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A Note to Readers

THIS BOOK IS based on hundreds of interviews with people at every level of government in Washington, scores of American states and cities, and several foreign capitals. These interviews were conducted on a range of terms: Some people agreed to speak on the record, meaning that they could be cited by name, while others insisted on some degree of anonymity in order to share the most sensitive elements of their experiences in this time of crisis.

Some sources relayed confidential documents to confirm or expand upon their recollections. Others shared audio or video tapes taken at crucial times, including recordings of private meetings with White House officials and congressional leaders. These materials represent a crucial contribution to the historical record, allowing the authors to narrate some of the most important and disturbing moments of this period in thorough detail.

Where quotations are attributed directly to individuals, using quotation marks, it is because they reflect the verbatim language used in interviews, text messages, emails, documents, or in recorded material, or were relayed by authoritative sources soon after the fact. In other situations, this book renders conversations and scenes in paraphrased form, without quotation marks.

Interviews for this book are quoted in the present tense to reflect that the speaker was looking back on events from a distance; conversations and remarks that unfolded in real time are quoted in the past tense.

In every instance, the authors have endeavored to tell the story of these tumultuous years in our history as vividly as possible, and with the highest degree of precision and fidelity to the facts.






Introduction A Recognizable Target


ABIGAIL SPANBERGER AND Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez were not close friends.

Though they both claimed House seats in 2018, an election year that elevated a vanguard of Democratic women, the two had little in common. Spanberger had been an operative with the Central Intelligence Agency before running for the House as a down-the-middle centrist in the red-tinted suburbs of Richmond, Virginia. Ocasio-Cortez, a decade her junior, was an organizer on the 2016 Bernie Sanders campaign and then defeated an incumbent member of the Democratic leadership, campaigning as a socialist in New York City.

In some respects, the two women represented the enormous gulf within the Democratic Party, separating the young left-wingers who made up the party’s grass roots from the moderate suburban constituencies whose votes had delivered Democrats a majority in the House in 2018 and then elected Joe Biden to the presidency.

But in the first days of 2021, Spanberger and Ocasio-Cortez were not thinking much about their differences. Spanberger placed a call to her colleague on a more urgent subject.

In just a few days, Congress would be tasked with certifying the results of the 2020 election. In a normal year, it was a pro forma exercise. The popular vote had already been tallied and the Electoral College had carried out its arcane duties in the middle of December. The role of the House and Senate was mostly ornamental.

Things were shaping up differently this year. President Donald Trump had refused to concede the election, and he had instead spent the two previous months peddling increasingly outlandish conspiracy theories about election fraud. His complaints were ungrounded in fact, and lawsuits brought on his behalf had been all but laughed out of court.

But many of his followers had bought into Trump’s claims, and a good number of them were planning to gather in Washington for a demonstration outside the Capitol on January 6. The president was clinging to a bogus theory that his obsequious vice president, Mike Pence, could use his status as the presiding officer in the Senate to block certification of the election.

As a former intelligence officer, Spanberger was concerned about the possibility of violence—particularly violence targeting her fellow Democrats, and most especially the handful of highly recognizable progressive women who had been demonized by the right. She reached out to Ocasio-Cortez to urge her to take some unusual precautions, counseling an American lawmaker to approach the physical space of the Capitol—and the ritual of certifying a free and fair election—with the same caution she may have used with an intelligence asset in a dangerous foreign country.

“You are a very recognizable target,” Spanberger recalls telling Ocasio-Cortez. “Drive to work, and make sure that you dress in a way where you are as less recognizable as you could possibly be.”

“Wear sneakers, dress down—don’t look like you.”

That extraordinary conversation was one of many rippling through Congress in those tense days before January 6. In the aftermath of the insurrection, it would become clear that the national security apparatus of the United States and the police leaders responsible for defending the Capitol had failed to anticipate and prepare for the scale of the threat at hand. But to the lawmakers charged with completing the transfer of power between presidents, the mood of menace was pervasive.

To them, it was apparent enough that the basic institutions of American democracy had been strained almost to the breaking point.

In late December, Maxine Waters, the senior Democrat from Los Angeles, had spoken up on a video call with other lawmakers to inquire about security measures for January 6. Waters, one of the most recognizable Black women in Congress and a frequent target of the conservative media, was alarmed about one far-right organization in particular. In the first presidential debate, Trump had pointedly declined to denounce the extremist group known as the Proud Boys—“Stand back and stand by,” he told them—and now some of its members appeared to be headed to Washington.

What, Waters asked, is being done about that?

On January 3, Democratic leaders issued guidance to lawmakers on keeping a low profile. Worried about a potential altercation with pro-Trump demonstrators on January 6, they advised the rank and file to conceal the special pins that identified them as members of Congress and to use a network of tunnels that runs under the Capitol to move around that day, rather than going outside. Lauren Underwood, a young lawmaker from Illinois, later paraphrased the safety advice with frustrated sarcasm: “It’ll be fine, but in case you’re worried just take the tunnel.”

Andy Kim, a House Democrat from New Jersey, had intended to bring his wife and two sons down to Washington to see him sworn in for a second term. A former National Security Council official who had worked in Afghanistan, Kim and his wife, Kammy, decided to err on the side of caution.

“I told her, ‘You know, I’m a little concerned about some of the chatter that we’re hearing about this protest,’ ” Kim says. “ ‘So, I mean, I want you and the kids to stay up in Jersey.’ ”

Before Kim returned to Washington alone, his wife said goodbye with a message Kim did not recall her giving him at any other time.

“Her last words to me were: ‘Be careful,’ ” he says.

Another Democrat, Jason Crow of Colorado, had brought his family to the nation’s capital for his swearing in and had hoped they would stay until January 7—the day after Congress would certify Biden’s victory and drop the curtain on the Trump era. But those plans changed. A former army ranger who did three tours in Afghanistan and Iraq, Crow says he sent his family home on the eve of the certification vote.

“My wife and I made the decision for them to leave on the fifth, which they did for safety,” he says.

Crow was not the only veteran of America’s twenty-first-century wars to recognize an incipient breakdown in political order.

The previous summer, Mikie Sherrill of New Jersey, who flew helicopters in the navy before winning a wealthy suburban district in 2018, had pressed the country’s top general to confirm that the armed forces would not be used to thwart an orderly transition from one president to the next. The Trump administration had used the military in a brazen political stunt in early June, when the president marched through Lafayette Park to brandish a Bible outside St. John’s Church, flanked during the short walk by the secretary of defense, Mark Esper, and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Mark Milley.

Both men had expressed regret afterward, but Sherrill was deeply dismayed. Concerned that the armed forces could be used in even more sinister ways, she pressed Milley by phone to commit that there would not be “some sort of military coup.”

“He assured me in private that he understood his constitutional duties, as did our military,” Sherrill says. “And he felt very secure that the military would carry out its constitutional duties.”

But as the certification vote rapidly approached, questions of military neutrality and public order were looming as large as ever. Milley, an army general whose relationship with the president was in tatters, was among those broaching exceptionally delicate subjects in preparation for the long day ahead.

On January 4, the general placed a call to Tom Cotton, the Republican senator from Arkansas. A hard-line conservative and a close ally of the president, Cotton had announced he would vote to certify the election results, and he was working closely with Mitch McConnell, the Senate majority leader, to counter a group of senators who intended to object.

Milley had taken note of Cotton’s statement, and reached out to ask for help.

Could you explain, he asked Cotton, how the certification process on January 6 is supposed to work?

He was worried, the general explained, that Washington was poised to explode. It was not that he feared an insurrection, exactly. But Milley had seen the scenes of violence in American streets the previous summer, and he feared that in a tinderbox environment there could be an outbreak of street violence between extreme forces on the right and left.

That turned out to be a fatally misguided read on the threat at hand.

Even House Republicans were alarmed. On the eve of the vote, the GOP Conference gathered in the Capitol Visitor Center to debate how they should handle the process, with some members beaming in remotely. It was obvious that a large number of conservatives would vote to object to the election results, some of them out of an earnest belief in election-fraud conspiracies but most out of fear that doing the opposite would bring down the wrath of President Trump and his MAGA army. A small few acknowledged that fear openly and fretted about the implications of indulging a paranoid horde.

“Those people coming to D.C. in droves, praying that tomorrow, we are going to overturn the election and make Donald Trump the president for four more years—are we going to satisfy those concerns with what we do tomorrow?” asked Mike Gallagher, a young Marine veteran representing Wisconsin’s Eighth Congressional District.

“How long,” Gallagher demanded to know, “are we prepared to tell these people that the election is not over?”

Debbie Lesko of Arizona, a pro-Trump conservative, said she had asked House leaders to “come up with a safety plan” because there could be hundreds of thousands of people pouring into Washington. Expressing fear about the left-wing group Antifa, she wondered aloud: Should members get special transportation or police escorts back to their homes?

But Lesko wasn’t just musing about threats from the far left.

“We also have, quite honestly, Trump supporters who actually believe that we are going to overturn the election,” she said, “and when that does not happen—most likely will not happen—they are going to go nuts.”

Kevin McCarthy, the Republican leader, assured Lesko that he was in touch with the sergeant at arms and “they’re preparing ahead of time” on the security front. A conciliatory character by nature—far more of a cheerleader than an arm-twister, as congressional leaders go—McCarthy had forged a tight political alliance with Trump, and he was eager not to let the certification debate strain that bond or divide the GOP Conference.

“I do not judge anybody on how they vote,” he said in wrapping up the tense discussion, adding: “What I’d like to do is get through tomorrow.”

On the day of the certification vote, the potential for violence was so clear that Brendan Boyle, a House Democrat from Philadelphia, heard from some labor union leaders back home with an unusual offer. The officials with the building trades, including associates of the longtime boss John “Johnny Doc” Dougherty, had followed the news reports suggesting things could get rough on January 6. Would it be helpful to Boyle, they wondered, if they sent down some of their guys to be by his side?

To the whole assortment of lawmakers and officeholders bracing for the worst on January 6—or what they imagined might be the worst—there was no real debate about the immediate cause of the threat of violence. There were larger forces in American politics swirling around that date, great currents of social division and cultural change, of decaying trust in shared institutions and eroding confidence in the democratic process.

But those forces had converged on January 6 for a reason, and Adam Smith, the chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, knew what it was.

A matter-of-fact moderate from Washington State with close ties to the nation’s military establishment, Smith had told his fellow Democrats he believed there was zero chance of a coup, in part because Trump seemed to lack the intellectual wattage and administrative wherewithal to carry one out. In Smith’s reckoning, the president was far more interested in branding his new “shiny Space Force” and repainting Air Force One, than in drawing up plans for an American junta.

After all, Smith says of Trump, “my perception is, he is a fucking moron.”

Smith says he discouraged his colleagues from even speculating publicly about the concept of a military takeover, lest anxious Democrats inadvertently supply the dim president with inspiration for a crazy plan he did not already have.

Still, the Armed Services Committee chairman had spoken numerous times with military leaders about how they might handle things if Trump tested the limits of his powers as commander in chief. Mark Milley had told Smith that he knew he did not have to follow illegal orders—a reassuring enough sentiment, should Trump prove more devious than Smith believed him to be.



By the early afternoon of that day, the House and Senate had been evacuated, with the top leaders of both chambers sequestered at Fort McNair, a waterfront military base in Washington, D.C., and hundreds of other lawmakers locked down in an assortment of Capitol Hill offices and hearing rooms.

The evacuation had followed a large and angry rally at the Ellipse, where Trump urged a raucous mass of supporters to “fight like hell” and demanded that Pence “stand up for the good of our Constitution” or face Trump’s personal repudiation. Taking those words to heart, thousands of Trump’s supporters had soon overrun the flimsy barricades outside the Capitol complex. The mob included doctors and small business owners, cops and military veterans, seasoned radicals and angry newcomers to the far-right cause. Some aped the vigilantism of the Wild West and Jim Crow South, raising a cry: “Hang Mike Pence!”

Pence had been plucked from the Senate chamber by the Secret Service and sequestered inside the Capitol. For once defying the president in public, the vice president had refused to indulge Trump’s fantasies of blocking the election results, and he had declined to leave. According to Marc Short, Pence’s chief of staff, the vice president did not want to create the image of his motorcade fleeing the seat of government in the world’s greatest democracy.

The exodus from the Senate had been a confusing, hectic affair, with lawmakers young and old, Democrats and Republicans, ordered hastily away from the chamber by Capitol Police as they struggled to figure out what was going on. Some of them knew that the complex had been breached. Few understood that there was a rampaging mob on their heels.

“Do not run, just walk!” yelled out a police officer, hoping to stop a senatorial stampede.

Patrick Leahy, the Senate’s senior Democrat, was rushed toward the tunnels out of the Capitol by a uniformed officer as fast as the eighty-year-old Vermonter could walk. Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, a Republican who had broken repeatedly with Trump, and whom the president had marked down as a target for political retribution, clasped arms in the hall with Dan Sullivan, her state’s junior senator, recognizing the threat far more seriously than some of her colleagues.

“I got my Marine,” she said, alluding to Sullivan’s status as a colonel in the Marine Corps reserve.

Not far off was Josh Hawley, the Missouri senator and former Supreme Court clerk who had been the first Republican to announce plans to challenge the election results in the Senate. A number of his conservative colleagues thought Hawley’s objection was little more than a play for publicity—an act of gratuitous pandering to Trump, who knew little of constitutional law but was always eager to accumulate allies and enablers.

As the senators, reporters, staffers, and cops went down an escalator and toward the Senate subway that connects the Capitol to a labyrinth of office buildings, Hawley was no longer gaming out the political impact of his procedural stunt. Nor did he cut the same rabble-rousing pose he had adopted hours earlier when he was famously photographed holding a clenched left fist in solidarity with onlooking pro-Trump protesters.

Now the mob was out of control, and Hawley was simply trying to figure out what had happened and what to do.

“They just said, ‘Go to Hart 216,’ ” he all but shrugged, naming a spot that would come to be known as the “secure location.”

His Senate colleague Kevin Cramer, an affable North Dakotan, wondered aloud in his Plains patter about just what was afoot.

Cramer had been a trusty Trump ally and, like many Republicans, thought the president’s inflammatory behavior was mostly harmless, just the antics of an entertainer-politician. The senator loved telling a story about Trump’s priorities from a North Dakota stop the president made on Cramer’s behalf. Trump had wanted to know in advance: What kind of crowd had Elton John drawn at the Fargodome, and could he outdo the English piano man?

The last few weeks had been different, though, and Cramer thought Trump had behaved in a grossly irresponsible way in the run-up to January 6. Cramer had felt the sting of that anger: He had announced a few days earlier that he would vote to certify the election, because there were simply no grounds for doing otherwise.

“The most damaging thing the president has done yet was the way he talked about Pence and his responsibilities,” Cramer said.

The senators were converging on their secure location, an expansive conference room in the Hart Senate Office Building best known as a site of Supreme Court nomination hearings and the explosive testimony of James B. Comey Jr., the former FBI director, against Trump. And as they approached Hart 216, their predicament began sinking in. Pictures were popping up on their phones showing the rioters pillaging the Capitol, including one man toting a Confederate battle flag just outside the Senate chamber.

“Oh, wow,” Cramer exclaimed, striding through the Hart basement. “That’s right there, all right. How the heck did they get in?”

His mind, though, kept returning to the president.

“Sometimes I’m not even certain what his end goal is,” he said of Trump, adding, “As you know, I’m one of his top loyal people in the Senate. He’s never called me, none of his attorneys have ever called me. Sometimes I wonder if he even really—what the real motive is.”

Five and a half years after Trump rode down the Trump Tower escalator to announce his campaign for president, his own allies were still wrestling with the same question: Just what is he doing?

Mitt Romney knew precisely what his nemesis had done.

The former Republican presidential candidate had been one of Trump’s harshest Republican critics since the president sailed down that escalator in Trump Tower in June of 2015. Romney had eschewed a third presidential bid of his own that year, opting instead to bombard Trump from the sidelines. After the election, he had attempted a rapprochement with the president-elect, interviewing for the job of secretary of state over dinner at Jean-Georges in New York, only to be passed over for a former Exxon executive with no government experience.

Not long after, Romney had relocated to Utah, the official seat of his Mormon faith, and in 2018 he had taken a Senate seat there. Soon, he became the only Republican senator to vote for Trump’s convictiono in his first impeachment trial on the charge of pressuring the Ukrainian government to smear the Biden family.

Romney was every bit a politician, and throughout his career he had displayed a streak of opportunism that was pronounced even by the standards of that profession. But now, in the winter of his political life, he was free to speak his mind about a political figure who offended him to his core. In Mitt Romney’s eyes, Donald Trump was a moral atrocity—as a man, father, husband, and president.

And Romney had never been so visibly and publicly angry as when he strode into Hart 216.

Just minutes earlier, he had exited the Senate chamber in fury upon hearing that the Capitol had been breached. He had been directed away from the mob by a fast-acting cop, Eugene Goodman, and by mere seconds he had escaped colliding with a throng of insurrectionists who would certainly have recognized him on sight. In Hart, Romney would call his home-state governor, Spencer Cox, to seek help protecting members of his family in Utah.

As he caught up with his colleagues, Romney’s eyes were lit with rage, his face flushed.

“Unbelievable,” he said of what was clearly now a dark day in American history.

“This is what the president has caused today, instigating this—this insurrection,” he spat out.

It was a national humiliation.

“It’s what this says to the country and the world,” Romney said. “The only time this ever happened before was in the Civil War.”

Then he stormed off, joining his dazed colleagues in the hangar-size room as they were phoning aides and relatives to tell them they were, at least for the moment, all right. Others could not avert their gaze from the pictures on their phones: The Senate chamber had been breached. There would be no peaceful transfer of power in America in 2021.



This book is an account of a political emergency in the United States—the story of how the country reached and survived a moment when carrying out the basic process of certifying an election became a mortally dangerous task.

During a period of two years, stretching from the onset of the coronavirus pandemic through the crucial legislative battles of the new Biden administration, Americans saw their nation’s two-party system and the electoral process itself put to an extraordinary test. Not since 1968—a year of political assassinations and mass riots at home, and calamity on the battlefield abroad—has American democracy endured such a period of crisis.

In this time, it became inescapably clear that American politics had become not just a contest between parties or factions or regions, or even between the left and the right. The basic elements of American democracy—campaigning and voting and legislating—had been transformed into so many fronts in an existential battle for the survival of the democratic system. Many lawmakers had become mere tribunes for their radicalized constituents, only exacerbating the internal tribalism that was menacing the country more than any foreign foe.

The two parties were not merely adversaries, but enemies in a domestic cold war that had started to run hot. And one of those two parties was in thrall to an authoritarian demagogue who chose to attack the Congress rather than gracefully relinquish power.

Well before shots rang out at the Capitol on January 6, American political leaders were confronting a set of dire questions. In the face of multiple overlapping threats—including a once-in-a-century pandemic—could the basic institutions of American government function?

In spite of the country’s profound divisions, could the United States still manage to hold a free and fair election and then usher in a new government that would faithfully carry out the people’s business?

The answer to both questions has been a resounding: sort of.

Considered from a hopeful angle, the events of this period are indeed an affirmation of American political resilience amid an unheard-of assault from within.

The country, after all, did not collapse. A would-be strongman was defeated. The transfer of power from one White House to the next did happen. A new yet familiar president has sought to be a leader for all Americans in a way his predecessor never even feigned. The two parties have negotiated across the aisle in an attempt to improve the lives of their constituents.

But that triumphant narrative is not the only important vantage point on this period. Alongside those encouraging events, another timeline has unfolded in dark parallel.

Donald Trump has not been banished from national life, but instead remains the dominant force in his party and is bent on purging those few Republicans who won’t bow to him.

The country’s bitter political and social divisions have not eased, but have instead proven so pernicious as to undermine the distribution of miraculous vaccines against the coronavirus, badly worsening the spread of more contagious strains.

In contrast to past crises, the pandemic has not united the country but become a deadly new front in the culture wars.

Joe Biden and the Democratic leaders in Congress, Nancy Pelosi and Chuck Schumer, have only fitfully managed to rally their own ungainly coalition in the job of governing, let alone unite the country as a whole. Far from presiding as a soothing and self-assured national healer, Biden has appeared too often captive to the arcane internal politics of his own party, prone to undermining his own arguments, and too tangled in indecision about his priorities to speak plainly to the country about what they are.

And the next election, one that may well return Trump loyalists to power in Congress, is now only months away.

The former president’s delusions about a stolen election—the fictions that inspired a riot on January 6—have lingered with corrosive force, warping his own party and catalyzing a wave of red-state voting restrictions aimed at cracking down on election fraud that did not happen. The fantasies of a Trump restoration have only deepened since his departure from the White House.

In May of 2021, about four months after leaving office, Trump telephoned the conservative editor Rich Lowry to tell him his magazine, National Review, would take off like a rocket if it recognized that he had actually won the election. In fact, Trump told Lowry, he expected to be reinstated by August, and Republicans would be put back in charge of the Senate once the supposedly pervasive corruption of the 2020 election was exposed.

It was beyond belief, Trump said, that Mitch McConnell did not seem to understand this.

The former president’s comments were pure madness.

As central a figure as Trump is in America’s political crisis, however, he is hardly the only consequential character in this period, and his aberrant conduct alone does not illustrate the depth of the country’s challenge. Nor was his ascent unique to America—right-wing nationalism has been menacing liberal democracy around the globe. This is a more complicated, still-ongoing story that didn’t end with one election.



The reporting for this book involved hundreds of interviews with senators, governors, members of the House, diplomats, lawyers, political strategists, entrepreneurs, foreign leaders, and officials at the highest ranks of both the Biden and Trump administrations. It is based on hundreds of pages of confidential documents and recordings of some of the most powerful people in the land, including Trump, Pelosi, Schumer, and McCarthy, speaking in unguarded candor to colleagues and friends.

The sources and voices in this story represent a great multiplicity of perspectives that agree on a single reality: that the future of American democracy is at risk.

This story unfolds in three parts. First is the pre-election phase: the period in which President Trump was mismanaging the coronavirus pandemic, terrorizing the nation’s governors while offering medicine-wagon remedies for a catastrophic respiratory plague, and flailing in his efforts to define a message for his own upended campaign. Biden, meanwhile, was laboring to unify the Democratic Party, seeking a running mate and an agenda that could bring together a vast set of constituencies that shared a deep antipathy to Trump and little else.

Second is the period stretching from Election Day to the inauguration of President Biden and the (second) impeachment of former President Trump. In this stage, it was apparent that the country had rejected Trump, but the ultimate balance of power in Washington was very much in doubt. Democrats were contemplating the possibility of Biden’s agenda smashing on the rocks of a Republican-controlled Senate, while Republicans were cowering in fear as Trump began to turn on his own party. It took an attack on the Capitol and a second Republican defeat in Georgia to complete the transition away from the Trump presidency.

Third, there was the phase from February onward, as President Biden attempted an acrobatic feat of leadership: pushing a liberal policy agenda of titanic ambition with the thinnest of majorities, while reaching across the aisle on other matters to show the country that bipartisan governance was still possible.

In this stage, it became grimly apparent that the two-party system remained dangerously unstable. One side—the Republican Party—was collapsing into a faction animated by their disgraced leader and a reflexive contempt for anything associated with the Democrats, including basic public-health precautions. Meanwhile, the Biden-led Democrats spent much of 2021 wrestling with their own roiling ideological and cultural divisions, as the coalition that ejected Trump from the White House proved full of challenging contradictions that frustrated Biden’s ability to govern.

By the end of 2021, Biden had enjoyed one of the most productive first years of any new president, sweeping a multitrillion-dollar coronavirus relief bill into law, achieving a major bipartisan deal on infrastructure, and coming tantalizingly close to groundbreaking deals on family-welfare policy and climate change. Yet those achievements came at a price, as painstaking negotiations strained the cohesion of Biden’s party and tested the patience of an electorate detached from the Washington wrangling and increasingly alarmed by the resurgent pandemic and the rising cost of consumer goods.

In many respects, Biden’s landmark achievements appeared to be the work not of a rising new electoral majority, but of long-entrenched Democratic leaders who came of age in the 1960s and found their last great opportunity to legislate in the present crisis. And, as the year wore on, the limitations of those leaders and their mastery of Washington became increasingly clear. Their methods and instincts appeared in many cases painfully mismatched to the merciless politics of 2021.

Far from quickly erasing the Trump era, leaders in both parties have found the shadow of the last presidency has been longer and darker than they anticipated, coloring every major political decision and legislative negotiation of the Biden administration and shaping even the perceptions of American democracy overseas. Not long ago, Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut recalled speaking in his office with the Egyptian ambassador to the United States and seeking to lobby him on matters of democratic reform and the human rights of political prisoners.

Look at what’s going on in your own country, the envoy had fired back. You want to preach to us about democracy? I saw what happened on January 6.

Other accounts of this period have emphasized the tactical political decisions that shaped the outcome of the election, or the degree to which unelected elements of the country’s government stood up to Donald Trump. During his short presidency, a cult of hero worship sprang up around a succession of non-politicians: lawmen like Robert S. Mueller III and physicians such as Anthony Fauci; jurists such as Ruth Bader Ginsburg and John G. Roberts; and military men like James Mattis and, most recently, Mark Milley.

But in the end, a democracy can only succeed if its elected leaders are determined to sustain it, and if the voters to whom they answer maintain their faith in the system.

As of this writing, it is difficult to say with confidence that either the American elite or the American electorate has what it takes to defend the principles of free and representative government.

It is beyond the scope of this narrative to fully catalog the forces that have driven the United States to this baleful point. But even a simple timeline of the last quarter century in American life speaks powerfully to the reasons why many voters may have lost faith in the system.

In less than a third of an average American lifetime, the country endured a contested presidential race in 2000; the terror attacks of September 11, 2001; the long and disastrous wars in Iraq and Afghanistan; the financial crisis of 2008 and the Great Recession; the election of Donald Trump in 2016; and the devastation of the coronavirus pandemic in 2020. That is a catalog of failure and failure and failure.

It is a great irony of this time that it has fallen to Joe Biden, a man implicated in some of those failures, to pull the country back from the brink. In a dark hour, American voters turned not to a messianic outsider or to a man on horseback, but to a man of the gavel—a former Senate committee chairman before he was vice president—to redeem the worn-out system in which he toiled for half a century.



Joe Biden did not predict the events of January 6, but the fear of American system failure—of a breakdown in the institutions and values of democracy—haunted him throughout the 2020 election. He felt in his bones that his campaign against Donald Trump was a fight for American survival.

On the Sunday before Election Day, he said as much to Hakeem Jeffries, a Brooklyn congressman who joined Biden on the campaign trail outside Philadelphia. Biden was upbeat about his chances, telling Jeffries that he felt good about the energy he was seeing on the trail. He believed he would win on November 3. Jeffries agreed: Democrats just needed to keep their foot on the gas through Election Day, he said.

It was the sort of small talk—equal parts rah-rah optimism and nervous energy—common at the end of campaigns.

Then Biden said something entirely uncommon in American political campaigns, Jeffries recalls.

“I certainly hope this works out,” the future president said. “If it doesn’t, I’m not sure we’re going to have a country.”






Chapter 1 Reciprocity


IT WAS HOURS before dawn in California when Gavin Newsom’s phone rang. The fifty-two-year-old governor was accustomed to early calls from the East Coast, but under normal circumstances a 4:30 a.m. wake-up call from the White House was unusual.

These were anything but normal: The coronavirus pandemic had struck Newsom’s state and the president of the United States wanted to talk about it.

Newsom, a Democrat, enjoyed a strange relationship with President Donald Trump. The two had known each other since long before Trump’s election in 2016: When he was merely a celebrity real-estate developer, Trump had donated money to one of Newsom’s campaigns, and Newsom’s ex-wife, the television personality Kimberly Guilfoyle, was dating the president’s eldest son. Trump and Newsom had dealt with each other in office a number of times, mainly around natural disasters like wildfires.

They had a disaster on their hands now.

It was the very beginning of March, and the respiratory pathogen that had already ravaged parts of China and Italy was in increasingly abundant evidence in the United States. The first case had been confirmed on January 21, in Washington State, and six weeks later West Coast governors and mayors were moving toward embracing strict clampdowns on public activity and commerce in order to slow the spread of the disease.

Trump had something more specific on his mind. The president was concerned about the Grand Princess, a cruise ship anchored off San Francisco. Passengers on the ship had been exposed to the coronavirus, and it was not yet clear what the local, state, or federal government would do with the people on board.

If we bring them ashore, Trump complained to Newsom, that could increase the total number of coronavirus cases in the country.

Trump’s tone was equal parts flippant and frustrated. It was the kind of offhand remark Newsom had learned to expect from a president who routinely hectored him about why California did not do a better job “raking” its forests to clear out flammable debris—an almost comically reductive view of the state’s complicated forest-management challenge.

The president was not a student of policy, Newsom knew, and sometimes he just sort of said stuff. You had to wait him out and then ask for what you wanted—which in this case, Newsom told him, was federal cooperation with bringing the boat into dock and processing the passengers for medical treatment or quarantine.

“Whatever you guys need,” Trump said, according to Newsom’s memory. “Let’s bring it in.”

On March 6, Trump blurted out in public what he’d told Newsom on the phone. While visiting the headquarters of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta, he was asked a question about the cruise liner and replied that he would leave the decision to others, but added: “I don’t need to have the numbers double because of one ship.”

The media coverage was merciless. Here was the president of the United States, at the onset of a global pandemic, musing openly about massaging the infection stats by keeping a cruise ship at sea.

For a governor like Newsom, there was no free political capital to be spent on outrage. The difficult reality of the situation was that a world-historic threat to public health was under way, and the man in the Oval Office was a shallow political provocateur. Donald Trump was not interested in negotiating the fine points of legislation or learning the details of his public-health powers.

Indeed, as the House and Senate swept a $2.2 trillion aid package, known as the CARES Act, into law, Trump was not even on speaking terms with the top Democrat in Congress, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi. (In conversations with Newsom, Trump typically called her “your friend Nancy,” while the Speaker would refer to “your friend Trump” in her own chats with the governor.)

The state, local, and federal officials tasked with managing the day-to-day response to the pandemic could choose to vent outrage about the lamentable realities of the Trump White House, or they could do their best to extract what they needed from the Trump administration by staying on the right side of Donald Trump.

And the president, a notoriously vengeful man, made it more than apparent that he was keeping track of who treated him like a friend and who did not.

Trump was watching, he told Newsom, for “the reciprocity.”

“He used to say that even privately—that it was one of his favorite words,” Newsom says. “It says everything and nothing at the same time.”



That transactional worldview defined Donald Trump’s presidency, including his response to the coronavirus pandemic. A proudly divisive leader who saw the executive branch as an extension of his own personality, he had governed for three years as a factional president before the pandemic struck—a champion of “his people” and a scourge of the other side, however he chose to define those groups at any given moment.

There had never been a pretense that Trump was a leader for all Americans, or that the White House saw no distinction between red states and blue states. He was the leader of his own coalition: a largely white, largely rural, largely working-class voting base that relished Trump’s reactionary cultural politics, soldered to a largely white, largely urban, extremely wealthy donor base that valued his hostility to taxes and regulation.

If other constituencies factored into Trump’s week-to-week thinking as president, they only did so because he thought they might be politically useful for one reason or another.

It was not the governing style of a president suited to pulling the country together in a crisis. But then, for three-quarters of his term, Trump had faced no crisis on the scale of the worst his immediate predecessors confronted. There had been no 9/11, no global economic collapse, no new foreign war, no truck bombs aimed at an American barracks in Beirut or a federal building in Oklahoma City. There had been episodes of horror, like the caging of migrant children on the Southern border, but for the most part those had been authored by the president and his aides rather than inflicted on the country from above or abroad.

When the pandemic struck, Trump did not have a plan for crushing it, or even a general theory of how to handle a public-health crisis.

After all, Trump had spent his whole term preparing to ask voters to give him another one based on a promise of continued peace and prosperity. For the first three-quarters of his presidency, unemployment had been way down. The stock market had been way up. Yes, Republican officials acknowledged, the president was thinly versed in the details of governing. Yes, he occasionally derided major American cities as vermin-infested hellholes and demonized people on the basis of their race or national origin. And, to be sure, his personality was problematic: Haley Barbour, the former Mississippi governor and Republican Party chairman, had taken to joking of Trump: “Narcissistic asshole syndrome is incurable after seventy.”

But, Republicans insisted and mostly believed, many voters had decided to look past that and found Trump more palatable than the Democrats. Besides, their argument went, even if he was a factional leader, he was a factional leader who wound up creating wealth for everybody.

The coronavirus pandemic shattered that argument. The unemployment rate soared to nearly 15 percent by April. Trading on the stock market had to be repeatedly paused due to steep plunges. Entire sectors of the economy—restaurants, hotels, airlines, movie theaters—effectively collapsed overnight. And at the outset of the 2020 general election, there was no end in sight.

Donald Trump needed a new plan—a plan to win a difficult campaign.

The president had anticipated that the 2020 race would be an easy one. He had dismissed many of his Democratic challengers in private conversations and lapped up rosy prognoses fed to him by solicitous advisers who went to great pains to keep bad news away from him.

There was no apparatus in place to give Trump a tougher prognosis about his chances of winning reelection, let alone one shaped by an unpredictable public-health crisis.

Long before 2020, some Republican leaders—people outside the White House—had feared that Trump would face a challenge from a mainstream, moderate Democrat who could win the election simply by making it a referendum on Trump’s personality. The person many of them feared most was Joe Biden, the former vice president with an affinity for the blue-collar whites whose support Trump needed in overwhelming numbers.

But Trump did not fear Biden. Indeed, at a dinner with Chris Christie, the former governor of New Jersey, before the 2018 midterm elections, Trump belittled Biden as a joke, a weak old man—hardly someone to be feared. When Christie suggested Trump might be underestimating the grandfatherly Delawarean, the president scoffed at the idea. He told Christie he was more concerned about Elizabeth Warren or Bernie Sanders, since they would promise the voters huge new government benefits.

That, Trump said, would be popular.

Not that he would ever really admit to being concerned about any of his potential rivals.

Flying to California on Air Force One in September of 2019, shortly after Elizabeth Warren had drawn a massive crowd to Manhattan’s Washington Square Park, Trump boasted to the White House press corps that he could have commanded the same numbers in the heart of one of America’s most liberal cities.

“If I stood there, you’d have twenty thousand people,” he insisted.

As Trump rambled on during the off-record session with reporters, his staff encouraged his bravado by applauding his stamina.

“Would Joe Biden do this?” Trump asked.

“We’ve been going on forty minutes,” responded Stephanie Grisham, then the White House press secretary.

Trump’s court of sycophants appalled more clear-eyed Republicans. In 2019, the president summoned the Senate majority leader, Mitch McConnell, to the White House, and instructed his aides to walk the Kentucky Republican through their presidential polling. They were forecasting a Trump romp from coast to coast, though there were still a few delicate strategic decisions for the campaign to resolve.

“Go get the hats,” Trump told his assistant, Madeleine Westerhout. She returned, to McConnell’s visible dismay, with one hat emblazoned with the slogan “Make America Great Again,” and another hat reading “Keep America Great.” Which one, Trump wanted to know, should he go with? And should he put an exclamation point on the end?

The Republican National Committee chair, Ronna McDaniel, took a strong position on that last point. A former member of the party establishment who had gone by her full family name, Ronna Romney McDaniel, until her affiliation with the Romney clan became inconvenient, McDaniel curried favor with Trump by ridiculing another humbled dynast. “It reminds us of ‘Jeb!’ ” she said, according to a person in the room, alluding to Jeb Bush’s campaign-sign punctuation. “No exclamation point.”

Trump instantly agreed. McConnell remained impassive through the meeting.

Telling Trump what he wanted to hear had become a way of life for an entire political party. Brian Jack, the White House political director, told Senate strategists not to share their swing-state polling information with Trump, lest he react badly to the numbers. When Republicans approached the White House early in 2020 to express concern that Trump could be vulnerable in Georgia, a once-red state in the midst of a rapid demographic transformation, Jack responded: “There is no way you can convince the president he will win Georgia by less than ten points, let alone that he might lose.”

But of course, few people were trying to dissuade Trump from thinking that way. After a meeting at the White House in July 2020, McConnell expressed bewilderment to an aide about the stream of happy news Trump’s advisers were feeding to him. It was one of the bleakest periods in the campaign for Trump, but no one could have known it from the cheerful prognoses presented by the president’s political team.

One Trump adviser in particular surprised McConnell—a fair-haired and sharp-featured man who offered only sunny forecasts to the president. McConnell wanted to know: Who was that guy?

Learning that it was Bill Stepien, Trump’s new campaign manager, McConnell grumbled: He just tells Trump what he wants to hear.

There was a horde of accomplices in this presidential-level coddling, at every tier of the Republican Party, driven by an accurate conviction that Trump was a singularly popular figure on the right and that keeping his good favor was simply the cost of doing business.

Kevin McCarthy, the House minority leader, stood out from the pack as perhaps the most ingratiating major figure in the GOP. Having failed in a previous bid for Speaker of the House amid opposition from the right wing, McCarthy had no anchorage in his party’s ideological waters—he was simply determined not to be outflanked on the MAGA wing.

He had worked in politics nearly his entire adult life, first as a junior aide to his predecessor in Congress, then as a state legislator before winning his House seat in 2006. In an early meeting with national party strategists during that campaign, McCarthy was up front about the scale of his ambitions: He was running for Congress, McCarthy said, because he planned to be the Speaker of the House.

Even as he rose, though, McCarthy retained the nose-against-the-glass style of a Bakersfield kid who wanted to make it big, always gazing longingly at the famous. In his case, that frequently meant quite literally showing off pictures of himself with movie stars. It also meant he was particularly vulnerable to the force field of political celebrity, first in Sacramento when Arnold Schwarzenegger became governor of California and then when Donald Trump became president of the United States.

McCarthy was always determined to be part of the in crowd, and so it came as no surprise, but rather as a source of amusement to his fellow Republicans when he sent Trump a jar of Starburst candy containing only the president’s two favorite flavors. He was just as determined to present a menu of House candidates to the president that fit his tastes.

He made a habit of briefing Trump on McCarthy’s own favored congressional recruits, making sure the president knew of the many nice things they had said about him in the past. On rare occasions when McCarthy wanted to enlist a candidate who had been critical of Trump, he would orchestrate displays of loyalty to appease the president. He instructed Carlos Gimenez, the mayor of Miami-Dade County and a former Trump critic, to tweet an expression of admiration for Trump in order to secure the support of the White House, and Gimenez had quickly obliged as he entered a crucial House race.

In sessions with House and Senate strategists, Trump would veer back and forth between issuing edicts of intimidation and playing the class clown to a chortling audience. In meetings with McConnell and his advisers, the president would rail against Martha McSally, the appointed Arizona senator who was running for election in her own right. A former fighter pilot and survivor of sexual assault, McSally had denounced Trump after the 2016 publication of the Access Hollywood tape that showed the future president bragging about groping women. Like most Republicans, McSally had run back to Trump soon after, and she was campaigning in 2020 as a supporter of the White House. But Trump himself had not forgotten.

“She’s a horrible candidate,” Trump would say. “Just terrible. No one likes her.”

McConnell would try to speed through the races where he knew Trump didn’t like the leading Republican Senate candidates, often attempting to skip discussion of Maine entirely, where Susan Collins was running for reelection and had not endorsed Trump for a second term. But in several meetings Trump could not resist weighing in with what he might call locker-room talk about Collins’s challenger, Sara Gideon, the telegenic Speaker of the Maine House of Representatives.

“Sara Gideon—very attractive. Very attractive,” Trump said in one session, according to a person in the room.

Then he added a joke at the first lady’s expense: “Not that I’ve looked at a woman that way in five years—five years at least.” (He and Melania Trump were married in 2005.)

But the president’s threats were no joke. Republicans who had stepped out of line in more memorable ways usually found themselves defeated, driven into retirement, or pleading for forgiveness. As he prepared to run for reelection to the Senate in North Carolina in 2020, Thom Tillis recognized he had to make up with Trump for a severe infraction: In February 2019, he had written a column in the Washington Post criticizing the president’s use of emergency powers to repurpose federal money for a wall on the Mexican border. Trump had not forgiven him, and voters at home had noticed. Tillis was consistently running behind Trump on the ballot in polling for both parties.

“What am I supposed to do? Like go in and just, like, grovel?” Tillis had asked an adviser.

The answer had been, basically, yes. If Tillis—or any other politician—wanted to avoid the wrath of the country’s most powerful Republican politician, or if they wanted the speedy cooperation of the White House on matters of substance, then they needed to show the president he could count on them to behave with lasting gratitude and extreme deference.

It was the logic of a protection racket, more or less. You could be on Team Trump, with some modest guarantee of political safety, or you could be against the president.

That, in Donald Trump’s mind, was the meaning of reciprocity.



The president’s operating style took on new significance with a deadly illness sweeping the country. Scores of governors were desperate to secure support and resources from the federal government, many of them Democrats who either had no relationship with Trump or a purely hostile one. As they scrambled to connect with the White House, they quickly ran into Newsom’s calculus: Trump was most interested in helping people he got along with, and regions of the country he saw as Trump country.

By 2020, this had become predictable to those in the political arena, and it was easy to grow inured to his zero-sum outlook. But it represented a jarring break from civic tradition in a country where presidents usually put the full weight of the federal government behind communities in crisis. It did not matter to Bill Clinton after the Oklahoma City bombing that he had no chance to carry the state, any more than it mattered to George W. Bush on September 11, 2001, that New York would never vote for him.

Trump was different. In 2020, the American president and his advisers had no compunction about inserting politics, personal grievances, and public-relations gimmicks into urgent matters of state. As the coronavirus struck, governors found it difficult to secure the resources they needed urgently from the federal government.

JB Pritzker, the Democratic governor of Illinois, spoke to Trump on March 23 to plead with him to ramp up production of personal protective equipment. His state needed millions of masks; like many other governors, he wanted Trump to invoke the Defense Production Act, a Korean War–era law that allowed the federal government to mandate the manufacturing of materials required for national defense.

Trying to connect with Trump on a personal level, Pritzker, a wealthy investor, told him: Mr. President, I’m a businessman and I don’t like the government interfering with the commercial market, but right now we’re dealing with chaos in the market for these goods. The federal government needs to act.

The president heard him out, but when the call was over Pritzker told an aide he was unsure he had gotten through to Trump at all.

Even as some of the country’s largest states were locking down virtually all public activity in the hope of saving their hospital systems from collapse, Trump declared on March 24 that he wanted the United States “opened up and just raring to go” by Easter Sunday, April 12—a fantastical timeline that appealed to the president for reasons of bravado and branding.

Then on March 28 Trump announced he was considering a drastic action to contain the coronavirus. He hoped to treat it, effectively, as a blue-state illness, imposing a federal quarantine on the states of New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut. Speaking to reporters at the White House, Trump explained he had been urged in that direction by “a lot of the states that are infected but don’t have a big problem.” He mentioned the governor of Florida, the enthusiastically pro-Trump Republican Ron DeSantis, as someone he had spoken to that day.

“They’re having problems down in Florida,” Trump said, with “heavily infected” people arriving there from other states.

The announcement sent a shock wave through the tristate area, enraging the local Democratic authorities who were already overwhelmed with coronavirus cases and now feared that an unenforceable federal quarantine decree would be inflicted on their beleaguered administrations. Andrew Cuomo, at the time a national hero to Democrats for his showy pandemic briefings as governor of New York, publicly warned the measure would amount to a “declaration of war.”

In New Jersey, Phil Murphy, a first-term governor, was scrambling to reach the incoming White House chief of staff, Mark Meadows. A former leader of the hard-line House Freedom Caucus who had insinuated himself into Trump’s inner circle, Meadows had barely started on the job when the pandemic crashed into what would become the final year of the Trump administration. As the president was floating draconian movement restrictions on the country’s largest population center, Meadows struggled to understand how such an order could even be carried out.

Murphy’s answer to him was simple: It could not.

Ned Lamont, the governor of Connecticut, was pleading the same case with Meadows. A quarantine, he argued, would be a total disaster. “We’ve got, you know, five hundred roads going in and out, trains—you can’t shut this down,” he recalls saying.

A few hours later Lamont got a call from the president. He was backing off the quarantine idea.

“We’re just going to ask you to voluntarily limit traffic between your communities, something like that,” Trump told him, by Lamont’s account.

“I think it’s the right thing to do,” Lamont answered, with bounteous gratitude. “I appreciate you doing this.”

The whole uproar followed a familiar pattern from the first three years of the Trump presidency: a hugely disruptive proposal introduced casually by the president, only to be quickly abandoned once predictable backlash and practical reality set in. But the stakes were higher now, and Trump’s impulsive, highly political pronouncements had the potential to do damage on an entirely different scale.

Like their colleague in California, Murphy and Lamont knew they could not afford to be cut off from the White House, or to live in perpetual, helpless fear of whatever Trump’s next edict might be. And in the early days of the pandemic, the president was all over the map—one day endorsing lockdowns, another calling for a swift return to life as usual, sometimes seemingly dependent on whom he had last spoken to or what state he was focused on.

Yet most governors did not have Newsom’s easy cell-phone relationship with the president. So Murphy chose to communicate with him by other means: He went on Fox News, tangling with Tucker Carlson for fifteen minutes over New Jersey’s crackdown on the pandemic and what Carlson called “the suffering that this lockdown has caused.”

Without the lockdown, Murphy countered, the “alternative would have been multiples of this.”

It was not a terribly rewarding interview, but the next morning Murphy found it had had the desired effect. His phone rang, and it was the president of the United States. Trump had seen the interview and he wanted Murphy to know he agreed with him. The Fox guys, he said, were bonkers about the pandemic—Hannity especially, Trump said.

That guy is obsessed with “the Swedish model” of looser public-health restrictions, the president told Murphy.

“Listen, he’s wrong,” Trump said, according to Murphy’s memory.

The very next day, on April 17, Trump showed why it was dangerous for governors to stray from his good side. Even as he privately assured Murphy and Newsom that they could count on his support for their pandemic-management strategies, he publicly spewed venom at another pair of Democrats who were taking essentially the same approach to the crisis.

News media had begun to cover protesters in Michigan, Virginia, and Minnesota who were defying the governors’ public-health policies, and Trump was only too glad to amplify their angry complaints against the Democratic governors in all three states: Gretchen Whitmer, Ralph Northam, and Tim Walz.

“LIBERATE MICHIGAN!” he thundered on Twitter. “LIBERATE VIRGINIA, and save your great 2nd amendment. It is under siege!”… “LIBERATE MINNESOTA!”

Walz, the Minnesota governor, experienced Trump’s sudden attack as more than a social-media broadside.

“It brought armed people to my house,” Walz says. “It put the security folks a little bit more on high alert.”

But he, too, calculated that he could not afford to escalate a conflict with Trump. In phone calls with the president, the governor says he tried to engage Trump on what, exactly, he was demanding from Minnesota.

“I just really, really want to clarify,” Walz told Trump. “What do we mean ‘liberated’ from?”

Trump talked past the question, Walz says: “I never got a response.”

Trump was not only burdening Democratic governors with his wildly careening approach to the pandemic. In private, Republican governors had begun holding conference calls where they shared their strategies for the pandemic away from the eyes and ears of White House aides. Asa Hutchinson of Arkansas, a sober conservative who had served in Congress in the Clinton era, blames Trump to this day for sabotaging his own battle with the coronavirus at the state level.

“President Trump’s comments, his rhetoric, and his almost flippant attitude in some contexts made it difficult for a governor like me to really push the seriousness of the medical emergency that we’re in,” Hutchinson says.

One Republican governor drew Trump’s personal ire. When Brian Kemp, the Republican governor of Georgia, announced in mid-April that he was allowing businesses to reopen with certain masking requirements, the White House responded with fury. While Trump was generally impatient to return to life as usual, he and his aides disliked Kemp for political reasons and treated his pandemic-management plans with a skepticism they did not apply to other Republicans.

Kemp had been nominated for governor in 2018 thanks to Trump’s personal support, a fact of which the president never tired of reminding him. But Trump had long since soured on him, in part because Kemp declined to appoint a trusted Trump lieutenant in Congress, Doug Collins, to an open Senate seat.

When Kemp’s name came up from that point on, Trump would often repeat a sour refrain. “He’s fucking weak, he’s just a terrible governor, and I’m the guy who got him there,” the president would say, according to one strategist who heard the rant repeatedly.

As Kemp prepared to reopen his state, Trump conveyed his displeasure in a phone call, commanding the governor to rescind his reopening plans. Trump’s pandemic-response adviser, Dr. Deborah Birx, had been pushing hard internally against Georgia’s plan, and for once Trump seemed to be listening to her. “I got you elected,” Trump reminded Kemp, according to one person present for the conversation. When the tense call was over, Trump instructed two aides, Brian Jack, the political director, and Kayleigh McEnany, the press secretary, to follow up with Kemp and “figure this out.”

In a second call, the two aides pressed Kemp further, with McEnany taking the lead. A thirty-two-year-old former cable TV pundit, McEnany told Kemp, the fifty-six-year-old chief executive of a major American state, to withdraw his reopening order. Kemp protested, reminding McEnany that Trump himself had been urging governors to reopen. McEnany told Kemp that if he did not bend to Trump’s preferences, then the president would come out against his plans in public.

On April 22, the president made Kemp pay a price for his disobedience. “I disagree with him on what he is doing,” Trump said at a press briefing. “I think it’s too soon.”

On April 30, Murphy was welcomed to a meeting in the Oval Office. There was no attempt to strong-arm him into hastening the end of lockdowns. After the meeting, Trump pulled the governor aside and led him into the old private dining room adjacent to the Oval. There, he showed the Democrat a precious document.

“Did you see what happened in 2016?” Trump asked him, presenting the Democrat with a copy of the electoral map from that year.

When Murphy answered in the affirmative, the president probed: “Do you think I can win New Jersey?”

Murphy, a gregarious former Goldman Sachs executive, paused to contemplate his options. Should he flatter the president further and say yes? Maybe, Murphy recalls thinking, he could goad Trump into burning money on the fool’s errand of competing in deep-blue New Jersey.

The stakes were too high.

“You know what, I don’t see it,” he told the president.

Trump did not mind. For whatever reason—perhaps Murphy’s sizable personal fortune—the president had long ago decided this guy was one of the good ones. There would be no “LIBERATE NEW JERSEY” tweets that day. Instead, Trump led Murphy and two of his aides into another adjoining room, one that the wide-eyed governor was shocked to find full of MAGA gear—hats, cuff links, trays, the works. The display, Murphy says, “looked like the gift shop at Disney.”

“They literally hand you a shopping bag,” the governor recalls, “and you took anything you’d like.”

That same week, the American death toll from the coronavirus topped sixty thousand.

As the spring progressed, Trump’s interest in managing the pandemic only waned further. He stopped showing up for weekly calls with the nation’s governors, leaving that job to his vice president, Mike Pence, who was managing the White House’s coronavirus task force. The president’s attention was on other matters, like how quickly he could resume holding large public events on the campaign trail.

But the president’s Cosa Nostra–adjacent operating style remained.

Looking ahead, Trump was determined not to let the pandemic turn his nominating convention into a pale version of the spectacular, glitzy MAGA-fest it deserved to be.

The Republican convention was set to be in Charlotte, North Carolina, but the city’s Democratic mayor and the state’s Democratic governor had grave concerns about allowing the events to proceed. Roy Cooper, the governor, told the Republican National Committee in no uncertain terms that there could be no dense, unmasked, indoor gathering in his state. On May 29, the president called up Cooper directly to tell him that was a problem.

Trump opened the call with a nakedly partisan taunt. “You’ll be thrilled, as a Democrat, to know we’re up to almost two hundred and seventy judges, can you believe it?” he began, referring to his latest slate of conservative nominations to the federal bench. Then he brought up the subject at hand.

“I know that you are a little bit of a shutdown type,” Trump told Cooper. “I understand both sides of that equation, as you can understand, but—how are you doing toward the arena, toward the convention?”

Cooper, a former small-town lawyer with the voice and demeanor of a likable high school principal, explained to Trump that the state was in “Phase Two” of its reopening, which meant there were still strict limitations on mass gatherings and commercial activity.

“We’ve been talking to the RNC, and we’ve been talking about the fact that, you know—we know we’ve got to scale back with people inside, and we wanted to get options for what the RNC wanted,” Cooper said.

Cooper simply would not guarantee a nineteen-thousand-person indoor rally in his state’s largest city in the middle of the summer. He did not understand why Trump could not grasp the urgent public-health reasons for his hesitation. Didn’t Trump want to protect his supporters who would flock to the arena in Charlotte?

“Aren’t you worried about them, particularly?” Cooper asked.

“No, no, I’m not,” Trump said.

The president told Cooper they had both been right to support lockdowns early on, bragging that his administration had probably saved 2 million lives. But there came a point where enough was enough.

“What people don’t realize,” the president explained, “it’s a tiny percentage of 1 percent of the people that really get hit, and they’re generally older people and older people with a bad heart problem, or diabetes or something. But it’s really a tiny percentage.”

Trump was uninterested in a scaled-down event. It was essential, he said, to “fill up the arena—otherwise we’ll cancel the whole damn thing.

“I’ve never had an empty seat, from the day I came down the escalator,” Trump said, adding, “I don’t want to be sitting in a place that’s, you know, 50 percent empty or more.”

Cooper thought he still had an opening to press his case, stroking the president’s ego. “But you’ve been smart since this pandemic began,” he said, “and you haven’t been playing to large crowds since this pandemic began.”

“No, I haven’t been playing to any crowds—no, I gave it up,” Trump said, in a tone that conveyed that that was part of the problem. “I’d like to—I think we’ll start very soon, because there are many arenas that will accept that.”

“You have other states where the numbers are lower,” the president went on, joking about the Chinese province where the virus originated: “Hey, Roy—the Wuhan numbers are better.”

Trump stressed to Cooper he had plenty of other options for siting his convention.

“There’s a lot of Trump country out there,” he said.

The president closed the call by reminding Cooper that his administration had done much for North Carolina during the pandemic, and telling Cooper that he could expect to hear from the RNC to follow up on his convention requests.

“We got you the ventilators, testing—we got you a lot, and that’s okay,” Trump said, making clear enough that it wasn’t just “okay,” and he could use something for the effort. “We’ve been good to you. We gave you the National Guard—gave you a lot.”

The president’s worldview, dividing the nation into Trump country and everybody else, pervaded the administration, and it afflicted even governors who tried hard to navigate Trump’s towering ego. When Ned Lamont’s blue state of Connecticut was competing to host a major pharmaceutical production facility against a site in Canada, the Democrat called up a number of senior Trump administration officials to ask for help. The facility would ultimately produce vaccines, Lamont argued. It should be in the United States.

It was Peter Navarro, the volatile America-first trade adviser, who gave Lamont the most direct signal on the administration’s interest in the thorny details of international business competition. In a phone call, Lamont says, Navarro told him he was not interested in helping the governor navigate a negotiation against “the fucking Canucks.”

Lamont, a patrician businessman whose great-grandfather had run J.P. Morgan, responded in a level deadpan.

“Well, Mr. Navarro, you say it so well, maybe you should send a message to the head of the pharmaceutical firm,” he recalls saying.

But Navarro did not want to help Connecticut. His prickly retort told Lamont everything he needed to know about the White House’s view of the divided and suffering country.

“I don’t want to get involved with blue-state politics,” Navarro said, according to Lamont.



On March 12, a few days after President Trump complained to Gavin Newsom about bringing the Grand Princess ship ashore, Elizabeth Warren got a phone call of her own.

The progressive senator was standing in her dining room in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in the dimming light of a late winter afternoon, when she found herself speaking with Joe Biden.

The two had been declared rivals for nearly a year, battling for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination as two of the party’s leading candidates. But they had been competitors for far longer than that: Their respectful but hard-fought rivalry dated back nearly two decades, to Warren’s days as a bankruptcy-law professor strenuously opposing Biden’s quest to tighten the bankruptcy code on behalf of the credit card companies that made his home state their headquarters.

Biden had won that old fight—his tough-on-debtors bill passed over Warren’s impassioned objections in 2005—and only a week before this phone call he had all but triumphed in the Democratic presidential primary. Warren had ended her campaign on March 5, after Biden romped through the Super Tuesday states. Only Bernie Sanders remained as an increasingly token opponent to Biden’s coronation.

“I’ve decided I want to adopt your approach on bankruptcy,” Biden told Warren, by her recollection. “Are you okay with that, if I do that?”

“Okay?” Warren replied. “I’m over the moon.”

Biden went further, discoursing at some length to Warren about the importance of the bankruptcy code and what adopting Warren’s approach would mean to families living on the economic margins of American society. Given the intensity of their past clashes on the subject, and Biden’s seemingly immovable commitment to his home state’s credit card industry, it was a staggering reversal—a bit like Donald Trump calling up a liberal immigration activist and making the case for mass amnesty.

When the call was over, Warren, a skeptical character by nature, was pleased but not quite sure what to make of it. “Sweetie,” she called out to her husband, the Harvard Law professor Bruce Mann. “Guess who just called.”

It was nice to hear Biden finally moving in her direction, Warren thought. But of course, he was after her endorsement, and he had not exactly said what it would mean for him to take up her approach on bankruptcy. Maybe—only maybe, she thought—he would actually do something real on the issue.

The next day, on March 13, Warren was delighted to see in the news that Biden had endorsed her plan for bankruptcy reform during a virtual event with voters in Illinois. Biden said he hoped voters on the left would come to see “there’s a whole range of things we agree on.”

That moment, Warren says, was when you could “hear the music starting to change” from the Biden campaign.

The Biden soundtrack, up to that point, had been a pretty bland assortment of tunes. The former vice president had stuck close to one message throughout the primary, about restoring the country’s soul and proving that Donald Trump was an aberration in the American presidency. Unlike his top rivals, Sanders and Warren, Biden had not electrified large parts of the Democratic coalition by promising a root-and-branch overhaul of the American economy. Indeed, in his early days as a presidential candidate, he had promised a room of wealthy donors that “nothing would fundamentally change” for them under a Biden presidency.

But the cautious monotony of the Biden campaign was not driven only by a resistance to left-wing ideas. He had not campaigned as a fierce progressive, but neither had he waged his primary bid as an articulate centrist with an inventive set of ideas from the political middle. When he clashed with left-wing opponents during debates, Biden had typically questioned not the substance of their ideas but their political viability: He had not, like Pete Buttigieg, delivered a detailed critique of the mechanics of socialized medicine, but had instead stressed that there was no path through Congress for the progressives’ grandly expensive plan.

Other moderate Democrats had introduced signature policy initiatives into the conversation: Cory Booker’s proposal for “baby bonds” to wipe out childhood poverty, or Michael Bennet’s “Medicare X” plan for an aggressive public health insurance option. The Biden campaign had put out white papers on policy, many of them focused on expanding the achievements of the Obama administration (or, as his campaign dubbed it, the “Obama-Biden administration”). But when Biden was on the stump, he seldom talked about them in detail.

Joe Biden’s signature idea was defeating Donald Trump and bringing the country back together, and Democratic primary voters had rewarded him for it.

In the space of a month, Biden had gone from back-to-back humiliations in Iowa and New Hampshire to dominating the Democratic pack in South Carolina and the Super Tuesday primaries. Some of it had been luck: Biden could not have planned on a split decision in Iowa between Sanders and Buttigieg, or on Warren cleanly decapitating the then-surging Bloomberg campaign on a Las Vegas debate stage, or on Sanders strangely choosing to spend the run-up to South Carolina litigating his views on the Castro regime in Cuba.

But a lot of it had been the basic wisdom of Biden’s campaign strategy. He and his advisers understood that the Democratic Party was obsessed with beating Trump, and that the party’s leftward lurch had been overstated in the media. There was only one candidate in the race who was known to every Democrat in the country, liked by the bulk of them, especially African Americans, and seen overwhelmingly as a strong bet to beat Trump in the fall. That was Joe Biden.

Sometimes politics is not all that complicated.

Yet Biden’s lightning victory in the Democratic race presented a new set of challenges, every one of them compounded by the onset of the pandemic. The disease had frozen the nation’s public life, effectively snuffing out Sanders’s ability to mount a drawn-out underdog candidacy for the nomination. But it had also complicated Biden’s ability to reach out to the left and unify his own party. There could be no great unity rally with Sanders or Warren, no laying on of hands from the chiefs of the progressive movement to show the grass roots that Biden was now their guy.

And Biden’s spare policy agenda was now transparently unequal to the political moment. He could not simply campaign on beating Trump, buffing up the Affordable Care Act, and restoring American alliances around the world. The economy was a smoking crater, and mobile morgues were being deployed to manage the dead in major American cities. A return-to-normalcy campaign was no longer an option.

In other words, Donald Trump wasn’t the only presumptive nominee who needed a whole new approach to the race.



Warren was not the only former Biden rival eager to see him drive an ambitious message in the general election. Cory Booker, the New Jersey senator who had pulled out of the primary fight in mid-January, urged Biden in March to embrace his status as a transitional figure in American politics—not in the sense of being a placid caretaker, but as someone who could heal the country and address some of its most urgent policy needs before passing the baton to others.

During a car ride between Flint, Michigan, and Detroit, on the day he endorsed his onetime opponent, Booker urged Biden to present himself as a “bridge to the next generation” who could unify the country. (That night, at Biden’s final rally before the next day’s primary, the former vice president would do just that, standing with Booker, Kamala Harris, and the state’s governor, Gretchen Whitmer, and calling himself “a bridge.”)

But Booker also told Biden that being a transitional president did not have to mean going small on policy.

“If you just stood for the American public, and said I’m only going to do things that 70 percent of Americans want—that’s what we need, is a sense that our president is fighting for all of us,” Booker recalls telling Biden, offering mainstream gun-control policy as an example.

Locked down only days later at his Delaware home, a sixty-eight-hundred-square-foot lakefront estate, Biden set about mastering two parallel challenges: uniting the Democratic Party and mastering the complexities of the coronavirus pandemic.

It was an almost entirely virtual exercise. Unlike Trump, Biden was in no mood to be cavalier about his personal safety in the pandemic. Then seventy-seven, he was unambiguously part of a high-risk group. His brainstorming sessions on policy and his efforts at intra-party diplomacy took place over endless phone calls and Zoom sessions, including hours-long, near-daily sessions with a team of health and economics experts counseling him on the mechanics of pandemic response.

For all his public avuncularity, Biden had developed a reputation over decades as a hard-driving, unforgiving boss, who would surround himself with highly credentialed experts and then push their expertise to the point of exhaustion. Briefing the former vice president could become what some aides called a game of “stump the staffer”—a sustained effort by Biden to query and query and query and query until whatever unfortunate adviser he chose to test that day admitted he had asked something they could not answer.

During his pandemic briefings, Biden did not just want to know how much money Congress was allocating for economic relief, but the exact paths that money would follow from the federal treasury into state-level agencies, and from there into the hands of businesses and consumers. He did not just want to know how many coronavirus cases there were, and where, but how the federal government was distributing protective equipment, where it was getting it from, and how it was moving around the country.

It was painstaking preparatory work—work that kept Biden out of public view, and that did not necessarily bring him any closer to the imaginative vision of American recovery he now needed for the campaign.

But Biden knew he needed that vision, and he said as much to another one of his former presidential rivals.

One of the Biden campaign’s short-lived ideas for putting its candidate back in public view, without leaving his Wilmington property, was launching a podcast hosted by Biden himself. And on May 4, two months into lockdown, Biden taped an episode with Andrew Yang, the nonprofit executive who had run a quixotic campaign for the Democratic nomination as a champion of a universal basic income program that would pay out a chunk of cash to every American on a monthly basis.

Before the recording began, according to Yang, Biden told him the country was at a decisive juncture. During the primary, Yang says, Biden had not been associated with “big, bold, transformative change.” The Biden who spoke with him that day struck a different tone.

The country, Biden told Yang in private, needed “a new New Deal”—an update on the colossal program of public works, social-welfare benefits, and business regulation introduced by Franklin Roosevelt during the Great Depression.

“It got me thinking,” Yang says, “about how Joe recognized what the country needed was something big and transformative.”

The question for Biden was what that something should be.

The task of pulling together the Democratic coalition was just as complicated. Biden had won the nomination by marshaling a diverse alliance of voters on the center-left, from older Black voters in the South to wealthy suburban whites in the North and the vestiges of the Democratic white working class in the Midwest. All saw him as the best bet to beat Trump, and to hold back the excesses of what they often called “the Bernie wing.”

But if Biden’s base represented a strong majority of the party, there was another 40 percent or so to be reckoned with: younger and more liberal voters, including younger people of color and Latino voters of all ages, who had leaned toward Sanders in the final weeks of the primary. Biden did not know these voters as well, nor did he know many of their heroes in Congress.

It was not that Biden did not have relationships with a younger generation of Democratic leaders. He did. He had campaigned hard for many of them in the 2018 midterm elections, draping his arm around Conor Lamb and comparing the young prosecutor to his own beloved, deceased son, Beau, on the way to lifting Lamb to victory in a Pittsburgh-area House district. He had invited Lauren Underwood, a thirty-two-year-old nurse who became the youngest Black woman to serve in Congress after winning a tough Illinois race in 2018, to meet with him at his Washington office. There, he had counseled her on how to navigate a Congress that was inhospitable to young people, as it had been to him nearly a half century earlier.

It was not that Biden had not thought about how to excite liberal Democrats in the general election. He had. In a meeting with Lisa Blunt Rochester, the House member from Delaware, before announcing his campaign, Biden had told her that he was strongly considering the idea of a female running mate. He seemed to know that his identity—his age, race, and gender—meant he would need a very different kind of partner in the fall.

But the ideological and cultural gulfs in the Democratic Party were persistent and serious, and there was no question on which side of them Biden and his inner circle resided. At one point in the general election, Mike Donilon, one of Biden’s closest advisers, expressed bewilderment to a friend about the cultural attitudes he saw even among the younger staff on the Biden campaign: “These kids,” Donilon complained, “don’t even want us putting Thomas Jefferson references in speeches!”

In what became a defining political choice of his general-election candidacy, Biden tried to solve two problems at once: Under pressure to rally support on the left and to come up with a new set of ideas to match a moment of national crisis, he opted for an approach that was at once highly efficient and thoroughly unconventional. Flipping the traditional approach of hewing to the base in the primary and running toward the middle in the general election, Biden moved left after claiming the nomination. He decided he would adopt many of the policies of his progressive rivals to unite his party and flesh out his own comparatively bare-bones governing plans.

Exactly how far left he would move—well, there would be a gradual process for figuring that out.

That March call to Warren was only the beginning: In May, Biden empaneled a slate of policy task forces, bringing in centrists like Lamb to work alongside progressives like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, with a mandate to craft a more daring agenda that both broad wings of the party could embrace. If it ultimately became an agenda that conflicted with certain other Biden campaign themes—restoring national unity, reaching across the aisle, and working with Republicans—well, that was a tension he could work out later.

To some people close to the Biden campaign, the months and months of introspection and policy negotiation, carried out in no small part from Biden’s literal basement, felt like a dangerously passive posture at the outset of a campaign against a beast of an opponent. From their perspective, the Biden campaign staff seemed all too willing to leave Biden indoors, keeping him away from the cameras and boom mics that could offer him daily opportunities for verbal miscues.

And Biden himself seemed to grow sensitive, as time went on, to the limits of his public profile. As he began to review campaign polling in preparation for selecting a vice-presidential candidate, one consistent trend popped out of the numbers. People liked Biden, but their impressions of him were pretty vague.

Biden asked one adviser with concern: “People don’t really know that much about me, do they?”

It was a grave worry for some of Biden’s oldest advisers, and by the late spring, Ron Klain, Biden’s once and future chief of staff, had taken to sending blunt, repetitive notes to the Biden campaign high command. He often typed in all-capital letters, banging away again and again at the same impatient message:

GET HIM OUT OF THE BASEMENT. YOU ARE LOSING THE ELECTION.



Klain was wrong about that. As passive and invisible as Biden’s campaign was on most days, he still had the upper hand by late spring over a president who was badly bungling not one but two national crises.

The murder of George Floyd on May 25 profoundly changed the character of the presidential race, thrusting issues of race, policing, and social justice to the heart of the political debate as in no other campaign since the civil rights era.

A forty-six-year-old Black man in Minneapolis, Floyd had been brutally killed by a police officer, Derek Chauvin, who knelt on his neck for nine minutes in the course of arresting him on a trivial charge. The entire killing was captured on video, and as the nation watched Floyd lose his life it reacted with volcanic moral indignation. Tens of millions of protesters filled the streets and parks and plazas of major cities and tiny towns, shattering pandemic-era restrictions on public gatherings and jolting Congress into a new set of talks on a federal police-reform law. In Minneapolis, the site of the murder, police struggled to maintain control of the city as demonstrations turned violent and a police precinct building was set aflame.

Biden even left his basement: In Delaware, Blunt Rochester saw a darkening mood in Wilmington and believed the moment demanded leadership from the state’s favorite son. The congresswoman was one of only a few Black women with clout in the Biden campaign, an operation dominated by the former vice president’s overwhelmingly white circle of longtime advisers. Blunt Rochester bombarded those people with phone calls, warning that an ugly kind of upheaval could be at hand. Biden knew the potential consequences of that, she told them. He had lived through the 1968 riots in Wilmington, and the long occupation of the city by National Guard troops afterward.

Her message was simple, Blunt Rochester says: “We’ve got to get out.”

On Sunday, May 31, Biden visited an area of Wilmington that had been the site of large protests the previous night and was photographed kneeling and speaking to a young Black man and his child there. “We are a nation in pain right now,” he tweeted, “but we must not allow this pain to destroy us.”

President Trump was delivering a very different message.



If the murder of George Floyd spurred Biden into a slightly more active mode of campaigning, it seemed to trigger something else entirely in Trump. The president had long since tired of managing—or even pretending to manage—a virus that was obstructing his reelection campaign, and he had stopped giving daily briefings on the pandemic after recommending off-the-cuff that Americans try injecting bleach or sunlight as a cure for the pathogen. One of his close allies, Jim Justice, the governor of West Virginia, had pleaded with the president to return to the briefing room and try speaking frankly to the country about the disease again, but Trump rebuffed the idea.

The president was tired, it seemed, of feeling like the victim of forces beyond his control. He wanted to be in charge, and he wanted the public to know he was in charge.

On June 1, the day after Biden’s outing to downtown Wilmington, Trump convened the nation’s governors on a call. It was ostensibly one of the state executives’ weekly gatherings to discuss the coronavirus with the administration, but when the governors logged on that Monday it was immediately clear they were in for a different kind of meeting. Trump was on the call, joined by a team of advisers that included Bill Barr, the attorney general, and Mark Esper, the secretary of defense.

Savaging the racial-justice protesters around the country as “terrorists,” Trump urged the governors to exact “retribution” while demanding a swift return to public order. Esper, a buttoned-down West Point graduate and former Raytheon executive, advised the governors that they should seek to “dominate the battlespace” in their states. In the Rose Garden later that day, Trump threatened to deploy federal troops if the governors did not move swiftly enough.

The executives were in shock. Up early at the governor’s residence in Salem, Oregon, the Democratic governor, Kate Brown, called out to her husband in a nearby room: You’ve got to hear what this guy is saying.

“You can’t make this shit up,” Brown remembers telling her husband. “You cannot believe that this is happening in the United States of America.”

At her State Capitol office in Maine, Governor Janet Mills called out to a security agent. “You gotta sit here and listen to this because I think the president of the United States is having a nervous breakdown or something, and it’s scary,” she recalls saying.

The day would only grow more surreal. And the president put a camouflage-patterned exclamation point on it when he staged a cinematic photo op marching through Lafayette Square, outside the White House, and hoisted a borrowed Bible over his shoulder outside St. John’s Church, where every president since Madison has worshiped. Marching behind him were Esper, Barr, Meadows, and perhaps most remarkably, Mark Milley clad in military fatigues. Coming after police cleared out protesters with tear gas and horses, the episode had the odor of an epaulet-wearing dictator asserting his authority—at least, if the caudillo had a taste for campy reality television.

Many of the men involved in those back-to-back displays of strongman-style machismo quickly regretted it, and some said as much in public. Both Esper and Milley contemplated resigning, but decided to stay on the job lest their departure leave Trump’s autocratic impulses even more unchecked.

But in the moment, the whole production was an extraordinary act of menace by a sitting president and the cadre that surrounded him in government, and an unmistakable sign that the president saw his political interests being closely bound up with official threats of violence and displays of force.

The next week, Trump invited Phil Murphy and his wife, Tammy, the first lady of New Jersey, to dinner at his golf club in Somerset County. The invitation itself presented a kind of test for the Democratic governor: Trump was in the midst of one of the most incendiary periods in his presidency, and he was asking a leading member of the opposition party to dine with him. But could a governor afford to say no, when the president was still in charge of the federal government’s public-health powers, along with billions of dollars in other resources that could help his state?

On the patio at Bedminster, the Murphys found a very different Trump at dinner than the one who had marched across Lafayette Square. In New Jersey, the president was happily ensconced in his circle of yes-men, regaling the state’s first couple with stories about Mike Tyson (the boxer, Trump said, had been convinced at one point that Trump was having an affair with Robin Givens, Tyson’s wife at the time) and Tom Brady (the football star, Trump said, had not been the same after marrying Gisele Bündchen, who insisted on cooking him a painstakingly health-conscious diet).

Far from a would-be dictator or even a ruthless partisan, Trump came off for much of the evening as a kind of Catskills comedian, ridiculing fellow Republican Marco Rubio for his robotic meltdown in a 2016 presidential primary debate and even making light of his own uptight vice president.

Did you know, Trump asked the Murphys, that Mike Pence won’t even have dinner with a woman who isn’t his wife?

This duality to Trump—the ugly demagogue and the snickering jokester—confounded Democrats and Republicans alike. How serious were the threats of a man who, in private, often seemed more Friars Club than führer?

The Murphys did not have much time to ponder this question at the time, as an upbeat Trump rambled about his reelection campaign. The president’s daughter Ivanka and son-in-law were there to egg him on. Jared Kushner was delighted to show the Democratic governor the app they were using to organize a triumphant return to the campaign trail in Tulsa, Oklahoma, the following week. The crowd, Kushner said, was going to be out of this world.

The stadium can accommodate twenty-five thousand, Trump boasted. The convention center nearby can take the rest. We’ll do two stops.

The only hitch, Trump said, was that the rally was scheduled the same day as something called Juneteenth. It was an occasion commemorating the enforcement of the Emancipation Proclamation and the end of slavery, and while it was not yet a federal holiday, it had been celebrated for years in the Black community. It was not a day that meant something to Donald Trump.

Can you imagine, Trump asked the Murphys, “changing the day of the rally in Oklahoma to accommodate these people? Have you ever heard of such a ridiculous thing?”

It was a display of raw disdain for a population of Americans already in great pain after George Floyd’s murder, and another sign that Donald Trump simply did not see himself as a president for everyone.

At the end of the night, Trump showed Phil Murphy once again why reciprocity was important to him. The president summoned a press aide to show the New Jersey governor a tweet he had drafted endorsing an infrastructure project crucial to the state. Murphy had lobbied him at dinner to support a new rail bridge across the Hackensack River, and now Trump was prepared to send his guest home with a reward for his attendance. The Portal North Bridge now had his personal seal of approval.

“You want to go out and do a press conference right now?” Trump asked. “The press is always here.”

Fortunately for Phil Murphy, the press was not there. There was no need to face the cameras with one of the most hated figures in his state.

Trump’s desire to restore his own sense of dominance and control—to show the electorate that he was not cowed or contained by some virus—drove him into a series of embarrassing conflicts and errors throughout the early summer. On the same June 1 call with governors when he threatened to deploy troops to their states, Trump berated Mills, the Maine governor, for asking him to avoid touring a medical facility in her state out of concern for “security problems.” He went ahead with the visit and attacked Mills as a “dictator.”

The next day, Trump lashed out at another Democratic governor whom he saw as obstructing his campaign. On Twitter, he announced he was pulling the Republican convention out of Charlotte because Roy Cooper was “still in Shelter-in-Place mode.”

Forging ahead with the planned Tulsa rally, Trump put local authorities there into a state of terror about the possibility of disease or public disorder.

On the eve of the rally, the country got a sobering reminder of the pandemic’s rampant spread: On June 18, the confirmed American death toll from the disease surpassed one hundred thousand. In Tulsa, the city’s Republican mayor, G. T. Bynum, texted a colleague: I just hope we can avoid a riot.

There was no riot. Nor was there the record-shattering crowd Kushner had promised. The campaign had not anticipated that fear of the coronavirus would depress turnout even among Trump’s supporters. Nor did it understand that, in an unusual act of digital-age political sabotage, countless Korean pop-music fans had signed up for the rally to inflate the turnout number, only to leave much of the arena empty for the president’s great return to the trail. It was an embarrassing flop.

But as the summer proceeded, the president would only intensify his intimidation tactics with state and local leaders he saw as standing in his way. There was simply no distinction in his mind between his personal political urges and the powers of his office of state.

In Chicago, Mayor Lori Lightfoot found herself harassed repeatedly by Trump after she issued an acid rebuke to the president for his violent threats against demonstrators. (Her message to Trump, Lightfoot told reporters, “starts with an ‘F’ and ends with ‘you.’ ”) Trump had long made a habit of denigrating Chicago, but from that point on Lightfoot says he seemed to make a point of savaging her and her city in especially harsh terms—language that would echo for days on Twitter and Fox News. Every time he did, the president stirred up ugly and dangerous forces in her city.

“I’d have people calling: ‘I’m going to come to City Hall and shoot her, I’m gonna kill her, I hope she dies,’ ” Lightfoot says. “You could see a spike every time he said something about me personally.”

She was one of numerous public officials—governors, mayors, and members of Congress—who began to step up their personal security arrangements during this period, as a reckless president inflicted his own fury on a nation already seething with frustration and fear. In her case, Lightfoot says marked police cars took up positions in front and behind her house.

Trump’s tools for bullying extended beyond incitement and verbal abuse. In July, top officials in Trump’s administration blurred the line between politics and government, deploying federal officers for a camera-ready crackdown on rioters in Portland, Oregon. Chad Wolf, the acting secretary of homeland security, tweeted out photos of himself addressing camouflage-clad agents there in a scene that could have been staged for an action movie.

Kate Brown, the governor, had reached out to Mike Pence to ask for his help calming the situation, and the vice president had interceded to encourage a withdrawal of federal agents. But while negotiations between state and federal authorities were still in progress, a senior official at the Department of Homeland Security warned Brown’s chief of staff, Nik Blosser, that people close to the president were just fine with an ongoing clash in Portland.

“Not everyone wants to de-escalate this,” the official told Blosser.

Trump’s protection-racket antics continued deep into the summer. To the shock of governors in both parties, the president even played political favorites with the emergency-response money the federal government was handing out to distressed states. Since the start of the pandemic, Trump’s administration had been picking up the full cost of state-level National Guard deployments in response to Covid. But in early August, Trump announced that the federal government would no longer be quite so generous. His administration would now only reimburse states for 75 percent of their National Guard expenses.

Two states, however, would continue to get reimbursed at the 100 percent rate: Texas and Florida, the two biggest states with pro-Trump governors.

Larry Hogan, the Republican governor of Maryland, says Trump spoke more or less openly about the preferential treatment he was giving a few chosen states. A frequent critic of Trump who was chair of the National Governors Association at the time, Hogan had spent months lobbying the administration to keep up the flow of federal money into the National Guard in all fifty states. He was stunned when Trump extended the 100 percent reimbursement for two states only.

Hogan recalls Trump saying that for the other forty-eight governors—everyone besides his allies Ron DeSantis of Florida and Greg Abbott of Texas—getting that extra money would require an extra conversation.

“You have to call me and ask me nicely,” Trump said, according to Hogan.

Ned Lamont, the Connecticut governor, found out much closer to Election Day that Trump was not joking. After an early August storm that knocked out power around his state, Lamont petitioned the White House for an extra boost in federal emergency-response funding.

Lamont’s phone rang in the evening, as he was sipping his second glass of wine and awaiting a reply from the White House. It was the president.

“There’s something you want to ask me about FEMA?” Trump prompted him, according to Lamont’s memory.

Yes, Lamont said, there was.

“Well,” Trump said, in a not-quite-serious tone. “Ask me nicely.”

By then, Lamont knew the drill. The president insisted on some display of fealty to make things move smoothly in his administration. Trump’s words were not exactly a threat. But in the moment, Lamont says, he felt like the Ukrainian president whom Trump had urged to “do us a favor, though” in return for American aid.

Still, Lamont had a job to do, and so he asked nicely.

“We’re in incredible distress,” he recalls saying, “and it would mean a lot to the people that I represent every day if you could bring it upon yourself for 100 percent FEMA reimbursement.”

The magic tone worked.

“You got it,” Trump replied.
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