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			PROLOGUE

			When Georgia Republicans need a go-to venue for a big celebration, there is no shortage of options around Atlanta: well-appointed conference rooms in lakeside resorts, elaborate ballrooms, the artificial turf of the College Football Hall of Fame in the heart of downtown. But none looms larger than the InterContinental Buckhead in Atlanta’s ritziest neighborhood. Towering over luxury malls and boutiques along the city’s iconic Peachtree Road, the hotel was the site of the Republican “victory party” on election night 2020, where hundreds of members of the Georgia GOP sipped overpriced beers and watched returns on oversized screens while in the grip of a pandemic.

			The crowd had reason to be optimistic. Republicans had shut out Democrats in every presidential election in Georgia since 1996 and hadn’t lost a statewide seat since 2006. The Georgia GOP was so dominant that for much of the decade Democrats struggled to recruit even fringe candidates for some top-tier races or, worse, didn’t bother running anyone at all while Republicans built commanding majorities in the state legislature and maintained control of every statewide office. Stacey Abrams might have caught some off guard in 2018 when the Democrat lost the governor’s race to Brian Kemp by fewer than fifty-five thousand votes. But Republicans weren’t taking the threat lightly this time. Even President Donald Trump had reluctantly visited the state as part of his whirlwind final campaign tour on November 1, urging Georgians at a windswept rural airport to defend his administration as he promised a “great red wave” would swamp Joe Biden and his Democratic supporters across the country.

			Rows of mask-wearing reporters lined the walls of the InterContinental’s banquet hall, while grizzled activists mingled with college interns as Fox News commentators reported the early returns from a booming speaker system: one Republican state after another had gone Trump’s way, as strongholds like Alabama, South Carolina, and then, especially sweet, the contested swing state of Florida each turned a bright shade of red.

			In the back of the room, a nervous Brandon Phillips paced between the partygoers. A savvy Republican strategist who had led the president’s Georgia operation for about a year during the 2016 cycle, Phillips was as comfortable hunting for wild hogs or spearfishing in shark-infested Gulf Coast waters as he was designing a campaign field strategy. His social media accounts brimmed with photos of his political exploits, none more proudly displayed than the black-and-white picture of him striding down a convention hall corridor with Trump, both grinning from ear to ear with matching thumbs-ups. Since Trump’s 2016 victory, Phillips had honed a reputation as a sharp-elbowed brawler with a specialty of helping local candidates try to channel the president’s appeal.

			But there was no trace of that easy smile on Phillips’s face on this night as he scanned the room of tipsy revelers in search of others who shared his trepidation. Cody Hall, a young aide to Governor Brian Kemp, was also milling about the crowd with unspoken anxiety. “They don’t even know why they shouldn’t be celebrating yet,” Hall said, glancing back and forth from an election analysis on his weathered smartphone to the joyful throng in front of him.

			Trump was winning the states he was expected to win. But he was falling behind in Arizona. And his numbers in Georgia weren’t much better. Late that night, as the celebration continued around him, Phillips peered into his phone and groaned. The New York Times needle, the tracking tool designed to predict which candidate was on track to win an election, had suddenly swung decisively toward Biden in Georgia when vote totals from heavily Democratic DeKalb County had started to come in. One nervous operative sequestered himself in an empty conference suite just outside the ballroom and dialed up an election expert. “Are there really enough votes left to swing this thing?” he asked.

			On the second floor of the hotel, Republican senator David Perdue’s strategists were hunkered down in a war room, poring over numbers that would determine whether the incumbent would win a second term—or be forced by Georgia’s peculiar state law into a runoff against his Democratic opponent, the investigative filmmaker Jon Ossoff. Perdue had won office six years earlier with a carefully cultivated outsider image that belied his family’s deep roots in Georgia politics. Every so often, he’d unpack the iconic jean jacket that had made him a star to Georgia’s right, wrap it around his broad shoulders, and take it for a spin on the trail. But the truth was, the former Fortune 500 chief executive was just as comfortable in a finely tailored suit as he was in the worn denim of his campaign ads.

			Earlier in the night, exhausted aides and strategists in the war room had been bombarded with congratulations on a hard-fought victory. Unbelievable job! It’s over! But Perdue’s most senior loyalists tamped down the premature celebration. There were still hundreds of thousands of votes to be tallied, and many would be coming from areas where Democrats dominated. One aide bolted upstairs to Perdue’s suite, where the senator was preparing for a victory speech, to deliver the news. “Ignore what you’re hearing,” he told the Republican. “This is going to be very, very close.” Perdue sat in stony silence with his wife, Bonnie, for a few heartbeats, but he wasn’t surprised. “How much longer will it take?” he asked.

			In fact, Perdue was painfully aware of troubling data for his campaign and those of other Republicans in Georgia. And he had sounded the alarm early and often, pleading for Trump and national Republicans to send his campaign more resources in the face of an epic election cycle shaped by a pandemic and nationwide movement for social justice.

			What made the situation more frustrating for Perdue was that his opponent was not another veteran of Georgia’s hallowed corporate community but a political newcomer about the same age as his two sons. To him, Ossoff, a thirty-three-year-old former congressional aide, was little more than a privileged wannabe whose greatest gift was the silver tongue he used to convince liberals to dig into their wallets for campaign donations. On the campaign trail, Perdue couldn’t hide his disdain: Ossoff was a “trust fund socialist who lives off his family’s money-making documentary movies that no one’s ever watched,” Perdue vented at one stop. Behind closed doors, Perdue wasn’t any kinder in his assessment of the matchup: he was a former Fortune 500 CEO in the fight of his political life against a “little shit” who, he claimed, had never created a job.

			On the road, Perdue drew decent-sized crowds, but his young opponent knew how to strike him where it hurt the most. A debate held about a week before the election left Perdue bloodied and seething after Ossoff dismantled him, calling him a “crook” during a scathing minute-long monologue that was watched more than 15 million times on social media. How could I respect a man like that? Perdue asked his closest friends.

			In the final sprint, Perdue’s team tried to re-create some of the magic of his runaway victory six years earlier: a luxury campaign bus stocked with his favorite Chick-fil-A chicken biscuits and wrapped with Perdue’s slogan, branding him “The Original Outsider” in red, white, and blue glory; the reassuring presence of his wife, a serene grandmother who never envisioned her golden years spent on the campaign trail; a pre–Election Day fly-around tour that ended at the same suburban Atlanta airport where his first cousin, Sonny Perdue, had launched his successful bid for governor almost two decades earlier. Anything to give him a sense of momentum going into the final stretch.

			This was never going to be the clean victory Perdue had enjoyed in 2014. But as the returns came in, the senator’s senior advisers quietly reckoned that it wasn’t going to be any sort of victory at all. The results pointed to a nine-week overtime bout that Republicans dreaded. With the nation’s attention turned to the race, anything could happen during the runoff. And if Perdue’s seat was in question, then surely Trump’s fate was also in doubt. Instead of delivering a finely tuned victory speech, Perdue stayed in his upstairs suite with his wife, leaving it to sullen deputies to deliver the unhappy news that the senator wouldn’t be joining the party.

			Elsewhere around Georgia, other Republican celebrations shared the same deflated ending. At Congressman Doug Collins’s gathering near his North Georgia hometown of Gainesville, the music abruptly stopped as fidgety supporters zeroed in on a TV projector with returns showing Trump struggling—and Collins falling further behind Senator Kelly Loeffler, the Republican he’d challenged for her seat. Loeffler’s bash at the venerable Buckhead Ballroom at the Grand Hyatt offered an unsettling tangle of emotions: jubilation over her victory against Collins and a grim acknowledgment of the lengthy runoff campaign ahead against Reverend Raphael Warnock, the Democratic pastor of Atlanta’s storied Ebenezer Baptist Church.

			Democrats had a tantalizing sense that they were on the cusp of an accomplishment many, even the most loyal of the optimists, privately thought was impossible. As Warnock put it that night, “Something special and transformational is happening right here.” Stacey Abrams, whose work over the past decade set the foundation for her party’s success, went to bed that evening convinced that Georgia Democrats would finally snap their long presidential losing streak. The biggest question she asked herself before drifting to sleep was whether the party would be able to hold on to the victory against a Republican onslaught challenging the results that was just revving up.

			Back at the InterContinental, a hush descended on Perdue’s war room as more results came streaming in. In June, the campaign’s smartest minds had hashed out a “vote goal” of 2,482,000 ballots to win without a runoff. The senator was on track to fall about 20,000 votes shy of the target. Even the most junior operative could see that the math spelled trouble for Republicans, who were now at risk of losing both the White House and the Senate.

			“It’s going to be a long week,” Phillips sighed.

			

			

			The story of how the Peach State turned purple echoes far beyond the state’s boundaries and a historic election cycle that transformed little-known Georgians into polarizing national figures. The nation’s gaze turned to Georgia not just because of its stunning presidential flip, fueled by a handful of formerly Republican strongholds circling Atlanta. And not just because of the two runoff elections that effectively determined whether Biden could muscle his legislative agenda through a Democratic-controlled Senate or whether he’d be stymied by Republicans. What local political insiders know well, and what the rest of the country began to realize in 2020, is that flipping control of Georgia may fundamentally realign national politics, giving Democrats an invaluable foothold in the Deep South and a bulwark against growing Republican strength elsewhere.

			Democrats engineered the epic turnaround with a formula that could serve as a template for the party in once bright-red territories elsewhere. For parts of the last two decades, Georgia Democrats maneuvered for victories by trying to re-create the same coalitions that had helped keep them in power through much of the twentieth century: a tenuous alliance between Black voters in Atlanta and conservative white rural power brokers who ruled the state. Some campaigned as moderate versions of Republicans, heralding support for gun rights and opposition to abortion while running, screaming, from national party figures. Inevitably, the rural conservatives would shift toward the GOP—and no amount of messaging or proposals could draw them back.

			In 2020, though, Georgia Democrats mostly abandoned attempts to pose as moderate “Republican-lite” figures and jettisoned all-out efforts to convert conservative voters with poll-tested talking points. Instead, leaders energized the party’s core constituencies—including many who rarely cast ballots—with policies that just a few years prior would have seemed unthinkable: Gun control. Decriminalization of marijuana. An end to crackdowns on illegal immigrants. Progressive social and economic justice initiatives. An expansion of abortion rights. While President Trump characterized Democrats in Georgia and beyond as puppets of the “radical left,” local candidates unabashedly embraced national figures they once avoided.

			Republicans had watched as Democrats crept closer in election after election this decade, edging toward breaking the GOP monopoly on power. And they realized that the formula that helped them win in 2018—huge margins in rural and exurban areas to offset their defeats in suburban areas—would soon fizzle. The only question was when.

			“I’ve been raising the flag for years that Democrats were closing the gap in Georgia—and now it’s clear to anyone who wants to open their eyes and see it,” said Brian Robinson, a veteran political aide who served as a key deputy to Republican governor Nathan Deal during his two terms in office from 2011 to 2019.

			Flipped is an account of that transformation, based on my years of reporting the state’s political metamorphosis at The Atlanta Journal-Constitution. In these pages, you’ll meet a rich cast of characters who shaped the races. There’s Governor Brian Kemp, who two years after his narrow victory over Abrams thought his biggest worry would be staunch Democratic opposition to his every move under Georgia’s Gold Dome, the nickname for the state Capitol. Never could he have imagined he’d end the election cycle as the prime target of Trump’s fury.

			A former home builder with vast political ambitions, Kemp won office by mobilizing the same rural white base that helped Trump capture the state—and that ensured no one could outflank him to his right. That meant airing an ad featuring him mockingly aiming a shotgun at his daughter’s faux boyfriend, “Jake,” in a TV spot promoting his gun rights support, thirty seconds of material that generated heaps of outrage on the left but praise and attention from the right. And that meant holding fiercely to strict voting rules while he was Georgia’s top election official that Democrats charged were archaic and discriminatory.

			The governor was certain he had reinforced his conservative credentials by signing into law sweeping antiabortion restrictions shortly after taking office and barnstorming for Trump around the state. But as the vote count continued after November 3, Kemp was forced to make a decision that could put his political future in jeopardy: heed Trump’s demand to call an emergency legislative session that could overturn the election, or grudgingly accept Biden’s victory.

			Kemp’s handpicked appointment to the US Senate, Kelly Loeffler, was supposed to be the Republican answer to the growing ranks of college-educated white women who sided with Democrats: a political novice with a successful background in business and civic life who could offer wavering Republicans a different brand of conservatism. Instead, she wound up veering to the party’s extreme right flank, trying to curry favor with a skeptical president while facing open hostility from state Republican leaders who labeled her an inauthentic stooge.

			A mild-mannered former Illinois farm girl, Loeffler worked her way up the corporate ladder until she landed at a little-known startup in Atlanta, where she met her future husband, Jeff Sprecher, an amiable wheeler-dealer whose company, Intercontinental Exchange, wound up buying the New York Stock Exchange. Her political ambitions came at a steep price, including an open revolt by the WNBA team that she proudly co-owned. Simply getting past the first-round voting cost her a fortune—she and her husband spent more than $30 million on her race—only to land her in a runoff that put every facet of her life under the microscope. As the 2021 showdown neared, some of her confidants wondered: Was it worth the price?

			Her opponent, Raphael Warnock, the magnetic pastor of Atlanta’s famed Ebenezer Baptist Church, grew up borrowing Martin Luther King Jr.’s speaking cadence and style—and later inherited his pulpit. He was raised in public housing in Savannah, the eleventh of twelve children—he liked to quip that his parents, both preachers, took to heart the Bible’s command to be fruitful and multiply—and the first to graduate from college. Warnock also followed in King’s footsteps by attending Morehouse College, where he embraced Atlanta’s civil rights legacy and championed a message of Black empowerment and advancement through civic engagement.

			After stints at churches in Harlem and Baltimore, Warnock landed his dream job in 2005, becoming the youngest senior pastor in Ebenezer’s history, and continued to put the church at the intersection of political activism and civil rights. Backed by Abrams, he launched his first political run for Senate in 2020 and instantly became the top Democratic contender in a wide-open race. Warnock’s charge to “remain the reverend” was put to the test as he was pummeled relentlessly on Georgia’s airwaves over his past sermons and stances.

			Jon Ossoff, the would-be millennial senator, started his climb into politics at the age of sixteen with a letter he wrote to John Lewis after he read the civil rights icon’s memoir. That note yielded a summer job in Lewis’s congressional office and, later, helped him land work as an aide to Congressman Hank Johnson, who represented a neighboring district. The two put him on the national map in 2017 when they endorsed his special election bid for a wide-open suburban district heavily favored to stay in Republican control.

			Ossoff ran a by-the-books campaign for the seat, left vacant when Trump tapped the incumbent for a cabinet post, and was careful not to alienate moderate and independent voters. While he entered the race to muted fanfare as an unknown “make Trump furious” candidate, he finished it with a relentless focus on the middle and few harsh words for a president who branded him the worst of the worst. The strategy didn’t work. He was narrowly defeated by his Republican opponent, making him the first high-profile Democrat to lose a political race in the Trump era. As 2020 turned to 2021, his mission was to ensure he wouldn’t also be the last.

			David Perdue, a temperamental former executive who clung to his outsider image despite six years in the nation’s chummiest of clubs, had a humble upbringing in middle Georgia as the son of a schoolteacher and a public school superintendent. After graduating from Georgia Tech, he plunged into the corporate world, eventually rising to become the chief executive of Reebok and later Dollar General. When a US Senate seat opened in 2014, he called his first cousin Sonny, by then a former two-term governor, and encouraged him to run. Sonny flipped the script and urged David to jump in the race instead.

			Even with the backing of one of the state’s most powerful networks, Perdue was an underdog in a field of veteran Republican politicians. At one political event in rural Georgia, then-governor Nathan Deal walked right past him, taking Perdue to be just another face in the crowd. The unintentional snub forced Perdue to confront a cruel reality: as high as he’d risen in corporate America, he was a nobody in Georgia’s political world. The truth was, he didn’t like politicians or politics—or the way media covered the contests. His wife, Bonnie, talked him out of abandoning the race. Now, six years after his first victory, he faced another gut-check moment—this time with the fate of the Senate hanging in the balance.

			Georgia’s shift from one end of the political spectrum toward the other wasn’t an overnight change but a long, intentional process built on the work of the politicians who drive the day’s news and the efforts of hundreds of staffers, thousands of activists, and hundreds of thousands of newly engaged voters. Battle-hardened political veterans like to say Democrats had to pitch the “perfect game” to pull off the upsets, and there’s no doubt that extraordinary fortune buoyed their hard work. In this book, you’ll find the stories of the figures who drove the transformation, powering a dramatic upheaval that seemed so sudden from afar but was really the result of years of toil.
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			Chapter 1

			WTF HAPPENED?

			After President Trump’s victory in 2016, Democrats in Georgia were angry—and ready to channel that fury into political energy. Georgia House minority leader Stacey Abrams had spent a lifetime preparing for just this moment.

			The daughter of United Methodist ministers, Abrams grew up grounded in activism: she remembers boycotting a local Shell gas station as a child to protest the oil giant’s ownership’s ties to apartheid South Africa. As a teenager, she started a spreadsheet that meticulously charted each of her career goals, including a run for president as early as 2028. While a student at Spelman College, the famed historically Black institution in Atlanta, she led protests after the Rodney King verdict and challenged Atlanta mayor Maynard Jackson, the trailblazing first African American man elected to lead a major southern city, to work harder to help poor people of color. At Yale Law School, she worked at a legal clinic while writing the first of what would be a string of romance novels under a pen name. After a stint working for a prestigious Atlanta law firm and as a deputy city attorney, Abrams won a statehouse legislative seat and dedicated herself to becoming a political force—not by backslapping her way through the halls of Georgia’s Gold Dome but by focusing on changing her party’s direction from the inside out.

			But if there was a defining story of her youthful foray into politics, it was the regrettable high school trip to the Governor’s Mansion for a reception for valedictorians. It was one she spoke about to friends in quiet moments and, later, on the campaign trail to roaring crowds. Her family’s car had broken down before the dinner, and Abrams and her parents had to take a bus to the formal event in Atlanta’s most elite neighborhood. While her peers drove up in expensive rides, Abrams and her parents walked the winding driveway to the big black gates surrounding the estate. When they arrived at the guard station, a security officer glanced at Abrams’s mom and dad and then back at her. “This is a private event,” she remembers him saying. “You don’t belong here.”

			Abrams’s incensed parents soon had him regretting his words with a tongue-lashing, and they were eventually allowed into the reception. But that moment from 1991 would be seared in her memory. She didn’t recall meeting then governor Zell Miller that day or celebrating with other elite high school students from across Georgia. What she did remember was that an agent of the state attempted to block her entry to the Governor’s Mansion by insisting that she didn’t “belong” there.

			In early 2017, she had that story in mind as she began putting the finishing touches on a soon-to-be-launched campaign to convince voters that she belonged in Georgia’s top office. Over the past three years, she’d founded a voting rights group, the New Georgia Project, whose goal was to engage hundreds of thousands of voters of color disconnected from state politics. She built a national fundraising operation to promote her vision of liberal policies in the South. She helped transform her often-warring Democratic colleagues in the Georgia House into a more effective fighting force. And she assembled a team of aides and advisers to help burnish her national profile and not-so-quietly make senior party officials aware that she was running for governor—with or without their support.

			To some in Georgia’s political class, though, Abrams was known as a behind-the-scenes operator knowledgeable in the nuances of legislation and skilled at picking apart Republican talking points—and not as a fiery orator who could energize the masses. Sure, she had proven that she could impress wealthy donors in closed-door meetings. But many in Georgia were scarcely familiar with Abrams’s name, let alone her ability to motivate Democrats.

			While Georgia Democrats lacked a clear leader after years of demoralizing defeats, Abrams had been one of Trump’s most outspoken critics in Georgia. His surprise White House victory gave her the chance she needed to funnel Democratic outrage into results—and cement her claim as the leader of the party’s resurgence.

			On a weekday afternoon in January 2017 in downtown Atlanta, not far from the spot where baseball legend Hank Aaron belted his 715th home run, a crowd of five hundred or so activists, politicians, and onlookers gathered at a union hall. A former beauty queen angling to run for office wore a sparkling sash. Haggard parents turned campaign leaflets into makeshift coloring books to keep their little ones occupied. Once and future candidates crammed into rows of plastic folding chairs arrayed under fluorescent lights.

			A hush descended over the room as Abrams delivered her vision of how Democrats could win Georgia. Over the course of about fifteen minutes, she spoke of mobilizing liberals by promising expanded access to health care, promoting a more equitable economy, and a push to register, and then engage, overlooked Georgia voters. Above all, she made the case that Democrats could win back Republican-held territory if they embraced authenticity rather than set aside their priorities to try to win over wavering moderates. She wanted to be both a salve and a spark to angry, hurt, and frustrated Democrats; she promised them there was a tangible path to flipping Georgia, that resistance wasn’t futile.

			Like her or not, many of Abrams’s fellow Democratic lawmakers saw her as a no-nonsense leader capable of navigating the messy mash-up of compromise and the shrewd triangulation of power under the Gold Dome. To her most loyal supporters, she was a prophet of voting rights, a visionary intent on building an ascendant political coalition with her promise of being an “unapologetic progressive.” To her critics, she was a threatening new force in state politics whose promise to energize liberals could upend decades of a conservative-leaning status quo. But most hadn’t seen her like this before: uncompromising, inspirational, and demanding. The audience, eager for a statewide standard-bearer in the Trump era, interrupted her speech frequently with applause and at the end rewarded her with a booming ovation.

			The speech heralded some of the challenges that awaited Abrams as she rose in political stardom. An avowed introvert who once happily went to the grocery store and local haunts unrecognized, Abrams wasn’t used to so openly wearing her heart on her sleeve. That day, in an aside, she said only half-jokingly that “if I could cry, I would”—a window into a no-nonsense and sometimes brusque style that had Democratic rivals whispering that she was the wrong fit for a party looking for a new champion.

			As her message gained traction, it soon became clear that Abrams’s political strategy would set Democrats on a course toward a new kind of battleground politics that would bring unprecedented spending, visits from a constellation of political stars, constant attention from national media, and a clash of ideologies between two parties diametrically opposed on most every major policy debate, each eager to use the other to energize their bases. As the audience trickled out of the union hall that day, many left confident that Abrams could awaken a dormant wing of the party.

			

			

			There was, however, good reason to be skeptical. As 2017 dawned, Republicans controlled every statewide office in Georgia and both US Senate seats and enjoyed commanding majorities in the state legislature. Just a few years earlier, in the 2014 elections, a Republican ticket led by first-term governor Nathan Deal and Senate candidate David Perdue swept every statewide office easily, brushing aside younger, well-financed Democrats who had storied last names.

			This had not always been the Georgia way. For most of the twentieth century, Democrats controlled every lever of power in the state with the unwavering support of rural white voters, stoked by crowd-pleasing populism, who backed segregationist and racist measures that disenfranchised Black residents. It was a monopoly built on a revulsion toward Reconstructionist policies promoted by Abraham Lincoln’s Republican successors and, later, on the durability of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal coalition, one that united labor unions, poor white farmers, and minority voters.

			Even as national Democrats championed civil rights legislation, partisans in Georgia and elsewhere in the “Solid South” mostly opposed the reforms, an agenda that helped them keep their grip on state power. Though their support might have seemed counterintuitive, Black voters reliably lined up behind Democratic candidates. Like its neighbors in the Deep South, Georgia was essentially a one-party state where victory in a Democratic primary was tantamount to election in November. To wield any sort of electoral power in Georgia, Black leaders had to wade into Democratic waters—or not bother at all.

			Jimmy Carter came from that political tradition. He portrayed himself as a reliable southern conservative on his way to a gubernatorial victory in 1970 only to stun his supporters by delivering an inaugural address that demanded an end to racial discrimination in Georgia. He then remade his image into that of a moderate reformer who reorganized state government and appointed an unprecedented number of women and minorities to key agencies and judicial posts—a record he invoked during his triumphant 1976 run for president.

			One of the first chinks in the state’s Democratic armor emerged during Carter’s doomed 1980 reelection bid, when he easily carried Georgia but was shellacked in much of the rest of the country. Bobby Kahn, then a young Carter staffer, left the president’s election party in Atlanta about fifteen minutes after the polls closed, dejected over the White House defeat. But he drifted to sleep that night believing that at least Senator Herman Talmadge, the cigar-chomping, scandal-plagued four-term Democratic incumbent, would win. As he strolled to his law school class the next morning, a late run of The Atlanta Constitution declared Republican Mack Mattingly the winner. (An earlier edition of the paper inaccurately asserted that Talmadge “walks away with it.”) Kahn, a stalwart Democrat who would go on to lead the state party, was astonished: “It was the wake-up call.”

			A wave of suburbanite returns that had streamed in overnight had won Mattingly, the Reagan revolutionary and woebegone chair of the state GOP, a seat as the first Republican elected to the Senate from Georgia since Reconstruction. His victory by just twenty-seven thousand votes exiled Talmadge, the hard-drinking scion of a political dynasty and self-proclaimed champion of the rural South, known to friends and foes simply as “Hummon.”

			Talmadge’s loss also seemed to mark the start of a shift in power away from the countryside and toward metro Atlanta, where his opponent amassed a commanding edge. “Everyone sort of thought I was crazy,” Mattingly later observed of his quiet eighteen months of campaigning. Everyone, that is, except the supporters who bought into his message of limited government, low taxes, strong military defense, and individual responsibility. So stunning was Mattingly’s victory that newly elected president Ronald Reagan quipped to him: “Your coattails weren’t long enough to drag me in” over Carter in Georgia.

			But dreams of a Republican renaissance would be short-lived. Six years later, a congenial congressman and onetime Atlanta councilman named Wyche Fowler, known as the “night mayor of City Hall” for his owlish ways, rebuilt the Democratic alliance between rural white conservatives and Black voters in the cities to oust Mattingly. And the rise of Zell Miller, a bullheaded, mountain-bred college professor, arrested a broader GOP takeover with the help of far-reaching education initiatives that would forever change the state.

			Frustrating his allies and enemies alike with diverging policy stances—he earned the derisive moniker “Zig-Zag Zell” early in his career—Miller was at times a liberal, a moderate, and a staunch conservative. His rivals griped that there wasn’t a single position that Miller hadn’t stood for at one time or another. “He wanted to ride a bicycle in a parade,” former governor Lester Maddox once said of him, “but they wouldn’t allow him because he was declared a danger with all his zigzagging all over the place.”

			He was also a shrewd tactician. After sixteen years as lieutenant governor, Miller was elected to the state’s top job in 1990, defeating civil rights leader Andrew Young for the all-important Democratic nomination with a pledge to establish a state lottery to fund prekindergarten programs, technology improvements, and a college scholarship for students who maintained B averages.

			He made good on the promise by signing into law the HOPE Scholarship, which has been responsible for sending more than 2 million students to colleges and tech schools. Weeks before his 2018 death, Miller told his former chief of staff Keith Mason at their final face-to-face meeting how proud he was that his legacy was still intact: “You know what I like about this lottery? It makes this old face still look new.”

			For a generation after Miller’s stint as governor, Democrats ran on safeguarding and expanding the program. Before it had become a runaway success, Roy Barnes had hired a TV crew in 1989 to capture him delivering an anti-lottery speech from the Senate floor; when the smooth-talking trial lawyer ran for governor in 1998 after Miller’s two terms, he pledged to expand the program on his way to a narrow victory.

			By then, the Democratic coalition that had endured through much of the century was clearly starting to fray. Though Bill Clinton carried the state in 1992, Republican Bob Dole narrowly captured its thirteen electoral votes four years later. The growing Atlanta suburbs, filling in with newcomers with no allegiance to the Democratic Party, tilted increasingly toward the GOP. And conservative rural Democrats found themselves marginalized by the shifting leftward tides of the party in Atlanta and Washington. The revolution really took wing, though, when an irascible party-switching state senator named Sonny Perdue won an upset victory in 2002 to become the first Republican governor in Georgia since Reconstruction.

			Perdue had given up his powerful job as the state Senate’s second-in-command shortly after his father had suffered a grave heart attack. As he spent three weeks of soul-searching in an austere middle Georgia hospital room, watching his eighty-four-year-old father, a lifelong farmer, slip away, he challenged himself to look inward: “Are you going to do what’s right in your own heart?” he asked himself. To Perdue, the honest answer to that question meant risking the power he’d accumulated in the legislature and switching in 1998 to the moribund Republican Party.

			Quite quickly Perdue became a daily testament to what happened to Democrats who bolted the party: he was stripped of power and authority, lost his coveted committee assignments, and watched in vain as nearly every piece of legislation he hoped to pass was relegated to the dustbin. His time as a backbencher made him resolved to take on a bigger challenge, this time against “King Roy,” the moniker he gave the supremely powerful Democratic governor. He had little else to lose, he reasoned, so why not take a shot at the highest office in the state?

			Over the eighteen months leading to the 2002 election, Perdue capitalized on outrage from teachers stung by the Democratic governor’s education overhaul and conservatives upset by Barnes’s redesign of the state flag that minimized the Confederate battle emblem. A long shot to most, Perdue was outspent by Barnes by more than six to one. The Democrat also had the backing of almost every significant political network in the state, and endorsements from Georgia’s most important power brokers. Barnes led every major preelection poll, including one that showed him with an eleven-point advantage a few days before the vote.

			Many at Perdue’s victory party at the Grand Hyatt in Buckhead were there on a lark, expecting more of the same: a valiant Republican effort swept aside by another Democratic win. But the sense of impending doom was erased by a burst of deafening applause at around 8:58 p.m. That’s when Perdue took the lead for the first time—an edge he wouldn’t relinquish. Perdue wound up winning by five percentage points.

			His stunning victory accelerated the shift of rural white voters away from Democrats, a realignment that would propel conservatives to power over the next two decades. State Democrats, beset by party-switchers who followed Perdue’s lead, were soon in shambles. Months after Perdue’s victory, state Democratic Party executive director Jeff DiSantis passed around a yellow legal pad at an organizational meeting and asked activists to write down the names of their local county chairs. Party leaders had been so comfortably in power that for years that no one had bothered to keep a list. Even years later, Barnes’s defeat still stung. “When did I get over it?” said Kahn, who was Barnes’s top aide. “I’ll let you know when that happens.”

			One election cycle after another, Democrats tried—and failed—to draw upon the same formula that had kept the party in charge of Georgia for generations. Party leaders thought they had their best shot in 2014, when Jason Carter, an energetic state senator and grandson of the former president, and Michelle Nunn, a policy-oriented nonprofit executive and daughter of former US senator Sam Nunn, both tried to build an electable coalition.

			Nunn followed in her father’s centrist footsteps, pushing such noncontroversial and nonpartisan ideas as banning former members of Congress from becoming lobbyists, adopting new transparency requirements, and meeting with every senator her first year. Carter centered his campaign on bolstering the “vanishing” HOPE Scholarship, boosting education funding, and pursuing the expansion of the Medicaid program. He also voted in the legislature for a broad expansion of gun rights—in part, he later explained, because he didn’t want Republicans to make the polarizing debate a wedge issue for the rest of the campaign.

			Both avoided President Barack Obama when he came to visit shortly before the election. And both followed what was then seen as the shrewd conventional wisdom for Georgia Democrats by steering clear of some of the state’s most contentious social and cultural issues. Their goal was to win back former Democrats who had fled to the GOP without turning away the party’s most loyal supporters.

			“In 2014, there was no justifiable path to victory by relying just on the base. It had to be a ‘both, and’ strategy,” Carter said, looking back on the election. “We had to energize Black voters and win over persuasion voters.”

			Both lost by about two hundred thousand votes—roughly eight percentage points. Democrats fared even worse in 2016, when they couldn’t recruit a top-notch challenger to Senator Johnny Isakson, a popular two-term incumbent who helped usher in the modern-day Republican era in Georgia. Vulnerable Republican incumbents in down-ballot state legislative seats that year often faced ill-prepared Democratic challengers—or none at all. One GOP state lawmaker who represented the northern suburb of Dunwoody pleaded guilty to driving under the influence with a gun on his hip and four teenage exchange students in his car just months before the 2016 election. But even he won another two years in office easily because no Democrat had bothered to qualify for the seat by the deadline.

			The Democrats failed to take advantage of a massive political shift as the bedroom communities that once surrounded Atlanta like a scarlet ribbon turned blue in 2016. Trump carried Georgia by about five percentage points without so much as a campaign rally in the state during the closing months of the race. But in an electoral shock, Hillary Clinton won Gwinnett County, marking the first time a Democrat captured the fast-growing area northeast of Atlanta since Jimmy Carter’s 1976 presidential run. Likewise, Clinton was the first Democrat since Carter to carry Cobb County, the northwest Atlanta suburb that was the launching pad for the careers of Georgia’s modern-day GOP elite.

			Trump’s victory in Georgia was expected. But his once unimaginable triumph over Clinton in the national election sent Democrats reeling—and became a powerful motivational tool. Adrienne White was a hardened veteran of grassroots organizing, gathering month after month with the same solid but unchanging group of a few dozen activists. Once, she was elated to learn she had been accepted to a prestigious training program for a Georgia-based women’s advocacy group—until she realized that there were so few applicants that everyone who applied was approved. The crowds at grassroots meetings she helped organize became so familiar to her that she often felt as if she was speaking in an echo chamber.

			Trump was the best recruiting draw White could ask for. About three weeks after the November election, the Red Clay Democrats group she helped lead gathered at a funky bar called Sister Louisa’s Church of the Living Room and Ping Pong Emporium on Atlanta’s bustling Edgewood Avenue. The room was filled with fluorescent crosses and borderline blasphemous religious symbols, and the event was dubbed “WTF Happened?” White and other organizers expected a crowd of a few dozen of the regulars, plus a handful of curious onlookers. Instead, hundreds piled in, cramming the bar’s upper floor and spilling onto the stairs and street below. She finally had the electorate’s attention, a chance to bring in new voters to revitalize the party. The message she delivered that night was a simple one as she reminded a crowd that needed no reminding that Trump was about to take office.

			“This is what happens when you’re not engaged.”

			

			

			Trump or no Trump in the White House, Stacey Abrams was ready to make her mark. Even if it meant a brutal clash over the direction of the party between those who believed the path to victory relied on winning back moderate white voters and those, like Abrams, who desired to do away with the tattered “old playbook” that ignored communities of color, particularly among the state’s roughly one third of Black voters. She believed Democrats should reject false choices between chasing moderate white voters and “unlikely” Black Georgians who rarely participated in elections. She had a hopeful way of describing those unaligned voters: they would be Democrats if only “we ask them to speak up.”

			Over the next few months, Abrams and her aides finalized a plan to hand those voters a megaphone. She had cemented her decision to run for governor after an exhausting legislative session seven years earlier, in 2010, that ended with a vote, just before midnight, to eliminate tax credits for hundreds of thousands of poor Georgians. The measure’s sponsor hadn’t even mentioned the changes he had tacked onto an otherwise innocuous measure when he presented the bill to fellow lawmakers, and Governor Perdue didn’t explain why he signed the $22 million cost-saving measure into law a few weeks later. For Abrams, the infuriating swipe at struggling Georgians crystallized the beginning of what she saw as a ten-year project to rebuild the party.

			At around the same time, she stepped into a void in the party’s upper tiers to run for House leader, and her victory in the internal vote made her the first woman and first African American to head the House Democratic caucus. She gained the job after the party was shellacked in the 2010 elections, losses that left Democrats at their lowest point in the political order since Reconstruction. Her mission was to turn the sixty-three-member caucus—a mix of conservative rural white old-timers, moderate Black members, and a handful of more liberal newcomers—into a fighting force. Her leadership style ruffled feathers, so much so that one of her top deputies switched parties after he wanted more of a say in decision-making. It was a shock to Abrams, particularly because he was so liberal that, she later joked, he would have voted for “fluffy unicorns” if they came up for debate. But she always knew she would face internal friction steering the party in a new direction.

			In her new role, she raised funds for robocalls to mobilize voters in their districts, staged press conferences to tout long-shot measures they sponsored, and held “shadow” hearings for them when Republicans refused to do so. When a senior Republican accidentally wandered into one of those meetings, mistakenly believing it to be for a key vote, Abrams felt vindicated. In her first two years alone, the caucus exponentially increased its output, more than doubling the number of town halls and tripling the number of press conferences—metrics that fast became part of a thirty-one-page slideshow shared with deep-pocketed donors.

			As Abrams planned her campaign for governor, she and her aides determined that success would depend on building a national footprint to raise large amounts of out-of-state cash, while also cultivating a homegrown operation that relied on in-state media—even if it meant being portrayed as a “celebrity” candidate. Early on, Abrams decided she would spend the bulk of her campaign account hiring staff, corralling volunteers, and seeding field offices around the state rather than saving it for a TV blitz close to the time of the vote. And she would wage battle against those within her own party who felt that Black voters were “congenitally predisposed” to vote and that therefore mobilization efforts weren’t necessary.

			Abrams was also helped by a crucial demographic shift she was sure she could harness. In 1970, Georgia had been roughly three-quarters white. By 2018, white Georgians scarcely made up half of the state’s population. And while wealthy whites moving from other parts of the country accounted for some of the state’s explosive growth, nearly half of the 1.9 million eligible voters added to Georgia’s rolls between 2000 and 2019 were Black. The share of eligible Black voters in Georgia overall increased by 5 percent over that time span—the largest percentage-point increase among Black voters in any state during that period, according to the Pew Research Center. Since Black voters overwhelmingly favored Democrats, that was all good news to Abrams—so long as she could encourage more of them to show up to vote.

			Abrams’s chief partner in the campaign was Lauren Groh-Wargo, a battle-honed strategist who relocated to Atlanta from Ohio to work with Abrams. Groh-Wargo was introduced to Abrams in 2011 after she read a glowing profile of the politician and surprised herself by picking up the phone to dial her up out the blue. The two met for lunch not long after, in what Groh-Wargo joked felt like a round of “political dating,” and decided to join forces. Though they came from wildly different backgrounds—Groh-Wargo was a white gay daughter of the Midwest—the duo quickly became what each described as “thought partners” who, to their friends and deputies, seemed as if they spoke from the same mouth.

			A veteran of the rough-and-tumble politics of a perennial battleground state, Groh-Wargo imported her hard-won lessons to the South. First, she recognized, Democrats had to understand, at a forensic level, that they were losing in Georgia partly because of an assumption that disenchanted former supporters would eventually make their way back into the fold. To win them back, she urged, they needed sharp, calculated policies instead of what she called an “overstuffed manifesto” of grab-bag proposals. That meant a platform based on economic security, bolstering education, and expanding access to health care. And they needed a strong state party apparatus to build a bench of talented politicians and strategists.

			The two women made an unlikely alliance to help reconstruct the state party with DuBose Porter, a backslapping newspaper publisher and throwback to the yesteryear of Georgia Democrats. A longtime state legislator from the farming town of Dublin in the eastern part of the state, Porter had often supported conservative issues over nearly two decades in the state House, including a vote to ban same-sex marriage. But he had become increasingly progressive during his failed run for governor in 2010.

			With Abrams’s help, he won the party’s leadership post in 2013, inheriting a state apparatus in full retreat. The previous chair had been forced to resign amid an activist revolt and legal problems that would send him to prison. The party didn’t have enough cash in the reserves to pay the utility bills, let alone hire an extensive on-the-ground network of staffers. Congressman Hank Johnson cut a $10,000 check from his campaign account just so the organization could keep the lights on. As the party rebuilt its coffers, Porter went to work restoring ties with key constituencies. At an LGBTQ caucus meeting not long after he won the party chairmanship, Porter highlighted how he transformed from an opponent of marriage equality to an avowed advocate of gay rights. Sometimes, he said, to make your case to a different audience, “you need a bald-headed fat redneck.”

			All of that was important to Abrams and Groh-Wargo. But most essential to them was a commitment to building a grassroots network capable of identifying, registering, and mobilizing the untapped pool of voters central to her campaign. This was no easy sell. At a donor briefing in 2017, old-guard Democrats insisted that the only way the party could win in Georgia was by getting 30 percent of the white vote—and Democrats were barely cracking the 20 percent mark. To succeed in 2018, they maintained, Democrats needed to run even harder to the middle and give Georgians a moderate alternative to Trump.

			Groh-Wargo couldn’t stifle a chuckle during the meeting. Just look at voter participation and registration figures over the past decade, she told the group, and see the huge numbers of voters of color—not just Black voters, but also Latinos, Asian Americans, and other minorities—who weren’t engaged. It was hard for her to stomach the opposition from fellow Democrats who believed Black turnout was already maxed out in Georgia when her metrics showed so many voters of color were still on the sidelines. “It was a radical, disruptive threat to say things out loud that were so obvious in the data,” she said.

			That strategy shaped Abrams’s platform priorities. Yes, she embraced liberal issues that Democrats competing statewide in earlier elections would have avoided. She backed a hike in the minimum wage, supported gun control measures, opposed abortion restrictions, railed against new crackdowns on illegal immigrants, and endorsed the removal of the enormous carving of Confederate war leaders from the face of the state-owned Stone Mountain. At her early campaign events, Abrams told of her brother’s struggles with drug addiction to underscore the need for a criminal justice overhaul.

			But she also saw herself as a pragmatist who, as the top Democrat in the state House in the early 2010s, had to keep together a fractious caucus. She pledged to expand Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act—a notion that polls showed had wide support among Georgia voters—and boost funding for public education. And she made increasing access to the ballot a key part of her campaign, highlighting an issue that often got short shrift on the trail.

			Even as Abrams waged her bid to become the nation’s first Black female elected governor, she prepared to run a quieter, parallel operation that she and Groh-Wargo saw as just as essential. They also had to convince the political class—skeptical pundits, high-powered donors who wouldn’t return her calls, party king- and queenmakers who didn’t believe her vision could flip the state—that she had a legitimate shot at winning.

			Even Groh-Wargo’s most trusted deputies needed some convincing. In February 2018, Groh-Wargo reached out to Seth Bringman, a veteran operative who had worked for her a decade earlier at the state Democratic Party in Ohio, which at the time was the quintessential presidential battleground. As he replaced light fixtures in his newly purchased home in Ohio’s capital city, he initially politely but firmly rebuffed her invitation to join Abrams’s team—not because he didn’t believe in the candidate’s message, but because he didn’t believe Democrats could yet win in Georgia.

			Groh-Wargo and Abrams knew they needed a shadow campaign that mirrored the press conferences, rallies, and headline-grabbing events that mark any sophisticated run for office. They had a phrase for the mission: “a concurrent campaign of belief.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			WHO IS THIS GUY?

			The name was the easy part. After Donald Trump won the presidency, Becky Butler and her partner, Pat Byrd, invited a group of friends over to seek comfort after what they saw as a world-shattering loss. Before they knew it, about sixty people jumbled into the airy living room of their house near Emory University’s bustling campus on the eastern side of Atlanta. They came to be known as “Necessary Trouble”—an upstart group that borrowed its moniker from the favorite philosophy of its beloved congressman, the civil rights hero John Lewis.

			Butler asked each of the attendees two questions. The first relied on her background as a social worker and specialist in Taoist meditation: “How are you calming your nervous system down?” One woman talked of planting daffodil bulbs. Another mentioned a book she’d been reading about the French Revolution. A third offered a story of self-soothing involving painting a totem pole.

			Then Butler asked a more pointed question: “What are you doing about it?”

			Almost no one in the room had an answer.

			Butler did. Her parents were blacklisted during the McCarthy era, so she knew what it was like to get on the government’s wrong side. She lived in a deep-blue part of town where Democrats had no need to worry about Republican opposition, but she had marshaled friends and neighbors to “adopt” candidates running in other parts of the state. Butler saw her organization, a mostly white group, as a “rear guard” to the Black-led advocacies that had been promoting political change in Georgia for decades.

			One of the first political meetings she attended just weeks after the election was an LGBTQ caucus gathering in downtown Atlanta in January 2017. Stacey Abrams was there, exhorting the crowd with a call to action. So was a less familiar face: a tall, brown-haired twenty-nine-year-old wearing a dark, slightly oversized suit. Butler watched curiously as he circled the room shaking hands and introducing himself as a candidate with just his first name. She thought, Who is this guy? After he made the rounds, Butler pulled the young man aside with some friendly advice: “Say your last name—and what office you’re running for.”

			No one in the room could have realized then, of course, that Jon Ossoff, the rookie candidate standing before them, was on the cusp of a battle for Congress in Atlanta’s northern suburbs that would draw explosive national attention—and attract a mind-boggling $60 million in spending—as the first national test of Trump’s popularity and a bellwether of the political trends that would define his presidency.

			The Sixth District, which included a wealthy slice of Atlanta’s bedroom communities, wasn’t exactly fertile ground for a skirmish that would captivate the nation. For a generation, it had been a launching pad for high-profile Republican talent. Congressman Tom Price, a curmudgeonly orthopedic surgeon who once was viewed as a potential future House Speaker, had won another two years in his seat there by twenty-four points just weeks earlier. Before Price, the suburban stretch was represented by two other Republican standouts: Newt Gingrich, who held the seat while he was House Speaker, and Johnny Isakson, who graduated to the US Senate after seven terms representing the district. It was such a surefire GOP lock that when Trump tapped Price to be his secretary of health and human services, media lists of his potential successors didn’t include a single Democratic name.

			Ossoff set about to change that. Shortly before Christmas 2016, he gathered a small group to share a decision that surprised even some of his closest friends. He was planning to run for the seat, even though he had almost no name recognition or visibility. He told them he was unfazed by Price’s dominant performance weeks earlier. The Democrat that Price bested raised no money and didn’t even bother to create a campaign website. The more important number, he told them, was Trump’s slim 1.5-point margin of victory in the district. Since it was a special election, Ossoff knew there would surely be a glut of Republicans battling each other for the nomination, giving a Democrat an opening if one could consolidate support. He was confident he could be the unifier, for he had an advantage that no other Democrat could boast: the backing of two of Georgia’s liberal lions, congressmen Hank Johnson and John Lewis.

			While a nineteen-year-old student at Georgetown University who had envisioned a career in diplomacy, Ossoff had worked for Johnson as a speechwriter and press aide during his nationally watched 2006 campaign to oust fellow Democratic congresswoman Cynthia McKinney. After Johnson beat the controversial incumbent, Ossoff split his time between being a college undergraduate and a legislative aide in the freshman congressman’s Capitol office, at one moment singing in a campus a cappella group and at the next writing a successful House resolution that urged peaceful negotiations to end a growing crisis in Uganda. Johnson would later refer to Ossoff as an “idea factory.”

			As importantly, Ossoff cultivated a special bond with Lewis. While in high school, he had read the civil rights icon’s biography and was so inspired by the stories of young people who made a lasting difference for social justice that he penned a letter to Lewis’s office to ask for a meeting. It led to a coveted post there the following summer, where Ossoff made a lasting impression on the congressman, who helped him land the job with Johnson. Years later, Lewis told Ossoff that his note triggered memories of a remarkable episode from his own youth. As a seventeen-year-old in rural Alabama, Lewis had written a letter to Martin Luther King Jr. and, to his eternal gratitude, was sent back a round-trip Greyhound bus ticket to Montgomery to meet with him, “and it changed my life.”

			Like other Democrats devastated by Trump’s victory, Ossoff felt the nation was being rocked by a political cataclysm. He just wanted to pick up the nearest banner and charge. When the big Democratic names who could have cleared the field didn’t make a move for the congressional seat, Ossoff seized the initiative. He talked to Johnson, his old boss, who wholeheartedly encouraged him to go forward with a campaign. Then he sat down with Lewis in Atlanta, armed with thick files of precinct-by-precinct data, meticulously prepared to talk through his case for and against a run. Lewis cut his former intern off mid-pitch.

			“Jon,” Lewis assured him, “I’ll support you.”

			The endorsements gave Ossoff instant cachet, a guarantee that even though his candidacy seemed out of nowhere, two of the party’s most trusted Georgia figures believed in him. When he entered the race on January 5, 2017, with a boast of $250,000 in cash commitments already lined up, plenty were still skeptical of the millennial newcomer who wouldn’t turn thirty until February. But party leaders knew that the surest chance they had to flip the seat was to consolidate early behind the candidate with the best chance of winning—even if that meant rallying to someone who was initially running his campaign out of his parents’ basement.

			Sally Harrell, a former Democratic state legislator, was talked into abandoning her campaign in the face of Ossoff’s overwhelming resources. At the time, she credited his ability to “utilize Washington connections.” Another candidate, Josh McLaurin, quit his bid not long after beers with Ossoff. McLaurin, a local attorney with a Yale Law School pedigree, arrived at the bar alone, wearing jeans. Ossoff was dressed in a crisp suit and came ready to talk of his latest fundraising exploits. It was financial firepower that McLaurin—and every other would-be contender in the Democratic race—simply couldn’t match.

			The son of a Harvard-trained publishing executive and an Australian-born businesswoman and activist, Ossoff stood pencil-straight and spoke in sometimes meandering tones, with a cadence that reminded some of President Obama. At his earliest events, such as at a synagogue to highlight his Jewish faith, his stump speeches generated polite applause but not ground-shaking ovations. Nor did his pensive personality match the sound and fury of a political firebrand. He was so consistently on message that his critics easily mocked him as robotic; when asked at one of his first events to name an oddball thing that voters should know about him, he hedged. “Let me get back to you on that,” he finally answered, wary of a journalistic “trap” question that could come back to haunt him.

			Mindful that his lack of an extensive record was both an asset and a weakness, Ossoff quickly tried to establish his credentials. He framed himself as a former “senior level staffer” with top-secret national security clearance, thanks to his post as a mid-level committee staffer for Johnson, a claim that drew cackles from Republicans, who considered it a hyperinflated boast. And he touted his private sector experience as an investigative journalist, owing to his job at the helm of the investigative journalism company Insight TWI.

			Ossoff’s journey to that position epitomized the audacity of his personality. He’d met the company’s founder, the former BBC journalist Ron McCullagh, as a teenager while at a dinner party during a 2003 trip to southeastern France with his mother. Later McCullagh recruited him as TWI’s chief executive when Ossoff was twenty-six. The company’s investigations into assassins in El Salvador, death squads in Kenya, and Islamic State terrorists in Iraqi deserts became Exhibit A of Ossoff’s corruption-fighting credentials during his campaign.

			As stiff as he could seem at some early events, he tapped into a hunger that invigorated his supporters. Jen Cox was one of a few dozen Democrats at a Cobb County meet and greet in January where Ossoff promised to channel their fears and anxiety over Trump’s administration into a liberal comeback story. She readily admitted she initially would have preferred to support a female contender, but none felt compelling to her. Instead, to her surprise, she was wowed by a young man who seemed to have the passion and political ability to match his high-flying ambition. She texted a friend immediately: “We have our candidate.”

			Cox had moved to an affluent part of Cobb County just northwest of Atlanta in 2009 and made it a personal “salvation quest” to find fellow liberals in the very incubator of the Gingrich Revolution. It wasn’t easy. Around 2016, she heard of an underground Facebook group called “Liberal Moms of Roswell and Cobb,” a confidential outlet for these women to vent about politics without jeopardizing their social lives, their jobs, and their families’ standing—no small concern in deep-red society. During a bawdy round of Cards Against Humanity with about thirty friends, Cox encouraged them to come out of hiding, so to speak, and hold events for Hillary Clinton. Even organizing a sign-waving for the Democratic presidential nominee at a busy intersection before the November 2016 vote was a hush-hush affair. It took two weeks of quiet canvassing to pull off the event, and Cox was thrilled by the turnout. More than two hundred people showed up, some in disguise lest they be outed.

			Luisa Wakeman was so concerned about being revealed as a Democrat that she showed up in deep cover with a hat and sunglasses; two years later she would run for public office. A driver in his seventies pulled over in his sedan with tears in his eyes, telling Cox that he’d “never thought he’d see this” sort of liberal outpouring in his backyard. Many, many others asked how they could get involved. To Cox, it was an inflection point, the moment she realized that “we were onto something,” that suburban Democrats could make a difference. Clinton’s narrow victory in Cobb in November 2016 further proved the point. Now she and her growing organization of women activists, Pave It Blue, were ready to channel their might behind Ossoff.

			Ossoff became the first congressional
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