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Prologue

“Governor. Stop. It’s over,” the voice broke through on the conference call line.

Six months earlier, it would have been inconceivable that anyone, let alone a mere political consultant, would cut off the most high-profile, fearsome, and feared state chief executive in the country.

It was Andrew Cuomo who was talking, after all. He was eleven years into his reign at the top of the Empire State, and just one year removed from becoming a national phenomenon for his masterful, made-for-TV COVID briefings, which offered comfort to people amidst the isolation, confusion, and trauma of a global pandemic.

But on August 3, 2021—whether he was willing to accept it or not—he was a dead man walking. That morning, the Attorney General of New York released a bombshell report that concluded that he’d broken state law by sexually harassing women staffers in his administration.

“What’s over?” Cuomo responded.

“This. All of this. This is over. There is no path forward for you,” the adviser responded.

“It’s over because I touched a woman on the back?” Cuomo shot back incredulously, his voice rising with a pitched tone of panic.

The adviser, someone not prone to hyperbole or challenging the governor unnecessarily, didn’t mince words.

“It was more than touching a woman on the back. Don’t bullshit yourself or us. If I, a man, were accused of doing any of the things you were, I would be out of a job by now.”

Silence.

“So, you’re telling me I don’t fight back? I don’t do a press conference? Why don’t I just resign then?”

Silence.

“Lis,” Cuomo started in his halting, Queens-inflected cadence, “what do you think?”

He was looking for a sympathetic voice, as he often did on calls. He had a knack for finding people who could agree with even his worst instincts. I paused before I answered.

It had taken me seventeen years—and twenty campaigns—to claw my way up the political ladder and go from a lowly field organizer to one of the top communications aides in the Democratic Party. Presidents? Worked for one. Senators and members of Congress? Worked for a few. Governors? Worked for many. Most recently, I’d served as a senior adviser on Pete Buttigieg’s against-all-odds presidential campaign, where he’d defied conventional wisdom, won the Iowa caucuses, and become one of the Democratic Party’s biggest stars. My star had risen as well.

I’d had an on-off professional relationship with Cuomo for the past three years, starting with his 2018 campaign, where I served as spokesperson and ran his debate prep. I reconnected with him at the beginning of COVID’s onslaught on New York in March of 2020, when he’d call me for thoughts on his daily briefings. Now I was a part of his kitchen cabinet—the group of trusted, unofficial advisers—that he was relying on to help him weather the allegations of sexual harassment.

While Cuomo was notoriously tough on staff, he engendered a remarkable amount of loyalty in the people around him. Yes, he could be irrational and impetuous at times, but he matched that with a deep interpersonal warmth—showing up at weddings, bar/bat mitzvahs, and funerals. He always took the time to call staffers dealing with loss and personal hardships. He’d also been a formidable governor—the likes of which New York hadn’t seen in decades. He’d managed to get the unruly state legislature under control and achieve some big things.

The last several months had tested that loyalty, as it became increasingly clear that Cuomo wasn’t being straight with any of us—myself included. He’d led us down a path of defending him against claims of sexual harassment without giving us the full truth. We felt betrayed and misled.

“Governor, I’d like to disagree,” I told him. “But I just don’t see a way out of this.”

In the moment, I meant it as much for him as for me.




One

First Crush

You always remember your first.

I started college less than a year after the Supreme Court hijacked the 2000 election. Their decision left half the country (myself included) extremely pissed off at the new commander in chief.

Ten months later and ten days before I’d set foot on Dartmouth’s Hanover, New Hampshire, campus, I watched two different Boeing commercial airliners crash into the World Trade Center, reducing the Twin Towers to ash. For a brief moment, the anger over Bush v. Gore evaporated, and President George W. Bush rallied the American people to unite against the threat of global terrorism.

Like a lot of other kids in my generation—those two seemingly once-in-a-lifetime events (happening in the span of one year, no less) nudged me into the world of public service. It wasn’t the hardest sell for me—ever since I’d seen The War Room—the behind-the-scenes documentary about the 1992 Clinton campaign, I’d had an itch to work in politics. The 2004 presidential race scratched that itch.

In a normal world, I’d have followed my parents’ footsteps into the legal field, where my father had an especially distinguished career—and I still could. But nothing about the world felt “normal” anymore. The low stakes of “peace and prosperity” 1990s were gone—the politics of the 2000s felt like some life-and-death shit.

I settled on my 2004 candidate early: Senator John Edwards from North Carolina. I’d done some research and read a series of national profiles; Nicholas Lemann described him in the New Yorker as a “rollicking, full-throated, us-against-them populist.” His “Two Americas” campaign theme drew me in immediately with its echoes of Bobby Kennedy.

Also, let’s be real: his superficial appeal was an undeniable factor. He was youngish and vibrant, with the shiniest light brown hair you’d ever seen. Years of work as a courtroom star translated well on the Senate floor and campaign trail: he knew how to craft an argument, reel you in, and leave you with no other option but to side with him. With his pronounced Carolina drawl, he drew out his vowels irresistibly: “Eye-o-wah, ahhh bah-LEEEEVE in youuuu.”

In March 2003, between my winter and spring terms at college, I dragged my parents down to DC to get an up-close look at “my” candidate. After he was elected to the Senate in 1998, Edwards’s staff had developed a simple but effective political ploy: whenever the Senate was in session, he’d hold weekly, freewheeling sessions with constituents that his office dubbed “Tar Heel Thursdays.”

Technically, I was cheating a little bit. I was a New York native enrolled at college in New Hampshire. But my dad’s status as a born-and-bred Tar Heel got us in the door. Looking back, I’m a little surprised that my parents agreed to make the four-hour drive to Washington, but they were always supportive of the interests of their four children. And I think they were a little curious themselves. Maybe this guy could be the one?

It was a smallish crowd that day, thirty people tops. After Edwards gave a spiel about the legislation he was working on and answered questions, I made my pitch to him: “I want to run a student group for you at Dartmouth if you run for president.” I pressed my email on his staff and got their cards.

A few weeks later, having joined forces with a couple dozen students and been elected co-president of Dartmouth Students for Edwards, I followed up with his staff to request a campus visit. I was annoyingly persistent. But here’s the thing about being annoying (and persistent): sometimes it pays off. Less than a month after Edwards officially announced his presidential campaign in September 2003, he came to Hanover. I marked the occasion with my first ever op-ed in The Dartmouth: “Why Sen. Edwards Is the Answer.” I wrote about his “fresh and innovative vision” and “uncanny ability to relate to common-folk America.” It’s hard not to cringe, looking back at my earnest twenty-year-old self. Common-folk America? Really?

I was a political naif at the time, so it felt like the biggest deal when his wife, Elizabeth, sent a kind thank-you email the morning the op-ed ran. We arranged for him to make a quick visit that evening to the Alpha Delta fraternity house—the basis for the movie Animal House, an edgy choice—followed by a more formal event at Dartmouth’s Top of the Hop, a traditional stop for anyone running for president.

Thirty minutes before he was set to arrive on campus, I got a call from his staff. They were thrilled with how the main event was shaping up—the Hanover fire department was already turning people away from the door, meaning that it had hit the four-hundred-plus person capacity. But the AD trip was off; the campaign had decided that the optics of visiting a fraternity and especially that fraternity were not good. (They had a point. The last time someone had to be convinced to visit AD was when the Animal House character Boon told his reluctant date, “It’s not gonna be an orgy! It’s a toga party.”) I have no idea what the behind-the-scenes negotiations entailed, but they somehow settled on a slightly absurd compromise—Edwards could give remarks outside the frat house, but he wouldn’t be able to cross its rickety wooden threshold for the meet and greet we’d planned.

After delivering that slightly annoying news, the staffer threw in an additional wrinkle: “One other thing. We’d like you to introduce the senator at the Top of the Hop.”

“Really? Are you sure?” I asked, silently panicking. “I didn’t prepare anything.”

“You’ll do great.”

To the Edwards staff, I seemed like an in-control, overconfident twenty-year-old. The chick who had bugged them endlessly about getting Edwards to campus and probably the type who would kill for the experience of introducing him. The caricature of an ambitious college Democrat.

The reality was a bit different. Ever since high school, when I was the lead violinist in the orchestra and a solo performer, I’d struggled with paralyzing stage fright. The second I was in front of a crowd, I’d start shaking or feel the uncontrollable urge to pee my pants. Embarrassing, I know.

Introducing a presidential candidate with twenty minutes’ notice was the equivalent of sight-reading at a recital. Luckily, I still kept Propranolol—a beta-blocker I’d used for stage fright—on hand. I took twice what I normally would, but still found myself ducking behind a car on the main drag just minutes before Edwards pulled up. It was not the first or last time that I peed on a major thoroughfare around Dartmouth’s campus, but it was the only time I did it stone-cold sober. I was fine by the time I had to introduce Edwards, delivering a serviceable, sincere speech, the type of remarks you’d expect from a college Dem warm-up act. When I handed over the mic, Edwards—ever the slick politician—nonetheless gushed to the crowd: “Isn’t she great? Maybe she’s the one who should be running for office here.”

The high of that night was addicting. For years, I’d had my face smooshed up against the window of politics. After my first taste of what it was like on the inside, there was no way that I was turning back.

Dartmouth’s schedule did me a solid. Unlike your normal college, it ran on a trimester system that required students to stay on campus the summer after their sophomore year. Sophomore Summer was one of those old-timey Dartmouth traditions, meant to build a sense of community among classmates. Mostly, it was just an excuse to enjoy the beautiful New Hampshire summer and drink Keystone Lights on the Connecticut River. It also freed up a term during junior year for us to get off campus and spend three months doing whatever we pleased.

I signed up to intern at the Legal Aid Society beginning in mid-January 2004. But first, in the days between Christmas and my start date in New York City, I’d be volunteering for Edwards in New Hampshire. The campaign put me up with a couple of other staffers at a picturesque farmhouse outside Keene—it looked like something out of a movie. Maybe a rom-com, maybe a slasher flick like The Strangers, but beautiful nonetheless. Every day, I’d brave the frigid New England winter to knock on doors and spread the word about the son of a mill worker who wanted to be the next president.

Fieldwork is where most people get their start for a very simple reason: it’s the bitch work of campaigns. It’s the political equivalent of being a telemarketer or a door-to-door salesman. And let’s be real, nobody likes those people. Every day, you’re more likely to get a door shut in your face than you are to find a sympathetic ear. It wasn’t a great fit for me: I’m not a particularly gregarious person, and growing up, I was socially awkward to the point that I’d avoid picking up calls to my parents’ house or even interacting with neighbors on the street. But like a lot of young women starting out in the professional world, I put enormous pressure on myself to deliver and to be perfect. A bad day at the doors or on the phones would make me feel like a failure. It’s absurd to think about that now—the idea that somehow John Edwards’s fate rested on my shoulders.

I’ve always been tough on myself, but it was also a sign of the times. Even though it was 2004, the gender politics of presidential campaigns felt like something out of the 1950s. There were few women in leadership positions. Men led the calls, ran the offices, and generally dominated the operations. I felt like I had to do double the work of my male colleagues to be accepted.

While “voter contact,” as we called it, didn’t come naturally to me, other things did. One morning, Edwards’s New Hampshire deputy press secretary called: “Are you ready for some fun? We need someone to challenge Wes Clark on his record at his Peterborough town hall today.” (It was a tactful way of saying that they wanted me to sandbag him, which in itself is an artful way to describe what is more commonly known in politics as “ratfucking”—essentially, taking extraordinary means to throw your opponent off their game.) Clark was a dark horse candidate, a late entrant into the race who was riding high on his apolitical role as a former NATO supreme allied commander and four-star general who had helped navigate an end to the complicated Kosovo War. He needed to be knocked down a peg or two.

I jumped in my car and drove forty-five minutes through the blinding snow with a mission: I—a junior in college—would trip up a guy who had negotiated directly with Slobodan Milošević to end the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The historic Peterborough town hall—another structure that looked like something straight off a movie set—was buzzing when I walked in. It was packed to the gills with nine hundred or so Granite State voters (and some out-of-state political tourists—a common sight right before the primaries) and their very, very puffy outerwear. I listened to Clark’s stump speech and then sprang into action once the event coordinator called for questions. I started out on the ground level, raising my hand gamely—no luck. I ran up to the balcony on the second floor—still no luck. Shit, shit, shit. I went back to my original perch and held up my hand once again. Clark finally pointed in my direction, and the mic found its way to me.

“General Clark, I respect your record of service and your views on money in politics,” I began. He smiled, taking in the compliment in front of the warm crowd. “But I would like to hear how you square that with your record of lobbying for big corporations and some of the most brutal dictators—how can we trust you?”

A frown replaced the smile. He was pissed. He knew he’d been had. When I walked out of the venue, the incognito Edwards tracker—campaign-speak for the usually fresh-out-of-college staffer tasked with the unenviable job of following around the opposition and capturing their every utterance—no matter how mundane—on camera raised his chin at me from across the room. Clark’s top communications aide, whom I recognized from TV, called out as I headed to my car: “Tell them you did a good job.” He didn’t know which campaign I was with, but he knew that I didn’t fit the profile of an interested Peterborough voter.

I made the drive back to Keene buzzing with adrenaline. I blasted music and drummed the steering wheel of my Nissan Xterra, which by then was filled with trash from the trail—fast-food wrappers and empty cans of soda, cups of gas-station coffee, and packs of Marlboro Lights. The odds of being picked to ask a question at a nine-hundred-person town hall are low, but through persistence, I’d succeeded. The moment clearly stuck with General Clark; years later when addressing the College Democrats National Convention in St. Louis, a friend in attendance told me that he’d joked about the time a rival campaign had sent an unassuming, “cute college girl” to one of his events to pose a gut punch of a question.

As my start date at Legal Aid approached, I felt a pit grow in my stomach. I loved the high of working on a campaign, and I wanted to see this one through: the idea of packing up and leaving midstream to push paper for lawyers filled me with dread. Thankfully, when I emailed Legal Aid to let them know I’d be sticking with the presidential race, they wrote back that they understood and wished me luck. My dad, who was on the board of Legal Aid, was also surprisingly cool about the last-minute decision: “I’m just happy that you’ve found something that you love doing,” he assured me. He’d always been tough to win over, so his approval was all I needed.

The timing couldn’t have been better. Edwards’s candidacy—previously an afterthought in a field crowded with known quantities like Senator John Kerry, Governor Howard Dean, Speaker of the House Dick Gephardt, former vice presidential candidate Joe Lieberman, and Clark—started to take off. Dean and Gephardt were engaged in a murder-suicide in Iowa, exchanging increasingly nasty attacks that turned off voters. It created an open lane for a fresh-faced outsider like Edwards to rise. On January 11, he received the coveted Des Moines Register endorsement—the biggest boost any candidate can receive prior to the Iowa caucuses. Eight days later, he finished a close second to John Kerry. It seemed like a foregone conclusion to the campaign that Edwards was the story of the night. I went to bed with the giddiness I’d felt when I’d lost my first incisor, placed it under my pillow, and waited for the tooth fairy’s visit. Instead of a dollar under my pillow, I expected to find glowing national coverage of Edwards when I opened my eyes in the morning.

Just as I’d eventually learned that the tooth fairy wasn’t real, I learned the morning after the Iowa caucuses that the news wasn’t always, either. The media narrative wasn’t centered on the Kerry-Edwards result in Iowa. It was singularly focused on Howard Dean’s speech from the night before. And not in a positive way.

On first blush, Dean’s fiery, rallying-the-troops entreaty to a beer-fueled, rowdy crowd of more than three thousand supporters in Des Moines hardly seemed newsworthy. As was the case with any candidate who had worked his or her tail off in Iowa, Dean’s voice was taxed that night. He downplayed his third-place finish but grew increasingly animated as he worked up to his conclusion:

Not only are we going to New Hampshire. We’re going to South Carolina! And Oklahoma! And Arizona! And North Dakota! And New Mexico! We’re going to California! And Texas! And New York! And we’re going to South Dakota! And Oregon! And Washington and Michigan! And then we’re going to Washington, DC, to take back the White House. YeeeeAHHHHHH!

The speech seemed unremarkable in the moment—a little spirited, sure, but it was the night of the Iowa caucuses, for God’s sake. By the next day, though, you couldn’t turn on your TV without reliving Dean’s “scream.” It was the first viral moment in American politics, and it hit before the advent of YouTube, Facebook, Twitter. To the reporters in the room where Dean spoke, there was nothing off. But it was a different story for TV executives in New York and Washington, DC. The audio that was piped back to them was distorted by Dean’s unidirectional microphone—meaning it picked up Dean’s audio, but completely drowned out the cheers of his supporters. He sounded completely unhinged. Thus, the “Dean Scream” was born. He never recovered.

Dean wasn’t the only candidate who was screwed by the media’s obsession with his speech. In a normal world, Edwards would have been the big day-two story coming out of Iowa. For months, no one had taken him seriously, yet he’d somehow surged to win 32 percent of the vote. Still, his finish was relegated to an afterthought because it didn’t make “good copy” quite the way Dean’s speech did. It was the first, but not the last, time I saw a candidate with a surprising finish in Iowa robbed of their glory. (More on this later.)

I’ve thought about that moment a lot over the years, especially after I got into the communications side of politics. There were plenty of fair criticisms to lodge against Dean: he was a bit of a loose cannon; his campaign had squandered a big lead and blown through millions of dollars and sent into Iowa a weird army of people in orange hats who turned off locals. (An aide for a rival campaign had famously compared the crowds that showed up to Dean events to “the bar scene from Star Wars.”) Dean’s speech that night, however, was not one of his missteps. Why, then, was his scream such a big deal?

For better or for worse (for much worse, in my estimation), it foreshadowed the media’s addiction to “gaffe” coverage—easily digestible gotcha moments that guarantee eyeballs, usually at the expense of more complex issues. Dean’s scream made for better TV than talking about the actual results of the Iowa caucuses . . . or delving into the complicated issues that could or should define an election like this one: the Bush administration’s refusal to pay heed to intelligence that al-Qaeda was planning an attack on US soil in the lead-up to 9/11 or their hasty march to war with Iraq or their broken promise to deliver tax relief to low-income Americans (in reality, the average millionaire received a tax break of $120,000, while the bottom 20 percent of workers got a lousy $27 back from the government under the Bush tax cuts). The news business was cultivating and catering to the appetite of its consumers: more ice cream, less spinach.

Edwards didn’t get the predicted bump out of Iowa. And we couldn’t lay it entirely at the media’s feet. There was no appetite for his brand of politics in New Hampshire. His honey-dipped drawl and smooth-verging-on-slick pitch fell flat with voters—it’s called the Granite State for a few reasons, not least because its residents are pretty steely. I realized we were in trouble when my Franconia-based grandparents broke the news that they were voting for Dean. If I couldn’t win over my own family, how could we win over everyone else? Edwards got smoked—he came in fourth place, earning just 12 percent of the vote. Making it worse—for me, at least—was that Clark had edged him out for third place—outpacing him by just nine hundred votes.

I spent the next month driving up and down the East Coast and Midwest. I went to South Carolina, where Edwards won easily, thanks to his roots in the state. Then Wisconsin, where he finished a close second to Kerry, breathing new life into his campaign. And finally Ohio, a Super Tuesday showdown state. It may have been my first political campaign, but I quickly learned to smell the stench of death that wafts over a campaign right before the end. It hit Edwards in Toledo. Just three hundred fifty people showed up for his speech at the local university—the last couple rows of seats were empty. It was an abrupt change from the usually packed rooms that greeted him. When I glanced over at the press riser, I saw the beat reporters who’d been covering him for months exchange knowing looks with one another: the end was upon us.

The next day—Super Tuesday—Kerry won every single state in contention. As we were absorbing the shellacking at our makeshift office in Toledo, we got word that Edwards would be dropping out of the race the following day in Raleigh, North Carolina. So we hopped in our cars and drove through the night to catch his concession speech.

Huddled with the other staffers, I sobbed uncontrollably. Edwards was my first political love. When his campaign ended, it hurt as badly as my first breakup. Was Edwards the perfect candidate? No, but I was a young, impressionable college student who had dropped everything and traveled the country for him. The experience had been more transformative than any course I’d taken in school; I’d seen the nitty-gritty of political campaigns up close, I’d found my calling.

Here’s the thing that people outside of politics might not get: it’s never just a job for the people who work in it. It’s a passion project—one that’s deeply personal and hopelessly emotional.

Losing sucked, but learning about the “real” John Edwards years later sucked more. I didn’t get involved in his 2008 campaign, yet I was rooting for him to win the nomination nonetheless. If I were honest with myself, the Edwards of 2008 didn’t have quite the same spark. When I’d see him at events, the “aw-shucks” authenticity that had roped me in initially registered as tired, almost like an act. We get it. You’re the son of a millworker. He never took his candidacy to the next level that he would’ve needed to win.

Even worse, the Huffington Post published an extremely carefully worded story about his professional involvement with a New Age videographer who’d followed him around the country between 2005 and 2008. The article—“Edwards Mystery: Innocuous Videos Suddenly Shrouded in Secrecy”—noted the large payments that his political action committee had made to her, and how every single one of her videos had been erased from the web. The subtext was clear: there was some funny business going on. (Somewhat ironically, the author of the story was Sam Stein—a Dartmouth classmate of mine who’d serve as an elected officer of the Students for Edwards group. While Sam had made the leap from college partisan to independent journalist, I doubted that it gave him pleasure to write a story admitting that he too had been duped by Edwards.)

The chatter remained largely in the background until Edwards dropped out of the race. Within months, it would explode when the National Enquirer chased down Edwards at a Beverly Hills hotel during a rendezvous with the videographer and her infant daughter, whom he’d secretly fathered. Talk about going out with a bang.

There he was—a former presidential candidate golden boy, VP nominee, husband to a publicly adored wife with Stage IV breast cancer—hiding in a hotel men’s bathroom to avoid having his photo taken and his secret life exposed. Everyone who had worked for him was disgusted.

By this point I’d been around the block a couple of times, but the Edwards scandal was still a real wakeup call. Like any sentient human being, I’d watched Bill Clinton bob and weave his way through the never-ending allegations of his extramarital affairs. I’d just hoped that Edwards was different.

He wasn’t, and it was a stark reminder about the nature of people who run for political office. Even the most noble politicians possess a healthy streak of narcissism. Public adulation is intoxicating; it’s easy to get sucked in by the trappings of power—the rooms filled with important, rich people hanging on their every word, the private planes, the groupies and sycophants who enable and encourage their bad behavior, and the naive true believers who carry their water from one campaign stop to the next.

Beneath the glossy, charming exteriors, politicians are still flawed human beings, and if they seem too good to be true, they usually are.

The “Two Americas” Edwards pitched on the campaign trail wasn’t the disadvantaged vs. the advantaged. It was the people who bought his bullshit and the people who saw right through it. Sadly, I fell in the former camp.

I wouldn’t be fooled again, I told myself.

Yeah, right.




Two

The It Factor

On August 30, 2005, Missouri state auditor Claire McCaskill announced that she would be challenging Republican Jim Talent for the US Senate seat from the Show-Me State. It received little mention in the national press.

For starters, Talent was the guy who’d carried out the difficult feat in 2002 of running against and defeating Jean Carnahan, who’d gotten elected to the US Senate under the most bizarre of circumstances. In 2000, her husband, Mel—a former two-term governor and the then–Democratic nominee for the US Senate—died in a tragic plane crash three weeks before the election. In death, he still managed to defeat John Ashcroft, becoming the first person in history elected posthumously to the US Senate. Jean was appointed to a two-year term to fill the seat. In the definitive ranking of races that are tough to run, let alone win, taking on a sympathetic widow is near the top. At the top? Trying—as Claire was—to beat the guy who’d beaten the widow.

Then, of course, there was the category 5 hurricane that had begun pummeling the Gulf Coast of Louisiana the day before Claire’s announcement. Little did anyone know at the time, but a few winds that had picked up steam over the southeastern Bahamas would—four hundred forty-two days later—help Democrats sweep the midterm elections, giving them control of the House of Representatives, and sending five new blue senators to Washington, including one Claire Conner McCaskill from Houston, Missouri.

President George W. Bush was taking his fateful flight over New Orleans’s collapsed levees on the day I arrived in St. Louis to begin working for Claire. I was with my boyfriend Jeff Smith who, one year earlier, had become a minor local political celebrity when he’d come within 1 percent of winning the Democratic primary to replace the outgoing congressman Dick Gephardt. The winner of Jeff’s race came from an impeccable political pedigree. His mom had been a US senator, his dad a governor: his last name was Carnahan.

Now, you might be wondering how I found myself just barely west of the Mississippi River, moving in with a former congressional candidate (who happened to share my less famous last name). That’s a longer story.

The winter term I’d spent working for Edwards had spilled over into a summer and fall spent working for Tom Daschle as a field organizer in South Dakota. I lived in Madison, a small town fifty miles north of Sioux Falls, in an apartment over a bakery. The baker was my landlord. Every morning, I’d buy his chocolate glazed doughnuts before I made the twenty-five-foot walk across the street to the campaign office I shared with another twentysomething New Yorker on the campaign. For four months, I worked from nine A.M. to nine P.M. every day, with the sole goal of winning over voters in the local rural community. I recruited a small army of politically eager high school boys to help me knock on doors and deliver yard signs. Those boys and I screamed our asses off in the Moody County courthouse when we learned on election night that we’d beaten our vote goal by twenty-three whole votes. Sometimes the smallest victories in life feel like the biggest ones.

Even so, Daschle lost, and it was time for me to return to school and face reality. It seemed like an enormous comedown; I’d lived a serious, adult life—or so I thought—and now I had to go back to the world of my sheltered classmates. The prospect of dorm life was beyond dull.

I drove up to Hanover the night before classes started. It was late when I started to move my stuff into my room, and after I got a suitcase and some sheets up the two flights of stairs, I collapsed: I was sick as a dog. It was as if my body was manifesting my internal anxiety at returning to school. I loved Dartmouth—I would still have good times there—but I wanted to be in the real world with real people, not back on a college campus.

I slept through my first class, a senior seminar for which a 100 percent attendance rate for the term was mandatory. Oops. I would probably have slept all day if my friend Nina hadn’t busted through my door around noon. “Lis, I just met your soul mate,” she announced breathlessly. “You need to transfer into my ten A.M. class. You will love this professor, and he will love you. You guys are the same person.”

In a feverish haze, I informed her that I couldn’t: My dance card was full in terms of classes. I was already pushing Dartmouth’s limits with the number of terms I’d taken off. Still, I asked his name, and when she replied, I realized that the professor in question would be teaching my afternoon class that day. “Okay, we’ll see,” I told her, just hoping to get her off my back.

I limped across the barren—but always beautiful—Dartmouth green in my South Dakota–acquired cowboy boots and took a seat in the back row of the class. I didn’t expect much. I thought Nina was being hyperbolic. And then Jeff waltzed into the room.

He was late. Stressed out. Slightly disheveled, shirtsleeves rolled up unevenly. A few inches shorter than I was. He had a cold and a runny nose that he kept wiping with the back of his hand. But he was hot. He was magnetic. Even before he opened his mouth, you could see stars forming in the eyes of every female student in the room.

At Dartmouth, we were used to crusty old teachers. The professors in their forties looked like they were in their sixties. The professors in their sixties looked like they were in their eighties. They were gruff and New England-y. They had prematurely gray hair and wore orthopedic, snow-worthy footwear to class. They’d sometimes learn our names, but—by and large—weren’t especially engaging. This guy was different.

Jeff bounced around the room frenetically as he did icebreakers with each of the students about their favorite upcoming race, sometimes delivering sarcastic comments in response. This was not what we were used to. When he got to me, I told him my pick: the New Jersey gubernatorial election where Senator Jon Corzine would likely be the nominee. It was a niche choice that threw him off guard. “Huh. Are you from New Jersey?” Nope. “Have you worked in politics before?” Yup. I thought I saw a flash of something in his eyes, a flicker of connection.

Somehow, over the course of ninety minutes, I’d gone from completely too cool for school to completely infatuated with my professor. It could’ve been the fever talking—I headed from that class straight to the infirmary, where I was held for two nights with a 104-degree temperature.

Imagined connection notwithstanding, my crush on Jeff appeared to be completely unrequited. Fourteen minutes into the (nonmandatory) office hours session I carefully dressed for, I caught him looking at his watch; exactly one minute later he ushered me out and welcomed in the nerdy male student waiting in the hall. The line for Jeff’s office hours were the longest I’d ever seen at Dartmouth.

Yet slowly but surely we started corresponding over email. I’d always been a little boy crazy, and during my personal rumspringa off from Dartmouth I’d dated and crushed on a lot of guys, almost always older. I knew this wasn’t just a passing thing, though, when I found myself more excited by an email notification from Jeff than a text from some cute New York investment banker.

The rules about professor-student relationships at Dartmouth were hazy; there was no policy against students and professors dating (they’d clearly internalized the New Hampshire state motto of “Live Free or Die”). Every year, rumors flew around campus about students and their professors—usually it was some twenty-year-old involved with their fiftysomething married art professor. But it was always in the shadows, gossip that people tittered about, nothing that was ever truly corroborated.

Jeff and I were different. When we started seeing each other that spring, he was just thirty-one years old. I was twenty-two. My parents had met him during the break between terms, and both signed off on the relationship. We didn’t try to hide anything; we were boyfriend and girlfriend. We were in love—a tawdry Lifetime movie, this was not.

Still, it caused a kerfuffle on campus. The Dartmouth—the official campus newspaper—wrote a pointed story about the tension of students and professors dating. Jeff was called in by the head of the government department and asked whether he thought it was appropriate to have “an affair” with a student. “My God,” he deadpanned, “is she married?” I totally get why colleges have bans on professor-student relations, but Dartmouth didn’t. If it were such an affront to them, they probably should have codified it somewhere.

At the end of the spring term, Jeff told me that he wanted to run for office again in St. Louis.

I spent the summer after graduation shacking up with him in his college-provided housing. By night, we plotted out the early strategy for his state senate run; by day, I studied for the LSATs, certain that law school was my next step. No one serious works in politics, I told myself, even as I paused my studies to make fundraising calls to Jeff’s donors from Dartmouth’s library café.

Jeff also wanted me to move with him to St. Louis—a tall order. I’d never been to the city, except the one time I’d toured Washington University during my college visits. The thought of relocating there gave me hives, but I was in love. I probably would’ve moved to Papua New Guinea with Jeff, if he’d floated the idea. But one thing working in Missouri’s favor—unlike Papua New Guinea—was that it was home to a marquee 2006 US Senate showdown. Before I took the leap and agreed to move with him, Jeff connected me with a top staffer for McCaskill. After a couple of phone interviews, I was hired for an entry-level communications job. So, St. Louis it was.

I was one of Claire’s first Senate campaign staffers, and I threw myself into the role enthusiastically. In the first few months, it was a bare-bones crew, and I took on whatever assignment they handed me—everything from fundraising calls to transcribing hours and hours of Claire’s media interviews from over the years to drafting emails, press releases, and letters on her behalf.

I got my first taste of the electoral challenges that lay ahead when we went to Jeff’s parents’ house for dinner. For obvious reasons, the usual “how did you meet” icebreaker questions were off the table. Jeff’s parents were a tad more conventional than mine. The conversation quickly turned to what was next for me as a St. Louis transplant.

When I told his mom that I’d started a job on Claire’s campaign, she responded: “Well, good luck. I like Talent. He’s moderate. He’s one of the good ones.” And that, in the form of a passive-aggressive put-down from a potential future mother-in-law, was Claire’s biggest challenge.

She wasn’t running against a villainous goon—Talent seemed benign enough. He’d beaten a widow, for God’s sake. We struggled with this fact on the campaign, settling on messaging that conceded Talent was a nice guy, just not someone on the side of Missourians. At an early staff meeting, we brainstormed ways that we could dent Talent’s favorability with voters. Our campaign manager half-jokingly offered a bounty to any staffer who could capture Talent’s alleged secret cigarette habit. That’s how little material we had to work with. Still, 2006 was shaping up to be a bad year for Republicans, and Talent would soon drop the Mr. Nice Guy act.

It was the first time I’d had the chance to spend a substantial amount of time around a candidate I was working for. And there was just something about Claire. Back then I didn’t know what to call it. Smart? Brassy? Willful? Now I do—she, somewhat improbably, had an “it” factor about her.

Sure, she was a little overweight. She overdid the black liner and mascara (something our ad consultant got her to drop mid-campaign). She didn’t pretend to be glamorous and didn’t make that a part of her appeal. But she was a natural-born communicator: observing her in action, it was clear why she’d been such a formidable prosecutor earlier in her career.

She could turn almost every argument thrown at her on its head—in town halls, press conferences, interviews, or debates. She was the queen of pivots and straight talk, even if she wasn’t always talking straight. (This was politics, after all.)

In real time, I watched her demolish preconceptions about how a woman candidate should carry herself:

“Too ambitious?” You bet I am. We need ambition on our side in Washington.

“Unladylike?” I grew up in Houston, Missouri; I didn’t take waltzing lessons there.

“Too blunt?” Where I’m from, we tell the truth, whether or not people wanna hear it.

“Unlikeable?” If there aren’t people who don’t like me, then I’m not doing my job. Trust me, people will hate me in Washington.

It would do Claire disrespect to say that it was effortless. Even as she masterfully navigated lines of attack and deflected tough questions, you could almost feel her wrestling them to the ground and making them cry uncle. Sure, she knew how to use a scalpel, but her weapon of choice was a hammer.

At times, she could come across as a little too glib. When she’d land a killer line—prepared or not—her face would set into a shit-eating grin. She was good, and she knew it.

In other words, she embodied all the traits of a successful male candidate. She projected strength, unapologetically. She was who she was.

That’s a long-winded way of saying: Claire did not give a fuck.

Wherever that strength came from, she was going to need it for that campaign.

In December 2005, when I was in Washington, DC, for an Edwards reunion party, Jeff called me to deliver horrific news: Claire’s first husband, the father of her three children, had been found shot and killed in a car in Kansas City. To this day, no one has ever been charged with the crime. It was devastating for Claire and her children. A different candidate might have let it derail his or her campaign. Claire did not.

That summer, our director of compliance died in a skydiving plane crash. She was an outgoing young woman who stocked her office with mini candy bars because she loved visitors. Three others on board the plane died along with her; it was a complete freak accident that shook our close-knit team. We held a memorial service for her family at a park veranda near our suburban St. Louis office, during which Claire gave a eulogy that had the entire audience in tears.

A couple days after the service, an important campaign finance disclosure was due. We gave notice that the paperwork would be late, thinking it more than understandable given that the person responsible for filing it had just died tragically. The Missouri Republican Party accused Claire of exploiting “the unfortunate death of a staffer to hide from her incompetence.” It was like salt in the wounds for everyone on the campaign, seeing our deceased coworker’s name invoked so casually to score a cheap political point.

When it rains, it pours. Within weeks, Fox News was calling us and threatening to run an interview with Claire’s current husband’s first wife, during which she made explosive allegations of physical abuse. Fox held the video over our heads like an anvil. You know we have this on tape. We can run it at any time. For weeks, we went back and forth with them—doing our best to persuade them not to run the story. We talked to the reporter, the producer, and even Fox News executives about how irresponsible it would be to air it—an allegation like that could end a campaign. We produced signed affidavits from Claire’s husband’s children disputing the charges. After evaluating the evidence, Fox backed down—they weren’t going to touch it. We breathed a sigh of relief, but we weren’t naive. Whenever a Fox reporter or anchor would call asking for access to Claire, there was always a veiled reference to the thing and the promise: “I won’t go there.”

A few years later, I ran into one of the people behind the interview at a state fair—he wanted the candidate I was working for to do an interview with Fox. He leaned into me and whispered conspiratorially: “Remember, we did you a solid with that Claire story.”

Whatever journalistic restraint Fox had in 2006, they lost by 2018, when they ran with the headline: MCCASKILL’S HUSBAND WAS ACCUSED OF ABUSE BY EX-WIFE. When the story was inevitably converted into a TV ad by the Club for Growth on behalf of Claire’s opponent, Josh Hawley—now more commonly known as that guy with overly gelled hair who fist-pumped the air in solidarity with the Trump dead-enders and QAnon supporters shortly before they stormed the House and Senate on January 6, 2021—her husband’s ex-wife released a statement calling it “terribly unfair and the worst kind of disgusting dirty politics.”

In October, Claire and Talent faced off in a Meet the Press debate moderated by Tim Russert. It was unquestionably the biggest national moment for our campaign; we prepared for it like it was the Olympics. Russert was the toughest interviewer in TV news, and we knew that he’d eat his Wheaties that morning.

And did he ever. He pounced on Talent with his opening question, grilling him on how House Republicans had covered up allegations that Florida representative Mark Foley had sent explicit photos and messages to congressional pages as young as fifteen. It was a full-blown scandal for the moralistic GOP. Talent struggled through evasive answer after evasive answer, while Claire was direct in calling for the House Republican leadership to resign. Claire 1, Talent 0.

But Russert wasn’t going to go easy on Claire. He trained his fire on her own political associations, asking about Bill Clinton’s upcoming campaign swing on her behalf. It was a politically sensitive topic—she couldn’t win in a red state like Missouri without putting daylight between herself and national Democrats. The upside of having the support of Clinton, a prolific fundraiser, was matched by the clear downside of being tied to a polarizing, former Democratic president who had been impeached for lying about sexual misconduct.

MR. RUSSERT: You’re having Bill Clinton come in to raise money for you. Do you think Bill Clinton was a great president?

MS. MCCASKILL: I do. I think—I have a lot of
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