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            Let us go forth to lead the land we love.

            —John F. Kennedy, Inaugural Address, January 20, 1961
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            Introduction

         
         
            You cannot buy the revolution. You cannot make the revolution. You can only be the revolution. It is in your spirit, or it
               is nowhere.
            

            ―Ursula K. Le Guin, The Dispossessed

         

         I had always wanted to experience Armageddon at the Cosmopolitan. My favorite Vegas resort has the combination of James Bond–themed
            bars, José Andrés restaurants, and free drinks on the casino floor that I thought would give my apocalypse the overstated
            dramatic flair that it deserved. So, when I found myself at a bar at the Cosmopolitan on election night in 2016, I was surprised
            to find that it wasn’t as fun as I had imagined—fewer zombies, more shock, and deep, dark depression.
         

         
          

         After a day of working election protection, I was in need of a drink and a win.

         
          

         I’d arrived at the polling place in one of the calm, cozy Las Vegas neighborhoods that no one knows exists, with two other lawyers, both white, to find an elderly white woman sitting in the roped-off area, approximately the size of an airplane bathroom. She wouldn’t tell us which campaign she was with but made a point to shake the two white lawyer’s hands and not mine. As my hand sat there, in the air, naked, alone, unshaken, I had a feeling that this was going to be a very long day. 

         
         The old lady, whose paperwork had “TRUMP” written on it so loudly that I’m not sure how she thought we would miss it, called in reinforcements, and for the rest of
            the day we tried to protect an election from angry white people who ostentatiously wrote down the license plate of every car
            driven by a brown person, screamed “Voter fraud!” every time we spoke to a voter a hundred yards away from the polling place,
            and called the police on a Black woman who was walking seniors over from the nearby nursing home.
         

         
         All day we kept saying to one another, “It’s okay. They’re going to lose. It’s okay.” We did our best to make people feel
            safe and reported every incident on the Democratic Party’s less-than-perfect, but perfectly named, voter protection reporting
            program, LBJ. When I did voter protection in Ohio in 2008, I was at a mostly Black polling place in Dayton, and when I arrived
            at 5:00 a.m. on Election Day, there was already a celebratory line. Despite the police car that stayed parked close to the
            polling place and the occasional person turned away for one reason or another, the day was celebratory, peaceful, joyful.
         

         
         It was different in every way from the painful, humiliating, dangerous-feeling Election Day in Las Vegas.

         
         At the end of the night, our team stayed to help clean up; thankfully, the Trump “voter protection” team left as early as possible. I was put in charge of watching the polls. I kept refreshing the New York Times needle and saying, “Umm . . . something is wrong here.”
         

         
         Something is not going right. Something is not right. We decided to skip the party and go to a bar. My bar.
         

         
         The Cosmopolitan has a bar in the middle of the casino floor with a beautiful chandelier. Vesper. I love it there. But that
            night I stared at the crystals to avoid looking at the TV.
         

         
          

         I went to bed that night knowing I had no choice.

         
          

         After law school I started a nonprofit, and a social enterprise, and a social group for young entrepreneurs. I ran them all
            while doing occasional legal work for money for my student loans and rent and pie. Unsurprisingly, I crashed, right around
            the time that I was finally diagnosed with a chronic illness. I had been trying to convince doctors that something was wrong
            with me since I was twelve, but what did I know? I was just a Black woman with a body. I quickly got a terrible job with good
            health insurance, suffered through it for a year, and then left the capital city I adored for warmer climes. As I arrived
            in Los Angeles, I swore that I would never start another nonprofit. That vow lasted a year, almost to the day.
         

         
          

         My retirement was over. It was time to jump back in.

         
          

         Every Angeleno knows that a drive to and from Vegas will solve almost any problem. On the way home, I made a plan. There was one issue that I had been mildly obsessed with, an issue that no one except the wonderful journalist Ari Berman and a few voting rights groups had been talking about. An issue that could have changed the 2016 election: voter ID laws. That, I decided, would be my new mission. 

         
         On December 20, I pushed “send” on a tweet that would change my life: “If anyone is interested in working on a project to
            help people get state IDs so they can vote, DM me.”
         

         
          

         “I’m so frustrated and want to do something. How can I help?”

         
         “I’m a lawyer too—can I help with research?”

         
         “I have no skills, but I’m super enthusiastic!”

         
         I spent two weeks sneaking out of my office to talk to potential volunteers and put together a team. Soon I had about twenty
            people ready to help.
         

         
         Within weeks, Spread The Vote was born.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Doesn’t Everybody Have an ID?

         
         
            Anyone who has ever struggled with poverty knows how extremely expensive it is to be poor.

            —James Baldwin, “Fifth Avenue, Uptown”

         

         My first-ever ID client was Ms. Ella. She was born in either 1942 or 1947 and had lived in Georgia all of her life. I had been trying to find someone to trust us enough to let us help them get their ID when a partner organization in Atlanta called. Gary, a man I would soon get to know well, had called and asked if someone could help his family friend Ms. Ella get an ID. She was ailing, suffering from four types of cancer at the same time, and she needed an ID to get better medical care. Gary had known Ms. Ella his entire life, and she had helped him nurse his father through liver cancer, so now he was returning the favor. But Ms. Ella didn’t have any documents, wasn’t sure of her real birth date, and didn’t think she’d ever even had a birth certificate, so Gary had no idea where to turn. I jumped on this case with extreme fervor. I really wanted to get our first ID, but it was also immediately clear that Ms. Ella’s life depended on it. If I met Ms. Ella now, it would still be a real challenge, but we would be able to help her. We know so much more now than we did back then about getting IDs. At the time, my small team and I did everything we could. A volunteer went to Ms. Ella’s house in rural Georgia and found old insurance policies and newspaper clippings that we might have been able to use as proof of life for a delayed birth certificate. Incredibly, her elementary school still had her transcripts. In some states, you can use a birth record in a family Bible as a birth certificate substitute, but only if the preacher who wrote the record was still alive to sign an affidavit. Ms. Ella’s childhood minister most certainly was not. We didn’t know then that we could submit a Freedom of Information Act request to the Social Security Administration for an obscure document called a Numident record to confirm her birth. 

         
         We know that now, but even after we figured out how to make the request in a way that the SSA would accept, it still takes
            months to hear back.
         

         
         After a while, with no success finding a suitable birth document and with Ms. Ella’s health declining every day, we decided to try for a passport. Theoretically, with enough proof-of-life documents, you can get a passport without a birth certificate. Getting a passport is tough in a different way than getting a Department of Motor Vehicles ID is tough, and getting a passport is much more expensive, but it was worth a shot. It took more than one try to get Ms. Ella to the post office to apply for her passport because she kept having medical emergencies. Eventually we got her there, applied with a mountain of documents that the passport employee thought—but wasn’t sure—would work, and waited. And waited. And waited. And then: rejection. Devastated, we read the reasoning (none of the documents were acceptable as proof of citizenship) and decided to try again. As we were trying to find more documents, Ms. Ella’s sister called. She had found Ms. Ella’s birth certificate! I almost shrieked with joy. I arranged to meet with Gary and Ms. Ella to take her to the DMV. On my way, he called: Ms. Ella had been rushed to the hospital. She couldn’t make it to the DMV. It turned out that she never would. She died a few days later, more than a year after we started her ID journey. My first client would also be the one who never got an ID. 

         
         I think about Ms. Ella every day. She is the reason that we must make it easier to get an ID. She is the reason I do what
            I do.
         

         
          

         I was a normal sixteen-year-old. Okay, that’s not true. I was a nerd. At sixteen, I absolutely lived for Kenneth Branagh’s
            Shakespeare remakes and Advanced Placement homework. But in one way I was very, very normal: I couldn’t wait to drive.
         

         
         I already had plenty of government-issued ID. I’d had a passport since I was an infant. I got my military ID when I was ten. I had never known a waking moment without ID. But I didn’t have a driver’s license yet. As the only student in my class who was a year younger than the others, this was a particular torture. All of the other kids were zipping around town, leaving campus for lunch, and showing up to dance team on their own recognizance, while I was reduced to asking for rides. Humiliating. Now, unlike the other kids at my overly privileged public school, there was no way my single mother was going
            to be able to afford to buy me a car, so this ride thing was going to last for quite a while; but I had deluded myself into
            thinking that if I got a license, a car would just magically show up.
         

         
         My public school, like many before it and many, many after, had stopped offering driver’s ed who knows how many years before.
            There was a private driving school down the road, and although my mother didn’t have a lot of extra cash, she also desperately
            wanted me to pick up groceries and ferry my brother around. So she came up with the money, and I signed up for driver’s ed.
            I watched the boring videos; I sat on a pillow in the ancient Crown Vic practice car; I studied harder for my driver’s test
            than for the SAT, for which I had been practicing since the sixth grade. Finally, finally, the day came. I did all the things.
            I parallel parked the car. I turned on the left-turn signal. I took the written test. I got my license. Bliss. Unsurprisingly,
            a car did not appear, but just having a driver’s license made me feel like an adult. And in the more than twenty years since then, I have never had to go a day without one.
         

         
          

         This is a typical American story, and most of us think that this is everyone’s story. After all, how hard is it to find money for driver’s ed, and someone to drive you to lessons and home again, and someone to give you a car to take the test with, and someone who has been holding on to your birth certificate for sixteen years even though you’ve moved nine times because you’re an Army brat, and someone who can also figure out all of the other types of documents you need to get an ID even though you don’t own anything and don’t pay bills and have nothing in your name? And then that person has to be willing to pay for your license and insurance—or you have to have an ID to get a job to pay for insurance on your own, and then you can’t make any mistakes (or be wrongly accused of making mistakes) that might get your license taken away and have fines and fees put on it, and you have to do that for the rest of your life and also be extremely lucky and never have a hurricane sweep your house away or a fire burn it down or be evicted because medical bills bankrupted you or you lost your job during a global pandemic, so now you’re living on the street, and your license and documents have been lost / stolen / confiscated / set on fire by the police. If you are one of those very, very lucky people, congratulations; please go buy a lottery ticket right now. 

         
         Most people with a driver’s license in their wallet right now remember the process as a pretty easy one, even if it wasn’t
            easy at the time. We forget the long hours at the DMV and the document search; we just know that we have an ID and here it
            is and we did it, so it must be a thing that can be done. And we are in such a wildly wealthy and privileged country—for most
            of us, anyway.
         

         
         Well . . . more or less.

         
          

         Just while writing this book, I have personally dealt with the DMV three times (I have visited the DMV with clients literally hundreds of times, but this is the life I’ve chosen). First, I renewed my license online. Easy-peasy. I just needed, you know, money and an internet connection—two things that the vast majority of Spread The Vote clients do not have. Then I decided I may as well get a REAL ID; I run an ID organization, so maybe I should have the latest and greatest form of ID. For this, I had to find my birth certificate and two proofs of residency. I am fortunate to somehow still have my original birth certificate, and I pay utilities and have a bank account (unlike sixty-three million unbanked Americans), so I could easily print those documents. And by “easily” I mean I could save them as a pdf, email them to FedEx, drive to FedEx, and print them. 

         
         Next, I had to go to the DMV. I got there an hour before it opened. The line was around the building. I waited for more than an hour before I found out
            that there was a secret, smaller line for those of us who had uploaded all of our documents online and made an appointment.
            Everyone missed this line, because the sign was apparently designed for elves. So then I waited in that line for thirty minutes until I finally got the privilege of waiting inside for an hour before presenting an absurd number
            of documents and getting my REAL ID. After taking a hideous new picture. And waiting up to sixty business days. And having
            it mailed to my apartment with a reliable mailbox, which I am very lucky to have.
         

         
         Success!

         
         Then, like a true moron, I had to go back to the DMV mere weeks later, because I decided it would be really fun to have a motorcycle license (it is). And so yet again, I arrived more than an hour before the DMV opened. Once again, the line was around the building. This time, I wasn’t able to make an appointment so I had to wait in the plebeian line for longer than a hobbit’s lifetime, just to get inside and wait for honestly so long I think I blacked out. And then after presenting all of my documents again (as a person who had received not one but two valid IDs in the past two months), I had to take an eye test (a daunting task for a nerd who has worn glasses since she was
            seven), take yet another hideous photograph, wait in line for another thirty minutes to take a written exam, and then WAIT IN ANOTHER LINE FOR ANOTHER thirty MINUTES to present yet more documents, before finally receiving a little piece of paper informing me that I would be getting yet
            another ID in the mail in up to sixty business days. And this was an optimal DMV experience. I am a person with nothing but time on my hands, who has more identifying documents than some presidential
            candidates, and who runs an entire organization that does nothing but help people get IDs. Oh, and I always had a valid ID
            each time I went to the DMV to just basically get an upgrade. I defy you to find a single person in this country for whom
            getting an ID is easier. But for more than twenty-six million adults in America, to do what I did is next to impossible. Assembling
            the pile of required documents ranges from difficult but doable in some states to resembling the extraction of “a pound of
            flesh without drawing blood” in others. Now that you’ve seen the easiest possible way to get an ID, let’s hop on the opposite
            of the Magic School Bus and take a more detailed journey into the process of getting an ID.
         

         
          

         First stop: You have to prove your identity. This is usually done with a birth certificate, which 57 percent of our clients don’t have. Take a second and think about where your birth certificate is. Do you know? If so, congratulations, you are one of the very few people who can immediately pull it up. For most people who have homes and stability, finding their birth certificate is still a wild ride. Now try being someone who has moved a lot or was evacuated because of a hurricane or wildfires. Or perhaps you’re like one of our clients, whose mother always kept her documents; but then her mother passed away, and our client’s aunt immediately threw away everything the mother owned—including our client’s birth certificate. The day you’re born you’re good at two things: pooping and crying—I think. I don’t know a lot about babies, so maybe they don’t poop on day one. If so, then all you’re good at is crying. Maybe eating? Do they sleep? This is not a book about babies. The point is, one thing that I know babies for sure are not good at is holding on to documents. 

         
         So let’s say that you’re one of those unorganized babies who can’t keep a few pieces of paper together, and now thirty-four years later you need an ID. And for that you need a birth certificate. If you go to Vital Records and ask for a birth certificate, they’ll ask for your ID. So what next? Well, there’s a little website, VitalChek, which we’ll talk about in chapter 3, that is a lifesaver but also one of the most absurdly challenging ways to prove your identity short of literally chopping off a finger and putting it in the mail. It’s also expensive. It costs us thirty to ninety dollars to get a birth certificate this way. And don’t be a naturalized citizen who needs a new Certificate of Naturalization. Those puppies cost as much as one pair of Chloé flats or sixty-nine reasonably priced burritos—$555—for a document the government can literally print out at any second. And perhaps you were born in Puerto Rico and need a new birth certificate from our should-be-fifty-second state (after Washington, DC). Well, first of all, PR recently invalidated all birth certificates before July 1, 2010, so, yes, you do need a new one. Second, until very recently you needed everything to be done in person in PR. After Hurricane Maria, we had to have a street team in Puerto Rico running around getting documents notarized and signed for the many evacuees we were helping in Orlando. So hopefully you have someone at home. And what if you were born in a country where perhaps the administrative services are not as “easily” navigable as in some other places? It’s an adventure. You can’t just walk into the DMV and prove that you were, in fact, born because you are, in fact, standing there. You need a piece of paper to prove it. But let’s say you’ve done that. Hurrah! You have a birth certificate. You’ve accomplished step one. 

         
          

         Next step: You have to prove that you have a Social Security number. In most states, this means having an actual physical
            Social Security card, or maybe a W-2 or tax return, which you are unlikely to have if you are unhoused or unemployed or a
            returning citizen or . . . [enter demographic here]. So you need a card. You guys, let me tell you, getting a Social Security card without an ID would be comical if it wasn’t so serious. It is easier to hitch a ride on Richard Branson’s space plane than to get someone a Social Security card without an ID. We once managed to get a card for someone only because our volunteer cried. I’m not kidding. We had piles of documentation; spent

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            
               	Most Americans have government-issued photo ID and think everyone else does too.

               	More than twenty-six million American adults do not have ID, and for most it is nearly impossible to get.

               	The process to get an ID is difficult by design.

               	The US is the only country with an ID crisis.

               	We have the way to fix the ID crisis—we just need the will.
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