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INTRODUCTION



One night in the spring of 2016, with the presidential campaign heading in its loopy direction, Janice Min, the editor of the Hollywood Reporter, where I was writing a regular column, called excitedly to say that I’d be able to interview Donald Trump if I could get from New York to Los Angeles, where he was doing a campaign stop, by midafternoon the next day. I confess to thinking that this was quite a lot of effort for a candidate who, while breathtaking in his novelty and ludicrousness, and confounding in his success to date, seemed to have no more of a chance of being president than I did.


But, for the sport of it, I went. That next evening, sitting with the candidate in his Beverly Hills home, filled with overstuffed furniture not unlikely cast off from one of his hotel lobbies, I looked Donald Trump in the eye and asked him the essential question: “Why, exactly, are you doing this?” He replied, with a clarity that few candidates have about their own motives and ambitions: “To be the most famous man in the world.”


I should have been more appalled. And yet it had an obvious logic. Most public people in my broad acquaintanceship with public people see notoriety and celebrity as key aspects of their identities. Whatever else they might have accomplished—work they had done, organizations they had built, money they had made—was enhanced by, or depended on, or was meaningless without their public profile and renown. Trump was merely throwing pretense away and eliminating the need to perform for any reason other than attention itself. He had arrived at a place that other equally as craven but not as shameless fellow attention seekers could only dream about.


The road here is a tragic one—for the culture at large and, as well, for so many of the people who take it. But it is also the central thoroughfare: you can’t understand public life without understanding the motivation for ever-increasing and eternal notoriety, and the mechanisms by which it is achieved, and, as well, the price you pay for it.


In 1998, New York magazine hired me to write its weekly media column. Writing about media had, theretofore, mostly involved the court politics at newspapers and network news divisions, journalism ethics and practices (“media criticism”), and sometimes a guilty fascination with the wealth and power of media CEOs—the moguls.


But, by the late nineties, several developments had pushed the media story into a new dimension: the trial of O. J. Simpson in 1995—wherein the media gave up the pretense of its role as witness to the news and became the eager producer and stage manager of it; Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky in 1998, demolishing the line between public and private lives; and mass connectivity, which gave everybody a rooting interest in, and passionate opinion about, public actors, large and small.


News was personality. Personality was drama and entertainment—that is, conflict. Notoriety, that is publicity, became the leading currency of our time. The needs, hubris, and ruthlessness of people at the apex of attention, celebrity, and influence—and those striving to reach it—became the grease that kept the world spinning and news cycles rolling. The news was psychopathology. The media did not merely report on but created the people who made the news; likewise, self-promoters with ever-increasing skills and cunning gamed the media.


And then the world began to revolt against these modern monsters and the agents and enterprises who made them.


This new social and political force of personal aggrandizement and media power, the characters it has propelled, and the backlash it has inspired, while in many obvious ways deleterious for the commonweal, was propitious for me. As a journalist my interest wasn’t so much subject-specific (e.g., politics, health care, prison reform, tech) as it was about how we live now. This vast, unquenchable thirst for attention among people I knew—or was able to get to know precisely because they wanted public attention and I could help confer it—has been, to say the least, a compelling window through which to see the world.


Icarus anyone?


In the shadow of this celebrity culture, there slowly grew a finer understanding of how this need and quest for attention changed not only the people seeking it and the institutions and technology providing it, but the body politic itself: we expect a show, heroes, villains, life and death. And here, too, we began to understand, there was a new social and business system fostering all this ego and conflict, full of the scoundrels, swindlers, and self-promoters you might find in a Trollope novel.


If you are lucky as a writer, you get to match your interests, sympathies, hankerings, and fears with the culture of your time. I have had more than just a passing or arm’s-length relationship with many of the figures in this book. We were interested in the same thing—or, more to the point, I was interested in them, hence they were interested in me. Everybody knew that most likely, if not explicitly, I would write about them, and yet persisted in talking to me. (Still, many would come to carry a grudge about the fact that I ultimately did write about the things they said to me.)


In my experience, the worst thing you can say about a social climber—and almost everyone in this book is a determined social climber—is that they are a social climber. It has always confused me why the obvious—the emperor’s nakedness—is not obvious to all, and why we all cannot acknowledge the underlying comedy.


But pretense is the requirement of fame. And, perhaps not surprisingly, the more famous you become, the thinner your skin gets.


Almost everybody herein has been burned, often badly, by the fame they have sought—opprobrium, humiliation, prosecution, jail, even death. But few, other than the dead, have not continued to pursue it. Hillary Clinton has been shamed and maligned at a level impossible for mere mortals to appreciate and yet has consistently returned for more. Why? Because the famous and would-be famous see themselves as warriors—and implicit in the fight is the possibility of humiliation and defeat? Or because they are selfdestructive? Or merely because fame is just the world they live in—what else is there?


Several years ago, at one of the regular luncheons hosted by the British satirical magazine Private Eye, long dedicated to the pursuit of the overweening and famous (yet pleased to host lunch for them, too), I sat next to Jemima Khan, the socialite daughter of billionaire James Goldsmith, former wife of world-famous cricketer and present prime minister of Pakistan, Imran Khan and ex-girlfriend of Hugh Grant. She was convivially indiscreet about her relationship with Grant—“just a boy from Chiswick”—and dropped a detail that I have cherished since. To the list of hurdles and impediments and limitations of life, Grant, according to Khan, added a new one: “too famous.” He had achieved not just fame, but way too much of it, such that it had the opposite effect and he had to be constantly vigilant about its blowback threats. Everything he did had to account for and be weighed against inevitable resentments, preconceptions, potential scandal, and social media schadenfreude, as well as constant selfies.


An irony is that fame is no longer a very exclusive position. At one time, real fame, like real wealth, was so rarefied that it existed as an exception to the rule, a novelty. But like the growth of the financial industry that made so many more people richer, the growth of the media industry has made so many more people famous.


Notoriety, rather than being exceptional, became an uppermiddle-class aspiration, like the Ivy League. In upper-middle-class meritocratic culture, you need to keep competing. Greater and greater levels of public recognition—media recognition—became, along with more money and more real estate, part of that scorecard. Arguably, this gave an edge to those already tipping toward personality disorders. No surprise that fame began to get a bad name given the spreading dislikeability of the famous.


Then, social media expanded this algebraically. Anybody could compete for public attention, not just the upper middle class. Indeed, so many people are now famous, you might not even know they are famous.


Still, given the general demographics of fame, and the disproportionate focus of this book, the question arises as to the extent that fame might be largely a white man’s privilege—or folly. And whether the very nature of fame is derived from the entitlement and dominance of the already privileged, and from its self-perpetuating mechanism, the system ever elevating people in its own image, ruthless, bloodthirsty, and charming. There is currently a zerosum sense as the nobody outsiders, with revolutionary zeal, try to defenestrate the famous insiders. The nobodies surely want their taste of the fame pie. Good luck. Maybe the democratization of fame will change its nature. But one message that might be taken from the various notable women who are part of this rogues’ gallery is that as much as they have broken through fame’s ceiling they have too, as clearly, been consumed by fame’s fires.


There is surely nobody more obsessed with notoriety than media people themselves. It’s the product they sell; it’s the power they hold. And, in a trifecta, it’s the status they can achieve. It is hardly an overstatement to say that the media is only interested in people who are famous or people it believes it can make famous. Nor is it going too far to generalize that the more successful you are in the media business, the more time you spend with famous people.


The inevitable backlash has certainly not derailed the quest for fame, but it has tended to draw a tighter and more accusatory circle around people who were already famous. Hence, Twitter mobs, aspects of #MeToo, cancel culture, and the righteous pursuit of prosecutors everywhere. Fame is dangerous—sometimes lethal.


And then there is Donald Trump, with the media in open and savage rebellion against its own Dr. Frankenstein creation. It is far from clear whether this taking up of arms will create a reset and new moral attention, or if Trump merely confirms the exceptional power of being able to command attention and of the shamelessness that is the necessary element of it.


This book collects pieces I’ve written as a columnist for New York, Vanity Fair, British GQ, and the Hollywood Reporter, and adds several new ones. The pieces were written over a twenty-year period, roughly spanning that moment when personal attention became one of the world’s most valuable commodities and ending with Donald Trump, fame’s most hyperbolic exponent.


Some of these pieces exist in the amber of a particular news moment, some as character portraits—as colorful now, I might hope, as when they were written—and some as possibly lasting observations about human nature and folly. The common ground here is that everyone in this book is a creature of, or creation of, the media. They don’t exist as who we see them as, and who they want to be, without the media. They are actors, sometimes succeeding but often failing in their performances in the media’s eyes.


The glossy magazines in which most of these pieces first appeared flourished by reflecting the celebrity culture—often glorifying celebrities, but at the same time keeping close watch on their weaknesses and vainglories (indeed ever-ready to chop the mightiest down). With a little critical interpretation, fame was a selfpolicing industry. But in a confusing development, these magazines are now shadows of their former selves. My old boss at Vanity Fair, Graydon Carter, quite the ultimate curator of celebrity culture, was replaced by an editor with a new sense of earnestness and correct purpose, who, even in the face of steadily declining readership, has seemed determined to deny the celebrity world from which Vanity Fair came.


This hardly means an end to celebrity culture so much as it does less expertise in understanding the true nature of the egomaniacs, narcissists, soulless attention seekers, and media moguls and middlemen of our time. Arguably, we allow broken personalities much more latitude now. If their politics conform to whatever the currently acceptable standard is, we count them as legitimate players. We don’t have the lens or the language to see them as wanting something more than they should reasonably want and becoming something much different from you and me in their quest to get it and hold on to it.


Nobody is on this beat anymore, paying close attention to the corrosive and humbling vanities. Hence, we take the too-famous more seriously than we ought to, either embracing them or hating them.


I was once asked how I hoped people would see themselves after I had written about them. I said I hoped they would see themselves as uniquely flawed human beings.


I am fairly sure that has never happened.










Kakistocracy











PRESIDENT JARED



November 2020


There are some things even in the age of Trump that might still seem inconceivable—like President Jared. That’s a sitcom setup. And yet who would not want to bet that the thirty-nine-year-old—already the beneficiary of a political opportunity as extreme and unwarranted as any in modern times—isn’t planning his future? That the currents of the remade Republican Party, and the new oligarch-tilted world, won’t lead, once again, somewhere unimaginable?


Since encountering the president’s son-in-law on the campaign trail in 2016, I’ve watched him with fascination, maybe even sympathy—the young man in way over his head but determined to prove, often with some petulance, that he could stay in the game. But the Trump administration’s game was clearly Jumanji and Jared Kushner seemed among the least ready to survive it.


We first met not long after he had been drafted into the Trump entourage as a point-person family member—a kind of Trumpbrand monitor overseeing his wild-card father-in-law on behalf of the ultimate Trump-brand beneficiaries. The contrast between the candidate and his son-in-law was quite a sight gag. The hulking older man occupying all the space with his size and bluster and the quivering-filament younger man as though hoping to disappear. Kushner moved silently and ghostlike around the perimeter of his father-in-law, like sons-in-law everywhere perhaps avoiding the patriarchal force field. But attentive, too—an anxious butler. To my question to his father-in-law one evening, with Trump planted heavily on the couch in the living room of his Beverly Hills home, about why exactly he wanted to be president, Trump replied, as though it ought to be obvious, “To be the most famous man in the world.” Pivoting to his son-in-law, hovering nearby, he snapped his fingers: “Jared, am I the most famous man in the world yet?”


“Yes, you are,” said a prudent Kushner. “Virtually one hundred percent name recognition.”


My sense then was that Kushner found himself between great suffering and great adventure—unsure which was greater.


A West Wing source described Kushner during the peak days of the Black Lives Matter protests after his father-in-law had angrily emerged from the White House bunker. Kushner had been trying to reassure the president that the protests were best handled locally and that the president should remain above it all. Kushner and his wife knew that in any situation involving perceived challenges to the president’s authority, not to mention race, no response was better than any he might give. But the president was calling for troops and demanding he be able to do something, with almost everyone in the White House suddenly, madly, scurrying around to find something for him to do. Jared, Ivanka, and Hope Hicks, the presidential aide and their close ally, tried to propose do-something alternatives that did not involve troops, decrees, and news conferences. Ivanka had long been trying to get her father to go to church, specifically to St. John’s, the simple and tasteful, particularly un-Trump-like, lemon-yellow, nineteenth-century Episcopal church, the “Church of the Presidents,” a block from the White House. Although the president had no interest in this or any church, here was suddenly a do-something something to do. Except that the president wanted to be seen walking with his generals. Church okay, but with a show of force. With the president in high and choleric dudgeon, Ivanka and Hope Hicks soothed, dithered, fretted, implored. Jared, on the other hand, stood aside for the train wreck, accepting the inevitable, receding, closing down, as though paralyzed. “He can’t breathe either,” noted a White House wag, echoing the gasps of Black police victims. Here was Jared’s frequent response to Trump events when they ran chaotically away from him, to see, hear, or speak no evil, in fact to nearly dematerialize.


Through one lens this might be a picture of a painful disconnect, even revulsion, some Trumpers have noted, for his father-in-law. His detachment or absence has been confusing even to people close to him, who describe it as sometimes coming close to a trance. Similarly, on the rare occasions that he would step out in public, blinking in the light, to defend a White House position or face a difficult development, he appeared more spacey and lost than the time before. His small circle, sensitive about the charge that he lacks backbone, or even free will, would struggle to explain his lack of presence—“he keeps his own counsel” is a favorite gloss. But through another lens this evidently benighted and passive figure, and often, it seems, quite a wounded one at that, became the picture—at least in Trumpworld—of an incredibly gifted bureaucratic infighter, one with extraordinary ambitions and an unlimited future.


For all his negative space, he was a survivor in a land where there were precious few. Here was the Zelig of executive branch management initiatives, again and again making himself the face of new commissions to limit or expand the administrative state and extend his own reach in it. He was the Trump administration’s own deep state, with foreign leaders at their most effective when they were whispering to him. He was hated by Trump true loyalists who always believed they had finally relegated him and convinced the president to send him home. But there was hardly a meeting of consequence in the Trump White House that he wasn’t in. The reelection campaign was his bailiwick, an almost personal project—and yet remote enough to avoid responsibility for it. Brad Parscale, the former Trump Organization freelance website designer who rose to campaign database minder and to campaign manager, was his personal apparatchik (until Jared dispatched him). Kushner has certainly been the least popular, most mocked and scorned person in the Trump White House, but, by wide consensus—however much through gritted teeth by however many—its second most powerful person.


In the earliest days of the administration, he and his wife, imagining a Trump Camelot, decided, in a sort of White House prenup, that she would be the future politician, the Trump of it all, and he the behind-the-scenes operator—a sort of Deng Xiaoping, without title, but with his hands on the levers of power. But Ivanka came to take the Trump administration’s ever-careening fortunes very personally. Resentful, bitter, gun-shy, she argued that perhaps they ought to go home. Her husband, on the other hand, mostly hidden from the public—“maybe a little emotionally remote,” described one supporter—was able to shoulder the slurs and outwait his enemies. With his willingness to accept the things he cannot change about his father-in-law, and the patience to change what he can, he came to feel his was quite a preternatural gift for executive power.


It has baffled him that more people have not recognized all that he has endured and risen above.


In an interview with me toward the end of his first year in the White House, Kushner specifically wanted it to be noted that while he had had advantages, he had also overcome large odds, even that overcoming odds was what distinguished him. A possible implication here, I thought, was that the Trump administration itself was something else in his life to overcome.


Kushner’s father, Charles Kushner, a New Jersey real estate developer, by most reports as brutish and demanding a figure as Trump, was convicted of tax evasion and witness tampering and sent to federal prison. Carrying this family stain, Jared sought to remake himself in Manhattan. Out of Harvard, an internship at Goldman Sachs, and a summer at Paul, Weiss, the Democratic law firm, when he was at NYU Law School, Kushner concentrated on his social and business identity, marshaling bankers, PR people, and consultants, as well as hostesses to connect him to advantageous circles. His acquisition at age twenty-five of the New York Observer in 2006, the elite-class broadsheet, for $11 million—that is, nearly $11 million more than it was worth—was meant to give himself a personal platform. But its then editor, Peter Kaplan, a media-class favorite, ran “the kid” down across Manhattan (as did most of his many subsequent editors). Bitter about his own paper, and often replacing its editors, Kushner seemed even more determined to find his way to becoming a bold-faced figure in the city. This effort would come to include, buying—here, too, at an inflated price—a piece of prime Fifth Avenue commercial real estate and, in 2009, marrying Donald Trump’s daughter.


“He’s very ambitious,” said Rupert Murdoch, no stranger to ambition, but seemingly surprised by the young man’s intensity, when I asked him about his budding relationship with the Observer owner in an interview in 2008, after Murdoch’s then wife, Wendi, and Ivanka Trump became close friends, and with Kushner assiduously trying to court him. “Hold on to your address book,” added Murdoch.


But in the White House, Kushner was suddenly back under a father’s thumb and, again, threatened by disgrace—even prosecution. His reception in Washington was similar, though by a quantum leap more brutal, to what he had faced in New York. In 2018, Kushner and his wife even felt that their D.C. neighbors’ disdain might drive them from their tony neighborhood. And it wasn’t just liberals and snobs who taunted him and the various prosecutors who were pursuing him. It was the dedicated Trumpers who despised him most, making his end one of their key priorities.


Among the first and second waves of high Trump administration officials, from the Steve Bannon period through Chief of Staff John Kelly’s departure in the beginning of 2019, a concerted wish and secret effort on the part of almost everyone was Jared’s removal—in a sense their central, even historic, miscalculation was to think this possible. Once, early in the administration’s first year, I sat talking to Bannon on a spring afternoon in the chief of staff’s office. An obsequious Kushner poked his head in, trying to be included in the conversation. He lingered awkwardly, then, summoning himself, finally sat down. Bannon failed in any way to acknowledge that Kushner was in the room, until, like a sadistic schoolmaster, with the young man by then wholly absorbed in his own embarrassment and self-consciousness, he caught him unawares: “Isn’t that so, Jared?” Bannon demanded. “Yes? No? Yes . . . No?” Kushner’s mouth opened and then, long moments later, as though on a time delay, with nothing whatsoever coming out, finally closed. On another occasion, during a lengthy interview I had with Kushner in his office—mostly spent with Kushner trying to get me to tell him what others were saying about him—his hands shook through the entire conversation.


And yet, while Kushner might have entered the White House as one of its historically most callow and unprepossessing figures, a harmless social world arriviste, he yet became its ultimate power broker. No self-respecting bureaucrat was willing to take the chief of staff job because Kushner in essence held it (he and his wife were instrumental in marginalizing John Kelly, who tried to marginalize them; then they demanded obeisance from Kelly’s successors, Mick Mulvaney and Mark Meadows, before approving them for the job). He weighed in on almost all high-level personnel decisions—often with a veto over them—and had a hand in dispatching not just those disloyal to his father-in-law but those insufficiently abject to him. The party leadership, in its efforts to move or mollify the unmanageable and often irrational president, would come to depend on Kushner’s intercessions. The back-scratching relationships to key foreign governments lay in Kushner’s hands. And Kushner’s self-selected team controlled Trump, Inc.: the Trump campaign’s vast voter data operation, and the incomparable Trump fundraising apparatus.


I doubt anyone could have seen this coming, save perhaps for his own wife, who appears to live in a particular marital and political fantasy bubble, ever pointing out her husband’s strength, sagaciousness, and acumen.


He became a designated President Jared, with the actual president far removed from details, plans, strategy, and cause and effect. (It’s a worthy irony that when the press started to refer to Steve Bannon as President Bannon, it was Jared who helped stoke his father-in-law’s fury about this slight and usurpation.)


Right-wing and left-wing media may have agreed on nothing so much as Kushner’s absurdity, and yet he became the only figure in the Trump White House to have built something like an independent power center. While almost everyone around Trump waited for him to express his in-the-second desire or tried to anticipate what that might be, Kushner’s approach, on the other hand, no matter how much he appeared to be the fragile reed to Trump’s great wind, always seemed designed to outwait the sycophants and outwait even the president himself. With others heaping flattery on his father-in-law, he seemed to make a point of his restraint, understanding that the flattery Trump required undermined you with him at the same time, and that, while Trump demanded your constant presence, he preferred not to see you.


Part of Kushner’s affect was as though to look beyond Trump. “We’ll see,” he’d say when confronted with disbelief or incredulity over what his father-in-law might have said or done. Or, “It’s a long way from over.” Or, “It’s a work in progress.” Deflecting rather than defending.


With such patience, or ambivalence, or long-suffering countenance, and as a signal that he somehow had never entirely drunk the Trumper’s drink, he built his singular office, more powerful and effective than any other in the West Wing.


One New York billionaire with experience dealing with Trump in the White House described Jared’s power this way: Communicating with Trump, overcoming his lack of comprehension and distraction, was the constant hurdle; it was almost never possible to get from point A to point B. But Jared forged a functioning system. You met first with Kushner and pitched your case (for incentives, say, or tax relief or investment programs), during which Kushner often advised a focus on one or two points maximum; then Jared filtered that conversation for his father-in-law, reducing it further; then there followed a meeting, hosted by Jared, in which the president would seem at least to appear minimally informed and attentive, with a self-effacing Jared smoothly in control of subject, of agenda, and of his father-in-law.


The wild swings of the Trump administration, threats issued and retracted, policies proposed and then buried or forgotten, allies cast out, derived not only from Trump’s impulsiveness, insist members of the anti-Kushner faction, but from Jared’s ubiquity and his advocacy of big-business billionaire views. The president listened to Jared touting his rich friends’ ideas— invariably backed by his wife—not necessarily for very long but long enough, for a few hours or a few days, to create the administration’s continuing whipsaw or pay-no-attention-to-what-you-just-thought-you-heard effect. The haywire pandemic response, from dismissal to concern, to annoyance to responsiveness, to center stage and finally to be-done-with-it, represented once more the seesaw between the president’s own instincts to skirt past what didn’t interest him and give the job to someone else, and Jared and Ivanka’s desire for him to at least halfway meet the standards of what any other president would be expected to do (although for key weeks in January and February, Jared was apparently as unconcerned and uninterested in virus issues as his father-in-law).


Bannon by the summer of 2017 was widely declaring that every mistake of the new administration was founded on Jared and Ivanka’s advice and efforts to court the liberals and that the administration would fail because of them. Tucker Carlson, as the summer of 2020 began, opened his show with a long direct-to-camera warning that blamed Kushner for undermining or muddling the president’s true and popular (at least among Trumpers) instincts.


Some core Trumpers have believed that Ivanka and Jared actually ran quite a counter-regime. In this, Trump himself was expendable, and their future, based on the telling of their tale as soulful and practical resistance to right-wing forces, would be the story propelling their careers. “They only care about themselves” is what all their Trump circle enemies invariably say. In their future story, Trump will not be the pernicious force that created them but the force whom, to the extent possible, they restrained and managed. Early on, Kushner, a skillful leaker, established as a “senior aide” a long record of reproachful comments on the behavior and policies of the White House.


In the Kushner duo’s telling, Trump, without the Trumpers’ influence, would be happy in a world of social and business aspiration. A Jared and Ivanka social and business future in New York—and, indeed, a once-and-future Jared and Ivanka White House—would likely involve the world that Trump, before politics, in their sanitized telling of Trump’s history, sought to occupy, a world of exceptional and accomplished rich people. (Of course, Trump was often shunned by this world, arguably helping to push him into populist arms.) Ivanka, on various occasions, brought up the famous evening when JFK and Jackie invited Pablo Casals to perform in the East Room of the White House for the pleasure of the great and good.


Shortly after the 2016 victory, one experienced government hand questioned Kushner closely about the incoming administration’s choices for Treasury and for the president’s other economic advisers.


“Billionaires!” replied Kushner. “That’s the caliber of people we’re going to have.”


Here was an aspirational view. The background was Kushner’s efforts in New York to find his way into circles of privilege and status. That was his personal career approach, buttering up older rich men, like Rupert Murdoch, or the billionaire investor and Revlon chairman Ronald Perelman (whose private synagogue the Kushner couple availed themselves of on High Holidays), or Blackstone CEO Stephen Schwarzman. In Washington this would become not just part of a social-climbing lifestyle but, in practical terms, Kushner’s governing ethos.


Kushner, who grew up a Democrat in a household where his family was not only a major party contributor but where his father had a close relationship with former New Jersey Democratic governor Jim McGreevey, reluctantly shifted his party registration to Republican. But the kind of Republican he seemed to become was precisely the kind his father-in-law (also formerly a Democrat) so forcefully bent the populist curve against (that is, when he wasn’t heaping flattery on the bankers, hedge funders, developers, consultants, investors, and CEOs who were his son-in-law’s friends). Arguably, the person in the administration most at temperamental and policy odds from Trump’s hard rejection of global expertise, systems, relationships, and ritual and propriety was Kushner. His own father, trying to rationalize his son’s party shift, told friends his son was a “Rockefeller Republican,” that old-fashioned sobriquet meant to indicate a reasonable and moderate liberalism and wish for general improvements to the social and business status quo.


And yet, despite his lack of populist bona fides, Kushner surely represented an important aspect of the Trump governing ethos—a belief that governing should as naturally work for those doing the governing as for the governed.


Kushner may have been the greenest and most unbaked player ever to reach the highest levels of political power. But, as the world’s elite logged their phone calls with him after the election, he enthusiastically told a wary Steve Bannon that he knew this world. He got it.


Family- and inner-circle-dominated regimes around the world—among them, the Russians, the Saudis, the UAE, the Qataris—sought out Kushner.


This moment arguably cemented the way the Trump administration would interact at the highest international levels—both with the outside world perceiving the family as the unit of influence and with the family knowing no other model but to happily accept this role. What Kushner and the Trumps understood was the pluses of a personal business bond: we profit together.


Part of the background here for Kushner was the tension with his own family, who largely saw Jared’s sudden high profile as troubling for its own interests: real estate deals and financings hardly benefit from close scrutiny. Jared had to prove that his position in the White House wouldn’t harm and might benefit the family. Kushner’s official portfolio, including the entire Middle East, gave him responsibility for states and individuals who might now or in the future be helpful to the Kushner family business interests. This was an issue that Kushner’s West Wing enemies tried to exploit but which was always, with irritation, rebuffed by the president. (For the administration’s first two years, the Kushners were actively trying to refinance a looming debt payment on their premier Manhattan property, 666 Fifth Avenue. This was finally accomplished when the Toronto-based fund Brookfield Asset Management, with significant backing from Gulf State sovereign wealth funds, bought control of the property in August 2018.)


But another aspect of the governing ethos of mutual backscratching related to Kushner’s new awe for Henry Kissinger (once, himself, a noted Rockefeller Republican). This partly came from Kissinger’s courtship of the younger man. Kushner, who, after the election, briefly championed the ninety-three-year-old Kissinger as secretary of state, took from their blooming relationship, and from a Kissinger-recommended reading list, a new respect for realpolitik. Nasty players could offer advantageous deals (personally and otherwise). Mohammed bin Salman (MBS), the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia, with an addiction to video games, whom Kushner befriended and sponsored at the White House, and who American intelligence agencies would come to believe ordered the death and dismembering in 2018 of the journalist and regime opponent Jamal Khashoggi, might nevertheless help bring peace in the Middle East—that is, it would be worth it, even necessary, for the realpolitik Kushner to overlook and perhaps even help smooth away the allegations of a grisly murder.


True, at a private lunch in the summer of 2018, Kissinger, with Jared’s other patron Rupert Murdoch sitting nearby, erupted in bitter condemnation of Trump foreign policy strategy, declaring it based solely on Trump’s caprices and on which state or leader was flattering him most lavishly. But by this time, Kushner had already, in part by encouraging such flattery of his father-in-law, built a clubby, friends-of-Jared, back-channel network outside of the institutional structures of American foreign policy. (At one point, Kushner, in the many permutations of his Middle East peace plan, imagined a region-wide Marshall Plan-type investment fund that would be run by one of MBS’s own bankers.)


Indeed, the administration whipsawed bizarrely between Trump’s diplomatic belligerence and Kushner’s behind-the-scenes mutual stroking transactions. Kim Jong-un went from mortal enemy to bosom buddy largely because of Jared’s back-channel initiatives.


In the oligarch-dominated favor-bank world, Kushner turned out to be quite adept. Trump might aspire to be an oligarch-despot, or at least have man crushes on them, but it was Kushner who kept his eye on and sorted the benefits of those relationships, politically, diplomatically, and personally. It was Kushner who was the cool head.


A scene in the dramedy of a Kushner presidency might have the allegedly murderous and self-indulgent MBS in the White House with a strait-laced Kushner patiently waiting to get down to business.


Kushner, ever dismissed as a hopeless cipher, has never gotten his due as a dramatic figure. Hence, we may have missed an opportunity to understand, through Kushner’s hothouse example, Trump’s confusing power over people who actually do know better.


The two views of Kushner (other than him simply being an idiot) are that he must be perverse and masochistic and beyond even the Trump era’s extended bounds of rapaciousness to have put up with minute-by-minute exposure to his father-in-law. Or that he was a model of the Machiavellian mandarin. “Politics is the art of the possible” is a cliché Kushner repeats often. His point, though, seemed not to be a broader one about the competing interests of the system but much more specifically about the impulsive-child nature of his father-in-law and, in the face of this, Kushner’s own patience and perseverance.


In Kushner’s close personal circle there is a matter-of-fact view that “Jared hates Trump.” I cannot, however, find anyone to whom he has uttered those precise words. Rather, it is that he conveys a sense of burden, of heavy heart. He wants you to know he is a martyr—not that different from what is conveyed by many in close proximity to Trump, except that Jared’s proximity is even closer, and the burden he carries, he wants you to know, is so much heavier.


Among Kushner’s justifications for ignoring just about everyone’s advice to forgo an official role in the Trump White House was that, in the White House, he could become a pillar for Israel, seeming to imply that left to his own devices his father-in-law might not be. In the White House, he became Trump’s designated Jew and holder of the all-important Israel portfolio—directed by the president to bring peace to the Middle East. For Trump, this was a way to avoid direct responsibility for the problem and indeed for having to devote any attention to it. For Jared it was another significant extension of his power base. But, of course, the advantage turned against Kushner—as almost every advantage allowed by Donald Trump ultimately does turn against whoever holds it—with Trump demanding to know why American Jews failed to respond positively (that is, rapturously) to all he did for them. With Trump naturally blaming this both on the character of the Jews and on Israel—and on Jared.


People familiar with the interactions here, who have heard Kushner’s summaries of his father-in-law’s rants, borderline anti-Semitic in nature, acknowledge Kushner’s frustration but cast it as something almost saga-like, with Kushner accepting his father-in-law as the natural force. To oppose it would be useless. There is no arguing, there is just waiting. And suffering.


But one of the rewards for this suffering is to have achieved more political power in the world than any Jew in history.


Outside of his wife, Kushner’s closest personal and professional relationship is with his brother Josh. Together they have helped manage their family’s fortune, invested in outside projects, and dealt with their father’s mercurial temper. For more than five years, Charlie Kushner shunned Josh’s longtime non-Jewish girlfriend, the former Victoria’s Secret model Karlie Kloss, until finally, from the White House, Jared was able to negotiate a truce—and Kloss’s conversion—on his brother’s behalf. The couple married in the fall of 2018.


Josh Kushner, who runs his own investment fund and is a founder of a health insurance company (one largely dependent on the policies of Obamacare), is “a screaming liberal,” in Jared’s description. He has, since the 2016 campaign, been open, indeed scathing, about his contempt for Trump. He’s the George Conway of the Kushner family. But when Kushner does discuss his future, in business or politics, or “not-for-profits,” or “wherever,” it always involves Josh. His brother, according to Kushner, is his Bobby Kennedy.


Josh’s defense of his brother is that they are not far apart on most issues. While he expresses constant incredulity about Trump, and about his brother’s ability to tolerate close quarters with his father-in-law, he allows that his brother has found himself in a circumstance without precedent—which is surely true. And, in semi-heroic terms, he sees his brother as having sacrificed his own reputation, even putting himself into potential personal legal peril, in order to manage the furies of his father-in-law.


This heroic sense goes further and involves a kind of logic of redemption and transformation. In this, there is a future in which the Kushners can show their true selves. The Trump presidency, if it has marked them in one sense, has also given them the wherewithal to help correct history. Jared Kushner, in his brother’s view, has a fair-minded, rigorous, even-tempered, and nuanced governing heart, if he can only be allowed to express it.


And, to the extent possible, again in a near-heroic sense, he does. In the face of the furies, he promoted (gingerly) immigration reform and opposed his father-in-law’s wall. Similarly, against almost all Trump logic, Kushner made the African American vote a key target of the reelection campaign, convincing his father-in-law that here was a way to victory.


It is an upside-down theme in Jared’s rationalizations about the Trump presidency that a White House that fundamentally always headed in the opposite direction of Kushner’s better nature could also be a stepping-stone to allow him ultimately to do positive things and express his better nature. When asked about his proudest accomplishment in the White House, Kushner invariably points to prison reform and the Middle East deals that he’s cut.


As exceptional as Jared’s rise is Don Jr.’s. Trump’s oldest son has become the Trump family member to have best channeled the Trump message to the Trump base. Next to his father, Don Jr. is the biggest stadium draw. Various longtime Trump circle people have noted—with surprise—Don Jr.’s new political acumen. But this has not much moved his father. Open disdain for Don Jr. has long been part of Trump’s running commentary. He is not the brightest bulb; Trump wishes he could take his name back; Don Jr. shoots guns, which, in spite of Trump’s dedicated pursuit of Second Amendment cred, Trump finds low class; and Trump, who didn’t like his son’s wife, now doesn’t like his girlfriend, former Fox News host Kimberly Guilfoyle (not so helpfully, Guilfoyle insists Trump has tried to put the moves on her). The more Don, Jr. seeks to support his father, the more his father pushes him away.


Jared, on the other hand, carefully maintains his distance. “Jared’s a liberal,” the president was always announcing. Of all the flattery that Trump demands, Jared’s may be the most limited. Indeed, possibly even with a hint of derision, Jared called the president “Donald,” jarring to almost all political insiders. “In public, Jim Baker never called George Bush ‘George,’ and they were best friends,” notes one appalled Republican who frequently observed Kushner and Trump together. And, certainly, there was no dearth of people eager to fob off the administration’s failures on Kushner— and letting the president know it was all Jared’s fault. And yet Jared remained the chosen one.


In part, this was because Ivanka’s circle is inviolable. And it surely helped in that ultimate Trump accolade that Jared looked the part. He is tall and wears a tie and white shirt. Even at Bedminster, with the slightest chance of public exposure, he suited up. His hair is always in place. And he doesn’t, in Trump’s words, “babble.” But, perhaps most of all, Kushner speaks to Trump’s insecurities. He went to Harvard (Trump also notes that Jared’s father bought him into Harvard, but that seems like a positive virtue, in Trump’s telling); the billionaires like him; he has his own fortune; and, well, he’s Jewish, and Jews are smart and his sons are dumb.


But if not Jared, it might actually be Don Jr. to inherit Trumpdom! So once again, Jared’s patience and perseverance are quite a selfless act.


And then Ivanka—Jared’s ultimate calling card.


Many Trumpers, as well as party regulars, believe that Ivanka is a key unexploited asset, that the base regards her with great awe. Trumpers dislike her because they believe she is a liberal, but in some sense they dislike her even more because she was largely unwilling to do what her brother does. When the going gets tough, it was often noted, she was somewhere else. At the same time, she remains a powerful enigma. What does she want? What does she aspire to? How might she use her power and influence if she truly chose to use it? To help get the Trump base to elect the first Jewish president?


In the grim months leading up to the 2020 election, there was a sphinx-sense about Jared’s real expectations.


“You’re not going to win, you’re going to lose,” an influential Republican confronted Jared in the days before. “You’re running against Google, Facebook, China, and everyone with a college education. And when you lose you’re going to be punished for it.”


“No,” said Kushner. “We’re going to win.”


And yet Kushner was said to have a realistic command of the dire polling numbers. A view among some dedicated Trumpers was that Jared seemed equanimous about a loss. The first couple might have survived so far, but a second term could be seriously pushing their luck.


There’s an obsession among some Trumpers over what Kushner might have put in place for himself and his family for after the Trump White House; the extent to which the relationships he has made with family governments and the soft trade-in-kind deals that may have been implied in his dealings with various cohorts will move the Kushners into the true oligarch leagues. Certainly, the duo seem made for a world in which the U.S. presidency is truly internationalized, with global powers and wealthy patrons actively and openly seeking to influence the selection—that’s a horse that has now certainly left the stable. Trump’s own efforts here could seem like amateur stuff, Trump the goofy would-be oligarch. Kushner, on the other hand, finally with some real money in the family, a billionaire x times over if he has astutely monetized his White House years, could be the real thing.


Of course, the specter of the Kushners’ ability to call on the invisible hand of power around the world, as well as to seem like plausible players to anyone, is tempered, in the rational mind and to the naked eye, by the couple’s obvious and comic insubstantiality. But that so far has hardly limited their rise, outweighed not just by a natural Trumpian shamelessness, but by their own true lack of cynicism and certain conviction that they really are good people.










OH, RUDY!



October 2020


Prologue: Going Rogue


Rudy Giuliani was on his own.


As the House of Representatives rushed to impeach Donald Trump before the 2019 Christmas holiday, Giuliani, whose actions were at the heart of the charges against the president, was telling friends he was at the apex of his career, and, at seventy-five, looking forward to new chapters—even a high position in the next Trump term. Even his dreamed-of job, secretary of state.


In fact, Giuliani may have had no actual friends anymore, at least not of the supportive and uncritical kind. In some extraordinary act of personal rebellion he had abandoned all reason and caution in favor of public spectacle, sometimes a hallucinatory one. Even for people with a great tolerance for the exigencies of power and influence, Giuliani had demonstrated quite a never-before-seen level of shamelessness and political fuckyouism to turn himself into . . . no one was quite sure what.


The man who had helped hold the country together after 9/11 was now unraveling, arguably along with the country, in a one-man show played out in hundreds of television “hits,” nearly all of them surreal performances.


Giuliani and his public meltdown framed some of the great political questions of the age: How had evidently unstable people come to have such success in institutional politics otherwise defined by cautious tedium and procedural requirements? How had the mean and nasty achieved such heights in a system that has valued— insisted on—likability and conventionality?


In contrast to Rudy, even Trump seemed to have some self-control.


No one, not even the president, who demanded kamikaze-type loyalty from his lawyers, had quite seen such self-destructive devotion. Theories, many involving an altered mental state, were plentiful. This simply wasn’t Rudy. Or even for a mercurial Rudy this was freakishly off the charts, breaking new thresholds of hysteria and derangement.


There, too, was his own evident joy. Joy in being allowed to say anything, without restraint, or logic, or coherence. His mouth clogged with spit, and features bouncing in disconnected ways, eyes popping and lip spiking, he had the world’s attention and he wasn’t going to waste it on judiciousness, politesse, or ceremony.


Save only for the president of the United States himself, never before had a national political figure been so transparent and unselfconscious in demanding his due. Rudy was out there on his own, without cover.


He wasn’t going gently anywhere seemed to be the point. He was grabbing on to Donald Trump for dear life even if that meant taking Donald Trump down with him.


But to be self-destructive was not necessarily to destroy yourself, as the world was learning, but just to call more attention to yourself. The political system had moved its focus from issues to temperament. Might someone self-immolating set fire to the world, too? And might a working majority cheer him on?


For Rudy’s New York circle—a close, caring, and concerned one—the debate was about the nature of his “break.” Was this a place that the volatile former mayor had always been heading to, or was it another terrible result of the Trump psychic storm?


1. Rudy and Roger


In early August 2016, Rudy Giuliani was on the phone with his client Roger Ailes.


A few weeks had passed since Ailes’s abrupt ouster from Fox News, the network he had founded and led for twenty years. The man who had done so much to alter the rules of political temperament and disrupt American politics had been routed by as disruptive a change in workplace norms. His career-long objectification of women, a programming as well as a personal view, had, with a surprise lawsuit from former Fox News anchor Gretchen Carlson, suddenly garnered a new label: predatory behavior.


In the living room of his ranch house in Cresskill, New Jersey, the seventy-six-year-old, deserted equally by former allies and by the sycophants in the television business and the Republican Party, nursed his iced tea and chatted with his lawyer and friend, who was calling in from his house in the Hamptons.


Both men were on their speakerphones. Ailes, plotting his memoir and comeback, had someone listening in and assumed his friend Giuliani was doing the same—these were public men, after all.


“They get you when they can. I don’t have to tell you that. They saw weakness,” said Giuliani whose job was less legal strategy than to rehash, on an almost daily basis, the bitter details of his friend’s downfall. For something like the hundredth time, they went through the list of women whose careers, Giuliani agreed, Ailes had made only to have them stab him in the back. For both men, women represented quite a black hole of human nature.


They had known each other for more than thirty years. In 1989, in his first race for New York City mayor, Rudy had hired Ailes, the key media adviser to Nixon, Reagan, and Bush Sr., to run his campaign. For Ailes, Giuliani—the federal prosecutor in New York who had broken up the Mafia five families and brought the 1980s generation of Wall Street vultures to its knees—was “gold, real political money, candy, and,” added Ailes, who prided himself on a long memory and a strict accounting of political virtues and drawbacks, “just a little crazier than might be altogether healthy—but still in the ballpark.”


Rudy was now bucking up Ailes, but Ailes had spent the last eight years bucking up Rudy, out in the wilderness since his aborted run for president in 2008—and stuck, in Ailes’s view, in a “hell-on-earth marriage.” So when Ailes hit bottom he called Rudy, not for legal advice—that would come from Rudy’s partners at the two-thousand-lawyer firm Greenberg Traurig—but for what they shared and understood. They had both lived zero-sum lives. They prospered at their enemies’ expense. And, conversely, their enemies prospered at their expense. Hence, because this was a game of opportunity and advantage, often coming in unlikely ways, it wasn’t necessarily over, no matter how over it might seem.


As much as Ailes’s vertiginous fall was their subject, so, too, was the freaky rise of their mutual friend Trump.


Both men claimed credit for Trump. Ailes because he put Trump on the air and advised him on his television career, and Giuliani because as mayor of New York he’d helped Trump’s real estate deals. Still, for both men, Trump was less an equal than a court jester type, a good-time guy with an entourage of girls and sports figures. You could laugh at Trump. Aides remember Trump appearing at city hall and Giuliani then telling stories about how ridiculous he was. And yet there was a bond—a famous guys bond. They were all veterans of the New York media wars. By sheer endurance, alligator skins, and walls and moats of personal defense mechanisms, they had survived the contempt of elite New York and somehow, in some extraordinary jujitsu, come to thrive because of it.


That among them it was Trump who was waging the most splendid fight for the ultimate prize merely confirmed the fickleness of fate. Could there be a better sign of politics’ strange fortunes and why you ought never to give up?


“Donald doesn’t listen. He’s incapable of listening,” Ailes was saying, still peevish about his recent conversation with the candidate.


“Donald is in his own world,” Giuliani agreed. “He doesn’t want to leave his comfort zone.”


“That’s a helluva way to run a campaign.”


“He needs some better thinking. He’s ready. He understands. He gets it.”


“Yeah, well, he’s seventeen points down.”


“Granted.”


Here was the real reason for Giuliani’s call: he wanted Ailes to come with him out to Bedminster, Trump’s golf club in New Jersey, to help him get Trump ready for his first debate with Hillary Clinton.


“He wants you,” said Giuliani. “He needs you.”


“He doesn’t listen.”


“He’ll listen to you. Do you want me to have him call you?”


“I can call him. But yes, have him call me.”


“He’ll call you.”


But these were ritual maneuvers. Both men, over the hill, each variously humiliated in the public life they craved and deprived of the influence they needed in order to breathe, had somehow found themselves in the inner circle—the epicenter of the inner circle, in a way the only members of it—of their party’s nominee for president.


Of course their chauffeurs would take them out to Bedminster that weekend. This was their game. They were still in it.


“He needs to listen,” said Ailes.


“He will, he gets it, he does,” said Giuliani.


Unbeknownst to both men, Trump, in a spur-of-the-moment inspiration, had the day before invited Steve Bannon, the Breitbart News chief and associate of the far-right political contributors Bob Mercer and his daughter, Rebekah, out to the Bedminster conclave. Likewise, Bannon did not expect to walk in on Sunday morning and find Ailes and Giuliani relaxing in one of the private dining rooms, waiting for Trump to finish his round of golf—which neither Ailes nor Giuliani, both vastly overweight and with rickety legs, could play that day.


As they waited, Ailes and Giuliani were happily telling war stories, recalling their first campaign together. In his phone call the day before with Trump, Bannon had spelled out, and had thought Trump appreciated, that with ten weeks to go the campaign was in a catastrophic state. Even the Republican National Committee was ready to give up on it. The campaign was on life support with no time to waste. But here was Trump’s brain trust, Ailes and Giuliani, both men barely able to walk, Rudy with a lunchtime drink, reminiscing about 1989.


“This was the world that time forgot. It was Damon Runyon,” said Bannon describing the scene not long afterward.


Shortly, they were joined by Paul Manafort, the titular head of the campaign. Manafort, sixty-seven, a lobbyist for foreign companies and governments, had not worked a political campaign in decades, but Trump had hired him for his country club bona fides and because he was willing to work for free.


“Trump likes guys his own age. This is a whole new dimension to being past your prime. And what I suddenly realized is that I was auditioning for them. They were running this show. Or they thought they were running this show! Suffice to say there was no debate prep that day. This was just putting back clubhouse franks. And talking about campaigns of yore and evil women,” recounted Bannon.


Ailes saw it slightly differently. No one was actually running for president, in his view. This wasn’t actually a political campaign. Ailes, no matter the disruptions he had wrought, still saw politics in relatively conventional terms. To be president “you at least have to know how to read,” said Ailes, laughing, implying that his friend Trump didn’t. The way Ailes saw it was that he and Rudy could do something together with Trump. They weren’t ready to be put out to pasture. They should be able to have a better last act than they were looking at. The Trump Channel was what Ailes was thinking. Trump would not be president—and thank god, in Ailes’s view— but there was opportunity here. He and Rudy had something by the tail. But, meanwhile, they were pretending to wage a presidential campaign. “It’s a teaser,” said Ailes.


Trump and Giuliani tried to convince Ailes to replace an incompetent Manafort and run the campaign. Ailes turned it down. In fact, because Trump was always offering jobs, often the same job, to many people, it was never possible to tell if you had actually been offered the job unless you took it—taking the job may be how you actually got the job. Rudy was annoyed at Ailes for not stepping up. In politics, proximity is everything. Staying close to Trump was the key here to taking advantage of whatever they could take advantage of. Since neither of them could walk very well, a mordant Ailes thought it might be difficult to stay close. In recounting this, Ailes said Rudy had said that he, too, had been offered the job but had deferred to Ailes. But Ailes didn’t believe this because, obviously, Rudy would have taken it if it had been offered.


Bannon took it, surprising both Ailes and Giuliani. Both men assumed this meant Bannon wanted in on their Trump Channel plan. They were wary but thought that the more youthful Bannon— even at sixty-two—coming from Breitbart with the digital thing, might be a good addition.


Formally taking over the campaign a few days after the Bedminster meeting, Bannon saw one of his immediate jobs as distracting Trump from his over-the-hill inclinations and sidelining Trump’s over-the-hill gang. Himself an unsteady figure with swollen legs, Bannon was scathing in his critique of Trump’s guys—lost, out of it, broken, senile.


He made immediate common cause with Jared Kushner, the president’s son-in-law. Giuliani had been hectoring Kushner, trying to introduce him to various clients of his firm, and calling with advice about what the younger man should be doing to help his father-in-law. The reserved Kushner was puzzled by the babbling Giuliani. Bannon and Kushner were united in keeping Giuliani at arm’s length from the campaign.


And, yet, Bannon found himself impressed by Giuliani’s sheer will. That he could ignore all the obvious reasons why he might not be a likely top campaign operative and adviser—ideological reasons, physical reasons, conflict-of-interest reasons, personal-life reasons, mental health reasons—was, for Bannon, as heroic as it was fantastic.


“I understood his need. It was overwhelming,” said Bannon.


“Rudy certainly had his eye on the prize, whatever the prize was. But, in addition, it was just extremely urgent,” said Ailes, “that Rudy find a reason to get out of the house.”


2. Judi


The debate over the relative levels of privacy a politician might expect for his private life takes on an altogether different dimension when it is the politician, as much as the media, who casually lets it all hang out, demons, mania, and love affairs alike. What happens when, instead of displaying at least a pretense of careful self-control, reasonable judgment, avuncular predictability, sensible prioritizing, and prudent language, the politician reveals himself to be a hot mess?


By the summer of 2016, Giuliani’s marriage, in Ailes’s description, was “a crime scene—homicide detectives taking statements, medical examiners putting on gloves.”


Up until Donald Trump, no successful national politician in modern media times had been so open in his disregard of the public protocols of marriage as Giuliani. As mayor, he cheated on his then wife—his second wife—Donna Hanover, carrying on a longtime affair with a twenty-eight-year-old junior staffer, Cristyne Lategano, who was suddenly promoted to top staffer. Despite official denials, Giuliani made little effort to hide the affair, her promotion, or, then, the breakup of the affair and the unceremonious shunting of Lategano to a lesser city government job. In the throes of his next public affair, with Judi Nathan, a pharmaceutical sales representative whom he met in his favorite cigar bar, he informed his wife—still Hanover—of the formal end of their marriage in a news conference (in fairness, Giuliani’s side believed Hanover was about to hold a news conference and publicly break up with him). In 2014, Trump assured an aide that his own very public sexual exploits and marital breakdowns could be handled if he ran for president, “like Rudy’s—he proved it. No one cares.”


The difference here, between Trump and Giuliani—and this is a distinction that perhaps should go to the credit of the former mayor—is that Trump’s marital and sexual issues seemed cold and transactional, while Giuliani’s were emotional and operatic. “He bleeds, really,” said Ailes.


Trump did not appear to have real relationships, whereas Giuliani had genuinely real, albeit terrible, relationships. Giuliani was a primitive man in modern times, ever peevish about the new rules for the upwardly mobile American man and his nuclear family. Giuliani grew up in an unreconstructed Italian American home and neighborhood. His father was a low-level mob enforcer, whose regular work included breaking legs, arms, and kneecaps—a part of Rudy’s biography he sometimes tried to hide; other times he seemed merely to scoff at the idea that this might be relevant to anything at all. His first wife, Regina Peruggi, was his second cousin, which, after he met Hanover, became the reason for an official church annulment, with Rudy pleading, in the face of Peruggi’s stunned disbelief, that he didn’t know she was his actual second cousin. When one of his press aides, Ken Frydman, got married— on the steps of city hall, with Giuliani presiding—the mayor took the young man aside to counsel him about how best to accommodate other women in his life.


And yet, he had left the old neighborhood with a desire to make it in yuppie Manhattan, proud that Hanover was a television journalist and that they were referred to as a power couple. He, however, was happiest out after dinner with his circle of political, police, or neighborhood chums—and the women who joined them. Lategano was almost always by his side and was shortly accorded the status of the second most powerful player in city government—“the co-mayor” was her not affectionate sobriquet— with every staffer suddenly having to please her as well as him. “Everybody was publicly living inside Rudy’s fucked-up private life,” remembers an aide.


But where the profane and aggressive Lategano failed to force a divorce, the even more profane and aggressive Nathan succeeded, resulting in the marriage-ending news conference that would go down as perhaps the loopiest and most unnerving in New York mayoral history. Was the mayor having a breakdown? Giuliani’s tight circle was united in its incredulity about Judi.


“She was stupid. She was greedy. She was charmless. She was petty. She was bad tempered. She was possessive. She was needy. She was imperious. She was quarrelsome. She was a nag, a ball breaker and a bitch on steroids,” said Ailes, in summation of his friend’s situation, and with some awe.


Two things changed Rudy at this point in his life: 9/11 and Nathan.


For eight years, his constant level of mania, from steady agitation to fever and derangement, held the city’s amused or concerned attention. But suddenly, with the unimaginable attack, the city’s hysteria came into line with his. In a perceptual reversal, he appeared preternaturally calm and in control. His always hypedup, carping, adrenaline voice became eerily precise, paced, and often even gentle. His transformation and his civil usefulness—on television every second, holding the furies back—became as great a story as the attack itself. Like Churchill, another hysteric, Rudy was the calm in the storm.


At one funeral after another, he represented the city’s collective grief.


Instead of being married to a spent mayor, Judi Nathan found herself married to a worldwide celebrity. She now helped effect a further transformation in Rudy, alarming to his circle. As a prosecutor and as mayor, Rudy seemed satisfied with a civil servant lifestyle. Money was a long way from a top priority. He had never had it and, without material or social aspirations, there wasn’t much to suggest he would know what to do with it. But now, he told friends, it was a small window between leaving city hall in 2002 and beginning his widely anticipated campaign in 2006 for the 2008 presidential race—he needed to seize the opportunity.


There began a peripatetic international life of six-figure speaking fees, rainmaking for the security firm he started and the law practice that signed him as a figurehead partner, and of putting favors and goodwill in the bank for his coming presidential campaign. It was Rudy and Judi on the road, an arduous, friction-filled life, making it all the more necessary to make ever-more money to lessen the heavy lifting and the exhaustion with private planes and luxury hotel suites.


Civil servant Rudy disappeared into a new, demanding, international-brand, prima donna Rudy. Judi, too, was indulging extravagant tastes and imperial demeanor while waiting for her coming role as first lady.


If Judi is blamed for ruining civil servant Rudy, his circle equally blamed her for ruining his presidential possibilities. A leader in the early polls, the campaign, with Judi as a controlling presence, upbraiding candidate and staff alike, hardly made it to the first primaries.


“Rudy was tired, spent, fat, and unlikable,” said Ailes, whom Rudy was on the phone with nearly every day of the race.


It was a profound personal defeat, and an existential one. Judi would later describe her husband as “catatonic” and take credit for nursing him back to a functional existence. Other Giuliani friends, including Ailes, would note that this was the moment that Rudy, the hail fellow drinker, became Rudy the drunk.


Hence, his wilderness years, the fifth stage of his career—after prosecutor, mayor, celebrity, and presidential candidate—began.


3. “What Do We Do with Rudy?”


For all practical purposes, Rudy Giuliani as significant player and individual power center was over—“The decline and fall of the holy Rudy Empire,” in the words of one former aide. He was sixty-four years old without a clear or viable political path in front of him. As 9/11 receded, as the Obama administration defused the terrorismfear state, Rudy seemed ever more a specific sort of memory and complicated symbol. He represented something that many people clearly wanted to forget.


He drank more. And put on weight.


He stewed about Michael Bloomberg, whose political career he rightly claimed he was wholly responsible for, anointing Bloomberg as his stand-in after 9/11 when he was term-limited from another race. His bitter resentment became a reliable part of his nightly drinking routine.


Money, or more money, became a certain kind of solace. It was also what was needed to soothe Judi’s disappointment, or wrath, about, inconceivably, not finding herself first lady. And, indeed, he remained a prodigious moneymaker, but it was never enough, only single-digit millions a year—$7.9 million in 2016, $9.5 million in 2017, $6.8 million in 2018, for instance, according to the couple’s divorce papers. Virtual poverty in the world of oligarchs and billionaires that he now traveled in. To make the sums he was making, to leverage his brand, he more and more found himself on the margins of respectability. Dubious guys in dubious capitals were buying respectability through him. That’s where his value was highest.


His brand turned inside out. Rudy the righteous prosecutor, the scourge of corruption, had become the backroom fixer, the seller of influence, the front man for bad characters.


“Rudy’s Hole-in-the-Wall Gang,” quipped Bannon about Giuliani’s associates.


Judi regularly reminded him of his failed lot and of his low-class fellow travelers. She wasn’t the only one. Much of Rudy’s New York circle dined out on tales of his desperate avarice as well as his frightful marriage.


By 2015, Rudy watched with increasing incredulity the campaign of his friend—he would shy away from this designation, saying, more precisely, “Well, I’ve known him for a long time”—Donald Trump. Notably, Trump, even though he was leading in almost every poll for the Republican nomination, really had only two personal relationships in politics. There was New Jersey governor Chris Christie, a valuable ally through Trump’s Atlantic City casino phase, and Rudy, his helpful ally in New York City real estate. Christie, too, was running in the Republican race for president, so to the extent that Trump needed political advice, and mostly he believed he did not need political advice, he now called Rudy.


The rise of Trump as the New York figure taking the Republican Party by storm cast a cloud over the Giuliani household. For Judi, it was an easy point of new derision in their bitter verbal wars. Judi regarded Trump as stupid and vulgar, and here Trump was doing what Rudy had promised her he would do.


By the spring of 2016, Rudy was trying to rationalize his relationship with Trump. Rudy having regarded Trump as a lesser member of his own entourage—Rudy was the celebrity, and Trump the friend and host of celebrities—now was having to consider joining the Trump retinue. Curiously, Trump, in an instance of compassion and warmth unfamiliar to anyone in the Trump circle, had, several years before, reached out to Rudy’s estranged son, a hopeful pro golfer. Rudy, who had once seen this as evidence of Trump trying to suck up to him, now saw this as a debt he owed Trump, and another reason to now support him.


In April, as the primaries finished and as it appeared that no other Republican could overtake Trump, Rudy endorsed him.


Trump, in return, suggested that in a Trump administration Rudy might lead a “radical Islam commission.” Rudy, fantasizing about higher cabinet rank, took this as a slight.


Still, Rudy’s appetite was whetted.


“Rudy convinced himself that Trump was a singular opportunity, however implausible this might seem. He saw himself as somehow the real thing to Trump’s fanciful thing. And, not incidentally, he bought some peace by telling Judi that if Trump won he had promised to make Rudy secretary of state,” said an amused Ailes. “Trump got Rudy out of the house.”


If Judi Giuliani had contempt for Trump, Trump couldn’t abide her and, helpful to Rudy, virtually banned her from his presence. Hence, campaign Rudy was stag Rudy, always his preferred condition.


Curiously, in a campaign of odd figures—Corey Lewandowski, the feral campaign manager; Paul Manafort, the corrupt lobbyist who replaced Lewandowski; Tom Barrack, the real estate mogul with his many shadowy partners in the Middle East and the candidate’s main confidant; Michael Cohen, the designated Trump bagman; Steve Bannon, the self-appointed populist hero who replaced Manafort—Rudy, old, angry, sleeping in meetings, drinking too much, and, perhaps most peculiarly, a moderate Republican among the virulent new right wing, seemed like one of the oddest, raising red flags even for the other Trump people who themselves should have raised red flags.


This oddness culminated at the 2016 Convention, at which Rudy delivered what was, even in the context of a peculiarly aggressive convention, a screeching, frenzied, eye-popping, demented-seeming performance.


“THE VAST MAJORITY OF AMERICANS TODAY DO NOT FEEL SAFE! THEY FEAR FOR THEIR CHILDREN. THEY FEAR FOR THEMSELVES. THEY FEAR FOR OUR POLICE OFFICERS, WHO—ARE—BEING TARGETED, WITH—A TARGET ON THEIR BACK!” . . . he seemed to be spitting or frothing . . . “IT’S TIME TO MAKE AMERICA SAFE AGAIN! IT’S TIME TO MAKE AMERICA ONE AGAIN! ONE AMERICA! WHAT HAPPENED TO . . . THERE’S NO BLACK AMERICA, THERE’S NO WHITE AMERICA, THERE IS JUST AMERICA? WHAT HAPPENED TO IT?” He was screaming now, his hands outstretched and quavering. “WHERE DID IT GO? HOW HAS IT FLOWN AWAY? I KNOW WE CAN CHANGE IT BECAUSE I DID IT BY CHANGING NEW YORK CITY FROM THE CRIME CAPITAL OF AMERICA TO THE SAFEST LARGE CITY IN THE UNITED STATES. WHAT I DID FOR NEW YORK DONALD TRUMP WILL DO FOR AMERICA . . . IN THE LAST SEVEN MONTHS THERE HAVE BEEN FIVE MAJOR ISLAMIC TERRORIST ATTACKS ON US AND OUR ALLIES. WE MUST NOT BE AFRAID TO DEFINE OUR ENEMY. IT IS ISLAMIC EXTREMIST TERRORISM! . . . WE MUST COMMIT OURSELVES TO UNCONDITIONAL VICTORY AGAINST THEM!”


Even the audience seemed hesitant before launching into its expected chant of “Ru-dy! Ru-dy!”


Trump called Ailes during the speech. “Is he okay?” Trump complained that the speech was more about Giuliani than about Trump. “What does he think he’s doing, running for president?”


After Bannon’s arrival in mid-August and with Kushner’s taking on a larger role in the campaign, Rudy was relegated, in Bannon’s description, to “crazy uncle” status.


“Hey, Rudy, losing a step,” Trump teased Rudy when he came out on the campaign plane—indefatigable in his efforts to be on the plane—as his head reliably fell to his chest shortly after takeoff.
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