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			For my family

		

	
		
			Prologue

			What do you need me to say?”

			It was May 5, 2016, two days after the Republican primary in Indiana. I sat in the back of a yellow taxicab as it rolled down Fifth Avenue, my computer open on my lap and a phone held to my ear.

			The likely Republican nominee for president was on the other end of the call. I had reached out to his staff for comment about a fresh round of support he had received from David Duke, a former Ku Klux Klan grand wizard and onetime Louisiana politician, who had recently alleged that opposition to the Trump campaign came from “Jewish extremists” and “Jewish supremacists.” The Anti-Defamation League, as it did at other points during that campaign, called on the candidate to “make unequivocally clear” that he rejected Duke’s statement.

			Donald Trump greeted me and then cut quickly to his point.

			“I’m here with my two Jewish lawyers,” he said, appearing to refer to David Friedman and Jason Greenblatt, both of whom handled matters for his company, the Trump Organization.

			“I have a statement. Are you ready?” he asked. I waited, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. “Antisemitism has no place in our society, which should be united, not divided,” he said, as I typed his words. Then a pause. A pause that went on a beat too long.

			“That’s it?” I asked.

			Another pause. Then Trump asked, “What do you need me to say?”

			Trump was notorious for seeking cues that would help him please his audience, but in this context, his uncertainty threw me. Knowing what to say to show you wanted to separate yourself from the nation’s most famous white supremacist should not be hard. I reiterated what I had told his campaign aides, that I was seeking a response or reaction to Duke’s antisemitic remarks about “Jewish extremists”; Trump seemed to realize why his initial statement was deficient, and added that he “totally disavows” what Duke said. A few seconds later, we hung up.

			What do you need me to say?

			In some ways, it was the question that informed all Trump had done as a businessman, where success had made him a recurring character in New York City’s tabloid newspapers. Young Donald Trump had been athletic as a teenager, and then aspired to a career in Hollywood. He ultimately fulfilled his father’s desire for a successor in the family business: real estate. But what the son really always wanted was to be a star.

			So that question guided Trump to cast himself as he preferred to be seen—a take-charge billionaire in a leather-backed seat on the reality television show The Apprentice. He was usually selling, saying whatever he had to in order to survive life in ten-minute increments. He was also guided by a belief in repetition; over and over he would convey to employees and friends a version of the same idea: if you say something often enough, it becomes true. Together these instincts helped him to evade public and private danger over the course of nearly fifty years, and then became the foundation for his approach to politics, as a candidate and then a president and a former president.

			Though some of his confidants held out hope that the weight of the presidency would change Trump, that was never a likely outcome. Over the years, those who got closest to him and chose to stay there often suggested they had been sucked in by a version best described as the “Good” Trump. The Good Trump was capable of generosity and kindness, throwing birthday parties for friends and checking on them repeatedly when they fell ill, calling the daughter of a political ally who was suffering from breast cancer for a surprise chat from the White House. The Good Trump could be funny and fun to be around, solicitous and engaged, able to at least appear interested in the people in his company. The Good Trump could heed advice from aides hoping to curb his self-destructive impulses and could seem vulnerable. That version of Trump won the loyalty of many people over decades. Being close to Trump was like “being friends with a hurricane,” one longtime friend told me. “It was very exciting, but you kind of don’t know which way the wind was blowing.”

			In the White House, those who met Trump for the first time were often disarmed, seeing someone not at all like the angry voice of his Twitter feed or the fuming boss portrayed in innumerable news accounts. In some respects, he benefited from that media coverage and social media persona; he was often calmer in person in initial interactions, leading people to question the veracity of what they had read. (The all-capitalized tweets that projected anger were sometimes sent while he was laughing about the same topic.) He is charismatic and can be charming, and in those initial encounters, he would ask people questions about themselves, zeroing in on them, giving them the sense that they were the only person in the room.

			But even those who rationalized staying close to him acknowledged that a “Bad” Trump always revealed himself. That was the man who made racist comments and then insisted people had misunderstood him, giving his allies cover by which to defend him. He was interested primarily in money, dominance, power, bullying, and himself. He treated rules and regulations as unnecessary obstacles rather than constraints on his behavior. He lost his temper suddenly, and abusively, directing his ire at one aide in a roomful of others, before moving on from a burst of anger that instilled fear in everyone that they could be its next target. Occasionally, he would recognize that he had gone too far, but instead of apologizing, he would be effusive toward his target the next time they saw each other. He sought an endless stream of praise, prompting a range of aides to offer it in his presence or on television. He created an environment perpetually beset by rivalries, where those in his circle became fixated on tearing down whoever had begun to win his favor. He disregarded the advice of long-serving government employees and business professionals and his own lawyers. He encouraged people to take risky actions in his name, and demanded they prove themselves to him over and over; many were so eager for his approval that they obliged. His thirst for fame seemed to grow each time he tasted more of it, and his anger at being wounded, which was often met only with an outsize reaction against the person he blamed for the injury, was always there. Trump almost always foreclosed few options until the last possible minute and modulated his behavior only when he had to; more often than not, he waited out people and institutions who posed resistance, ultimately bending them to his will through inertia. That version of Trump was the one who was most often seen in the eight weeks leading to the violent aftermath of his 2020 loss on January 6, 2021. After he left office, some of his closest aides and supporters privately described themselves and his political movement as having been held hostage to his refusal to cede the stage; independently, those people said the only thing that would change the situation was Trump’s passing.

			Trump did not produce the intense polarization that has riven the country since at least the 1990s, when President Bill Clinton and Speaker Newt Gingrich were pitted in a zero-sum partisan conflict amid increasingly virulent culture wars. A sequence of traumas followed: impeachment trial, close presidential election decided by the Supreme Court, catastrophic and world-altering terrorist attack, two seemingly endless and costly overseas conflicts, a devastating hurricane that lay bare racial disparities, a fiscal crisis that left millions in financial ruin with no one held accountable. But he did capitalize on the aftermath of those events, adding accelerant to existing trends and exploiting the cultural divide, defined in part by anger at government and financial elites, and by resentment among white voters at the country’s shifting demographics. In a celebrity-obsessed country that over many years treated politics as a wrestling match or a game, Trump found his moment, fueling and benefiting from the collapse of cultural and political identities into one another as the country cleaved along the lines of whom you hate, or who hates you back.

			Trump had spent decades surviving one professional near-death experience after another, and after a lifetime of bluffing and charming and cajoling and strong-arming his way through challenging situations, he saw no need to change after winning the White House in 2016. By any objective measure, Trump had already led a remarkable life by the time he got there. He had been a famous figure for decades, defining an in-your-face approach to wealth that helped enmesh him in the pop culture fabric of movies and television. He was unrivaled in his ability to reinvent himself just when he approached the brink of personal disaster, often owing to his own behavior.

			By the end of his presidency, he had assembled a record of historical consequence, changing the Republican Party’s policy orientation toward anti-interventionism, nativism, and confrontation with China. He had accumulated a list of legacy accomplishments, including a dramatic reshaping of the U.S. Supreme Court with conservative appointees, a revision of the tax code, peace accords in the Middle East, and an economy that his predecessor had rebuilt and which Trump grew, with record-low unemployment numbers. But none seemed as significant to him as the prize he lost—a second term.

			When eighty-one million voters rejected him, revoking the job that brought the most sustained attention he had ever experienced, Trump attacked the democratic processes that brought him to power in the first place. For weeks, he insisted ballots cast against him were fraudulent without providing evidence, as his allies loaded up specious lawsuits. Trump, who routinely conflated legal and public relations problems, appeared to expect law-enforcement officers and judges to reflexively take his side. He wanted to promote a conspiracy theorist lawyer as a chief adviser in the White House and considered pushing the attorney general to appoint a special counsel to investigate her claims, while entertaining a suggestion that the government be dispatched to seize voting machines.

			All was in the service of seeing how far he could take what he often called “the fight.” He pursued a scorched-earth strategy even as his private actions after the election conceded the bleak reality of his situation. In public he echoed the “Stop the Steal” rallying cry conceived years earlier by one of his oldest advisers. In private, Trump renovated his post-presidential home in Florida and at least acted as though he were debating whether to attend Joe Biden’s inauguration. Some allies discussed whether any lawyers would be willing to negotiate a global settlement to let him avoid criminal charges that loomed upon leaving office (the idea went nowhere).

			When he ran out of other options, Trump encouraged his supporters to march to a branch of the federal government that was beyond his control and initially stood back, watching television while they launched a violent uprising, stormed through the Capitol building, and interrupted the certification of the election he had lost.

			

			•   •   •

			Trump possess [sic] a unique base of support among young people, executives, middle-level white collar workers and minorities,” read the executive summary of the “Report to Donald Trump on Public Opinion in America,” delivered to him in October 1988 by the research firm Penn and Schoen Associates, Inc.

			“Regarding issues which detract from his support,” wrote the pollster who conducted the survey, Doug Schoen, “only one really impacts a large number of voters: Trump’s lack of experience in government. This, however, can be overcome, and we have outlined a plan in that regard later in this memo.”

			The ninety-five-page report was completed eleven months after Trump published The Art of the Deal, the bestselling book that elevated a real estate developer largely unknown outside New York into the American standard of aspirational success. At that point in his life, Trump was getting his first taste of fame, the drug that would sustain him and of which he seemed to require increasing doses over time. A quarter century later, Trump experienced the ultimate high: in the White House, he received as much attention as the world can offer a single human being.

			Before he sought office, the biographers Wayne Barrett, Tim O’Brien, Gwenda Blair, Harry Hurt, and Michael D’Antonio put significant work into chronicling Trump’s rise, his family, his business ties, and his fame. He became the subject of more books during and immediately after his presidency than almost certainly any other one-term president, with the possible exception of John F. Kennedy. These books, some written by my colleagues and competitors on the White House beat, have explored Trump’s moods, his dysfunctional management style, and how he reached decisions on critical policy matters. Their chapters have been filled with fly-on-the-wall anecdotes, insights from disaffected staffers, and scoops that often left me kicking myself for not having had them. But they almost always start sometime in the White House, or with the launch of his presidential campaign, when Trump presented himself as an ingenue to politics.

			The reality is quite different. Trump had considered campaigns for the presidency, sometimes with more intensity than he let on in real time, throughout much of his adult life. It was partly an effort at brand enhancement, but the idea of becoming a celebrated national figure with immense power captured his imagination in the late 1980s. Even in the decades when he chose not to seek office, he was being shaped for it. He did not act in a way that most political strategists would have recognized as serious ahead of a campaign, though his interest level was.

			But the work of the presidency itself rarely matched the thrill of standing in the center of an excited convention crowd as balloons dropped cinematically on him as a party’s nominee. As other presidents have, Trump discovered the limited powers of the office were not commensurate with the grand title. Most of the powers that come with the presidency did not actually interest him; he alternated between unfocused involvement in minutiae and appearing to pass the time. During one late-day session with aides to focus on the music played at his rallies, Trump had the group search through Spotify for specific songs from the Who’s rock opera Tommy for more than an hour because he was trying to find one that he insisted existed. (The aides couldn’t find it.)

			This book is an effort to find the threads that weave those two worlds together. It is not intended as an exhaustive review of the White House years, or of matters related to the investigations into whether there was a conspiracy between Russians and the Trump campaign in 2016, or of the final ten weeks of the Trump presidency. It is an examination of the world that made Trump and the personality and character traits he possessed as he emerged from it, and how they shaped and defined his presidency.

			My task became easier after January 6, 2021. The riot at the Capitol was, for a time, too much to take for a number of Trump aides, allies, advisers, and associates. Some declined to speak, either because they felt lingering gratitude toward him for professional or personal reasons or because they remained fearful of him. But, especially with Trump out of office, others were more willing to offer a fuller portrait than they had been at any previous point. I spoke to more than 250 people specifically for this book. Conversations, information, and scenes described here are based on detailed notes and recordings, as well as contemporaneous observations and recollections. (Trump, responding to a lengthy list of questions about some of the reporting in the book, dismissed most as “fake news,” “false,” or “fantasyland.”) It became clear over the course of those interviews that much of what happened during the presidency was foretold by the earlier parts of Trump’s life.

			The New York from which Trump emerged was its own morass of corruption and dysfunction, stretching from seats of executive power to portions of the media to the industry in which his family found its wealth. Late twentieth-century New York was a place in which tribal racial politics dominated aspects of public life, keeping Black officials locked out of citywide government power until 1989, informing news coverage of crime and public services, and dictating what got built where and who paid for it. The world of New York developers was filled with shady figures and rife with backbiting and financial knife fighting; engaging with them was often the cost of doing business. But Trump nonetheless stood out to the journalists covering him as particularly brazen; they were hard-pressed to point to another developer who would do something like breezily admitting to using an alias while under oath in a lawsuit about the underpaid, undocumented workers who’d built his eponymous tower.

			It was his desire to see how far he could take a presidential campaign that defined the later years of his life. For all the previous times he had toyed with running, and all the scut work he did to develop relationships in key primary states, aides conceded that he never gave much thought ahead of time about what the job itself entailed. Without understanding how the federal government worked, and with little interest in learning, he recreated around him the world that had shaped him.

			During two campaigns and four years in office, he treated the country like a version of New York City’s five boroughs. Trump aides soon realized in 2017 that he had imagined a presidency that functioned like one of the once-powerful Democratic Party machines in those boroughs, where a single boss controlled everything in his kingdom and knew his support alone could ensure electoral success for others, and where “us” versus “them” defined a city where racial dynamics changed from one block to the next.

			When he arrived in Washington, Trump defaulted to the accumulated wisdom gathered over decades of boom-and-bust cycles in his business and his personal life. In his earliest days, he had a handful of key advisers and mentors. Norman Vincent Peale, who preached the “power of positive thinking” and a proto–prosperity gospel, gave Trump a belief that he could will something into existence; when a situation worked out in his favor, Trump often attributed it to mental force. From the temperamental owner of the New York Yankees, George Steinbrenner, whose habit of theatrical firings mesmerized fans and made him as much a focal point of press attention as the team’s on-field doings, Trump found a display of hypermasculinity he often emulated during the fragile era when the AIDS virus terrified the country in the 1980s. From Ed Koch and Rudy Giuliani, he learned about showmanship in elected office. And from Meade Esposito, the ironfisted Brooklyn Democratic Party boss, he learned how he thought powerful political allies were supposed to behave. The provocateur and political flamethrower Roger Stone, who spent years helping to groom Trump for political office, starting with that first 1988 poll, was key to mapping Trump’s political rise. Other than his father, the most important influence on the future president was Roy Cohn, who taught him how to construct an entire life around proximity to power, avoiding responsibility, and creating artifice through the media. How much of Trump’s displays of brute personality have been a function of keeping people from seeing through the artifice is unknowable, perhaps even to him.

			Just as he was guided by old models, he was motivated by dated rivalries and grudges. Those who had been around him awhile often recognized, in the many personalized feuds that occupied his time in office, threads of grievances related to the Trump Organization’s business. Two of his favorite targets, Senator John McCain and New York representative Jerry Nadler, had opposed Trump’s access to a federal loan program in the 1990s for construction on Manhattan’s West Side, while another, Representative Debbie Dingell, had been married to a late congressman who wanted one of Trump’s casino-related actions investigated.

			Yet for all the intrigue that is part of the Trump mythos—the talk of his unpredictability or descriptions of him as an agent of chaos—the irony, say those who have known him for years, is that he has had only a handful of moves throughout his entire adult life. There is the counterattack, there is the quick lie, there is the shift of blame, there is the distraction or misdirection, there is the outburst of rage, there is the performative anger, there is the designed-just-for-headlines action or claim, there is the indecisiveness masked by a compensatory lunge, there is the backbiting about one adviser with another adviser, creating a wedge between them. The challenge is figuring out at any given moment which trick he is using.

			When assessing others, Trump is usually focused above all else on whether something or someone has “the look,” reflecting his view of life as a show he was casting. Obsessed with other people’s secrets, Trump is an expert at finding their weaknesses and exerting pressure on those weak points, as well as encouraging people to try to please him by taking risks on his behalf so that he can claim to be at a remove from the fallout. For all the talk of how he values loyalty, he has been most abusive to those who readily offer it, and he enjoys watching people who had previously criticized him grovel in search of his forgiveness or approval. Yet people also describe him as lonely, and often a people pleaser as much as he is a fighter, frequently allergic to direct interpersonal conflict.

			He is incredibly suggestable, skimming ideas and thoughts and statements from other people and repackaging them as his own; campaign aides once called him a “sophisticated parrot.” He has shown a willingness both to believe anything is true, and to say anything is true. He has a few core ideological impulses, but is often willing to suppress them when it’s useful for another purpose. He makes vague statements that allow people to project what they want onto his words, so two sides of the same issue could claim his support. More often than not, Trump is reacting to something instead of having an active plan, but because he so disorients people, they believe there must be a grander strategy or secret scheme at play. Whatever he’s up to is often part of what he sees as a game, whose rules and objectives make sense only to him.

			His need to live in the eternal now usually outweighs any ability to think of the long term. But Trump also lives in the eternal past, constantly dragging a deep raft of old grievances—or impressions of better days lost—into the present, where he tries to force others to relive them along with him. His willingness to take a course of action that he knows will inflame critics and lead to him being seen as tough has guided him for decades.

			Among his most consistent attributes are a desire to grind down his opponents; his refusal to be shamed, or to voluntarily step away from the fight; his projection that things will somehow always work out in his favor; and his refusal to accept the way life in business or politics has traditionally been conducted. These qualities have been his edge, as is wearing on his sleeve that which other people strive to keep hidden. He grew angrier over time, especially when he faced one investigation after another, from prosecutors but also from political opponents. Yet precisely what was causing that anger was often beside the point. A core tenet of the Trump political movement has been finding publicly acceptable targets to serve as receptacles for preexisting anger. That anger helped signal his supporters, who are bound to him more by common enemies—liberals, the media, tech companies, government regulators—than shared ideals. Employees and advisers who wrapped their identities in him felt more bonded to him when he was under attack. (In the White House, aides who had not known him previously were struck by the projection of confidence at all times, even when he seemed to be at low points.) His most ardent fans saw pieces of themselves in him, or something they wanted to be like.

			His entire business career prior to the presidency was not a mirage. He built a giant tower on Fifth Avenue and owned three casinos in Atlantic City, convincing banks and government officials to help him do it. He bought up major properties and forced those in power to deal with him. He developed a portfolio of holdings. But he was never a businessman on the scale of titans of finance and real estate in New York that he tried to appear commensurate with. Executives in Trump’s hometown scoffed that he was playacting at having a bigger bank account and bigger real estate portfolio than he did, mocking his eventual willingness to lend his name to almost any licensing deal. And the matter of whether he inflated the value of his properties to deceive lenders was at the heart of a criminal investigation into his company after he left office. But outside the bubble of New York City, he had been synonymous with wealth for decades; across the country he was merely someone who’d built big towers branded with gold letters.

			To fully reckon with Donald Trump, his presidency and political future, people need to know where he comes from.

			

			•   •   •

			I was born in New York City the same month that Donald Trump first tangled with the federal government, to parents who met while working at the New York Post, one of the tabloid newspapers that Trump came to identify with. At my public elementary school on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, one field trip was to see the public lobby of the new architectural marvel known as Trump Tower. I have lived for most of my adult life in the borough where Fred and Donald Trump learned how political power worked. My career has been spent at the news outlets Trump cared most about.

			For much of the last decade, as Trump went from being a primarily local to a national and international story, reporting on him has been my full-time job as a correspondent for The New York Times. I have found myself on the receiving end of the two types of behavior he exhibits toward reporters—his relentless desire to hold the media’s gaze, and his poison-pen notes and angry statements in response to coverage. The opportunities that his rise presented to a journalist were manifold, in terms of both unending stories and increased interest level in my work. But so were the downsides of being forcibly cast as one of the characters in the movie he was forever scripting with his life.

			Over time, Trump has had both the thickest skin and the thinnest skin of any public figure I have ever covered, sloughing off a barrage of negative coverage in one moment, while zeroing in on a perceived minor slight made against him by a talking head on television in the next. From his earliest days through the present, Trump has always had enforcers, informants, and people willing to spy on one another scattered throughout his orbit, to create a sense of menace and a threat of attacks to try to force people to engage with them on their terms. Many have been willing to use his inherent paranoia and thin interest in details to bend him for their own ends. Trump often encouraged their tactics.

			Republicans’ rejection of the mainstream media intensified during the Obama presidency and then dovetailed with Trump’s anger, except for him it was all more personal than it was to his copartisans. He considered himself part of the media after ingratiating himself as a frequent television commentator and radio guest for years, and he treated coverage he did not like as a betrayal.

			One of the most peculiar aspects of Trump over time has been his ability, not always intentional and often not stated explicitly, to get the people around him to adopt his behavior. Many in his world have started to practice qualities that only Trump has been able to get away with. As the head of what was ultimately a privately owned family business, the number of people subject to that pull had been limited. As a candidate for president, and then as commander in chief, the circle expanded dramatically, and came to include even some of his Republican critics who started to act like him.

			But so did many critics who remained in opposition to him, adopting his habit of personal insults or making claims that exceeded what the facts demonstrated, or refusing to apologize for errors or believing the ends justify the means of their attacks. Over two decades, the political tide had lowered for what was considered acceptable public behavior, pulling down everyone in the process. Trump was very comfortable navigating the changing waters.

			Even if so much about Trump’s Washington years—the personalities, the style, the approach to power—was familiar to me, permanently examining his world left me often questioning whether even the most minute of facts were true, much as many of the people who worked for him in the White House found themselves doing.

			Ultimately, as both a candidate and president, Trump spoke to me more often than he claimed, but nowhere near as much as some Democrats and some Trump aides convinced themselves was the case. In the White House, he tweeted about me repeatedly and mentioned my name, unprompted, in meetings with advisers. One time, it followed having seen me mention during a PBS interview that Trump watches several hours of television a day; he complained about my remark, ignoring the fact that he had learned of it only because he had been watching television. He derided my appearance to aides, saying to one, “Did you ever notice that her glasses are always smudged?”

			Shortly after his election in 2016, someone who had known Trump for years, in shock at the result, told me, “The country’s elected Chauncey Gardiner and nobody realizes it,” referring to the protagonist of Being There. The book was adapted into a movie in which Peter Sellers plays a dim man named Chance, a gardener, who through a series of misunderstandings ends up being confused for an upper-crust genius named Chauncey Gardiner. But that missed the mark; Trump was not especially knowledgeable of much beyond real estate deals, building construction, sports, movies, and television, but he was shrewd and smarter than his critics gave him credit for, possessed of a survival instinct that was likely unmatched in American political history. He also was not, as Chance the gardener was, harmless; Trump’s zero-sum mentality ensured someone else would often have to pay the price for his success.

			A single fact in a story that I cowrote with three colleagues the weekend before the election in 2016 about the missteps by the Trump campaign had infuriated the candidate: we wrote that advisers had removed the Twitter app from his cell phone. Hours after the polls closed on November 8, 2016, and as a key state was being called for Trump, a Times colleague, Patrick Healy, tried his cell phone.

			Mr. Trump, Patrick said, seeking a comment, you’re about to become the president of the United States. “Thank you, thank you—great honor. You tell Maggie,” he replied, “that nobody took my Twitter away.”

			A different colleague—this one a veteran of the paper’s Washington bureau, Adam Nagourney—sent me a note about what Trump’s win meant for my career. “This is great for you,” he said, alluding to the typical route for a campaign reporter who follows a winning candidate to the White House, and the fact that I had covered Trump longer than other reporters.

			I had just followed a slashing, often dysfunctional, retribution-minded campaign, shaped at every moment by the candidate’s impulse for control—of his news coverage, his supporters, and his aides—alongside an innate drive to test the limits of transgressive behavior and a dangerous disregard for democracy and civil rights. Now an entire government would be in his hands, his strongman impulse joined for the first time with expansive power over the lives of millions of people. I typed back my immediate reaction: You have no idea what is coming.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			The Power of Negative Thinking

			On the morning of November 21, 1964, the eighteen-year-old Donald Trump accompanied his politically well-connected father to the dedication ceremony of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge linking Brooklyn’s Bay Ridge to Staten Island. Before the 11:00 a.m. ceremony, fifty-two limousines carrying an array of politicians and influential figures snaked through the Bay Ridge neighborhood to the Brooklyn side of the bridge.

			At the front of the worthies crowded behind the ribbon was Robert Moses, the head of the Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Authority, whose ironfisted approach to consolidating power and forcing through construction plans was admired by both the teenager and his father. Even by Moses’s standards, this project was a particularly heavy lift; it had come to fruition only after decades of failed attempts to link the two boroughs. Five men were ultimately handed sets of golden scissors, including New York’s mayor, governor, and Moses, the designated master of ceremonies.

			The men followed a signal to clip the ribbon, and then the procession drove over the bridge to the Staten Island side, where the official program was held. There, the engineer who had designed the long-delayed suspension bridge project, Othmar Ammann, disappeared into the grandstand.

			Donald Trump later would describe the eighty-minute ceremony as a “sad experience” that was foundational for him. In his telling, it rained heavily that day, and he watched Ammann standing by himself while others talked about his creation and all but ignored him. “The rain was coming down for hours while all these jerks were being introduced and praised,” Trump recalled in 1980 to New York Times reporter Howard Blum. “But all I’m thinking about is that all these politicians who opposed the bridge are being applauded. Yet, in a corner, just standing there in the rain, is this man, this eighty-five-year-old engineer who came from Sweden and designed this bridge, who poured his heart into it, and nobody even mentioned his name.

			“I realized then and there that if you let people treat you how they want, you’ll be made a fool,” Trump told Blum. “I realized then and there something I would never forget: I don’t want to be made anybody’s sucker.”

			Trump’s view of the day appeared to be singular. “The sun shone, the sky was cloudless” were the first lines of Gay Talese’s next-day Times dispatch about the 1964 ceremony. There was no rainfall. Ammann was Swiss, not Swedish, and he had lived in the United States for decades before the bridge’s completion, having emigrated from Switzerland in 1904.

			And in fact, Ammann was among the first people Moses called on to be acknowledged with applause during the ceremony. “I now ask that one of these significant great men of our times—modest, unassuming, too often overlooked on such grandiose occasions, stand and be recognized. It may be that in the midst of so many celebrities, you don’t even know who he is,” Moses said at the microphone. “My friends, I ask that you now look upon the greatest living bridge engineer, perhaps the greatest of all time. A Swiss who has lived, lived and labored magnificently, sixty years in this country.” Ammann stood and received a loud ovation from the crowd. Moses forgot one thing—his name, in what appeared to be an inadvertent slip. Perhaps that was the germ of Trump’s story, the rest of which was mostly a confection. Trump’s remark suggesting that Ammann had been made a “sucker” revealed a belief that people were looking for ways to get him, that if he felt harmed, it wasn’t done accidentally. Whatever the reasons he seized on this incident and turned it into an origin story, he revealed himself to be an unreliable narrator of his own history from its early moments. His comments went unchecked for years, but for good reason: why would anyone think such details might be untrue?

			Even without embellishment, there was plenty of power for Trump to soak up that day. The people who ran the world Trump’s father had aspired to join were all there, describing their own roles in getting the project accomplished. But Trump’s main interest at the time was not about the kind of power, ingenuity, or clout that led to invitations to ribbon cuttings for construction projects, even as he told people that he wanted to own plum real estate in New York City. It was about becoming a star.

			On that crisp November morning, Trump was a freshman at Fordham University in the Bronx. The school, a Jesuit college not considered an elite academic institution, had not been his first choice. Trump would ultimately brag about attending the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of business, but he had toyed with studying film at the University of Southern California. Trump has told people privately over the years that his father did not want him to do so, preferring that he join him in the family business. He insisted otherwise when I asked him about it. “He was never much involved in that because I never really told him about that,” he told me. “And it was early on, but I always loved the motion picture. I’m glad I didn’t do it.”

			Trump would maintain a lifelong obsession with the movies, even as he pursued a career in the less glamorous, often shady world of New York City real estate. When he did conceive of large properties, they were almost always on an excessively grand scale. “I wanted to make it more exciting, and you know, I always loved show business and I loved other things, but I think we put some show business into the real estate business,” Trump said later. He ultimately realized that he could win as much press for projects he never completed as those he did.

			Donald had learned some of this from his father. Fred Trump had his own flair for the dramatic and for getting press attention, although he did not seem to crave it the way his son did. Fred Trump periodically used an alias, Harry Green, to keep contractors honest; he believed they would be more likely to raise prices if they knew his true identity. When Donald later adopted the practice of pseudonymity, referring to himself at various points as John Barron and John Miller, it was in his business endeavors, but also to act as his own publicist when dealing with reporters on relatively trivial matters, such as ones pertaining to his dating life.

			Fred Trump was, above all else, an effective businessman who created expansive middle-class housing. He knew how to cut corners and make beneficial political connections. With little use for the services that tax dollars helped to provide people of lesser means, Fred treated the government as if it existed to cater to businessmen—when it was not harassing and menacing those same businessmen.

			Many of the New York real estate companies of the day were family concerns, some led by patriarchs cultivating their children to take over. Unlike some of his New York real estate peers, who derided their scions in front of others, Fred always boasted about Donald publicly. But Fred’s private approach to fatherhood—described by family members and associates as undermining, pitting his children against one another, with his attention singularly focused on building an empire of financial mechanisms to maximize profits—was better suited to overseeing a business than a home. That way of being was something Fred Trump passed on to his son, without the striver work ethic of the first-generation American who began scrapping for all he had while still a teenager.

			

			•   •   •

			Fred Trump’s parents were accidental permanent American residents. His father, Friedrich Trump, came to the United States from Germany, where he had worked as a barber but could not find enough work to sustain himself. In his search for new employment, he abandoned the country’s compulsory military service for teenagers and found himself fleeing, in the words of the biographer Gwenda Blair, “three centuries of barbaric European history.”

			Friedrich disembarked from the SS Eider in New York Harbor in 1885, moving in with a sister who had done so a year earlier. After six years of working as a barber as he shuffled among New York apartments, he decided he wanted more from life, and traveled west to capitalize on the aftermath of the Klondike Gold Rush. Instead of mining for gold himself, he opened businesses catering to others who had arrived in Yukon frontier towns seeking treasure. There is no clear evidence he operated brothels in those towns, but Blair found evidence to suggest that he tolerated and possibly even encouraged prostitution at his properties.

			He became an American citizen in 1892, but on a trip home to Germany nine years later began a romance with the daughter of his family’s neighbors. He and Elizabeth Christ married in 1902, and she returned with him to New York, but she did not want to remain in the United States. So in 1904, they went back to Germany, but not for long. Because Friedrich had ducked military service, he was not allowed to stay in Germany and was ultimately expelled. The couple returned to the United States for good on June 30, 1905. Elizabeth was pregnant with their second child at the time, and the family settled in the Bronx, where Frederick Christ Trump was born later that same year. The household spoke German.

			After establishing his family in New York, Friedrich Trump met an early end, at age forty-nine, a casualty of the flu pandemic of 1918. Feeling sick while out walking with his twelve-year-old son, Fred, Friedrich went home and went to bed. “Then he died,” Fred told Blair. “Just like that.”

			Friedrich Trump left behind a fortune valued at more than a half million dollars in today’s money, collected from his prospecting-town holdings and small parcels of land he had purchased in Queens. Friedrich’s widow, Elizabeth, took over the real estate portfolio, incorporating it in 1927 as E. Trump & Son. She worked with her young son, Fred, who was not old enough to sign checks, on expanding the business.

			Fred struggled to find his footing. Upon his high school graduation, he went to work as a carpenter, but when the Great Depression hit he was forced to run a Queens supermarket to stay afloat. In 1927, he was arrested at a Ku Klux Klan rally intended to protest “Roman Catholic police of this city” guilty of “assault” against “Native-born Protestant Americans” trying “to protect one flag, the American flag; one school, the public school; and one language, the English language,” according to flyers. The event drew a crowd of one thousand people; Fred was among several charged with failing to disperse after being ordered to do so by police.

			Fred pursued the political connections one needed to become truly successful at scale in New York real estate. The Kings County Democratic County Committee, as the Brooklyn Democratic Party was formally known, represented a model machine organization, with unrivaled dominance of government and politics in the most populous of the city’s five boroughs. Fred ingratiated himself with Frank V. Kelly, who as a district leader had been a key local supporter of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s campaign for president, just as Kelly was making a play to become the county party boss, which would give him control over patronage jobs, influence over judges in the borough, and a hand in city zoning decisions.

			The value of Trump’s nascent relationship with Kelly soon became clear. For decades, Julius Lehrenkrauss had been Brooklyn’s most powerful mortgage investor. His firm, known around New York as the House of Lehrenkrauss, issued roughly $26 million in mortgages to forty thousand homes in the city over the course of a half century. In 1934, the sixty-six-year-old and two others were indicted by the Kings County district attorney for extensive mortgage theft.

			The indictments jolted the Brooklyn political establishment and, through the courts, forced a sell-off of the company’s mortgage business. For twenty-nine-year-old Fred Trump, acquiring the mortgage servicer was an appealing addition to the moribund business his mother had incorporated, as it would deliver automatic fees on other people’s monthly payments, as well as provide a window into properties headed to default and sale at auction. Recognizing that he would likely not be able to match the bids made by his competitors, Trump aligned with another bidder to improve his standing. Still, according to the most dogged journalistic chronicler of Donald Trump’s rise, the Brooklyn court managing the Lehrenkrauss bankruptcy may have awarded Fred Trump and his partner the victory for reasons other than the quality of their bid. Associates of Kelly had thrown their considerable weight behind them. “The vigorous support he received from the Democratic Party players,” wrote Wayne Barrett, “suggests that he was their designated winner, making Lehrenkrauss the introductory venture for an alliance between Trump and the Brooklyn organization that would last a lifetime.”

			Throughout the 1930s, Fred Trump built houses across Brooklyn at a brisk pace, including hundreds of bungalows on an East Flatbush site recently vacated by the Barnum & Bailey Circus. At the same time, he probed the array of influential political clubs representing the borough’s neighborhoods for further points of entry into the county machine. In Flatbush, he entered the orbit of Irwin Steingut, who delicately balanced the interest of Brooklyn’s diverse ethnic minorities into a common political force. In Coney Island, he encountered Kenny Sutherland, who ruled the oceanfront redoubt with an iron fist. The most enduring and valuable relationships were made through the Madison Club in central Brooklyn, where Trump encountered the lawyer Abraham “Bunny” Lindenbaum. Through Lindenbaum, Trump met the accountant Abraham Beame, who the next decade would enter government as New York City’s deputy budget director. Another alumnus of the club was Hugh Carey, who became New York’s fifty-first governor.

			But the United States’ entry into World War II ended a federal home-finance program that had been Trump’s economic lifeline. So he reinvented himself, moving his family to Virginia in 1942, after being tasked by the federal government to erect wartime housing near the naval base in Norfolk. The terms of the deal let Fred Trump maintain ownership in what he built and enabled him to start building on a far larger scale. By the time he moved back to New York City in 1944, he had significantly more experience with which to impress his Brooklyn political contacts.

			

			•   •   •

			Martha Burnham’s baby Dennis had been in the backyard playpen behind their house for only a short time, while she sat inside with a neighbor, chatting. Startled by little Dennis’s sudden screams, Martha raced outside. Dennis was still in his playpen, being pelted by rocks. They were being thrown by a five-year-old neighbor, who stood by the fence separating his home from the Burnhams’. As Martha Burnham retold the story to her son years later, she dragged Donald Trump to his house by the collar and told his mother what had happened.

			Mary Anne MacLeod, a Scottish immigrant who worked as a domestic servant upon her arrival in New York, met Fred Trump in 1935 at a party in Queens, and following a quick courtship, they married at an Upper East Side church; their honeymoon was either in Atlantic City or Niagara Falls, depending on the telling. The next year, Mary gave birth to Maryanne, the first of five children.

			The family settled into life in a house that Fred had built on Midland Parkway in Jamaica Estates. An older Donald Trump would describe the area as an “oasis” from the “rough” areas throughout Queens. The children were coddled in ways that others on the street were not. Servants tended to the home, with a chauffeur at the ready; neighbors recalled Donald being driven along his paper delivery route when the weather was poor. Two cars sat in the driveway, both with vanity plates bearing Fred Trump’s initials.

			To one-off visitors, the family was charming. But the Trump home was not, according to neighbors, a warm household. Even at home, Fred Trump was as formal as the business suit he always wore: cold, stiff, and resistant to small talk, unwilling to tolerate errors or imperfections and often emphasizing negatives over positives. Mary Trump was remembered as social while at her husband’s side, at parties and events, and loving the glamour associated with the British crown. But closer to home, neighbors knew her as an emotionally reserved presence in a house dominated by Fred.

			After the birth of the Trumps’ youngest son in 1948, Mary Trump had an emergency hysterectomy. Maryanne recalled to Blair, the family biographer, that she was told by her father that her mother was in the hospital and might not survive. Nevertheless, Fred instructed, she should go to school as normal each day, and he would call if something happened—a demonstration of emotional detachment that encapsulated the family ethos about pushing through and all but ignoring illness, bad news, and danger.

			As a schoolboy, Donald became known for an aggressive temper and a bullying instinct. It extended to the younger brother, Robert, who was often his target. Years later, Donald would proudly recall gluing Robert’s toy blocks together to build his own block tower, leaving his brother without his toys.

			When Donald was eight, his father faced the first of two searing encounters with government officials. In 1954, Fred Trump was forced to testify before Congress about a Federal Housing Authority loan he had taken for far more money than the project had in fact required. In the end, Fred Trump was banned from receiving any future funds from the program, and he received a level of negative publicity that he could ill afford. The experience left the family embittered by the awareness that the same government that could be a source of one’s wealth could swiftly take it away.

			

			•   •   •

			Despite his impulsivity and outbursts in school, some friends remembered young Donald Trump as sweet and fun to be around. While attending the private elementary Kew-Forest School, Donald developed a close relationship with a boy named Peter Brant. They shared a love of baseball, and during the World Series would sneak a transistor radio into school with a small earpiece snaked through their sleeves so they could listen to games during class. They gathered at the schoolyard fence one day to watch Dwight Eisenhower’s motorcade pass as the former president made a trip to New York City. Brant often had his friend sleep over, and would recall Donald commenting earnestly about how wonderful the bedsheets in his home were.

			As preteens, they went to Manhattan together on the subway. Brant later described those excursions as introducing the pair to the world outside their enclaves in Queens, tantamount to a journey to “the jungle.” They ventured into Times Square and its novelty stores, returning home with foreign wares like gag hand buzzers and pocket knives. The friendship was close until seventh grade, when Fred Trump discovered his son’s collection of the knives the boys had purchased together. It was at that point, in Brant’s telling, that Fred sent Donald to New York Military Academy in Cornwall, New York, roughly seventy miles to the north. The thirteen-year-old had been pulled out of the family and, after years of being surrounded by every comfort he could imagine, was suddenly far from home and all alone, away from one of the best friends he had known.

			Brant was at a loss to explain his friend’s sudden departure. The real reason that Trump disappeared always seemed elusive. “I always said to myself, is there something I didn’t know about his past that would make his father send him to military academy?” he told The Washington Post in 2016. “He wouldn’t be sent to military academy today for doing what he did.”

			Some of the academy’s students were in the care of Major Theodore Dobias, a World War II veteran known for smacking kids to keep them in line; Donald was subjected to physical abuse like slaps and punches. While Donald was at the military academy, his father’s influence remained omnipresent, even from almost a hundred miles away. “The only thing Trump ever talked about,” his classmate George White recalled, “was, ‘I gotta win.’ What Fred put into his head was he had to win at all cost and other people didn’t matter. Other people he treated like crap.”

			In Trump’s senior year, the school administration gave Trump a promotion to captain of A Company. Classmates questioned whether he deserved the prestigious post, and they suspected it was granted to him because of his father’s influence at the school. As the captain, Trump was charged with leading other boys in the unit. But he did so “at a remove,” a former classmate named Sandy McIntosh wrote; when one student in A Company was brutally hazed by another, the story at school was that Donald Trump stayed in his room, listening to his record player. The hazed student complained to his parents, and Trump was removed from his position. Trump refused to concede defeat, insisting that he had really been given a promotion to another title.

			Girls came to see Trump on weekends when visitors were allowed, classmates recalled, although it was not clear if he had a romantic relationship with any of them. In a book about his experience with the man who became president, a classmate named Peter Ticktin appeared at least somewhat aware of Trump’s need for praise; he explained how a coveted superlative ended up next to Trump’s picture in their senior yearbook. “We gave Donald the designation of Ladies’ Man,” Ticktin wrote, “because we wanted to give him something to let him know that he was well liked, respected, and deserved some recognition.”

			

			•   •   •

			By the fall of 1964, Trump had enrolled at Fordham University in the Bronx, a lengthy commute from the house in Jamaica Estates. His attendance at the Jesuit school did not seem to be by design. “That’s where he got in,” Trump’s sister Maryanne told Blair. He never settled there, wandering campus aloofly in suit and tie and making little effort to participate in group activities that would introduce him to others. He joined the Army Reserve Officers Training Corps his first year, but withdrew as other students were being drafted to serve in the Vietnam War.

			Trump left only scattered impressions on classmates. One recalled Trump somehow managing to avoid paying the Triborough Bridge’s twenty-five-cent toll and leaving it to a friend with considerably less economic means to pay each time. Another recalled Trump’s focus on other students’ ethnic backgrounds. “He complained to me on one of our rides to school that there were too many Italian and Irish students at Fordham. He wanted me to know that I was excluded from that comment,” a schoolmate with the Irish last name Fitzgibbon recalled.

			While Trump navigated his new life at Fordham, Fred was facing down a second crisis related to his government subsidies. In 1957, he had started the process of obtaining tracts of land in Coney Island, the coastal Brooklyn neighborhood famed for its beach and its amusement parks. He began to plan for Trump Village, a seven-building complex with rental apartments subsidized by a New York State program called Mitchell–Lama. Trump started on the project before he had secured mortgages for the buildings; with his old friend Abe Beame, who as city comptroller acted as its chief financial officer, he had every reason to count on everything coming together.

			But private financing eluded Fred Trump, making him reliant on government largesse. The state was lending him money to pay for the next sections of needed land as he went, but an auditor later found that Fred was estimating his land costs—set by Brooklyn courts, run by his cronies in the county’s Democratic machine—at a much higher premium than what he actually paid. (While he donated aggressively to Democrats locally, Fred was registered as a Republican to vote.) Despite the findings of the audit, officials including Beame made no changes to the process.

			State Investigations Commission officials eventually started asking questions about Fred Trump’s profiteering. Finally, in January 1966, he was called to a public commission hearing to account for what had happened at Trump Village. His answers did not satisfy his interrogators. Twelve years after the U.S. Senate hearings had left him more or less blacklisted from federal programs, Fred Trump found himself shut out of government funding.

			As his father faced this latest crisis, Donald left New York. After two years at Fordham, he transferred to Wharton, the University of Pennsylvania’s business school. Its prestige appealed to the Trumps, certainly; the eldest son, Fred Jr., known to friends and family as Freddie, had been rejected there, attending Lehigh University instead. Trump did not leave any more lasting mark on his Wharton classmates than he did those at Fordham. (He is not pictured in the yearbook from his senior year, listed only as “not photographed.”) An exception was a classmate, Louis Calomaris, who witnessed Trump declare in class one day, “I’m going to be the king of New York real estate.”

			

			•   •   •

			The debacle with the State Investigations Commission ended Fred Trump’s ability to get public funds for Trump Village, but that was not the only governmental barrier to his plans for Coney Island. In 1965, he acquired a tract of land that had previously housed Steeplechase Park, a nineteenth-century amusement park whose famous showcase Pavilion of Fun, with an iconic grinning visage painted on its glass front, was filled with indoor rides. New York had just enacted its first law protecting historic landmarks that year, and Fred feared that the city could declare the property a landmark, blocking him from constructing new buildings there. He sent out invitations to a “V.I.P. Farewell Ceremony” for the Pavilion at noon on September 21, 1966. Alongside four fashion models he had hired—two wearing dresses, two in bikinis, all in hard hats—Fred Trump handed out bricks for people to toss at the glass front of the Pavilion, known as Funny Face. After the party was over, the heavy machinery moved in and leveled Steeplechase Park to the ground.

			But Fred Trump never got the chance to build on the site. It had not been zoned for residential use, and after Beame lost the 1965 mayoral election to reform-minded moderate Republican John Lindsay, Trump lacked the connections necessary to wire the situation in his favor. The site sat undeveloped for years.

			As Donald prepared to graduate from Wharton, none of these challenges to the family business fazed him, according to Barrett. If anything, he was left with confirmation of his chosen life path: he saw that Fred needed a successor to keep his work going. But Fred had not yet made clear the preferred heir. He had initially hoped that it would be his namesake son who would join him in the real estate business, seeking an extension of, and reflection of, himself that could continue into the future.

			The competition for their father’s favor fueled an ugly rivalry between Donald and Fred Jr., nearly eight years apart in age and dissimilar in temperament, that the elder Fred was said to be happy to stoke. Of all his children, Fred Trump zeroed in most aggressively on his two older sons for interest, ridicule, and cajoling. Instead of motivating Freddie, his father’s exacting nature proved crippling. Soon after graduating from Lehigh, Freddie—tall, good-looking, easygoing, and friendly—went to work on the Trump Village project. His father railed at him for choosing building materials he considered wasteful and too expensive. The experiences helped drive Fred from the construction business and into a career as a commercial pilot, bitterly disappointing his father.

			Donald echoed his father’s derision of Freddie’s life choices, goading him to do something better, and bigger, with his life than flying planes. Even as he mocked his older brother, Donald would be scarred by his example. Freddie’s drinking problem would eventually help kill him at the age of forty-two, an outcome Donald would cite for decades as the reason why—for all his excesses—he abstained from alcohol. “I watched him,” Trump later told a reporter of his brother’s fall. “And I learned from him.” To friends, Trump was more candid later in life, telling close associates that he drew a direct line between Freddie’s death and their father’s treatment of him.

			Even after joining the family firm, Donald could not shake his youthful interest in show business and the faster track to fame that it offered. In 1969, he strolled into the producer David Black’s office, above the Palace Theatre, and inquired about becoming a producer himself. Over lunch, Trump made clear he had researched Black’s next production, a comedy called Paris Is Out!, and was ready to invest. In exchange for providing half the budget, Trump asked that his name be featured on the show’s posters and in the playbill. The show was canceled after 112 performances in early 1970—hardly a disaster, but it cost Trump most of his investment.

			Donald Trump concentrated on real estate, but his aspirations were flashier than his father’s from the start. He began work on plans to rebrand the outer-borough family enterprise “The Trump Organization,” making it sound grander and bigger and more established than it was. That was just one step in a broader effort to shake the small-town aspects of life with his mother and father. In 1971, he moved into a rent-stabilized apartment of his own on the Upper East Side and became a fixture at Manhattan’s elite nightclubs.

			The goal for Trump was to make an impression. He often appeared with conventionally beautiful women on his arm, trophies that would raise his profile. “He really wasn’t the playboy he made himself appear to be. That was part of the act,” Rudolph Giuliani, then a politically active New York lawyer, said decades later. “This is a guy who doesn’t drink, doesn’t smoke, and likes to go to bed at home at night.” He nevertheless made himself known at places like Le Club, a hidden gathering place in a Midtown Manhattan stucco building with a small plaque in front that read members only. Trump’s efforts to join the club were repeatedly rebuffed before he was eventually accepted.

			Trump’s early days at the family business were consumed by difficulties. In October 1973, the Housing Section of the federal Justice Department served notice to Trump Management, Inc., that they were being sued for discriminatory rental practices against Black tenants, naming both Fred Trump, the company’s chairman, and Donald, its president, in the suit.

			The federal government and civil rights groups had been investigating the Trumps for years, beginning when Donald was in college. In Trump Village, Fred Trump’s sprawling complex of 3,700 apartments, state investigators recorded just seven Black families. This was not an accident: prospective Black tenants told authorities stories of being blocked by a building superintendent or being denied the same apartment repeatedly. The Trumps were not unique among landlords in such practices. The prominent New York developer Samuel LeFrak, a Trump friend, was also sued for violating the Fair Housing Act of 1968. But LeFrak chose to settle quickly with the government, offering a month’s free rent to help fifty Black families move into buildings mostly occupied by white tenants.

			Donald, however, was getting his advice from Roy Cohn. As a New York–born child of privilege and then federal prosecutor in Washington, D.C., Cohn had been deeply involved in the 1951 convictions of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, executed as traitors for committing espionage on behalf of the Soviet Union. That led Cohn to a job as chief investigator for Senator Joseph McCarthy, whose investigative subcommittee was busy stoking the Red Scare, the nationwide fear of Communism, and of merely being called a Communist. McCarthy and Cohn followed with a lesser-known effort to purge gay people from government employment, arguing they were susceptible to blackmail. Their work, which historians later dubbed the Lavender Scare, prompted Eisenhower to sign a 1953 executive order essentially approving of the investigation and firing federal workers who were believed to be gay.

			By the time he entered Donald Trump’s life two decades later, Cohn was firmly ensconced in New York as a lawyer in private practice, with a town house on Manhattan’s East Side. Since leaving government service, he had had his taxes audited, escaped four indictments, represented mobsters and celebrities, placed demands on politicians, and intimidated reporters, doing nearly all of it in public view. He was an expert practitioner at accessing what journalist Marie Brenner called the “Favor Bank” of New York City. It brought a mob-like vibe to his approach in practicing law. People who crossed him had reason to fear he might find a way to smear them if he found it necessary to win a battle or to settle a score. To the degree he followed rules, they involved a vague, menacing concept of “friendship.” In 1978, Cohn laid out to the journalist Ken Auletta how far he would go to protect those he saw as friends. “I wouldn’t lie under any circumstances. But I’d do everything I could, within the bounds of legal propriety, not to hurt someone whose friendship I had accepted,” he said.

			Cohn was about five foot eight, and slight, with closely cropped hair marked by a receding hairline. His face was scarred, and he had a habit of sliding his tongue over his lips midsentence. His eyes looked as if he always needed rest. He was known to sleep with men, even as one of his greatest career achievements was motivated by deep homophobia.

			His singular talent was for emotional terrorism; being known as a terrible person only seemed to make Cohn happier. “It’s given me a reputation for being tough, a reputation for being a winner,” he said. What does an adversary do with someone who is willing to jump in his face and, using language they have rarely heard in their lives, keep screaming until the other party relents?

			Cohn was also charming, gracious, and generous with friends, viewed affectionately as little more than a scamp with a dark past by some of the gossip columnists and nightclub owners and media executives and politicians who indulged and feared him. Cohn was perceived as powerful, and having access to that power or fame proved most important for the people he dealt with. Cohn became close to the television anchor Barbara Walters, worked with media mogul Rupert Murdoch, and had been thanked by Nancy Reagan for his efforts on her husband’s behalf in 1980.

			Trump’s story of how he met Cohn changed in different tellings, but the most consistent version, which appeared in his first book, The Art of the Deal, has it that they met in 1973 at Le Club, shortly after the federal government filed its housing-discrimination suit. Other lawyers had told him he couldn’t win, Trump claimed. But Cohn gave him the answer he wanted. “Tell them to go to hell,” Cohn said, “and fight the thing in court.”

			In nearly any other setting later in his life, the man who became obsessed with the “central casting” looks of White House advisers and cabinet appointees likely would have been repulsed by Cohn’s reptilian physical presence. Yet if that bothered Trump, he never showed it publicly. “I was very young and Roy was a very political guy,” he told me later. Trump said Cohn was “a different kind of guy,” without explaining what that meant.

			A central lesson Trump would take from his mentor was that literally everything could be treated as a transaction. Even a seemingly neutral job like that of an attorney, in theory hired to serve a client’s interests, could be transformed into something akin to a machine boss or a Mafia don. A person’s worth would be determined by whether they were liked or what they owed you. “Roy would be effective if he liked you,” Trump told me. “If he didn’t like people, I mean, I think, I don’t know, he would have some clients that he didn’t like. I think he’d sell them down the tubes. You know Roy. You understand that? He really had to like somebody.”

			Throughout his presidency, Trump had one complaint about the lawyers who served him—White House counsel, outside firms, and three attorneys general—and who he believed had failed to protect him from enemies when the stakes were highest. None, he repeated often, was “like Roy Cohn.”
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