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Good name in man and woman, dear my lord,

Is the immediate jewel of their souls:

Who steals my purse steals trash; ’tis something, nothing;

’Twas mine, ’tis his, and has been slave to thousands:

But he that filches from me my good name

Robs me of that which not enriches him

And makes me poor indeed.

—William Shakespeare, Othello







Prologue

California’s sun-beaten Central Valley stretched out ahead of me as I drove south on Highway 99, trying to reach Los Angeles before sundown. The horizon line dissolved into a distant pool of glass as the temperature nosed past ninety degrees. I was traveling for a story and had spent the day interviewing people. I was replaying those conversations in my head when my phone chirped with a message. A friend had sent me a link to a news story.

“Holy shit…,” my friend wrote.

Keeping one eye on the road, I clicked the link. “A twenty-seven-year-old man who worked for the Democratic National Committee was shot and killed as he walked home early Sunday,” the article began. The victim’s name was Seth Conrad Rich.

I read the words again, then a third time, then a fourth. I tossed my phone onto the passenger’s seat and stared blankly at the road ahead, processing what I’d just learned.

I was stunned. I knew Seth Rich. Not well, we weren’t close, but we had friends in common. We both lived in Washington, DC, and had crossed paths at parties and different bars around town. I had filled in on his weekend soccer team when they needed extra bodies.

For days afterward I read everything I could find about Seth and his murder. It turned out we’d had more in common than I’d known. We both grew up in the Midwest and remained fierce partisans for our home states, Nebraska for him, Michigan for me. We’d both moved to Washington after college with dreams of leaving our mark on the world, him in politics, me in journalism. When I read that he’d been shot walking home from a bar and heard the police describe the crime as an attempted armed robbery, a tragic case of wrong time, wrong place, I remembered all the times I’d wandered home late at night on those same streets. I thought to myself, That could’ve been me.


I kept up with the coverage for a few weeks, reading about Seth’s funeral in Omaha and the memorial organized by some friends at his favorite bar in Washington, the one he’d gone to on the night he was killed. Soon enough, though, the story would recede from view. As a journalist, I knew how the news business worked. The presidential race between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump consumed so much of the public’s attention, mine included, that there was little oxygen for anything else. The media would move on to the next outrage or tragedy. Seth’s name would fade from the headlines and social media.

And that, I figured, was a good thing. Seth’s family would have the peace and privacy to grieve. The police would carry out their investigation and hopefully arrest the killer. Friends and family would gather on the one-year anniversary to remember him. Life, in other words, would go on. We would all do what we were taught as children: let the dead rest in peace.

But that isn’t what happened. The story of Seth Rich’s life and death didn’t go away. Instead, it mutated into something else entirely. Hashtags. Memes. Conspiracy theories that spread around the world. In the hands of a small band of opportunists and operatives, the conspiracy theories about Seth would become political weapons. In the minds of many more people, these theories would become an article of faith and modern folklore. They would help elect a president and birth a new online religion. They would reach as far as the CIA headquarters and the halls of the White House. They would pit his unassuming parents against the world’s most powerful news network in a legal battle with implications for truth, fact, and decency. They would reveal the flaws and breakdowns in American society unlike any story that had come before it.
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The book you are now reading began with a simple question, a product of basic human curiosity more than any journalistic instinct: How did this young man’s death grow into something so huge and hideous? Almost five years ago, I set out to answer that question. Put another way, I was trying to understand how a normal guy not so different from me became the obsession of millions, his name and face strewn across the internet, his life story exploited and contorted until it was unrecognizable to those who knew him, his family forced to put aside their grief and wage a battle first in the court of public opinion and then in the court of law to clear his name and defend his memory.


What I’ve come to believe is that Seth’s story is a skeleton key to the past half-decade in America, unlocking so much about how this country ended up at this strange point in our history. Where a large percentage of society believes conspiracy theories like those about Seth Rich. Where millions of people believe that a secret cabal of pedophile elites runs the world, or that the last presidential election was stolen, or that the deadly coronavirus pandemic was a bioweapon unleashed by one of our foreign adversaries. A time when it feels like truth is whatever the loudest and most extreme voices say it is, not where the evidence leads, what the data show, or what the facts reveal. A moment when people can say whatever they want about anyone else, dead or alive, famous or obscure, and in the wrong hands, that information can take on a life of its own.

Think of this book as a true-crime story for the post-truth era. It’s the story of a crime, an unsolved murder, but also the second crime that was a consequence of the first—how the failure to find those who committed that crime opened a void into which the gullible, the dangerous, and the deluded poured their misbegotten ideas and political ambitions and so created a maelstrom of deception that undermined every important institution in the country.

But it is also the story of a young man’s life that was both normal and extraordinary. It begins with that young man, Seth Rich, on the brink of fulfilling a dream.







ACT I

Viral







1

Striver

“They’re ready to bring you up.”

When Seth Rich heard those six words, he almost couldn’t believe them. It was early July 2016. Seth sat across from his boss, a lawyer named Pratt Wiley, in an office on the second floor of the Democratic National Committee (DNC) headquarters, a pink-tan building within walking distance of the US Capitol building. It was a moment of flux at the DNC. Many colleagues had scattered across the country as the election ramped up. Others had gone to Philadelphia to prepare for the national convention in two weeks’ time. In the row of grubby cubicles used by the Voter Expansion department, Seth and a group of interns were the last ones left.

If the DNC were a high school cafeteria, Voter Expansion was the chess club, a team of brainy lawyers and wonky data analysts devoted to protecting and expanding the right to vote. It wasn’t considered a sexy department like Communications or Digital; its corner of the building didn’t have a cool nickname like Tech’s did, which was christened the “thunderdome.” But the people on Voter Expansion felt a higher calling to safeguard the lifeblood of a democracy. Seth had an impressive title—Voter Expansion Data Director—but in practice the work was far from glamorous. The only non-lawyer on the team, he wrangled huge databases of messy voter data and parsed the arcane election laws of hundreds of cities, counties, and states. Yet when opportunities arose to move to a different department, he chose to stay, committed to a cause that couldn’t be more important to him. In the back of his mind, he always hoped the day would come when he would get the chance to fulfill his dream of working on a presidential campaign.

In the head-down, grind-it-out culture of the DNC, Seth stood out. He was a social creature, someone who lived for an audience, and he eagerly supplied comic relief in a workplace wired for tension and stress. On the day the Supreme Court legalized same-sex marriage, he wore a head-to-toe Stars and Stripes outfit to work. With his full beard and swoop of sandy hair, he looked like a hipster Uncle Sam. A lover of pandas, he sometimes wore a panda hoodie to work that could have worked as a Halloween costume—not your typical DNC attire, but Wiley, his boss, didn’t care so long as Seth met his deadlines. He kept on his desk a stuffed panda named Bamboo, and Wiley and the others would steal Bamboo and hide it around the office. With Wiley as his audience, Seth waxed on about his ambitions and his love life, his political prognostications and his beloved University of Nebraska Cornhuskers football team.

Wiley, who had hired Seth, had grown fond of his young colleague, coming to view him like a kid brother. On paper, the two of them couldn’t have been more different. Wiley, a Black man in his forties with salt-and-pepper stubble and an unflappable bearing, came from a prominent Boston family and had been active in politics for decades, volunteering on campaigns and working full time on Barack Obama’s 2012 presidential run. Seth, a white guy in his late twenties, hailed from Omaha, Nebraska. His dad helped run the family printing business, and his mom worked most of her life in sales for the Yellow Pages. Having grown up in an overwhelmingly Republican state, Seth never operated under the illusion he could convince everyone to vote Democratic; what he cared about most was making sure everyone who could vote did. For a lifelong political junkie like Seth, working at the DNC signaled that he had arrived. He was so proud when he got the job that he took a friend on a tour of the building.

Like any kid brother, Seth could also be a pain in the ass. He was never on time, rolling in to work at noon after pulling an all-nighter. He would drop in uninvited at other people’s desks, announce his presence with a schmoozy, “Heyyyyy, buddy,” and proceed to bombard his helpless victims with a litany of questions about their work. While Wiley liked to play jazz at a low volume during the workday, Seth donned his headphones and streamed episodes of The West Wing on a spare monitor, letting Aaron Sorkin’s hit 2000s show about a heart-of-gold president and his crackerjack staff serve as the soundtrack to his workday. He wouldn’t even notice when Wiley walked up behind him. That was Seth.

But by the summer of 2016, Seth was struggling. The previous six months had left the DNC’s employees exhausted and defeated. The committee existed to elect Democrats of all stripes, young and old, centrist and liberal, from the lowliest state legislator to the next president of the United States. But the battle for the party’s presidential nomination in 2015 and 2016 between the establishment favorite Hillary Clinton and the left-wing insurgent Senator Bernie Sanders had nearly ripped the party in two. The only thing the warring camps agreed on, it seemed, was their disdain for the DNC. The Clinton campaign treated it like a useless appendage; the Sanders campaign and its die-hard supporters accused it of rigging the race against their candidate, even suing the DNC over a disagreement involving the party’s voter list. Death threats and other abuse were a regular occurrence. Wiley reminded his charges that the DNC represented the establishment in an inherently antiestablishment party. All the incoming vitriol and animosity—well, it came with the territory.

For as long as Seth could remember, he had hoped to work in politics. But the stress of the 2016 campaign made him question if he really wanted that life after all. He and Wiley had discussed grad school programs, with Wiley encouraging him to pursue a degree in data science after the election. Seth had also applied for jobs that weren’t overtly political; he had an interview scheduled for one position the following week. A few days before the interview, at the end of a hectic week in July, Wiley delivered the exciting news: the Clinton campaign wanted Seth. Wiley wasn’t sure what the pay or the title would be, but they would need him up in Brooklyn soon.

What Wiley didn’t say was that he thought time away from Washington might do Seth some good. He knew Seth was having relationship trouble with a woman he loved, leaving him conflicted and heartbroken. A new job in a big city could take his mind off these problems. Go be a stag in Brooklyn, Wiley wanted to say, and then if things work out, you come back and you guys reconcile. And if not… He let the thought trail off. Instead, he told Seth that everything he had done so far—all the work he had put in, the late nights and weekend shifts, the daily indignities of working at the DNC—had led him here. “This is what you’ve been waiting for,” Wiley said.
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Joel Rich liked to say his youngest son had politics in his blood. The way other kids memorized sports statistics, Seth learned the name and state of nearly every one of the 535 members of Congress. He watched C-SPAN for fun. Seth was the unrivaled political junkie in the Rich family, and no one was quite sure where he got it from.

Joel was an Omaha native, a gentle bear of a man with springy curls and a sneaky sense of humor. His family ran a print shop that supplied menus and signs to restaurants, bars, and other small businesses. He felt a quiet pride when he sat down at a nice steakhouse and picked up his family’s handiwork. The other dominant force in Joel’s life was his faith. The Riches belonged to Omaha’s small, tight-knit Jewish community, attending Beth El, one of the city’s larger synagogues on the west side. He attended college in Des Moines and stayed there for work after he graduated. That was where he met Mary.

Joel’s secretary at the time was Mary’s high school best friend. On the night they met, before Joel could say a word, Mary berated him for the fact that his company didn’t give business cards to secretaries. Blond-haired and fair-skinned, Mary grew up in small-town Iowa. She was bighearted and hot-tempered, just like her mother. “You pissed my mother off,” Mary liked to say. “She’d have ripped you a new one in a heartbeat, and then she would have had a joke and laughed.” Mary sprinkled her sentences with “fucks” and “bullshits” like salt on a tough steak. One time, she went out to a fancy Italian restaurant with her first husband. He was “acting like an ass,” Mary remembered, and disrupting other patrons with his behavior. When she couldn’t take it any longer, Mary picked up her plate of spaghetti and dumped it on his head, topping it off with the rest of her diet soda. The entire place erupted with applause as the maître d’ politely offered his arm and escorted her to the exit.

Joel loved that story even though he could never imagine doing such a thing. Unlike Mary, he never swore and hated confrontation. He was the smooth to Mary’s spiky. But on the night they met, he noticed Mary’s eyes light up when he mentioned his Saint Bernard dog. She demanded they drive to the kennel and spring the dog loose even though it was eleven o’clock at night. (Joel was such a good customer the kennel obliged.) Joel’s first marriage hadn’t worked out, and Mary was finalizing her own divorce with the pasta guy. They both wanted a family. Four months after meeting, they got married and soon welcomed their first son, Aaron.

The new family eventually moved back to Omaha, buying a two-story house with a big yard on the west side not far from the Beth El synagogue. Joel’s faith was so important to him that Mary converted to Judaism. When Aaron informed Joel and Mary one day that he would like a sibling, preferably a brother, they told him they couldn’t guarantee it. They tried for months to have a second child and had almost given up when Mary learned she was pregnant.

At just past four in the morning on January 3, 1989, weighing seven pounds and fourteen ounces, Seth Conrad Rich was born. He squatted in this funny way when Mary held him, so she nicknamed him Froggy. Later, she called him Roo, short for Kangaroo, because he loved to bounce through the house. When he was about two weeks old, Aaron asked Mary if they could take baby Seth to school for show-and-tell. He had cried for most of his brief existence up to that point, but when Mary brought him to the front of the class that day, he turned calm.
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When Seth was in the ninth grade, a teacher gave him and his classmates an assignment: create a “memory book,” a kind of mini-autobiography about their lives so far. Seth’s reflections ranged from basic personality traits—“I just plain love to talk,” he wrote—to the mix of Jewish and Irish cultures “running through me.” He showed a degree of self-awareness that stood out for someone his age. He was competitive, “no matter how much I try not to be,” and believed that the simple act of making someone laugh left the world a better place. His biggest goal for the future, he went on, was to be famous. He had already done some modeling as a kid and had shown an interest in acting. “I just want to be known for something,” he wrote. “I don’t care what for, but I just want to be famous.”

Even as a teenager, Seth knew he couldn’t be summed up with a few pithy sentences. “So there you have it,” he wrote. “I’m a nice, funny, kind, athletic, pretty, hot, ghetto, handsome, talkative, smart, energetic, hyper, cute, studly, blonde, modeling, weird, creative, friendly, spontaneous, strange, argumentative, coordinated, expressive, sharing, happy, outgoing, honest, self-assured Jewish guy.”

To his friends and family, he was also a schemer and a prankster. At summer camp in northern Wisconsin, he made friends easily and tried his best to make everyone feel included, but at times found himself scrubbing trash bins with a toothbrush after breaking one rule or another for the umpteenth time. On phone calls home, he and Mary schemed about how to send him contraband—candy, a mini-cooler, not one but two George Foreman grills (one for dairy and one for meat)—without the camp counselors intercepting the goods. Mary, ever the coconspirator, hid sweets in emptied-out toothpaste boxes to evade detection.

Seth never met a stranger, Mary liked to say; he charmed anyone who crossed paths with him. When Aaron graduated from high school, some of his classmates invited Seth, a lowly sixth grader, to their graduation parties—not as a courtesy but because they genuinely wanted him there, he was that entertaining. On a summer trip to Israel organized by his camp, he taught a group of young soldiers roofball, a game he had played back at camp; at the end of the trip, Seth gave the Israelis a ball signed by all the Americans, posing for a photo with his companions like a foreign ambassador. At the age of fourteen, he enrolled at Central High in downtown Omaha, a half hour’s drive each way. He could have gone to the big public high school up the road from his house, but Joel and Aaron had both gone to Central, and Seth also loved how diverse Central’s student body was, with more than seventy native languages spoken and the hallways filled with Black, brown, and white faces. He sang a cappella, performed in musicals, and joined the debate team, where he won two state titles in national competitions.

Politics was a natural next step. He got his first campaign job working as a field coordinator for US senator Ben Nelson’s 2006 reelection campaign. Friends grew weary of Seth’s incessant emails pleading with them to take a shift knocking doors. (“To volunteer, or to volunteer a lot is the question!”) He urged them to ditch school on Election Day to help with the final push, and if their parents had a problem with it, he wrote, “you can have them call me, or anyone at the office, and we’ll help them see that it is a good decision.”

For college he enrolled at Creighton University, which was practically across the street from his high school. The school had offered him a scholarship, and he felt drawn to the Jesuit ethic of social justice and service. He also didn’t mind the feeling of being an outsider in his backyard, a Jew surrounded by Catholics, many of them more conservative than he was. That was true of his college girlfriend, a woman from Texas named Allison Villalobos. Coming from a conservative Catholic family, Allison disagreed with Seth on plenty of issues, and even though he served in student government and helped run the university’s Young Democrats chapter, he never pushed his views on her. The only time he pressured her was when he insisted she vote in the 2008 presidential race. He knew she would probably vote a straight-Republican ticket, and he didn’t care. “I just want you to vote,” he told her.

Allison was his first real love, and he took it hard when she broke up with him near the end of college. He said he wanted to move to Washington, DC, to work in politics; she had no plans to follow him there. After graduation he sent his résumé to dozens of consulting firms, nonprofits, and congressional offices in Washington, DC. A well-known Democratic polling firm named Greenberg Quinlan Rosner wrote back and offered him a job. Elated, he rushed to tell Mary. She was thrilled for him, but she feared he couldn’t live on what the firm had offered and, Mary being Mary, told him as much.

Seth was undeterred. Rather than decline and look for something better, he researched rent costs, grocery prices, and bus and subway fares; plugged the numbers into a spreadsheet; and sent it to the polling firm. The math didn’t add up, he argued.

He was right, the manager wrote back. The firm countered with a little more money, even throwing in a small stipend for moving costs. Joel was told no one at GQR could remember another junior associate—an associate—who had bargained for more money and pulled it off.
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They crowded the cheap bars and the subway cars, dressed in their starter suits and boxy skirts, freshly issued ID badges dangling from their necks. Usually they had arrived here from somewhere else, anywhere else, and each year delivered a new class of them, hundreds of twentysomethings moving to the center of the political universe. They were big deals back home, student body presidents and decorated debaters, editors of college newspapers, valedictorians of their graduating class. Here they toiled as receptionists and legislative assistants, interns and tour guides—anything to get a toehold. They moved in packs like citizens of some awkward tribe, and while they might be liberal, conservative, libertarian, or socialist, they had made their way to Washington, DC, for the same reason: to make a dent in the world.

Most of them wouldn’t last more than a year or two. They couldn’t take the long hours or the woeful pay, the Napoleonic bosses or the degrading grunt work. The ones who really wanted it learned to survive. Work more on less sleep. Who you know matters as much as what you know. Hustle goes a long way, and shame is overrated. No one would begrudge you for cold-calling a chief of staff whose business card you plucked off the sidewalk. And when you needed inspiration, when the indignities and the grind wore you down to a nub, you searched the horizon line for the dome of the Capitol or the top of Washington Monument, symbols of power and history that fueled you, that seemed so close you could reach out and touch them.

Only a few would make it. They would outlast the rest of them, pay their dues, and find their place. A small handful of them might even go on to become a congressman or a senator one day. Either way, they knew they had what it took.

Seth arrived in this scene when he moved to Washington in March 2012. It was a heady time to be in the nation’s capital. Young people worked in every corner of the Obama administration, it seemed, evidence that, if you stuck around long enough and worked hard enough, you, too, could wind up in (or at least near) the West Wing. It was an election year, Barack Obama defending his presidency against a gaggle of Republican politicians and gadfly types. Seth felt at home surrounded by fellow nerds and political junkies. As he told one of his best friends from Omaha, “When I can hit on a girl by making congressional procedure jokes, I’m in a good place.” His coworkers invited him to join their historical scavenger hunt team. He found a place to live near his new office. “It’s only half a mile to the Capitol, which is true of my office as well, which makes for a bit of a breathtaking moment every time I walk outside,” he wrote to one of his Creighton professors.

He fit in seamlessly at Greenberg Quinlan Rosner—GQR to everyone who worked there. One of the firm’s traditions held that everyone ate together, a chance for junior employees to mingle with partners and vice presidents. Still, associates and interns tended to be seen and not heard in the company lunchroom. Not Seth. He eagerly debated the senior executives who shared a lunch table with him, wheedling them about whatever was in the news, playing the devil’s advocate. Seth was impish, self-assured, comfortable in his own skin. One day he showed up for work in a panda costume. Because, sure, why not? The bosses thought it was hilarious.

Along with the lunchroom salons, there was another ritual at GQR: the end-of-year bloodletting. It was the nature of the political consulting business that the firm’s workload dried up after every election, and the top brass would lay off dozens of staffers. Seth made the cut in the first round of layoffs. However prankish and unserious Seth might appear, he had drive and talent. And he wanted success as badly as anyone else at the firm did.

A senior data scientist at GQR named Andrew Therriault took notice of Seth, who was hungry and ambitious, eager to learn. Therriault, who was more than seven years older, took a liking to his young colleague and became a mentor. When Therriault left GQR to build a new data team at the Democratic National Committee, the central hub for every state, county, and town Democratic Party in America, he said he would keep an eye out for any jobs there for Seth. When a position opened with a dual report to the Voter Expansion and Tech teams, Therriault put Seth’s name forward, and he landed the job. Seth had always had a keen interest in voting rights and the fight to expand access to the ballot box. After he got the job, Seth sent Therriault a bottle of whiskey with a handwritten note attached. He thanked Therriault for giving him a shot at a job where he could “make the best impact possible,” Seth wrote. Of the whiskey, he added, “It’s not much, but hopefully this conveys a little of how much I appreciate it all.”
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On a hazy summer day a few years later, Seth stepped out onto a third-floor balcony with sweeping views of the National Mall, the grand boulevard of the nation’s capital. His hair was short and sculpted now, his stubble shaved clean. He wore the nicest suit he owned, a dark-blue number with pinstripes, a light-blue shirt with a crisp banker’s collar, and a colorful striped tie. Off in the distance, the Washington Monument pierced the blue sky.

Seth stared into the camera for his official DNC headshot, arms folded, a faint smile on his face. He had come so far from his days volunteering for the Young Democrats in high school or passing out business cards in college that described him as a “Student with Political Ambition.” He now looked like a young man in possession of the belief that he had arrived.

The camera clicked.
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