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Prologue

Inauguration Day

It had all happened before; it might happen again. But no one alive had ever seen an election like this one: so improbably dramatic, so narrowly determined, so bitterly fought to the end and beyond the end. It was strange to watch, like an event from some other country or an episode from the nation’s uncivil early history. It made America once more a house divided, ripping up its rotting floorboards to reveal the creaky democratic machinery in the basement. It put cracks in the foundations. No one saw the constitutional crisis coming, and when the resolution came, it was messy. None of the nation’s institutions, or its statesmen, cloaked themselves in glory.

But now the unsettling conflict is blessedly in the past. It is Inauguration Day.

Here they come, their fine shoes click-clacking through the marble hallways of the U.S. Capitol, the players in our national theater, ready to raise the curtain on another term. They pass in dignified succession, walking down a stairway and out the double doors to the platform erected on the building’s West Front, facing the flag-bedecked National Mall.

First up: former president George Bush, basking in the freshening glow of American forgetfulness. Next comes Hillary Clinton, wearing a gleaming black leather coat and a satisfied smile, displaying her vindication to her many enemies. Next, the leaders of Congress and nine justices of the Supreme Court, their black robes scarcely concealing their naked partisanship.

Out on the Mall, the atmosphere is intense. Half the country thinks the other half has stolen the presidency. Half the country thinks the other half tried to steal it and failed. Thousands of angry citizens have come to decry the injustice done to their man, the largest inauguration protest in decades. The day is frigid and sleety; the security is oppressive. The sound of circling helicopters beats down ominously through the fog shrouding the Washington Monument.

“The underlying vibe,” a Washington Post reporter will write the next day, “was unrest.” There are violent clashes taking place in the streets. Protesters chant, Hail to the thief!

Up above on the dais, though, the nation’s leaders appear convivial. The fight has been conceded to the winner. It is time to perform the constitutional ritual. At the stroke of noon on January 20, 2001, a new president of the United States will be sworn in: George W. Bush of Texas. There is a reassuring familiarity to the transition. It is a new millennium, but the same old America.

Here’s the departing tandem, in matching dark overcoats, coming down a hall flanked by marines standing at attention with bayonets. A military band plays ruffles and flourishes.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” an announcer says, “the president of the United States, the Honorable William Jefferson Clinton, and the vice president of the United States, the Honorable Albert Gore Jr.” They descend the stairs. Clinton is buoyant, shaking hands, squeezing every last drop of joy out of his office. Gore wears a dutiful rictus, knowing everyone is watching for a flinch.

“We can only wonder what Al Gore must be thinking,” anchorman Tom Brokaw says on NBC.

It was a close thing, the 2000 election. Unimaginably close. More than 100 million Americans voted, and it all came down to Florida, as if history were drawn there by some invisible gravitational force. Florida, the unlikely crucible, Flori-duh, the state that couldn’t get it right. Florida, the nation’s exotic misfit, a place of loose morals, louche wealth, fake bodies, and tropical conspiracy. Florida, with its redneck north and its polyethnic south. Florida, that land of booms and busts, strip malls and strip joints; habitat of the “Florida Man,” the fantastically stupid criminal; and of the Florida celebrity, who was famous for some crass reason. Florida, the state that already was what the rest of America was becoming, was the one that swung it, by 537 votes.

Yes, it is safe to assume that Al Gore may be thinking about Florida.

Gore is the first candidate since 1888 to be denied the presidency while winning a majority of the national popular vote. And he lost it despite running as the candidate of the incumbent party in a time of boundless prosperity. The world was at peace, enjoying the placid interlude that began with perestroika. The U.S. economy was experiencing an unprecedented expansion driven by globalization and the creative force of new technology. The budget deficit? It was gone! There was now a national surplus, which was projected to amount to almost $5 trillion over the next ten years. Crime? It had miraculously abated, and as a consequence, big cities were thriving. As the sole remaining superpower, America’s global influence and cultural power reigned unchallenged. It had been almost a decade since the U.S. military had gone to war.

Even so, events conspired to make Gore the loser. He blames the guy next to him. He and Clinton once had a warm partnership, but they hardly talk anymore. Their tortured relationship makes for delicious psychodrama, which is far more interesting to the Washington press corps than whatever seemingly minor policy differences exist between Gore and Bush.

The younger George Bush, known as “Dubya” after his distinguishing middle initial, ran as an easygoing centrist. He calls himself a “compassionate conservative.” Bill Clinton, the cleverest political animal of his generation, knew Gore was in trouble as soon as he heard the phrase. Bush has presented himself as a candidate of continuity, with only modest plans for the country. He has promised that he will do just a few things as president and do them well. The universal consensus is that the 2000 election was a bit of a snooze, a campaign of small differences—at least until the votes were cast. Then, down in Florida, everything went crazy.

Time to set that aside—here come the winners. First, Dick Cheney, wearing that sidelong smirk. He’s considered a steadying presence, a man of deep experience. He descends the stairs, turns to the right, and takes his place, standing in front of a leather wingback chair, behind bulletproof glass.

In a moment, there’s Bush, chin upturned, eyes narrowed. He joins his running mate and his waiting family members: his wife, Laura, resplendent in blue; his beaming college-age twin daughters; his brother Jeb, the governor of Florida—that was awkward—who is taking pictures with a disposable camera. At the center is his dad, proud Poppy, who has taken to calling his boy “Quincy,” after the last son to follow his father as president. Dubya has been reading up on him: John Quincy Adams, a one-termer, elected in dubious circumstances, dislodged by a bloodthirsty populist.

“Today we honor the past in commemorating two centuries of inaugurations in Washington,” Senator Mitch McConnell, the Republican master of ceremonies, says in his sober opening remarks. “Witnessed by the Congress, Supreme Court, governors, and presidents past, the current president will stand by as the new president peacefully takes office. This is a triumph of our democratic republic, a ceremony befitting a great nation.”

At the appointed time, Bush takes the oath administered by the chief justice of the United States, which only weeks before put an end to the electoral dispute, by a single vote, in the case of Bush v. Gore. The television cameras, focusing tight on the new president, capture a tear rolling down his craggy face. He is a God-fearing man, and he believes the Creator has put him in this place, at this moment, according to His unknowable design. Bush will not be remembered as a great orator, but on this day, he gives an address that even one of his most skeptical critics will describe as “shockingly good,” replete with biblical references and calls for national healing.

“My fellow citizens, the peaceful transfer of authority is rare in history, yet common in our country. With a simple oath, we affirm old traditions and make new beginnings,” Bush begins.

“Sometimes our differences run so deep, it seems we share a continent, but not a country,” the new president goes on to say. “We do not accept this, and we will not allow it. Our unity, our union, is the serious work of leaders and citizens in every generation. And this is my solemn pledge: I will work to build a single nation of justice and opportunity. I know this is in our reach because we are guided by a power larger than ourselves who creates us equal in His image.”

The satirical newspaper The Onion sums it all up with an immortal headline: “BUSH: ‘OUR LONG NATIONAL NIGHTMARE OF PEACE AND PROSPERITY IS FINALLY OVER.’”

Still, he doesn’t seem so bad, this new President Bush. I am in Washington that day, shivering in the rain, covering the inauguration as a twenty-six-year-old reporter. The ceremony does not seem to signal a change of power so much as a slight reshuffling of roles. That afternoon, Bill and Hillary Clinton—now Senator Clinton—will hold a farewell rally at Andrews Air Force Base. “I left the White House, but I’m still here,” the outgoing president tells his adoring staff. “We’re not going anywhere.” Then both Clintons board an air force jet and fly to New York, their future political base.

That night, I will attend the Texas Wyoming Inaugural Ball, where men in tuxedos and cowboy hats and women in ball gowns with big hair crowd around to watch Dubya and Laura show them a few desultory steps on the dance floor. The new president, a teetotaler, will be back at the White House by 11:37, early enough that, if he chooses, he can flip on Saturday Night Live and catch the end of the opening sketch. In it, a wistful Darrell Hammond, as Clinton, refuses to budge from the Oval Office, much to the furrow-browed confusion of Will Ferrell, as Dubya.

It is not until later that we will be able to comprehend the consequence of this transfer of power.

At that moment, back down in Florida, a young Lebanese student is learning to fly. He has enlisted in a secret plot known as the “planes operation.” His target will be the U.S. Capitol.




1

Zero Zero

No one yet knew how the twentieth century would truly culminate. Let’s start at the beginning of the end: November 25, 1999. It was Thanksgiving Day in America.

That day, in Germany, a young man began a journey.

Ziad Jarrah had spent much of the autumn preparing for a long overseas trip. He had withdrawn from the university in Hamburg where he had been studying aeronautical engineering. He had given up the lease on his apartment. He had packed his bags, minding instructions to conceal his true intentions and making sure to bring along a sturdy pair of hiking boots.

He had endured many emotional conversations with his on-and-off romantic companion, Aysel Sengün, a German-born dental student of Turkish descent. She wanted to know where he was going. He told her he needed to return to Lebanon, to see his family, to think about the future of their relationship. They had been fighting about his aimless direction, his inconsistent affection, and his growing devotion to religion. Once a casual Muslim, a beer drinker and bong smoker, Ziad had drawn close to some friends from his mosque, a group of men Aysel didn’t know. They exerted a mysterious pull on him. She couldn’t understand it, but she could feel its power.

That fall, Ziad had told his classmates he was planning to continue his education in the United States. One of them would later recall that he appeared extremely nervous in the days before he disappeared from campus. He and Aysel packed up his apartment, storing some of his school papers with a friend. Ziad bid her farewell at the train station, and she returned to her own university, in a town a few hours away. He was the picture of a bright graduate student, bookish-looking, with his tousled hair, a neat beard, and little oval glasses. Aysel still loved him.

She was worried. She was already wondering if she would ever see him again.

On November 25, Jarrah boarded a Turkish Airlines flight in Hamburg. He was a rich kid, the product of a cultured Beirut family, but he was not really bound for home. What were his thoughts as he departed? Was he ecstatic? “The morning will come. The victors will come,” Jarrah had written the month before, in Arabic, in scribbled notes that were later found among the school papers he had stowed. “The earth will shake beneath your feet.”

He was twenty-four years old. Did he already know where his journey would end?

“Oh,” Jarrah had written, “the smell of paradise is rising.”

The cabin door closed behind him, and the plane took off, bound for Istanbul and points beyond.

THE YEAR 2000 was fast approaching: fewer than forty days away and counting. The millennium was coming to a close, and the whole world, it seemed, was moved by a spirit of departure. History seldom pays heed to round numbers, but sometimes it does converge in a time and place. That same November, as Jarrah set out, another group of voyagers made their way to a beach.

In the still hours before dawn, beneath the light of a nearly full moon, they followed a path through the mangroves to a spot on the marshy shoreline. It was a warm, windless Cuban night. There were fifteen in their party, most of them members of two extended families. The oldest was a sixty-five-year-old grandfather; the youngest, a boy of five. His mother had roused him from bed.

Finally, it was time to go.

She told the little boy that they were taking a trip to visit relatives, which turned out to be true in a way. On the beach, a rickety sixteen-foot aluminum boat was waiting.

The voyagers clambered aboard, carrying enough bread, cheese, cooked hot dogs, and fresh water for an unpredictable ninety-mile journey. Stealthily, a few of the men pushed the craft out through the waves, keeping the outboard motor silent to avoid detection as they set off to sea.

The little boy was excited, oblivious to any danger. The other passengers would playfully ask him, “Where are you going?”

“Me voy para La Yuma,” the boy chirped back: “I am going to America.”

The boat’s passengers were fleeing Cuba for all the usual reasons: economics, politics, discontent, love. Some of them couldn’t swim, or feared the sea. But they were willing to risk the journey because they believed they had a destiny, a better future, awaiting them in the United States. Their captain, Lázaro Munero, was an army deserter, cabdriver, and occasional black-market trader who had recently been beaten and imprisoned by Fidel Castro’s security forces. He had made the sea voyage to Florida once before, returning because he missed his girlfriend, Elizabeth, who worked as a maid at a resort near their hometown of Cárdenas. This time, Lázaro was leaving for good, taking Elizabeth, his parents, a brother, and a few others from his neighborhood. Elizabeth had decided to bring along the boy, her son from a previous marriage.

Lázaro had built their boat himself, in secret, from salvaged metal and spare parts. An uncle had tried to talk him out of sailing the makeshift vessel. “This is not a boat,” he’d shouted, after taking a look at the rusty hulk. “It’s garbage!” But Lázaro was confident. From Cárdenas, you could easily catch the Gulf Stream current, which would whisk you right to Florida. It didn’t take long, though, for the simple plan to go wrong. The boat’s outboard motor broke down while it was still in sight of the coast. The voyagers rowed to an island. Lázaro, whose nickname around Cárdenas was “El Loco,” was determined to continue. He had sold his cab, an antique Chevrolet, to finance the trip. He made repairs to the boat and waited to set out again beneath the cover of night.

On the second try, the boat managed to evade a Cuban coast guard ship and made it into international waters. But then a storm rolled in, and the engine died again. In the darkness, the voyagers frantically bailed out the boat as it was lashed by waves. Then it capsized. The voyagers held on to the hull all night. When the storm cleared, they moved to a couple of truck-size inner tubes they had towed along as life rafts and prayed for rescue.

The two tubes were joined together by a rope. Elizabeth placed her boy on top of one of them and put her jacket over him as a shield from the sun. Others held on to the sides of the tubes, half submerged, watching out for ships and sharks. Most of their food and water was lost. As the hours passed, they grew weak and delirious. Lázaro’s brother, hallucinating, cried out that he saw land and swam away. Lázaro pursued him; neither man returned. Soon, others fell away.

The night after the wreck, the life rafts somehow came untethered. One of the tubes would wash up a day later in Key Biscayne, near Miami, carrying a pair of survivors, barely alive and stung all over by jellyfish. What happened during the night on the other tube is unknown. The boy dozed off to sleep, and his mother was there, but when he awoke, she was gone.

Early on November 25, Thanksgiving Day, a man set out from the dock behind his home on the Intracoastal Waterway, just north of Fort Lauderdale, for a holiday fishing trip with his cousin. Off Lighthouse Point, they noticed a piece of junk, a black inner tube, bobbing in the rough seas.

Then one of them saw it: a small hand.

JANET RENO SPENT the weekend after Thanksgiving at her family home on the edge of the Everglades. It was a rangy, rough-hewn ranch house, a relic of the strange Old Florida, built by her mother from cypress beams and adobe bricks, with a long screened-in porch looking out on a yard shaded by live oaks, gumbo-limbos, and red-blooming poincianas. A flock of screeching pet peacocks bobbled about. Visitors were always shocked to discover that this was the home of the attorney general of the United States. But for Reno, it was where she restored herself, sitting at the long cypress table out on the porch and soaking in the sultry warmth, watching the lizards skitter, catching up on the hothouse intrigue of Miami.

On this holiday weekend, the big news in the Miami Herald was a happy story. A five-year-old Cuban refugee named Elián Gonzalez had been found clinging to an inner tube three miles out to sea. Television camera crews had been alerted, naturally, to be there when the fishermen brought him in to the dock. On Friday, November 26, Reno picked up the Herald and saw a front-page picture of the boy gazing up with a dazed expression from a stretcher. His face was angelic.

A spokesman for the Immigration and Naturalization Service, which Reno oversaw, tried to sound a cautionary note, pointing out that at least ten others, including the boy’s mother, were presumed dead. “The ocean is a dangerous place,” the spokesman told the Herald.

Little Havana greeted the rescue as a divine act. That Thanksgiving, on Miami’s popular Spanish-language talk radio stations, the refugees were likened to the Pilgrims, and the boy’s drowned mother was mourned as a victim of Fidel Castro’s dictatorship. Wondrous stories soon began to circulate. It was said that the fishermen had found the boy encircled by magical dolphins, who had protected him, and that he had escaped his ordeal without a scratch. And it was true that Elián shocked his doctors with his fast recovery, polishing off a Thanksgiving turkey dinner.

“LITTLE RAFTER LEAVES HOSPITAL,” read the lead headline in that Saturday’s Herald, as the boy, looking gaunt and wearing a baseball cap, was released into the care of his extended family in Little Havana. “God wanted him here for freedom,” his twenty-one-year-old second cousin, Marisleysis Gonzalez, declared to the TV cameras. “And he’s here, and he will get it.”

That was that; turn the page. At the top of A2 was a large graphic: “Countdown 2000 . . . 35.” All over the planet, expectation was building for a once-in-an-epoch tick of the clock. Two thousand—it still felt odd on the lips. In the twentieth-century imagination, 2000 served as a milepost on the horizon, a marker of the future. In the year 2000, everything was supposed to be different.

In the year 2000, there would be rocket cars and interstellar travel.

In the year 2000, the earth would have six billion humans, and most would be starving.

In the year 2000, we would have a cure for cancer.

In the year 2000, the world’s supply of oil would be exhausted.

In the year 2000, Jesus Christ would rise again.

Now the year was almost here, close enough to touch, making the futurism of the past look quaint. The late-night comedian Conan O’Brien spoofed it with a recurring bit in which he made goofy predictions over spooky music. (“In the Year 2000 . . . toilet paper will be totally computerized at last.”) Still, even the smart alecks had to admit, there was a momentous feeling in the air. For the first time, the turn of a century would be experienced as a global, communal event. A few pedants pointed out that because there was no year zero, the new millennium would technically only begin with 2001. They were ignored. It had been decided long before that December 31, 1999, would be the most wildly important New Year’s Eve anyone would ever see.

Governments were staging lavish festivities. A half-million people were expected on the National Mall, where President Bill Clinton would ignite a fuse to light up the Washington Monument like a giant pyrotechnic sparkler. In Great Britain, Prime Minister Tony Blair was spending a fortune on spectacles, including an event at his new $1 billion Millennium Dome in Greenwich, “the home of time.” In a bit of tourism-driven temporal maneuvering, the tiny Pacific nation of Kiribati moved the International Date Line so that the first place to see 2000 would be its easternmost point, an uninhabited coral atoll it renamed Millennium Island.

Capitalism, marching out of the twentieth century unvanquished and unquestioned, operated in its customary way, as marketers promoted millennium concerts, millennium cruises, millennium fashions, millennium car sales, and for those who were tired of hearing about the millennium, millennium retreats. A Manhattan hotelier offered to rent out his entire Midtown building for $1 million. For the cost of $40,000, you could take a supersonic charter flight on the Concorde from a banquet in Paris to a party in New York, celebrating midnight twice. For those shopping at lower price points, there were package vacations, bottles of champagne, palms full of ecstasy.

For Reno, the nation’s chief law enforcement officer, there was much to worry about. The kooks were on the move in their many crazy colors. In the words of one scholar of millennial studies, the world was becoming “apocalyptically aroused.” Christian pilgrims were assembling in the Holy Land to witness the Second Coming. As the attorney general, charged with protecting America from all threats conceivable and inconceivable, Reno was seeing classified intelligence indicating that terrorists were eyeing the opportunity to stage attacks. Finally, there was this year-related computer glitch, the Y2K bug, which threatened to go haywire when the clock hit midnight. Technologists were trying to avert chaos, and a few prophets were predicting doom.

“SOMETHING’S COMING,” Chuck Harder said. He was right about that, if nothing else.

Harder called himself “the man who sees tomorrow.” For years, the radio talk show host had been issuing dire warnings from his base in White Springs, a small town in northern Florida. “They say Soviet-built nuke plants are not ready for Y2K,” Harder said as he opened a broadcast of his show, For the People, in December. “In Italy, they have bunkers ready for Y2K. U.S. officials are worried about violence, and Times Square is planning a marathon of midnights.”

In a time of good fortune, Harder was a determined pessimist. “It’s interesting to watch this countdown,” he said, “because nobody knows what’s going to happen, even computer programmers. Most of the ones I know have a house in the country and a generator.”

The Y2K bug was a real problem—a product of human error and lack of foresight. The software that ran most computers contained a basic flaw because the programmers who had originally written it, to save space, had used only two digits to denote the year. Apparently, they had assumed their code would be obsolete by the time 99 flipped over to 00, but instead, it had become the foundation for . . . well, everything. The technical details were fuzzy to most, but the potential nightmare was easy to grasp. “THE DAY THE WORLD CRASHES,” read an alarmist headline on the cover of Newsweek. Computer experts were saying that the bug could cause problems, though whether these would amount to a nuisance or a crisis, no one knew.

During the late 1990s, the Y2K threat had given birth to a whole apocalyptic belief system, which held that the increasing interconnection of modern life contained a catastrophic risk—a hidden time bomb. Could you imagine what would happen, the doomsayers would ask aloud, if all the computers stopped working at once? Power plants would shut down, the stock market would crash, planes would fall from the sky. The most extreme scenarios foresaw accidental nuclear weapons exchanges, riots, food shortages, civil war. “You may be tired of Y2K, ladies and gentlemen, but I’m sorry to tell you, you better listen,” Harder warned in late 1999. “Those who have goods put away will be laughed at by those who didn’t. And then it’ll hit, and then it’ll hit.”

On his website, Harder sold self-published books with titles like Year 2000 Panic!, describing what would happen when the power went out and “life reverts to ‘Stone-Age’ conditions.” During the call-in segments of his show, survivalist guests and listeners traded tips on preparing for what Harder called “the coming dark times.” He peddled mail-order gear. “Serious about preparing for Y2K? Listen closely,” he intoned in one commercial. “If you want to order grain mills, solar panels, cases of yeast, books, Y2K videos, solar lanterns from $84.95 and up, crank-up free-play radios, solar-powered lights and radios, you best act now and get in line.” Harder’s own home, down a sandy rural road, was outfitted with three sets of generators and two thousand gallons of propane. He was growing vegetables in his greenhouses, and his swimming pool was filled with potable water. He had constructed a second tiny, self-sufficient house with solar panels on its roof and a water tank on a raised wooden platform. Listeners could purchase a manual for replicating his “energy liberty” home for the price of $49.95.

Harder’s listeners certainly didn’t trust the government to protect them. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you please,” Harder said that December. “I do not believe either the Republican or the Democrat Party give a fig, that’s F-I-G, about Mr. and Mrs. America. They are immersed in the champagne and caviar of Big Business.” Harder’s listeners were alienated, angry, and powerless. They had no place in the political system of the time and no way to talk to one another, except over Harder’s phone lines. “We’re only eighteen days away from Y2K, and a lot of people think it’s a joke,” Harder said. “The White House is going to release figures to discourage Y2K panic.”

Around the country, authorities were preparing for unrest while calling for calm. In Florida, the government had unveiled a public service ad campaign with the slogan “Don’t Be Y2Krazy.”

“They’re going to do whatever they can,” Harder cautioned his listeners, “to keep you asleep.”

AL GORE JUST couldn’t win.

He was right about Y2K, just as he was right about so many other things. In July 1998, the vice president had given a speech forecasting that the bug “could cause serious problems for commerce and communications all over the world if we’re not serious about fixing it.” Coming from the most earnest, computer-literate public servant in the land, the warning acted as an effective prod. The federal government embarked on a massive reprogramming effort that, a little over a year later, seemed to have headed off the mass meltdown many feared. It was another victory for Gore in his long struggle to make government more efficient, functional, and rational. And so . . .

Q: What did all of America know about Al Gore’s contributions to technology?

A: The guy claimed he invented the internet!

It seemed he would never live it down—that little, passing remark he made in a March 1999 interview with CNN. Gore would always protest that he really hadn’t said he had invented the internet, but rather that, during his time as a senator from Tennessee, he “took the initiative in creating the Internet.” Took the initiative! By which he meant, of course, he had labored to pass a piece of legislation known as the “Gore Bill,” which funded the expansion of a rudimentary communications system originally developed by the Defense Department, hastening its evolution into what was then known as the “information superhighway,” while also funding basic research that led to the creation of tools like the first Web browser. Like so much of what Gore did, his contribution was boring but important. (“He did invent the fucking internet,” one of his policy advisers would complain in frustration years later.) But the joke was more fun than the truth.

The truth was that although Gore was a genuine prophet—more prescient about the future than any politician of his time—he was, at this critical juncture, unable to find his own way forward.

His likely opponent in the fall campaign, George W. Bush, had a dead eye for political weakness and a charming way with the national media. The Texas governor had sized Gore up, he told reporters, after reading a profile in The New Yorker in which Gore held forth on the subject of his favorite philosophers, mentioning Reinhold Niebuhr and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Bush figured that a man with a brain like that would have trouble reaching America. When Bush was asked at a Republican primary debate in December 1999 who his favorite philosopher was, he was ready.

“Christ,” the governor said. “Because he changed my heart.”

It had to be maddening to Gore, because he could see what Bush was doing. (“He’s not a dunce,” Gore told a friend at the time.) Here was a man who was the son of a president, the incumbent whom Clinton and Gore had defeated, who was now presenting himself as a regular old Christian fellah. Here was a challenger running against a popular administration who was smudging out all ideological differences to pose as a candidate of continuity. “The times just don’t call for major change,” a Bush adviser assured a writer for the liberal New Republic.

In so many words, Bush was saying he would be Bill Clinton with his fly zipped.

There was Gore’s problem, at least in his own mind, which admittedly was clouded by years of suppressing his expressions and his individual identity as he stood stolidly behind his rascal president. He was furious with Clinton and fixated on him. They had once been true friends, to the degree that anyone who competed in politics could be: a pair of New Democrats, both pragmatists from the South. They had looked so appealing, campaigning together eight years before. Then came the scandals, real and concocted: Travelgate, Troopergate, Filegate, the Paula Jones lawsuit, Hillary’s billing records, Vince Foster’s suicide, renting out the Lincoln Bedroom, all the fund-raising shenanigans of the 1996 campaign, some of which Gore had been dragged into, much to his legal discomfort. But those episodes all blended together now as a prelude to the main event, the investigation of Clinton’s affair with White House intern Monica Lewinsky, which had culminated in his impeachment in the House. Although Clinton had been acquitted in the Senate and felt vindicated, Gore feared that voters would end up punishing him for the president’s behavior. He would go days on the campaign trail without uttering Clinton’s name. Gore had hoped to display independence and self-confidence, but Clinton was furious, and voters found the pose insincere.

Clinton and Gore needed to salvage the relationship. Late in the year, like so many estranged couples before them, they screwed on their smiles and took the family to Disney World.

On December 11, Clinton’s limousine passed throngs of mouse-eared tourists as it carried him from a meeting with South African president Nelson Mandela, who was staying near Epcot Center, to a convention of the Florida Democratic Party, at another hotel on the park’s grounds. Gore would be there for a rare joint appearance. The running mates were getting back together, for one day at least, for the sake of Florida. Gore’s campaign strategists could already see that the state, and its 25 electoral votes, might prove pivotal in the coming year’s election.

“You may have noticed that I can’t run for anything this year, so I want to tell you how come I came down here,” Clinton began in his familiar, folksy style. As he approached the end of the century, and the last year of his presidency, he was in a reflective mood. “In my whole lifetime there has never been a time when America had this much prosperity, this much social progress, this much national confidence, with the absence of crisis at home or a threat abroad,” he said.

Clinton spoke about the great technological leaps of the 1990s: the mapping of the human genome, the explosion of innovation enabled by the internet. He said that many futurists were telling him that by connecting people, the World Wide Web might even bring an end to war. But he also saw something troubling. “Don’t you think it’s interesting,” he observed, “that in this most modern of times, the biggest problem in the world today is the oldest problem of human society: We don’t trust people who are different from us. We fear them. It’s easy to go from fear to dislike, from dislike to hatred, from hatred to dehumanization, and then to violence.”

Then Gore appeared, speaking in a different register. As a politician, he lacked Clinton’s natural warmth, and he would often try to compensate with volume and energy. He prowled the stage with a cordless microphone. “Florida should be a battleground in this election next year,” Gore predicted. “Florida can make a difference.” Four years before, Clinton had won the state, becoming the first Democrat in decades to do so in a presidential election. But it wouldn’t be easy for Gore to repeat that feat. Republicans dominated Florida. In 1998, the state had elected a hard-charging conservative governor—who just happened to be George’s younger brother Jeb Bush.

Now, as if Gore’s challenge in Florida weren’t difficult enough, there was a new issue to deal with: the problem of the Cuban boy. At a press conference after his speech, Gore faced a barrage of questions about Elián Gonzalez. The boy’s heartwarming story had taken an unexpected turn. It turned out that Elián’s father, back in Cuba, said he had had no idea that his ex-wife was planning to take their child to America. He wanted Elián returned to Cuba, but his own relatives in Miami were refusing to give his son up, saying the boy’s mother had died for his freedom.

The family in Miami had the backing of the city’s conservative Cuban exile leaders, who were rallying support from Republicans, including Bush. The day before, the Texas governor had suggested the custody dispute might simply be resolved if Elián’s father came to see him in America and got a “whiff of freedom.” At his press conference, Gore took a typically nuanced position. “I would insist upon due process of law within the appropriate tribunal to make sure the decision is made on the basis of what is in the best interest of that child,” he said, adding that he also wanted “to make sure the views of the boy’s father are honored in the process.”

Elián was also coming to Disney World. The day after Clinton and Gore appeared in Orlando, the boy and his Miami family members arrived with an entourage of reporters for a theme park vacation. It was all paid for by an ambitious Cuban American politician who was the cochairman of George Bush’s campaign in Florida. The boy, who had just celebrated his sixth birthday, rode on a carousel with his cousin Marisleysis as a group of onlookers chanted, Elián! Elián! Elián! On the “It’s a Small World” ride, he stiffened with fear when he stepped into the little boat.

Soon, he recovered. Elián clapped along as the boat he was riding in progressed on its journey through many nations, shouting, “Míralo!”—“Look!” The press recorded the whole adorable scene.

Bill Clinton could see political peril ahead. One key to his success in Florida had been securing support—or at least nonaggression—from Cuban power brokers in Miami. When he arrived there for a fund-raiser after his Orlando speech, he was greeted by protesters shouting, “Freedom!”

Later, at the airport, as he prepared to board Air Force One for his flight back to Washington, Clinton pulled aside the Cuban American mayor of Miami-Dade County, Alex Penelas.

“Alex,” the president asked urgently, “what are we going to do about this six-year-old boy?”

THERE WERE OTHER concerns weighing on Clinton that day, ones he couldn’t utter out loud. Three days before, he had received a briefing from the CIA director and his top White House counterterrorism adviser. Through classified surveillance, U.S. intelligence agencies were picking up an alarming increase in activity among terrorist groups—most important, Al Qaeda. For several years, the Clinton administration had watched with concern as the group, under the leadership of the charismatic Saudi construction heir Osama bin Laden, had grown in its size, ambition, and capabilities. The day of the Orlando trip, the CIA produced a high-level briefing memo entitled “Bin Ladin [sic] To Exploit Looser Security During Holidays.”

The millennium celebrations presented “unique opportunities for violence,” in the laconic description of a CIA briefing presented that December: so many people, gathering in public spaces around the world. The Agency was predicting somewhere between five and fifteen attacks.

On December 14, a U.S. customs agent at a border crossing between Canada and Washington State intercepted an anxious-looking man who was waiting to drive his car off a ferry. Hidden in the spare tire well of his trunk were the raw materials for a fertilizer-based bomb, including timing devices and chemical accelerants concealed in medicine bottles and an olive jar. The suspect, Ahmed Ressam, was an Algerian-born petty criminal who had trained to make explosives at Al Qaeda camps in Afghanistan. His luggage contained a French-language travel guide to California and a map of Los Angeles, with circles around three airports. He was also carrying a scrap of paper with a name and a phone number on it, with a Brooklyn area code.

Suddenly, the holiday mood turned skittish. Some cities canceled their millennium celebrations. In New York, Mayor Rudolph Giuliani announced a massive operation code-named “Archangel,” which would involve shutting down seventy-two blocks of Manhattan on December 31 and flooding the streets with police. Shortly before Christmas, during a visit to a Washington soup kitchen, Clinton warned that Americans should be alert for suspicious activity. In the Chicago Tribune, the great Jeff MacNelly drew an editorial cartoon depicting the Old Man 1999 and the Baby 2000 surrounded by police and FBI agents, guns drawn, shouting, “Freeze!”

The nation’s law enforcement and intelligence agencies mounted what the CIA director, George Tenet, would later describe as “the biggest asses-to-elbow disruption operation in the history of the country.” Usually, the CIA had a mistrustful relationship with its domestic counterpart, the FBI, but during the state of emergency, they put their intense rivalry aside and cooperated. Janet Reno slept on a couch at the Justice Department’s headquarters so she could be available to authorize secret surveillance warrants at any time of the day or night.

At a crisis meeting, the head of Reno’s office of intelligence held up a Grinch doll. “Christmas is cancelled,” she informed the staff.

IT WAS TIME to get out of New York. The most famous businessman in America, the bloviating pseudo-billionaire Donald Trump, was headed to Florida, of course. Trump was planning to throw the biggest, the best, the classiest New Year’s Eve party that Palm Beach had ever seen, at his club, Mar-a-Lago. Gladys Knight was singing. Sylvester Stallone was coming. Tickets cost $2,000. “I wouldn’t be anywhere else,” Trump told the newspapers. “It’s going to be incredible.”

New Year’s Eve was a peak night of the Palm Beach social season, the swirl of galas and gossip that diverts America’s wealthiest resort island through the winter months. Trump had hired the island’s foremost party planner, Bruce Sutka, an impish impresario renowned for staging lavish spectacles involving elephants and llamas, or strippers and drag queens, or giants and dwarves, or Roman centurions with their bodies painted gold. Trump had a large white tent erected next to the mansion’s pool, which Sutka decorated in Venetian fashion, with black and white drapery and large wooden blackamoors, exoticized statues of African servants, holding candelabras. Champagne glasses hung from the ceiling. There was a thirty-pound mound of caviar.

The moment had arrived: December 31, 1999.

Trump’s guests started arriving early, around 7 p.m. They wore tuxedos and frilly ball gowns, and at least one socialite, the wife of a shoe store magnate, accessorized with a pair of novelty “2000” eyeglasses. Trump greeted everyone up on the terrace, by an ice sculpture that also served as a martini luge. He cast an appraising eye over his crowd. “That’s Stephanie Seymour,” he told one bystander, pointing to the supermodel, who was there with her husband, a rich art collector. Trump’s latest Slavic model girlfriend, Melania Knauss, had come down with him for the holiday on his Boeing 727. His teenage daughter, Ivanka, an aspiring model herself, was also there, dressed in red satin. A satellite truck was parked in the driveway, so that Trump could duck out and share his profound thoughts on the millennium with TV news anchors.

Trump was happy to put the 1990s behind him. For much of the decade, he had struggled with ruinous debts. (In one year alone, he reported a $916 million loss to the IRS.) He had been forced to liquidate many of his trophy assets. And 1999 brought its own set of troubles. His father, Fred—his benefactor all these years—had finally died after years of senility. Trump’s bitter divorce from his second wife, Marla Maples, had been finalized in June. Defying the adage that the house always wins, Trump had even somehow figured out how to lose money as a casino owner.

He had a plan to lift his spirits, though. Donald Trump was running for president.

THE MILLENNIUM DIDN’T arrive all at once but, rather, followed Earth’s orbit as it spun forward. The first humans to reach midnight, reportedly, were sailors aboard a U.S. Navy submarine parked four hundred feet beneath the International Date Line, serving as an early-warning system for Y2K glitches. On Millennium Island, a few perilous feet above sea level, two dozen reporters were on hand to record midnight’s first landfall, as grass-skirted islanders performed traditional dances and the president of Kiribati handed a torch to a young boy. At the South Pole, climate scientists popped open champagne bottles in subzero temperatures. In Auckland, the first baby of the new millennium, a boy, was born at 12:01 a.m. In South Korea, thousands attended a “DMZ 2000” ceremony, leaving folded peace wishes on a barbed wire fence at the border with the North. In Moscow, ravers danced on the street in front of the headquarters of the security service once known as the KGB, beneath an electronic billboard that read, “Internet. Da!” That evening, Russians would receive the shocking news that their first postcommunist leader, President Boris Yeltsin, had resigned, leaving a little-known former KGB agent named Vladimir Putin in charge.

In Jerusalem, two thousand Christian pilgrims walked in procession up the Mount of Olives, but Jesus was not there to meet them. In Egypt, a French techno artist staged a “cyberconcert” in front of the pyramids. But the Christian calendar’s millennium was not celebrated in more devout corners of the Muslim world, where it fell in the midst of the holy month of Ramadan. In Afghanistan, the jihadis in the camps fell asleep beneath a winter sky splattered with stars. That night, an Al Qaeda operative was sitting on a flight from Kuala Lumpur to Bangkok, watching the cabin, counting the number of passengers in each section of the plane. It was just a reconnaissance mission. The next day, he flew first-class to Hong Kong on United Airlines, passing through security with a box cutter in his toiletries bag.

By the time Chuck Harder went on the air, at 2 p.m. on the East Coast, he knew the night was not going to end in catastrophe. His final hour opened on a downcast note:

“We’re taking your calls on any subject,” Harder said. “This is New Year’s Eve. I wish you all a very, very prosperous and happy New Year’s, and that said, I can only say we have a big, long, heavy, heavy, heavy future in front of us. We have a country that needs to be fixed.”

Harder cued up the news headlines: “London marked the New Year with the ringing of Big Ben and a spectacular fireworks display on the Thames. Greenwich Mean Time reached midnight without any problems . . . President Yeltsin stepped down this past day. His prime minister, Vladimir Putin, is on the job as an interim. That’s until elections are held in March . . . Soon it will be Americans’ turn to celebrate. Millions from around the world are waiting in Times Square for the start of a new decade . . .”

A BRILLIANT 1,070-POUND crystal ball hovered above One Times Square, waiting to begin its midnight descent. Some hardy souls had camped out for days to secure prime positions around the neon-clad office tower turned advertising billboard. On New Year’s Eve, they shivered through twenty-four hourly countdowns, one for each time zone, with culturally specific performances for every longitude. Many New Yorkers, who tended to avoid Times Square on the most placid days, were getting as far away as they could from ground zero. But some gravitated to the action.

That night, Kevin Ingram was high above the throng, in a condominium apartment overlooking the bedazzling spectacle. He had told his friends to get to the party early on New Year’s Eve, to beat the cordon of twitchy New York City police officers who were locking down Times Square. The guests arrived in their New Year’s finery, the women in their heels strutting past the cops on Eighth Avenue. After a ride up the elevator, they found a large apartment with a stunning view of the ball.

The apartment belonged to a close friend of Ingram from the world of investment banking. The party was for their crowd, what another guest later described as “the Black elite of New York”—the corporate executives, the power lawyers, the Wall Street players. Ingram, a compact, fashionably bald forty-one-year-old, was one of the brightest stars in the firmament. He was an MIT graduate, financially brilliant, and a master at reckoning the complexities of risk and reward. He had worked on the bond desks at Goldman Sachs and Deutsche Bank, where he had made his name as a trader in mortgage-backed securities, becoming one of the most prominent Black men in high finance. By night, Ingram lived fabulously, blasting Biggie Smalls out the rolled-down windows of his green Bentley, mixing it up at the clubs with hip-hop moguls and—always—many beautiful women.

On Wall Street, the decade was ending with a crescendo. Earlier that day, both the New York Stock Exchange and the tech-focused NASDAQ closed the millennium at an all-time high, driven upward by day traders sitting at their home computers and by the speculative mania surrounding the dot-com marketplace. Some said it was a bubble, and ready to pop, but that put no damper on the party. Ingram, who had recently left Deutsche Bank in a squall of contention, was now involved in an array of new ventures: real estate development in SoHo, a jazz club in Harlem. Of course, he also had an idea for a dot-com. He was certain it would transform the trade in mortgages, making it easy to speculate on the swelling debts of American homeowners.

There were other dealings, too, with some shady men down in Florida, where he kept his boats and his yellow Ferrari. Ingram didn’t talk about that risky business with anyone . . .

Enough about that. Now it was time to drink and dance as Earth spun toward midnight. Out the window, a great mass of revelers was jostling shoulder to shoulder. The network news anchors—still the predominant source of information for the American public—were broadcasting live from Times Square, bringing updates from all over the globe. MTV—still the predominant propagator of pop culture to America’s youth—was staging a New Year’s Eve special hosted by veejay Carson Daly. At around 10 p.m., as the crowd counted down to midnight for Argentina and Greenland, Sean “Puffy” Combs took the stage in a tux and an open white shirt.

A few nights before, Combs—then known by the stage name Puff Daddy—had been involved in a gun battle at a Times Square nightclub, which he fled in a car with his girlfriend, the starlet Jennifer Lopez. He had been arrested on criminal weapons charges. It was a huge tabloid circus.

“Y’all ready for 2000 in here?” Puffy shouted, before launching into “Mo Money Mo Problems.”

I’m the D to the A to the DDY . . . Know you’d rather see me die than to see me fly.

Over on pay-per-view, the Artist then known as [image: image], who would soon return to being known as Prince, was staging a TV performance before an audience at Paisley Park, his residence and recording studio in suburban Minneapolis. The show was supposed to climax with what was promised to be the last-ever live performance of his classic hit song “1999.” The song had been released seventeen years before, but its words now rang true in the moment. It had become the millennium season’s anthem, once again inescapable on the radio and dance floors.

For the show’s finale, the Artist, a shimmying pixie in a shimmering lamé outfit and big hoop earrings, was joined by a gaggle of guest performers. “Two thousand zero zero, party over, oops, out of time,” the audience sang along, as purple balloons imprinted with the Artist’s unpronounceable name symbol began to fall from the ceiling, and everyone partied, one last time, like it was 1999.

Perhaps the merrymaking masses joining the chorus failed to notice the song’s dark, lyrical references to war, destruction, the Bomb, and Judgment Day. The Artist had been raised as a Seventh-day Adventist, and “1999” was about confronting the Apocalypse. That fall, he told CNN’s Larry King that when he wrote the song, he was contemplating that “this system is based in entropy, and it’s pretty much headed in a certain direction.”

As usual, Prince got there first.

The pay-per-view special, Rave Un2 the Year 2000, had been taped earlier that year. That night, Mr. 1999 incarnate enjoyed a quiet dinner at an Italian restaurant in Minneapolis.

THE FBI AGENT running the millennium bombing investigation was watching Times Square from a police post, waiting to see if anything would blow up. His ultimate boss, Janet Reno, was monitoring the night’s festivities from FBI headquarters. Reno had been early to recognize the threat of international terrorism. Weeks after she was nominated as attorney general, a group of Islamic fundamentalists had exploded a truck inside the parking garage at the World Trade Center, and Reno would sometimes talk about the dread she constantly felt, thinking about the next bomb.

During her tenure, the FBI had built a state-of-the-art facility called the Strategic Information and Operations Center—what Reno described as a “super-duper command post.” It was a forty-thousand-square-foot complex full of banks of secure computers, video screens, phones, and fax machines. Reno and the leadership of the FBI watched as the clocks on the wall approached zero zero.

But the night was turning out to be peaceful. Near the White House, at the government’s Y2K command center, bored technicians relaxed and popped in a video of Apocalypse Now.

At some point in the evening, Reno ducked out of the FBI building to pay a visit to the White House, where President Clinton was holding a state dinner to commemorate the end of the twentieth century. His guests included Elizabeth Taylor, Olympian Carl Lewis, director Martin Scorsese, artist Robert Rauschenberg, and futurist Ray Kurzweil. Muhammad Ali gave Reno a kiss. Like Ali, Reno had Parkinson’s disease. It caused her to shake, and the tremors were getting worse. She was trying to spend more time in Florida. Her natural habitat seemed to restore her health.

Dominating the room, as usual, was Clinton’s political ally and spiritual adviser, the Reverend Jesse Jackson. Born to an unwed teenager in segregated Greenville, South Carolina, Jackson had marched with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in Selma and had barged to the front of the civil rights movement after MLK’s assassination, which he witnessed. He was a TV celebrity who had twice run for president in the 1980s, rattling the white liberal establishment and winning votes across racial lines, showing how it might be possible one day for a Black candidate to win it all. “The moral arc of the universe is long,” Jackson would often say in his speeches, quoting Dr. King, “but it bends toward justice.” Now Jackson was closing out the century at the White House.

Shortly before midnight, President Clinton left in his motorcade and went to the nearby Lincoln Memorial to address the crowd waiting for the fireworks on the National Mall.

“The change of centuries, the dawning of a new millennium, are now just minutes away,” he said at 11:53 p.m. “If we want the story of the twenty-first century to be the triumph of peace and harmony, we must embrace our common humanity and our shared destiny.”

The turnout for the president’s event was smaller than expected. His warnings about terrorism now seemed overblown. After the speech, from Clinton’s limousine, his national security advisor called his top counterterrorism expert and said, “I think we dodged the bullet.”

IT WAS A balmy night in the faraway winter paradise of Florida. In South Beach, thousands of muscled young men were dancing at an event that had been promoted as the “largest gay Y2K party on the planet.” In a field in the Everglades, some seventy-five thousand Phish fans cheered woozily as the band took the stage before midnight, riding in on a giant motorized hot dog, and proceeded to noodle through a stoner rendition of “Auld Lang Syne.” In Palm Beach, paramedics responded to an oceanfront party where an eighty-eight-year-old society matron had collapsed and died after choking on a piece of shrimp.

By a six-decade tradition, a highlight of New Year’s Eve in Miami was the nighttime Orange Bowl Parade. The occasion brought together people of all ages, classes, races, and ethnicities in an old-time American ritual. Thousands gathered on the parade route, which ran along palm-lined Biscayne Boulevard, turned onto Flagler Street, and ended in Little Havana. The Goodyear Blimp hovered overhead as the crowd cheered on scooting Shriners and marching bands, the clomping Budweiser Clydesdales and a giant “Millennium Baby” balloon.

The Orange Bowl Parade was famed for its elaborate mechanized floats, extravagant follies confected out of chicken wire, burlap, hydraulics, and hundreds of pounds of glitter. Slowly, the floats rumbled past the festive crowd on the reviewing stand at Bayfront Park. One featured big jungle animals; another, alligators, herons, and a scale-model casino; a third, an ensemble consisting of Uncle Sam, a rocket, and a personal computer. The float for the grand finale, sponsored by the Miami International Airport, was dubbed “Gateway to the World.” It was meant to promote the wonders of air travel. At its center was a gigantic globe surrounded by foam models of landmarks like the Eiffel Tower and the Sphinx.

At points in the parade, the Gateway to the World float would stop and shoot off fireworks, and its hydraulics system would open the globe like a flower, revealing the Statue of Liberty within. “It will welcome the United States into the new millennium,” the parade program read. “As the globe opens and the Statue of Liberty rises two stories into the air, the world will become one.” The float performed its spectacular animatronic routine in front of the reviewing stand. Then it turned left, crossing underneath the elevated tracks of the Miami Metromover train.

The float proceeded up Flagler, downtown’s faded main street, where Floridians were crammed deep on the sidewalk. They cheered on the symbol of global unity. But then, suddenly, something malfunctioned. The float sputtered. The globe hissed and popped. Smoke spewed from inside the cavity where the Statue of Liberty was hiding.

The clock ticked forward and there, on the streets of Miami, the world broke.




2

Strange Land

. . . 3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . .

BOOM!

Fireworks arced above Biscayne Bay, lighting the night sky in streaming colors, exploding without consequence as the new millennium began.

Near the stroke of midnight, the Farallon, a U.S. Coast Guard cutter patrolling the waters off Miami Beach, detected something on its radar screen: an unidentified floating object. The patrol drew closer and spied a shabby sixty-foot boat navigating by the light of the fireworks.

Suspicious, the Farallon tried to radio the boat. No answer. It tried to intercept it. It wouldn’t stop. The Farallon issued a warning over its loudspeaker: You’re heading toward a reef! The unlit boat kept motoring ahead heedlessly until it ran aground and nearly capsized.

The boat, a wooden island trader, turned out to be smuggling more than four hundred refugees from Haiti, packed in so tightly that a few down in the hold had suffocated. Now the dehydrated passengers sat, stuck, within sight of Miami’s sparkling skyline. Most would be sent back to Haiti without so much as touching dry land. In Miami, the year began with cries of injustice.

The city’s Creole-language radio stations spread word of the incident through Haitian neighborhoods. Protesters staged a New Year’s Day sit-in outside the local Coast Guard station. Why was it, they demanded to know, that the Cuban boy, little light-skinned Elián, had been welcomed ashore while hundreds of Haitians suffered, and some died, only to be deported without even a court hearing? “Two things play against Haitians,” a community leader told the Miami Herald. “We have no money and no vote.”

But the protesting Haitians were missing the most relevant inequality. In the America of the twenty-first century, power would be distributed in different ways, by different means, to different people, although the America of the present didn’t fully grasp the incipient transformation. Elián Gonzalez wasn’t being treated differently just because he was from Cuba. Elián was special because he had the most valuable quality any person in America could possess in the year 2000.

Elián was famous.

THE STORY OF Florida is written in pavement. If you start at the Atlantic, at Brickell Point in downtown Miami, you can follow Eighth Street into Little Havana, where it becomes the fabled main drag of Cuban America, Calle Ocho. Stay on it and, outside town, it turns into the Tamiami Trail, a 1920s-era engineering marvel and environmental atrocity that cuts a concrete slash across the Everglades. The trail traverses the Big Cypress Swamp, swings north and turns into a traffic-choked suburban thoroughfare that runs up the Gulf Coast to Tampa. Past that, the same road continues on as plain old Route 41, a highway that meanders through North Florida along the path reputedly taken by the Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto. Near the Georgia border, Route 41 narrows into a country road and crosses a bridge over the Suwannee River, the inspiration for the minstrel tune that in 1935 became Florida’s official state anthem.

There, way down upon the Suwannee River, in the tiny town of White Springs, the radio talk show host Chuck Harder awoke in the year 2000 and found that all was well.

“Hello, everybody,” Harder said, as he started his show on January 4. “I’m sure it’s just a coincidence, but our power has been going on and off here today. Don’t know why, but it’s been going on and off.” The Y2K calamity had not materialized. There was no mass blackout, no famine. Harder’s solar lanterns sat untouched; his cases of yeast, unopened. Late-night comics were already ridiculing the doomsday mania of Y2K. Optimists were crowing in vindication.

Harder took a breath and pivoted to the news headlines. “A particularly virulent strain of influenza has been sneezing and wheezing, coughing and gasping, eastward . . .” For Harder, there was always another disaster coming around the corner. His show, which aired across the country, was AM radio’s foremost platform for radical paranoia, right-wing populism, pro-union protectionism, pseudoscience, and harangues about big bankers and “gun grabbers.”

Talk radio was a powerful reactionary force in the culture, a discordant counterpoint to the era’s soothing centrism. But even by the standards of his medium, Harder took a bleak view of the world, dwelling on hazards natural and unnatural: Pandemics. Hurricanes. Earthquakes. Geomagnetic storms emanating from the sun. Biological war. Nuclear war. Race war.

Most of all, Harder was a conspiracy theorist. He believed that an elite group of “maybe 3,000 people” controlled the U.S. government and the world economy, and he fulminated endlessly about the United Nations, the Council on Foreign Relations, and the “New World Order,” a globalist cabal that was plotting “to grab power world-wide and enslave us all.” He entertained feverish notions about a shadow government, mysterious “black helicopters,” and alien visitors. (On television, the show The X-Files channeled some of these same ideas into popular entertainment.) During its 1990s heyday, Harder’s show offered a sympathetic hearing to leaders of the antigovernment “patriot” movement, who were readying for a civil war between globalists and citizen militias. Harder defended the militias, suggesting they were mobilizing against tyranny.

Unlike Rush Limbaugh, his biggest talk radio competitor, Harder had no interest in aiding the Republicans. Harder hated both political parties, and he believed their leaders were all scheming to sell the nation for scrap. He was an exemplar of an emerging phenomenon New Yorker writer Michael Kelly described as “fusion paranoia,” a “weird meeting of the minds” between the fringes of the right and left. The conspiracy theorist, Kelly presciently wrote, “is a stranger of a strange land, warped not against his culture but by it, and the curve of his warp follows the curve of the culture; it is only steeper and continues farther, off the edge of the graph.”

On his show, Harder championed the American worker, railing against international free trade agreements, peacekeeping missions, and the United Nations. “These things came from the global elite, the people who want to own the world,” he told his listeners. “And unfortunately, they’re making excellent progress.” In Harder’s view, no one more perfectly represented this globalist elite than Bill Clinton, except perhaps his anointed successor, Al Gore.

In 2000, an admiring journalist described Clinton as “the first globalist president.” In that year’s State of the Union address, delivered with Gore sitting over his shoulder, Clinton celebrated globalization as “the central reality of our time,” rhapsodizing about “the revolution that is tearing down barriers and building new networks among nations and individuals, and economies and cultures.”

But Harder could see a reaction coming, through a glass, darkly. That day in January, he continued to shuffle through the news headlines as he waited for his callers. Senator Ted Kennedy was about to announce his endorsement of Gore. “Al Gore needs that help, if you can call it help,” Harder said, acidly. “This is going to be a fascinating election year, ladies and gentlemen . . .”

“The BBC is reporting that an expert task force is being set up to monitor the threat of an asteroid strike on earth. Some astronomers say we’re due one . . .”

“Monica Lewinsky was all over television yesterday and today. What a sad situation, huh? Unbelievable . . .”

“CBS News has kind of an interesting story that they’re talking about that I want to share with you . . . By the way, the telephone lines are open now, 888-822-TALK . . . CBS is saying that more than one hundred angry Haitian Americans protested outside the U.S. Immigration office in Miami, criticizing what they called America’s double standard . . . I gotta tell you that I think we gotta look at illegal immigration.

“I mean, the word illegal is in there, you know?”

AT FIRST, ELIÁN Gonzalez’s immigration case looked to be straightforward. Technically, he had entered the country illegally, but under the U.S. policy of the time, Cubans were treated differently from any other nationality, owing to the history of Cold War hostility with Fidel Castro and the diaspora community’s political power in Florida. A Cuban intercepted at sea was subject to immediate deportation, but if a refugee made it to land, that person was designated as a “dry foot” and put on a fast track to U.S. citizenship. After Elián was rescued and brought ashore, his feet were deemed dry. Officials with the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service assumed the case would proceed routinely. “Kid is with relative,” an INS official wrote in an email to a superior in Washington. “Kid paroled and will probably get ‘green’ card in a year.”

Then Juan Miguel Gonzalez objected and asked for his son’s return, throwing the immigration bureaucracy into unexpected confusion. Refugees seldom asked to go back to Cuba.

The INS initially treated the case as a normal custody dispute, to be decided in state court. A caseworker was dispatched to evaluate Elián’s new home environment. The Miami branch of the Gonzalez family lived in a modest two-bedroom rental on a block of pastel-painted bungalows in Little Havana. The man of the house, Lázaro Gonzalez, was a chain-smoking body shop worker with a thick black mustache; his wife, Angela, worked as a seamstress in a textile factory. Elián was sharing a bedroom with Lázaro’s daughter, twenty-one-year-old Marisleysis, who worked in a bank and spoke fluent English, unlike her parents. The family’s household income was $29,000 a year.

The caseworker scrawled in her evaluation that the family was “very loving” and “determined to take care of “have a new start in a safe and loving environment with people who have stated that he is an angel, God sent [him] to them for a purpose, and that he is truly a miracle.”

The evaluator signed off, “Best of fortune to cute Elián and his family!”

Meanwhile, in Cuba, Juan Miguel Gonzalez was frantic with concern. To him, it appeared that his relatives were trying to kidnap his traumatized child. Juan Miguel didn’t really know his uncle, who fled Cuba during the mid-1980s. Lázaro maintained that he was upholding the dying wish of Elián’s mother and questioned whether Juan Miguel was truly free to express his real opinion. If he just came to Miami, the relatives assumed, he would surely admit that he also wanted to defect. Juan Miguel would later recount that Fidel Castro himself offered to let him go. But he had remarried and had a new baby and a good job at a tourist hotel, and he had no desire to start his life over in America.

Twice in December, American diplomats in Havana met with Juan Miguel. They asked time and again what he wanted. “I want my son back,” he said bluntly at the end of the second meeting.

Juan Miguel could reach his son on the phone and stayed in regular contact. But he feared that Elián was slipping away, into America’s materialistic clutches. On Christmas Day, Elián narrated to his father as he opened his many presents, including a video game system. Juan Miguel was infuriated to see news photographs of Elián at Disney World and wrapped in an American flag at his sixth birthday party.

Castro was an expert when it came to outmaneuvering his enemies in the exile community, a group he maligned as the “Miami Mafia,” and he seized on the case of Elián, claiming that the boy’s American relatives were trying to “destroy his identity.” Castro promised a “battle for world opinion.” On Elián’s sixth birthday, the dictator toured his elementary school in Cárdenas, where his classroom was fitted out as a shrine. The regime erected billboards with the boy’s face on them and staged massive demonstrations where marchers carried signs reading, “Liberen a Elián.” The state TV network launched a daily program, Round Table, devoted to analyzing the latest developments. One day, 
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