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To my sisters,

Jo, Jeanne, and Kate





“I want to do something splendid before I go into my castle, something heroic or wonderful that won’t be forgotten after I’m dead. I don’t know what, but I’m on the watch for it and mean to astonish you all someday.”

JO MARCH, Little Women, LOUISA MAY ALCOTT

“Let me show you how it’s done, pussycats.”

JOAN RIVERS






Prologue

Keep Up!

You can learn a lot about a person by telling them you’re writing a book about Kim Kardashian.

What does she actually do? my tennis pro asked nearly every week for a couple of years, unable to square the image of the woman that comes through his algorithm with the person I was writing about. Nothing I said made a difference. No new set of facts swayed him. Some people just can’t quite imagine that Kim Kardashian matters, or if she does, why. Or they are steadfast in their belief that her success is unearned, that she’s never worked an honest day in her life. Or they need to believe that she traded on her father’s success (never mind he died when she was twenty-two), or that the road had already been paved for her by her mother, or that it was all too easy because she’s beautiful, or that it’s just because of a sex tape, which they see as a blight on her image. One day in early 2025, I was heading into New York City on the train and I sat next to a woman, about my age, who described herself as a mathematician; I imagined she was a professor at Bard. She dragged out of me what my book was about—Kim Kardashian—and then stared at me, puzzled: “Is there any depth there?” By then, I’d seen this look of cognitive dissonance—the strongly held belief clashing with new information—dozens of times, “Writing a book” (good for you!) “about Kim Kardashian” (why?).

Too many people have, for many years, viewed Kim as a talentless empty vessel—someone known for sitting around with her sisters scheming over enormous takeout salads. Even her admirers don’t fully grasp how profound her ascent has been: In the span of just twenty years, Kim has gone from “a 19-year-old sales girl with a high school education,” as the State of California described her in her 2003 divorce petition, to one of the most consequential media moguls of our age. At time of writing, she has an estimated net worth of $1.9 billion and over 350 million followers on Instagram alone, and her reality show is in its twenty-seventh season. She’s also a fashion and beauty executive, an actress and producer, a merchandiser, a marketing pro, and her own publicist. Oh, and a model who is also her own muse, who has, at the age of forty-six, outlasted Hollywood’s typical expiration date. In fact, the simplest answer to the question What does she do? is How much time do you have?

Partly because the East Coast media establishment did not take Kim seriously for so many years—former Vanity Fair editor in chief Graydon Carter, for example, refused to put her in the magazine or invite her to his Oscar party—there was a dearth of well-written profiles and shrewd cultural analysis, so in addition to countless hours of interviews with Kim and her friends and family, I turned to other sources, ranging from Reddit discourse and Medium posts to Twitter threads and the neologisms of TED Talks. Explaining Kim became slightly less difficult once I figured out some new language was required. Just as I began writing in the fall of 2021, I stumbled upon a Wired profile of Timothy Morton, the chair of the English Department at Rice University, who coined the term hyperobject, which is essentially a thing, an entity—the internet, climate change—that is so global, its effects can be felt only in parts. At some point, I started to think of certain people as hyperobjects—people like Lady Gaga. Or Kim.

To bastardize Kant, the gap between who a person is (their noumena) and how they appear (their phenomena) cannot be reduced, no matter how hard we try. The idea of “Kim Kardashian” is larger than the person who brushes her teeth and drives her kids to school. She is a shared point of reference on the cultural map. She is one of the last vestiges of monoculture, someone who makes the world feel smaller.

Another word that helped: multipotentialite. It was coined by Emilie Wapnick during a TED Talk she gave in 2015 called “Why Some of Us Don’t Have One True Calling.” There have been polymaths and “Renaissance men” throughout history, but the multipotentialite is different. It has more to do with untapped competencies lurking within. The day I first stumbled on the word, I read the long wiki entry: “When multipotentialites are supported and encouraged to embrace their diverse skills and experiences, they’re able to tap into their superpowers: idea synthesis, rapid learning, adaptability, big picture thinking, relating to and translating between different types of people ….” Multipotentialites are, I also learned, often from unconventional backgrounds.

This is Kim, I thought. And when you look at her through this lens, it helps to make sense of her success, her bizarre résumé, her personality, and her utterly unique place in the culture—to say nothing of the surprising number of ways she’s changed the culture, much of which you might not notice until someone points it out. Since I met her in 2019, she has also completely changed her life: wrenched herself out of a bad marriage and moved on, a little banged up but remarkably all in one piece. She has become a single mother of four children, a billionaire who flies around in her own plane, and a respected criminal justice reform activist. She has completed six years of studying law and taken the bar—while simultaneously taking up acting and producing. Oh, and she built SKIMS into the most successful celebrity apparel brand in history, currently valued at $5 billion. “It’s crazy,” she said to me in early 2026. “I’m so curious. In life. About everything. So it makes sense that I would want to try all of these different things. And do the things I never imagined were possible—although I obviously had some wish, some hope inside of me … for this to happen? Right?”

FOR MY PART, I had remained mostly agnostic about Kim and her family until the summer of 2016, when Anna Wintour called to ask if I would please write the cover story for Vogue’s September issue, a profile of Kendall Jenner, then twenty years old and the highest-paid model in the world. Anna always thought of me as the go-to writer when a model broke through the scrim onto the world stage because I wrote the infamous 1991 piece in which Linda Evangelista said, “We don’t wake up for less than $10,000 a day.” Since then, I have been writing mostly about women, often the kind who confound people, like Hillary Clinton. And Oprah Winfrey. And Joan Rivers. For Vogue, I spent a few decades interviewing glamorous, complicated women like Cate Blanchett and Angelina Jolie, and also Lady Gaga—four cover stories over fourteen years. This became a hallmark: revisiting the same subject, like Charlize Theron and Jennifer Aniston, three or four times. I’d always assumed that one of these women would become the subject of a book; I did not imagine it would be Kim.

In 2016, Kendall was just beginning to be taken seriously by the fashion world, on the cusp of becoming the face of luxury brands; meanwhile, Kim was still mostly the face of tabloid headlines. Kim and Kanye were very much Kimye—a tag team in an extended and perplexing beef with Taylor Swift in 2016 that seemed small and spiteful. It gave me pause. “I’m not sure I want to get mixed up with those people,” I said, and I told Anna I needed a minute. I called my ex-boyfriend Stefan Campbell, a stylist and creative director with whom I regularly consulted on fashion-adjacent subjects. He acted like I was equivocating over a sit-down with Jackie Onassis. “They are an important family,” he said. The message was clear: Don’t be a snob; get on board. I had also been vaguely aware that another close friend, then an alternative-energy reporter on the business desk at The New York Times, was a fan of their reality show. She told me that what had kept her engaged over the years was the complicated and all-too-real sister dynamics: five of them, all beautiful and unusually hardworking, with a dominant mother, living in a bubble of their own devising in which men are vestigial, if not actively counterproductive. How could you not be fascinated?

The sprawling, multimedia saga of the Kardashians has played out over thirty years, starting with the twenty-four-hour news coverage of the O. J. Simpson trial and continuing with a sex tape, more than two dozen seasons of reality television, thousands of hours of social media content, countless product launches, and an endless stream of tabloid headlines. Their story has been told in fragments, absorbed (forced) into the culture as if by osmosis. We think we know too much, and yet the same questions persist: Who are these people? How did a second-generation Armenian American and his former flight attendant wife birth a billion-dollar dynasty?

At some point, it had begun to feel like a challenge, as if it would be a dereliction of duty, a negligence, if I did not try to filter out all the noise—the fake Kardashian news, the false narratives that flirt with conspiracy theories—and tell their stories. Because what seemed to be underpinning all the distrust was confusion: Why are they so rich and famous; what did I miss? The new ways in which they became so renowned somehow made their success feel chaotic and random. Which brings up another new phrase: context collapse. Coined by danah boyd in 2008, this refers to what happens when content intended for one group (e.g., friends) is seen by another (e.g., employers), leading to misinterpretation, identity conflict, and WTF is this doing in my feed? In other words, it describes how the social internet brings us all into contact with cultural products we would have, pre–social media, never known existed and been happier for it. So, if the only things you read about Kim and her family were from the algorithm, you were very likely to think there was something fraudulent about them. And, it follows, to hold them in contempt.

No one in the family is more heaped upon, more vilified, than Kim. She is confusing to people, which, I would come to learn, is partly by design. For someone so chronically online, Kim can sometimes come across as a kind of Warholian enigma—the Armenian American mother of four Black children who dares to wear Marilyn’s dress, buy Princess Diana’s jewelry, sport Jackie O’s watch to the White House to meet with Donald Trump. Who does she think she is?

It seemed important to try to understand how and why she became her generation’s avatar. For the 2019 Vogue story I wrote about Kim, I interviewed a handful of fashion designers, including Rick Owens, the cerebral minimalist whose clothes she favored at the time but whom she had not yet met. He seemed to suggest that it doesn’t matter who Kim thinks she is—it’s beyond her. “The young people around my office are very attached to her,” he said to me. “There’s some kind of force that one person can summon that is absolutely right for that generation, and that’s why people respond to them. That’s what seems to have happened with Kim; she seems to have ticked a lot of boxes for a lot of people at this cultural moment. And I totally approve. That’s what’s supposed to happen. And you never know who it’s going to be. A lot of people are going to complain about who ends up in that position, but there’s nothing to complain about; you can’t stop that force.”

This reminded me of something Oprah said to me in the summer of 2017, when I interviewed her at her house in Montecito, California. We were talking about her astonishing twenty-five-year run as moderator of the American conversation on The Oprah Winfrey Show. “As I was ending the show,” she said, “people would ask me, ‘Who will be the next Oprah?’” She stared at me for a few seconds. “There won’t be. There will be somebody else who will create their own phenomenon out of whatever is the next age: the digital age, a YouTube thing, I don’t know what it will be.” Turns out, Kim Kardashian was that next thing, that Oprah-size phenomenon.

There are roughly 650 houses in Kim’s Hidden Hills community, a good many of them occupied over the years by an ever-changing and curious sampling of early twenty-first-century celebrity, Madonna, Dwyane Wade, Miley Cyrus, the Weeknd, and John Travolta among them. Unlike other gated communities in Calabasas, California—some of which feel like overdesigned theme parks—Hidden Hills retains a kind of ad hoc, rustic cool. The community was designed in the late 1950s—“1000 ACRES OF ELBOW ROOM!”—oddly enough, for horses as well as humans. Bridle paths snake through the neighborhood, and there are stables and barns for everyone’s use. The roads at night—marked with hand-painted wooden signs, with street names like Jed Smith—are dark and quiet. Indeed, all that fancy sprawl sits on nearly two square miles, surrounded by the hills of Calabasas, where many Westerns were filmed, including Bonanza and Gunsmoke. When I was a kid in the 1970s, these shows were like the dark matter of the television schedule—always there, always on. Which is almost too perfect: old Westerns and reality TV—shows you watched while doing something else, like homework or ironing—were and are filmed in the same place, the faux Wild West of Show Business, California. In a certain American era, we wanted to see ourselves as self-reliant pioneers. Now we want to see ourselves as self-made entrepreneurs, like Kris Jenner and her six children, living in nine-bathroom farmhouse-modern castles, spinning tumbleweeds into gold. The West was won. This is the prize.

Kim insists on living in Hidden Hills almost entirely because of her family. Her five siblings—Kourtney, Khloé, Rob, Kendall, and Kylie—all live in either Hidden Hills or very close by, a proximity that allows for a lot of easy cousin time (matriarch Kris Jenner also lives nearby, with an all-access pass to her—at last count—thirteen grandchildren). Kanye tried to convince Kim to move over the years—to Chicago; to his ranch in Wyoming—but she was having none of it, mostly because in Hidden Hills she can at least mimic the contours of a relatively normal life.

Whenever I pulled up to the gates of Hidden Hills, the guys on security sometimes remembered my name, though they still had to check my ID and call the house to make sure I was on the list for an appointment. I eventually figured out not to pull into Kim’s driveway at the end of the cul-de-sac, but instead park down the street and simply walk up to the forbidding black steel wall, which would silently glide open. A member of Kim’s security team (always a man) would fetch me and take me around back, past Kim’s fleet of luxury super cars, all painted the same pearly gray (a custom color called Ghost Gray that matches her house), to the enormous six-car garage, where yet another friendly security person was manning a bank of sleek monitors, twenty-four in all, each with a different view—every inch of the sprawling compound under surveillance. Even when the cameras stop rolling in Kim’s life, they’re still on. The garage itself holds no cars and is a marvel of streamlined, not to say obsessive, organization: blond wood cabinets, each one labeled with its contents, including one for each of Kim’s four children: North, Saint, Chicago, and Psalm. Also: a mind-boggling number of strollers, car seats, bikes, and luggage. Plus, the pink golf cart Kim’s mother bought her for Christmas.

More often than not, I would find my way inside and sit at the long wooden table off the kitchen (or sometimes the gigantic round wooden table) and wait for Kim. At other times, someone would deposit me in a cool gray room surrounded by smoky gray sectionals just inside the front door that Kim calls “the library,” even though there were no books in sight. As my visits became more frequent, the security guys—always unfailingly gracious—would tell me to just head inside and wait for Kim’s chief of staff, the tall, charming Englishman Ollie Ayling, who started the same week of my first interview, fresh off a stint working for the royal family.

Kim’s house is wildly misunderstood. On Instagram, where it is often her costar, it can come across as sterile to the point of being perverse—a little spooky. In actual fact, it is a triumph of unusual proportion and reinvention. A cathedral of warm Belgian minimalism, the house was designed by the celebrated multi-hyphenate artist Axel Vervoordt. Enormity is the coin of the realm; everything is conceived on the scale of more. Her bedroom is the size of an airplane hangar, her mattress perched on a gargantuan two-hundred-thousand-dollar slab of marble. The bathroom is nearly as big, with a shower capacious enough for a football team. The living spaces are an astonishment of clean, clear surfaces, nary a framed family photo or tchotchke in sight. Just outside a picture window sits what must be the longest picnic table in America. There is a grand center hall that runs the length of the house, and because the floors, walls, and ceilings are finished in the same color and texture (a kind of bone plaster), it messes with your perspective, as if you might just have to walk all the way to infinity. Some rooms feature just a single piece of furniture, including a Jean Royère Polar Bear sofa, for which Kim and Kanye paid $1 million. The kitchen island is the size of a small dance floor. The light switches are tiny works of modern art: three perfect little bronze dots recessed into the wall. Every time I used one of the bathrooms, I was surprised to find something so pedestrian as white terry cloth towels hanging from relatively ordinary rods next to the sinks, which are like no other sinks—not sinks at all, really. And yet, somehow—and you’ll just have to take my word for it—the house feels lived in, homey, snug.

Was it the house, though? Or was it Kim? Despite the fact that Kim is known for turning up in public in uniquely uncomfortable, not to say unwearable, getups—dresses that crush the rib cage, rubber bodysuits that fill with sweat, punk burkas that make breathing, seeing, and talking difficult—in nearly every other situation, she prizes comfort above all else. She herself is fundamentally comfy. Indeed, she is famous among her friends (and was mocked on SNL) for being able to drift off to sleep in nearly any environment, including nightclubs, which somehow feels like a corollary to always wanting to be as cozy as humanly possible. I have watched her eyes flutter off to nearly asleep—right in front of me!—several times. She once told me that pajamas are her greatest indulgence. “I sleep perfectly,” she said one day, as we were standing next to her bed. “It’s my favorite thing to do: get in bed. I have the most comfortable sheets on the planet. The most comfortable mattress imaginable. The key is to be comfortable.”

I once described Kim as “a human spa,” partly because the sound of her voice, in person, is uniquely soothing, approximating the effect of water burbling over river rocks. On the show, she’s often portrayed in heightened emotional situations where her voice goes up into her head and can get whiny, but when you’re in conversation with her, it instantly conjures a sense of conspiratorial mischief with anyone who can get close enough to hear it. Often, at her house, she was wearing plush sweats—jammies, basically. Once, very early in the morning, she peeked her head around a corner, still in a sumptuous white bathrobe: Want some coffee? Are you hungry? I have gotten comfortable with people in interviews before, but I have never—not once—in anyone’s house, including my own, tucked my feet under myself and curled up with a hot beverage balanced on a saucer just beneath my chin. This became routine with Kim.

And she remains calm and amenable even as chaos and disagreement swirl around her. Down a hallway behind Kim’s bedroom lies her wardrobe multiplex, with racks of clothes on wheels and an elaborate glam room set up—all designed for the purpose of creating content. (And for hiding out: In the summer of 2024, Kim did a series of Zoom interviews with me from her closet, the one place in the house “where my kids won’t be running in and out,” although a staffer would occasionally appear and hand her tea or a small plate of food.) Indeed, her entire house could be seen as an endless warren of white, seamless backdrops for photo shoots. She has a closet for just her shoes and handbags that looks like a Prada store. As the late designer Virgil Abloh once put it to me, “Her home is a masterpiece. It’s tactile; it’s her taste. And it’s all of a piece: her style, the house, her makeup palettes. That closet! Can you imagine going into that room to pick out what shoes you’re going to wear? It’s the best design!”

That summer in 2021, when COVID-19 had canceled everyone’s routine, and when I began interviewing her for this book, Kim was home with the kids 24-7. Kanye had taken off on another flight of ideas, with his team of producers and designers, to his ranch in Wyoming or a rented beachfront mansion in the Dominican Republic, and never really returned. It was obvious their marriage was in trouble. In the past, when I had visited to interview her for Vogue, the house had been full of people. Once, as I lingered in the garage, I noticed a whiteboard with a list of all the staff who worked there on any given day. I counted twenty-four names, with ten of them marked “in” on that particular day. There were nannies and kids and maids and chefs and assistants buzzing around. Another time, when I arrived just after the holidays, the sleek black metal wall slid open to reveal at least a dozen men, maybe more, standing on tall ladders, taking Christmas lights out of all the trees—endless strings of millions of tiny white lights. At other times, there would be an army of landscapers, all wearing red hats and red T-shirts, pruning and mowing and leaf blowing.

With the exception of the security guys outside, the house now seemed empty. There was Ollie, as always, and the lady chef who often made us lunch. And one time, I bumped into Kendall with her Doberman, Pyro. She had come over to get under the hood of Kim’s new car. On another day, I watched Khloé park and head straight to Kim’s gym, which is in a separate building, far from the house. Sometimes I would see a woman quietly mopping the bone-white floors in one room or another. Occasionally, I’d notice a pile of law books spread out on one of the kitchen tables because Kim had been studying to pass the test known as the baby bar, during her unlikely, if not quixotic, quest to become a lawyer. But it was mostly blissfully calm and quiet—exactly how Kim liked it. And can you blame her? More often than not, when she wanders beyond the gates of Hidden Hills, pandemonium ensues. When she’s driving with her kids on board, she must travel in a small motorcade, security cars in front and back. If chaos greeted you nearly everywhere you went, you, too, might want to come home to the radical simplicity of a colorless environment.

Sometimes we would jump in one of Kim’s cars and make the short drive to her new offices, which are situated in an unremarkable office park corridor just off the 101, the kind of glassy, low-slung cluster of buildings that dissolves into a blur. The Cheesecake Factory’s corporate HQ is nearby. Up the road, there is a bar and restaurant called Ladyface Brewery, which is named after a nearby mountain that, funnily enough, has nothing to do with the Kardashians. When we arrived, Kim wheeled her car around back, where a security person stood at the ready. A huge metal door opened upward, and Kim pulled into the building—not into a garage, per se, but directly into her office space, which is cavernous at forty thousand square feet. She explained that it once had been one of Kanye’s Yeezy storage facilities. She took it over during the pandemic and built it out in another minimalist, monochromatic Shangri-la—her house’s industrial sibling, in a way.

Creating this space was another step toward trying to further normalize life at home, creating more boundaries between work and raising her family. And the space was clearly designed by and for a person who has spent a lot of time thinking about—and living in—the infrastructure of the fame industrial complex. It is a place designed for creating content, with photo studios, dressing rooms, and glam stations. There is a YouTube recording studio. A podcast room. There is what amounts to a mini-amphitheater, a cocoon that envelops you in felt—and can seat a couple dozen. There is a catering zone fit for Martha Stewart or Gordon Ramsay. In other words, it is, among other things, a content-production farm, a kind of media and retail company hybrid, and Kim is its mogul. She has cut out nearly all the middlemen by going directly to her hundreds of millions of followers.

Her product showroom is a reminder that Kim has created multiple enormously successful companies—and has been at this for years. It was right there, on display: the evolution from kitschy perfume bottles in the shape of her body to the juggernaut that is SKIMS, a brand of such clarity and simplicity that it became an instant paragon. Upstairs, outside Kim’s private office, the walls are lined with her magazine covers, mostly fashion, enlarged and framed—a giant checkerboard of Kims. Including, as it happens, the cover of K9 magazine from 2008. As Kim explained to me, “The staff were like, ‘Oh maybe we should take this one down.’ And I’m like, ‘No no no, this one is so funny to me. Like, I wanted to be on that cover so badly that I borrowed Nicole Richie’s dog to take a photo with me so I could be on the cover of K9 magazine. That was my first cover! Put it right next to Vogue!”

HOW DID WE GET HERE? How did she get here? It’s complicated. But it was also no accident. Not only is she the first true—and most enduring—celebrity of the reality television age, she also in many ways pioneered the genre as it became the dominant form of entertainment. She has made herself into one of the most famous women in the world by understanding before everyone else that a kind of nakedness was all but required in this new world. She intuited that baring it all, sharing your life, letting people in—constantly and shamelessly—is its own art form, and it has a peculiar power. Unlike the starlets of the past, Kim is in complete control of the content, which is part of what makes her so powerful: There’s no one else deciding when her time limit for fame is up. As she mastered one technology after another, she harnessed the full-disclosure dynamic of social media, and invented a new way of living a public life: one that is performative, sure, but also somehow uniquely transparent. And as she has peddled this strange new brew of authenticity, she’s given everyone permission to share their own lives, to treat their public personas as brands to manage and promote. She has made bare-it-all something to aspire to, and in doing so, she has become a kind of queen figure: This is the way of being in the world right now. Watch me; learn from me. You, too, can thrive in the hot glare of constant judgment.

Another aspect of Kim’s not inconsiderable legacy is that not only does she seem to already reside in the metaverse (if not yet the multiverse), she is one of its architects. Her beloved cousin Cici once said to me that Kim is the “author” of social media. At the very least, she is its interior designer. Back in 2019, I had a conversation with my husband while I was writing about Kim for Vogue. I was puzzling out her place in the culture when Andy said, She’s like the iPhone. Kim Kardashian seemed to come out of nowhere, fully formed, meeting a need we didn’t know we had. It was as if a team of engineers had been designing her in secret and then unleashed her on the world to dazzling effect. Hundreds of millions of followers flocked to her on social media, exactly according to plan. Even the way she looks—that impossible-to-believe extra-hourglass silhouette, the almond-shaped face with nearly black eyes—can feel unreal. And much like the iPhone—released in 2007, the year Kim became famous—she integrated perfectly, eerily, into our lives, like she’d been there all along. We didn’t see her coming (like the iPhone itself), and she somehow managed to change the texture and the tone and the color and the shape and the feel of things—not just online, but IRL. That she would go on to occupy such an astonishing amount of space in the marketplace, the zeitgeist, and the news—to say nothing of the minds of people from every walk of life all around the world, including and especially those who have never seen a single episode of the Keeping Up with the Kardashians—is yet another not uncomplicated feather in her cap. Why do so many people feel compelled to announce their fervent and total lack of interest? Has there ever been another entertainment offering that inspires this kind of protestation? I adamantly don’t care! (Okay, girl.)

One reason why you ought to care about the Kardashian-Jenner empire, whatever you may think of its merits, is that it’s completely new. Kim, Kourtney, Khloé, Kendall, Kylie, and Kris comprise something unprecedented in American life: a matriarchy. If it was the 1600s, such a powerful coven of women might have been burned at the stake. In fact, a quick Google search of famous American matriarchal families brings up only a few references to long-gone Native American tribes. In November 2025, a woman named Grace McCarrick posted something to Instagram that took this notion one step further. McCarrick, a “soft skills” consultant to Spotify, Amazon, and Uber, has a big social media following and teaches a Maven course, “Building a Personal Brand.” Speaking directly to her largely female audience, McCarrick said, “I hate to be the one to break this to you guys, but the Kardashians are both anti-patriarchy and the antidote to the patriarchy. Their boyfriends have never had their hands on the wheel, not even once.” Behind her was a glamour shot of the six female stars in one of their Hulu promos, all of them dressed in black, striding side by side toward the camera. “I just feel like everyone’s so down on trad-wives … and actually, anti-trad-wife is right here.” She pointed to the photo. “Just because they’re hot you don’t want to think that they are anti-patriarchy. But listen to me: The women run the show. And they pass the Bechdel test every day. But for whatever reason—the sex tape, the boobs, the facial surgery, just the exorbitant amounts of money—you just don’t want them to be the harbingers of the next type of society. A female-led society … No one is a more female-led society than them.”

The post was liked by both Kim and Khloé.

As work on this book progressed, I realized I was writing an origin story, each chapter examining a formative period of Kim’s youth—from birth to the beginning of the family reality show when she was twenty-six—as a way to understand how she came by her superpowers. It turns out everything Kim experienced before she was famous gave her the tools to inhabit the person she is today, someone uniquely equipped to deal with fame, wealth, and the ceaseless scrutiny of online stardom, allowing her to not only survive these pressures with composure, but to convert them into momentum. It is a story filled with grit and hustle and forbearance mixed with infamy and tragedy and urban legend—Los Angeles mythology, if you will. Within the chapters, themes began to emerge, not only superhero tropes, but ideas rooted in fairy tales, prophecy, Shakespearean drama, and Greek tragedy. The themes became points of reference, ways to explain where Kim fits into the culture and speaks to her longevity. Her family’s saga contains the sprawling narratives of Star Wars—decades of prequels, sequels, and spin-offs.

This seemed to me the best lens through which to understand the woman from Calabasas who has ridden the zeitgeist to worldwide cultural and financial dominance. Kim has risen far, far above her “girl with a sex tape” beginnings and reality television C-list status to become one of the most consequential figures of this century. Which makes this, too, the ultimate story of self-actualization. She is no longer just the gravitational force that draws the world’s attention to the Kardashians. She is also now her family’s moral conscience, a criminal justice reform activist (in see-through this and skintight that), helping to pass meaningful legislation, righting wrongs, buttonholing governors and presidents, and springing people from jail and “bringing them home,” as she likes to say.

In the 1941 film Citizen Kane, media mogul Charles Foster Kane is fifty years old and one of the richest men in the world when he meets and marries the twenty-two-year-old Susan Alexander, an ingenue with no real talent or ambition for a career as an opera singer that Kane forces upon her. Kane eventually becomes a recluse at Xanadu, his castle in Florida, depicted as the world’s largest private estate. Xanadu is a monument to Kane’s narcissism, a palace that becomes a prison, where he winds up all alone, estranged from friends, no power or influence to speak of. If there is a moral to the story, it is that materialism will not animate one’s life with purpose, something Kim herself has figured out in her own way. One day she asked me if the title of the book was a literal reference to the film, which she had never seen, and I explained: In this story, you are the mogul and the muse; you are the billionaire and the pretty young thing. You don’t need a rich guy, because you’re the rich guy—Citizen Kim.




ONE

Wasn’t Tomorrow Wonderful?

She dressed Kim in Baby Dior and a pink satin bonnet and marveled at how beautiful she was—“stunning,” to be precise. It was 1980 and Kristen Kardashian was just twenty-four when Kimberly Noel was born, a year and a half after she’d given birth to her first child, Kourtney. It’s a Kardashian family truism that Kim never went through an awkward phase, never took an ugly picture. She’d be described with adultified language throughout her childhood. Kim’s grandmother, Mary Jo, Kris’s mother, bought Kim a leopard-print bathing suit when she was still a toddler. “Even when she was two,” said MJ, “I really saw something. I mean, she was just beautiful. I can remember her standing by the pool, posing with her hand on her hip, just like she does now.” In 1991, the Kardashians’ nanny wrote in her journal: Kim looks gorgeous. Even as a ten-year-old child, she is stunning. A couple of years later, still a tween, she was stopped by a dumbstruck woman in the shoe department of Neiman Marcus: Oh my God, you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. There is a picture of Kim floating around the internet, one that she has posted herself on Instagram. It was taken in Mexico when she was thirteen, a couple of months before her family’s life was changed forever by the murder of Nicole Brown Simpson and the O. J. Simpson trial. Kim is tan and curvaceous in a tiny bikini, looking like a girl who can see the future.

A week after Kim was born, Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan appeared in not just a televised presidential debate, but a blockbuster, watched by eighty million people, a record that held for thirty-six years—until September 2016, when eighty-four million people tuned in to watch reality television star Donald Trump debate Hillary Clinton. Reagan won in a landslide by promising to Make America Great Again. He was the first Hollywood celebrity to ascend to the presidency, ushering a weird, sequined glamour into the White House, inching politics ever closer to a kind of bedazzled show business, one with the texture of Dynasty, the nighttime soap that went on the air a week before Reagan’s inauguration in January 1981. Dynasty ran for nine seasons—until Kim was almost ten. “We wanted to do something that would be fun, an American fantasy,” said Esther Shapriro, one of the show’s creators. “We thought people had seen enough stories where families fell apart. We wanted a strong nineteenth-century sort of family where people were in conflict but loved each other in spite of everything.” Sound familiar?

Kim was born into this new era—oh, let’s just call it the American Fantasy years—a time of economic prosperity coupled with a restoration of American confidence and prestige. Bold self-expression—a kind of flaunty conspicuousness—was glorified. Spending money so it looked like you had money while trying to get rich became cool for the first time in generations.

But we must go back a bit—nine months, to be exact—to a rental condo in Aspen, Colorado, to get to the very beginning of Kim’s story. Kris—who has all but made a kink out of nostalgia and sentimentality—memorializes Kim’s conception just as much as her birth. “Robert and I always had our best sex on vacation,” she wrote in her memoir, and Kim “was definitely a product of that.” It was February 1980, when Robert and Kris Kardashian went skiing with Robert’s best friend, O. J. Simpson, and his brand-new girlfriend, Nicole Brown. The foursome shared a town house. Michael Jackson’s Off the Wall had just come out and was blasting on repeat all week. They went to see the film The Silent Scream one night because O. J. loved horror movies.

Robert Kardashian and Kristen Houghton, as she was then known, had met in the summer of 1973 on opening day at Del Mar Thoroughbred Club, just outside San Diego, where Kris was born and raised. Kris was almost eighteen. She and her younger sister, Karen, were the children of shop owners. Their mother, Mary Jo (known as MJ), was the proprietor of at least seven different stores in San Diego for over a half century beginning in the 1960s, including a children’s clothing store and two very successful candle shops. (Karen, who passed away in 2024, was close enough to Kris that she became a fixture in Kar-Jenner holiday photographs, but as MJ once told me, “Kris thinks she’s an only child,” which tells you something about their sibling dynamic.)

Kris’s only claim to fame when she first encountered Robert was her last name: Her paternal grandfather, True Otis Houghton, had a legendary uncle from New York City, Albert F. Houghton, the vice president of Houghton Mifflin.

Though she had just graduated from high school, Kris was already in a serious relationship, living and traveling with a professional golfer twelve years her senior. On the day she met Robert Kardashian at the track, she was wearing a white pantsuit, a wide-brimmed hat, gigantic sunglasses, and a necklace with a pendant that spelled out the words OH, SHIT. Robert, twenty-nine, was a Beverly Hills playboy and lawyer who lived with his brother, Tommy, and O. J. (during the NFL offseason). The Kardashians are sensitive about Robert and Kris’s age gap today. In Kris’s memoir, published in 2011, she coyly described herself as being in “my eighteenth year,” instead of simply seventeen. But as the actor Griffin Dunne, who was born, like Kris, in 1955, said in 2024, “I grew up in Los Angeles and when I was in high school … it was incredibly common for thirteen- or fourteen-year-old girls to be dating guys in their thirties. They’d go to these decadent parties in the hills and then come back and tell us all about it. That was the culture.”

Robert and Tommy, along with their sister, Barbara, grew up in a brand-spanking-new four-thousand-square-foot Cape Cod in the affluent View Park–Windsor Hills area of Los Angeles, which was desegregated by the Supreme Court in 1948, when Robert was four. (Today it is known as the “Black Beverly Hills”—the wealthiest predominantly African American neighborhood in the country.) He graduated from USC in 1966 and went to the University of San Diego School of Law. At the track that day, Kris thought Robert, in his peak lapel blazer and platform shoes, with an ostentatious mustache, looked like the singer Tony Orlando.

Robert—whom most people called Bob or Bobby—could not convince Kris to hand over her unlisted phone number. Through a friend who worked at the phone company, he tracked her down—and called her twice a week for months. “He had this low voice, and it was so adult,” she wrote. “He actually scared me a little bit.” She turned him down repeatedly. And then, in February 1974, Kris went to watch her golfer boyfriend play at the Los Angeles Open at the Riviera Country Club in Pacific Palisades. “I had this little purse with wooden handles so that you could change out the purse itself and just attach different bags to the wooden handle, gray flannel, or black-and-white check or black leather. Every golfer’s wife had that purse. I looked like I had been on the tour for ages.” At eighteen, Kris Houghton had already clocked the rules of the game; she adopted an ethos that would carry her through her life and would one day make her a wealthy and powerful woman: Fake it till you make it. As she was walking the fairways with a friend, Robert tapped her on the shoulder. What are you doing here? she said, before realizing he’d once again done some investigating and tracked her down. She began to warily admire his persistence.

Kris considered marrying the golfer but got cold feet. Instead, she hopped on a flight from San Diego to LA. Robert picked her up at the airport in his green Mercedes with O. J. Simpson riding shotgun. They drove to Robert and Tommy’s house on Deep Canyon Drive in Beverly Hills. She was impressed that the Kardashian brothers had style—and the good sense to hire the interior designer Judy Wilder. Robert then drove her to his mother’s house, where Kris met the entire, extended, happy Armenian family. This was only their second date. The matriarch, Haigoohi “Helen” Kardashian, made beeshee, a kind of Armenian pancake, and friends stopped by to meet the girl from San Diego who’d captured Robert’s heart. Three weeks later, Robert sat Kris on his lap and proposed. Flabbergasted, Kris flatly turned him down. We barely know each other! And besides, she was still dating the golfer.

What followed over the next few years is so 1970s California baroque—like the movie Shampoo, but more complicated—that it feels like some kind of a miracle that the marriage that produced Kim Kardashian emerged from all the chaos. Kris cheated on the golfer with Robert; the golfer cheated on Kris with a mystery lady at a hotel in Carmel (receipts!). Kris “blew off” Robert again and again, stringing him along for months. So, instead, he took up with Margaret Garabedian (later Weitzman), an Armenian girl who worked at Swensen’s ice cream parlor on North Beverly Drive, right next door to his law firm’s office. Kris eventually decided to become a flight attendant for American Airlines and moved to Texas. Robert eventually took up with none other than Elvis Presley’s ex-wife, Priscilla. They moved in together. Payback is a bitch, thought Kris, who was now living in a dormitory at flight attendant school in Fort Worth. She tried to avoid looking at the National Enquirer, where paparazzi shots of Robert and Priscilla cavorting in L.A. appeared with some regularity. “She was gorgeous,” wrote Kris of Priscilla. “Petite and perfect and beautiful and famous. I would see pictures of her and just die.”

Despite all the shacking-up lunacy of the 1970s, Robert and Kris were traditionalists in their bones, people for whom family was everything. Kris—who claims she said before graduating from high school, “Fuck prom. I want to get married and have six children”—was looking for an adult, someone who was as serious as she was about starting a big family. Robert was clearly through with singles bars and could not stop chasing the woman he thought looked like Natalie Wood. Even as he was carrying on with petite, perfect Priscilla, Kris and Robert remained “telephone buddies,” talking nearly every night, Kris feeding nickels into the pay phone in the hallway of her dorm. She graduated from stewardess school in the summer of 1976 and posted in New York City, flying out of LaGuardia.

Meanwhile, Robert and Priscilla broke up, and Robert happened to be in New York City with O. J. the same week Kris began her new life as a flight attendant, so he arranged to pick her up at the airport in a limousine, going straight to the Plaza Hotel, where O. J. had rented several rooms. O. J.’s mistress, Bond girl Maud Adams, had joined them, and the foursome went to ‘21’ and Studio 54. Robert and O. J. could not shut up about Bruce Jenner winning the gold in the decathlon a few weeks earlier. “Who’s Bruce Jenner?” asked Kris. One day they went shopping on Fifth Avenue. “People gawked and asked for his autograph,” wrote Kris. “I could feel everything around me changing so fast. I knew my life would never be the same.”

She eventually finagled her way into flying the coveted LGA to LAX route, and she and Robert finally fell into something resembling routine. Six months later, she transferred to Los Angeles and soon moved in with Robert on Deep Canyon, where he now lived alone, and where there were two Rolls-Royces—one black, one white—parked in the garage.

Robert, born into the Armenian Christian tradition, who prayed before every meal and carried a Bible with him (and kept one on his nightstand and another on his desk), decided the two of them should go to Bible study—at Pat Boone’s house in Beverly Hills, where Zsa Zsa Gabor and Doris Day were regulars. The longer they attended Bible study, the more devout Robert seemed to become. Not only did he ask Kris to move out of his house, he insisted that they stop having sex altogether—until they were married. Kris moved into a tiny apartment in Sherman Oaks, behind a Marie Callender’s pie shop. When Elvis Presley died in August 1977, Robert reconnected with Priscilla, and Kris was on tenterhooks, thinking they might get back together. But the following spring—on Easter Sunday—Robert finally proposed for the second time.

They were married three months later, at the Westwood United Methodist Church on Wilshire Boulevard. O. J. Simpson was a groomsman. The reception was held at the Bel-Air Country Club. The White House florist during the Nixon administration arranged the flowers. While on their honeymoon in France, Kris quit her job with American Airlines and came home pregnant with Kourtney. Nine months after she was born, Robert bought their first home, on Tower Lane in Beverly Hills.


BY APPOINTMENT ONLY • Proudly we present one of the finest properties north of Sunset behind the Beverly Hills Hotel. Brand new magnificent gated and walled English estate in parklike grounds. Elegant two-story marble entry leads to a fabulous living room …. Sensational master suite with fireplace, sitting room, his and hers baths plus three additional bedrooms and servants quarters. Exquisite decor and 6500 square feet of every imaginable luxury. All major rooms overlook beautifully landscaped gardens, pool, jacuzzi, cabanas and north/south tennis court. Complete privacy, full security and top quality throughout. Price $1,900,000



The house was brand-new, on over a half acre, with a small patch of woods in a secluded enclave just off Benedict Canyon Drive. Kris hired the celebrated interior designer Angelo Donghia, who had decorated homes for Mary Tyler Moore, Halston, and Diana Ross, to help her pull it together. In an issue of House & Garden magazine featuring Kris’s bedroom decor, she is described as “Mrs. Robert Kardashian,” a woman who says her husband doesn’t mind that she’s decorated their bedroom with “ruffles and flourishes” because they “make him feel quite pampered.”

Though Robert had been a successful lawyer focused on corporate law during much of the seventies—he was an associate and then partner in the firm Eamer, Bedrosian & Kardashian—he was uninspired. He was, by nature, an entrepreneur. With investments from O. J., Robert opened the first JAG store, a cult Australian denim brand, on the USC campus, long before Los Angeles became the denim capital of the world. He opened one of L.A.’s first frozen yogurt shops, JOY, in Westwood. And from 1989 to 1992, Robert owned Masquerade International, a company that sold Halloween paraphernalia, leasing over eight hundred empty retail spaces nationwide every October, a business model that paved the way for the now ubiquitous, and oft-memed, Spirit Halloween. But it was his music business side hustle that truly captivated him—and made him rich. With his brother, Tommy, and another investor named Bob Wilson, Robert founded the weekly trade magazine Radio & Records in 1973. It was an instant success, quickly becoming the radio industry bible, even coining new radio formats, like “adult contemporary.” When they sold R&R in 1979, the partners split the $12.5 million profit, Robert walking away with $3 million. He quit his job at the law firm and bought the house on Tower Lane—his “prize,” as one of his best friends from high school, Larry Kraines, put it.

Tower Lane itself was a cul-de-sac, with just three houses, but it existed in a micro-neighborhood composed almost entirely of the very rich and/or famous and/or eccentric. There was the “spooky” guy next door, whom the young Kardashian sisters thought looked like Daddy Warbucks and who had llamas and peacocks wandering free in his yard. Bruce Springsteen lived on the other side of the Kardashians; he later bought Daddy Warbucks’s house, and before long they were surrounded by the Boss. Just up the street was Jay Leno, who walked his dogs every day, just another neighborhood fixture. Life in these kinds of enclaves in Beverly Hills afforded random, effortless camaraderie with the most famous people in the world.

Madonna’s longtime manager, Freddy DeMann, lived nearby, too. When Kim was a little girl, she and her best friend (to this very day), Allison Statter, née Azoff, daughter of Robert’s other best friend, the music industry titan Irving Azoff, would knock on DeMann’s door and ask if Madonna was around. Kim and Kourtney sometimes walked DeMann’s dog, and on one occasion, Madonna peeled off an armful of rubber bracelets and handed them to Kim, like Wonder Woman bequeathing a gold cuff to a future sister of Amazonia so that she, too, might one day create a world where women have all the power.

THE KARDASHIANS’ REALITY SHOW is about nothing if not an especially large family of unusual people running back and forth to one another’s increasingly enormous houses. When I first met Kris Jenner in 2016 while writing my first profile of Kendall Jenner for Vogue, I went to her house, as one does, where she cooked pasta primavera and cheese bread and served me a vodka drink in a three-hundred-dollar Baccarat crystal tumbler so big I had to pick it up with two hands. Just inside the front door, there was a large framed black-and-white photograph of Elizabeth Taylor giving the middle finger to the paparazzi. It felt like I’d been there before—the twin curving staircases, the black-and-white checkerboard floors—because it was where much of the action took place on Keeping Up with the Kardashians during the show’s climacteric middle period, when they’d all become so famous they could no longer shop for their own groceries and everyone looked like they’d swallowed a cat.

When I met her again four years later, she was living in an even bigger house, directly across the street from Kim, the two of them strolling back and forth for counsel and gossip. I suggested that her 2011 memoir, Kris Jenner … and All Things Kardashian, could be seen as a story told through all the houses a person has ever owned; she counted them, in order, off the top of her head. “Okay, so … Tower Lane … let’s see … one … two … three … four … five … Five is my first house in Hidden Hills, in 1996. Then it’s six … seven … Eight is the Jed Smith house where we first started filming the show. Nine is Eldorado Meadow with the black–and-white floors. Ten was my last house, across the street from Kim. And now I’m building number eleven. And I have the house in the desert. An even dozen.”

But it is the first one, on Tower Lane in Beverly Hills—the house where her family lived when Kim was born in 1980—that seems to have a vise grip on Kris’s soul. “I still wish I could go back to my house in Beverly Hills,” she said to me. “That’ll be my heart for the rest of my life.” The house on Tower Lane was where Kris’s
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