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				Women in this country must become revolutionaries. We must refuse to accept the old, the traditional roles and stereotypes. . . . We must replace the old, negative thoughts about our femininity with positive thoughts and positive action affirming it, and more. But we must also remember that we will be breaking with tradition, and so we must prepare ourselves educationally, economically, and psychologically in order that we will be able to accept and bear with the sanctions that society will immediately impose upon us.

				—SHIRLEY CHISHOLM
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			Introduction

			My now husband and I took our engagement photos on November 8, 2016—the same day that the first woman would be elected president of the United States. Or so I, and millions of others, thought. In the images, I’m beaming, still high off what I’d witnessed that morning at the polls. I’d arrived at 5:45 a.m. to find a line already wrapped around a corner of my New York City neighborhood, excited voters clutching coffees in the dark and talking about what a thrilling and historic day it was going to be. I kept my cool until I looked over and locked eyes with an older woman in a cream-colored pantsuit. She smiled and nodded at me, and I nodded back, a mutual, “I got you.” I was confident in the polling data, almost all of which pointed to a Hillary Clinton victory. I was confident in our country. Donald Trump had been so hateful, so disgusting as a candidate, I believed that a Clinton victory was all but a sure thing. In the photos, I am wearing the expression of someone not only in love but also certain she’s about to witness history. What a brief, magical time.

			You don’t need me to tell you how things played out. Like many of the women I spoke with during the course of writing this book, I didn’t sleep that night. Instead, with puffy eyes and a lot of carbohydrates, I spent the early hours of November 9 emailing the editors I work with as a freelance journalist, trying to make sense of what had happened. Everyone was awake. Everyone was in a fog. Texts and emails changed from grasping on to any thread of hope to serious conversations about our new reality. A Trump presidency was upon us. What would it mean? How would we make sense of all of this so quickly?

			The first weeks after the election were, to put it bluntly, bleak. And that was the view from the admittedly cushy perch of a college-educated white woman living in a liberal city. I was sad, but I was not scared—at least not for myself. I was not a Dreamer who now feared deportation. I was not suddenly at risk of losing my healthcare, or the healthcare of my child. Trump’s hardest punches would likely swish past me, but they had the potential to land squarely on millions of other people, including people I loved, and that made me angry and raw in a way I hadn’t experienced before.

			It wasn’t just who had won, either; it was what had won. Racism. Sexism. Ignorance. Intolerance. As women, we saw, for the first time, one of our own poised to take the presidency. And then, we watched that same competent, qualified woman, who had done what we’ve all been told since girlhood—work hard, play by the rules, move up the ladder, rung by splintering rung—defeated by a misogynistic narcissist known to many Americans as a reality TV star. It was as if an ice-cold bucket of water had been dumped over our heads: Not only would we not get the first female president, we would be forced to watch a man who bragged about sexually assaulting women take her place.

			I wondered how women across the country would react to the Trump administration, which had the potential to push its agenda forward with few backstops, thanks to a GOP-controlled House and Senate. I was also desperate to find a bright spot in the mess we were in, any thread of optimism to grab on to and squeeze tight. The country had been handed over to a bunch of mostly old, mostly white, conservative men. Progressive women would rise up, but how high? They’d speak out, but how loud? Was all that talk about “pussy grabs back” the stuff of hashtags and memes, or was there real bite behind the growl? I had tons of questions and almost no answers, but one of the few things I was certain of was that without more women in office, our rights would continue to be at risk. I started thinking about power—who gets it and when and why. And I started thinking about what it really meant that, even in 2017, women made up only about one-fifth of Congress and roughly a quarter of state legislatures and statewide executive offices.

			It wasn’t clear then that this was the shining light I’d been searching for, but I was compelled to follow it. I made calls to groups that train women to run for office, which led to conversations with potential candidates. It was so early, very few had decided if they would definitely run. But I realized quickly how compelling these women were. Conversations where I’d requested “just a few minutes of your time, thanks so much” often lasted over an hour, and I would hang up the phone feeling energized. Something was happening, something bigger than a march or a protest. A few weeks later, I told my agent that I had an idea for a book—and it was either going to be a really inspiring or really depressing story, and I wouldn’t know which until Election Day 2018. I also wouldn’t know at the outset who the main characters would be, because there was no way to predict who would make it onto the ballot. It sounds crazy in hindsight. And yet, that’s the very book you’re about to read.

			In the almost two years I spent reporting this story, the feeling that women were so much further from equality than we had thought remained deeply palpable among candidates and voters alike. It was not uncommon for women to tear up recalling Election Night, or pause to take a breath, telling me what it felt like watching Clinton’s concession speech. The pain spanned generations. A young woman in Philadelphia, who was 27 at the time, recalled staring out the car window the morning after the election and seeing a distraught woman waiting for a bus. “I just fell apart,” she said. “People looked like zombies. Something about looking at this woman, and thinking about how messed up everyone was from what happened, it was just so disturbing. And I knew I looked the same way. We were all fucked up from it.” A pro-choice activist in her 70s put it to me this way: “It felt like someone had died. And something did die, you know? A feeling died.”

			We know now that Clinton’s loss, however devastating, signaled a beginning rather than an end. Instead of wallowing passively, women were moved to act—and one of their first impulses was to reach for their wallets. In the six weeks after the election, Planned Parenthood received more than 300,000 donations (roughly 40 times its normal rate), most of which came from first-time donors. The ACLU experienced a similar bump. The day after the election, its donation page crashed thanks to a 7,000 percent increase in traffic, and by the end of the year, the organization also reported receiving roughly 300,000 donations—to the tune of almost $23 million—in online contributions alone.

			Such acts of resistance started small: a few dollars here, a phone call to a representative there. But as January approached, it was clear that the discontent that had been heating up since November had reached full boil. Just two months after Trump was elected president, millions of people in 60 countries (and on all continents—including, impressively, Antarctica) came out for the global Women’s March. The show of solidarity, not just with women but with immigrants, people of color, the LGBTQ community, and more, became one of the biggest single-day demonstrations in recorded US history. The message to the Trump administration was clear: We are not going to stand for what you represent. But the message to women was perhaps even clearer. If we banded together, if we showed up for each other, we were a force.

			Not long after the Women’s March came the first rumblings that something big was happening on the political front. Groups training women to run for office reported an unprecedented spike in interest from potential candidates, including some of the same women I’d been speaking with in those phone calls. Leaders of several of these groups—who you’ll meet throughout this book—told me that in a typical year, getting women signed up was an uphill battle, one that took relentless recruiting efforts.

			University of Virginia professor Jennifer Lawless, PhD, a leading researcher and expert on women and politics, explained that it had historically been difficult to get women to run for office. “The two biggest barriers are that women are less likely than men to be recruited or encouraged to run for office, and that women are less likely than men—even when they look exactly the same on paper—to consider themselves qualified to run for office,” she told me. In one study conducted by Lawless and Richard L. Fox, a political science professor at Loyola Marymount University, it was found that women overestimated how much gender bias they’d face while campaigning. This perception alone could cause those identified as “potential candidates”—including lawyers, women in business, educators, and political activists—from considering a political career. Women were also more turned off than men by the prospect of engaging in a negative campaign, and reacted more to some of the realities of being a candidate, such as fundraising, dealing with the press, going door-to-door to meet voters, and the potential loss of privacy.

			But between the election and early February 2017, Emily’s List reported that more than 4,000 women had reached out to say they were interested in running (comparatively, the organization heard from about 900 women in the entire 2016 election cycle). By that May, Emerge America, a national organization that trains Democratic women seeking office, saw an 87 percent increase in applicants. And She Should Run, which provides online training for women considering political office, had more than 8,100 register for its incubator program in a similar time frame.

			Erin Vilardi, founder and CEO of VoteRunLead—a multipartisan organization that trains women to run for office—explained it to me this way. “After they saw Trump get elected with zero political or military experience, there was this huge switch in the mind-set of women like, ‘Oh, I can run for city council if this boob can run for the presidency,’” she said. “It took the intimidation out of it. It was like—fuck this system. If this system is going to elect this low-quality candidate . . . Oh my God, I’m 15 times more qualified.”

			Throughout the course of writing this book, the number of women interested in running for office would jump significantly. By the time I sat down to start writing in early 2018, 34,000 women had signed up with Emily’s List, and Emerge America was rapidly expanding across the country to accommodate the surge of female applicants, increasing its number of state affiliates from 17 to 25. By the end of the election cycle, more than 40,000 women would contact Emily’s List to learn about running, and Emerge would be developing chapters in four new states: Georgia, Mississippi, Rhode Island, and Texas. The book I’d originally planned to write was focused on the personal journeys of a few women seeking office, but I realized that the scope had widened to tell a larger narrative about women stepping out en masse, ready to take their seats in some of the most important rooms in the country. I didn’t want to lose the personal feeling made possible by shadowing specific candidates, but I also didn’t want to miss the big picture. And so I attempted to do both.

			One of the big question marks from the outset (again, lots of questions!) was whether or not women would support these female candidates in large enough numbers to change the face of both state legislatures and Congress. We know now that this happened twofold: Women not only showed up to vote, they also phone banked and canvassed, volunteering precious hours of their own time to help boost those gutsy enough to put their names on the ballot. There was a growing sentiment that if you want to start a movement, take to the streets. If you want to start a revolution, take to the polls.

			Supporting women running for office also became a means of redemption. A gazillion miles of pink yarn knitted into hats with cat ears would not change the fact that roughly 53 percent of white women who voted in the 2016 election cast their ballots for Trump. Many progressive white women were forced to reckon with the fact that they’d been too complacent. Had they canvassed for Clinton or any other women running that year? Had they donated to their campaigns? In the years before the election, many white women were zeroed in on the kind of Lean In feminism focused on climbing the corporate ladder and finding a partner willing to share diaper duty. It was a conversation worth having—but it should have been a spoke in the wheel of a much larger discussion about what women, all women, are up against. A corner office is a fine goal, but it’s hardly an inclusive one when you consider that 16 million women in the United States live in poverty, and women represent the majority of minimum wage workers.

			The election of Trump pushed many white women—I’ll include myself here, because I’ve been equally guilty at times—to think outside of our own bubbles and feel some of the vulnerability women of color and LGBTQ women have dealt with for a lifetime. Our rights were suddenly at a heightened risk of being taken away, and more than ever, we needed women to not just represent us but also protect us. What we didn’t know was who would step up.

			After following this story as it unfolded and interviewing numerous women running for office in 2018, I can say with full certainty that those who raised their hands and said, “I’ll do it, I’ll run,” have some next-level grit. Even in the first few months of reporting, visiting with candidates as they launched their campaigns, made their first fundraising calls, and put together their teams, I thought more times than I’d like to admit, Who would DO this?

			Typically, we get to see only a very narrow view of what it’s like to be a candidate. Debates. Public speeches. Maybe photos or short videos posted to Instagram or Twitter. But in reality, running for office is exhausting. Running for office is expensive. Running for office means dealing with online trolls, and Facebook rants, and attacks on your character. Running for office is a time suck—it takes you away from your family, your job, the gym you joined months ago and haven’t set foot in since. Running for office means having men tell you how you should wear your hair. Running for office means having women tell you that you should start smaller. It means staying up until 1 a.m. answering emails and stressing about whether a pantsuit is too old-school or if you sounded friendly enough to that donor on the phone. Running for office is a long, hard slog, a brutal marathon that often pits women against centuries of bias. And to think that these women watched Clinton run against someone as hateful and ignorant as Trump and lose, and still decided to step forward, is nothing short of extraordinary.

			A sentiment I heard from female candidates over and over was “Well, someone had to run.” They were right. Before the 2018 elections, the power imbalance in our government remained staggering. Men held the majority of seats in every state legislature in the country, as well as roughly 80 percent of Congress. They accounted for all but six state governors, and more than three-quarters of large-city mayors. They made up the bulk of the executive branch, and the courts were stacked, too. In 2018, there were as many men named David, James, John, Joseph, Michael, Paul, Richard, Robert, Thomas, and William in the federal judiciary as there were women total. This imbalance was nothing new, but with Trump in office, there was an increased urgency that we were heading in the wrong direction. White men accounted for less than a third of the population but dominated our political system. And they did so, in part, because they ran for office more than any other demographic.

			For too long, women sat on the political sidelines, deeming themselves unqualified to run, or hanging back because nobody ever encouraged them. That hurts all women, because research shows that female lawmakers are significantly more likely than their male colleagues to sponsor bills on things like education, healthcare, and civil rights—issues that are frequently cited as priorities among female voters. Likewise, in a review of congressional floor speeches, it was discovered that female legislators more frequently raised issues with direct relevance to women, including women’s health.

			Women also might simply be better at governing. Female lawmakers have shown themselves to be more collaborative, as well as more effective at getting laws passed. Despite making up a small fraction of Congress, women in office have had more bills enacted on average than their male counterparts, and also bring more federal funds back to their districts. And they’re not in it for the show. In one survey, the majority of men in Congress said that they’d run for office because it was something they’d always wanted to do. Female legislators had an entirely different response, saying they got into politics hoping to create social change and become more involved in their communities. As men ran for office to be something, women ran to do something.

			The women who ran in 2018 were no different. They wanted to do something, too. The difference from previous elections was how many wanted to run, and also how quickly they brushed aside the barriers that have historically kept women off the ballot. A large number of women who ran in 2018 had no prior political experience, and groups who had typically been difficult to recruit—women who were mid-career, women with young kids, women without political connections—were suddenly throwing their hats in the ring.

			It was and is easy to admire these women, but admiration wouldn’t be enough to get them into office. In order to effect change and flip seats, not just from red to blue but also to usher in more women, voters in the 2018 elections needed to align themselves with female candidates. I was curious how the new candidates would harness the collective awakening taking place alongside their campaigns—the Women’s March, yes, but also movements including #MeToo, March for Our Lives, and the continuance of Black Lives Matter. Our political system was designed by and for men—how would this new wave of women candidates change it? Would they embrace their gender rather than trying to wiggle into the mold of a male politician? And would their party and, most importantly, voters rally around them?

			When I started my reporting, I also didn’t know who would end up running, much less who would make it past their primaries (often the toughest battle in heavily Democratic districts) and win come Election Day. Many candidates weren’t candidates yet—they were simply women who were fed up seeing rooms full of men making decisions that impacted their lives. At first, all the unknowns made me nervous, but in the end, this is a book about a journey. What does it really look like when women run for office in big numbers? What is that experience like?

			Much like writing without knowing the final outcome, running for office comes with no guarantees. Nobody gets to know the ending until the ballots have been counted. And even then, that wouldn’t really be the end end. Some of the women who lost in 2018 would run again. Other women who hadn’t run but had seen someone like them on the ticket—a woman of color, a millennial, a Dreamer, a lesbian, a trans woman, a woman with little kids, a single woman, an immigrant woman, a veteran—would now envision themselves being a candidate, too.

			Some victories would come in November 2018, but others would come later. There was a moment in the summer of 2017 when I found myself in a conference room with a group learning the nuts and bolts of running for office from IGNITE and Running Start, organizations that support political ambition in young women in high school and college. As I spoke with the attendees over the course of the two-day training session, I realized the full extent of what was being created—a pipeline of future leaders, campaign managers, and organizers, one that would, hopefully, pay dividends not only in 2020 but decades down the road. When asked why they wanted to run, whether now or in the future, the women gave such varied responses as: “I’m a sexual assault survivor, and I want better protection for assault victims”; “I’m concerned with fighting the opioid epidemic”; “No one ever talks about how insurance companies suck”; “I want to fix public transportation in San Francisco”; “I spent eight years in the foster system and want to reform child welfare”; and “There are not enough women, especially women of color, running.” Their energy radiated off the walls, the otherwise bland room buzzing with the power of young women focused on creating change through leadership. Some of them were already running for local office, rejecting what was to them an archaic notion that they should wait their turn. It was exciting to see this shift and hard not to wonder if 10, 20 years ago, had more young women filled rooms like this, there might be more female politicians today.

			To get the full scope of what it is to campaign while female, I spoke with candidates from across the country running for various levels of office, from state legislatures to Congress. I started by interviewing a few women back in March 2017, before they officially decided to run, and followed them through the process—announcing their candidacy, putting together a campaign team, fundraising, canvassing, debating, dealing with the media, the works. Then, as more and more women decided to run, and the story of female Democrats storming the ballot snowballed into one of the biggest story lines of the year, I interviewed other candidates at various points in the campaign process, as well as leaders of groups helping women run for the first time, researchers, strategists, and the only woman who can speak to running as a major party’s presidential nominee, Secretary Clinton. Much of the reporting is original, and in instances where I’ve pulled from outside sources, I’ve noted where the material came from, both in the text as well as in the notes section in the back of this book.

			The candidates I interviewed were overly gracious with their time and energy (both limited resources on the campaign trail), meeting me at coffee shops, letting me tag along to events, carving out time for repeated phone interviews when I couldn’t travel (I had my first baby in the middle of the election cycle), and sometimes inviting me into their homes to meet their kids, their partners, their roommates, their piles of laundry, their stacks of yard signs, their messy kitchen counters. In doing so, I got not only an inside look at the lives of first-time candidates, but also what they were up against.

			What I didn’t know then was what I would leave this project with—a feeling that had become almost foreign in the midst of all the sadness and panic and rage that followed Trump’s win. The first glimmer of it hit me in those early phone calls with women considering a bid for office, and the full wave of it had me in tears on Election Night, sitting on the floor of a candidate’s hotel room, our eyes peeled to the television screen as the results trickled in and the full picture came into focus. Women had done it. Women had won. I finally recognized that tingle in my chest, the burning behind my eyes. It wasn’t vengeance, although there was a sweet justice to a group of progressive women replacing conservative men. It wasn’t simply joy, although the crowd downstairs was hugging each other in elation.

			The feeling was hope.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Abigail Spanberger

			The Resistance Comes for the Ballot: Spring 2017

			When Abigail Spanberger pulled into her driveway the afternoon of February 21, 2017, her husband, Adam, was vacuuming Cheerios from the seats of their minivan—stale remnants left by their three young daughters, Claire, Charlotte, and Catherine. Oh, good, thought Spanberger, a 37-year-old consultant and former CIA operative. Now nobody has to sit on crushed cereal. Adam worked from home as a computer engineer and only had to commute from upstairs, but Spanberger had rushed from her corporate office in Richmond, Virginia, to their house in the upscale suburb of Glen Allen, and now had just enough time to say hello to the girls before leaving again. After a quick round of hugs and kisses at the kitchen table, she grabbed a Costco-sized bag of cheddar popcorn, thanked her mother-in-law for babysitting, and ran outside to greet four local activists who’d just arrived on her doorstep. Dressed in winter coats and knit hats, they clutched the lids of their coffees and loaded into the van, where Adam already had the heat blasting. “Ready?” Spanberger asked, shoving a fistful of popcorn into her mouth. In all the hurry and excitement, there was no time for dinner.

			A couple of miles down the road, Republican congressman Dave Brat—an ardent Trump supporter and member of the conservative House Freedom Caucus—was preparing to make the same 90-minute trek. Much like Spanberger, he also lived with his family in a planned community in Glen Allen, one with crisp, new houses in whites and tans and brick, manicured lawns stretched out in front of them. Driving through its neatly paved streets, you’d never have guessed that this town—one of the wealthiest zip codes in Virginia, a polite place where locals can tee up at the golf club and buy organic groceries at Whole Foods—had become a hotbed of political activism since Trump won the presidency. Indeed, before the 2016 election, it had been the sort of community where talking politics was considered rude and putting a campaign sign on your front lawn might spark dirty glances from the neighbors. But the mood in the usually reserved suburb had shifted from polite acceptance to active resistance in just a few months, and Brat was about to learn what he was up against.

			By the time Spanberger arrived at Blackstone Herb Cottage, a casual restaurant on the edge of the district where Brat was holding his first in-person town hall since the election, there was already a line of people waiting outside its glass doors. Like them, Spanberger was there as a constituent looking for answers. She especially wanted to know where Brat stood on healthcare. Over the next two hours, hundreds of men and women, concerned about everything from the future of the Affordable Care Act to Russia’s interference in the election, joined them. Many had also driven an hour or more, and a large number held signs while they waited for their chance to confront Brat. If the congressman had intended to avoid angry constituents by holding the event so far from the center of the district, he’d failed miserably.

			“It’s grilling time,” read one sign, referring to a comment Brat had made after the 2016 election that “the women are in my grill no matter where I go.” A female resident held a piece of cardboard responding to Brat’s remarks that people were being paid to protest against him—a page torn from the Trump playbook. “This grandma drove 165 miles to be in your grill, Mr. Brat. And no one paid me to be here. We pay you to be here! Do your job!” she had scribbled in black marker.

			Brat, an economist with a master’s in divinity from Princeton Theological Seminary (not to be confused with the Ivy League university), had sent shock waves through the Beltway in 2014 when he ousted then House majority leader Eric Cantor in the GOP primary. In retrospect, his campaign was a mini preview for Trump’s presidential run. Brat was a Tea Party–backed Washington outsider who ran on a largely anti-immigration platform—one supported by Steve Bannon (then at Breitbart News) and right-wing TV and radio host Laura Ingraham, who in turn bolstered Brat’s candidacy with positive coverage. Cantor, on the other hand, was a seven-term congressman—a career politician well respected within the Republican establishment. He was despised by the likes of Bannon and Ingraham, who perceived him as being weak on immigration and who were also eager to turn the GOP on its head. And he was also criticized by a growing number of constituents who felt he didn’t come around the district enough and, therefore, wasn’t in touch with their interests.

			But that was 2014, when Virginia’s 7th was more rural. After court-ordered redistricting in 2016, the 7th became more suburban, cutting off part of Brat’s base. Early predictions still painted the district reliably red, however, and the GOP had held the seat since the Nixon era. Even with the lines redrawn, Brat was supposed to be in a safe zone. And so you can imagine the congressman’s reaction as he pulled up to Blackstone Herb Cottage to find that his constituents were out in droves—and not to show their support. There hadn’t been anywhere near this level of public outrage during his first term, and it was only after being repeatedly pressured by local activists that he agreed to the town hall at all.

			The 200 seats at the restaurant filled quickly, and Spanberger managed to snag one as the crowd filled the room, many people standing wherever they could find the space. Once inside, anyone who wanted to ask Brat a question was told to write it on a pink index card and submit it to organizers, rather than having the opportunity to address Brat directly. Some saw it as a cowardly move, a way for the congressman to avoid directly interacting with the people he’d been elected to represent. That may have been true, but if this was the only opportunity to hear Brat speak about his policy positions in person, Spanberger decided to see how the night unfolded.

			It began simply enough: The mayor of Blackstone, the town where the meeting was taking place, pulled a card from the pile and read it out loud, and then Brat gave his answer. But the room grew tenser as the congressman nonchalantly dodged questions, and Spanberger could hear even the crowd outside shouting in frustration.

			“Do you deny climate change?” the mayor asked, looking down at another pink card.

			“Do I deny climate change? No, the climate changes all the time,” Brat replied, to which the crowd responded with shouts and jeers.

			Either misreading the room or not caring that his sarcasm wasn’t sitting well with most in attendance, he continued, “I think everyone in this room wants clean air and clean water. And guess what the number one thing you can do to have clean air and clean water is. Increase your economic growth. Rich people, it turns out, like clean air and clean water.”

			More shouts. More boos.

			“It was a really strange event and there was such a disconnect,” Spanberger told me months later. “We were there to be potentially talking with our representative and asking questions. Even in some of the rowdy town halls that you saw on television, people had microphones and people were standing up. For ours, people were just seated, and questions were being asked and he was answering them, but he would move on when he wanted to move on. It was like we were at a speaker series.”

			“I’m having fun,” Brat told the crowd.

			Spanberger, decidedly, was not. She’d worked as a CIA operative under both Republican and Democratic administrations—first George W. Bush, then Barack Obama—and Brat’s flippant tone with constituents left a bad taste in her mouth. In the CIA, she’d recruited foreign nationals and convinced them to commit espionage on behalf of the United States. In that role, “my most useful skill was listening,” she said. “I was focused on collecting information about other people and collecting information from other people . . . That’s how I was able to execute what I was supposed to be doing.”

			Sitting in the town hall, she heard Brat loud and clear, and it angered her that he didn’t seem interested in reciprocating. He appeared comfortable, too comfortable, standing up front with a microphone, his voice booming over everyone else’s. But the question was: What was she willing to do about it?

			Spanberger had thought that maybe one day she’d run for office—but it was a distant goal, something she’d get to down the road, maybe after her girls, then ages three, six, and nine, were grown. Unlike the popular narrative that surfaced after the election, one that asserted that many first-time female candidates running in 2018 had woken up the day after Trump won, and thought, for the first time, I’ll run for office! Spanberger (and most of the women interviewed for this book) always had an interest in public service. Trump’s win—and Clinton’s loss—simply pushed up her timeline. Listening to Brat speak in Trumpisms, the need for better representation felt not just necessary but urgent. Do I do this now? Spanberger thought.

			She’d already cleared the major hurdle of getting declassified by the CIA, which meant she could disclose her affiliation with the agency to employers, and also to voters who might appreciate her background in national security and foreign affairs. Similarly, she’d applied and was accepted to an Emerge America training program. Her class had just kicked off its first of seven monthly sessions, where they would learn about presenting themselves to voters, fundraising, and launching a campaign. She was doing legwork, you know, just in case. Now she had to decide whether to challenge Brat in the 2018 midterms, upending her whole life to jumpstart a political career, without any guarantee that she could unseat him. Or . . . she could wait.

			There were plenty of reasons to choose the latter. Spanberger had spent most of her professional career living under the radar. When she first joined the CIA, she told only her father and her husband. It was years before she let her mom and sisters in on her secret, too, and most people in her life thought she worked for a different government entity. “I was just generally a really private person,” she said. “I tried to appear relatively uninteresting. From an intelligence perspective, I didn’t want anyone to think I had information or was worth going after . . . I didn’t talk frequently about my job or what I did, because I couldn’t.”

			Her daughters didn’t know about her CIA past, either, and Spanberger correctly surmised that the revelation would come as a shock to the parents of kids in the Girl Scout troop she led. Spanberger also worried about all the ways running for office would thrust her family into the public spotlight. She’d squirmed making her LinkedIn profile public. Becoming a candidate, much less a candidate in what was sure to be a heated race with national implications, would be that times a thousand, and require putting her life on display. Nobody was going to vote for someone they felt they didn’t know.

			Despite her reservations, Spanberger contacted two elected officials, as well as campaign managers who’d worked with candidates who had young children, and asked for advice on protecting kids from the ugly realities of campaigning. She also considered the financial impact running for office could have on her family. Spanberger had earned a BA from the University of Virginia, as well as an MBA from a dual-degree program offered by Purdue University and the German International School of Management and Administration overseas. After the CIA, she took a job with a large consulting firm—a gig she enjoyed, and that also helped pay for her family’s comfortable life. If she ran for office, she’d need to dedicate herself to her campaign full-time. That would mean quitting the firm and forgoing her salary, as well as relying on her parents and sisters to help with the kids. Adam worked from home, which was a bonus, but she suspected a campaign would be a strain on all of them. There would be dance classes and church group and Girl Scout cookie sales, and Adam would have to bear the brunt of pickups and drop-offs.

			“What if we really did this?” she said one night.

			“I’m in,” Adam assured her. “I’m 100 percent in.”

			With the most basic pieces in place, Spanberger was ready to make the jump. Almost. She called college friends, people who had known her for two decades and whom she trusted to give her honest feedback on her candidacy. “What do you really think about this?” she asked them.

			It quickly became clear that nobody who knew Spanberger from her school days was the least bit surprised that she was running. “I got a couple of remarks like, ‘Why didn’t you do this sooner?’” said Spanberger. One Republican friend went as far as to introduce her to a potential donor. “He wrote this really delightful email and said, ‘You’re never going to believe this. I’m going to introduce you to a Democrat. This is exactly who we need in Congress.’”

			Her trigger moment came almost three months after she attended Brat’s town hall. That night, the crowd had demanded answers on healthcare—one of several topics they’d gathered to question their representative about, but no doubt on the top of the list. It was hardly a secret that congressional Republicans had been champing at the bit to repeal the Affordable Care Act, and now with one of their own in the White House, there were real fears among constituents about what might happen to some of the bill’s most crucial elements. Speaking to a room full of his constituents, Brat promised to keep protections intact for those with preexisting conditions—one of the major feats of the ACA.

			It would turn out to be a lie. After a bumpy first few months in office, Trump’s leadership abilities had already been called into question, and he zeroed in on what many considered the biggest legislative victory of the Obama administration. Repealing the ACA had been a common campaign promise among Republicans who’d run the year before, and in the simplest terms, GOP representatives were making good on what they’d pledged to voters. But instead of seizing the opportunity to improve on the ACA, they instead gutted it without offering a thoughtful solution. “Repeal and replace” became all about repeal, Republicans (Brat among them) unnervingly focused on delivering a so-called win rather than creating reasonable policy.

			The result, if written into law, would have been disastrous for millions of Americans: no guaranteed coverage for those with preexisting conditions, no subsidies for lower-income Americans, no Medicaid expansion. Republicans wanted to allow states to opt out of some of the ACA’s core benefits and also lift requirements that insurance companies cover preventive and mental healthcare, as well as hospitalization and prescription drug costs. The bill also targeted women by denying reimbursements through Medicaid, effectively “defunding” Planned Parenthood by blocking low-income women from using government health insurance at its clinics, limiting their means of receiving affordable wellness exams, STI testing, breast exams, and cervical cancer screenings. Also on the chopping block: mandatory coverage for maternity care.

			On May 4, 2017, the GOP House members passed the bill, Brat among them. Spanberger and millions of other progressives watched in horror as Republican congressmen giddily pranced down the steps of the Capitol to celebrate with Trump at the White House. After convening in the Rose Garden, he and other members of Congress fell in line behind the president, creating a backdrop of white maleness. “What we have is something very, very incredibly well crafted,” Trump said of the bill from behind a podium. “I’ll tell you what, there is a lot of talent standing behind me. An unbelievable amount of talent. That I can tell you.” The frat pack erupted in applause. Then, punctuating the tone of the spectacle, Trump added, “Hey, I’m president! Can you believe it?”

			For many Americans, the answer was no, not really. Spanberger logged into Facebook, and already, friends were commenting about what the bill could mean for their families. “I read a post from an old friend who has a young daughter with a degenerative disorder, and she commented on whether they would go bankrupt caring for their daughter,” said Spanberger. She thought of her own girls, how lucky she was they were healthy, and the fog around whether she should run lifted. “In an instant, I made my decision,” she said. “Any apprehension or fear related to running, that was absolutely nothing compared to the fear my friend felt related to what the future holds for their daughter and her healthcare needs. I realized there was no other path for me to choose.”

			She would do it. She would run.

			

			—

			SPANBERGER WASN’T THE ONLY WOMAN to decide to take on Brat. By the time she announced her candidacy in July 2017, there were already four women vying for the Democratic nomination in Virginia’s 7th Congressional District—three of them also first-time candidates. Spanberger joined political newcomers Janelle Noble, a small business owner; Helen Alli, an army veteran, entrepreneur, and activist; and Kim Gower, a leadership and business professor; as well as attorney Eileen Bedell, who had run against Brat in 2016. Dan Ward, a Marine Corps veteran and airline pilot, also entered the race, becoming the lone man to throw his hat in the ring.

			“There have been years where we couldn’t find candidates, even in competitive districts,” said Susan Swecker, chairwoman of the Democratic Party of Virginia, who has worked in politics since the 1970s. “The idea that you have five women, and all of them have very diverse backgrounds, and they are very capable women who are in it for the right reasons—any one of them would be better than Dave Brat.” At the end of the day, she added, “This just shows the seriousness of where we are and how women and families feel like they are at risk and have really been attacked. Women, all we want is to be respected and heard and have an equal seat at the table, whether it’s in Virginia’s 7th Congressional District or the whole country—because Dave Brat and Donald Trump are very much alike.” A similar trend would take hold in races across the country throughout 2017 and the first part of 2018, with multiple women running against each other in primaries, hoping to be the one whose name appeared on the ballot come Election Day.

			Julie Copeland, executive director of Emerge America’s Virginia chapter, has worked in Virginia politics since 1989 and said that she, too, had never seen this level of interest. When Trump won the presidential election, defeating a much more capable Clinton, “I thought maybe we were out of business,” she told me in early 2017. All Copeland could think was: Who would look at Clinton’s loss and still want to run? But a week later, she said she had 81 applications started on Emerge’s website, and 56 applications completed, which was the highest she had ever seen. “I had a 200 percent increase in applications in just that week.”

			It wasn’t just the bump in interest, but who was applying. “Usually in the application process, I’ve met or recruited a lot of the women who apply. I know them, I have met with them, I’ve talked to them on the phone,” Copeland said. “So many of these new women I had never heard of.” What’s more, many of the women applying for Emerge’s candidate training program were in their 30s and 40s—a historically difficult demographic to recruit, according to Copeland. “We had gotten 22-year-olds and we’d gotten 65-year-olds, but we were consistently missing those women who were working, who had children at home, that middle part,” she said. “And the interesting thing to me is that a lot of the women that came through the surge were from that demographic, which I think is good news moving forward. We were missing a whole generation before. A lot of women were waiting until their kids went to college, or they retired, or they were younger women who had chosen not to have children or were waiting to have children.” It was notable that Spanberger, Noble, and Bedell all had young kids when they chose to run.

			

			—

			ALMOST A FULL YEAR out from the Democratic primary, which happens in June in Virginia, what would have been unthinkable in any other time was suddenly a reality: Not one, not two, but an entire group of women were willing to put their names on the ballot in Virginia’s 7th District. The shift marked a positive change, but it didn’t come without complications. A crowded primary race meant tougher fundraising, one of the biggest hurdles for first-time candidates, and less time for Democrats to get behind a single candidate in the race against Brat.

			For Bedell, the only Democratic candidate in the race who had previously run for office, there was a stark difference between 2016 and 2017. “I didn’t have much competition in obtaining the nomination before,” she said. “When the filing deadline came around last April, I was the only one.” Looking at the other candidates, she said, “There is a little part of me that went Huh? Where were you before?”

			She also worried about Democrats waiting too long to pick their candidate. When Brat campaigned in 2014, Virginia’s 7th was R+10 on the Cook Partisan Voting Index, which meant that the area tended to vote 10 points more Republican than the country as a whole. But by the time Spanberger announced her candidacy in July 2017, that rating had already dropped to R+6, transitioning from an area that’s “solidly Republican” to one that’s “likely Republican.” While the door wasn’t blown wide open, it was cracked enough that the right Democratic candidate—one who could appeal to progressives, independents, and moderate Republicans fed up with Brat’s Tea Party antics—could potentially step through. To beat him, those candidates would first have to position themselves against each other in the primary, though.

			“I dread the idea of waiting until late June of next year [to pick a candidate],” said Bedell, 11 months before the primary. “Brat has decided to go all in with Trump and he seems to savor being the mouthpiece of the Freedom Caucus. My hope is that we can unify as a party in terms of the nominee earlier rather than later.”

			“If someone is a better candidate, I will support them 100 percent,” she added, noting that at some point, the field needed to thin. As it would turn out, she’d keep her word.

			

			—

			ON A WARM SEPTEMBER afternoon two months after Spanberger announced her candidacy, she sat at a restaurant overlooking the parking lot of an outdoor mall, a stream of luxury SUVs whizzing by on their way to Pottery Barn or one of the other stores across the pavement. “None of this was here when I was a kid,” said Spanberger as she stabbed her salad with a fork. “It was basically a farm.”

			Spanberger, the daughter of a nurse and federal agent, spent her early childhood in New Jersey, and then moved to Virginia’s Henrico County when she was 13. The whole vibe was different then, she explained. More rural. The formerly sleepy area had transformed into bustling suburbs, and now it was going through a political transformation, too, at a rapid pace: Aside from packing town halls, community members had also been forming grassroots groups following the 2016 election—from a secret anti-Brat Facebook group with more than 1,000 members, to organizations like the Liberal Women of Chesterfield County (adjacent to Henrico County, where Glen Allen is located), which canvassed more than 50,000 houses leading up to the 2017 state elections in the hopes of getting progressives in office. Excitement about flipping Brat’s seat heightened even further when the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC), which raises money for Democratic House candidates, named Virginia’s 7th District as one of its key targets for the 2018 midterms.

			“Town halls have become the new dinner with friends,” said Spanberger. Parents were talking about healthcare policy at the school bus stop and neighbors were meeting at each other’s homes to learn the nuts and bolts of local elections. Many women who hadn’t been politically active before were signing up to canvass and phone bank for candidates. Spanberger increased her own involvement, going door-to-door for Democrats running in the 2017 state elections, and in a turn of good karma, had numerous women volunteer to help with her campaign after meeting her.

			Even with so much support, the day-to-day grind of running for office would mostly come down to Spanberger and her campaign manager. And so after lunch, Spanberger made the short drive back to “campaign headquarters,” or what used to be her daughters’ playroom on the third floor of her house. After stepping over a pile of tiny sneakers by the door, she walked up the carpeted staircase to find the woman running her campaign, Dana Bye, sitting at a desk where the girls’ toy kitchen used to be.

			“You’re back!” said Bye, a shelf with Cabbage Patch Kids and stuffed animals overhead. Other than a “Nasty Woman” poster on the wall—a nod to what was really happening here—the space hardly reflected the seriousness of the women who occupied it. Bye, 27, already had multiple congressional campaigns on her résumé, as well as an internship with Senator Tammy Baldwin during her run in 2012. Following the 2016 election, she contacted Emily’s List and asked to be connected with a promising female candidate—a phone call that led to her moving from the West Coast to the Richmond area to be near Spanberger. “I started drinking the Kool-Aid pretty quickly,” Bye said of their first conversation.

			Landing the job was . . . less straightforward. Spanberger was ready to launch her campaign and knew she needed to hire the most important member of her team as soon as possible. She spoke with Bye and the two instantly clicked, but Spanberger was new to the process and still felt she needed more assurance. “There was this fear of What if I’m making a mistake?” she said. Spanberger asked a close friend for advice, and he offered to speak with Bye and give a second opinion.

			“He interviews her and then he calls me up and he was like, ‘I want to debrief you on the interview,’” said Spanberger. “I was like, ‘Oh yeah, how was it?’ He works for a big multinational company, and he was like, ‘I went through my standard interview process.’ He was recounting it to me, and I was momentarily blacking out because the questions were things like ‘Name a time when such and such has been a challenge for you and how you overcame it.’” It was all so formal, so businesslike.

			“I told him, ‘Wait, you did what?’” said Spanberger, who thought the conversation would be more casual. “He said, ‘You know, a behavioral interview.’ I was like, ‘Oh shit.’”

			Bye passed his test, and Spanberger offered her the job—but then she didn’t hear back right away. It occurred to Spanberger that Bye might choose someone else after such a laborious interview process. She panicked.

			“I wrote her this relatively sassy email and I was like, ‘Look, we’re going to work together great. Just go ahead and accept the job. Just do it,’” said Spanberger.

			“I appreciated that,” said Bye, who laughed about the experience in retrospect. “To be perfectly honest, I was looking at a number of different races on the East Coast and—”

			“She had multiple offers,” said Spanberger.

			“I had two other offers,” said Bye. “I think ultimately it’s a commentary on the fact that there are so many people running this year and good campaign staff is hard to find. When I talked through it and developed my gut checks, I was like, ‘This feels right. This feels really, really right.’”

			“We work together wonderfully well,” said Spanberger, “provided she’s had her coffee in the morning.”

			“I snapped yesterday morning,” said Bye.

			“She didn’t snap at me, but she was clearly not happy,” Spanberger jumped in. “I asked Adam to do something for the campaign—he does so much for the campaign—but he was doing something else and he said something snarky to me like ‘I really do have a job, Abby.’ I was like, ‘I can’t have you both mad at me!’”

			It’s no wonder the duo felt stressed. Spanberger started most days at 5 a.m., and even earlier on mornings when her youngest daughter climbed into her bed. Then it was getting the girls off to school before starting a day of campaigning, whether that meant making fundraising calls, meeting with voters, or answering emails. Sometimes Bye and Spanberger worked until 1 a.m.

			“I have zero self-care, and I need to go to the gym,” said Bye. “I have these 10 hot yoga classes that I have a year to use, and I’m really afraid they are going to expire, which is ridiculous. Check me in a few months. It still won’t be happening.”

			That night, their focus was on fundraising—a necessary evil to make it through a crowded primary and still have enough money left over to campaign against Brat. In two months, Spanberger had raised $150,000, an impressive sum for a first-time candidate. By the end of September, that number would jump to $209,000. By the end of the quarter, it would be $243,000.

			The money went toward things like campaign staff, a media consultant, and mailers, but it also proved viability to groups like the DCCC, which looked at fundraising ability as a measure of a candidate’s electability. No other female candidate had come close to what Spanberger had raised. But Ward, the only man in the race, had managed to pull in dollars from a lot of out-of-state donors and multiple PACs (including at least three PACs backed by pilots), according to the Federal Election Commission—putting him slightly ahead. “I think he’s making a real go at it,” said Spanberger, with a shrug. If she was the least bit concerned, she didn’t show it.

			Less than an hour later, Bye and Spanberger pulled up to a large, modern home owned by two Richmond-area donors. “You have arrived,” the GPS announced as we pulled into the driveway. Bye turned off the ignition, and they stepped out of the car onto the pavement to take in the home. “Oh my God,” muttered Spanberger, straightening her black sheath dress and burgundy blazer. “I’m feeling really nervous right now.” Her eyes were locked on the house, which looked like something out of Architectural Digest—a modern, custom design with floor-to-ceiling windows and a rectangular pool out back. Bye knocked on the front door, Creedence Clearwater Revival’s “Who’ll Stop the Rain” humming from the other side.

			If the setting was intimidating, the hosts were not. “So happy to have you,” said Deborah Roberts in a Southern accent. Wearing a striped shirt and mules, she recounted how she’d heard Spanberger’s campaign pitch and felt “like I had just met a future president of the United States.” She told her friends the same and proved her belief in Spanberger as a candidate by hosting a fundraiser at her home.

			Guests were set to arrive any minute, so Bye quickly organized name tags, a sign-in sheet, and donation cards on the kitchen table. As the first guests trickled in, Spanberger crossed her arms in front of her chest and then, perhaps remembering her body language, forced them down to her sides. Some attendees made small talk about their kids—“My wife has entered the complaining phase of pregnancy,” joked a man in his 30s. Spanberger played along. She’d been pregnant three times; this was hardly a foreign subject. But she still appeared nervous.

			Others skipped the small talk and got right into her candidacy. “What got you interested in politics?” an older woman asked. Spanberger looked more at ease as the conversation turned to her campaign, and she talked about her CIA experience, as well as where she stood on healthcare, education, and national security. She said she was sick of straight party politics and wanted to talk solutions. The woman looked pleased. “It’s good to see you running,” she said. Then she reached for a glass of wine.

			It was the end of summer, but stinkbugs still clung to the screens as more than 20 guests made their way through the kitchen door to the back deck, where Spanberger shook hands by the pool. After an hour of casual conversation, Rick Gregory, Deborah’s partner, stood next to Spanberger and called for everyone’s attention.

			“Thanks for coming,” he said in a friendly drawl. “I know you are all Deb’s friends because I don’t have this many liberal friends.” The crowd laughed. He then introduced Spanberger, reading emails from Democratic supporters in the area. One said she was “the best chance to unseat Brat,” after which the group broke out in applause.

			Spanberger was in her element, no longer fidgeting with her necklace or clutching her arm. She told the group about growing up in the nearby town of Short Pump, going to the University of Virginia, and of course working as an operative both in the United States and in Europe, which she swore wasn’t all “dark alleys at 4 a.m.” The crowd appeared impressed, with several people eyeing each other and raising their eyebrows, as if to say, Not bad. A few women emphatically nodded when Spanberger brought up education. In the back, Adam—who arrived separately—scanned their faces, seeming to take inventory of every reaction.

			After Spanberger told the group about her background and why she was running, they began throwing out questions.

			“Who is your competition?” a middle-aged woman asked about the primary.

			“I’m largely disgusted with the leadership in both parties,” said a man with white hair and glasses. “How will you work to get things done?”

			“What will you do to reach millennial voters?” a younger-looking woman wanted to know.

			“How do you, from a bipartisan standpoint, find ways to help people in terms of healthcare, but also make people help themselves?” said one of the male attendees.

			To the last question, Spanberger launched into a detailed response, focusing on preexisting conditions and preventive care. But the deeper she dove into policy, the more the crowd seemed to zonk out. She needed to pivot back to the basics: show confidence, talk in shorter sound bites. Adam looked at a man rubbing his eyes and then turned his attention back to Spanberger, his expression saying, You’re losing them.

			The group came back to life when someone asked, “What was your alternative life like?” referring to Spanberger’s time with the CIA. Much to their delight, she recalled how she would strap cash to her belly and play the role of “happy pregnant blond lady” when out on a mission. Spanberger was becoming more comfortable talking about a part of her life that had remained a secret for so long, and she fed off of their energy.

			When it came time for the hard ask—Will you give
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