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			To the leakers, gossips, and busybodies who populate the halls of Congress

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			
				We’re electing idiots.

				—Liz Cheney

			

			If there was one thing politicians of every ilk serving in the 118th session of Congress could agree on, it was that they were members of a dysfunctional legislative body populated by a bunch of clowns.

			Those were their words, not ours.

			“It’s just going to be the same stupid clown car with a different driver,” vented Rep. Dusty Johnson of South Dakota, the chairman of the Republican Main Street Caucus, as House Republicans struggled to elect a new leader following the ouster of House Speaker Kevin McCarthy in October 2023.

			Rep. Chip Roy, the goateed Texan grandstander from the far right, ranted on the House floor on one of many gray afternoons in the winter of 2024 as his colleagues labored to pass spending bills, “Nobody in this country looks at Congress and says, ‘Wow, heck of a job, guys and gals, well done.’ Who would do that?”

			When we told Rep. Don Bacon, a Republican from Omaha, Nebraska, who represented a district that Joe Biden won in 2020 by seven points, that we were writing a book about this Congress, he immediately offered us a succinct title: Shitshow. (Alas, it’s tricky to promote a book with a curse word in the title.)

			Everyone agreed it was a clown parade—the differences of opinion lay only in whom one considered to be the clowns.

			To progressives, the gradations between far right and middle-of-the-road right were imperceptible—the entire GOP had become an interchangeable circus of Trump-enabling, election-overturning, abortion-outlawing extremists.

			To the retiring breed of old-fashioned conservatives, the problem was Donald J. Trump and his mimicking minions, who had adopted his brand of theatrical, racist, isolationist, democracy-threatening politics and made it all their own. Liz Cheney, the departed Republican representative from Wyoming who had become a pariah in her party and a hero to “the resistance” for breaking so forcefully with Trump, summed it up at a June 2023 event at the 92nd Street Y in New York: “What we’ve done in our politics is create a situation where we’re electing idiots,” she said. Or, in at least one case, an actual con man. (More on George Santos later.)

			To members of the hard right, the clowns were the leaders of their own party, whom they tortured if those leaders ever made a responsible decision to team with Democrats in an attempt to actually pass important laws, like avoiding catastrophic debt default or sending military aid to a democratic ally getting trampled by a murderous dictator. The hard right wanted to overturn the system, and their bozo leaders were trying to work within it. They believed an establishment-controlled Congress deserved to be broken.

			Whomever you blamed, and however far back you wanted to trace the problem, the reality was that the long-simmering dysfunction of Congress reached its boiling point in 2023 and 2024, when House Republicans, divided against themselves, made all kinds of embarrassing history—ousting their own Speaker and then, seven months later, trying to oust his replacement; promising and failing to come up with any plausible reason to impeach Joe Biden; unapologetically allowing Trump to dictate policy from the campaign trail and acting as his first line of defense against a court system closing in on him; and regularly blocking their own party’s bills from coming to the floor for a vote.

			These years in Congress were so chaotic that, at various points, six different men could lay a claim to the title of Speaker of the House: On different days, there were two different Speakers, a Speaker pro tempore, and three other men who became Speaker-designates.

			It had been clear since the night of November 8, 2022, at the world’s saddest political victory party in a basement ballroom at a bland Westin Hotel in Northwest Washington, that this was not going to be a normal Congress. After months of predicting a “red tsunami” in the midterm elections that would win Republicans some 40 additional seats in the House, Rep. Kevin McCarthy, then the Republican minority leader, was still watching the disappointing results trickle in from a conference room upstairs well after midnight.

			In almost every midterm election since the Civil War, the party out of power had made considerable gains in Congress, and 2022 was expected to be a prime example of this historical trend. The highest inflation rate in decades, rising gas prices, and concerns about crime were supposed to carry the night for Republicans. “Strong. Safe. Secure,” read the signs the khakied crowd was expecting to wave in front of the stage when McCarthy gave his victory speech.

			They never waved them, and McCarthy never gave a speech. He stayed hidden in his conference room until 2 a.m., when, with the thrumming dejection of a bombing stand-up comedian, he finally addressed an empty ballroom to tell the handful of reporters who had stuck it out that Republicans would eventually win. The results of the House elections would not be finalized for more than a week.

			McCarthy was right, barely. But barely right is still right, and Republicans eventually eked out a victory, gaining control of the chamber by a margin of 4 measly votes that set the stage for the massive dysfunction that followed. And the players in Congress delivered, giving hard-right nihilists in the House outsize power over their leaders and making one branch of government work reliably only sometimes, like an Amtrak train running along the Northeast Corridor.

			How disruptors like Reps. Matt Gaetz and Marjorie Taylor Greene came to be national political power players with the ability to dictate how Capitol Hill functions (or doesn’t) is a story of the slimmest majority in history; a changing electorate that threatened white voters, particularly men, with losing power; a media environment that prioritizes the most extreme voices and those who treat the job like a role on a reality show; a financial incentive structure for candidates that brings out their worst; a weakened party establishment; and the accelerant fuel that was and still is Donald J. Trump.

			What follows is the inside story of the first MAGA-controlled Congress, one that fully adopted the extremism and stagecraft of Trumpism and then made it all its own. This group of lawmakers repeatedly ground the federal legislature to a standstill through a combination of half-baked ideology and full-blown theatrics, humiliating the United States at a heavy time when the Israel-Hamas conflict and the war in Ukraine were both raging abroad.

			The rabble-rousers of the House, propped up and egged on by right-wing influencers, often pretended to be motivated by passionately held beliefs and to act on principle. But you didn’t have to be Columbo to discover that what really motivated them were petty personal disputes and a need for attention as deep as the bottomless margaritas they once drank at Tortilla Coast.

			Dysfunction bred dysfunction: With a Republican majority that was unable to do much more than the bare minimum of keeping the lights on and avoiding the perpetually looming government shutdown, it was easy for lawmakers to adopt the mindset that playing games was the job.

			This Congress didn’t invent unproductive and chaotic. The pre–Civil War era was marked by several lengthy speakership battles. In 1856, Rep. Preston Brooks, a South Carolina Democrat, assaulted Sen. Charles Sumner, an anti-slavery Republican from Massachusetts, with a cane, bloodying him on the Senate floor. But in modern times, there has been nothing close to the chaos we have witnessed over the past two years. This rowdy band of lawmakers forgot to make laws, passing the smallest number of bills since the Great Depression.

			These years of peak chaos saw many of those politicians with a responsible streak sprinting for the exits. Some of them were so miserable that they couldn’t even hang on until the end of their terms, choosing instead to leave early and bringing the Republican majority down, at one point, to one sad, lonely vote.

			Throughout it all, Democrats tried to stay united and above the fray, positioning themselves as the stalwart saviors of democracy who could be turned to when the grown-ups needed to take over and steer the careening ship away from the rocks. This worked until it was their own ship, captained by an aged president, that was heading for the rocks, and they had to quickly figure out how a united party could force out its own leader. Their willingness to ultimately do so distinguished them from Republicans, who were incapable of doing the same to Trump.

			The moments Congress worked felt like brief interruptions of a long fall down a rabbit hole. There’s not too much you can say in defense of the history-making 118th Congress, the one that finally broke, but there is one undeniable truth everyone can agree on: It may have been depressing, but it wasn’t boring.

			We asked Lawrence Lessig, a Harvard law professor who studies institutional corruption, for his thoughts on exactly how Congress broke. He answered by quoting Ernest Hemingway’s famous line on how one goes bankrupt: “gradually, then suddenly.”

			This book is about what suddenly looks like.

		

	
		
			Chapter
1

			
				Now we learned how to govern.

				—Kevin McCarthy

			

			On January 6, 2023, day four of a sensational political fight, with the nation wondering when and even whether House Republicans could elect a Speaker of the House, Rep. Matt Gaetz, the wolfish MAGA congressman from Florida, had what he thought was a brilliantly devilish idea for humiliating the party’s nominee, Kevin McCarthy: He would nominate the woman once widely rumored to be McCarthy’s mistress for the job McCarthy was trying desperately to get.

			That woman, Renee Ellmers, a nurse turned Republican congresswoman from North Carolina, hadn’t served in Congress since 2017. But at the Capitol, the name “Renee Ellmers” was often invoked as shorthand for one of the chief reasons McCarthy blew his shot at the speakership when he first hoped to win it in 2015. Ellmers and McCarthy, both married, denied the affair rumors at the time, but the chatter was pervasive enough that it was referenced by Republican lawmakers as a reason McCarthy should be prevented from holding the post of Speaker.

			In that less jaded, pre-Trump political environment, extramarital affairs were seen as damaging for politicians who talked up family values. And Ellmers didn’t behave in a way that tamped down the rampant speculation. “I can’t vote for someone who doesn’t ask for my vote. I’m apparently not high on his priority list,” she told reporters at the time, sounding like a spurned lover and making the process feel more like a student council race than one about choosing the most powerful person in Congress, who is also second in line to the presidency.

			But that was all ancient Capitol Hill lore by 2023. Despite the ballyhooed “red tsunami” failing to crest in the previous year’s midterm elections, Republicans were back in power in the House with an excruciatingly slim majority, thrusting Washington back into a moment of divided government and placing McCarthy, eight years later, once again within spitting distance of the speakership. And that’s when the specter of Ellmers threatened to rise and re-humiliate him.

			McCarthy arrived in Washington ahead of the long week with the shorn-sheep look of a man with a too-fresh haircut, smiling big even as he anticipated a rocky path ahead. The sunny demeanor was the Kevin McCarthy way—over the past two decades, the California Republican who used to flip used cars in the small city of Bakersfield had worked his way to the pinnacle of politics by smiling, glad-handing, raising heaps of money, and recruiting candidates constantly, all with a single-minded goal of one day becoming Speaker of the House. McCarthy was not shy about how much he wanted it, which gave his members great power over him.

			Before Trump, McCarthy had been more of a stock Chamber of Commerce Republican character in Washington. He was once hailed as the new fresh face of the GOP, alongside Reps. Paul Ryan and Eric Cantor. (The trio even wrote a book together in 2010, billing themselves as “the Young Guns,” despite Cantor’s being forty-seven years old.) But ever since the 2016 campaign, McCarthy had worked hard to ingratiate himself with Trump and the hard right of his party, often shrugging off their worst behavior by saying that they accurately represented the voters who had sent them to Washington. “If you think Marjorie Taylor Greene is crazy,” he would tell skeptical donors, “just go to her district and have a look at the voters who elected her.”

			McCarthy often described his job of party leader as that of a thermostat: controlling the temperature. But the truth was he often acted more like a thermometer: simply measuring the political temperature and then adjusting himself to be comfortable in it.

			Following and tolerating was a weak way to lead, and it explained the position McCarthy found himself in when Congress convened at the beginning of 2023 and he decided to take his shot. Since the disappointing midterm elections, when Republicans won control of the House by just 4 seats, McCarthy and his closest allies had been convinced he would not have the votes to win the speakership on the first round of voting. That, in and of itself, was historically embarrassing—since 1923, no Speaker had needed more than one ballot to be elected. McCarthy, an optimist by nature, was deeply uncertain he would ever have the votes.

			The drawn-out, once-in-a-century floor fight that followed acted as a civics lesson, as dysfunctional government situations often do. The American people learned how the process of electing a Speaker actually works: Bizarrely, House members just keep voting, over and over, until someone emerges with the outright majority. The process is low-tech and transparent: Reporters sit in the chamber to witness it, the House clerk marks down the vote with pencil and paper, and it’s all carried live on C-SPAN. And this time, the whole world was watching: During his later international travels, McCarthy would be told by the president of Egypt, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, and by Pope Francis’s chief assistant that they had been glued to the television for all fifteen rounds.

			For a good vote counter, there should be few surprises. Holdouts would have been identified and negotiated with beforehand, deals cut, and one would’ve known exactly how every member of one’s caucus planned to vote before any votes were recorded on the House clerk’s tally sheet.

			The job of House Speaker is, after president, the hardest job in electoral politics. In the modern-day Congress, where both parties have governed with narrow margins, the job is fundamentally about math: How do you get to 218, the number of votes needed for a bill to pass with all members present? That task needs constant, careful calibration to appeal to all the various flanks of the party and an encyclopedic knowledge of members’ districts, their committees, their priorities, and their vulnerabilities. It requires the Speaker to already know what those members want so they can start negotiations with them on the smallest minutiae. Former Democratic Speaker Nancy Pelosi would often refer to each bill as a kaleidoscope: You rotate it to reveal a new combination of members that will get you to 218. And with every bill, it will be a different coalition.

			Lawmakers who have served in leadership often talk about how important it is to understand that “no” doesn’t always mean no and “yes” doesn’t always mean yes. They learn how to read the difference between a “hell, no” and a “convince-me-otherwise no.” Perhaps more important, they know when an assurance that “you have my vote” is wobbly. They know when to call a vote to lock in the wobbly ones and when to pull a vote from the floor because the support is not there. “You must act without hesitation,” Pelosi wrote in her book about the job of Speaker. “The minute you hesitate, your options are diminished.”

			Add to the difficulties of the Speaker’s job the reality that the House is massive and fast-paced, and a stray comment in the hallway from a member can have massive downstream consequences. The most successful leaders move quickly and decisively—call the play, build consensus, count the votes, and go to the floor.

			McCarthy had counted the votes, and they weren’t there—but he went to the floor anyway.

			That January, the American people also learned that you don’t have to be a member of the House to be nominated for Speaker. (In one of the fifteen rounds, Gaetz nominated Donald Trump.) They also learned that you don’t even have to know you are being nominated for Speaker to be nominated for Speaker—which is how Gaetz came up with the cruel ploy of bringing up Renee Ellmers at a moment when McCarthy looked like he was going to flop again.

			Gaetz, a political nepo baby from Florida—his father is the former Florida state Senate president and political power broker Don Gaetz—arrived in Congress in 2017 as an unknown on the national stage. But he was a good fit for the political moment in which he landed: A sound-bite machine and a natural on television, he fed on conflict and, more quickly than any other Republican in office, took to Trump’s brand of scorched-earth politics. By 2023, Gaetz was a bona fide MAGA celebrity, viewed by many of his colleagues in Washington as cunning and immoral—“a textbook sociopath,” a colleague of his said—and the Speaker’s race was going to be his Super Bowl.

			The too-slim majority meant that, for months, McCarthy had been anticipating making major concessions to the hard-right faction of his party and to people like Gaetz, who had the ability to deprive him of the speakership. A group of twenty far-right Republicans, who branded themselves with the rather disappointingly straightforward name “the Twenty,” were staunchly anti-McCarthy and recognized that he needed them far more than they needed him. And they weren’t shy about making the dynamic clear to him.

			On January 2, the day before the first vote, Gaetz texted McCarthy an appeal that made the Speaker-in-waiting realize the holdouts were going to wring him dry like a washcloth for every concession he was worth. “I had a great night’s rest,” Gaetz texted. The day before, the two had discussed what McCarthy could give Gaetz to win his support. “As we discussed, my creative mind thought of several other things that can conclude our negotiations one way or another.” McCarthy had no interest in Gaetz’s creative machinations, but he was in a bind.

			Working against McCarthy were not only the nihilism of his political detractors and the weakness of his own position, but also a difficult institutional reality. Historically, it’s been challenging for a Republican majority leader to rise to become Speaker. Republicans are known for their tendency to cannibalize their own, to demand someone different for different’s sake. Republican Speakers just didn’t last long, and McCarthy had unhelpfully served in leadership since 2009, something he and his advisers knew would count against him.

			But McCarthy was more than fine with concessions. He would put members of the Twenty on powerful committees, he would allow them to change the House rules so that any one person could trigger a snap vote to try to oust him from the speakership (known, in Hill parlance, as the “motion to vacate,” or even more gratingly, the “MTV”). Ultimately, McCarthy would go on to justify that a lot of the changes he had once described as “non-negotiables” were actually good for the institution of the House, good for the Republican conference, and even good for his position as Speaker.

			Dealing with the consequences of his concessions, he figured, was a problem for his future self to contend with. The only thing that mattered to him on that unseasonably warm January morning was that he was on the precipice of the job he had long dreamed of holding, and there was no serious challenger, or even a half-decent fallback option, standing in his way.

			What followed over the course of five Groundhog Day days was worse than anything he or his most pessimistic allies had anticipated, as it became clear that the hard right actually enjoyed the spectacle of torturing McCarthy and that he would continue to take the punishment by trying to placate them.

			Later, when all was said and done, McCarthy tried to spin his mortification into a strength. “Because it took this long, now we learned how to govern,” he would tell reporters. “So now we’ll be able to get the job done.”

		

	
		
			Chapter
2

			
				You’ll get the portrait.

				—Matt Gaetz

			

			McCarthy knew that what he was doing was akin to negotiating with terrorists—whatever he gave them, they wanted more. But his hands were tied. Matt Gaetz and Rep. Bob Good, a far-right lawmaker from Virginia, had been stirring “anti-Kevin” sentiment for months and trying to get their colleagues to sign a pledge that they would never support McCarthy as Speaker.

			One day ahead of the first vote, McCarthy and Pelosi ran into each other near the Rayburn Room, an ornate event space off the House floor where members of leadership often hold press conferences.

			“Do you have the votes?” Pelosi, famous for her ability to twist votes out of her members, asked McCarthy.

			Pelosi and McCarthy loathed each other. When McCarthy served as minority leader and Pelosi as Speaker of the House, McCarthy would dread any meeting of the so-called “Big Four”—the top two Democrats and top two Republicans from the House and the Senate—which he grumbled would inevitably begin with a ten-minute diatribe from Pelosi detailing all his weaknesses. “I don’t know what the hell he’s doing here. Why is he even here?” she would say in front of him. This about summed up her view of McCarthy: He was a waste of space, and it was a waste of her time to have to talk to such an idiot.

			But for all their animosity, Pelosi was concerned about the House’s ability to function.

			“Not yet,” McCarthy told her, conceding that a faction of his members was making demands on him, including the one-vote motion to vacate. Pelosi’s advice to McCarthy was straightforward: “Just get the votes,” she told him. “Democrats will always preserve the institution.”

			Her words would ring in McCarthy’s ears for months, transforming into a more concrete promise than she had intended them to be. McCarthy would tell anyone who listened that Pelosi had promised him that if anyone from his own party tried to remove him from the speakership, Democrats would come to his rescue.

			The night before McCarthy was planning to go to the floor for the first vote—which he knew he would lose because the “Never Kevins” were not yet ready to get on board—Trump phoned to tell him that Gaetz and his band of holdouts had a plan to present to him. “They’re going to come to you with something,” Trump said. The former president didn’t know the details and wasn’t particularly invested in the situation at that point. But he had a decent-enough relationship with McCarthy and wanted to help if it was no skin off his back. Gaetz, along with colleagues that included Rep. Lauren Boebert, the child-size, gun-toting rabble-rouser from Colorado, came to the Speaker’s office to meet with McCarthy, who had already moved into an office he had yet to win.

			Gaetz, the skillful manipulator of a handful of members whom he used to try to control McCarthy, did all the talking, waving around a ten-page list of demands he said were his new preconditions to the negotiations. “The motion to vacate is necessary but not sufficient,” he told McCarthy, referring to what he needed to give up for the gavel.

			McCarthy leaned back in his chair to listen. “Okay,” he responded.

			“Lauren needs to chair the Subcommittee on Resources,” Gaetz said, pointing at Boebert, a high school dropout who, before she was elected to Congress, had owned a bar called Shooters Grill and who was taking her cues from Gaetz.

			Rep. Scott Perry of Pennsylvania, the chairman of the House Freedom Caucus, needed to chair a new committee aimed at amplifying Republican critiques of the Biden administration, Gaetz added. That committee, he said, “needs a budget equal to that of the January 6th Select Committee.”

			For himself, Gaetz had picked out the leadership of a key panel on the Armed Services Committee. (His district in Florida’s Panhandle included three major strategic military installations.)

			Gaetz rattled off his demands from a sheet of paper, which McCarthy asked to see. “I can’t give you one,” Gaetz said, “because I only have one hard copy.”

			The Speaker-in-waiting finally reached his limit for abuse and laughed. “Matt, it sounds like you want to be Speaker,” he said.

			“You’ll get the portrait,” Gaetz fired back. It was a nasty dig at McCarthy that cut to the unflattering caricature of the Republican leader: that he wasn’t interested in policy or legislating, that he just wanted the job for the power trip and the gold-framed oil portrait that would one day hang in the ornate Speaker’s Lobby outside the House Chamber.

			“I’ve got a lot of pictures of myself; I don’t need a fucking portrait,” McCarthy said before tossing Gaetz and his friends out of his office. It was a low moment: His aides had rarely seen the preternaturally sunny Californian so grim. McCarthy and his top advisers at that point thought they would never have the votes to prevail.

			At least Gaetz had actual demands. For McCarthy, there was the compounding issue of members who seemed simply to relish the spotlight that came with being a “Never Kevin” and didn’t want anything more than that. These were people who simply wanted to overturn the system he represented.

			Boebert, who had squeaked by in her re-election campaign, winning her seat by just 546 votes, basked in her role at the center of that action. In her five-inch Lucite heels and skintight dresses, she would parade up and down the halls of Congress, refusing to speak to reporters except to proclaim “I love President Trump!” when asked why she was standing in the way of his preferred candidate.

			If her too-close-for-comfort re-election campaign meant that Colorado voters didn’t like her brand of disruptive politics, she didn’t care to receive that message. Boebert, a backbencher who had never wielded any real power apart from her fame, was milking the moment. At one point, she even claimed that God Himself was instructing her to oppose McCarthy. “Maybe He’ll have you ball up your fists and have you stand in front of some demons, maybe a Speaker of the House,” she said of…the Almighty.

			Her opposition to McCarthy was driven in part by her ongoing feud with Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia. The two women, competing for the position of queen MAGA bee of the House, had long despised each other. After Republicans won back the House, McCarthy told people that Boebert had assured him she would be with him, but when she watched Greene craft a similar alliance, she tacked in the other direction. (Boebert denies this.)

			And then there were the types like Rep. Eli Crane, a forty-three-year-old former Navy SEAL from a rural district in northeastern Arizona who had just arrived in Washington. After thirteen years in the military and five wartime deployments, Crane started Bottle Breacher, a company that makes bottle openers out of fired ammunition. He got a taste for public life as a contender on the reality show Shark Tank, where he hawked his signature product, a .50-caliber bullet fashioned into a bottle opener, which he marketed as the perfect gift for a certain kind of groomsman.

			Now he was in Congress, arriving on Capitol Hill by making a bit of a splash: He was the sole freshman lawmaker in his party to withhold his support for McCarthy until the bitter end. “What’s it going to take?” Crane was asked by McCarthy allies throughout the week. But it proved impossible for them to negotiate with a guy who didn’t seem to want anything—not a seat on a particular committee, not a change to House rules, not even media notoriety. Crane simply felt that he had been elected to stand in opposition to “the Swamp” and it was a point of pride merely not to cave to the “pressure” of Washington. “I didn’t want anything, other than to do what I was sent here to do,” he said. He shrugged at the price he might pay for his intransigence. “I might wind up in the broom closet.”

			The only thing that gave McCarthy allies some confidence they might prevail was that some 200 members were steadfastly with them and getting increasingly furious at the holdouts for standing in the way for no apparent reason.

			Ahead of the first floor vote, McCarthy’s staff reached out to Vin Weber, a former congressman from Minnesota and a longtime friend with experience running nominating conventions. Weber told them to rethink their original plan of having McCarthy sit in the cloakroom and have members come in, one by one, to meet with him. McCarthy needed to stay on the floor, no matter how embarrassing it all was to bear witness to, Weber advised. “It’s really hard to fuck someone when they’re sitting right there,” he told them.

			He advised them to assign seats on the House floor to McCarthy’s top allies. “Put them in strategic places,” he said, “so there’s no place on the floor that doesn’t have a committed organizer for Kevin.” It was a convention strategy: surrounding people who were not on board and not allowing a dissonant coalition to appear larger or infect others. The most important thing to do, Weber said, was to make sure another serious contender did not emerge.

			There were colleagues circling McCarthy like vultures eyeing a wounded animal. Rep. Steve Scalise of Louisiana, who for years had been McCarthy’s number two, if only on paper, was a longtime rival and didn’t lift a finger throughout the process to help McCarthy.

			Instead, Scalise had spent the week quietly making phone calls, sussing out whether there might be enough defections for him to step into the breach. Calling members to sniff around, he alluded to the fact that McCarthy was trading away committee assignments and gathered intel on how it was all playing.

			A quieter vulture surveying the landscape was the little-known, mild-mannered Louisiana congressman Mike Johnson. Johnson had only a low-level leadership position and had no chance of rising to become the Speaker in January 2023—many of his colleagues wouldn’t have been able to pick him out of a police lineup. But throughout the week, he planted himself next to John Leganski, McCarthy’s young floor director, and gave off the distinct impression he was listening to everything play out and taking mental notes.

			One of the worst parts of all of the machinations was that, under normal circumstances, your friends, colleagues, loved ones, hated ones, frenemies, and outright enemies can’t watch your humiliation unfold on C-SPAN. “The preference in politics is to always suffer your indignities in private, not in public,” Rep. Patrick McHenry, the bow-tied, bespectacled congressman from North Carolina, who played a key role in the negotiations, said at the time. “That was the goal. It was evident that we would have to suffer this in public.”

			C-SPAN, the wonky cable network that broadcasts live all the daily congressional roll calls on the House and Senate floors, had unique access to the drama during the Speaker’s race. Its cameras followed the main players around the floor as if they were at a sporting event. This was all unprecedented: Typically, C-SPAN’s access to the floor is overseen by the party in control of the chamber, which decides what portions of the floor action viewers can see and hear. The network’s cameras are usually allowed to broadcast either a view of the lectern from which a member is speaking or a bird’s-eye shot of the entire floor. In other words, it broadcasts the votes, not the drama happening in between them. But with no Speaker elected, there was no party in charge to set the rules, and C-SPAN was left to roam the floor freely, as if shooting a Bravo reality show. The cameras were rolling on Gaetz and Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, the progressive star from New York, for example, when this odd couple huddled together in tense conversation.

			Gaetz told her that McCarthy was telling Republicans he could get Democrats to vote “present,” thus lowering the threshold and allowing him to win the speakership.

			“Absolutely not,” Ocasio-Cortez told him. There was no such deal in the works.

			The cameras also zoomed in to show which members were sitting together and what they were reading. For the first time, maybe (certainly) ever, C-SPAN was producing content that appealed to an audience wider than congressional wonks.

			The press hailed it as a win for transparency, while Republican members grumbled that it only added to the chaos: Members began acting out specifically because there were cameras there to catch it.

			

			—

			It was the opening day of the new Congress, the first time members of the entire House of Representatives were all in the same room at the same time, and the place buzzed with first-day-of-school energy as they took three rounds of roll call votes and McCarthy lost all three. Ahead of the first vote, members were working the floor, networking and trying to figure out on which committees they might want to serve.

			Pelosi, dressed in a hot-pink pantsuit, took a seat in the back half of the chamber, a physical demonstration of how she was passing the torch to a new generation of Democratic leaders up front. So did Rep. George Santos, the con man from New York: He sat conspicuously alone, shunned by members of his own party, and buried himself in his phone.

			The reading clerk took her place at the front of the chamber and began reading from the top of her alphabetical list. By the time it got to the Bs, the roll call vote had gone off the rails. Rep. Andy Biggs of Arizona was the first defector, standing up to yell out his own name when he was called on, and things somehow devolved further from there. Rep. Dan Bishop of North Carolina followed suit with a vote for Biggs, and when Boebert stood up, she said, “I rise to cast my vote for the honorable Jim Jordan.”

			McCarthy could afford to lose just 4 votes, and he had already lost the first round by the time the clerk got to the letter C. But they continued through the exercise anyway. Gaetz voted for Biggs. By the end, 19 members had defected, and McCarthy came in a whopping 15 votes short of the 218 he needed to become Speaker.

			More milling around the floor ensued, as Gaetz and his crew of hard-right “Never Kevins” huddled together and McCarthy tried to look like things were going just as he wanted them to, even stopping to kiss a baby.

			The House clerk finally called the members to order and read out the historical precedent for the once-in-a-century situation in which the House had found itself. “Following the procedure used by the House in 1923, and recorded in Cannon’s Precedents, volume six, section twenty-four,” she said, “the clerk is prepared to direct the reading clerk to call the roll anew.”

			And with that, Rep. Jim Jordan of Ohio rose to nominate McCarthy, and they started the entire process again, from the top.

			By the end of the long day, the House had taken three votes and the number of Republicans voting against McCarthy had actually grown. “I’m staying until we win,” McCarthy said, undeterred. “I know the path.”

			If there was one, it was covered in brambles. Republicans were deadlocked as members of the hard right relished their open revolt against the party leader.

			Ahead of that day of failure, McCarthy had already started moving his things into the Speaker’s office, but there was not yet a sign over the door with his name on it. Gaetz immediately wrote a letter to the Architect of the Capitol asking if there was “precedent” for a three-vote loser to occupy the ornate office of the Speaker. For two years, his colleagues had been referring to McCarthy as the “Speaker-in-waiting.” Was he going to become some sort of Sisyphean character whose political fate in life was to come so close to what everyone knew he wanted so badly but never actually make it?

			Rep. Tom Emmer, the hockey-loving, back-slapping majority whip from Minnesota, tried to play the role of convener in his large suite of offices in the Capitol. He had watched the first day of failed votes with concern. So, that night, Emmer summoned anyone who was around the Capitol to come by to try to hash things out like adults.

			It was almost 11 p.m., and they were all calmly talking through the issues when Scott Perry, the chairman of the Freedom Caucus and a Gaetz ally, received a call from Trump. McCarthy was also on the line, from his office down the hall. Perry excused himself and took the call privately in Emmer’s office. When he returned, he looked ashen. “He told me to get it done,” Perry told the group. “These guys don’t listen to me!”

			It would come to be a common line for Perry. “I’ve got real mercurial guys,” he would often tell leadership, throwing up his hands at his inability to control a group of members aligned only in their desire to disrupt. “I’m just telling you what they’re telling me.”

			Democrats, meanwhile, were united in a view that Republicans needed to fix their own mess and couldn’t count on them for help. Not that anyone had ever seriously reached out to ask them for it. The only real conversation that was ever held between Democratic and Republican leaders that week was about the need to preserve the discharge petition, a motion that gave Democrats the option to bypass House Republican leadership and pass legislation on their own.

			Rep. Hakeem Jeffries, the new Democratic leader from New York who was following in Pelosi’s hard-to-fill footsteps, was concerned that without it, Republicans might actually drive the country into economic default by refusing to raise the debt ceiling. “Their willingness to default on our debt because they believed it may benefit them politically was something that we understood early on,” Jeffries said. “We needed every available tool to prevent that from occurring.”

			Aware that the cameras were always panning to him for a reaction shot on the floor, Jeffries sat as still as a statue, with no expression to decipher. For five repetitive days, he did not read, he did not look at his phone, he did not even talk to the people sitting next to him. His goal was to demonstrate that he took no joy in the disarray on the other side of the chamber and to project that what was happening was serious and sad business for the country.

			It was classic Jeffries—unemotional and overly controlled. Not everyone took that approach. Rep. Katie Porter, a progressive from California, was hamming it up, prominently reading The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck as she sat through the repetitive votes. Pelosi was photographed reading a New Yorker article, “What Kevin McCarthy Will Do to Gain Power” (pretty much anything, was its thesis).

			Pelosi, who had been given the honorific “Speaker emerita” when she stepped down from leadership, was horrified by the spectacle and embarrassed for the institution of the House. “You know, Hakeem, you may be Speaker sooner than you think, as a result of death, dishonor, and defeat,” she told Jeffries at one point during the week.

			The impasse on the floor prompted some panicked ideas among Republicans about how they might be able to win over some Democrats to help them out of the mess. One night, Rep. Abigail Spanberger, a moderate Virginia Democrat, was in the locker room of the members-only gym at 10 p.m., changing for a quick workout after another long day of failed votes.

			“When are you guys going to end this?” a Republican colleague said to her. “You could stop this in a minute.”

			“Are you serious right now?” Spanberger shot back. “This is not us. This is you guys being crazy.” She was appalled by the assumption that it was Democrats’ fault the GOP was ungovernable. “I’m never going to vote for Kevin McCarthy,” she said.

			After three days of chaos, even key concessions from McCarthy had failed to get him the majority of votes he needed, and the exercise was beginning to look like McCarthy was acting out that old definition of insanity: doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result. But McCarthy and his team had decided early on that there was no way out but through. They would stick it out, no matter how many rounds of voting it took, no matter how embarrassing it looked, no matter how much power they had to trade away.

			There were few limits to the humiliation McCarthy was willing to endure in public. But appearing on Tucker Carlson’s show on Fox News opposite Gaetz was one of them. Carlson pitched the idea of brokering a deal live on television. Leganski, McCarthy’s lanky floor director, who had worked for him since graduating from Stanford, was opposed, and the team politely declined the offer on McCarthy’s behalf.

			As he stalked back and forth through the Capitol from the House floor to his office, McCarthy stuck to inspirational bromides. “It just reminds me of what my father always told me: It’s not how you start, it’s how you finish,” he told the horde of reporters following him. He sounded like a Little League coach bucking up a pack of middle schoolers who were having their clocks cleaned. Except he was both the coach and the team.

			Meanwhile, the ugly Ellmers rumor had reached McCarthy’s inner circle, who blanched at the prospect of Gaetz going through with nominating her for Speaker and pictured complete chaos breaking out on the House floor if he did. So sure were they that Gaetz was serious about it that a close McCarthy ally placed an uncomfortable phone call to Judy, McCarthy’s wife, to let her know to brace herself for what was likely to transpire on the floor.

			

			—

			Such a stunt would have put a fine point on what was ultimately driving Matt Gaetz, beyond trying to dictate committee appointments: a cruel and personal animus toward Kevin McCarthy that went far beyond any policy disagreement. Even Gaetz ultimately got cold feet about such a brazen act. (He now denies that he ever considered it.)

			On the seventh round of votes, instead of Renee Ellmers, Gaetz nominated Donald Trump. Trump was supporting McCarthy but also enjoying the made-for-television action of it all. Steve Bannon, the Trump adviser turned podcast host, had long pushed the idea that Trump should become Speaker for one hundred days, if for nothing else than the Apprentice-like theatrics of his sitting on the dais banging an oversize mallet and yelling, “Order!” Nothing about Congress had ever appealed to Trump until the week of the Speaker’s race, when he saw just how riveting the floor action could be. The former president received only one vote for the speakership in the seventh, eighth, and eleventh rounds, which was mocked in television coverage, enraging him. Gaetz didn’t try the stunt again.

			Behind the scenes, McCarthy allies were quietly trying to leave Gaetz on an island and make appeals to the rest of the holdouts through respectful discussions. One late night, deep into the dysfunction, two groups were meeting separately in different wings of Emmer’s offices. About an hour into what was shaping up to be a productive discussion, Gaetz arrived, dramatically bursting through the door, disrupting one of the groups. “What the fuck is going on here?” he asked. Even the most hardcore “Never Kevins” appeared to be involved in a calm discussion. Gaetz didn’t like the looks of what he saw in front of him and became peeved.

			“Let me be crystal clear,” he said. “If anyone thinks there is some pathway to electing McCarthy Speaker, they’re fucking crazy.” He signaled to his faction that it was time to leave the negotiations, believing they’d follow his direction. But he had misread the room. Like Jerry Maguire, fired and flailing, leaving his office with a loyal goldfish in tow, Gaetz dramatically left the meeting alone, slamming the door behind him. Everyone sat there silently and watched him go.

			After endless hours of meetings in the Capitol, the tide finally turned for McCarthy on the twelfth vote, when 14 of the holdouts called out his name, leaving just 7 opponents to win over. He picked up one more detractor, Rep. Andy Harris of Maryland, on the thirteenth vote, before the House adjourned until ten o’clock that night. He was getting closer, but he still needed a few more votes to get over the finish line.

			By that evening, McCarthy’s team had made an informal agreement with Gaetz: Stand down and look like the final dealmaker. Gaetz went on Fox News and indicated that his opposition was waning, and he crowed about his success: “I’m running out of things to ask for,” he said.

			McCarthy’s allies had tried appealing to the human in Gaetz, telling him that one Texas member’s wife had suffered a stroke and yet he couldn’t be at her bedside because Gaetz was prolonging the vote. “I don’t think you understand,” Gaetz told them coldly, according to someone who heard the conversation. “The personal appeals have no effect on me.”

			The McCarthy allies thought they could get Boebert and two others simply to vote “present” and that would make the math work, but Gaetz wasn’t finished yet.

			As the House gaveled back into session at 10 p.m., Gaetz asked McCarthy’s top aide if they could adjourn until Monday, a sign that his antics were not over. The answer was no.

			Ahead of what was expected to be the final vote, McCarthy called McHenry, an ally who had been at his side throughout the Speaker fight, and asked him to give what he hoped would be the final nominating speech on the fourteenth vote for Speaker. The Speaker-in-waiting had corralled supportive members who had left Washington to deal with serious personal issues back to the Capitol for the late vote—including another Texas congressman, whose wife was in the hospital suffering from complications after the premature birth of their son—to fly back for the late vote. McCarthy’s family was gathered in the Speaker’s suite, popping champagne and celebrating.

			When McHenry approached the microphone that night to nominate McCarthy, his presence was interpreted all over Washington as a sign that the deal was finally done. McHenry was considered the best vote counter the Republicans had on their side. Surely he wouldn’t be standing there if McCarthy didn’t have the votes.

			McHenry, however, had known by 6 p.m. that they weren’t done. For close to two hours that evening, he huddled with Gaetz, who had been unable to convince his cohort of remaining holdouts to vote “present.”

			Garret Graves, a Louisiana lawmaker who had become a key McCarthy ally during the Speaker’s race, also knew it wasn’t over yet. When he entered the celebratory suite, he functioned as a human record scratch: “Put the cork back in the bottle,” Graves, who hadn’t slept in days, said to the group. “Cut that shit out.” Someone tried to give him a hug, and he shrugged it off.

			Republicans began panicking when they realized McCarthy was going to fail again. On the floor of the House, North Carolina Rep. Richard Hudson, the chairman of the National Republican Congressional Committee, told a moderate Democrat that the NRCC would promise not to spend money running against vulnerable Democrats in exchange for members’ voting “present” to give McCarthy the win.

			“Can you guarantee that other outside groups won’t spend money, either?” the Democrat asked him.

			Hudson could not. There was no deal to be had at the eleventh hour on the fourteenth vote. It took yet another vote, accompanied by threats of violence, to get over the finish line close to 2 a.m. on Saturday.

			Rep. Mike Rogers, an Alabama Republican and incoming chairman of the House Committee on Armed Services, stepped up to Gaetz on the House floor after the fourteenth vote looking ready to fight. He had to be physically restrained by another congressman, who grabbed Rogers by the chin to yank him back.

			Heavy drinking had been a longtime problem during late-night votes, especially when members had had nothing to do all day. A large contingent could be reliably inebriated by 7 p.m. (One little band of heavy drinkers became known among their Republican colleagues as “the Drunk Caucus.”) That night, one Republican member, Rep. Beth Van Duyne from Texas, approached Boebert on the floor to try to reason with her. McHenry thought Van Duyne was intoxicated, in no position to be inserting herself into delicate negotiations at this late hour. He told people she was drunk, though video of Van Duyne captured by C-SPAN that night shows no visible signs of intoxication. He pulled her into the cloakroom for a less-than-friendly chat.

			“Obviously, your plan is not working,” Van Duyne told him. “I’m friends with Lauren, I’m a donor to Lauren, why aren’t you asking her friends to talk to her?”

			McHenry was livid. “We’ve got this,” he said, pointing his finger in Van Duyne’s face. “Don’t fuck this up for me. I’ve worked too hard for this.”

			The Rogers lunge may have been captured on C-SPAN, but tensions were running high throughout the chamber, much of the fury aimed at McHenry. Tennessee Rep. Tim Burchett, a member of the Twenty, thought that McHenry had bumped into him. “If you touch me again,” he said to the diminutive congressman, “I will drop your ass.”

			McHenry looked him in the eye and laughed. “You must think I’m somebody fucking else,” he said, “because I don’t give a shit.”

			On the floor, Rep. Derrick Van Orden, a hulking newly elected Wisconsin congressman and former Navy SEAL, placed his hand on Gaetz’s shoulder, leaned in, and quietly told him to go fuck himself. Even Gaetz seemed rattled.

			Trump phoned Gaetz personally after the fourteenth round of votes, trying to intervene on McCarthy’s behalf.

			Gaetz had already won seats for his allies on key committees, a pledge to bring down spending, a new investigative subcommittee, and a rules change that made it easy to kick out McCarthy if he violated their deal. But he and Boebert found one more thing to torture McCarthy with: an assurance that centrist Republicans like Rep. Tony Gonzales of Texas wouldn’t tank the package of rules changes when it came to a vote. This last demand infuriated McCarthy. He confronted Boebert on the floor after the fourteenth vote. “Change your vote,” he insisted. “Say my name.”

			She refused. But with fights nearly breaking out on the floor, the rebels eventually tired of the drama and felt they had proved their point. By the final ballot, all the holdouts, including Gaetz, Boebert, and Crane, voted “present,” allowing McCarthy to claim the gavel.

			Kevin McCarthy was finally elected Speaker of the House on January 7, 2023, fulfilling his years-long quest after a historic fight that served as a preview of what governing in Washington would look like under a leader who was willing to let the tail wag the dog.

			That night, McCarthy, who does not drink, had a glass of champagne, the first and last time any of his longtime aides ever saw him imbibe.

			McCarthy encouraged members to forgive, forget, and come together, first citing the Lord’s Prayer to “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” He ended on a lighter note, quoting Ted Lasso, the fictional soccer coach whose life advice is to be like a goldfish, the happiest animal in the world because it has a ten-second memory.

			After the vote, Graves and McHenry, wired and tired, retreated to the congressional prayer room to process what had happened. They sat in silence for a long time, until Graves broke the stillness. “So, June?” he said, his prediction of how long the fragile coalition would hold.

			McHenry laughed. “Let’s hope it’s a little longer than that. Maybe the end of the year.”

		

	
		
			Chapter
3

			
				It was like Subway before Subway.

				—Kevin McCarthy

			

			
			Kevin McCarthy lived in a rented bedroom in a $4.3 million condo made up of four penthouses that had been combined into a twelve-bedroom, twelve-bathroom political fun house about two miles from the Capitol. The spread belonged to Frank Luntz, the longtime Republican pollster and consultant, and the place felt more like a political museum than a home, a cross between Mar-a-Lago kitsch and Saul Goodman’s office in Breaking Bad, with its faux Roman columns and U.S. Constitution wallpaper. Luntz’s fantasyland contained a carefully curated fanboy’s collection of marble busts, political tchotchkes, and campaign buttons. “Nixon for President” and “Humphrey for President” pillows decorated couches; historic campaign posters (“Lindbergh for Governor”; “Keep Coolidge President”) took up every inch of space on the walls; and there was a room dedicated to vintage Time and Life magazines—the entire space was filled with bookcases displaying old issues. A secret bookshelf door led to a hidden room with walls painted to look like the views from the Oval Office.

			In 2021, McCarthy’s rented room in Luntz’s palace caused a minor stir when Fox News host Tucker Carlson broke the story and tried to claim there was a conflict of interest in McCarthy’s renting from a longtime friend who consulted for corporations. “Kevin McCarthy promises Republicans he shares their values,” Carlson said—that is, fighting against the Washington Swamp class. “At the end of the day, Kevin McCarthy goes home to Frank Luntz’s apartment in Penn Quarter and laughs about it.”

			McCarthy said at the time that the arrangement lasted only a few months and he had since returned to sleeping in his office, a strange but common practice among members of Congress looking to save money on housing. Many members slept on their couches and then showered and changed in the morning in the members-only gym. The practice was more common among Republicans and men. (When she served in Congress, Kristi Noem of South Dakota was one of the few female office-sleepers.) Some invested in Murphy beds with Tempur-Pedic mattresses. Others just put mattresses on the floor next to their desks and stored blankets and pillows, along with their wardrobes, in their closets. It was awkward and not common anymore, especially after the MeToo movement, but the price was right.

			McCarthy had temporarily become an office-sleeper. But eventually, he quietly moved back into the Luntz condo. After a stressful day on the Hill, this was the alternative universe McCarthy returned to each night, a political swag palace that fetishized his own obsession: the campaign. After all these years, this was what counted as his home away from Bakersfield, California—as much as anything counted as home for a man who lived mostly out of hotels on the road. McCarthy chose the arrangement in part because he felt like he was being a loyal friend: Luntz was in bad health and he was happy to be around to keep an eye on him. McCarthy also hated being alone.

			For all his flaws, Kevin McCarthy was a powerhouse campaigner, a prodigious fundraiser with a recipe for picking successful candidates that matched their districts across the country. He would not officially back any candidate until he had visited their district, and before arriving, he would ask the candidate to put on an event for him to attend. The test wasn’t in the delivery of the stump speech or the advance work that made the event look nice. McCarthy was grading the audience. “If people didn’t come who knew you in childhood—from Little League, or someone who babysat you, or you babysat them—I didn’t think you had a chance of winning,” he said.

			McCarthy understood that the business of politics, which people said was not personal, was nothing but. Failing his test as a candidate meant you lacked the roots that grounded you to a place and to a community. As a longtime member of Republican leadership, McCarthy felt his fellow members were his constituents, and he prided himself on knowing everything about their families and their districts and on being there for them in times of personal crisis. When Andy Harris, a Maryland Republican, lost his wife unexpectedly in 2014, McCarthy used his personal airline miles to fly Harris’s kids, who lived in California, back and forth for the funeral. (This act of personal kindness still left Harris a McCarthy holdout until the thirteenth vote of the
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