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More praise for The Fabulist


“A lively account of Santos and his fall from grace…. Among the high points of its reporting, The Fabulist paints a picture of someone who really doesn’t know what survival means…. When the cameras go cold, Santos may find himself alone with the person he had always wished to avoid.”

—The New York Review of Books

“An engrossing look at Santos’s rise and crashing fall. With detail and wry humor, Chiusano fillets his subject. The Fabulist is an amalgam of dish and supporting receipts, an ideal stocking stuffer for political junkies and voyeurs. This is a book Santos never wanted published. Truly.”

—The Guardian

“Chiusano’s book offers not just a contextualization of [Santos’s] deceptions but also a fuller, even compassionate story, a piecing together of a complex character…. A comprehensive portrait of a grand fabricator and the society that created him.”

—Newsday

“Aside from delivering an avalanche of bizarre new scooplets and anecdotes about the life and times of George Santos, the book does something that few have been able to do: It humanizes him… [painting] a complex portrait of a real human being who seems to lie as a way of life.”

—Business Insider

“The deceits, frauds, and unlikely triumphs of the Republican congressman from New York are untangled in this labyrinthine exposé…. Combining punchy reportage with thoughtful analysis, Chiusano’s richly textured profile makes Santos into a fitting embodiment of today’s declining public faith in politics.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Chiusano’s book called out, siren-like, from the new-books section of my local public library, and I succumbed. What I learned is that my idea of Santos had been much too charitable…. [I]n Chiusano’s account, almost all of Santos’s life is vaporware…. Santos’s saga really does mark something new in the annals of America’s Congress.”

—The Bulwark

“Dogged reporting… As if channeling Herman Melville’s novel The Confidence-Man, Chiusano suggests that America is a nation of wolves and sheep, where the wolves always win…. In a well-researched book, Chiusano offers fair warning to anyone who might consider voting for his con man subject.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A fabulous, sizzling, and sometimes sassy book, excelling both as real-time reportage and an incisive review of the time and places that made the rise and fall of George Santos possible.”

—Our Town

“Followers of politics and readers who’ve been watching the saga of George Santos will devour The Fabulist. If you love a good, romping head-shaker, pull this one off the shelves.”

—Terri Schlichenmeyer, OutSFL
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For Charlotte




Author’s Note Talking to George Santos

The first time I spoke to George Santos was by phone in November 2019, three years before his brush with infamy.

It was for a routine political write-up about this little-known Republican newcomer making a longshot bid for Congress in New York. There was very little to suggest that he could win—and Santos ended up losing solidly to the Democratic incumbent in that first run—but a few impressions stuck out even in that inaugural conversation.

He was practiced at papering over mistakes or inconsistencies with excuses. In rapid succession he let slip both that he was in Florida for a work conference as we talked, and also that today—that exact day, the day of our phone call—should be considered the official launch of his campaign. Why was he launching his campaign for a New York district from Florida, I asked? He explained that there had been a slight bit of miscommunication with his lovely team about his travels, he was in the Sunshine State only for the night, and he’d be back home the next day.

He was already getting dexterous with the political lingo of immigration and guns and taxes; he was happy to stretch himself ideologically to have things both ways. But beneath the talking points he also exuded an intense and deeply personal fixation on status, arguing that nothing was handed to him, this first-generation American (his phrase), born and raised in New York to Brazilian immigrant parents. He told me defiantly that he had been able to grow and advance on his own merits. About his business life, he claimed (falsely) that he had worked in private equity for his entire professional career, but that he was “not a one percenter.” Rather, “I work for the one percent.” Later, he would launch scheme after scheme in an attempt to bring in serious one-percent money. He’d brag about buying an Hermès bag and he’d drive a Mercedes. But as he launched his political career, he was still stuck in the outsider-looking-in mode that informs the origin story of so many strivers and hustlers.

This mode had an uneasiness to it. He seemed even then to be on edge—though at the time, I thought it was simply the typical nervousness of an inexperienced candidate, as opposed to the anxiety of a serial grifter and fabulist.

Santos remained pretty available for comment to me in the coming years. He had to. I was writing for Newsday, his district’s local paper, and few other people were doing much keyboard tapping about his political attempts. He was thirsty for press clips, though he wasn’t always happy with what he got. Our conversations were often marked by the same uneasy edge that had been present in that first phone call, particularly when I was calling with questions about yet another of his bizarre moves—such as not being clear about whether he lived in the district, or holding a pretty-mask-free indoor fundraiser during the COVID-19 pandemic, or opening a “recount” campaign committee to raise money for a race he’d definitely lost.

He was guarded with me, a little combative, but he always tried to cover all that with an ooze of explanations and wan humor. During campaign number two, when I asked something about his decision to run for Congress after his first loss, he told me (accurately, it turns out), “Second time’s the charm.”

By the time that ultimately successful campaign came around, Santos was in a very different situation. Multiple political currents and lucky breaks meant this neophyte actually had a real chance of making it to the House, and in his interactions with me, the nasty started outweighing the courting. Sometime down the line he blocked me on Twitter, a dubious distinction he’d soon grant to other reporters and political observers. But it struck me as another oddity. Thin-skinned behavior. I could easily see what he was tweeting via an incognito browser.

Strange too was the encounter we had in Newsday’s cavernous restroom before a Third Congressional District debate. On that occasion, I first ran into Santos’s opponent at the sink and then Santos himself as he came through the door. Seeing me, he spun around and left. I’m not sure if he ended up hitting the urinals before that debate, but he went on to say puzzling things that evening on the debate stage, such as, “I have no record.”

Soon the whole world would learn just what Santos’s record actually was, starting with the New York Times’ explosive December 2022 look into his fakeries. He would go from a replacement-level congressman-elect to an internationally known—and ridiculed—figure, someone on the tongue of late-night hosts and subway commuters, the character of the moment on Twitter and in comic roasts, famous and deluged and surrounded and certainly no longer in need of phone calls from a local reporter.

No surprise, then, that Santos and his team became not particularly responsive to my queries for a little while. But old habits die hard. When this book was announced, he couldn’t help taking to Twitter and giving everyone a couple of preemptive takes about the pages you are about to read.

He did not, however, talk to me for this book, as is his right. Although I reached out multiple times—including with a request to fact-check the voluminous information I’d learned about his fascinating life—he refused to speak to me.

Actually, that’s not entirely true. He did pick up once in May when I called, and he asked “How was your trip to Brazil?” a line that he uttered with the old mix of sarcasm, jokey politeness, and almost-threat that I’d become used to from him over time. He then said he hoped I enjoyed the reporting sojourn (I did), and not to call again. He himself called back moments later, and said not to contact him or his family, “they’re not interested, we’re not interested, have fun with your book; I respect your freedom of speech and your ability to go do it but I will not be lending my voice.” I lent him my ears and kept my recorder running. He added repeatedly that he wished me luck, and warned, “Just make sure you don’t put any liability on the publisher and on yourself.” When I asked if there was a staff member I could perhaps talk to, he said, “Nobody is interested in talking to you…. Mark, nobody is interested.”

He hung up. Later that afternoon, after I reiterated my request by text, he responded with the following:


“This is my last warning for you to stop contacting me and my family. I will go to the depths of hell to get a restraining order form [sic] you.

STOP!

We have video proof of you trespassing inside various buildings where my family members reside and leaving notes under their doors.”



He was apparently referring to some standard shoe-leather reporting practiced by all journalists worth their pads: I had tracked down addresses for some of his relatives, politely knocked on their house or apartment doors, and sometimes left a piece of paper with my contact information in case they wanted to get in touch. Guilty. My aim was to learn as much as I could about him, to provide the most complete and three-dimensional picture of the talented Mr. Santos. Yet he saw something more sinister:


“They haven’t gone to the police because I asked them not too [sic], but I will move forward with legal ramifications if you do not stop.”



A few weeks after that, in response to another request to talk, he texted:


“Mark I am going to respectfully advise you if you don’t stop contacting me I will file a police report for harassment.”



When it came time to fact-check this book, I once again offered him the opportunity to respond to my reporting, to comment, clarify, or criticize, and to have those remarks reflected in this book. He responded by text that he would not be giving me “cover.”


“This is your journey. Now own up your short coming [sic] and know I will challenge any and all thing [sic] inaccurate in your book.”



I followed up with the suggestion that responses from him might provide a fuller picture for readers, including those who happened to be residents of the Third Congressional District of New York. He appears to have seen the text, because in the year of our Lord 2023 his cell phone still alerted correspondents that messages had been read. But he did not respond.

It has been radio silence since then.





You two green-horns! Money, you think, is the sole motive to pains and hazard, deception and deviltry, in this world. How much money did the devil make by gulling Eve?

—Herman Melville, The Confidence-Man

He said out loud and by himself: —I’m very intelligent, I’ll end up a congressman.

—Clarice Lispector, The Hour of the Star






Preface to the Paperback Edition

In a feat of incredible (and lucky) timing, this book was originally published the very week George Santos was thrown out of Congress.

It is a capsule, then, of Santos’s rise and fall on the national stage, a narrative of his captivating road to infamy.

It’s also the story of a figure out of Twain, Melville, or even Goodfellas, the tale of a grifter from Queens who was always looking for a quick buck and a fun time. Santos was a gambler in more ways than one. He loved the world of entertainment, before he endeavored to entertain the world. He tried out different fields and biographies, sampled call center cubicles and small-time hustles. But he didn’t make it big until he put on the costume of a politician and entered history. In doing so, he exposed the rot at the heart of American politics. He was the perfect symbol of almost everything that is wrong with that staid, officious world, and also a warning of what might be to come.

He served eleven ignominious months before he finally got pushed out, at the end of 2023, vowing to wear his expulsion like a “badge of honor,” à la Donald Trump. Unsurprisingly, the hustle continued. Santos’s first quick fix was selling video clips to civilians on Cameo, agreeing to say anything, even “Happy Hanukkah,” for the right price. As usual with Santos, it worked—for a while. The disgraced former congressman broke the record for biggest first day, week, and month on Cameo, the company cofounder and CEO told me earlier this year.

Those videos were fun, as were so many aspects of the Santos saga, but they were only confectionary sprinkles decorating a much more perplexing story. What makes someone lie the way Santos did? And what does it say about the United States that the hustle worked so long—and so well?

That’s what drew me to this project in the first place. I set out to investigate Santos’s background and life in New York City and Brazil, to measure the chip on his shoulder and the depth of his dissembling, which began long before he made the fateful choice to perform his way into office. He has had a wild ride, not one that many people could stomach. But certainly there is something interesting—even relatable—about his shameless self-transformation, his desperate bid for celebrity and riches, his attempt to bluster into the stratosphere where titans of power seem to be effortlessly earning just by being beautiful or amusing or loud. Couldn’t he be all those things, and more?

He was a product of America, after all, shaped by a culture that encourages mythmakers to rise and thrive. Through his crazy hijinks and dumb luck, he became an American legend, another hustler who got away with the con for a minute, using every trick in the book. He did not break our political system—he just showed how broken it already was.

Though Santos’s brief moment in Congress is (mostly) receding into the past, these issues are even more urgent. His story shows how easy it is to suck up attention and invent a persona, to stave off consequence and leave a trail of victims while still crying victimization. He understood that liars and losers can win in this country simply by blustering and being outrageous and shameless—and persistent. He’s not alone.

Mark Chiusano, March 2024




Introduction

When he looked in the mirror, there were things he wanted to change, and maybe this was where the lies came from in the first place.

There was nothing really wrong in the mirror. Round cheeks, friendly eyes, an open face. George Santos had an expressive mouth, a large build, and smooth skin. But what he wanted was something different.

Or so he told people.

There was one campaign aide in 2022 who’d be driving around and then her phone would ring—it was Santos. He had just gotten back from having his lips done, he’d gush. The doctor was amazing. “New lips kicked in lol,” he texted once. Or Santos would confide about getting liposuction.

Such procedures did not become public knowledge, but these were not the only conversations he had about sculpting his body. Later, to one former volunteer, he said he’d recently shed weight and also spent big for his Botox.1 He told a reporter that he’d lost six pounds from walking in his first days in DC.2 He mentioned these details in passing, but they were deeply tied to his self-worth, which was clear when he brought the matter up once in an important political meeting. He was pitching himself to some of Long Island’s GOP leadership, arguing that he could really win. He’d be serious; he’d present an appealing version of himself to voters. So he said he was getting lap band surgery.

Or in the darker moments of Election Night 2022, when he thought he had lost to his well-coiffed Democratic opponent: “Fuck,” he joked, loudly enough that others heard, “I guess he does have better lip filler than me.” As if that was how voters made their decision.

The vote tally turned his way, however, and that’s what brings us here today—George Santos, the lying congressman, the man who made up almost everything. His college diplomas and his Wall Street jobs.3 His Holocaust-fleeing grandparents.4 His education at the fancy private high school, Horace Mann.5 The four employees lost in the Pulse nightclub shooting.6 The Broadway-producer gig for Spider-Man.7 On and on. Each claim more like a mirage, at best a wild exaggeration. He is a fabulist. These were all just stories he told.

That was something his mother used to say, years before his political career, when she was confronted with yet another lie: “Oh my god, Anthony and his stories.” She said it repeatedly, one ex-roommate remembers. “Don’t listen to him,” she would say of her son with a tone of exasperation. His fake jobs, his fake life, his fake anecdotes. Just stories.

But they were so easy, these stories, they were so simple to tell. They smoothed life, like the suction tube does to stomachs. From the beginning Santos had this drive toward a more attractive, higher-class existence, and so he fretted over his looks and he made up fantasies. But the changes were unsatisfying, and never more than temporary. They were a shortcut, like Ozempic and its variants, the miracle drugs celebrities started using to drop pounds right around when Santos got into national politics. So of course Santos would want to follow suit. In fact he said so at a Ronald Reagan Republican Club gathering in Commack, New York, where he raved about the results he had seen from his own Ozempic use—and claimed he had stock in the company, too.

This was at a meet-the-candidate night at Mario’s Pizzeria, the April before he won, before he made history. He was still anonymous then, just a guy with a big smile talking next to a silhouette of the trim, forgiving Gipper. You could have a thought about cholesterol at an event like this, looking out at the trays of pepperoni, the pale senior citizens clutching canes or pill-box-conveyor purses. Santos stood in front of a line of silver catering trays in the pizzeria’s back room, and he did his stump speech, with Ozempic thrown in.

What you have to understand about Santos is that he was great at this—stories. He knew which ones to share, and when, and with whom. He was a world-class mimic and trickster, one of the twenty-first century’s great chameleons. He could don the costume of a private equity maven, a media executive, or a beauty pageant performer. He could engagingly cycle among subjects and tales so fast that one veteran of the Santos experience once wondered with awe if the guy had attention deficit disorder. Once, he was interviewed on a podcast by a former NYPD detective, who said confidently, “My art is sniffing through bullshit.” This law enforcement professional, one of New York’s finest, reiterated that he could “smell a bullshit artist a mile away.” But as for Santos? “You’re legit, you know your stuff.”8

Something like that was happening at Mario’s Pizzeria: Santos spinning. He talked about taking Ozempic and how it caused his weight loss, yes, but the point of that story was that other people, too, should be allowed to use the drug like he did and refashion their body anew. The federal government wouldn’t approve it widely, he said, and wasn’t that just typical for this whole sector—bad priorities from the pharma people who wanted you to get these COVID vaccines. It was vintage Santos, weaving a story that both connected him with a crowd—this one a right-leaning set still furious about vaccine mandates—but also made him look a little better, classier, skinnier than them. He was halfway toward the fashion uniform for which he would become famous9—blue blazer over sweater, thick glasses, all of it screaming “approachable” and “friendly” and “nothing unusual to see here.” This particular sweater was zip-up, but maybe that was even better for the nonpreppy audience. He knew the populist harangues they wanted to hear, one listener recalled. Hence the monologue Santos went on about how “America is not for sale,” how “we’re definitely not in the business of making politicians rich at the cost of the American taxpayer.”10

Well, even good liars sometimes let their cards fall a little. He was a politician in the midst of getting rich at that very moment. Politics worked nicely for him. It would be the best of his cons. He had not been rich before, and who knows if he ever really did shell out to use Ozempic or get liposuction or lap band surgery. Those stories. He told so many. Who knows if he really did have stock in Ozempic’s parent company either. His disclosure forms don’t mention the company, even though, ironically, his opponent’s did, in a retirement account.11 One can’t trust much about Santos’s paperwork, however. It’s studded with lies.

The lies have finally caught up with him. Legally speaking, of course—starting with his twenty-three-count federal indictment for money laundering and wire fraud and more—but also in the public mind. So much does the legend of George Santos precede him that in the course of reporting this book I was told, unprompted, the most bonkers and totally factually unverifiable stories: like one person’s belief that Santos performed a hex on her through macumba magic; or another’s claim that someone told them Santos once took feminine hormone pills. There is another rumor that Santos made all his money from pimping. I must stress that these have to be considered fictional stories, and I include them here merely to differentiate from the much more documented and wild-enough lies and stories he did in fact tell, and to show what blossoms from those fables.

A family member of his likes to say that with Santos, it’s “a pebble of truth and a mountain of lies.” The mountains, rising higher and higher, are defenses against a deep sense of self-doubt. He himself on a local morning show once spit out the word insecurities when asked about his résumé myths.12 His happy-go-lucky and even optimistic exterior lies above a churn of enviousness, plus the kind of anxiety that once made him rush back to his campaign staff in the basement of a church in Whitestone, Queens, one freezing New York evening, storming over and lighting into them about the fleece-type vest he was wearing.

“I can’t believe that nobody told me what I look like in this vest,” he could be overheard saying, remarking on a garment that was perhaps a little too small (a passerby had noted as much). “I’m out there looking like this in front of this crowd of people,” he went on. “It’s embarrassing.” He turned nasty, displaying the threatening side of him that poked out when he felt attacked, like when as a young man he texted a Brazilian immigrant “You are in my country” and “I am the one dealing the cards” after she called him a crook. Here in Whitestone, there was no threat. This was a friendly crowd for Santos, one that was on his side no matter what he looked like or wore—which goes to show how deeply embedded was the insecurity, outweighing logic, outweighing reality. This was the kind of crowd where a guy with a Santos button told a questioner about once being a Democrat but then switching since he didn’t believe in killing babies after they’re born. The questioner did not know what to say to that. Lies are contagious and, when they spread, make the whole system sick.

This is George Santos on the inside, the man behind the headlines, the turmoil within that launched this young New Yorker on an absolutely wild journey—lying his way up the food chain, leaving victims in a Brazilian favela and Queens apartments, crafting a most American story and then succeeding in a most American way, always a step away from disaster, until his implosion on the nation’s highest stage. This book is an effort to understand what drove Santos, his never-ending hustle, what made him lie and steal so compulsively, so much so that he landed himself in the great pantheon of American con artists and thieves.

This book is also an effort to probe what it was about America that allowed him to rise so quickly, what bedrock national principles this son of immigrants successfully channeled, and what changes in the country’s consciousness have brought lies and scams so directly into the political realm. This book is a case study for how a scammer and fantasy creator could worm his way into national politics, aided by apathy, gatekeepers’ blunders, the pallor of the media ecosystem, the continued international rise of right-wing populism, and a money-swamped political system in which it often seems that everything and everyone is for sale. George Santos matters because he won’t be the last fabulist to chart this route—least of all in the dawning age of misinformation, when institutions have lost people’s trust and conspiracies spread at the swipe of a finger.

Santos has long modeled himself after former president Donald Trump, from the speech patterns of his fellow Queens native to a fondness for what Trump’s senior adviser called “alternative facts.” Trump was a pioneer on this particular blustering path to success, but Santos shows that path can be marched too by ordinary tricksters and clowns. He is part of a new generation—a sort of Shameless Caucus—that includes Trump descendants like Marjorie Taylor Greene, Lauren Boebert, and Paul Gosar, who followed their mentor’s way in politics by embracing controversy and the limelight and little else.

And for Santos, the shamelessness is a way of life that goes far beyond politics.

“Americans have always been fascinated by the con artist who can get away with things that the rest of [us] can’t,” writes Baylor psychiatry professor Glen O. Gabbard in his book The Psychology of the Sopranos. “Many of us secretly admire the smooth-talking, antisocial person who manages to write his own laws and follow his own moral code.”13

Hence Tony Soprano, the sympathetic psychopath mobster, but also Herman Melville’s confidence man on a steamboat; and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Gatsby, who is generally accepted to be a resident of the district Santos won; and the real-life Silicon Valley founders and Manhattan scammers from Elizabeth Holmes to Anna Delvey who fake it until they make it, since that’s what the market rewards.

But Santos is in a counterfeit class of his own.

He has told stories about his parents’ jobs, his mugging on Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Fifth Street in Manhattan (they took his shoes!),14 an attempt on his life,15 his mom fleeing socialism in Europe,16 and also her highly questionable escape from Ground Zero.17 He was married to a woman at the same time as he was dating men.18 He has claimed he “used to” go to the Met Gala,19 and also that he was among the first people in the entire United States to get COVID-19.20 Once, he regaled an audience about accidentally flipping a table on Stephen Schwarzman, the CEO of Blackstone, who upon inquiry stated that he does not think they’ve ever met.21 Santos has said that he survived a brain tumor22 and also purports to be a Mets fan, even though he once posted a video singing the classic “Let’s Go Mets” chant in the absolutely incorrect cadence, as if he’d never heard it before in his life.23

The stories span genres. They include tales about filling up his gas tank three times a week (implausible, according to an auto expert),24 a claim that he helped “develop and fundraise for” carbon-capture technology in his career (he also said he had a “very extensive role in gas and oil in this country”),25 and make-believe about owning real estate all over the New York metropolitan area (though public records show instead that he has actually faced multiple eviction proceedings).26

While such lies might have a minor political or personal purpose, such as boosting his story of wealth, they are often simply gratuitous. Like the time Santos claimed that he’d just sold one of his properties in the Hamptons because he was looking to buy on Fire Island, a popular beachy destination a fellow Republican was discussing during a fundraiser.

What was the point? He could have just vamped about the weather.

But lying had become a brazen game for Santos.

He lied even after people knew he had been a liar, as when journalist Marisa Kabas surfaced a picture of Santos dressed in drag as a teenager in Brazil.27 Santos pooh-poohed the drag queen allegation: he had just been a young man who “had fun at a festival.”28 This is not how people described it to me when I went to Niterói, the city next to Rio de Janeiro where Santos spent time on and off during his adolescence. One family friend called him, simply, a “drag queen.” Other people remembered different moments that he dressed in women’s clothes. A young girl, who considered Santos to be something of an uncle, told stories about how the future politician—very sweetly—would entertain her. They would dance, Santos wearing a bra and a towel wrapped around his head, singing Lady Gaga’s “Bad Romance.”

He returned to some favorite fibs, groping them like rosary beads as if for comfort, lies that would morph and shift to suit the need, the conversation, or just Santos’s mood. Those lies included his saga of volleyball greatness at Baruch College, a school he did not attend, which hosted a team that he certainly wasn’t on; and, of course, his ongoing flirtation with being Jewish, him and his mother and grandparents.

Besides some controversial armchair debates about Trump’s psychological makeup, mental health professionals often shy away from diagnosing prominent figures in public, dating back at least to the rounds of speculation about Barry Goldwater’s mental fitness during the 1964 presidential campaign. But for Santos, taken together, the scope of lying certainly seems to go beyond dishonesty or dissembling for monetary gain alone. It may approach something more clinical—like pseudologia fantastica, defined by Kaplan & Sadock’s Synopsis of Psychiatry as “a type of lying in which a person appears to believe in the reality of his or her fantasies and acts on them.” Factual material is mixed with belabored, creative fluff. Patients “give false and conflicting accounts” of their lives and assume the identities of prestigious others: “Men, for example, report being war heroes and attribute their surgical scars to wounds received during battle or in other dramatic and dangerous exploits.”29

Santos has not (to my knowledge) fabricated a military background for himself. But his inventions paint a ghostly picture of the American heights he wanted to climb. His made-up character is a bionic hero that says a lot about what Santos yearned to see when he looked in the mirror, what America rewards these days, and what prizes felt so out of reach. This hero was contoured and svelte, wealthy and suave, a Wall Street whiz and owner of land, a man who wore Brioni suits and a Cartier family heirloom watch. A well-educated cosmopolitan man whose inherited family riches he had expanded, whose parents immigrated legally and proudly before taking up fabulous jobs of their own. A man who rose deservedly through the meritocratic ranks en route to a graduate degree; who understood the economy and helped people manage their money, which was how he made his own money. A man who got into politics to just bring some sanity back to the proceedings in that unmathematical, emotionally charged field.

This was the man Santos wanted to be, and was anything but. He was often poor, always mooching, rarely gainfully employed for long. He squeezed into shared apartments and wished he could look better and lose a few pounds. His parents had struggled before him, trying strenuously to scratch out a life between two countries. They could not afford fancy private school, the kind that serves as a smooth feeder to elite East Coast colleges, and so he did not graduate from any college at all.30 He was self-taught, always on edge, sometimes bumbling, had difficulty finding a score in a modern economy that seems to produce little but money for other people, and he jumped into politics because of the grand carnival stage it offered, the only platform he could force his way onto, one that occasionally allows those who do not inherit power to earn it instead. It is a democracy, after all.

This book also aims to illuminate the lives of the people who bought Santos’s stories, who suffered his lies and scams or partnered with him in his exploits. Those kinds of people, no matter which side of the law they are on, don’t often get to Congress or even interact much with that hallowed chamber. Yet their unstable lives can explain more about the state of the country than many a DC hearing or debate.

Santos himself sought to outrun this instability, and he earned a lot with his stories, because he was stealing much of the time he was talking. He nabbed $24,744 in unemployment insurance benefits that shouldn’t have been his, according to the federal government. He took from those closest to him. He scammed a sixteen-year-old who didn’t speak English. He conned a phone insurance company and New York City landlords.31 He convinced people to give him, just hand him, tens of thousands of dollars. Ultimately, that included some of America’s most actually wealthy men.32

Along the way, with all the money, with the accretion of successful lie after successful lie, he did achieve something: He became, or he appeared to become, confident. He did change his circumstances in life. He achieved the dream. For a while.

That was what struck Hector Gavilla at that Ronald Reagan Republican Club dinner with Santos, the one where he talked about Ozempic and won over the pizzeria crowd. Gavilla, who went on to become president of that club, had once been a promising local GOP candidate himself. Santos had met with him for advice, in fact, sometime around 2019. Gavilla was charmed. At a function not long after, the future congressman handed over a business card, and Gavilla glanced down at the four unwieldy names. George and Anthony and Devolder and Santos.

You know what you should do, Gavilla swears he said, you should change your name to George Santos: “It has a nice ring to it.”

So it does.

But in the pizzeria, Gavilla kept returning to this sense of confidence from the newcomer in front of him. Santos recited a litany of successes: Wall Street. Self-made millions. Wins in business. His triumphant American story. Gavilla looked at the cocky kid in front of the catering trays and thought, What did I do wrong? Where’s my money? Gavilla was a real estate broker, had operated and then sold his own brokerage. He considered himself somewhat successful. But here was this young guy, doing even better. On his way to greatness, even. Looking and feeling good. “I guess the bigger the lie, the more people believe it,” Gavilla said.

Santos was telling a better story. The story of his life.




Part One The Scammer




1 Escape from the Tower of Babel

The Dish Network call center in College Point, Queens, was not regarded as a particularly luxurious outpost. It was situated in a squat little building underneath the flight path from LaGuardia Airport, where smoke breakers struggled to hear their own gossip over the rip-rip of planes. The hardly decorated exterior was sandwiched between Home Depot and Con Ed gas and power. An industrial yard with piles of dirt glowered nearby, full of machinery belching dust that would sometimes settle onto the call center’s windows and the cars.

Which is not to complain about the setting per se—there were plenty of things that workers in or out of the smoking circle might want to complain about, the jobsite and its distance from public transit merely being one of them. But certainly this location and basically just the regularity of everything around clashed strangely with what Barbara Hurdas heard on her first day on the job, when she sat next to George Santos in the training class, and he started bragging about the money his family came from in Brazil.

Outside, the wind whistled along the glass. Cement mixers and garbage trucks barreled down the roads, a sign of the roads’ emptiness, or, you could even say, desolation. You could only just make out the moneymaking skyscrapers of Manhattan. Yet inside the call center, Santos was talking dollar signs, about how the family had property on Nantucket.

“It didn’t make sense,” Hurdas remembers.

But who has time to dwell much on small perceptions? It was their shared first day; there was lots to learn and a paycheck to await. Even if this new guy’s economic background didn’t match the general vibes of twelve-dollar-an-hour call center work, one thing was clear: he was good on the phone.1

“He certainly had the gift of gab,” says John Rijo.

Rijo is a customer service lifer. In the fall of 2011, when the twenty-three-year-old Santos showed up at Dish, Rijo was already there for a tour of duty alongside him. Among the things he’s seen in the industry was, decades ago, a gimmick in which the phone operators for an airline were supposed to pick up by saying, “Thank you for calling the airline, my name is John Courtesy.” Daisy Ling would say, “Thank you for calling, this is Daisy Courtesy.” And so on and so forth. Some study or other said the Courtesy got stuck beneficially in callers’ heads.

But gimmicks like this go only so far. Call center culture is not for the timid or easily cowed. The good representatives have something innate that no number of prepared scripts can beat. Back then, Rijo listened in to a few of Santos’s calls in his capacity as a supervisor. And the outgoing new kid was good.

He was an upseller, the currency of the land at a place like Dish, which had more than 13.9 million US customers and was the nation’s third-largest pay-TV provider at the time. Key to its business model was, as Dish business filings put it, “better educating our customers about our products and services, and resolving customer problems promptly and effectively when they arise.”2 In other words, hustling on the phones.

This kind of customer service work is challenging and often rote, but also good training for a would-be con artist—or even a politician. Certainly that was true for Santos. The Dish representatives had to learn how to size up a mark—a customer—quickly, while they pitched the many movie packages available with just a mutter of one’s credit card number. They had to be able to expound on the wisdom of purchasing insurance, sounding authoritative and adjusting their pitches effortlessly. If movies weren’t the customer’s style, there were also pay-per-view soccer matches. And the fabulist-in-training learns that it takes real skill to hold a story together. It’s cognitively hard to spin, and even harder to lie.

Most of all, the agents would learn to savor the thrill of having pulled off a sale, of tacking on a big purchase to a customer who didn’t necessarily want one. Bonuses were available for the best customer service agents at the end of the month.

There was money to be made, in other words, and Santos’s colleagues felt that he could smell that possibility. Congress was nowhere in the future here at Dish. He was simply eager, at least in the beginning, to get promoted.

Marcia Ritchie, who
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“An essential read for those seeking to understand the complex tapestry of truth
and fabrication that defines the American political landscape.” -~ THE ADVOCATE
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