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Dedication

For Toulouse

“I’m tryin’ real hard to be the shepherd.”




Epigraph

Any real change implies the breakup of the world as one has always known it, the loss of all that gave one an identity, the end of safety. And at such a moment, unable to see and not daring to imagine what the future will now bring forth, one clings to what one knew, or thought one knew; to what one possessed or dreamed that one possessed. Yet, it is only when a man is able, without bitterness or self-pity, to surrender a dream he has long cherished or a privilege he has long possessed that he is set free—he has set himself free—for higher dreams, for greater privileges.

—James Baldwin, “Faulkner and Desegregation”




Introduction

America never would have gotten into this mess if it weren’t for me and my friends.

We were the “normal” Republicans. The pragmatic and practical. The “adults in the room” you hear so much about. Back in the early 2010s you might have found us networking with reporters at a bipartisan Bobby Van’s happy hour. Or making you wait one more second for our attention while we typed out an urgent missive on our BlackBerry device. Or appearing as the token right-winger on some onanistic Beltway panel.

Our Facebook profile picture may have been a backstage shot with Paul Ryan in his half-zip pullover. On Twitter we delivered devilish barbs mocking the Democrats for their disarray, tongue often planted in cheek.

We worked at corporate affairs firms or in “Boehner World.” We were Republican campaign apparatchiks and former Bush officials you see on the tube. We were opposition party operatives in exile, thriving in the meretricious capital, anxiously anticipating the moment when it was our turn to be the brash Josh Lymans conducting brisk walk-and-talks in the White House’s hallowed halls.

We may have been partisans, but the puckish sort. The “good ones,” unlike those crazy, mouth-breathing ideologues. Sure, we had conservative impulses. Fancied tax cuts and protecting babies and cutting red tape and what have you. We repped ’murica in a jejune back-to-back world war champs kinda way and could cite chapter and verse of Reagan’s Liberty State Park homily declaring that our nation’s golden door was the last best hope of man on earth.

You wouldn’t have confused us with populist revolutionaries. We wore pleated khakis, for Pete’s sake. (Well, I didn’t, but generally speaking.) At the time, populist revolutionaries weren’t even really a thing in D.C., besides the weird tricornered-hat cosplayers on the National Mall whose votes we cultivated but kept at several arms’ distance from our day-to-day lives.

When the Trump Troubles began there wasn’t a single one in our ranks who would have said they were in his corner. To a person we found him gauche, repellant, and beneath the dignity of the public service we bestowed with bumptious regard. We didn’t take him seriously. We didn’t watch The Apprentice. We didn’t get off on the tears of immigrant children. And you wouldn’t have caught us dead in one of those gaudy red baseball caps.

But, at first gradually and then suddenly, nearly all of us decided to go along. The same people who roasted Donald Trump as an incompetent menace in private served his rancid baloney in public when convenient. They continued to do so even after the mob he summoned stained the party and our ideals and the halls of the Capitol with their shit.

A few of us had tried to stand athwart the madness yelling stop before it was too late. Most tucked away their worries in a little box, easing their mind with a fanciful self-assurance that the Troubles would soon blow over. As they quietly acquiesced, others went whole hog, giddily swimming in his slop.

How did it all go to hell so fast? To what end did so many go along with something that had been anathema? And why didn’t the insurrectionist denouement make them say “enough” to this carnage of our creation?

These were my people. I should know.

* * *

A week after the Capitol riot I was in my pandemic bed/office when the messages started to roll in. My husband was the first, sending a link to our core friend group’s Lovelies text chain. The headline from the Associated Press: “Records: Trump Allies Behind Rally That Ignited Capitol Riot.”

“Lots of Wren content,” he wrote.

The physical response came before the reality of the news had really sunk in. My stomach turned, palms dampened, heart sank.

“Wren” was not just another in the endless parade of loathsome Trump cronies. She wasn’t one of those former colleagues whom I had come to consider with a mix of disgust and aghastment as the years went by. Wren wasn’t even “Wren,” to me.

She was Caroline. My friend. My campaign confidante. My concert buddy. Or, at least, she had been.

Then came another text and more cringing. According to the Wall Street Journal, Wren was named as a “VIP Advisor” on an attachment to the permit for the January 6, 2021, rally that preceded the deadly insurrection at the Capitol and she had worked on it with none other than InfoWars founder Alex Jones. The SMS that alerted me to this is still burned into my retinas. It read, “Caroline Wren texting people that Alex Jones is actually nice is too much for me.”

What in the actual fuck.

I reluctantly clicked. Despite being primed by that horrifying summary, the article itself managed to be more shocking than I anticipated.

“In text messages Ms. Wren sent to another organizer and reviewed by the Journal, Ms. Wren defended Mr. Jones. ‘I promise he’s actually WAY nicer than he comes off. . . . I’m hoping you’ll [sic] can become besties,’ Ms. Wren wrote.”

The best you can say about those few dozen gobsmacking words is that it might be technically true that Alex Jones is “way nicer than he comes off,” given that he comes off as the acrid embodiment of everything that is wrong in our society. As for the possibility of becoming “besties” with him, well, even taking into account the most generous possible reading of that text, even recognizing that I had myself played footsie for professional purposes with similarly awful people, it is still hard to wrap one’s mind around how a person could type that without becoming overwhelmed with revulsion at oneself. This is Alex Jones, after all. The human ass-pimple best known for defaming and harassing the mourning parents whose innocent little children had just been executed by a monster at Sandy Hook Elementary School. Just think of how warped and wicked you have to be to target, without any remorse, people coping with the most intense grief that can be imposed on a human being. Now my friend is in the newspaper, saying he isn’t all that bad. That if people got to know him, they might be “besties.”

How am I supposed to comprehend that?

Later that day a reporter texted posing that very query. “How {did} she fall prey to this deal? Just thirst?”

I paused to consider it. Nine years earlier we had worked together on the campaign of the most moderate Republican presidential candidate of the twenty-first century. In the ensuing decade, we had become genuine friends. Not the type of D.C. “friend” that is really just a work acquaintance whom you make small talk with at happy hours. An actual friend. We went to see Portugal. The Man together, about a half decade before they were on the radio. She’d hassle me over text until I got out of bed to meet her for a drink because she was only in town for the night. We browned out at a club in Miami and in some dive bar in Columbia and at the 9:30 Club and in her basement and well . . . lots of places. I was invited to her yearly “Wrenpalooza” birthday party. Our closeness persisted even when we weren’t partying. She was the kind of friend with whom I would share private worries and fears that only a small group of people were privy to. I leaned on her when my husband and I were going through adoption troubles after our first attempt went south. And she on me when a relationship hit the skids.

How did we end up so far apart?

Here’s how I responded to the reporter: “Thirst. Likes being in the mix. Thought it was a fun game and people were overreacting. Oops.”

That was my theory, at least. But I didn’t actually know if it was the truth.

By the time I had sent that text, Caroline and I were no longer “friends” in the active sense. In March 2016, I texted her, cheekily, “Stop with the Trump stuff. I will unfriend u.” But what I thought was an empty threat at the time became our reality.

By 2021 we were still “friendsish,” to use a technical term. But we weren’t sharing secrets. I didn’t know what was going on in her personal life. We weren’t even able to talk about one of the most consequential matters facing both of us—our work, the president, the state of the country.

It had been almost two years since I had seen her, and the last time we had gotten together, I had purposefully avoided the tiny-handed elephant in the room. She had come to Oakland and hung out with my husband and daughter, whom she adores (obvs). Along with a mutual friend, the five of us went to dinner at a foodie restaurant by Lake Merritt. We talked about the latest childhood milestones and gossiped about old mutuals. For most of the dinner, there was no real discussion of “the news,” unless you count sharing a little goss about who various political figures were hooking up with.

Toward the end of the night, our pleasant détente was broken when my husband couldn’t resist and made a swipe. Both of their necks turned a shade of eggplant, and they parried. I don’t remember the specifics of the quarrel. I tuned it out, focused on breathing deep breaths, and pretended to attend to some unnecessary toddler parenting until the exchange came mercifully to an end. It wasn’t exactly the most courageous move. But I had had enough relationships go sour over Trump by that point and had decided that when it came to resentment of past pals, my heart was full up. That night I never even asked her about her foray into Trump world. Didn’t learn that she was about to take a senior role as the finance director on his reelection campaign.

I just compartmentalized this part of our life. As the weeks went forward and she became increasingly intermingled with the Trump high command, I unfollowed her on Snapchat and muted her Instagram stories to protect my blood pressure from the spikes of seeing her in social settings with random MAGA maroons. A year later, she was across the bridge in San Francisco and invited me to join her for drinks with Donald Trump Jr. and his girlfriend, former Fox News talker Kim Guilfoyle. She was planning to take them to the Tonga Room, a classic tiki bar in the finance district, because, according to her, Kim would “love the scene.”

For a moment, I considered it, if only for the story. I mean, how often do you get invited to an intimate happy hour with one of the most loathsome people on the planet and also Donald Trump Jr.? But I couldn’t imagine how we could have survived even a single drink without risking a physical altercation, given how plain my disdain for them would be. I have the world’s worst poker face and a tendency toward blurting out my internal monologue. It was possible I would have told Don to go fuck himself the moment he came inside my field of vision. I did the prudent thing and declined.

After that, we basically just ghosted each other.

All this is to say, I didn’t truly know exactly how she “fell prey to this whole deal,” how a former pal had become a coup conspirator . . . because we didn’t talk about it. Was it really all just a big game, like I had assumed? Did the person who I thought was a like-minded Republican in Name Only (RINO) squish genuinely want to overthrow our democracy to install Donald Trump as an unelected quasi-autocrat?

To find out, I would have to reanimate the relationship we had once had.

So, five months after the insurrection pregame party that she had organized on the Mall, Caroline and I found ourselves sitting by the bay windows in the Hotel Casa del Mar’s Terrazza Lounge, looking out at the Ferris wheel on the Santa Monica Pier, sun beating down through the glass. I was nervous, the palms of my feet and hands dampening.

How exactly do you start a conversation that requires a complete rewiring of your friendship? That might end it for good? Part of me wanted to just lean right in. To shout, How are you still going along with this shit? But a fight about Donald Trump wouldn’t illuminate anything; we’ve all had plenty of those.

In order to truly understand what happened, I needed to not just listen to her rationalizations and explanations about January 6th. I needed to figure out where our parting had started. Whether the common ground I thought we had shared ever really existed at all. I needed to look at myself through her and try to understand what it was I had done that made all those whom I had worked and partied alongside feel so comfortable going along with something so horrible.

* * *

Why We Did It is a book about the people who submitted to every whim of a comically unfit and detestable man who crapped all over them and took over the party they had given their life to. It’s about the army of consultants, politicians, and media figures who stood back and stood by as everything they ever fought for was degraded and devalued. The people who privately admitted they recognized all the risks but still climbed aboard for a ride on the SS Trump Hellship that they knew would assuredly sink.

I suspect that prospect will excite many of my fellow Trump detesters who come to this book craving a dollop of delicious schadenfreude and the satisfying comfort food that can only be baked by an apostate Republican validating all their liberal readers’ prior biases. And, well, I cannot tell a lie: there will be some of that warm apple pie to come.

But my objective is not to execute one continuous Dr. Dunkenstein jam that lays waste to the craven former colleagues who submitted to their new idiocratic overlord. Nor to disembowel Trump’s most deranged and debased allies: the racists and the conspiracists and the sociopaths who clung to his stink. There has been plenty of that already. And, if you are feeling a dearth of dunking in your life, well, my Twitter feed is a smartphone away.

Why We Did It aims to get at something deeper than that. To dig through the wreckage of the party I once loved and come to understand how so many of my friends allowed something that was so central to our identity to become so unambiguously monstrous. And why they had continued to do so once the monster became uncontrollable.

Grappling with that requires first understanding how our actions helped lead us to that dystopian escalator ride. How we got people familiar enough with unseriousness and cruelty that they would giddily glide down with him. I’m sure a student of history might be able to trace it back to the Southern Strategy or Lee Atwater or, hell, maybe even Mark Hanna (give him a Google).

But my soul required coming to terms with something that was more intimate than that. A question that I had grappled with throughout the entire Trump era.

Why in the fuck did the vast, vast, vast majority of seemingly normal, decent people whom I worked with go along with the most abnormal, indecent of men? And why hadn’t I seen it coming? If we are to summon even a hint of value from our manifest failures throughout this whole sordid mess, to find any guideposts for bringing people into the light—those were the questions that needed answering. Answering them required plumbing the complicated motivations of real, living humans.

So, I decided to retrace their steps and mine.

The first half of this book examines the journey I took walking right up to the ledge. From the McCain/Palin prelude to playing footsie with Steve Bannon and the worst of the alt-right. It covers the red flags I saw and ignored. The ones I missed. The secrets I kept. The brutal slams I imposed on my imagined enemies. The friends I made along the way. That solipsistic reflection will, I hope, shed some light on how damn easy we made it for others to take the plunge right on over the cliff I managed to veer away from.

Some of the stories will be familiar—after all, they were news. However, you’ll now have a chance to view them in a more reflective light from a person who was orchestrating them. Things like Mitt Romney’s IBS-riddled dog being strapped to the car roof or the origins of Crooked Hillary.

There will be other stories and anecdotes that might have otherwise been lost to history, but which I revive because they are emblematic of the various complexes that led us to this distressing moment. The first is how many of the players in the upper echelons of American political life treated their duties as a big game, where they awarded themselves the status of public service while minimizing the responsibilities of that service in favor of performance and skulduggery. How success in this era was so often completely removed from political beliefs. Should it have come as a surprise that a game show host was so successful at co-opting a system as puerile as that?

You’ll also see how the Republican ruling class dismissed the plight of those we were manipulating, growing increasingly comfortable using tactics that inflamed them, turning them against their fellow man. How often we advanced arguments that none of us believed. How we made people feel aggrieved about issues we had no intent or ability to solve. How we spurred racial resentments and bigotry among voters while prickling at anyone who might accuse us of racism. And how these tactics became not just unchecked but supercharged by a right-wing media ecosystem that we were in bed with and that had its own nefarious incentives, sucking in clicks and views through rage hustling without any intention of delivering something that might bring value to ordinary people’s lives. Should it have come as a surprise that a charlatan who had spent decades duping the masses into joining his pyramid schemes and buying his shitty products would excel in such an environment? Someone who had a media platform of his own and a reptilian instinct for manipulation? Someone who didn’t hesitate to say the quiet part aloud?

This brings us to our second, more complex psychological journey. After our past sins were anthropomorphized into an Archie Bunkeresque president, what to make of those who saw his defects clearly and went along anyway?

What was it about them or the system that rewarded such behavior? Going full MAGA was never clearly prestigious or in service to their ideological priors. There was no certainty that the ends would justify the means. Many who threw in with Trump were ruined by him. Why strive for proximity to power when the costs are so great and you don’t even know what you want to get out of that power when it falls in your lap? That’s the puzzle.

Throughout this reflection, I attempt to put forth a more fully formed, you might say actualized, understanding of my own rationalizations—as a gay man who worked for homophobes, an oppo research magnate who giddily stirred up artificial animus, a clear-eyed Trump loather who still took a bite of the poisoned apple (we’ll get to that).

It’s through this process that I hope to inhabit the mindset of those who came to terms with Trump. Because—and this is important—many of the people who did so are not all that different from me. In our conversations they defended their choice using many of the same justifications I had in the past. These people are not all barbarians or megalomaniacs. They are flawed men and women with shadow wants and desires. It’s just that in this case those desires allowed them to accept an unusual evil.

Some of their rationalizations were unique to the Republican Party; others were the more universal failings replicated throughout industries and societies and political ideologies across the sands of time. Some of them were in the ballpark of defensible; others will fill them rightly with shame. Some are still grappling with these choices, while others have given up and embraced their complicity.

The manner in which people made these allowances for themselves will be told through the vantage point of my colleagues on the Republican autopsy, a project that had proposed a more welcoming and uplifting trajectory for the GOP and featured a representative sample of the key men and women in the fallen former Republican establishment. The actions of these characters—and of an additional representative few who either volunteered to come to church or required an involuntary dunk in the font—will, I hope, paint a complete picture of why those in proximity to power did what they did and why it’s going to be so hard to get any of them to reverse course.

One of Trump’s most shameless enablers is a congressman from Texas named Dan Crenshaw. Crenshaw is seen by some as a rising star in the party. He is like many of the characters you will meet over the course of this book. Someone who knew better and told us he knew better but went along with the hateful, bigoted, blundering Trump anyway. He wrote this in his book on “leadership”: “After every failure, after every hardship, we create a personal narrative to account for that moment. We tell ourselves a story.”

On this count, Crenshaw is exactly right. He and his fellow accomplices committed one of the biggest failures of the modern era. They decided to abet a man that they all understood to be a danger. A man who remains a fundamental threat to the very fabric of our democracy even after his defeat.

What I will submit to you are the stories, the narratives, that those who are a party to this failure tell themselves to account for their actions. In all their hypocritical, oblivious, self-indulgent, resentful, and at times well-meaning glory.

I will warn you. This journey is a depressing one in toto. But our peripatetic path to the abyss won’t be bereft of levity, as it is written in the spirit of my most sacred maxim.

In trying to understand what’s happening in politics, when in doubt, remember it is always, always Veep . . . not House of Cards. As a result, there will be no shortage of Jonads and sphincters, and jolly green jizzfaces to lighten the load.

Enjoy . . . if you can.
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The Comforting Lie

Eleven straight questions about immigration reform. At least that’s how I remember it. I haven’t punished myself by going back to watch the video. Maybe it was only six straight questions. It felt like eleven to me.

It was May 2007. I was the Iowa spokesperson for John McCain’s presidential campaign, and things weren’t looking so hot. The comprehensive immigration reform bill known colloquially by the political class as “McCain-Kennedy” and by Republican voters as “amnesty for illegals” was about to be reintroduced in the U.S. Senate. This legislation was about as popular with potential Iowa Caucus attendees as getting a raging hemorrhoid flareup during the September soybean harvest.

Amnesty consumed the discussion on conservative talk radio, both the big national shows like Rush Limbaugh and local talk, most notably WHO Newsradio 1040—the central Iowa “blowtorch” that reached much of the state. Ronald Reagan had worked at the station as a sports announcer in 1933, a point of pride among the local Republican set. By 2007, WHO’s lineup consisted of a morning drive-time show with newsreaders and light banter, agriculture reports, and conservative rabble-rousing. The station’s most successful rouser, Jan Mickelson, aired from 9 to 11:30, which might not be a prime hour in some markets, but in Iowa made him the king of the combine. Mickelson garnered twice the audience of anyone else in the state, and his relentless expostulation of McCain and the other RINOs who maintained a soft line on immigration bled over to his fans.

The field staffers who worked alongside me in the McCain campaign were the canaries in our nativist coal mine. They spent the bulk of their day talking to Republican regulars and thus bore the brunt of their ire. As the PR flack, I hadn’t had that type of personal exposure. I’d been dispatched to the far back corner of the Iowa headquarters because the boss wanted my desk as socially distant from the volunteer area as possible thanks to my not very “Iowa nice” high-wattage cursing when on the phone with reporters.

After a long day of working the phones or attending county Republican dinners, the field guys and gals would trudge back to my desk and plop down, completely deflated by the hostile reception they had been receiving over our candidate’s support for “amnesty.” They dreaded slogging through their call quotas, having to hear person after person hurl invective over the amnesty bill. One recalled being shaken by a woman who had suggested that we put all the “illegals” on train cars back to Mexico and said that it would be okay if some lives were lost.

So I knew it was bad, but I didn’t fully comprehend how bad until I saw it up close and personal in Council Bluffs, or Counciltucky, as the campaign staff referred to it. (Urban Dictionary offers an alternate, more colorful nickname: the “dingy asshole of America.”)

We were holding a breakfast event in a soulless conference room inside the dingy asshole’s gleaming new Mid-America Center. For McCain, it was the penultimate stop of a two-day swing through the state, and most of his campaign high command was either at the headquarters in Arlington, Virginia, or awaiting the candidate’s arrival at the last stop in Fort Dodge. This left me with the now quaint-seeming task of updating the bosses on the proceedings via BlackBerry PIN message.

I was lost in the conference room maze, nervous that I was going to be late, and suffering from hangover sweats, having had a few too many bourbon-and-Cokes at the local casino the night before. I arrived right as the candidate was about to go on, grabbed a stale croissant and a disgusting coffee, and squeezed into the back right corner just as he took the stage. Senator McCain kicked off his stump speech. “I want to do the hard things, not the easy things,” he said, before hitting all the usual notes. Winning the war on terror. Tales of heroism. Cutting wasteful spending. You know the drill. I zoned out a bit and sent an occasional snarky PIN to my campaign colleagues rather than focus on the particulars.

Then he turned to the Q&A portion.

This is where Mr. Straight Talk Express would often shine. I can remember the moment at a different town hall where he brought me to the brink of tears pushing back against the Bush administration’s “enhanced interrogation” regime, which I had mindlessly supported before joining the campaign. “One of the things that kept us going when I was in prison in North Vietnam was that we knew that if the situation were reversed, that we would not be doing to our captors what they were doing to us,” he said. He went on to denounce waterboarding, declaring that “we are a better nation than that.”

I changed my mind on the spot. He spoke to one of the core reasons I became a Republican in the first place, the belief that America was a special, essential nation. That we were different. That we had a noble and necessary role to play in the world that we had to live up to.

In my West Wingified imagination, with answers like that, we would claw back into the race one Q&A at a time, winning over the hearts and minds of Iowans who, like me, yearned for a politician who wanted to inspire us to be better, one who would tell it like it is. That’s what people wanted in a president. The truth! Not those blow-dried phonies who fed the crowd platitudes that flattered their biases. Right?

I looked up from my BlackBerry with anticipation, awaiting the first moment of McCain magic to send back to HQ, but my hopeful optimism didn’t last long. One by one, the cranky questioners went at him with asperity. Amnesty. Illegals. Mexicans. The border. The wall. The NAFTA superhighway (this was a popular conspiracy theory at the time; I was always a little surprised Trump never revived it). Illegals. Amnesty. Amnesty. Amnesty. Amnesty. Amnesty. Amnesty. Amnesty.

McCain would parry with his interrogators, but the straight talk was not landing. He was up there taking body blows like one of the patsies they put up against Mike Tyson after he got out of jail. But McCain was a stubborn mule who could take a few hooks to the gut. He was not a man who wanted to tell crowds exactly what they wanted to hear. In fact, at times he seemed to relish being the contrarian. Even though I could sense his growing frustration, he managed to maintain a wry mien.

Finally, at long last, a reprieve seemed to be in the offing. The first question he got after the immigration gauntlet was from a darling little old lady in the first row. She wanted to know what his stance was on abortion. I let out a sigh of relief in the back, no longer wanting to live my Sorkinian fantasy, just hoping for a crowd-pleaser on an issue where my candidate was in step with the audience.

But John McCain hadn’t trekked to Counciltucky to please the mob that pummeled him.

He looked that grandma right in the eye and said he wanted to give her some “straight talk” instead. (At this point, I nearly threw up the stale breakfast croissant. I have a weak constitution.) While I might be pro-life, McCain answered, I’m also for stem cell research—a controversial hot button with the pro-life set at the time.

The sweet old lady slumped her shoulders. The crowd groaned. I fired off a PIN to the boss and walked outside to sneak a Parliament Light before the roiling catastrophe came to a close, and our tormentors filed out past me.

Eight weeks later, I was off the campaign. The juggernaut that had been planned foundered, and the campaign had to downsize. That the front-runner had faltered so dramatically out of the gate presaged our populist future. Republican kingmakers’ ability to force-feed anointed candidates upon their voters was weakening, and a few dozen staffers on McCain’s nascent presidential campaign, me among them, were proto-casualties of an internecine war that the populists had not yet won.

A few months later, the campaign resurrected. But as part of the turn in his political fortunes, the Maverick would eventually give little bits of himself over to the base that distrusted him. It was the politician’s survival instinct at work. While he held the line on the Iraq War troop surge, he pivoted to the right on immigration to meet the voters where they were. During a November interview with Mickelson, he wouldn’t concede that even the most sympathetic immigrants—Dreamers brought to America by their undocumented parents when they were young children—should be given special treatment. When Mickelson asked about these “kids of illegals,” McCain replied: “Well, I think that we are a compassionate nation and we don’t punish innocent people, but I have to say to ya again there’s so much mistrust out there, there’s so much anger, there’s so much passion, that we’d have to convince a majority of Americans even on a program such as that, that the borders are secure.”

To McCain, at the time, that pivot didn’t seem like much of a sacrifice.

It wasn’t as if he had changed his position on immigration. He had simply said that his preferred position could no longer be achieved until some imaginary future date where people believe the border is secure. He had transitioned from taking a confrontational stance with the audience to using the politician’s “comforting lie.” The comforting lie centers the mob’s feelings, their anger, their passion, over the uncomfortable realities of governing. It was a small change but a meaningful one.

From McCain’s perspective, telling the comforting lie was more honorable than the path that was taken by most of his contemporaries, and there’s no doubt that was the case. He had engaged in a good-faith attempt to solve the immigration crisis in a bipartisan manner and hadn’t wavered on his underlying commitment to reform. What was his reward for this? Rabid crowds shouting him down. Sinking poll numbers. Racist GOP gadfly Tom Tancredo sending him an order of nachos when they both happened to be shaking hands at the same restaurant in Manchester, New Hampshire.

Meanwhile, he looked around at the rest of the field and saw charlatans straight-out lying about their views on immigration to gain an advantage over him. None did this more blatantly than Willard Mitt Romney. McCain considered preposterous the notion that the moderate Massachusetts governor was some immigration hard-liner. Romney had flip-flopped on the other salient social issues of the moment—abortion, gay rights, guns—so it seemed certain that his border hawkishness was merely a confidence game, given that it was the one cultural issue where Romney didn’t carry the same baggage as the other primary contenders.

During the campaign, the erudite Romney would awkwardly attempt to take on the populist mantle by lambasting McCain and his wingman Lindsey “Grahmnesty” over their moderate immigration positions. At a South Carolina cattle call on Senator Graham’s home turf, Romney declared that their proposed “Z” visa (which would allow undocumented immigrants a legal work permit) should be called an “A” visa because “it’s amnesty and that’s what it stands for.” He was rewarded with thundering applause, for the limpest of lines. Romney carried his affected border hawkishness for years as a sop to the distrustful base. This performative overcompensation would wind up catching up to him, when in 2012 he proposed a policy of “self-deportation” that was so preposterous even Donald Trump mocked it as “crazy.” But back in 2008, it was working and Romney, for a moment, used it to take the front-runner mantle.

The transparent phoniness of Romney’s immigration shtick grated on McCain—for good reason! And it contributed to him rationalizing his own change in tone.

It may have been strategically justified, but everyone else being a phony doesn’t negate the fact that McCain himself made this nearly undetectable pivot of convenience from straight talk to comforting lie on immigration in order to sustain his comeback in that primary.

That minor sacrifice was a harbinger of the much more dangerous panders to come, from other politicians who didn’t share his prudence, or Romney’s for that matter.

Months after winning the nomination, McCain solidified his bona fides with the base by ignoring his instinct to run on a “unity ticket” with conservative Democrat Joe Lieberman. Instead he went with Alaska governor Sarah Palin, the Trumpian forerunner who was able to fire up the faithful with the punchy anti-Obama zingers that just didn’t come naturally to the nominee.

This was, by all accounts, a bitter pill for the Maverick to swallow.

His desire for Lieberman was so strong that, years later, those in the McCain high command confessed to me that he spent more than a week sulking. He refused until the last moment to come to grips with the fact that he had to settle on a Plan B.

As McCain weighed his options, campaign manager Steve Schmidt and other strategists argued that they needed a “transformative, electrifying” jolt to the campaign, which Palin might bring.

The final decision came after a closely held confab at McCain’s ranch in Arizona. There, Schmidt would be the one who made the closing argument for Palin, while another close aide pitched Tim Pawlenty, a milquetoast Minnesota governor. Schmidt, who eventually admitted he was “frightened” by the notion of Palin being a heartbeat from the presidency, did a career 180 and later founded the anti-Trump Lincoln Project, which aimed to slay her populist spawn. But that day in Sedona he was focused solely on blazing a path to the White House. So he turned a blind eye to his fears. He could see victory, and a future as a top aide to President McCain, from that ranch.

At the time, there was a bit more logic to the choice than it might seem in retrospect. In Alaska, Palin had positioned herself as an anticorruption outsider, not the troll queen she would become. Had Schmidt and McCain known that the brash, independent-minded Sarah from Alaska would not evolve into a Maverick Apprentice but instead into an uncontainable lib-owning, trash-talking, reality TV Frankenstein monster, perhaps they wouldn’t have made this sacrifice. Maybe McCain would have told Schmidt and the other advisors to stuff it and stuck to his guns on Lieberman.

Who knows? What we do know is that Palin showed the base that it’s more fun to support someone who will baby-bird their grievances and unfounded beliefs right back to them than to hold their nose for someone who they know is reluctantly succumbing to their desires. Palin’s events drew a motley, feral crowd dotted with the types of “deplorables” who would later turn Trump’s rallies into a late-era Lynyrd Skynyrd tour. Unlike his future contemporaries, McCain refused complete submission to that mob. He famously admonished the voter who called Obama an “Arab” and scolded the crowd who had booed the then president-elect during a graceful and unifying concession speech.

But for a Maverick to survive in the GOP he still needed to fall back on the comforting lies that got him the nomination. A few years later, in one of the most uncomfortable political ads in memory, McCain demanded that the Obama administration “Complete the Danged Fence,” a nakedly halfhearted version of the Build. The. Wall. chant that was to come. He did it to help fend off J. D. Hayworth, a Tea Party weirdo with a talk radio background who was challenging him in a Senate primary.

Viewers of the ad were meant to believe that the candidate emphasized “danged” to show how much he supported the fence, but those with a keen McCain ear knew he said “danged” because he thought it was so freaking stupid that he had to do the ad in the first place. The “danged” was akin to the frustrated lament of an employee who has been assigned a stupid project by the boss and just has to finish the danged thing before he could meet his friends for a drink. In this case, it was the mob who was the boss. And McCain knew it.

He managed to maintain his integrity as well as, or better than, most. But the moral sacrifices that would be required to stay in the future GOP were preordained on that Sedona ranch. Anyone seeing clearly, unencumbered by ambition or blinders or grievance, should have recognized it.

I know I did.

A part of me realized that the party I had started volunteering for as an early pubescent teen was slipping away from me and the trajectory we were on was a dark one. The Republican voters I saw in Counciltucky weren’t looking for straight talk or paeans to national purpose. What they really wanted was to stick it in the other’s eye and be comforted by convenient lies. They just needed a leader shameless enough to give it to them.

In retrospect, departing the McCain campaign should have been the moment when I pulled the ripcord and began charting a different course for my life. But I allowed myself to get sucked back in, telling myself many of the same stories that eight years later led otherwise rational people to decide that they should go along with Donald Trump. Pretending I thought we should build a danged fence, if that’s what it took to win.
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Compartmentalizer-in-Chief

After McCain, I moved back to D.C. and began the first of a few transitional periods that would eventually lead me to this book. This was the first time since before I could drive that I was watching politics as an outsider, and frankly, I didn’t like most of what I saw. I had taken a job at Berman and Company, a PR firm that specializes in creating astroturf groups that would advocate on behalf of corporate interests. Astroturfing is not exactly the Lord’s work, and while some of our activities were skeevy, the firm’s libertarian bent, relatively normal working hours, and super gay staff allowed me the space to do some self-examination outside the slog of a political campaign. Among the many clarifying realizations during this period was the one that has been the most important of my entire life: I came to grips with the fact that I had to come out of the closet.

I want to detail for straight folk how and why this moment of clarity happened when it did. This is an important exercise, because what I have discovered is that the brainteasers I was playing with my closeted self parallel what I saw in my future former GOP friends during the Trump era. I would see the relief on the faces of people who left his orbit and came clean, just as clearly as the pain on the faces of people like Mike Pence who wouldn’t admit to themselves what is obvious to everyone else.

Before I got to Berman, I could never envision for myself a happy gay life. I knew I wanted kids. I knew I didn’t want to risk losing my devout Catholic family or my straight bro besties. So it seemed like staying in the closet and faking it till I made it with women was the best of not-great options. After all, the equipment worked—sorry for the TMI, but this is an important consideration for some—so I could just suppress the wrong thoughts and ride it out.

I was never going to break away from this line of thinking until I allowed myself to see people who were both gay and leading open lives that I could envision for myself. For years, thanks to my compartmentalization superpower, I couldn’t do so, despite the fact that Berman was not actually the first time I had been exposed to a diverse array of gay people. I graduated from the George Washington University, for God sakes—one of the gayest spaces in all of American life, no exaggeration. The now cancel-worthy malapropism that kids from other schools bestowed on my alma mater was “Gay Double Jew,” due to the preponderance of both on campus. While I was there, I had one or two encounters (okay, fine, definitely two, but I’m trying to mentally expunge the second one), but, if anything, those drove me deeper into the closet. They made me more embarrassed. More self-conscious. More ashamed. More hostile to people who were open about their sexuality, because I couldn’t have what they had, or at least that’s what I told myself.

So I just stopped seeing anyone or anything that inconvenienced my chosen reality. This tunnel vision was so intense that if you asked 2005 me, I would have genuinely told you that the only people that I thought were living openly gay lives were hairdressers or the flamboyant types who hosted Queer Eye for the Straight Guy and that the only other gays in the world were the creepy closet cases who stared at me on the Metro. GW was the Baskin Robbins thirty-one flavors of homos and I managed to flatten that entire universe into queens and creeps. (PS: I love queens! I hate that I thought this!)

Some of the very same people who would become my dearest friends just three years later were sitting in my classes, going to parties, and doing all the shit I wished I was doing on that rare occasion when I let myself daydream. Instead I cleaved off my gayness from the rest of my identity in large part because I didn’t feel like the “gay lifestyle” was compatible with how I saw myself and my future. Such is the power of the brain’s ability to lock away things that aren’t convenient.

I finally escaped this mental maze one Friday afternoon when, nervous as all get-out, I went down the hall to awkwardly ask Justin, the gay coworker whom I was the least close with, to meet up for a mysterious drink. Tagging him in this book as someone I didn’t particularly care for at the time is going to seem like an unnecessarily rude neg. I get it. But it’s a crucial detail if you are to understand the deluded closeted mind.

I had convinced myself that this coworker was not really a part of my life, so even after I told him my big gay secret, I would still have the option to change my mind and go back straight. If things went south, I figured that I could just excise him from my existence forever. No harm, no foul.

Now, I’m not sure that I had fully thought through the long-term implications of that strategic plan, as it is unclear whether this excision would have included me quitting the new job I was using to pay off the gambling debts that I had accrued at Iowa’s Indian casinos or whether I was planning to simply avoid Justin in the office kitchen for an indeterminate amount of time.

Nevertheless, my hastily organized cryptic happy hour came to pass. We sat in the very unromantic and uncomfortable chairs that marked the sidewalk patios outside the K Street nightclubs near our downtown D.C. office. We drank a couple of overpriced cocktails that I hope I paid for. After an interminable few minutes of
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