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Joe Biden was worried. It was early November 2021 and he and his national security team were gathered in the Oval Office. For months, they’d watched with alarm as Vladimir Putin’s troops amassed on the borders of Ukraine. Satellite photos showed tanks and armored columns poised to invade—from Belarus, Russia’s vassal state in the north, to the Black Sea in the south. The drumbeat of intelligence had been constant. The President’s Daily Brief, or PDB, included a set of indicators tracking how likely Russia was to invade; every week another indicator would be checked. Biden’s private warnings to his NATO allies—France’s Emmanuel Macron, Germany’s Angela Merkel, her successor Olaf Scholz, and others—had been met with incredulity. It was all an audacious bluff, they insisted. Putin would never launch an unprovoked war against a democracy in the heart of Europe. Or would he?

Biden was awaiting the arrival of a man who might know the answer: his CIA director, William Burns. Outside of the Russian president’s inner circle, no one knew Putin better. One of the most accomplished American diplomats of the last half century, Burns had served two stints in Moscow, the first when Putin was just coming into power, the second as ambassador from 2005 to 2008; he joked that his hair had turned white from years of trying to fathom the Russian leader. Two days earlier, Biden had sent his CIA director on a trip to Moscow with a message for Putin and his inner circle. Burns had just returned from that visit, a last-ditch effort to prevent war.

The U.S. intelligence agencies had cracked the code of Putin’s invasion plan. Through a combination of signals intelligence (SIGINT), human intelligence (HUMINT), and satellite photography, the CIA had pieced together the puzzle. It wasn’t a single “red lights flashing” moment but a steady accumulation of evidence that pointed to one thing: a full-scale Russian blitzkrieg. Putin’s forces planned to encircle the capital city of Kyiv and, within forty-eight to seventy-two hours, decapitate the regime of President Volodymyr Zelensky. The CIA’s pilfering of Putin’s plan was an extraordinary intelligence coup—almost as remarkable as the agency’s sleuthing during the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. Back then, purloined blueprints of Soviet missile sites, supplied by a turncoat Soviet intelligence officer named Oleg Penkovsky, along with aerial photographs from U-2 spy planes, had confirmed John F. Kennedy’s worst fear: Offensive ballistic missiles had been installed on America’s doorstep. The discovery put the world on the brink of nuclear war.

Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, if it came, could be just as dangerous. Ninety thousand U.S. troops were stationed in NATO countries a stone’s throw from Ukraine, and thousands more would soon be joining them. An errant missile or wayward bomb—or worse, a deliberate advance by Putin’s troops across a NATO border—could trigger war between the U.S. and Russia, the world’s dominant nuclear superpowers. An attack on one NATO member would be considered an attack on all, requiring a full U.S. military response.

Waiting for Burns with the president in the Oval Office were Jake Sullivan, the national security adviser; Antony Blinken, the secretary of state; Ron Klain, the White House chief of staff; and Avril Haines, the Director of National Intelligence (DNI).

The CIA director began his brief. Upon arriving at the Kremlin, he’d met first with Nikolai Patrushev, secretary of the Russian Security Council. To Burns’s surprise, Patrushev was taken aback when he heard the details of Moscow’s invasion plan; evidently Putin had kept this close adviser in the dark. Afterward Burns had met separately with three other members of Putin’s inner circle. They blustered about the perfidy of the West and Russian military prowess; none bothered to deny that an invasion was in the works. Finally, Burns spoke with the Russian autocrat himself.

Isolated amid a resurgence of the COVID pandemic, Putin would speak with Burns only by telephone. The intelligence chief presented him with what the U.S. knew about his invasion plan and outlined severe sanctions that would result if he went ahead. When Burns had finished, the Russian leader replied in what Burns described as his “edgy, measured way.” He was utterly dismissive of Zelensky, the former comic turned president of the largest democracy in Europe. Ukraine wasn’t even a country and wouldn’t fight, Putin said. He recounted a familiar list of grievances about Ukraine and U.S. policy over the years.

Burns told Biden that an invasion was all but inevitable. Putin was clearly and defiantly leaning in the direction of an irreversible decision to invade, he told the president. Strategically, Putin had convinced himself that his window was closing for shaping Ukraine’s orientation. That’s how Putin thought about it; this winter offered a favorable landscape. He didn’t fear economic reprisals and believed he’d sanction-proofed his economy over the years. He thought the West was divided, the French preoccupied with an upcoming election, and the Germans with a political transition. Putin’s sense of personal destiny was wrapped up intimately with his sense of Russia and Russia’s purpose. He was fed up and ready to settle scores.

For Joe Biden, this was both an unexpected crisis and a test he’d been preparing for his entire career. As a senator during the Cold War and chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, he’d spent decades honing his national security credentials and taking the measure of the Kremlin’s leaders; he’d been shaped by the decades-long, Manichaean struggle between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, mortal enemies poised on the edge of nuclear war. Now, thirty years after the Cold War’s end, the showdown had resumed.

“If Moscow is allowed to get away with this, what will stop it from invading another country?” Biden posed the question to me in an interview I conducted with him almost a year later, in September 2022. “What will stop any country from invading a neighbor because it doesn’t like their democracy, or believes it’s somehow entitled to their territory? We can’t let these things happen. The consequences would be catastrophic for the world.”

It was a fight between good and evil. When Biden thought of Putin, he was reminded of the reason he’d run for president in the first place. In August 2017, white supremacists and neo-Nazis carrying torches had paraded in Charlottesville, Virginia, chanting, “Blood and Soil.” Afterward the president of the United States had declared that there were “very fine people on both sides.” Until that moment Biden had been undecided about entering the presidential race. But Donald Trump’s declaration of moral equivalence had clinched his decision to run.

Presidents had said terrible things before, but Charlottesville was new territory. Biden felt Trump was giving evil a safe harbor. “This was dangerous,” said Mike Donilon, one of Biden’s closest advisers. “A door was opening that Biden needed to move fast to close.” This was why he called his campaign a “battle for the soul of the nation.” Every pollster told him to drop the phrase, but Biden didn’t care; it was why he was running. Now evil forces like the ones he’d seen in Charlottesville were threatening the heart of Europe.

President now for just under a year, Biden had been focused on urgent domestic crises: a devastating pandemic, a crippled economy, and a homegrown insurrection. Over the longer run, Biden believed, the fate of civilization would hinge on the contest between democracy and autocracy, a twilight struggle that would span the twenty-first century. But, suddenly, here it was. The battle was about to be joined—with the survival of Europe and the West at stake, and even the risk of nuclear war.

Long before Russia threatened Ukraine, Joe Biden’s life and career had been a fight—against adversity, tragedy, and bad luck. He’d lost his wife and infant daughter in a car crash; his son Beau to a brain tumor; two campaigns for the presidential nomination. “Get up!” his father had repeatedly told him—and he did, winning the presidency at last.

But this would truly be the fight of his life.

To understand it, you had to go back almost two years.
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Joe Biden was restless. It was late April 2020, nearly seven months before the presidential election. Biden hadn’t even won the Democratic nomination yet; only a few months earlier, after dismal showings in the Iowa Caucus and New Hampshire primary, pundits had declared his candidacy dead. But after a stunning victory in the South Carolina primary and a string of primary wins across the South, Biden was almost sure to be his party’s nominee against Donald Trump. At his home in Wilmington, Delaware, Biden called up an old friend, Ted Kaufman, his next-door neighbor. “Want to go for a walk?” he asked.

Contrary to popular belief, presidential transitions don’t begin upon the election of a new president; they start almost a year before. That is when the incumbent and the front-runner for the opposing party’s nomination begin preparing for a transfer of power. On this spring morning, as he walked around a nearby schoolyard with his best friend, Kaufman, Joe Biden’s transition had begun.

Kaufman, eighty-one, was Biden’s confidant and alter ego. Lanky and slightly disheveled, with a twinkle in his eye, he resembled an older version of the actor John Lithgow. An engineer by training, Kaufman was like family; he’d been at Joe’s side during his first successful race for councilman in New Castle, Delaware, in 1970. He’d been Biden’s chief of staff on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and was appointed to his Delaware Senate seat when Biden joined Barack Obama’s ticket in 2008. For decades, Kaufman and Biden had sat together on Amtrak while commuting between Wilmington, Delaware, and Washington, D.C. “We were back and forth on the train for 4,000,827 hours,” said Kaufman. “So we talked about everything.”

Presidential transitions are herculean exercises. That’s why Biden’s team needed to start so early. More than 200 members of the incoming White House staff needed to be picked and readied to govern; 1,200 officials chosen and prepped for confirmation by the Senate; another 1,100, who don’t require confirmation, recruited, vetted, and hired; executive orders written, tabletop crisis exercises conducted. Kaufman explained: “If you went to a corporate CEO and said, ‘We’re going to take away the very top managers in your organization. And then we’re going to bring in a whole new team that has to go through an incredibly complicated selection process. Now let’s make it the most complex organization in the history of the world. And then let’s say that every one of your enemies around the world knows you’re at your most vulnerable when you’re turning it over.’ Are you kidding? They’d laugh at you.”

Often, as transitions go, so do presidencies; seamless cooperation with George W. Bush’s team, beginning early in 2008, gave Barack Obama a running start when he took office in 2009. By contrast, the bobbled handoff from Bill Clinton to George W. Bush, delayed by legal battles during the tumultuous 2000 recount, was cited by the 9/11 Commission as having left Bush’s national security team unprepared for the Al Qaeda attacks on September 11.

But the 2020 presidential transition was unique. It was the most contentious and dangerous since the Civil War. In his effort to remain in power, Trump tried to decapitate the Justice Department, threatened state election officials, pressured state legislators, terrorized local poll workers, and concocted slates of fake electors. When these measures failed, he incited a violent mob to attack the Capitol on January 6, 2021.

All of this happened in plain sight. Beneath the surface, another remarkable drama was playing out.



Donald Trump wanted no part of a presidential transition. In 2016, running against Hillary Clinton, when asked if he’d respect the results of the election, Trump had said he’d keep people “in suspense.” By early 2020 there was no suspense; Trump would acknowledge only his own victory. How could a transition begin with a president unwilling to give up his office? The task would fall to a little-known White House staffer who worked steps away from the Oval Office. His success would depend on doing everything out of Donald Trump’s sight.

Christopher Liddell was one of several assistants to the president—first in the so-called Office of American Innovation, then as deputy chief of staff for policy coordination. A New Zealand citizen, he’d come to the U.S. in 2001 to work for an Auckland-based paper company. He then jumped to the American sector, where he worked his way up to a position as chief financial officer of Microsoft and, later, vice chairman of General Motors.

Liddell, sixty-one, still spoke with a Kiwi accent, called everyone mate, and drove a bright red vintage 1960 Corvette convertible that stood out like a Christmas ornament among the limos and SUVs in the West Wing parking lot. But unlike other wealthy members of Trump’s team—Betsy DeVos, Wilbur Ross, Steve Mnuchin—Liddell kept a low profile; his passion was for process: organizing, managing, hitting targets. In 2012, he’d run Republican nominee Mitt Romney’s transition team so competently that it was called “the most beautiful ark that never sailed.” In a West Wing full of sycophants and conspiracy theorists, Liddell was one of the few rational people in the place.

Why was he working for Trump? Liddell was a fiscally conservative but socially moderate Republican. He didn’t like Trump’s incendiary rhetoric but thought the presidency would change him. Unfortunately, events showed that to be a fantasy. Liddell was in denial. But, oddly, his blinders served him well—because the less he knew about what Trump was doing, the better he would be at his job.

The 2020 presidential transition became a sub rosa operation, carried out under Trump’s nose. The president, publicly and privately, raged about a rigged election and threw up roadblocks, but the wheels of the transition kept turning. Ted Kaufman, Biden’s transition chairman, was amazed. “I thought they’d never cooperate with us on anything,” he told me. “And that’s not the way it worked out.” An obscure White House staffer who’d only recently become an American citizen helped make the transfer of power possible.

Yet Liddell was an unlikely leader of a plot to save democracy. One morning in January 2020, a full year before Biden’s inauguration, he’d invited two guests to breakfast in the White House Mess: Joshua Bolten, George W. Bush’s former White House chief of staff; and David Marchick, director for the Center for Presidential Transition at the Partnership for Public Service, a nonprofit devoted to effective transitions. Marchick had no formal role in the transfer of power, but he would play a vital part in the events to come. Bolten had run the transition between Bush and Obama, which, despite taking place during two wars and a financial crisis, was considered a model.

Over breakfast, Liddell told his guests that he was planning for a second Trump term. Bolten then asked, “Okay. Now what are your plans if he loses?” Liddell stared at his empty plate. “Well, I guess we’ve got to figure that out,” he replied. Liddell was depressed by the prospect of a defeated but defiant Trump. Throughout 2020, every time the president railed about a rigged election, Liddell considered resigning—and Bolten and Marchick talked him off the ledge. They thought of themselves as support therapists—and air traffic controllers. “He would call us and we’d say, ‘Hey, you need to land this plane. You can’t quit,’ ” said Marchick. Landing the plane would become the go-to metaphor for the turbulent transition.

By the spring of 2020, Biden’s team, led by Kaufman, was anxious to get started. “We had a plan—a very, very complicated plan—and we had excellent people executing it,” he said. Kaufman’s first hire was Jeffrey Zients, a managerial wizard who, when Barack Obama’s health care website crashed upon its debut in 2013, reconfigured the site and got it up and running. For that, he was known as “Biden’s BFD,” or “Big Fucking Deal”—after the vice president’s famous off-mic remark at the signing of the Affordable Care Act (ACA). Other key players in the transition were Ron Klain, Biden’s longtime aide and vice-presidential chief of staff; Anita Dunn, a public relations expert and member of both the Obama and Biden inner circles; Yohannes Abraham, a former Obama national security staffer; former Louisiana congressman Cedric Richmond; and New Mexico governor Lujan Grisham.

The fate of Biden’s agenda would depend on the preparations they made now, in the spring of 2020. There was no time to waste. Thousands of Americans were dying of COVID-19 every day. The economy had cratered. Cities were besieged by protesters demanding an end to police killings of unarmed Black men. The dangers posed by climate change were coming to a head. And then there was the war in Afghanistan, where 8,600 American troops were bogged down in a seemingly endless conflict. Trump had pledged to withdraw those forces by May 1, 2021. Biden’s incoming national security team would have to prepare a range of options, all problematic, for resolving America’s twenty-year quagmire.

The most urgent challenge was COVID-19. Biden ordered his transition team to bring him the news, good and bad, and to fight the pandemic as a wartime effort. That summer, as he ramped up for the challenge, Zients, who would become Biden’s coronavirus response coordinator, worked in an office with the television on mute. “But every channel had the number of people who were diagnosed, the number of hospitalizations, the number of deaths,” he recalled. “Our team was asked to resolve the greatest public health crisis in a hundred years, which had cost hundreds of thousands of lives and was critical to his presidency. Was that sobering? Was that a little frightening? Absolutely.”

Zients and his team worked around the clock. “It was routine to have emails flying back and forth at all hours of the night, to have meetings at three a.m.,” said a senior adviser. Ted Kaufman recalled thinking, I’m too old for this, when he began getting emails at 5:30 a.m. The intense preparation was aimed at not wasting a moment after noon on Inauguration Day.

Biden’s team needed answers to basic questions: What was the status of the vaccine development program, Operation Warp Speed? What was the plan for getting vaccine shots into people’s arms?

The first step in taming the pandemic would be climbing out of the hole that Trump and his team had dug. It was a hole that seemed to have no bottom.



From the moment the virus arrived on U.S. soil, Trump had denied that there was a pandemic. Then he tried to wish it away, insisting that fifteen cases would go down to zero. But while he was publicly calling the coronavirus a hoax, Trump was privately telling the author Bob Woodward that it was “deadly stuff.”

There was plenty of blame to go around for the tragically inept pandemic response. Health and Human Services (HHS) and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) were slow to recognize the threat, and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) botched the early testing. But Trump made it exponentially worse. Obama’s team had prepared a sixty-nine-page blueprint, “Playbook for Early Response to High-Consequence Emerging Infectious Disease Threats and Biological Incidents,” also known as the pandemic playbook. But Trump’s team had ignored it, along with other transition materials.

From neglecting warnings about the virus to pretending it would magically disappear, to failing to mobilize a federal response, to staging super-spreader campaign rallies, to ignoring safety protocols in the West Wing, Trump thoroughly fumbled the pandemic, empowering quack scientists who handicapped the nation’s response.

There was still hope that professionals at HHS and the CDC would rise to the challenge. The trouble was, few senior officials in the Trump administration knew how to make the bureaucracy work. Most had come to destroy government, not to mobilize it.

Trust in government had been the first casualty. Competence was the second. In March 2020, Vice President Mike Pence asked the president’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, if he could help with the COVID response. Kushner knew nothing about epidemiology or public health but was undaunted; he cleared his calendar for thirty days. Kushner started calling his friends, mostly private equity entrepreneurs in their twenties and thirties. The “slim suit crowd,” as they were dubbed, worked out of the West Wing basement and at the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), emailing their friends. There were no government laptops, so they used their smartphones.

They started cold-calling CEOs in search of testing swabs, personal protective equipment (PPEs), masks, and ventilators. When they found what they were looking for, they’d try to buy it, only to discover that the federal contracting system didn’t work that way. One day one of the slim suits came into Kushner’s office. “I ordered six hundred million masks,” he told Kushner. “Oh, that’s amazing,” Jared replied. “Where are they?” “The first order comes in June,” the young man said. “Are you fucking crazy?” said Kushner. “You know, it’s war. We’re going to be dead in June.” Kushner realized he had a big problem.

Testing had been a disaster. So Kushner started calling his corporate friends. At a briefing in the Rose Garden on March 13, clutching a cardboard chart, Dr. Deborah Birx announced that Google was constructing a website for a testing network. The trouble was, Google wasn’t. Someone from Verily, a division of Google’s parent company, Alphabet, had told Kushner that engineers were on the case. In fact, the pilot testing program was only for the San Francisco Bay Area, and it was in its early stages.

On a more positive note, Operation Warp Speed, a public-private partnership to develop a vaccine, was off to a promising start. But in every other respect, the U.S. was failing catastrophically to contain the worst public health crisis in a century.

Biden’s team couldn’t afford to wait until January. “We had to be ready on Day One to set DOD [the Department of Defense] in motion, activating military troops to help in the fight against the pandemic,” said Zients. “We had to order FEMA to stand up a whole-of-country emergency response.” But there was no one to talk to: Trump’s DOD would not cooperate with Biden’s team. Neither would the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) or the United States Trade Representative (USTR).

No one knew who was in charge of Trump’s pandemic response team. Was it Vice President Mike Pence? Dr. Scott Atlas, Trump’s COVID-19 adviser? Kushner? A Yale epidemiology professor who’d joined Biden’s transition team, Dr. Marcella Nunez-Smith, recalled: “Warp Speed would say, ‘Talk to CDC.’ And CDC would say, ‘Talk to Warp Speed.’ I mean, the silence was deafening.” And even if someone were in charge, no one dared run the risk of getting caught by Trump talking to Zients and his team.

In April 2020, the number of COVID-19 cases had exceeded one million, with sixty-three thousand lives lost, more than the country suffered during the entire Vietnam War. But Kushner was upbeat: “I think you will see by June, a lot of the country should be back to normal, and the hope is that by July the country is really rocking again.”

July came and went. More than a thousand Americans were dying every day. And Donald Trump continued to rail that the upcoming election would be rigged.
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Chris Liddell became the Biden team’s secret weapon. Except when he had to be there, Liddell avoided the Oval Office—fearing Trump would ask him what he was doing. “It was kind of like the eye of Sauron,” said a senior adviser. “As long as you stayed out of it, you were okay.” The West Wing was now home to a Star Wars bar cast of characters that included Rudolph Giuliani, Trump’s increasingly erratic, often inebriated personal lawyer; Sidney Powell, peddler of an election fraud theory involving software created by a dead Venezuelan dictator; and Mike Lindell, the unhinged MyPillow CEO. Ironically, for Liddell, Trump’s obsession with the fiction of a stolen election was a useful distraction—“because then I could just get on with doing my job.”

A presidential transition ultimately depends on the goodwill of people on both sides. It’s therefore a leap of faith. “It was incredibly complicated, and it could have stopped on a dime if Trump had just said stop,” said Kaufman. Biden’s transition chairman could scarcely believe they were pulling it off. “The fact that nobody, not even the sycophants who were around Trump, went to him and told him, ‘Oh, wait, see what they’re doing?’ was truly amazing, incredible.”

Mark Meadows, Trump’s White House chief of staff, functioned less as a gatekeeper than as a glad-handing maître d’. There was no presidential command, no matter how outlandish, that he wouldn’t carry out. With Biden’s team, the former North Carolina congressman was as genial and feckless as a game show host. His phone calls with Ron Klain followed a pattern: “Ron! I heard that you guys were having problems with A, B, C,” he’d say. “You know, Mark,” Klain would reply, “we’re having problems with A, B, C, D, E, F. I’ll tell you what, if you just got A done, I’d be superhappy.” To which Meadows would say, “Absolutely, positively, no problem.” And then nothing would happen.

Meadows, who’d replaced Mick Mulvaney as chief in March 2020, was among the principal enablers of Trump’s conspiracy to overturn the election. Later, in January 2021, he would orchestrate Trump’s infamous telephone call with Georgia’s secretary of state, Brad Raffensperger—a Mafia-style attempt to browbeat the official into finding 11,780 votes that Trump insisted were hiding under rocks Raffensperger had failed to turn over. Not coincidentally, the number was one more than Biden’s margin of victory in the state.

And yet, inexplicably, Meadows gave a wink and a nod to Liddell’s stealth transition. Meadows and his deputy told Trump as little as possible about it. Liddell explained later, “I said to Mark, ‘Let’s make sure that we play this by the book, that we make it sound as boring and procedural as possible.’ And Mark said, ‘Okay, you do what you need to do.’ ”

Quietly, Liddell reached out to Mary Gibert. An energetic, conscientious student of transitions, Gibert was the federal transition coordinator of the General Services Administration (GSA). A forty-year veteran, she was responsible for ensuring that the law was followed, whether Trump approved or not. Together Gibert and Liddell would plan the transfer of power. “Liddell was our conduit to keep everything moving,” she told me, “very quietly, under the radar.”

Liddell couldn’t risk speaking directly to Biden’s camp; it might get back to Trump. “Chris would have been shot,” said Marchick, only half joking. So Liddell communicated with the Biden team through Marchick. Inside the White House, Liddell confided in just a few trusted colleagues: Robert O’Brien, the national security adviser; Matt Pottinger, his deputy; and Pat Cipollone, the White House counsel. Unlike the cultists in Trump’s inner circle, these were people Liddell could talk to, who cared more about doing their jobs professionally than about keeping Trump in power at any cost. Marchick called them “the responsibility caucus.”

Biden’s team anticipated obstruction, delays in getting personnel in place, and a concerted effort to impede the transfer of power. And much worse. They prepared for “unconventional challenges,” of which there were too many to count. “Just so we didn’t get totally discouraged, we stopped at seventy,” said Kaufman. To show how varied those scenarios were, he displayed a few of the headings on the voluminous document they produced:


	Recession turns into a Depression.

	Election returns uncertain or delayed. Covid-19 gains traction and limits voting.

	Increased hardening of political divides, tribalism, hyperpartisanship.

	Trump blocks Biden transition claiming he won and utilizing a well-funded highly orchestrated campaign against us.

	Increase in the level and intensity of social protesting and government response.



This last item was the euphemism of the year; “government response” was code for Trump sending troops into the streets, perhaps declaring martial law. No one in the Biden camp would say publicly that they feared Trump might stage a coup. But privately they were taking precautions. “Is it something we were concerned about and thought about, had plans about?” said Kaufman. “Absolutely. We had a bunch of smart people sitting around a table night and day, saying, ‘Okay, what are the plans?’ One of the key questions was what’s going to happen with Trump and the military?”

Trump’s tin-pot strongman brand was on full display. On June 1, after protesters were dispersed with pepper spray in front of the White House, the president, flanked by a Praetorian Guard of aides and military personnel, strutted to St. John’s Church in Lafayette Square. General Mark Milley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had dressed in his combat fatigues to pay a visit to National Guard troops. But Trump corralled him into joining his march to the church, a walk the general would later regret having taken. Once there, the president preened for the cameras with a Bible, perhaps not noticing he was holding it upside down.

In July, Fox News anchor Chris Wallace asked Trump if he would accept the results of the election. “I’ll have to see,” the president replied. He added, “I think mail-in voting is going to rig the election.” A few months later, from the podium in the East Room of the White House, Trump declared, “There won’t be a transfer; frankly, there’ll be a continuation.” Still, Liddell kept the train on the tracks.

By law the sitting White House chief of staff, Meadows, and Biden’s transition chairman, Kaufman, were required to sign a “Memorandum of Understanding.” Fat chance, thought Kaufman. But he sent a draft to the White House anyway. “I figured that’s never going to happen,” he said. “This is totally against Trump’s interests; he’d kill people if he found out it happened.”

And yet, on September 30, Kaufman was gobsmacked when his fax machine clanked to life and back came the memorandum—signed by Meadows. Trump’s chief of staff almost certainly never told his boss. “I have it here as one of my prized possessions,” Kaufman, who saved the memo, told me. “I never in a million years thought Meadows would sign it!”

November 3, 2020, election day, seemed remarkable for its lack of drama: Despite the pandemic, predictions of chaos at the polls, and confusion over mail-in ballots, voting had been a model of fairness and efficiency. In a record turnout, Biden won by 306 to 232 in the Electoral College and by more than seven million in the popular vote—a decisive victory. But Trump, defying his campaign advisers, declared himself the winner and the victim of a grand conspiracy. The real drama was yet to come.

Traditionally, the day after a presidential election, the administrator of the GSA anoints the apparent winner. The act, known as ascertainment, not only formally acknowledges the victor; it also makes available to the incoming administration office space, funding, access to federal agencies, intelligence briefings, and other vital governing infrastructure. But, in a startling break with precedent, the GSA administrator, Emily Murphy, perhaps afraid of angering Trump, refused to ascertain Biden’s victory.

This was no idle act. “Ascertainment is not a ceremonial process,” explained Mary Gibert, the GSA transition coordinator. “It has potential life-and-death implications: Maybe you’d have made the same decision or maybe you’d have made a different decision, but you don’t know because you didn’t have access to information.” The Biden team was aghast, furious about the delay. Between the election and inauguration, they had just seventy-eight days to ramp up their administration. They’d recruited five hundred volunteers to visit every federal agency and report back on who was doing what. Now they were sitting on their hands.

Biden’s team had prepared for almost any eventuality. “We had six hundred lawyers working long, long hours, producing thousands of pages of memos for all sorts of stuff,” said Bob Bauer, the campaign senior legal adviser. “This was a genuine national security issue: The fact that the president-elect of the United States would be denied access to the tools and the resources for an effective transition was literally, directly, every day, harmful to the country—and in the middle of a public health crisis.” Bauer and his team were prepared to sue Murphy and the GSA. But after a spirited debate, the campaign decided to stand down.

A few days later, Liddell called his confidants Marchick and Bolten. “Remember that dinner we had where we talked about the nightmare scenario?” Liddell told them. “That’s what we have.” The nightmare scenario was Trump losing the election, but not by enough to convince him that he’d lost. Marchick explained: “Clearly, Liddell was in meetings in the White House where Trump said, ‘We’re going to fight this and we’re going to overturn it.’ ” Marchick feared Liddell was near the end of his rope. “He thought about quitting many times—and we’d say, ‘Hey, you can’t quit.’ ”



Eight days after the election, on November 11, Joe Biden announced that his White House chief of staff would be Ron Klain. The choice surprised no one. Thomas F. “Mack” McLarty, who recruited Klain to work in Bill Clinton’s White House, recalled his first impression of Biden’s future chief, then thirty-two. “You could see the talent, just like an athlete,” said Clinton’s chief of staff. “He had the proverbial fire in his belly, that was obvious. But it didn’t come through in an off-putting way.”

Raised in Indiana, Klain had earnest, midwestern charm; The New York Times compared him to an overgrown Model U.N. student. His down-to-earth demeanor disguised a razor-sharp intelligence. After graduating from Georgetown summa cum laude, he’d gone to Harvard Law School, where he was magna cum laude and an editor of the Harvard Law Review. Afterward he clerked for Supreme Court Justice Byron White.

In the Clinton White House, Klain rose steadily, becoming chief of staff to Vice President Al Gore. But it was with Biden that his career lifted off—as chief counsel on the Senate Judiciary Committee and later vice-presidential chief of staff. As Obama’s “Ebola czar,” Klain led a successful campaign to contain an outbreak of the lethal disease in Africa. He was a type A personality with a compulsive Twitter habit. But he was also unflappable, rarely raising his voice no matter how much excitement or chaos swirled around him.

Klain and Biden were like an old married couple, going on four decades. They had their ups and downs and their differences, but they clicked. Klain was straight-ahead. He’d say, “Look, we’ve got to decide A or B, and here are the five arguments for A and the five arguments for B.” Biden would reply, “Well, what about C? What about A and a half?” Biden navigated by feel, nuance, what he’d seen before, a person he’d met, a story he’d heard. Klain, the no-nonsense lawyer, complemented him. Though they were friends, Klain didn’t regard himself as Biden’s equal. He was a staffer. He’d call his boss Mr. President, or sir. There was just one thing about his chief of staff that drove the president crazy: Klain talked too fast. He always had.

But Klain hadn’t been a shoo-in for the chief job; he had a strike against him. And in Biden’s world that could be fatal.

Biden has claimed he’s the only Irishman who doesn’t carry grudges; Anita Dunn said she carried them for him. But that was, as Biden would say, malarkey. In truth, he rarely forgot anyone who crossed him. And he carried a gigantic chip on his shoulder.

An example of that was Biden’s still-burning irritation about an encounter back in the late 1970s with W. Averell Harriman, FDR’s former ambassador to the Soviet Union and the patrician embodiment of the WASP establishment. Harriman, a railroad magnate and Democratic Party power broker, had summoned the young senator to his Georgetown study and grilled him about foreign policy. “He did it because he thought I didn’t know the answers,” Biden complained bitterly to a friend more than forty years later. Biden could barely remember Harriman’s name, but he was still mad at “that rich guy, the railroad guy.”

In Obama’s White House, the vice president had chafed at the condescension, perceived or real, of Ivy Leaguers. “This is a guy who barely graduated from Syracuse Law,” said a friend. (Biden graduated seventy-sixth in a class of eighty-five.) But disrespect from anyone could set him off. David Axelrod, Obama’s rumpled, outspoken political strategist, rubbed Biden the wrong way. He could sense that Axelrod didn’t think he was presidential timber. Biden thought David Plouffe, Obama’s aloof 2008 campaign manager, also underestimated him. One of Biden’s close friends put it bluntly: “He hates ‘the Davids.’ ”

If he was prickly about people showing him respect, Biden also expected loyalty. And Klain, on at least one occasion, had come up short. In 2015, while Biden agonized over whether to run for the Democratic presidential nomination, Klain had said yes when Hillary Clinton asked him for help with debate preparation. (He’d prepared both Obama and Vice President Biden to face opponents in televised debates.) Up to that point in the nomination contest, Clinton had been a wooden candidate, losing ground to her upstart opponent, Vermont senator Bernie Sanders. But under Klain’s tutelage, on October 13 Clinton delivered a bravura performance in the first Democratic debate, making her the clear front-runner. A week later, Joe Biden announced that he wouldn’t enter the presidential race. He cited his continuing grief over the recent death of his son Beau from a brain tumor. But Clinton’s impressive debate performance was undoubtedly a factor.

Klain’s support of someone who was then a rival wounded Biden. And Klain knew it. In an October 2015 email, later revealed by WikiLeaks, Klain admitted to John Podesta, Clinton’s campaign chairman: “It’s been a little hard for me to play such a role in the Biden demise—and I am definitely dead to them.” But Biden let this grudge go. Klain was too valuable to remain persona non grata for long.



Klain and his team were, in effect, designing an airplane in mid-flight. Barred by Trump from access to the agencies, they set up a “shadow agency” process, compiling lists of former officials—and tapped their expertise. Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell refused to call the Senate back in session—so they interviewed, vetted, and hired officials who didn’t require confirmation. “This was the Biden transition’s innovation,” explained Marchick. “They lined up thousands of people to go into the government in these nonconfirmed positions so they could staff the government on Day One. They did eight thousand interviews in order to place eleven hundred.”

Finally, on November 23, GSA administrator Murphy declared Biden the winner. But the foot-dragging had been costly. Every day Biden’s team couldn’t access information about Trump’s vaccination program meant delays in getting vaccines into people’s arms. And that meant unnecessary deaths from COVID-19.

There were also risks to national security. Every day Biden’s team was denied intelligence briefings meant less time to prepare for foreign crises. On January 20 at noon, all CIA covert operations ordered by Trump would suddenly belong to Biden. Traditionally, the major party nominees receive the PDB after their party conventions. Biden and the vice-president-elect, Kamala Harris, didn’t get their first intelligence briefing until November 30.

The delay also affected Biden’s planning for Afghanistan. Everyone knew where the president-elect stood. As vice president, Biden had opposed Obama’s “surge” of thirty thousand troops; he thought the president had been “jammed” by his generals. Evacuating U.S. troops along with thousands of U.S. citizens and Afghans who’d joined the American war effort would be a Sisyphean challenge. But Biden’s team didn’t know the half of it.

The Trump administration had stalled the refugee admissions process. This was in keeping with its well-known xenophobia, which had produced the notorious 2017 Muslim ban. Afghans who’d worked with American troops needed Special Immigrant Visas, or SIVs. The program was ill-suited to the evacuation of tens of thousands of people in a combat zone; in the best of times, obtaining an SIV took eighteen months or even years. But in March 2020, Trump made things worse by virtually shutting the program down, creating a backlog of some seventeen thousand applicants.

“This was no accident, by the way,” said Representative Jason Crow, a Colorado Democrat. The congressman had visited the U.S. embassy in Kabul in 2019 and found that visas were being processed by a skeletal staff. As Crow told George Packer, a writer for The Atlantic, “This was a long-term Stephen Miller project to destroy the SIV program and basically shut it off.” Crow was referring to Trump’s notoriously anti-immigrant adviser. An old Indochina hand was even more blunt about the motivation behind stalling SIVs: “They felt the country wasn’t ready to have a lot of hook-nosed, brown-skinned Muslims, with blood dripping off their fingers, coming into this country. We had enough trouble with the folks coming out of Vietnam.”

Meanwhile Trump appeared intent on staging a coup d’etat. He’d replaced Defense Secretary Mark Esper with Christopher Miller, a compliant acolyte, and installed apparatchiks in high places at the CIA. Some worried that Trump would start a war with Iran as a pretext to stay in power. Quietly, Liz Cheney, the newly elected Wyoming congresswoman, had corralled every living former defense secretary, including her father, Dick Cheney, into signing a letter exhorting the military to follow the Constitution. And General Mark Milley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was preparing emergency contingencies. He suspected Trump might stage a domestic crisis to seize power—a favorite ploy of autocrats who want to stay in office by exploiting voters’ fears. In the event of an illegal presidential order, Milley and other top Pentagon officials made a secret pact to resign, one after another.

To avoid the appearance of a power grab, Biden’s camp didn’t speak directly with General Milley. Instead, they communicated through an intermediary, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi. I asked Biden’s best friend, Ted Kaufman, if the Speaker kept the president-elect informed of Milley’s contingency planning. “Oh, sure,” he said. “Absolutely.”

Outwardly, the Biden team projected calm. As Klain explained, “Our whole thing was basically a legal strategy to shut this down in the courts—and a political strategy based on the idea that we won, so we were going to act like we won. We played this out a step at a time. To first get the vote confirmed by the media, to build a sense of inevitability around that, to finally get the GSA to certify us. To get going on the transition.” An adviser to the Biden transition put it this way: “We don’t need to send up fighter jets to force Air Force One down. Let’s just let Trump throw his fit, pursue his legal theories. It’ll all fail and he’ll run short of fuel and come down for a landing.”

In the meantime, Klain was getting ready to help his boss govern.






THREE [image: ] WE’LL ALWAYS HAVE YOUR BACK


On December 18, 2020, a month before Joe Biden’s inauguration, the most exclusive fraternity in Washington gathered to give the president-elect’s incoming chief of staff their best advice.

That morning Ron Klain logged on to a Zoom call with nineteen of the twenty-two living former White House chiefs. These private, off-the-record meetings, arranged by the outgoing chief for his incoming successor since 2008, usually took place in person at the White House. But due to COVID safety protocols, this year’s gathering would be held virtually. And with Trump refusing to concede the election, Mark Meadows bowed out. So George W. Bush’s chief Joshua Bolten and Barack Obama’s chief Denis McDonough organized the call.

Democrats and Republicans, the ex-chiefs had served presidents going all the way back to Lyndon Johnson. There was LBJ’s James Jones; Gerald Ford’s Dick Cheney; Jimmy Carter’s Jack Watson; Ronald Reagan’s Kenneth Duberstein; George H. W. Bush’s John Sununu and Samuel Skinner; Bill Clinton’s Thomas H. “Mack” McLarty, Leon Panetta, Erskine Bowles, and John Podesta; George W. Bush’s Andrew Card and Joshua Bolten; and Barack Obama’s Rahm Emanuel, Pete Rouse, Bill Daley, Jack Lew, and Denis McDonough. In a surprise, even Trump’s John Kelly and Mick Mulvaney joined the call.

The animosities of the Trump era lingered. Back in March 2016, Bolten had quietly tried to get all the Republican former chiefs to declare publicly that Trump was unfit to serve as president. Bolten had been rebuffed by Dick Cheney, who didn’t want to jeopardize the political prospects of his daughter Liz, running for Congress from Wyoming. James A. Baker III, Ronald Reagan’s first chief, was also gun-shy. “A lot of people said Ronald Reagan was an idiot,” Baker told Bolten. “Now I’m not comparing Trump to Ronald Reagan—” Bolten revered Baker, but he cut him short: “You just did. It’s a disgraceful comparison, and you know it.”

Baker, now ninety, who’d voted twice for Trump, declined to join the call, saying he had a hunting trip. And Reince Priebus, sacked after six months as Trump’s first chief but still the president’s loyal flatterer, had cold feet. Priebus, forty-eight, sent his regrets. The only other no-show was Ford’s ailing ex-chief, Donald Rumsfeld, who would die a few months later at eighty-nine.

Cheney, now eighty, kicked things off. He’d been Ford’s thirty-four-year-old chief long before serving as George W. Bush’s formidable VP. “Whatever you do,” Cheney pronounced, “control your vice president.” There were scattered laughs—and a few groans. He’d told the same joke twelve years earlier, during Rahm Emanuel’s initiation.

Next to speak was eighty-two-year-old Jim Jones. He’d been just twenty-eight when he became Lyndon Johnson’s gatekeeper in 1968, the last year of a presidency marked by the triumph of the Great Society and the disaster of the Vietnam War. Jones believed that the crises facing Biden and his team presented a rare opportunity. “This is one of those moments in history—FDR moments or LBJ moments,” he said. “In FDR’s case, basically everything he did was to deal with the Depression. In LBJ’s case, it was using the tragedy of JFK’s assassination as a springboard to do everything he wanted to do.” Biden now had a chance to use the twin crises of the pandemic and an economic collapse to forge similarly great achievements.

But Jones had a warning. It was about the personal toll of the presidency, and Biden’s age. On his last day in office, LBJ, who was sixty years old, looked eighty. Biden was seventy-eight—and it showed. Jones recognized his own frailties in Biden. “I see in him some of the things that I couldn’t do a couple of years ago, and I see how it has progressed,” he said. “It’s his gait. It’s his walking ability. The stumbling on the steps on Air Force One. I’ve become an expert at falling going up the stairs.”

Jones also saw it when the president spoke. “I can tell when he’s tired, when he’s having trouble getting the right word out—or thinking of the right word. I don’t think it’s noticeable to most people, but being there myself, I recognize it.” Jones wasn’t saying that Biden couldn’t do the job, just cautioning Klain to conserve his energy. Jones had done that for LBJ. “Everyone’s going to want Biden to do this, this, and this,” he warned Klain. “And he’ll want to do it. But harness his sleep time. He’s got to keep a clear, rested head and body for the next three years.”

Among his supporters, this was the oft-unspoken worry about a Biden presidency: He was older than Ronald Reagan, who was seventy-three when he ran for reelection in 1984 against Walter Mondale. The fortieth president’s dotage had become a punch line during a debate. “I am not going to exploit, for political purposes, my opponent’s youth and inexperience,” Reagan had cracked about his fifty-six-year-old Democratic opponent. But the quip had disguised an unfortunate truth: In his second term, Reagan was sometimes non compos mentis; dementia had begun to set in. Could Biden, almost an octogenarian, handle the rigors of the presidency for one term, much less two? He would be eighty-two if and when he ran for reelection.

Biden’s campaign appearances, often streamed from his basement, had been a kind of Rorschach test: Critics thought he was doddering while supporters thought Biden was remarkably focused given his unscripted history. “They said he doesn’t have any discipline,” remarked Mike Donilon, Biden’s wordsmith and political strategist. “Yet he probably had one of the most disciplined message campaigns in history. They said he would never shut up—yet he gave the shortest acceptance speech in history at the convention.”

Everybody had a story about the vintage, unfiltered Biden. “You got on an elevator with him and you might be there for a while,” said the former CBS News anchor Bob Schieffer, chuckling as he recalled covering the loquacious senator from Delaware. Richard Blumenthal, the Connecticut senator, once got a voice mail from Biden that lasted thirty-five minutes. Biden could also go rogue, veering dramatically out of bounds. Once, spotting his friend Tom Brokaw, the NBC News anchor, across a room at a party, Biden called out: “Brokaw, how are you and Meredith doing with menopause?”

But those were private fouls; Ted Kaufman argued that in public Biden-the-gaffe-machine was a caricature, a media exaggeration. The narrative of Biden as a crazy uncle, blurting out embarrassing things, was just too irresistible—like the image of President Gerald Ford, forever tumbling down the steps of Air Force One. But it was false; just as Ford, a well-coordinated athlete, was unfairly defined by a few televised stumbles, Biden, Kaufman argued, was judged by a few slips of the tongue: “Go back and look at his speeches when he was vice president and you’ll find very few gaffes.” Moreover, much of Biden’s difficulty getting words out stemmed not from incipient dementia, as many right-wing news outlets would have listeners believe, but from the stutter he’d struggled with in childhood.

Friends and aides insisted that on the eve of his inauguration Biden was, mentally and physically, “a young seventy-eight.”



On the Zoom call, the ex–chiefs of staff continued giving Klain their advice. “The role of team leader is really important,” said Jack Watson, eighty-two, who served as Jimmy Carter’s popular and effective chief during his final year. “A White House that keeps secrets has limited cohesion and loyalties. Share as much information with your staff as you can—you’re not going to have as many leaks if you do that.” Klain understood what Watson meant; you had to manage down as well as up—so that everyone felt invested in the president’s success. Indeed, on Klain’s watch, leaks, palace intrigue, and turf battles would be rare.

Ken Duberstein, seventy-six, Ronald Reagan’s final gatekeeper, was attending his last gathering with his fellow chiefs; he would die of a rare kidney disease in 2022. “Don’t forget about the First Lady,” he said. “She’s the closest person in the world to the president.” Nancy Reagan, known as “the personnel director,” had infallible radar for staffers who were pushing their own agendas instead of Ronnie’s. “He was trust and she was verify,” quipped Duberstein, borrowing Reagan’s famous phrase. Dr. Jill Biden was an equally ferocious protector of Joe Biden. When the president-elect interviewed job candidates, Jill often sat in. No one needed to tell Klain how important it was to keep her in the loop. He spoke to her regularly.

Next up was John Sununu, eighty-one, George H. W. Bush’s first chief. Gruff and cantankerous, Sununu had resigned in disgrace after being caught using government transportation for personal trips. “Don’t forget to have fun!” he said, with no trace of irony. Samuel Skinner, eighty-two, Sununu’s successor, echoed this advice. Skinner had been overwhelmed by the job. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime experience, so smell the roses,” he told Klain. “You’re a part of history. Don’t fail to appreciate that and relish it.”

Bill Clinton’s chiefs were proud of Klain, their star pupil. Mack McLarty, seventy-four, who’d given him his first White House job, urged Klain to stay grounded. “Keep your humanity about you,” McLarty said. “Staying connected to where you come from and not letting anything go to your head is important. And be prepared to deal with UFOs”—McLarty’s acronym for unforeseen occurrences. There would be plenty of those in the months ahead.

Leon Panetta, McLarty’s successor, admonished Klain to tell the president hard truths: “You have to be the son of a bitch who tells the president what he doesn’t want to hear, because frankly most people tell him what he wants to hear.” Along with James Baker, Panetta, now eighty-two, was considered the gold standard at the position. But his habit of criticizing sitting chiefs rubbed some the wrong way. If Klain screwed up, chances were he’d hear about it from Panetta on CNN or MSNBC.

Erskine Bowles, a wealthy entrepreneur who followed Panetta as Clinton’s chief, was next. “I offered Leon five million dollars to stay in the job,” he cracked. Bowles, now seventy-five, had the misfortune of being tapped just as Clinton began his affair with Monica Lewinsky. “Politicians are great at saying yes or maybe,” Bowles told Klain. “And the role of the White House chief of staff is to make it clear when the answer is no. Not maybe and not yes, but no.”

“I want to tell a story,” said John Podesta. The son of immigrants, an Italian father and Greek mother, Podesta, seventy-one, had run the White House like a drill sergeant during Clinton’s impeachment and war in the Balkans. But Podesta also had a spiritual side. In the spring of 1999, during the conflict in Kosovo, he and his wife were at church. “A guy came up to me and said that he’d been praying for me,” Podesta said. “I never thought of people I didn’t know praying for me. So be aware of the honor of being in the position you’re in.” In the months to come, Biden and Klain would need all the prayers they could get to pass their ambitious infrastructure and Build Back Better (BBB) bills.

Now it was Andy Card’s turn. Klain liked George W. Bush’s chief and was in awe of his longevity; his five-year stint as chief was a record. But Klain thought Card’s cheerleading for Bush was sometimes over-the-top. In a TV appearance, Card, now seventy-three, had said of Bush on 9/11, “That is the day he became president.” Klain thought: More people were dying every day from COVID-19 than on 9/11. Joe Biden would become a wartime president on Day One.

Card was blunt about Donald Trump. “The institutions of our democracy were greatly tarnished,” he told Biden’s chief. “Trump didn’t know them or respect them. He hurt the institutions of the presidency, Congress, the CIA, national intelligence community, the justice department, the defense department. It’s President Biden’s job, and your job, to help polish our democracy and our institutions.”

Josh Bolten, sixty-six, Card’s wonky successor, brought the conversation back to nuts and bolts. “What gets to the president and through what channel is the most important thing that the chief does,” he said. “You’ve got a lot of ‘czars’ to deal with. Make sure there’s clarity right from the outset.” Bolten, a process geek, was speaking Klain’s language. “Absolutely, understood,” Klain replied.

To everyone’s surprise, Rahm Emanuel, sixty-one, Barack Obama’s famously profane, hard-charging chief, told Klain to go easy on himself. “Every Friday I’d say, ‘Thank God, only two more working days until Monday,’ ” he said. “Take care of your own spirit and your own soul and reserve time for your family.” Emanuel, the former mayor of Chicago, would soon become Biden’s ambassador to Japan.

Bill Daley, seventy-two, Emanuel’s successor as Obama’s chief, told Klain that everything depended on his relationship with the president. Daley’s strained chemistry with Obama had forced him out after only a year. In this respect, Mick Mulvaney, Trump’s fifty-three-year-old former chief, pointed out, Klain had a head start: “It’s a huge advantage to know the president so well and to have worked for him, as you have.” Mulvaney’s subtext seemed to be, “I didn’t know Trump well, and that was a problem.” Not knowing Biden wouldn’t be a problem for Klain.

Denis McDonough, fifty-one, Obama’s final chief and Biden’s nominee to run the Department of Veterans Affairs, got personal. “You will need people you can let your hair down with and talk with honestly,” he told him. Klain took this advice to heart: On Saturday—always a working day for Biden’s chief—he’d often spend an hour or two confiding in someone he could trust. In the beginning that person was often Anita Dunn.

The last to speak was Trump’s John Kelly. A four-star Marine general, Kelly, now seventy, had brought military discipline to a dysfunctional White House, but he’d failed to tell Trump hard truths. When, after the infamous rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, the president had defended neo-Nazis and white supremacists, Kelly stood by, staring at his shoes. “Speak truth to power,” Kelly told Klain. Was the general regretting the occasions he hadn’t done so with Trump? “The Constitution and the rule of law should drive everything. And if it’s not ethical, moral and legal, it shouldn’t be done. Period. End of paragraph.”

It had been an extraordinary virtual gathering, a display of genuine civility and goodwill that was almost unimaginable in such polarized times. The chiefs had checked their egos and their partisan identities at the door and given Klain their best counsel. “It was a totally informal, casual, comfortable event,” said one chief. “Nobody was preaching. Nobody was trying to hog the spotlight.”

Klain made a promise: “We do plan—and hope—to work across party lines. We want to build bridges and be as bipartisan as we can be.” The chiefs didn’t see eye-to-eye on policy. Indeed, Josh Bolten, head of the Business Roundtable, would vehemently oppose Biden’s ambitious spending agenda, starting with the $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan (ARP). Bolten warned Klain that by going too big the president would squander any hope of future cooperation with Republicans.

For the Democratic chiefs, Klain’s cause was their own. “It’s now or never,” said Jack Watson. “What we’re talking about is a twenty-first-century New Deal. What we have to show is that the government, within a capitalistic system, can moderate and alleviate the inequities that result from an uncontrolled capitalism. And we’ve got so little time. We can’t do this in one term. Roosevelt had three and a half terms. But he did it. And that’s Biden’s challenge.”

The real question was: Could Joe Biden and his chief of staff, in the days ahead, expect anything like the bipartisan cooperation that had characterized this call?

The chiefs could all agree on two things: No one had ever been better prepared than Klain to be White House chief of staff. And no one had ever faced a more daunting set of challenges.

Biden’s chief invited his predecessors to stay in touch. “If I do something stupid or I’m going down the wrong path, call me,” he said. “We’ll always have your back,” said Ken Duberstein.

But neither Klain nor the ex-chiefs could have known that a plot was under way that would come perilously close to preventing Joe Biden from taking office.

Just a few hours later, at 1:42 a.m. on December 19, Donald Trump tweeted:


Statistically impossible to have lost the 2020 Election. Big protest in D.C. on January 6th. Be there, will be wild!
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As far as Chris Liddell knew, January 6, 2021, promised to be a quiet day. Joe Biden’s election was to be certified by Vice President Mike Pence in a routine count of electoral votes at the U.S. Capitol. Liddell, who was doing his best to stay under Trump’s radar, could hardly wait. “I woke up in the morning in a good mood, thinking: Finally, we’re going to get some resolution,” he said. “The vote’s going to happen.” Liddell looked at the president’s schedule and noticed a rally on the Washington Ellipse at noon. But he thought little of it. While there’d been reports of possible clashes that day between Trump supporters and counterprotesters, Liddell had been focused on his job.

Bob Bauer, the campaign legal adviser, was on edge. The truth was that democracy hung by a thread. Bauer’s team had spent months preparing for this day—and for all the things that could go wrong. Legal scholars agreed that Pence’s role in the certification procedure was purely ceremonial. But that didn’t mean that the vice president couldn’t plunge the country into a constitutional crisis.

One option was for Pence to delay the certification. That was the goal of Trump’s lawyer John Eastman, Giuliani, and their coconspirators, as revealed later in a voice mail that Giuliani left for a Republican ally. (He’d inadvertently dialed the wrong person.) A delayed certification could give states an opportunity to try to replace slates of Biden electors with new ones pledged to Trump. Another option was to declare some Biden slates invalid, thereby denying him the minimum 270 votes. This would throw the whole process into the House of Representatives. Under the law, in the House’s election of the president, each state delegation had one vote. And since Republicans in the 2021 House were the majority party in twenty-six states, Trump would almost certainly prevail.

If Pence tried to do Trump’s extralegal bidding, Bauer and his team were poised to file for an injunction in the District Court. The issue would probably wind up in the Supreme Court, now stacked with three Trump-appointed justices. “If Pence had gone completely rogue, I think we had a very good chance of stopping it,” Bauer told me. “I thought Trump and his legal team, such as it was, would be crazy to imagine that the court would somehow save him in these circumstances.”

Bauer had thought of everything. Except what happened shortly after Trump began addressing his followers at the Ellipse.

Joe Biden was in the library of his house in Wilmington, Delaware; he and Bruce Reed, his incoming deputy chief of staff, were polishing a speech on small business initiatives scheduled for that afternoon. The television was on, with the sound muted, when they noticed commotion at the Capitol. The MAGA insurrection had begun.

Biden and his team watched as the violent mob pushed forward, storming the ramparts of the Capitol. “We were watching the riot build,” Reed told me later, “and it soon became clear that he was going to need to give a different speech.”

Trump, who’d tried to join the mob at the Capitol but was forced by his Secret Service detail to return to the White House, was conspicuously silent.

For Biden, the assault was personal, visceral. “To watch an attack on the place he loved and where he spent most of his career was difficult,” said Reed. Biden had seen something like this coming. “He’d been saying for quite some time that he just hoped nobody would get hurt and none of this would lead to violence. Not with any expectation about a particular event—he just had a feeling about a fever rising.”

To Biden, the rioters—some carrying Confederate flags, one wearing a shirt emblazoned “Camp Auschwitz”—looked all too familiar. He’d seen a mob a lot like this one just a few years earlier, in Charlottesville. They were neo-Nazis and white supremacists, carrying tiki torches and chanting vile, racist slogans.

Ron Klain was conducting a virtual meeting in his hotel room a few blocks away. He and Biden spoke on the phone. First they postponed Biden’s scheduled event, then canceled it, then told the networks to expect remarks from the president-elect. A call was organized with Mike Donilon and part-time speechwriter Jon Meacham, the Pulitzer Prize–winning presidential chronicler and MSNBC commentator. “We were really sick at heart,” said Klain, “and thinking: What could the president-elect say to the country to try to address this moment?”

The television was on in Chris Liddell’s West Wing office. “And the next thing I knew, I was watching the insurrection,” he said. Liddell was horrified, incredulous: Oh my God, he thought. These images are being beamed around the world. And then, My job—which I thought was going to finally get easier—just became ten times harder. Heading downstairs, Liddell ran into his colleague Matt Pottinger, the deputy national security adviser, who was equally stunned. They looked at each other. “It was like, ‘Holy Hell, how are we going to deal with this? What does this mean? Do we stay or do we go?’ ”

At 2:24 p.m., Trump threw fuel on the fire, sending out a tweet:


Mike Pence didn’t have the courage to do what should have been done, to protect our Country and our Constitution, giving States a chance to certify a corrected set of facts, not the fraudulent or inaccurate ones which they were asked to previously certify. USA demands the truth!



Reading the tweet, Matt Pottinger decided to resign.



At about 3:00 p.m., Jared Kushner’s plane touched down at Joint Base Andrews (formerly Andrews Air Force Base), more than an hour after the MAGA attack on the Capitol had begun. Kushner had an uncanny sense, perfected during his father-in-law’s tumultuous presidency, for avoiding trouble; he was often nowhere to be found when things went badly. In the election’s aftermath this survival instinct had kicked into high gear. Kushner thought the Democrats had benefited from an influx of early, mail-in voting spurred by the COVID crisis. But when it came to Trump’s claim of a “stolen election,” Kushner knew there was nothing there. Yet, rather than stick around and try to talk sense into his father-in-law, Jared chose to make himself scarce. He got out of town. “With all due respect, I’m not going to like what you’re doing, and you’re going to be screaming at me,” he told the president. Kushner had flown to the Middle East, seven thousand miles away, to work on his peace deals, known as the Abraham Accords.

But now Kushner was back. His Secret Service detail told him it was too dangerous to go to the White House; instead, they took him to his home in Kalorama. Jared was getting into the shower when his phone rang; it was Kevin McCarthy, the House Majority Leader. Things looked really bad, McCarthy told him. Kushner threw on his clothes and headed to the White House.

At 4:05 p.m. Joe Biden appeared on television from The Queen, a historic Wilmington theater that had been converted into his campaign media center. The president-elect was calm, measured. “At this hour, our democracy is under unprecedented assault, unlike anything we’ve seen in modern times,” he said. “What we’re seeing are a small number of extremists dedicated to lawlessness. This is not dissent. It’s disorder. It’s chaos. It borders on sedition. And it must end now.”

Biden continued, “The words of a president matter, no matter how good or bad that president is. At their best the words of a president can inspire. At their worst, they can incite. Therefore, I call on President Trump to go on national television now to fulfill his oath and defend the Constitution and demand an end to this siege.”

Watching the insurrection unfold on television, Bob Bauer was afraid of what might happen next: What if the mob, which vilified Vice President Pence for certifying Biden’s election, captured him? And even if the rioters were subdued, what if Congress didn’t return that night to complete Biden’s certification? It would be the opportunity Trump and his plotters had sought. Anything could happen.

At 4:17 p.m., Trump finally appeared in a minute-long recorded video from the White House. He looked angry, as though speaking at gunpoint, as he addressed his followers.

“I know your pain. I know your hurt. We had an election that was stolen from us. It was a landslide election and everyone knows it…. But you have to go home now…. We love you, you’re very special…. I know how you feel. But go home and go home in peace.”

That night, at home, Liddell’s phone lit up. Friends and family were calling from around the world, including his native New Zealand, urging him to resign. Trump had incited a violent insurrection, and Liddell wanted no part of it. He already owned it because he was there, he told himself—but he doubly owned it if he stayed on. Mary Gibert, the GSA transition coordinator, was in a state of near panic. “My biggest fear was that Chris Liddell was going to resign,” she said. “I called Dave Marchick and said, ‘Dave, Chris is not going to resign, is he? If he goes, everything will come to a screeching halt.’ ”
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