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	Preface


	Never Enough


	On July 16, 2024, around 11:00 a.m., a meteor flew over the Statue of Liberty. Traveling at a staggering 34,000 miles per hour, this rare morning fireball passed directly over the Manhattan Southern District courtroom where US Senator Robert “Bob” Menendez was awaiting the jury’s verdict in his grueling nine-week, sixteen-count corruption prosecution. Despite the tension in the courtroom, Menendez appeared stoic, awaiting the climactic moment of his trial.


	Earlier that morning, before federal marshals opened the doors to US District Court Judge Sidney H. Stein’s twenty-third-floor courtroom, Menendez stood by a window in the hallway looking out onto the majestic Brooklyn Bridge, the East River, and a distant Statue of Liberty. Perhaps he was trying to summon a sense of calm as he sang the opening lyrics to “You Raise Me Up” in a low baritone. The singing of the inspirational spiritual with its message of overcoming adversity and drawing on support from loved ones was a daily occurrence in his lengthy trial, and even as he entered the courtroom, he held the tune just under his breath as he made his way to the defense table. He was a pretty good singer—“a gentle crooner,” noted one critic1—and broke into song several times a day, according to his second wife. Years earlier, he sang in Newark federal court where he survived a thirteen-count indictment through a hung jury made up of his own constituents. In that friendlier setting, the jurors knew the US senator as their senior representative in Washington, DC, a familiar figure who had long represented their interests. But here, in the Southern District of New York, he was a stranger—a defendant in a trial that felt far removed from the place he called home.


	As the foreman of the jury prepared to read the verdict, the meteor—following a steep 44-degree descent—continued beyond the heavens above Manhattan and pierced the intensely hot summer sky over Newark, leaving witnesses awestruck by its brilliance. Its journey continued as it disintegrated above the small town of Mountainside, New Jersey, marking the end of its fiery path. 


	Like the meteor’s dramatic fall, Menendez’s own trajectory was destined to meet a fiery conclusion in a guilty verdict that landed early that afternoon. The unanimity of the jury’s decision was astonishing in its breadth and depth, with the charge sheet reading more like that of a Mob boss than a longtime public servant. Counts of bribery, extortion, conspiring to act as a foreign agent, obstruction of justice, and several counts of conspiracy followed the clearly dazed and shocked Menendez to a post-verdict podium. Outside the Daniel Patrick Moynihan US Courthouse, Menendez stood before a buzzing gaggle of New York City media. 


	“I have never violated my public oath,” he said. “I am deeply, deeply disappointed by the jury’s verdict.” 


	The jury had found him guilty after sitting through a prosecution that hit hard with photographs and evidence placed directly in their hands, gathered from the modest Englewood Cliffs home he shared with his second wife and alleged accomplice. The twelve-member panel saw photos of the loot federal agents seized from the home during a raid—one of five—in the summer of 2022: a Mercedes convertible, nearly $500,000 in cash stuffed into Menendez’s hiking boots and jacket pockets, and a collection of gold bars. A prosecutor handed to the jurors two bags of gold bars valued at more than $150,000 found in two closets of the couple’s bedroom. The FBI team had cut through two dead bolt locks to get to the loot in the closets, the jury heard in testimony that day. One by one, the jurors turned the gold bars over in their hands, feeling their weight. 


	Aristotelis Kougemitros, the lead federal agent on the first raid on the senator’s home, testified that the sheer volume of bills hidden in the closets proved too much to count by hand. FBI agents found a total of $486, 461 in addition to gold bars. One was wrapped in a paper towel and stuffed into a Ziploc bag, casually lying on the floor under a pile of clothes and other items.


	“The amount of cash that we began to discover was so voluminous that I directed the team that we would no longer be photographing any of the cash; we would be seizing the cash, because I believed it was evidence potentially of a crime,” Kougemitros said.


	His team understood the gravity of their mission on that early June morning in 2022: Senator Bob Menendez was one of the most powerful elected officials in Congress. As the chairman of the Senate’s Foreign Relations Committee, Menendez held sway over the sale of the most powerful arsenal of military weapons in the history of the world by the stroke of his pen. Menendez was known by everyone in the Justice Department to be an aggressive legislator willing to use the power of his office to pursue any grievance he had with high-level officials, and he could make the life of a rank-and-file member of the FBI a living hell. 


	“We came with unmarked vehicles,” Kougemitros testified. “We didn’t have a large group, which we normally have for a search. We wore subdued markings that identify us. We were sensitive that we were searching the home and executing a search warrant of a United States senator.” 


	No one was home when federal agents quietly entered the code on the keypad of the garage where the black Mercedes convertible was parked. Tradecraft allowed them to decipher the digital code, but they had to hire a locksmith to open the locked doors throughout the property, including to the master bedroom.


	The first of the raids of the senator’s home occurred during a particularly sensitive time in America. Months earlier, Russia had invaded Ukraine in what Russian president Vladimir Putin called a “special operation.” The world was heading toward a potential World War III, and Menendez played a pivotal role in how America would respond to what could turn into a nuclear confrontation. Putin’s propagandists bragged almost by the hour that they possessed the highly touted Zircon hypersonic missile system as well as the RS-28 Sarmat, better known as the Satan II nuclear warhead. Designed to bypass the most advanced missile defense systems on Earth, Putin had test-fired a Sarmat from a silo launcher at the Plesetsk State Test Cosmodrome in the Arkhangelsk region of northern Russia just a few weeks before the raid on the Menendez home. 


	The world was also spiraling into chaos after emerging from the COVID pandemic, challenging the global order through strained supply chains and frayed political alliances. Inflation had taken hold of the American economy, and there were daily updates of unfolding events concerning numerous court cases and investigations related to former President Trump’s first term in office. The mood in America was turning bitter as it seemed there was a new story of corruption in high offices almost weekly. 


	If there were rumblings of a new investigation into the senior senator from New Jersey at that time, few paid attention. The Garden State was long known for its corrupt politicians, going back to the days of Prohibition and popularized by Hollywood in On the Waterfront and The Sopranos. Menendez was just your typical Jersey pol—a stereotype that made him almost invisible in the national zeitgeist, perhaps even allowing members of the media to nearly ignore the significance of yet another federal investigation. 


	Menendez was also a savvy media operator. His daughter, Alicia Menendez, was a high-profile anchor on a major national news network, and Menendez knew how to play to the mainstream national media when they were focused on him. Shortly after that first raid on his home, Menendez made sure to amend his financial disclosures, noting the sale of $400,000 worth of gold bars—a maneuver that would ensure that he had a ready answer for nosy reporters and eager prosecutors if they started asking about why he had gold bullion locked in his bedroom closet.


	As the tide turned against him following the series of indictments in the fall of 2023, Menendez used every ounce of his influence to remain in the Senate even though there were calls for him to resign. Senate leader and fellow Democrat Chuck Schumer distanced himself from Menendez publicly but refused to pressure him to leave the legislative body altogether. Schumer understood the strategic importance of Menendez in the Senate. In fact, Schumer allowed Menendez to continue to hold his seat in the powerful Foreign Relations Committee as well as the Banking and Judiciary Committees. Menendez was also allowed to continue to receive classified briefings even as he was accused of conspiring to act as a foreign agent for both Egypt and Qatar—a situation that many outside of the Senate found hard to believe. 


	The truth was that Schumer and his Senate Democrats had a political gun to their heads and didn’t have much choice as long as Menendez refused to step down on his own. The Senate was split fifty-fifty between Republicans and Democrats, forcing a record number of tiebreaking votes from the US vice president on issues ranging from the Ukraine war funding to budget crises that threatened to shut down the government. In total, Kamala Harris cast twenty-six tiebreaking votes between January 2021 and January 2023—the most of any vice president in a single Congress. 


	With the economy on edge, and military funding necessary for supporting Ukraine against the onslaught of Russian aggression, Schumer and the Democrats couldn’t afford to do anything that would cause Menendez to break ranks. Menendez had mastered the art of political leverage and was applying it to his own Democratic Caucus, forcing them to grudgingly support him in his crusade to overcome the greatest threat to his career and legacy. Menendez didn’t care that he was bringing the entire party down with him during one of the nation’s most trying times. He needed to appear to a potential jury as if he were innocent, which meant keeping his Senate seat and behaving as if the case against him was nothing more than political theater. He portrayed himself as a victim even though the Justice Department prosecuting him was led by an attorney general appointed by a president from his own party. 


	Menendez was so convinced of his own propaganda and power that he was able to force the Democrats into protecting him. By refusing to leave office, he contributed to the flagging fortunes of his own party, and may even have unintentionally helped usher in the catastrophe of the 2024 election. Shortly after his trial and historic conviction in the summer of 2024, the Democrats would suffer a series of crippling blows, losing the White House and their majorities in the House of Representatives and the Senate.
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	In his navy suit and wire-rimmed glasses, the white-haired Menendez cracks the hint of a smile in his official portrait in front of the Greek-inspired white columns of the US Capitol. Shortly after his seventieth birthday in 2024, he had the bearing of a sober statesman and powerful foreign policy maker.


	Bob Menendez had come a long way from Union City, New Jersey—the hardscrabble enclave of Latin American immigrants across the Hudson River from Manhattan where he had cut his teeth as a young politician and where he reigned throughout his career like an American caudillo. 


	In fact, the ambitious lawmaker had taken great pains throughout his career to create the narrative that would appeal to his Latino constituents. Although born in Manhattan, he was a working-class Cuban American who was raised in a Union City tenement and rose from the barrio to the pinnacle of power in Washington, DC. His origins resonated with immigrants in Union City, many of whom had fled the tyranny of Cuban strongman Fidel Castro, but Menendez’s family was not part of that particular exodus, although he often implied that his parents and older siblings fled the Communist island because they feared confiscation of their assets. 


	Although there are many inaccuracies about who Bob Menendez is—some that he fabricated himself—he is undoubtedly a self-made man. His daughter, Alicia Menendez, described him as “a scrappy kid from a small town who learned to be tough as a means of survival.”2 He focused so intently on being an adult early on that he had nothing like a normal childhood, according to his daughter.


	“To be the first in your family to do and be many things—a natural-born US citizen, a college graduate, an attorney, an elected official—is all a great privilege,” she wrote in a letter to Judge Stein. “It is also lonelier than most people can imagine.”


	Menendez’s lonely road is full of foggy facts, however. At Union Hill High School, he couldn’t afford the books for his advanced level courses, so he supposedly convinced the school to provide them for free, demonstrating a remarkable ability to negotiate and persuade—a story that years later would prove to be false. He was a stellar student who presided over the debate team as well as the history, chess, and tennis clubs. He was student body president. At nineteen, he became the youngest candidate to run for the Union City Board of Education.


	“Many from the Hispanic community look at me and think that it is possible to grow up poor, go to public schools, be the first in your entire family to go to college, and rise to be one of a hundred United States senators, in a country of 310 million people,” he has often said.


	Donald Scarinci, who has been friends with Menendez for more than half a century, said that Menendez’s example, his “higher calling” to become a public servant, inspired him to steer away from finishing a PhD in English literature and become a lawyer.


	“It is possible to change the world, and Bob Menendez did!” Scarinci said. “He broke a glass ceiling by showing people who grew up in urban areas in small apartments like us that they can be whatever they want to be and that their example, like Bob’s example, can change the world one person at a time and one community at a time.”3


	But how did he go from such modest beginnings to become one of the most powerful men in the US government? How did he create a mini-American dynasty that saw his son become a congressman and his daughter a leading TV journalist married to the grandson of a Cuban president? 


	How Menendez attained power, how he wielded that power—nationally and globally—and how he became one of the most corrupt lawmakers in US history have preoccupied many who have closely observed his career for decades. Even before his first federal criminal indictment in 2015, many members of law enforcement and the media wondered about the senator’s luxury trips abroad, his dalliance with a woman who handled investments for convicted pedophile Jeffrey Epstein, and even his own deep-seated conviction that he was a victim of an elaborate Cuban spy ring that targeted him over his hard-line policy positions with respect to the Communist island.


	Menendez’s power came from old-school political patronage and strategic alliances with local politicians and the leaders of the Cuban underground. He was their best friend, until it was politically expedient to turn against them—a characteristic that has marked the lawmaker’s half-century career. In a desperate bid to save his own skin during his last corruption trial, he seemed to have few qualms about throwing his own wife under the bus.


	That’s not surprising, since he did it once before at the beginning of his career in politics in the 1970s and early 1980s. Ultimately, that single act of treachery against his most important political mentor planted the seeds of Menendez’s own epic downfall nearly half a century later.


	Menendez, the product of machine politics in the Garden State, saw his career begin to soar in the 1980s and 1990s. He was eventually elected to Congress, forging important ties to Hillary Clinton with whom he was so close that the former secretary of state’s chief of staff referred to Menendez only half-jokingly as “Your boy” in an email. With Clinton’s backing, he wielded power on the world stage, first as chair of the Senate Subcommittee on the Western Hemisphere, where he routinely blocked the appointments of ambassadors he didn’t like. At one point, he had jettisoned so many ambassadorial picks in the Caribbean that most countries had to make do without a Senate-approved US representative. 


	He had been a fierce supporter of Israel, cosponsoring legislation in 2017 that would have made it a federal crime for Americans to encourage or participate in boycotts against the country. And he was one of only four Democratic senators to oppose the 2015 nuclear deal with Israel’s enemy Iran. “President Obama continues to erroneously say that this agreement permanently stops Iran from having a nuclear bomb,” he said. “Let’s be clear: What the agreement does is to recommit Iran not to pursue a nuclear bomb, a promise they have already violated in the past.”


	But, even as he made headlines for his international policy initiatives and principled stands, he was beloved by many of his constituents because he worked hard helping them get jobs, visas, and, in some cases, saving their lives. Danny O’Brien, a former chief of staff, said his boss worked constantly, conducting constituent meetings in New Jersey on Mondays before heading to Washington to be available for the first vote of the week often at the expense of spending any real time with his children when they were young. 


	“On Thursdays, he would wrap up activity in Washington, then race back to New Jersey for an event,” he said. “Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays were almost all work for Bob Menendez. He logged countless miles to attend events and connect with constituents across New Jersey. The only personal time slot he tried to carve out for himself was Sunday evenings for dinner with his children.”4


	By the time Menendez faced Judge Stein in 2024, he had twice chaired the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, historically one of the most powerful policymaking institutions of the US government that had presided over the establishment of the United Nations in 1945, ratified treaties with foreign governments, and authorized billions in aid and arms purchases around the world.


	Menendez amassed power and wealth throughout his career, but then he got sloppy and precipitated his own downfall. 


	In 2015, Menendez was indicted for fraud along with Salomon Melgen, a shady Florida ophthalmologist, who was among his biggest political benefactors.


	Menendez vigorously denied the charges, at one point alleging that they stemmed from a Cuban espionage conspiracy against him. When a New Jersey federal jury could not reach a unanimous verdict, the judge declared a mistrial in the fall of 2017.


	“He is a cat with nine lives,” said political strategist Hank Sheinkopf, who has known the senator for decades. “They got him time and time again, and he always managed to get away.”5


	Outside the courthouse in Newark on an overcast November afternoon, Menendez, flanked by his high-powered Washington lawyer and his daughter, Alicia, declared victory and reminded constituents that he was unbreakable and would rise to even greater heights.


	“Today is resurrection day,” he said.


	Perhaps he thought himself invincible after that first trial, a political Jesus Christ, who was so beloved, so invulnerable that no one would dare call him to account. That air of entitlement was surely among the senator’s tragic flaws. 


	Did he ever stop to wonder that his behavior was reckless, or was he simply emboldened by his own greatness and the adoring woman who became his second wife?


	In happier times, a few years before the federal raids on his home and the lengthy corruption trial that ruined his life, Menendez traveled to India on an official government visit. Among the members of his official entourage was Nadine Arslanian, the love of his life, who was also proving to be a savvy and well-connected business partner.


	In front of the Taj Mahal, the ivory mausoleum commissioned by a seventeenth-century Mughal emperor to honor his dead wife, Menendez burst into the song “Never Enough” from The Greatest Showman, a 2017 Hollywood film about nineteenth-century entrepreneur P. T. Barnum, who, like Menendez himself, rose from modest roots to conquer the world.


	With one knee propped up on a bench behind Arslanian, his right hand holding hers, Menendez crooned the song whose ironic lyrics, which referenced “towers of gold” and stealing stars from the night sky, presaged the couple’s triumph and tragedy. Amid the click-click of news cameras and the surprised shouts of their traveling companions, Menendez brought out a small box from his pocket and placed a ring on Arslanian’s finger. They posted the video to the Robert&Nadine YouTube channel—the couple’s only posting. 


	Federal prosecutor Paul Monteleoni might have taken his cue from the love song, making it the soundtrack for the precipitous downfall of Bob Menendez—a politician “who puts power up for sale” and reaps the benefits.


	“It wasn’t enough for him to be one of the most powerful people in Washington,” Monteleoni told the packed federal courtroom at his trial. “It wasn’t enough for him to be entrusted by the public with the power to approve billions of dollars of US military aid to foreign countries. No, Robert Menendez wanted all that power. But he also wanted to use it to pile up riches for himself and his wife.”


	So, Monteleoni continued, Menendez sold the most valuable thing he owned—the power of his senate office.6




	Chapter One 


	Growing American Roots


	“My son is no good,” Mario Menendez allegedly said shortly before he died on June 1, 1978. “He’s a piece of shit.”7


	It was a startling confession and a terrible thing for a father to say about one of his sons. Or at least that’s what stood out for Union City’s Deputy Police Chief Frank Scarafile years later, when he recalled what the local handyman had said about his youngest son, Bob, at the unofficial Democratic Party clubhouse, which was housed at the Italian Cultural Center, a popular wedding venue.


	Scarafile, who was a loyal soldier to the city’s mayor William Musto and would be convicted alongside him and six others on corruption charges years later, never understood what led to the outburst, but he found it so disturbing that he never forgot it. He knew that Menendez—a rising star in Union City Democratic political circles at the time—did not get along with his father, a known womanizer and a drunk with a serious gambling problem. 


	At one point, things got so bad with Mario that he was forced to sell his tools to pay a gambling debt. Scarafile felt sorry for him, he said, and raised the cash at the clubhouse to buy him a new set of tools so he could go back to work. For his part, Musto made sure that any odd handyman jobs that came up at the city’s school board be doled out to Mario Menendez.


	Throughout his career, Menendez made few public statements about his father. In fact, he’s been completely evasive about his entire family history. In an interview in 1980 at the beginning of his political career, he said his father had been a minister in the Cuban government—a statement that Eusebio “Chi Chi” Rodriguez—a Musto associate and powerful member of the Cuban Mafia in Union City who knew the Menendez family well—called “completely false.”8


	Rodriguez himself arrived in Union City from Cuba in 1956, he said, and became a power broker between city hall, the police, and the Cuban Mob. He was so powerful that when Deputy Police Chief Scarafile wanted to protect the teaching jobs of his son and daughter-in-law after a city hall shakeup, he went directly to Rodriguez, even though he personally knew the commissioners and members of the Union City Board of Education.


	“If you want a job, call Chi Chi,” said a grand jury report on corruption in Hudson County. “If you want to influence a commissioner, call Chi Chi. If you want the head of a national crime syndicate to influence a newspaper and affect an election, call Chi Chi. All of this is so, despite the fact that Chi Chi Rodriguez is not registered to vote.”9 


	In subsequent retellings of Bob’s family’s journey to the United States, the story changed.


	He described his parents as “average working people” in a 2014 interview with The Jewish Standard.10 He told the reporter that his father ran the Havana branch of a tie factory owned by Jews in New York and described his mother as a housewife, although an extremely prescient one.


	“My mother didn’t like [Cuban President Fulgencio] Batista,” Menendez told the outlet. “She didn’t like what she saw in the mountains, with the cattle barons, and she didn’t like what she was afraid was coming. She was the driving force behind our leaving Cuba. She said to my father, ‘I don’t want my kids to grow up here.’”


	In Menendez’s version of the family story, Evangelina implored his father to leave the country despite the fact that they had little money to travel. 


	“It took some convincing with my father,” he wrote in his 2009 book, Growing American Roots. “He was working in a tie company and didn’t want to leave, or to lose the little money and few possessions they had. But my mother was adamant. Life was tough, but she sensed worse times were coming. . . . My parents were hard workers; you could place them in the lower middle class. Life was hard, and work wasn’t always available.”11 
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	After a short stint in Puerto Rico, which did not suit his mother, according to Menendez, the family came to New York City in 1953. Some close to the family said that the harried mother of two traveled to the island seeking an abortion when she was pregnant with Menendez. But abortions were illegal throughout the United States in 1953 and safe ones were virtually impossible to get on the island of Puerto Rico. Even though New York City had also banned the procedure, it was known as a city where desperate pregnant women could safely obtain an abortion, provided they had the cash. It’s not clear from publicly available documents when the family arrived in Puerto Rico or New York City, where Menendez said his family settled for a time. There are no passenger manifests listing Menendez’s parents—Evangelina and Mario—with their two young children, Caridad and Reinaldo, arriving in the United States in the early 1950s. The only clue to their arrival in America is an application for an “Evangelina Menendez,” born March 19, 1919, for a Social Security card issued in 1951. The date of death on the document corresponds to that of Menendez’s mother, who died on October 23, 2009.


	Menendez has repeatedly claimed his family left Cuba in 1953 during the first year of the Batista regime. At the third annual Evangelina Menendez Trailblazer Award presentation, which he named to honor pioneering women after his mother’s death, he told the audience that “my family arrived from Cuba in 1953.” But in the same speech a few seconds later, he said, “So, in the fall of 1952, my family came to New York City, my mother then pregnant with her third child—me.”


	But during her testimony, under oath, at Menendez’s trial in July 2024, Menendez’s older sister, by then known as Caridad Gonzalez, said the family left Cuba a year before Batista came to power (1952–59). She told the court that the family left Cuba in 1951. In that year, the country was ruled by Carlos Prio Socarrás, an attorney, former senator of Pinar del Río Province, and former prime minister. Known as the “cordial president,” he embraced freedom of expression and spearheaded the establishment of a national bank and public works projects. 


	But he proved a largely ineffectual leader who did little to stem the corruption or gang violence that marked the country as a haven for American and Corsican mobsters, such as Charles “Lucky” Luciano, Meyer Lansky, Santo Trafficante, and Amleto Battisti y Lora, known as the king of gambling in Havana. Beginning in the 1930s, Trafficante, who was born in Sicily, was in charge of cocaine distribution from Medellín, Colombia, through Havana—decades before the arrival of Pablo Escobar and the Medellín Cartel. Trafficante also had control of casinos and sex trafficking on the island.


	Despite widespread crime and poverty in Cuba, the Menendez family was well off, according to Caridad Gonzalez’s testimony. They had a chauffeur and were the first in their neighborhood to own a television set. But when a competitor in her father’s tie business pressured him to join his company, things fell apart. After he refused, the competitor hired four police officers and two government officials to ransack their home, Gonzalez said. The family had no choice but to flee. They gathered up the cash they had stored in a secret compartment of a grandfather clock and left for the United States. She did not elaborate about what the journey was like. And neither the prosecutor nor the defense attorney thought to ask how the family traveled to America.


	Although nailing down the exact year of their emigration from Cuba might seem a small point, in the fraught world of Cuban politics of the early 1950s, it makes a big difference. Were they fleeing organized crime and poverty on the island when the Mob controlled the country, or were they a political refugee family fleeing communism? Perhaps Mario had run afoul of the mobsters who controlled the island, had gambling debts he couldn’t pay, and became a marked man in Havana. For years, Menendez said his parents feared “confiscation,” which led many to believe that they were in fact fleeing the Communist regime of Fidel Castro, who came to power in 1959, years after the family was already in the United States. 


	The assertion was likely meant to appeal to Cuban American voters, tens of thousands of whom were in fact political exiles forced to flee the confiscatory regime, forced to watch helplessly as the government took over their businesses and homes on the island. Many arrived in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s, settling in Miami and in Union City, which has the highest concentration of Cuban immigrants in the United States outside of Florida. When he said that his mother “wisely sensed danger and instability in the air” after Fidel Castro attacked the Moncada Barracks in the summer of 1953, the implicit threat was that she sensed the arrival of communism on the island.


	“The thing about Bob Menendez is that he uses the truth in a creative way that is just on the edge of a lie,” said Paul Mulshine, a longtime columnist for New Jersey’s The Star-Ledger, who has documented Menendez’s career.12 


	“Bob Menendez never grew up a Cuban, and he could barely speak Spanish,” said a former New Jersey lawmaker. “He never wanted to be Latino. The family was against Batista, and he used the Cuban issue for his own gain.”13 


	Bob Hugin, who grew up in Union City and was on the school board as a nonvoting member representing Emerson High School when Menendez joined, said that Menendez refused to recognize his Hispanic heritage when he was in high school. “He was embarrassed about speaking Spanish in high school,” he said. “It was only in his twenties when he realized that being Hispanic was good for his career and began to learn Spanish.”14 


	Menendez was chosen by Jon Corzine to fill his US senate seat, left vacant after Corzine was elected governor of New Jersey in December 2005. Shortly after, Mulshine did an in-depth interview with Menendez, who refused to give him a straight answer when asked about his family history.


	“He said ‘my parents left Cuba fleeing’ but when I asked who they were fleeing [from], he wouldn’t give me a straight answer. He kept altering his history to say they were fleeing Batista in 1953, but it seems they actually came before. In his dodgy, greasy way, he manages to always dodge the question.”


	In Growing American Roots, his book about Hispanics in America, Menendez laid out his reason for not delving into his past.


	“I knew what I did not want to do: Write a memoir of my life,” he wrote. “I’ll tell you in passing about myself by way of introduction, but it is a bit early in my life and career to be writing a memoir.”


	It’s a strange statement given that he was already fifty-five years old when the book was published and had been in public life for thirty-six years—a time when most politicians of his stature would indeed have written about their lives.


	So, “in passing,” in the interview with The Jewish Standard, Menendez said that his family first settled with close friends—“soon to become my godparents”—in Midtown Manhattan, on East 33rd Street, according to public records and Menendez’s own accounts. Menendez was born in Manhattan on January 1, 1954. 


	But his family was on the move. That same year, the unnamed and never identified “tie company” closed, and his father found work as an itinerant carpenter. The family moved across the Hudson River to Hoboken and then to Union City, a largely Italian immigrant enclave with a small Cuban community in the 1950s. His mother found a job in the machine embroidery factories that had been established by Swiss, German, and French artisans in the 1870s. By the early twentieth century, Union City had emerged as what the city proudly hailed in its promotional pamphlets as “the home of the American embroidery business,” supplying New York City’s Garment District across the river and companies around the world.


	“They left New York when I was very young and came to New Jersey, first to Hoboken and then in Union City,” Menendez told The Jewish Standard. “There was a nascent Cuban community—not from Havana, where my parents came from, and they didn’t know anybody. What brought them over was the embroidery business. My mother started in the embroidery business in Hoboken. At one point, much later, I moved to a place called Clinton Mills. I told my sister about it, and she said, ‘That’s where Mom used to work.’”


	By his own account, as a boy, he was doted on by his mother, who demanded that Caridad, who was nine years older than her little brother, monitor his homework, making sure that he completed it every night before he went to bed. As the only member of the family born in the United States, it was up to him to do well in school, go to college, and make something of his life.


	“Growing up with Bob was average,” said Caridad. “I was the typical big sister, but he was different. Always asking questions, loved to read, his favorite place to spend time was the library.”15 


	The family settled in a tenement at 4607 Hudson Avenue, a few blocks from Bergenline Avenue, the main commercial hub, and walking distance to Roosevelt Elementary School, where a young Bob Menendez raced home every afternoon to eat a premade snack and do his homework before his parents and older siblings returned home. He was a self-confessed “chubby latchkey kid” and dutiful son.


	“Much of my dad’s life happened so young,” Bob Menendez’s daughter, Alicia, wrote in a 2024 letter to US District Judge Sidney Stein. “I had a long runway to adulthood and he did not. It’s why, as a preteen, I’d find him up late at night playing my brother’s Nintendo system. It’s why, like an alien observing a different species, he once asked me why other people seem so happy and carefree.”16 


	Menendez was the first in his family to do many things, she continued, and there was a lot of pressure placed on the young Menendez by his immigrant family. 


	“My mom and dad were very protective parents,” Menendez wrote in his book, “and that was not unusual in the society we were part of. The whole Cuban-culture lifestyle was quite restricted. First things first: You had to do well in school. That meant there was no time to play until homework was done. . . . Even when I was allowed to go out to play, I was being watched.” 


	In September 1968, Menendez became a freshman at Union Hill High School, where he would hone his leadership skills under the tutelage of a handful of teachers and forge important friendships that would last his entire life.


	There was Manuel “Manny” Diaz who was senior class treasurer and a member of the history forum along with Menendez, a stellar history student who won numerous awards for his essays, including the American Legion Essay Award in 1969. Diaz would become Menendez’s first law partner, contribute thousands to his political campaigns, and be invited to his Senate inauguration in 2006, even though by then Diaz was a convicted drug dealer. There was also Abraham Antun, who became student body president a year after Menendez held the title in his senior year in 1972. Antun remained so close to Menendez that the senator made him treasurer of his Senate political action committee decades later. Menendez was also best man at his wedding. And there was also Donald Scarinci, who ran Menendez’s campaign for student body president and was the editor in chief of the Midnight Hiller, the newspaper that Menendez established at the school. Scarinci later followed him in Union City politics, becoming a lifelong best friend and calling him a “brother.”


	“We grew up together in Union City in the shadow of the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal,” Scarinci said, describing how they went door-to-door “with a vision and a plan to make life better for ordinary Americans.”17 


	Among the teachers Menendez singled out for influencing him to pursue a political career was social studies teacher and academic adviser Tom Highton, who encouraged debate and discussion in class and was not afraid to ask his students provocative questions at the height of the Vietnam War, which raged throughout Menendez’s years at Union Hill and didn’t end until three years after his graduation in 1975. 


	In his book, Menendez recalls Highton asking students, “How can an eighteen-year-old be old enough to die for his or her country? But not old enough to vote?” 


	It was Highton’s brother-in-law John Mielo, the school’s director of student relations, who told Menendez he had “the capacity to be a leader” and encouraged him to run not only for student government but to get involved in local government at the Union City Board of Education.


	Still, as a freshman, Menendez was painfully shy. He was also overweight and awkward, recalled Hugin. 


	“He was this wimpy kid, this fat, pudgy guy with glasses that were too big for him,” said Hugin. “He was probably bullied. He was the last guy I would have been afraid of.”


	Back in high school, Menendez might have agreed with his assessment. “Speaking in public was a nightmare,” Menendez wrote. “I was a good student, but a total introvert.” He credited teacher Gail Harper with helping him overcome his fear of public speaking. Harper threatened him with failure if he didn’t do a presentation in front of the class, and later in front of the entire student body. She coached him after school, asking him to read poetry and a short story aloud to her. She made him the narrator of the school’s Christmas program, which would require him to speak in front of eight hundred people from ninth to twelfth grade. Menendez was up to the challenge, and later earned the praise of his teachers and fellow students for his public speaking skills.18 


	With his newfound confidence, Menendez flourished. He distinguished himself again and again in academics, sports, and student government. His political career began while he was still at Union City High School where he served in student government and headed a long list of clubs, including the school’s history forum and debating team. He was also on the varsity bowling team—the Union Hill Keglers—when they won the state championship in his senior year. He was a valued player on the school’s tennis team where he and the team’s captain, Domingo Garcia, were praised as “the backbone” of the squad. “The desire, determination, and the will to win certainly proved to be true characteristics of both these fine athletes,” according to the caption next to the team’s photo in the 1972 Union Hill yearbook. Fellow students recalled little of the shy, overweight introvert, but remembered the bespectacled Menendez for his “golden voice over the PA system” and predicted that he was “one Hiller who will surely succeed.”19 


	Still, when he qualified for the senior honors program, he was shocked to learn that he would have to pay $200 to buy his own books. He didn’t have the funds, and protested to school administrators. “I created such a ruckus that the school administration got sick of arguing, told me to shut up, gave me the books and put me in the honors program,” he recalled.20


	But like so many of his origin stories, this one may not, in fact, be true. Two former teachers in Union City disputed his claim in letters to local newspapers. “It’s a lie,” said Paul Suriano, who taught high school in Union City from 1956 to 1990. “It’s all fabrication,” he told a reporter for The Star-Ledger in 2006. “Maybe kids paid for field trips. But books? Never.”21 


	In retelling the story over the years, the figure has changed from $200 to $100. Either figure seems preposterous. The purchasing power of those amounts would translate to just under $2,000 today.


	“It’s my recollection of that time that it was collectively around $100,” Menendez said during his 2006 campaign for senator. “I complained about it. I complained that girls had to pay for uniforms to be in clubs. I felt it was a public high school and no one should have to pay.”


	Once he found his public voice, there was no stopping Bob Menendez. He was one of eleven students from Union Hill to participate in Girls’ and Boys’ State, a program run by the American Legion that teaches high school students citizenship and leadership skills at the state government level. In the summer before his senior year, Menendez accompanied the other male members of his group to Rider College in Lawrence Township to learn about state government. 


	Menendez also traveled to the US capital to testify as a student representative before the House Education and Labor Committee at the invitation of New Jersey Congressman Dominick Daniels. The congressman wanted federal education aid for the tens of thousands of refugee children arriving on Freedom Flights from Cuba to the United States. The US and Cuban governments jointly transported some three hundred thousand political refugees, including thousands of children, out of the Communist country between 1965 and 1973. Arriving in Miami and Union City, they were overwhelming the local school systems, which needed so-called impact aid to address the situation. Bob Menendez was called upon to describe how the influx was affecting Union Hill, making the argument for more federal aid to local public schools to alleviate crowded conditions in schools in the South Florida and New Jersey communities where Cuban migrants were settling in the United States.22 


	In addition to Boys’ State, Menendez was also part of a “specially selected group of students” who spent two weeks in Washington, DC, learning about the federal government. Menendez was one of four members of the school’s Washington Workshop—part of eighty students selected from each state to live at Mount Vernon Junior College and attend daily lectures on Capitol Hill. Perhaps Menendez saw himself in the featured speakers during that Washington sojourn. The students attended lectures by Democratic US senators—Hubert Humphrey, a former vice president under Lyndon Johnson and the senator from Minnesota, as well as Birch Bayh, the US senator from Indiana.


	“Who knows,” reads the 1972 yearbook caption next to a black-and-white photo of the four budding politicians where Menendez stands slightly apart in a light, pin-striped suit and wide tie. “Maybe someday one of these four boys will be living in the White House!” 


	Bob Menendez graduated from Union Hill High School as an impressive student leader in the spring of 1972, one who had the power to inspire his fellow students. “Let us work towards the day when men will come to see more clearly, not that which divides them but that which unites them,” he wrote in the 1972 Union Hill High School yearbook. “That the blessings of peace be ours, the peace to build and grow, to live in harmony and sympathy with others, and to plan and build for the future.”


	Bob Menendez was immersed in local politics even before leaving Union Hill High School. With the help of Mielo and Highton, he had already started volunteering at the Union City Board of Education and had met Bill Musto, the man who would be his most important political mentor and have an outsized influence on his career.


	[image: ]


	William Vincent Musto was born in 1917 in what was then known as West Hoboken, which is now part of Union City. He came of age in a New Jersey where speakeasies and underground gin stills flourished during Prohibition, and decades later Italian mobsters aligned with the famous Five Families ruled hand in hand with their paid stooges in local government. His father, Patrick Edmund Musto, a labor union delegate and member of the International Association of Machinists, had served as an aide to Samuel Gompers, the founder of the American Federation of Labor, who died in 1924. Patrick Musto fought for affordable housing in New Jersey in the 1920s and presided over the Union City Board of Education for forty years. 


	William Musto attended Emerson High School. By the time he was drafted into the US Army as a twenty-three-year-old, he had already earned his law degree after six years of night school at John Marshall Law School in Newark. He listed his father as the “person who will always know your address” on his yellow draft card.


	Musto was a patriot and a war hero, who served for more than four years in the US Army during World War II. He served in Europe, helping to liberate France and then Luxembourg during the Battle of the Bulge. He earned a Bronze Star “for meritorious service . . . in connection with military operations against an enemy of the United States” in January 1945 and was promoted from first lieutenant to captain. 
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