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			NOTE ON SOURCES

			THIS BOOK IS THE PRODUCT of roughly twenty-six months of reporting on Congress in the era of Trump. Most books indicate how many hours of interviews the authors have conducted, but that measure is not operative for this book. We spend much of our time in the Capitol, where we sit in the press galleries, observe the floor, and talk with elected officials and their aides. Our job as reporters lets us exist alongside the legislative process.

			Many of the interviews we conducted for this book were on the record, with the stipulation that the quotes would not appear until the book’s publication. Other interviews were conducted on deep background, an agreement where the information may be used but the source may not be identified or quoted. We interviewed characters in this book and aides involved in the legislative process as often as several times each week stretching from Election Day 2016 through February 2019. Most of the interviews were recorded and the audio files have been preserved.

			When we write about the thinking of a character or his or her emotions, it came from either the source himself or herself or from someone he or she spoke to. In addition to interviews, sources in both parties agreed to share meeting notes, transcripts of telephone conversations, recordings of telephone conversations, and recordings of meetings, e-mails, and memos. On several occasions, sources allowed us to listen in to telephone conversations or conference calls as they were happening. Almost every meeting we write about had multiple participants, which helped us in confirming what was said. At times, we put remarks from closed meetings in quotes. On other occasions we used italics for dialogue between two individuals. When we put material in quotes, we often had a recording of the meeting or spoke to one or more principals involved.

			
			We also traveled to report for this book. Members of Congress gave us access to closed fund-raisers and meetings with donors, strategists, and aides.

			Very few people declined our request for an interview.

			Our reporting for this book was done contemporaneously with the daily news cycle, and as such some information in this book has appeared in news stories in Politico, the Washington Post, the New York Times, and elsewhere. But we took great care to rely on our reporting for this book. We kept a daily diary, chronicling what we learned, and ventured to confirm it with as many people as possible. At times, in double and triple checking, we referenced our colleagues’ stories, or Politico Playbook, the twice-daily newsletter we write, for questions about the timeline of events. A note section was not possible for this book due to agreements with sources. We spent countless hours observing the proceedings of the House and Senate, but C-Span’s archives were invaluable to help reconstruct speeches and other public appearances.

			This is a book about Congress. As such, we spent most of our time embedded on Capitol Hill and with the party committees. We did speak very frequently with White House aides, almost all of whom were not permitted to talk to reporters but were involved in the administration’s decision-making process. We interviewed President Donald Trump for the book, and his comments were embargoed until publication, except for a few questions we asked for immediate use for Politico. Trump’s remarks are sprinkled throughout the book and were helpful in understanding how he viewed major characters and major incidents from 2016 to 2019.

		

	
		
		
			
			PREFACE

			IN THE OVAL

			“HEY,” PRESIDENT DONALD TRUMP said as we walked out of the Oval Office. “If you’re a bestseller, you better give me some.”

			It seemed like a throwaway line, what the president saw as good-natured ribbing after an interview about his relationship with Congress. But after nearly two years of his presidency, it also seemed like the most satisfying and fitting encapsulation of Washington in the era of Donald John Trump: Everything was about him. A city filled with more than five hundred hard-charging, ambitious politicians swayed with his moods. His idiosyncrasies and policy preferences sent markets soaring to new heights, then yanked them back to earth. His election broke up friendships, frayed or ended marriages, and tested the resilience of American democracy.

			Eventually, after 728 days, Trump’s Republican Washington was shattered. The power structures that propped him up and the robust majority that helped him govern were broken beyond recognition.

			When all was said and done, there was no ambiguity: Republicans’ defeat in the 2018 midterm elections was absolutely astounding and bordered on historic. The party lost deep-red districts in places like Oklahoma, Texas, and Virginia; it was decimated in California and walloped in Michigan. The election ended careers of promising up-and-comers and reinstalled Nancy Pelosi atop the Democratic House of Representatives.

			
			But if you listened to Trump, it was all according to plan.

			“I [say] this, and everyone says, ‘Oh, it’s just talk, sour grapes,’ ” Trump said, wearing a blue suit, red tie, and crisp white shirt, with “45” stitched into the shirtsleeve, speaking from behind the Resolute Desk in the Oval Office. “Let’s assume we held the House, and let’s assume I held it by one or two or three. It doesn’t matter—or five. I would have never been able to get, rarely at least, the Republicans to put anything forward because you would always have somebody” blocking what the Republican leadership wanted to do.

			This was Donald Trump explaining why he was at least somewhat pleased that his party no longer held the majority of the House of Representatives, an institution Republicans spent nearly a half-billion dollars trying to save between 2016 and 2018.

			Trump thought if Republicans had kept the majority, it “would’ve been impossible” to get anything done because every time he tried, people would look to exact changes and concessions. Some might have said that kind of horsetrading was part of the complex and messy legislative process that the founders designed. Trump saw it as superfluous and cumbersome.

			In Trump’s thinking, a Democratic House majority was welcome, even freeing. “Now, I just say ‘Hey, folks, let’s go. Give me legislation. Let me see. And if we like it, we’ll work on it,’ ” he said.

			One of the many paradoxes of Donald Trump was that he demanded backbreaking loyalty from his party but showed almost none in exchange. The president cut deals with Democrats in front of Republicans’ faces. At times he or his staff ignored the will of his party’s leaders. He sometimes even took pleasure in his party’s defeats. George W. Bush had humbly called his electoral defeat in 2006 a “thumpin’.” Barack Obama called his in 2010 a “shellacking.” But when voters tossed Speaker Paul Ryan’s Republican Party to the side, the president—speaking during a news conference at the White House—assailed those who lost. “Mia Love gave me no love, and she lost. Too bad. Sorry about that, Mia,” said Trump, clearly not sorry after Love spent $5 million trying to overcome her party’s tarnished image in deep-red Utah.

			
			“Carlos Curbelo. Mike Coffman—too bad, Mike,” the president said, ticking off some of the party’s most popular lawmakers who fell in Trump’s Washington. “Peter Roskam didn’t want the embrace. Erik Paulsen didn’t want the embrace….Those are some of the people that, you know, decided for their own reason not to embrace, whether it’s me or what we stand for. But what we stand for meant a lot to most people.”

			Perhaps it did, but by the numbers those voters did not support Republicans in the fall of 2018. It will take time to truly understand how much blame Trump deserves for his party’s historic defeat in the House of Representatives. But some things are clear: Voters were sick of the chaos Republicans had wrought. They appreciated the upswing in the economy but ultimately did not give Trump or Republicans credit. They thought the GOP was looking to strip away critical benefits like health insurance coverage. All while Democrats, fueled by piles of cash, were able to unwind a decade of Republican dominance without breaking a sweat.

			Publicly and privately, Trump accepted almost no blame. He often pointed his ire toward Paul Ryan, a foe turned ally, who announced he would retire from the speakership in the middle of the election year. Reminded of Ryan’s harsh words during the 2016 presidential campaign—the Speaker had considered dropping his support for Trump—the president said that was why he called him “Foxhole Paul,” a reference to the Speaker abandoning Trump during tough times. “He did disappear a couple of times on me, didn’t he?”

			One of those times, in Trump’s telling, was when Ryan, in April 2018, said he would leave the speakership at the end of that year.

			“I like Paul, but I just couldn’t believe when I saw that,” Trump said of Ryan’s retirement announcement. “Because he was a lame duck. He made himself a lame duck. And the great way would have been to either get out and have somebody else take your place soon.” Who would take his place? Logic would dictate Trump would want Rep. Kevin McCarthy, the jocular California Republican who was Ryan’s number two.

			
			But Trump said he would’ve been happy if Rep. Jim Jordan—McCarthy’s sworn enemy—succeeded Ryan. “I’m a huge Jim Jordan fan, too,” he said.

			The president didn’t hesitate to shower praise on Pelosi and Senate minority leader Chuck Schumer, Washington’s top-two Democrats. He called Pelosi “talented,” and said this of the pair: “So here’s the story, I like both of them.”

			At that moment, Pelosi was working to corral support for her return to the speakership. On the campaign trail, vulnerable Democrats had abandoned her in a bid to show independence. But Pelosi was in the process of leveraging her considerable power to bring members into line.

			Trump had a plan to catch Pelosi if she fell short: He would ask the Freedom Caucus, the most conservative members of Congress and his staunchest allies, to do the unthinkable and vote for Pelosi. “I think you’d get the most violent Freedom Caucus people,” Trump said. He told us he thought the most conservative members of Congress would do him a favor by voting for Pelosi.

			There was something perversely satisfying about that. Donald J. Trump planned to use the right wing of his party, the keepers of his creed, to hand the speakership to Nancy Pelosi.

			In the weeks after we spoke to Trump, Pelosi would win the speakership entirely without the president’s help. The gears of the federal government would grind to a halt, and Trump, Pelosi, Schumer, and Mitch McConnell, the Senate’s Republican leader, would wind up in a historic standoff. Members of Congress found themselves frustrated, disillusioned, and disenchanted with the legislative process.

			The first two years of Donald Trump’s presidency—during which his party controlled the House, Senate, and presidency—were coming to a close.

			“Quite an era,” Trump said.

			Indeed.

		

	
		
		
			
			PROLOGUE

			THE HILL

			THE U.S. CONGRESS IS UNLIKE any other institution on earth. It is the most remarkable example of representative democracy, a political arena in which public servants have righted historical wrongs, initiated drastic interventions on foreign soil, and uncovered malfeasance in leaders at home and abroad.

			At the same time, it is one of the pettiest collections of adults the planet has ever seen. Power is measured—and people are judged—in police-chauffeured Chevy Suburbans, campaign cash, the location of cramped Capitol office space, and appearances on daytime television. If this sounds like teenage melodrama, it’s not far off. Congress is filled with 535 personalities who closely resemble high school class presidents, and just as in high school, on Capitol Hill popularity is king. Leaders curry favor with campaign contributions to the rank and file and visits across the country to raise cash; it’s not unusual for someone like California representative Kevin McCarthy, the House Republican leader, to spend congressional recesses touring small businesses in barely there towns across America. Leaders dole out seats on powerful committees to their political allies. The less fortunate rabble-rousers get stuck with garbage assignments—the Small Business Committee, for example—and leadership might limit their ability to take taxpayer-funded trips abroad. Top lawmakers like McCarthy and Rep. Steve Scalise of Louisiana, the House Republican whip, distribute gifts like Vineyard Vines sweatshirts and Apple Watches to keep their allies happy and loyal. Seventy-nine-year-old representative Nancy Pelosi—who, along with her husband, is worth at least $33 million—still spends as many as one hundred nights on the road every year, raising money, glad-handing donors, and making sure her Democratic colleagues are indebted to her. Democrats put up with her bottom-of-the-barrel poll numbers for years because she could raise tens of millions of dollars for the party.

			
			In Washington, messages are delivered through cable television, and being spotted in Politico Playbook can begin, or end, a political alliance. Lawmakers often ask their aides to take on menial tasks like picking up their dry cleaning or picking up after their pets on daily walks. Marital infidelity is not uncommon. Drinking is prevalent—even encouraged—during the workday. In 2010, as Congress readied to pass the Dodd-Frank Wall Street reform act, lawmakers sat on the porch just feet from the House floor, drinking whiskey. In late July 2017, as the House debated amendments to the defense authorization bill, Speaker Paul Ryan hosted a reception for lawmakers on his balcony, which has stunningly sweeping views of the National Mall. “In the hope to make our Members a little more comfortable tonight with late votes, please share with your boss that Speaker Ryan would like to open up H-218 and the H-218 Balcony tonight from 8pm onward for refreshments and light snacks,” the invitation from Ryan’s office read, referring to a room in his plush suite of offices. “Note—this is for Members ONLY.” Show up at an evening vote, and you might find elected officials a bit looser than normal.

			It takes a certain level of confidence—some would say narcissism—to believe that you, above all others in your congressional district, are the best fit to represent your community. Unlike the White House, which has one principal, each member of Congress is his or her own boss—an independent contractor, operating with little guidance or oversight and within few bounds. At their disposal is millions of dollars in government and campaign cash that, broadly speaking, they can spend however they please. Take, for example, Rep. Gene Green, the seventy-one-year-old veteran Democrat from Houston. He named his wife—a teacher—as his campaign treasurer, then spent more than one hundred thousand dollars on flights for her during his twenty-six years in Congress, on some occasions more than once a month. Green had one competitive race in two decades in Congress. He used his campaign account to fly himself and his wife to Canada for the wedding of a top-flight lobbyist, who was a campaign donor and once his top aide. Green also spent campaign money on gifts for his staff, for his colleagues, and for his family.

			
			The phenomenon is confined neither to one party nor to a specific chamber. John Cornyn, the senior senator from Texas who was the number two Republican leader in the Senate during Donald Trump’s first two years in office, once spent $336 from his campaign account on “beverages for meal” at an organic wine estate in South Africa, which is far from his day job in Washington and his political home base in Austin. Rep. Anna Eshoo, a Bay Area Democrat, spent more than $2,000 in campaign cash to buy her friend Nancy Pelosi scarves. When it comes to spending campaign cash and running their offices, Congress essentially operates on the honor system. Sure, Congress has created committees and oversight panels to keep lawmakers on the straight and narrow, but it takes a lot to rouse them to action. All this is legal, if a bit unseemly.

			In the Capitol, little is hidden. Votes are public. Conversations often happen in plain sight of dozens of reporters. Try walking into work every day and facing dozens of iPhone-wielding journalists who ask about Donald Trump’s every utterance. When Rep. Justin Amash, a libertarian-leaning Michigan Republican, missed his first vote in seven years, he cried; Politico had a story up within hours. Roughly six thousand journalists are credentialed to cover the Capitol, and the rules of the institution allow them practically unfettered access to members of Congress. It creates a massive feeding frenzy that would be abhorred by any sane, rational political actor—of which there are few in Washington.

			
			Serving in Congress is, broadly speaking, an attractive proposition. The pay—$174,000 a year—is well within the upper-middle-class range in the United States. Although congresspersons swear up and down that they are just like you, they definitely are not. The government foots most of the bill for their generous health care plan. The congressional pension program gives many lawmakers fat postemployment checks. While serving, they get a staff and an office, which they can sleep in. They get access to a private gym and complimentary overnight parking in a private lot at Reagan National Airport outside Washington. Airlines might hold flights for them if they are running late. They get license plates that allow them to park wherever they please—the disgraced former congressman Anthony Weiner periodically parked partially on a curb in a hip D.C. neighborhood where spots are at a premium.

			Washington is not like New York or Los Angeles, the nation’s other two primary power centers. Money, for the most part, is a secondary currency in D.C. Power—gaining it, maintaining it, and being in proximity to it—is what matters. Members of Congress are, essentially, permanent VIPs in a city where power is the primary form of status.

			The power is so consuming that many of the nation’s richest men and women leave lucrative careers to come to D.C. to serve there alongside former city councilors, statehouse lifers, and political operatives. For example, you might have seen Rep. Darrell Issa, a California Republican who is worth upward of a quarter-billion dollars from creating the Viper car alarm system, chatting with Rep. Jim Jordan, an Ohio Republican who has spent his career in government and has a maximum of $400,000 to his name. Sen. Jon Tester, the Montana Democrat and party leader who lost three fingers in a meat grinder accident as a child, has most of his assets tied up in T-Bone Farms. But he serves alongside colleagues like Sen. Richard Blumenthal, the Connecticut Democrat whose wife’s family owned the Empire State Building for decades.

			People joke that Washington is Hollywood for ugly people. It’s more like Hollywood for people who can’t afford nice clothes because they stay in low-paying jobs for too long in their never-ending quest for power. Political aides on Capitol Hill often spend upward of a decade in the “building,” as it is called, making a quarter or less of what they could be making in the private sector on K Street, or “downtown,” as Washington’s political class says. For example, Hugh Halpern, a lawyer, helped run the House floor for Republicans for more than a dozen years—only part of his thirty-odd years on Capitol Hill. Republican leaders from John Boehner to Paul Ryan successfully convinced him to forgo a six-figure salary bump to remain in government. He did it out of a sense of duty: Congress needs people with institutional knowledge to make sure the institution stays on track. That said, the access is a hell of a perk. While much of the D.C. political class watches Congress on flat-screen televisions around town, Halpern was there, standing in the chamber during the debate. (Halpern finally left when Republicans lost control of Congress in 2018.)

			
			The beauty for these folks is that they often get to eat their cake and have it, because the option to depart for a windfall is always there. To give a sense of the raise political operators get when they leave government, look no further than Mike Sommers, John Boehner’s final chief of staff. Sommers worked in government from 1997 to 2016—mostly for Boehner, with one short stint at the White House. In those jobs, he never earned more than $200,000. When he finally left, he went to work for the American Investment Council, a group that represents private equity firms in Washington, where he earned more than $1.5 million. In 2018 he took a job running the American Petroleum Institute, where his predecessor earned $6.7 million.

			For each staffer who ends up spending years on Capitol Hill, ten times as many aides cash in to work at lobbying firms or companies trying to influence the lawmakers they made a previous career of sucking up to. After working in government for elected officials, tending to their quirks, minding their schedules, and plotting their political rises, many aides then turn and market their knowledge—and sell their access—to their new bosses. They often parlay their expertise and close relationships on behalf of corporate America, while at the same time acting as experts to junior congressional aides who don’t understand the intricate details of legislating. Who knows better than an experienced ex-staffer how to write a bill favorable to a special interest?

			
			Former chiefs of staff and top committee aides can earn more than double their public sector pay when they go to the “dark side.” No longer logging long hours in the Capitol, these lobbyists then cut campaign checks to get into the good graces with lawmakers’ offices so they can quickly get meetings with key staffers and elected officials. On the flip side, if a lobbyist meets with a lawmaker or his staff, the lawmaker’s political fund-raiser will often follow up within twenty-four hours to ask for a contribution to their campaign.

			Staffers are not the only ones who leave the Hill for the financial windfall—lawmakers also cash out. Trent Lott, the Mississippi Republican who spent almost thirty-five years in the House and Senate, now brings in millions for Squire Patton Boggs, an international law firm. By dint of his membership in Chowder and Marching, the Republican secret society—which meets Wednesdays in the Capitol—he is able to rub shoulders with top Republicans like Kevin McCarthy without anyone seeing. Lott strolls freely through the Capitol because even eleven years after retiring from the Senate, he wears a pin that identifies him as part of the chamber’s membership. Former Virginia representative Tom Davis represented a slew of corporate clients as a lobbyist for Deloitte. He was regularly seen roaming the Capitol chatting up members and senior staff. Others like Dave Lugar, son of former senator Dick Lugar of Indiana, prefer to grab a coffee at Cups, the coffee shop in the basement of the Russell Senate Office Building, where a who’s who of Senate staffers stop for their caffeine fix.

			In the mid-2000s Congress tried to overhaul lobbying rules to cut down on the pay-for-play economy that had long thrived in Washington. Back in the day, twentysomething-year-old staffers threw back Bud Lights and chowed down on ten-cent wings at the Pour House at lobbyist-sponsored events. They charged Domino’s pizzas to corporate cards on file at the party headquarters or swilled wine from a lobbyist’s locker at the Capital Grille down the street from the Capitol on Pennsylvania Avenue. Those days are over. Any transaction between corporations and political aides now comes as a disclosed, tightly monitored political contribution.

			
			Even still, money is the lubricant that keeps the town running. Personal contributions and corporate political action committees are still extremely relevant, as they funnel tens of millions of dollars into the political system. Politicians or committees take golf trips to Kiawah Island, South Carolina; spend resort weekends in Sea Island, Georgia; and stay at country getaways at the Greenbrier in West Virginia. The sole point: to sell access to politicians. Senators like Orrin Hatch of Utah perfected the weekend fund-raising opportunity. Hatch, who led the powerful Senate Finance Committee, organized a weekend fund-raiser at the swanky Montage Deer Valley resort for both his leadership PAC and a nonprofit dedicated to his legacy.

			Donald Trump, like many politicians before him, may have said he was coming to Washington to drain the swamp, but he has changed the town very little. Companies snapped up Trump insiders after he won the presidency, turning some of his anti-D.C. warriors into high-paid advisers. K Street power brokers capitalized on the uncertainty and charged a killing to steer corporate America through Trump’s uncharted waters.

			Even critics of Trump were able to make a buck. Former representative Charlie Dent is a great example of cashing out during the Trump era. Elected to the House of Representatives in 2004, at the height of the Bush era, Dent was a popular, backslapping congressman who was friendly with reporters because of his ability to turn a good quote. Frequently those quotes were critical of Donald Trump. In September 2017 he announced he would not run for reelection in 2018 and privately told party leaders it was because he was discouraged by politics in the Trump era. In April 2018 he announced that he would leave Congress “in the coming weeks” but assured people that it was his “intention to continue to aggressively advocate for responsible governance and pragmatic solutions in the coming years.” His “advocacy” took the form of new roles as a paid CNN political contributor and a senior policy adviser at DLA Piper, the global law firm.

			
			Trump crowbarred the partisan divide ever wider, but Democrats retained their inside tracks in the Capitol. Steve Elmendorf, who last worked in the Capitol in the early 2000s, is still able to stroll through the building unrestricted. He was once a shadow officer of the House of Representatives, which gives him lifetime privileges to walk through the Capitol and visit friends—and beneficiaries of his largesse—like Reps. Nancy Pelosi and Steny Hoyer without fear of being stopped by a Capitol Police officer. He is regularly spotted walking the halls of the Capitol.

			Has the swamp been drained in Trump’s White House? No, it has only become murkier, deeper, and richer. Hot spots inside the Beltway continually change based on who is in the White House. Georgetown’s Smith Point was hot during the George W. Bush administration, as was Stetson’s, a western-themed bar on U Street where Bush’s daughters were spotted drinking underage. The Obama administration brought urban chic to Washington. In Trump’s Washington, the Trump Hotel became the spot to be seen. Open and airy with posh silver and baby-blue velvet furniture and a long, dominant bar, the Pennsylvania Avenue hotel has become the “it spot” for Republicans looking to make headway in the new era of politicking. Former campaign manager Corey Lewandowski is regularly spotted there, pacing with his cell phone between meetings. Anthony Scaramucci, self-described as “The Mooch,” holds court there, captivating a bevy of men and women sprawled across the couches. People wearing MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN hats mix with a host of suited operatives.

			As Washington insiders play their power games, pat each other on the back, and take advantage of the wide ethical berth afforded to them, the public views the greatest legislative body on earth with deep suspicion and disdain. Gallup, which has tracked the public approval of Congress since the mid-1970s, found that just two in ten people approved of Congress for much of the first two years of the Trump administration. As a comparison, in 2009, 37 percent of people approved of the institution. After the September 11 attacks, 84 percent approved. Even worse, just 29 percent of people polled in October 2018 thought most members of Congress should be returned to office. The institution that writes the nation’s laws remains loathed by the voters who put its members in power.

			
			Chalk it all up to a perception that Congress is simply not working for everyday people. It works for itself. And when it needs to work for people, it screws things up. It shuts down the government. It raises taxes. It spends money on endless wars. All while its members collect fat paychecks.

			The irony about Congress in the era of Trump is that the institution briefly became more popular than usual. In February 2017 its approval briefly jumped 9 points to 28 percent—a sign, perhaps, that the public thought the institution would become more responsible or responsive under the New York City billionaire. But if anything changed about the power dynamics in Washington under Trump, it was that Congress gained power but at times shrank in its willingness to exercise it. For example, because of Trump’s ideological flexibility, Washington shut up the chattering class and cleared a tax reform bill quicker than anyone thought possible. With a White House bereft of firmly held opinions, lawmakers and aides with decades-long relationships were able to cobble together a bill largely unencumbered. A cooperative administration allowed the Senate to confirm conservative judges at a breakneck pace. But at the same time, the institution receded in important ways, refusing to shore up the investigation into the president’s campaign and declining lawmakers’ request to curb his ability to spark trade wars with allies.

			Donald Trump’s 2016 candidacy systematically and inextricably altered a host of institutions in American life: media, the Republican Party, the political consulting class, and the traditional checks and balances on executive power. Trump turned American life upside down—and promised to do the same to Washington.

			But how would Congress—the geographical and ideological center of the capital city—react to the shred-the-playbook ways of the brash New York real estate executive? Would it buckle to him or collapse under him? Would the newly elected president stand alongside the rigid elements of his party that elected him? Would his ideological flexibility unlock the gridlock that had plagued Washington for nearly a decade, or would it become mired in a series of inextricable crises?

			
			Sure, Donald Trump wanted to change Washington. The question was, would he succeed? Or would he somehow make it even worse?

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			NOT A TRUMP GUY

			“IT’S A FLOOD WARNING? I don’t see a flood coming anywhere.”

			It was Election Day eve 2016, and Speaker Paul Ryan was standing in the local Republican Party headquarters at a squat strip mall in Racine County, Wisconsin. A few moments earlier the air had been pierced by an ominous-sounding cell phone alert, warning of nearby flooding. “Where is the flood coming?” Ryan asked aloud to no one in particular.

			At that moment, the only flood Paul Ryan was expecting was a blue high tide of Democratic gains. How could it be otherwise? He was looking at the same polling everyone else was, and it showed Republicans would likely narrowly keep their House majority, Hillary Clinton would win the White House, and Democrats would steal the Senate majority, making Sen. Chuck Schumer of New York the majority leader.

			Ryan loathed the thought of being Speaker in a divided government, with his House the only island of red in a sea of blue. He was worried about the damage Trump was doing to the Republican Party. And yet after months of hand wringing and hours of talks with his close cadre of advisers about quitting politics, Ryan had decided to stick it out and remain in Congress. He couldn’t abandon House Republicans—he thought he had a duty there. He was going to rebuild. He was going to stop Republicans from imploding. Obligation. Duty. Paul Ryan didn’t want to be seen as a quitter.

			
			But at that moment on Washington Avenue in Racine he was utterly preoccupied with reelecting the vanilla, conservative former businessman Ron Johnson to the U.S. Senate. By October and November, Ryan’s political operation was helping turn out voters for Johnson’s campaign, which the Senate’s Republican leadership had dismissed, thinking Johnson was toast.

			The shrieking emergency tone of the cell phone alert had momentarily distracted Ryan, but he made a quick recovery. The fifty-fourth Speaker of the House, in tailored pants and a fitted button-down shirt, jet-black hair gelled in place, said he had no idea where the sound was coming from or what it meant. Someone suggested it was an Amber Alert. Someone surmised that it was a warning: Democrats were on the march.

			“It’s the Democrats—yeah, exactly,” Ryan joked to the room, filled with party faithful and a small clutch of reporters. “It’s voter suppression. That’s what it is. You can tell we’re all pretty slaphappy these days.”

			Slaphappy was one way to put it. These were indeed strange days for the Speaker. He had been waiting for eight years to toss Barack Obama out of the White House and replace him with a thoughtful conservative Republican who could help him fulfill his policy dreams. But in 2016, with Trump atop the ballot, the candidate and Ryan seemed like they were on different planets. Ryan—the nation’s top elected Republican—did not campaign once with Trump. They didn’t appear together at the Republican convention that Ryan chaired in Cleveland. Ryan even went so far as to cancel a joint appearance in Elkhorn, Wisconsin, in early October, after Trump was caught on tape suggesting famous men could grab women by their vaginas with impunity. Trump’s team later rebuffed Ryan’s offer for a late-fall rally in Wisconsin. They said Trump needed to be in Michigan and sent longtime Ryan friend Mike Pence in his place.

			Publicly, the candidate and the Speaker talked as if they liked each other; in reality, Ryan thought Trump disgusting, and Trump thought Ryan useless.

			
			But during the late days of the 2016 campaign, Ryan—nicknamed “Bowhunter” by his Capitol Police detail—put on his game face and pushed toward victory for everyone except Trump. “We have to win an election so we can get this country back on track,” Ryan said at the Racine campaign office, repeating the broad outlines of a refrain he had started in 2012 when he was the Republican vice-presidential candidate. “It’s all about unity.”

			It was a statement that, given the Speaker’s behavior all year, seemed somewhere between unbelievable and disingenuous. “It’s all about coming together. It’s all about bringing all kinds of Republicans from all parts of the party together to actually deliver. There is one person that we really, really have to deliver for. Because this man has been delivering for us. This man is a man of high integrity and character and value and gift.”

			Ryan hit his punch line: “The point is, Ron Johnson’s been there for us.”

			Obligation. Duty. Paul Ryan was there for Ron Johnson. He wanted to be there for Republicans when Hillary Clinton became president. What he didn’t fully understand was that a pocket within his own party wanted to pull the Speaker’s chair out from under him.

			

			—

			A FEW DAYS EARLIER North Carolina representative Mark Meadows—a leader of the conservative House Freedom Caucus—was in his downtown Washington apartment, glasses on his nose, cell phone in hand, sitting with his closest political allies as he read aloud a text message from Ryan. “If you’re going to kneecap me, will you at least let me know in advance?” Ryan wrote, followed by a series of shamrock emojis. Ryan had heard rumors about the Freedom Caucus’s unhappiness with him, but he knew little of their plans. The rumors were believable, though: The Freedom Caucus was never happy.

			The group laughed nervously as Meadows read the text. The truth was that these members of the House Freedom Caucus were indeed planning to kneecap Ryan. They were plotting to take down the Speaker of the House.

			
			They had done it before. On a steamy day in late July 2015, just before the House was set to break for its August recess, Meadows had marched to the House floor and filed a motion to vacate the chair, setting up a near-immediate referendum on Speaker John Boehner of Ohio. Meadows said he had prayed, spoken to his family and friends, and come to the conclusion he wanted Boehner out. Conservatives and moderates alike voiced what they thought were legitimate gripes with Boehner: He was too willing to cut deals with Barack Obama, too willing to give up a fight, too lazy, too much a picture of yesteryear.

			In typical times with typical politicians, those concerns would be handled behind closed doors. Meadows, though, took his complaints public, filing a resolution that would put every lawmaker on record about the Speaker. It was the first time anyone had attempted to oust a Speaker in more than a century. Months later Boehner resigned to save himself, and the House, the embarrassment.

			Paul Davis Ryan Jr. of Janesville, Wisconsin, was no John Boehner. He was strong—politically and physically—vibrant, smart, hard-working, and popular. He had an impossibly high level of internal support on Capitol Hill. Yet he also struck some of his colleagues as arrogant. He was fond of saying he had taken the speakership reluctantly, out of a sense of responsibility, turning the third-ranking job in American democracy into martyrdom. A year into his tenure, Meadows and the Freedom Caucus thought something was missing. Ryan hadn’t followed through on his promise to relinquish internal power—in other words, he was too strong a leader. At the same time, they thought he was too eager to compromise his conservative ideals.

			But perhaps more than anything, some of the group’s leaders were frustrated that Ryan hadn’t marched in lockstep behind Donald Trump’s candidacy for the White House. Republicans had spent years pillorying Hillary Clinton for what they saw as her role in the massacre in Benghazi and the use of a private e-mail server to conduct government business. The Freedom Caucus, almost uniformly, thought anyone would be better than Clinton in the White House. How, Meadows and Jim Jordan wondered, could Ryan continue to lead the party when he wouldn’t do everything he could to prevent a Clinton presidency? They needed a fighter. Ryan, they thought, was not a fighter.

			
			The Freedom Caucus usually met at Tortilla Coast, a Tex-Mex joint across the street from Republican National Committee (RNC) headquarters and around the corner from the Capitol. But a meeting to plot a coup against the Speaker required discretion, and they couldn’t be seen at Tortilla Coast this time of year—their presence in Washington during campaign season would raise too many eyebrows.

			But the plan to get rid of Ryan couldn’t wait any longer. So Meadows called some of his closest friends and instructed them to gather in his D.C. apartment. There was Rep. Raúl Labrador, a former immigration attorney from Idaho. Rep. Justin Amash, a baby-faced libertarian lawyer, from Grand Rapids, Michigan. Rep. Mick Mulvaney, a staunch budget hawk, from South Carolina. And Rep. Scott Perry from southeastern Pennsylvania.

			This was the gang that would dump the Speaker of the House for the second time in two years.

			

			—

			THE FREEDOM CAUCUS’S GRIPES with Ryan were not entirely illegitimate. Ryan had not shied from sharply excoriating Donald Trump—in fact, in 2015 and 2016, he had made a cottage industry of it.

			“I’m just not a Donald Trump guy,” Ryan privately told his friends throughout the year, employing a frequently used rhetorical construct that helped explain his love for policy (“I’m a policy guy”), a preference for the standard rhythms of the House (“I’m a regular order guy”), and his adoration for Wisconsin (“just a couple of Wisconsin guys,” he said when surrounded by fellow cheeseheads).

			And yet since Trump became a candidate in 2015, Ryan had found himself inextricably, at times inconveniently, tied to the New York City billionaire. Ryan hated it. It ate at him, deep at his core. Here he was, a man who had spent his life climbing the political ladder, from congressional staffer slinging nachos at a Capitol Hill restaurant to Speaker of the House, being forced to answer if he, too, thought it was okay for celebrities to grab women by their private parts.

			
			Ryan’s friends and staff never thought they would see a President Trump. The National Republican Congressional Committee (NRCC)’s polling had Trump losing, and the Republican majority dwindling in the House. So for a good portion of 2016, Ryan met with his advisers and secretly discussed retiring. Why would he want to stick around? After eighteen years of elected service, the idea of being Speaker during a Hillary Clinton presidency wasn’t terribly appealing. All his political goals—tax and entitlement reform—would be out the window, and he’d be left with managing the House, an institution that was unruly at best and completely broken at worst. He saw the humdrum of running the place under Clinton as an unfulfilling job with little upside. Not to mention, if Clinton beat Trump, Ryan knew he’d be seen as a Judas: the high-profile Republican who continually jabbed his party’s nominee, allowing the Democrats another four years in the White House.

			Ryan’s friends envisioned him following in the footsteps of his mentor, former representative Jack Kemp, by setting up shop in the nonprofit arena. They mused about him building out his policy portfolio, sitting on a few corporate boards and living an idyllic life in his stately brick home in Janesville with his beautiful blond wife and three children—a family out of central casting. Not to mention, that kind of perch could provide Ryan with the springboard he needed to rescue the Republican Party after what insiders then saw as Trump’s nearly certain implosion. Ryan could finally become the party’s standard-bearer.

			But throughout the talks with his close-knit circle—communications adviser Brendan Buck, political director Kevin Seifert, and Andy Speth, his longtime chief of staff—there was always a sense that Ryan would eventually relent and return to the House. The chats, which stretched for months, butting up against election season, revealed a pointed political reality about Ryan: He was just popular enough to stick it out atop the party.

			So Ryan was going nowhere. Sure, people were agitating to push him out, but no one, it seemed, wanted to take the plunge. Ryan was always looking to push the limits of what his party’s fringes would allow. He privately chatted with Senate minority leader Chuck Schumer about topics like immigration and tax reform, believing that his personality and charm might bend political reality. In the meantime, he wanted to dismantle the procedural motion that forced an immediate referendum vote on the Speaker of the House—the motion that had toppled John Boehner and threatened to topple him as well, if he wasn’t careful. For Ryan, removing this anvil from above his head was a point of pride: If he was going to give up nights and weekends with friends and family, he shouldn’t be subject to a referendum based on a single lawmaker’s whims.

			
			Ryan slowly came to the reality that he would return to the House and push to change the chamber’s rules to remove that threat. If that ended his political career, so be it. Eventually, though, he dropped the rules demand and decided simply to remain in public life.

			As the election neared, Ryan’s aides and allies in the Capitol began envisioning just how much cooperation would be possible during a Clinton presidency. Meanwhile, the Freedom Caucus was already scheming to make sure Ryan would never have that chance.

			

			—

			LUCKILY FOR RYAN, the men in the Freedom Caucus were not the second coming of Lyndon Baines Johnson. They were outcasts—a bit insular, offbeat, and strange. Most of them hung out only with each other. They sat together in the middle of the House chamber, and when the House wasn’t in session, they grew close snacking on Chick-fil-A sandwiches or nachos, swapping tales about their disillusionment with the status quo. Their feelings about Ryan and Boehner mirrored their overall disappointment with the Republican Party: Republicans had won the majority in 2010 by promising to deeply slash spending, tear up regulations, repeal Obamacare, and rearrange the House to better represent the will of the voters. Put mildly, the Freedom Caucus believed Republicans had failed on each of these fronts. If these men had their way, the Republican Party would stand firm to their values and work with them—not with Democrats—to solve the nation’s ills.

			
			Mark Meadows was the most complicated of the bunch. A North Carolina Republican with a sweep of gray hair, a folksy southern drawl, and a preoccupation with being liked, he played the part of D.C. outsider well. But it was just that: a part. Meadows, at fifty-nine, spent many weekends in Washington with his wife, Debbie. He was frequently spotted at parties around town: a ceremony for Tom Hanks receiving the Records of Achievement Award; socialite Adrienne Arsht’s Hair of the Dog New Year’s Brunch; and the British embassy’s party for the royal wedding. Later he bought a half-million-dollar condo in Old Town, a tony enclave in suburban Alexandria, Virginia. The man who in 2012 said that the government should “stop doing things the Washington way” had become a part-time Beltway resident.

			Many inside players in the Capitol thought Meadows was a fraud. One former top Republican leadership aide said Meadows was the most dishonest person he had ever met in the Capitol, convicted criminals included. Meadows had once dropped to his knees in Boehner’s office, begging for forgiveness after having crossed the Speaker. When Kevin McCarthy dropped his own bid for Speaker, it was due in part to an insurgent push in the Freedom Caucus to throw him overboard, but Meadows privately told McCarthy’s staff that he wanted to give him another chance. McCarthy balked. He doubted Meadows’s sincerity, and in any case, he knew that agreeing would make him an eternal prisoner of the party’s far-right wing.

			Meadows, for his part, said his integrity was beyond reproach. He privately chalked up the criticism to jealousy of his power.

			Regardless of how the Freedom Caucus members were perceived by their colleagues, they now had a plan, one that would likely cause a political crisis in Washington. Jordan, Meadows, and their top aides had been discussing it for months. The scheme was still a Hail Mary at best, but they were finally ready to make a move.

			The Speaker of the House is second in line to the presidency and a constitutional officer of the U.S. government. So after the party takes an internal vote, the House of Representatives conducts an official election in public on the House floor a few months after Election Day. The Speaker needs the support of 218 of his or her colleagues, Democrat or Republican. Jordan and Meadows felt they could prevent Ryan from reaching that threshold.

			
			Here’s what they envisioned: The morning after Election Day, Jordan would travel to New York to announce on Fox News that he was challenging Ryan for the speakership in the upcoming internal election. He would also oppose him in the public floor vote. We need new leadership, he would say. The move would send shock waves through Washington. The Freedom Caucus would mostly back Jordan, allowing Ryan to win the internal election but cutting away at his mandate. Their goal was to throw the House into chaos, force Ryan out, and insert someone like Rep. Mike Pompeo of Kansas into the speakership. If all went according to plan, Jordan would become majority leader. In Meadows’s apartment, the plan was met with general agreement, dashed with concern and excitement.

			Meanwhile reporters had caught wind of the meeting from chatty members of the Freedom Caucus. They gathered outside Meadows’s apartment as the meeting was ending. Mulvaney and others walked out the front door, but Meadows and Jordan, the ringleaders of the plan, hid in the back of Jordan’s legislative director’s silver Jeep as he drove them out of the garage.

			

			—

			THE SIXTEEN-AND-A-HALF-MONTH campaign was a torturous slog for Ryan, but it wasn’t nearly as bad for his Freedom Caucus colleagues and other members of the Republican leadership. Kevin McCarthy grew close to Trump, as did Rep. Steve Scalise. Scalise and McCarthy were far less bound to the notions and conventions of the traditional Republican Party than Ryan. They found Trump thrilling, his antics mostly laughable, and his can-do attitude refreshing.

			On July 2, 2016—sixteen days before the Republican convention in Cleveland—Scalise was in the western North Carolina mountains with friends and family for a getaway at his friends’ cabin, so remote that cell phones didn’t get reception. On this trip, that fact proved troublesome: Scalise was in the middle of trying to broker peace between Ryan and Donald Trump ahead of the party’s confab in Ohio. Scalise and Trump had spoken on July 1, a Friday, and Trump had said to call him back the next day.

			
			So on Saturday Scalise clambered into his car and instructed his Capitol Police detail to drive down the mountain toward Cashiers, North Carolina, a small town of roughly 150. As he neared the town, Scalise saw his cell phone suddenly pick up a full signal. He asked the driver to pull over so he could dial Trump. A moment later the nominee’s already infamous voice came back through the speaker, but he wasn’t talking about Paul Ryan: “Hey, what do you think about Mike Pence?” This conversation was not going to be about brokering a peace deal with Ryan, so Scalise quickly shifted gears. Trump had not selected a vice-presidential nominee yet, and Pence was pretty far down the list of potentials, but Scalise liked the sound of it.

			“He’s a great guy,” Scalise told Trump. “I was the chairman of the Republican Study Committee, and so was he. He was our conference chair—he was great while he was there. He went to Indiana, where he was a great governor. He has great legislative experience and great executive experience.”

			“That’s good to know, because he’s right here with me,” Trump said. He was quizzing Scalise about his friend Pence as the two sat at his golf course in northern New Jersey. (Scalise later laughed. “I was an unwitting participant in the vetting of Mike Pence in front of Mike Pence!”)

			Ryan ignited a firestorm in May when he told Jake Tapper he just was “not ready” to endorse Trump. In response, Trump played footsie with endorsing Ryan’s primary challenger, Paul Nehlen, an anti-Semite, whom the Speaker eventually trounced by sixty-eight points.

			An initial détente of sorts came in May, when Trump and Ryan met at Republican Party headquarters on Capitol Hill. The two teams, brought together by Ryan’s friend Reince Priebus, the RNC chairman, had decided in advance that only a small cadre of aides would be permitted to witness the meeting. When the time came, Trump ignored this and brought his whole team of roughly a half-dozen people. Ryan responded in kind and allowed his aides in the room. It was always tit for tat.

			
			The two then had a private session, where Ryan explained his suspicions of Trump: that he was not a conservative or even a Republican for that matter.

			“What kind of president are you going to be, and how are you going to govern?” Ryan asked Trump. Trump said he was a conservative. He asked Ryan if it would be wise to put out a list of judges he might nominate if he were elected. Ryan said he thought that would be a terrific idea. Trump then asked him if he had heard of the Federalist Society, and Ryan laughed—he had known the group’s executive vice president, Leonard Leo, for a quarter century.

			The Speaker explained to the president what he cared about—his legislative priorities of slashing taxes and overhauling entitlements, and his political prerogative of electing Republicans—and the two came out with a better understanding of each other.

			Ryan had brought a slide deck with details about Medicare and the nation’s ballooning debt, but it was abundantly clear that Trump was not interested. When Ryan brought up reworking Medicare, Trump demurred. “I know that’s your thing, but I think that’s stupid,” he told Ryan.

			During the campaign, Ryan maintained some semblance of sanity by refusing to consume news. He was often made aware of the controversy du jour by reporters or by his top adviser, Buck. But 2016 gave Ryan a lot of time alone. He spent months on end zipping around America in his armored black SUV, so he used a dummy Twitter account to scroll through headlines as his motorcade made its way from airport to fund-raiser to rally. This is how Ryan followed the presidential contest, and he was always shocked by what he saw.

			Weeks before Election Day, Ryan’s party was slumping in internal polls. The House Republican leadership was certain they would lose the presidency, and gripped by the fear that their majority would shrink. Then came the Access Hollywood video, which deepened their distrust for Trump and prompted a slew of alarmed phone calls from GOP lawmakers to the personal cell phones of Ryan and his number two, Kevin McCarthy.

			
			Ryan was in Cleveland when the video was posted, hosting a fund-raiser for David Joyce, a moderate Republican from northeastern Ohio. Ryan’s aides pulled him out of the event, and he asked his aides what Trump said. They said he needed to see for himself, so they handed him earbuds and showed him the video on a cell phone. Ryan cringed in disgust.

			Before he left Cleveland, Ryan called Priebus and said he was pulling the plug on a planned appearance with Trump at the Republican Fall Fest in Elkhorn, Wisconsin, an event he and Priebus had first put on decades earlier. “I’m not doing this thing tomorrow with him,” Ryan told the RNC chair. “No way.”

			“Well, he’s coming,” Priebus said.

			“No, he’s not,” Ryan responded.

			Priebus told the Speaker that he himself would have to disinvite Trump. Ryan said he’d be glad to, but told Priebus it would be easier for Trump to pull out of the event. Priebus said Trump would never go for that. Ryan didn’t call Trump—Priebus asked him not to. The New Yorker never showed up in Elkhorn. (Ryan was taken aback when he, Ron Johnson, and Wisconsin governor Scott Walker were booed at the event. The Speaker hadn’t realized that Trump supporters were so fervent.)

			Very few knew that Ryan also placed a call to Mitch McConnell, his counterpart in the Senate. McConnell and Ryan were friendly enough, but they were of different generations, and it often showed. Ryan was driven both by conviction and by ambition. He never seemed to let go of the idea that he was too big for Congress and belonged somewhere bigger. Ryan, of course, had been the vice-presidential candidate in 2012, and his political views were enhanced by that experience. McConnell, in his mid-seventies, was a southerner whose ultimate goal, reached the previous year, had been to become Senate majority leader. He was perfectly content living on Capitol Hill and controlling Congress from his ornate office overlooking the National Mall, while pulling the strings in Kentucky, a place where he exerted tremendous influence. McConnell was a staunch conservative, but unlike Ryan, he didn’t wear it on his sleeve. McConnell never let himself get boxed into a corner.

			
			Which was why he was so alarmed by what he heard from Paul Ryan that day. Ryan told his Senate counterpart that he was on the brink of pulling his endorsement of Trump.

			“Don’t do that,” McConnell told Ryan. McConnell knew that if Ryan did, it would tear the party asunder, a trauma from which it might never recover. “Listen,” McConnell told Ryan, “just keep talking to me. We’ll work through this together.” Ryan stood down.

			On October 8, the day before Trump was to face off against Hillary Clinton in a debate at Washington University in St. Louis, Ryan and his leadership team held a conference call. Greg Walden, the mild-mannered Republican congressman from Oregon who was running the party’s campaign committee, was ready to pull his endorsement from Trump. Rep. Ann Wagner, from the tony suburbs of St. Louis, reneged on her endorsement before the call. (She later jumped back onto the Trump train and in 2018 was more than happy to stand by his side, smile on her face, while Trump was signing a banking bill.)

			Kevin McCarthy got on the call late, and upon hearing that everyone was ready to jump ship, he delivered a strong rebuke. What the hell are you guys all doing? McCarthy asked them. How can you do this and hurt our nominee the day before he has his debate? Leave him alone, and if something happens, it will happen in this debate. Ryan agreed to sit tight.

			Trump held it together and was widely seen as staying toe to toe with Clinton at the event. Ryan wasn’t moved. During the debate, he got a string of text messages from Sen. Mike Lee of Utah, who was also bothered by Trump’s behavior.

			Ryan still wanted distance from Trump. He scheduled a rare conference call with all House Republicans.

			Ryan’s message on the call was blunt: Republicans should feel free to abandon Trump. They should focus on their own races and not worry about their party’s standard-bearer. Ryan himself took the unusual step of saying he would no longer defend the Republican Party’s nominee.

			“I am not going to defend Donald Trump,” Ryan told House Republicans on the October 10 call. “Not now, not in the future.” It was short of yanking his endorsement, but still a hell of a statement.

			
			“Look,” Ryan said, sounding exasperated. “You guys know I had real concerns with our nominee. I hope you appreciate that I am doing what I think is best for you, as the members, not what’s best for me.” Ryan felt like he was doing Republicans a favor: He was allowing them to do what they needed to do to save themselves. He couldn’t shake the fact that Trump was so vulgar. People just don’t talk like that where I’m from, he thought.

			Making this decision left Ryan’s team feeling relieved. His staff would no longer be bombarded with inquiries about what he thought of the president’s most recent dustup.

			But Ryan’s colleagues in the Republican leadership thought the Speaker’s stance was dumb. “My feeling was, when you get to the final days of a major election, in a presidential election, the weird things always happen at the very end,” said Steve Scalise. “You know the other choice. The other choice is Hillary. You’ve got to, at that point, rally behind the person that’s going to give our country the best chance on getting back on track, and that’s Donald Trump. You have no choice at that point. It’s all or nothing, and you gotta go all in.”

			Over the next few weeks, Ryan slowly inched back closer to Trump. He hadn’t warmed to the man—nor did he think he would win—but he thought it would help propel Ron Johnson to victory in the Wisconsin Senate race. Ryan’s team made an offer to campaign with Trump in the Badger State, but he was rebuffed by Priebus, who thought Trump’s time would be better spent elsewhere.

			Finally, just hours before Election Day, it was time for Ryan to do what he had never thought possible. He was standing in a warehouse in Waukesha with Johnson, Gov. Scott Walker, and Republican Party officials in a last-minute effort to turn out the base. Trump seemed to be everywhere but Wisconsin, making stops in Florida, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and New Hampshire that day.

			Privately, Republicans had been urging Ryan just to get out of the way and tell people to vote for Donald Trump. Ryan relented. With a touch more than twelve hours until polls opened, Ryan encouraged Republicans to do what he had once thought was unthinkable.

			
			“I voted Trump, Pence, Johnson, some guy named Ryan, and every other Republican on the ticket, and that’s actually what each and every one of us need to do,” he said.

			At that point, Ryan thought it was binary: Either he urged voters to vote for Trump, or Hillary Clinton would be president.

			“I was just worried we were going to get our butts kicked,” he later recalled.

			

			—

			THE HOLIDAY INN EXPRESS in Janesville, Wisconsin, is a drab business-style hotel on the side of I-90. The lobby is sterile—one aide remarked that it was “clean, at least.” It’s completely unremarkable and therefore is representative of the hotels across America that political insiders become accustomed to as they hopscotch the country in their quest for power.

			But on Election Day, November 8, that Holiday Inn Express morphed into one of the epicenters of the political universe. Ryan aides wandered around the main lobby, scrolling through iPads on the faux marble tables and eventually clutching bottles of beer and glasses of wine, getting a head start on the long night ahead. A handful of television trucks were parked just steps from an indoor pool, and Capitol Police and private security guards screened partygoers who were drinking from a cash bar.

			It was here that Ryan would watch the results roll in, and here that his political world would change.

			Ryan began this Election Day the same way he always did: He grabbed his dogs and his brother or father-in-law and went pheasant hunting. His kids were away at school, and it was a nice distraction during an otherwise uncertain day.

			When Buck and Seifert, two of Ryan’s most trusted aides, showed up at the Speaker’s home around six P.M., they too believed it was the beginning of a new chapter for the Speaker: the counterbalance to President Hillary Clinton. Shortly after she became president, Ryan planned to give a speech tossing the Republican Party of Trump in the dustbin. For the next two years, he would have to carefully weigh his never-ending quest for legislative dealmaking with the reality that he would be a top presidential hopeful in 2020. He couldn’t be too ready to compromise, his inner circle thought, but he had trouble acting as the staunch and unflinching opposition.

			
			Buck and Seifert came to Ryan’s home to swap gossip—who was up, who was down—and to discuss the schedule for the election night event. It had been carefully crafted. The plan was to have Ryan speak early enough to avoid talking about the results of the presidential race. What was he going to say about a Clinton victory? He decided he would much rather wait the night out and discuss it in the morning, after a decent night’s sleep.

			At around seven-thirty P.M., Ryan got a call from Priebus, who told him the exit polls were terrible for the Republican Party. Trump was going to get trounced, Republicans were going to lose the Senate, and Ryan’s House Republican majority would be sliced in half. Get your mind right with President Hillary Clinton and Senate majority leader Chuck Schumer, Priebus told Ryan.

			“Well, I can’t speak to the presidential or the Senate,” Ryan told Priebus, “but I think we’re going to lose six seats. But I’ll defer to you on the presidential race.”

			Ryan had been dreading election night. This is going to suck, he thought. I’m going to be the last Republican standing, and I need to figure out how to stiff-upper-lip this.

			The room where the throng of Ryan supporters gathered was drab and small. Reporters were penned in the back of the room along a bleacher. Ryan’s aides were easily identifiable, sporting red and blue pins in the shape of an arrowhead—a nod to Ryan’s hunting hobby.

			Just before nine P.M., the Associated Press called the House race for Ryan, an all-but-certain result in the district he had first won in 1998. As he walked onstage with his family, elections across the country were trending in Republicans’ direction—and toward a Trump victory. But Ryan didn’t believe it quite yet.

			
			“By some accounts, it could be a really good night for America,” he said to an exuberant crowd. “There are races we want to watch. So like you, I’m eager to watch the rest of the evening, I’m eager to enjoy this evening with you, so thank you so much for coming out.”

			He waved as he exited stage left, surrounded by his daughter, two sons, wife, brother, and sister-in-law. Backstage he popped in and out of the war room, where senior staff like Seifert and Jake Kastan, the number two on Ryan’s political team, were monitoring races across the country.

			As the hour wore on, Ryan was shocked by what he was seeing. His own election results were stronger than usual in Kenosha County, a Democratic stronghold for the previous fifty years. Ron Johnson’s numbers were also solid. If Johnson was winning in Kenosha County, Ryan thought he could win this thing. He then took a peek at Trump’s numbers, and by God, he thought, Trump was running strong, too, right alongside Johnson. He then pulled up the numbers for Marathon County in central Wisconsin, and Trump was winning there, too. If Trump could win Wisconsin, Ryan thought, he would win Pennsylvania and Michigan. Oh my God, Ryan thought. This guy might’ve done it.

			At around ten P.M., long before the race was called, Ryan called Trump on his cell phone. Their relationship was exceedingly frosty, but this call was unexpectedly warm.

			“This is unbelievable,” Ryan told Trump. “It looks like you’re going to win.”

			Trump seemed happy but shell-shocked. “Hey, you and I had our differences,” he told Ryan. “But I’m looking forward to working with you and governing with you. Let’s go fix this country.”

			Trump was willing to let all of Ryan’s disloyalty go. “Because it’s life and we sort of need each other a little bit,” Trump recalled in 2018. “I didn’t like what he did, but I get along with him.”

			In Bakersfield, California, Kevin McCarthy had prepared a statement only for Clinton to win the presidency. His aides, draining beers at McCarthy’s election night party at Temblor Brewing, quickly drafted copy reflecting the new political reality.

			Steve Scalise was at his usual election night haunt, Drago’s Seafood Restaurant in Metairie, Louisiana, home of the original charbroiled oyster, it claims. His own reelection race was called fifteen minutes after the polls closed, so he was intently focused on the presidential contest. Ohio and Florida were called for Trump early, but none of the networks had called Pennsylvania.

			
			Scalise had been to Pennsylvania, a state where Republicans had picked up a handful of seats in recent years. He knew that Republicans were ascendant there, so he had instructed his political team to use Republican Party data to investigate whether the outstanding precincts would give Trump the victory.

			Even as the night turned toward Trump, turmoil was brewing for Ryan. When it was becoming clear Trump would win, Sean Hannity, the Fox News host who had a tight relationship with the president-elect and a prickly rapport with Ryan, was on air railing against the Speaker.

			“Paul Ryan is not going to be the Speaker of the House in January,” Hannity said during Fox’s live coverage of election night, dialing in to the broadcast by phone after speaking to Trump three times that night. “I was going to save that for my program tomorrow. He’s not going to be the Speaker. I mean, an amazing turn of events because the establishment on both sides lost touch with the real lives of real Americans, and Donald Trump opened the door, said we’re going to fix it and turn the table over.”

			McCarthy immediately texted Hannity from California and explained to him that Ryan would be on Trump’s side. McCarthy was sure of it, he told Hannity.

			Buck, in Janesville, heard about the remark and called Newt Gingrich, the former House Speaker and frequent Fox News guest, and Marc Short, the former House GOP leadership aide who was now working for the Trump-Pence campaign. “Let us know if there’s anything we can do,” Buck said to Short. He also asked if anyone internally was aiming for Ryan’s head. Short assured him that he had nothing
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[Turns] Congress into a Game of Thrones book.” —Trevor Noah, The Daily Show
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