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For my children, Andrew, Sarah Anne, Patrick, and Bridget: This book was written in the real hope that it will contribute to getting our country back on track so that each of you can enjoy the opportunities that this extraordinary American life has given to me and your mother.






INTRODUCTION

Winning is good. Losing is horrible. And nothing in politics is truer.

Believe me, I know.

And now, two painful realities have gotten me writing again. The first comes from the losses that my party, the Republican Party, suffered over the past three years, losses we urgently need to turn into wins. We lost the House of Representatives in 2018. The Democrats picked up 41 seats that year and—talk about painful—the ultraliberal Nancy Pelosi became Speaker of the House. That November, the Democrats also snatched governorships in Illinois, Wisconsin, Michigan, Nevada, New Mexico, Kansas, and Maine, all states we’d won two years earlier. Then, in 2020, the electoral map went from bad to perverse. We lost the U.S. Senate by a painfully slim margin. Suddenly, the future of the republic was resting at least temporarily in Chuck Schumer’s untrustworthy hands.

I liked it a whole lot better when his job title included the word minority.

And worst of all, we also lost the White House in 2020. I hate to even type those words, but there they are.

Very few people were as publicly invested in the success of Donald Trump as I was. As governor of New Jersey, I was the first major political figure to endorse him in 2016, after I ended my own campaign for president. I prepared him for the debates that fall by playing Hillary Clinton. No one could call that typecasting! From start to finish, that was an acting job! I chaired the Trump presidential transition committee. Through his time in the White House, I constantly gave him my best advice, some of which he even followed and some of which I’m confident in his private moments he wished he had. I headed his Opioid and Drug Abuse Commission, which led to one of the biggest successes of the administration, the bipartisan legislation that was passed to deal with the opioid crisis. He asked me to be his chief of staff. And I played a mean Joe Biden in the 2020 debate prep. Few people were rooting harder for Donald Trump to win than I was.

Another important point to note right at the start: There is nothing in this book that I have not said directly to Donald Trump. We have been friends for twenty years and still are friends. But friends have disagreements. And President Trump knows that I tell it like it is—in public and private—and it should be no different even when you are talking to an old friend… who just happens to be POTUS.

But losing hurts. Despite the pain, we have to live in the real world, not the world as we wish it to be.

How bad was it? Well, the last time the Republican Party surrendered the House, the Senate, and the White House in two years, Herbert Hoover was in the Donald Trump role. After that, Democrats held the White House for 28 of the next 36 years and the House of Representatives for 48 of the next 52. The Senate tally was only slightly less bleak.

I don’t think America can withstand another Republican dry spell like that one. I know I can’t. I don’t want a repeat of the aftermath of Herbert Hoover.

Let’s be clear: Political parties have one purpose and one purpose only, and that’s to produce victories. It’s those victories that allow us to shape the future and make the country a better place. So, it’s never just a Republican victory. It’s also America’s. Platforms, fund-raising committees, flashy conventions, soaring speeches, and all the rest of it—they matter only to the extent that they help secure the next win and the next chance to change America for the better. Losing political parties need to change their ways in order to once again become winning parties. Everything else is a big waste of time.

We need to ask ourselves: Why did we lose? And what do we need to do differently to make sure we win? To share those vital answers is the first reason I decided to write this book. The second reason is Joe Biden and the Democrats, and the dangerous policies they are now busy imposing on all of us.

With each new burst of runaway spending, with each new lurch to the left, with each new calling election integrity “Jim Crow 2.0,” with each new imposition of critical race theory in the classroom of an unsuspecting child, with each new reversal of Trump administration policy, and with each new assault on the values that everyday Americans cherish, the pressing need for a Republican rescue becomes more severe. But before Republicans can rescue America, we also need to rescue ourselves.

This is no academic exercise. The stakes could hardly be any higher. And the time is short. As the radical policies of the Biden-Harris administration push our country ever closer to the point of no return, becoming a government-centric, anticapitalist society that no longer rewards innovation and ambition, no longer protects individual liberty and freedom, we must keep sounding the alarm. We must also make a clear-eyed assessment of what got us into the mess we’re in and how we can get out of it.

As Republicans, we need to free ourselves from the quicksand of endless grievances. We need to turn our attention to the future and quit wallowing in the past. We need to face the realities of the 2020 election and learn—not hide—from them. We need to discredit the extremists in our midst the way William F. Buckley and Ronald Reagan once did. We need to renounce the conspiracy theorists and truth deniers, the ones who know better and the ones who are just plain nuts. We need to give our supporters facts that will help them put all those fantasies to rest so everyone can focus with clear minds on the issues that really matter. We need to quit wasting our time, our energy, and our credibility on claims that won’t ever convince anyone or bring fresh converts aboard.

We need to learn to win again.

The only way to push back against policies we know are wrong is to focus on alternatives that the American people will see are right, then ride those ideas to victory. Nothing else is going to win Congress for the Republicans in 2022 or the White House in 2024.

Enough with the wishful thinking and self-delusion. The infighting has to end. So does the wallowing in the past. We need to be the party that embraces the truth even when it’s painful. Grievances and conspiracy theories always die hard. But they can only live in the darkness. Their days are numbered once the light of truth shines down.

One of the great things about public life in this country of ours is the twenty-four-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week open marketplace for ideas. In a life defined by passionate engagement, it’s always a thrill for me to stand “in the arena”—Teddy Roosevelt’s potent phrase—deliver my strongest insights, and be heard. I will always speak plainly, boldly, and bluntly, and I intend to do so here. Not everyone will agree with every syllable—and wouldn’t that be boring? But everyone knows I never pull my punches. I call things as I see them. And I let the chips fall where they may. I will always be for telling my fellow citizens the hard truths.

This battle will not end without prodigious struggle. The Democrats will not be defeated without sound alternatives to their flawed ideas. Hating the other side is not enough. Calling them wrong is not enough. Pretending we won when we lost is a waste of time and energy. We have to clear out the brush, on our own side and on theirs, before the fresh planting can begin. And that’s exactly the job ahead.

It can’t be done with vague generalities. Slogans aren’t nearly enough now. The time for snappy platitudes is past. We need to get specific on every page. Specific about what happened in the final year of the Trump administration. Specific about the grievances and falsehoods that have stalled our party. Specific about the alternatives to the radical, out-of-touch Biden program that Americans in large numbers will rally around. And most of all, specific about the route to victory again.

Hold on tight now. The fun has only begun. We don’t have to be about yesterday. We must be about tomorrow. That’s the road to victory.






PART I DONALD AND ME







CHAPTER 1 HELP WANTED


I got a call from Kellyanne Conway. This was early December of 2018.

“I think he’s going to get rid of General Kelly very soon,” she said, “and he’s been talking to me about asking you to be chief of staff. I don’t know if he’s going to do it or not. But you’d better start thinking about what you want to say if he does.”

Kellyanne didn’t miss much. A veteran Republican pollster, she had managed Donald Trump’s successful 2016 campaign and was now counselor to the president. She grew up Kellyanne Fitzpatrick near the Atco drag strip in South Jersey’s Camden County, playing field hockey and working eight summers on one of the area’s remaining blueberry farms. Her family, like mine, was part Irish and part Italian. Though she’d graduated from George Washington University law school and spent a couple of decades as a high-level political operative and cable-news talking head, to me she was still a plainspoken Jersey girl. She was also my best friend in the Trump White House, besides the president himself.

Trump had made no secret of his frustration with John Kelly, the retired four-star Marine general and former head of the U.S. Southern Command who’d run the White House staff for fourteen months by then. From what I’d been hearing, Trump hadn’t only been keeping Kelly in the dark on key decisions. The two men were barely speaking anymore. For his part, Kelly seemed to have concluded that the president was not up to his definition of a commander in chief. Kelly never said this in so many words, but his body language was unmistakable. The impatient eye rolls. The rocking back and forth as Trump spoke. Whatever respect had been there initially, it was long gone. The midterm elections hadn’t gone well for the Republicans. Democrats had won control of the House of Representatives with a massive 41-seat gain. Though the Republicans kept their Senate majority and actually added two seats, the high-turnout election had devolved into an angry referendum on the personality of Donald Trump. With his eyes now turning to his own reelection in two years, he was itching to shake up his cabinet and White House staff.

He’d already settled on Bill Barr to replace Jeff Sessions as attorney general, which was a big disappointment to me. Ever since I’d helped Trump get elected, I’d always said that attorney general was the one job I would accept from him. He’d offered me just about every other position this side of White House chef. Secretary of labor. Secretary of homeland security. Ambassador to the Vatican. Ambassador to Italy. He figured I’d be a good fit at the Vatican since I am Catholic. He thought of me for ambassador to Italy because my mother was Italian. I don’t think the analysis went any deeper than that. Trump didn’t overanalyze choices like these.

He’d even asked if I wanted to be chairman of the Republican National Committee part-time—while I stayed on as governor of New Jersey. I’d said “no, thank you” to all of it. For me, it was attorney general or nothing, as I kept telling the president. I really wasn’t interested in anything else.

But what about chief of staff? The person who actually runs the White House, in a normal White House anyway. That might be interesting. Setting the daily agenda. Overseeing the president’s schedule and controlling access to him. Corralling the cabinet. Keeping the senior staffers from trying to kill each other. That job was especially important, I knew, in a White House as seat-of-the-pants as this one, where the president wanted to run everything himself. Reince Priebus, Trump’s first chief of staff, had failed to master the difficult managing-up part. Now General Kelly had stumbled, too.

After I got the heads-up call from Kellyanne, I heard nothing for more than a week. I was back home in New Jersey, doing what I’d been doing since I’d stopped being governor in January and had decided against moving down to Washington: building my consulting and law businesses. Trying to help my clients. Sharing my political commentary with George Stephanopoulos on ABC. Serving on boards of directors. Making real money for the first time in my life. This isn’t called “freelancing” anymore, I was told. It’s a “portfolio career,” meaning you do a lot of different things for a lot of different people who believe you still have the knowledge, the power, and the experience to get stuff done.

All was going well.

Then, on December 12, I got a call from Donald Trump’s personal secretary Molly. “The president would like to see you tomorrow evening at the residence for a conversation,” she said.

“What about?”

“He didn’t tell me,” she answered. “He just wants you to come to the White House, and the meeting will be up in the residence.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll be there.”

I made a reservation for the next afternoon on the Amtrak Acela train to Washington.

Was this the follow-up to what Kellyanne was talking about? Or something totally different? With Trump, I knew it could be anything. His mind was constantly jumping from topic to topic, especially when the topics involved hiring and firing the people who reported to him. Especially the firing part. He’d think about firing someone, poll his friends for their opinions, think about not doing it, then think about doing it again—and truly, you could never really be sure how, when, or where he would land.

That was just Trump.

All I knew was what Kellyanne had told me and that I hadn’t heard another word about it since. “If I had a guess,” I said that night to my wife, Mary Pat, “I think he’s offering me chief of staff. What do you think I should do?”

Mary Pat had been through this drill with me before. As usual, she threw the decision back at me. “Do whatever you want to do,” she said, “but I’m not coming to Washington with the kids. We need to stay in New Jersey.”

We have four busy children, two boys and two girls. Our younger son, Patrick, was a senior in high school. Our younger daughter, Bridget, was a sophomore. “We can’t go anywhere,” Mary Pat said. “And this is a twenty-four-seven job. If you go, you’re gonna go down there and live on your own. Whenever you can come back and see us, you’ll come back and see us. But if I were you, I wouldn’t make a decision on the spot if he offers it. Tell him you’ve got to come back and talk to me, and we’ll figure it out.”

“Agreed,” I said.



Before I left home for the train station, I knew there was only one person to call.

The great James A. Baker III.

To me, Baker was the wisest of Washington wise men. He’d been secretary of the Treasury under Ronald Reagan, secretary of state for George H. W. Bush, and chief of staff—the gold-standard chief of staff—for both presidents. No one else had Baker’s unique mix of Princeton-rugby polish, Marine Corps confidence, insider-Washington savvy, and Texas common sense—or, at age eighty-eight, his eternal aura of yes-I-really-have-seen-and-done-it-all. If anyone could help to steer me on this one, it was James Baker.

When I called his office at the Baker Botts law firm, he got right on the phone. “I need your advice,” I told him.

“Well,” he said in that laconic way of his, “if you’re calling me, that means you’re about to be offered the worst fuckin’ job in Washington.”

“I think I am,” I said.

I’m not quite sure how he knew that. I didn’t ask. I just fell back on my default assumption: Jim Baker knows everything.

He was generous with his advice. “There are some things you should demand before you agree to take the job,” he said. I grabbed a pen and a legal pad. I wrote furiously as he ticked off the things I should ask for, taking notes as carefully as I could.

Here’s what I wrote on my pad:


1. Chief of staff gets to staff the White House.

2. I get to manage the staff with the exception of Jared and Ivanka. On Jared and Ivanka, POTUS gets to determine role. Chief of staff needs to be fully informed of their activities.

3. Walk-in rights for Chief of Staff to any White House meeting—presidential or otherwise.

4. Walk-in rights for staff determined by Chief of Staff with the exception of the family of POTUS.

5. Chief of Staff controls his public appearances with assumption being Chief of Staff is a behind-the-scenes player—not a TV star.

6. Chief of Staff has representative at campaign and convention for planning and coordination purposes.

7. All disputes/disagreements between CoS and POTUS to be settled in private. No public statements of dissatisfaction or criticism.

8. Ability to go home on weekends to see Mary Pat and the children.

9. Attorney paid for by the RNC to advise me personally on various issues.



“Type it up,” Baker said. “And make him sign it. Keep it in your desk drawer. And attach to it an undated but signed resignation letter. The resignation letter should say, ‘Dear Mr. President: Due to the fact that we have not been able to keep our agreement upon which I accepted this job in the first place, I hereby tender my resignation as White House chief of staff.’ ”

That was a lot to write down, but I think I got all of it. And Baker delivered all those points right off the top of his head. And I had to take it seriously, he said.

“If he ever breaks one of the agreements he’s made on this list, detach the letter from the list, walk it in, hand it to him, and walk out. He has to know that you’re gonna do that. You can’t threaten it. You just have to do it. If you’re going to take the job, you have to be committed to doing it just that way.”

I told Baker I really appreciated his suggestions, all of which sounded wise to me. He left me with one last thought.

“Governor,” he said, “do what you think is best, and anything you ever need from me, I’m here to help. But I’ll tell you this. If you take this job, you’re the greatest American patriot since Paul Revere.”

No, no one could ever accuse James Baker of holding back.

“I hear you, Mr. Secretary,” I said. “I hear you.”

“That’s all,” he said. “That’s all, my friend.”



The Amtrak train was just pulling out of Trenton when my phone rang. It was Rudy Giuliani, the former mayor of New York City, the president’s personal lawyer, and so much more. He and Trump had a relationship so long and complicated, it cannot possibly be summed up in a few lines. But the two of them spoke regularly. And though he often complained about Rudy, he also listened to a lot of what Rudy said.

“He’s offering you chief of staff tonight,” Rudy said to me right after hello. “I just got done talking to him. He’s offering it to you. What are you gonna do?”

“I really don’t know,” I answered.

“Okay, well, you’ve got a little time on the train to figure out what you’re going to say. But I think that’s going to be the question.”

It was Rudy’s call that wiped any lingering doubt from my mind. I hadn’t been summoned to the White House for idle conversation. Kellyanne hadn’t read too much into Trump’s latest personnel complaints. He’d called me down to Washington to talk to me about being his chief of staff. But I still didn’t know what I was going to say. I had Kellyanne’s heads-up, which I was grateful for. I had Mary Pat’s reaction, which was important to me. I had Baker’s points. I had Rudy’s clarification. What else did I need?



When I got to the White House gate, several dozen people were milling outside. This being December 13, the White House holiday parties were now in full swing. Afternoon parties. Evening parties. Different groups were invited to come at different times. I didn’t linger long enough to figure out whose turn this was. As soon as I came in off the sidewalk, one of the agents stopped me and steered me in a different direction. To me, that was the final confirmation of what I already knew. They don’t want me being seen here. I’m going to be offered this job.

The agent walked me into the house and up to the south side of the second floor, where the residence is, then through the Center Hall and into what is known as the Yellow Oval Room. First used as a drawing room by President John Adams, it’s had many different uses over the past two-plus centuries. It’s been a library, an office, and a family parlor. More recent presidents, including Trump, have used it for small receptions and for greeting heads of state immediately before state dinners. The southwest window has a swing-sash door to the Truman Balcony. Double doors on the west side lead to the president and First Lady’s bedrooms.

This is the innermost of inner White House sanctums—unless the president invites you to jump on his bed.

As I walked into the room, Melania stood to greet me. I hadn’t known the First Lady was going to be joining us. “He had to take a phone call,” she said. “He’ll be here in a second.”

I sat on the sofa across from her and set my briefcase down. Melania could not have been more welcoming. She and I chatted for a few minutes. My family. Her family. No business. Just a couple of old friends catching up. I’d had laryngitis and my voice still sounded scratchy. She insisted on getting me some tea with honey.

The tea arrived, and then Donald bounded in with his usual energy and volume. He was not a guy who believed in quiet entrances… anywhere.

“What’s with the briefcase?” he said to me.

“Well,” I answered, “this is a business meeting. So I’m here to do business.”

“Oh,” he said, drawing out the ohhh into a couple of syllables. “So we’ve got a briefcase? What? Are we going to take notes?”

“Yes, we are,” I said.

I’m not sure why the briefcase struck him, but clearly it did. That’s just Trump, I suppose, the Donald I’d gotten to know, instinctively commanding the room. He fixates on things. “Okay,” he said. “Well, Melania, this is a business meeting. This is a big business meeting.”

That’s when he sat down and started pitching me on the chief of staff job.

“John Kelly’s gotta go,” he said. “We’re not getting along anymore. He’s not the right fit. He doesn’t understand politics. We’re now getting into the last two years of my first term, and you are just the guy to lead me to reelection. To be running the White House and then coordinating the activities for the campaign. You understand politics. You’re smart. You’re the guy to do this.”

I liked the way all that sounded, of course. But I knew there was more to the conversation than incoming flattery.

“Well, Mr. President,” I said, “before you go any further, I have a number of conditions.”

I didn’t say demands. I called them conditions. That sounded better, I thought. He didn’t seem taken aback. I explained.

“These are conditions that, if they aren’t met, it would make no sense for me to take this job because, without them, I couldn’t operate effectively for you.”

I opened up my briefcase and fetched the legal pad. “Here’s the business meeting,” Trump said teasingly.

“Here we go. We’re gonna do business now. Chris is taking his notes out.”

I just nodded.

So I went through the list that Baker had given me.

The right to pick the staff and to manage them. The Jared and Ivanka carve-out. The walk-in rights—mine and the staff’s.

Yes, yes, yes, and yes. He agreed to all of those.

Then I got to condition number five, deciding on my own media appearances. That’s when Trump shot up straight in the chair.

“No, no, no, no, no,” he erupted. “I control those.”

Uh-oh. Trouble.

I did my best to explain.

“Mr. President,” I said. “As White House chief of staff, the only way you get yourself in trouble is if you become too much chief and not enough staff. I don’t want to be an out-front public figure in the administration, on TV all the time. I want to be able to work the media behind the scenes for you. I want to be able to do it quietly but persistently and effectively to try and shape the stories you get. And if I’m getting thrown out on the lawn every day to make statements and stuff, my effectiveness is going to be much less.”

“No, no, Chris,” he countered. “I decide when you go on TV. That’s the way this works.”

“That’s a problem for me,” I said.

“Well, go through the rest of them,” he said, “and we’ll see how we do.”

And I did.

My representative on the reelection campaign and the convention. The disagreements settled in private. The weekend home visits. The lawyer on retainer.

Without hesitation, he said yes to all of those.

Melania had been sitting quietly, just listening. For the first time since Donald and I started talking, she spoke up. “I have a question for the governor,” she said.

“Sure. What?” Trump asked.

“How are you going to handle Jared and Ivanka?”

He shot her a look that I would describe as the visual equivalent of… whaaat?!

“What are you asking questions like that for?” he said. “I told you I’ve dealt with Jared and Ivanka. They’re totally supportive of what I’m doing here. I know what I’m doing. This is not going to be a problem for Chris. Why are you bringing that up?”

Melania held her ground. “Donald,” she said calmly, “I didn’t ask you. I asked the governor.”

“I’m not gonna handle them,” I replied.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I told the president during the transition that I thought it would be a huge mistake to bring any direct family members onto the White House staff,” I said, turning then to Trump. “Mr. President, you chose the exact opposite, to bring Jared and Ivanka in and give them high-profile jobs. You know I didn’t think that was a good idea because I don’t think you should ever hire somebody you can’t fire, and you can’t fire people you have to have Thanksgiving with.”

Trump didn’t interrupt me there. So I went on.

“Since you decided to do that, I can’t have them answer to me because they won’t answer to me. Because if I give them an answer they don’t like, they’re just going to come upstairs to the residence after work is over and convince you otherwise. So I don’t want them to report to me. The only way I’ll do this is if they report to you. All I’ll ask is that, once a week, they each send me an email letting me know what they plan on working on the next week so I make sure nobody else on the staff is stepping on their toes or duplicating their work.”

And the president seemed okay with that. More than okay. “That’s a great idea,” he said. “I like that. That’s good. I can do that.”

Then Trump changed the subject. “What about the book?” he wanted to know.

As Trump was aware, I had recently finished writing a book called Let Me Finish. In the book, I talked about my colorful upbringing in New Jersey and my time as the state’s chief federal prosecutor and two-term governor. There was also a lot in the book about Donald Trump. After my own run for the Republican nomination in 2016, I’d been the first major officeholder in America to endorse him for president. I made speeches for him. I prepped him for the debates with Hillary Clinton. At his request, I chaired his transition team, drawing up a detailed plan for the new Trump presidency. Cabinet appointments. Policy initiatives. Executive orders. Everything the new administration needed to get off to a rousing start. Sadly, Steve Bannon, the campaign’s senior strategist, and Jared Kushner, Trump’s son-in-law, tossed the entire plan in a dumpster and got me fired as transition chief. And that got the new administration off to an unnecessarily rocky start.

It all stemmed from an ancient resentment. When I was the United States attorney in New Jersey, I had prosecuted Jared’s father in a sordid family tax-and-fraud case and sent the father to federal prison. I wrote honestly about all of this in Let Me Finish, how bitter feelings from the past had come back to haunt a new presidency. Some people came out well in the telling. Some people did not.

The book wasn’t out yet as I sat down with the president that night, and no one in the White House had seen it, including Trump. But the book was already at the printer and was due in stores in a little more than a month.

Awkward timing? Yes, it was.

“Is the book critical of me?” Trump asked.

“The book is honest about you,” I said.

“But is it critical?”

“No, sir. I wouldn’t call it critical. But it’s honest about the interactions we had and what went on.”

“Is it critical of anyone?” he asked.

Obviously!

“Yes,” I said. “It’s critical of Steve Bannon. It’s critical of Jared. Those are the two biggest ones I’d say it’s critical of.”

“How bad is it?”

“Well,” I said. “I just tell the truth, sir. I blame Jared for having me fired as the head of the transition and for never having wanted me to be in charge at all. And I say that I think he causes a lot of problems around here because he plays outside his area of expertise.”

Jared was prepared for that, and so was he, Trump said. “We knew about the book, and he figured it was going to be bad about him. I’ve already spoken to him about it, and I don’t think that’s going to be a big deal. Do you have a copy of the book for me to look at?”

“Not with me.”

“Maybe I should look at it before we go through with this,” he said.

“It’s not going to matter,” I told him. “I told you exactly what it says. And quite frankly, Mr. President, I don’t want it out there. My publisher doesn’t want it out there. If I gave it to you, it might fall into the wrong hands.”

He just smiled. And we were done.

“I’ve got to go down to the Christmas party,” he said as he got up from his chair.

“Okay.”

“So, it’s gonna be great, Chris,” he said to me. “You and I back together again. We’re going to be great. I’m gonna get reelected, and you’re gonna be a big part of the reason why.”

“Mr. President,” I said, “you know Mary Pat. You don’t think for a second I can go back home tonight and say to her, ‘By the way, I just accepted the second-most important job in the federal government, and you and I never talked about it.’ You don’t think I can do that, right?”

It was Melania who stepped in, and I appreciated it. “Oh, no,” she said. “Not with Mary Pat. You will not do that.”

“Exactly, Melania,” I said, turning back to the president. “So let’s talk tomorrow morning. I promise I’ll give you an answer tomorrow morning.”

We shook hands. COVID was more than a year away. People still shook hands. And off he went to the party.

“You know your way around here,” Melania said to me with a smile as I put my legal pad back in the briefcase. “You can let yourself out.”

The media like to portray Melania as chilly and aloof. In my experience, she’s always been friendly, warm, and down-to-earth. I know that conflicts with her public image, but it’s the Melania I have known since I first got to know Donald Trump.



I was an hour or so into my late-night Acela ride back to New Jersey when my phone suddenly blew up.

Reporters. A lot of them.

I figured I would just ignore the onslaught. For two reasons: I was on the train, and also I didn’t know what they were calling about. But from the texts and the emails that were also pouring in, I quickly discovered that Jonathan Swan, a well-wired reporter for the political website Axios, had just posted a story about me.

“Scoop,” the headline read. “Trump meets Chris Christie to discuss chief of staff job.”

Holy crap! How did Jonathan get that so fast?

Now the other reporters were chasing his scoop. According to the report, “President Trump met with Chris Christie” and “considers him a top contender to replace John Kelly as chief of staff, a source familiar with the president’s thinking tells Axios.”

This was more than friendly chitchat, the story made clear. “Behind the scenes: Trump has met with a couple of others, but the way he’s discussed Christie to confidants makes them think he’s serious. Christie is ‘tough; he’s an attorney; he’s politically-savvy, and one of Trump’s early supporters,’ the source said. ‘The former New Jersey governor’s legal background may also come in handy next year.’

“Between the lines: Christie is used to being a principal, and it’s unclear how he would handle playing second fiddle. Also, he is not a friend of the Kushners. (As U.S. attorney for New Jersey, Christie sent Jared’s father to prison.)”

Well, that pretty much summed up the current state of play, didn’t it?

Still, I couldn’t help but wonder as the train pushed north through Wilmington and Philadelphia. There were only three people in that room at the White House. I knew I didn’t leak the story. It seemed highly unlikely to me that Melania did. Who was left? Did Trump really have someone leak that story even before I’d gotten off the train?

Mary Pat and I spoke when I got home. I talked to her about Baker’s list and Trump’s almost-agreement and his anxious questions about the book. I went to bed thinking I probably wasn’t going to take the job because he couldn’t agree to all of the conditions that Jim Baker had laid out.

I can’t be stupid here, I said to myself. I have to listen to Baker’s advice.

At seven thirty in the morning, my phone rang again. It wasn’t a reporter this time. It was Jared Kushner’s soft voice.

“I know about your meeting last night with the president,” he said. “And I know what he’s offered you. And I’m fine with it. I’m looking forward to it. I’ll be supportive of you and supportive of everything you do to help make the president more successful.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate that. But I haven’t made any final decision.”

“What are you going to do?” Jared asked.

I certainly didn’t want to go there. Not with Jared. “When I make that decision,” I said, “I’d rather communicate that directly to the president, if you don’t mind. But thanks for the phone call.”

About forty minutes later, Mary Pat’s phone rang. It was Ivanka, Jared’s wife and the president’s first daughter.

All I could hear was Mary Pat’s side of the conversation, but she described the back-and-forth to me as soon as she hung up.

After some introductory niceties, Ivanka had said to Mary Pat: “My dad’s offered the governor chief of staff. I know there have been problems between the governor and my husband’s family in the past. But you have my word, wife to wife, mother to mother, that I will make sure that nothing like that happens if the governor comes here. I’ll make sure he has every chance to be successful. I hope you’ll encourage him to take the job.”

Mary Pat had been taken aback by that. She assured her she would discuss it with me and got off the phone without making any commitments.

By that point, I had pretty much decided there was no way I was going to take this job. And the high-pressure campaign from the next generation, especially Ivanka’s call to Mary Pat, wasn’t about to convince me otherwise. I didn’t need to be the next Paul Revere.

I called Molly at the White House and said to her: “I need to speak to the president.”

“He’s not downstairs yet,” she said. “But let me reach out to him. I know he’s expecting your phone call.”

As soon as I hung up with Molly, Kellyanne Conway was on the phone. She’d just heard the chief of staff job had officially been offered and urged me to say yes. I didn’t tell her for certain I wasn’t going to take it, but I gave her every indication so she wouldn’t be blindsided when I told the president no. I told her how much I appreciated her early heads-up.

A few minutes after that, Trump was on the line.

“Mr. President,” I said, “I’ve considered everything we spoke about last night. But I just don’t think this is the right time for me to do this. So I’m not gonna do it.”

Long pause.

“That’s not the answer I was expecting to hear,” he said.

“I understand that, sir. I’d like to put out a statement right away that says I’ve withdrawn from consideration so it doesn’t appear as if I’ve turned you down publicly.”

“That would be great,” he said. “I’d appreciate it if you would do that.”

“No problem,” I said. “I’ll do that as soon as we get off the phone. One thing did intrigue me, though.”

“What?”

“That Jonathan Swan story last night.”

“What about it?” the president asked.

“Well, there were only three of us in the room. I can tell you for sure I didn’t leak it.”

He cut me off there. “No, I did,” he said.

“Really?” I said. “Who did you have leak it for you?”

“It was a great story, right? It was good for you and good for me. It was good.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but who did you have do it?”

“I did it myself,” he said. He sounded very proud when he said that.

If I had any doubts about my decision, at that moment they entirely disappeared.






CHAPTER 2 TASK FORCE


Every time I said no to one of Donald Trump’s job offers, I figured that would be the last one I would ever receive. I certainly didn’t expect another one when I turned down the job of chief of staff.

Little did I know.

The chief of staff job went instead to Mick Mulvaney, a former Republican congressman from South Carolina and leader of the House Freedom Caucus. Soon after Trump took office, the staunch fiscal conservative joined the administration as director of the Office of Management and Budget and then, without quitting that job, also became acting director of the Consumer Financial Protection Board, an agency he had railed against constantly as a congressman. When he was named Trump’s acting chief of staff in January 2019, Mulvaney still hung on to the budget job.

It was a good idea, hedging his bets like that. Mulvaney would last fourteen months as White House chief of staff before being shipped off to Belfast as U.S. special envoy for Northern Ireland. Mark Meadows, a former Tea Party congressman from North Carolina and founding member of the Freedom Caucus, would become Trump’s fourth staff chief.

No, nothing is forever with Donald Trump.

Just as Meadows was about to replace Mulvaney, the president and the First Lady made a whirlwind, thirty-six-hour state visit to India, February 24–25. It was just the kind of foreign travel that Trump loved most: in and out in a hurry on Air Force One and an itinerary packed with grand pageantry. Indian prime minister Narendra Modi really put on a show, including a sunset tour of the Taj Mahal and a mass rally at the world’s largest cricket stadium in Ahmedabad. One hundred thousand adoring Indians cheered the American president. Almost all of them had on matching white caps bearing the words “Namaste, Trump,” a Sanskrit phrase that means “I bow to you, Trump” or simply “hello, Trump.” But when the president got back to Washington, the glow from India didn’t last long. The World Health Organization hadn’t yet declared the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) a global pandemic. That was still two weeks off. But the president was already being pounded by Democrats and the media for not taking the deadly virus seriously enough. Some of his early quotes were already coming back to haunt him.

“We have it totally under control,” he’d said on January 22. “It’s one person coming in from China. It’s going to be just fine.”

“China has been working very hard to contain the coronavirus,” he’d said on January 24. “The United States greatly appreciates their efforts and transparency. It will all work out well.”

The president did announce travel restrictions on China that went into effect on February 2, a month after the Chinese government first revealed the outbreak. He described the measures as a “ban” that “closed the country,” though they blocked U.S. entry only for foreign nationals who had visited China in the previous fourteen days. U.S. citizens and permanent residents were still free to come and go. But it was something, and Trump had done it, and he cited it often when he was accused of not doing enough.

“Looks like by April, you know in theory when it gets a little warmer, it miraculously goes away,” he said on February 10.

I understood where the president was coming from. He didn’t want to alarm the American people. He didn’t want to take drastic measures that might harm the nation’s economy. And personally, his entire brand involved projecting self-confidence. The mask wearing, the crowd avoidance, and the school-and-business shutdowns that public health experts were now calling for—it all sounded weak to Trump.

He was just back from India when I heard from him again. I was in my office when he called.

“I got an idea I want to run by you,” he said to me.

“Sure.”

Almost a month earlier, Trump had set up a White House Coronavirus Task Force, chaired by Secretary of Health and Human Services Alex Azar. But the task force wasn’t doing much, according to Trump, and he wasn’t convinced Azar was the right person to be in charge.

“Do you think you’d be willing to come down here and run the COVID task force for me? There’s nobody better at dealing with a crisis than you are. Hurricane Sandy, you were the best! Everybody acknowledges that. There’s never been a governor who’s handled things like you have. Would you be willing to do it for me?”

I was a little surprised to hear him refer to COVID as a crisis, given some of his recent comments. But that was a good sign, wasn’t it? Maybe the president was starting to see how huge a threat this was.

“The answer is I probably would be,” I told him. “Let me just run it by Mary Pat and make sure that she’s supportive.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll call you back in a couple of hours. I’ll do some more thinking about it too, and you talk to Mary Pat.”

Technically, he didn’t offer the position to me. He brought it up and said, Would you consider it? and I said, Yeah, I probably would. Let me talk to Mary Pat. And he said, Let me think about it some more.

Mary Pat was at home in Mendham. The office is in Morristown, a fifteen-minute drive. I asked her to come down so we could talk face-to-face. Once she arrived, I said to her: “There’s no way I can say no to this. This virus is, I think, a huge national crisis. No one’s figured it out yet. But I’m telling you, it’s going to be bad. If the president wants me to do this, I have to. I can’t say no.”

Enough said. Mary Pat was on board. I had no other conditions this time.

I talked to Rich Bagger. A longtime pharmaceutical executive who’d served as chief of staff when I was governor, Rich had joined our consulting firm, Christie 55 Solutions, two months earlier. “If you have to do this, then go do what you need to do,” he said. “I’ll keep the business going.”

Two hours later, Trump was back on the phone.

“I’ve made a decision,” he said. “I think this job is too small and too temporary for you. I want you to be completely available to me for the campaign to help me get reelected. So I’ve decided to give it to Pence.”

Other than me and Pence, he said, he had considered one other person to replace Azar as task force chairman, Dr. Scott Gottlieb, a well-respected physician with considerable government experience who’d been commissioner of the Food and Drug Administration for the first two years of the term. “But I’m leaning toward Pence,” Trump said.

“Okay, that’s fine with me, Mr. President.”

“I don’t want you to be disappointed.”

“I’m not. This is totally your call. I’m happy to help any way you’d like me to.”

And that’s where we left it, right there.



That same afternoon, February 26, Trump named Vice President Mike Pence to head the White House COVID Task Force. “Because of all we’ve done, the risk to the American people remains very low,” the president said in announcing the move. “We’re going very substantially down, not up.”

Questioned by reporters about the fresh alarm from public health experts, Trump continued to downplay the threat. Asked about the fifteen U.S. cases that had been reported so far, the president said: “The fifteen within a couple of days is going to be down to close to zero.” He brushed off concerns that too few Americans were tested. “Well, we’re testing everybody that we need to test. And we’re finding very little problem. Very little problem,” adding, “This is the flu. It’s like the flu.”

But as the president spoke, the outlook was already darkening.

So far, the COVID cases in the United States had all been connected to foreign travel. But that day, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention identified a patient in California as the first case of “community spread.” He hadn’t traveled anywhere. Clearly, this was not just about China anymore. Three days later, a coronavirus patient died in Washington State, the nation’s first known COVID death.

Despite the optimism from the White House, others in Washington were far more worried than the president appeared to be. The Federal Reserve, concerned about potential damage to the U.S. economy, slashed interest rates half a percentage point on March 3, the first emergency rate cut in twelve years. Pushing to increase coronavirus testing, the CDC said the next day that clinicians should now “use their judgment” if a patient should be tested.

Clearly, this wasn’t just an American problem. Nations were scrambling around the world. On March 11, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic, citing “alarming levels of spread and severity” and also “alarming levels of inaction.”

It’s not fair to say the president did nothing, as some Democrats and media critics were claiming. On March 11, he added Europe to the restricted-travel list. On March 13, he declared COVID a national emergency, which freed up federal funds. But as I watched in frustration from the sidelines, the crisis was plainly growing worse every day. And he seemed to think that more severe measures might rattle the economy or make him look weak.

More drastic action clearly needed to be taken.

Public health officials were going from concerned to worried to apoplectic. Families, schools, and businesses were putting in their own measures. State and local governments, including some Republican governors, were saying they couldn’t wait for Washington. Sixteen states had closed schools already. Carnival, Royal Caribbean, and Norwegian cruise lines had just postponed all their outbound trips for thirty days. New York governor Andrew Cuomo announced a Broadway shutdown of all thirty-one shows until April 13. Last Week Tonight, Real Time with Bill Maher, The Daily Show with Trevor Noah, and Ellen DeGeneres all suspended production. And all the late-night shows decided, No studio audiences. That first night was a bit odd. Stephen Colbert refused to do The Late Show and instead aired the rehearsal. He drank bourbon throughout. Jimmy Kimmel Live! was guest-hosted in an empty theater by Democratic presidential candidate Pete Buttigieg.

I called Steve Mnuchin, the former Goldman Sachs partner and Hollywood producer who was now the Treasury secretary, definitely one of the worldlier people in the administration, to tell him they needed to get more aggressive in their COVID responses. Having responded to the largest crisis in New Jersey history, Hurricane Sandy, I felt like I knew a bit about how to handle a crisis in public. Mnuchin’s basic job was to make sure the American economy thrived. He said he thought I was overreacting.

“Stephen,” I said to him, “the sports are getting ready to close in a matter of weeks. They’re not going to be able to do this.” This was more than conjecture on my part or something I’d just picked up reading the sports pages or watching ESPN. My older son, Andrew, was the coordinator of amateur and international scouting for the New York Mets. Believe me, I was hearing about COVID and the professional sports world every single day.

“The only question,” I told Mnuchin, “is are you going to look like you’re leading or following? On this stuff, you’re gonna want the people to think that you’re doing absolutely everything you can do to prevent people from getting sick and dying. There’s no risk of overreaction here, certainly not initially. We can be very aggressive in the beginning and pare it back if we’ve overreached. But we need to do this.”

He didn’t buy it, either.

I spoke to Alex Azar, the secretary of health and human services. Though he was no longer running the task force, he was still in charge of America’s public health system. He had authority over the CDC and the National Institutes of Health, two key agencies in the nation’s COVID response.

Azar agreed with me. But he told me he didn’t think the president was going to buy it. “I would do all of that,” he said. “But the president isn’t there yet.”

After Azar, I had no one else to call.

That’s when I decided I had to speak up publicly. I couldn’t sit quietly. I couldn’t just make phone calls to Washington. I had to be on the record about this growing threat. Unless the administration changed its course, unless the president turned up the urgency and changed his tone, this was going to end badly. Very badly. For the president. For the nation. For everyone.



I had mentioned my growing concern in a couple of interviews and in my Sunday morning appearances on ABC. But I thought I needed to write something that everyone in Washington would notice, including the president. I wanted to lay out the specifics about what I was convinced needed to be done.

So I wrote an op-ed for the Washington Post. The piece ran on March 16, three days after Trump had declared the national emergency without taking any of the necessary follow-up steps. And then I wrote three more op-eds after that. Explaining exactly what I believed the nation and its leaders should do now. It wasn’t that my views were all that original. But I hoped the president would listen to me in a way he wasn’t listening to others. I tried to be as plain as I could be.

The first piece was headlined: “What Trump must do now to reduce the coronavirus risk.”

No equivocating there.

I didn’t bash the president. I tried to give him a name to look up to, touting his desire “to protect public health and our economy,” adding, “The travel bans from China and Europe have turned off the flow of people from world virus hot spots.” I knew he was proud of that. Why not give him credit? But “more must be done,” I emphasized. “I fear Americans are not yet taking this virus seriously enough.”

In the piece, I wrote about the lessons I’d learned in 2012 from Superstorm Sandy. I cited the importance of “setting the right tone before the hurricane hit” and taking “the most aggressive measures needed to be taken to protect lives.”

COVID was way worse, I wrote. “The steps we take—or fail to take—in the coming days will determine just how lethal the disease will be in terms of citizens’ lives and the health of our economy.”

I singled out the specific actions that Trump absolutely needed to take immediately.

Close schools: “The president should direct governors to close all educational institutions, K–12 and higher education, until at least May 11.”

Protect our hospitals: “The stress on our health-care system is not yet calculable, but we should prepare for the worst,” including turning other medical facilities into COVID-only care facilities.

Use FEMA money to purchase “ventilators, masks, hospital beds, and other medical supplies to address the coming crisis. None of this will be wasted; they can and should be stored for any future crisis.”
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