran across the street to the West Wing, and darted up the stairs to Valerie’s office. I opened the door to find members of the President’s senior staff—from White House counsel to press secretary—seated around Valerie’s table. I must have looked bewildered, because Valerie gave me a reassuring smile and told me: “Later this afternoon, the President will give an interview in which he will express his support for marriage equality. We have to get ready for it. You need to make a rollout plan, but you can’t tell anyone. Go.”

			In a daze, I somehow made my way back to my desk. My mind was racing through an endless list of priorities—advocates who would need to be called, the alerts we’d need to send out, the importance of getting the framing just right—all without knowing exactly what the President would say or how he would say it.

			The next few hours were a blur as I made lists of LGBTQ movement leaders and marriage equality advocates who we’d need to engage, many of whom had worked years, even decades, for a moment like this. I tried not to think about it too much. I knew that if I allowed myself space to reflect, my emotions would catch up with me—and I had a job to do. My office mates must have known something was going down, because they gave me a surprisingly wide berth through the late morning and early afternoon.

			Sometime around two thirty p.m., our entire team—the Office of Public Engagement and Intergovernmental Affairs—was called over to the West Wing. My boss, Jon Carson, wanted us to witness this historic moment together.

			While the team huddled inside Carson’s office, I sat outside his and Valerie’s offices. I borrowed a coworker’s workstation to coordinate our outreach after the interview and respond quickly to questions from community leaders and advocates the moment it ended.

			The interview began. Across the second floor of the West Wing, everything came to a standstill. Every television was tuned to ABC News, and staff from every office and every level of seniority tuned in to watch President Obama talk to Robin Roberts.

			And then Barack Obama made history. The President of the United States finally said the words so many loving, committed same-sex couples and their allies had been longing for:

			For me personally, it is important for me to go ahead and affirm that I think same-sex couples should be able to get married.

			As soon as the interview ended, I hit “send” on an email blast to community leaders and LGBTQ staff across the administration. We decided to keep it simple—a quick message and a link to the transcript—to let the President’s words speak for themselves. It was a message I had spent months waiting to send, sharing news I had always wanted to hear. I thought to myself, The President of the United States doesn’t just see us, he sees our love. He sees in my relationship with Andy evidence of the same love and commitment that he finds in his marriage.

			I had a hundred calls to make, but my shaking fingers dialed a number I had memorized seven years earlier. I called Andy. I don’t remember what I said, or what he said, but it ended with me sobbing uncontrollably at that borrowed workstation for all in the West Wing to see and hear.

			As my colleagues trickled out of Carson’s office, many of them stopped to give me a hug or squeeze my shoulder. I knew then that the President’s evolution on marriage was a victory for every single one of us who believed and worked for change, even when it seemed too audacious or improbable. Because in that moment, Barack Obama did more than just affirm his support for marriage equality. He did something far greater: he created possibility—rooted in the kind of audacious hope that animated his campaign and his presidency—for countless Americans like me.
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			￼The impact of President Obama’s support for marriage equality was swift and significant. Within weeks, polls of black voters in Maryland and Pennsylvania showed double-digit bumps in support of marriage equality. That November, as the President cruised to reelection, voters, for the first time in history, proactively affirmed the freedom to marry at the ballot box in Maine, Washington, Minnesota, and Maryland.

			And the momentum continued. The very next summer, the Supreme Court handed down its landmark decision in United States v. Windsor, striking down DOMA. Three years later, the court finished the job with Obergefell v. Hodges, finally bringing marriage equality to every state in the nation. The White House was bathed in rainbow lights.

			I’ve been asked whether the timing of the President’s evolution on marriage was genuine or political. I honestly don’t know the answer to that question. What I do know is this: intentional or not, the undeniable by-product of his very public evolution on marriage was that countless Americans evolved with him. He gave permission to large swaths of Middle America—regular folks who knew gay people, but weren’t sure how they felt about “gay marriage”—to change their minds, to do so with grace, and to come out on the right side of history.
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			￼When staff members leave the White House, the tradition is to take a departure photo with your immediate family and the President in the Oval Office.

			This time around, I introduced Andy as my husband without a second thought. And as we lined up in front of the Resolute Desk to take a final photograph, President Obama gestured Andy over. “Hubby, come over here.”

			When it came time to leave, I turned to the President of the United States and spoke words that echoed the ones he’d delivered a decade earlier on that stage in Boston: “Mr. President, my story—of immigrating, coming out, marrying the person I love, and serving the highest office in the land, not in spite of who I am, but because of who I am—that story is only possible in America.”

			“It’s because of young people like you guys,” he said to me, “who are working so hard.”

			Hearing these words brought home to me the scope and sweep of the journey we had each traveled in our own way; that change doesn’t come easy or fast, but the good stuff is worth fighting for.

			And here’s what Barack Obama taught me: in America, change—even the most improbable and audacious change—is possible.

			A young man’s idealism can allow him to live fully and authentically and follow his dreams all the way to the White House. A society’s capacity to learn, grow, and change can take an issue from politically toxic to common sense within a generation.

			And a president’s evolution can change the course of history.

		

	
		
			BECOMING A MAN

			Michael Strautmanis

			Potential. That was a word I heard a lot growing up. I had potential. As a black boy in Chicago, potential was a big deal. It meant opportunity, but it also meant responsibility, because if you had potential, you could do that one thing that every adult in your life who loved you wanted you to do—“make something of yourself.” One of those phrases that’s defined by the negative space around it and begins to slowly reveal itself. Growing up in the black community in Chicago, I saw people who were not making something of themselves. And there, in that darker, quiet, distant blank space, was my absent father.

			In that reality, how do you become a man?
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			￼On September 24, 2009, Derrion Albert was making something of himself. He was an honor student at his neighborhood public school in Chicago, Fenger Academy High School. One day, Derrion was walking home from school when he walked past a massive cross-neighborhood fight, got snared in it, and was beaten to death. One more young black life snuffed out.

			But this time was different. Maybe it was the fact that someone caught it on video; maybe it was the fact that Derrion was a model student, one of the good kids. This time, the community cried out for a response. People began to ask important questions and, more importantly, began to demand different answers. National news outlets arrived, and the modern American media machine began to churn.

			And something else was different. Barack Obama, an African American man who had spent his adult life residing in, working in, and representing the South Side, was President of the United States. At the time, I was serving as the President’s deputy counselor. I read the story, saw the clip, and felt sick to my stomach. This was our hometown, and I was convinced that we had to bring the power and spotlight of the administration to the issue of youth violence. Valerie Jarrett agreed, and she brought our recommendation to the rest of the senior staff. The decision was made to send two members of the cabinet to Chicago, the attorney general, Eric Holder, and the secretary of education, Arne Duncan. When she told me, I felt a surge of satisfaction and pride. Even though Barack himself couldn’t make the trip as I’d initially recommended, we were acting; we were really leaning in. We were taking Derrion’s death seriously. Things were going to get done.

			And then Valerie gave me a look that I came to know well: she was sending me, too. Wait . . . what? I wasn’t a member of the cabinet, I was behind the scenes, a fixer. The one who quietly listens and tinkers. Why was I going? And what was I going to do? She made it clear: I knew Chicago, and I knew the issues. I was going, and it was on me to make sure it went well.

			During those early days of the administration, I was often doing two things at the same time. I was in the room, in the moment, working and engaging and making decisions. But at the same time, I was also listening to the part of me saying, Can you believe this? We’re in the Oval Office! Barack is president! Look at him, he’s sitting in the chair. That’s the bust of Dr. King. I didn’t realize the Oval was so small, but kind of feels bigger now that we’ve been here for a while. I wonder who else sat on this couch? Did Gorbachev sit on this couch? We’re in the White House. Why is Pete Souza taking my picture? It was exhausting. I wanted to tell that guy to shut up because I was trying to concentrate, but instead, often in my head I would answer, I know, right?!

			That day, though, I knew I’d have to be up to the task. I had just spent two years in a presidential campaign, working in communities all over the nation, rich and poor, urban and rural, with all races, creeds, and religions. I knew that the problem of youth violence was pervasive, and that it ate at the soul of communities. People wondered anxiously how they could protect their children, and what all this violence said about our society. After decades of using only the inefficient, aggressive tools of the War on Drugs, it was time to see if another approach would create safer communities and better lives for our children.

			Together, Eric Holder, Arne Duncan, and I decided on a few goals for the trip. Offer comfort to the Fenger community; talk to the mayor and discuss the perspective of the local government; and more than anything, listen to the voices of people on the ground to help point the way to solutions.

			When we arrived in Chicago, we spent a very long day in meetings—with the Mayor’s Office, with faith leaders, with students and parents—listening and talking about solutions. And as the day wore on, I realized that this was a problem that was not going to be solved overnight, and I became convinced that we had to do more than just visit after notable tragedies. Americans needed the support of their federal government in a way that would be more nuanced and focused than just the blunt force of the police state.

			Young men—most often, they were men—who were both victims and perpetrators of the violence plaguing neighborhoods in Chicago and across the country, were dealing with a tidal wave of challenges that stacked the odds against them: the education system, the economy, a pervasive absence of custodial fathers, the drug trade, gangs, the list goes on. Too often, the media painted a picture of these young people as problems, or to use a loaded term from the era of the War on Drugs, as predators. I saw, and President Obama did, too, that if we could flip that narrative and see these young people as assets, as citizens, we had a chance to empower them to address challenges within their own communities.

			One day, when Barack was a junior senator from Illinois considering running for president, we were walking together outside on Capitol Hill. I was talking to him about how grueling a presidential campaign could be, both physically and mentally. How mud might be slung and lies might be told about him. It wasn’t much of a pep talk, but looking back on it, I think we wanted to be clear-eyed about the downsides of a campaign, and the reality that he might lose. He looked away and shared a conversation he’d had with a friend of his about how much a serious run for president might impact the worldview of a young black child watching the campaign unfold. He realized that just running alone could change a child’s life, change that child’s idea of what was possible. He turned back to me and said, “That would be worth it.” And I had to agree, “Yep, that would be worth it.”

			There is so much talent out there in overlooked communities, so many undervalued people. I’ve heard it said before that one of these young people could have the potential to one day discover the cure for cancer. That may be true. But I also know from my own life that one of
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