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Dedication

For Kristen




Epigraph

And here we are, at the center of the arc, trapped in the gaudiest, most valuable, and most improbable water wheel the world has ever seen.

Everything now, we must assume, is in our hands; we have no right to assume otherwise.

—JAMES BALDWIN
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Prologue

March 5, 2015

IT WAS SUPPOSED TO SNOW TWO DAYS BEFORE THE SPEECH. I stumbled out of bed and pulled aside the window shade, hoping the city would be covered in a fresh blanket of white.

Nothing. Damn it. I let the shade fall closed and grabbed my phone, swiping for that one email that would define the day, wondering how many other people across the city were doing the same—how many working parents were praying schools would stay open, how many young staffers were hoping offices would close.

I was in a strange hybrid position: I wanted to get the day off and to go to work.

I got my wish: The federal government had declared March 5, 2015, a “snow day.” Not for a dome of polar chill that often pierced my lungs growing up in Chicago, not for the three-footers of heavy stuff I trudged through to grad school in Cambridge, not for the squalls of ice particles that sandblasted my face while canvassing for votes in Iowa. Just a solid four to seven late-winter inches on the way. Just enough for snow-phobic authorities to preemptively keep a couple hundred thousand employees off the District of Columbia’s roads.

It offered the opening I was hoping for: unfettered access to the president of the United States.

I showered, dressed, and followed a lumbering salt truck down a quiet 14th Street to my office for the past six years: the White House.

Barack Obama stepped from the Colonnade into the West Wing, dusting a few of the day’s first flakes from his single-breasted, two-button charcoal suit crafted by his favorite Chicago tailor. His white shirt bore vertical gray stripes; his tie was a British regimental pattern—stripes running from left shoulder to right waist—in alternating shades of black, white, and gray. All were neatly pressed. He gripped a white foam cup embossed with a gold presidential seal. He’d worn no overcoat for the short commute from the Residence; to walk the length of the Rose Garden took about fifteen seconds. More snowflakes snuck in past him, a few spoiling his freshly polished Johnston & Murphys, black with a modern toe. He’d shaved within the hour.

“Can you believe this shit?” His expression mirrored his tone. For someone who chided his speechwriters when he found a rhetorical question in his speeches, Barack Obama didn’t hesitate to deploy them in private. “Chicago never shut down for a little snow!”

“That’s because we’re awesome, sir,” I replied, affirming our shared Windy City bona fides from a red velvet armchair against the wall.

I’d been waiting with his two assistants, who were already at their desks in what we called the outer Oval Office, a small room tucked between the West Wing hallway and the Oval Office that functioned as a control tower of sorts, where, with the president’s complete trust, they managed his meetings and his arrivals and departures to and from every event on his schedule.

Brian Mosteller, the director of Oval Office operations, was a man equally as fastidious as his boss in his professional appearance, and even more so in his professional demeanor; if he was at his station, he was a touch taciturn, even if he liked you. His passion was the work behind the work—how an event was staged, how a president knew where to go and when, how a speech got from words on a screen to printed pages on a lectern. From his desk, he could see the president at his. Brian was the only person who could boast that, even though he never would.

Ferial Govashiri, born in Tehran, raised in Orange County, California, and barely past thirty years old, acted as the president’s private switchboard and managed the intersection of his personal and professional lives. She sat closer to the door of the Oval Office and balanced out Brian’s reticence with her perpetual cheer and perfectly timed eye rolls.

Obama handed some files to Brian and strode past me. “Come on, Cody.”

I stood up and frowned at my own shoes, the same dull, scarred, brown leather monk straps I wore every day, making a mental note to buy a replacement pair now that a squishy sock betrayed a brand-new hole in the right sole. Sneaking a glance in the gold-framed mirror hung over a console topped with fresh flowers and the morning’s arrangement of newspapers, I scanned my shapeless navy suit, rumpled blue shirt, and fraying black tie. It was my favorite outfit.

I smiled at Ferial, who gave me a wink as I trailed the president of the United States into the Oval Office.

The first time you walk into the Oval, your mouth goes dry. It happens to everybody. You think you’ll be ready for it; after all, it’s the one room in the West Wing that movies and television dramas take pains to get right. But you’re not ready for it. The gravitas of it squeezes the air from your lungs like pressure at the sea floor. The quality of the light is different, sharper somehow, like you just walked onto live television, everyone’s watching you, and everything that’s about to happen carries more weight than it would anywhere else. If your self-importance swells while ascending the White House driveway for a meeting with the president, the Oval Office punctures it right away.

It’s the best home-court advantage in the world, and Obama pressed that advantage. He kept the temperature a little too warm—pleasant for someone who had spent his first eighteen years between the 22nd Parallels, maybe, but enough to make everyone else fidget. He chose furniture that forced guests to sit awkwardly: If he beckoned you to the antique chair by the Resolute Desk, you’d sit two inches too low and at an angle that made you crane your neck to face him, like a dancer frozen midleap; if he motioned you to the caramel couches, plush and deep and maligned by critics as reminiscent of basement hand-me-downs, you could either perch on the edge, back straight, like the class goody two-shoes, or slouch like a child who didn’t want to be called on.

By my seventh year in the Obama White House, though—and my third year as his chief speechwriter—the Oval Office and I had an understanding. I’d set my laptop on the infinity-edged mica coffee table—called out by the New York Times as “extremely contemporary”—and grab a Honeycrisp apple from the one-of-a-kind, hand-turned wooden bowl, then wait to see where he wanted to sit. If he stayed behind his desk, I’d walk over and remain standing in front of him, ignoring the short, rigid chair. If he walked toward his high-backed chair by the fireplace, I’d fluff two of the couch’s overstuffed throw pillows and stack them behind me so that I could sit comfortably, like a normal human. Being in the room didn’t intimidate me anymore.

I couldn’t, however, say the same about my job. To be a speechwriter for Barack Obama is fucking terrifying.

“Okay, show me what you’ve got,” the president said as he settled behind the thirteen-hundred-pound, oak-timbered Resolute Desk. He took a sip of his Lipton with honey and lemon and let out an exaggerated “Ahhhhhhh.” He raised his eyebrows and offered an ironic smile. “Apparently I’ve got a lot of time today.”

I smiled back—not at him, but to myself. His cleared schedule was why I had come to work rather than climb back into bed. The snow day was my scheme to heist as much of his time on the front end of a big speech as I could, and maybe even coax a little more collaboration from him than usual. I’d take all the help I could get to avoid faceplanting on a big speech—especially one that would tread the thorny subject of race in America.

On March 7, 1965, a group of protesters—mostly young, mostly Black—set out to march from Selma, Alabama, to the state capital of Montgomery with a simple demand: the right to vote.

They were led by Hosea Williams, a close advisor to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.; and John Lewis, just twenty-five years old but by that point an old hand in the civil rights movement. Just two years earlier, Lewis had been the youngest, most incendiary speaker at the March on Washington. He was also one of the most fearless practitioners of nonviolence in the movement, someone who had bet his life again and again on Freedom Rides and voter-registration drives across the South.

The murder of Jimmie Lee Jackson, a twenty-six-year-old who’d been shot by police after a peaceful march a couple of weeks earlier while trying to protect his mother from a state trooper’s billy club, imbued the protesters with additional resolve. But the march was rigged from the start: Alabama governor George Wallace had tarred the protesters as illegitimate, calling them socialists and outside agitators, even if, like Lewis, they were children of Alabama; he warned that their very presence would incite violence, even as he ordered his troopers to be violent.

Lewis knew the game and had schooled his unarmed, neatly dressed flock in the tactics of nonviolence before leading them out of Brown Chapel AME Church for the fifty-mile march. They didn’t make it one mile before state police met them on the Edmund Pettus Bridge out of Selma, choking them with tear gas, breaking their bones with batons, and cracking Lewis’s skull so badly he feared he might die.

The governor and the troopers thought they’d won, confident they’d scared the young Americans not only back over the bridge but away from the political process entirely. They were wrong. The photographs of bloodied, unconscious young men and women, Black and white alike, victims of state-sponsored violence in their own land, bounced across news services and ricocheted around the world. They shocked the conscience of the country, and more Americans began to realize such cruelty wasn’t a one-time event but a daily reality for Black Americans who’d been disenfranchised, denied their civil rights, and otherwise subjugated over a century of Jim Crow.

John Lewis, with his head still bandaged, returned to the chapel and told the press that more Americans would join the marchers. He was right: They did, including Dr. King himself. The troopers parted. The marchers reached Montgomery. Their sacrifice shifted public opinion. And their words reached President Lyndon Johnson, who sampled them just weeks later in an address to a joint session of Congress, pledging “We shall overcome” and soon afterward delivering the Voting Rights Act of 1965, building on the Civil Rights Act of 1964—two laws that pulled America closer to fulfilling its founding ideals.

Fifty years later, any president of the United States would travel to Selma to commemorate what had happened there. This president of the United States happened to be Black. As John Lewis, by 2015 a U.S. representative of nearly thirty years, would say, “If someone had told me when we were crossing this bridge that one day, I would be back here introducing the first African American president, I would have said you’re crazy. You’re out of your mind.”

One might think, then, that a speechwriter’s task would be easy: Let the symbolism do the talking. But to be a speechwriter for Barack Obama was never easy. He never let a captive audience go to waste. I knew he’d demand something more than words just praising Selma as a consequential moment in America’s history. To meet his expectations demanded using Selma as a lens to examine and explain that history.

I’d thought about what the clash on the Edmund Pettus Bridge represented. It was something more than protesters and police. It was something more than one moment in a larger movement.

On one side of that bridge, led by a twenty-five-year-old whose parents had picked somebody else’s cotton, gathered an unlikely crew of Americans. They were young and old, mostly Black, mostly disenfranchised, mostly poor and powerless students, maids, porters, and busboys, burning with the conviction that even though their country had betrayed them again and again, they could change it; together, they could, against all odds, remake America from what it was into what it was supposed to be.

On the other side of that bridge stood the status quo, the power of the state, white men who, even if they weren’t individually powerful or privileged, belonged to a class protected by people who were—a ruling elite who warned them that “giving” equal rights to others would mean ceding their traditional station in society.

It was a simple encapsulation of a clash of ideas that stretched through the full story of Black America but also rang true for every American who, like Dr. King, was “tired of marching for something that should’ve been mine at birth.” The story of justice moved forward thanks to women, farmworkers, laborers, Americans with disabilities, Americans of different sexual orientations, immigrants, the poor and the uninsured, and more. It moved forward through any group of people who had to organize and protest and march and push harder than anybody else—not for special rights, but for the equal rights, basic justice, and fundamental humanity our country had promised from the beginning.

Each of those struggles—each one of those clamorous challenges claiming that the American project is unique on this Earth because it doesn’t require a certain bloodline or that you look, pray, or love a certain way—had riled the established order. And scheduled to speak in just over forty-eight hours at that sacred battleground in Selma was a president of the United States who represented something primal to each side of the conflict—someone who represented change, like it or not.

Behind Obama, snow was beginning to dust the South Lawn. He set his tea on the Resolute Desk’s leather blotter and stretched his arm toward me, reaching for his remarks.

“How do you feel about them?”

I’d learned over the years to keep any reservations about a first draft to myself, or he’d dispatch me back to my office to keep working. Without any feedback from him on what I’d already spent days agonizing over, that just meant a few more hours of torturing myself.

“They’re good, sir,” I told him. Besides, if that wasn’t true, he’d let me know.

“Okay,” he said, flipping through the pages without reading them. “I’ll let you know.”

I turned around and padded out of the Oval and through a quiet West Wing, past the Cabinet Room, past the press secretary’s office, and down the stairs to my quarters, tucked roughly underneath the Oval Office.

I did think the draft was good. But I knew it wasn’t great. Not yet. It was faithful to his take on the American story. What those leaders and foot soldiers of the civil rights movement did to bend America’s trajectory upward was a feat that had fascinated Obama growing up. The idea that ordinary people, without power or privilege, could come together to change their own destiny was a proof point that infused his organizing career with purpose, underpinned his politics, and breathed life into so much of his rhetoric.

Obama wasn’t a perfect heir to that movement; he’d surfed its wake, raised half a world away in Hawaii and Indonesia by the white half of his family. His wasn’t the dominant Black American story—when running for office, he could be dismissed as “too Black” and “not Black enough” at the same time—but his skin color being what it is, I didn’t imagine life cared about the caveats. When he was a kid, his own parents’ marriage would have been illegal in much of the country; when he was in high school, he endured racial epithets; when he was in college, he was profiled by the police. Through all those indignities, he ended up the first Black president of the Harvard Law Review and, well, the first Black president.

If you looked through his eyes, how could the broader trajectory of this country not inspire?

Out of this, I’d cobbled together an argument for the speech:


What could be more American than what happened in this place?

What could more profoundly vindicate the idea of America than plain and humble people—the unsung, the downtrodden, the dreamers not of high station, not born to wealth or privilege, not of one religious tradition but many—coming together to shape their country’s course?

Selma is not some outlier in the American experience. It is the manifestation of the creed written into our founding documents: “We the People . . . in order to form a more perfect union.”



Not everyone would agree, of course, that protest was the highest form of patriotism. Part of what made a speech like the one in Selma challenging was the presidential high-wire act of finding the right rhetorical path between competing audiences.

A new generation was taking to the streets, marching and impatient for racial justice after a series of high-profile police killings of Black men, joined by allies also hungry for action on economic justice that crossed racial lines, action in the face of a rapidly changing climate, action on a whole host of intersecting issues they felt with all of Dr. King’s “fierce urgency of now.”

There were Americans who disdained the protests, of course; there were also those who expressed sympathy with the young activists and signaled support for their causes but recoiled when that meant changing the status quo—the moderates King dismissed as preferring the absence of tension to the presence of justice.

If Obama went too far in either direction, he’d alienate one of those audiences. But if he walked a tightrope in the middle, he wouldn’t satisfy any.

To consider such trade-offs was part of his job, and therefore part of mine, but it could make me feel like a sellout or, worse, like one of those well-meaning moderates who stood in the way without realizing it.

The longer I stared at a screen, consumed by that worry, the more my thoughts would shrink from the big picture to the pixels on a page. I’d spend too much time rearranging words in sentences and sentences in paragraphs as if the right combination would unlock the one codex to hush the babel of competing audiences and unite them around a simple sentiment: “Wow, what a speech; Obama did it again.”

In my zeal to rise to the moment, all the different audiences a speech had to address blurred into an audience of one: him. Impressing him. Giving him a draft that he’d love. His opinion was the only one that mattered. I’d push myself past my limits to get a first draft right. Giving it to him was like a trip to the guillotine.

Barely half an hour had passed before Ferial called and asked me to come back upstairs.

Obama was standing at his desk in shirtsleeves, hands on his hips, about an inch of fresh snow resting on the South Lawn behind him. The swirling flakes erased the Washington Monument.

“Look,” he said, holding a marked-up draft in one hand. “This is well written. I could probably deliver it as is.” He said that a lot. He never meant it. He was setting up for a “but.”

“But we have two days, so let’s make it better.” He started walking toward the couches.

When I’d first started writing for Obama eight years earlier, as an intern for the campaign speechwriting team, it could be crushing to see his edits across the page, his neat penmanship squeezed between paragraphs and along margins, thin lines surgically connecting his additions to the precise places he wanted them sewn in, each one a scalpel to my own self-confidence.

Over time, though, I realized that he worked so intimately with each draft because he was, perhaps more than any president before him, a writer. He was also our editor. His edits meant he liked a draft enough to engage with it, to help push it in the right direction. What he wanted from us, as his team of speechwriters, was a creative partnership, a collaboration where we could make each other better. Where we could take each other to places we couldn’t reach alone.

Before I could ask for guidance, he walked over, sat down next to me, and offered it in a way he hadn’t before.

“You took a half swing on this,” he said. “Take a full swing.”

He was generous to leave open the possibility that I might step back into the batter’s box and connect with the ball. But it stung all the same, mostly because he was right. I had taken a half swing. I’d wrapped myself in fear of what different audiences would think of the final speech and, worse, the fear of what he’d think of the first draft, and that had cornered me into writing what I thought I should, not what I wanted to, something pretty but too safe and sterile to be beautiful.

“What greater form of patriotism is there,” he continued, looking at me, “than the belief that America is unfinished? The notion that we’re strong enough to be self-critical, to look upon our imperfections, and to say that we can do better? Right?”

“Mmm,” I nodded, leaving his question unanswered. I always wished I could come up with what he did.

He stood up and walked toward the three floor-to-ceiling windows behind his desk. “What are we marching for today? What’s the great unfinished business of this generation?” he asked. “Who’s at the other end of that bridge?”

He’d left the edits he’d made in the thirty minutes between my visits to the Oval on the coffee table, and I leaned forward to peek.

He’d added two short paragraphs to the first page, the first consecrating Selma as a battlefield just as important to the American idea as any other:


There are places, moments, in America where the nation’s destiny is decided. Many are sites of war—Concord and Lexington, Appomattox and Gettysburg. Selma is such a place.



Then he elevated the battle fought there as critical to America’s destiny:


It was not a clash of armies, but a clash of wills; a contest to determine the meaning of America.



[image: image]

I sat back into the couch. Damn. That was it, right there—the whole thesis of the speech:


It was not a clash of armies, but a clash of wills; a contest to determine the meaning of America.



Hell, in just twenty words, he’d described everything at the root of our political life. The speech clicked for me in a way it hadn’t before. I’d had days. He’d needed thirty minutes.

Obama hadn’t seen me looking; still speaking, he was staring out the windows at the accumulating snow that made the Oval Office glow even more brightly than usual.

“We are still engaged in that fundamental contest between what America is and what it should be,” he said. “Selma is about each of us asking ourselves what we can do to make America better. That’s the American story. Not just scratching for what was or settling for what is—but imagining what might be. Insisting we live up to our highest ideals. So let’s translate Selma for this generation. Let’s give today’s young people their marching orders.”

He turned back toward me, and I took the signal to stand up. “There’s always been a tension between those high ideals of our founding and how short we fall of them,” he said. “We’re at our best when we mind that tension. When we work to close that gap. Because we believe we can. That’s what makes America exceptional.”

He grinned at me and pointed to the draft on the table. “Go write that up.”




1

Day One

Wednesday, June 17, 2015

1

AFTER NEARLY A WEEK OF NINETY-DEGREE TEMPERATURES, THE suffocating humidity had finally broken. The six o’clock air felt fresh and clean, cut by the occasional whiff of barbecue smoke. Staff dashed around the verdant South Lawn putting the finishing touches in place. Red, white, and blue balloon columns, tablecloths, everything down to the cups, plates, and utensils blared patriotic merriment. Just as the first guests finished the mile-and-a-half trek up Pennsylvania Avenue from the Capitol steps to the White House gates, the United States Marine Band, nicknamed “The President’s Own,” took the stage in short sleeves—it was still too warm for full dress uniforms—and began to play some family-friendly classic rock.

The annual congressional picnic would be the final event on President Obama’s daily schedule. In the morning, he’d spoken at a jubilant ceremony in a downtown theater to bid farewell to America’s first Black attorney general, Eric Holder, and to welcome its second, Loretta Lynch. Justice Sonia Sotomayor, one of the judges Obama had nominated to the Supreme Court and its first Latina, was on hand to swear Lynch into her new job. The president returned to the White House to meet with award-winning science, math, and engineering teachers, and called Steve Kerr, the coach of the Golden State Warriors, to congratulate him and the team on winning the NBA championship the night before. In perhaps the day’s most dramatic moment, Lincoln, a red-tailed hawk often seen on the White House grounds, uncoiled its talons and snatched a duckling. Uniformed Secret Service agents fanned out to protect the others, narrowly preventing the North Lawn from becoming a killing field.

The president was safely ensconced in the Oval Office at the time, poring over briefings.

The only remaining obstacle between Obama and a quiet evening at home was an hour of forced schmoozing with Democrats, who’d just torpedoed trade legislation that he wanted, and Republicans, who’d tried and failed to torpedo his new attorney general before pivoting back to their usual agenda of winking at their voters’ fevered belief that the president was an illegal sleeper agent hell-bent on destroying America.

For one night, though, they’d eat his hot dogs and beg him to pose for photos with their kids.

As exasperating as the picnic could be, ending the tradition would be a bigger headache. There was a stubborn belief among self-proclaimed “Washington insiders” that if a president threw back just enough cocktails with members of Congress, they’d do whatever he wanted—even though Republicans had long since decided that it was in their political best interest to block whatever he wanted. Regardless, many members of the press corps clung to this canard, summoning an image of LBJ, all six-foot-four of him, glowering at some poor five-foot-ten representative and asking why Obama wouldn’t do the same—conveniently forgetting that for LBJ’s entire presidency, Democrats held a majority in the House and a filibuster-proof supermajority in the Senate. The same reporters clamored for access to the Congressional Picnic anyway, eager to see their dreams of backslapping, bipartisan bonhomie come true.

The Obama administration may not have ushered in a new Era of Good Feelings, but by the fourth quarter of the presidency, those of us who’d been part of the mission from the beginning had a pretty good story to tell. If the first six years after the 2008 financial crisis felt like constant triage to plug the holes in the economic dike with one hand while using the other to fight off Republican nihilists willing to sabotage the arduous recovery if it might help them win votes, the seventh year felt like we were playing well and finally had a solid lead.

Obama had fought through unprecedented obstruction to check off most of the campaign promises he’d made and deliver on several he hadn’t, like reversing the worst recession in eighty years and rescuing the auto industry. Jobs and wages were on the rise. The health care system, while still a patchwork mess, was on its way to insuring another 20 million Americans. Obama had done more to combat climate change than any other president and was close to convincing the entire world to sign on to a climate treaty. Over 90 percent of our troops had come home from Iraq and Afghanistan. And in one of my favorite bits of sloganeering, the American auto industry was alive, and Osama bin Laden was dead.

I also liked to point out that Obama’s was the first administration in decades in which nobody had been indicted. It was a low bar, sure, but it was one that only he cleared.

There was a confidence to Obama in 2015 that hadn’t always been there, one bestowed not by winning reelection in 2012 but earned by surviving adversity and trial. It was a liberated fearlessness that came from making and surviving mistakes. He’d sometimes liken himself to an aging athlete, one who was a little slower and couldn’t jump as high, but who’d played enough seasons to know what he was doing and could hit the shot when it mattered most—which was usually in the fourth quarter.

With Republicans now in charge of both houses of Congress, significant legislation was off the table for the rest of the presidency. We had to find ways for Obama to get things done without them, and the remaining avenues for progress were to wield executive powers, leverage international diplomacy, and change people’s thinking about America and its possibilities through judicious use of the presidential “bully pulpit”—which, as a speechwriter, happened to be my job.

We were far enough into the second term that another presidential election was underway, with candidates from Hillary Clinton to Ted Cruz already out campaigning to take Obama’s place. So Denis McDonough, the scrupulous chief of staff—tall and angular, whose silver hair and striking resemblance to Sam the Eagle from The Muppet Show belied his mere forty-five years, and whose mischievous smile suggested he kept a permanent secret—had made the rounds early in 2015, telling White House staff that if we were thinking of leaving for a campaign or any other endeavor, do it now. Otherwise, stay and run through the tape.

“You’ll never have another chance like this to make a difference,” he’d say.

When people asked my plans, I joked that I wasn’t going anywhere until the Chicago Cubs won the World Series and got their White House visit. But the truth was, when we won the 2008 campaign and Obama’s first chief speechwriter, Jon Favreau, told me I’d be going to the White House with him, I promised I’d turn off the lights at the end. I intended to keep that promise.

Despite the grueling nature of the job, it wasn’t a hard promise to keep. That interminable twenty-two-month campaign had forged a collection of strangers into a family, and our White House reflected that. There was little room or patience for ego or personal ambition; it was a place of purpose, commitment, friendship, and collegiality from start to finish. The number of staff who planned on remaining to serve out both terms far exceeded the record for previous administrations.

That evening, Denis canceled the nightly wrap-up meeting in his office for the president’s innermost circle of staff, encouraging us to join the forced fun on the South Lawn and to press some flesh with the arriving senators and representatives. I doubted it was beneficence. In my mind’s eye, I could picture the president saying, “If I have to do this, you have to do this.”

I decided against such masochism, but I did slip out the French doors at the east end of the Colonnade, slink past the Rose Garden in full early summer bloom, and infiltrate the picnic, hoping to save a few bucks by snagging something from the White House grillmasters.

From the far end of the Rose Garden, I could see President Obama stalling at his desk in the Oval Office, his back to the picnickers straining to catch a glimpse. At least I enjoyed red meat. Obama, zealously committed to wholesome eating and someone who almost exclusively judged a meal on its nutritional statistics alone, was doomed to consume only bullshit for the next hour.

2

WITH AN EARLY DINNER OF TWO CHICAGO DOGS PILFERED FROM the party, I headed back into the West Wing, down the stairs to the ground floor, and into a mazelike chamber of three windowless offices. To reach my desk, I had to carve through an office staffed by two young assistants, then hang a left through the door to the right. Once inside my office, I could hang another left at my desk into a third, electronically secured room where my deputy, a friendly-faced father of two named Terry Szuplat, who was also the team’s foreign policy and national security speechwriter, would greet me with a jolly “Hey, man” while pecking away at his keyboard, oblivious to the sun’s position in the sky.

Our offices were nothing like the ornate, high-ceilinged, sunlit suites of the Eisenhower Executive Office Building that loomed across the driveway, where most White House staff worked. In the West Wing, you paid for your proximity to the president with drab rooms, low ceilings, and, in my case, no daylight—though the White House doctors did supply us with a steady stream of vitamin D pills. Unlike the Oval Office, where the quality of light was purposefully heightened and often improved by the sky’s moods, ours was permanently neglected—a jaundiced fluorescence that never varied a wavelength.

No windows meant lots of beige wall space, so I stocked the office with political and Chicago sports memorabilia, family photos, an American flag, my grandfather’s World War II medals, and an eighteenth-century writing desk that one of the White House curators agreed to let me keep with a scowl that said, “Don’t make me regret this.” A television hung over my desk, which I almost always kept muted while tuned to MSNBC during the day and ESPN at night.

I loved my office. I called it “the Speechcave.”

With everyone else on the South Lawn, I turned to the array of speeches that my team would have to write in the days ahead. Most were somewhat rote at this point—an address to the U.S. Conference of Mayors, a couple of fundraisers in California, remarks at a reception for Pride month and for an Iftar dinner, and two economic speeches. Nothing we hadn’t written before.

The following week, though, would be anything but rote. It was what we called “SCOTUS week,” when the Supreme Court would issue decisions on a slew of cases, then adjourn for its summer vacation. We knew what cases were on the docket but not what the decisions would be or when they might come. The Supreme Court justices are the sphinx of the three branches of government—you know what they’re looking at but not what they’re thinking about.

The myopic lens of Washington politics tended to frame Supreme Court decisions as a “win” or a “loss” for the president. But we were waiting for two impending decisions that would intimately and immediately shape the daily lives of millions of Americans. And whatever the outcomes, it was my team’s job to have speeches ready.

The first case was King v. Burwell, the second major challenge in just three years to Obama’s signature legislation: the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, otherwise known as the ACA or “Obamacare.”

For nearly a hundred years, ever since Teddy Roosevelt first called for it, universal health insurance had been progressives’ North Star. Several presidents had tried and failed to enact some version. Medicare, Medicaid, and the Children’s Health Insurance Program had filled some of the gaps, covering America’s oldest, youngest, and poorest citizens.

But by 2009, some 46 million Americans remained uninsured. They were disproportionately Black and Latino, but also young and healthy individuals who didn’t want to spend money on insurance they were less likely to use. Millions more were middle-class full-time workers, Democrats and Republicans and neither, who simply couldn’t afford to pay premiums that climbed year after year.

If President Obama were starting from scratch and enjoyed absolute power, he would have enacted some form of a single-payer system, like Medicare for All. It would have been the best option. It would also have been by far the most disruptive, throwing at least 100 million Americans off their existing health insurance plan onto a new one. It would have made the year-long battle over the ACA look like a child’s birthday party. And it would have been impossible. To overcome a Republican filibuster, Democrats needed sixty votes in the Senate, not fifty—and Connecticut Democrat Joe Lieberman, the Iraq War’s biggest fan and the sixtieth vote, refused to budge. He wouldn’t even vote for a scaled-down “public option,” a federal insurance plan that would lower costs by competing with private insurers.

But after spending two weeks and a marathon weekend in March of 2010 working Democrats over the phones—very LBJ—Obama eked out just enough votes to get the Affordable Care Act through Congress.

The law wasn’t anybody’s first choice; it was a compromise, an unsatisfying mélange of rules and regulations, and President Obama acknowledged as much on a regular basis. But it was also, without question, one of the most progressive laws ever enacted by a president, on par with Social Security and Medicare, and despite far more hostile opposition.

For the first time, the federal government had assumed the responsibility to make insurance available to almost every American and offered help to pay for it. The Affordable Care Act expanded Medicaid and created a new, federally operated insurance exchange where Americans could pool their purchasing power and private insurers had to compete for their business. In return for those new customers, every insurer was required to adhere for the first time to rules on coverage and cost—a Patient’s Bill of Rights that Democrats had tried to enact for years. To pay for all of it, the law raised taxes on the wealthiest Americans. And despite an embarrassing glitch-filled launch of the website designed to make it easier to buy insurance, more than 10 million people gained the economic security of health insurance in just the first year.

Where FDR, Truman, Nixon, Carter, and Clinton had all failed, Obama was on track to succeed.

After a year of legislative sausage-making to pass the law, one 2012 Supreme Court decision to uphold the law, a presidential campaign waged over preserving or dismantling the law, a Republican shutdown of the federal government aimed at defunding the law, more than fifty Republican-led attempts in Congress to repeal or weaken the law, and an endless torrent of disinformation campaigns from the right—the law still stood. But outside groups funded by conservative donors had been able to finagle another challenge before the Court. This time, unlike in 2012, the question at issue wasn’t whether the entire law was legal. This case, ostensibly about the legality of the law’s tax credits, was a breed of Trojan horse, one more Republican attempt to unravel the law on a technicality.

As the Supreme Court deliberated through the spring of 2015, more than 16 million uninsured Americans—nearly one in three—had gained coverage. In just five years, the uninsured rate for Americans in their early twenties had been cut in half, from one in three to one in six—and for the population as a whole, it was the lowest on record. Everybody else with insurance, however they received it, gained all kinds of benefits and protections they didn’t have before, including a wildly popular ban on insurers dropping their care or jacking up their premiums based on a preexisting condition. If the Court went the other way this time, millions of Americans would be plunged back into an existence of daily dread that one illness or accident could mean financial ruin—including millions of Americans who loathed both the law and the president who signed it.

While King v. Burwell was going to determine whether America guaranteed the fundamental economic right to health care to its poor and its middle class, the other major case before the Court, Obergefell v. Hodges, was going to determine whether the Constitution guaranteed the fundamental equal right to marriage and dignity for LGBTQ Americans—or relegated them to second-class citizenship.

In 2003, Massachusetts became the first state to legalize marriage equality when its highest court ruled that the commonwealth’s prior ban was unconstitutional. In 2004, Republicans weaponized that decision, promising to amend the U.S. Constitution to outlaw same-sex marriage. It was a cynical ploy to turn out more socially conservative and evangelical voters in a presidential election year. After a federal ban fizzled, a handful of states, most notably California, would enact their own bans. But the rest of the ensuing decade was a cascade of progress. By 2015, same-sex marriage was legal in thirty-six states and D.C.

A 1996 law, the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), stood in the way of extending that right nationwide. DOMA defined marriage as the union of one man and one woman, thereby denying federal benefits to same-sex couples: Social Security, veterans’ benefits, pensions, tax breaks, student loans, copyrights, farm subsidies—more than a thousand federal benefits in all. The law also empowered states to refuse to recognize same-sex marriages performed in other states.

Every Republican in Congress, save for one openly gay congressman, voted for DOMA, codifying LGBTQ Americans as a separate class. So did two thirds of Democrats.

By then, a New York woman named Edith “Edie” Windsor had been with her partner, Thea Spyer, for more than thirty years. The two women had gotten engaged in 1967, even though same-sex marriage wasn’t yet legal anywhere, but they kept their sexuality a secret at first to protect their careers. Ten years later, Thea fell ill and Edie ultimately became her full-time caregiver. In 2007, doctors told Thea she had less than a year to live, and, after a four-decade engagement, they married each other in Canada—a marriage that lasted almost two years before Thea died.

If Thea had been a man, Edie wouldn’t have had to pay any taxes on the estate Thea left her. But thanks to DOMA, she owed more than $360,000. So Edie sued the federal government. On June 26, 2013, United States v. Windsor found the section of DOMA that defined marriage as a union between one man and one woman to be unconstitutional—a decision that guaranteed couples in the states that recognized same-sex marriage the same federal benefits as everybody else.

But the decision didn’t answer the question as to whether same-sex marriages had to be recognized across state lines. That’s when Jim Obergefell proposed to his partner, John Arthur. They had been together for more than twenty years but lived in Ohio, a state in which same-sex marriage was illegal. Suffering from ALS, John couldn’t travel to apply for a marriage license. So Jim flew to Maryland, the only state that didn’t require both applicants to appear in person for a marriage license, and got one. After that, family and friends raised funds to cover a medical flight on a specially equipped jet. Jim and John flew to Maryland, took their vows, and flew home a married couple.

That could have been the end of it. But a local civil rights attorney told them that because Ohio didn’t recognize out-of-state same-sex marriages, John’s eventual death certificate would list him as single, with no surviving spouse. Their lawful marriage would be erased. So they sued Ohio’s governor and attorney general in a case that ultimately reached the Supreme Court.

The organized LGBTQ rights movement was younger than the campaign for universal health care. But after several decades of persistent struggle, there was a strong wind in its sails. The Supreme Court’s decision in Obergefell, coming any day next week, would either be a landmark, putting an exclamation point on that progress toward justice and equality—or would throw it all into question.

For our generation, it was a no-brainer, a visceral civil rights issue, a question of fundamental equality. Of course we and our friends should be able to marry whomever we wanted. There was no way the Supreme Court would rule otherwise.

But what if it did?

What if, in just days, the Supreme Court set the movements for universal health care and LGBTQ equality back years? What would those decisions tell the world about who we were? What would those decisions tell America about who we were?

What would I write if that happened?

To craft victory remarks in either case would be a happy task. But to say something reassuring to millions of Americans who were suddenly terrified that they might lose the only way they had to pay for a sick child’s treatment—that would be hard. To say something meaningful to millions more, including friends and colleagues, who’d just been told that their dreams of love and happiness were somehow worth less than everybody else’s—that would be cruel.

There were ancillary stakes for so many of us who had gotten into politics not to create a legacy for Barack Obama but to bend, even just a little, the trajectory of this country. I thought about what losing would mean for Americans who’d been marching and organizing for decades, and what it might mean for a new generation that had voted for the first time, much of it for the first president who looked like them, a generation that, even if it hadn’t fully developed a faith in democracy, had at least come to hope that, together, maybe we could change things for the better.

For an ensemble of ancient judges to extinguish that hope would be a dagger made of pure cynicism.

It would tell them “No, You Can’t.”

“Well, that’s dark,” I said to my empty office. I stood up, dropped the red-and-white checked paper basket from the picnic in the trash, and grabbed my keys. I could figure out what to write tomorrow. Walking out onto West Executive Avenue, the summer sky still light at eight o’clock, I could hear live music and laughter coming from the South Lawn. I tossed my backpack into the backseat of my car, drove through the hulking White House gates, and headed for home.

At the same hour, 550 miles to the south, a man parked his car, checked his gun, and entered a church.
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SOMETIME AFTER TEN O’CLOCK, I WAS PLANTED ON THE COUCH watching the eighth inning of the Chicago Cubs game when I heard keys jangle in the door to the apartment I shared with Kristen Bartoloni.

“Hi!”

Kristen had a unique trademark on the word “Hi!” The first time I’d heard it was four Junes prior—June 27, 2011, to be exact. There was a knock on the door to the office I shared with three other speechwriters in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building. I opened it to find the then-director of White House research, Ben Holzer, with a woman I’d never seen before. She was tall and lean, with long chestnut hair; she wore a khaki skirt suit and cerulean blue T-shirt that matched her eyes. Her smile wasn’t forced but real; the way she said “hi” wasn’t with the clipped professionalism of someone who was already looking for angles to exploit or ladders to climb but bursting with the guileless warmth of someone delighted to be part of a new team.

Barely twenty-five, she’d already helped elect a woman to the senate in New Hampshire by flipping a seat that had been held by Republican men for thirty years, worked at an organization devoted to electing more women up and down the ballot, and wrote for a progressive thinktank.

It was Kristen Bartoloni’s first day of work at the White House, and it changed my life forever. I can’t remember anything that was said. I just knew everything would be different from then on.

Four years later, I still couldn’t get over the way she smiled when she came through a door, craned her neck to look for me before putting her bag down, and aimed a “Hi!” like she’d crafted it for me alone. I always returned it, but I could never quite master the same sound.

I could make her a mean dinner, though, and I motioned to the plate of fresh pasta and glass of white wine on the counter and patted the space next to me on the couch. The Cubs were beating the Cleveland Indians 17-0, so I handed Kristen the remote. The windows were open, and the sound of laughter and clinking glasses floated up from the restaurant below. As she twirled bucatini around her fork, I took a swig of Pacifico, and we talked about our days.

By 2015, Kristen had been promoted to deputy director of the nine-person White House research team, which, like speechwriting, was part of the press and communications operation.

“Research” was not a good way to describe what they did. They were fireproofers.

They knew everything there was to know about Barack Obama—his past statements and positions, his voting record, his place of birth (classified).

They would vet every person he met with and every venue he visited to make sure there were no political landmines underfoot—criminal records, racist posts on social media, tax liens, poor labor practices.

They would fact-check his remarks meticulously—and for a speechwriter, overzealously and quite annoyingly—to make sure that whatever he said was both accurate and consistent with what he’d said before.

They were, in effect, pre-crisis consultants. They relentlessly rescued us from inadvertently creating an “optics” problem by having the president say or do something he shouldn’t, with someone he shouldn’t, at a place he shouldn’t have been.

Imagine living with someone whose job it was to tell you that you were wrong all the time. That’s how much I loved Kristen. And it’s why we almost never fought at home. When she was fact-checking one of my speeches, we got it out of our system with a million little battles at work.

In our years together at the White House, I clashed with her and leaned on her more than anybody else.

Mouth full of pasta, Kristen put her head on my shoulder and asked if I’d heard about the Secret Service protecting the ducklings. We talked about the Supreme Court remarks I was working on, and I feigned persecution at the stridency of her fact-checks to an economic riff I’d written the day before. She feigned exasperation and opened her laptop to show me why she was right and I was wrong. More laughter drifted up from the street.

Then she froze. “Cody.” There was something scared in her voice. I looked over her shoulder to see an email from Kelsey Coates, one of her colleagues.


Subject: Tweets—Shooting in Charleston



When breaking news happened after hours, it usually fell to someone on Kristen’s team to blast the news to everyone on the president’s staff for awareness. In the first few minutes, that news would come from tweets, ideally reputable ones, updated every few minutes with more tweets, then clips pulled from cable news, then longer write-ups from national news sources.


BREAKING: Mass shooting at Black church in South Carolina



Through eleven o’clock, rumors flew across Twitter in a race to be first and most retweeted rather than most accurate: There were several victims, a suspect was in custody, a suspect wasn’t in custody, a killer was still at large, a bomb threat was made, the bomb threat was a hoax.

By midnight, the cable networks were broadcasting live. A contingent of political reporters were at the scene; they happened to be in Charleston because Hillary Clinton had campaigned for president there that day and Jeb Bush was scheduled to be there the next; he canceled his event. South Carolina governor Nikki Haley offered “love and prayers.”

Shortly before one o’clock, even as police cruised the streets of Charleston searching for the killer, the mayor and the police chief briefed reporters, confirming that nine people were dead. News sources had identified one of them as the church’s pastor, a state senator named Clementa Pinckney. The suspect was a white male. Mayor Joe Riley, standing with local Black leaders, labeled the shootings a hate crime in calm and direct language, lamented the easy access to guns, and offered some thoughts on the victims.

Politics may often seem remote, separate, disconnected from people’s daily lives, but people look to their leaders in a crisis—and that’s when the good ones shine.

I hadn’t noticed that Kristen was clutching my hand. My brain had already switched tracks into speechwriting mode, a cold habit that often made me an awful dinner companion. I was thinking through what the president would have to say and what arguments and counterarguments he’d have to make, gathering facts and information and grace notes, wondering if Obama had been to that church and met its pastor, pecking out thoughts on my phone and emailing them to myself.

It was something I grappled with after six and a half years in the White House. When you analyze every angle and take apart every opposing argument, when you write about everything—you can start to feel nothing. I worried that speechwriting, in many ways, was making me more dispassionate, harder, and more cynical than I used to be.

But I did feel something now: I felt angry. I was angry that some asshole who shouldn’t have had a gun had murdered a bunch of people who were in a place where they were supposed to be safe. I was torn up that another collection of parents and spouses and kids in an American city were wailing in anguish at the worst news of their lives. I was furious that a white man murdering nine Black people in a Black church would be celebrated in some of America’s more rotten cavities, and that ringleaders would use the aftermath as a crowbar to crack open the country’s racial fissures. I was preemptively pissed that everybody was going to fight about it the next day—a predictable and tiresome pattern of quarreling about guns and race and who’s to blame, even as the makeup of Congress virtually guaranteed that the pattern would repeat before long.

Either I or another one of Obama’s speechwriters had written about mass murder more than a dozen times before. Each time took an emotional toll. Each time was a mocking reminder of how hard it was to change things.

More laughter wafted up from the sidewalk. Kristen wiped a tear from her cheek. We hugged each other tighter than usual, then climbed into bed to do the same.

But not before I rolled my alarm clock backward an hour to 5:00 A.M.
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