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			Praise for The Ones We’ve Been Waiting For

			“[Alter] does an excellent job detailing—with persuasive data—what has shaped and motivated this young generation so far. . . . Thanks to [her] timely book we can have a better understanding of why an entire generation was set back and what’s driving it now.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“When it comes to political prescience today, Time magazine writer Charlotte Alter is arguably peerless. . . . Each of Alter’s chosen ones emerges as an individual with his or her own history and path. The result is a more nuanced picture of a generation than previously reported.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“These stories are all buoyed by Alter’s sharp writing and engaging voice. She is by turns sarcastic, funny, and sincere, but always conversational. . . . Alter’s book will come as a tonic to millennials who have grown weary of boomers’ well-worn complaints about them. That’s because The Ones We’ve Been Waiting For takes millennials seriously—and likewise takes seriously older generations’ responsibility for millennial woes, such as economic insecurity. To Alter, social media and complaints about student debt aren’t symptoms of an infantilized generation. They are simply facts of millennial life and are entering political office along with all the new millennials who ascend to power—boomers’ complaints be damned.”

			—The Washington Post

			“Alter is an exceptional storyteller. . . . This nuanced and comprehensive guide does an admirable job illuminating the next generation of political leaders and the issues that drive them.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“The Ones We’ve Been Waiting For is an excellent and timely look at the young leaders who are at the gates, and a lesson in what we have to learn from them. If you’re curious about what the future looks like, this book is a thorough, thoughtful place to start.”

			—Rebecca Traister, New York Times bestselling author of Good and Mad and All the Single Ladies

			“For anyone who has dismissed millennials or who cares about our country’s future, Charlotte Alter has written a riveting, essential book. In bringing to vivid life the young upstarts who will ultimately inherit our democracy, Alter has inadvertently given us another vital young voice that will shape our political future: hers.”

			—Amy Chozick, New York Times bestselling author of Chasing Hillary

			“Just when we need it, a new generational wave is poised to sweep away the aging politicians who are part of a divisive and dysfunctional system. In this valuable and richly reported book, Charlotte Alter weaves together the tale of ten millennials who are disrupting our stale politics. By the end you’ll smile and say to yourself, ‘There’s hope.’”

			—Walter Isaacson, New York Times bestselling author of Leonardo da Vinci and Steve Jobs

			“Millennials are pissed off and burnt out and ready for change—and The Ones We’ve Been Waiting For brilliantly profiles the leaders of our own generation who will make it happen. These leaders have been influenced (and radicalized) by pivotal millennial experiences, whether witnessing 9/11 as a young adult or taking out staggering amounts of student debt—which is part of what makes the book feel so relatable, infuriating, and hopeful, all at once.”

			—Anne Helen Petersen, author of Too Fat, Too Slutty, Too Loud
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			For my mom and dad, who taught me everything

		

	
		
			
			The cruelties and obstacles of this swiftly changing planet will not yield to obsolete dogmas and outworn slogans. It cannot be moved by those who cling to a present which is already dying, who prefer the illusion of security to the excitement and danger which comes with even the most peaceful progress. This world demands the qualities of youth; not a time of life but a state of mind, a temper of the will, a quality of the imagination . . .

			—Robert F. Kennedy, Capetown, South Africa, June 6, 1966
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			INTRODUCTION

			Love ’em or hate ’em, this much is true: one day soon, millennials will rule America.

			This is neither wish nor warning but a fact, rooted in the physics of time and the biology of human cells. Millennials—born between 1981 and 1996—are already the largest living generation, the majority of the workforce, and will soon eclipse their parents as the biggest bloc of eligible voters. But even as America gets younger and more diverse, our national leadership is overwhelmingly dominated by white men in their seventies carrying baggage from the previous century. I offer this book as a reminder of the only real truth, in politics and in life: this, too, shall pass.

			Millennial attitudes already define most other aspects of American society: their startups have revolutionized the economy, their tastes have shifted the culture, and their enormous appetite for social media has transformed human interaction. Politics is just the latest arena ripe for disruption.

			This book is about those disrupters, the stepper-uppers, the young leaders attempting to drag our government into the twenty-first century. Others have written well about the millennial social identity in general, their unique economic peril, and the young activists and organizers who spurred the enormous social movements of the last twenty years. This is not that book.

			Instead, this is about the “electeds”—the young mayors and city council members and state legislators and members of Congress who ran for office and won, the first in their generation to gain political power. While a septuagenarian president strutted and fretted in the Oval Office, I spent the last three years crisscrossing the country meeting the young politicians trying to build a new America from the ground up. The thirty-two-year-old mayor who renovated downtown Ithaca, the twenty-nine-year-old bartender who proposed a Green New Deal days after she arrived in Congress, the thirty-five-year-old congresswoman trying to attract more women to the GOP, the thirty-eight-year-old gay veteran who ran for president of the United States: these young leaders are the vanguard of millennial political power, and they’re only the first of their cohort to step up to the plate.

			I don’t pretend to know what will happen to any of their individual political careers. I’m not trying to predict who will be in the Senate in 2022, or in congressional leadership in 2024, or president in 2028. But no matter what happens to them individually, studying their lives—the experiences that define their attitudes, the attitudes that define their politics—can give us a preview of what America might look like when their generation is in charge. I am not arguing that millennials will save America: they will surely bring their own flawed assumptions and misguided ideas into the political realm, just as their parents did. But a country run by millennials will look different than the boomer-built America, and this book attempts to figure out what those differences might look like.

			Like all younger generations, millennials get a bad rap: boomers and Gen Xers think they’re entitled, overly sensitive, obsessed with social media, and naive about the ways of the world. Each of those stereotypes has a grain of truth—just ask anyone who’s ever hired an annoying millennial. But when taken collectively, the qualities that seem grating on an individual level actually hint at a broader political disposition. Individually, millennials are stereotyped as entitled; collectively, they demand broad government investment in a twenty-first-century social safety net. Individually, they’re caricatured as oversensitive to “microaggressions”; collectively, they’re pushing toward a more comprehensive vision of social justice. Individually, they seem glued to their phones; collectively, their intuitive use of social networks has given them a fresh understanding of how individuals work within systems. Individually, they come off as naive or demanding; collectively, that looks a lot like idealism.

			Politics is supposed to be about the future, even if the last four years have apparently been aimed at making America “great again.” This may be an era defined by smartphones, but the Speaker of the House, the Senate Majority Leader, and three of the top Democratic presidential candidates were all born in the 1940s, well before the invention of the color television, the polio vaccine, and the bikini. In 2017, President Donald Trump took the oath of office as the oldest first-term president ever, elected mostly by white voters over sixty-five and enabled by one of the oldest Congresses in history; in 2021, seventy-eight-year-old president Joe Biden beat his record by nearly eight years. There are only three other American presidents (William Henry Harrison, James Buchanan, and Ronald Reagan) who were older than sixty-five on Inauguration Day.

			The graying of US politics feels especially claustrophobic given that America’s most visionary leaders have typically been young. Alexander Hamilton was just thirty-two when he became the first secretary of the Treasury, Thomas Jefferson was thirty-three when he wrote the Declaration of Independence, Martin Luther King Jr. was thirty-four when he led the March on Washington, and John F. Kennedy was forty-four when he promised to send a man to the moon. Even the middle-aged presidents have historically been much younger than our current leadership: Abraham Lincoln was in his early fifties when he preserved the Union in the Civil War, roughly the same age Franklin Delano Roosevelt was at the time of the New Deal. The powdered wigs and black-and-white photographs make American history look like a succession of old men, but actually, some of the most momentous shifts have resulted from younger generations replacing older ones.

			Of course, age itself does not determine political relevance—just look at Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg (b. 1933), an improbable cult figure among young women, or Bernie Sanders (b. 1941), a seventy-eight-year-old socialist whose popularity with young voters has buoyed two presidential campaigns, or Joe Biden (b. 1942), who was counted out as a too-old has-been before he defeated Donald Trump with more votes than any presidential candidate in history.

			But as Alexis de Tocqueville observed in the early decades of the American experiment, “Among democratic nations, each generation is a new people.” And those generations are defined not by age or by family relationships, but by the major historical and social events of their lifetimes, or what generational theorists William Strauss and Neil Howe called the study of “people moving through time.” Building off the work of German sociologist Karl Mannheim, Strauss and Howe concluded that each generation develops some shared general attitudes based on their formative experiences: the generation that fought World War II, they suggest, gravitated toward civic engagement (the so-called Greatest Generation), while their children—the baby boomers—tended to be more individualistic. Although their theory is surely overgeneralized, there are glimmers of truth within the stereotypes. In what now reads like an eerie premonition, Strauss and Howe picked a young New York businessman as the archetypal boomer in their 1991 opus Generations: “Like Donald Trump,” they wrote, “a prototype Boomer sees himself capable of becoming a titan of whatever world he chooses fully to inhabit—providing cover for personal disappointments or (as a Boomer might put it) ‘deferred ambitions.’”

			Since each of us is a product of historical experiences as well as personal ones, age is a useful proxy for understanding the forces that shape political attitudes. Social scientists have found that, along with typical indicators such as race, religion, and family, the historical events experienced in early adulthood significantly shape lifelong political leanings. In the same way that the first few years of education determine the way children learn, the first few years of political awareness determine the way adults vote and lead. Therefore, what leaders experienced—or didn’t experience—when they were young can affect their priorities when they’re older. Trump, for example, learned to read before Brown v. Board of Education, graduated from college during the protests against the Vietnam War, and was well into middle age by the time scientists started to realize the seriousness of human impact on climate change. Joe Biden (b. 1942) was a young adult when JFK was elected, a grown man during the civil rights movement, and already a grieving dad in the US Senate during the 1970s push for women’s liberation. Age can also determine how quickly leaders adapt to new technology and ideas: when Facebook was created in 2004, Mitch McConnell (b. 1942) was eligible for Social Security.

			Age, then, is not just a number; it can help measure whether our leaders are closer to the past than they are to the future. Many of the assumptions of the twentieth century seem hopelessly outdated in the twenty-first, and where boomers see icons, many millennials see relics. Longtime Democratic Senator Dianne Feinstein—who in 2018 won a reelection that would keep her in the Senate until her nineties—highlighted this generational tension when she dismissed a sixteen-year-old climate activist because “you didn’t vote for me.”

			When I started writing this book in 2017, there were shockingly few millennials in elected office: just five in Congress, even though if representation were proportional to population there should have been about ninety-seven.

			But millennials were already making changes on the state and local level. When I first met Mayor Pete Buttigieg for coffee in 2017, he mentioned a Jon Stewart graduation speech that he had recently found on YouTube. “He said, ‘Here’s the thing about the real world: we broke it, sorry’—I think he meant grown-ups,” Pete told me, shouting over the noise in a coffee shop in Midtown Manhattan. “He said, ‘We broke it, but the thing is, if you figure out how to fix it, you get to be the next Greatest Generation.’” Back then, Pete was just the ambitious mayor of a small American city, but clearly angling for something bigger: he was already working with top Democratic strategists and hobnobbing with national reporters in preparation for his next move.

			New York congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez doesn’t have much in common with Pete Buttigieg politically, but on this they agree: “The America we grew up in is nothing like the America our parents or our grandparents grew up in,” she told me in her office on Capitol Hill. “A lot of what we have to deal with are issues and decisions that were made by people in generations before us.”

			Over the last three years, the quiet rumblings of generational change have become a deafening roar. You can hear it in the din of the crowds at campaign rallies, in the youthful voices singing at global climate marches, in the staticky silence after Mark Zuckerberg has to explain to retirement-age senators how Facebook makes money. You can sense it in the urgency around tackling police violence, the demands to address the student debt crisis, and the drumbeat of youth-led activism around reforming America’s gun laws. You can see it in the young mayors implementing progressive policies on the local level, in the first-time women candidates who seized congressional seats in the 2018 midterms, and in the massive youth voter turnout that helped oust Donald Trump from office.

			Still, millennials will have to continue to significantly increase their voter turnout in order to turn their social power into real political gains. They’re already stirring: while young voters still vote less reliably than their grandparents, millennial turnout doubled in the 2018 midterms, and surged again in the 2020 presidential election, suggesting that their phase of political apathy may be coming to an end. It’s also worth noting that young voters don’t necessarily favor young candidates: just look at the youth movement sustaining seventy-eight-year-old Bernie Sanders’s political ambitions.

			The first wave of the millennial vanguard came after the 2008 election, when a handful of young people—many of them young black men—heeded Obama’s call to be “the change that we seek” and stepped up to run for state and local offices around the country. From Stockton, California, to Ithaca, New York, millennials took their first steps toward civic leadership by revitalizing American cities for the twenty-first century.

			Then, in 2016, Hillary Clinton tried to become the first woman president, and Donald Trump was elected instead. That election shifted the calculus for many young people, as Obama’s rosy vision of American progress was suddenly cast in shadow. One of the most racially diverse generations in history saw a president defend white nationalists while denigrating immigrants and nonwhite Americans. The generation that would inherit a dying planet saw a seventy-one-year-old withdraw from the Paris Climate Agreement. The most openly LGBTQ generation in history saw him ban transgender people from the military. The generation raised on third-wave feminism saw a man who bragged about grabbing women “by the pussy” beat the first woman to have a serious chance at the presidency.

			Some despaired, but others mobilized. And as young black men had stepped up to emulate Obama after 2008, young women stepped up to confront Trump after 2016. In the wake of his election, a historic wave of young first-time women candidates ran for offices as big as Congress and as small as town council. Because of women like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York, Haley Stevens of Michigan, and Lauren Underwood of Illinois, there were more women in Congress in 2019 than ever before, and millennial representation had jumped fivefold in one cycle.

			This book is not a forty-under-forty list of Washington, DC, power players, nor is it a comprehensive account of the most powerful millennials in the country (which would include generational outliers such as Trump advisors Stephen Miller and Jared Kushner, who are not elected, and not exactly representative of their generation). It’s also not an up-to-the-minute news account of the inner workings of Washington, DC: I finished reporting this book in the fall of 2019, but the unprecedented events of 2020 have only sharpened the point. And while I include Republicans such as Dan Crenshaw and Elise Stefanik, the majority of young leaders in this book are Democrats. That’s a reflection of the political identity of this generation, which leans to the left by almost every available metric. A 2018 Pew Research Center survey found that nearly 60 percent of millennials say they’re “consistently” or “mostly” liberal, while only 12 percent say they’re “consistently” or “mostly” conservative.

			I selected characters whose lives were marked by the major events of the first decades of the twenty-first century: 9/11, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the Great Recession, the election of Barack Obama and then Donald Trump. These events shaped their personal experiences—they fought overseas, or experienced the economic collapse firsthand, or worked in the Obama White House—but also informed the broader attitudes of their peers. Millennials are more financially precarious, less likely to support war overseas, and significantly more progressive than their parents on most issues. They’ve largely abandoned the sexual politics of the Christian right and feel significantly more urgency around addressing climate change. They grew up in an America that is more diverse and more socially progressive than any time in history, and their lives reflect both the increased opportunities for women and people of color, and the work still left to do. Their lifetimes have been punctuated by school shootings and extreme weather events, and their reality has been defined by the failure of old structures and the rise of new systems. By learning where they’ve been, we can get a sense of where we’re going.

			Every couple of decades, American politics experiences a generational turnover. The Greatest Generation, the ones who fought WWII, led the civic revival of the 1950s and ’60s, building everything from the national highway system to world class research universities to the rockets that took men to the moon. The Silent Generation came into office in the 1970s as “Watergate babies” determined to reform Washington after Nixon’s scandal. The boomers began their takeover in the 1980s and ’90s with an emphasis on individualism that led them toward privatization, tax cuts, and an emphasis on “personal responsibility.” Generation X (born in the late 1960s and ’70s) is on the ascent, with leaders like Kamala Harris and Stacey Abrams entering center stage.

			Millennials are next to seize the torch. This book is about what they believe and why they believe it, and what America might look like when they’re in charge.

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			I am writing about politicians who were a particular age at a particular time, not just any young “hotshots.” So I had to be ruthless about the age cutoff: nobody born before 1980 or after 1996 is included here at significant length. (Pew says the first millennials were born in 1981, but politics moves a little slower than everything else, so I extended the window to 1980 in order to include Carlos Curbelo.) Unfortunately, that meant leaving out exciting Gen X-ers such as Rep. Katie Porter (b. 1974), Rep. Ayanna Pressley (b. 1974), and GOP senator Josh Hawley (b. 1979), and powerful Gen-Z activists like Emma Gonzalez (b. 1999), David Hogg (b. 2000), and Greta Thunberg (b. 2003). They are all poised to make their mark on American politics, and they would be great characters in another book.

			If I had been writing in the mid-twentieth century, I would have followed the convention of calling public officials by their last names, mostly because so many of the white men in power at that time had the same first names: John, Michael, Robert, or James. The fact that none of the main characters in this book have the same first name reflects the astonishing shift toward racial and gender diversity of the early twenty-first century. Besides, this is also a book about that uniquely American alchemy through which an ordinary person becomes a public official. Because this is about human transformations as well as political ones, I am using first names throughout.

			Just as the last twenty years have been punctuated by mass shootings and increasingly severe hurricanes, this narrative is periodically interrupted by short episodes about these events. The shooting episodes are constructed almost entirely from contemporaneous news and social media, while the hurricane episodes are short summaries of the human cost of these major storms.

			Finally, you may be wondering what I mean by “the ones we’ve been waiting for.” Who are “we” supposed to be, anyway, and who am I to suggest what we’re “waiting for”? The title of this book is taken from a pivotal Barack Obama speech during the 2008 primary. He may have adapted the line from author Alice Walker, who may have borrowed it from the poet June Jordan, but on Super Tuesday, 2008, he transformed the words into a rallying cry:

			
				You see, the challenges we face will not be solved with one meeting in one night. It will not be resolved on even a Super Duper Tuesday. Change will not come if we wait for some other person or if we wait for some other time. We are the ones we’ve been waiting for. We are the change that we seek.

			

			It may seem overly triumphant to use this line to describe an entire generation, even one that was so heavily influenced by Obama’s example. The optimism of the Obama era was exciting but incomplete: his hope came with blind spots, and his work was unfinished. Besides, the millennial-led future won’t be a rosy utopia: the next generation of leaders will no doubt create as many problems as they solve, and many of those new problems aren’t yet apparent. America in 2050 won’t necessarily be better than America in 2020 just because millennials will be in charge.

			But the phrase is prophetic in its plurality: the sense that America’s future will not be built in one night, but in an era; not by one, but by ones.

		

	
		
			THE ONES

			(IN BIRTH ORDER)

			
				Pete Buttigieg, born 1982, the one who ran for president (Indiana).

				Haley Stevens, born 1983, the one who worked on the auto rescue (Michigan).

				Braxton Winston, born 1983, the one who protested to defend black lives (North Carolina).

				Elise Stefanik, born 1984, the one who tried to recruit more women to the GOP (New York).

				Dan Crenshaw, born 1984, the one who lost his eye in Afghanistan (Texas).

				Eric Lesser, born 1985, the one who handled bags for Barack Obama (Massachusetts).

				Max Rose, born 1986, the one who’s not a fucking socialist (New York).

				Lauren Underwood, born 1986, the one with a preexisting condition (Illinois).

				Svante Myrick, born 1987, the one who rebuilt downtown Ithaca (New York).

				Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, born 1989, the one who proposed a Green New Deal (New York).

			

		

	
		
			PART ONE
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				This is the millennium of Aftermath.

				—Dr. Dre

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			One Sunny Tuesday

			It was a Tuesday morning and a heartless sun was shining. It burned through the windows of fresh September classrooms, reminding students that they still had ten months of school before summer vacation. It slashed the blinds of darkened college dorm rooms and beamed at early risers shuffling to class. It flashed against big glass buildings and made short shadows in Lower Manhattan, where it glinted off the fuselage of low-flying airplanes.
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			The leaves in Cambridge, Massachusetts, had not yet started to turn. It was still summer, and still hot, and classes hadn’t begun at Harvard, which meant that sophomore Pete Buttigieg was lying on his bottom bunk in Leverett House on that Tuesday morning when his roommate Uzo knocked on the door. Uzo was out of breath because he had just run back from the bank in Harvard Square. He had gone there early to sort out a problem with his debit card, and the bank teller had said, “You know, a plane just flew into the World Trade Center.” Uzo said, “That’s weird,” but he figured it was probably an accident. By the time he was done fixing the debit card issue, the teller had seen a news alert that there was a second plane.

			When Pete and Uzo turned on the TV, every channel had the same video on loop: the planes flying into the towers, the cloud of gray smoke against a blue sky. On the Today show, Katie Couric and Matt Lauer were taking calls from people on the ground in Lower Manhattan. By then the other guys had woken up, and they were all sitting on the floor of their half-unpacked common room, watching the footage replay over and over.

			It was class registration day, and Pete didn’t know what else to do, so after a few hours of watching the news he went out. He walked away from the river, up past the Harvard Lampoon Building, which looked like a castle designed by a circus clown, past the newspaper and the bookstore and all the old buildings that had been standing since before the Civil War. He walked around the back of Widener Library, and into Harvard Yard.

			Someone had organized an interfaith prayer service on the steps of Memorial Church, and when Pete—or Peter, as he was called back then—paused to join it, he looked up and saw a lone fighter jet in the cloudless sky. Pete, who was already a tad more grandiose than your average nineteen-year-old boy, began to rethink his cohort’s “generational purpose.” He realized that he was living through what historians might call a “fulcrum of history.” These were the kinds of things Pete thought about often, but on this day, his usual sense of momentousness seemed to match the moment.

			Pete was a dorky kid, with a chubby face and a smile that actually turned up at the edges, like something drawn by Dr. Seuss. He was one of the only freshman kids at Harvard from South Bend, Indiana, and when he first arrived he felt as if he were entering an X-Men universe where everyone else had superpowers. Some kids at Harvard were tech wizards (like Mark Zuckerberg, who lived a few dorms over in Kirkland House), others were artistic prodigies (like his roommate Uzo, better known as Uzodinma Iweala, who wrote the bestselling novel Beasts of No Nation while still in college), and others were so rich and connected they might as well have been born wearing tuxedos.

			Pete wasn’t any of those things. Back then he was a fashion disaster: he mostly wore too-big polo shirts with baggy khakis and Clarks. His eyebrows looked like two caterpillars huddled in intense conversation about James Joyce. His friends recall him having an “old man calm,” a sort of hokey sophistication that was at once impressive and a little weird, but still genuine. Like how when everyone else was drinking Miller Lite out of Solo Cups, Pete would drink nice whiskey from a glass. Or like how he would rather smoke a pipe or a cigar than a cigarette or a joint. (On one of the few times he did take a hit of a joint, he almost got busted for it in a police encounter that he knew would surely have gone differently if he wasn’t white.) While other college sophomores were figuring out where they could get a game of beer pong going, Pete was installing a real wood bar in their dorm room. His roommates remembered that he would bring smoked fish into the room sometimes, or get gift hampers full of jams and fancy snacks, all in beautiful little tins that didn’t seem as if they belonged next to all the potato chips in a college dorm room. He had a girlfriend briefly—a smart, nice girl by all recollection—but when his roommates gathered on Sunday mornings to compare hookup stories from the night before, he never joined in. Instead, he was the one who would insist that five college bros put up an actual, live Christmas tree with real decorations. He reminded his roommates of Jed Bartlet, the president in The West Wing: kind, intellectual, listening for a higher calling.

			When he wasn’t studying Puritan texts or running meetings as the student president of the Institute of Politics, Pete spent his time writing columns for The Harvard Crimson. His favorite subject was the battle over political language, which he knew Republicans were winning. “The real challenge for the Democratic Party, and its presidential candidates in particular, is to figure out how to reverse the Right’s stranglehold on our political vocabulary,” he wrote. “If the Dems don’t act fast to reclaim our language, they risk losing the word battle before they realize they’re fighting it.” A year later, he returned to the subject. “Establishing a new vocabulary is not the point,” he wrote. “We need to take the old vocabulary and make it make sense again.”

			Pete was raised amid long conversations about the meanings of words: how they work, what they mean, and how they could become imbued with power. He was born in 1982, the only child of two Notre Dame professors: his mother taught linguistics; his father, who had emigrated from the tiny Mediterranean island of Malta, taught English. By the time he was born, South Bend was already deep in nostalgia for another era. It had been two decades since the Studebaker plant—once the largest automotive factory in the world—shut its doors forever. Pete didn’t even ask about the massive old crumbling building he saw from the back seat of his dad’s car on the way to the grocery store. Studebaker was to his South Bend childhood what the Colosseum is to modern Rome: a landmark, a relic, something to drive by.

			Pete had always been a Very Good Boy. So good that nobody who knew him—not his mother, his mother’s friends, his high school friends, his teachers, his college classmates—can remember a cross word or an outburst or a screw-up of any kind. No rough patches, no flameouts, no big fights with his parents or embarrassing moments or awkward phases. Sure, Pete’s whole adolescence could look like one big awkward phase, mainly because he had a truly awful bowl cut. He seemed like the kind of kid other kids should hate—a multilingual only child who was trained in classical piano and wasn’t an athlete—except they just . . . didn’t. He was friendly and eager to help with homework, and he didn’t talk about himself very often. He had enough humility to offset his accomplishments, enough curiosity to endear him to strangers, and enough of a sense of humor to laugh at himself when he needed to. He was a perfect concoction of immense talent and impressiveness with just the right amount of likability to keep him from being insufferable. “At times it was a little frustrating,” one of his high school friends remembered. “Like: What is this, who are you?”

			He moved schools a lot, and he had a weird last name—he was constantly having to explain that it was Maltese, that it was pronounced “Boot-edge-edge”—but none of that ever seemed to really bother him. He had an old-fashioned kind of way about him, a solidity that might once have been called “good sense.” He was the type of boy who would arrange for all the kids on the block to pool their Halloween candy for the one kid whose candy got stolen. Pete’s mother, Dr. Anne Montgomery, calls these kids his “pals” and “neighborhood fellows,” a phrase that conjures images of stickball and knee socks even though Pete and his friends spent their time playing Mario Kart on Super Nintendo in the basement. His friends sensed something sad about him, that he was a little apart, but they mostly figured it was just that he didn’t have any siblings.

			As an only child, he never developed the instinct for conflict. Once, when he was about three or four, Pete was playing in the backyard with a family friend when the girl’s mother looked out the window and noticed they were hitting each other over the head with big plastic gardening tools, calmly and deliberately. The girl’s mother called out to ask what they were doing. “We’re not fighting,” young Pete explained. “We’re playing monster.”

			“Then why are you hitting each other?” the mother asked.

			“Because that’s what monsters do.”

			Years later, the little girl’s father would ask her why she didn’t date that nice young man, Peter Buttigieg. “Dad,” the girl would say. “He’s obviously gay.”

			In retrospect, of course, it all made sense. In 1973, writer Andrew Tobias first popularized the “best little boy in the world” hypothesis, which suggests that closeted young men often become overachievers in order to deflect attention from their sexuality. In 2013, this theory was substantiated in a study that found that young men who were hiding their sexual orientation were more likely to derive their self-worth from academics, appearance, and competitive performance—and that the longer they stayed in the closet, the more they achieved. Pete knew in high school that he was, as he told me later, “really strongly attracted to other young men.” But he tried to believe that his sexuality was on a sliding scale, and he focused on the part of himself he insisted must be straight.

			In the meantime, he was keeping himself extraordinarily busy with nearly every academic accomplishment he could find. In high school, he entered an essay competition sponsored by the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library’s Profile in Courage Award. Almost two decades before millions of other young people would become enamored with his subject, Pete chose to write about a lawmaker who was at that point fairly obscure: Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont.

			The essay started off as predictable high school drivel (“There are a daunting number of important issues which are to be confronted if we are to progress as a nation”) and ended up a premonition. He lamented the moral timidity of politics (“Candidates have discovered that it is easier to be elected by not offending anyone rather than by impressing voters”) and politicians who “outgrow their convictions in order to win power.” Sanders, he thought, represented an important distinction in American politics: compromise was not the same as centrism, and collaboration was not the same as capitulation.

			He ended with a hint at his own ambitions: “I commend Bernie Sanders for giving me an answer to those who say American young people see politics as a cesspool of corruption, beyond redemption,” he wrote. “I have heard that no sensible young person today would want to give his or her life to public service. I can personally assure you this is untrue.”

			A year later, he arrived at Harvard. As a freshman, he ate his meals in Memorial Hall, built in honor of the Harvard men who fought and died for the Union in the Civil War. Their names were inscribed on the neo-Gothic walls in neat letters on slabs of marble. Sometimes, he liked to stand in the cool silence and read the lists of dead boys, very good boys just like him, who had slept where he slept and studied where he studied, who seemed different from him only because of the times in which they lived.

			He thought of those names that day, as he looked up and saw the fighter jet pierce the sky. He hadn’t even realized how peaceful his childhood had been until it was over.
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			Haley Stevens slept through the sunlight. She was having a dream where she was in grave danger, surrounded by smoke and noise. She could hear sirens and somebody screaming at her, “Get out! Get out! Get out!” When she opened her eyes, her dorm phone was ringing, and when she picked up she heard Kari’s mom’s voice on the other end of the line. Kari, who slept in the standard twin bed a few feet away from Haley’s in Letts Hall 307, was already on the way to her early-morning class, but her mom was screaming into the phone. Haley turned on the tiny TV in her dorm room just in time to see the second tower fall.

			She was a freshman at American University in Washington, DC, the first in her family to go to an elite school. Haley was short, with thick dark hair and a low forehead and a sharp chin. She had a heavy Michigan accent and a loud voice and an ability to both grin widely and say “Nice to meetcha!” at the same time. Haley was a worker, a doer, a show-up-early-and-stay-up-late kind of person. She buzzed through her days in a frenzy of activity, and by 2:00 a.m., unable to sleep, she would stay up late writing mediocre poetry in her journal.

			Here, in Letts 307, she was on her own for the first time; she could do what she wanted and be who she wanted to be. She and her roommate, Kari, were opposites—Kari was more of an Urban Outfitters type, with low-cut jeans and T-shirts that said things like “Gettin’ Lucky in Kentucky.” Haley wore sweatshirts, red running shorts, and a side ponytail, sort of a Wet Hot American Summer camp counselor look. Kari was vaguely Republican; Haley was a die-hard Democrat. Haley surprised Kari for her nineteenth birthday by taking her out to dinner wearing fake fur coats and tiaras and smoking cigars.

			On that sunny Tuesday, when Kari finally made it home from class, she found Haley sitting in bed, wrapped in a blanket, looking at the television. Nobody seemed to know what was going on, but Haley was instantly sure. “It’s an attack,” she said, and then looked back at the TV.

			By that point, the cell phones were down, and almost nobody in DC could talk to anybody that they couldn’t see face-to-face. Groups of freshmen slowly gathered in the halls of Letts, swapping different versions of the same information, every hour another rumor of a plane hitting the place their parents lived. The professors and RAs—the adults who were supposed to know things—had no answers. People started talking about whether they should call their parents to say goodbye.

			A few days after she arrived at college, Haley had called her mother, Maria, to tell her about her courses. Maria was Haley’s best friend: they had the same big smile and loud laugh. Haley told Maria she was taking writing and literature, and that her political science class would take field trips to government buildings around DC. She told her they were going to the Pentagon next.

			So on that Tuesday, when someone turned on the TV at Maria’s office and said, “A plane just hit the Pentagon.” Maria’s body went numb. She tried to call Haley’s dorm phone, but the call wouldn’t connect because all the phone lines in DC were jammed up. Her child was in a city where planes were falling out of the sky, possibly in a building that was a target of a terrorist attack. Everyone in her office began calling Haley’s dorm phone, trying to reach her. She spent the day frantic until she finally thought to log on to AOL Instant Messenger, and there was a message from Haley: she was all right.

			Haley had Michigan in her veins. Her parents ran a landscaping company in the suburbs of Detroit. Bad weather meant good snowplow business, and the company did OK for a while. Maria and her husband, Jim, were Reagan Republicans, like lots of people in Michigan: commonsense conservatives, not particularly religious, just trying to do what was best for small business. But more importantly, they were a Ford family: Jim’s dad had been a Ford union worker, Jim drove a Ford pickup truck for landscaping, Haley learned to drive in a Ford Expedition (the giant SUV), and after her parents’ divorce, her father drove around in a Ford Bronco—white, just like OJ’s. Haley didn’t know it yet, but the auto industry would help determine her future.

			After Maria and Jim’s divorce, Maria got a job at her sister’s advertising agency and moved with the kids to Birmingham, Michigan, a neat suburb about forty minutes from Detroit. Most people there worked for Chrysler or GM, or for a supplier that sold parts to Chrysler or GM, or for a company that sold things to people who worked for Chrysler or GM.

			Around the time of the divorce, Haley started journaling more. Mostly it was just dispatches from camp, or middle school social cartography, or bad poetry. Once, she wrote an in-depth account of her road trip to the Lip Smackers factory. But her parents read the newspaper and watched the evening news, and she wasn’t ignorant to the things that were happening in the world. And so on Christmas Eve 1999, sixteen-year-old Haley opened her journal, gripped a purple marker, and wrote in large round letters, “Haley’s Millennium Ideas.”

			“The polar ice caps are going to melt and flood California and Seattle and some other West Coast states,” she wrote. “We have two years to stop the floods and wars and the human destruction. But what are we going to do about it in the meantime? Sit on our naive asses and laugh?” Filled with indignation and a heavy dose of drama, she spent her Christmas Eve listing her geopolitical concerns. “Natural disasters and mad leaders at war (Saddam Hussein) . . . What we read and what we do became so unbalanced and money driven. . . . Pick up a magazine and I bet all it talks about is who’s doing and wearing what.”

			“We won’t hear what the prophets say,” she wrote. “We won’t stop our mistakes. So what the prophets predict will come true.”

			Haley may have been writing in magic marker, in a fit of teenage ennui, but she wasn’t wrong: she was entering a screwed-up world, and even in 1999, she knew it. Two years later, sitting in her dorm room bed wrapped in a blanket, it seemed as if she had been right.
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			More than 150 miles away from Ground Zero, Elise Stefanik was sitting in her senior AP English class at the Albany Academy for Girls. They were in the middle of a critical writing exercise that morning when the dean of the high school came into class and pulled the English teacher outside. A few minutes later the teacher came back and her face had changed. Elise could tell that something had happened, but the teacher just sat in silence while the girls finished their exercise. Elise looked around, trying to sense if anybody knew what was going on, but everybody had their head down over their papers.

			When they finally left class and saw the news, Elise’s friend Kate collapsed to the floor: Her sister worked in the World Trade Center. They all tried to comfort her, but there was nothing they could say: nobody could reach Kate’s sister, which meant nobody could be sure of anything. Elise says she will never forget that sick feeling of watching her friend on the floor, surrounded by helpless teenage girls.

			Everything in Albany shut down that day. Everyone who had a flag flew it out their window. The Old Navy where Elise worked after school was closed. Elise and the senior council president planned a fundraiser for the Red Cross. Kate’s sister, it turned out, had been late to work that day and hadn’t been in the towers when they fell.

			The school year chugged forward. Eventually, the flags came down and the Old Navy reopened. But it was caught in her memory: the look on her teacher’s face, Kate on the floor, the flags. “It’s one of the reasons why I wanted to go into public policy,” she told me later. “On that day, we became a globally aware generation.”

			Elise had bright eyes and long dark hair and round cheeks, like a living version of Samantha the American Girl doll. She liked listening to Broadway musical soundtracks—especially The Sound of Music and My Fair Lady—but she also liked *NSYNC, loved Billy Joel, and was a Gloria Estefan superfan. She played varsity lacrosse and was president of the student council and captain of the mock trial team. People who knew her in high school say she was “driven” and “competitive,” but also recall her being true to her word. She was widely respected. “As much as I wanted to hate her for certain things, I never really could,” recalled one classmate who described herself as “frenemies” with Elise. “Because along with the drive and the boldness, I also sensed a lot of integrity.”

			Albany Academy was one of the oldest continuous all-girls schools in the country, but it was small—less than fifty girls in the whole class. They had a uniform: a navy plaid skirt, with a yellow or navy sweater or blazer and brown shoes. Being surrounded by girls gave Elise a certain confidence: all the best students were girls, and everyone who raised their hand in math was a girl, and the best athletes were girls. Her ethos was simple: do the work, step up to the plate, look grown-ups in the eye, don’t rock the boat. In sixth grade, she ran for student council on a platform of getting a new snack machine. She and her friend Melissa DeRosa negotiated a deal with the janitors to ensure that kids would help clean up the candy wrappers, Melissa said, then negotiated a deal with the vending machine company so that a certain portion of the profits would go to the school. In the end, they got it done, and Elise and Melissa would stay lifelong friends, even as Melissa went on to be a top aide to Democratic governor Andrew Cuomo.

			“Even in high school she was a young Republican,” one friend recalls. “I think that her father being this business owner probably had a lot to do with it.” Elise’s father had gotten his first job cutting door frames and worked his way up in the wood industry until he started Premium Plywood Products, which distributed plywood to companies around the Northeast. The business did very well: high school friends remember visiting her at home and immediately thinking her family was rich. “When I went to her house, I was embarrassed for when she would come to mine,” said one friend. “Her house was so big and expensive and fancy looking.” But her parents hadn’t graduated from college, which meant that academics was very important for them; college, for Elise, would be the next step toward the Stefanik family’s American dream.

			Elise took that very seriously. By the time she was a senior, the Stefanik family had been talking about college for years—Georgetown and the University of Chicago were on her list—but classmates remembered that Elise was obsessed with Harvard. “From the moment I set foot in Albany Academy,” a classmate said, “someone pointed out Elise and said ‘That’s Elise, she’s the smartest person in the class, she’s going to Harvard.’” On the day she was finally accepted, friends remember her sobbing in the halls.

			When she got to Harvard, she joined the Institute of Politics, where Pete was already pretty much in charge.
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			That morning doesn’t stick out in Dan Crenshaw’s mind very much at all. He was a junior in high school, living in Colombia, where his father was working as a petroleum engineer. Nobody turned on the TV at school; no announcement came over the loudspeaker. To his Colombian friends, this was something that was happening to other people in another country, but Dan felt like he was watching from afar as his nation was attacked. Besides, Dan was already 100 percent sure of the only thing in his life that really mattered, which was that he would be a Navy SEAL. What happened in New York just gave him something to fight for when he joined.

			Dan was born to American parents in Scotland, but he spent the first years of his life in Katy, Texas, a Houston exurb that was mostly soccer fields and football fields and neatly planned communities of people who socialized on soccer fields and football fields. When he was five, all apple cheeks and sandy hair, his mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. He spent most of elementary school shuffling through chemo wards with her and his brother, carrying his books and his spy toys and learning how to not complain.

			Dan’s mom hated feeling sorry for herself, and she couldn’t stand it when other people felt sorry for her either. There was a stench of pity that surrounded cancer treatment, and Dan’s mom wanted no part of it. People tell themselves different stories in this life, he learned, and you could tell yourself a victimhood story or you could tell yourself a story of overcoming adversity. If you told yourself a victimhood story, then you would always be trapped in that story: your life would be defined by things that happen to you, and everything would always be somebody else’s fault. Dan’s mother told herself the other story, the one where she was the protagonist who overcame adversity. Mental toughness, it was called. A sense of responsibility for yourself, regardless of your circumstances. She died when he was ten.

			Around that time, Dan picked up Rogue Warrior by former Navy SEAL Richard Marcinko. It was “the Explosive, #1 New York Times Bestselling Autobiography of the Controversial, Death-Defying Founder of the U.S. Navy’s Top Secret Counterterrorist Unit, SEAL Team Six,” according to the cover. The book had Marcinko on the cover looking like a badass, all bulging muscles and manly beard, staring out from the book as though he was deciding whether you were worth a bullet or if he should kill you with his bare hands.

			Marcinko was usually posing holding a huge gun, or with his face superimposed over an explosion. Dan read every book Marcinko ever wrote: Red Cell, Echo Platoon, SEAL Force Alpha. By the time he was in middle school, Dan knew he wanted to be a Navy SEAL, to defy death.

			By then, his dad had moved them from Katy to Ecuador, and then Ecuador to Colombia. Dan grew up going to international schools and speaking fluent Spanish and missing a lot of what was happening in the United States. It didn’t make him less patriotic—if anything, it made being American more fundamental; it was his identifying characteristic. He didn’t move back to the United States until he went to college two years after that Tuesday, on an ROTC scholarship to Tufts University.

			He had always planned on doing ROTC or the Naval Academy, so figuring out how to pay for college wasn’t a problem for him. Still, “it’s not totally fair to say that I had no student loan debt,” he said later. “I paid in blood.”
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			A few hours after the sun rose that Tuesday on the too-green lawns of Naperville, Illinois, Lauren Underwood was walking to first-period Honors Algebra II and saw a screen full of smoke on a school TV. She wondered why they were playing a movie so early in the morning. She was a sophomore, one of only a few black students at Neuqua Valley High School in Naperville. She had never had a black teacher.

			With nearly 150,000 residents, Naperville—thirty minutes west of Chicago—was what white people call “comfortable.” It was affluent, but not like Winnetka or Lake Forest, and the Underwoods were friends with the handful of other black families in their neighborhood.

			Lauren was a Girl Scout. She loved Whitney Houston and Little House on the Prairie and soapy novels about teens with cancer who fall in love. She smiled a lot, almost too much, and would greet any good news (a lost shoe found, a school team victory) with an exuberant grin. She smiled so much that sometimes people wondered, “What is she smiling about? What’s such good news?” and then wondered if she was faking. But that’s just what she was like. She emoted with people. She was full of plans and solutions and schedules, and she didn’t have funks; she wasn’t the type to go hang out in her friends’ bedrooms and complain. It made it hard to connect with people, being so “on” all the time. She didn’t have as many friends in high school as her younger sister, Lindsey, who didn’t really smile as often, who liked to gossip and whine about teachers. Lindsey was cool. Lauren was warm and hardworking and smart and diligent, but she was never cool.

			Second period that morning was social studies. Nobody knew what was going on in New York, so Lauren just sat there, listening to her teacher without understanding or writing much down. When she and Lindsey got home from school, their father was watching TV. On the news they said that people were jumping out of the towers.

			A few days later she and her friends went out to buy patriotic T-shirts to show solidarity with the victims—hers was Ralph Lauren, red, white, and blue. Some people got those T-shirts with “I Heart New York” on them. If you were a fourteen-year-old girl in central Illinois, what else could you do?

			That weekend the Underwood family went to church. Because there were so few black people in Naperville, Lauren’s parents wanted them to go to a black church in Chicago. So Sundays, Lauren and Lindsey would have to get up at eight thirty to make it to Trinity United Church of Christ services that started at eleven on the South Side. And they had to wear pantyhose, which sucked. Church was supposed to end at one thirty, but if somebody caught the spirit (and somebody always caught the spirit), they’d be there until two, and they wouldn’t get home until three o’clock. Every. Single. Week.

			On that particular week, the Underwoods filed past the well-dressed older ladies into their usual seats, on the balcony right in the middle. And after some singing and prayers and some more singing and more prayers, Rev. Jeremiah Wright walked across the ruby-red carpet in the center of the church and reached the pulpit and began to speak.

			“There’s a move in Psalm 137 from thoughts of paying tithes”—he paused—“to thoughts of paying back.” He waved his hand from right to left, as if he were turning a page in a massive book. “A move, if you will, from worship to war.” He continued, building his voice. “It is a move that spotlights the insanity of the cycle of violence and the cycle of hatred.”

			Lauren and Lindsey sat there. Maybe they listened, maybe they didn’t. They were basically kids, so they weren’t necessarily paying attention. Church was something their religious parents made them do. This was one of the most prominent black churches in the city: Obama, who was then teaching at the University of Chicago, also belonged there, but the Underwoods didn’t know him. Their dad was in the choir but the church was an hour away from their house in Naperville, too far for them to have any real friends there, so they mostly just sat through the services until it was time to go home. Besides, their parents wanted less politics and more religion from Rev. Wright. They all agreed that he was a little much.

			“We have moved from the hatred of armed enemies to the hatred of unarmed innocents.” He pointed his finger. “We want revenge, we want paybacks, and we don’t care who gets hurt in the process.”

			Then Reverend Wright went into what he calls a “faith footnote.” Everyone in the congregation turned to their neighbor and said, “Faith footnote.” Lauren might have turned to Lindsey and said, “Faith footnote.” Lindsey might have rolled her eyes.

			He listed all the atrocities America had committed against innocents, and then finished in a grand and controversial crescendo. “America’s chickens,” he said, twirling around and waving his hand in the air, “are coming home”—he paused again, for dramatic effect—“to roost!”

			Lindsey and Lauren don’t remember much about that day. Lauren wouldn’t even think about the speech until years later, when it was used as a political attack against Barack Obama when he was running for president. To them, it was just another day of getting up, finding a skirt, going to church, and sitting through a sermon.
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			On Monday, Max Rose’s biggest concern was that he was about six inches shorter than every other tenth grader in Brooklyn, or at least that’s what it seemed like. Also: a ginger. Also: freckles.

			On Tuesday, he was a fourteen-year-old sophomore listening to an announcement over the loudspeaker in a moment of cold fear. His mother usually worked in Lower Manhattan, near the towers, at the Borough of Manhattan Community College. If there was a terrorist attack on downtown Manhattan, he thought, then his mother might be dead.

			As it happened, she had been teaching uptown that morning, and she wasn’t near the towers when they fell. Lisa Rose called her husband, Hal, who ran a medical lab in Brooklyn, and they agreed he should go pick up Max and his sister from school. Then she walked downtown to take an F train home, underneath nervous helicopters, with a smell of burning in the air.

			Some of the kids Max knew had dads who were firefighters. These were kids he grew up with, kids that played Madden on Nintendo 64 and Sega Genesis at his house, the ones who would sit on stoops in Park Slope and drink beer they’d gotten from the one bodega that would sell to underage kids. He asked his parents, “How many people can’t get back to Manhattan? How many people can come sleep over?”

			At the time, Lisa says, she didn’t fully realize how much it had impacted him. It seemed as if nothing could rattle him, but the attacks did. For weeks afterward, people would stop each other on the street and say, “Your family OK?” Max noticed a sense of people looking out for one another, a new cohesion. He suddenly found himself more patriotic than his parents. A few weeks later, Lisa noticed that Max had put an American flag up in his room.

			He grew up in Park Slope—after it got gentrified but before it was full of vegan mommies. He was into all the things that ’90s kids were into: Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (he liked Leonardo) and NBA video games and playing Oregon Trail on his desktop computer.

			He was very short, always, and kids could be mean about it. Sometimes kids would say, “You’re nine? You look like you’re six!” and Max would get upset. Later he would tell his mom that “people have no filter when it comes to height.” As a kid in Brooklyn, being very short and a ginger meant only one thing: you had to be, as Max put it, an “intense fucking asshole”—otherwise you were toast.

			Puberty seemed as though it would never come, and when it finally did, it didn’t make him much taller. But he kept working out, so he got beefy instead. He was like a diamond, a condensed block of male energy made hard and brilliant by sustained pressure, small but sharp and unbreakable. He developed a habit of looking at people straight in the eyes, almost without blinking, daring them to laugh at him.

			He was a huge Knicks fan but he didn’t even try to play basketball—he wrestled instead, which was the perfect outlet for his intensity and aggression. By the time he was in middle school he loved movies about big guys who exploded things: Die Hard was his favorite, but he liked basically anything with Steven Seagal or Jean-Claude Van Damme or Bruce Willis or Arnold Schwarzenegger. He would go to the Pavilion movie theater when it opened in Brooklyn and watch guys in black leather jackets blow things up and then walk away slowly. His personal World Series was when the Rock wrestled “Stone Cold” Steve Austin in 1999. But he was also a guy who watched Hugh Grant romantic comedies with his sister and still had his tap shoes somewhere in his messy room. (The tap lessons had been Lisa’s idea; Max insists he “took one fucking class.”)

			Max had a short fuse. He broke the rules and didn’t care. He didn’t do drugs, but he drank a lot, and he would have house parties when his parents were out of town and not really bother to clean up, just accept whatever punishment was coming to him, like a man.

			Later, people would ask him if he decided to join the military on 9/11, and he would get annoyed, because why was everybody so interested in his reasons for joining the military anyway? Was there something so strange about it? And even if he had decided on that day—which, by the way, he didn’t—it wouldn’t have been the right way to decide. It’s not a lightning bolt. Asking how he became a patriot, he said later, is like asking
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