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        The shortest and longest government shutdowns in U.S. history
        Kevin Schaul, Kevin Uhrmacher

        The government will shut down if Congress cannot agree on funding by Sept. 30. Here's a look at the shortest and longest government shutdowns in U.S. history.

      

      
        Live updates: Johnson's speakership in doubt as Trump, Musk help scrap spending plan
        Meryl Kornfield, Azi Paybarah, Maegan Vazquez, Justine McDaniel

        Get the latest news on the transition to the new administration of President-elect Donald Trump and a new Congress.

      

      
        Fani Willis disqualified from Trump election case by Georgia appellate court
        Holly Bailey

        The decision, which Willis is likely to appeal to the Georgia Supreme Court, is a major victory for Donald Trump and his co-defendants and could doom the high-profile prosecution.

      

      
        Jeff Bezos and Donald Trump met for dinner at Mar-a-Lago, joined by Elon Musk
        Marianne LeVine, Meryl Kornfield

        After feuds during Trump's first term, Trump and Bezos have both noted their recent evolving relationship.

      

      
        Musk's dangerous, exaggerated conflation of social media and democracy
        Philip Bump

        We've seen an intentional transition from "Twitter isn't real life" to "X is America."

      

      
        Patel floated criminally probing police, lawmakers involved in Jan. 6 committee
        JM Rieger

        Kash Patel, president-elect Donald Trump's pick to run the FBI, has called for criminal investigations of individuals previously involved in Trump probes.

      

      
        Musk, Ramaswamy fuel online campaign that leads to Republicans rejecting spending bill
        Meryl Kornfield, Azi Paybarah, Mariana Alfaro, Maegan Vazquez, Justine McDaniel

        Get the latest news on the transition to the new administration of President-elect Donald Trump and a new Congress.

      

      
        Republicans scrap spending bill, under pressure from Trump and Musk
        Marianna Sotomayor, Jacob Bogage

        Unless Congress acts, a shutdown deadline looms just past midnight Saturday.

      

      
        Federal employee groups prepare to fend off attacks by Trump and allies
        Michael Scherer, Jonathan O'Connell, Lisa Rein

        The efforts are aimed at resisting what is expected to be a severe assault on public servants beyond the intimidation many federal employees felt during Donald Trump's first term.

      

      
        A lot of people are angry with Speaker Mike Johnson -- again
        Paul Kane

        Mike Johnson, afraid of alienating his right flank, is trying to thread a needle to keep the government open and keep the speaker's gavel come January.

      

      
        Justice Dept. is examining special-counsel team that investigated Trump
        Perry Stein, Jacqueline Alemany

        The internal review is a standard response to prosecutorial misconduct complaints and does not suggest the Justice Department believes wrongdoing occurred.

      

      
        Could Mike Johnson lose the speaker election?
        Aaron Blake

        With the House speaker already on the cusp of losing the support he needs to be reelected speaker, a look at the dynamics.

      

      
        Supreme Court to hear South Carolina's bid to block funding for Planned Parenthood
        Justin Jouvenal, Ann Marimow

        The Supreme Court will review South Carolina's decision to cut off state funding for Planned Parenthood clinics because the care they offer includes abortion.

      

      
        James Comer saw Biden's finances as impeachable. He sees Trump's as fine.
        Philip Bump

        The Kentucky congressman whipped up a flimsy case alleging that Biden was profiting from business deals. But he figures Trump's been sufficiently transparent.

      

      
        Majority of Americans oppose Trump's proposals to test democracy's limits
        Colby Itkowitz, Emily Guskin, Scott Clement

        A Washington Post-University of Maryland poll finds Americans split on whether Trump will try to rule as a dictator, but confident any effort would be blocked.

      

      
        Claims that Liz Cheney broke the law are even thinner than you think
        Philip Bump

        A report produced by allies of Donald Trump recommended suggested that the former congresswoman face criminal charges. It appears to derive from Trump's similar suggestion.

      

      
        Supreme Court to hear challenge to banning TikTok in U.S.
        Ann Marimow, Eva Dou

        The justices will quickly take up the constitutionality of a federal law that would shutter TikTok next month unless the company divests from Chinese ownership.

      

      
        Senate passes Pentagon policy bill that set off transgender-care debate
        Abigail Hauslohner

        The $895 billion National Defense Authorization Act was approved despite Democrats' frustration with a late addition by House Speaker Mike Johnson.

      

      
        House Ethics Committee set to release investigation report on Matt Gaetz
        Jacqueline Alemany, Marianna Sotomayor

        The panel last month voted along party lines not to release the results of a long-running investigation into allegations of sexual misconduct

      

      
        Trump's win was modest relative to the last 12 years, never mind 129
        Philip Bump

        Eager to present his victory as a historic stamp of approval, Donald Trump offers a bizarre window of comparison.

      

      
        Yes, many young adults seem to sympathize with killing of health-care CEO
        Aaron Blake

        Remarkable new polling shows young people are about evenly split on Luigi Mangione, and see many around them approving of the murder.
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The shortest and longest government shutdowns in U.S. history
The government will shut down if Congress cannot agree on funding by Sept. 30. Here's a look at the shortest and longest government shutdowns in U.S. history.
By Kevin Schaul, Kevin Uhrmacher | 2024-12-19
A government shutdown will begin Saturday if legislators don't pass a funding bill before then. Republicans rejected a plan by House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) for a three-month stopgap funding extension after President-elect Donald Trump and Elon Musk attacked the legislation.
It's unclear how long a shutdown would last. The shortest ever was in 2018 funding lapsed for several hours when Sen. Rand Paul briefly filibustered a two-year bipartisan spending bill.
Ten months later came the longest shutdown in history. While government shutdowns have become rarer, they now typically stretch on longer as parties dig in.
The guidelines that a funding gap should lead to a government shutdown emerged in the early 1980s, and short federal funding gaps were common in that decade.
Some shutdowns were resolved in a matter of days as negotiators worked out a deal to reopen the government. Other funding gaps lasted such a short time, such as overnight or on weekends, that government agencies did not fully shut down.
Kate Rabinowitz contributed to this report. Data from the Congressional Research Service and news reports.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/longest-government-shutdown/



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Live updates: Johnson's speakership in doubt as Trump, Musk help scrap spending plan
Get the latest news on the transition to the new administration of President-elect Donald Trump and a new Congress.
By Meryl Kornfield, Azi Paybarah, Maegan Vazquez, Justine McDaniel, Jeff Stein, Mariana Alfaro, Patrick Svitek, Liz Goodwin, Marianna Sotomayor, Abha Bhattarai, Jaclyn Peiser, Michael Scherer, Jonathan O'Connell, Lisa Rein, Holly Bailey, Marianne LeVine, Paul Kane, Evan Halper, Jacob Bogage, Leigh Ann Caldwell, Dan Diamond, Rachel Roubein, Anna Liss-Roy, JM Rieger, Maxine Joselow, Faiz Siddiqui, Tony Romm, Perry Stein, Jacqueline Alemany | 2024-12-19
The ability of House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) to hang on to his position when Congress reconvenes next month has been thrown into doubt after Republicans, egged on by President-elect Donald Trump and Elon Musk, rejected a three-month stopgap funding extension. The government will shut down this weekend if a bill is not passed.
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Fani Willis disqualified from Trump election case by Georgia appellate court
The decision, which Willis is likely to appeal to the Georgia Supreme Court, is a major victory for Donald Trump and his co-defendants and could doom the high-profile prosecution.
By Holly Bailey | 2024-12-19

Fulton County District Attorney Fani T. Willis (D) on Oct. 22 in Atlanta. (Brynn Anderson/AP)


ATLANTA -- A Georgia appellate court overturned a judge's ruling allowing Fulton County District Attorney Fani T. Willis (D) to remain in charge of the criminal racketeering case against Donald Trump and several allies charged with conspiring to overturn Trump's 2020 election loss in the state -- a decision that could doom the high-profile prosecution.
In a 31-page written opinion published Thursday, the Georgia Court of Appeals sided with Trump and eight co-defendants who sought to overturn a March order by Fulton County Superior Court Judge Scott McAfee. His order rejected a motion to disqualify Willis and her office after she was accused of having an inappropriate relationship with an outside attorney she hired to lead the election interference case.
"After carefully considering the trial court's findings in its order, we conclude that it erred by failing to disqualify DA Willis and her office," the decision said.
The court said McAfee's "remedy ... did nothing to address the appearance of impropriety that existed at times when DA Willis was exercising her broad pretrial discretion about who to prosecute and what charges to bring."
"While we recognize that an appearance of impropriety generally is not enough to support disqualification, this is the rare case in which disqualification is mandated and no other remedy will suffice to restore public confidence in the integrity of these proceedings," the ruling said.
However, the appellate court denied a motion from Trump and his co-defendants to dismiss the indictment entirely, saying it "cannot conclude the record also supports the imposition" of that "extreme sanction."
Shortly after the order was made public, the Fulton County District Attorney's Office filed notice before the Georgia Supreme Court that it planned to appeal the appellate decision. A spokesman for Willis declined to comment further.
The appellate decision is a major victory for Trump and his co-defendants, who have repeatedly sought to derail the case. If the decision is not overturned, a state agency that advises Georgia prosecutors would be tasked with finding a prosecutor unaffiliated with Fulton County to take on the matter -- a move that many believe would ultimately lead to the dismissal of the case.
A three-judge panel -- made up of Judges Trenton Brown, Todd Markle and Benjamin A. Land, all Republican appointees -- was assigned to review the appeal by Trump and his co-defendants.
Thursday's order to overturn McAfee's ruling on Willis was not unanimous, with Land authoring a scathing dissent that accused his fellow judges of ignoring Georgia law that governs the removal of prosecutors. Land, who was appointed to the court in 2022 by Georgia Gov. Brian Kemp (R), also accused his colleagues of defying legal precedent that gives trial judges "discretion" to impose the remedies they see fit when it comes to complaints about potential prosecutorial conflicts of interest.
"Our binding precedent and the doctrine of stare decisis require our restraint and do not permit us to impose a different remedy than the one chosen by the trial court simply because we might see the matter differently and might have chosen to impose another remedy had we been the trial judge," Land wrote.
Land said he was "particularly troubled" by the majority decision backed by Brown and Markle, saying it "violates well-established precedent, threatens the discretion given to trial courts, and blurs the distinction between our respective courts."
"We are here to ensure the law has been applied correctly and to correct harmful legal errors when we see them," Land wrote. "It is not our job to second-guess trial judges or to substitute our judgment for theirs. We do not find the facts but instead defer to the trial court's factual findings where there is any evidence to support them."
The appellate order comes two weeks after Trump asked the court to have the Georgia charges against him thrown out as he prepares to return to the White House after his November election victory.
Steve Sadow, Trump's lead attorney in the Georgia case, has argued "the continued indictment and prosecution" of Trump in Fulton County is "unconstitutional" because he will soon become the sitting president and it would interfere with his duties as commander in chief.
But Willis had strongly implied in the past that she would continue to pursue her office's case against Trump unless a court blocks her -- an unprecedented legal challenge that could play out even as Trump assumes the presidency.
Sadow on Thursday called the appellate decision on Willis "a well-reasoned and just decision" that "puts an end to a politically motivated persecution of the next President of the United States."
"As the Court rightfully noted, only the remedy of disqualification will suffice to restore public confidence," Sadow said.
Thursday's order comes nine months after McAfee, the presiding judge in the case, ruled that Trump and his co-defendants had "failed to meet their burden" of proving that Willis's relationship with special prosecutor Nathan Wade and allegations that she was financially enriched by trips the two took together were enough of a "conflict of interest" to disqualify her from the case. But McAfee's order also noted a "significant appearance of impropriety," prompting the judge to declare that either Willis and her office or Wade had to leave the case. Wade quickly resigned.
In appealing the order, attorneys for Trump and eight co-defendants argued that Wade's departure was not enough to resolve the "appearance of impropriety" that has "cast a pall over these entire proceedings." They called McAfee's decision to keep Willis on the case an "erroneous failure" and a "structural error that would not just cause substantial error at trial" but could later cause a verdict to be overturned.
Trump's attorneys also accused Willis, who is Black, of displaying "racial animus" toward Trump. They suggested that could be grounds for removal and the dismissal of charges because it jeopardized his right to a fair trial.
Fulton County prosecutors had pushed the appellate court to dismiss the appeal outright -- arguing that McAfee granted Trump and his co-defendants "substantial leeway" in presenting evidence that Willis and her relationship with Wade had compromised the case. Ultimately, McAfee found they had not met the burden necessary for removal, prosecutors argued.
"As both this Court and the Supreme Court have repeatedly held, Georgia appellate courts will not disturb a trial court's factual findings on disputed issues outside of certain, very rare, circumstances," Donald Wakeford, an assistant district attorney and prosecutor on the election case, argued in a June filing. "When a trial court makes determinations concerning matters of credibility or evidentiary weight, reviewing courts will not disturb those determinations unless they are flatly incorrect."
The appellate ruling drew praise from attorneys for Trump's co-defendants -- including Ashleigh Merchant, who represents former Trump campaign staffer Mike Roman and was the first to accuse Willis of a conflict of interest over her relationship with Wade.
Merchant said she and her client were "very pleased" with Thursday's decision. "We regret that Ms. Willis did not do the right thing and voluntarily recuse herself when Mr. Roman raised the issue because failing to do so put Judge McAfee in an untenable position," Merchant said in a text. "This failure of judgment is the exact reason Mr. Roman was forced to move to disqualify her in the first place, so we are thankful that the court agreed she should not be allowed to prosecute this case any further."
Christopher Anulewicz, an attorney for Bob Cheeley -- an Atlanta-area attorney who, along with Trump and more than a dozen others, is accused of illegally plotting to overturn Trump's 2020 election loss in Georgia -- said he was "grateful" the appellate court "upheld the integrity of the legal system" by removing Willis and her office from the case.
"We have always believed and argued the allegations against our client are meritless based on the law," Anulewicz said. "And viewed in an objective light they will be found to have no merit."
The appellate court had originally scheduled oral arguments on the appeal for Dec. 5, a month after the election. But it abruptly canceled those arguments on Nov. 19 with no explanation, surprising attorneys on both sides.
Ultimately, the panel rendered its decision to disqualify Willis based on filings and the trial record on Thursday -- three months before its March 2025 deadline.
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Jeff Bezos and Donald Trump met for dinner at Mar-a-Lago, joined by Elon Musk
After feuds during Trump's first term, Trump and Bezos have both noted their recent evolving relationship.
By Marianne LeVine, Meryl Kornfield | 2024-12-19

Amazon founder Jeff Bezos at an event on Dec. 4 where he said he hopes to help the president-elect cut regulations in his second term. (Michael M. Santiago/Getty Images)


President-elect Donald Trump had dinner Wednesday with Amazon founder Jeff Bezos (who owns The Washington Post) at Trump's Mar-a-Lago estate in Florida, and the two were joined by billionaire Elon Musk, a Trump transition team spokesperson confirmed.
The meeting marks the latest trek by tech executives to Trump's home in South Florida to appeal to the incoming administration, including Silicon Valley titans who spurned Trump in his last term. Musk has been a frequent presence at Trump's side, advising the president-elect on federal spending and tech policies.
After feuds during Trump's first term, Trump and Bezos have both noted their recent evolving relationship. Trump told reporters Monday that he has noticed that tech executives are friendlier to him.
"One of the big differences between the first term -- in the first term everybody was fighting me," Trump said. "In this term, everybody wants to be my friend."
Meta's Mark Zuckerberg and Google's Sundar Pichai also recently visited Trump's West Palm Beach home.
A representative for Bezos didn't immediately respond to a request for comment from The Post about the Trump meeting.
Musk wrote on X Wednesday night that "it was a great conversation" with Trump and Bezos, who also owns Blue Origin, a rival rocket company to Musk's SpaceX. The two billionaires have clashed over business. Last month, Musk accused Bezos of telling people that Trump would lose and to sell stocks of Musk's companies, Tesla and SpaceX. Bezos denied the allegations.
During his first term as president, Trump complained bitterly about Bezos to his advisers and sought to punish Bezos's companies out of anger about Post journalism, The Post has reported. Trump accused Amazon of swindling the U.S. Postal Service, tried to get the government to cancel subscriptions to The Post and accused Amazon of not paying enough taxes.
Now, as Trump is preparing to return to the White House, Bezos has offered him more public support. He posted a congratulatory message about Trump's electoral win, writing that it was "an extraordinary political comeback and decisive victory." And he offered a thankful post after Trump survived an assassination attempt. Bezos also committed to donate $1 million to Trump's inauguration fund through Amazon.
The Post's owner faced a political controversy when he decided to end The Post's practice of endorsing a candidate for president, spiking The Post editorial board's planned endorsement of Vice President Kamala Harris. Bezos later wrote that he made the decision to improve readers' trust in the newspaper and "that no quid pro quo of any kind is at work here."
Bezos, who had previous disagreements with Trump, told the New York Times DealBook conference earlier this month that he thinks the president-elect is "calmer" and has "grown in the past eight years."
"He seems to have a lot of energy around reducing regulation, and if I can help him do that, I'm going to help him," Bezos said. "We do have too much regulation in this country."
A video circulating on social media from Trump's Palm Beach resort club showed Trump and his wife, Melania Trump, walking with Bezos and his fiancee, Lauren Sanchez.
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Musk's dangerous, exaggerated conflation of social media and democracy
We've seen an intentional transition from "Twitter isn't real life" to "X is America."
By Philip Bump | 2024-12-19

Elon Musk speaks on Capitol Hill last year. (Elizabeth Frantz for The Washington Post)


It's been apparent for some time that Elon Musk and Donald Trump align on more than politics. Each has a, let's say, robust sense of his own importance and an apparent need for others to recognize that importance. Both have a large fan base happy to offer that recognition. And both have a view of the world that is often untainted by what the world actually is.
Particularly because of the first point, it was not necessarily predestined that the two should ally. It's fair to assume that the alliance that currently exists is fragile, with any slight misalignment of how each wants to deploy his power (or wants to seek credit for it) leading to its rupture. But for now, it exists and Wednesday scored its first political victory: submarining a compromise spending resolution on Capitol Hill.
It's not clear who led the push. Musk came out in opposition early Wednesday; Trump didn't join in publicly until hours later, after the resolution was already seemingly doomed. Over the course of the day, Republican legislators, fielding both online and real-world complaints, turned on the agreement reached by House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana), raising the specter of a government shutdown from lack of funding.
For many fans of Musk or Trump -- an overlapping group -- that's just fine. Their disdain for government is real, at times because their understanding of it is incomplete or erroneous (as Musk demonstrated his was). A shutdown of government exists as an abstraction, a part of the political culture war.
Musk and his allies quickly hailed the collapse of the agreement as a manifestation of the will of the American public.
"Your elected representatives have heard you and now the terrible bill is dead," he wrote on X, the social media platform he owns. "The voice of the people has triumphed!" He added, "VOX POPULI / VOX DEI," Latin for "The voice of the people [is] the voice of God," a melodramatic phrase he has previously deployed after, for example, conducting a poll on X about whether to reinstate the account of conspiracy theorist Alex Jones.
Businessman Vivek Ramaswamy, Musk's partner in leading the external group tasked by Trump with reshaping government spending, agreed with this sentiment, also on X.
"We the People won," he wrote. "That's how America is supposed to work."
It isn't, actually. As Republicans long liked to remind people, America is a republic in which citizens elect representatives to make decisions about how the country should be run. Those representatives are tasked with understanding the complexities of government and reaching consensus on how to proceed. We don't subject everything to a national plebiscite.
More importantly, though, X (and social media in general) is not in any robust sense "the people." Anyone can sign up for and use the platform, with fewer doing so than in the past, thanks to Musk's reshaping its functionality and his institution of a de facto political worldview. The people agreeing with Musk in polls or replies are not necessarily American citizens, much less constituents of the politicians they're haranguing -- much less humans rather than snippets of code.
Even soon after Musk took over, his poll results didn't match actual public opinion, and there's no reason to think they are more representative now. What we saw Wednesday was just a lot of fans of Musk and Trump who were able to create a critical volume of complaint -- something that's relatively easy to do. Legislators might feel overwhelmed by a flood of fury that consists of a few dozen phone calls or a few hundred aggressive social media replies. It's a fairly trivial benchmark to reach.
We should remember, too, that a lot of the Republican opposition to the resolution would have existed without Musk's astroturfing. In September 2023, a funding resolution was tanked by the opposition of about 20 Republican legislators, many of them fervent Trump allies. Knee-jerk opposition to spending money on the government was popular on the right before Musk decided to make politics his second career. Republican acquiescence to his push Wednesday was often less about being convinced by his argument (such as it was) than about being interested in basking in his spotlight.
This is a critically important point. Musk has no more claim to representing the public and wielding its power than he is afforded. His massive investment in the 2024 campaign did not demonstrably affect the outcome, but he's been happy to accept credit for it. That credit, in turn, means that when he shakes his cudgel at Republican elected officials -- warning of primaries or hinting that they could run afoul of "the public"/X users -- they might conceivably waver. The essence of a paper tiger is that it looks scary. A digital one is no different.
Musk's play is similar to Trump's insistence that he won a staggering mandate in last month's election. The more people believe that his win was a sweeping endorsement rather than the narrow victory that it actually was, the less likely they are to want to enter into conflict with him. Trump, at least, can point to actual votes. All Musk can point to is the ruckus on the social media site he bought. He has no mandate for political leadership; in Quinnipiac University polling released on Wednesday, a majority of Americans indicated opposition to Musk playing a prominent role in the Trump administration.
It used to be that people who treated Twitter opinions as substantial were derided for conflating Twitter with real life. But now, having spent $44 billion to reshape and rename the platform, Musk and his allies insist that X is a better representation of real life than real life itself. He insists that it and its foreign nationals and its robots and its scammers and its actual Americans can establish what the government does and doesn't do. Trump, for now, is happy to let him offer that argument.
It only works, though, if politicians and other Americans agree to pretend that X actually is America's "public square," something it wasn't before Musk bought it and something that is even less the case now. The real power of the people is the power people surrender to those who claim it.
The claim Musk is making is a particularly flimsy one.
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Patel floated criminally probing police, lawmakers involved in Jan. 6 committee
Kash Patel, president-elect Donald Trump's pick to run the FBI, has called for criminal investigations of individuals previously involved in Trump probes.
By JM Rieger | 2024-12-19
Kash Patel, Donald Trump's pick to lead the FBI, has suggested that multiple individuals previously critical of the president-elect should be criminally investigated, according to a review by The Washington Post of dozens of hours of appearances on conservative podcasts and TV interviews over the past two years. If Patel uses the perch of FBI director to pursue Trump's enemies, it would be a significant shift in bureau policy.
In the remarks, made before his selection to be FBI director, Patel floated criminal probes of lawmakers and witnesses who gave evidence to the Jan. 6 select committee, accusing them of providing false testimony and of destroying evidence. Those include former Trump aide Cassidy Hutchinson and police officers who testified about defending the Capitol during the Jan. 6 attack. Patel himself testified to the committee in 2021 after being subpoenaed.
The Post has found no evidence of false testimony or evidence destruction, and the chairman of the committee, Rep. Bennie G. Thompson (D-Mississippi), has denied that the committee destroyed evidence. But Patel has continued to make accusations along those lines.
"Members of Congress can't hide behind the speech and debate clause for committing felonies when it comes to destroying and suppressing evidence to law enforcement agencies," Patel said in March on "The Joe Pags Show," a conservative news radio show. " ... they said the Jan. 6 committee is legit. Okay. If you're legit, then you're subjected to the federal statutes. And let's see who broke the law."
In March, Trump suggested on social media that Hutchinson should be prosecuted for her testimony to the committee. In an interview with the Epoch Times four days later, Patel echoed that suggestion.
"I think there was other lies told by Cassidy Hutchinson under oath," Patel said, referring to a recent lawsuit against Hutchinson and parts of her testimony that were later disputed. "She's also subject to federal prosecution for lying under oath to federal officials. That's a felony."
And in response to a question in May about Capitol Police officers allegedly testifying falsely to the Jan. 6 committee, Patel suggested that they should be investigated.
"Not just them [members of the U.S. Capitol Police], many others," Patel said on "The Joe Pags Show." "Lying under oath is a federal offense and they should be investigated for it."
In an interview with The Post on Monday, former Capitol Police officer Harry Dunn said he was not worried about additional investigations.
"If the investigations are transparent, then no, not at all. We agreed to testify before anybody who was on the committee," Dunn said. " ... I'm all for continuing investigations and transparency because that will bring to light what really happened that day. And we were there, we weren't watching it on TV."
When asked about Patel's comments on the podcasts and television interviews, Trump transition spokesperson Alex Pfeiffer said, "Kash Patel is going to end the weaponization of law enforcement. The FBI will target crime, not law-abiding individuals with Kash leading the bureau."
In an interview with NBC earlier this month, Trump said members of the Jan. 6 committee should be jailed, but said he would not direct the Justice Department in his administration to do so.
"[Liz] Cheney did something that's inexcusable, along with Thompson and the people on the un-select committee of political thugs and, you know, creeps," Trump said on "Meet the Press," repeating his unsubstantiated claim that the committee has hidden its work. "... They deleted and destroyed a whole year and a half worth of testimony. Do you know that I can't get -- I think those people committed a major crime. ... For what they did, honestly, they should go to jail." The committee's findings are publicly available on a government website.
If confirmed by the Senate, Patel would have the authority to launch FBI investigations, but decisions about whether to prosecute would fall to the Justice Department.
"The Clappers and the Brennans and the Comeys of the world will always lie, and when we're back in power, we will prosecute them for lying to Congress, which is a felony," Patel said in September 2023 on former Trump aide Sebastian Gorka's podcast, referring to past DNI, CIA and FBI chiefs who clashed with Trump.
Patel also said he plans to target reporters. In June 2023, Patel told Donald Trump Jr. on his podcast that "the legacy media has been proven to be the criminal conspirators of the government gangsters," referring to roughly five dozen members of the "deep state" listed in his 2023 book, "Government Gangsters."
And in December 2023, Patel told former Trump aide Stephen K. Bannon on his podcast that journalists should be investigated, repeating false claims that Trump had won the 2020 election.
"We're going to come after the people in the media who lied about American citizens, who helped Joe Biden rig presidential elections," Patel said. "We're going to come after you. Whether it's criminally or civilly, we'll figure that out."
Rhonda Colvin and Chris Dehghanpoor contributed to this report.
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Musk, Ramaswamy fuel online campaign that leads to Republicans rejecting spending bill
Get the latest news on the transition to the new administration of President-elect Donald Trump and a new Congress.
By Meryl Kornfield, Azi Paybarah, Mariana Alfaro, Maegan Vazquez, Justine McDaniel, Perry Stein, Jacqueline Alemany, Marianna Sotomayor, Marianne LeVine, Aaron Blake, Michael Scherer, Jonathan O'Connell, Lisa Rein, Jacob Bogage, Philip Bump, Paul Kane, Leigh Ann Caldwell, Abigail Hauslohner, Patrick Svitek, Maxine Joselow, Ann Marimow, Faiz Siddiqui, Dan Rosenzweig-Ziff, Andrew Ackerman, Kelsey Ables, Amy Gardner | 2024-12-19
Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy, whom President-elect Donald Trump tapped to lead the nongovernmental group called the "Department of Government Efficiency" and identify places to cut government spending and waste, spent Wednesday posting on social media to urge Republican lawmakers to vote against a bipartisan stopgap funding bill. Trump added to the chorus of displeasure over the bill with a joint statement released along with Vice President-elect JD Vance that demanded Republicans renegotiate the spending bill days before a government shutdown deadline. Republican House leadership announced no further votes Wednesday evening, meaning a vote on a spending bill would come no earlier than Thursday. 
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Republicans scrap spending bill, under pressure from Trump and Musk
Unless Congress acts, a shutdown deadline looms just past midnight Saturday.
By Marianna Sotomayor, Jacob Bogage | 2024-12-19

House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) takes questions during a news conference at the U.S. Capitol on Nov. 19. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


Republicans scrapped House Speaker Mike Johnson's bipartisan plan to avert a government shutdown, as President-elect Donald Trump and Elon Musk joined a broad swath of the House GOP on Wednesday to condemn a compromise bill that included Democratic policy priorities.
The rebuke, which built steadily through the day and culminated with a long written statement from Trump in the late afternoon, has forced Johnson back to the drawing board on a plan to prevent a Christmastime shutdown -- and maintain the support of his chaotic conference to be reelected as speaker early next year.
"Your elected representatives have heard you and now the terrible bill is dead," Musk boasted on X, the social media site he owns, after he spent the day blasting the legislation. "The voice of the people has triumphed!"
Johnson has not outlined a backup plan, and multiple people familiar with the real-time conversations said the next step remains unclear, as leaders would need significant support from both parties -- and Trump -- to pass a funding extension. House Majority Leader Steve Scalise (Louisiana) said Wednesday night that there was "no new agreement" and that Republicans were "just looking at a number of options."
If Congress doesn't extend the deadline, most federal operations would shut down at 12:01 a.m. Saturday, though the effects of a shutdown wouldn't fully kick in until Monday.
White House spokeswoman Karine Jean-Pierre said in a statement Wednesday evening that "Republicans need to stop playing politics with this bipartisan agreement or they will hurt hardworking Americans and create instability across the country."
The speed with which the GOP deserted Johnson's bill on Wednesday underscored how difficult the party's task could be next year, when Republicans will have control of the Senate and White House, but an even smaller margin in the House. Johnson told Fox News earlier in the day that he had texted Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy, the co-chair of Trump's nongovernmental "Department of Government Efficiency," that any measure needed Democratic support to pass, and that Ramaswamy understood the challenge he faced.
Resolving the impasse by Friday may be even harder. Trump has asked to keep certain measures Johnson supports, such as aid for farmers and natural disaster survivors, but also demanded the House ditch items that Democrats negotiated. He has also requested that Republicans extend the suspension of the debt ceiling, a limit on how much the U.S. government can borrow, which is set to expire early in his new term next year.
On Tuesday evening, Johnson had introduced legislation to extend federal funding until March 14, send $110.4 billion to natural disaster survivors and codify a host of unrelated policy changes. Late in negotiations Johnson added an additional $10 billion of aid for farmers -- which opened the door to a slew of unrelated demands by Democrats to ensure the bill could pass the House and Democratic-led Senate. Those included transferring control of the District's RFK Stadium to Washington, D.C., a pay raise for members of Congress, new regulations for health plan administrators and federal funds to rebuild Baltimore's collapsed Francis Scott Key bridge.
Republicans grew so upset with the speaker over those provisions -- even before Musk started attacking the bill -- that a number of lawmakers have already said privately that they would not support him to retain his gavel in the next Congress.
Rep. Thomas Massie (R-Kentucky) said he would not vote for Johnson to remain speaker. Two other GOP members, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss the sensitive topic, said the question of support was likely moot: Based on defections that had yet to become public, Johnson would probably be forced out of the running before lawmakers would have to make up their minds on Jan. 3, the member said. Conversations about replacing Johnson as speaker had already begun in certain corners of the GOP conference in the last several days, according to multiple Republicans who took part in the discussions.
Other lawmakers echoed those warnings.
"I am hearing from an increasing number of people, both inside and outside the Freedom Caucus, that they they're not viewing how this was handled favorably," Rep. Andy Harris (R-Maryland), chair of the pugnacious and ultraconservative Freedom Caucus, told The Washington Post.
Republicans from the party's far-right and more moderate wings uniformly protested the way Johnson assembled the legislation, and Musk -- now a close adviser to Trump -- spent Wednesday blasting the legislation, calling it "criminal." Sen. John Cornyn (R-Texas), a member of that chamber's GOP leadership team, also weighed in, calling the bill a "cramnibus" on social media, potentially indicating trouble in the Senate even if the measure passes the House.
Democrats were outraged at the collapse of their deal.
"House Republicans have now unilaterally decided to break a bipartisan agreement that they made," Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-New York) said. "House Republicans will now own any harm that is visited upon the American people that results from a government shutdown, or worse. An agreement is an agreement."

House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-New York) said on Dec. 18, that Republicans would be responsible for "any harm" that comes from a government shutdown.


In the Senate, Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (New York) was telling fellow Democrats that "we have a deal with Republicans, and we're sticking with it," a person familiar with the matter said, speaking on the condition of anonymity to reflect private talks.
Johnson had repeatedly pledged he would try to move only a narrow bill that extended existing funding to avert a government shutdown and distribute the emergency aid for survivors of natural disasters.
Earlier Wednesday, Johnson sought to portray the sprawling bill as unfortunate, but necessary, with Democrats still in control of the White House and Senate.
"By doing this, we are clearing the decks, and we are setting up for Trump to come roaring back with the America First agenda. That's where we're going to run with gusto beginning Jan. 3 when we start the new Congress, when Republicans again are in control," he said on "Fox & Friends" on Wednesday morning.
Johnson told Fox he has heard Musk's and Ramaswamy's concerns and texted them that "any bill has to have Democrat votes" given the narrow GOP margins. Johnson said that Ramaswamy understood the speaker is in an "impossible position."
Two-thirds of House members must vote for the bill for it to pass, because Johnson will bypass the usual process for floor votes. Several Republicans will be closely eyeing the outcome.
"The number of no's," one House Republican against the bill said, will indicate to the conference how much opposition Johnson could have to discuss over the break whether the speaker can remain in power.
"Over the majority of members are not happy," Rep. Kat Cammack (R-Florida) said. "It didn't have to be this way."
Johnson won't be able to rely on Democrats to win the speaker's election next year. So he'll need 218 votes from his slim -- and now greatly irritated -- conference. House Republicans will have a narrower majority next term, beginning the year down one member after former representative Matt Gaetz (R-Florida) resigned, making it nearly impossible for Johnson to lose any support and hold onto his post.
In early 2023, it took 15 rounds of voting for then-Rep. Kevin McCarthy (R-California) to become speaker, when Republicans had a five-vote majority. Johnson has just a three-seat majority.
Still, some House Republicans said they'd stick with Johnson. Moderate Rep. Don Bacon (R-Nebraska) plans to vote for the funding package and acknowledged that Johnson has had a tough job passing legislation that requires Senate approval, since that body is led by Democrats until Republicans take over in the new year.
"There's mainly Republican bills in the CR so I feel like he's doing the best he can, but you got to make some horse trades, because that's what Congress is," he said. "But I think he's doing a great job."
Mariana Alfaro contributed to this report.
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Federal employee groups prepare to fend off attacks by Trump and allies
The efforts are aimed at resisting what is expected to be a severe assault on public servants beyond the intimidation many federal employees felt during Donald Trump's first term. 
By Michael Scherer, Jonathan O'Connell, Lisa Rein | 2024-12-19

Federal employees throughout D.C. are bracing for the incoming Trump administration and what one group has called "ongoing attacks on the civil service." (Tom Brenner for The Washington Post) 


Federal civil servants and their allies took steps this week to prepare for a fight with the incoming Trump administration, launching a new online clearinghouse to help workers and meeting privately to share best practices about how to protect themselves.
One education effort organized by public employee unions and watchdog groups will launch Thursday. It includes a new online public resource center under the banner "Civil Service Strong" that provides information about employee rights, options for legal representation and news about what the group calls "ongoing attacks on the civil service."
"It is a one-stop shop site that we are hoping will help enable the American public, including civil servants, to be able to access the services they need," said Skye Perryman, the chief executive officer of Democracy Forward, one of the organizers of the effort. "We know people are going into the holidays with a lot of anxiety about the future. And there is a broad civil society coalition that is really committed that the government can do work for the American people."
A separate federal employee group, called the DOJ Gender Equality Network, held an online discussion Monday with more than 250 participants, mostly from the Department of Justice, to share advice about their legal rights and how to prevent their personal information from being posted broadly online, an intimidation tactic known as doxing.
The efforts are aimed at resisting what is expected to be a severe assault on public servants that goes beyond the intimidation and sidelining many federal employees felt during Donald Trump's first term. One of the biggest planks of his campaign was a promise to slash the civil service workforce and increase the power of political appointees in the government.
Federal employees from a number of agencies, including Justice, the Department of Homeland Security and the Defense Department, have had their names listed online as targets for firing by the American Accountability Foundation. The organization's director, Tom Jones, says it researches and identifies nonpartisan appointees whom it suspects will resist  the policy goals of President Trump based on their registration as Democrats, social media posts, political donations or online writings.
The group recently posted online the names of 22 attorneys in the Justice Department's voting section and, with little or no information related to their actual job performance, claimed they "have shown a concerning history of bias and political activity that raise questions about their ability to enforce the law fairly."
Trump's top political donor, Elon Musk, who is codirecting an effort to downsize the federal workforce and root out "woke employees," also recently named four government employees in posts on his X platform, where he has more than 207 million followers. Those employees work at the Departments of Energy, Housing and Urban Development, Health and Human Services, and the International Development Corporation.

Elon Musk speaks before Republican nominee and former president Donald Trump at a campaign rally at Madison Square Garden in New York on Oct. 27. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Experts on the call, a recording of which was provided to The Washington Post, advised staffers on how to reduce their presence online to avoid sharing personal details. Dana Gold, an attorney with the Government Accountability Project, said on the call that her firm and others were prepared to fight the administration's expected revival of  a new job classification known as  Schedule F, which would strip tens of thousands of civil servants in policy roles of their job protections. Trump moved to implement Schedule F with an executive order at the end of his first term, but the administration ran out of time to assign employees to the new job category.
"People aren't just afraid of losing their jobs, they're afraid of so much more than that at this point," she said in an interview.
Stacey Young, a Justice Department attorney who is co-founder and president of DOJ GEN, said many staffers are frightened "by the well-known threats to our jobs and workplaces, and even to our safety."
"We are doing everything we can to help our members and others understand what's going on, and what federal employees can do right now to protect themselves," she said.
Rep. Gerry Connolly (D), whose Northern Virginia district includes tens of thousands of federal employees, said in an interview that Democrats and others sympathetic to civil servants who face being targeted by the new administration "have to get geared up."
"I wish no one had to face paying for legal representation but the level of rhetoric [coming from Trump and his allies] has been very threatening," he said. "We can't roll over and play dead on that."
He said many of Trump's potential actions against federal employees were likely to face legal challenges.
"If the motive is vengeance, revenge and payback, that's not a legal basis to target civil servants," said Connolly, who this week became the top Democrat on the House Oversight and Reform Committee. "We are a nation of laws. People have rights. Due process is built into the law."
The organized resistance comes as employees across the federal government are scrubbing their social media accounts for negative comments about Trump, weighing retirement, applying for jobs at agencies that are likely to remain under the radar, and having job titles changed to hide roles in climate change and other areas the incoming administration opposes.
Trump and his allies have pledged to gut and reshape the nonpartisan workforce of 2.3 million by firing thousands of professionals and replacing them with political loyalists, slashing trillions of dollars from the federal budget and eliminating departments outright. Others would be relocated from Washington to avoid the "deep state" of bureaucrats in the capitol who might oppose Trump's agenda.
Republican lawmakers in Congress are also dusting off legislation to force employees back to the office and require mandatory training to ensure that federal employees follow the administration's agenda.
The agenda for public servants is more severe than in Trump's first term, when he came to Washington in 2017 pledging some of the same priorities but failed to shrink the size of the workforce. Trump issued his most sweeping assault at the end of his term, an executive order mandating that civil servants in policy roles be reclassified in a new job category that would deny them the protections from firing they have been afforded for decades.
That policy -- Schedule F -- was put in place too late in the term to take effect, and President Joe Biden quickly revoked it. But it is expected to be an early priority of the incoming administration, led by Russell Vought, the first-term budget chief who is set to take the same job in the incoming administration.
Allies of civil service workers have been preparing legal challenges to many of the expected policies of the incoming administration, while also putting together efforts to offer legal support to any targeted civil service workers, said one person involved in the conversations, who requested anonymity because the plans were still in formation.
Civil Service Strong is a project of three major government employee unions -- the American Federal of Government Employees, American Federal of State, County and Municipal Employees and the National Federation of Federal Employees -- along with a group of allied watchdog groups. They include Democracy Forward, the Government Accountability Project, the Project on Government Oversight, Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington, and State Democracy Defenders Action.
The website, set to go live Thursday at civilservicestrong.org, plans to provide resources to civil servants facing harassment by private individuals or potential firing, reassignment and retaliation on the job, the group said in advance of the launch.
"Federal employees are the backbone of our society, delivering upon the promises made in the U.S. Constitution," said American Federation of Government Employees National President Everett Kelley in a statement. "On behalf of the 800,000 civil servants we represent, AFGE is proud to be a part of the Civil Service Strong initiative, standing up against attacks on the federal workforce."
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A lot of people are angry with Speaker Mike Johnson -- again
Mike Johnson, afraid of alienating his right flank, is trying to thread a needle to keep the government open and keep the speaker's gavel come January. 
By Paul Kane | 2024-12-18

House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana). (Tom Brenner for The Washington Post)


Near the end of his valedictory speech 14 months ago, House Speaker Mike Johnson promised his colleagues transparency, accountability and "good stewardship of the people's treasure."
This week, behind closed doors, the Louisiana Republican cut a deal to fund the government for three months that includes, among other things, $110 billion for disaster relief, a rewrite of health policy related to pharmaceutical middlemen and a complicated plan to transfer land to D.C. officials to try to lure back a sports team.
By late Wednesday afternoon, the entire legislative package appeared headed for defeat, as President-elect Donald Trump blasted what he called giveaways to Democrats in the bill and threw a massive wrench into talks by demanding a complex negotiation over the  debt limit. Johnson's already tenuous hold on power now faces greater jeopardy in next month's speaker vote.
Johnson, who long opposed end-of-year "omnibus" bills with thousands of pages of legislation tucked in, got defensive this week when critics accused him of doing exactly what he said he would not do. "It's not a Christmas tree, it's not an omni," he said.
But even allies were skeptical. "I'm not voting for it, I'm not voting for it. And it has more to do with the process," Rep. Nicole Malliotakis (R-New York), who usually supports leadership strategy, said Wednesday.
"I like Mike; I'm frustrated with the outcome. I'm frustrated with what we get," Rep. Ralph Norman (R-South Carolina) said Tuesday morning.
Late Tuesday, when the actual legislation was unveiled, most lawmakers were surprised to see two very big presents to members of Congress themselves.
First, congressional leaders eliminated language that had prevented a raise for lawmakers, freeing them up to receive a cost-of-living adjustment for the first time since 2009.
The bill would also allow members to opt out of getting their health care from the exchanges created by the Affordable Care Act and enter the more generous plan offered to other federal workers. During the 2010 debate over the ACA, Republicans forced that change, hoping that if Democrats had to receive that type of health care, they might oppose the law. That never happened, and the ACA remained intact, but the provision became conservative dogma.
Just after 4 a.m. Wednesday, Elon Musk turned to his social media platform to amplify criticism from Vivek Ramaswamy of the 1,500-plus-page bill with a blunt declaration.
"This bill should not pass," wrote Musk, the co-leader with Ramaswamy of a new government-efficiency outfit in the incoming Trump administration.
Musk spent the rest of his day tapping out screeds against the legislation, more than 30 social media posts in the 3 o'clock hour alone, including, "One of the worst bills ever written."
Even Democrats -- who would have been needed to post the majority of votes for the legislation -- faced a revolt from their swing-district members who did not want to be seen voting for their own pay increase at a time when Congress's approval rating has not topped 20 percent in almost two years.
"We should be working to raise Americans' wages and lower their health care costs, not slipping new taxpayer-funded perks for ourselves into must-pass legislation behind closed doors," Rep. Jared Golden (D-Maine), who won reelection last month by just 0.6 percent, wrote on social media.
Even before Trump weighed in, all the uproar threw passage of the sprawling legislation into some doubt, particularly since Johnson would need to pass it on a fast-track calendar that would require a two-thirds majority for approval.
In the process, far-right conservatives are mad enough that the Jan. 3 vote for speaker, in which Johnson is seeking a second term, could get rocky.
Asked about support for Johnson on that vote, some lawmakers simply demurred. "That's a different topic at a different time. We'll see," said Norman, one of 20 Republicans who forced Kevin McCarthy (R-California) to go 15 rounds of ballots before winning the speaker's gavel in January 2023
Malliotakis would not entertain voting for someone else for speaker, but she said Johnson's leadership team needed to spend the next couple of weeks talking with rank-and-file Republicans to explain how things will work next year.
"Look, I'm not willing to take it necessarily that far at this moment. But I do believe that there needs to be a serious conversation before Jan. 3 about how our leadership is going to help our members score small wins," she said, noting that these types of victories could show results to voters at home. "I have not seen an effort from the current leadership that satisfies me."
When he took over after McCarthy's ouster -- precipitated by McCarthy's mishandling of a different government funding negotiation in the fall of 2023 -- Johnson promised to never allow a massive funding bill to pass just before Christmas.
Last December, he punted the final details of government funding into the early spring, then split the package into two large bills in an effort to avoid the "omnibus" phrase.
With Trump winning the presidency again and voicing full support for Johnson, the speaker seemed to be in a strong position to easily secure another term.
But the GOP won only 220 House seats, the narrowest majority in more than 100 years, and then Rep. Matt Gaetz (R-Florida) resigned during his brief stint as Trump's pick for attorney general and amid an ethics investigation.
So, when the 119th Congress starts Jan. 3, Johnson will have at most 219 on his side of the aisle. If all 215 Democrats show up, just two disgruntled Republicans can vote for someone else and leave Johnson short of the outright majority needed to secure the speaker's gavel.
Several moves by Johnson the past few weeks have been clear appeasement attempts, including the creation of a subcommittee working with the Musk-Ramaswamy effort to eliminate government jobs. He gave the chair position to Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-Georgia), a previous critic of Johnson who failed in her bid to oust him this year but now supports him.
The speaker also rebuffed efforts to pass all 12  funding bills in one omnibus plan -- even from his own colleagues in GOP leadership who want Trump to start his presidency without a government funding fight early next year.
"Look, I'm not worried about the speaker vote," Johnson told reporters Tuesday. "We're governing. Everybody knows we have difficult circumstances. We're doing the very best we can."
Their very best was always going to come up short of having enough votes. Some far-right Republicans simply will not vote for government funding bills.
And because a few of these far-right conservatives will not vote for a usually simple parliamentary move to formally start debate, Johnson has to use the fast-track calendar requiring the supermajority. That means he needs more than just a few votes from the other side of the aisle.
Malliotakis said that Johnson, once he opened up talks to include aid for farmers and other measures, needed to work harder for GOP victories.
"If you open up the process, then you should be helping your members get legislative wins, not the Democrats," she said.
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Justice Dept. is examining special-counsel team that investigated Trump
The internal review is a standard response to prosecutorial misconduct complaints and does not suggest the Justice Department believes wrongdoing occurred.
By Perry Stein, Jacqueline Alemany | 2024-12-18

Special counsel Jack Smith arrives to announce the indictment of former president Donald Trump in August 2023 in D.C. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


The Justice Department is conducting an internal review to determine whether special counsel Jack Smith and his team of prosecutors ran afoul of any agency regulations when prosecuting Donald Trump, according to court filings, a letter to Congress and people familiar with the probe, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to discuss it.
The Office of Professional Responsibility -- a division within the Justice Department -- opened the review after a prosecutor reported that a defense attorney in one of Trump's cases had accused him of misconduct. It is standard procedure for Justice Department prosecutors to make such reports when wrongdoing is alleged.
The initiation of an internal review does not suggest that the Justice Department believes that any wrongdoing occurred. Under Justice Department regulations, prosecutors are required to report to the OPR when defense attorneys allege improper conduct -- and the OPR is required to investigate.
The scope of the internal probe could be broader than examining just that one prosecutor. Probes by the OPR are typically comprehensive and could look at other allegations made by Trump and his allies against prosecutors on Smith's team, as well as Republican claims that the FBI manipulated evidence it seized when conducting a court-approved search for classified material at Trump's Mar-a-Lago property in Florida.
The Justice Department has denied those accusations, and the judges who oversaw the two federal cases against Trump have not sided with the defense in any of its allegations of investigative or prosecutorial misconduct.
Rep. Jim Jordan (R-Ohio), a Trump ally who chairs the House Judiciary Committee and has been sharply critical of Smith's team, has been asking the Justice Department about the OPR investigation. In a letter he wrote this month to Jeffrey Ragsdale, head of the Office of Professional Responsibility, the congressman raised questions about the probe and confirmed that the Justice Department had briefed him on it.
The Justice Department replied Wednesday afternoon with a letter that explained OPR's investigation process. The letter, which was obtained by The Washington Post, said Ragsdale expects to complete the investigation in 2025.
The OPR does not typically launch internal probes until the criminal investigations they stem from are complete. In this case, the office started taking significant steps only in recent weeks, after Smith said he was winding down the two federal prosecutions of Trump in the wake of his presidential election victory.
"Such a practice ensures that the OPR process is not inappropriately used to disrupt an ongoing prosecution and avoids interference with the court's own supervision of the case," the Justice Department wrote in its letter to Jordan. "The policy also allows OPR to consider the allegations as a whole, after the record is complete, and in the context of the full litigation."
One federal case against Trump accused him of mishandling classified documents after leaving office and obstructing government efforts to retrieve them. The other alleged that Trump illegally tried to block the results of Joe Biden's 2020 election victory. Both cases against Trump have now ended, due to long-standing Justice Department policy that prohibits prosecuting a sitting president. Trump's lawyers are also trying to use his election to get his state conviction in the New York hush money case thrown out, and to end his state indictment in Georgia on election-interference charges.
Trump has vowed as president to go after Smith and his team, and the president-elect's picks for attorney general and FBI director -- Pam Bondi and Kash Patel, respectively -- have voiced similar sentiments. FBI Director Christopher A. Wray announced last week that he would step down next month, with three years left in his 10-year term. Trump had indicated he would fire Wray once he took office, to clear the way for Patel to head the law-enforcement agency.
Jordan has used his perch atop the GOP conference's most powerful committee to probe those involved with investigating the president-elect. He is expected to again chair the House Judiciary Committee in the next Congress, and has already demanded that any records related to Smith's investigation be preserved, which Justice Department employees are required to do. Jordan has also vowed to investigate David Weiss, the special counsel who oversaw the investigation of Hunter Biden, son of the current president.
Jordan criticized Ragsdale in the letter, accusing him of not aggressively looking into the allegations against the special-counsel team and of not providing his committee with ample information about the internal review.
"The information that you have provided only reinforces our concerns that OPR acts more to protect Department prosecutors than to root out prosecutorial misconduct," Jordan wrote. "While we appreciate you confirming an open investigation into Jack Smith's prosecutors, we are concerned that your refusal to take prompt investigative steps will allow these attorneys to evade internal accountability by leaving the Department."
Ragsdale is a longtime Justice Department prosecutor who was tapped to head the OPR by Attorney General William P. Barr during the first Trump administration. He and the few dozen attorneys who report to him are career employees, not political appointees, which means the internal probe should continue with little interruption once Trump returns to the White House. The office would submit a report at the end of its investigation, parts of which could be made public.
In a filing unsealed this year in the U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Florida -- the jurisdiction that oversaw Trump's classified-documents case -- the special-counsel team said it was referring an allegation involving prosecutor Jay Bratt to the OPR, even as it defended Bratt's conduct.
"The allegation is false," says the filing, which was submitted in 2023. "Nonetheless, in an abundance of caution, the Special Counsel's Office and Mr. Bratt are referring the allegation to the Office of Professional Responsibility."
According to the filing, Bratt -- a veteran national security prosecutor and special-counsel team member -- reported himself to the OPR. He did so after Stanley Woodward, the lawyer for one of Trump's co-defendants in the classified-document case, accused Bratt in 2022 of inappropriately mentioning Woodward's application for a judgeship as prosecutors tried to get his client to cooperate with investigators.
The OPR is responsible for examining the conduct of the department's prosecutors who are accused of wrongdoing during investigations. Among its best-known efforts: a probe into the botched prosecution of former senator Ted Stevens (R-Alaska).
Stevens was found guilty in 2008 of lying on his financial disclosure forms to conceal his receipt of gifts and expensive renovations to his house. The judge overturned the conviction amid allegations of misconduct.
The OPR's internal investigation found that two attorneys "engaged in reckless prosecutorial misconduct" by failing to hand over key evidence to the defense -- which is required by law. The two prosecutors were suspended.
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Could Mike Johnson lose the speaker election?
With the House speaker already on the cusp of losing the support he needs to be reelected speaker, a look at the dynamics.
By Aaron Blake | 2024-12-18

House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) is seen on Capitol Hill earlier this month. (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post)


House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) is fending off problems already -- namely, corralling a characteristically unruly House Republican Conference to pass a bill that will avoid a government shutdown this weekend.
But that could be just the beginning of Johnson's problems in the weeks and months to come.
And an increasingly valid question is: Will he even be around to deal with them?
A growing revolt among House Republicans and influential conservatives like Elon Musk over the spending package Johnson forged with the Democratic-controlled Senate has rekindled questions about whether Johnson can be reelected speaker on Jan. 3. And he's already on the cusp of failure.
Johnson's return as speaker was already somewhat up in the air after a number of conflicts with his conference earlier this year. Then his party lost a seat in the 2024 elections, meaning Republicans will have an even smaller majority -- the second-smallest in history, actually. Then Rep. Matt Gaetz (R-Florida) resigned and Rep. Victoria Spartz (Indiana) said she would no longer caucus with Republicans (while remaining a registered Republican).
Add it all up, and the GOP's majority will start the new Congress at either 219-215 or 218-215, depending on how you count Spartz. It takes 218 for a majority, and speakers must be elected with a majority of the House's voting members -- not just a plurality. So either way, that margin for Johnson is alarmingly thin.
That means that if no Democrats vote for him for speaker, Johnson can afford to lose the vote of only one Republican and keep the gavel.
Lo and behold, House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-New York) said last week that no Democrats will vote for Johnson. And now one Republican -- Rep. Thomas Massie (Kentucky) -- said Wednesday that he won't vote for Johnson, barring a "Christmas miracle."
That means just one more Republican opposing Johnson could leave him shy of the votes he needs. And some of Johnson's fellow GOPers are balking or previewing a fight:
When it comes to how all this will play out, it's anybody's guess. And there are certainly dynamics pushing in both directions.
As for Johnson surviving?
There is something to be said for posturing. Hard-liners may be threatening Johnson's job in an effort to influence this or future spending bills, like the one that would follow in March, and send a message. (Though Massie, it bears noting, said even before the election that he wouldn't back Johnson.)
The GOP could also reason that this isn't the time to have a drawn-out fight. The party will take over the Senate and the presidency next month, after all, giving it more control over future spending packages. And having another speaker fight reminiscent of 2023 -- then-Rep. Kevin McCarthy (R-California) needed 15 ballots to win the job in January and became the first speaker to be ousted by his party in October -- isn't a great way to ring in Republican control of Washington.
If President-elect Donald Trump signals that he stands by Johnson, is the party really going to reject the speaker? (Trump said after the election that he backed Johnson "all the way." He's now reportedly criticizing the spending deal while sympathizing with Johnson's challenges.)
But there's plenty pushing the party toward a fight that will make Johnson sweat, at the least.
The GOP's House majority is so narrow that even just a couple of Republicans who want to make a point could sink Johnson. And we've seen how the modern Republican Party has no shortage of members willing to sacrifice internal unity for individual reasons and getting attention.
Johnson's handling of the situation also flies in the face of promises he's made in recent months, which must lead certain Republicans to wonder how much more latitude they'll give him and whether they can trust him moving forward.
And lastly, the situation is different from the effort to oust McCarthy and a later one that targeted Johnson.
In those cases, the vote was whether to get rid of them rather than whether to elect them to the job in the first place. It's a steeper hill to climb to get Democrats to vote affirmatively for Johnson as speaker than to have them merely vote against an extraordinary effort to oust him -- as the vast majority of Democrats did in May when they cut a deal. (Eleven Republicans at the time voted to press forward with the effort, including Burlison, Massie and Spartz, meaning Democrats effectively saved Johnson.)
And finally there is a bit of an undersold dynamic. While the efforts to oust McCarthy and Johnson required just one Republican to force a vote on the "motion to vacate," the House GOP's new rules package for the next Congress would require nine -- significantly more than the handful of Republican votes actually needed to oust the speaker.
That means those who want Johnson out could reason that now is the time, before it's too late.
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Supreme Court to hear South Carolina's bid to block funding for Planned Parenthood
The Supreme Court will review South Carolina's decision to cut off state funding for Planned Parenthood clinics because the care they offer includes abortion.
By Justin Jouvenal, Ann Marimow | 2024-12-18

(Tom Brenner/For the Washington Post )


The Supreme Court on Wednesday agreed to take up a case reviewing South Carolina's decision to cut off state funding for Planned Parenthood over its abortion services.
South Carolina in 2018 terminated its funding agreement with Planned Parenthood, which has provided birth control, physical exams and cancer screenings to low-income state residents through its Medicaid program for four decades. The group's health centers in Charleston and Columbia also terminate pregnancies, but Medicaid does not pay for abortions except in limited situations required by federal law.
The move came after South Carolina Gov. Henry McMaster (R) issued an executive order in 2017 directing all state agencies to cease providing public funds to any physician or professional medical practice "affiliated with an abortion clinic."
Planned Parenthood and a patient sued the state, invoking what they said is a right under federal law for Medicaid recipients to choose to receive their medical care from any qualified and willing provider.
The U.S. District Court sided with Planned Parenthood, and the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 4th Circuit affirmed that decision, finding that a Medicaid patient can sue to enforce the choice-of-provider requirement.
The Alliance Defending Freedom (ADF), representing South Carolina's health and human services director, urged the Supreme Court to reverse the decision, noting that some other appeals courts have ruled the opposite way in cases involving similar circumstances in Texas and Arkansas. The high court will now have to resolve that split among appeals courts.
John Bursch, vice president of appellate advocacy at ADF, said in a news conference Wednesday that South Carolina should be able to direct funds as it pleases. "Taxpayer dollars shouldn't be used to fund facilities that choose to profit off abortion," Bursch said. "South Carolina is free to use its limited funding to subsidize life-affirming health care."
Alexis McGill Johnson, president and CEO of Planned Parenthood Federation of America, said in a statement the case is a crucial one for health-care choice.
"Today, the Supreme Court made it clear that people's ability to choose their sexual and reproductive health care provider is in jeopardy," Johnson said. "Patients who use Medicaid as their insurance should have the freedom to get high-quality, affordable health care -- birth control, STI testing and treatment, and life-saving cancer screenings."
The case is Kerr v. Planned Parenthood South Atlantic.
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James Comer saw Biden's finances as impeachable. He sees Trump's as fine.
The Kentucky congressman whipped up a flimsy case alleging that Biden was profiting from business deals. But he figures Trump's been sufficiently transparent.
By Philip Bump | 2024-12-18

Rep. James Comer (R-Kentucky) led the House Oversight Committee's investigation of President Joe Biden and other Biden family members. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


The past year or so hasn't gone that well for Rep. James Comer (R-Kentucky), chairman of the House Oversight Committee.
He took over leadership of the House's most important government accountability mechanism at the beginning of 2023. Almost immediately, he got to work trying to tie President Joe Biden to business deals involving his son Hunter and brother Jim.
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Majority of Americans oppose Trump's proposals to test democracy's limits
A Washington Post-University of Maryland poll finds Americans split on whether Trump will try to rule as a dictator, but confident any effort would be blocked.
By Colby Itkowitz, Emily Guskin, Scott Clement | 2024-12-19

President-elect Donald Trump speaks as he arrives for a meeting with the House GOP conference in Washington in November. (Alex Brandon/AP) 


A majority of Americans oppose Donald Trump's plans to use the U.S. military to deport millions of undocumented immigrants, to instruct the U.S. Justice Department to investigate his political rivals and to pardon rioters charged with breaking into the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021, according to a nationwide Washington Post-University of Maryland poll.
Even larger majorities of Americans oppose Trump's plans to jail reporters for writing stories he doesn't like and having police use force against anti-Trump protests.
The survey of 1,251 Americans was conducted weeks after Trump's victory and sought to examine public sentiment about positions espoused by the president-elect that challenge democratic principles and strain constitutional norms, as well as views on the legitimacy of American elections after Trump's win. Trump has claimed a broad mandate for his proposals and has selected cabinet secretaries and other executive branch officials who have expressed eagerness to carry them out. But the poll results indicate that Americans reject many of the proposals that experts say could erode the guardrails that help keep presidential power in check.
Trump does seem to have the blessing of a majority of registered Republicans for some of his most divisive ideas, including 77 percent who back his pledge to use the armed forces to carry out mass deportations compared with 42 percent of Americans overall. Nearly 6 in 10 Republicans say they support the Justice Department investigating Trump's enemies, whereas fewer than 4 in 10 Americans overall agree. And 60 percent of Republicans back Trump pardoning Jan. 6 convicts, almost double the 32 percent of Americans in general who feel the same.
"I find it mostly disheartening that there is so much division. There is a fundamental disagreement about basic norms and basic facts," said Mike Hanmer, a government and politics professor at the University of Maryland. "We're not on the same page in terms of how we deal with power and how we hold power accountable."
Americans are also split over how Trump will behave as president this time. The poll finds 40 percent think he will try to rule as a dictator, 41 percent say he won't and another 19 percent aren't sure. Yet Americans widely have faith in democratic institutions, with 71 percent saying constitutional guardrails like the checks and balances of Congress and the Supreme Court would block Trump from securing total power over the country, while 25 percent think Trump would succeed if he tried.
An overwhelming majority of Americans across the political spectrum do not think Trump should jail reporters who write stories he doesn't like. Still, 1 in 10 Americans support it, including 15 percent of Republicans and 5 percent of Democrats. Hanmer said that's still a "dangerously high" number of people who would be okay with prosecuting journalists. During a news conference this week, Trump said he wanted to "straighten out the press" and suggested the Justice Department target the "very dishonest" media.
Separately, a 72 percent majority of Americans oppose police using force to stop anti-Trump protests; including 54 percent of Republicans. Seven in 10 Republicans support Trump firing FBI Director Christopher A. Wray, while just over half of the public overall opposes prematurely ending his 10-year term. The poll was completed before Wray announced his intention to resign last week, though Trump had sent a clear message that he intended to replace Wray when he endorsed Kash Patel as the next FBI director.
The poll also asked how people felt about President Joe Biden pardoning his son, Hunter, who had been convicted in June on tax and gun charges. Nearly 7 in 10 Americans oppose the decision, including 47 percent of Democrats and 88 percent of Republicans. Far fewer Republicans support Biden pardoning his son, who was not convicted of a violent crime, than they do Trump pardoning a group of people who engaged in a violent takeover of the U.S. Capitol.
Drew, a 31-year-old police detective in New Jersey who declined to give his last name for fear of online harassment, said he hadn't supported Trump pardoning the Jan. 6 convicts until Biden did so for his son. Drew, who voted for Trump, said in an interview that as someone who works in law enforcement, he didn't  support what the rioters did that day. But he also said he thinks they were trying to "practice their civic duty" because the 2020 election results "didn't seem accurate."
The mob of Trump supporters who sought to block Congress's certification of Biden's victory in 2021 did so after Trump convinced them that there had been widespread voting fraud that cost him the election -- despite there being no evidence of significant malfeasance. In the months leading up to the 2024 election, Trump and many of his allies baselessly warned of voting irregularities and corruption to steal the election for the Democrats. Since he won, Trump has not publicly questioned whether the election was administered fairly and his Democratic opponent, Vice President Kamala Harris, quickly conceded defeat.
The Post-UMD poll finds 79 percent of Americans say Trump won legitimately this year while 63 percent say Biden's victory in 2020 was fair. Acceptance of Trump's win is bipartisan, with 96 percent of Republicans, 84 percent of independents and 70 percent of Democrats saying he won legitimately. There is also a slight uptick in Republicans accepting Biden's 2020 win compared to a Post-UMD poll conducted in 2023. Last year, 31 percent of Republicans said Biden fairly won in 2020 and this year 41 percent do. A 58 percent majority of Republicans continue to reject Biden's 2020 victory.
Democratic acceptance of Trump's win this year is more than twice as high as in 2017, when a Post-UMD survey that year found 32 percent believed he legitimately won the 2016 vote. Those views were fueled by investigations of that year's election, which found that Russia had spread disinformation to interfere on Trump's behalf.
The poll also asked whether there was voter fraud in the 2024 election. About 1 in 6 Americans (16 percent) say there is solid evidence of widespread voter fraud in the 2024 election, down from the 1 in 3 Americans (33 percent) who said this about the 2020 election in a Post-UMD poll last year. Perceptions of evidence of fraud in elections have plummeted among Republicans. Last year, 62 percent of Republicans said there was proven fraud in the 2020 election compared to 21 percent today who say there was in this year's election. (There is no evidence of widespread fraud in either election.)
"The Republican base will believe what Trump says about this," Hanmer said.
Thomas Sweeney, a 74-year-old from Texas, said he voted reluctantly for Trump. He blames the president-elect for the Jan. 6 attack and, as a West Point graduate, said he strongly opposes using the military for any domestic matters, including deportations. He also believes Trump will try to rule as a dictator, but is hopeful Congress will stand up to him.
"We need to have Congress be able to flex their muscles and not roll over every time he yells about something," Sweeney said.
Americans are also divided over whether Trump will try to stay in office after his second term ends in 2029, despite the Constitution saying a president can only be elected to president twice. Just under half, 48 percent, say he will try to stay in the White House for a third term, and 50 percent say he will step down. Some Trump allies, like former adviser Stephen K. Bannon, have already floated the idea that Trump could run again because his terms were not consecutive. Constitutional scholars say the theory has no basis.
Overall, Americans are at odds over what Trump's election means for the country. About 3 in 10 say his election is "a crisis for the country," while a similar share say it is "great for the country." About 2 in 10 say his win is a setback, but not a crisis, and roughly the same share say it is good, but not great.
The poll was conducted by The Post and the University of Maryland's Center for Democracy and Civic Engagement Dec. 5-9, among a random national sample of 1,251 U.S. adults through the NORC AmeriSpeak panel. The panel is run by NORC at the University of Chicago and recruits participants through random sampling of U.S. households addresses; respondents took the current survey online and by phone. It has an error margin of plus or minus 3.7 percentage points for the full sample.
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Claims that Liz Cheney broke the law are even thinner than you think
A report produced by allies of Donald Trump recommended suggested that the former congresswoman face criminal charges. It appears to derive from Trump's similar suggestion.
By Philip Bump | 2024-12-18

Rep. Liz Cheney (R-Wyoming), center, with Cassidy Hutchinson at a hearing on Capitol Hill on June 28. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


As his former attorney Michael Cohen once explained, Donald Trump often doesn't need to tell his loyalists precisely what he expects them to do. He hints at it, nudges them and expects that they understand what is intended.
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Supreme Court to hear challenge to banning TikTok in U.S.
The justices will quickly take up the constitutionality of a federal law that would shutter TikTok next month unless the company divests from Chinese ownership.
By Ann Marimow, Eva Dou | 2024-12-19

The Supreme Court building in Washington. (Allison Robbert/The Washington Post)


The Supreme Court said Wednesday that it will quickly take up TikTok's challenge to a federal law that would shutter the popular platform next month unless the company divests from Chinese ownership.
The justices said they would consider whether the law, passed with bipartisan support to address national security concerns, violates the First Amendment rights of millions of TikTok users and the owners of the video-sharing platform.
In a sign of the significance of the issue, the court added a special hearing to its calendar, scheduling two hours for oral argument Jan. 10. A ruling could come any time after that.
TikTok had asked the high court to intervene before Jan. 19, the deadline Congress set for TikTok's China-based parent company, ByteDance, to sell the platform or be barred in the United States. The company wants the justices to put on hold a lower-court ruling that clears the way for the law, which was signed by President Joe Biden.
President-elect Donald Trump, who will take office Jan. 20, has suggested he could try to retain access to the app, adding to the uncertainty surrounding the ban-or-sale law.
Lawmakers passed the measure in response to concerns from U.S. officials that TikTok could be pressured by the Chinese government to covertly manipulate public opinion in the United States or to provide access to Americans' data.
TikTok has said in court filings that the law is a "massive and unprecedented speech restriction" that will "silence the speech of applicants and the many Americans who use the platform to communicate about politics, commerce, arts and other matters of public concern."
The justices will be reviewing a unanimous decision from the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit, which sided with the Justice Department and said the law does not violate the First Amendment in part because it does not target a specific viewpoint.
"The First Amendment exists to protect free speech in the United States," wrote Judge Douglas Ginsburg, who was joined by Judge Neomi Rao and Chief Judge Sri Srinivasan. "Here the Government acted solely to protect that freedom from a foreign adversary nation."
Srinivasan, writing separately, said even though millions of Americans may lose an outlet for expression, "the record reflects that Congress's decision was considered, consistent with long-standing regulatory practice, and devoid of an institutional aim to suppress particular messages or ideas."
The Supreme Court moved with extraordinary speed this week, agreeing to take the case two days after TikTok filed its emergency request and without waiting for a response from the Biden administration, as is its usual practice.
In its brief order Wednesday, the Supreme Court put off a decision about whether to temporarily block the ban-or-sell law while the litigation continues. The justices could put the measure on hold at some point after oral argument or allow it to take effect as planned.
The court's ruling will have broad implications for TikTok's more than 170 million U.S. users and for the future of free speech online. In recent terms, the court has reviewed other cases involving government interactions with social media platforms, but without issuing decisive opinions on the merits.
In a statement Wednesday, a TikTok spokesperson said, "We believe the Court will find the TikTok ban unconstitutional so the over 170 million Americans on our platform can continue to exercise their free speech rights."
Many U.S. online-content creators depend on advertising revenue from TikTok for their livelihoods, while other small-business owners use the platform for marketing. Numerous other Americans, particularly young adults and teenagers, use TikTok as part of their daily entertainment.
Determined TikTok users in the United States would probably be able to access the app through a VPN or other methods, with enforcement expected to focus on companies that run app stores rather than on individual users.
The case has attracted high-level interest. On Wednesday, Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Kentucky) filed an amicus brief in which he called TikTok's emergency application for a stay "meritless and unsound" and urged the court to allow the divestiture requirement to take effect Jan. 19.
"TikTok clearly hopes that the next administration will be more sympathetic to its plight than the incumbent administration," he wrote.
In a statement from the Chinese Embassy ahead of the court's announcement, a spokesperson said TikTok is "fully registered in accordance with U.S. laws, operates legally and compliantly, and is subject to U.S. oversight."
The United States "should genuinely respect the principles of market economy and fair competition, stop unjustly suppressing foreign companies, and provide an open, fair, just, and non-discriminatory environment for foreign businesses operating in the U.S.," the statement said.
China has long barred access to American social media platforms, including Google, YouTube and Instagram.
Civil liberties advocates have urged the court not to allow the U.S. government to limit free speech based on what they characterized as speculative harm.
"The U.S. government should not be able to restrict speech, in this case by cutting off a tool used by 170 million Americans to receive information and communicate with the world, without proving with evidence that the tools are presently seriously harmful," said David Greene, civil liberties director at the Electronic Frontier Foundation, which joined an amicus brief in support of TikTok's position.
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Senate passes Pentagon policy bill that set off transgender-care debate
The $895 billion National Defense Authorization Act was approved despite Democrats' frustration with a late addition by House Speaker Mike Johnson.
By Abigail Hauslohner | 2024-12-18

(Benoit Tessier/Reuters)


The Senate on Wednesday passed an $895.2 billion defense policy bill that sparked controversy when House Speaker Mike Johnson amended the legislation with language forbidding the use of federal funds to cover specialized medical care for the transgender children of U.S. military personnel.
Though several Senate Democrats protested Johnson's 11th-hour maneuver, the annual National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) was approved 85-14 -- a comfortable margin that belied the depth of frustration among lawmakers who said the legislation, as written, discriminates against thousands of military families and their right to health care.
The bill heads next to the president, who is expected to sign it into law.
The backlash to Johnson's provision overshadowed what historically is an overwhelming display of bipartisanship to pass the NDAA, and left some Democrats alarmed as Republicans prepare to take full control of Congress next month. Others, including some of the bill's key drafters, expressed bitterness that the process had been hijacked after months of good-faith negotiations between members of both political parties from the House and Senate.
In the House last week, lawmakers passed the NDAA 281-140. Fewer than half of the chamber's Democrats voted in favor of it after the Armed Services Committee's top Democrat blasted Johnson's provision as a "partisan wedge issue" that would prove "deeply damaging" to U.S. service members and their families.
The anger carried over into the Senate, where Sen. Tammy Baldwin (D-Wisconsin) led 20 other senators in a largely symbolic, and ultimately unsuccessful, effort to strike Johnson's provision from the legislation. On Tuesday, she said she was so appalled by its inclusion that she would vote against the NDAA for the first time in her Senate career -- "a position I do not take lightly," she added.
"It's flat-out wrong," she said on the Senate floor, saying the policy "guts our service members' rights" simply "to score cheap political points." If not for that provision, Baldwin said, "I would have been proud to support it."
The NDAA sets Pentagon and U.S. national security policy for the year ahead. Republicans and Democrats alike have lauded the bill's 14.5 percent pay increase for junior enlisted troops, along with its authorization for spending increases on military quality-of-life issues. The bill also strengthens U.S. defenses against China and expands investment in new military technologies and replenishing U.S. weapons stockpiles, they said.
Several senior Democratic senators said that while they shared their colleagues' frustration with the transgender-care provision, the NDAA was too important to fail.
"The NDAA is not perfect, but it still makes several important advances Democrats fought for," Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-New York) said Wednesday on the Senate floor, praising the bill's "strong stand" against China and its authorized investment in artificial intelligence.
Sen. Jack Reed (D-Rhode Island), who chairs the Senate Armed Services Committee, said Wednesday ahead of the vote that he shares his "colleagues' frustration" and that he voted against Johnson's "frankly misguided provision" during the negotiation process.
Reed earlier this week told reporters that Democrats had also been "successful in stripping out the vast majority of very far-right provisions that had passed in the House bill," and stressed the bill's larger mission to provide the resources the military needs to successfully defend America. "We have a duty to support our servicemen and women ... and we believe this bill, by and large, accomplishes that," he said.
Sen. Mark R. Warner (D-Virginia), who chairs the Senate Intelligence Committee, said he worried that Johnson's provision could set a dangerous precedent for the inclusion of other "social policy riders" in future NDAAs, which in turn could threaten the annual policy bill's decades-long record of consistent passage.
"But at the end of the day, I'm not going to sink the whole defense and intel bill," he said in an interview.

From left: Democratic Sens. Mark R. Warner (Virginia), Elizabeth Warren (Massachusetts), Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (New York) and Tammy Baldwin (Wisconsin) at the Capitol earlier this month. (J. Scott Applewhite/AP)


Johnson's provision states that "medical interventions for the treatment of gender dysphoria" -- a medical diagnosis for those whose gender identity is different from their biological sex at birth -- "that could result in sterilization may not be provided to a child under the age of 18," something medical professionals say does not happen in most cases.
Republican supporters of the move, many of whom, like Johnson, have sought to limit transgender rights and treatments more broadly, portrayed the provision as protecting children from the potentially permanent consequences of medical treatments administered to them as minors.
Democrats framed it as an act born of bigotry and ignorance that would deny potentially lifesaving treatments to adolescents struggling with gender dysphoria, a population with a high prevalence of suicide.
It is unclear how many children will be affected by the provision. The House Armed Services Committee's Democratic staff said the Pentagon told them it would affect thousands of families.
In 2017, there were 2,500 minors receiving such health care through the military's TRICARE health system, according to a report circulated by the American Civil Liberties Union. The Williams Institute, a UCLA-based think tank that researches gender identity and sexual orientation laws, says that nationwide there are about 300,000 youth aged 13 to 18 who identify as transgender, and that 0.6 percent of the total U.S. population identifies as transgender.
House Armed Services Committee Chairman Mike D. Rogers (R-Alabama) told reporters last week that Johnson's provision was unnecessary because President-elect Donald Trump is likely to enact the same policy -- with or without Congress -- once he takes office next month.
Senior lawmakers from both parties have sought to highlight what the NDAA does accomplish. For instance, the bill authorizes a significant pay increase for junior enlisted U.S. service members, whose lagging salaries have forced many military families to resort to food stamps and other forms of public assistance -- circumstances that have shocked members of both parties in hearings held over the past two years.
It also authorizes roughly $3 billion to improve military housing, including the replacement of dilapidated and crumbling barracks. And it will expand child care and other benefits to a military that lawmakers say has failed to offer competitive career options amid a worsening recruitment crisis.

National Guard personnel await the arrival of U.S. Border Patrol agents in Eagle Pass, Texas. (Dario Lopez-Mills/AP)


The bill authorizes the expansion of U.S. military resources to assist with migrant interdiction on the border with Mexico and expands U.S. assistance to Israel -- core Republican priorities.
It does not authorize additional military assistance for Ukraine, an issue where many Republicans now echo Trump's skepticism about continuing to aid Kyiv's efforts to repel Russia's full-scale invasion. Instead, it requires the administration to provide Congress with an assessment of the "likely course of war in Ukraine," including whether its military will be able to "to defend against Russian aggression" if the United States stops providing support.
The bill also does not include an additional $25 billion to its top line. The additional funding for missile defense, shipbuilding and counter-drone technology was approved over the summer by the Senate Armed Services Committee, at the urging of its top Republican, Sen. Roger Wicker (Mississippi), but was abandoned in the final bill negotiated between the House and Senate.
Wicker on Wednesday called the NDAA "a good bill," but scolded Congress for having "missed the opportunity to strengthen" Trump's hand as he takes office next month and confronts what Wicker described as "the most dangerous national security moment since World War II."
Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Kentucky) this week also derided the NDAA as a "compromised product" for its failure to include those additional funds.
"The absence of the Senate-backed increase to top-line investments will go down as a tremendous, tremendous missed opportunity," McConnell said on the Senate floor Monday. "Artificial budget restraints mean that major bill provisions, like a pay raise for enlisted service members, will come at the expense of investments in the critical weapon systems and munitions that deter conflict and keeps them safe."
Mariana Alfaro contributed to this report.
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House Ethics Committee set to release investigation report on Matt Gaetz  
The panel last month voted along party lines not to release the results of a long-running investigation into allegations of sexual misconduct 
By Jacqueline Alemany, Marianna Sotomayor | 2024-12-18

Then-Rep. Matt Gaetz (R-Florida) talks to the media after an April 10 House Republican Conference meeting at the U.S. Capitol. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


The House Ethics Committee is set to release its report on former congressman Matt Gaetz (R-Florida) this week, a reversal for the panel that last month voted along party lines not to release the results of a long-running investigation into allegations of sexual misconduct and drug use.
The panel voted this month to release the report, which will be made public as soon as House lawmakers take their final vote for the year, according to two people familiar with the matter who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss confidential deliberations. CNN first reported on the panel's secret vote to release its report.
The committee's turnaround was the culmination of a contentious debate over whether to release the report after Gaetz had resigned from Congress and withdrawn from consideration for attorney general. A majority vote of the committee is required to publicly release a report, meaning that at least one Republican lawmaker joined with Democrats on the matter.
The 10-member panel initially voted to table the report after Trump named Gaetz as his pick to be the nation's top law enforcement official. The Florida lawmaker submitted his resignation shortly thereafter -- and days before the committee was expected to meet to vote on the release of the investigation.
Rep. Michael Guest (Mississippi), the committee chairman, along with other prominent Republicans, argued against disclosing the report since Gaetz was no longer in Congress or Trump's pick, but Democrats still pushed for its release.
House Republicans successfully quashed a resolution introduced by Rep. Sean Casten (D-Illinois) that would have forced all House lawmakers to vote on making the report public and another resolution by Rep. Steve Cohen (D-Tennessee) that asked the panel to preserve all documents investigating Gaetz.
Gaetz has denied all of the allegations, and the Justice Department did not bring charges in a 2022 trafficking investigation.
But the House Ethics Committee investigation, opened in 2021, continued with the committee announcing this summer that it had identified new lines of inquiry that merited review, including whether Gaetz had "dispensed special privileges and favors to individuals with whom he had a personal relationship, and sought to obstruct government investigations of his conduct."
Last month, new details emerged about Gaetz's conduct, including testimony provided to the panel by a woman who said she witnessed him having sex with a 17-year-old at a drug-fueled party.
Gaetz on Wednesday once again denied the charges. "My 30's were an era of working very hard -- and playing hard too," he wrote on X.
"It's embarrassing, though not criminal, that I probably partied, womanized, drank and smoked more than I should have earlier in life. I live a different life now."
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Trump's win was modest relative to the last 12 years, never mind 129
Eager to present his victory as a historic stamp of approval, Donald Trump offers a bizarre window of comparison.
By Philip Bump | 2024-12-18

Donald Trump walks onstage in West Palm Beach, Florida, early Nov. 6. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


President-elect Donald Trump is very insistent that his victory in last month's election was an earthshaking, unprecedented-in-modern-history political accomplishment. Which, unfortunately for him, it was not.
His motivations are obvious. One is simply that Trump abhors the idea that he is unpopular, a central reason that he both refused to concede the 2020 election and even made similar claims about voter fraud in 2016 -- an election he won but in which he received fewer votes than his Democratic opponent.
He does it, too, because he hopes that his second term in office will allow him to sidestep the constraints on his authority that frustrated him the first time around. He has signaled repeatedly that he thinks the courts and the legislature should be subsumed to his authority; as he tries to effect that consolidation of power, an insistence that it's what Americans want will serve as a useful political cudgel.
While American voters did want Trump to return to the White House, that preference was not as sweeping as Trump claims. He and his allies have deployed the word "mandate" liberally, taking advantage of the term's vagueness.
In a social media post on Tuesday night, though, Trump offered a point of comparison for the assertion.
"To all Senate Republicans: NO DEAL WITH DEMOCRATS TO FAST TRACK NOMINATIONS AT THE END OF THIS CONGRESS," he wrote. "I won the biggest mandate in 129 years. I will make my appointments of Very Qualified People in January when I am sworn in."
In this message, you can see the second point above: Do my bidding, Senate, because I earned the endorsement of the people. But you also see the metric he offers. Trump's mandate, he writes, is the biggest in 129 years.
This is a weird point of comparison. After all, 129 years ago was 1895, a year when there was no presidential election. Maybe he's suggesting that his mandate is the largest since the 1892 election that returned Grover Cleveland to the White House -- just as Trump himself lost and then won the presidency again. If that was his intent, why he wouldn't use "132 years" as a time frame is unclear.
It's also a very self-serving definition of "mandate." If a popular mandate is simply defined as "a president who lost a reelection bid returning to office" than, okay, sure. Biggest since the one other time it happened. But if you use basically any other measure of voter approval, Trump's 2024 win was unremarkable within the last 12 years, much less the past century.
Let's walk through some measures that might be construed to represent an actual mandate -- that is, measures that evaluate the popular support enjoyed by winning presidential candidates.
We can start with the raw vote total between the winning and losing candidates. Trump's was modest, smaller than Joe Biden's margin (over Trump!) four years ago.




(We've indicated Trump's 129-year mark for your convenience.)
If we instead look at the change in votes earned by the winning candidate relative to four years prior, Trump's mandate is again smaller than Biden's in 2020. Biden in 2020 earned 29 percent more votes than Trump did in 2016. Trump in 2024 earned 5 percent fewer votes than Biden did in 2020.




Of course, looking simply at the percentage-point margin between the major-party candidates, Trump also fared poorly.




Trump's allies, perhaps recognizing that his popular-vote win was modest -- have at times pointed to his margin in the electoral college. But Trump won a smaller percentage of electoral votes than Barack Obama did when he was reelected in 2012.




Trump did improve on Biden's performance, but Obama again saw a bigger change in the electoral-vote total relative to the prior winner when he was first elected in 2008.




Looking at popular-vote margins relative to the prior winner, Trump's margin was smaller relative to Biden's than Biden's was relative to Trump's 2016 performance.




Trump has also boasted of the shift toward his candidacy from the support Biden saw four years ago. But the shift to Obama in 2008 was larger.




If we look at state-level results since 1920 (for the sake of convenience), we see that Trump won a smaller percentage of states than did Bill Clinton in 1992.




Every state ended up shifting to the winning party relative to 2020, but that has happened before, too -- most recently when Jimmy Carter was elected in 1976. Carter enjoyed that shift in part because so many states had voted heavily for Richard Nixon's reelection in 1972. Similarly, Trump saw such a widespread shift to the right in part because so many states shifted left in 2020.




The average shift to the right in 2024 was smaller than the shift to the left in 2008.




And fewer states flipped to the winning party in 2024 than they did in 2008 as well.




The upshot to all of this is straightforward. Trump won, unquestionably. He will be president. But his victory was modest relative to other recent elections, including the one in which he was ousted from the White House in the first place.
You have to really massage the numbers to find any metric where one of the last two Democratic presidents didn't outperform him. To declare that Trump's mandate is historic relative to the last 129 years? You have to completely redefine "mandate."
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Yes, many young adults seem to sympathize with killing of health-care CEO
Remarkable new polling shows young people are about evenly split on Luigi Mangione, and see many around them approving of the murder.
By Aaron Blake | 2024-12-18

A health-care worker protests outside the McDonald's restaurant in Altoona, Pennsylvania, where Luigi Mangione was arrested. (Cameron Croston/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


It was one of the most striking moments in modern America: Someone gunned down the powerful CEO of a health-care company in cold blood, and the killing was greeted not just with sympathy but even approval from some corners of the internet frustrated with the American health system.
As with all such events, there is a real question about just how real and widespread this sentiment is. Social media can provide a distorted picture of how regular Americans feel because those with more extreme views tend to dominate the conversation. Provocation is the coin of the realm, and praising or even merely legitimizing a potential vigilante murderer is certainly provocative.
Well, some early reviews are in. And the sympathy does appear remarkably real and relatively widespread -- especially among young adults.
There was plenty of focus Tuesday on a poll that showed Americans aged 18 to 29 about evenly split on whether the killer's actions were "acceptable." But that finding relied on a relatively small subsample of about 140 people, and it's always best to consult more than one poll.
Still, other higher-quality polling also bore this out.
The pollster YouGov asked a battery of questions recently about the killing of UnitedHealthcare chief executive Brian Thompson in Manhattan two weeks ago and the man who has been charged for it, Luigi Mangione. (Mangione was charged Tuesday with murder and terrorism.)
Many people appeared unfamiliar with the story, offering no opinions. But among those who did, lots of young adults appeared sympathetic toward the alleged killer. And notably, they perceived those around them as sharing such views.
The poll, which surveyed more than 1,000 people, showed Americans adults under 30 are about evenly split on whether they view Mangione favorably or unfavorably. About one-third hold each view. Adults aged 30 to 44 leaned only slightly negatively toward him. (In contrast, Americans aged 65-plus viewed Mangione unfavorably by about a 15-to-1 margin. Overall, Americans viewed Mangione more than 2-to-1 negatively.)
Younger adults actually viewed Mangione more favorably than the man he allegedly killed, Thompson.
But perhaps most striking is how those young adults perceived other people's reactions to the killing.
When asked how people around them felt, about 4 in 10 adults under the age of 30 said either that most people they know approved of Thompson's killling (21 percent) or that they were evenly split (18 percent). Just 30 percent said most people they knew disapproved.
About as many adults aged 30 to 44 reported that the people they know were at least evenly split as reported that most disapproved.
(Again, there's a huge contrast with older Americans. Just 1 in 10 of them say people they know mostly approve of Thompson's killing or are evenly split; 68 percent say most disapprove.)
Why are these numbers relevant? Because pollsters will often ask a question this way to more thoroughly gauge public opinion. Asking people to report on the views of those around them can effectively expand the pool of the responses, turning people into "mini-anthropologists." And in a situation such as this -- in which people who might approve of the killing might not want to say that out loud (or tell that to a pollster) -- it can gesture at people's true feelings.
Some of the poll's findings are a little more difficult to square, as people's opinions tend to be somewhat inconsistent.
While younger adults are about evenly split in their views of Mangione, they are less likely to sign off on the concept of legitimate vigilante violence against corporations.
Asked if it's "ever justified for citizens to resort to violence to hold corporations accountable," 55 percent of adults under 30 say it's never justified, while 21 percent say it can be justified. The numbers were similar for those age 30 to 44. (Just 2 percent of seniors say such violence can be justified.)
But that's still about 1 in 5 younger American adults who can see themselves signing off on something like what's possible to have taken place in Manhattan. And that's a remarkable commentary on where we are as a society.
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There they go again
Mike Johnson and the House GOP are showing that unified Republican control of Washington is a myth.
By Brendan Buck | 2024-12-19

House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) on Capitol Hill on Sept. 25. (Tom Brenner for The Washington Post) 


Brendan Buck was counselor to former House speaker Paul D. Ryan and press secretary to former speaker John A. Boehner.
House Speaker Mike Johnson badly wants to believe that next year will be different. Republican control of government will begin a new era of productivity, he insists. Now he can only hope he's around to find out.
After a Congress that saw its first speaker deposed, three weeks with no speaker and an eventual replacement (Johnson) who was regularly forced to rely on Democratic votes to govern, Republicans have been giddy at the promise of unified government under Donald Trump and brighter prospects for conservative governance in 2025.
But even though Republicans will sit atop the House, Senate and executive branch next year, the notion of unified GOP control is a myth.
It's not Elon Musk's fault. The dynamics that drove this week's debacle will continue next year: A tiny vote margin in the House. A 60-vote threshold in the Senate that requires bipartisan support for passage of most bills. A president-elect who, even as president, has only sporadic interest in the particulars of the legislative process. And so many members who reject legislative reality, insisting instead on impossible outcomes.
A House majority derives power from its ability to produce 218 votes for its agenda. That's its leverage against the other party as well as the other chamber. But as Johnson has found time and again, like Kevin McCarthy before him, he cannot consistently rely on 218 Republicans, not even for the basic obligations of governing.
The implosion of the short-term funding bill to keep the government open -- it was loaded with wins for Democrats, which they had extracted for the trouble of once again bailing out the Republican majority -- adds a painful exclamation point to close out this Congress, but the agony is far from over.
Musk's misinformed tweets have added a new element of absurdity to the whole thing, but the defeat of Johnson's plan is all too reminiscent of 2017, the last time Republicans held all levers of power. Republican speakers are trapped in a cycle of stretching as far to the right as possible to accommodate conservatives to maintain cohesion within the conference -- before being rebuffed and undercut by members who want still more concessions. Johnson and his predecessors, and surely his successors, are forced then to negotiate with Democrats to reach an outcome, only to be blamed by the same hard-liners who weakened their hand in the first place. On and on we go.
Naturally, some Republicans are now threatening to oust Johnson as speaker when the new Congress starts in two weeks. He may well survive that challenge, but it hardly matters. Whether the speaker of the House is Johnson, archconservative Jim Jordan, or Musk himself, the realities of governing under an internally divided coalition will continue to foil Republicans' ambitions.
There are things any majority must do, such as keeping the government open and avoiding a debt default. And until Republicans are willing to accept this and work together to strengthen their hand, they will continue to find themselves at the mercy of House and Senate Democrats -- no matter the speaker.
Much of Trump's signature tax law is set to expire a year from now, and Republicans have pledged to preserve and even expand it. And Republican voters will insist on delivering the president resources to enable stronger immigration enforcement. Just a few defections -- or a stray tweet from a billionaire -- could imperil the entire agenda.
There is room for some optimism. With Trump's complete triumph over the party, we should expect him to keep members in line better than in the past, and Republicans have tools through the budget reconciliation process to get around the Senate filibuster. But that's only if they can stick together.
After years of Republican intransigence around the debt limit, Trump might prove to be the voice of reason on this and other must-do items. But a Republican House can never just take the easy way out, even when it also happens to be the right way.
That's because governing requires compromise, even in a unified Washington -- something that has been anathema to the Republican Party for more than a decade. The choice before House Republicans is simple: They can accept reality and make the most of it, or they can continue to chase the impossible and chew up another speaker.
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The awful allure of vigilante justice
Are we close to normalizing violence as an acceptable means of resolving political disputes?
By David Von Drehle, Molly Roberts, Matt Bai | 2024-12-19
The killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson captivated the country. But very quickly, the grisly killing itself became mixed up with bigger frustrations in American society. On the latest episode of "Impromptu," The Post's David Von Drehle talks with columnists Molly Roberts and Matt Bai about what it means when a society begins to normalize violence and valorize vigilante justice.
Use the audio player or The Post's "Impromptu" podcast feed to listen to the entire conversation.
David Von Drehle: Around the same time as the Luigi Mangione case was galvanizing coverage, a jury in New York City acquitted Daniel Penny of homicide in the case of his choking a schizophrenic homeless person to death on a New York subway car. Penny said that he felt that the man was menacing the other passengers and that he needed to take action to protect them. Penny is a hero of the online right and even attended a football game with President-elect Donald Trump. Are we in danger of normalizing vigilante violence in the United States?
Molly Roberts: Yes, I think is the clearest answer to the question. But I also think that these two cases read together expose inconsistency, hypocrisy, whatever you want to call it, on both sides.
You have people on the online left celebrating Mangione, but they're also furious about what Penny did. And then you have people on the online right who are celebrating Penny and they're furious about what Mangione has been accused of doing.
And, of course, there's a more nuanced way of looking at this that could maybe explain why you feel one way about the Penny case and you feel a different way about the Mangione case. But most people really aren't bothering. They're just going with whatever kind of fits their broad political perspectives.
Matt Bai: Yeah, I don't think we're in danger of normalizing violence as an acceptable means of resolving political disputes. I think we're there. And I think we've been heading there for a while. And I wish I didn't think that. I remember when Rep. Gabrielle Giffords was shot in Arizona and a lot of us asked, "Is this the future? Is this something we can head off?"
Are we in for another round of political violence? The 1960s were rife with people getting shot. Trump was shot at this past summer. I don't see any way that we don't see more of it, particularly when political leaders are talking about it as if it's normal or as if it's excusable. You know, Trump taking a guy who's just been acquitted of homicide to a football game, Elizabeth Warren saying that violence is never acceptable, but you know, if you push people far enough ...
We are talking about violence as if there were circumstances in which if it was not excusable, then it's at least understandable. And when you get to that place, you have created a space for it in society that's in some cases celebrated.
Listen to the full conversation here:
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I talked to Ruben Gallego. Democrats should listen to him. 
How did Ruben Gallego beat the Senate odds in a tough swing state? With a few good practices. 
By Jennifer Rubin | 2024-12-19

Rep. Ruben Gallego (D-Arizona) greets supporters during a campaign event at Hotel Congress in Tucson on Jan. 28, 2023. (Cassidy Araiza for The Washington Post)


In a bleak election cycle for Democrats, Rep. Ruben Gallego (D-Arizona) defeated Kari Lake in the Arizona Senate race, outpacing Vice President Kamala Harris by roughly four points and by nine points among Latino men. Democrats, naturally, want to know how he did it.
For starters, Gallego has an extraordinary biography. Raised in a poor neighborhood by a single mother, he worked his way through school, became the first in his family to go to college (Harvard), then enlisted in the Marines and deployed to Iraq in a unit that suffered some of the war's worst losses.
In an interview on Tuesday, he told me he realized early on he had a tough race. "Republicans always have a voter registration advantage [in Arizona], and so the way I thought about it was that 'We need to win and we need to win everywhere.'" He continued, "That meant we needed to do well not just with Latinos but with Latino men."
He also had to prepare for a possible primary against Sen. Kyrsten Sinema (I-Arizona) or perhaps a three-way general election. "Because of all those unknowns I had to do whatever I could to make myself strong to be ready for whatever the outcomes were," he said. His plan was simple: "Get out there, talk to people, make yourself available and do that repeatedly."
Critically, Gallego grasped that voters, including many Latino men, "felt like they were drowning" because of inflation. He told me, "They felt betrayed. They felt that they let their family down." Facing this as an emotional and not just an economic issue, Gallego recognized the need to give people permission to "not blame themselves." When cutting an ad on rising prices, he improvised a line speaking to this sentiment -- "It's not your fault."
Gallego did not shy away from border security. As a progressive with a no-nonsense attitude about the border, he pushed the administration to plan for the end of covid-driven immigration restrictions known as Title 42. After last summer's executive order to tighten border restrictions, Gallego said it was "a step in the right direction," but also emphasized the need to "hire more Border Patrol agents, fix our broken asylum system and keep our communities safe."
Gallego understands that voters, including Latinos, know we have a border problem. ("Latinos understand the word 'deport.' They understand that sometimes, you know, bad people have to be deported. and they're not gonna be mad if you can use that word.") In his first Spanish-language ad, "Mas Que Pelear," he focused on the need to both protect "dreamers" and secure the border. (He also released an ad called "What Arizona Really Needs," featuring an Arizona border sheriff.)
Although Arizonans want border security, "Do they want us to separate families? I know they don't want to do that," he told me. "Do they want people that have criminal records that shouldn't be here deported? Absolutely. Do they want asylum seekers abusing the system and staying here for a decade before they get their first-time hearing? They do not." Nevertheless, "Do they want the family that's been here for 20 years [with] kids that are American citizens, that have, except for crossing the border, done nothing else illegally, to have an opportunity to correct their situation? Yes." He also scolds Republicans for ridiculous rhetoric on "closing the border" that overlooks thousands crossing every day for work and other legal purposes.
Gallego warns Democrats not to treat Latinos as a monolith. "Not all immigrants are the same. Not all the people that cross the border have the same experience, and even within those communities they don't all think about them themselves the same way," he said. An undocumented immigrant working here for decades does not see his situation as the same as that of a recent border crosser, even if it's someone from the same country.
On crime, Gallego stressed his support for fighting drug cartels and funding the police. "One of the things that I remind people is that crime is a tax on working people," he said. If their house is broken into, and they don't have insurance, they aren't going to be able to file a claim. "They're just going to be out of pocket," he said. "If someone from your working-class community tells you that they're worried about crime," don't tell them crime has dropped in the aggregate. "They're telling you, 'I am worried because this directly impacts me.'"
Above all, Gallego talked to and listened to voters where they were -- at rodeos, boxing matches and Mexican restaurants. He knew he had to reach voters who never follow political news. He told me that for just $400, he went to a minor league soccer match and handed out "Gallego" jerseys -- letting fans spread his name. He advises Democrats to do such events consistently; it's not enough to do one event "to check a box."
If Democrats want to duplicate Gallego's success, they need candidates voters can easily identify with, and candidates with a nuanced understanding of voters' concerns. Electoral prospects who can talk directly about bread-and-butter issues in apolitical settings might just lead the party back to power.
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A Russian general's killing in Moscow points to a worrying trend
Ukraine had reason to kill Lt. Gen. Igor Kirillov, but what good will it do?
By Max Boot | 2024-12-19

Flowers are placed on Wednesday at the site where Russian Lt. Gen. Igor Kirillov and an aide were killed in Moscow a day earlier. (Yuri Kochetkov/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock) 


A year ago, the online publication Task & Purpose counted at least seven Russian generals killed during the war in Ukraine. In Western countries, their deaths were generally applauded, because Russia is the aggressor in the conflict and the generals were killed in combat. The United States reportedly provided the intelligence that allowed Ukrainian forces to target some of the headquarters where these generals died.
The killing on Tuesday of Lt. Gen. Igor Kirillov, head of Russia's nuclear, chemical and biological defense forces, is more controversial because it occurred in Moscow, hundreds of miles from the front lines. Breaking with the normal pattern of governments neither confirming nor denying their involvement in such "wet work," Ukraine's domestic security service, the SBU, proudly claimed credit for killing Kirillov and an aide, using a scooter packed with explosives. On Wednesday, Russia's secret police, the FSB, announced the arrest of a 29-year-old Uzbek whom they claimed the Ukrainians had paid $100,000 and promised safe passage to Europe to carry out the operation.
An SBU official told my Post colleagues that Kirillov was an "absolutely legitimate target since he gave orders to use banned chemical weapons against the Ukrainian military." There is, indeed, credible evidence of Kirillov's forces using potent choking agents against Ukrainian troops on at least 4,800 occasions.
Yet, national security adviser Jake Sullivan disapproved: "We do support and enable Ukraine to defend itself and to take the fight to Russian forces on the battlefield but not operations like this," he said Wednesday on MSNBC's "Morning Joe," adding, "From the United States' perspective, assassination operations, far from the battlefield in a capital city, that is not something that is a part of American military doctrine."
In reality, it has been part of American military practice. In 2020, U.S. forces killed Maj. Gen. Qasem Soleimani, the senior Iranian officer who commanded the Quds Force, in an air strike in Baghdad -- another capital city. The United States was not at war with Iran, so the Americans arguably had weaker grounds for killing Soleimani than the Ukrainians had for killing Kirillov. Yet, while the wisdom of killing Soleimani was widely questioned, its morality and legality were generally accepted, because he was a terrorist leader. Russian generals, for their part, are responsible for waging a war of aggression and for overseeing forces that have committed war crimes.
There is little doubt that Kirillov was a legitimate target. Michael N. Schmitt, an expert on the laws of war at West Point, said that, while he is still studying the matter, his preliminary judgment is that "it seems rather straightforward; military officers are combatants, who are targetable in belligerent territory."
Yet just because a country is allowed to do something doesn't mean it should. The Kirillov operation is a close call. It was justified, but it won't make much difference.
It's understandable that the Ukrainians want to signal Russian elites that they will be held accountable for the Putin regime's crimes. The Ukrainians do not seem worried about Russian retaliation because they know that Russian forces have already carried out many efforts to kill Ukrainian leaders, from President Volodymyr Zelensky on down.
But there is no reason to think that Kirillov's killing will have any appreciable effect on the Russian war effort. The Kremlin will simply promote some other general to fill his slot. This is usually what happens whenever a large organization loses one of its leaders -- and it's why targeted killings are seldom decisive. Soleimani's killing, for example, hardly set back Iran's support for its proxy forces across the region -- and has allegedly prompted Iran to launch its own plots against Donald Trump and other senior U.S. leaders who oversaw Soleimani's killing.
Israel achieved more military success in recent months by killing Hezbollah leader Hasan Nasrallah and Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar -- but only because those killings occurred in the context of much larger Israeli offensives against their militant organizations. If Israel had killed them in peacetime, it is doubtful it would have made as much difference.
More broadly, the U.S. and Israeli emphasis on "targeted killings" risks blurring the distinction between combatants and noncombatants, because it allows illiberal regimes to justify eliminating their critics abroad on the grounds that they are following Western precedents. The Modi regime in India, for example, has recently been accused of plotting to murder Sikh activists in the United States and Canada. A former senior U.S. intelligence official told The Post: "This is [Indian Prime Minister Narendra] Modi looking at the world and saying to himself: 'The United States conducts targeted killings outside of war zones. The Israelis do it. The Saudis do it. The Russians do it. Why not us?'"
Before criticizing Ukraine for killing a Russian general in Moscow, U.S. officials should ask themselves what precedents their own actions set. However justified individual targeted killings might be, the larger trend is worrisome.
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The risks of declaring fealty to Donald Trump
Titans of industry and commerce should beware Trump's worldview, in which loyalty flows in one direction.
By Eugene Robinson | 2024-12-18

Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg and President-elect Donald Trump. (Andrew Caballero-Reynolds/AFP/Getty Images; Jeff Kowalsky/AFP/Getty Images) 


Titans of industry and commerce, beware. When you bend the knee to the Mad King, when you shower him with money and bathe him in flattery, he will receive your gifts with apparent gratitude. But he will want more. He will always want more.
Since Donald Trump's election victory, leaders of some of the biggest, richest, most powerful companies in the country have made the pilgrimage to Trump's Mar-a-Lago estate to demonstrate their fealty. Mark Zuckerberg, the founder of Meta, has been there. Tim Cook, chief executive of Apple, has been there. Sergey Brin and Sundar Pichai -- the co-founder and chief executive, respectively, of Google's parent company, Alphabet -- have been there. Jeff Bezos, the founder of Amazon (and owner of The Post), was scheduled to dine at the president-elect's rococo Palm Beach manor on Wednesday.
Sam Altman, a co-founder of OpenAI, has announced a gift of $1 million to Trump's inauguration. Meta and Amazon have pledged identical donations. And while Disney chief executive Bob Iger, a longtime Trump critic, has not commented on the election outcome, he did approve paying $15 million to settle a defamation lawsuit Trump had filed against a Disney subsidiary, ABC News.
Marc Benioff, who founded Salesforce and also owns Time magazine, says he has no plans to give money to the inauguration. But he waxes poetic about how Trump's election marks "a new chapter for America." That is surely true, but not in a good way.
I'm reminded of the day in January 2021, just weeks after the Capitol insurrection, when then-House Speaker Kevin McCarthy (R-California) visited Trump at Mar-a-Lago -- and, with that gesture, welcomed him back into the Republican fold. You might think Trump would have been grateful enough to use his influence and save McCarthy's job when MAGA rebels in the House GOP caucus moved to oust him. But you would be wrong.
In Trump's worldview, loyalty flows in one direction: toward him. Don't take my word; ask Mike Pence.
I believe I understand how these moguls are thinking. Some of their companies have, or seek, massive government contracts. All of their enterprises can be helped or harmed by the policies the new administration implements -- the huge tariffs he threatens to impose, for example, or his "drill, baby, drill" plan for fossil fuels, or his promise to slash government regulation.
I appreciate how CEOs of publicly traded companies might see it as their fiduciary responsibility to avoid being seen as part of the anti-Trump resistance. I realize they don't want to sit on the sidelines and let Elon Musk end up with all the contracts. I get that they want to sell their goods and services to Trump supporters as well as Trump opponents.
But the business leaders should remember what it is about our system that has allowed their companies to grow and thrive -- the rule of law and the impartiality of justice; immigration policies that welcome brains, talent and ambition from around the world; ample funding for basic research that leads to world-changing breakthroughs. Government shapes this landscape, and Trump threatens to alter it dramatically.
A sharp turn toward nationalism and xenophobia would be bad for the nation and the world, but it would be nothing short of disastrous for companies such as Apple or Meta or Alphabet. Maybe these executives believe they can convince Trump that mass deportations are a bad idea and that immigration greatly boosts the U.S. economy. Or that arbitrary and excessive tariffs would needlessly burden the American consumer. Or that unnecessary regulations should be eliminated with tweezers, not a lawn mower.
But if history is any guide, reasonable people who try to work with Trump eventually reach a point where they feel they have to part ways with him. And when those reasonable people tell the world why, Trump lashes out at them. He tries to hurt them. He does not forgive -- unless the "traitor" offers a humiliating public display of submission, as did Sen. Marco Rubio of Florida, Sen. Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, former U.N. ambassador Nikki Haley, and so many other Republican politicians. But even then, Trump never, ever forgets.
Meanwhile, half of the country -- the half that voted for Vice President Kamala Harris, and that believes Trump has forfeited the right to ever be seen as a "normal" president -- sees the traffic jam of limousines in the Mar-a-Lago driveway as, most charitably, an obvious mistake.
What's the definition of hubris? Telling oneself, "I'm going to be the one who finally talks some sense into Donald Trump. Surely, he'll listen to me."
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Why House Democrats rejected Ocasio-Cortez's power play
Yet her defeat by veteran Gerry Connolly is not an indictment of the party's youth movement.
By Karen Tumulty | 2024-12-18

Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-New York) attends a House Oversight Committee hearing on prescription drug prices on Capitol Hill on July 26, 2019. (J. Scott Applewhite/AP) 


Following Joe Biden's disastrous -- and eventually abandoned -- campaign to seek a second term as president, questions of age and fitness have become sore spots among Democrats.
So, it was not surprising that the drama accompanying the House Democrats' process this week of selecting their ranking committee members for the next Congress -- which usually causes little stir outside the privacy of a Democratic caucus meeting -- got a lot of attention.
In particular, the choice of who would be the top Democrat on the all-important House Oversight Committee was portrayed as a referendum on generational change. Veteran Gerry Connolly (Virginia), 74 years old and next in line for the job, faced a challenge from Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (New York), a third-term congresswoman who is less than half his age and widely considered the most dazzling young talent on the left.
She reportedly had the support of more than half the Democrats on the committee, which is packed with younger progressives (and on the Republican side, the panel includes such bomb-throwers as Georgia's Marjorie Taylor Greene and Colorado's Lauren Boebert).
That Connolly easily defeated Ocasio-Cortez -- the vote being 131-84 -- should not be misread as a victory for the mossbacks and old fogies. Rather, it was a pragmatic decision by House Democrats about the skills and judgment that will be most needed over the next two years, as the minority prepares to do battle with the incoming Trump administration and seeks to put itself on the strongest footing possible for the 2026 midterm elections.
As John A. Lawrence, a Capitol Hill veteran who was chief of staff to former speaker Nancy Pelosi (California), told me, the Democrats made some sound choices, and "a strategic determination by the caucus that you go into battle with your best generals."
Being an effective messenger is only the beginning of the multifaceted job of the ranking member. It also requires carefully picking your fights, coordinating the most effective lines of assault, maintaining discipline and building cohesion within the Democratic ranks.
"The role of ranking member is very critical because that's a pivot point [from which] the entire Democratic strategy flows," Connolly told me shortly after his victory. Connolly, who is finishing his eighth term, added that in the next two years, his goal is to assure that "everything we do is coordinated to winning back the majority in the midterms."
Ocasio-Cortez, a former bartender who got elected to Congress in 2018 by knocking off a 10-term member of the House leadership in the Democratic primary, has been evolving from an insurgent into a team player.
This year, for the first time, she contributed to the House Democrats' campaign arm, the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. She became an energetic surrogate for Vice President Kamala Harris during the presidential race, which dismayed some of her progressive colleagues who wanted her to press the Democratic nominee harder from the left. And in her bid to become the ranking Democrat on Oversight, she promised she would discontinue her practice of backing primary challengers to her incumbent colleagues.
But her positions and comments still take her outside the comfort zone of many Democrats, especially those representing moderate districts, who will be at the front line of the fight to take back the majority. Speaking about the killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, for example, Ocasio-Cortez stipulated that violence is never justified, but added: "I think for anyone who is confused or shocked or appalled, they need to understand that people interpret and feel and experience denied claims as an act of violence against them."
Pelosi, now sidelined after a fall in Europe, was among those campaigning behind the scenes for Connolly. Plus, the former speaker's personal enmity for Ocasio-Cortez is hardly a secret.
After losing the vote Tuesday, Ocasio-Cortez wrote on social media: "Tried my best. Sorry I couldn't pull it through everyone -- we live to fight another day." Indeed, despite that setback, generational change is happening among House Democrats, whose leadership not so long ago was held by a gerontocracy.
The shift began to take shape in 2018, when Hakeem Jeffries (New York) defeated Barbara Lee (California), a fellow Congressional Black Caucus member more than 20 years older than he was, for caucus chair. That set in motion Jeffries's rise to his current position as the party's leader in the House and potentially the first African American speaker.
And Tuesday's caucus vote did see several younger Democrats elbowing aside senior members, some in advanced stages of illness or infirmity, to win the ranking spots on committees. Angie Craig (Minnesota) -- who is 52 and, like Ocasio-Cortez, is only in her third term -- was elected top Democrat on Agriculture. Jared Huffman (California), 60, will become ranking Democrat on Natural Resources.
On Oversight, Connolly -- who says he is fit to serve while being treated for esophageal cancer -- will replace Jamie Raskin (Maryland), 62, who will become ranking Democrat on Judiciary, after the current one, Jerry Nadler (New York), 77, decided to bow out rather than face a challenge by Raskin.
All of that might not sound like a youth movement, but, given its options, the minority party in the House chose leaders who are closer to the ground -- and who can best prepare its members for what lies ahead.
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Bob Dylan is, unsurprisingly, not a lot like Elphaba
Plus: Bad UFO instincts. Ukraine's mineral riches.
By Drew Goins | 2024-12-18
You're reading the Today's Opinions newsletter. Sign up to get it in your inbox.
In today's edition:
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Biden's pardons don't go far enough. What about these?
Readers suggest more pardons for Biden and dissect his pardon of son Hunter. 
By Letters to the Editor | 2024-12-18

President Joe Biden greets his son Hunter at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago in August. (Craig Hudson/Reuters) 


Regarding the Dec. 13 front-page article "Biden begins series of pardons":
The president's clemency actions on Dec. 12 are welcome, but they fall far short of what is required. In commuting the sentences of those who remained in home confinement as a result of the pandemic, and in pardoning only a fraction of those whom the Justice Department has reportedly recommended for favorable action, President Joe Biden has done little to rehabilitate his dismal clemency record. Still before him are tougher decisions about whether to spare those on federal death row before President-elect Donald Trump takes office, and whether to take a serious bite out of the pardon case backlogs that have been growing since the Clinton administration.
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It's beginning to look a lot like Christmas
Ann Telnaes cartoon about Donald Trump's Cabinet picks.
By Ann Telnaes | 2024-12-18

(Ann Telnaes/The Washington Post) 
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To fix government, the Postal Service is a good place to start
One of the few places where Donald Trump's disruptive instincts might do some good.
By Editorial Board | 2024-12-18

Packages sit in a bin as the U.S. Postal Service prepares them for delivery. (Joe Raedle/Getty Images)


President-elect Donald Trump is considering overhauling the U.S. Postal Service, including, The Post reports, possibly privatizing it. Condemned by progressives as "extreme" and "truly awful," postal privatization is actually a mainstream public policy idea. Countries such as Germany, Japan, Britain and the Netherlands have already pursued it at least partially.
To be clear, we are agnostic on privatization for the United States. But with the Postal Service losing $9.5 billion in fiscal 2024, and headed for $80 billion more in losses over the next decade (despite $50 billion in relief from Congress in 2022), this is no time to think incrementally, much less to impose taboos. Indeed, postal reform is one issue on which Mr. Trump's disruptive instincts might serve the public interest.
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Isn't birthright citizenship a right? I'm answering your questions.
Submit your questions for Jennifer Rubin's mail bag newsletter and live chat.
By Jennifer Rubin | 2024-12-18
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Don't think twice, Dylan fans. 'A Complete Unknown' is all right.
The impossibility of ever truly understanding Bob Dylan is the movie's central tension.
By Will Leitch | 2024-12-19

Timothee Chalamet as Bob Dylan in "A Complete Unknown." (Macall Polay/Searchlight Pictures/AP) 


Will Leitch is the author of the forthcoming "Lloyd McNeil's Last Ride," a contributing editor at New York magazine and founder of Deadspin.
Bob Dylan is so inherently unclassifiable that, when the great filmmaker Todd Haynes made a purposefully disjointed and elliptical film about the songwriter, he had to cast six  actors to play Dylan, including Cate Blanchett, Heath Ledger, Richard Gere and an 11-year-old.
There would seem to be no greater fool's errand than to try to plug Dylan into a conventional or pop star biopic, the sort of straightforward narrative that in recent years has won Oscar nominations for Joaquin Phoenix as Johnny Cash, Renee Zellweger as Judy Garland and Rami Malek as Freddie Mercury. There is nothing normal about Bob Dylan; how could you possibly make a normal movie about him? He is so unknowable that he has been mistaken for a vagrant by four generations in a row now.
"A Complete Unknown," the new biopic of Dylan directed by James Mangold, turns Dylan's stubborn insistence on hiding in plain sight, the impossibility of ever truly understanding him, into the film's central tension. It's a movie about a main character who keeps trying to run away from his own movie.
Most Dylan fans I know -- a club that very much claims me as a member -- have been dreading the movie since it was first announced, particularly when they learned that Timothee Chalamet, the elfish man in all those perfume ads in the corner of your browser windows, would be portraying him. But I am delighted to let everyone know that our fears were unfounded. The movie, and Chalamet's devoted and truthful portrayal of Dylan, has constructed itself with a deliberate hole at its center. To paraphrase Haynes's movie title, he's not here. It's as true to Dylan as if he were to play the part himself.
Dylan's life and career have gone through countless permutations over the decades -- it's why Haynes cast so many actors to play him in the first place -- but this movie focuses on just two periods in Dylan's life: His emergence in Greenwich Village, with just a guitar and a notebook, looking for his hero Woody Guthrie, and his decision a few years later to "go electric" at the Newport Folk Festival, scandalizing the fans of the  music he made into a global sensation and  declaring his intention to leave them and go his own way.
The movie has all you'd expect from a traditional music biopic, from the love interest who takes a back seat to his music to the record executives who Aren't Ready For Him to the brilliant artist scribbling the first lines of what will end up among the most famous songs of all time. Having Mangold -- whose "Walk the Line" about Johnny Cash was so successful at perfecting the template for this sort of movie that the film "Walk Hard" turned its innovations into parodic cliche -- direct and co-write the film gives the film a recognizable foundation, one that the Dylan character, like the man himself rightly would, then spends the entire film quietly blasting apart. It's a respectful film whose main character has no interest in respect at all. Which is to say, my fellow Dylan fans, it does right by him. It's an anti-biopic.

Elle Fanning and Chalamet in "A Complete Unknown." (Searchlight Pictures/AP) 


From the very first scenes, as played by Chalamet, this Dylan has no use for anything other than his own songs and his desperate, entirely internalized, need to keep making them. Everyone else, from his girlfriend (Elle Fanning) to Joan Baez (a terrific Monica Barbaro) to his mentor Pete Seeger (Edward Norton) to record executives to a generation looking for a political and cultural leader to, ultimately, his entire fan base, they're all just obstacles that stand in his way. Chalamet's Dylan is aloof, peevish and, frankly, kind of a jerk. Nearly everyone in his orbit suffers accordingly. The closer they try to get, the more Dylan vaporizes and wafts away.
But this doesn't happen because of fame or riches or drugs, like it would in most music biopics. It happens because of who Dylan is. He just doesn't care. He lives his life and writes his music and manages his career like a man who knows everyone around him is trying to write a biopic about him. And he is bound and determined not to let them.
The movie isn't so much a biography as it is a series of chase scenes. People try to pin down Dylan, and he keeps running away. His victory is, at last, escaping.
This can make for a sometimes frustrating film -- we generally like our protagonists to change and learn over the course of a movie, and Dylan steadfastly refuses to do so -- but I suspect most Dylan fans will be relieved. This is not a cartoon Dylan you can get your arms around, a rock star travelogue, a hero's journey. This is much more like the Dylan described by Barack Obama, when he told Rolling Stone  his story of meeting Dylan in the White House:
He "finishes the song, steps off the stage -- I'm sitting right in the front row -- comes up, shakes my hand, sort of tips his head, gives me just a little grin, and then leaves. And that was it -- then he left. That was our only interaction with him. And I thought: That's how you want Bob Dylan, right? You don't want him to be all cheesin' and grinnin' with you. You want him to be a little skeptical about the whole enterprise."
Obama later invited Dylan to the White House to honor him for being awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. Dylan did not show up for that event or for the awards ceremony in Oslo. That spirit, of not getting too invested in anything but the work, infuses "A Complete Unknown" in a way that will cheer even the most dubious of the Dylan faithful. This is a music biopic honoring an American icon who refuses to show up for the honor. The title of the movie is the movie.
If Dylan ever watched it, he'd be secretly proud. But thankfully: I suspect he never will.
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After fights, Alexandria City High School cancels in-person classes for 2 days
In-person classes at Alexandria City High School were canceled for Thursday and Friday after a string of student fights broke out on Wednesday, injuring some students and staff.
By Karina Elwood | 2024-12-19

(Karina Elwood/The Washington Post)


Alexandria City High School canceled in-person classes for the remainder of the week after a string of student fights broke out on Wednesday, injuring some students and staff, school leaders said.
In a letter to families, Superintendent Melanie Kay-Wyatt said officials took the step after learning of the potential for more fights on Thursday and Friday. Students will complete assignments online instead.
School officials did not offer more details in the letter about the scope of the fights or the extent of injuries.
Friday is the last day of school before students begin winter break.
"I would also like to express how disheartening and concerning it was to learn about the unacceptable behaviors and actions taken by some of our students that resulted in injuries to staff and students," Kay-Wyatt wrote. "Our school community deserves better and counts on us to provide a safe place for teaching and learning."
The high school has multiple campuses. The campus on King Street was placed on a "hold status," similar to a lockdown, for the majority of the afternoon Wednesday after the fights broke out on campus.
A spokeswoman for Alexandria City Public Schools said Thursday morning that the district was not conducting interviews on the issue, but shared the letter sent to families the previous evening.
Kay-Wyatt said in the letter that leaders would create a plan for additional measures to be implemented when staff return on Jan. 6. The plan "will include severe consequences for any disruptive behavior," she wrote.
The Alexandria City High School PTSA shared a note from the school's principal on its Facebook page Wednesday evening.
"Let's all keep those injured in our thoughts tonight, hug our kids a little tighter and try not to speculate about what happened until more information is available," the PTSA president wrote.
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D.C.-area forecast and updates: Cold air is pouring in and it turns bitter this weekend.
Highs struggle to reach freezing Sunday.
By David Streit, Jason Samenow, Kevin Ambrose, Matt Rogers | 2024-12-19
Happening now: Bright sunshine has given way to more clouds which should hold temperatures in the low to mid-40s this afternoon.
What's next? It's comparably chilly tomorrow and spotty rain and snow showers are possible, especially toward evening. The most intense cold grips the region Sunday and Monday, when highs struggle to reach freezing.
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How rare is a white Christmas in D.C.? Could it happen this year?
A white Christmas has occurred only 14 times since 1893.
By Kevin Ambrose | 2024-12-19

A blanket of snow covers the Capitol grounds on Dec. 22, 2009, the last time Washington saw a white Christmas. (Kevin Ambrose)


A white Christmas is mostly something to dream about in the D.C. area. Only once in a great while do Washingtonians awaken to a beautiful blanket of snow on Christmas morning. Climate change is probably making this rare treat even more uncommon.
The last white Christmas in the District was in 2009, some 15 years ago.
Meteorologists define a white Christmas as the presence of at least an inch of snow on the ground Christmas morning. This has only occurred in the District only 14 times since 1893.
To see snow actually falling on Christmas Day is even more rare. An inch or more of snow has accumulated on Dec. 25 only four times in 131 years: in 1902, 1909, 1962 and 1969.

A thick blanket of snow covers the ground at the National Christmas Tree on Dec. 22, 2009. (Kevin Ambrose for The Washington Post)


During D.C.'s last white Christmas in 2009, 7 inches of snow lay on the ground at Reagan National Airport on Christmas morning. The deep snow came from a massive snowstorm, dubbed Snowpocalypse, on Dec. 18 and 19. More than a foot covered areas north and west of the city. However, a rainstorm moved into the area that day, washing away much of the snow.
Not since 2002 has accumulating snow fallen on Christmas. That year, a nor'easter pasted Washington's northern and western suburbs with 2 to 4 inches of picturesque snow. Reagan National, which was right along the rain-snow line, recorded only 0.2 inches that day.
Perhaps the most disruptive Christmas snowfall happened in 1993. A burst of heavy snow, accompanied by thunder in some places, preceded an Arctic front on Christmas Eve. A coating of up to 2 inches of snow fell in less than an hour. Initially, the snow melted on the roads, but it quickly froze as temperatures plummeted. Thousands of motorists were stuck in gridlock, which took hours to clear.
The glory years for Christmas snow in D.C. were in the 1960s. White Christmases occurred in 1960, 1962, 1963, 1966 and 1969. Christmas Day snowstorms occurred in  in 1962 and 1969. Snow also fell on Christmas Day in 1967 and 1970 but didn't total one inch to meet the criteria for a white Christmas.

Mount Vernon with snow cover on Christmas Eve 2009. (Kevin Ambrose for The Washington Post)


On those few occasions snow has fallen in D.C. on Christmas Day, the two biggest storms dropped 4.5 and 5.4 inches in 1909 and 1962, respectively. The deepest Christmas snow fell in 1966 and 2009, when seven inches were on the ground.

(Ben Noll)


Ironically, D.C.'s longest Christmas snow drought followed the snowy 1960s. From 1970 to 1988, there wasn't a single white Christmas. Those years spanned my entire childhood, so I never once saw a white Christmas as a kid. The current white Christmas drought of 15 years is sneaking up on the record.
Christmas snow droughts have happened in alternating decades. The 1950s, 1970s, 1990s and 2010s all went without a white Christmas. If this pattern continues, we should have at least one snowy Christmas this decade. Of course, climate change has decreased December snowfall, which may be reducing the frequency of white Christmases.

Average chance of a white Christmas based on data from 1991 to 2020. For the D.C. area, the chances are less than 10 percent. (NOAA for The Washington Post)


Will there be any snow this Christmas? Chances are very remote. A disturbance passing by to the north could offer a brief period of mixed precipitation in our far-northern suburbs (and especially toward the Mason-Dixon Line) late Christmas Eve. But it looks like temperatures will be too mild for anything but liquid precipitation around Christmas Eve and Christmas Day close to the District.
Jason Samenow contributed to this report.
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D.C. police arrest 18-year-old in shooting, robbery outside Dunbar High
A teenage girl was wounded when a man exchanged gunfire with people trying to rob her, D.C. police said.
By Peter Hermann | 2024-12-19

Police block a street after a shooting near Dunbar High School on May 3. (Omari Daniels/The Washington Post) 


A teenage girl shot outside Dunbar High School earlier this week was wounded when a man exchanged gunfire with people trying to rob her, D.C. police said in a statement after making an arrest in the case.
Authorities did not immediately make clear in a report or a prepared statement what role police believe the 18-year-old man who was arrested had in the incident. Police also did not say whether the girl was struck by a bullet fired by her defender or the attackers.
The injured girl, believed by police to be a student at the high school, was struck in the lower back and was treated at a hospital for injuries described as not life-threatening. Police identified the man arrested as Justice Thomas of Northeast Washington. He was charged with assault with a dangerous weapon.
The shooting occurred Tuesday a few minutes after 3 p.m. in the 200 block of Morgan Street NW, about a block from the school in the Truxton Circle neighborhood.
Sylvan Altieri, an assistant D.C. police chief, told reporters Tuesday that the wounded teenager, who was not identified, was taken back to the school, where police found her.
The shooting, which occurred off school grounds, was sparked when two people tried to rob the girl at gunpoint, police said in a statement. They said a third person armed with a gun got out of a nearby car and exchanged fire with the robbers. The girl was struck by one of the bullets.
No one else was struck in the exchange, according to police. A police report said bullets also hit two nearby vehicles. The report said detectives found multiple casings but did not say how many bullets were fired.
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RFK Stadium hopes are in jeopardy after spending bill is discarded
Full funding for replacing the Key Bridge in Baltimore and control of D.C.'s fighter jets also were thrown into uncertainty for Maryland.
By Meagan Flynn, Erin Cox, Sam Fortier | 2024-12-19

RFK Stadium in D.C. in 2023. (Craig Hudson/For the Washington Post)


Legislation allowing D.C. to redevelop RFK Stadium and potentially bring the Washington Commanders to their old home is now in jeopardy less than 24 hours after appearing likely to move forward in Congress.
Likewise, full funding for a new Francis Scott Key Bridge in Maryland -- along with a provision giving D.C.'s National Guard fighter jets to that state -- was thrown into uncertainty after House Republicans scrapped a federal spending bill Wednesday evening that had been released just a day before and included those regional priorities.
The swift rejection of the spending bill -- after President-elect Donald Trump and billionaire Elon Musk escalated Republican opposition -- threatens to unravel weeks of negotiations that led to the inclusion of all three provisions in the spending bill, which is intended to avert a government shutdown.
The RFK legislation would transfer control of the federal property surrounding the stadium to D.C., allowing Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) to negotiate with the Commanders to possibly lure them from their home in Prince George's County back to the site near the Anacostia River where they won three Super Bowl championships.
It's now unclear whether those provisions will be part of a renegotiated, pared-down spending bill. House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) has not detailed his plans for a new version. To avoid a government shutdown, Congress must pass a short-term spending bill before Saturday morning.
Opposition to the spending bill, which was intended to keep the government funded through mid-March, mounted all day Wednesday -- including from Trump and Musk, who will head a newly created "Department of Government Efficiency" (DOGE). The CEO posted more than 60 times about the continuing resolution to 200 million followers on his social media site, X, including bashing the RFK Stadium provision and spreading misinformation about it.
"This should not be funded by your tax dollars!" Musk tweeted, reposting an incorrect post about the RFK legislation from Mario Nawfal, a conservative social media influencer, who said the spending bill contained "$3-BILLION FOR ... A NEW NFL STADIUM IN DC."
But the RFK legislation does not include any federal funding for a stadium. In fact, it prohibits it. The provision only transfers control of the land to D.C. and allows the city to redevelop it for a host of purposes, including a sports stadium. Nawfal later edited the post to remove the $3 billion figure, after it had gone viral.
Later, Trump's newly created DOGE commission -- headed by Musk and former GOP presidential candidate Vivek Ramaswamy -- also targeted the RFK legislation, misleadingly posting on X that the spending bill included "A new football stadium in D.C." The legislation does not give the city a new football stadium.
The Commanders, who play in Landover, are searching for a new stadium home. Should RFK legislation ultimately pass, a potential deal in D.C. could include local, not federal, funding -- though it would still require the approval of a divided D.C. Council.
Trump has called for the House to pass a more streamlined bill "WITHOUT DEMOCRAT GIVEAWAYS" -- imperiling provisions such as those that Maryland Democrats negotiated into the bill: full bridge funding and getting D.C.'s fleet of F-16 fighter jets, as Maryland is set to lose its own separate air division.
Should the Baltimore bridge funding end up on the cutting room floor, it would be a tremendous financial and political loss for Maryland leaders, who have been lobbying Congress since the bridge was still in the water after its March collapse to come up with cash for the full cost to replace it. Gov. Wes Moore (D) hosted congressional leaders at the disaster site and spent hours on Capitol Hill advocating for the bridge funding, and the state's entire congressional delegation was involved in the effort.
President Joe Biden, too, had promised during a news conference hours after the collapse that the federal government would foot the entire bill for a new bridge, now estimated to cost as much as $1.9 billion. Federal law already would pay for 90 percent of the expense, but without the balance paid by federal cash, Maryland has cut roughly $170 million from its own transportation projects to finance building the new bridge.
On Wednesday, a spokesman for Moore declined to comment on the uncertainty now surrounding the bridge funding.
The rejection of the plan put forward by Johnson was somewhat of a reversal for some GOP members of Congress who had either supported the bridge funding or the idea of giving D.C. control of the RFK Stadium site for 99 years.
The RFK legislation garnered significant bipartisan support as it wound its way through Congress this year. Rep. James Comer (R-Kentucky), the chairman of the House Oversight Committee, introduced the bill, rallied GOP support for it and pushed for its inclusion in the spending bill. Bowser has spent years as mayor -- nearly a decade -- pursuing the RFK site, coming closer than ever in this Congress after finding strategic allies such as Comer. She did not immediately comment on the development Wednesday night.
But while those weeks of negotiations over the RFK site were left in doubt, one key deal was untouched by Congress: the separate memorandum of understanding inked between the Commanders and Maryland leaders about what happens at the Northwest Stadium site in Landover should the team decide to leave it behind.
In the nonbinding deal, the team agreed to deconstruct Northwest Stadium at its sole expense within 90 days of playing in a new home and plan a redevelopment project there "with projected economic impact at least equivalent" to the stadium it left behind.
The team has said it wants to be in a new home by 2030, and the process of building an NFL stadium typically takes several years. If the RFK legislation fails this Congress, the Commanders must decide whether to strike a deal with Maryland -- the only jurisdiction with a solidified site and apparatus to offer public funding -- or to spend more time and money trying to make D.C. -- or Virginia -- a realistic option.
If the RFK bill is not passed this Congress, D.C. and the Commanders would have to contend with a Republican Congress and mercurial president in the White House, whose DOGE commission members have already shown a prickliness toward the bill.
A Commanders spokesperson declined to comment Wednesday.
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She filmed as she said her ex-boyfriend shot her. It helped convict him.
Collins Agyei faced up to life in prison until a mistake at trial prompted a Fairfax County judge to lessen the charges.
By Emma Uber | 2024-12-19

Fairfax County, Va. courthouse. (AP Photo/Matthew Barakat)


Collins Agyei initially faced the possibility of life in prison after prosecutors say he shot at his ex-girlfriend six times, nearly killing her in an ambush minutes after she had helped their son onto the school bus.
Lying in her own blood outside of her Alexandria apartment that February morning last year, police body-camera footage shows she named the man whom she had just obtained a protective order against: "my son's father," she rasped, then, three times, "Collins." She arrived at a hospital clinically dead, a trauma surgeon testified at Agyei's trial this month.
But after prosecutors failed to report a mistake made by a witness, Judge Randy Bellows downgraded the primary charge against Agyei, bringing his maximum potential sentence to 23 years.
On Wednesday, that's exactly what a Fairfax County jury recommended, before several jurors who gathered outside of the courtroom said it was not enough time.
"It was all we could do," juror Jason Weber said in an interview, adding that the jury agreed that the evidence presented supported a more serious charge.
Ester Arko, 25, filmed the attack that almost killed her. In a chilling 32-second cellphone video, jurors could see a gloved hand pointing a gun at her before the screen goes dark, the sound of a gun firing repeatedly intermingling with her screams for help. Court documents show she had obtained a protective order against Agyei just three days before the shooting.
Arko, who remains severely injured, did not attend the trial or testify. Her brother shared a message on her behalf with The Washington Post after the jury announced its findings.
"I'm devastated of the outcome; he deserves to stay in a cage for life for what he put me through," she said, through her brother. "Because of him, I'm going through excruciating pain every day, mentally depressed and physically."
In the run-up to the trial, prosecutors seeking to play the body-camera footage for the jury called the surgeon to testify that injuries made it difficult for Arko to take the stand. Therefore, they argued, the video could act as her testimony.
The doctor said she suffered from vocal cord paralysis -- then he returned to the hospital and realized he had testified about the wrong patient. He promptly emailed prosecutors to tell them he had made a mistake, but prosecutors never informed the defense, which is required by law, said Fairfax County's chief public defender, Dawn Butorac.
"It's basic for a prosecutor to understand this should have been turned over," Butorac said.
As a result, Bellows dropped the charge from aggravated malicious wounding -- which carries a sentence of 20 years to life in prison -- to malicious wounding, which carries a penalty of five to 20 years.
In a court order, Bellows wrote that the failure to correct the testimony "fundamentally misled the defense."
When asked about the error, Laura Birnbaum, a spokesperson for Fairfax Commonwealth's Attorney Steve Descano, said the office regrets "that a communication mistake has resulted in the judge's decision."
Agyei still faced two felony charges, Birnbaum said.
"I hope today's outcome, and the fact that the defendant is going to be out of the community for over two decades, will provide some measure of comfort for the victim, her son, and their family," Descano said in a statement.
In making their case, prosecutors also played surveillance footage from outside Mallard Court Apartments that they said shows Agyei stalking a fleeing and injured Arko like prey as she stumbles through the parking lot.
"He shows no remorse or concern for her condition," Assistant Commonwealth's Attorney Jennifer Reinkober told the jury.
"Why did he finally stop shooting? Because he thought she was dead," she continued, noting that the man in the video didn't stop shooting until Arko stopped screaming for help.
Andrew Elders, a public defender representing Agyei, said none of the videos clearly showed the identity of the shooter. The surveillance footage is far away and low quality, he argued, while the video from Arko's phone is shaky, capturing only a gloved hand pointing a gun at her before the phone appears to fall.
In response, Reinkober pointed to Arko's determination to utter the name "Collins" to police officers even as she was bleeding out.
"She is telling you the name of the person who shot her," Reinkober told the jury. "Believe her."
Elders rebutted this idea, explaining that both Agyei and the pair's young son both are named Collins. What police interpreted as a dying woman's attempt to hold her shooter accountable he argued was a concerned mother calling out for her son.
He pointed to the lack of digital evidence like text messages, bank statements, GPS data and search history, saying if Agyei was guilty there would have been evidence on his phone.
"Instead of real proof you've been given cheap imitation," Elders said.
After the guilty verdict, the defense called Agyei's family members to testify about a childhood in Ghana they characterized as rough, followed by his struggles to adapt to life in the United States.
"He never really fit in," his stepmother, Kimberly Funn, said while describing how he was bullied until he dropped out of high school.
During the sentencing hearing, Arko's brother, Ebenezer Arko, shared how the family's lives had been shaped by the assault.
He said he began working 65-hour weeks to support his sister and nephew, then lost his job this month because he called out of work too often to take care of her. He testified that his rent increased by nearly $1,000 per month when he moved into a two-bedroom apartment to allow the pair to live with him. He said he assumed guardianship of his now 7-year-old nephew, acting as the second-grader's parent while his mother recovers and his father sits in jail.
In addition to the jail time, jurors recommended Agyei pay a $100,000 fine. As they congregated outside the courtroom after delivering the sentence, they asked prosecutors: Will that money go to Arko and her family?
The answer, the prosecutor solemnly delivered, is no.
Heavier than any financial strain, Ebenezer Arko said, is the loss of his sister as she was.
"We can't travel, we can't go out to the gym together, we can't go for a walk, we can't go to the playground and play with Junior," he said. "We cannot communicate like we used to, she cannot speak clearly."
Agyei is next scheduled to appear in court in April, where a judge can take the jury's sentencing recommendation or reduce it, but cannot sentence him to more time.
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D.C.-area forecast: Cold air is pouring in, and it turns bitter this weekend
Highs struggle to reach freezing Sunday.
By David Streit | 2024-12-19

Water taxis at the Wharf in the District on Wednesday morning. (Victoria Pickering)


A somewhat subjective rating of the day's weather, on a scale of 0 to 10.
5/10: Temperatures are seasonable, so today seems quite reasonable.
More appropriate winter cold returns today and then amps up over the weekend as we struggle to get above freezing on Sunday. Once again, moisture is lacking, so any snow chance we have late Friday is rather meager. The rest of the weekend sees sunshine in abundance.
Today (Thursday): Showers should be well to our east by daybreak, and clouds quickly scuttle off as well. The return of sunshine is challenged by incoming cold air and highs are only in the low to mid-40s. Winds are light from the northwest. Confidence: Medium-High
Tonight: Clouds slowly increase overnight as a fast-moving disturbance approaches from the west and an offshore area of storminess starts to develop in the Atlantic. Lows are mainly in the mid- to upper 20s but lower 30s downtown. Winds are calm. Confidence: Medium-High
Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram for the latest weather updates. Keep reading for the forecast through the weekend...
Tomorrow (Friday): The weak storm passing to our north is unlikely to set off more than isolated rain and snow showers, mainly in the afternoon. The storm off the Atlantic coast is likely to slow to develop and struggles to expand its moisture westward. Highs are in the upper 30s to lower 40s. Winds are minimal. Confidence: Medium
Tomorrow night: There's a chance of patchy light snow or flurries in the evening before skies gradually clear as colder and drier air filters into the area. Lows on the longest night of the year reach the mid- to upper 20s but near 30 downtown. Confidence: Medium
The winter solstice arrives on Saturday for the shortest day of the year. While daylight is limited, there is ample sunshine. With Arctic air settling in, highs only reach the mid- to upper 30s and feel more like the 20s with a gusty wind from the north through the day. Overnight lows drop to the teens across the area, so bundle up! Confidence: Medium-High
Sunday will struggle to make it above freezing as the heart of the cold air mass is in place. Plenty of sun highlights the frosty breaths of those outdoors with highs only in the upper 20s and low 30s. Lows are in the teens with upper single digits possible in the coldest spots on Sunday night into Monday morning. Confidence: Medium-High
Sunshine on Monday again struggles to dent the cold with highs from near 30 to the mid-30s. Confidence: Medium-High
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Former Virginia sheriff convicted of bribery in badges-for-dollars scheme
Scott Jenkins was found guilty of selling deputy credentials to men who wanted to avoid traffic tickets and carry concealed guns without permits.
By Paul Duggan | 2024-12-19

Former Culpeper County sheriff Scott Jenkins was found guilty of bribery, fraud and conspiracy by a federal jury in Charlottesville. (Eva Hambach/AFP/Getty Images)


Scott Jenkins, the former rural Virginia sheriff accused of deputizing wealthy untrained civilians who authorities said paid him tens of thousands of dollars for badges, was convicted of federal bribery and fraud charges Wednesday, ending a week-long trial.
A jury in Charlottesville returned the verdicts Wednesday night after deliberating for less than three hours, finding Jenkins guilty of all 12 counts he faced. The 53-year-old defendant, who was sheriff of Culpeper County from 2012 through 2023, is scheduled to be sentenced March 31, court records show.
Prosecutors said Jenkins enriched himself and his campaigns by swearing in well-heeled business owners from the D.C. area as unpaid auxiliary deputies, giving them police powers for bribes ranging from $5,000 to $25,000 -- more than $60,000 in all, often in cash-stuffed envelopes.
In addition, two undercover FBI agents who posed as wannabe auxiliary deputies testified that they gave Jenkins a total of $15,000 in cash for badges.
The bribe-payers rarely visited rural Culpeper, 70 miles southwest of Washington, and devoted few if any hours to volunteer public safety duty, according to prosecutors, who said the men wanted law enforcement credentials so they could drive fast, flash their badges to avoid traffic tickets and carry concealed firearms without permits.
Some of the money went into the sheriff's campaign fund, prosecutors said, but most of it he kept for himself. Jenkins, an outspoken advocate of Second Amendment gun rights, served three terms before being indicted in June 2023 and was defeated at the polls four months later. He ran once as a Republican and three times as an independent.
When his successor, Sheriff Tim Chilton (I), took office early this year, he said he discovered that about 50 people -- almost none of them trained or experienced in law enforcement -- were on the department's books as auxiliary deputies sworn in by Jenkins under circumstances that remain unclear. Chilton said he ended the auxiliary deputy program.
The trial, which began Dec. 11 in U.S. District Court, focused largely on six auxiliary deputies, most of them from Northern Virginia, who were appointed by Jenkins in recent years. Three of the six have pleaded guilty in the case and agreed to cooperate with authorities while they await sentencing, scheduled for next month.
One of the three, Rick Rahim, of Fairfax County, who owned restaurants, food trucks and laser-tag amusement centers, told the jury that he has an old felony record for passing bad checks and was barred from possessing a firearm. He testified that in 2019, he gave Jenkins $25,000 in cash and a $17,500 home-construction loan that has not been repaid. He said Jenkins used his influence in the Culpeper courthouse to get Rahim's gun rights restored, then deputized him.

Then-Culpeper County Sheriff Scott Jenkins. (Eva Hambach/AFP via Getty Images)


In his opening statement last week, defense lawyer Joseph P. Caleb said prosecutors had "no credible evidence" of bribery. As sheriff, Jenkins vehemently opposed gun limits passed by Virginia lawmakers, Caleb said, and he "came up with creative ideas" to legally get around them, including deputizing citizens so they could carry firearms unfettered.
The money he received was through legitimate political donations, said Caleb, who has declined to comment on the case.
Jenkins, who testified for nearly five hours Tuesday, denied any wrongdoing, saying authorities wrongly perceived a quid pro quo involving the auxiliary deputies. Clad in jeans, cowboy boots and a blue blazer with a gold-star sheriff's lapel pin, he told the jury that "accepting donations for campaigns is certainly okay" and "swearing in deputies is something a sheriff has complete latitude to do." There was no connection between the money and the badges, he said.
As for why most of the cash he received wasn't reported on campaign finance statements, Jenkins blamed oversights, misunderstandings and mistakes by others.
He likened the auxiliary deputies to a standby emergency "posse." Because he wanted the men to be "available for call up" with firearms at the ready, he swore them in as law enforcement officers, meaning they could keep their weapons even if Virginia enacted "an unconstitutional gun ban," he said.
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Barrage of gunfire hits nine people in minivan, killing one in Maryland
Gunfire in Baltimore County on Tuesday night hit nine people in the same car, killing one, as investigators probed a possible connection to a homicide 10 days ago.
By Dan Morse | 2024-12-19

(iStock) 


Authorities in Baltimore County investigating a barrage of gunfire into a moving vehicle that left one person dead and nine others injured were examining possible connections to a homicide 10 days ago in the same area, the county's police chief said Wednesday.
"There appears to be at least some rival individuals in this case," Chief Robert McCullough said. "We're working to try to determine exactly what's going on here."
The gunfire erupted about 7:10 p.m. Tuesday in Towson, about seven miles north of downtown Baltimore. Authorities said the shots appeared to have started along White Oak Avenue as the incident continued to near Loch Raven Boulevard.
It was not clear if there was any gunfire coming from the victims' vehicle, a Dodge minivan. It then crashed onto its side and into a building and caught fire, authorities said.
Arriving officers and medics found nine gunshot victims -- ages 14 to 27 -- who had been in the van, according to McCullough. One of them, whom he identified as 26-year-old Charles Graham Jr. of Baltimore City, died at the scene. The eight other gunshot victims, along with another injured person who hadn't been shot, were taken to hospitals.
Earlier that afternoon, less then two miles away, a funeral had been held for Andrew Blessing, 19, who had been fatally shot in the same area on Dec. 9, according to an obituary listing and Baltimore County police.
McCullough said at least some of the victims inside the minivan knew the earlier victim.
"They all know each other, and somehow they may have known the individual, Blessing, and his family," he said.
"The Andrew Blessing homicide occurred not far from yesterday's shooting," McCullough noted, adding the investigation is wide ranging. "We do not believe this was a random act of violence."
The chief called the type of shooting that erupted relatively uncommon for the area.
"Incidents of violence will not be tolerated or normalized in Baltimore County," he said.
"These acts are shocking and completely out of character for what happens and how we expect our communities to be safe," added Baltimore County Executive John Olszewski Jr.
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It was his first standup since the pandemic. Could he make people laugh?
Maher was never the class clown in high school. But he remembers people telling him as he got older that he was funny. 
By Anthony Rivera | 2024-12-18
8:16 p.m. Fourteen minutes to showtime.
Jimmy Maher was fidgeting. He'd done lots of comedy open mics -- in cities like New York, Columbus and Orlando -- but that felt like eons ago.
He moved from the far corner of the bar to the back stairwell clutching his eight-year-old composition book of jokes. This night at the Crystal City Sports Pub in Arlington, Virginia, was the first in nearly five years that he was going back onstage.
He stepped away from the noisy room filled with Christmas lights to clear his head.
"I'm on pins and needles right now because I want to be funny," he'd said moments earlier, his hands shaking. But once he gets his hands on a microphone, "I am just in comedy mode."
8:22 p.m. Eight minutes to showtime.
These are boom years for comedy, thanks to TikTok and podcasts, which provide paths to success that comics like Jerry Seinfeld, Jim Gaffigan and Jo Koy didn't have.
Maher was never the class clown in high school. But he remembers people telling him as he got older that he was funny. He flopped at his first open mic in New York back in 2015, so he signed up for D.C. Improv's comedy workshop the following year. Then he hit the open mic circuit, doing two to three shows a week.
Other comics gave him tips. His act improved.
Then, in the first year of the pandemic, thousands of bars and restaurants across the country closed temporarily or permanently -- and with them, many open mics.
Restlessness led Maher to leave a corporate job at KPMG in 2023. Two weeks later, he started law school at Catholic University to become a trial attorney, which would allow him to perform in a different kind of setting.
In August, he saw comedian Ron Funches in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, and could no longer deny the urge to return to stand-up. That's how Maher, 44, found himself at the second-floor bar at Crystal City Sports Pub getting ready to tell jokes.
He gave his empty beer glass to a bartender wearing a Dead Horse Comedy shirt, straightened his leather jacket and headed toward the stage. The smell of cigarettes hung in the air.

Maher performs. (Robb Hill for The Washington Post)


8:31 p.m. Showtime.
"This is my favorite time of year; I always buy clothes that are a couple of sizes too big so when I get home it looks like I've lost a bunch of weight," Maher said. "It's terrific."
The bit didn't land as he'd expected. He looked at his list of jokes and moved on.
"I'm having a difficult time with my girlfriend. She thinks that I'm cheating on her," he said. "So, she wants me to share location on my phone. Now, I leave my phone at home when I go out and cheat. And it's like going off the grid for a couple of hours.
"No alerts. It's like therapy."
A few people chuckled.
He launched into an extended riff on Cologuard, the mail-in colonoscopy service. It drew cackles of recognition, the biggest response of his five-minute act.
Soon, it was time for the closer:
"I was talking with my girlfriend, and she wants to move in together. So, she says well, hey, like, look, we're going to do this together. And I said okay, well, what do you want in the house? And she says, well, I want granite countertops, stainless steel appliances, and I want a yard in the back where the dogs can run. What do you want?
"And I said, 'carpet.'"
A polite laugh, then Maher announced he was out of time. Some cheers and whistles followed him off the stage.

Jimmy Maher holds his joke notes. (Robb Hill for The Washington Post)


His heart rate was up and he was a tad shaky, but he was riding high. Being center stage and making people laugh a little not only made Maher feel good -- he felt like his genuine self.
Maher returned to the bar, wiped the sweat off his brow and ordered a second beer. "Good set," someone said.
Many of his jokes were new and needed polishing, Maher acknowledged, but he was encouraged by the audience response.
His mind soon drifted to the next day's obligations, like his law school exam. He stuck around for 40 minutes, grabbed his composition book and headed to his home to Gaithersburg, Maryland.
He had an early morning coming up.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2024/12/12/jimmy-maher-comic-pandemic-crystal-city-pub/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Youngkin preaches bipartisanship, echoes Trump in Va. budget proposals
Youngkin said a surge in state revenue could fund tax cuts targeted at both working Virginians and corporations, along with spending increases in areas such as education, health care and economic development.
By Gregory S. Schneider, Laura Vozzella | 2024-12-18

Virginia Gov. Glenn Youngkin (R). (Sara Stathas for The Washington Post) 


RICHMOND -- Gov. Glenn Youngkin (R) delivered an upbeat budget message on Wednesday to the Democratic-controlled General Assembly, saying soaring revenue surpluses would fund proposed changes to spending and tax policy and keep the state's economy going strong.
Despite uncertainty about the potential impact of President-elect Donald Trump's plan for tariffs and cuts to the federal workforce, Youngkin was emphatic: Virginia is "winning."
He suggested modifying the two-year state spending plan adopted by the legislature earlier this year to create tax cuts targeted at both working Virginians and corporations, along with spending increases in areas such as education, health care and economic development.
"It is such a joy to stand here today with shared credit for all of us to say simply, my friends, Virginia is roaring," Youngkin said in an annual presentation to a joint gathering of the General Assembly's money committees. He added, "Virginia is growing, Virginia is leading and Virginia is winning."
While he emphasized the need for bipartisanship, Youngkin's proposals -- and language -- seemed to nod to his recent close alliance with Trump, who has famously characterized his own achievements as "winning." Youngkin used some form of the word at least 11 times in his half-hour speech.
He also touted a proposal to withhold funding from law enforcement agencies that refuse to cooperate with federal immigration authorities, in line with Trump's crusade against undocumented immigrants, and a plan to eliminate the tax on tips earned by service workers -- a Trump idea. In brief remarks to reporters after his speech, Youngkin brushed off any notion that Trump's proposed tariffs and his vows to move up to 100,000 federal job out of the Washington region could harm Virginia's economy.
"So are you concerned about the future economy?" Youngkin shot back when a reporter raised the subject, adding that Virginia has grown its economy over the past three years despite "inflationary headwinds" and "restrictive regulations" coming from the Biden administration.
"I am so looking forward to having a period of tailwinds that will come out of Washington ... I believe that President Trump is going to use tariffs to make sure that America gets good deals," the governor said.
Youngkin said Trump's policies will lead to "another level of growth" in Virginia. Already, the governor's analysts estimate that state revenue through the coming fiscal year will increase some $4.7 billion above forecasts, providing the means for Youngkin to fund his list of budget proposals for the General Assembly to consider in the legislative session that begins next month.
Senate Majority Leader Scott A. Surovell (D-Fairfax) panned Youngkin's budget plan, particularly a provision calling for school vouchers, which the Democrat called unconstitutional.
"Sounds like a cornucopia of unconstitutional, poorly thought-out, budget-busting concepts spawned from a Republican presidential primary test tube," Surovell said in an text message to The Washington Post, referencing Youngkin's 2028 White House ambitions.
A more muted response came from House Appropriations Chairman Luke Torian (D-Prince William), who told reporters afterward that he was pleased about the state surplus but declined to weigh in on any of Youngkin's specific proposals.
"We will visit with our staff and go over the governor's presentation and we'll see what is applicable, what we can do, what we can't do," he said.
Senate Finance and Appropriations Chairwoman L. Louise Lucas (D-Portsmouth), one of Youngkin's most reliable critics, dashed out to a speaking engagement without addressing reporters.
Youngkin's proposals include:
Virginia operates on biennial budgets, with the governor proposing a new spending plan every other year and submitting tweaks in the off-years. Youngkin's proposals Wednesday would be modifications to the budget he recommended a year ago. The General Assembly convenes Jan. 8 for a 46-day session and will consider Youngkin's amendments along with those submitted by lawmakers.
After Youngkin addressed the money committees, Finance Secretary Stephen E. Cummings presented the budget plan to them in more detail. Some Democrats raised concerns with him.
Dels. Candi Mundon King (D-Prince William) and C.E. "Cliff" Hayes Jr. (D-Chesapeake) questioned whether some of Trump's policies could threaten the state's economy, undermining the rosy revenue projections factored into Youngkin's budget. Mundon King noted Trump's vow to slash the federal bureaucracy that is a major employer in Northern Virginia. Hayes brought up threatened tariffs, which he said could especially hurt ports in his Hampton Roads district.
Cummings acknowledged that Trump has promised some "very aggressive actions" toward the federal workforce. But he said Virginia is well-prepared to absorb federal job cuts given the state's 2.9 percent unemployment rate. He also said that Trump imposed "massive tariffs" against China in his first term with minimal impact to Virginia's economy.
Del. Mark D. Sickles (D-Fairfax) asked whether Youngkin's plan proposes putting any "guardrails" on the fast-growing military tuition program, such as limiting it to Virginia residents or undergraduate students. When Sickles asked if it would still be available to "a graduate student from Kansas," he got a yes.
In an interview with The Post later Wednesday, Surovell said the legislature should "absolutely" consider tightening eligibility requirements to ensure the program's long-term viability.
House Minority Leader Todd Gilbert (R-Shenandoah) praised Youngkin's plan in a written statement as a "common sense, families-first approach to Virginia's future."
"Our Commonwealth has more than enough room in the budget to lower taxes, and to provide even more tax relief for our hardworking families, while continuing to invest in our schools and other critical priorities," he said. "I'm hopeful our colleagues across the aisle will agree."
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D.C.-area forecast and updates: Showers through the evening as a cold weekend awaits
Friday may bring a few rain or snow showers.
By Dan Stillman, Ian Livingston, Ben Noll, Jason Samenow, Matt Rogers | 2024-12-19
Happening now: Showers arriving this evening are with us off and on into the night. Most spots pick up a tenth or two of an inch as rain ends after midnight. Lows end up in the mid- and upper 30s.
What's next? Dry and colder tomorrow, plus perhaps a bit on the breezy side. Highs reach the seasonable 40s. Maybe a few rain or snow showers Friday before a very cold weekend.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/weather/2024/12/18/dc-area-updates-rain-cold-weekend/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Youngkin proposes $50 million for private-school vouchers in Virginia
Virginia Gov. Glenn Youngkin (R) proposed $50 million to start a scholarship program that would give lower-income families money to pay for private K-12 schooling.
By Karina Elwood | 2024-12-18

Virginia Gov. Glenn Youngkin (R) participates in a roundtable discussion with education officials and school faculty members at Colonial Forge High School in Stafford in September 2022. (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post) 


Virginia Gov. Glenn Youngkin (R) on Wednesday proposed spending $50 million to start a scholarship program that would give lower-income families money to pay for private K-12 schooling.
Called "opportunity scholarships," the program would allocate $5,000 scholarships to 10,000 students across the commonwealth to pay for private school tuition, fees, uniforms and supplies.
The proposed program -- which Youngkin announced as part of his broader budget proposal -- would be limited to families making less than twice the federal income limit to qualify for free school meals, or up to about $81,120 for a family of four.
Similar programs, commonly referred to as vouchers, that use government money to cover families' education costs outside public schools have exploded around the country in recent years. Billions of dollars have been driven into private religious schools, according to an examination by The Washington Post.
Youngkin said the funding for the proposed Virginia program would come from revenue growth, not existing education funding.
"I want to empower low-income parents with more opportunities for their children," Youngkin said in a speech proposing the budget. "It would provide that in Virginia we can support opportunity in education and continue to support our public schools."
Youngkin, who campaigned heavily on education issues, has rolled out other initiatives aimed at the state's public schools. When he first took office, Youngkin made sweeping moves to ban mask mandates in schools and "inherently divisive" topics from classrooms. More recently, the Virginia Board of Education -- made up almost entirely of Youngkin appointees -- launched a new accountability system to overhaul how the state will measure school performance.
Virginia currently offers a 65 percent tax credit to individuals and businesses who donate to private-school scholarship foundations. That is the only school-choice program in the state, according to EdChoice, a voucher advocacy group.
A Youngkin spokesperson said the program the governor outlined Wednesday would be modeled similarly to the programs in D.C. and Maryland that offer a limited number of scholarships to families who meet income requirements. According to EdChoice, more than 2,900 students in Maryland and 1,700 students in D.C. received vouchers through the programs in the 2022-2023 school year.
Previous efforts to pass laws establishing a voucher program in Virginia have failed in the General Assembly, and Youngkin's proposal is likely to face a similar challenge in the Democratic-controlled legislature in the session that starts in January.
Sen. Ghazala F. Hashmi (D-Chesterfield), chair of the Senate Education and Health Committee, said she was disappointed to see the program in the governor's proposal and plans to be "working hard" in the session to make sure it does not go through.
"He has touted himself as an education governor, and, repeatedly, he has tried to destroy public education in Virginia," Hashmi said. "This is not a good plan for public education at a time when our students deserve the best from each of us."
She noted that private schools are not mandated to accommodate all students, such as those with disabilities, in the same way that public schools are, and she said she worries about resources being driven away from public schools.
Genevieve Siegel-Hawley, a professor in the education school at Virginia Commonwealth University who specializes in school segregation and vouchers, said in an interview that $5,000 scholarships are unlikely to cover the full cost for many private schools in Virginia, which could continue to keep low-income students from accessing the more elite private schools.
"[The program] weaponizes the discontent with regular public schools and offers solution that would further drain needed resources from a system that is chronically underfunded, particularly for our most disadvantaged students," Siegel-Hawley said.
Youngkin's proposal garnered some attention from national advocacy groups.
"We commend the governor and legislative leaders for this proposal and look forward to working with them to empower every kid across the Commonwealth to find the educational experience best suited to their needs," Marcus D. San Marino, vice president of government affairs for Yes. Every Kid, said in a statement.
Youngkin's budget proposal also includes other measures aimed at education. He urged lawmakers to spend about $50 million for public schools identified as having the highest needs under the state's new school rating system, along with an additional $66 million to create a new state standardized test.
The governor also proposed an additional $110.7 million to support English-language learners and $25 million to expand lab schools that would partner historically Black colleges and universities in Virginia with K-12 schools.
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In a game of violence, concussions deliver their own brand of fear
Every concussion can have a life of its own, whether you're an NFL player or an ordinary person. 
By Barry Svrluga | 2024-12-19

Safety Jeremy Chinn was one of two Commanders to suffer a concussion against the Saints. (Butch Dill/AP)


What's asked of an NFL player wouldn't be asked of anyone in another profession, and that could be applied across so many aspects of this unusual job. None is more striking than watching a colleague get knocked out cold, kneeling with co-workers in a circle -- please, please, please, man, move your limbs -- as he comes to, watching him be helped in a wobbly daze to the locker room and then hearing the whistle. Time for the next play.
"It's a violent game," quarterback Marcus Mariota said. "You know there are things that happen. You know that's part of it. But you have to have a little separation. Once the person either is removed from the field or comes off, you have to kind of lock back in. Just because if you play timid or play scared, you open up your possibilities of getting hurt as well."
These guys are built differently. On every snap of every game, they are subjected to career-altering -- no, make that life-altering -- danger. Their response is essentially this: More, please.
"You think of your brother," special teams ace Jeremy Reaves said. "You check on your brother. You hope your brother is okay. But at the same time, hey, you still have a job to go do. It's part of it, right? You can't let that engulf you."
On Sunday in New Orleans, the Washington Commanders watched tight end Zach Ertz make an impressive, one-handed catch -- then be unable to stay on his feet by himself before he was woozily helped to the sideline. They watched safety Jeremy Chinn get involved in a tackle, then lie limply on the turf, motionless for what seemed like minutes. They had already endured running back Austin Ekeler going off late in a November game against Dallas, a memory-erasing hit to the head sending him to injured reserve.

Running back Austin Ekeler wound up on injured reserve after he suffered a concussion against the Cowboys. (Geoff Burke/Imagn Images)


After all that, you're supposed to go play this violent sport with the same type of violence?
"For sure, it is a challenge," Coach Dan Quinn said. "... At that point, the focus is on the player. Being able to get into the next space -- that does take mental training to go on to the next thing. Because you don't want to be callous to say, 'Next man up' or [anything like] that. That's not what we say at all. But you do have to shift back into the mode of the game and responsibilities."
One theme as the Commanders approach the final three games of the regular season -- games that will determine whether they make the playoffs for the first time since the 2020 season -- will be their health. In a day-to-day world, those updates appear on an injury report. By Friday, injured players will be listed as "questionable" or "doubtful" or "out," and that will help inform fans about Washington's chances Sunday against Philadelphia. (It'll help inform bookmakers, too, on how to set the line on the game.)
But I can't shake the idea that assessing concussed players with a line on a sheet of paper is dehumanizing to a degree. We can imagine what it takes to rehab a pulled hamstring or a torn knee ligament. Rebuilding a brain is different. I have seen it up close.
A few years ago, a close relative suffered a concussion in a fall. The rehabilitation process was some combination of demanding and demoralizing. Doctors would provide tests: Recite back this string of eight numbers. Repeat a list of objects: apple, button, car, etc. In normal times, it's simple stuff. In those foggy days, it read like quantum physics. Bursting into tears in front of a doctor you didn't know -- frustration mixed with fear -- wasn't uncommon.
The rehab instructions included playing simple board games such as "Sorry" to practice counting and moving a game piece at the same time -- then finding that task damn near impossible. Getting through a day meant writing down menial tasks in the most minute details: Find number for doctor. Call doctor. Make appointment. Get keys. Lock door.
Driving proved to be a cognitive potpourri. The eyes have to move from the car in front of you to the rearview mirror to the road sign displaying what exit number is for which direction, then around again. The brain must process what all those moving parts mean and get the body to react. It took months to safely drive across town.
That's one experience. It's different for everyone.
"For concussions, they all have a life of their own," Ekeler said this month on 106.7 the Fan.
Nine days after he couldn't remember coming off the field against Dallas, Ekeler made his weekly appearance on the "Grant and Danny" show. Co-host Grant Paulsen, listening to Ekeler's mostly upbeat assessment, said it sounded as if his season wasn't over. Ekeler yanked the reins -- hard. He had already recovered from a concussion suffered in Week 3 against Cincinnati. This is serious for football, sure. But it's serious for life, too.
"Hey, man, it's week to week," Ekeler told Paulsen. "It's one of those things I want to continue to learn more about: Hey, it's my second concussion. Am I more susceptible for a third one now that I've had two, and [considering] the severity of mine? It's a learning process for me because I've never had anything like this -- this bad and twice in the same year."
Chinn appeared at Washington's practice Wednesday. Ekeler and Ertz did not. The coming games against Philadelphia, Atlanta and Dallas are paramount for Washington's season. The coming years are more important for the lives of those three players. In that context, the Commanders' position in the playoff picture doesn't matter. Their health does.
"What's been good over the course of the last few years is just how open and honest people are about those symptoms," Mariota said. "Because early on in my career, you got a concussion, it was kind of like, 'Shake it off and get back to the next play or the next game.' That's been good for us as players, to be honest about how you feel. Because it's a scary thing."
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NFL Week 16 playoff scenarios: The postseason dance card is filling up
Half of the NFL's playoff berths have been claimed with three weeks left, the first time that has happened in league history.
By Matt Bonesteel | 2024-12-19

The NFL playoff picture if the season ended today. (David D. Robbins Jr./The Washington Post) 


Half of the NFL playoff field is set with three weeks left in the season, the first time that has happened in league history. Here is what's in play in Week 16:
Philadelphia Eagles (12-2)
The Eagles will clinch the NFC East with a win or a tie against the Washington Commanders.
Green Bay Packers (10-4)
The Packers most easily will clinch a playoff berth with a win or a tie against the New Orleans Saints on Monday night. They also will clinch a playoff berth with a Seattle Seahawks loss or tie against the Minnesota Vikings plus an Atlanta Falcons loss or tie against the New York Giants, or with a Falcons loss or tie plus a Los Angeles Rams loss or tie against the New York Jets.

The Commanders can commence their first playoff run since the 2020 season with a win over the Eagles, plus some help from other teams. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


Washington Commanders (9-5)
The Commanders will clinch a playoff berth with a win over the Eagles plus either of the following combinations:
The Commanders also will clinch a playoff berth with a tie against the Eagles plus the following combinations:
Kansas City Chiefs (13-1)
The Chiefs will clinch a first-round bye and home-field advantage throughout the AFC playoffs with a win over the Houston Texans on Saturday plus a Buffalo Bills loss or tie against the New England Patriots, or with a tie plus a Bills loss.
Pittsburgh Steelers (10-4)
The Steelers will clinch the NFC North title with a win over the Baltimore Ravens on Saturday.
Baltimore Ravens (9-5)
The Ravens will clinch a playoff berth with a win or a tie against the Steelers on Saturday, or with a Miami Dolphins loss or tie against the San Francisco 49ers plus an Indianapolis Colts loss or tie against the Tennessee Titans.
Denver Broncos (9-5)
The Broncos will clinch a playoff berth most easily with a win or tie against the Los Angeles Chargers on Thursday night. They also will clinch a playoff berth with a Cincinnati Bengals loss or tie against the Cleveland Browns, a Colts loss or tie and a Dolphins loss or tie.
Los Angeles Chargers (8-6)
The Chargers will clinch a playoff berth with a win over the Broncos on Thursday night, plus a Colts loss or tie and a Dolphins loss or tie, or with a tie against the Broncos plus a Colts loss, a Dolphins loss and a Bengals loss or tie.
New Orleans Saints (5-9)
The Saints will be eliminated from playoff contention with a loss or tie against the Packers on Monday night, or with a Tampa Bay Buccaneers win or tie against the Dallas Cowboys on Sunday night, or with a Falcons win.
Dallas Cowboys (6-8)
The Cowboys will be eliminated from playoff contention with a loss or tie against the Buccaneers on Sunday night, or with a Commanders win or tie.
San Francisco 49ers (6-8)
The 49ers will be eliminated from playoff contention most easily with a loss or tie against the Dolphins. There are many other combinations of results in other games that also would eliminate San Francisco.
Arizona Cardinals (7-7)
The Cardinals will be eliminated from playoff contention with a loss to the Panthers plus a Rams win, or with a loss, a Rams tie and a Seahawks win or tie, or with a tie, a Rams win, a Seahawks win and a Commanders win or tie.
Indianapolis Colts (6-8)
The Colts will be eliminated from playoff contention with a loss to the Titans plus a Chargers win or tie, or with a tie plus a Chargers win.
Miami Dolphins (6-8)
The Dolphins will be eliminated from playoff contention with a loss to the 49ers plus a Chargers win or tie, or with a tie plus a Chargers win.
Cincinnati Bengals (6-8)
The Bengals will be eliminated from playoff contention with a loss to the Browns, or with a tie plus a Chargers win or tie.
x-1. Detroit Lions (12-2, NFC North leader; own NFC tiebreaker over Philadelphia because of better conference record and NFC North tiebreaker over Minnesota because of head-to-head win)
x-2. Philadelphia Eagles (12-2, NFC East leader)
3. Tampa Bay Buccaneers (8-6, NFC South leader; own tiebreaker over Los Angeles Rams because of better conference record)
4. Los Angeles Rams (8-6, NFC West leader; own division tiebreaker over Seattle because of head-to-head victory)
x-5. Minnesota Vikings (12-2)
6. Green Bay Packers (10-4)
7. Washington Commanders (9-5)
Still in contention: Seattle Seahawks (8-6), Atlanta Falcons (7-7), Arizona Cardinals (7-7), San Francisco 49ers (6-8), Dallas Cowboys (6-8), New Orleans Saints (5-9).
Eliminated: Chicago Bears (4-10), Carolina Panthers (3-11), New York Giants (2-12).
y-1. Kansas City Chiefs (13-1, AFC West winner)
y-2. Buffalo Bills (11-3, AFC East winner)
x-3. Pittsburgh Steelers (10-4, AFC North leader)
y-4. Houston Texans (9-5, AFC South winner)
5. Baltimore Ravens (9-5, own tiebreaker over Denver via head-to-head win)
6. Denver Broncos (9-5)
7. Los Angeles Chargers (8-6)
Still in contention: Indianapolis Colts (6-8), Miami Dolphins (6-8), Cincinnati Bengals (6-8).
Eliminated: New York Jets (4-10), Cleveland Browns (3-11), Jacksonville Jaguars (3-11), Tennessee Titans (3-11), New England Patriots (3-11), Las Vegas Raiders (2-12).
x-clinched playoff berth
y-clinched division title
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The Capitals' offense, once high-flying, has started to sputter
In their last seven games, the Capitals have scored four goals twice, three goals once, two goals twice and one goal twice. They are 4-2-1 in that span, even as the offense has started to dry up.
By Bailey Johnson | 2024-12-19

Lars Eller and the Capitals are coming off back-to-back losses to Dallas and Chicago. (Nick Wass/AP) 


The offense was going to slow down at some point. The Washington Capitals were not, under any reasonable expectation, going to continue to shoot and score at the highest rate in the NHL, a mark that was north of 15 percent for a long stretch to start the season.
There is not much reason for the Capitals to panic. Teams go through ebbs and flows, and Coach Spencer Carbery has been aware for weeks that his team's electrifying goal-scoring pace probably would dip.
But in their past seven games, the Capitals have scored four goals twice, three goals once, two goals twice and one goal twice. That's an average of just 2.43 goals per game, a significant drop from the four-plus goals they were averaging for the first two months of the season.
"We just had some good looks," Carbery said Monday after Washington lost, 3-1, at the Dallas Stars. "You've got to give [goaltender Jake Oettinger] credit. That's a world-class goalie, and there's a reason he's one of the best in the world. But we have to, in those spots, we've got to find a way to break through and finish in those areas."
The Capitals are 4-2-1 in their past seven games, even as the offense has started to dry up. Their losses in Dallas and Chicago, both ends of a back-to-back set, are just the second time they've lost consecutive games. And captain Alex Ovechkin, who has been participating in morning skates while wearing a noncontact jersey, has suffered no setbacks in his recovery from a broken left fibula and is expected to return before the end of the month.
In other words, the sky is not falling. The Capitals remain in second place in the Eastern Conference and the Metropolitan Division, just one point behind the New Jersey Devils, who have played three more games.
But Carbery's job is to keep his team composed through the ups and downs of an 82-game season, and Washington is facing a bit of a rough patch for the first time.
Carbery didn't like how the Capitals played against the Buffalo Sabres on Saturday, even though they eked out a win. He was pleased with their performance in Dallas, despite an absent finishing touch. In Chicago, Carbery was as visibly disappointed with his team's play as he has been all season after Washington allowed three goals in the third period to lose to the Blackhawks.
"The excuse that I'm sure will be dropped is the travel and that," said Carbery, whose  team traveled to  Chicago on the morning of the game after getting stuck in Dallas the previous night. "But [we] should still be able to get through that. Just, for whatever reason, didn't have it."
Added defenseman John Carlson: "We weren't our usual selves. If we play even close to how we do with a two-goal lead, I think the game's a lot different. But we didn't, and you leave yourself susceptible for stuff to happen."
Good teams are going to have bad nights. In an NHL season, every team -- even the Stanley Cup champion -- will turn in a handful of games where it was outplayed by an opponent that is inferior on paper. There is no reason to believe Washington is headed for a major skid after losing two in a row.
"Kind of just slow everywhere on the ice," winger Andrew Mangiapane said. "Got to kind of learn from it. We're a good team when we're playing together as a five-man unit and playing quick."
But while the Capitals are not, at least for now, able to score seemingly at will anymore, getting out of this rough patch before it turns into a significant slide probably will require a return to the tight-checking, defensively committed performances that Washington leaned on last season, when the puck never went in easily.
"Maybe it's bearing down a little harder or kind of just taking the goalie's eyes away," winger Taylor Raddysh said. "... Get back to going to the net like we have been all year."
Added defenseman Jakob Chychrun: "We talk a lot about our [offensive-zone] structure. We just need to continue to work on that and find ways to get open for your partner."

The Capitals face the Carolina Hurricanes at home on Friday night. (Geoff Burke/Imagn Images) 


The Carolina Hurricanes come to Capital One Arena on Friday for what almost certainly will be an intense, highly competitive matchup between two of the top teams in the Metro. The Hurricanes beat the Capitals in the teams' first meeting Nov. 3, when Washington was playing on the second night of a back-to-back and appeared helpless in the face of Carolina's relentless forecheck.
This time around, both teams will be fully rested. The Capitals will be looking to prove Tuesday's loss in Chicago was a fluke, not an indicator of an impending collapse. The Hurricanes will be a significant test for that determination.
"We've had a lot of history against each other, at least since I've been here," center Nic Dowd said after the loss in November. "It's always a war."
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Sebastian Coe vows to protect women's sports in bid for IOC presidency
Sebastian Coe has led track and field's global governing body for the past decade.
By Adam Kilgore | 2024-12-19

In his bid to claim the International Olympic Committee presidency, World Athletics President Sebastian Coe vows to protect women's sports, modernize revenue streams and give athletes a greater voice. (Aleksandra Szmigiel/Reuters)


Sebastian Coe, the two-time Olympic gold medalist who has led track and field's global governing body for the past decade, unveiled a platform to claim the International Olympic Committee presidency that includes "protecting" women's sports, modernizing revenue streams and giving athletes a greater voice.
Coe, a Brit who oversaw the 2012 London Olympics before becoming the president of World Athletics in 2015, is one of seven candidates running for the IOC presidency vacated this year by Thomas Bach. In a video conference with reporters Wednesday and a "manifesto" publicly released Thursday, Coe made his case.
Coe positioned himself as an experienced, collaborative administrator who led World Athletics "back from the brink." He vowed he would prioritize the quality of competition and make IOC decisions more democratic among members while also taking firm stances on controversial topics.
Under Bach, the IOC allowed individual sporting federations to make their own policies on hot-button issues, leading to a muddled patchwork of rules across sports on matters such as Russian participation and transgender athlete eligibility.
"I would want more unified guidelines," Coe said. "If you don't, then you get into difficult territory. ... Of course, you maintain absolutely the autonomy and independence of international federations."
Under Coe, World Athletics, track and field's governing body, has been resolute about issues that other federations tend to dance around. He said he would bring that clarity to the IOC if elected. World Athletics banned Russian athletes from its world championships after the country's invasion of Ukraine and prevented transgender women assigned male at birth from competing in its women's category.
It created a policy for athletes assigned female at birth who were diagnosed with differences of sex development to test below a specified testosterone level and to take testosterone-suppressing medication if they wanted to compete. In its regulations, World Athletics said it created the policy "only to the extent necessary to deliver fair and meaningful competition conditions at the elite level of the sport."
"I will advocate for clear, science-based policies that safeguard the female category," Coe wrote. "We will work closely with world-leading medical and educational institutions to increase research into female health, performance and exercise physiology. Women's sport is at a critical juncture. We must navigate this with sensitivity and resolve to ensure current and future generations of women choose sport."
World Athletics' policies on Russia and women's sports were united, in Coe's view, by fairness. In Russia's case, Coe could not abide Russian athletes competing alongside Ukrainians whose training had been disrupted by Russia's invasion. In the case of transgender women, Coe said World Athletics prioritizes inclusion, but not over a fair playing field. In Coe's interpretation, the science indicated transgender women would have a competitive advantage.
Coe also said he would modernize the IOC's business approach. The Olympics thrived for years on Peter Ueberroth's model of an exclusive handful of high-paying sponsors. Coe believes the Olympics need to broaden the approach, offering more companies the chance to partner with the Olympics in less "cumbersome" fashion.
An original member of the Athletes Commission, Coe also said athletes deserved a bigger voice and more help in publicizing their stories. At the Paris Olympics, World Athletics made the unprecedented move to give $50,000 in prize money to gold medalists, a decision Coe unapologetically stood by even as it rankled other sport federations.
The other candidates for IOC President are International Ski Federation President Johan Eliasch, International Cycling Union President David Lappartient, International Federation of Gymnastics President Morinari Watanabe and IOC executive board members Juan Antonio Samaranch Jr., Prince Feisal al Hussein and Kirsty Coventry.
In contemplating whether to run for IOC president, Coe said, he determined he had been in training for the position for most of his life.
"I don't view it as a job. It's a passion," he said. "I don't think I could have been involved in the Olympic movement one way or another, since the age of 11, without being very passionate about the potential of the movement to change the lives of millions of young people. I want it to flourish, and I want it to grow. And I think I have the experience to do that."
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RFK Stadium hopes are in jeopardy after spending bill is discarded
Full funding for replacing the Key Bridge in Baltimore and control of D.C.'s fighter jets also were thrown into uncertainty for Maryland.
By Meagan Flynn, Erin Cox, Sam Fortier | 2024-12-19

RFK Stadium in D.C. in 2023. (Craig Hudson/For the Washington Post)


Legislation allowing D.C. to redevelop RFK Stadium and potentially bring the Washington Commanders to their old home is now in jeopardy less than 24 hours after appearing likely to move forward in Congress.
Likewise, full funding for a new Francis Scott Key Bridge in Maryland -- along with a provision giving D.C.'s National Guard fighter jets to that state -- was thrown into uncertainty after House Republicans scrapped a federal spending bill Wednesday evening that had been released just a day before and included those regional priorities.
The swift rejection of the spending bill -- after President-elect Donald Trump and billionaire Elon Musk escalated Republican opposition -- threatens to unravel weeks of negotiations that led to the inclusion of all three provisions in the spending bill, which is intended to avert a government shutdown.
The RFK legislation would transfer control of the federal property surrounding the stadium to D.C., allowing Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) to negotiate with the Commanders to possibly lure them from their home in Prince George's County back to the site near the Anacostia River where they won three Super Bowl championships.
It's now unclear whether those provisions will be part of a renegotiated, pared-down spending bill. House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) has not detailed his plans for a new version. To avoid a government shutdown, Congress must pass a short-term spending bill before Saturday morning.
Opposition to the spending bill, which was intended to keep the government funded through mid-March, mounted all day Wednesday -- including from Trump and Musk, who will head a newly created "Department of Government Efficiency" (DOGE). The CEO posted more than 60 times about the continuing resolution to 200 million followers on his social media site, X, including bashing the RFK Stadium provision and spreading misinformation about it.
"This should not be funded by your tax dollars!" Musk tweeted, reposting an incorrect post about the RFK legislation from Mario Nawfal, a conservative social media influencer, who said the spending bill contained "$3-BILLION FOR ... A NEW NFL STADIUM IN DC."
But the RFK legislation does not include any federal funding for a stadium. In fact, it prohibits it. The provision only transfers control of the land to D.C. and allows the city to redevelop it for a host of purposes, including a sports stadium. Nawfal later edited the post to remove the $3 billion figure, after it had gone viral.
Later, Trump's newly created DOGE commission -- headed by Musk and former GOP presidential candidate Vivek Ramaswamy -- also targeted the RFK legislation, misleadingly posting on X that the spending bill included "A new football stadium in D.C." The legislation does not give the city a new football stadium.
The Commanders, who play in Landover, are searching for a new stadium home. Should RFK legislation ultimately pass, a potential deal in D.C. could include local, not federal, funding -- though it would still require the approval of a divided D.C. Council.
Trump has called for the House to pass a more streamlined bill "WITHOUT DEMOCRAT GIVEAWAYS" -- imperiling provisions such as those that Maryland Democrats negotiated into the bill: full bridge funding and getting D.C.'s fleet of F-16 fighter jets, as Maryland is set to lose its own separate air division.
Should the Baltimore bridge funding end up on the cutting room floor, it would be a tremendous financial and political loss for Maryland leaders, who have been lobbying Congress since the bridge was still in the water after its March collapse to come up with cash for the full cost to replace it. Gov. Wes Moore (D) hosted congressional leaders at the disaster site and spent hours on Capitol Hill advocating for the bridge funding, and the state's entire congressional delegation was involved in the effort.
President Joe Biden, too, had promised during a news conference hours after the collapse that the federal government would foot the entire bill for a new bridge, now estimated to cost as much as $1.9 billion. Federal law already would pay for 90 percent of the expense, but without the balance paid by federal cash, Maryland has cut roughly $170 million from its own transportation projects to finance building the new bridge.
On Wednesday, a spokesman for Moore declined to comment on the uncertainty now surrounding the bridge funding.
The rejection of the plan put forward by Johnson was somewhat of a reversal for some GOP members of Congress who had either supported the bridge funding or the idea of giving D.C. control of the RFK Stadium site for 99 years.
The RFK legislation garnered significant bipartisan support as it wound its way through Congress this year. Rep. James Comer (R-Kentucky), the chairman of the House Oversight Committee, introduced the bill, rallied GOP support for it and pushed for its inclusion in the spending bill. Bowser has spent years as mayor -- nearly a decade -- pursuing the RFK site, coming closer than ever in this Congress after finding strategic allies such as Comer. She did not immediately comment on the development Wednesday night.
But while those weeks of negotiations over the RFK site were left in doubt, one key deal was untouched by Congress: the separate memorandum of understanding inked between the Commanders and Maryland leaders about what happens at the Northwest Stadium site in Landover should the team decide to leave it behind.
In the nonbinding deal, the team agreed to deconstruct Northwest Stadium at its sole expense within 90 days of playing in a new home and plan a redevelopment project there "with projected economic impact at least equivalent" to the stadium it left behind.
The team has said it wants to be in a new home by 2030, and the process of building an NFL stadium typically takes several years. If the RFK legislation fails this Congress, the Commanders must decide whether to strike a deal with Maryland -- the only jurisdiction with a solidified site and apparatus to offer public funding -- or to spend more time and money trying to make D.C. -- or Virginia -- a realistic option.
If the RFK bill is not passed this Congress, D.C. and the Commanders would have to contend with a Republican Congress and mercurial president in the White House, whose DOGE commission members have already shown a prickliness toward the bill.
A Commanders spokesperson declined to comment Wednesday.
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Two Commanders miss practice for birth of children. Now here's the kicker.
Zane Gonzalez and Greg Joseph expected the delivery of their children on the same day. It continues an unusual run at the position for Washington.
By Nicki Jhabvala | 2024-12-19

Greg Joseph signed with the Commanders' practice squad Friday and then made 2 of 3 field goals in their game Sunday at the New Orleans Saints. (Jonathan Bachman/Getty Images)


The Washington Commanders were without a kicker in practice Wednesday: Zane Gonzalez and practice squad kicker Greg Joseph were excused for the pending births of their children.
"Never a dull moment around here," Coach Dan Quinn quipped. "We keep it exciting all the time."
Yup. Only in Washington.
The news was undoubtedly joyful for the Commanders and their specialists, but it was also the latest twist in a saga that seems to have no end.
Since March, the Commanders have signed seven kickers, starting with Brandon McManus, who they thought would provide a stable and reliable presence at the position. But when he was released in June after sexual assault allegations (the NFL said in September there was insufficient evidence that McManus violated the personal conduct policy, and it did not discipline him), the Commanders began a lengthy tryout for his replacement.
Ramiz Ahmed arrived first, followed by Riley Patterson. Neither stuck around for the regular season. Then Washington acquired Cade York in a trade with the Cleveland Browns, but he was cut after the season opener, and Austin Seibert signed soon after. Seibert immediately set a franchise record with seven field goals in a win over the New York Giants, but injuries derailed his run.
Injuries also derailed the brief run of Seibert's replacement, Gonzalez, who missed Sunday's game in New Orleans after making 3 of 5 field goal attempts in three games with Washington. Joseph, added to the practice squad Friday, went 2 for 3 against the Saints, missing a critical 54-yard attempt before the two-minute warning in the fourth quarter.
Still following?
Only one other team, the New York Jets, has used four kickers in the regular season. Including the preseason, Washington stands alone by using a league-high six kickers in games.
For all the scrutiny of the quarterback carousel since 2019 in Washington, the team has brought in just as many kickers (15) in that span.
And in a season when games have been especially close -- 254 games across the league have finished within one score, the third most through Week 15 of a season this century -- Washington's inconsistency at the position has been costly and frustrating.
"It has been, for sure," Quinn said. "And, honestly, the people I give a lot of credit to are [long snapper Tyler Ott and holder Tress Way]. They've had to do the most work. When you're a specialist, there's a lot of very specific skill work that goes into that."
The challenge of adjusting to multiple kickers is felt by many, but for Way, who is also the punter and the emergency kicker, a new kicker means a new undertaking. It's on Way and Ott to adjust the kicking operation and get comfortable enough to perform it in a game. Some kickers like to play the wind with the hold, while some prefer the hold to be uniform every time. Some have different timings to their kicks, and some have different cues for the snap.
"In our world, consistency and timing and rhythm is especially important for the group, so it has definitely added a layer of adapting," Ott said. "I don't want to say stress. It's just not as smooth, and it's unlucky, and I feel bad for the guys that come in and get hurt. ... It's just unusual to see it happen as much as it has here."
On Wednesday, without a kicker on the side field, practice for Way and Ott was a bit different. They went over protections and discussed Way's kicking threshold.

Tress Way, left, has been the holder for each of Washington's kickers, including Zane Gonzalez, who has made 3 of 5 field goals this year. (Matt Slocum/AP)


His annual practice as an emergency kicker was last week. "I made them all last week, but I forgot how far they were from," he joked. "I blacked out, it happened so fast."
Way claims to have hit from 67 yards in practice -- in high school. His career long in high school was 54 yards, but that was off a tee.
"I was 1 for 6 in my college career -- thanks for bringing it up," said Way, who played at Oklahoma. "I bet I'm good from around 40 ... but we have a pretty good track record of Hail Marys, so we may just do that."
By late afternoon Wednesday, Gonzalez and his wife welcomed their baby, while the Joseph family was still awaiting the arrival of theirs.
"Totally happy circumstances there," Ott said, "but for it to happen on the same day, you can't make this story up."
The Commanders opened the 21-day practice window for defensive tackle Jonathan Allen, a surprise but welcome development for Washington's line. Allen was placed on injured reserve after suffering a pectoral injury in Week 6 against the Baltimore Ravens.
The possibility of a return became real a few weeks ago, Quinn said, after Allen had a positive checkup with his surgeon.
"Post-surgery to where that started it to say, 'Okay, this is something that potentially could be there,'" Quinn added. "And then you had to make the next marker. ... Seeing the surgeon, seeing that process go, because he looked not like a person that had this surgery. Usually you see a lot less on one side. He's built different, that's for sure. But it was within the last month where this trajectory was taking place."
Allen was limited in practice Wednesday and was seen participating in individual work with the defensive line during the brief media-viewing portion of the workout.
It seems unlikely the team would activate him before Sunday's game against the Philadelphia Eagles. But the final two weeks, against the Atlanta Falcons on "Sunday Night Football" and then at the Dallas Cowboys in the season finale, could be possible return dates, depending on how Allen feels as his workload increases.
Safety Jeremy Chinn, who suffered a concussion in the victory at New Orleans, cleared enough of the protocol to be a limited participant in practice. Tight end Zach Ertz, who also is recovering from a concussion, did not practice.
Guard Sam Cosmi did not practice because of an illness, while center Tyler Biadasz, who missed Sunday's game because of an illness, returned to the field.
Wide receiver Luke McCaffrey (shoulder), defensive tackle Daron Payne (back) and center Michael Deiter (ankle) were limited.
Quarterback Jayden Daniels turned 24 on Wednesday. To commemorate the occasion, rookie cornerback Mike Sainristil surprised Daniels by bringing out a small cake with a No. 5 candle and serenading him before his news conference.
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College Football Playoff picks: Penn State, Texas and two unders     
The Nittany Lions and Longhorns should be able to advance from this weekend's first round, while scoring might be at a premium in the other two games.
By Matt Bonesteel | 2024-12-19

Quarterback Drew Allar and Penn State should be able to get past SMU in the first round of the College Football Playoff. (Jordan Prather/USA TODAY Sports via Reuters Con)


A dismal conference championship weekend sent my record spiraling to 28-32 for the season. Time's running out to turn things around, and hopefully that will start with winning picks for the four first-round College Football Playoff games this weekend.
All times Eastern.
No. 10 Indiana at No. 7 Notre Dame
Friday, 8 p.m., ABC/ESPN
The pick: Under 511/2 (FanDuel)
I think the defenses will be the story here. Indiana leads the nation in rushing yards allowed per game (70.8), ranks third in rushing success rate allowed and is 11th in expected points allowed per rush. Notre Dame tops the nation in success rate allowed per dropback and EPA per dropback and ranks third in Pro Football Focus's pass coverage grade, and only Ohio State and Texas allowed fewer points per game than the Fighting Irish's 13.6. The Hoosiers struggled to put up points in two late-season games against good defenses, scoring 20 in a win over Michigan and 15 in a loss at Ohio State, and eight of those points came in garbage time. I think we could see a similar result on a cold night in South Bend.
No. 11 SMU at No. 6 Penn State
Saturday, noon, TNT
The pick: Penn State -81/2 (DraftKings)
The secret to beating Penn State, or at least keeping things close, apparently is running the ball. The Nittany Lions have allowed more than 100 rushing yards in a game five times and failed to cover the spread in each of those contests. (They went 6-2 against the spread in their other games.) Power conference teams that allow more than 100 rushing yards in a game cover the spread at a 43.2 percent clip, so Penn State's performance is well below average. Fortunately for the Nittany Lions, the Mustangs have only a middling rushing attack, ranking 56th in yards per carry (4.5) and 78th in success rate. Penn State's offense, meanwhile, averaged seven yards per play against Oregon in the Big Ten championship game, and the Ducks' defense is on par with the Mustangs'. I'm not worried about the Nittany Lions moving the ball.
No. 12 Clemson at No. 5 Texas
Saturday, 4 p.m., TNT
The pick: Texas -111/2 (DraftKings or FanDuel)
The Longhorns defeated Texas A&M, 17-7, in their regular season finale, but that 10-point margin was a little bit misleading: Texas had four consecutive drives into Aggies territory end without points during the game's midsection and outgained Texas A&M by 1.5 yards per play, a huge number in a one-game sample. Likewise, the Longhorns' three-point overtime loss to Georgia in the SEC championship game didn't tell the whole story: Texas missed two field goals and had a 1.2-yard edge in yards per play. Clemson's win over SMU in the ACC title game, which got the Tigers to this point, was more a product of good fortune than anything else. The Tigers had four first-half drives start in SMU territory and scored 17 points off them en route to a 24-7 halftime lead, yet they almost coughed up the game when the bounces stopped rolling their way. Texas rolls.
No. 9 Tennessee at No. 8 Ohio State
Saturday, 8 p.m., ABC/ESPN
The pick: Under 451/2 (FanDuel)
The Volunteers lead the nation in overall defensive success rate, rushing defense success rate and expected points allowed per rush, and they rank fourth in yards allowed per rush (2.83). The Buckeyes are second nationally in overall defensive success rate and success rate allowed per dropback and third in expected points allowed per dropback. Both teams also have nonelite offensive lines, with Tennessee ranking 75th in Pro Football Focus's pass-blocking grade and 81st in run-blocking grade, and Ohio State coming in at 100th in PFF pass-blocking, so the Volunteers' Nico Iamaleava and the Buckeyes' Will Howard might be under a lot of pressure. The Buckeyes were a dead under team during the second half of the season, with five of their last six games coming in under the total, and the one that didn't -- a 38-15 win over Indiana on Nov. 23 that went over by a half-point -- needed two garbage-time touchdowns to barely surpass the total.
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Doug Gottlieb's 'Nobody U' comments come back to haunt in loss to D-II team
The defeat continued a tough week for Gottlieb, who is coaching Green Bay while keeping his gig as a sports-radio host, following mockery from Adam Schefter.
By Des Bieler | 2024-12-19

"It doesn't feel good, but it's Year 1," Doug Gottlieb said of Adam Schefter's jab at Green Bay's losing ways. "... We'll keep the receipts." (Sarah Kloepping/Imagn Images)


As a sports radio host, Doug Gottlieb has been paid to express strong opinions, and if he received blowback from some of them, that wasn't necessarily bad for business. As a first-year head coach for a Division I men's basketball program -- a new role Gottlieb has taken on in addition to his longtime day job -- he is being paid to win games.
Business hasn't exactly been booming in that regard, and Gottlieb's established penchant for provocation is making this week even tougher for him than it already might have been.
First, he got into an online spat with Adam Schefter that resulted in the ESPN reporter letting his 11.3 million followers on X know that Gottlieb's Green Bay squad was on an epic losing streak that had landed the Phoenix squarely in the Horizon League basement.
Then the Phoenix lost to a Division II team, which led to plenty of online derision -- and not just because Gottlieb might have been expected to guide his players to a win against that level of competition. Several days earlier, he had spoken of a desire to compete against stronger squads, as opposed to the kind of "Nobody U" program his team should swat aside.
On Wednesday, the part of "Nobody U" was played by Michigan Tech, and after the Huskies left Green Bay with a 72-70 win, clips of Gottlieb's seemingly disdainful comments went viral.
Following the game, Gottlieb went online to respond to one of the clips, in which he was shown telling reporters last week: "Part of the reason I want to play better teams is, it's 2 degrees outside and snowing. I don't really like the idea of 'Nobody U' coming in here, and like -- I always tell [them], 'What do we learn, playing a game where we win by 20 [points]?'"
"Done with this crap," Gottlieb wrote on X in his response. "We scheduled up. Including Michigan Tech. No where ever, have I been critical of anyone on our schedule. Now, back to work."
Gottlieb also shared posts from others defending his comments as having been taken out of context and asserting that when he said "Nobody U," he wasn't talking about Michigan Tech. One post noted that just after the remarks from Gottlieb shown in the clip, he told reporters, "Every game on our schedule is a game that we can lose."
Just before the comments shown in the clip, however, Gottlieb had said of the tough stretch in which his team was mired: "This is why you've got to schedule -- like everybody else does -- a couple of D-2s early." He then referred to having gotten from league staffers "tiers of who to schedule" and seeing "nobody."
After Wednesday's loss, the eighth straight for the 2-11 Phoenix, Gottlieb said at his postgame news conference: "I fully understand I'm a public figure, and so there's lots of arrows coming my way, and I'm built for it. I've been through way worse in my life. But I also understand that [when] your program kind of gets put on blast, it feels worse, and it's not like anybody else feels sorry for you."
The 48-year-old former standout point guard was then asked, having just lost to a Division II school, what he would say to people who might feel that he was stretching himself too thin.
"I'm as dedicated to this job as any human being has ever been," Gottlieb replied. "And I'm going to see it through until we win a Horizon League championship. This is my dream job, and I will not fall short of the 100 percent effort that's required."
Gottlieb has dabbled in coaching, most notably in multiple stints at the Maccabiah Games, but in May he agreed for the first time to take the reins of a college program. He was reported then to have accepted the Green Bay job on the condition that he be allowed to continue working as the host of a daily, nationally syndicated show on Fox Sports Radio.
In Tuesday's installment of "The Doug Gottlieb Show," the host addressed his back-and-forth the day before with Schefter, whom Gottlieb said came off the "top rope" to take a shot at Green Bay's struggles.
"For the record," Gottlieb said, "I know what my record is here. It doesn't feel good, but it's Year 1. It's not a one-year plan, and we'll get it right. It just takes time. ... We'll keep the receipts, and we'll make sure that everybody remembers that we remember."
The interaction had been sparked Monday by a Schefter post on X that Sacramento State's football program had "over $50 million" in name, image and likeness funding. That sparked a response in which Gottlieb told Schefter to "edit what agents tell you" and stated there was a "0.0% chance" Sacramento State had that much cash on hand.
After replying that a NIL committee for the school had announced it reached its initial goal of $50 million in funding, Schefter added a second post that stuck a dagger into his antagonist.
"And Jeezus, Doug. A seven-game losing steak and last place in the Horizon League?" Schefter wrote, appending an image of the league standings. "Less time on social media and more time in the gym."
Gottlieb did not fire back directly, but he shared another sports journalist's post claiming on Monday that Sacramento State NIL boosters "do not even have $1 million in NIL money, much less $50 million." The next day, Gottlieb shared some of his radio show comments on the spat, about which he told listeners, "I completely understand my tone was pretty negative there, I got it. I didn't think I went as personal as [Schefter] went."
At Wednesday's postgame news conference, Gottlieb said that he'd had a text message exchange with Schefter and that they were on "good" terms. He maintained that Schefter's initial X post was inaccurate but added, "Obviously, I end up looking, on social media, the worse for it."
Asked about the possible effect the episode may have had on his players, Gottlieb replied: "What I'm going to say to them is the same thing I'll say to you: I'm a public figure, this is how it goes. People like to pile on. What'll happen is, we'll start winning games and all those same people will be like, 'Oh, we had your back the whole time.' That's the way it works."
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Hoyas take another step forward, dismantle Creighton in Big East opener
Micah Peavy and Jalen Epps power Georgetown to a 24-point win to open conference play.
By Patrick Stevens | 2024-12-19

Georgetown's Micah Peavy drives for two of his 20 points against Creighton. Peavy added eight rebounds, eight assists and seven steals. (Mitchell Layton for The Washington Post) 


It was roughly sometime between the first time Micah Peavy conjured a steal-to-dunk sequence and the fourth when it became apparent just how different this Big East opener would be for Georgetown on Wednesday night.
Peavy's stat-stuffing adventures and Jayden Epps's slick shooting helped the Hoyas overcome the absence of injured point guard Malik Mack and smack Creighton, 81-57, before 4,062 at Capital One Arena. It was Georgetown's most complete performance in Coach Ed Cooley's two seasons at the helm.
The Hoyas (9-2, 1-0) matched their victory total from last season and won their conference opener for the first time since 2018-19. That 1-0 start six years ago also was the last time Georgetown sat above .500 in the Big East.
"It shows you how far we've come," Cooley said. "You still have a long, long way to go, but you take baby steps."
Not all strides are equal, and this was something altogether unseen from this program for quite some time. It was Georgetown's most lopsided victory in a Big East regular season game since an 83-55 throttling of St. John's on Jan. 9, 2017.
Epps scored 21 points and made all but one of his six three-point attempts just four days after his 27-point effort helped Georgetown surge past host Syracuse, 75-71, in the waning minutes. With Mack sidelined, the Hoyas frequently turned to Peavy to handle the ball, and he delivered 20 points, eight rebounds and eight assists to go with his second seven-steal effort of the season.
And it all came against the Bluejays (7-5, 0-1), NCAA tournament fixtures who had won 13 of the past 16 in the series, including the past six.
"Georgetown was great. We were awful," Creighton Coach Greg McDermott said. "They're a big reason we were awful. I never thought we had any flow offensively."
Steven Ashworth scored 21 points for the Bluejays, who lost at Georgetown for the first time since 2020.
Mack, who didn't practice earlier in the week because of a lower-body injury, went through pregame warmups before Georgetown opted not to play him. Cooley said the sophomore probably would have played if it was a tournament game but opted for a more cautious approach at this stage of the season. Cooley said he was unsure of Mack's status for Sunday's game at Seton Hall.
That meant Epps's scoring was even more necessary than usual.
"Coach told me he was going to dial me up before the game," Epps said. "Malik was down, so me and Micah knew we had to carry a bigger load."
Mack's injury is merely the latest to whittle Georgetown's depth. Freshman center Julius Halaifonua fractured his left ankle late last month, leaving the Hoyas uncomfortably thin in the frontcourt. First-year guard Kayvaun Mulready missed his second consecutive game while wearing a walking boot on his right foot, depriving Georgetown of a reserve ballhandler.
But it didn't matter against Creighton, which is still adjusting its rotation to the loss of guard Pop Isaacs, who underwent season-ending hip surgery Dec. 11 after averaging 16.3 points in the Bluejays' first eight games.
As disjointed as Creighton was, Peavy only made matters worse.
The graduate student almost single-handedly demoralized the Bluejays with his defensive prowess. He nabbed a cross-court pass from Jamiya Neal and coasted in for an easy dunk. He pilfered the ball from Ashworth and rolled in for another slam. He snagged a Ty Davis pass and cruised in for another fast-break dunk. And he intercepted Ryan Kalkbrenner's pass and broke in for another flush.
"We knew we had a tough guard with Ashworth, and I wanted to take the challenge and guard him," Peavy said. "After I got my first steal, I just felt like I could keep going, and I did."
It all happened in less than five minutes and helped Georgetown expand its lead from nine to 59-41. Creighton never got closer.
"It changes everything," McDermott said. "They're scoring baskets without your defense set. The crowd's getting into the game. Those are plays that energize a home crowd, and we provided plenty of material to get the crowd energized."
There were other highlights for the Hoyas. Freshman Caleb Williams made his first start and had six points and eight rebounds. Thomas Sorber, dealing with the 7-foot-1 Kalkbrenner for the first time, held the fifth-year senior to 10 points and four rebounds while limiting him to just eight shots. Curtis Williams Jr. had 12 points off the bench.
Most tellingly, the Hoyas frequently outworked Creighton while on defense, something no one would have dared suggest when they were often pick-and-rolled out of the arena by the Bluejays in recent seasons. Instead, Georgetown continued growing its lead into the final minutes, a healthy dash of maturity for a team with only two upperclassmen.
"We've just grown every game," Peavy said. "I feel like everyone is loving to play defense, and I think it's showing. It's giving us energy, and that's how we're winning these games."

Georgetown's Caleb Williams had reason to flex after making a shot in the Hoyas' win over Creighton. Williams finished with six points and eight rebounds. (Mitchell Layton for The Washington Post) 
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Five things: Alex Sarr's uneven development and Bilal Coulibaly's nightly challenge
The league-worst Wizards are giving their young players plenty of time to learn, even as the losses add up.
By Varun Shankar | 2024-12-19
It has been an eventful two weeks for the Washington Wizards (3-21), who tied the longest losing streak in franchise history but avoided a solitary perch overlooking organizational futility by winning their next outing. That is their lone victory in the past 20 games, putting them on pace for just 10 wins.
Through those defeats, interesting nuggets prevail. In this week's five things: how veterans handle the organization's long-term approach, a deep dive into Alex Sarr's defensive rebounding, a look at Bilal Coulibaly's defense and more.
(Stats are entering Wednesday's games.)
Dilute NBA rim defense to its base elements, and you'll find a basic question: To jump or not to jump?
The first answer asks the defender to leap and use his long arms to block or alter a shot attempt. The second relies on positioning, being in the right spot to make a shot as difficult as possible.
The Wizards want Sarr, the No. 2 draft pick, jumping -- and with good reason. The rookie is blocking more than 3 percent of opponents' shots while he's on the floor, per analytics site Cleaning the Glass, a mark in the 85th percentile among big men.
"You got special shot blockers in the league that you ... tell them to go get everything and we'll figure it out," center Richaun Holmes said in mid-November. "Alex is one of those guys."
A drawback to such a scheme is that Sarr's aggression can put him out of position to grab defensive rebounds. He is in the 31st percentile among bigs in defensive rebounding rate, per Cleaning the Glass. It is not a problem unique to Washington. Six of the top 10 teams in blocks per game are in the bottom half of the league in defensive rebounding rate.
In each clip below, Sarr helps force a miss -- a win for the defense. But each time, his effort leaves his man open to prolong the offensive possession. It falls to Sarr's teammates to fill those gaps and protect him, the same way his effort at the rim erases their mistakes on the perimeter.

Alex Sarr's rim protection can put him out of position to grab defensive rebounds. (NBA.com)


But Sarr's rebounding issues can't entirely be attributed to his defensive responsibilities. Eighteen players have a block rate as good or better than Sarr's, per Cleaning the Glass; he is the fourth worst among them in defensive rebounding percentage. He often gets outmuscled by veteran big men or reacts too slowly to the ball, mistakes that need to be limited to increase the value of his rim protection.
The front office's actions this year have made it clear this season is primarily about development. The organization won't be diverted from the methodical plan it believes will generate sustained success. That means not rushing its young players. Washington will give them ample time to fail, improve and fail again.
The strategy is evident in the heavy minutes the team's rookies have played and in-game decisions -- such as Sarr taking more than four three-pointers per game -- that prioritize long-term growth over wins.
That sounds great if you're a member of that youth movement and have your entire career ahead. But how do veterans, some of whom could impact winning more directly than those above them on the depth chart, feel about the team's priorities?
It helps to have a clear view, which 32-year-old Jonas Valanciunas seemed to receive in conversations with General Manager Will Dawkins before signing a three-year, $30 million contract over the summer.
"I know what's going on. I know we have a bright future in front of us, so we got to keep following the plan, keep working, keep grinding, keep getting better," Valanciunas said this month. "I'm [an] older guy, but in this environment I got to be young."
What about Marvin Bagley III, who is just 25 but in his seventh NBA season and is entering the prime of his career?
"I show up and do my job. Every day, do my best. Every day, come in and try to help the team in whatever way I can," said Bagley, who is averaging 4.8 points in 8.4 minutes. "... The decision-making is beyond me. I don't have a say in that. I don't get to choose. But I'll be ready when my number is called."
When a quarterback fails to slide properly, fans and reporters wonder whether they should work with the local baseball team. By a similar logic, Sarr may need to start hitting the JUGS machine with Washington Commanders wide receiver Terry McLaurin, because if you watch a Wizards game, you'll probably see the rookie fumble or drop a pass.

(NBA.com)


That flaw often affects his rebounding but also plagues his offensive impact. Even if Sarr's perimeter game doesn't develop, his athleticism could make him an effective threat rolling to the rim. That hasn't happened -- and his hands are part of the reason.
On plays when he rolls to the hoop, Sarr is averaging 0.49 points per possession, according to NBA.com. That is the lowest among players who have had at least 40 such possessions. The second-worst player is at 0.84.
Sarr has made just six of nine alley-oop attempts, according to NBA.com.
Compare that with Dallas Mavericks center (and former Wizards player) Daniel Gafford, who is at 1.15 points per possession as the roller and has finished 22 of 28 alley-oops. Having good hands is important down low, Gafford said before the Mavericks' Dec. 5 matchup with the Wizards.
"You've got to expect the unexpected," he said.
He noted that being an effective vertical threat is about being in the right spot at the right time. Gafford said he used tennis ball workouts to improve his hand-eye coordination. One involved him dribbling the tennis ball with one hand and a basketball with the other.

Bilal Coulibaly always draws the toughest matchups, such as Boston Celtics forward Jayson Tatum. (Nick Wass/AP)


It has become an assumption rather than point of intrigue that Coulibaly will guard the best player on the opposing team. Night after night, possession after possession, the second-year swingman confronts some of the league's top players -- and rarely takes a play off.
Bub Carrington said he occasionally will ask Coulibaly if he needs a break from his strenuous assignment. Coaches do the same to the Frenchman, whose response is always the same: Thanks, but no.
"I'm on the court for that, so let me do my job," Coulibaly said after Sunday's loss to the Boston Celtics.
Coulibaly has paired effort with effectiveness. NBA.com's tracking shows he has been among the best defenders in the league. The five players he has guarded for the most minutes are stars: Trae Young, Jayson Tatum, Donovan Mitchell, Damian Lillard and Franz Wagner.
That quintet is shooting a combined 24 for 75 (32 percent) from the floor and 8 for 36 (22.2 percent) from three-point range when guarded by Coulibaly.
NBA.com also tracks the difference between a player's normal shooting percentage and his shooting percentage when a specific defender guards him. Coulibaly's assignments shoot 3.1 percentage points worse, the eighth-best mark among guards who have faced at least 250 shots.
"I get really mad when somebody scores on me," he said.
Some extra items from the notebook:
Question for the next two weeks: Forward Justin Champagnie has averaged 16.5 points and 9.5 rebounds in the four games since he joined the starting lineup. Several injured wings, including Corey Kispert, Kyle Kuzma and Kyshawn George, seem close to returning. Has Champagnie, an undrafted 23-year-old in his fourth NBA season, played well enough to carve out a spot in the rotation?
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The NBA Cup made strides in its second season. But did anybody notice?
The league's in-season tournament has legitimate potential as a marquee event, even if the atmosphere in Las Vegas was mostly flat.
By Ben Golliver | 2024-12-18

Giannis Antetokounmpo's Milwaukee Bucks claimed the second NBA Cup title after beating the Oklahoma City Thunder on Tuesday, but the event's future in Las Vegas remains up in the air. (Ethan Miller/Getty Images)


LAS VEGAS -- The hottest ticket in town this past weekend belonged to the rodeo, not the NBA.
Across Sin City, cowboy hats easily outnumbered basketball jerseys, and leather boots outstepped sneakers. For the same price as one seat at the National Finals Rodeo on Saturday night, a family of five could have watched an NBA Cup semifinal that afternoon. By the time the Milwaukee Bucks beat the Oklahoma City Thunder in Tuesday's final, the rodeo and its legions of fans from across the country had skipped town. Traffic around the Strip was noticeably lighter, and the city had returned to a sleepier pre-Christmas pace.
The second edition of the NBA Cup, an in-season tournament launched in 2023, accomplished many of its stated goals and made clear progress from last year's maiden event. But the rodeo, which has been held at UNLV every December since 1985, served as a reminder that aura and ambiance can't be manufactured overnight. While this year's games were well played and well attended, the T-Mobile Arena crowds were mostly flat and Commissioner Adam Silver wouldn't commit to a return to Las Vegas next year.
Bucks star Giannis Antetokounmpo, who earned NBA Cup MVP honors, could only smile when asked to compare the event to the EuroLeague Final Four, which he attended in Berlin in May.
"Obviously, the atmosphere is a little bit different with the crowd," Antetokounmpo said, recalling the die-hard fans from Greece and Turkey who banged drums and jumped up and down in unison. "I wish we had that atmosphere in the NBA, but we don't."
It could take years for the NBA Cup, a 30-team tournament that converges on Las Vegas for its final four, to become a destination event. For now, the NBA has some reasonable counterpoints to skeptics who felt the new tournament was a contrived attempt to boost early-season interest and lacked compelling stakes beyond prize bonuses for the players and a golden trophy.
After launching the event as the clunkily named "In-Season Tournament," the NBA rebranded it as the NBA Cup and secured Emirates Airlines as its title sponsor. The NBA also included the rights to air NBA Cup games in its new 11-year broadcasting deal with Amazon, solidifying the endeavor as a long-term proposition.
Importantly, the superstar class has bought into the NBA Cup. LeBron James led the Los Angeles Lakers to the first title in 2023, and Antetokounmpo and Oklahoma City's Shai Gilgeous-Alexander, a pair of MVP candidates, battled for this year's crown.
Fears that the NBA Cup would flop because the biggest names would jog through it like another All-Star Game have proved unfounded. Several players and coaches acknowledged that the $514,970 prize money for each player on the championship team was a motivating factor. After securing the title, Antetokounmpo revealed he had promised teammate Liam Robbins, an Iowa native who went undrafted in 2023, that "we're going to go all the way and we're going to get you a house in Iowa."
Unless the quality of play drops off in subsequent years or the NBA decides it must do something to further boost viewership, the league can probably resist calls to add new incentives -- such as improved positioning in the draft or a guaranteed spot in the playoffs -- for the NBA Cup winners. The cash is working.

During an NBA Cup semifinal Saturday, Trae Young and the Atlanta Hawks enjoyed crowd support from fans of the NFL's Atlanta Falcons, who were in Las Vegas to play the Raiders on Monday. (Candice Ward/Imagn Images)


Saturday's entertaining semifinals featured plenty of signs of genuine competition: Trae Young led the Atlanta Hawks on a spirited upset bid before Antetokounmpo slammed the door with a fourth-quarter scoring barrage and an impressive block at the rim, and Gilgeous-Alexander broke open a defensive slugfest against the Houston Rockets with a relentless second-half performance. Bucks Coach Doc Rivers showed footage of Antetokounmpo's block to his team in the triumphant locker room, and security had to squash a shoving match between the Thunder and Rockets late in the fourth quarter.
"This had a little bit of a March Madness feel," Gilgeous-Alexander said. "Neutral grounds, nobody is home, you're on the road, single-game elimination. It's a little bit of nerves."
Though Milwaukee prevailed, 97-81, in a one-sided final, it wasn't for lack of trying by Oklahoma City. Antetokounmpo simply dominated the Thunder's undersized front line, posting a triple-double with 26 points, 19 rebounds and 10 assists. Frustration mounted for Oklahoma City guard Lu Dort and Coach Mark Daigneault, who earned technical fouls as the game slipped away during the third quarter.
Even so, the buzz around this year's event was undercut by a lack of regional ties or big-market teams with national fan bases: Las Vegas is more than 1,000 miles away from the home markets of all four semifinalists, making it difficult to replicate the excitement generated by Lakers fans last year. As the Bucks pulled away in the fourth quarter of the championship game, a relatively quiet crowd passed the time with a vigorous rendition of the wave.

The NBA Cup nodded to its host city of Las Vegas with a red carpet entry for players, celebrities and basketball legends. (Candice Ward/Imagn Images)


To help with the atmosphere, the NBA invited former stars such as Oscar Robertson and Blake Griffin, filled courtside seats with well-known rappers and hosted a red carpet entry for celebrity guests. The golden court, lit up by a strong spotlight in the arena, channeled Las Vegas's showiness without being as garish as some of the painted designs used in the NBA Cup's opening round.
Before the semifinals, representatives from each team held formal news conferences and took questions from social media influencers in a scaled-down version of NBA Finals media day. For small-market teams such as the Thunder and Bucks, who weren't invited to play in the NBA's Christmas showcase next week, this past weekend might have provided the most national attention they will receive until the postseason.
"As far as the media and all the outside noise surrounding games, I think it is a big deal," Thunder guard Jalen Williams said. "But it's very hard, if not impossible, to actually replicate [fans] wearing the same jersey throughout the whole entire arena like Oklahoma does [in the playoffs]."
Shifting the semifinals from Thursday in 2023 to Saturday this year seemed to help fill out the building, and it theoretically gave fans a few extra days to arrange travel to Las Vegas. While much of the crowd sounded like nonpartisan locals, the Hawks enjoyed a boost because fans from Atlanta were in town to see the Falcons play the Raiders on "Monday Night Football." A small section of Bucks fans, some donning cheeseheads, saluted Antetokounmpo's late-game heroics in the semifinals, and Gilgeous-Alexander inspired scattered "O-K-C!" chants as he put away the Rockets.
"Five days ago, no one from Milwaukee knew [the Bucks] were going to be here," Rivers said. "No one from Oklahoma knew [the Thunder was] going to be here. It's tough. You're not going to have like a two-week period so people can plan [trips] and come. That would be the only issue that would be nice to figure out, but I don't know how you figure that out."
Players and coaches still have plenty to figure out, like how to value the NBA Cup -- an accomplishment that lacks history and doesn't stack up to a championship. The Lakers somewhat sheepishly raised a Cup banner to the Crypto.com Arena rafters under orders from the NBA last season.
The Bucks adopted a similar approach, smiling and laughing in a subdued locker room after their triumph. NBA staffers prepared a champagne celebration room -- complete with goggles, protective plastic coverings and Cup champion posters -- but three cases of Moet & Chandon were left untouched in a cardboard box buried in a back closet. One league employee said Rivers nixed the champagne celebration because he was too superstitious, presumably because he expects his team to compete for a bigger prize in June.
"The last time I drank a little bit of champagne, when we won the [2021] championship, I had a full body cramp," Antetokounmpo said. "So I try to stay away from it. Guys should celebrate this. You never know if you're going to be on this stage again. This has been a great trip. All of [my teammates and coaches] need a glass of wine and a good steak, chicken or fish, whatever they choose."
By returning for a second year with a simplified name, a new television deal, a tweaked schedule and a high-quality standard set by MVP-level headliners, the NBA Cup gained legitimacy -- even if it wasn't able to nudge the bull riders and barrel racers off center stage.
Therein lies the most fundamental question for the NBA: Does Las Vegas make sense as a permanent home for the NBA Cup, or could the league draw more enthusiastic crowds by cycling host cities as it does with All-Star Weekend?
Silver acknowledged Tuesday that he was "not sure" whether the 2025 event would be held in Las Vegas, adding that some teams have "expressed interest" in playing all NBA Cup games in home markets rather than at a neutral site. He pointed out that scheduling logistics could make that switch difficult and said there was some benefit to building a "tradition" in Las Vegas, where "you have a lot of fans here who can circle these dates on the calendar and plan a holiday around it."
Rivers, for his part, had just one condition if the NBA Cup moves: "Just no cold places, please."

Shai Gilgeous-Alexander carried the Oklahoma City Thunder into the NBA Cup final, but Giannis Antetokounmpo and the Milwaukee Bucks proved to be too much for the Western Conference's top team to overcome. (Ian Maule/AP)
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Best bets for Week 16: Expect a low-scoring battle for Steelers-Ravens
The best value plays from this week's NFL slate, plus picks for every game.
By Neil Greenberg | 2024-12-19

The Pittsburgh Steelers' defense will provide a tough test for the Baltimore Ravens' offense Saturday. (Gregory Payan/AP)


It was close, but the Denver Broncos held the Indianapolis Colts to 13 points Sunday and the teams squeaked under the total, giving us a much-needed win. A field goal battle in the rain, however, wasn't good for San Francisco in the 49ers' 12-6 loss to the Los Angeles Rams, denying us a winning week.
Best bets record in 2024: 10-23
Saturday, 4:30 p.m. | Fox
Pick: Under 451/2 (The pick is Steelers +61/2, but it is not a best bet. I am intrigued, however, by an alternate line of Steelers +31/2 at plus money.)
We know two things about this matchup: The Ravens typically don't cover the spread against Pittsburgh, and the total usually goes under. Since Lamar Jackson was drafted in 2018, the Ravens are 4-9 against the spread against Mike Tomlin's Steelers, per TruMedia, and the over has cashed just three of those 13 contests. The over misses by an average of 51/2 points and hasn't hit since Week 8 of the 2020 season.
Thursday, 8:15 p.m. | Prime Video
Pick: Chargers first half -11/2 (The pick is Chargers -21/2, but it is not a best bet)
There is a lot at stake for these teams. The Broncos can clinch a playoff spot with a win, while the Chargers would clinch a playoff spot with a win plus losses over the weekend by the Colts and the Miami Dolphins.
The pick is straightforward on paper. The Chargers are better on both sides of the ball during the first half. The Los Angeles defense is significantly better and should help carry the Chargers to a first-half lead. My projections see the first half ending most often with the Chargers leading by three or seven points.
The plays above represent our best bets of the week because our analysis shows their value is the most lucrative compared with what we expect to happen on the field. Below, you will find against-the-spread picks for all of the games on this week's schedule.
However, trying to pick every game is something of a fool's errand. The house wins so often partly because bettors try to make too many plays when the odds aren't in their favor. Keep that in mind when evaluating the remaining games from this week's schedule.
Saturday, 1 p.m. | NBC
Pick: Chiefs -21/2
Sunday, 1 p.m. | CBS
Pick: Browns +71/2
Sunday, 1 p.m. | Fox
Pick: Giants +81/2
Sunday, 1 p.m. | CBS
Pick: Jets +3
Sunday, 1 p.m. | CBS
Pick: Titans +31/2
Sunday, 1 p.m. | Fox
Pick: Cardinals -41/2
Sunday, 1 p.m. | Fox
Pick: Lions -61/2
Sunday, 1 p.m. | Fox
Pick: Commanders +31/2
Sunday, 4:05 p.m. | Fox
Pick: Seahawks +31/2
Sunday, 4:25 p.m. | CBS
Pick: Patriots +141/2
Sunday, 4:25 p.m. | CBS
Pick: Raiders -11/2
Sunday, 4:25 p.m. | CBS
Pick: Dolphins -11/2
Sunday, 8:20 p.m. | NBC
Pick: Buccaneers -31/2
Monday, 8:15 p.m. | ESPN, ABC
Pick: Saints +141/2
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D.C. United makes a trade to address its depleted central defense
MacNaughton started 13 matches in 2023 and began this past season as a regular before suffering a leg injury in April that sidelined him until October.
By Steven Goff | 2024-12-19

Lukas MacNaughton, 29, missed most of this past season with a leg injury. (Steve Roberts/USA Today Sports) 


After addressing goalkeeping and attacking voids this MLS offseason, D.C. United on Wednesday turned to the depleted defense by acquiring center back Lukas MacNaughton from Nashville SC.
MacNaughton, 29, comes cheap: United relinquished $150,000 in general allocation money this year -- plus another $50,000 in 2026, should he meet certain performance thresholds -- and becomes responsible for a salary that was just $102,000 in 2024. He has one year left on his contract.
D.C. General Manager Ally Mackay worked in the Nashville front office when that club acquired MacNaughton from Toronto FC in 2023.
"Lukas is an experienced defender who has impressive defensive awareness and experience in the league," Mackay said in a statement. "We're excited to welcome him to the team and bolster our defensive depth."
United is in dire need of help in central defense after declining to exercise starter Christopher McVey's contract option and reaching a deal in principle to transfer 18-year-old homegrown Matai Akinmboni to Premier League club Bournemouth, according to three people close to the matter.
Lucas Bartlett will return to anchor the back line. Matti Peltola and Garrison Tubbs -- 22-year-olds entering their second season with United -- were options last year. United conceded 70 goals in 34 matches, third most in MLS and 21 more than in 2023.
MacNaughton began his MLS career with Toronto, starting 20 times in 2022 and twice in 2023 before being traded to Nashville. He started 13 matches in 2023 and began this past season as a regular before suffering a leg injury in April that sidelined him until October.
A Canadian with U.S., Austrian and Belgian ties, MacNaughton played at the University of Toronto and signed in 2019 with Pacific FC of the Canadian Premier League. He is one of the few players to make the jump from the CPL to MLS. He debuted with the Canadian national team in 2022 for his only international appearance.
The trade comes after United rebuilt its goalkeeping corps by signing Jordan Farr (second-flight Tampa Bay Rowdies) and trading for Luis Barraza (New York City FC). According to three people familiar with United's plans, the team is also on the cusp of acquiring Kim Joon Hong, a 21-year-old South Korean who has received national team call-ups after a standout performance at the 2023 FIFA Under-20 World Cup.
Last week, United acquired Japanese central midfielder Hosei Kijima in a trade with expansion San Diego FC. This week, it finalized the signing of Brazilian winger Joao Peglow from Poland's Radomiak Radom.
MacNaughton and Kijima are close to receiving green cards for permanent residency and will not count against MLS's limit on international players, one person familiar with United's roster plans said.
With several roster slots still open, United is weighing options in the free agent market and the second stage of the reentry draft Thursday. The college draft will take place Friday, with United holding the No. 10 pick.
Training camp will open on or about Jan. 11, with the season opener Feb. 22. MLS will announce the schedule Thursday.
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Sports TV and radio listings for D.C. region
Channels and times for today's games.
By Washington Post staff | 2024-12-19
NFL
8:15 p.m. Denver at Los Angeles Chargers >>> Prime Video, WJFK (106.7 FM)
NBA
7 p.m. Charlotte at Washington >>> Monumental Sports Network, WTEM (980 AM)
7 p.m. Oklahoma City at Orlando >>> TNT
9:30 p.m. New York at Minnesota >>> TNT
COLLEGE FOOTBALL
7 p.m. New Orleans Bowl: Georgia Southern vs. Sam Houston >>> ESPN2, WSBN (630 AM)
MEN'S COLLEGE BASKETBALL
5 p.m. Alabama State vs. Norfolk State >>> ESPNU
7:30 p.m. Grambling vs. Delaware State >>> ESPNU
WOMEN'S COLLEGE BASKETBALL
11 a.m. William & Mary at Maryland >>> Big Ten Plus
GOLF
3:30 a.m. (Friday) DP World Tour: Mauritius Open, second round >>> Golf Channel
SOCCER
3 p.m. UEFA Conference League: HJK at Real Betis >>> CBS Sports Network
TENNIS
6 a.m. Next Gen ATP Finals, round robin >>> Tennis Channel
11 a.m. Next Gen ATP Finals, round robin >>> Tennis Channel
PROFESSIONAL BASKETBALL -- NBA G LEAGUE WINTER SHOWCASE
Noon Greensboro vs. South Bay >>> ESPNU
1 p.m. Iowa vs. Stockton >>> NBA TV
2:30 p.m. Oklahoma City vs. Grand Rapids >>> ESPNU
3:30 p.m. Raptors 905 vs. Rio Grande Valley >>> NBA TV
5 p.m. Capital City vs. Sioux Falls >>> ESPNews
7:30 p.m. Westchester vs. Valley >>> ESPNews
NCAA WOMEN'S VOLLEYBALL TOURNAMENT -- SEMIFINALS
6:30 p.m. Pittsburgh vs. Louisville >>> ESPN
9 p.m. Penn State vs. Nebraska >>> ESPN
NHL
7 p.m. Philadelphia at Detroit >>> TNT
9:30 p.m. Florida at Minnesota >>> TNT
COLLEGE FOOTBALL
5:30 p.m. Boca Raton Bowl: James Madison vs. Western Kentucky >>> ESPN
8:30 p.m. National Junior College Athletic Association final: Iowa Western vs. Hutchinson (Kansas) >>> ESPNU
9 p.m. L.A. Bowl: California vs. UNLV >>> ESPN, WSBN (630 AM)
MEN'S COLLEGE BASKETBALL
6:30 p.m. Creighton at Georgetown >>> CBS Sports Network, WTEM (980 AM)
7 p.m. Memphis at Virginia >>> ESPN2, WSBN (630 AM)
7 p.m. Lafayette at George Washington >>> Monumental Sports Network
7 p.m. Xavier at Connecticut >>> Fox Sports 1
8 p.m. The Citadel at Vanderbilt >>> SEC Network
9 p.m. Oklahoma vs. Michigan >>> ESPN2
9 p.m. Butler at Marquette >>> Fox Sports 1
9 p.m. Alabama at North Dakota >>> CBS Sports Network
10 p.m. Cal State Northridge at Southern California >>> Big Ten Network
11 p.m. Washington State at Washington >>> Fox Sports 1
WOMEN'S COLLEGE BASKETBALL
6:30 p.m. North Carolina vs. Florida >>> ESPNU
7 p.m. Wofford at Duke >>> ACC Network
8:30 p.m. Tennessee at Memphis >>> ESPNews
GOLF
3:30 a.m. (Thursday) DP World Tour: Mauritius Open, first round >>> Golf Channel
SOCCER
Noon FIFA Intercontinental Cup, final: Real Madrid vs. Pachuca >>> BeIN Sports
2:45 p.m. English Football League Cup, quarterfinal: Brentford at Newcastle United >>> CBS Sports Network
3 p.m. French Ligue 1: Paris Saint-Germain at Monaco >>> BeIN Sports
TENNIS
6 a.m. Next Gen ATP Finals, round robin >>> Tennis Channel
11 a.m. Next Gen ATP Finals, round robin >>> Tennis Channel
PROFESSIONAL HOCKEY -- AMERICAN HOCKEY LEAGUE
7 p.m. Providence at Lehigh Valley >>> NHL Network
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Pitchers are on the move in free agency. Will any land in Washington?
"A talented pitcher is always welcome," Nationals General Manager Mike Rizzo said at the winter meetings. "You can never have enough arms."
By Spencer Nusbaum | 2024-12-18

MacKenzie Gore is part of a quartet of young, controllable starters in Washington. (Matt Slocum/AP Photo) 


The starting pitcher market is not thin, but it is thinning. The Washington Nationals' starting rotation is in a better spot than it was a year ago, but even a conservative appraisal suggests it is at least one veteran starter short. These two truths have yet to intersect, even in the immediate aftermath of MLB's winter meetings.
Will they soon?
Some factors to consider: Washington's brass says it is fairly happy with its starting pitching depth. Much of the organizational scuttlebutt implies that a middle-of-the-order bat remains the priority, namely at the corners or at designated hitter. And, crucially, the deals that have materialized thus far could portend a pricey market for Washington to navigate, even for pitchers who are not considered front-line arms.
In short, these are qualifiers, but they do not mean Washington is entirely out of the starting pitching market. Not when up-and-down seasons from MacKenzie Gore, Jake Irvin, DJ Herz and Mitchell Parker and their collective 4.19 ERA indicate that a veteran's wisdom could help unlock some upside. Not when Patrick Corbin's six-year, $140 million contract is off the books and that quartet of young, controllable starters is secured at an inexpensive projected post-arbitration price tag of $5.4 million. Not when Josiah Gray is rehabbing from Tommy John surgery and is expected to miss, at minimum, most of the season.
And not when Mike Rizzo remains the general manager.
"A talented pitcher is always welcome," Rizzo said at the winter meetings. "You can never have enough arms. I think that, in the free agent market, there are several pitchers that can not only take on the rigors of helping us in the rotation but also help us in the leadership portion of the clubhouse."
So while some stars (Blake Snell, Max Fried) and middle-of-the-rotation arms (Alex Cobb, Matthew Boyd) are off the board, there remains time to pounce. Of the 29 free agent starters projected (via FanGraphs) to be worth at least one Win Above Replacement next season, 17 remain available. A handful could fill that role for Washington.
Constraints, of course, remain a question. During the winter meetings, Rizzo was asked whether Washington's payroll would match or exceed last year's, which ranked 24th in MLB and now sheds over $40 million with Corbin, right-hander Trevor Williams and reliever Kyle Finnegan departing.
His answer: "Ownership has always given us the resources to be competitive."
The Nationals could follow a modest version of the Kansas City Royals' approach last offseason. After a 106-loss 2023, Kansas City signed veterans Michael Wacha ($16 million annually) and eventual Cy Young Award finalist Seth Lugo ($15 million annually). Both were credited, in production and leadership, for expediting the Royals' rebuild and return to the postseason.
Based on the market thus far, a variety of starter archetypes who could command low-to-mid-market money include injury-plagued upside bets (Spencer Turnbull, Mike Clevinger), aging journeymen who each have thrown twice as many innings as Washington's quartet has combined (Lance Lynn, Kyle Gibson and Charlie Morton) and a handful of onetime all-stars looking to recapture that magic (Michael Lorenzen, Martin Perez).
One other possibility could be a reunion with Williams, who expressed interest in a return after his final start in September. His market could be tough to gauge, given the pros (a 2.03 ERA last year) and cons (a 5.55 ERA the year before, and he only made 13 starts in 2024 because of an elbow injury). But it would make for a simple, clean fit. Williams also has a history in a long relief role and could transition to the bullpen as needed.
And then, of course, there's the Cade Cavalli quandary. This offseason, Rizzo said Cavalli -- the 2020 first-round draft pick who missed all of 2023 and 2024 after undergoing Tommy John surgery and dealing with its ensuing setbacks -- would be on an innings limit in 2025 but is no longer in "rehab mode" and will compete for a job in spring training.
But neither Rizzo nor Manager Dave Martinez would commit to Cavalli starting the year in the rotation, which could create a scenario where Cavalli begins the year in the minor leagues. At the winter meetings, Rizzo said the impetus is for Cavalli to "finish the season strong."
Though the organization's highest-upside minor league arms (Jarlin Susana, Travis Sykora and Alex Clemmey) are multiple promotions away from the majors, if the market does prove too expensive for Washington or an injury arises, the Nationals appear prepared to use their internal depth accordingly. Right-hander Brad Lord appears to be the closest to the majors, and the coaching staff at Class AAA Rochester felt he would have been promoted last season if not for a hand injury in August.
Tyler Stuart, who was acquired from the New York Mets in the Jesse Winker trade at the deadline, also seems a likely candidate to fill in if injuries arise, with Jackson Rutledge and Andry Lara available on the 40-man roster.
At the winter meetings, Rizzo said the Nationals are also considering the trade market as an avenue to acquire starting pitching. Their farm system, after all, is deeper than it was at the start of the organization's rebuild. But the list of teams that are selling starters on affordable contracts is never a lengthy one, particularly before the season has begun. And Washington isn't necessarily champing at the bit to part with its prospect depth.
And so, without unlimited resources in a costly market, Washington is left to hedge.
"We could get a veteran, find somebody," Martinez said. "But we've got some depth."
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Amazon hit by Teamsters strikes during holiday rush
The coordinated strikes ahead of Christmas are the largest by a union against Amazon, the country's second-largest private employer.
By Lauren Kaori Gurley, Caroline O'Donovan | 2024-12-19

A rally by Teamsters union members at an Amazon facility in Alpharetta, Georgia, on Thursday. (Elijah Nouvelage/Reuters)


The Teamsters launched strikes against seven Amazon warehouses Thursday, in the union's biggest action yet against the nation's second-largest private employer, threatening to delay some package delivery during the busy Christmas season.
Workers formed picket lines in the early hours of the morning at sites in New York City, Atlanta, San Francisco, Skokie, Illinois, and Southern California.
Roughly 9,000 Amazon workers around the country have joined the Teamsters, according to the union, but Amazon has refused to recognize their union and bargain with them. The Teamsters are hoping to force Amazon to the bargaining table to hammer out a union contract with this round of strikes, which they are threatening to expand.
"If your package is delayed during the holidays, you can blame Amazon's insatiable greed," Teamsters President Sean O'Brien said. "These greedy executives had every chance to show decency and respect for the people who make their obscene profits possible. Instead, they've pushed workers to the limit, and now they're paying the price. This strike is on them."
Amazon said that strikes have historically had no impact on business. Amazon has said the union illegally coerced its workers to join, a key reason it cites for not recognizing the union's representation of the workers. Amazon founder Jeff Bezos owns The Washington Post.
"What you see here are almost entirely outsiders -- not Amazon employees or partners -- and the suggestion otherwise is just another lie from the Teamsters," said Eileen Hards, an Amazon spokeswoman. "The truth is that they were unable to get enough support from our employees and partners and have brought in outsiders to come and harass and intimidate our team."

Striking workers picket outside the Amazon DAX5 warehouse, in City of Industry, California, on Saturday. (Daniel Cole/Reuters)


The work stoppage is not expected to halt Amazon's logistics empire. The company says it has some 800,000 front-line warehouse workers in its fulfillment network, which spans about 1,000 warehouses, according to a government report.
However, the strike disrupted operations outside some Amazon facilities on Thursday. At a busy delivery hub in New York City, a boisterous crowd of striking workers clad in Amazon uniforms and their supporters waved signs that said  "Amazon is unfair" and "Amazon obey the law," according to CBS video footage of the strike.
The New York Police Department formed a barricade at entrances to the warehouse, the union said, which is near the border of Queens and Brooklyn, one of a handful of last-mile Amazon delivery stations in the city's outer boroughs.
Depending on how long the strike lasts, it could lead to delays in package delivery in major cities such as New York, San Francisco, Atlanta and Chicago, forcing the company to make tough choices on some of the busiest days of the year with smaller crews. Many of those warehouses are in large markets at last-mile delivery stations, said Barry Eidlin, a professor of labor sociology at McGill University.
"If Teamsters can actually shut down delivery stations in those key markets like Queens ... it's going to be hard for Amazon to reroute around that delivery station," Eidlin said.
Additionally, the Teamsters local unions that represent workers at other companies are also setting up picket lines at hundreds of Amazon warehouses nationwide, the union reported. That could open the door for further disruption if, for example, a UPS driver refuses to cross the picket line.
The strike will serve as a trial run for the Teamsters, which has pledged to take on Amazon, labor experts say.
"This is a very preliminary opening shot" at Amazon, Eidlin said. The Teamsters' campaign "needs to grow by showing they can mobilize people so that workers say, 'I want to do that, too.'"
Amazon has long fought attempts to unionize its front-line workers -- perhaps the most coveted target of the labor movement, which has seen union membership fall to record lows in recent years.
The company has fended off union drives with multimillion-dollar campaigns that rely on anti-union consultants to patrol warehouses and a legal strategy of challenging federal regulators at nearly every opportunity. To date, no Amazon workers have successfully reached a contract with the company.
Hards, the Amazon spokeswoman, also  said that "employees have the choice of whether or not to join a union" but that the company favors "opportunities for each person to be respected and valued as an individual, and to have their unique voice heard by working directly with our team."

A strike at the Skokie (DIL7) Amazon Delivery station in Skokie, Illinois, on Thursday. (Nam Y. Huh/AP)


Hards said the average base wage for Amazon warehouse workers and delivery drivers is $22 per hour plus benefits such as health insurance, a 401(k) plan with a company match, and a career enrichment program.
Still, the company's critics say that while Amazon's pay and benefits surpass many fast food and retail sector jobs, workers are not compensated better than most unionized jobs in the warehousing and transportation industry. Plus, injury rates are much higher at Amazon than the rest of warehousing industry, they note, as a Senate investigation led by Bernie Sanders (I-Vermont) highlighted this week.
Because of Amazon's anti-union tactics, the Teamsters union has said it is relying on an escalation strategy of widening strikes and protests to force Amazon to the bargaining table, rather than the traditional playbook of winning union elections.
The strike is expected to spread to other Amazon facilities in the lead-up to Christmas -- including a major air cargo hub in California, as well as New York City's largest warehouse in Staten Island.
This summer, the Amazon Labor Union, which held the first successful union election at Amazon, officially affiliated with the Teamsters at the Staten Island facility.
The union's win marked one of the biggest victories for the labor movement in a generation, but Amazon has repeatedly challenged the results. Last week, the 5,500-worker warehouse voted to authorize a strike, the union announced.
Amazon has said that it is not obligated to recognize its delivery drivers who have joined the Teamsters -- all of whom are employed by third-party contractors -- because they are not employees. But the National Labor Relations Board has said that the company must recognize the workers as employees because Amazon is a "joint employer" of those workers.
Warehouse workers and delivery drivers have led dozens of grassroots walkouts at Amazon in recent years, including during Black Friday this year, though none has seriously disrupted the company's operations or been sanctioned on a national scale by a major labor union.
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Biden plan would encourage AI data centers on federal lands
Worries the U.S. will lose the AI arms race fuels an eleventh-hour Biden administration effort to allow massive data centers and power plants on public land. 
By Evan Halper | 2024-12-19

People walk through the hallways at Equinix Data Center in Ashburn, Virginia, on May 9. (Amanda Andrade-Rhoades for The Washington Post)


The Biden administration is drafting a plan to allow construction of data centers and electrical power plants on federal lands, responding to worries that the United States could fall behind in the global race to dominate artificial intelligence, according to people involved with the deliberations.
The White House is racing to advance the initiative in an executive order that Biden would sign before his term ends Jan. 20, according to industry and government officials working on the effort, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they are not authorized to discuss it publicly.
The plan taking shape would relax environmental restrictions on select parcels of federal land, which have yet to be identified, the people said. They said the focus is on next-generation data centers that consume at least one gigawatt of electricity, roughly the amount used by a city of 1 million residents. The plan likely would allow construction of dedicated power plants fueled by natural gas at the same sites, with wind or solar power expected to eventually take the place of natural gas, the sources said.
The White House declined to discuss the initiative.
"This administration is continuing to work with all stakeholders to ensure the U.S. leads the world in AI, and AI data centers are powered by clean energy without raising electricity costs for consumers," said an email from White House spokesperson Robyn Patterson. Outlines of the discussions were first reported by E&E News.
The effort underscores the administration's frustration with energy shortages and supply chain logjams that tech executives say threaten to constrain the AI industry's growth. The plan would allow AI companies such as OpenAI, Microsoft and Google to build new power plants that would feed electricity to data centers independently from regional power grids -- which are unable to keep up with the enormous demands.
The tech companies that could take advantage of the executive action are represented by a trade group, the Data Center Coalition, which declined to comment.
Those involved cautioned that the administration has yet to share any draft text for the action, and it is possible the White House won't finish the work before Biden's term ends next month.
National security officials are warning the U.S. AI industry risks falling behind rivals like China that are able to more quickly build the vast new electricity infrastructure needed to feed data center growth, a point emphasized in a 273-page congressional report on AI development released this week. The report also raises worries about the economic consequences of ceding AI development to other countries.
A coalition of major environmental groups is aggressively lobbying against targeting federal land for the development of data centers. They warned in a letter that such a move by the Biden administration "could not only diminish, but deeply undermine, its historically significant climate achievements."
On Tuesday, five Democratic senators wrote to the White House, urging Biden to reconsider any executive order fast-tracking data center development, warning of the consequences for the environment.
Air pollution attributable to the use of electricity by data centers is rapidly growing, becoming a significant climate and public health threat, according to new research from Morgan Stanley and scholars at Caltech and the University of California at Riverside.
Permitting developers to build dedicated power plants alongside data centers would allow companies to sidestep regional power grids, which are already overtaxed and do not have enough power to spare for massive new data centers. The plan would establish fast-track timelines for federal agencies to complete environmental studies, they said.
The executive order being drafted aims to build on earlier actions by the administration to shore up production of computing facilities. Biden signed the Chips Act in 2022, one of the largest industrial development programs in U.S. history, to spur construction of more than a half-dozen big semiconductor manufacturing facilities that the administration viewed as essential to national security. Legislation the president signed this year eases environmental rules for manufacturing semiconductors and related components.
The Biden plan to spur data center construction has surprised technology executives, who had already shifted their focus to lobbying the incoming Trump administration. Tech company officials involved said they were encouraged by the movement toward an executive order, but declined to talk on the record amid concerns that aligning with the lame duck White House could sour the ties they are working to build with President-elect Donald Trump.
Trump is expected to pursue similar measures upon taking office. The president-elect has vowed to ease the bottlenecks constraining electricity production.
The amount of power consumed by U.S. data centers has grown by 50 percent since last year, and it is expected to grow that much again by the end of 2025, according to figures shared by the Center for Strategic and International Studies. Data centers are expected to consume as much as 17 percent of all U.S. electricity by 2030 -- more than quadruple what they consume now.
"We are in a global race to lead in this transformative new technology," said Jason Bordoff, director of the Center on Global Energy Policy at Columbia University. "The U.S. has a big headstart. But maintaining that lead requires massive investment in data centers, which consume an enormous amount of power. We have to meet the need for new power generation in the U.S., and it has to happen quickly."
There are currently more than 3,000 data centers in the U.S., according to industry data. The administration action would focus on the biggest of them, known as hyperscalers, where the training models for AI are housed.
The White House initially considered invoking the Defense Production Act in an executive order. That would have put the full force of the federal government behind efforts to bolster and speed up the supply chains for delivering components necessary to build data centers and power plants. But administration officials decided to shelve that idea at an interagency meeting early this week, according to people involved in the discussions.
Tech firms have been aggressively lobbying the administration for more federal support. They pressed the issue at a White House meeting with Biden in September, according to industry executives. At that meeting and in the weeks that followed, artificial intelligence pioneer OpenAI pitched its vision of energy-intense development clusters where nuclear and other types of power plants would fuel data centers that consume as much as five gigawatts of energy, according to a copy of the pitch shared by the company. It has pushed publicly for the easing of rules under the National Environmental Policy Act that restrict development.
OpenAI declined to comment on a potential executive order.
The white paper the company has shared with the regulators and lawmakers warns that while the U.S. is currently the world's AI innovation leader, "China, fixated on seizing the lead by 2030, is building faster -- harnessing government-controlled data and increasing its production of chips and energy. Energy above all is critical to the U.S. maintaining its lead."
Some advocates are worried that teeing up an executive order to be carried out by the Trump administration could shift the focus from production of clean power to fuel data centers to unfettered access to fossil fuels for power plants.
"I would be concerned about any White House this late in its term taking action that is going to be implemented by a different administration of a different party," said Josh Freed, senior vice president for climate and energy at Third Way, a center-left think tank that advocates stepped up energy production for AI. "If an executive order leaves any room for interpretation, it is going to be interpreted differently than intended."
Jeff Stein contributed to this report.
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Congress funds removal of Chinese telecom gear as feds probe home router risks
Legislative and executive branch actions highlight concerns that phone and internet networks are vulnerable to Beijing-sponsored hackers.
By Eva Dou, Cate Cadell, Joseph Menn | 2024-12-19

Chinese-made TP-Link routers are the dominant brand among American consumers. (iStock)


Congress approved $3 billion Wednesday for a long-languishing project to cull Chinese equipment from networks nationwide over fears they are vulnerable to cyberattacks, underscoring the risk Beijing-sponsored hackers pose to phone and internet networks.
The new funding comes as the Commerce Department reviews whether to ban routers made by the Chinese-owned company TP-Link, which account for more than half of the U.S. retail router market.
The actions reflect the heightened attention among Washington policymakers to the threat posed by Chinese state-linked hackers. U.S. officials revealed the "Volt Typhoon" hack last year and in recent months have expressed alarm over the even bigger "Salt Typhoon" hack. In both cases, Chinese government hackers successfully penetrated major U.S. phone networks and critical infrastructure facilities, and U.S. officials said they still have not been able to expel the Salt Typhoon interlopers.
The Justice, Defense and Commerce Departments have all been scrutinizing TP-Link, the most widely used home router in the United States, with the Commerce considering a potential ban of the devices, two people familiar with the matter said Wednesday, speaking on the condition of anonymity because of the matter's sensitivity, and confirming an earlier report by the Wall Street Journal.
"The Biden administration is under significant pressure to demonstrate strength and take decisive action," said Craig Singleton, senior China fellow at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies think tank.
There is growing bipartisan support in Washington for decoupling the U.S. telecommunications sector from China's factory floor to reduce the risk of Beijing-sponsored cyberattacks and to support U.S. industry, an approach that just five years ago was widely considered economically and diplomatically unfeasible. The drive began under the first term of President-elect Donald Trump, who is expected to take it up again, in a rare point of policy continuity with the Biden administration.
"We have to get the horses back in the barn," Brendan Carr, Trump's pick for Federal Communications Commission chairman, said at this month's commission meeting, pledging to prioritize battening down communications networks. "Job One needs to be ... closely coordinating with all of these other cyber-related agencies, focused very narrowly on getting this thing under control."

President-elect Donald Trump speaks last month with Brendan Carr, his pick to lead the FCC. (Brandon Bell/Getty Images/Pool/AP) 


As part of the annual defense budget green-lit on Wednesday, Congress approved $3 billion to complete the "Rip and Replace" program to remove equipment made by the Chinese telecommunications manufacturing giants Huawei Technologies and ZTE from rural U.S. phone networks. The initiative was begun in 2020 by the Trump administration, but FCC officials soon realized they needed more than double the original funding to finish the job, largely stalling the program.
Sen. Maria Cantwell (D-Washington) praised the funding for helping to "ensure small and rural providers can finally remove these vulnerable systems, secure their networks, and close potential back doors to foreign adversaries." She said Washington state still has 63 sites with unsecured equipment, with other states facing similar situations.
Marc Martin, partner at Perkins Coie and a former FCC official, said there was little historic precedent for the rip-and-replace program, with China's strength in manufacturing advanced technologies only emerging as a concern in recent years.
"It's not like in the Cold War that Russia was making sophisticated telecom network equipment commercially," he said. "Whatever they were making wasn't really competitive. It has been a more recent development with China."
Lawmakers and agencies have also been combing through the tech industry more broadly, zeroing in on areas where Chinese firms command a majority share in U.S. consumer technology products.
The Commerce Department's recently formed Office of Information and Communications Technology and Services program, under the Bureau of Industry and Security, is taking a key role in the probes, the people said. The program was formed under the authority from a 2019 Trump executive order in which he declared foreign infiltrations into U.S. telecom networks a national emergency.
While encouraged that the government is paying attention, some experts said they had concerns about consistency given the poor state of router security in general. "This would be stronger if coupled with policy that requires baseline security considerations for consumer devices, as well as a means to automatically update them," said James Shank, director of product, data and analytics at security firm SpyCloud.
Commerce leading the charge suggests that market factors could be playing as much of a role as current security issues, security professionals said. The department is acting under a lower threshold, they said, looking at possible supply-chain risks from China rather than urgent national-security threats.
The three agencies declined to comment on Wednesday. TP-Link did not respond to a request for comment.
"The recently announced federal investigations into this company are a step in the right direction, and I hope the executive branch will take action to protect our country," said Rep. John Moolenaar (R-Michigan), chairman of the House Select Committee on the Chinese Communist Party, who had called for the Commerce Department to probe TP-Link earlier this year.

Rep. John Moolenaar (R-Michigan) chairs the House Committee on the Chinese Communist Party. (Tierney L. Cross/Getty Images) 


The Chinese Embassy in Washington did not respond to a request for comment on the rip-and-replace funding or the TP-Link probes. Beijing's foreign ministry has previously decried such actions, accusing Washington of using national security as a pretext for suppressing Chinese companies in the U.S. market.
TP-Link is owned by TP-Link Technologies Co., Ltd., a company headquartered in Shenzhen, China, and says its routers are shipped to more than 170 countries worldwide.
TP-Link has faced increasing scrutiny over its ties to Beijing. The company's dominance in the home internet router market, coupled with its rapid growth in recent years, has raised alarms among U.S. lawmakers and national security experts about potential vulnerabilities in its products.
The firm has a history of security flaws, and users have complained that it is hard to change configurations to make the routers more secure. In addition, some fault TP-Link for failing to consistently correct flaws once they have been discovered.
In October, Microsoft said TP-Link small home and office routers had been targeted by a Chinese-linked hacking group that successfully stole the credentials from multiple Microsoft customers.
No officials have publicly asserted any link between the devices and the Volt Typhoon and Salt Typhoon hacks, the latter of which led to the deep penetration of U.S. telecommunication providers including AT&T and Verizon. Those attacks allowed Chinese spies to listen in on conversations by political leaders and relied on out-of-date and therefore unpatched equipment from Cisco Systems and other U.S. vendors.
In August, Moolenaar's committee sent a letter to Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo, urging a formal investigation into TP-Link. The committee highlighted the sale and use of TP-Link devices on U.S. military bases, warning that it could allow state-linked hackers to target sensitive defense information.
Analysts say actions like rip and replace and the TP-Link probes highlight a shift in how agencies handle cyberthreats -- particularly from China.
"It underscores a broader evolution in how agencies approach cybersecurity -- focusing on preemptive strategies to mitigate risks from state-sponsored cyberthreats, particularly from China," said Cliff Steinhauer, director of information security and engagement at the nonprofit National Cybersecurity Alliance.
While funding for the rip-and-replace program was approved as part of the defense budget on Wednesday, the legislation passed without including the Countering Drones Act, despite strong advocacy from lawmakers. The proposed act would have banned the Chinese drone giant DJI from operating or selling its products in the United States.
Ellen Nakashima contributed to this report.
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Boeing Starliner crew's long-awaited return delayed to March
Barry Wilmore and Sunita Williams were previously expected to return in February after spending several months longer in orbit than planned.
By Aaron Gregg | 2024-12-18

Clockwise from bottom left, astronauts Nick Hague, Sunita Williams, Barry Wilmore and Donald Pettit unbox Thanksgiving meals on the International Space Station on Nov. 26. (Nasa/Reuters) 


The two Boeing Starliner astronauts kept unexpectedly on the International Space Station since June have had their stay extended yet again because the next crew will arrive later than originally anticipated, NASA said this week.
Barry "Butch" Wilmore and Sunita Williams were previously expected to return in February after spending several months longer in orbit than planned. But NASA said Tuesday that the next ISS crew, which NASA calls Crew-10, will not fly into space before late March. The astronauts who will be leaving the station, including Williams and Wilmore, will spend about five days helping to train the new arrivals, NASA said.
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She graduated without learning to read. Now she's suing her school. 
Aleysha Ortiz sued her Connecticut school district for allegedly failing to address her learning disabilities. She was illiterate when she graduated, she said.
By Daniel Wu | 2024-12-19

Aleysha Ortiz alleges in a lawsuit that she was illiterate when she graduated with honors from Hartford Public High School last spring. (Courtesy of Aleysha Ortiz)


Aleysha Ortiz was a high school sophomore when she received her first "A" on an assignment, a story she submitted for English class. She'll never forget it.
"Before, I would just trace an 'A' and pretend like someone gave this [grade] to me," she told The Washington Post.
Ortiz, 19, did not write or type her story. She spoke it to her computer and used speech-to-text software to transcribe it, like she did with all her schoolwork at Hartford Public High School in Connecticut.
Despite this, Ortiz alleges in her lawsuit that she was never provided adequate therapy or special education support. In elementary and middle school, she exhibited behavioral issues and was frequently kept in her principal's office instead of class and ignored by administrators when she lobbied for additional support. She was still illiterate when she graduated -- with honors -- last spring, she said.
"I begged people to support me," Ortiz said. "They told me, 'No.' I wanted to know what was going on with my brain. They told me it was too late."
Ortiz now studies at the University of Connecticut. But she is still digging out of the hole she was buried in by over a decade of negligence from one of the state's largest school districts, according to her lawsuit. Ortiz's experience, previously reported by the Connecticut Mirror, shocked state legislators and prompted scrutiny of what some teachers called an overstretched school system in financial straits.
The lawsuit, which seeks $15,000 in damages, names the City of Hartford, the Hartford Board of Education and Hartford Public Schools teacher Tilda Santiago as defendants. Santiago did not respond to a request for comment. Hartford education board chair Jennifer Hockenhull and the city's top attorney, Hartford corporation counsel Jonathan Harding, declined to comment.
Superintendent Leslie Torres-Rodriguez did not respond to a request for comment but said at an October education board meeting that she was "deeply concerned" by Ortiz's allegations and looking into her case.
Ortiz was 5 when her family moved to Connecticut from Puerto Rico seeking better services for students with disabilities. In Puerto Rico, Ortiz had been diagnosed with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, oppositional defiant disorder and a speech impediment, she said. A teacher in Hartford reported that she struggled with letter, sound and number recognition, according to her lawsuit.

Aleysha Ortiz in a personal photo. (Courtesy of Aleysha Ortiz)


Despite this, Ortiz alleged in her lawsuit that she was never provided adequate therapy or special education support. In elementary and middle school, she exhibited behavioral issues and was frequently kept in her principal's office instead of in class. When she was in class, teachers confined her to simple activities like tracing letters on worksheets, and she felt secluded from her peers, she said.
"The assignments would be either me sweeping the floors ... or they sent me around the classroom cleaning, organizing books to distract myself," Ortiz said.
School records documented Ortiz's deficits -- in the sixth grade, her academic skills were at a kindergarten or first-grade level -- and that she was at a high risk for depression, according to her lawsuit.
Still, Hartford Public Schools allegedly did not change her academic programming or address her disabilities. In Ortiz's junior year of high school, she was bullied and harassed by Tilda Santiago, a special-education case manager assigned to her, according to her lawsuit.
Ortiz said she was not held back throughout middle school despite not being given grades for assignments. Intent to graduate and attend college, she could only try to make up the difference herself. She tried to teach herself to read by doing karaoke and memorizing the letters that appeared with each song. She struggled through high school by recording each class to listen back to teachers and transcribing her assignments with dictation software.
"Sometime I would have to go to the bathroom and pretend like I was talking to someone, but really I was just answering the question of an assignment," she said.
Ortiz said she came to enjoy writing stories and poems using dictation. She turned in a capstone project titled "Special Education: A Systemic Failure" printed out on poster board and graduated on the honor roll. When she applied to the University of Connecticut against her teachers' advice, she wrote an essay about her experience at school.

Aleysha Ortiz's school project on special education. Ortiz completed her high school assignments by dictating text to her laptop, she said. (Courtesy of Aleysha Ortiz)


"It hasn't been easy," Ortiz wrote. "I've wanted to do more, but I'm still trying to catch up. That hasn't stopped me from applying to universities."
When Ortiz first spoke out about her experience with Hartford Public Schools in September, she kicked off a chorus of concerns. A former teacher wrote in the Connecticut Mirror that the district had far too few special education teachers, and some had over 80 students on their caseloads.
Members of the state legislature blasted the school district in October and proposed subjecting state education funding to greater oversight, the nonprofit news network States Newsroom reported. A spokesperson for the district retorted to the outlet that Hartford Public Schools was beset by staffing shortages and should not lose more resources. The city passed a budget in May that cut over $30 million for the school district, according to the Hartford Courant.
For her part, Ortiz said she wants to keep other students from enduring a similar ordeal. She still completes assignments by transcription in college, but she now receives help from the University of Connecticut's Center for Students with Disabilities. Since graduating from high school, Ortiz has started to worry about the challenges she'll face with her poor literacy, such as getting a driver's license or her first job. Her dream is to earn a doctorate.
On Tuesday, Ortiz spoke -- haltingly at first, but with growing confidence -- at a Hartford education board meeting, addressing her former superintendent.
"I wish I could say I was a proud grad of Hartford Public Schools," Ortiz said. "But I consider myself more as a survivor."
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They divorced 50 years ago. Recently, sparks flew. They just remarried.  
"We're not going to waste any time now that we're back together," said Bob Wenrich, 94 about his new wife Fay Gable, 89.
By Cathy Free | 2024-12-19

Robert Wenrich, 94, left and Fay Gable, 89, with an old photo of themselves at their home in East Cocalico Township, Pa. (Andy Blackburn/LNP/Lancaster Online/AP)


Bob Wenrich and Fay Gable were married under a tree in a relative's backyard a few weeks after Fay learned she was pregnant in 1951. She was 16 and Bob was 21, but they were in love and decided to make a go of it.
Their son was born, then they had three more children and settled into a busy life in Lancaster County, Pa., where Bob ran a house-painting business and Fay was a nurse. But 24 years later, in 1975, their marriage hit a rough patch and the couple divorced.
They both eventually remarried and remained friendly toward each other, attending holiday events with their four children and celebrating together at birthday parties for their grandchildren, said their youngest daughter, Carol Smith, 64.
"A lot of times, divorce is bitter and painful and people never get past it," she said. "But our parents did. They'd even sit together in the same pew at church."
After Bob and Fay's second spouses passed away, Carol noticed they seemed lonely, so about a year ago, she began inviting her parents to play card games with her and her husband at their home in Reamstown, Pa.
Soon, there was a little electricity between the two. Then Carol noticed they were spending time together alone.
"They started hanging out together a lot, and it was obvious they really enjoyed each other's company," she said.
Fay, 89, said she told Bob, 94, that she just wanted to remain good friends.
"I told her, 'We'll see about that,'" Bob recalled.
"He reached over and patted me on my knee, and I told him I didn't want any hanky-panky going on," Fay said. "Bob said, 'But you have such a nice knee.' And we just went on from there."

Fay Gable and Bob Wenrich remarried on Dec. 8, 2024 in Denver, Pa., about 50 years after they divorced. (Daisy K Photography/Daisy K Photography )


On an excursion to the casino in Morgantown, Pa., Bob won a jackpot playing the penny slots. That's when he said he knew. "Fay was my good luck charm," he said.
The pair began dating again, sneaking off more often to the casino to play the slots and share a few laughs over dinner.
"We reconnected like two teenagers," Fay said. "We got to know each other all over again."
"There was still a spark between them," said Carol.
Carol said her mother called her at work on Nov. 11 and mentioned that she didn't know whether she wanted to change her last name.
"I said, 'Does that mean you're getting married?' and my mom said, 'Yes, it does,'" she recalled. "I was delighted. As soon as I hung up the phone with her, I booked the venue and the pastor for them before I'd finished my lunch break."
Their daughter said she quickly booked a popular wedding venue in Denver, Pa. for Dec. 8 because most of the dates next year were already taken.
"My parents were divorced when I was 15," Carol said. "I certainly never thought I'd be planning their wedding at age 64."
Her three siblings were also elated, she said.
"We'd all seen how happy they were to be together again," Carol said. "They'd both been feeling lonely, and it was wonderful to see them find love again."

Family members of Bob Wenrich and Fay Gable were happy to see them reunite on Dec. 8. (Daisy K Photography )


On Dec. 8, the couple said "I do" for a second time. More than seven decades had passed since they were last married on Nov. 10, 1951.
"Fay might be a little older now, but she's as sweet as she was then," said Bob. "At our age now, we'll be lucky to have several years together, but I'm thankful for the chance."

Fay Gable, back left, with her four children, circa 1960, in Lancaster County, Pa. (Carol Smith)


Bob and Fay don't like to talk about why they divorced after more than two decades of marriage.
"It's something we no longer discuss -- we were just different people then," Fay said. "We learned to forgive and forget, and we became comfortable being around each other at family gatherings."
"We had our differences then, but now it's all working out," added Bob. "Everything sort of fell into place to bring us back together."

Fay Gable and Bob Wenrich on their wedding day in Denver, Pa. (Daisy K Photography )


After a local jeweler posted a photo on Facebook of the couple choosing wedding rings, LNP Lancaster Online, a newspaper in Lancaster County, rushed out to interview them, Carol said.
"People from all over were calling to congratulate them, she said. "They were even recognized when they went to the grocery store."

Bob Wenrich and Fay Gable exchanged wedding vows for a second time in front of about 80 friends and family members. (Daisy K Photography )


Fay picked out a lacy, champagne-colored ensemble and a wrist corsage for the big day, while Bob dressed in his best navy suit and tucked a white rose into his lapel.
About 80 friends and family members watched them exchange vows at a short and sweet ceremony, followed by a night of dancing to music from the '50s and '60s. The couple's chocolate-and-vanilla wedding cake was decorated with playing cards and poker chips in a nod to how romance bloomed anew.

The cake for Bob Wenrich and Fay Gable was decorated with playing cards and poker chips in honor of how they reconnected. (Daisy K Photography )


For their honeymoon, the couple took a 13-minute drive to their favorite casino in Morgantown to plug pennies in the slots.
"We drank coffee and had dinner at McDonald's, like the ordinary people we are," said Fay, who plans to officially change her last name back to Wenrich. "It's nice to have someone to share my meals with again."
"She was my first love," Bob added. "We're not going to waste any time now that we're back together."
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The Post investigated cops accused of sexually abusing kids. Here's what we learned.
The Post spent two years reporting on kids exploited by police officers. Here's what we learned about the systemic failures that allow these crimes to occur.
By Jessica Contrera, Jenn Abelson, John D. Harden | 2024-12-19
At least 1,800 officers. When Washington Post reporters set out to track down how often law enforcement officers were being arrested for crimes involving child sexual abuse, we never expected to end up with a number so high. Our investigation found that at least 1,800 officers were charged with these crimes from 2005 through 2022.
Of the hundreds of thousands of sworn officers in the United States, only a fraction are ever arrested for any offense. But we discovered that, on average, a law enforcement officer has been charged with a crime involving child sexual abuse twice a week, every week, for 18 years.
We stopped counting at the end of 2022 when we started reporting our series, Abused by the Badge. Nearly every week since, our inboxes have pinged with alerts of new cases. The circumstances are disturbingly familiar.
Americans have reckoned with sexual misconduct committed by teachers, clergy, coaches and others who work with children. Abusive law enforcement officers, too, can gain the trust of parents and guardians, create opportunities to get kids alone and threaten repercussions for broken silence. Unlike other professions, they do it while wielding the added power of their badges and guns.
After two years of reporting on children being violated by the officers sworn to protect them, here is what we've learned about the systemic failures that allow these crimes to keep happening.
In cases across the country, abusive officers regularly met their victims through their work. Some were assigned to youth-focused jobs, like at schools or in cadet programs. But many officers found kids while responding to calls for help or investigating crimes.
Through an exclusive analysis of the nation's most comprehensive database of police arrests, which is managed by Bowling Green State University, we found that nearly all of the officers charged with crimes involving child sexual abuse were men. They worked in departments of all sizes and in every state. Some even held leadership positions; 47 of those charged were chiefs, sheriffs or heads of their agencies. Though the specific names of charges can vary, the majority of officers were accused of crimes involving the direct abuse of children, including rape and forcible fondling. The kids most frequently targeted were teenage girls.
Some police officials, prosecutors and judges we spoke with admitted that they could have done more to hold officers accountable in the cases they handled. But nationwide, child sexual abuse by law enforcement has gone largely unrecognized by the public and unaddressed within the criminal justice system. There is no national tracking system for officers accused of preying on kids. There is no requirement to train police on how to spot signs of grooming in their colleagues' behavior. There is no universal mandate to screen for potential perpetrators. Police unions and professional organizations have not dedicated resources and attention to large-scale prevention efforts.
Most law enforcement agencies don't have clear rules about when officers can be alone with or privately message minors. Abusive cops used those loopholes to repeatedly meet with and have inappropriate conversations with children, without violating policies. Predatory officers are also taking advantage of a lack of supervision, including some who repeatedly visited minors' homes while on duty. In Iowa, an officer assaulted a 15-year-old girl in an empty police station and choked her until she passed out. In Indiana, an officer sent hundreds of messages from his work laptop to a teen he was abusing in his police cruiser. Both of these convicted officers told The Post that if they had been more closely supervised, they might have been stopped.
We found that some of the officers who preyed on kids were hired despite having previously been accused, arrested or sometimes even convicted of child abuse, domestic violence and other serious crimes. Other cops were accused of exploiting kids at previous police jobs -- but avoided serious consequences and then got hired at other departments.
One Texas officer, Kevin Coffey, racked up multiple misconduct complaints while working at eight law enforcement agencies over 11 years. One of his former supervisors, who said he fired Coffey for harassing a teenage girl, tried to warn other departments -- but the officer kept being handed a gun and a badge. Coffey eventually got promoted to chief in Maypearl, where he was convicted of sexually abusing a 14-year-old girl in his office.
The Post identified more than 200 elementary, middle and high school police officers who were charged with crimes involving child sexual abuse from 2005 through 2022. In dozens of cases, arrested school officers were accused of violating children on school grounds, including in their offices. One of those officers, Richland County Sheriff's Deputy Jamel Bradley, kept his job in Columbia, South Carolina, despite multiple complaints about his behavior, including a 15-year-old's report that he sexually assaulted her in his office during school. He eventually pleaded guilty to sexually abusing two other students.
The Justice Department, which has directed hundreds of millions of dollars for school police programs, had never issued guidance to agencies and schools on how to prevent sexual misconduct by school police. But after our investigation was published, the department issued new federal guidelines urging law enforcement agencies to train school police on boundaries with children, ensure there are "multiple ways" for students to report troubling behavior and fully investigate complaints of sexual assault and misconduct by officers.
How do you report the police to the police? This was the conundrum faced by so many families we spoke with. They feared not being believed or being retaliated against. In dozens of cases we identified, officers reportedly intimidated victims and witnesses, destroyed evidence or used their connections to try to derail criminal proceedings. Some victims found their complaints were immediately taken seriously, particularly when the investigation was handled by authorities other than the alleged abuser's employer, such as state or federal law enforcement agencies. But too often, reports of abuse were downplayed or ignored. Officers suspected of exploiting children were left on the job. Then, kids were abused again.
In New Orleans, The Post found that the highest-ranking New Orleans police official, then-Superintendent Shaun Ferguson, was texted about "potential sexual abuse of a minor by an officer." Five days later, Officer Rodney Vicknair locked a 15-year-old girl in his truck and sexually assaulted her. Our reporting prompted a federal judge to restore a key part of the victim's civil lawsuit that accused the city of failing to quickly take action once it received notice of the suspected abuse. In August, the city was ordered to pay her $1 million.
The Indiana officer who was accused of sexually abusing a 16-year-old in his patrol car? He pleaded guilty and got probation. A Missouri cop who was accused of sexually abusing a 16-year-old girl at a police shooting range? He pleaded guilty and got probation.
Nearly 40 percent of convicted officers identified by The Post avoided prison sentences. In cases across the country, prosecutors offered generous plea deals to cops who admitted to raping, groping and exploiting minors, citing the need to bring cases to a close or spare victims from testifying. Sometimes they did so despite the objections of victims and their families. Then, judges approved those agreements -- or made sentencing determinations of their own -- that allowed abusive officers to walk out of courtrooms without any prison time. In South Carolina, prosecutors had offered the school resource officer a plea deal that kept him out of prison and off the sex offender registry in exchange for pleading guilty to sexually abusing two students. But after our investigation revealed years of misconduct complaints, a judge ordered the former deputy to register as a sex offender.
We also found police departments have repeatedly failed to report cops convicted of crimes to state licensing agencies to prevent them from being an officer again. Only after we wrote about the Indiana officer who received probation for sexually abusing a teenager in his patrol car did the Indiana Law Enforcement Academy revoke that officer's certification.
Nightmares. Flashbacks. Fear of patrol cars. Children who are sexually abused by police sworn to protect them face lifelong consequences. We learned many of these kids had already survived trauma growing up -- experiences that sometimes made them easier targets for predatory cops. Others had joined youth police organizations or welcomed mentoring from officers because they hoped to one day work in law enforcement. Now, their futures have been upended. Our reporting showed that the kids violated aren't the only ones with lasting harm. Especially in small towns, where cops are deeply embedded in the communities they serve, the ripple effects of these violations are immense. As Chuck Wexler, who leads the Police Executive Research Forum, told us: "Whatever we can do to prevent this and hold those accountable will help restore the trust in the police."
After two years of reporting, we know that there is still much to uncover about this entrenched problem. Sex crimes are widely believed to be underreported, and the roughly 1,800 cases we studied only included those in which the investigation ended in arrest and the arrest was reported in the media or court documents. Philip Stinson, a criminologist and former police officer who created the Bowling Green State University database of officer arrests, argues that for this type of misconduct to be addressed, those in law enforcement and the communities they serve must first acknowledge these crimes are often the result of systemic failures, not just individual bad actors.
Many institutions that can be exploited by predators -- including schools, churches and youth programs -- have come to treat child sexual abuse as an always-present risk. They prioritize prevention efforts recommended by experts, such as assessing job applicants specifically for their risk to abuse children. They limit one-on-one interactions between minors and adults, mandate training on red-flag behaviors and enforce explicit policies about appropriate boundaries. Similar efforts are overdue in law enforcement, said Strategies for Youth Executive Director Lisa Thurau, whose organization focuses on police interactions with juveniles. Thurau told us, "Until you have leaders saying, 'This is unacceptable, nonnegotiable, you will be on my list for firing and you will be sent to court' -- until you have that, you are going to continue to see this behavior."
To learn more about the Abused by the Badge series, how we reported these stories and the team behind this work, read our methodology. This investigative journalism would not be possible without subscribers. You can subscribe to The Post here.
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A 137-year-old newspaper faced extinction. Readers said: 'We'll pay more.'
The Plainsman Herald was set to cease publication. Then readers rallied around the southeastern Colorado paper, keeping it afloat for at least another year.
By Anumita Kaur | 2024-12-19

(iStock)


The Plainsman Herald nearly folded.
The 137-year-old weekly newspaper in Springfield, Colorado, had documented rural life in the southeastern corner of the state for decades -- from the annual Baca County fair to school board meetings and city councils.
But printing, delivery and insurance costs had gone up. Advertisers fell away. And in July, owner Kent Brooks announced that the paper would cease printing by the end of this year and could shut down entirely soon after that.
A news desert loomed.
Then Brooks's phone began ringing, and his inbox overflowed: Readers were stepping up to save the only news source across the county's six towns.
One reader offered to host a bake sale to keep the paper printing; others said they could sponsor sections of the paper. Some simply asked: What can do we do to keep our newspaper in business?
"They were saying, 'We don't want to lose our paper.' That is something that struck me: It's as much of the community's as it is mine," Brooks, 60, said.
Readers were willing to pay double their subscription rate. As a result of the outpouring of support, the paper will continue publishing through 2025, Brooks said. The Colorado Sun previously reported on the publication's saga.
At least 2,200 local newspapers have closed across the United States since 2005. In many regions where papers do exist, resources are strapped, limiting reporting on vital local issues. The consequences are dire, The Washington Post has reported, stripping communities of crucial information that allows democracy to function.
It's why Brooks bought the Plainsman Herald in 2019, he said. He was born and raised in Springfield, and generations of his family have lived in Baca County, a tight-knit agricultural community of about 3,000 people.
Brooks had always seen the Plainsman Herald get delivered to his grandparents' house and his parents' house. It was a simple, but integral, part of the rural community's fabric.
Brooks eventually left to attend Oklahoma State University, later settling into an IT management career in Wyoming, where he still lives. But his love of southeastern Colorado endured.
Brooks felt compelled to capture the region's history, so about a decade ago, he began researching and writing about the area's past for the Plainsman Herald.
By 2017, the newspaper's owner was looking to sell. But prospective buyers were scarce; county residents often didn't have much money to spare -- much less to invest in a struggling newspaper. The county's median household income is about $40,000, and about a quarter of the population is older than 65, according to U.S. Census data.
"I finally ended up asking her, 'What if I bought the thing?,'" he said, referring to the newspaper's former owner. Brooks had little journalism experience -- but in fall 2019, he purchased the paper for about $35,000, he said.
It became a family affair. His son spent a summer helping report for the paper; his daughter has spent three years as the outlet's only full-time reporter. The Plainsman Herald's mission remained clear: to cover local goings-on, from events to meetings of elected officials.
"It's not a project to get rich on, for sure," Brooks said with a laugh. The goal was simply to ensure the paper could pay for itself.
For a little while, the paper "cruised along," Brooks said. The subscription base grew modestly, reaching about 800, and the publication secured some new sponsors.
Then the coronavirus pandemic hit. Costs kept rising. The paper lost one of its biggest advertisers.
This past July, Brooks informed the community that the paper would have to close.
"It was really kind of a shocker for everybody," he said. "People were just sad. This newspaper has been around for some people for them, their children, their children's children. It's always been there, for three and four generations."
Then came the notes from community members, asking what they could do to help keep the Plainsman Herald alive.
Propelled by that care, Brooks published a survey in the paper and online, asking his subscribers whether they would be willing to pay more to keep the paper alive. The price would increase from $45 a year for an in-county resident to $100 a year.
The answer was a resounding "yes." Ninety-five percent of respondents said they would be willing to absorb the higher cost, Brooks said. A few community members offered to sponsor sections of the paper, and the publication's off-the-rack price will increase from $1 to $2.
It's enough to keep the newspaper going for another year, Brooks said.
"That's pretty exciting," he said. The website is getting a refresh, they're looking for freelance reporters to help cover events and meetings across the county, and most recently, they've launched a podcast.
"I believe what people said in the survey" about valuing the paper enough to pay more, Brooks said. "Maybe I'm an optimist, I don't know."
Maybe one day, he mused, he can leave his full-time IT job, return to Baca County and dedicate himself fully to the paper.
"I didn't want to lose our paper either -- even when it wasn't mine," Brooks said. "We don't do national news. What we do, nobody else does."
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Student and teacher killed in Wisconsin school shooting are identified
Officials identified the victims of Monday's shooting at a small private Christian school in Madison, Wisconsin, as Rubi P. Vergara, 14, and Erin M. West, 42.
By Kelsey Ables | 2024-12-19

People sign crosses during a candlelight vigil on Tuesday outside the Wisconsin Capitol in Madison. (Morry Gash/AP)


Officials identified the victims of Monday's shooting at a small private Christian school in Madison, Wisconsin, as Rubi P. Vergara, 14, and Erin M. West, 42.
Vergara, a freshman at Abundant Life Christian School, and West, a staff member, were killed when 15-year-old Natalie "Samantha" L. Rupnow opened fire with a handgun in a classroom that was being used as a study hall. Six others were hurt, including two students whose injuries police described on Monday as life-threatening. Rupnow died of an apparent self-inflicted wound.
Initial exam results confirmed that Vergara and West were killed by firearm-related trauma, a statement released by the Dane County Medical Examiner's Office on Wednesday night said, noting that additional testing is ongoing.
Located a few miles east of the Wisconsin Capitol, Abundant Life has fewer than 400 students spread across 13 grades, and its tight-knit community was stunned by the violence, which was unusual both for its target, a small private school, and its perpetrator, a teenage girl. Some parents told The Washington Post that they had enrolled their children in the school because they thought it would be safer than larger public schools, which have been targeted in shootings more often.
This year, more than 31,000 students at K-12 campuses across 21 states have been affected by shootings during school hours, which have killed 13 people and injured nearly 50.
An obituary for Vergara described the 14-year-old as an avid reader, art lover and singer, who played keyboard in her family's worship band and shared a special bond with her pets.
Abundant Life, in a statement reported by local media, said Vergara had attended the school since kindergarten and was often seen with a book in her hand. "Her gentle, loving, and kind heart was reflected in her smile. Rubi was a blessing to her class and our school," it said.
In a post on Facebook, Stacy Remus, who identified herself as Vergara's aunt, wrote: "Rubi, there are very few words to express how our hearts are broken, we love you and miss you."
West, the staff member who was killed, worked as a substitute teacher for three years before taking on additional coordinating duties "tailor made for her abundant skills and breadth of knowledge," according to Abundant Life. She "served our teachers and students with grace, humor, wisdom, and -- most importantly -- with the love of Jesus," the school said.
"Our hearts grieve for each family who has lost a loved one due to this tragic event," it added.
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The war against murder hornets is over, officials say. The U.S. won.
Northern giant hornets, nicknamed "murder hornets," have been eradicated from the United States, agriculture officials said Wednesday.
By Praveena Somasundaram | 2024-12-19

A Washington State Department of Agriculture worker in October 2020 displays an Asian giant hornet taken from a nest, in Blaine, Washington. (Elaine Thompson/AP) 


The "murder hornets" haven't died, but their sting is gone.
On Wednesday, more than four years after the invasive insect was first spotted on U.S. soil -- in Washington, threatening to kill the state's honeybees -- officials announced that the aptly nicknamed murder hornets had been eradicated from the United States.
The buzz about the hornets began in 2020, with viral warnings that the native Asian species could kill off entire hives as it spread into new territory, decapitating local bees and feeding the leftover thoraxes to their young. For Washington residents, the hornet reports were another horror lurking outside their doors at a time when most had already been shut by the coronavirus pandemic.
But this month, trappers in Washington took down the last trap set for the hornets, marking three years without any confirmed detections and the conclusion of a mission supported by beekeepers, community members, and state and federal officials.
"I'm thrilled," said Ruthie Danielsen, a beekeeper involved in the eradication efforts. "I understand how rare it is to stop an invasive species."
Danielsen's work dates back to early 2020, when she first heard about the "slaughter phase" of the murder hornet -- officially known as the northern giant hornet, or Vespa mandarinia. In that phase, a few hornets approach a beehive, dismember all the honeybees and capture the hive as their own.
There had been sightings of the hornet in British Columbia, Canada, and Danielsen, a member of a Washington beekeeping club near the border, knew from cursory research that the hornets were "really, really bad for honeybees."
Danielsen -- who had her own hives, most of them named after the animals she kept on her Blaine, Washington, property -- didn't want to take any chances.
The beekeeping club arranged for a beekeeping expert with British Columbia's provincial government to give a presentation on the hornets.
The apiarist described the murder hornets as "the polar bear of the insect world," Danielsen said, comparing the hornets with apex predators known for their brutal efficiency in taking down prey. He said honeybees were among hornets' favorite foods. He detailed the slaughter phase.
At the same meeting, another beekeeper in the club shared a strange photo from months earlier, when he had found some of his own bees dead and decapitated, unsure what happened to them.
Now, they thought murder hornets might be the culprit.
Danielsen was horrified. She felt like the hornets were too close to attacking her own beloved bees.
To see how she could help, she contacted the Washington State Department of Agriculture, which by then had issued a "pest alert" for the insects. The urgency was clear: An entomologist for the state agriculture department told the New York Times in May 2020 that if Washington couldn't keep the hornets from establishing a population in the next couple of years, "it probably can't be done."
And so began the frenzy to rid the state of its newfound foe.
Danielsen worked to educate other beekeepers and residents in northwest Washington about the murder hornets and how to stop them from invading. State agriculture officials sent her trapping equipment to distribute. She drove from city to city with the kits in the back of her blue pickup truck, stopping in parking lots and sitting near her vehicle with a mask on as residents came to get the supplies.
The kits included two-liter plastic bottles, orange juice and rice-based cooking wine to attract the hornets while deterring honeybees. Residents were instructed to cut small openings in the bottles and hang them on trees.
Over the course of their eradication efforts, more than 1,000 "citizen scientists" participated in programs to help trap the hornets, officials said Wednesday. At the same time, state trappers were working in areas where they knew there were murder hornets.
In October 2020, state officials eradicated a nest -- at the time, the country's only known nest of the insects -- in a backyard in Blaine, Washington. The crew of scientists who arrived to tackle the basketball-sized nest appeared almost dystopian, dressed in white protective gear, ready to vacuum the insects into canisters.
The following year, three more murder hornet nests were destroyed.
For years, a crew of trappers checked on their work tracking the hornets, sometimes doing so in pouring rain and through the smoke of wildfires. But since Sept. 23, 2021, there have been no confirmed hornet detections. The state's last trap was taken down on Dec. 5, a signal that it had eliminated its bee-thirsty threat.
On Wednesday, state and federal agriculture officials declared the eradication a "victory." Washingtonians celebrated the win online, including Gov. Jay Inslee (D), who wrote on Facebook: " ... and don't come back!"
Sven-Erik Spichiger, an entomologist for Washington's agriculture department, said in a news conference Wednesday that the state would keep monitoring hornet species that are invasive. He noted that officials in Georgia and South Carolina are fighting against a threat of their own -- the yellow-legged hornet.
"The battle will continue," Spichiger said. "We will continue to be vigilant."
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Grandmother gets hundreds of false tickets due to Star Trek vanity plates
Beda Koorey turned in her NCC 1701 license plate in 2020 but still got tickets for years, dragging her into a bureaucratic nightmare with the DMV.
By Jonathan Edwards | 2024-12-19

Beda Koorey talks to a News 12 reporter about getting hundreds of traffic tickets over four years because of the Star Trek-related license plate she used to have. (News 12)


Beda Koorey surrendered her Star Trek-themed license plate in 2020, but little did she know that it would haunt her for years, sparking hundreds of incorrect traffic violation accusations and thrusting her into a seemingly never-ending bureaucratic nightmare with DMV officials.
Koorey, 75, knew the plate was a Star Trek reference that her husband, a Trekkie, got decades earlier. But for years, she was unaware that online retailers were selling fake New York license plates with the tag NCC 1701 -- the call letters of the starship USS Enterprise in the "Star Trek" series.
Koorey, a retiree who lives on Long Island, denounced the New York State Department of Motor Vehicles for giving her what she described as an infuriating, soul-crushing runaround for years. She also criticized companies that sell fake personalized license plates that authorities can mistake as authentic.
"They have all tortured me for four years," she said while choking up, adding: "I just want to cry, it's such a mess."
Over the past four years, Koorey has received hundreds of traffic citations from all over the United States -- and beyond -- even though she stopped driving in 2020. She said she has spent nearly every day since explaining to authorities in far-flung jurisdictions, most of which she's never been to, that she no longer has the plates before proving her claim by giving them the New York DMV document showing she gave them up and officials then destroyed them.
Walter McClure, spokesman for the New York DMV, said in a statement that there's no such thing as "de-linking" a customer's information from a plate that was once registered to them.
"DMV has gone above and beyond to assist Ms. Koorey for the past 4 years, and our records have always made it clear that her plates were surrendered," McClure said. "We share in Ms. Koorey's frustration, and believe it should be directed to the tolling and billing entities who have victimized her with their inability, or worse yet unwillingness, to properly ensure they are billing the correct individual."

Beda Koorey no longer has the Star Trek-related license plates and stopped driving in 2020, but still she has received hundreds of traffic citations. (News 12)


Koorey's husband applied for the plates in 1978 before the two met. They got married in the '80s, and in 1998 transferred the plates to her new Nissan Maxima, which they both drove. There they stayed for more than two decades, even after they divorced. But in 2020, Koorey decided to get a new car to replace the Maxima that was falling apart after 22 years.
Never having been a Trekkie herself and having grown tired of paying extra for a personalized plate, she opted to surrender it in exchange for a non-personalized one. DMV records show officials accepted the plates in April 2020 and destroyed them.
Within months, Koorey, who has two granddaughters, decided to stop driving all together.
In August, she got a notice from officials in Vernon, New York, a nearly 300-mile drive away. Koorey had never been to Vernon, so she called officials there to tell them she'd given up the plates before sending them the DMV records to support her claim. The charges were dropped.
Koorey thought it was strange but a one-off.
Then, she got a ticket in the Bronx for speeding and thought, "What the hell?" Again, she called officials, explained the situation and had the citation dropped.
It was only the beginning. Over the coming months and years, notices about tickets appeared from more than a dozen states, including Massachusetts, Florida and Washington state. In two cases, authorities in Canada and Ohio said they had evidence that the plate had been on a vehicle used in robberies.
Koorey kept playing bureaucratic whack-a-mole. Although she always managed to get the tickets dismissed, doing the work took its toll. She spent hours each day on the phone waiting on hold and explaining herself yet again. She ran out of printer paper and tore through books of stamps sending documentation to this place and that.
Koorey said she also tried to cut off the confusion at the source: the New York State DMV, whose records still showed her name and address when officials looked up "NCC 1701." Agencies with photos showing fake New York license plates with NCC 1701 -- presumably some of them Trekkie fans who were speeding and running red lights -- sent violation notices to Koorey with the threat of steeper punishments if she didn't pay. (Online shoppers can buy a New York state "Metal Stamped License Plate" with the tag "NCC 1701" on Amazon for $14.)
Koorey has nearly 200 outstanding violations and late fees totaling $16,585.22 in New York City alone, she said.
But DMV officials gave her the runaround, she said, sometimes telling her they'd "de-linked" her information from the plate when they hadn't and other times just refusing to help.
Then she decided she couldn't take it anymore. Last month, Koorey contacted News 12, which ran a story about her odyssey. Kenneth Mollins, a Long Island-based lawyer, saw one of the TV segments about Koorey, thought he could help and contacted her, which led to a meeting in his office last week.
Mollins took the case. On Dec. 10, he wrote a letter to DMV Commissioner Mark Schroeder and Deputy Commissioner and General Counsel Joshua Vinciguerra. Within hours, Vinciguerra called him, Mollins said. When Mollins floated the possibility of a lawsuit, Vinciguerra asked for time to fix the problem, he added.
By the next morning, Koorey's information no longer showed up when "NCC 1701" was searched, Mollins said, adding that he believes that should put a stop to Koorey's traffic-ticket woes.
Mollins said that while he's appreciative of Vinciguerra's help, the situation never should have spiraled into years of anguish for Koorey or escalated to the attention of the top leadership of the DMV. Someone much lower down the ladder should have made the fix within weeks, if not days, and certainly in 2020 when Koorey first got in contact, he said.
"It just shows this big, bad entity was just stepping on this lady for no reason. It took me one phone call to make the changes," Mollins said, adding: "They pushed this lady to her wits' end."
Koorey put it like this: "Why didn't they do that in 2020 when I surrendered the plate? What would have been so hard about doing that then?"
McClure, the DMV spokesman, declined to answer that question.
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CDC confirms first severe human case of bird flu in U.S.
A resident of southwestern Louisiana has been hospitalized with a severe case of bird flu linked to a backyard flock.
By Lena H. Sun | 2024-12-19

Avian influenza, seen in yellow, grown in cells (in blue). (CDC/NIAID/AP)


An individual in Louisiana has the first severe illness caused by bird flu in the United States, federal health officials said Wednesday.
The patient, who is hospitalized in critical condition, had been in contact with sick and dead birds in backyard flocks on their property, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention said. It's the first case of H5N1 bird flu in the United States that has been linked to exposure to a backyard flock, and news of the infection comes the same day California officials declared a state of emergency to confront the outbreak spreading among dairy cows.
The Louisiana Health Department announced over the weekend that it had detected its first presumptive positive human case of bird flu in a resident of southwestern Louisiana who was hospitalized. The state provided no additional details initially.
Emma Herrock, a spokeswoman for the Louisiana health department, said in an email statement Wednesday, that the patient, who is over 65, "is experiencing severe respiratory illness related to H5N1 infection and is currently hospitalized in critical condition." The patient also has underlying medical conditions, she said. Citing patient confidentiality, she said there would be no updates about the patient's condition at this time.
People over 65 and individuals with underlying medical conditions are at higher risk of complications from influenza.
The case was confirmed by the CDC on Friday. In a briefing Wednesday, Demetre Daskalakis, a top CDC official, said preliminary genetic sequencing indicates the virus belongs to a version of bird flu recently detected in wild birds and poultry in the United States, and in recent human cases in British Columbia and Washington state.
That version, or genotype, is different from the one that has been detected in dairy cows, some human cases and some poultry outbreaks in the United States, he said. The patient had no exposure to dairy cows, and state officials are monitoring contacts and offering antivirals if needed.
Public health officials are watching this case carefully because in all of the other 60 cases of bird flu illness in the United States, patients have experienced mild illness, such as pink eye, or mild respiratory symptoms. They have all fully recovered, Daskalakis said. A teen in Canada was hospitalized with an H5N1 infection, and in that case officials have not been able to identify the source of exposure.
In the United States, there have been two cases -- an adult in Missouri and a child in California -- where health officials have not determined how they became exposed and infected.
In the past 25 years of global experience with the virus, of the more than 900 cases of H5N1 infection in other countries, infection has been associated with severe illness and -- in about 50 percent of cases -- death, officials have said.
Public health experts have been growing increasingly concerned about the spread of the virus in dairy herds in recent weeks, with more than 800 dairy herds infected in 16 states, with the more than 600 herds infected in California. The virus has also attacked poultry flocks and spread to other animals. On Wednesday, California Gov. Gavin Newsom (D) declared a state of emergency "to streamline and expedite the state's response," he said.
For months, experts have warned that the longer the virus spreads among humans and animals, the greater the chance for mutations that make it more virulent and transmissible person to person. Scientists recently reported that it would take just a single mutation in the version of the bird flu that has swept through U.S. dairy herds to produce a virus adept at latching on to human cells, a much simpler step than previously imagined.
No person-to-person spread of H5N1 bird flu has been detected in any of the cases. The CDC said the latest case does not change the agency's overall assessment of the immediate risk to the public's health from bird flu, which officials said remains low.

The recent bird flu outbreak is being regarded as the largest animal disease outbreak on record, raising concerns about its potential to spark a pandemic.


But the virus is changing, said John Connor, an associate professor of microbiology at Boston University. "It is essentially going to the gym all the time and training to be better," Connor said at a webinar on H5N1 this week hosted by hosted by Boston University's Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases. "The virus is not just getting into birds, now it's getting into cows. There's evidence that it's getting into other animals, cats, dogs, mink," he said. "Now what we are seeing is that this is a virus that used to be only good at breaking and entering into bird cells and causing disease there and transmitting there, now its getting better at breaking and entering into a bunch of other cells."
But he cautioned, "Right now we're seeing a lot of breaking and entering in neighborhoods near us, but not our neighborhood."
Health officials declined to share details about the Louisiana person's symptoms and timeline of their illness for privacy reasons. On Monday, Louisiana sent a health alert to the state's clinicians asking them to consider possible H5N1 virus infection in people with symptoms of acute respiratory illness or pink eye and who had exposure history within 10 days of the start of their symptoms. The state said it detected the presumptive positive case this past Thursday.
"The demonstrated potential for this virus to cause severe illness in people continues to highlight the importance of the joint coordinated U.S. federal response," Daskalakis said at a news briefing.
The Louisiana patient's illness was detected as part of existing surveillance for influenza. The patient was tested, based on their symptoms. When test results showed influenza A, subsequent testing was performed and identified H5N1, which is a type of influenza A, Daskalakis said.
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Drone sightings unsettle New Jersey residents: 'It's been super-scary'     
As reports of drones in the sky inundate New Jersey police, some dismiss them as much ado about nothing. Others think there must be a more detailed explanation.
By Angie Orellana Hernandez, Jiselle Lee | 2024-12-18

Drones are seen over Bernardsville, New Jersey, on Dec. 5. (Brian Glenn/TMX/AP) 


Chrissy Doremus knows people think she's wrong.
Doremus, a brewery co-owner in Morris County, New Jersey, said she has seen three drones over her family's home. She's one of thousands who have described seeing unmanned aircraft over neighborhoods, bodies of water or sensitive military bases in the state.
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Lawsuit shows private detention companies offered beds to ICE this year
US Immigration and Customs Enforcement is considering proposals for expansion of immigration detention nationwide, including in sanctuary states such as California.
By Maria Sacchetti | 2024-12-19

Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents work a traffic stop to detain an undocumented immigrant with a criminal record after an early morning stakeout, Wednesday, January 8, 2020. (Eamon Queeney/For The Washington Post)


The Biden administration has assembled a list of contractors willing to expand immigration detention across the United States, worrying advocacy groups that say officials have laid the groundwork for President-elect Donald Trump's plan to carry out mass deportations.
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement actively sought information about available detention beds in the months before the November election, as officials were preparing for a possible new surge of migrants at the U.S.-Mexico border, according to records the American Civil Liberties Union obtained this month via a lawsuit.
The records show that private companies offered thousands of new detention beds in more than a dozen facilities in California, Kansas, Nevada, New Mexico, Texas, and Washington state, including some that in the past have been criticized as unsanitary or unsafe.
An ACLU lawyer said the process "endangers immigrants nationwide" by preparing the next administration to expand detention beds.
"It's going to enable ICE to more quickly ramp up detention and deportation under the incoming administration's mass-deportation efforts," said Eunice Cho, senior staff attorney with the ACLU's National Prison Project, who led the federal lawsuit seeking the records in New York, calling the effort "tremendously disappointing."
Trump has vowed to mount "the largest domestic deportation operation in American history" once he takes office next month. But there are both legal and logistical hurdles to doing so, including a lack of space to detain immigrants from the time they are taken into federal custody until they can be expelled from the country.


ICE did not disclose the total number of beds that contractors said they could make available in response to its requests, but the ACLU said the documents show that the inventory could range from 6,650 to nearly 12,000 nationwide.
ICE officials did not respond to requests for comment.
The agency sought information about detention facilities as it was implementing new Biden administration policies to restrict access to the U.S. southern border, where agents made an average of 2 million apprehensions a year from 2021 to 2023, a record.
ICE's request said it was seeking an inventory of potentially thousands of beds, mostly for men, but also for women, from public or private entities, though it had no immediate plans to sign contracts.
In their response to the ACLU's lawsuit, immigration officials did not identify all the facilities that were included in the proposals by the private companies, saying that was confidential commercial information. The civil-rights group said it is challenging that decision.
The ACLU said the documents show that only private, for-profit entities submitted proposals to detain immigrants or to provide security or other services. Among them are the nation's largest private prison companies, Tennessee-based CoreCivic and Florida- based The GEO Group. Company officials did not immediately respond to requests for comment.
The Midwest Regional Reception Center in Leavenworth, Kansas, also offered space to ICE, according to the documents. In recent years, the facility was considered so dangerously understaffed that a federal judge called it an "absolute hellhole," according to a 2021 investigation by CNN. The U.S. Marshal's Service, which was paying the jail to hold pretrial defendants, terminated its contract that year.
ICE also received proposals from The South Texas Family Residential Center in Dilley, Texas, a former detention center for migrant families, and the Torrance detention center in New Mexico.
The Biden administration stopped detaining families at Dilley in 2021 amid complaints about inadequate care for children. And the Department of Homeland Security's independent watchdog recommended evacuating Torrance in 2022, saying it was critically understaffed and had clogged toilets and other unsanitary conditions. ICE disputed the findings and accused the investigators of fabricating evidence.
CoreCivic manages the facilities in Leavenworth, Dilley and Torrance. ICE did not identify The Geo Group facilities submitted in the proposal, the ACLU said, though it is seeking the information.
The records also offer insight into locations where ICE could seek to expand its reach once Trump is in office, Cho said.
California, for one, is home to the largest estimated population of undocumented immigrants, as many as 2.6 million people in 2022, though it currently has far fewer detention facilities than Texas, according to the Department of Homeland Security.
Expanding into Kansas also would give ICE a greater foothold in the Midwest, she said.
The ACLU said ICE had earlier disclosed that it was considering expanding detention in New Jersey.
The facilities, if activated, would be in addition to ICE's network of more than 100 immigration jails, most of which are privately run. Most would house men, according to the agency's plans, though as many as 20 percent of the beds could be for women.
States such as California, New Jersey and Washington have passed laws banning private, for profit immigration-detention facilities, but courts have struck those laws down as unconstitutional. The rulings say the laws violate the Supremacy clause of the constitution, which states that federal law takes precedence over state statutes.
Advocates for immigrants and leading Democratic lawmakers have urged the Biden administration to close private detention centers, as the president promised during his campaign. Advocacy groups say they are concerned about conditions in the facilities and Trump's promises to expand detention and deportations.
Department of Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas declined to comment Wednesday.
The ACLU filed the lawsuit in September in U.S. District Court in New York, seeking to compel ICE under the Freedom of Information Act to disclose the information it had gathered.
The legal nonprofit and its affiliates have filed a separate lawsuit in California to obtain information about ICE's capacity to increase deportation flights.
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Cyclone leaves Indian Ocean island in ruins, photos show 
After the devastating winds and torrential rainfall subsided, foreign journalists were able to travel to the remote French department, and document the devastation.
By Olivier Laurent, Ruby Mellen | 2024-12-19
Cyclone Chido ripped through the Indian Ocean archipelago of Mayotte this weekend, flattening entire neighborhoods, with hundreds feared dead. After the devastating winds and torrential rainfall subsided, foreign journalists were able to travel to the remote French department, and document the devastation.
French President Emmanuel Macron arrived in the capital, Mamoudzou, on Thursday, after the country's military said it had delivered more than 130 tons of aid. Macron spoke with civilians and officials and toured the destruction in a helicopter.
"We are without water, without electricity, there is nowhere to go because everything is demolished," Assane Haloi, a security agent, told the French president, according to the Associated Press.
It was likely the strongest storm to hit the archipelago since 1934, said Meteo-France, the country's meteorological service. Aid efforts are underway in France's poorest department, but recovery seems far off for those enduring the aftermath.
"We can't even shelter, we are all wet with our children covering ourselves with whatever we have so that we can sleep," Haloi said.

The Kaweni slum, which was severely impacted by Cyclone Chido, on the outskirts of Mamoudzou, Mayotte. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



Nassirou Hamidouni, father of five, stands among the debris of the neighboring destroyed home in the slum of Kaweni. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



A young girl walks in the Kaweni slum on the outskirts of Mamoudzou. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



A woman carrying her belongings walks past debris in the Kaweni slum. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



People get water from a well in the lower part of the Kaweni slum. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



People get water from a well. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



People queue for gas in Mamoudzou. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



A French officer directs traffic for essential vehicles in Mamoudzou. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



Women wash clothes after a short rain filled their pots with water at the Lycee des Lumieres, where they found shelter after losing their homes, in Mamoudzou. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



A child sleeps at the Lycee des Lumieres. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



Mohamed Ankidine, third left, with feet injuries, Saindou Dahabou who suffers from diabetes, and Alibouna Haithouna, 33, found refuge at the Lycee des Lumieres after losing their homes. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)



People interact by an outdoor chess board at the Lycee des Lumieres. (Adrienne Surprenant/AP)
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Live Briefing: Houthis and Israel trade strikes
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said the Iranian-backed Houthis would pay a "heavy price" for attacking Israel. An Israeli school was damaged, with no casualties.
By Rachel Pannett, Vivian Ho, Lior Soroka, Amanda Coletta, Robyn Dixon, Loveday Morris, Suzan Haidamous, Louisa Loveluck, Nilo Tabrizy, Imogen Piper, Karen DeYoung, Heba Farouk Mahfouz  | 2024-12-19
A missile fired from Yemen damaged a school in a suburb of Tel Aviv early Thursday, the Israel Defense Forces said, while Israeli airstrikes on key Houthi energy and port infrastructure in Yemen killed at least nine people, according to Houthi-controlled media reports.
Israeli emergency services said there were no casualties at the school in Ramat Gan, where the IDF said the damage was probably caused by the partial interception of the missile from Yemen. It is rare for missiles and drones fired from Yemen to reach that far into Israel.
The Foreign Ministry of Iran, which backs the Houthis, condemned the Israeli airstrikes. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu warned Thursday that the Houthis "are learning and will learn the hard way, that anyone who harms Israel will pay a very heavy price for it."
In Qatar, U.S. and Arab mediators continued to push for a ceasefire in Gaza.  CIA Director William J. Burns arrived in the capital, Doha, on Wednesday for the latest round of talks, according to a U.S. official who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive details.
Israeli forces are continuing to carry out airstrikes in Gaza City and elsewhere in the Gaza Strip. At least 32 people were killed and 94 injured over the past 24 hours, the Gaza Health Ministry said Thursday. 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/12/19/israel-syria-war-news-hamas-gaza-palestine/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Putin denies weakness after Assad ouster in Syria, is open to Trump meeting
The Russian president also promised he would ask the ousted Syrian leader -- whom he has given asylum in Moscow -- for the whereabouts of U.S. journalist Austin Tice.
By Robyn Dixon | 2024-12-19

Russian President Vladimir Putin listens to a question Thursday during his annual news conference in Moscow. (Alexander Zemlianichenko/AP)


As Russians endure soaring prices and war fatigue, President Vladimir Putin used his annual end-of-year news conference Thursday to deny that the country had been weakened by its war on Ukraine and the ousting of Syrian leader Bashar al-Assad -- and to signal his willingness to meet with U.S. President-elect Donald Trump.
He also promised to ask Assad for the whereabouts of American journalist Austin Tice, who has been missing since his abduction in Syria 12 years ago.
During the marathon news conference, which ran for more than four hours, Putin said he was ready to speak to or meet with Trump at any time, and to negotiate an end to the war in Ukraine. Russian officials, however, have continued to spell out Moscow's maximalist demands for a peace deal, including ruling out any return of territory and barring Kyiv from NATO membership.
Moscow's humiliating loss of client Assad has raised doubts about the future of two key Russian military bases on the Syrian coast, the Hmeimim air base and Tartus naval facility, which have enabled Russia to project its military power in the Mediterranean and served as a vital logistics hub for its operations in Africa.
The involvement in Syria boosted Russia's influence in the Middle East at a time when its global clout was fading -- it had been hit by sanctions after seizing Crimea in 2014 and fomenting a military insurgency in eastern Ukraine the same year.
Putin denied that Assad's fall was a defeat for Russia and claimed that the main reason for Moscow's military operation in Syria was to prevent the rise of terrorist groups.
"You want to present everything that is happening in Syria as sort of Russia's defeat -- rest assured that is not so," he told a journalist. "On the whole, we have reached our objective."
Putin said Russia was in contact with all the main groups in control of Syria and would seek to keep the bases.
"If we stay there, we will need to do something in the interests of the host country," he said. "What those interests could be, what could we do for them is an issue to be thoroughly examined by both parties."
He added that Russia would allow the use of the Hmeimim air base for deliveries of humanitarian aid to Syria. Putin said Russia had allowed Iran to evacuate 4,000 fighters to Tehran after Syria's army offered little resistance to the offensive led by the Islamist rebel group Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS).
Putin said that he and Assad had not met since the ousted Syrian leader arrived in Moscow following the Kremlin's offer of asylum, but that he plans to do so. He also said he would ask Assad for the location of Tice, who was 31 when he was abducted in 2012 while reporting on the civil war in Syria.
"I will definitely talk to [Assad]. I promise that I will definitely ask this question," Putin said.
Debra Tice, the mother of the U.S. journalist, said Wednesday that she had written to Putin asking him for help in finding her son because of his "profound connections with the Syrian government." Putin's comments came in response to an American television journalist's question rather than as a direct response to the Tice family.
HTS, which now runs Syria's government, last week offered to cooperate with the United States to search for Tice, a Marine Corps veteran and freelance journalist who worked on stories for The Washington Post and other U.S.-based media outlets. Video footage surfaced months after his abduction showing him blindfolded and held up by men with assault rifles.
On Trump, Putin claimed that he had not spoken to him for more than four years; The Washington Post reported last month that Trump had phoned Putin after his election.
"I don't know when we will meet, because he is not saying anything about it. ... And I am certainly ready for it any time.," he said.
Putin denied that, if a meeting took place, he would be in a "weakened" position because of the Ukraine war and Russia's loss of Assad in Syria.
"I believe that Russia has become much stronger in the past two or three years. Why? Because we are becoming a truly sovereign country," Putin asserted. "We depend on few people. We are able to stand on our own feet from an economic point of view. We are strengthening our defense capability."
After almost three years of war in Ukraine, and with Russia's economy showing the strains of prolonged Western sanctions, Putin sought to reassure citizens tired of the conflict and angered by rampant inflation that Russia was winning and that its economy was stable and growing.
But amid prices so high that some supermarkets are locking up butter to prevent theft, he admitted that Russia's inflation rate of 9.3 percent -- which he said had been given to him Wednesday by the Central Bank chief -- was "an alarming signal."
"The situation is stable and secure overall," said Putin, who has largely dedicated Russia's economy to wartime production, pumping out weapons. Military and security spending is projected to reach around 40 percent of the budget next year.
The bank's governor, Elvira Nabiullina, has faced mounting pressure from corporate leaders warning that interest rate increases, designed to combat inflation, will lead to a rash of bankruptcies and could trigger an economic crisis next year.
In the highly choreographed question-and-answer session, anchor Alexandra Suvorova began by suggesting that war and economic crises were "off the charts" all around the world, asking Putin: "How does Russia manage not only to stay afloat but also to continue growing?"
Putin responded by saying that Russians grew "bored" when life was stable but expressed horror when bullets were flying, implying that they should calm down because things were not as alarming as many thought.
"You know, when everything is calm, measured, stable, we get bored. Stagnation. We want some action. As soon as the action starts, everything whistles by our temples. ... Unfortunately, bullets are whistling now. We are so scared. ... But not horror, horror, horror."
Russians sent more than 2 million messages and questions to Putin, most about health care, high prices and social welfare benefits, according to Russian state media.
Natalia Abbakumova in Riga, Latvia, and Mary Ilyushina in Berlin contributed to this report.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/12/19/putin-news-conference-trump-tice-china/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Google Maps photo of man loading a bag in a trunk helps police find a body
The Google Street View image in Tajueco, Spain, showed a man placing a white bundle into his vehicle. Police have now arrested two in the death of a man.
By Victoria Bisset | 2024-12-19

A Google Street View car in Brussels in 2022. (Virginie Lefour/Belga Mag/AFP/Getty Images)


When Google Street View took photos in Tajueco in October, the town of just 57 residents in northern Spain appeared quiet, its streets mostly free of people and traffic.
But among the images captured that day, one showed a man placing a large white bundle into the trunk of a maroon-colored car -- evidence police say helped solve the disappearance and death of a man missing for more than a year.
Spanish police said they had been searching for the man, whom they have not named, after a relative reported him missing in November 2023. The relative said they had received messages from the missing man's phone that did not seem to be written by him, police said in a statement.
On Nov. 12, officers traveled to two towns in the area where they arrested a woman -- the partner of the missing man -- as well as the woman's former partner, on suspicion of illegal detention.
Following an investigation that included searches at the homes of the man and the woman, and images found on a location app, police said they found a human torso "in an advanced state of decomposition" buried in a cemetery that is believed to be the remains of the missing person. The body was recovered on Dec. 11, and the investigation continues.
Among the clues that helped police were images found "during the investigations in a location search application," including "a vehicle that could have been used in the course of the crime," police said in their statement, although they added that the images were not "decisive" to the investigation.
A photo of the car, and the man loading the white bundle, was still available on Google Street View on Thursday morning.
Google declined to comment on the case. The company's policy stresses that Street View does not provide real-time images and the content is a few months to a few years old. Its previous photos of Tajueco were taken 15 years ago.
According to Spain's EFE news agency, the remains of the man, who was of Cuban origin, were found in a cemetery in the nearby town of Andaluz. Spanish newspaper El Pais said that the body had been dismembered and that locals were shocked when they learned about what had happened.
Google Maps has played a role in solving other crimes in the past.
In 2022, a reported member of a Sicilian mafia group was discovered living in Spain after decades on the run, after images on Google Street View showed him standing outside a grocery store. And years earlier, twin brothers accused of mugging a teenage boy in the Netherlands were arrested after they were captured on a Google camera.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/12/19/spain-google-maps-streetview-soria/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Dominique Pelicot convicted with 50 others in rape trial that shocked world
Pelicot, 72, was convicted of orchestrating the drugging and mass rape of his wife over almost a decade. Fifty other men were also found guilty, most of rape.
By Leo Sands | 2024-12-19

Gisele Pelicot arrived at an Avignon courthouse on Dec. 19, ahead of the verdict in a mass rape trial that shocked the world.


Judges on Thursday convicted a Frenchman of aggravated rape and other charges, after the 72-year-old admitted to repeatedly drugging his wife and recruiting dozens of other men to rape her over almost a decade.
A court in Avignon, southern France, sentenced Dominique Pelicot to 20 years in prison, the maximum allowed under French law, after finding him guilty of all charges. Prosecutors said he regularly found men online to abuse his wife, 72-year-old Gisele Pelicot, after he had sedated her.
The three-month trial -- held in open court at the request of Gisele Pelicot, who said she wanted the world to know what had happened to her -- has drawn horror and attention internationally, triggered a reckoning about sexual violence in France and turned the grandmother into a feminist hero.
"I have never regretted this decision. I now have confidence in our ability to collectively seize a future in which each woman and man can live in harmony with respect and mutual understanding," she said outside the courtroom after the verdict was delivered.
All 50 of Dominique Pelicot's co-defendants were also found guilty Thursday: 46 of rape, two of attempted rape and two of sexual assault. The judges handed them sentences ranging from a three-year suspended sentence to 15 years in prison.

Gisele Pelicot said she did not regret being a public presence in the trial after a court in Avignon, France, found Dominique Pelicot guilty on Dec. 19.


A lawyer representing Dominique Pelicot told reporters that her client would make a decision over whether to lodge an appeal by Dec. 29.
Throughout the trial, Dominique Pelicot did not dispute the prosecution's account. "I am a rapist, like everyone else in this room. They cannot say otherwise," he said during the trial in September.

Dominique Pelicot appears with his lawyer at the courthouse in Avignon, France, on Monday. (Zziigg/Reuters)


Pelicot told the court he developed a routine of secretly sedating his wife by slipping crushed antianxiety medication into her food and drinks. The dose was enough to keep her unconscious for seven hours. Through an online forum, he recruited strangers to sexually assault her in their home and other places he and his wife were staying.
His activity came under scrutiny in 2020 after three women reported him for allegedly trying to film under their skirts, according to prosecutors. Police arrested him and seized his technological devices, where they found hundreds of photos and videos allegedly showing his wife being sexually assaulted by multiple men, one of Gisele Pelicot's lawyers previously told The Washington Post.
About 15 of Pelicot's co-defendants admitted their guilt, while others contested the charges against them. About 20 additional men who appeared in his videos have yet to be identified.
The defendants who appeared in court ranged in age from 26 to 74. They included truck drivers, army veterans, a fireman and a nurse. Some apologized directly to Gisele Pelicot in the courtroom. One was accused of raping her up to six times and another of being inspired to commit a copycat crime against his own wife. One defendant was tried in absentia after fleeing the country.
Gisele Pelicot's decision to address her experiences publicly has forced a wider conversation about sexual violence in France. Throughout the trial, she asked people to consider why so many people were willing to participate in her abuse -- and why no one went to the police to report what was going on.
Yael Braun-Pivet, the president of France's National Assembly, thanked Pelicot for her courage, which she said had helped break societal taboos surrounding sexual assault. "The world is no longer the same thanks to you," Braun-Pivet wrote in a statement on X.
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What to know about France mass rape case as Dominique Pelicot found guilty
Dominique Pelicot was found guilty of repeatedly drugging and raping his wife, Gisele Pelicot, and orchestrating her abuse by dozens of other men.
By Leo Sands | 2024-12-19

Gisele Pelicot arrives at the Avignon courthouse on Dec. 10. (Christophe Simon/AFP/Getty Images)


In a case that shocked France and the world, Dominique Pelicot was found guilty Thursday of aggravated rape and a litany of other charges. The Frenchman was sentenced to 20 years in prison for repeatedly drugging and raping his wife and orchestrating her abuse by dozens of other men, as detailed in three months of chilling courtroom evidence that have horrified a nation.
The mass rape trial -- which also resulted in guilty verdicts for the other 50 defendants: 46 on rape charges, two for attempted rape and two for sexual assault -- took place in open court at the unusual request of Gisele Pelicot, 72, who said she wanted what happened to her to be known. With that choice, she transformed herself from an ordinary grandmother into a feminist hero -- and forced the French public to wrestle with how seemingly ordinary men ended up in the videos her now ex-husband, Dominique Pelicot, recorded and catalogued in a digital folder labeled "abuse."

Gisele Pelicot arrived at an Avignon courthouse on Dec. 19, ahead of the verdict in a mass rape trial that shocked the world.


Dominique Pelicot, also 72, did not dispute the prosecution's account. "I am a rapist, like everyone else in this room. They cannot say otherwise," he said in his opening remarks. Some of his co-defendants proclaimed their guilt, while others contested the charges against them.
The verdicts were decided by secret ballot, cast by a panel of five judges in Avignon, southern France. Here's what to know.

Supporters of Gisele Pelicot hold a sign reading "Honor in the face of horror" near the Avignon courthouse on Dec. 14. (Sylvain Thomas/AFP/Getty Images)


Prosecutors accused Dominique Pelicot, 72, of repeatedly raping his wife and orchestrating her abuse by at least 70 other men over a period of more than nine years.
Dominique Pelicot told the court he developed a routine of secretly sedating his wife by slipping crushed antianxiety medication into her food and drinks. The dose was enough to keep her unconscious for seven hours. He recruited strangers through an online forum -- shut down in June by a court order -- where people openly discussed and glorified abuse. He invited the men to his home and other places he and Gisele were staying.
Skype and text messages submitted as evidence show he laid out strict rules to avoid waking her. He instructed the men to warm their hands on a radiator. He told them they shouldn't smell of aftershave or smoke. Based on the videos he recorded, prosecutors said Gisele Pelicot was raped more than 200 times while she was drugged and unconscious.
Dominique Pelicot was found guilty of all charges, including aggravated rape. About 20 of the men who appeared in his videos have yet to be identified. But prosecutors charged as many suspects as they could find. Forty-eight men were charged with rape, one with attempted rape and one with sexual assault. Some were accused of raping Gisele Pelicot on one occasion, while others up to six times. One defendant was tried in absentia after fleeing the country. One of the defendants whom Pelicot allegedly recruited was charged with committing a copycat crime against his own wife.
Those who appeared in court ranged in age from 26 to 74. They included truck drivers, army veterans, a fireman and a nurse. About 15 of them have acknowledged guilt. Some apologized directly to Gisele Pelicot in the courtroom. One said he would not appeal his sentence "out of respect for the victim."
Others contested their charges, arguing that they believed Gisele Pelicot had consented as part of a couple's game, or that her husband's consent was sufficient. Some accused Dominique Pelicot of manipulating them or pressuring them to participate -- an account he rejected. "I didn't put handcuffs on anyone to force them to come," he said.

Dominique Pelicot is shown in a courtroom sketch. (Zziigg/Reuters)


Gisele Pelicot said she had no idea what was happening to her until she was approached by police.
She had been experiencing troubling symptoms that neither she nor her doctors could explain: memory loss, blackouts, extreme fatigue, an inflamed cervix, pain in her abdomen. She worried she might have Alzheimer's, or cancer.
Then, in September 2020, Dominique Pelicot was arrested for trying to film under women's skirts at a supermarket. Police seized his electronic devices -- and found thousands of videos and photos showing his wife being sexually assaulted by various men.
When police first informed Gisele Pelicot about the accusations against her husband, "she expressed her complete incomprehension," one of her lawyers, Stephane Babonneau, told The Washington Post. And when they showed her images from her husband's computer, at first "she didn't recognize the woman in the images. She didn't understand who it was, and they told her: 'It's you.'"
Videos recorded by Dominique Pelicot were played as evidence during the trial on three large screens.
"When you see this woman, drugged, mistreated, dead on a bed -- of course the body is not cold, it is warm, but I am like dead," she told the court. "These men are defiling me, taking advantage of me."
"I was sacrificed on the altar of vice," she said.

Defendants in the mass rape trial are portrayed by a courtroom sketch artist. (Zziigg/Reuters)



Gisele Pelicot views a mural of herself and graffiti reading "Gisele, women thank you," near the Avignon courthouse. (Christophe Simon/AFP/Getty Images)


Gisele Pelicot's decision to address her experiences publicly has forced a wider conversation about rape in France. She asked people to consider why so many people were willing to participate in her abuse -- and why no one went to the police to report what was going on. "It is time for society to look at this macho, patriarchal society and change the way it looks at rape," she said in her closing remarks.
Throughout the trial, demonstrators gathered outside the court. They denounced a culture of toxic masculinity they said provided the backdrop to mass abuse. They also applauded Gisele Pelicot and thanked her for her bravery. "It's not just you, Gisele, that they've treated like a thing," Helene Devynck, a prominent voice in France's #MeToo movement, wrote in Le Monde. "They were telling us, all of us women, how insignificant we are. Your strength restores ours."
More than 200 French male celebrities signed an open letter arguing that a reckoning was due. "Male violence is not an issue for monsters, it is an issue for men," they wrote, pleading for men to stop treating women as sexual objects.
Women's rights advocates have called for revising France's legal definition of rape to include a specific mention of consent. They have demanded more resources for police, so that more than a small fraction of rape complaints can lead to formal investigations.
As a start, the French government launched a public awareness campaign about the use of drugs to commit sexual assaults, with a poster reading, "Chemical submission takes away your memories but leaves traces."
The Le Monde editorial board wrote that the way Pelicot confronted her attackers will go down in history. "If these essential messages end up influencing relations between men and women and inspiring public policy, Gisele Pelicot will have played a part," it concluded.
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Paraguay reverses decision to halt U.S. antidrug cooperation
Officials in Paraguay, a major cocaine transit country, announced the reversal after a wave of local and international criticism in recent days. 
By Samantha Schmidt | 2024-12-19

Members of Paraguay's national antidrug agency SENAD inspect a suspicious shipment of chia seeds destined for Poland at Puerto Seguro Fluvial S.A. port terminal. (Sebastian Lopez Brach for The Washington Post) 


Paraguay has reversed its decision to halt cooperation between its antidrug agency and the United States, officials announced Wednesday, a rupture that critics said would have jeopardized critical U.S. investigations in a major cocaine transit country.
Officials in the South American country had faced local and international backlash to the decision, which was first reported earlier this month in The Washington Post. U.S. officials had publicly expressed concern to the change, saying it risked jeopardizing complex drug-trafficking probes, including the search for Sebastian Marset, a fugitive drug kingpin who bankrolled professional soccer teams across South America.
In a global cocaine trade that is surging more than ever, Paraguay has become an increasingly important transit country for the drug. Several large shipments of cocaine seized in Europe in recent years, hidden in container ships, originated in Paraguay. The country's anti-narcotics agency has seized nearly five tons of cocaine in 2024, about 10 times as much as it seized last year.
Many of the most important drug trafficking investigations in Paraguay have been led by the elite unit of Paraguayan law enforcement that partners with the United States. The unit, called the Sensitive Intelligence Unit (SIU), includes members of Paraguay's antidrug agency, known as SENAD, and officials from the country's national police.
On Tuesday, the head of Paraguay's antidrug agency communicated the reversal to the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration in a letter, which also called for dialogue to "further enhance cooperation to maximize results in the fight against international drug trafficking." In the letter, Jalil Rachid, minister in charge of SENAD, claimed the agency had not taken into account -- and did not have on file -- the most recent memorandum of understanding between the two countries.
Paraguayan officials also appeared to believe that their withdrawal from the SIU would lead to a more total cessation of U.S. support on antidrug efforts. The officials said they had interpreted a recent DEA letter, written in response to Paraguay's decision earlier this month, as meaning that the U.S. agency planned to end all cooperation with Paraguay, Rear Admiral Cibar Benitez, head of Paraguay's National Defense Council, said in a news conference Wednesday. DEA authorities, he said, had expressed their intent to begin to "remove their things" from the country in response to the antidrug agency's plans to withdraw from the joint unit.
The U.S. Embassy in Paraguay declined to comment.
Paraguay, Benitez added, remains interested in "reconsidering" the terms of its agreement with the DEA and potentially including more state institutions in the cooperation.
Some of the SIU's high-profile investigations have implicated Paraguayan politicians in criminal networks. In the wake of the news of a potential halt in U.S. antidrug cooperation, some former Paraguayan officials portrayed the move as an attempt to protect local politicians whose ties to drug trafficking might prompt a U.S.-led investigation.
One high-profile Paraguayan prosecutor, Deny Yoon Pak, who has handled some of the biggest cases dismantling drug-trafficking networks in the country, said the move would be "dangerous" and could bring his investigations to a halt.
The news of a potential rupture circulated widely in recent days on front pages and on television networks in Paraguay, drawing intense local criticism. An official in the antidrug agency, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because he was not authorized to comment, said the reversal came as a result of that local and international pressure.
Kevin Sieff contributed to this report.
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U.N. envoy to Syria expresses 'hope' in new rebel-led government
Geir O. Pedersen's comments come as Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham officials, Syria's de facto leaders, work to attain international legitimacy.
By Niha Masih, Vivian Ho, Mohamad  El Chamaa, Karen DeYoung, Heba Farouk Mahfouz , Amanda Coletta, Kate Brady, Susannah George | 2024-12-19
The U.N. special envoy to Syria on Wednesday gave one of his first signs of optimism about Syria's new government as the de facto leaders, the Islamist rebel group Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham, work to attain international legitimacy and restore a sense of security to Syrians.
"I think it's important to say that there is a lot of hope that we can now see the beginning of a new Syria," Geir O. Pedersen told reporters in the Syrian capital, Damascus.
Pedersen said he hoped the new government will adopt a new constitution allowing for inclusive government and that there will be "free and fair elections when that time comes."
He also noted that while there is "stability" in Damascus, "challenges" remain in other parts of Syria, particularly the northeast, where U.S.-backed Kurdish forces and Turkish-backed forces have clashed.
Since toppling Bashar al-Assad's regime, HTS has worked to distance itself from its militant roots and forge connections with other countries in a bid for international legitimacy. HTS, a former al-Qaeda affiliate, remains on the U.S. and European Union lists of terrorist organizations.
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Want to visit China? New policy expands visa-free travel to 10 days.
The policy applies to some foreigners, including Americans, who are traveling through China and another country.
By Andrea Sachs, Natalie Compton | 2024-12-18

Tourists walk on the Mutianyu section of the Great Wall of China in Beijing. (Hakan Nural/Getty Images)


China is loosening its visa policy and allowing some travelers to stay in the country for up to 10 days without obtaining the document.
The United States is among the dozens of countries eligible for the more lenient measure, part of a movement to ease restrictions and welcome back foreigners. The National Immigration Administration announced the change earlier this week.
To qualify for a 240-hour visa-free stay, travelers must transit through any of 60 airports, train stations or seaports in 24 provinces or regions, including such major destinations as Beijing, Shanghai and Sichuan. In the original rule, which launched last year, foreign travelers were limited to three or six days on the ground and had fewer access points.
"China generally has been doing a lot to improve accessibility," said David Peat, regional product manager for China with Audley Travel. "It's a big improvement."
The expanded initiative also allows for greater movement in the country. Unlike before, when the government restricted transit (or connecting) travelers to a specific area and port of entry, they can now explore all of the destinations that fall under the policy's umbrella. In addition, they can arrive at one entry port and depart from a different one.
"The updated policy gives a bit more freedom," said Taylor Hub, global group product manager for Asia at Abercrombie & Kent.
One stipulation is the same, however. The China stop is technically for a layover, so you will need a reservation for a third country. For example, you can't fly from New York to Beijing round-trip, but you could fly from New York to Bangkok to Beijing before returning home. Or from New York to Beijing to Bangkok.
"You will need to show your flight itinerary to show which third country you're going to and that you're going to leave within 10 days," Peat said. "But that's all you have to do."
According to online information provided by the Chinese Embassy in Washington, a border inspection officer will process the entry application and green-light a visitor's temporary entry. The visa starts the day after your arrival, it stated. To be safe, Peat recommended activating the stopwatch upon landing.
The State Department and the U.S. Embassy in Beijing did not respond to a request for more information. The Chinese Embassy forwarded a link to the policy that did not mention the extended duration.
The more generous policy is part of a movement to ease restrictions and attract visitors to China, which has not rebounded from pandemic curbs as quickly as other countries, such as Japan. One reason: China reopened its borders only last year.
According to the National Immigration Administration, nearly 16.5 million foreigners visited in the third quarter of this year, a more than 50 percent increase from 2023.
China is about "85 percent of where it was in 2019," Peat said. "They're hoping with these policies to maybe meet the numbers for 2025 and just keep growing from there."
To court visitors of all types, the government previously announced that cruise ship passengers can spend up to 15 visa-free days in Beijing and 11 coastal provinces and regions. For overland travelers, hotels in more rural areas would sometimes decline reservations from international guests because of the hassle factor, but Peat said the government is requiring all lodgings to accept foreigners. In addition, hotels and many other businesses must accept international credit cards. The more inclusive payment policy also applies to the Chinese apps Alipay and WeChat Pay.
One of the more promising developments is a 30-day unilateral visa-free entry to people from nearly 40 countries, including France, Latvia, Croatia, New Zealand Japan and Switzerland. The United States is not among those countries.
"Hopefully it's a possibility in the future that U.S. citizens and U.K. citizens might also get it," Peat said, "but at the moment, they have to apply for a visa for longer trips."
People who need a visa will be relieved to learn that China has tweaked its onerous visa process. Hub said applicants can fill out the long form online and no longer have to submit proof of a round-trip flight, hotel reservations, an itinerary or an invitation letter. For a March trip, she received her visa from the Chicago consulate in five business days.
"It is now slightly easier to obtain the visa," she said. "And the nice thing is they typically issue a 10-year multi-entry visa."
The change comes at a time when interest in travel to China is on the rise. Last month, the State Department lowered the travel advisory for the country to Level 2 -- "exercise increased caution" -- after three detained Americans were released.
Since Abercrombie & Kent resumed operations for mainland China in April 2023, demand has been strong, Hub said. The number of guests booked on its China & the Yangtze trip is up by 1,900 percent compared with last year. 
"It's picking up faster than most people expected," Hub said.
Even before the new visa announcement, Catherine Heald, founder and chief executive of Remote Lands, which specializes in trips to Asia, has been seeing "more and more interest" in trips to China.
"It's nice to see China coming back," Heald said.
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Syria's new leaders struggle to contain revenge killings after Assad
Across Syria, the country's rebel leaders are struggling to contain revenge attacks, as vigilantes seize on the chaos of the moment to settle personal scores.
By Loveday Morris, Suzan Haidamous, Louisa Loveluck, Nilo Tabrizy, Imogen Piper | 2024-12-19
AL-HAKEEM, Syria -- The woman was clutching her infant, still in the dressing gown and pajamas she had been wearing a day earlier when fighters overran this village in Syria's Latakia province, the heartland of Bashar al-Assad's Alawite minority sect.
Her scorched home still radiated heat from the fires they had set. She hadn't seen her husband since he fled into the citrus groves.
"We are dying from fear," she said, standing outside the house, speaking on the condition of anonymity for fear of reprisals. "It's as though our hearts are in our hands."
Rebels burned four homes Sunday in the retaliatory attack, a day after a family in al-Hakeem had attacked one of their pickup trucks, killing at least three fighters.
Of the 70 families who lived here, only a few remained Monday, and they too were thinking of leaving. "Something is very wrong here," the woman said. After Assad's sudden fall, many in this coastal province fear they will be made to pay for the crimes of his regime.

Four houses were burned in a revenge attack earlier this week in al-Hakeem village in Syria's Latakia province. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)



A view of al-Hakeem village on Monday after four houses were burned in a retaliatory attack. Most of the inhabitants have now left the village. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)


Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham, the Islamist rebel group that led the charge on Damascus and is now trying to consolidate its rule, has pledged to protect minorities and restore security to Syria after a brutal 13-year civil war. But in Latakia, and across the country, HTS is struggling to contain revenge attacks, as vigilantes seize on the chaos of the moment to settle personal and sectarian scores.
Over the past week, Washington Post reporters saw evidence of extrajudicial killings in Damascus and Hama province, and verified two videos showing fighters executing alleged members of Syria's state security forces. While the violence so far appears scattered and disorganized, preventing it from spiraling will be a key test for HTS as it seeks to unite a fractured country only loosely controlled by different armed factions.
Asked for comment, an HTS spokesman referred The Post to official channels and cautioned reporters against "fake news." The group has said publicly that it aims for reconciliation in Syria based on "justice and accountability."
"We will work to address the effects of the past through transparent mechanisms aimed at achieving lasting peace and restoring the social fabric," it said in a recent statement.
"The leaders are showing a nice face," Sheikh Ahmed Banawi, 56, the Alawite leader in al-Hakeem, said of HTS. But he didn't trust them to rein in the armed men who now "invaded" the village in their trucks on a daily basis and made threats, he said.

Sheikh Ahmed Banawi, 56, the Alawite leader in al-Hakeem, before he and his family left the village. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)


He admits there were some "bad people" here -- the family who attacked the rebels' truck was known for its criminality, he said. "Don't include us all," he pleaded. "They left and we are the ones paying the price."
At a nearby checkpoint was Seif Mohammed, 40, a fighter with Faylaq al-Sham, a Turkish-backed armed faction that is now coordinating with HTS. He said they were called to the village to deal with a looting incident when their vehicle came under fire. A rebel angered by the killings had burned the homes and was under investigation, Mohammed said, but he didn't identify the culprit or say what group he belonged to.
"We've been deployed here to stop any attacks," he said. As he spoke, Banawi and his family drove past, crammed into an aging Nissan. They had packed their bags, hoping to make it to Turkey. He was trying to sell his land.

An HTS checkpoint in the village of Beit Yashout in Latakia. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)



Sheikh Ahmed Banawi and his family stop at an HTS checkpoint on the way out of al-Hakeem on Monday. The family was leaving the village in fear of reprisals from militants, hoping to make it to Turkey. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)


Alawites make up roughly 10 percent of Syria's population, and many live in mountain villages like this one, above Latakia's coastal plains. While a small circle of Alawites reaped the rewards of Assad's rule, many continued to live in grinding poverty, and said they had little choice but to serve in the military.
But many Syrians associate them with the regime and with Assad's shadowy militias, known as shabiha, notorious for torturing and killing his critics.
"They are shabiha," says a person filming a video posted to X on Dec. 10, geolocated by online researchers to Rabia, just west of Hama, and verified by The Post. A militant kicks the bloodied face of an apparently lifeless man on the floor. Another man with his hands and feet bound is kicked in the face behind him.
The camera pans to show two other men in civilian clothes on the ground. "The pigs," the person filming says, repeatedly using a slur for Alawites. "God knows how long we've been patient, God knows how long you've worked [for the Assad regime]." The two men lie face down and are shot multiple times at close range. The Post could not confirm the identities of the perpetrators or the victims.
Another video posted to Telegram on Dec. 9 by a journalist based in Idlib, where HTS is based, and verified by The Post shows a fighter in military garb conducting a roadside execution of two men. "These are pigs; officers from Assad forces were trying to escape," the fighter says to the camera, holding a silver handgun and leaning out of a car. The two alleged officers, dressed in civilian clothes, kneel on the sidewalk with their hands cable-tied behind their backs.
"Sheikh, give us a chance, we are with you," one of them says before another rebel yells, "Takbir!" -- a call to praise God -- and at least eight shots are fired. The two men fall to the ground. Their hands twitch for a few seconds, then are still. The Post could not confirm the location of the video nor the identity nor affiliation of the fighters.
Some of the men in the first video wore patches with lettering similar in style to that used by the Islamic State militant group. HTS has sought to distance itself from its past affiliation with al-Qaeda, but there are still extremists and foreign fighters among its ranks. Armed men wearing the same insignia were visible at the gates of the Turkish Embassy in Damascus earlier this week.
The revenge videos, and others like it, have circulated widely on social media, stoking fear and suspicion. "Who is the judge? Who decides who is shabiha or not?" said one Alawite community leader in Latakia, speaking on the condition of anonymity for fear of retribution. "Who can control this? It's only a matter of time before it explodes."
HTS has announced an amnesty for former army officers and police and has opened centers around the country for them to give up their arms. But it has also vowed to hunt down "war criminals" and those implicated in bloodshed.

Former members of the Syrian security forces line up at a police station in Latakia on Monday to take part in the "reconciliation" process. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)



Members of the new security forces collect surrendered weapons from former members of the Syrian regime's security forces. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)


At a "reconciliation center" in Latakia, the line snaked hundreds of yards down the street as former police and military personnel waited for a chance to clear their name.
"The card helps them move around safely," said Mohammed Mustafa, 28, next to a fighter taking pictures of the former soldiers as they held up an assigned number. After three months, they'll be called in again, he said. "We'll decide if they are clean."
Stacks of Kalashnikovs and pistols were piled up in a side room. But not everyone here is surrendering their weapons, according to Alawite community leaders, who said some expect they will have to fight.
The community is not alone in its fear and uncertainty. In the hilltop town of Masyaf, in central Hama province -- home to Shiite Muslims, Christians and Alawites -- residents were divided this week over whether to talk about the men who had been kidnapped.

A tank, one of many left behind by the Syrian military after the fall of Assad's regime, is seen in the town of Masyaf on Sunday. (Salwan Georges/The Washington Post)


Community leaders said they were "optimistic" about the future under HTS. "The new situation is much better; we're looking forward to a new life," said Mustafa Saab, an imam, saying the new rebel leadership had assured them they would be protected. Local elders nodded in agreement.
But at the back of the room, a group of young men grew frustrated. "The regime isn't here anymore -- why aren't you speaking freely?" one shouted. "Tell them about the killings, tell them about the four bodies."
They had been dumped by the side of the road six miles outside town, residents said, and were now in the morgue. Post reporters saw them there, and each appeared to have been badly abused.
Mehyiaddin al-Heybi, a member of the town's Twelver Shiite community, was recognizable from the lion tattoo across his shoulder. He appeared to have been executed, with gunshot wounds to the head, back and chest.

The body of Mehyiaddin al-Heybi, a Shiite man, lies at a local hospital in Masyaf on Sunday after his family refused to pick it up until his killers are known. His body was found on the road outside of town, with gunshot wounds to the head, back and chest. (Salwan Georges/The Washington Post)


Armed militants had burst into his house looking for his cousin, Ammar, a local sheikh who residents said had ties to Iranian-backed groups. His family denied the allegation.
When they couldn't find Ammar, the men took Heybi instead.
"They put a weapon to Mehyiaddin's head, although we were screaming at them not to; we were telling them you can't just enter someone's home," said his mother, Maryam Kabalan. Heybi's wife, Batool, said the militants had taken a second man from the town, but she did not name him. Their bodies were found alongside two unidentified corpses.
At a morgue in Damascus on Thursday, there were other stories of violent score-settling in the lawless days after Assad's fall. Mustafa Mahmoud, 22, was stooped down next to his brother's body, laid out on a metal trolley. His cousin's corpse lay in a black body bag in an adjoining room. They were members of the opposition and had been targeted by pro-Assad thugs while walking in the street, he said.
"They'd wanted to execute us for a long time," said Mahmoud, as he signed papers for the release of their bodies.

The religiously diverse town of Masyaf in Hama province. (Salwan Georges/The Washington Post)



Friends and family members of Heybi gather outside his home in Masyaf on Sunday after he was found dead. (Salwan Georges/The Washington Post)


Outside the morgue were desperate families, hoping for news of their loved ones, among the tens of thousands who disappeared into Assad's now-empty prisons. As they waited, HTS fighters pulled up in a Toyota pickup truck with three bodies under a gray blanket in the back.
As the families surged forward, a fighter yelled at them: "They are shabiha; they are not your sons!"
Another rebel pulled out a phone to show a picture of one of the bodies, a man with a gaping slash wound across his throat. It was not clear who the men were, or who had killed them.
In the crowd, hope and grief turned to anger.
"Go outside and kill them like they killed our children," screamed a woman who was searching for her two teenage boys, who were arrested from their classroom in 2015 and never seen again.
"We want revenge," she screamed.
Loveluck reported from Masyaf, Tabrizy from New York and Piper from London. Mustafa Salim in Baghdad contributed to this report.
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Pentagon warns of China's rapid military buildup despite corruption
A Pentagon report noted China's modernization of nuclear weapons, air power and space assets, even with a corruption crackdown on senior military officials.
By Cate Cadell | 2024-12-18

Soldiers march past a banner depicting Chinese leader Xi Jinping in Beijing in 2020. (Andy Wong/AP)


China's crackdown on corruption that has ensnared top military officials and several key People's Liberation Army units has affected the country's defense buildup, but it continues at a rapid pace, said a Pentagon assessment released Wednesday. The report noted that the scandals may have shaken Beijing's confidence in senior military leadership as it races to modernize its armed forces in the coming years.
Since summer 2022, the Chinese government has purged a number of senior military officials, allegedly for graft, in a wide-ranging campaign that has included the disappearance of two defense ministers and the dismissal of top leaders at the country's powerful missile development program, the PLA Rocket Force. China's Central Commission for Discipline Inspection, the government anti-corruption agency, has continued to release a trickle of indictments -- most recently the announcement last month that one of the country's highest-ranking officers, Adm. Miao Hua, has been suspended on graft charges.
The Pentagon's China Military Power Report -- an annual unclassified briefing to Congress on Beijing's military progress -- said the purge touched every service of the PLA and may have hampered progress toward key military modernizations goals.
"The substantial problems they have with corruption that have yet to be resolved certainly could slow them down on the path toward the 2027 capabilities development milestone and beyond," said a senior defense official, referring to Beijing's military modernization plans, and speaking on the condition of anonymity under ground rules set by the Pentagon. U.S. military and intelligence officials have broadly highlighted 2027 as the year when China's military could be capable of invading Taiwan, though Beijing has never publicly indicated a timeline for annexing the self-governing island it claims as its own.
Speaking at an event after the report's release Wednesday, Ely Ratner, the assistant secretary of defense for Indo-Pacific security affairs, said that it's likely the effects of the PLA purge will continue for some time, and that it could serve to "paralyze" lower-level officials who may fear similar retribution.
"It's just the tip of the iceberg, and one should expect that this is something that's going to continue," he said. "I think the dramatic nature of the anti-corruption hunt would only be the case if they thought it was really eroding [the PLA's] effect."
The Pentagon report said that the purge of the country's elite Rocket Force may be connected to fraud in the procurement and construction of missile silos, but that subsequent repairs to those facilities initiated as a result of the investigation could ultimately increase operational readiness.
Despite the impact of the crackdown, the Pentagon assesses that China has continued to make rapid advancements. Its arsenal of nuclear missiles had grown to over 600 as of May -- up from around 200 in 2020 -- putting it on track to exceed 1,000 by the end of the decade. The report assessed that the PLA has also increased the number of silo fields, now totaling more than 320 across remote desert sites in western China and Inner Mongolia.
The official said that the buildup was notable not just for the number of warheads but for the assortment of its nuclear missiles. China is working to construct a missile force that ranges from low-yield tactical weapons to long-range ballistic missiles -- allowing it to account for different levels of escalation.
The Chinese nuclear arsenal is "not only growing in terms of the numbers of operationally deployed warheads, but also in a certain diversity and sophistication," the person said.
Beijing has also made significant headway in its air force and navy and is rapidly catching up to U.S. capabilities in several areas, the report said. The Chinese navy -- already the world's largest in terms of vessels -- has ratcheted up pressure on Taiwan with unprecedented drills encircling the island. Last week, Taiwanese defense officials said China has deployed the largest fleet of navy vessels in almost three decades, in a surprise drill of over 90 military and coast guard vessels near Taiwan, the southern Japanese islands, and the East and South China Sea.
This year's Pentagon report also noted the growing potential of attacks that could target Guam -- the U.S. territory closest to China, which hosts significant military infrastructure. It said that Guam is a likely target for cyberattacks and that the PLA's increasingly sophisticated missile program put it within range of land-based nuclear weapons and maritime attacks.
The country's air force has made significant strides in modernizing its aircraft, including upgraded fighter jets and bombers, and is "rapidly approaching technology typical of U.S. standards." The report noted that the technology of China's unmanned aerial systems, or drones, had reached levels comparable to the U.S. military.
China's space capabilities have also continued to expand rapidly. The Pentagon report estimated that in 2023, China conducted 67 space launches -- second only to the United States -- putting over 200 satellites in orbit.
A Chinese Embassy spokesman in Washington criticized the report's intentions and said Beijing adheres to a no-first-use policy on nuclear weapons.
"Such reports are filled with 'Cold War' thinking and zero-sum game mentality, which China firmly opposes. We hope the U.S. will objectively and rationally assess China's strategic intentions and defense construction, cease issuing irresponsible reports year after year," spokesman Liu Pengyu said in a statement.
China is accelerating its efforts to achieve key 2027 military goals as President-elect Donald Trump prepares to take office, setting the stage for a high-stakes recalibration of U.S.-China relations. On Monday, he struck a cooperative tone, suggesting that Beijing and Washington could "work together to solve all of the problems of the world." Yet Trump has also issued stark warnings, including a pledge to impose 60 percent tariffs on Chinese imports, a move that could sharply escalate tensions.
The true extent of how much China's military has been affected by the corruption purge is difficult to assess, as are the specific projects that have come under scrutiny.
In August, the Rocket Force accused three of China's top universities of rigging procurement bids for military technology and banned them from participating in purchases until late 2027. President Xi Jinping has stressed a need to increase discipline across all sections of the military, including during an October visit to the Rocket Force, the first since he overhauled the unit's leadership.
China is also grappling with a sluggish economy, which could further strain efforts to modernize its military.
The Pentagon has previously said it believes China's total military spending exceeds its officially published figures. This year, it revised estimates upward, suggesting that annual spending could be as high as 90 percent more than the reported figure.
In 2023, Beijing officially disclosed a defense budget of approximately $220 billion. Even at the high end of the estimate, China's total military spending would still amount to roughly half of the U.S. defense budget.
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A Honda-Nissan merger could have muted impact for U.S. buyers, experts say
The automakers are discussing possible combinations to help them compete against bigger rivals, but consumers might not notice much of a difference.
By Andrew Jeong, Aaron Gregg, Hannah Ziegler | 2024-12-19

Makoto Uchida and Toshihiro Mibe, the Nissan and Honda CEOs, at a March news conference in Tokyo. (Kyodo/Reuters)


If Honda and Nissan executives are right, a potential merger could help them compete better against bigger rivals around the world. But customers in the United States might not notice much of a difference right away.
"A merger or alliance here would likely not mean much to consumers in the near term," said Erin Keating, executive analyst at Cox Automotive. "We have seen mergers happen in this industry before, and over time some branding may change and product portfolios merge or assimilate, but for the foreseeable future, the average consumer in middle America would likely notice no impact at all."
Nissan said Wednesday that the two carmakers had been "exploring various possibilities for future collaboration" for months. Honda chief executive Toshihiro Mibe said his company is considering a merger or joint ventures with Nissan that could put them in a better position to take on competitors.
Several of those peers are considerably larger. Honda generated 8.7 percent of U.S. auto sales in the second quarter of this year while Nissan had 5.8 percent, according to auto industry ratings and research provider Edmunds. Those were good for fifth and seventh place in U.S. market share, behind General Motors, Toyota, Ford and Hyundai/Kia in the top four, with Stellantis coming in sixth.
Joining the two Japanese carmakers could give them greater scale to weather a tumultuous global auto market. In the United States, it could create a stronger competitor to U.S.-based manufacturers like General Motors and Ford at a time when President-elect Donald Trump has promised new trade barriers to protect domestic companies.
Vehicle models from both companies remain competitive across sizes, so don't expect a Nissan-Honda partnership to reduce the number of models offered by their various brands, analysts said. Both companies have brands with distinct identities of their own.
"Honestly, I suspect a fair portion of the general population is not even aware that Nissan is the parent company of Infiniti, or that Acura is part of Honda," Keating said.
But joining forces would allow Nissan and Honda to make up ground in a competitive electric vehicle market, said Jessica Caldwell, the head of insights at Edmunds. Lagging sales have made it harder to finance electric vehicle development for smaller car companies, meaning players like Nissan and Honda need to rely more on partnerships to compete, Caldwell said.
"Everyone is struggling to produce this vehicle at price ranges that are still profitable for them, as well as at price ranges that are acceptable for the consumer," Caldwell said. "Working together is going to expand upon their pool of resources to better execute in this market."
Last year, Honda manufactured almost 4.2 million cars and sold nearly 4 million globally, while Nissan said it produced and sold about 3.4 million. Toyota produced and sold about 10 million cars in the same year, while Volkswagen said it built 9.3 million and sold a similar number. General Motors sold about 6.2 million vehicles.
Honda and Nissan, along with Mitsubishi, have been exploring collaborations this year. In August, the three companies announced Mitsubishi would be joining Honda and Nissan in developing electric vehicles, new software and green technologies.
"We are very pleased to welcome a new member to the strategic partnership between Honda and Nissan," Makoto Uchida, Nissan's chief executive, said at the time.
Nissan holds 24 percent of Mitsubishi's shares, meaning a merger with Honda could bring Mitsubishi into the fold. Mitsubishi produced just over 1 million vehicles in 2023.
Honda's reported operating profit in the July-September period this year marked a 15 percent year-over-year drop, with the company blaming weakness in China. But Honda's sales increased in the United States and Japan.
Nissan has been cutting costs amid increasing competition and a rapidly shifting market with a widening array of electric and hybrid vehicles. The carmaker announced last month that it would cut 9,000 jobs and reduce production capacity by 20 percent, and the board of directors halted the dividend it usually pays to investors. Uchida took a voluntary 50 percent pay cut as part of the restructuring.
"Facing a severe situation, Nissan is taking urgent measures to turnaround its performance and create a leaner, more resilient business capable of swiftly adapting to changes in the market," the company said in a Nov. 7 financial report.
A combination with Honda would not be Nissan's first attempt at joining with another global brand. It entered into an alliance with French company Renault in 1999, though the scope of the partnership was scaled back after the 2018 arrest in Japan of CEO Carlos Ghosn. He later fled to Lebanon before his trial and sued Nissan for defamation.
Joe McCabe, president and chief executive at AutoForecast Solutions, said Wednesday on CNBC that joining with Honda could help Nissan, which he described as a company "in a no-man's land" with no leadership position in any market globally.
McCabe said the combination in some ways represents "two Japanese companies working together for the greater good of a Japanese economy," to stave off competition from elsewhere.
Both companies will have to contend with a Chinese government that wants to force out foreign suppliers, and with a Trump administration that will be focused on erecting new trade barriers for the U.S. market, McCabe said.
Nissan has manufacturing sites in the United States, but it has been scaling up production in Mexico. Trump has promised to impose tariffs of 25 percent on Mexico, along with a broader 10 to 20 percent universal tariff on all imports.
Jintak Han contributed to this report.
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Ancient DNA suggests syphilis originated in Americas before ravaging Europe
For centuries, scientists have disputed the origins of syphilis. A new study of ancient DNA supports an American origin for syphilis, before Columbus arrived.
By Carolyn Y. Johnson | 2024-12-18

A skeletal element (upper hip) that yielded an ancient syphilis-like genome. (Dario Ramirez)


In 1495, a devastating infection began to sweep across Europe, causing pustules and sores to erupt on people's bodies and faces. Accusatory finger-pointing about the scourge, syphilis, began almost immediately. The Italians called it "the French disease"; the French called it "the Neapolitan disease"; the Russians called it "the Polish disease."
The sexually transmitted disease remains a public health menace today, despite the fact that it is easily cured with antibiotics. But the scientific debate still rages about the ancient origins of syphilis -- including why the wave of illness that swamped Renaissance Europe was so virulent.
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Kyiv behind killing of Russian general in Moscow, Ukrainian official says
An explosion killed Lt. Gen. Igor Kirillov, chief of Russia's nuclear defense forces, and his assistant in Moscow, Russia's Investigative Committee said.
By David   Stern, Leo Sands, Robyn Dixon, Isabelle Khurshudyan | 2024-12-18

Dashcam video captured the moment an explosion killed Lt. Gen. Igor Kirillov, Russia's nuclear defense forces chief, and his assistant in Moscow on Dec. 17.


KYIV -- A high-ranking Russian military official was killed Tuesday morning in Moscow when an explosive device attached to a scooter detonated as he exited a residential building -- a brazen bombing claimed by Ukraine's security service as both Kyiv and Moscow have intensified attacks ahead of potential peace talks.
Lt. Gen. Igor Kirillov, chief of Russia's nuclear, biological and chemical defense forces, is the highest-ranking Russian military official to be killed outside combat since the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Kirillov's assistant was also killed. The SBU, Ukraine's domestic security service, was responsible for the "special operation," according to an agency official who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss the sensitive matter.
Though Ukraine's security services have taken responsibility for bombings far behind enemy lines, Tuesday's bombing raises questions about the security of even senior officials in Russia's capital. Video of the explosion captured by someone waiting in a nearby parked car was widely circulated across social media within hours.
The timing also appeared purposeful. Just a day earlier, the SBU charged Kirillov in absentia for his role in directing the use of banned chemical weapons against Ukrainian forces, an accusation Kyiv had previously leveled against him.
Nearly three years into the war, the fighting has intensified as both sides jockey for leverage in possible negotiations after the inauguration of President-elect Donald Trump, who has promised to broker an end to the war. Moscow has increased its nightly aerial bombardment of Ukraine, targeting the country's energy infrastructure. Russian forces have also made advances along the front line, getting closer to occupying the eastern Ukrainian town of Pokrovsk while also deploying North Korean troops to fight the Ukrainian troops stationed in Russia's Kursk region.
Russian investigators said the killing is being investigated as a suspected "terrorist act" and fragments of an explosive device were collected from the scene.
On Wednesday, Russia's Federal Security Service, or FSB, said it had arrested a 29-year-old citizen of Uzbekistan who was recruited by Ukraine's intelligence services to place a bomb on a scooter near Kirillov's home, according to the state-owned news agency Tass. The man -- who also used a camera in a rental car parked nearby to provide Ukraine with information about the general's movements -- was promised a reward of $100,000 and a trip to a country in the European Union, the Russian authorities said.
The official from Ukraine's SBU said Tuesday that Kirillov, 54, was an "absolutely legitimate target since he gave orders to use banned chemical weapons against the Ukrainian military." Ukrainian authorities said Monday that on Kirillov's orders, such weapons had been used more than 4,800 times on the southern and eastern fronts of Ukraine since the invasion began, resulting in injuries to Kyiv's troops.
In May, the State Department imposed sanctions on Kirillov's unit after determining that Russia used chloropicrin, a choking agent, against Ukrainian troops, in violation of Moscow's commitments under the 1993 Chemical Weapons Convention.
Asked whether the U.S. government had any involvement in the killing, Pentagon spokesman Maj. Gen. Patrick Ryder said in a news conference Tuesday, "I can tell you that we were not aware of this operation in advance. We do not support or enable those kinds of activities." Ryder referred additional questions to the Ukrainian government.
The blast came a week after the reported death, also in Moscow, of a top Russian cruise missile engineer who helped develop missiles used in the war in Ukraine.

Russian Lt. Gen. Igor Kirillov, in an image taken from video. (Russian Defense Ministry Press Service/AP)


With Ukraine's soldiers struggling to hold off Russia's front-line assaults, Kyiv has managed to claim successes deep into Russia, including drone strikes on oil facilities and military production sites.
Ukraine's intelligence services -- including the country's main military intelligence agency, the GUR -- have killed dozens of Russian officials, alleged Ukrainian collaborators, military officers and prominent activists, according to Washington Post reporting. In some instances, Kyiv initially declined to claim responsibility for the clandestine operations. But Tuesday's bombing appeared intended for broadcast.
Ukrainian officials are searching for ways to persuade Trump to continue U.S. support for Kyiv, hoping to show him that the country is not a charity case but rather holds numerous economic and geostrategic opportunities. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has signaled a willingness to entertain negotiations to end the war, but Kyiv has asked Washington for security guarantees, such as an invitation to the NATO military alliance, in exchange.
U.S. officials have so far reacted coolly to the request.
The killing of a top Russian general appeared designed to strike fear among Russian military officials and members of the security forces.
Russia's permanent mission to the United Nations announced that it would raise the issue of Kirillov's killing at Friday's Security Council meeting. Dmitry Medvedev, deputy head of the Russian Security Council, threatened "imminent retribution" against Ukrainian leaders.
"Attempts to intimidate our people, to stop the Russian army's offensive, to sow fear are doomed," he said.
Pro-Kremlin analyst Sergei Markov said Ukraine is now using digital services, in this case a ride-share scooter, to attack Russians in Moscow.
"That is, digital services have become an ideal space for a conveyor belt of terrorist attacks," he wrote on Telegram. He blamed the United States for the attack, calling it an effort to provoke Russia.
Nationalist military blogger Alexander Kots said Russian threats of revenge for Kyiv's attacks were not working and listed the names of 10 top Ukrainian commanders who he said should be killed in revenge attacks.
"Promises of retaliation don't scare anyone. Threats don't work. What works is inevitability. The realization that you're next. That they're coming for you," he wrote on Telegram.
"And this job doesn't need announcements from high places. And it doesn't need commentary when it's done. Retribution isn't one hundred missiles hitting energy facilities. Retribution is specific positions and names."

An electric scooter at the scene of the explosion in Moscow on Tuesday. (Yuri Kochetkov/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Kirillov had played a prominent role in spreading the Kremlin's misleading claims that the United States had established biowarfare labs in Ukraine -- claims that were repeated Tuesday by top-ranking officials in tributes to the general.
Andrey Kartapolov, head of the Defense Committee in the lower house of Russia's parliament, said Kirillov highlighted U.S. "activities in organizing laboratories around the world."
The Post has previously documented that the labs in Ukraine were biological research facilities focused on better detecting, diagnosing and monitoring infectious-disease outbreaks.
In October, Britain placed sanctions on Kirillov for his role in helping to deploy chemical weapons on the battlefield in Ukraine. "Kirillov has also been a significant mouthpiece for Kremlin disinformation, spreading lies to mask Russia's shameful and dangerous behavior," the British government said in a statement at the time.
Senior naval officer Valery Trankovsky was previously the highest-ranking Russian military official to be killed outside combat since the war in Ukraine began. He was killed last month in a car explosion in Sevastopol, in Russian-occupied Crimea.
Sands reported from London and Dixon from Riga, Latvia. Natalia Abbakumova in Riga and Dan Lamothe in Washington contributed to this report.
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See where federal workers live in the U.S.
As a government shutdown looms, see where U.S. federal employees live. Only 15 percent of the 2.19 million federal employees work in the Washington metro area.
By Hanna Zakharenko | 2024-12-19
Only 15 percent of the 2.19 million civilian full-time federal employees in the United States work in the Washington metro area, which includes Northern Virginia, suburban Maryland and even a touch of West Virginia. The other 85 percent work elsewhere around the country.
Data provided by the Office of Personnel Management shows the number of federal workers in over 900 metropolitan and micropolitan areas as of March 2023, not including contractors, the Postal Service or intelligence workers. Federal workers earn an average of almost $100,000 per year.
If the government shuts down after the Saturday deadline, federal workers would stop receiving paychecks and most would not have to report to their jobs until the shutdown ends.
Although the Washington area has the highest number of federal workers, they only make up 9 percent of the local working population. Government employees make up larger shares of the workforce in many other areas, often near military bases. Federal employees are 17 percent of the workforce near the Patuxent River Naval Air Station in Southern Maryland. Likewise, federal civilian workers are 16 percent of the workforce in Warner Robins, Ga., near the Robins Air Force Base, and 15 percent of the workforce in the Bremerton-Silverdale, Wash. metropolitan area near a naval base.
The last government shutdown in December 2018 was also the longest government shutdown, lasting 34 days. While federal workers were not paid during the shutdown, they were paid retroactively after it ended.
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Government shutdown nears after Trump and Musk kill compromise
Congress has dwindling time left to find a new way to extend the current deadline of midnight Saturday.
By Jacob Bogage, Marianna Sotomayor | 2024-12-19

From left, House Speaker Mike Johnson, Vivek Ramaswamy and Elon Musk walk through Capitol Hill on Dec. 5. (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post)


The federal government is careening toward a weekend government shutdown deadline as congressional Republicans, egged on by President-elect Donald Trump and Elon Musk, feud over legislation to keep agencies open over the Christmas holiday.
Republicans on Wednesday rejected a plan by House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) for a three-month stopgap funding extension, called a continuing resolution or CR, with more than $100 billion in aid for natural disaster survivors, bipartisan health-care policy changes and other unrelated provisions.
Negotiations were ongoing in Johnson's Capitol Hill office Thursday afternoon, where signs of life for a new bill that could appease Trump and the GOP conference appeared to be emerging, multiple lawmakers and aides said. Any legislation to prevent a government shutdown will also likely need Democratic votes in both the House and Senate.
"There's a pulse, but you need a stethoscope for it," a Republican aide familiar with the conversations said.
In scrapping Johnson's plan, Republicans cast doubt on his ability to maintain the speaker's gavel in next year's Congress. Johnson must run for the position again when the new House is sworn in on Jan. 3, and enough GOP lawmakers to deny him the position have already declared they won't support him, according to two members, who also spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe private conversations.
In an interview with NBC News, Trump showed the first signs of displeasure with Johnson, describing his proposal as "unacceptable" and "a Democrat trap."
"We'll see," Trump said when asked about whether he's still confident in Johnson's leadership.
Trump also clarified in the interview that he's pushing House Republicans to abolish the debt ceiling, a limit on how much the U.S. government can borrow, a demand that has been met with concern by GOP appropriators and committee leaders.
Johnson had declared repeatedly over his nearly 14-month speakership that the House would not pursue "Christmas tree" bills, so named for all the legislative ornaments that hang on a year-end funding measure.
But in trying to funnel additional disaster aid to farmers, Johnson cracked the bill open to broader negotiations with Democrats, upsetting Republicans who were licking their chops at reshaping broad swaths of federal policy under unified conservative control in 2025.
"I am hearing from an increasing number of people, both inside and outside the Freedom Caucus, that they're not viewing how this was handled favorably," Rep. Andy Harris (R-Maryland), chair of the pugnacious and ultraconservative Freedom Caucus, separately told The Washington Post on Tuesday.
Musk, sometimes boosting false claims on X, the social media site he owns, trashed the bill in an hours-long tirade, calling it "terrible," "criminal," "outrageous," "horrible," "unconscionable," "crazy" and, ultimately, "an insane crime."
That catalyzed opposition from Republicans who were wary of the bill. Soon lawmakers piled on, decrying what had become a major funding package on the eve of Musk and his partner Vivek Ramaswamy's pledge to "chainsaw" federal spending through the "Department of Government Efficiency," the nongovernmental panel Trump has named them to run.
Hours into Musk's campaign, Trump ordered Republicans to "GET SMART and TOUGH" or force a shutdown by walking away from a deal that the GOP's top congressional official negotiated. The president-elect called for a CR that preserves certain items that Johnson supports -- such as aid for farmers and disaster relief spending -- but strips out Democratic priorities and pairs it with a suspension of the debt limit, which caps the amount the federal government can borrow to pay its bills. The current suspension is set to expire early in Trump's term next year, under a bipartisan 2023 deal.
Vice President-elect JD Vance huddled with Johnson and House Appropriations Chair Tom Cole (R-Oklahoma) late Wednesday evening to try to break the impasse.
"We had a productive conversation," Vance told reporters as he left. "But I think we will be able to solve some problems here, and we will keep working on it."
Democrats responded by declaring there would be no renegotiation.
Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-New York) and House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-New York) secured language in the Johnson bill to fully fund the reconstruction of Baltimore's collapsed Francis Scott Key Bridge, transfer RFK Stadium from federal control to Washington, D.C., which could pave the way for a new home for the NFL's Washington Commanders, and lower some prescription drug costs by going after health plan administrators.

House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-New York) said on Dec. 18, that Republicans would be responsible for "any harm" that comes from a government shutdown.


Schumer told Democrats, "We have a deal with Republicans and we're sticking with it," according to a person familiar with the Senate leader's message, speaking on the condition of anonymity to describe private discussions.
"House Republicans have now unilaterally decided to break a bipartisan agreement that they made. House Republicans have been ordered to shut down the government and hurt everyday Americans all across this country," Jeffries told reporters Wednesday night. "House Republicans will now own any harm that is visited upon the American people that results from a government shutdown, or worse; an agreement is an agreement.
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FDA reaffirms that Eli Lilly weight-loss drug is no longer in shortage
The determination means that compounding pharmacies will have to stop making cheaper knock-off versions.
By Daniel Gilbert | 2024-12-19

A pharmacist holds a box of Mounjaro in Provo, Utah, last year. (George Frey/Reuters)


The Food and Drug Administration determined Thursday that there is no longer a shortage of Eli Lilly's blockbuster weight-loss and diabetes drugs, reaffirming a decision that had prompted intense pushback from some health-care providers and pharmacies that have built a huge business providing off-brand versions of the drugs.
In resolving the shortage of tirzepatide, the active ingredient in Mounjaro and Zepbound, the FDA signaled that pharmacies making cheaper copies of the drugs will have to stop in the coming months or face enforcement action. That would effectively shut off access to pharmacy-made tirzepatide that has become a hugely popular alternative to Lilly's pricey, brand-name drugs.
The FDA said that Lilly demonstrated it could meet demand by providing detailed information on how much of its tirzepatide-based drugs it is making and supplying to the market, as well as what it has in stock, among other data.
"We conclude that the information and data Lilly has provided to FDA demonstrate that Lilly's supply is currently meeting or exceeding demand for these drug products," the agency wrote in an order. In addition, it found that the company has sufficient reserves and is ramping up production enough that "supply will meet or exceed projected demand."
The FDA will not immediately take enforcement action against compounding pharmacies that make copies of tirzepatide as a result of the shortage. "To avoid unnecessary disruption to patient treatment," the FDA said, state-licensed compounders can continue to dispense tirzepatide for another 60 days, while larger, federally licensed compounders can do so for another 90 days.
The FDA was compelled to provide an update on the status of tirzepatide by Thursday in response to a lawsuit filed by compounding pharmacies that challenged its decision in October to remove tirzepatide from its list of drugs in shortage. The decision signals an end, for now, to a long-running shortage of a blockbuster drug that is without modern precedent.
"Anyone marketing or selling unapproved tirzepatide knockoffs must stop," Lilly said in a statement Thursday.
The agency placed tirzepatide on its shortage list in December 2022, a regulatory status that opened the door for compounding pharmacies to make copies of the drug. These pharmacies, which traditionally tailor-make prescription drugs for patients with special needs, began churning out off-brand weight-loss drugs that effectively created an entire industry based on access to cheaper versions.
Though compounding pharmacies are inspected by state and federal regulators, the drugs that they make do not undergo review by the FDA. The agency has long warned that while compounding pharmacies are allowed to make copies of drugs it lists in shortage, such products aren't as safe as ones that it rigorously reviews for approval.
The FDA initially declared an end to the shortage of tirzepatide on Oct 2., only to reverse course after outcry and a lawsuit, and announce that it was reevaluating.
Compounding pharmacies alleged in the lawsuit that the agency failed to consider how many patients rely on compounded weight-loss drugs. Representatives of the Outsourcing Facilities Association, the lead plaintiff in the lawsuit, didn't immediately respond to a request for comment.
The FDA said in its order that it had considered information from patients, health-care providers and compounders in its decision, and found that their evidence had "important limitations" and does not "undermine or outweigh the evidence demonstrating that Lilly's supply is currently meeting or exceeding demand."
As it has before, the agency acknowledged that some patients will still have trouble filling a prescription of Mounjaro or Zepbound at the pharmacy counter. That isn't because of a national shortage, the FDA said, but due to "practical dynamics" of the supply chain between Lilly, companies that distribute its products and retail pharmacies that dispense them.
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Frito-Lay recalls potato chips over undisclosed allergen
Lay's Classic Potato Chips are being recalled in Oregon and Washington because they contain undisclosed milk, which can be life-threatening to those with allergies.
By Ben Brasch | 2024-12-19

Certain 13-ounce packages of Lay's Classic Potato Chips are under recall. (Jakub Porzycki/NurPhoto/AP)


A previously undisclosed allergen has triggered a recall on a limited number of the yellow-bag Lay's potato chips in two states in the upper Northwest.
Frito-Lay issued a recall on 13-ounce bags of its Lay's Classic Potato Chips because some contained enough undeclared milk to create "the risk of a serious or life-threatening allergic reaction," the Food and Drug Administration announced Wednesday.
The recall was prompted because the presence of milk wasn't noted on the bag, according to the FDA. No allergic reactions had been reported because of the chips, the agency said in its announcement.
The bags at issue hit the shelves Nov. 3, per the FDA. Bags that are subject to the recall have a "Guaranteed Fresh" date of "11 FEB 2025" and either "6462307xx" or "6463307xx" as manufacturing codes. It only applies to the 13-ounce bags.
No other Lay's products are being recalled.
Americans buy roughly $1.6 billion of Lay's potato chips annually, The Washington Post reported in 2014. A company blog from 2020 said Lay's buys 4 billion pounds of potatoes a year.
Frito-Lay announced Monday the affected bags were distributed to retail stores and e-commerce distributors in Oregon and Washington.
The company said consumers who have milk allergies or sensitivities should discard the chips if they have them, and they can call Frito-Lay customer relations at 1-800-352-4477.
A 2019 survey found that nearly 2 percent of American adults reported having an allergy to cow's milk, with more than three-quarters of those with the allergy saying it had persisted since childhood.
For some people, it only takes seconds or minutes after exposure to an allergen before they start experiencing anaphylaxis. Symptoms can include restricted breathing and swelling or itchy skin.
If someone is having a severe allergic reaction, according to the Mayo Clinic, you can help by injecting them with epinephrine (like an EpiPen) or getting them to the emergency room.
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Trump stuns Washington with push to repeal debt ceiling
With time running out to avert a government shutdown, the president-elect demanded that lawmakers lift the borrowing limit as well.
By Jeff Stein | 2024-12-19

President-elect Donald Trump sits in the Oval Office during a meeting with President Joe Biden on Nov. 13. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


President-elect Donald Trump has stunned lawmakers in Washington by calling for the suspension -- or outright elimination -- of the federal borrowing limit, introducing an explosive new demand into last-minute negotiations over averting a government shutdown this weekend.
In social media posts and interviews on Wednesday and Thursday, Trump called on congressional Republicans to lift the debt ceiling, a law that limits how much money the federal government can borrow.
The cap is currently suspended until Jan. 1, 2025, under a bipartisan deal struck last year. The Treasury Department can use what it calls "extraordinary measures" to finance new expenditures without borrowing beyond the limit. That would probably cover the government until May or June, though nobody can say for sure. Failure to raise the debt ceiling after that would result in a default of government debt, which would throw the U.S. and global economies into chaos.
In an interview with Fox News Digital on Thursday, Trump threatened primaries against Republican lawmakers who refuse to cooperate with repeal of the debt limit.
"Anybody that supports a bill that doesn't take care of the Democrat quicksand known as the debt ceiling should be primaried and disposed of as quickly as possible," Trump said.
Trump even went as far as pushing for the permanent repeal of the national borrowing limit. Democrats have long called for abolishing the cap, saying Republicans have used the limit as a weapon to force them to agree to spending cuts. Republicans have traditionally supported keeping the debt limit in place as a check on federal spending, although the limit bans borrowing, not spending. The government typically borrows to pay for spending that Congress and the White House have already enacted into law.
On Truth Social on Wednesday, Trump said of the government spending deal: "Can anyone imagine passing it without either terminating, or extending, the Debt Ceiling guillotine coming up in June?"
Trump later told NBC News of the debt limit: "The Democrats have said they want to get rid of it. If they want to get rid of it, I would lead the charge." He said getting rid of the debt ceiling entirely would be "the smartest thing" Congress could do.
The national debt now sits at about $36 trillion. The limit was last suspended in May 2023, but it has been raised or suspended under presidents of both parties, including three times in Trump's first term.
Trump's sudden attack on the debt limit surprised many aides and lawmakers of both parties, who said they were unaware that Trump wanted it to be dealt with in government funding deliberations. On Wednesday, House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) was forced to pull a spending bill under immense pressure from Trump and billionaire Elon Musk, a close Trump adviser who panned the legislation as full of measures unrelated to keeping the government funded.
Trump's call was also unusual because the Treasury Department should have plenty of time before the debt limit becomes a problem. Lawmakers are now running out of time to avert a government shutdown, but Democrats are expressing cautious optimism about getting rid of the debt limit following Trump's call.
"This was on no one's radar," said one senior congressional aide, speaking on the condition of anonymity to reflect private deliberations. The aide said he was unaware of the debt ceiling demand being part of discussions over government funding between Johnson and Democratic leadership.
Sen. Susan Collins (R-Maine), a top GOP appropriator, also told reporters that Trump's call to eliminate the debt limit "has come as a surprise to me," according to the Hill newspaper.
In an interview earlier this week before Trump's position became public, Sen. Brian Schatz (D-Hawaii) said he was having preliminary conversations with Senate Republicans about repealing the debt limit, which he said "puts the whole American economy in danger."
"The debt limit does not save anybody a penny. ... It's just used as a way to create uncertainty and chaos," Schatz said. "Republicans have an opportunity to defuse a bomb here, and we're willing to do it as long as it's permanently defused."
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Americans rush to buy cars and appliances before Trump's new tariffs
Americans are stocking up on cars, appliances, electronics and other big-ticket items before the Trump administration's tariffs on imports take hold. But economists say the sudden jump in demand could raise prices and reignite inflation.
By Abha Bhattarai, Jaclyn Peiser | 2024-12-19

Florida resident Deena Pryor moved up her car-buying plans after Donald Trump won the presidential election, fearing that new administrative tariffs could raise the cost by thousands of dollars. (Jacob M. Langston for The Washington Post) 


Americans are scrambling to stock up on cars, appliances and other big-ticket imports in anticipation of new Trump administration tariffs -- a spending spree that could reignite the very inflation buyers are hoping to avoid.
President-elect Donald Trump has vowed to enact widespread tariffs as soon as he takes office in January, a move that economists say could lift prices for just about every type of import, including food, cars, computers and gas. Although Trump has offered few specifics, he has said his planned policies would take aim at America's three largest trading partners, with 60 percent tariffs on all Chinese imports and 25 percent tariffs on goods from Mexico and Canada.
There are signs that price-sensitive households and businesses already are shifting their spending behavior to guard against further cost increases. New data this week showed that Americans spent $3.6 billion more on vehicles and auto parts in November than they did the month before -- a notable bump in an otherwise lackluster retail sales reading. Spending on electronics and appliances also rose last month, which economists attributed to a combination of Hurricane Helene-related repairs and households preparing for new tariffs.
And although it's not clear whether that increased demand is driving higher prices just yet, economists say it's notable that both appliances and new vehicles got costlier in November even as inflation eased in other areas.
"It is clear that people are buying ahead," said Diane Swonk, chief economist at KPMG. "It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy: The more you buy, the more you push up prices in anticipation of price increases."
Near Orlando, Deena Pryor fast-forwarded her car-buying plans after Trump's win, figuring an early purchase could end up saving tens of thousands of dollars. She and her husband bought a Ford Explorer a few weeks ago and are planning to purchase a dishwasher and stove before the year ends.
"It just kind of clicked after the election," said Pryor, 42, an analyst for a software firm. "I was like, 'Whoa, hold on, he's talking about tariffs. We should go ahead and buy now.'"

Container trucks drive along the highway as cranes move shipping containers at the Port of Los Angeles earlier this month. (Allison Dinner/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


She's hardly alone. Americans are increasingly worried that new policies, especially tariffs, could lead to a resurgence of inflation, according to the University of Michigan's consumer surveys. The share of consumers saying it's a good time to buy appliances, electronics and other big-ticket items "to avoid future price increases" has surged since the election, researchers there found.
At AAA Appliances in Chantilly, Virginia, sales of Frigidaire refrigerators have nearly quadrupled since the election. Consumers are snapping up ovens, dishwashers and washing machines, too, in hopes of avoiding higher costs, said owner Robert Pearson.
"The phones started ringing right away, with people saying 'I hear we're going to have new tariffs, we want to buy now,'" Pearson said. "There's been a run on everything since the election."
Pearson, who keeps a 10,000-square-foot warehouse stocked to the brim, says there isn't much room for him to buy more. Instead of stockpiling imports, he's looking for ways to offset potential price increases for customers. Shoppers seem much more worried about this round of price increases than they were during the Trump administration's previous tariffs, he said, in part because of their recent experiences with inflation.
"We don't know what tariffs there'll be or how much they'll trickle down to the average customer, but my focus has been making sure the customer doesn't get hit with all of it," he said. "We'll have to find a way to absorb costs somehow."
At 2.7 percent, inflation has eased significantly from a recent peak of 9.1 percent. Although prices on many goods stabilized in November, there were some notable exceptions: Appliances notched their largest increases since January, while prices for new vehicles rose at the fastest rate in more than two years, federal data shows. Economists say those increases could become further pronounced in the coming months if tariffs take hold.
On Wednesday, Federal Reserve Board Chair Jerome H. Powell said policymakers were just beginning to factor potential new tariffs into their economic forecasts for the coming year. It's too soon to tell, he said, exactly how such policies could affect prices.
"We don't know what will be tariffed, from what countries, for how long," Powell said in a news conference. "We don't know whether there will be retaliatory tariffs. We don't know what the transmission of any of that will be into consumer prices."
Although the specter of tariffs is not necessarily creating "new demand," it is encouraging some consumers to buy "sooner than they otherwise would have," said Neil Saunders, a retail analyst at GlobalData, an analytics and consulting firm.
Rutger Burgers had been planning to buy a minivan next year, after his existing car's 10-year warranty ran out. "But election results sparked our worries that tariffs could cause prices to go up dramatically," said Burgers, 44, an engineer in Forest, Virginia. "That gave us the push we needed."
When he spotted a good deal a few days later, he snapped up a Kia Carnival months earlier than anticipated -- for about $2,500 below the manufacturer's asking price.
It isn't just consumers stocking up. Major retailers are, too. Costco is looking to "pull forward inventory buying" to get ahead of tariffs, chief financial officer Gary Millerchip told investors last week.
Meanwhile, some of the country's largest retailers, including Walmart and Lowe's, have warned tariffs could force them to raise prices next year. At Best Buy, executives say new import fees will almost certainly result in markups on popular electronics. Prices for cellphones could increase 26 percent, while laptops and tablets could surge 46 percent, according to the Consumer Technology Association, a trade group.
"Of course, we see that the customer ends up bearing some of the cost of tariffs," Corie Barry, Best Buy's CEO, said in an earnings call last month. "These are goods that people need, and higher prices are not helpful."

Shoppers outside a Costco store in Bayonne, New Jersey. The wholesale corporation is looking to "pull forward inventory buying" to get ahead of tariffs, chief financial officer Gary Millerchip told investors last week. (Angus Mordant/Bloomberg)


Small business owners say they're struggling to keep up. Many lack the extra cash they need to buy -- and store -- extra products, putting them at a disadvantage compared with larger retailers.
"We simply do not have the capital to stock up," said Michael Spadaro, co-founder of Cork & Mill, a Charlotte-based company that sells imported housewares and kitchen goods on Amazon. "We usually have about 100 days of inventory at a time, and for us to suddenly buy a year or two years' worth of mixing glasses -- it's just not something we can do." (Amazon founder Jeff Bezos owns The Washington Post.)
New across-the-board tariffs proposed by Trump could end up costing U.S. households an average of $3,000 next year, according to a recent analysis by the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center, a Washington think tank. Economists note that low- and middle-income households will likely feel the biggest hit, with tariffs reducing their after-tax income by 3.5 percent, according to estimates from the Peterson Institute for International Economics, a nonpartisan think tank. Those families are also least likely to have the cash available to stockpile goods now, before policy changes take effect.
For those who can afford to buy big-ticket items ahead of time, the last few weeks have been filled with strategic decisions on exactly what to purchase. Kristen Scalise recently bought a house in Philadelphia and is now racing to fill it with new appliances before January. She's already bought a stove and refrigerator, and is considering buying a dishwasher even though there isn't room in her kitchen for one just yet. In the meantime, she's putting off more labor-intensive projects like renovating the kitchen and replacing a circuit board to free up cash for imported goods.
"I started thinking about things differently once I realized tariffs are coming into play," said Scalise, 36, who works in marketing. "Literally the morning after the election, my first thought was: I've got to buy a refrigerator; I can't wait until next year."
Andrew Ackerman contributed to this report.
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Work Advice: A year of fresh starts and fraught futures for my readers
Updates from a covid-era college grad, a manager of an error-prone worker and a professional at odds with a Trump-supporting boss.
By Karla Miller | 2024-12-19

(iStock)


For my last column in 2024, I tracked down advice seekers from this past year to see how their situations are progressing.
The best news came from Jacob, a covid-era college graduate who was struggling to land his first full-time job in the film industry. After 10 months of freelancing and searching, he was hired in October as a production assistant by a major television production company.
"I learned about the job through Indeed ... it didn't have the company name attached to it, so I didn't know where I was applying until I received an email from [the company] saying they wanted to interview me," Jacob wrote in an email.
"I think my interview went well because I was personable, did my research about the company, and had enough experience both in the requirements of the position and in peripheral capacities to prove myself as an asset," Jacob said. Although he didn't receive an offer for that job, he made a strong enough impression that the company contacted him a month later to offer him another position that had opened up.
Jacob also said moving to Los Angeles, although difficult, "has been instrumental in getting my foot in the door." He knows firsthand how lucky he is to have landed a position in a competitive field where even industry veterans struggle to stay employed: "I'm grateful to have a steady paying job with health insurance benefits," he wrote.
PSA for job-seekers: I can see why a big-name company would post a blind ad with a generic job description to avoid being inundated with unqualified applicants -- but applicants should make sure they know with whom they are dealing before sharing detailed personal information or performing any kind of work. And never agree to requests to send money or purchase equipment. See Post reporter Taylor Telford's Dec. 12 article on the latest job scam warning from the Federal Trade Commission.
Another reader further up the career ladder learned how to turn poor performance into a development opportunity -- for everyone. The reader, a nonprofit manager whose employee of one year constantly turned in error-filled work, was unsure how to go about correcting him. "I gave the employee a verbal warning," said the reader, who like many supervisors had never been formally trained in management skills. "[It] was the first time I have done anything like that, and it was not easy." Fortunately, the employee "is very well-intentioned and wants to improve," the manager wrote in an email.
The manager followed advice to have the employee correct his own work and keep his own checklists of what to look for before passing his work on for review. In addition, the manager is looking for ways to automate and outsource tasks that can be done more efficiently and accurately by vendors.
On a more somber note, the outcome of this year's presidential election has many workers thinking about whether they can or should continue in their positions under the incoming administration. Federal workers are scrambling to prepare for or avoid retaliation, threatened workforce reductions and disruptive office relocations. Return-to-office mandates, a priority of Trump appointees and congressional Republicans, are also on the horizon -- and on the rise among private-sector employers. (The Washington Post announced in November that most employees would return to the office five days a week in 2025.)
Return-to-office proponents say they expect to see improved collaboration and productivity as a result of the mandates. Something else they can expect to see -- and may even be counting on for cost-cutting purposes -- is that workers will resign rather than give up flexibility. It remains to be seen whether those payroll savings and other benefits to employers will offset the likely brain drain of high performers and drop in workforce diversity.
Among those considering a job change in the election's aftermath is the marketing professional whose Trump-supporting boss wanted to give away MAGA-themed swag at a trade event. Despite warnings from multiple other owners in the industry (not to mention hundreds of Post.com commenters) that it was an "awful idea," the boss insisted on going through with it. As luck would have it, however, "the distributor was unable to fulfill the order" in time for the show, the reader said in an email.
But though the reader no longer had to worry about blowback from show attendees, she has had to deal with in-house heckling.
"At the event the day after the election, my CEO ... started picking [on] me," she wrote. "'Oh guys, she isn't happy about the election results.' 'Aww come on, we're still good people even though we voted for Trump.' ... The fact that he recognized it and clawed in really bothered me," she added. "Now he finds a way to mention Elon Musk or ask, 'Did you see Biden did XYZ?' in every call I have with him."
(Wow. I've seen people show more compassion and less gloating over professional sports.)
The reader said her fellow non-Trump-supporting colleague was let go just before Thanksgiving, presumably for culture-fit reasons. She wonders if she is next, even though she fills a critical role and would be hard to replace. But rather than sitting by waiting for the outcome, she is "networking on LinkedIn and having conversations about what's next for me."
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U.S. accuses CVS of unlawfully filling opioid prescriptions
The complaint alleges that the retail pharmacy filled prescriptions for controlled substances that lacked legitimate medical purpose or were not valid.
By Hannah Ziegler | 2024-12-19

The complaint against CVS alleges that it used corporate-mandated performance metrics and incentives that pressured pharmacists to "fill prescriptions as quickly as possible, without assessing their legitimacy." (Carolyn Van Houten/The Washington Post)


The Justice Department on Wednesday accused CVS Pharmacy of incentivizing pharmacists to fill illegal opioid prescriptions for more than a decade, a practice that fueled the nation's opioid crisis.
The complaint, filed in Providence, Rhode Island, where CVS is headquartered, alleges that the country's largest retail pharmacy violated the False Claims Act and Controlled Substances Act by filling prescriptions for controlled substances that lacked legitimate medical purpose or were not valid, including prescriptions for "dangerous and excessive quantities of opioids."
A flood of litigation has resulted in more than $50 billion in settlements with state and local governments, among others -- money meant to curb a drug overdose crisis killing tens of thousands in the United States each year.
In the case of CVS, the complaint alleged that it used corporate-mandated performance metrics, compensation incentives and staffing policies that pressured pharmacists to "fill prescriptions as quickly as possible, without assessing their legitimacy." These conditions made it impossible for CVS pharmacists to comply with their legal obligations to determine the validity of opioid prescriptions, the complaint said.
Pharmacy employees alleged that CVS was a "soul crushing" place to work because it was impossible to meet the company's expectations while performing their jobs safely. According to the complaint, one CVS Pharmacy employee warned the company in writing that it had "concocted an assembly-line style of medication preparation" and felt they were being "rushed to fulfill an order like McDonald's." The complaint added: "CVS repeatedly ignored the increasingly impassioned complaints from pharmacists that their pharmacies were dangerously understaffed."
In response to The Post, CVS spokesperson Kara Page said the company has cooperated with the Justice Department's investigation for more than four years and strongly disagrees with the allegations and "false narratives" outlined in Wednesday's complaint.
"We will defend ourselves vigorously against this misguided federal lawsuit, which follows on the heels of years of litigation over these issues by state and local governments -- claims that already have been largely resolved by a global agreement with the participating state Attorneys General," Page said in a statement.
Thousands of lawsuits have been filed against opioid makers, drug distributors, pharmacy chains and pharmacy benefit managers regarding their alleged roles in the opioid crisis. Last week, business consulting giant McKinsey & Company agreed to pay $650 million to end a criminal probe into its role in bolstering sales of addictive pain pills, including the blockbuster opioid OxyContin.
Separately, Rite Aid in July agreed to pay $7.5 million to settle similar Justice Department claims that the pharmacy chain filled unnecessary opioid prescriptions, while OptumRX, a prescription drug benefit provider, reached a $20 million settlement with the Justice Department in June after being accused of filling illicit opioid prescriptions.
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Fed cuts interest rates a third time, points to inflation as challenge for 2025
The Fed lowered interest rates on Wednesday by a quarter point, while signaling a slower pace of cuts next year.
By Andrew Ackerman | 2024-12-19

Federal Reserve Board Chairman Jerome H. Powell after a news conference at the Federal Reserve on Wednesday. (Jacquelyn Martin/AP)


The Federal Reserve lowered interest rates on Wednesday by an additional quarter percentage point while pulling back on planned rate cuts next year as inflation proves to be a bigger challenge than its earlier estimates.
The Fed penciled in just two rate cuts for 2025, down from four forecast in September, emphasizing that future cuts would depend on progress toward curbing inflation and continued strength in the labor market.
Stocks plunged following the rate cut, as investors soured on the news that interest rates would remain higher for longer than expected in 2025. The Dow Jones Industrial Average declined more than 1,100 points, or 2.6 percent, extending its longest losing streak in five decades.
Inflation has weighed heavily on Americans, especially those with middle and lower incomes, and it drove voters to the polls in November to elect Donald Trump, exit polling showed. Despite the recent rate cuts, mortgage rates have increased and housing inflation remains a challenge.
Interest rate cuts trickle through the financial sector to make an array of consumer and business loans cheaper. But if the Fed cuts rates too much or too quickly, it can stimulate the economy and prompt inflation to surge again, which is why the Fed is being more careful in 2025.
"From here, it's a new phase, and we're going to be cautious about further cuts," Fed Chair Jerome H. Powell said at a news conference. Though inflation had recently been "moving sideways," he said the Fed still sees it as "broadly on track" and coming down slowly over the next year or two.
To be sure, inflation has cooled significantly from alarmingly high levels of a couple of years ago. But Powell acknowledged the recent pace of progress has been "frustrating because ... it's been slower than we had hoped."
Wednesday's cut, which was widely expected and reduces rates to the lowest point in about two years, comes about a month before Trump's return to the White House. His promises around immigration, regulation, and tax and trade policies could shift expectations for the economy and ultimately alter the central bank's future stance on rates.
Indeed, Powell said some officials were starting to think about the inflationary effects of Trump's potential new tariffs in their estimates for the economy.
Powell added that the Fed needs to take its time and make "a very careful assessment" of new proposed tariffs, but only once it's clear what the new policies look like, specifically. "And we're just not at that stage," he said.
New projections released after the meeting showed the Fed downgraded its view of how inflation will progress next year. Now officials expect "core" inflation to rise by 2.5 percent at the end of 2025, which is up from an earlier estimate of 2.2 percent. Core inflation excludes volatile food and energy categories, which can surge and fall depending on outside factors.
Overall, Powell characterized the health of the economy positively, with strong growth and a healthy labor market. "I feel very good about where the economy is and the performance of the economy, and we want to keep that going," he said. "The U.S. economy has just been remarkable."
Diane Swonk, chief economist at KPMG, said the Fed is not reacting in advance to whatever policies will be implemented by the incoming administration. "This is not the Fed front-running policy," she said. "It's the Fed reacting to a really strong economy that also left us with higher inflation than we'd hoped."
After a jumbo cut in September and a smaller one in November, officials have now lowered rates by a full percentage point. Mortgage rates, which generally track 10-year borrowing costs for the Treasury Department, have increased on expectations of a stronger economy going forward.
Wednesday's announcement comes at the end of the Fed's two-day policy meeting. The vote was 11-1, with Cleveland Fed President Beth Hammack alone in dissent. She preferred to keep rates unchanged, the Fed said.
In their campaign to lower inflation, Fed policymakers successfully avoided a recession once thought inevitable by economic forecasters. Now, officials are trying not to make too many cuts too quickly, which could keep inflation well above the Fed's 2 percent target, while also not cutting too slowly, which could allow the labor market to deteriorate.
Though inflation and growth figures were a bit hotter than the Fed predicted earlier in the year, officials signaled comfort with easing rates for a third and final time in 2024 for a couple of key reasons.
Most officials say the Fed benchmark rate -- which was lowered to between 4.25 and 4.50 percent -- continues to restrict economic growth, which keeps inflation in check. That means they can afford to cut now while maintaining rates that dampen demand.
Also, there were some positive developments in last week's report on consumer prices from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. While the report showed that the consumer price index grew by 2.7 percent in November from the previous year, one of the largest components of the report, housing, increased at a slower pace than earlier in the year. That's important because housing costs had previously helped buoy inflation.
Other drivers of inflation, such as auto insurance premiums and airline fares, also grew at a slower pace than in previous months.
Even ahead of Wednesday's meeting, Powell signaled that the central bank could afford to move deliberatively going forward.
"Growth is definitely stronger than we thought, and inflation is coming a little higher," Powell said at a Dec. 4 conference hosted by the New York Times. "The good news is that we can afford to be a little more cautious."
The news of the scaling back of planned rate cuts hit markets hard on Wednesday, with the S&P 500 index losing about 3 percent and the Nasdaq down about 3.5 percent. Some of the biggest winners of a recent stock-market rally were down significantly, such as Elon Musk's Tesla, which fell about 8 percent. Amazon was down about 4.6 percent. Robinhood, a trading app, was down roughly 11 percent.
Meanwhile, yields on Treasury notes that are sensitive to Fed policy also rose.
Rachel Siegel contributed to this report.
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A government shutdown looked unlikely. Then Elon Musk took to X.
In a show of power, the head of the "Department of Government Efficiency" pushed House Speaker Mike Johnson to scrap a compromise spending bill.
By Faiz Siddiqui, Jacob Bogage, Jeff Stein, Tony Romm | 2024-12-19

Elon Musk and Melania Trump listen as Donald Trump speaks at a campaign rally at Madison Square Garden in New York on Oct. 27. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Congressional leaders had lined up on Tuesday to approve a spending bill that would avert a government shutdown -- before Elon Musk, President-elect Donald Trump's "first buddy," injected himself into the conversation in the wee hours of Wednesday morning.
With a five-word post on X, Musk threw the process into chaos.
"This bill should not pass," the Tesla and SpaceX CEO wrote at 4:15 a.m. Eastern time, a message that reverberated across Washington, where some took it as the strongest signal yet of the new reality under the head of the "Department of Government Efficiency," Trump's nongovernmental panel charged with finding ways to slash federal spending.
Over the ensuing 12 hours, Musk went on a prolific tirade against the bill -- with more than 60 updates, some of which boosted false claims -- that stood out even for a chronic poster who has commanded an audience of more than 200 million followers by broadcasting his largely uninhibited views on the site he owns.
By midday, Musk's barrage was increasingly acerbic, decrying the bill as "terrible," "criminal," "outrageous," "horrible," "unconscionable," "crazy" and, ultimately, "an insane crime." He also took aim at those who would support it.
"Any member of the House or Senate who votes for this outrageous spending bill deserves to be voted out in 2 years!" Musk wrote shortly after 1 p.m. Wednesday.
To leaders in Washington, it appeared he was serious. Musk did not respond to a request for comment.
Musk's word on the funding extension ricocheted around Capitol Hill, as lawmakers jockeyed to invoke his DOGE as reason to reject the legislation that would put off a Christmastime government shutdown.
"It's good that they're seeing this, that they're seeing the failure of Congress now, so they can start and so they can understand how to come after us when they get here," said Rep. Eric Burlison (R-Missouri), an active member of the House's DOGE Caucus.
About an hour after Musk's threat of retribution, the billionaire followed up with a new directive: "No bills should be passed Congress until Jan. 20, when @realDonaldTrump takes office."
"None," he added. "Zero."
The approach appeared to work, as support fractured even among some establishment Republicans who earlier appeared inclined to support the measure. (A large bloc of conservative rebels already opposed the bill before Musk got involved.)
Burlison posted on X that Johnson's funding bill was "the very thing the incoming Department of Government Efficiency is trying to put an end to. A vote for this monstrosity is a vote against DOGE."
Musk endorsed the sentiment: "Absolutely," he responded.
Alerted to the tech entrepreneur's endorsement, Burlison grinned and snickered.
"It's awesome," he said, fist-bumping with a staff member while riding the subway in the Capitol basement.
Rep. Andy Harris (R-Maryland), chair of the archconservative House Freedom Caucus, told The Washington Post that Musk's opposition aligned with DOGE's goals -- and he was getting results even before Trump takes office.
"He's been given a huge responsibility to try to control the size and growth of the federal government, and, I guess, like a lot of people who are used to running businesses, they don't wait until tomorrow to start," Harris said. "They're given a goal, and they start as soon as possible."
Underscoring the rapid pace of events, less than 12 hours after Musk first condemned the spending bill, the billionaire was taking a victory lap.
"Your elected representatives have heard you and now the terrible bill is dead," he said. "The voice of the people has triumphed!"
Longtime political observers were stunned by the swift impact of Musk's intervention.

A bipartisan spending deal to avert a government shutdown was scrapped Dec. 18 after President-elect Donald Trump and Elon Musk condemned it.


Trump stayed largely silent on the measure through Wednesday afternoon, putting Musk in the unusual position of exerting more influence on the bill than the incoming president. Finally, by late afternoon, Trump, too, aired his opposition.
"Republicans must GET SMART and TOUGH. If Democrats threaten to shut down the government unless we give them everything they want, then CALL THEIR BLUFF," he said in a joint statement with Vice President-elect JD Vance. "... THIS CHAOS WOULD NOT BE HAPPENING IF WE HAD A REAL PRESIDENT. WE WILL IN 32 DAYS!"
But it was Musk who seemed to force the tipping point.
"Elon is having an incredible effect," said Gordon Gray, executive director at Pinpoint Policy Institute, a center-right think tank, who noted the "real-time" shift. "I am struggling to recall another instance where an unelected public figure has exercised that kind of influence."
Still, Musk's campaign relied on or repeated at least some false claims.
He reposted a claim that the legislation includes a "40% pay raise for Congress," calling it "unconscionable." The DOGE account also said on X that the legislation would raise pay for members of Congress to $243,000, up from $174,000.
It is unclear where that number came from. The legislation includes language allowing a 3.8 percent pay bump to take effect, which would result in a pay raise for lawmakers of $6,600 -- far short of what Musk claimed, according to a statement from Rep. Jared Golden (D-Maine), who said he would oppose the bill because it allowed the pay raise. Congress has blocked its own cost-of-living allowance increases since 2009.
Musk also amplified false claims that the legislation included $3 billion in federal funds for a new football stadium in the District. In fact, the provision would transfer the land where RFK Stadium sits to the local government, but it provided no funding, and the city would still have to negotiate with the National Football League's Washington Commanders over a stadium deal.
Similarly, Musk shared allegations that the legislation included $60 billion in new aid for Ukraine. Two congressional aides and Brian Riedl, senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute, said that they had no idea where the number came from and that the bill appeared to have no major new funds for Kyiv. Congress approved $60 billion in aid for Ukraine this spring.
"I have no idea what he's talking about -- where is that even coming from? Maybe the bill that passed in April?" said one of the aides, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss the matter candidly. "It's not in there -- if you have any evidence of that, I'd like to know."
But the damage was already done.
Little over a month after an election in which Musk put $277 million behind supporting Trump and other Republicans, the tech entrepreneur appeared to have successfully sunk a continuing resolution to shut down the government.
"A guy who dropped $250 million in the last election and doesn't blink an eye, and can mobilize Republican voters through his social media platform, that's an intimidating guy," said Robert Weissman, the co-president of Public Citizen, a consumer advocacy group that supports limits on corporate spending in politics. "Having demonstrated his willingness to spend hundreds of millions of dollars, every politician knows they could be next. And the ones most vulnerable are Republicans who might be primaried."
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Consumer watchdog takes aim at credit card rewards programs
Major card issuers often play a "shell game" and deny consumers the rewards they have earned, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau warns.
By Shannon Najmabadi | 2024-12-18

The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau headquarters in Washington. (Andrew Kelly/Reuters)


Some credit card companies may be breaking the law by illegally devaluing accrued points, airline miles and other rewards used to entice cardholders, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau said Wednesday.
Card companies may be violating federal law if they deploy promotional language that conflicts with fine-print disclaimers, use buried and vague terms to revoke customers' rewards or otherwise prevent customers from redeeming rewards, the federal consumer watchdog said in guidance to law enforcement agencies.
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This $18 sparkling wine is a great holiday bargain
Plus, two red wines for heartier meals on chilly nights.
By Dave McIntyre | 2024-12-19

FROM LEFT: Villa Sandi il Fresco Prosecco Brut; Scarpetta Barbera del Monferrato 2022; Casal da Coelheira Reserva 2021. (Peggy Cormary/for The Washington Post)


This week we feature two wines from northern Italy, a zesty prosecco to toast the holidays and a juicy barbera from Piemonte to pair with dinner. We round out the selection with a spicy red from Tejo in Portugal, an exciting region for value and quality, with wines based on traditional Iberian varieties.
Treviso, Italy, $18
This would make an excellent bargain bubbly for your holiday celebrations. Rich, toasty flavors up-front yield to curry leaf, fenugreek and clove. That complexity makes this a food-loving prosecco, and the bubbles help it match zestier, spicy foods. Alcohol by volume: 11 percent. Bottle weight: 625 grams (Sparkling).
Imported by Demeine Estates. Distributed locally by RNDC.
Piemonte, Italy, $18
Bright and juicy, with flavors of berries and plums, this can match any food that makes you think of red wine. Scarpetta is an Italian word for a piece of bread used for sopping up the last bit of sauce, and you won't want to leave any of the wine behind either. This label is from Colorado restaurateur and master sommelier Bobby Stuckey. ABV: 13.5 percent. BW: 550 grams (Average).
Imported by USA Wine West. Distributed locally by Breakthru Beverage Group.
Tejo, Portugal, $22
This vibrant red is a blend of touriga nacional, touriga franca and cabernet sauvignon. The purple-red color seems lively in the glass, and flavors of juicy berries and spice dance across the palate. I suggest decanting this -- or at least opening the bottle -- a few hours before dinner. Vegan. ABV: 14 percent. BW: 530 grams (Average).
Imported by Red Wolf Imports. Distributed locally by Global Wines MD.
Prices are approximate. For availability, check Wine.com, Wine-searcher.com and the websites and social media feeds of the wineries, importers, distributors, and your favorite local wine store. You can also ask your local retailer to order wines from the distributors listed. Bottle weight is included, because this is the single most important contributor to wine's carbon footprint. Have wine questions for Dave McIntyre? Send them to Food@washpost.com.
 Good: The wine delivers what it promises at a fair price. If it says chardonnay, it tastes like chardonnay.
 Excellent: A wine with character and added interest. May elevate your eyebrows at the first sip.
 Extraordinary: An exciting wine that stands out from others in its class. Fist-pumping, table-thumping good.
 Sublime: Otherworldly. May have you thinking, "So this is what they were talking about."
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Carolyn Hax: Friends insinuate daughter's race is why she got into a top college
She lashed out at moms who "looked at each other that way" after hearing where her kid, who is Hispanic, got into college.
By Carolyn Hax | 2024-12-19

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis for The Washington Post)


Adapted from an online discussion before the 2023 Supreme Court ruling on affirmative action.
Dear Carolyn: So my kid just got into college, and it's a good one. The women in my moms group got together for a catch-up lunch recently, and everyone was reporting on where their kid is going to college. When I mentioned mine, and I did not gloat, a couple of them asked me whether we had checked the box that she is Hispanic. Which she is. And then they looked at each other that way.
One of them said her son had applied but did not get in because he did not have any special privileges. I went off. I told them that if they did not consider being White a privilege, then they clearly did not live in the same world as I did. I told them yes, my child is Hispanic, but she is also a straight-A student, has hundreds of volunteer hours and stellar SATs, and is a star athlete, and perhaps they should begin assessing their mediocre children's abilities before they make assumptions about mine. And then I left.
I saw a couple of them a few days later at a birthday party, and we were pretty chilly to each other. Do I owe them an apology? How do I move forward with these closet racists in a small community?
-- Am I the Glassbowl?
Am I the Glassbowl?: No, you don't owe them an apology, and you move forward by giving them as wide yet civil a berth as your small community permits.
Well, wait. Apologize for calling their kids mediocre -- that was uncalled for. Their kids didn't get into Wherever because Wherever is as big as Cinderella's slipper, and sometimes tens of thousands of highly qualified kids apply -- of all demographic varieties! -- but only a small fraction can ever fit.
But you owe them nothing beyond that.
I am really sorry. Their response was appalling and too common, spoken and un-.
For anyone thinking, hmm, but the friends were right? Or remembering they had the same thought when a "checked box" person did get in and their person didn't? In addition to the privilege issue, which I will not waste column space repeating when others do it better:
First, the biggest checkboxes are generally recruited athletes (who at least excel at something else) and legacies (who don't). It's not racial or ethnic minorities, so stuff it.
Second, one accepted student is an anecdote, not data. So stuff that, too.
Third, give a half-second of thought to how you'd feel if someone heard of your accomplishment and said, "Oh, it's because you're ___." Yeah. If you need more time, that's on you.
Take demographics out of it and the answer is still the same: Any response besides "Congratulations!" is just sour grapes, and the only goal in life I see as truly universal is to refuse as many opportunities as you can to be a racist jackhole. Especially to your supposed friends.
Re: Admissions: A juicy tidbit I love to have on hand is that the largest demographic beneficiaries of affirmative action admissions are boys. Because overwhelmingly, girls have better grades, test scores, etc., and colleges therefore have to pad their admission numbers of dudes so the acceptance rate by gender remains closer to 50/50.
-- Juicy
Juicy: Yes! Just cited it the day before writing this, in fact.
A reader's thought:
* Uh, they said her kid got in because she is Hispanic, suggesting the daughter was also undeserving. Then they got hit with a slap of truth. So ... Glassbowl has nothing to apologize for. She stood up for her high-achieving daughter.
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Ask Sahaj: I'm sick and tired of giving and receiving gifts during the holidays
How does this letter writer opt out of giving and getting gifts during the holidays?
By Sahaj Kaur Kohli | 2024-12-19

(Illustration by Maria Alconada Brooks/The Washington Post; iStock)


Dear Sahaj: Is there a polite way to say I don't want to buy holiday presents or get any? I'm under enough financial pressure. I feel this extreme pressure to buy gifts when I really don't enjoy this season. It's just constant messaging and ads to buy.
Being stigmatized as a "bah humbug" is common at work and with family, but I really do not enjoy this time of year. I feel badgered to have to buy gifts and waste more money on kids, family and friends. My wife is the opposite and she'll spend. I usually defer to her, but she leaves a trail of debt that'll take months to recover (if able to).
This isn't a religious holiday, it's a months-long sales event, and I don't want to participate anymore. How do I tell my family and friends to opt me out?
-- No Gifts
No Gifts: It can be hard to opt out of something that seemingly everyone else is excited to be a part of, but you shouldn't have to engage in something that you don't want to -- especially if it's taking a toll on your financial and mental health.
Instead of simply "deferring" to your wife, have more forthright conversations about the budget and how this time of year makes you feel. She may enjoy this season, but going into debt because of it is only causing problems in your relationship and your future. You want to find a middle ground that is realistic and doable while allowing both of you to spend this time of year in ways that are enjoyable.
Then you can talk to other people in your life about shifting your holiday priorities. Focus these conversations on the time together instead of the gift: "I'm looking forward to getting time with you, and that's the only present I want!" There's also nothing wrong with being direct and up-front about your own limits while also being grateful for the intention. This may sound like: "Thanks for the invite! I set a budget for myself this season and I already hit it, so I am going to respectfully opt out of the work secret Santa." You may even offer an alternative if someone is unwilling to respect your request or is set on wanting to be generous. This can sound like, "If you're set on giving me a gift, you can contribute to [charity] in my name instead."
You can suggest doing an activity with family as a replacement for a gift -- like volunteering or going bowling -- or reducing the amount to spend on gifts by proposing a secret Santa or a budget limit in advance. Regardless of how you approach it, be honest. And be kind and nonjudgmental about how others want to spend this season. This will help minimize your feelings of resentment around this time of year and eliminate stress, allowing you to focus on the parts of this season that do make you happy.
Is there any part of this time of year you do enjoy? Maybe it's leaning into the seasonal change by slowing down or curling up with a good book? Or is there something you can do differently -- like start a new tradition -- to help infuse joy into your holidays? You certainly don't have to enjoy this season -- or pretend to -- but I sense some pent-up resentment and annoyance that may be making it difficult to enjoy anything about this time of year. Good luck!
Dear Sahaj: Both of my daughters were adopted from China, and my late husband and I are White. They are now in their 20s and entering the world on their own terms.
I have been doing quite a bit of reading on transracial adoption, but most of what I find is Black children being raised by White parents. What suggestions do you have for my personal education to help my daughters better deal with society as "Brown girls?" Thanks for your help.
-- Curious Mom
Curious Mom: I admire your motivation to learn more. The truth is, you can read essays, access resources and find information on identity development. But, ultimately, what matters is how your daughters feel and your relationship with them.
If you haven't yet, have open and honest conversations with each of them separately. Ask them about their experience of being adopted and raised by White parents and how they feel about their identity. Listen and reflect, as they may have questions or feedback for you. Your daughters are old enough to tell you how they feel, and each has probably formed her own beliefs and opinions on their experience. If they are hesitant to be honest with you, you may even consider proposing family therapy -- with an adoption-competent therapist -- to have a mediator who can help facilitate these conversations.
A part of this work is also for you to acknowledge your own role -- and biases -- in parenting two Chinese, transracially adopted kids. Even if you've meant well, you may have avoided race-related conversations in the past and want to admit and acknowledge this with your daughters.
The goal isn't for you to be perfect or have all the information, but rather to be present and curious. Focus on how you can continue to nurture your daughters' identity development while being humble and willing to learn and listen.
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Make this Greek pastitsio the centerpiece of your next big party
The Greek dish, with layers of noodles, meat and cream sauce, is a lot of work. It's also reason enough to invite friends and family over for a feast.
By Daniela Galarza | 2024-12-19

Pastitsio. (Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post )


This column comes from the Eat Voraciously newsletter. Sign up here to get one weeknight dinner recipe, tips for substitutions, techniques and more in your inbox Monday through Thursday.
"For me, today, pastitsio is pure comfort. But it's not a dish that was around very often when I was growing up," says Christina Xenos, a Los Angeles-based chef and cookbook author who won an episode of "Chopped" earlier this year.
"I remember eating pastitsio when we went out to a Greek restaurant, at our annual Greek festival, or during holidays if my Aunt Marge was cooking," Xenos tells me. "When I was living in Athens, Greece, for a summer, I ordered it at least once a week."
Get the recipe: Pastitsio
Xenos, a second-generation Greek American -- her grandparents immigrated to the United States in the early 20th century -- grew up near Dayton, Ohio. She has fond memories of the first time she made pastitsio with her mother-in-law, Georgia Lyras, a former chef and cookbook author. "She would often visit my husband and I, and we spent a lot of time cooking together while she was here. I remember feeling very accomplished when we made it that first time, because we used nearly every pot in my kitchen," Xenos recalls. "My recipe is based on hers but has evolved over the years with tweaks here and there."
Almost all pastitsio recipes start with par-cooked, hollow pasta, which is mixed with a cream sauce and spread into the bottom of a deep baking dish. This is topped with a dense meat sauce, typically seasoned with warm spices. Finally, a thick layer of cream sauce enriched with sharp Greek cheese is spread on top before the whole thing is baked until the flavors have mingled, the elements have melded and the top is a tantalizing speckled brown.
But Xenos tells me that pastitsio recipes were not always this exacting. Sometimes called Greek lasagna, the dish's Italian origins are not difficult to trace. "You will find Venetian influence all over Greek cuisine," Xenos says, noting that the Venetians occupied parts of present-day Greece from the 12th to 18th centuries. Pastitsio probably comes from the Ionian Islands, which are nearest to Italy; even the dish's name, "pastitsio," is from the Italian "pasticcio," which means both "pie" and "mess."
Consequently, early recipes for the dish are messy and pie-like. In "Cooks and Other People: Proceedings of the Oxford Symposium on Food and Cookery," Greek food historian Aglaia Kremezi writes of early versions that were composed of "thick spaghetti mixed with chopped liver, meat, eggs and cheese ... wrapped in [phyllo pastry]."

Whisking the eggs, yogurt and cheese into the bechamel for pastitsio. (Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post )


The pastitsio that we know and love today did not exist until 1910, or thereabouts, when the Greek chef Nikolaos Tselementes published his "Odigos Mageirikis (Guide to Cooking)." Clearly influenced by the French techniques he observed while working in a hotel kitchen in Vienna, Tselementes removed the phyllo, separated the components into layers and covered the whole thing with a thick layer of bechamel -- the French cream sauce thickened with a roux and sometimes enriched with cheese (at which point it may be referred to as a mornay) -- making it, Kremezi wrote, "a kind of au gratin," which is what the French call a thing when it's blanketed in sauce, breadcrumbs or cheese and browned on top.

The finished bechamel. (Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post )


Tselementes's book, which was reprinted 15 times, has left an indelible impression on Greek culture. According to Saveur, a Greek-speaking person today is more likely to call a cookbook, any cookbook, a "tselemente" rather than a "vivlio mageirikis," which literally translates to "cooking book."
Xenos sent me a photo of her copy of Tselementes's book, from its 12th print run in 1962. It's in Greek, but she helpfully translated the chef's recipe for "macaronia pastitsio sketo" (roughly, "macaroni pie"), which describes a baked pasta with bechamel, cheese and breadcrumbs sprinkled on the top and bottom. Xenos explains that the addition of meat is a variation listed as a secondary recipe. "He says that if you want to add the meat sauce, decrease the amount of pasta and add the layer of meat sauce, which is how we make it today."
This recipe is adapted from the one Xenos makes for clients and family, but it has been trimmed down to fit into a standard 9-by-13-inch baking dish. Still, it is unlike the majority of the recipes I feature in this column, because it will take you two hours to make, and much of that is hands-on time.
But maybe you are hosting friends this weekend, or having family in from out of town later this month? Maybe you're looking for a centerpiece for a big meal or something spectacular to bring to a potluck? That's what pastitsio is for: an occasion, a celebration worthy of its pricey ingredients and straightforward-but-time-consuming labor. In fact, you could make a pastitsio and then, while it's baking, invite folks over. The promise of pastitsio is reason enough to throw a party.
(You could also be in the mood to make a big casserole on a day off, eat some with a loved one and freeze the rest. Or, maybe you want to make something nice for a friend who is under the weather. There are many occasions for which pastitsio is the answer.)
Those with access to Greek ingredients will be able to make pastitsio the way cooks do in Greece. Those who don't -- or who want to make a vegetarian version -- can try the suggested recipe substitutions. Pastitsio can stand alone, or you could serve it with a big salad, a platter of lemony potatoes and green beans, and, for dessert, golden portokalopita or a pan of crispy, syrup-soaked baklava for a meal that's merry and bright.
Get the recipe: Pastitsio
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What's an axolotl? Why obscure animals rule kids' world.
Need an expert on capybaras, narwhals or other weird critters? Find a first-grader.
By Kate Morgan | 2024-12-19
Juliana Mancinelli is 4, and she has gotten rather good at educating adults about a critically endangered Mexican salamander. The New Jersey preschooler's favorite animal is the axolotl, an amphibian that grows to be around nine inches long and, unlike other salamanders, never loses the frilly, external gills that frame its face. This year for Halloween, Juliana's grandmother sewed her an axolotl costume. Most parents were confused, but Juliana's fellow kids knew exactly what she was.
That's because, in kid world, the axolotl is a celebrity. It's tough to pinpoint the animals' pop culture nexus. They've been popular on social media since at least the mid-2010s, and there was a major spike in popularity in 2021 after the video game "Minecraft" introduced them to the platform. Now, it seems, they're everywhere: in the form of plush toys, children's books, fashion and decor.
But the axolotl is only the latest creature to charm kids and mystify their millennial and Gen X parents. When it comes to kid culture, new animals come into vogue all the time: If you know a child between preschool and puberty, the odds are good that at some point they've been especially enamored with alpacas, sloths, narwhals, highland cows or capybaras.
And though recent trends skew toward the offbeat or obscure (take, for example, the microscopic tardigrade, also known as the "water bear"), there are certain qualities that increase an animal's chances at popularity. It may come as no surprise, says Karri Neldner, a developmental psychologist at the University of Western Australia, that cuteness helps.
"We're attracted to animals that have large, wide-set eyes and little noses," she says. "That's something humans in general gravitate toward, because it's an evolutionary mechanism for us to be attracted to infantile things."

Mexican biologist Tatiana Sandoval-Guzmanholds an axolotl in a glass tank in her laboratory at the Center for Regenerative Therapies in Dresden, eastern Germany. (Robert Michael/AFP/Getty Images)


Popularity can also be boosted by anthropomorphism -- "a term for when we assign human characteristics, emotions and behaviors to animals," Neldner adds. Part of the appeal of the axolotl, or a small marsupial called the quokka, she explains, is that it's easy to assign them positive human feelings. Both animals have facial features that resemble a perpetual smile.
Anthropomorphism is ubiquitous in kids' media, Neldner says. The animated television show "Bluey," for example, features a family of Australian cattle dogs that are "highly anthropomorphized," according to Neldner. "They have jobs and wear clothes and have conversations. And the parenting styles are just like human parenting styles." In 2023, "Bluey" was the second-most-watched program in the United States across all categories; not just children's shows.
Rebecca Yoshizawa, a sociologist at Kwantlen Polytechnic University in Canada, says kids are also drawn by an attribute called "nonhuman charisma."
"We like things that seem playful," she says. Yoshizawa points to Moo Deng, the young pygmy hippo born at a Thai zoo that has become an internet sensation. "Moo Deng is the perfect example of nonhuman charisma," she says. "She's just real roly-poly and seemingly has zero worries. Her behavior seems really closely aligned with the modern conceptualization of Western childhood: She's just out there having fun."
Trends are catching on faster than ever among young people, says Sharon Price John, CEO of plush toy company Build-A-Bear Workshop.
"Kids have always been on the edge of trends, but back in the day, it had to happen by word of mouth," she says. "Now, things move more quickly because of social media and TikTok and their ability to share ideas with each other."
At Build-A-Bear, John says, her team solicits feedback from in-person shoppers and closely monitors social media trends so they can jump on the next popular animal quickly. They introduced an axolotl in 2021 and were quick to roll out a capybara -- the world's largest rodent -- this year.

A capybara pup at the Cali zoo, in Cali, Colombia. (Joaquin Sarmiento/AFP/Getty Images)



Moo Deng, a pygmy hippo, splashes in a bucket of water in her enclosure at the Khao Kheow Open Zoo on November 11, 2024 in Pattaya, Thailand. (Lauren DeCicca/Getty Images)


"The capybara was one you could see coming," John says. "It was starting to get a lot of play on TikTok, and by the time we came out with the capybara, it had really gotten to be a much bigger thing. Twenty years ago, you could watch a trend roll across the country, from the coasts inward. Now, it's nearly like a flash fire."
And when a new kid trend takes off, it's instantly everywhere, says Adrienne Appell, executive vice president of marketing communications for the Toy Association, a trade group with close to 1,000 member companies. "Production cycles have gotten shorter and shorter, so you're able to follow the trends and bring something to market fairly quickly," she says. "It's not just about a plush or a toy. You'll see something permeate the culture: That trendy animal goes viral, and then it's in room decor and fashion, and it's popping up all over."
Trends, of course, come and go. But the experts say some animals -- raccoons, monkeys, owls and bears, to name a few -- are mainstays. And dinosaurs, they agree, never go out of style. Unlike other stylish animals, kids can't adopt a dinosaur as a pet or visit one at a zoo. And that, Yoshizawa says, may be precisely what makes them so timelessly popular.
"Children live in a fantastical world," she says. "In the case of dinosaurs, all we have is their bones, so there's a lot of space to fill in there, and it gets filled in by imagination. That's really inviting, and it really appeals to our sense of what children should be doing, which is being playful and imaginative."

A dachshund wearing a "hot dog" coat takes part in the Christmas Hyde Park Sausage Walk in London. (Benjamin Cremel/AFP/Getty Images)


As for what's up next, John says frogs are having a moment. And while dogs are perpetually popular, some specific breeds are getting a lot of attention. "One that's been all over the internet is the dachshund," she says. "On TikTok, there are all these people dressing up their dachshunds. And the other is the French Bulldog, and they're just hilarious."
What's certain, Neldner says, is that the next trend won't start because of anything a company releases. Even though ideas spread faster now, they still tend to start with one kid who loves a weird animal. "What's underestimated in kids is peer-based learning," she says. "You see this across school communities. If one kid brings in a special interest in an animal like the axolotl, in the next few weeks many, many kids are going to know about the axolotl, and they're all going to think it's cool."
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Miss Manners: Excluding neighbor who talks too much politics from parties
Can they ask a neighbor to keep his political opinions to himself during parties? Or just keep not inviting him?
By Judith Martin, Nicholas Martin, Jacobina Martin | 2024-12-19
Dear Miss Manners: My partner and I like to entertain, and we have the means to do so regularly. We often invite neighbors over, but we omit one specific neighbor (whom we see regularly) because he is very vocal about his political opinions. We try our best to keep our social events lighthearted and fun.
I feel bad that we haven't invited this neighbor, and I'm sure he notices that he is left out. Is there a way to tell him that he'd be welcome if he kept his political opinions to himself? We run into him frequently, and it has become awkward.
More awkward than telling him that he is welcome in your house only if he can keep his opinions to himself?
Never mind. Even if Miss Manners were able to concoct such a plan, it would not work. You should be able to choose whom you do -- or do not -- like, and with whom you wish to socialize. But the chances that someone who is insensible to the problem would prove any more acceptable were he to confine his conversation to nonpolitical topics make this not worth pursuing.
Dear Miss Manners: When I was in college, a friend's family graciously opened their home to me for a couple of months while I worked a summer job near their home, which was an hour from my family's. I did my best to treat their home as respectfully as my parents' home, and at the end of summer, I gave them what I could afford out of my earnings for their kindness.
During one evening meal, I was enjoying some garden tomatoes that the lady of the house had provided. She interrupted the meal -- loudly, but with a smile intended to soften the blow -- saying, "Uh-oh! Looks like somebody wasn't taught to eat their tomatoes with a fork and knife!" I was momentarily confused, because I had indeed not been taught this, nor did I know it was expected. I immediately complied, and have eaten tomatoes properly ever since. I know that her direction was correct, and I learned a valuable etiquette lesson.
I just imagine that, prior to that evening, she must have endured my boorish manners with horror, and handled it as best she could. Hopefully, she at least knew by my expression that I acted from ignorance rather than inconsideration. Because I value that life lesson, yet also remember the embarrassment, how should I handle it if something similar occurs with my children's friends?
Useful though the lesson may have proved, Miss Manners reminds you that correcting another person's manners is, as a rule, rude.
Your friend's mother was availing herself of the exception for parents and those acting in their place. But applying it to someone of college age was a stretch -- and doing it in front of the family was not nearly as gracious as you now characterize it to be.
Better to give any instruction later, in private, and to limit yourself to transgressions of major import and to ones you feel will be well received.
New Miss Manners columns are posted Monday through Saturday on washingtonpost.com/advice. You can send questions to Miss Manners at her website, missmanners.com. You can also follow her @RealMissManners.
(c) 2024 Judith Martin
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Asking Eric: My husband's clutter makes me question marrying him
Letter writer is simmering with resentment over second husband's overwhelming clutter.
By R. Eric  Thomas | 2024-12-19
Dear Eric: I've been going to the same neighborhood nail salon for nearly 10 years. They are usually great, but about two years ago, I continuously began to be relegated to a nail technician, "Sue," who is very inconsistent, doing just okay sometimes and then on occasion was truly awful.
Sue has come close to drawing blood while cutting my nails, has hurt me while trimming cuticles and sometimes has my nails at different lengths and shapes. They usually don't let her apply any polish and have another technician take over for that phase.
I felt I kept getting her because I never complained, either to her or the owner. I stopped going there for nearly a year. When I came back (it really is convenient -- I can walk there!) she wasn't around the first couple of times, and I thought she had retired.
But now she's back and I just received the worst manicure ever. I believe she's a family member to someone there and she really is sweet. I don't want her to lose her job, but if I were the owner I would want to know -- although, I kind of suspect she does. How should I broach this subject with them? I feel like I let it go too long for me to just show up and say, "I want anyone except Sue for my mani-pedi." I know, I know. A bad day at the nail salon is a high-class, first-world problem to have, but I really would like to continue to give them my business.
-- No Chips on my Shoulder
No Chips: If the salon takes reservations, call ahead and request another technician. This will keep you from having to have an awkward interaction in person. If they don't, it's not unkind to discreetly let the owner or the front desk clerk know you'd like someone else. They may be relegating you to Sue because you don't complain, or they could think that you actually like the manicure. They might even have a note in your record that reads "Favorite technician: Sue!"
One client choosing to work with someone else isn't likely to get a nail technician fired, especially if she's a family member. However, if you have serious concerns -- and coming close to drawing blood does count as serious -- letting the salon know gives them, and Sue, a chance to improve. With someone else's nails.
Dear Eric, I married for a second time 21 years ago after an unpleasant divorce. My spouse "James" is a good guy. People really like him, but I am quietly having a hard time liking him at all these days.
Over the years, he developed a bad habit of stockpiling anything and everything all over the house and yard. I didn't say much at first, but the past few years his cluttering has gotten much worse. James refuses to discuss my feelings or look for a compromise. He gets visibly upset when I talk about the mess as if the stuff is more important to him than I am.
I am simmering with resentment just below the surface. Can this be resolved short of me admitting I made a bad choice a second time?
-- Stalemate
Stalemate: Resolution is absolutely possible, but it's going to require both of you to be a little more vulnerable. It's very likely that James feels self-consciousness or even shame about the stockpiling. Shame has the tendency to shut down conversational pathways, making every little comment about The Big Thing.
Similarly, if every errant piece of clutter is immediately prompting you to wonder if your entire 21-year marriage was a mistake, it's hard to have a non-charged conversation. Despite your efforts, your resentment may not be as below the surface as you think.
There are some questions you should ask yourself and some you should discuss as a unit. You write that you're having a hard time liking him lately. Is it about the clutter or does the clutter represent something bigger about his personality that you don't like? Do you want to like him?
As a unit, can you both agree that there is something in your relationship that isn't working the way you want it to? What's important is finding a mutual understanding about the state of things without placing blame or getting caught in details. From there, you can ask each other, "do we want things to be different?"
That's a great place to begin work with a couple's therapist. If that isn't an option for you, you can also establish more productive ways of talking to each other, like using "I" statements, avoiding "you always," allowing conversational time outs, and assuming the best of each other as you work to get to the bottom of what's going on.
(Send questions to R. Eric Thomas at eric@askingeric.com or P.O. Box 22474, Philadelphia, PA 19110. Follow him on Instagram and sign up for his weekly newsletter at rericthomas.com.)
2024 Tribune Content Agency, LLC.
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How do I ask Dad's widow about her end-of-life plans? Hax readers give advice.
This letter writer's dad just died without a will. Is it okay to approach his widow about her end-of-life plans?
By Carolyn Hax, Haben Kelati | 2024-12-18

Carolyn Hax. (Washington Post illustration)


We asked readers to channel their inner Carolyn Hax and answer this question. Some of the best responses are below.
Dear Carolyn: My dad died last week. He was sick for a long time, and we were expecting it, but we weren't prepared for it to happen so soon. I'm doing okay and have a wonderful support system.
Dad was married to his second wife (not our mom), and she doesn't have any children. Years back he asked me to be executor of their will, and I said yes. I messaged his wife amid all the planning for the memorial, etc., and I asked if there is anything I need to do regarding the will. She said they never actually made one.
Obviously anything they have is hers. I'm not expecting anything, but I want to have a delicate conversation with her about what to do after she goes. They have a paid off home and car and just so much STUFF. Dad was a collector, and a lot of that stuff is worth something; not millions by any stretch, but he had a good, educated eye for things that were worth collecting.
It's too soon now, but at a certain point I should open a conversation with her, right? About her wishes, what should be done if/when she needs assisted living, what insurance policies she has, etc. She's almost 70, which I know isn't necessarily old, but she has also had her share of medical issues. I don't know exactly where she stands health-wise. We're not close, but Dad did ask me and my sisters to please check in on her and stay in close contact after he went. I promised I would.
How does one bring this up? She is a realist, but I don't want it to sound like, "We can't wait to get our hands on your assets." That's not it at all. It's just that if she does pass without a will or any instructions, I have no idea how to navigate that. I don't want to regret not having had the conversation before it was too late.
-- Uncomfortable Conversation
Uncomfortable Conversation: It would be inappropriate to ask her about her end-of-life plans before you asked her about her "pre-end-of-life," or what help will she need when she gets sick. What does she need from you to assist her in the ways she helped your dad? If you care for her and don't want to appear like you are trying to get her assets, this would be a far easier and more compassionate conversation to have long before worrying about a will.
-- Helen
Uncomfortable Conversation: Grief is one of the most unpredictable and overwhelming forces, and it's natural to lean into problem-solving to try to make sense of it. Your instinct to wait is a good one. Grief counselors suggest spouses give themselves a full year before making any big decisions while they acclimate to their new reality. If your dad's wife isn't 70 yet, that's probably fine.
Maybe in a few months or so, depending on how she is feeling, you can suggest visiting over a weekend and looking through some of your dad's collections together. If you go with no other agenda and let her lead, she might already be thinking about the things you're worried about and share them. If not, give it more time.
You don't have a duty here, only a well-intended desire. Whether you have the opportunity to fulfill it is up to your husband's wife.
-- Jon Willow
Uncomfortable Conversation: I think, unfortunately, your dad's widow will learn how difficult this new status is without a will. In a few months, you can sit down with her and begin talking about next steps. Start with whether there is a plan for all the stuff and then eventually move on to her health-care wishes. She may be ready to downsize and reduce the possessions sooner than you think, especially if it was your father's collections and not hers.
-- Hetty
Uncomfortable Conversation: My condolences on the loss of your father. When your dad asked you to check in on his wife, I imagine he was looking for you to support her emotionally and in any practical way that she might deem to be helpful. If there is no will and you are not the executor, then it seems that you have no legal connection or obligation to her. Since you are not close to her, she may turn to other people in her life to deal with both the emotional and practical aspects of her loss. I would not recommend starting this delicate conversation regarding her assets, health-care directives, assisted living, etc.
Be kind to her, be kind to yourself and hold the memories of your dear father close. I wish you and your family all the best in your journey through your grief.
-- Words of Whizdom
Every week, we ask readers to answer a question submitted to Carolyn Hax's live chat or email. Read last week's installment here. New questions are typically posted on Thursdays, with a Monday deadline for submissions. Responses are anonymous unless you choose to identify yourself and are edited for length and clarity.
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Cooking chat: Which eggs are easier to peel, old or fresh?
Every Wednesday at noon Eastern, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal answer your cooking questions.
By Aaron Hutcherson, Becky Krystal | 2024-12-18

WASHINGTON, DC - MAR 04 : How to hard cook an egg. Photographed for Voraciously at The Washington Post in Washington DC on March 4, 2020. (Tom McCorkle for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Every Wednesday at noon Eastern, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal provide practical cooking advice that you can't find on Google. They answer questions like "Do you need to rinse rice?" and "Is it safe to leave butter at room temperature?"
But there's more! Often, your excellent questions inspire us to write full-length articles. Recent posts have covered broth vs. stock (and whether it really matters), foolproof ways to cook fish and a look at carbon-steel pans.
Aaron and Becky both write and test recipes for Post Food, our team dedicated to helping you cook with confidence. We're hoping this weekly chat will be a lively conversation where you can figure out any issues in the kitchen and identify new recipes for you to try.
Send us your question below. The question box includes a space for your name, but this is optional. Your question may be edited for accuracy and clarity.
Want more recipes and tips? Check out our past chats, catch up on recently published recipes with our weekly Recipes newsletter, or sign up for the Eat Voraciously newsletter, in which Julia Turshen  shares one quick, adaptable dinner recipe every Monday through Thursday.
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Our 25 most popular recipes of 2024
 This year's most-read recipes include classic dishes, hearty bowls and a social media sensation.
By Aaron Hutcherson | 2024-12-18
Every year, members of the Food team and contributors publish hundreds of recipes that we hope you'll make at home and enjoy as much as we do. While we believe all of them are worthy of your time, effort and appetites, I always find it interesting to see which ones readers gravitate to the most. This year's list includes two different kinds of gazpacho, a good amount of pasta, a pop star's (reportedly) favorite cocktail and a chocolate baked good that took over social media this summer.
Did your favorites make the list? Scroll through to find out -- along with comments from readers about why -- or search for other dishes to add to your repertoire in our database of more than 10,000 recipes. (Comments have been lightly edited.)
Curious to see what topped the list last year? Here are 2023's most popular recipes.

(Stacy Zarin Goldberg for The Washington Post)


Every summer when the temperatures rise and there's a bounty of fresh produce, gazpacho should be on the menu -- and this recipe from acclaimed chef Jose Andres is a winner. "This easy, delicious recipe made me deeply grateful for fresh summer produce," one person commented. Get the recipe.

(Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


"Yes to this dish!!" one review stated of this recipe from Eat Voraciously newsletter writer Daniela Galarza. "Made it and loved it. So colorful. So delicious. Great flavor. The sauce is the crowning glory." Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


"These are excellent!" one comment stated of these vegan muffins from recipes editor Becky Krystal. "Enjoying a second batch now and they were just as easy and foolproof this time around. These feel like a game changer for me as I have been trying many different oatmeal-based muffin recipes and don't like the texture of the rolled oats. These feel hearty and tender at the same time." Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


"Delicious and easy" is a great way to start any recipe review, and the rave continues with praise such as "perfect" and "five stars." Get the recipe.

(Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


"Very delicious, very easy to make," one user commented. "I'll be adding this to our rotation of quick winter meals." Perhaps you should do the same? Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


"I loved this soup. I was worried that it would be too sweet, but I thought it was a perfect balance of sweet and savory," according to one review. I love when we're able to surprise and delight readers. Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle for The Washington Post; food styling by Gina Nistico for The Washington Post)


"Finally made this tonight and it was a huge hit!!!" exclaimed one commenter. "We nearly fought over the last bits of the [spicy] feta." Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


"My wife absolutely loved it, said it was the best she'd had!" one reader commented on this customizable creamy pasta dish. Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle for The Washington Post; food styling by Gina Nistico for The Washington Post)


"A keeper that will enter my favorites for rotation! Easy to make, easy to substitute if you need to," said one reviewer. "Might double the spinach next time. Just wonderful." Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Swifties flocked to check out this recipe that is reportedly a favorite of the pop icon. "Met all my criteria for a no-fuss cocktail: fun to make, refreshing, contains gin, and pleasant," according to one reviewer. Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


"The combination of spices along with the coconut milk made this a standout," one comment read on this recipe from Nourish columnist Ellie Krieger. Get the recipe.

(Peggy Cormary for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


This recipe from Food and Dining editor Joe Yonan generated lots of chatter about the classic dish, but all you really need to know can be summed up in one sentence: "This is the best." Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


"This is the tastiest mushroom recipe ever and I'm hooked," read one review. Need I say more? Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Calling all bean lovers! "This will be my go-to bean recipe from now on," one person stated. Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle for The Washington Post; food styling by Gina Nistico for The Washington Post)


"Enjoyed this recipe, which we followed to the letter," one reader commented of this customizable breakfast recipe from Krieger. "Everything came together easily." Get the recipe.

(Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


The smart part about this recipe is that it highlights how you can use the broiler to cook food instead of merely just brown it at the end. But, as one reviewer stated, "This recipe is a keeper all because of the sauce." Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


"I made this tonight and everyone liked it," one reader commented on this easily adaptable recipe from me. "I followed the recipe exactly, as I always do the first time I make something. It's perfect the way it is: the goat cheese creamy and tangy with the sweetness of the raisins making the ideal contrast." Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


This recipe adapted from chef Jacques Pepin was praised for being "superb, and superbly easy." Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


"Perfect grilled cheese. I have tried this before, but your recipe gave me the results I wanted," one reader commented. "The cheese was properly melted, the outside was crispy, and the inside was hot and stayed hot!" Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle for The Washington Post; food styling by Gina Nistico for The Washington Post)


"This was absolutely delicious! I would never have thought to put these ingredients together, but I'm so glad someone else did and decided to share it with the world." Get the recipe.

(Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post )


"Made this yesterday for [seven] people (some very picky) and received rave reviews and requests for the recipe," one reader remarked of this recipe from cookbook author Julia Turshen. "It's simple and delicious." Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle for The Washington Post; food styling by Gina Nistico for The Washington Post)


"Loved it -- followed the recipe to a T and it came out great. The whole cornbread topping/crust is a pretty cool trick, too!" Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle for The Washington Post; food styling by Gina Nistico for The Washington Post)


"This is delicious and so easy!" one reader commented on this recipe adapted from chef and cookbook author Jamie Oliver. "This will be a regular in our house this summer and have already shared the recipe with several friends." Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Carolyn Robb for The Washington Post)


Given the presidential election this year, it's no surprise readers were interested to check out this contest-winning recipe from Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz, Kamala Harris's vice-presidential pick. "This is my new favorite comfort food," one person wrote. "Yes, there are a lot of ingredients and steps, but it is worth it." Get the recipe.

(Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


If you were on social media at all during the Paris Olympic Games, then these chocolate muffins probably came across your feed -- and several of you jumped at the chance to make them at home. "Flavor was perfect. Love that they lean toward dark chocolate. The instructions were exceptional. It is an intimidating recipe but the instructions were on point." Get the recipe.
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A cranberry swirl makes this goat cheese dip sparkle
Use leftover cranberry sauce to infuse this creamy goat cheese dip with low-effort holiday vibes.
By Ellie Krieger | 2024-12-18

(Tom McCorkle for The Washington Post/food styling by Gina Nistico for The Washington Post)


When you are lucky enough to be standing in front of a holiday spread with a plate in hand, it's tempting to dive right in. But I suggest pausing for a moment to appreciate just how spectacular everything looks.
Chances are, a lot of care went into the meal's presentation: brilliantly colored produce scattered throughout, an array of cheeses, fruit and nuts arranged just so on the cheeseboard, and elaborately decorated desserts trying to steal the spotlight.
Get the recipe: Whipped Goat Cheese With a Cranberry Swirl
Holiday cooking is often a time-consuming labor of love, and it's something worth appreciating. But I've discovered it's also possible to make dishes with holiday flair that have all of the love without much labor.
This dip is all the proof needed. With streaks of cranberry sauce whimsically swirled into a creamy base of whipped goat cheese, then showered with orange zest and walnuts, it looks and tastes like holiday joy. Those enthusiastically dipping crackers into it would never guess how easy this dip is to make.
Start by cooking a small batch of cranberry sauce seasoned with orange zest and juice. If you happen to have cranberry sauce from a previous meal, you can use that instead and skip this step; or zhuzh up store-bought canned cranberry sauce with the citrus. Once the cranberry mixture is cool, stir in a handful of chopped, toasted walnuts, or any nut you like, for texture and crunch.
The cheese layer is simply chevre (fresh goat cheese) and a little milk whirred together to form a smooth, fluffy whip. Transfer that to a serving bowl, swirl in the cranberry sauce, sprinkle with orange zest and more nuts, and that's all there is to it.
You wind up with a fun, red-and-white dip that delivers all festive vibes with hardly any effort.
Get the recipe: Whipped Goat Cheese With a Cranberry Swirl
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Talking death with Ben Schwartz, voice of Sonic the Hedgehog
The star of "Sonic the Hedgehog 3" talks Final Fantasy, the afterlife and the lost art of the $10 million to $25 million comedy.
By Gene Park | 2024-12-19

Ben Schwartz at the premiere of "Sonic The Hedgehog 3" in Los Angeles. (Richard Shotwell/Invision/AP)


"Sonic the Hedgehog 3" opens in theaters today, and it's a meaty, muscular action film with a darker edge, introducing the vengeful Shadow, voiced by Keanu Reeves. It's also a three-peat for director Jeff Fowler who, along with writers Pat Casey and Josh Miller, navigated the challenge of turning a Saturday morning cartoon of a video game into a blockbuster film franchise.
Another common thread: the boyish, high-register voice of Ben Schwartz as the titular hero. The Bronx-born performer and Upright Citizens Brigade alum was baptized in the fires of early internet comedy. Now 43, he's working alongside Reeves, Jim Carrey and Idris Elba starring as a hedgehog who runs really fast.
"Parks and Recreation" introduced Schwartz to most of the world, but my introduction was through the video games comedy YouTube channel Game Grumps, where Schwartz's improvisational style fits right in.
Last week, I sat down with Schwartz to reflect on his career so far, but also fill in the blanks of an old and introspective interview with the late Larry King.
The interview has been lightly edited for length and clarity.
It means a lot for me to talk to you because you're friends with my friends Arin and Dan, the Game Grumps.
My God! Did you see we just came out with a new one?
As part of my research for the interview, I watched the entire "Back to the Future" episode. You are very, very good at the malt shop section of the game, which is ridiculous.
Every round or level in that game is the same thing all over again, but because I was such a big fan of "Back to the Future," I didn't care, I thought it was the most exciting thing in the universe.
I love the Game Grumps. I have done that show maybe five or six times now. Anytime you do press, Paramount sets up these great things. And then I call my friends that I'm nerdy about and I'm always like, "Okay, we got to do Game Grumps."
I think "Sonic 3" was a bit darker and more action-packed this time. What did you think about that when you read the script?
I loved it. I knew that we were introducing Shadow, and if you play the video games and you played "Sonic Adventure," you know what Shadow's backstory is. Because we've been always been faithful and true to the fans, the idea is that we have to play that out, but we have to do it in the best way we can with love and to make fans happy. And I remember [thinking], God, if we can get Keanu Reeves this would be crazy!
I loved it because it kind of makes it that some of the audience is growing up and maturing with our movies, and we could hit themes that are a bit darker, but also at the same time always having the light and joy that Sonic brings.

Jim Carrey, left and Ben Schwartz pose together for photographers upon arrival at the premiere of the film 'Sonic the Hedgehog 3' in London, on Tuesday, Dec. 10, 2024. (Scott A Garfitt/Invision/AP)


We're both 43 years old. ... "Sonic 3" reminded me of the classic comedies that we grew up with. I'm just wondering about your take on how film and comedy has evolved, because it's very different now.
Man, listen, I could talk to you about this forever. I'm someone who writes films for studios and writes TV shows for networks, and I also act and improvise. I am so sad that the $10 million to $25 million comedy doesn't exist anymore. I grew up on Steve Martin movies, Jim Carrey movies, Eddie Murphy movies. The idea that we don't really have those anymore and they don't really come out in theaters, it breaks my heart. I'm hoping that as things start shifting and it seems people are really in the mood to laugh right now, I'm hoping that we start to get to make these. I just sold one with me and Sam Rockwell attached. ...
I'm trying to set some stuff up in places to do those things exactly [like] you said, those movies I fell in love with as a kid. Even like a "Three Amigos," you know what I mean? Just a goofy, fun movie that's not very expensive to make with the funniest people in front of a screen, give them a really funny script and see what happens.
I rewatched your iconic Larry King interview. You asked him a wonderful question about people who have near-death experiences and what they take away. For me, I recently fought cancer and had lifesaving surgery, so when I heard that question again, it really struck me.
Can we find out from you, what you learned? And thank goodness that you're okay. I'm sorry that you had to go through that.
Thank you so much. What Larry King learned is that he didn't want to die, and I think I learned the same thing too, because I've faced a lifetime of questioning the value of a lifetime, and then faced with the reality of losing it, I was like, I don't want to lose it because I'm afraid about what happens after death.
Is there a piece of you that, every now and then you go back the way before, not thinking about how precious things are? Is it hard to keep that in your brain? It's something I don't have experience with. For you, is it like, hey, I'm starting to get lazy enjoying my life? What does it feel like for you?
It does feel like I can feel too comfortable. I've been traumatized from the experience, so I still feel like death is around the corner at any time. But during that conversation, you offer to Larry that you wanted to talk about what you think happens after death, but you didn't get a chance. So I'm wondering if you want to talk a little about that, too.
I think I can say this. I wrote a movie about it. I've always been scared of death my entire life. I'm very close to my family. When I was a kid, the scariest thing to me was when my mom or dad would shut off lights, I'd be terrified. Not because I'm scared of the dark, but I'm afraid that's what happens when you pass away and that's it. You're just in the dark and nothing happens in it. That's what terrifies me, that anxiety rose from that. But I actually wrote a movie that I'm going to direct, and hasn't been green-lit yet.
I love the idea that nobody can really tell you what happens when you pass away. And I love the idea of creating art or a movie that I get to say it and nobody can tell me if I'm right or wrong.
But it still scares me, and I think that fear, if I concentrated on it too much, it could spiral and overtake me. Just like you said, there's real trauma, and if you keep revisiting that trauma, you're not going to be able to live in the moment of what's happening and how lucky you are right now or how lucky all of us are. Religion helps and gives and an answer to unanswered things, but there is no answer, so what do you do?
I don't know exactly what happens. I do know I have a fear and anxiety about it, and I think my catharsis was I wrote a whole movie about it to see how that felt. The process of writing it felt great, and to film it would be really lovely.
One thing I find fascinating about you is how you are fascinated by the people you work with. You and I are the same age, so for me, I feel lucky to be friends with people like the Grumps or interview you. You, someone who's worked with Jim Carrey, Idris Elba, or Keanu freaking Reeves. Is that something you reflect on how these people are now in your orbit?
I used to be really bad at enjoying the moment. I would always be thinking about my next thing with my next movie. The first Sonic movie was the first time when I allowed myself to just enjoy the moment and look around.
We had a premiere in the United Kingdom a few days ago, and it was the biggest premiere I've ever been a part of. I look down the line and it was Jim Carrey, who was my idol as a kid, Idris, who's part of one of the top five television shows ever made, Keanu, who shaped my childhood and is one of the best actors of all time. ... It wasn't until I got home afterward where I looked at pictures and I texted Jeff, "Thank you for believing in me, we've grown into this huge thing."
I really try to take it in because I'm very aware how rare it is to have movies even come in cinemas anymore, and to have them be hits? It's crazy how people care, and we found a beautiful audience. So I'm getting better at enjoying it.
Last question. I saw you're a Final Fantasy fan. Is there a character you'd like to play?
It'd be hard not to say Cloud [the hero of "Final Fantasy VII"]. I'd love to play one of the old-school black mages with the little hat and just the blue gown. Or the gentleman -- oh I guess I couldn't do a Louisiana accent -- who throws cards, what's his name?
Setzer!
Yes! Setzer. An airship would be very fun. That would make me very excited.
With Tellah [of "Final Fantasy IV"] you could do an old man voice. It could be your Gerald Robotnik voice.
I'm going to do an old man voice for Tellah. I'm going to play Palom and Porom, the twins who turn to stone. That'll be fun to play both voices. I can do all the voices! It'll be like Eddie Murphy in "The Nutty Professor."
Exactly. Bring back Eddie Murphy movies right?
Bring back the $10 million to $25 million comedy please. If we fail, we barely lose your money. If we succeed, we can make you money!
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'Mufasa' is a 'Lion King' prequel built to rule the box office
Disney's latest CGI makeover looks great, especially the action sequences.
By Ty Burr | 2024-12-19

From left, Mufasa (voiced by Aaron Pierre), Eshe (Thandiwe Newton) and Taka (Kelvin Harrison Jr.) in "Mufasa: The Lion King." (Disney)


The other weekend, I was visiting New York City and happened to pass through Times Square, that packed crossroads of international tourism, entertainment capitalism and undocumented immigrants wearing unsanctioned Mickey Mouse costumes. Surrounding the crowds from on high were immense video billboards, almost all showing scenes from the movie "Mufasa," Disney's new "live action" "Lion King" prequel. The effect was a little alarming, like being in a modern Colosseum with the lions looking down from the stands and the humans huddled in the ring, waiting to be devoured.
As with everything Disney, resistance is futile. "Mufasa" has been planned, produced and packaged down to the last pixel and the least tie-in opportunity; it is a brand extension that exists to repurpose old intellectual property with new technology, to introduce a fresh generation to said IP and to make an immense profit while setting the stage for further reworkings of the original film's narrative DNA.
But it's also a movie, or what we used to call a movie back before they became theme park add-ons. So is "Mufasa" a good movie? Honestly, it's hard to tell. It's an origin story -- a patriarch's journey -- that has been brought to the screen with diligence, hundreds of elves at South Asian computer workstations, and classy names who bring their own brand identities: director Barry Jenkins ("Moonlight," "If Beale Street Could Talk"), composer Lin-Manuel Miranda ("Hamilton"), vocal cameos by Beyonce and Donald Glover. These are imprimaturs of pop-culture quality purchased for that very reason.
The film's framing device sets up the wise old mandrill Rafiki (voiced by John Kani) telling the tale of how Mufasa (Simba's father) came to be king of all the animals. His audience is the late ruler's little grand-lion Kiara (Blue Ivy Carter, daughter of Beyonce and Jay-Z), hungry for diversion while dad Simba (Glover) and mom Nala (Beyonce) are away on business. Also listening in are the duo of Pumbaa the warthog (Seth Rogen) and Timon the meerkat (Billy Eichner), whose labored comic interruptions will amuse the kiddies but weary the parents. The inventive energy of 1994's "The Lion King" -- let alone its 2019 CGI remake -- seems very far away in these sequences.
But the original was a cartoon, and "Mufasa" strives for photorealistic digital animation, every follicle and fern rendered with computerized fidelity. Disney's current business model is giving a CGI makeover to the crown jewels from the studio's animation heydays and selling them to us all over again. "Mufasa" at least has the grace to offer audiences a fresh story, but children and parents may find it surprisingly difficult to tell one exquisitely rendered lion from the next.
In this telling, the young hero Mufasa (Aaron Pierre) is separated from his parents in a flood and adopted as a "stray" into the pride of King Obasi (Lennie James), whose son and heir is a shifty little bugger named Taka (Kelvin Harrison Jr.). The two adolescent lions bond, but Mufasa is clearly a born leader, courageous and humble, and Taka is a prat.
The appearance of the Outsiders, a band of vicious white lions lorded over by the expansionist King Kiros (Mads Mikkelsen), bodes ill for Obasi's pride and sends Mufasa and Taka on the run for the possibly mythical realm of Malele. They're accompanied by a fierce young lioness named Sarabi (Tiffany Boone) and the young Rafiki (Kagiso Lediga), who offers up potted Zen aphorisms and is the mellowest character here. (So why can't they make a movie about him?)

Pumbaa (voiced by Seth Rogen), left, and Timon (Billy Eichner) offer comic interruptions. (Disney)


Every so often, the animals stop for a song and the energy plummets. Miranda's lyrics are clever enough, but his tunes just aren't catchy, and the musical numbers feel out of joint with the perilous journey of the rest of the movie. Typical is "Bye Bye," enthusiastically sung by the villainous Kiros -- just before his lions slaughter some of the other characters.
The action sequences are considerably better, and they give the crowd what it wants in spectacle: a plummet over a high waterfall, a stampede of raging elephants, a traverse across a snowy mountain pass, and lots and lots of lion fights. Some of those are pretty scary -- a handful of tinier audience members bailed for the lobby with their parents at the screening I attended -- and one fight delivers a blow to the traitorous Taka, who will be henceforth known as ... well, you didn't hear it from me.
Those kids who've recently binged the original "Lion King" or its remake will doubtless go home satisfied, as will the generation of adults for whom the 1994 film remains a foundational catechism from thousands of childhood video replays. "Mufasa" will hopefully hold them for another 30 years or until Disney green-lights a holographic AI cyborg version of "The Lion King," whichever comes first.
PG. At area theaters. Contains action/violence, peril and some thematic elements. 120 minutes.
Ty Burr is the author of the movie recommendation newsletter Ty Burr's Watch List at tyburrswatchlist.com.
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The 25 best things to do in D.C. this weekend and next week
We're into the homestretch of the holidays, with a few more chances for markets, sing-along concerts, light shows and a "Nutcracker" with a live orchestra.
By Fritz Hahn, Sophia Solano, Adele Chapin, Chris Kelly | 2024-12-19
This weekend brings one last round of holiday markets, holiday sing-along concerts, holiday movie screenings and holiday beer dinners. Santa arrives in Alexandria on water skis. George Washington's Mount Vernon lights up with fireworks, bonfires and a Christmas camel. Fairfax launches a "Nutcracker" with a live orchestra. But there are other events, too, including restored 1980s films at the National Gallery of Art, apres-ski brunch and a winter solstice event in Rock Creek Park. Before you know it, it will be time to light the National Menorah.
Christmas movies at Arlington Drafthouse
For some of us, the holidays don't truly begin until we've watched "The Muppet Christmas Carol" or "Elf." But there's no reason to watch from your sofa like a cotton-headed ninny-muggins when you can see your favorites on a big screen. The Arlington Drafthouse kicks off its holiday season Thursday with a screening of "Die Hard" and offers events like an ugly sweater screening of "Elf" with costume contests and prizes (Saturday at 3 p.m.) and Spoons, Tunes and Booze (Saturday and Sunday at noon), which features holiday editions of favorite cartoons from He-Man and She-Ra to the Rugrats, plus an unlimited cereal bar. Through Monday. $8-$15.
Christmas Beer Dinner at Granville Moore's
Belgium's brewers embrace the holiday season with gusto, creating an array of beers that are released only at this time of year. Some, like Straffe Hendrik Xmas Blend, are packed with flavors of raisins and dates and boast an impressive amount of alcohol (11 percent ABV) to keep you warm on cold nights. Dupont's Avec Les Bon Voeux, on the other hand, is an effervescent blond ale with notes of citrus and coriander, perfect for a celebratory gathering of friends. Granville Moore's, the Belgian beer-and-mussels bar on H Street NE, hosts a four-course Christmas beer dinner on Thursday, with seasonal pairings including the aforementioned Straffe Hendrik and gifts to take home, such as beers and branded glassware. 7 p.m. $100.
Country Christmas Sing-Along at the Kennedy Center
Monday brings the Kennedy Center's annual (and sold out) sing-along version of Handel's "Messiah," but if you want to sing a chorus or two of a different kind of holiday song, head to the Millennium Stage instead. The Country Christmas Sing-Along is led by Zara Bode of the Sweetback Sisters, who offers a mix of classic carols, pop tunes and original songs tied up with a big, cheery, seasonal bow. This show is currently listed as "standing room only"; arrive early for the best chance of finding a seat. 6 p.m. Free.
A2B at the Eaton: '1999'
The Eaton's ongoing A2B conversation series allows local creatives -- musicians, DJs, artists, producers -- to share engaging deep dives into their favorite albums. And this week's is a special one: DJ Dredd, D.C.'s most prominent Princeologist, discusses "1999," the 1982 album that was Prince's first with the Revolution. Dredd, who has been DJing Prince events for more than two decades and created the long-running "Prince vs." dance party at the Black Cat and 9:30 Club, discusses the importance of "1999" as a musical and cultural phenomenon. 8 to 10 p.m. Free.
Caroling at Clyde's of Georgetown
Forget piped-in Bing Crosby and Wham! -- bars feel much more joyous when there's actual singing taking place. Head to the festively decorated Clyde's of Georgetown after work to hear members of the Sidwell Friends Chamber Chorus perform holiday songs while you sip Boots With the Fur -- a rum-spiked brown-butter cider cocktail -- or the nonalcoholic Winter Can Wait espresso martini. 6:30 to 8:30 p.m. Free.
Washington Master Chorale's 'Comfort and Joy' concerts
This year's show of seasonal choral music will feature works by Orlando Gibbons and Mason Bynes, plus Eriks Esenvalds's tale of Arctic explorers "Northern Lights." The work, which features tenor soloist Opal Clyburn-Miller, uses sounds of tuned glass and hand chimes. The choir's holiday concert will be performed twice this year: Thursday at St. Ann's Catholic Church (7:30 p.m. $10-$60) and Sunday at the Church of the Epiphany (5 p.m. $10-$60).
Christmas Illuminations at Mount Vernon
George Washington's mansion stays open late this weekend for the Christmas Illuminations program, which features colorful fireworks over the Potomac River and festive lights across the grounds. Visitors can gather around a campfire and learn about the Revolutionary War from interpreters portraying Colonial soldiers; listen to period music and learn to dance; play games on the bowling green; browse a market of handcrafted products, including baskets, bread and soap; let kids explore a straw bale maze; and make your own s'mores. There's also a special appearance by Aladdin the camel, who commemorates the year Washington brought a camel to Mount Vernon to entertain his guests. Tickets include a pass to come back and explore Mount Vernon during daylight hours through February. Through Sunday; 5:30 to 8:30 p.m. nightly. $33-$60.
Meet Me Upstairs at DC9
Don trucker hats, camo pants and slip dresses for DC9's new indie sleaze revival dance party, a celebration of "the music and fashion aesthetic of the mid-2000s." DJ Bill Spieler was spinning LCD Soundsystem, Le Tigre, M.I.A. and MGMT the first time around, so he's more than familiar with the electroclash and dance punk tunes that will get crowds dancing. 11 p.m. to 3 a.m. Free-$9.
'Shi-Queeta-Lee's Salute to Divas' at the Hamilton
Beloved drag queen Shi-Queeta-Lee is known for impersonations of Tina Turner, Rihanna and other R&B legends. This holiday-themed version of the long-running "Salute to Divas" show finds Shi-Queeta-Lee and glamorous guests performing songs by Whitney Houston, Cardi B and other icons. 8 p.m. $20-$40.
'The Nutcracker' at the Center for the Arts at George Mason University
One of the few "Nutcracker" productions with a live orchestra, this annual collaboration between the Fairfax Ballet and the Fairfax Symphony returns to George Mason University's Center for the Arts for two performances featuring guest dancers from the New York City Ballet in lead roles as the Sugar Plum Fairy and Nutcracker Prince, plus a wintry digital backdrop. Saturday and Sunday at 4 p.m. $44-$85.
'New Restorations: The '80s Rewind' at the National Gallery of Art
See three 1980s cinema gems on the big screen, looking better than ever, during the National Gallery of Art's "New Restorations: The '80s Rewind" film series in the East Building Auditorium. Kick things off Saturday with "Candy Mountain," a cult classic stuffed with cameos from legendary musicians like Tom Waits and Joe Strummer, in honor of filmmaker Robert Frank's 100th birthday. The following day brings a screening of German director Wim Wenders's Western masterpiece "Paris, Texas," before Milos Forman's wildly entertaining Mozart biopic "Amadeus" on Dec. 29. Saturday, Sunday and Dec. 29 at 2 p.m. Free; online registration required.
Lilith Fest: A Tribute to Lilith Fair at the Atlantis
Throw it back to 1997 during a tribute to Lilith Fair at the Atlantis. This all-ages show honoring the musicians behind Sarah McLachlan's famous all-female festival is organized by Project Hera, a D.C. nonprofit devoted to promoting women in music. D.C. singers and artists, including Griefcat, Amanda Dove of Kinda Evil, and Cathy DiToro of retro cover bands the Legwarmers and So Fetch, put their own spin on songs from Fiona Apple, Tracy Chapman and other original Lilith Fest performers. 7:30 p.m. $20.
AYCE Dim Sum and Holiday Pop-Up Shop at Maketto
Whether you need to get some last-minute holiday shopping done -- think vintage vinyl, clothing, candles and books -- or you're craving Maketto's crowd-pleasing $38 all-you-can-eat dim sum brunch menu, the H Street restaurant and Cool Kids Vinyl are here for you this weekend. There's even a tarot reader if you want to start planning for 2025. 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. Free admission.
Girl Pop! Brunch: Apres Ski Edition at Le Mont Royal
Forget runny eggs or lukewarm home fries: This brunch at Adams Morgan's Le Mont Royal aspires to something classier. Like, say, savory snacks and petit fours served afternoon tea style on tiered trays while bartenders whip up tea-inspired cocktails, with or without alcohol. DJ Nico Sophia spins the pop hits that accompany this apres-ski-themed brunch, where your coolest (or warmest?) ski and winter attire are welcome. Noon to 3 p.m. $55.
Winter Solstice Star Show at Rock Creek Park
Watch the planetarium at Rock Creek Park light up while listening to experts explain what the solstice means both scientifically and to cultures throughout history. This event is kid-friendly but recommended for those 5 and up. Arrive 30 minutes early to pick up a placeholder ticket. 11 a.m. Free.
JD Pinkus at the Quarry House Tavern
JD Pinkus is best known as the longtime bassist for punk weirdos Butthole Surfers, which he joined when he was still a teenager. In between and since reunions of that band, Pinkus has plied his trade in Texas rock acts Daddy Longhead and Honky and a recent incarnation of sludge pioneers Melvins. His 2024 solo album "Grow a Pear" runs the gamut from psychedelic rabbit holes to rootsy riffage and is described in press materials as "a thumb over the genre-hose nozzle, something for everyone and nothing for someone ... guaranteed!" 9:30 p.m. $15-$18.
Toy Drive at Your Only Friend
In support of the Mother of Light Center, which aids local unhoused populations, bring a new, unwrapped toy to the Shaw cocktail bar for a drink on the house. There's also a "sleigh full" of holiday cookies to top off your order from its hefty sandwich menu. 8 p.m. Free.
Last call for the National Harbor Christmas Market and Holiday Craft Show
We're not trying to scare you, but if you haven't found the right gift for your parent/sibling/significant other, time is really running out. This weekend is the last chance to browse National Harbor's outdoor Christmas Market and Holiday Craft Show, which brings more than 70 vendors -- cashmere scarves, candles, jewelry, housewares, dog accessories, you name it -- to the development's American Way. Through Sunday from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. Free.
Last call for the Downtown Holiday Market
As mentioned above, there are only a few days left before the holidays. Monday is the last day for the revamped D.C. Holiday Market in Penn Quarter, which really impressed us with its new array of vendors, wider aisles, and selection of (expensive) food and drinks. Might be time to take one more sweep through to see if you can find something for your significant other. Noon to 8 p.m. Free.
Holiday Pajama Party at the Roost
We probably don't need to tell parents that D.C. schools are on vacation this week, and if you're trying to find something to keep the kids occupied, the Roost has your back. The Southeast Washington food hall begins the week with an all-day Holiday Pajama Party. Watch a marathon of seasonal movies while tucking into a menu featuring breakfast burritos, French toast and breakfast burgers, and let the kids dive into arts and crafts activities fueled by free hot chocolate. The kids don't want to put on real clothes? Fine: Sleepwear is acceptable in public. 11 a.m. to 10 p.m. Free.
Waterskiing Santa in Old Town Alexandria
On the day before Christmas, there's plenty stirring on the Alexandria waterfront. Santa and his reindeer trade the sleigh for water skis and wakeboards, while the Grinch and his water scooter try to ruin the holiday cheer. For almost 40 years, Santa and company -- including Mrs. Claus, Frosty the Snowman, the gingerbread man and even Jack Skellington -- have delighted spectators in Old Town with their water acrobatics. Waterfront Park is the prime viewing spot, with the show taking place between Barca restaurant's pier and Founders Park, and the characters mingle with viewers afterward. 12:45 p.m. Free.
MatzoBall at Decades
Before there was Jdate, and long before there were Hanukkah-themed bars offering eight shots at once, there was the MatzoBall. Since 1987, the Christmas Eve party has offered a way for Jewish young adults to escape the omnipotence of the annual red-and-green fervor that closes every other bar in their cities and, of course, bring home a nice Jewish boy or girl to their mameles before the end of Hanukkah. D.C. is among the six nationwide parties hosted this year by the MatzoBall team, who are also launching a new dating app: Jewzz. 9 p.m. to 3 a.m. $40; $65 fast pass.
A Very Nochebuena at Le Mont Royal
The Adams Morgan French-Canadian bar switches up its menu for a Christmas Eve party inspired by Latin flavors and music. Hear an all-vinyl set from its resident DJ Kid Cass, and sip cocktails by 2024 most imaginative bartender finalist Bianca Cerise. 6 p.m. to midnight. Free.
Holiday Hoedown at Snappy's Small Bar
The weekly country-and-western night at Snappy's in Petworth is taking a seasonal turn this week. Will we hear Dolly Parton's "Hard Candy Christmas"? Something off George Strait's "Merry Christmas Strait to You"? Bring your playlist requests for Randy Travis, the Chicks, Alabama and the Statler Brothers and settle in for a beer and a shot and a little two-steppin'. Music begins around sunset. 5 p.m. Free.
National Menorah Lighting on the Ellipse
On the first night of Hanukkah, attention turns to what's billed as the world's largest menorah, set up on the Ellipse, the park just south of the White House, for an event that's attended by thousands -- including VIPs like second gentleman Doug Emhoff, who spoke last year. Musical performances, food and a reading from the winner of the National Menorah Essay Contest round out the event. 3:30 to 5 p.m. Free; reserve tickets online.
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Robert Eggers is driving himself mad trying to drive us mad
Robert Eggers's new film "Nosferatu," starring Bill Skarsgard and Lily-Rose Depp, opens wide on Christmas Day.
By Travis Andrews | 2024-12-19
BEVERLY HILLS, Calif.
The movies Robert Eggers makes are deeply unpleasant.
Sure, so are most horror movies. But the director's films don't merely include the grisly and ghostly. They showcase the most disgusting aspects of both humanity and the human body.
In "The Witch," his debut feature about witchcraft in 1630s New England, a raven pecks at a woman's nipple as she breastfeeds it and people drink blood from goat udders. "The Lighthouse," about two loathsome men stuck in a remote lighthouse, is slicked with snot and spit from Willem Dafoe's gassy seafarer, along with semen from Robert Pattinson's, who masturbates compulsively as he slowly loses his mind. And while "The Northman," Eggers's Viking revenge epic set in the early 900s, includes fewer bodily fluids (if we don't count the gallons of spilled blood), it has a small set piece centered on what appears to be a burping and farting contest.
"He's shamelessly, shamelessly uncompromising," says Bill Skarsgard, who appears in Eggers's fourth movie: a bleak, psychosexual reimagining of the 1922 silent vampire film "Nosferatu," a movie Eggers has cherished since he was 9 years old. It debuts Christmas Day.
Eggers has released three dank, nasty, atmospheric films steeped in folklore and mythology and outfitted with ornate (and obsessively researched) costuming and set design.
None of them are particularly mainstream affairs, yet "The Witch" made $40 million on a $4 million budget, and "The Lighthouse" made $18 million on an $11 million budget.

Robert Eggers has always been drawn to folklore and mythology, so it's no wonder his films are steeped in those aspects. (G L Askew II for The Washington Post)


"I like archetypal stories -- fairy tales, myths, folktales, legends, fables -- because they always work, and you can always reinterpret them," Eggers says in early December at the Beverly Hills Four Seasons, where the fluids are far more inviting: a metal cask of hot apple cider, a carafe of coffee, a cortado with oat milk.
"They mean different things in different stages of your life," Eggers says, sipping on the cortado. "They're always relevant to current events, and you don't need to bend them, and you don't need to break them."
Eggers doesn't focus on bodily functions merely to gross us out. He's obsessed with historical detail, going so far as to have a costume designer make about 20 versions of iron-shod leather slippers -- the kind a Romanian nobleman might wear -- for Skarsgard's Count Orlok (the vampire), even though the footwear appears in only a few frames of "Nosferatu's" 132-minute running time.

Nicholas Hoult plays Thomas Hutter in the remake of "Nosferatu," Eggers's fourth movie. (Aidan Monaghan/Focus Features)


Details are everything. When he would watch movies when he was younger, he says, he would be irked if all the characters wore similarly fitting clothes, and "it would seem like there was one tailor in the entire world." So he strives to get things right.
A guy living in a lighthouse and drinking mugs of grain liquor every night would probably produce an abnormal amount of flatulence, so he put it on screen. To record a certain type of footstep, his sound designer went to an abandoned monastery in Ireland. When he has a character bite the head off a living pigeon in "Nosferatu," he made sure to get the angle and amount of the bird's arterial spray correct. And an undead vampire who is 250 to 300 years older than his victims would wear clothing from a different era.
It's an attempt to achieve the unachievable. And it drives him mad.
"Historical accuracy is impossible. Even if you could achieve it, it would still be an interpretation," he says. "A lot of times you have to kill your darlings, because I won't do it if it's not, quote, historically accurate. So, sometimes it's really f---ing frustrating and challenging."

"I've always been drawn to darkness," Eggers says. (G L Askew II for The Washington Post)


His movies are inspired, in part, by where he came from. Eggers grew up in Lee, New Hampshire, and spent his Halloweens visiting Salem, Massachusetts, while his peers went to Bruins games. He was fascinated by mythology and folklore, partially, he says, because of New England's landscape: the colonial graveyards, the dilapidated farmhouses.
"I've always been drawn to darkness," he says.
But not too dark, at least not when he was young. Modern monsters like Jason Voorhees and Freddy Krueger were too frightening. But Eggers found a coziness in Frankenstein's monster and Dracula and the other classic, pulpy movie monsters from decades earlier.
That sense of the archaic extended to the authors he read: not Stephen King but Edgar Allan Poe and H.P. Lovecraft.
His stepfather was a college professor teaching Shakespeare, and his mother ran a children's theater company. Eggers dresses for the part of director, wearing a sleek black T-shirt with a sweater draped over his shoulders and four rings on his fingers, one shaped like a skull.
When he was 9 years old, he saw "Nosferatu," a silent German film from 1922 that's an unofficial adaptation of Bram Stoker's novel "Dracula." He was primed to like it: A year earlier he was inspired by the 1931 Bela Lugosi movie to dress as Dracula for Halloween.
He saw an old VHS version made from bad 16-millimeter prints whose intertitles were translated from a French version of the movie.
"You're kind of viewing it through a dirty window," Eggers says. "It felt like something that was unearthed from the past."

Willem Dafoe plays Professor Albin Eberhart von Franz in "Nosferatu," which debuts Christmas Day. (Aidan Monaghan/Focus Features)


He cherished that unearthed treasure as a burgeoning high school thespian, mostly in musicals. When he was a 17-year-old senior, he got a chance to stage his own play. He suggested "Nosferatu," a silent movie on a high school stage.
The intertitles were projected as supertitles above the stage, along with clips from the original movie and a bit of footage he shot as one of his first forays into filmmaking. For a scene featuring Orlok in the bowels of a ship, they filmed in the attic of his grandpa's 18th-century farmhouse. Eggers, as Nosferatu, appeared to rise from a coffin because a friend was underneath, pushing a board up with his legs.
The costumes and makeup were black and white, but the blood was scarlet. When one character appeared to be spewing blood, he was actually spewing a mixture of stage blood and Mountain Dew Code Red.
A local artistic director saw the play and invited them to stage a more professional version at his theater, the Edwin Booth. It was a small hit in the area, and "it cemented the fact that I wanted to be a director," Eggers says. "It also made 'Nosferatu' an important part of my identity."

Remaking "Nosferatu" has been on Eggers's to-do list since high school. (G L Askew II for The Washington Post)


He continued to cherish "Nosferatu" as he graduated from the American Musical and Dramatic Academy in New York and began acting in off-Broadway gigs where "I felt like I couldn't be worse at directing than the people directing me." He cherished it as he started a small theater company but grew frustrated over how difficult it was to attract an audience.
And he cherished it as he found work as a set designer, as he began to make short films, as he tried to break into Hollywood. Even then, he wanted to remake the movie, but he also knew he would need a large budget to do it right.
He was writing screenplays, but no one was buying them. So he figured he'd make his own damn movie.
"It should be a horror movie," he says of his thought process. "It should be under a certain budget. I'm probably going to have to shoot it in my proverbial parents' backyard, so I'll set it in New England. Okay, what's the archetypical New England spook? A witch. Hasn't been a good witch movie in a while, so okay, cool."
Eggers hoped "The Witch" would get positive enough reviews that he could at least make another movie. It got more, including the directing award at the 2015 Sundance Film Festival. "I had my agent calling me before I had gone backstage to get a glass of champagne about studios wanting to have meetings about franchise movies," he says. "It was like, 'This is just as ridiculous as you imagined it to be.'"
He didn't want to make franchise movies. "I don't think that I am a good match to make a Marvel movie, nor would I want to make one," he says. "There is no 'my version.'" He wanted to make a "black-and-white dusty, crusty, rusty, musty movie with the pipes and the sweaters and, you know, beards," which became "The Lighthouse." "The Northman" was inspired by his honeymoon in Iceland.
And "Nosferatu" is a childhood dream.

Nicholas Hoult and Lily-Rose Depp, as Ellen Hutter, in "Nosferatu." (Aidan Monaghan/Focus Features)


The movie -- which stars Nicholas Hoult, Lily-Rose Depp, Aaron Taylor-Johnson, Emma Corrin, Dafoe and Skarsgard -- is his longest-gestating project. And while it's steeped in folklore (this time Romanian), it's his first explicit remake.
By the time his team arrived in Prague for two weeks of rehearsals before shooting, the movie was completely storyboarded and blocked, meaning Eggers already knew what every single scene would look like. He would often do this by having production assistants stand around his office -- we "treat them as toys," he says -- in various configurations.
"It's almost like the movie already exists," Depp says.
It's not just the storyboarding or the script. "We know where the camera is going before the actors get there," Eggers says. Instead of Steadicam, they used mostly cranes and dollies, which allow the camera to move freely 360 degrees and give a film a sense of motion. But they also make filming much more complicated.

Eggers, actor Emma Corrin, director of photography Jarin Blaschke and actors Lily-Rose Depp and Aaron Taylor-Johnson on the set of "Nosferatu." (Aidan Monaghan/Focus Features)


If a shot is inside a house, for example, carpenters might need to quickly remove a wall to bring the camera in and then replace it before the camera turns around. All the actors refer to shooting this way as a dance. "It feels almost theatrical in this way where it's like every part of the set is living and breathing," Depp says, "and you have to exist in that moment with everything and almost create a dance between the camera, theater actors, the walls that might be flying away."
Co-star Emma Corrin adds: "You're also at no point the most important thing in the room. It's the camera that is the main focus."
The resulting film feels like a sweeping epic, a big-budget Gothic horror movie filled with breathtaking shots -- and blood and guts and rats (so many rats). The dialect is period-specific, and the movie's pace is languid. Some might say glacial.
It's a gamble, as was "The Northman," his first large-budget film, whose knotty dialogue and hyperrealism didn't capture audiences the way the studio hoped. It was his first film to not turn a profit.
An ultraviolent remake of a silent German film isn't exactly "The Avengers." But, despite the seeming evidence to the contrary -- all those bodily fluids pouring out of everyone -- Eggers is not trying to actively repel audiences.
"I'm not an alchemist in my cell doing this for myself," he said. "Making this kind of creative work is sharing what it is to be human with other human beings, even if the story is about an undead person."
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Two new box sets unearth some of the strangest rock music ever made
Both the Bonzo Dog Band's "Still Barking" and Kevin Ayers's "All This Crazy Gift of Time" exemplify distinctly English oddities. 
By Tim Page | 2024-12-19

The Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band in 1966. The group earned its first public attention in the Beatles' TV movie "Magical Mystery Tour." (Madfish Music)


Back in the late 1960s, it was relatively easy for a young rock band to find a record label, particularly in Britain. If a respected producer heard you and liked you enough, that was that. There were no focus groups, no publicists were consulted, and you didn't have to fit into an existing musical category if you had something original to offer. The American producer Joe Boyd, for example, was able to put out early records by the likes of Pink Floyd, Fairport Convention, the Incredible String Band and Nick Drake -- simply because he understood that something new was happening, and he wanted to catch it while it was fresh.
Two generous box sets devoted to less-well-remembered British artists from this era have recently been released: the Bonzo Dog Band's "Still Barking," out this month, and Kevin Ayers's "All This Crazy Gift of Time," which came out in October. Both acts exemplify distinctly English oddities. Their records were once hard to find on this side of the Atlantic and had to be ordered through an import service or a store that specialized in obscure records that went in and out of print.
The Bonzo Dog Band took its name from an enormously popular cartoon dog drawn by George E. Studdy, which would have been familiar to all Britishers between the two world wars. It was founded in 1962 by two art students -- Vivian Stanshall and Rodney Slater -- who had begun by playing jazz versions of antique records picked up in dusty stores but gradually began adding their own songs as well. Many players came and went, but drummer "Legs" Larry Smith and Neil Innes, a multitalented songwriter and instrumentalist, both stayed for the long haul.
The troupe, originally called the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band, earned its first public attention in "Magical Mystery Tour," a widely deplored TV movie the Beatles threw together in 1967 -- although the "Bonzos" did not appear on the infinitely more successful album named for the film. Still, "Death Cab for Cutie," their spot-on parody of an early Elvis song, so impressed some young musicians from Bellingham, Washington, that they named themselves Death Cab for Cutie in 1997 and are still performing and making albums, enjoying a popular success that the Bonzos never did.

The Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band in 1968. (Madfish Music)


How to describe the Bonzo Dog Band to somebody who has never heard them? Imagine a combination of Monty Python, dadaism, Gilbert and Sullivan, 1920s British pop music and Beatles-style psychedelia. They specialized in unexpected sounds -- a dentist's drill; a fake parrot who squawks "Hello" for most of a song; a repeated tape loop of a man laughing wildly, even after the soupy song has come to an end; and a surreal blues song featuring what may still be the most ghastly guitar solo ever put on record. Yet they made it all music, and were also capable of enormous tenderness and delicacy -- listen to "Quiet Talks and Summer Walks," about a lonely man watching two young lovers in conversation from afar, or "Sport: The Odd Boy," a portrait of a bullied schoolboy ill-suited to rugby and soccer, who would rather be out in the fields reading French symbolist poetry.
They had one big hit in England, 1968's "I'm the Urban Spaceman," but a follow-up tour of the United States the next year was ineptly organized, and they played only a few concerts before limping back to London and breaking up. They reassembled in 1971 and put together a respectable album, "Let's Make Up and Be Friendly," then went their separate ways. The group's front man, Stanshall, played in many other bands; made solo recordings and radio and television programs, often with the BBC; and died in a London house fire in 1995. With Monty Python's Eric Idle, Neil Innes co-created the Rutles, an ongoing parody of the Beatles, which made a film, "All You Need Is Cash," which was funded in part by George Harrison, and performed live almost up to the time of Innes's death in 2019.
"Still Barking" is joyful, spectacular overkill -- a massive, encyclopedic set of 17 CDs that includes remastered versions of all the group's recordings as well as singles, demo tracks, rehearsals and outtakes, along with live performances from the Fillmore East in New York and at London's Marquee Club. There is also a 148-page book by the critic Chris Welch and three DVDs containing all the group's surviving television appearances -- several hours of them.

Kevin Ayers, the English singer-songwriter who founded psychedelic band Soft Machine. (Parlophone Records)


For his part, Ayers embodied a once-familiar type that has mostly gone out of fashion -- the handsome, bibulous rake, too capricious to be depended upon but so charming that one took his company for what it was, however long it might last. "Either falling in love or out of love -- those are the only two things that motivate anybody," he told an interviewer in 2007.
His music includes flirty love songs with dubious come-on lines such as "May I sit and stare at you for a while?," casual experimentations with the avant-garde and tape loops, and a disproportionate amount of songs devoted to living the party life and getting high ("Whatevershebringswesing," "Stranger in Blue Suede Shoes"). The casualness is part of his appeal, however frustrating it must have been for other members of his various groups when he left them or suddenly quit making music just as he was becoming popular, to live in Spain, Mallorca or the South of France for a year or two.
He began in the Canterbury hippie scene, where he was a founder of the Soft Machine, who might be described as a lesser Pink Floyd (for whom they opened regularly). During a visit to the United States, he decided to leave the band, which then moved increasingly into jazz. His first solo album, 1969's "Joy of a Toy," combined a sort of hallucinatory circus music with melancholy ballads that sometimes recall the work of Jacques Brel.

"All This Crazy Gift of Time," released in October, is an album set containing all the solo recordings Kevin Ayers made from 1969 to 1973, along with several live performances. (Parlophone Records)


He was the best thing by far about a live concert album called "June 1, 1974," which also included Brian Eno, John Cale and Nico, all of whom were better known in the United States than he was. This inspired a new interest in Ayers's work, and his earlier records were reissued. He made his last disc, "The Unfairground," in 2007 and died in his sleep in 2013.
"Kevin Ayers: All This Crazy Gift of Time" is a set of nine CDs and one Blu-ray containing all the solo recordings Ayers made from 1969 to 1973, along with several live performances, including a concert in Hyde Park and all surviving sessions he made for the BBC. His recordings are strange -- not in the "Look! How weird!" fashion that the Bonzos perfected, but moody and fanciful and determined to combine traditional pop music expression with a distinctly personal style. You cannot predict what the next song on a Kevin Ayers album will sound like, but if you are accustomed to his work, you will rarely be surprised to find that it is Kevin Ayers.
These elaborate, hefty sets are expensive and were created for the most eager collectors, although any listener should find fresh joys in both. The cost may be justified by the breadth of effort that assembling these comprehensive collections clearly entailed. For those who want to purchase something smaller by either artist, both have five-CD sets available in Rhino's Original Album Series.
I can't imagine either of these artists being signed by a major label today. But they found followers, and interest in them has persisted. I am grateful to have them back, and for the opportunity to meditate on a very different time in the music business.
Tim Page is a professor emeritus of musicology at the University of Southern California. He won the Pulitzer Prize for criticism in 1997 for his writing about music in The Washington Post.
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'Laid' puts a new spin on being unlucky in love
Peacock's dark comedy, which stars Stephanie Hsu and Zosia Mamet, tackles a spate of mysterious deaths with rom-com logic.



By Lili Loofbourow | 2024-12-19

Stephanie Hsu, left, as Ruby and Zosia Mamet as AJ in Peacock's "Laid." (James Dittiger/Peacock)


"Laid" feels like a throwback to the 1990s. The Peacock show, which dropped Thursday, is fun and gimmicky in all the ways that semi-supernatural films of that vintage were. I'm thinking of "Ghost" and "Groundhog Day," and even (if obscene wealth counts as a superpower) "Indecent Proposal" and "Pretty Woman." The premise -- What if you had to warn everyone you ever slept with that they're going to die? -- feels pitched to that precise moment, when wacky thought experiments and moral tests masqueraded as love stories.
The comedy stars Stephanie Hsu and Zosia Mamet as friends and co-investigators trying to solve a grisly cosmic puzzle: Ruby's (Hsu) ex-lovers are suddenly dying off in the precise order that she slept with them. As a true-crime aficionado, AJ (Mamet) assembles a "murder board" of Ruby's sex life so they can find a pattern and warn all her doomed exes. Ruby, in her capacity as a party planner, meets a dreamy client (Tommy Martinez) precisely when it's becoming clear that romantic contact with her is lethal. Also, he has a girlfriend. Per rom-com regulations (the show is even set in Seattle), there's also an amiable loser named Richie (Michael Angarano) who appears to genuinely get Ruby, in all her flawed complexity.
A love triangle ensues. So do many cameos, most of whom play Ruby's exes. And innumerable pop culture references, including "Cyrano de Bergerac," Toy Story, "When Harry Met Sally," "Thelma & Louise" and "Dahmer -- Monster: The Jeffrey Dahmer Story."
And many, many deaths.
It's noteworthy, given all of the above -- and the clear command "Laid" has of its rom-com tropes -- that the series doesn't care much about the love triangle. Or the deaths. This last bit is where the show's ironic sophistication and great dialogue land it in conceptual trouble. "Laid" understands the cathartic pleasure of a redemption arc in modern storytelling, but it can't help also undercutting it by correctly identifying the way self-improvement has become a modern, egotistical compulsion.
The urge to seek redemption, for instance, is repeatedly presented and filtered through Ruby's amusingly unsubtle patter. "This could be a new start," she tells AJ when she decides she'll attend an ex-lover's funeral. "I'm burying the old, judgmental me," she says. "As well as a literal man," AJ says, pointedly refusing to let the dead guy become a metaphor. "As well as a man I used to know, yes," Ruby replies, a little too blithely. At the funeral, she pays her respects to the corpse by catching him up on the role he played in her spiritual journey: "My therapist has actually been telling me I should look at my past more, so, yeah, this all sort of happened at a good time."

Stephanie Hsu as Ruby in Peacock's "Laid." (James Dittiger/Peacock)


At moments like these, "Laid" can feel like a lacerating send-up of the way a certain kind of contemporary, social-media-savvy person repurposes therapeutic language for blatantly narcissistic ends. Hsu captures this type. She sells Ruby's desperate awkwardness at some points while making her entertainingly insightful at others, capable of itemizing exactly what went wrong on a date to the date without arousing much ill will.
The character is wildly changeable, but the range of affects makes sense: She's withdrawn and inattentive toward those she considers unworthy of an elaborate social performance, but manipulative and charming when conditions warrant it. "I think the connection you have drawn between past and present is, like, wow," she says to her therapist when she's accused of evading the work because of her family history. "People overuse this word, but you are an actual genius. You and Martin Short. That's it."
And although AJ is basically a reprise of the best-friend role that Mamet played in "The Flight Attendant," there's a reason Mamet gets those parts: She manages to operate as a straight man without being remotely -- in the comedic sense -- straight. Mamet grounds a scene without weighing it down. That lets her operate as the show's conscience without being oppressively moral or stuffy within its universe.
AJ was right, for instance, when she called Ruby out for treating a real man's funeral as a catalyst to work on herself. The trouble is that "Laid" compulsively acknowledges Ruby's moral errors while structurally replicating them. The series absolutely subordinates the lives of many men to the story of Ruby's (minimal) self-improvement.

Mamet and Hsu in "Laid." (Jeff Weddell/Peacock)


That's excusable in a black comedy, which "Laid" undoubtedly is. But it's oddly heartless for a rom-com, which it is, or wants to be, too. (There are big speeches. Grand gestures. A chase scene. Even a kiss in the rain!) At one point, I thought the show was trying to graft the two into an ungainly hybrid.
Tonally, however, the series is something else entirely: a womance. Although several of the male actors are great (Angarano and Andre Hyland as AJ's boyfriend are particular standouts), Hsu and Mamet aren't just the reason to watch; they're the couple you root for. Theirs is the only love story the show rates as genuinely important, and the show's investment in their relationship -- although valid and even touching in principle -- seems a little disproportionate given all the blood and gore and death.
That conceptual imbalance may be an artifact of the show's DNA. Creators Nahnatchka Khan ("Fresh Off the Boat") and Sally Bradford McKenna ("Will & Grace") adapted "Laid" from Marieke Hardy and Kirsty Fisher's Australian series of the same name, which ran there from 2011 to 2012. The timing explains why the adaptation feels a little dated; the concept originated as an edgy, female-centric riposte to Judd Apatow's spate of bromantic comedies.
Still, Khan and Bradford McKenna are massive talents. Scene to scene, the writing is witty, and the jokes, which are great, rarely take the turn you expect. When the series opens with Ruby at a bank trying to inform a teller she once slept with, via a note, that he's dying, the expected gag -- that she'll be arrested for attempted robbery -- surfaces only to give way to an infinitely funnier problem: The teller can't quite hear her through the partition and keeps asking her to repeat herself. "What am I dying from?" he asks her. "Me," she almost whispers, dramatically. "I just can't hear you." "I'm so sorry -- me?" she says, leaning down to yell in uptalk through the gap in the glass.
All those aforementioned movies from the '90s were notable for how rigorously they flogged their central conceit to chart a protagonist's moral progress. "Laid" rejects that impulse by overusing it so much that it loses narrative potency: Episode after episode features Ruby reflecting on her flaws, resolving to change, then relapsing, so any sense of real suspense dwindles. So does the possibility of any genuine transformation. The series starts to feel more like a sitcom, with beats that reset. As a result, the concept of the "curse" stagnates. So does any metaphoric resonance it may have. "Laid" is fun, but you don't want it to end for all the wrong reasons: The closer the show drifts to a solution, the less you want to hear it.
Laid (eight episodes) is available for streaming on Peacock.
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Countertenor Key'mon Murrah dazzles with high notes and higher spirits
Singer Key'mon Murrah celebrated his receipt of this year's Marian Anderson Vocal Award with a thrilling recital at the Kennedy Center.
By Michael Andor Brodeur | 2024-12-18

Marian Anderson Vocal Award winner Key'mon Murrah performs at the Kennedy Center on Dec. 17 with pianist Brian Zeger. (Scott Suchman/Kennedy Center)


The Washington National Opera continued another long-standing holiday tradition at the Kennedy Center's Terrace Theater on Tuesday night, as the young countertenor Key'mon Murrah accepted this year's Marian Anderson Vocal Award with a recital of refined technique and raw power.
Winners of the award receive a $10,000 cash prize and a Kennedy Center recital, and they participate in an opera workshop residency at the Duke Ellington School of the Arts. But, as suggested by the list of past winners -- including Justin Austin, J'Nai Bridges, Janai Brugger, Eric Owens, Ryan Speedo Green and John Holiday -- the award can also provide a blast of momentum for young singers at a key stage of their development.
Murrah has yet to make his proper WNO debut, but the past few years have found the 34-year-old singer appearing at Bayerische Staatsoper, Detroit Opera, LA Opera and the Metropolitan Opera (where he appeared as one of a trio of multipurpose countertenors in John Adams's "El Nino"). Earlier this month, with the Fort Worth Symphony Orchestra, he premiered "Earth 2.0," a new one-man opera by Jake Heggie.
Tuesday evening's program, for which Murrah was accompanied by pianist and writer Brian Zeger, pursued a modest mission as put forth by Murrah in a program note: "I simply want to share the joy that has been given to me." The result was 90 minutes of oversharing in the best possible sense, as Murrah tethered arias, art songs and spirituals into a program of music anchored and elevated by themes of hope, faith and renewal.
Countertenors -- whose vocal range extends into that of a contralto (like Anderson) or even a soprano -- tend to wow listeners who remain unaccustomed to hearing such heights from a male singer. And certainly Murrah found several moments in his recital to showcase his vocal acrobatics; several runs in his opening aria, "Riedi al Soglio" from Rossini's "Zelmira," drew collective gasps from the audience.
But the sensitive touch and jeweled ornamentation he brought to a set of Handel arias -- a sweet and spacious "Ombra mai fu" from "Xerxes" and a splendid "Dopo notte" from "Ariodante" -- identified Murrah as that rarest of vocal treasures: a countertenor of often startling depth. He also made a magnetic, personable presence onstage, smiling brightly as he welcomed twin brother and skilled tenor Kay'mon Murrah for the lively volley of "Fermati!/No, crudel!" from Handel's "Rinaldo."
The hopeful note sounded by Handel was shadowed by a suite of songs by Strauss: "Allerseelen" (or "All Souls' Day"), "Morgen!" and "Cacilie." The second was the most beautifully realized, largely thanks to Zeger's performance -- so slowly unfolding it threatened to dissolve but for the ribbon of Murrah's voice binding it.

Key'mon Murrah's Tuesday program pursued a modest mission, as put forth by the countertenor in a program note: "I simply want to share the joy that has been given to me." (Scott Suchman/Kennedy Center)


The program's second half was devoted to 20th-century repertoire -- art songs and spirituals that carried forth the evening's theme of joy and how to find it. He brought softness and sweetness to Ricky Ian Gordon's arrangements of poems by Emily Dickinson ("Will There Really Be a Morning?") and Langston Hughes ("Joy"). And while Zeger's playing felt slightly more rigid and less intuitive at the outset, Murrah took flight. (Especially with that last note of "Joy.")
Hughes's poetry extended through the next two selections, H. Leslie Adams's arrangement of the poet's "Prayer" and a new arrangement by Meilina Tsui of his "Mother to Son." Murrah drew out the colors of "Prayer," a subdued demonstration of his dramatic chops and a thrilling display of his control. In "Mother to Son," we heard a hint of the spiritual final turn of the program, his voice borne up the crystal stairs by Zeger's attentive, supportive performance. Seldom have I been hit so hard by a sound so tender.
Jacqueline Hairston's arrangement of "Don't Feel No-Ways Tired" won the loudest applause of the evening, Murrah deploying his colors slightly outside the lines to aching effect. To finish, Murrah selected Florence Price's 1937 arrangement of "My Soul's Been Anchored in the Lord," a spiritual made legendary by Anderson in 1939 when she sang it to close her historic performance on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.
Murrah returned to the stage for an encore of "I Trust in God," unaccompanied but for a stray "amen" or two from the audience. A bracing affirmation of faith in a time of deep uncertainty, it's hard to imagine Murrah's big night ending on a higher note.
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Museum and gallery exhibits in the D.C. area this week
Check out what's on tap at area museums and galleries.
By Washington Post staff | 2024-12-18

"Paris 1874: The Impressionist Moment" is on view at the National Gallery of Art through Jan. 19. (Tierney L. Cross for The Washington Post)


The following special exhibitions are on view at area museums. For a complete list of all permanent, indefinite and long-term exhibitions, please consult individual museum websites. Museums marked with an * are free. Note: The National Geographic Museum and the Smithsonian's Arts and Industries Building are temporarily closed for renovations.
*ANACOSTIA COMMUNITY MUSEUM
"A Bold and Beautiful Vision: A Century of Black Arts Education in Washington, DC, 1900-2000," through March 2. Artifacts and original artworks highlight this exhibition honoring African American artist-educators. 1901 Fort Pl. SE. anacostia.si.edu
CAPITAL JEWISH MUSEUM
"JewCE: The Jewish Comics Experience," through March 23. This exhibition highlights comic book superheroes who came from the minds of Jewish creators, writers and artists, as well as contemporary graphic novels that explore Jewish themes.
The museum features two ongoing exhibitions about Jewish history, from 1790 to today, and how to build a better future in the National Capital Region: "What Is Jewish Washington?" and "Connect. Reflect. Act." 575 Third St. NW. capitaljewishmuseum.org
*DUMBARTON OAKS
"Striking Designs: Communicating Through Coins," through May 31. An exploration of how the Roman and Byzantine Empire used money to spread ideology.
"The White House," through June. This installation by Colombian artist Santiago Montoya features 12 houses of varying sizes -- 11 made of coal and one made of white chocolate. 1703 32nd St. NW. doaks.org
* FOLGER SHAKESPEARE LIBRARY
"Imprints in Time," through Jan. 5. This display features rare books and manuscripts from the eclectic collection of Stuart and Mimi Rose.
"Little Books, Big Gifts: The Artistry of Esther Inglis," through Jan. 19. The artistic, literary and social networking achievements of Inglis, a working mother of eight who was William Shakespeare's contemporary, are on view. 201 East Capitol St. SE. folger.edu
*GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY MUSEUM AND TEXTILE MUSEUM
"Irresistible: The Global Patterns of Ikat," through Saturday. Ikat textiles from nations around the world are on display in this celebration of the ancient resist-dyeing technique.
"Art Uncovered: Visionary Textile Scholars and Their Archives," through April 5. A global selection of letters, photos and more from the Arthur D. Jenkins Library's archives.
"A Tale of Two Houses," through May 17. An exploration of two houses central to D.C. history: the Woodhull House in Foggy Bottom and George Hewitt Myers's Kalorama residence. 701 21st St. NW. museum.gwu.edu
*HIRSHHORN MUSEUM AND SCULPTURE GARDEN
"Revolutions: Art From the Hirshhorn Collection, 1860-1960," through April 20. This collection presents 208 artworks made during a period defined by evolutions in science, philosophy and mechanization.
"Osgemeos: Endless Story," through Aug. 3. This full-floor presentation tracks the collaboration and artistic trajectory of Brazilian identical twins Gustavo and Otavio Pandolfo.
"Basquiat x Banksy," through Oct. 26. The exhibition highlighting two paintings, one by Jean-Michel Basquiat and one by Banksy, marks the first time either artist's work has been presented at the museum. Seventh Street and Independence Avenue SW. hirshhorn.si.edu
INTERNATIONAL SPY MUSEUM
"Bond in Motion," through April. A celebration of the James Bond film franchise featuring props and scale models alongside cars, motorcycles and more 007 vehicles. 700 L'Enfant Plaza SW. spymuseum.org
KREEGER MUSEUM
"The DMV Collects the DMV," through Feb. 1. This celebration of the Washington Print Club's 60th anniversary features the work of 49 artists who lived in the D.C. region or built their careers there. 2401 Foxhall Rd. NW. kreegermuseum.org
HILLWOOD ESTATE, MUSEUM AND GARDENS
"Fragile Beauty: Art of the Ocean," through Jan. 5. This exhibition includes works that evoke the water, as well as pieces created with oceanic materials. 4155 Linnean Ave. NW. hillwoodmuseum.org
*LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
"Collecting Memories: Treasures From the Library of Congress," through December 2025. The David M. Rubenstein Treasures Gallery's first exhibition examines the ways in which cultures preserve memory. Thomas Jefferson Building, 10 First St. SE. loc.gov
MUSEUM OF THE BIBLE
"Sacred Words: Revealing the Earliest Hebrew Book," through Jan. 12. The oldest known Hebrew book, featuring Sabbath morning prayers and liturgical poems, is on display.
"Billy Graham's Canvas Cathedral," through Jan. 26. A reflection on Billy Graham's evangelistic campaigns in the late 1940s.
"The Megiddo Mosaic: Foundations of Faith," through July 6. This interactive exhibit showcases an ancient mosaic floor discovered by archaeologists in 2005. 400 Fourth St. SW. museumofthebible.org
*NATIONAL ARCHIVES MUSEUM
"Power & Light: Russell Lee's Coal Survey," through Dec. 7, 2025. A display of more than 200 images of coal communities from American documentary photographer Russell Lee. 701 Constitution Ave. NW. museum.archives.gov
NATIONAL BUILDING MUSEUM
"Capital Brutalism," through Feb. 17. An exploration of the Metro system and seven D.C. buildings designed in the polarizing brutalist style.
"Frank Lloyd Wright's Southwestern Pennsylvania," through March 17. This exhibition shines a light on projects the architect designed for the region from the 1930s through the 1950s.
"Brick City," through spring. U.K.-based artist Warren Elsmore uses Lego pieces to re-create destinations from all seven continents, including New Orleans during Mardi Gras and medieval Japanese castles.
"Mini Memories: Souvenir Buildings From the David Weingarten Collection," through 2025. A showcase of 400 miniature building souvenirs from nearly 70 countries.
"House & Home," ongoing. A collection of photographs, models, films and objects that examine American homes both familiar and unconventional.
"Building Stories," ongoing. This immersive exhibition dives into the world of architecture, engineering, construction and design as depicted in children's books. 401 F St. NW. nbm.org
*NATIONAL GALLERY OF ART
"Gordon Parks: Camera Portraits From the Corcoran Collection," through Jan. 12. A display of 25 portraits taken by groundbreaking photographer Gordon Parks between 1941 and 1970.
"In the Library: Life in the Impressionists' Paris," through Jan. 17. A selection of some 40 photographs and prints capturing the art scene in late 19th-century Paris.
"Paris 1874: The Impressionist Moment," through Jan. 19. A presentation of 130 works, including paintings from Paul Cezanne, Claude Monet and Camille Pissarro, examines impressionism's origins.
"Spirit & Strength: Modern Art From Haiti," through March 9. Haiti's significance to the African diaspora is put on display in this exhibition featuring 21 recently gifted works. Sixth Street and Constitution Avenue NW. nga.gov
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY AND CULTURE
"Reclaiming My Time," through February. An exhibition highlighting work by contemporary Black designers about issues of cultural heritage, bodies at rest, labor and leisure.
"Reckoning: Protest. Defiance. Resilience.," ongoing. The exhibition focuses on the Black Lives Matter movement and art that depicts resistance and protest. 14th Street and Constitution Avenue NW. nmaahc.si.edu
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN ART
"From the Deep: In the Wake of Drexciya With Ayana V. Jackson," through Jan. 6. Artist Ayana V. Jackson uses animation, immersive video, installation, sound and scent in an exhibition inspired by the 1990s techno band Drexciya, whose albums imagined a mythical aquatopia populated by descendants of pregnant African women thrown (or who jumped) overboard into the Atlantic during the Middle Passage.
"Bruce Onobrakpeya: The Mask and the Cross," through Jan. 21. A showcase of Nigerian sculptor and printmaker Bruce Onobrakpeya's earliest commissions from the late 1960s.
"John Akomfrah: Five Murmurations," through Aug. 24. The Ghanaian-born, London-based artist and filmmaker addresses the covid-19 pandemic, the murder of George Floyd and the worldwide protests in support of Black Lives Matter in this visual essay of our times.
"Benin Bronzes: Ambassadors of the Oba," through Dec. 31, 2026. Nine bronze artifacts taken by the British during the Benin Punitive Expedition of 1897 are on display as part of a long-term loan from the National Commission for Museum and Monuments in Nigeria. 950 Independence Ave. SW. africa.si.edu
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AMERICAN HISTORY
"Forensic Science on Trial," through June. An exhibition breaking down how forensic science has been used in more than 150 years of trials.
"Presente! A Latino History of the United States." The Molina Family Latino Gallery is the first gallery space of the new National Museum of the American Latino; it tells U.S. history from the perspective of members of the diverse Latino community and covers themes such as immigration, identity and legacy. Constitution Avenue NW, between 12th and 14th streets. americanhistory.si.edu
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE AMERICAN INDIAN
"Sublime Light: Tapestry Art of DY Begay," through July 13. The first retrospective of the Navajo fiber artist's career features 48 tapestries spanning three decades of work.
"Unbound: Narrative Art of the Plains," through Jan. 20, 2026. Historical hides, muslins and ledger books from the Great Plains are presented alongside 50 contemporary works commissioned by the museum. Fourth Street and Independence Avenue SW. americanindian.si.edu
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF ASIAN ART
"An Epic of Kings: The Great Mongol Shahnama," through Jan. 12. An exhibition featuring 25 folios from the Shahnama, the celebrated medieval Persian manuscript.
"Striking Objects: Contemporary Japanese Metalwork," through Jan. 11, 2026. Works from the collection of Shirley Z. Johnson highlight the ways in which modern Japanese metalworking is used in traditional methods. 1050 Independence Ave. SW. asia.si.edu
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY
"Lights Out: Recovering Our Night Sky," through December 2025. Photographs, objects, models and interactive elements are used to explore the effects of light pollution.
"Dazzling Diversity," through Dec. 16, 2025. Early natural history books from the Smithsonian Libraries and Archives put scientific knowledge of the insect world on display.
"Cellphone: Unseen Connections," through 2026. This exhibition, about the way phones connect us to the natural world, features multimedia installations, a sprawling graphic novel and more than 750 objects. 10th Street and Constitution Avenue NW. naturalhistory.si.edu
NATIONAL MUSEUM OF WOMEN IN THE ARTS
"Suchitra Mattai: Myth From Matter," through Jan. 12. An exhibition pairing the Guyanese-born artist's recent work, including mixed media and sculpture, with objects sourced from D.C. collections.
"Samantha Box: Confluences," through March 23. This display highlights the Bronx-based photographer's black-and-white work exploring race, gender, class, and sexuality.
"In Focus: Artists at Work," through April 20. Video documentaries explore the creative processes of eight contemporary artists. 1250 New York Ave. NW. nmwa.org
*NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY
"Brilliant Exiles: American Women in Paris, 1900-1939," through Feb. 23. An exhibition highlighting the feats of 60 American women who traversed the Atlantic in the early 20th century in pursuit of creative freedom.
"This Morning, This Evening, So Soon: James Baldwin and the Voices of Queer Resistance," through April 20. Curated by Pulitzer Prize-winning writer Hilton Als, this collection explores the interconnected lives of Baldwin, Lorraine Hansberry, Bayard Rustin and other queer civil rights activists.
"Picturing the Presidents: Daguerreotypes and Ambrotypes from the National Portrait Gallery's Collection," through June 8. This exhibition features photographs of 11 U.S. presidents.
"Felix Gonzalez-Torres: Always to Return," through July 6. The artist's work is presented in D.C. for the first time in more than 30 years, with a focus on his groundbreaking portraiture.
"Recent Acquisitions," through Oct. 26. This display showcases 21 additions to the museum's collection, all representing female subjects or made by women. Subjects include singer Beyonce Knowles-Carter, Supreme Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, writer Octavia Butler and actress Greta Garbo.
"Star Power: Photographs From Hollywood's Golden Age by George Hurrell," through Jan. 4, 2026. This exhibition highlights the work of Hurrell, a Hollywood photographer whose portraits captured the likes of Clark Gable, Spencer Tracy and Joan Crawford. Eighth and F streets NW. npg.si.edu
*NATIONAL POSTAL MUSEUM
"Baseball: America's Home Run," through Jan. 5. This exhibition dives into the surprising ways baseball and postal history have intersected since the early 20th century.
"Voting by Mail: Civil War to Covid-19," through Feb. 23. This election-year exhibition features objects spanning three centuries that have been used to help U.S. citizens vote by mail. 2 Massachusetts Ave. NE. postalmuseum.si.edu
PHILLIPS COLLECTION
"William Gropper: Artist of the People," through Jan. 5. Dozens of works from Gropper, the son of immigrants from Romania and Ukraine, comment on 20th-century sociopolitical issues.
"Breaking It Down: Conversations From the Vault," through Jan. 19. This eclectic exhibition presents more than 90 works from historic and contemporary artists. 1600 21st St. NW. phillipscollection.org
*RENWICK GALLERY
"Subversive, Skilled, Sublime: Fiber Art by Women," through Jan. 5. Works of cotton, wool, polyester and silk are presented in an exhibition that considers an alternative history of American art.
"Contemporary Craft at the Renwick Gallery," ongoing. More than 100 works composed of fiber, ceramics, glass, metal, wood and other materials showcase handmade art of the 21st century.
"Janet Echelman's 1.8 Renwick," ongoing. The American sculptor's fiber and lighting installation projects shadow drawings in colors that move from wall to wall. Pennsylvania Avenue and 17th Street NW. americanart.si.edu
*SMITHSONIAN AMERICAN ART MUSEUM
"Artist to Artist," through May 18. This rotating exhibition highlights eight artist pairings, each of which features two figures whose trajectories intersected at a key moment.
"Pictures of Belonging: Miki Hayakawa, Hisako Hibi, and Mine Okubo," through Aug. 17. An examination of the art from three trailblazing American women of Japanese descent.
"The Shape of Power: Stories of Race and American Sculpture," through Sept. 14. A collection of 82 works created between 1792 and 2023 examines how sculpture and race in America have intersected.
"Sightlines: Chinatown and Beyond," through Nov. 30, 2025. This gallery overlooking D.C.'s Chinatown neighborhood highlights Asian Americans' cultural impact on the nation's capital.
"Isaac Julien: Lessons of the Hour -- Frederick Douglass," through 2026. A joint purchase by the Portrait Gallery and the Smithsonian American Art Museum, this five-screen video installation uses period reenactments to create a portrait of the activist, writer, orator and philosopher Frederick Douglass. G and Eighth streets NW. americanart.si.edu
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Criterion's 40th anniversary box set is illuminating, annoying and, yes, useful
"CC40" contains Blue-ray discs of 40 films from the collection, chosen by actors and filmmakers, plus extras and a book of critical essays.
By Ty Burr | 2024-12-18

Spike Lee and Danny Aiello in Lee's critically acclaimed 1989 film "Do the Right Thing," one of the more recent films in the "CC40" box set. (MCA/Everett Collection)


What constitutes a canon?
The question of what makes up a cultural body of great work has been a point of argument for decades now, with attackers and defenders of traditions Western and otherwise. The dogfights are no less intense over movies than with literature, although they're generally more entertaining -- more prone to fun arguments over lists.
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Tamara de Lempicka's art deco paintings are all style. Is that enough?
Tamara de Lempicka's art deco paintings -- beloved by Madonna, celebrated in a musical and a major show in San Francisco -- are immaculate and artificial. 
By Sebastian Smee | 2024-12-18

Tamara de Lempicka, "Young Girl in Pink (Kizette in Pink II)," circa 1928-1930. (RoseBudz Productions/Private collection, Artis--Naples, The Baker Museum/Tamara de Lempicka Estate/ADAGP/Artist Rights Society)


SAN FRANCISCO -- Almost every established artist makes a kind of wager hinging on style. What they are "betting," crudely put, is that their particular mode of looking at the world is unusually charged with truth or beauty and that it will therefore communicate deeply, sustain a career, maybe even outlast them.
With Caravaggio, it was the combined drama of intensified realism and deep chiaroscuro. With Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, it was a svelte and sensuous take on neoclassical order. With Giacometti, it was an existentially explosive insight into how attenuated figures occupied the vastness of surrounding space.
In the case of Tamara de Lempicka, the wager seems to have been that people will look fabulous if you pose them with one shoulder improbably raised and the other dramatically lowered. You see this so often in her paintings that you begin to wonder if her circle all suffered from the same affliction.

Tamara de Lempicka, "Young Girl in Green (Young Girl with Gloves)," circa 1931. (Bertrand Prevost/RMN-GP/Tamara de Lempicka Estate/ADAGP/Artist Rights Society/Centre Pompidou) 


It might also help, Lempicka saw, if you give their faces cold, glinting eyes with sexily hooded lids and infuse their unblemished bodies with the geometric, essentialized forms of modern sculpture.
Lempicka is, in other words, all style. How do we feel about style?
"Style is not an icing," said the British writer Martin Amis. "It is an ingredient, perhaps the main ingredient of your way of perceiving things." I remember running this by a photographer, Bill Henson, who responded, "It may well turn out in the arts to be a toxic ingredient, one that you can take in small amounts but whose effects are cumulative, like heavy metals." Too much style, he was suggesting, can kill the deeper thing we want from art.
I admire Tamara de Lempicka. She was talented. She crystallized a style that, once seen, is impossible to forget. She made a handful of nudes that hit the nervous system like freshwater cataracts of pure sensuality. She definitely deserves a closer look.
But I think she lost track of that "deeper thing" (if it was ever there). She let style override everything. That -- not the fact that she was a woman, as is sometimes argued -- is surely the reason she has not been regarded more highly.
For several years now, the art world's reputation-resuscitating machinery has been audibly clanking into gear as the market seeks to establish Lempicka -- long a mainstay of museum store calendars and a favorite down the years of celebrity collectors like Madonna, Jack Nicholson, Tim Rice and Barbra Streisand -- as one of the 20th century's overlooked greats.
She has been honored with a major show -- her first important U.S. survey -- at the de Young Museum in San Francisco. Lempicka's outwardly glamorous but troubled, itinerant life was the subject of a musical, "Lempicka," that had a short run on Broadway this year. And "The True Story of Tamara de Lempicka & the Art of Survival," a feature-length documentary by Julie Rubio, began screening last month.

Tamara de Lempicka, "Brilliance (Bacchante)," circa 1932. (Rowland Weinstein/Weinstein Gallery, San Francisco/Tamara de Lempicka Estate/ADAGP/Artist Rights Society)


Lempicka died in Mexico in 1980. Recent evidence suggests she was born in 1894 (four years earlier than previously assumed), but the place of her birth remains unclear. Her father was Jewish but converted to Protestantism before Tamara Rosa Hurwitz (as she was originally named) was born.
She grew up in Poland, settling in St. Petersburg as a young woman, and soon met her first husband, the lawyer Tadeusz Lempicki. They had a child, Kizette. But when the Russian Revolution broke out and Lempicki was briefly imprisoned (he had ties to the czar), Lempicka and Kizette fled for Paris, where he joined them upon his release.
The couple divorced in 1928, whereupon Kizette was sent to boarding school and the painter took up with Baron Raoul Kuffner, a Hungarian who had collected her work. In the meantime, openly bisexual, she moved in lesbian circles and pursued affairs with various women, including the French poet Ira Perrot and the singer, actress and nightclub owner Suzy Solidor. When war broke out in 1939, she fled once again, this time to Los Angeles with Kuffner, where she was joined two years later by Kizette.
The de Young show, curated by Gioia Mori, a Lempicka scholar, and Furio Rinaldi, a curator at the de Young, leaves you in no doubt that Lempicka was lavishly gifted. She was also self-consciously modern and an effective self-publicist who was drawn to high society.
Like the best fashion photographers, she was a champion -- of speed, sex and female independence. Her visual style came to epitomize art deco (more a design movement that borrowed from art than an art movement). It drew most immediately on the salon cubists who had transformed the breakthroughs of Picasso, Georges Braque and Juan Gris into an innocuous, ingratiating manner suitable for domestic interiors.
As neoclassicism came back into vogue in the 1920s -- the so-called "return to order" -- Lempicka blended the distilled, tubular forms of artists like Fernand Leger and Aristide Maillol with the trembling sensuousness of Modigliani and Ingres. Arsene Alexandre, an interwar critic for Le Figaro, wrote of her "perverse Ingrism." The epithet gained traction from the widespread sense that Ingres, the painter of such anatomically improbable nudes as "Grand Odalisque" (1814), was already surpassingly perverse.
By the time of her first solo show in Milan in 1925, Lempicka had transformed herself into a modern mannerist -- inspired, that's to say, by the artists of the late Italian Renaissance. Following Michelangelo's lead, the mannerists favored exaggerated, asymmetrical body poses, often in compressed spaces, without always conveying a clear sense of why.
The mannerists' confusions -- stylistic innovation outpacing spiritual purpose -- have made them beloved by recent painters John Currin, Lisa Yuskavage and Anna Weyant, all purveyors of strenuous outlandishness, self-eating irony and slick style. But before them came Lempicka. The asymmetrical shoulders that feature in so many of her portraits -- along with the glassy eyes, sideways glances, jutting jaws and horsily tossed heads -- are all pure mannerism.

Tamara de Lempicka, "Kizette at the Balcony," 1927. (Jacqueline Hyde/Centre Pompidou/Tamara de Lempicka Estate/ADAGP/Artist Rights Society/CNAC/MNAM) (Photo: Jacqueline Hyde/Centre Pompidou/Tamara de Lempicka Estate/ADAGP/Artist Rights Society/CNAC/MNAM)


Toward the end of the 1920s, Lempicka made a splash with a portrait of Kizette. She painted her as a pretty, blue-eyed adolescent with plump lips and short, tousled blond hair. A flapper's tunic left her knees and thighs exposed. She wore a schoolgirl's long white socks and sandals. Silvery hues set off the warmth of her skin. One hand is inexplicably upturned. The other rests on the balcony railing. One foot turns in gauchely toward the other. Her head is cropped and tilted as if the poor girl, perhaps adjusting to an unbidden growth spurt, was struggling to squeeze herself into the frame, all the while trying to stay small and cute.
I can see why "Kizette on the Balcony" became the talk of the town and why Lempicka decided to keep using her daughter as a model. But -- as so often happens to paintings that favor effects over truth -- the portrait is kitsch and icky: Is it cubist or realist? Is the effect intended to be saucy or sweet?
Lempicka's 1925 portrait of the writer Andre Gide is memorable in better ways. This small work in oil on cardboard is all curving furrows, smoky chiaroscuro and sinuous cheekbones. The face is a sweeping, stubble-strewn landscape expanding outward from Gide's narrowed dead eyes. It is a masterpiece of pressure and torque.

Tamara de Lempicka, "Portrait d'Andre Gide," 1925. (Gerard Vuilleumier/Private Collection/Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco/Tamara de Lempicka Estate/ADAGP/Artist Rights Society) 


Lempicka transforms hair from something that grows, somewhat disgustingly, from the skin into pure sculptural ornament -- either as blurrily brushed ringlets or tight, glinting coppery bands that unspool from the head like celluloid snakes.
Her nudes, for all their artifice, are undeniably ravishing. The model for some of the best of them was Rafaela, a sex worker Lempicka met while exercising in Paris's Bois de Boulogne. As the two allegedly became lovers, Rafaela posed for a series of zaftig nudes, including "La belle Rafaela," that are the last word in depilated voluptuousness.

Tamara de Lempicka, "The Beautiful Rafaela" ("La belle Rafaela"), 1927. (Collection of Tim Rice/Tamara de Lempicka Estate/ADAGP/Artist Rights Society/Banque d'Images, ADAGP/Art Resource)


Lempicka's paintings pop on social media. They look arresting on the covers of books by Ayn Rand ("Atlas Shrugged" and "The Fountainhead"). Celebrities have always loved them. Their appeal is easy to see: Pump enough artifice into reality and for a while it feels smoother, more pliable, less littered with impediments.
But honestly, I feel I can live without these pictures. Their immaculate aesthetic feels dated. They pander to the fantasies of the suddenly wealthy. Instead of a return to order, what they leave me craving is a return to reality.
Tamara de Lempicka Through Feb. 9 at the de Young Museum in San Francisco. famsf.org
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In a game of violence, concussions deliver their own brand of fear
Every concussion can have a life of its own, whether you're an NFL player or an ordinary person. 
By Barry Svrluga | 2024-12-19

Safety Jeremy Chinn was one of two Commanders to suffer a concussion against the Saints. (Butch Dill/AP)


What's asked of an NFL player wouldn't be asked of anyone in another profession, and that could be applied across so many aspects of this unusual job. None is more striking than watching a colleague get knocked out cold, kneeling with co-workers in a circle -- please, please, please, man, move your limbs -- as he comes to, watching him be helped in a wobbly daze to the locker room and then hearing the whistle. Time for the next play.
"It's a violent game," quarterback Marcus Mariota said. "You know there are things that happen. You know that's part of it. But you have to have a little separation. Once the person either is removed from the field or comes off, you have to kind of lock back in. Just because if you play timid or play scared, you open up your possibilities of getting hurt as well."
These guys are built differently. On every snap of every game, they are subjected to career-altering -- no, make that life-altering -- danger. Their response is essentially this: More, please.
"You think of your brother," special teams ace Jeremy Reaves said. "You check on your brother. You hope your brother is okay. But at the same time, hey, you still have a job to go do. It's part of it, right? You can't let that engulf you."
On Sunday in New Orleans, the Washington Commanders watched tight end Zach Ertz make an impressive, one-handed catch -- then be unable to stay on his feet by himself before he was woozily helped to the sideline. They watched safety Jeremy Chinn get involved in a tackle, then lie limply on the turf, motionless for what seemed like minutes. They had already endured running back Austin Ekeler going off late in a November game against Dallas, a memory-erasing hit to the head sending him to injured reserve.

Running back Austin Ekeler wound up on injured reserve after he suffered a concussion against the Cowboys. (Geoff Burke/Imagn Images)


After all that, you're supposed to go play this violent sport with the same type of violence?
"For sure, it is a challenge," Coach Dan Quinn said. "... At that point, the focus is on the player. Being able to get into the next space -- that does take mental training to go on to the next thing. Because you don't want to be callous to say, 'Next man up' or [anything like] that. That's not what we say at all. But you do have to shift back into the mode of the game and responsibilities."
One theme as the Commanders approach the final three games of the regular season -- games that will determine whether they make the playoffs for the first time since the 2020 season -- will be their health. In a day-to-day world, those updates appear on an injury report. By Friday, injured players will be listed as "questionable" or "doubtful" or "out," and that will help inform fans about Washington's chances Sunday against Philadelphia. (It'll help inform bookmakers, too, on how to set the line on the game.)
But I can't shake the idea that assessing concussed players with a line on a sheet of paper is dehumanizing to a degree. We can imagine what it takes to rehab a pulled hamstring or a torn knee ligament. Rebuilding a brain is different. I have seen it up close.
A few years ago, a close relative suffered a concussion in a fall. The rehabilitation process was some combination of demanding and demoralizing. Doctors would provide tests: Recite back this string of eight numbers. Repeat a list of objects: apple, button, car, etc. In normal times, it's simple stuff. In those foggy days, it read like quantum physics. Bursting into tears in front of a doctor you didn't know -- frustration mixed with fear -- wasn't uncommon.
The rehab instructions included playing simple board games such as "Sorry" to practice counting and moving a game piece at the same time -- then finding that task damn near impossible. Getting through a day meant writing down menial tasks in the most minute details: Find number for doctor. Call doctor. Make appointment. Get keys. Lock door.
Driving proved to be a cognitive potpourri. The eyes have to move from the car in front of you to the rearview mirror to the road sign displaying what exit number is for which direction, then around again. The brain must process what all those moving parts mean and get the body to react. It took months to safely drive across town.
That's one experience. It's different for everyone.
"For concussions, they all have a life of their own," Ekeler said this month on 106.7 the Fan.
Nine days after he couldn't remember coming off the field against Dallas, Ekeler made his weekly appearance on the "Grant and Danny" show. Co-host Grant Paulsen, listening to Ekeler's mostly upbeat assessment, said it sounded as if his season wasn't over. Ekeler yanked the reins -- hard. He had already recovered from a concussion suffered in Week 3 against Cincinnati. This is serious for football, sure. But it's serious for life, too.
"Hey, man, it's week to week," Ekeler told Paulsen. "It's one of those things I want to continue to learn more about: Hey, it's my second concussion. Am I more susceptible for a third one now that I've had two, and [considering] the severity of mine? It's a learning process for me because I've never had anything like this -- this bad and twice in the same year."
Chinn appeared at Washington's practice Wednesday. Ekeler and Ertz did not. The coming games against Philadelphia, Atlanta and Dallas are paramount for Washington's season. The coming years are more important for the lives of those three players. In that context, the Commanders' position in the playoff picture doesn't matter. Their health does.
"What's been good over the course of the last few years is just how open and honest people are about those symptoms," Mariota said. "Because early on in my career, you got a concussion, it was kind of like, 'Shake it off and get back to the next play or the next game.' That's been good for us as players, to be honest about how you feel. Because it's a scary thing."
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Two Commanders miss practice for birth of children. Now here's the kicker.
Zane Gonzalez and Greg Joseph expected the delivery of their children on the same day. It continues an unusual run at the position for Washington.
By Nicki Jhabvala | 2024-12-19

Greg Joseph signed with the Commanders' practice squad Friday and then made 2 of 3 field goals in their game Sunday at the New Orleans Saints. (Jonathan Bachman/Getty Images)


The Washington Commanders were without a kicker in practice Wednesday: Zane Gonzalez and practice squad kicker Greg Joseph were excused for the pending births of their children.
"Never a dull moment around here," Coach Dan Quinn quipped. "We keep it exciting all the time."
Yup. Only in Washington.
The news was undoubtedly joyful for the Commanders and their specialists, but it was also the latest twist in a saga that seems to have no end.
Since March, the Commanders have signed seven kickers, starting with Brandon McManus, who they thought would provide a stable and reliable presence at the position. But when he was released in June after sexual assault allegations (the NFL said in September there was insufficient evidence that McManus violated the personal conduct policy, and it did not discipline him), the Commanders began a lengthy tryout for his replacement.
Ramiz Ahmed arrived first, followed by Riley Patterson. Neither stuck around for the regular season. Then Washington acquired Cade York in a trade with the Cleveland Browns, but he was cut after the season opener, and Austin Seibert signed soon after. Seibert immediately set a franchise record with seven field goals in a win over the New York Giants, but injuries derailed his run.
Injuries also derailed the brief run of Seibert's replacement, Gonzalez, who missed Sunday's game in New Orleans after making 3 of 5 field goal attempts in three games with Washington. Joseph, added to the practice squad Friday, went 2 for 3 against the Saints, missing a critical 54-yard attempt before the two-minute warning in the fourth quarter.
Still following?
Only one other team, the New York Jets, has used four kickers in the regular season. Including the preseason, Washington stands alone by using a league-high six kickers in games.
For all the scrutiny of the quarterback carousel since 2019 in Washington, the team has brought in just as many kickers (15) in that span.
And in a season when games have been especially close -- 254 games across the league have finished within one score, the third most through Week 15 of a season this century -- Washington's inconsistency at the position has been costly and frustrating.
"It has been, for sure," Quinn said. "And, honestly, the people I give a lot of credit to are [long snapper Tyler Ott and holder Tress Way]. They've had to do the most work. When you're a specialist, there's a lot of very specific skill work that goes into that."
The challenge of adjusting to multiple kickers is felt by many, but for Way, who is also the punter and the emergency kicker, a new kicker means a new undertaking. It's on Way and Ott to adjust the kicking operation and get comfortable enough to perform it in a game. Some kickers like to play the wind with the hold, while some prefer the hold to be uniform every time. Some have different timings to their kicks, and some have different cues for the snap.
"In our world, consistency and timing and rhythm is especially important for the group, so it has definitely added a layer of adapting," Ott said. "I don't want to say stress. It's just not as smooth, and it's unlucky, and I feel bad for the guys that come in and get hurt. ... It's just unusual to see it happen as much as it has here."
On Wednesday, without a kicker on the side field, practice for Way and Ott was a bit different. They went over protections and discussed Way's kicking threshold.

Tress Way, left, has been the holder for each of Washington's kickers, including Zane Gonzalez, who has made 3 of 5 field goals this year. (Matt Slocum/AP)


His annual practice as an emergency kicker was last week. "I made them all last week, but I forgot how far they were from," he joked. "I blacked out, it happened so fast."
Way claims to have hit from 67 yards in practice -- in high school. His career long in high school was 54 yards, but that was off a tee.
"I was 1 for 6 in my college career -- thanks for bringing it up," said Way, who played at Oklahoma. "I bet I'm good from around 40 ... but we have a pretty good track record of Hail Marys, so we may just do that."
By late afternoon Wednesday, Gonzalez and his wife welcomed their baby, while the Joseph family was still awaiting the arrival of theirs.
"Totally happy circumstances there," Ott said, "but for it to happen on the same day, you can't make this story up."
The Commanders opened the 21-day practice window for defensive tackle Jonathan Allen, a surprise but welcome development for Washington's line. Allen was placed on injured reserve after suffering a pectoral injury in Week 6 against the Baltimore Ravens.
The possibility of a return became real a few weeks ago, Quinn said, after Allen had a positive checkup with his surgeon.
"Post-surgery to where that started it to say, 'Okay, this is something that potentially could be there,'" Quinn added. "And then you had to make the next marker. ... Seeing the surgeon, seeing that process go, because he looked not like a person that had this surgery. Usually you see a lot less on one side. He's built different, that's for sure. But it was within the last month where this trajectory was taking place."
Allen was limited in practice Wednesday and was seen participating in individual work with the defensive line during the brief media-viewing portion of the workout.
It seems unlikely the team would activate him before Sunday's game against the Philadelphia Eagles. But the final two weeks, against the Atlanta Falcons on "Sunday Night Football" and then at the Dallas Cowboys in the season finale, could be possible return dates, depending on how Allen feels as his workload increases.
Safety Jeremy Chinn, who suffered a concussion in the victory at New Orleans, cleared enough of the protocol to be a limited participant in practice. Tight end Zach Ertz, who also is recovering from a concussion, did not practice.
Guard Sam Cosmi did not practice because of an illness, while center Tyler Biadasz, who missed Sunday's game because of an illness, returned to the field.
Wide receiver Luke McCaffrey (shoulder), defensive tackle Daron Payne (back) and center Michael Deiter (ankle) were limited.
Quarterback Jayden Daniels turned 24 on Wednesday. To commemorate the occasion, rookie cornerback Mike Sainristil surprised Daniels by bringing out a small cake with a No. 5 candle and serenading him before his news conference.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2024/12/18/commanders-kickers-miss-practice/
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