
		
			[image: Cover for The Last Politician: Inside Joe Biden's White House and the Struggle for America's Future, Author, Franklin Foer]
		

	
		ALSO BY FRANKLIN FOER

		
			World Without Mind

			Insurrections of the Mind (editor)

			Jewish Jocks (coedited with Marc Tracy)

			How Soccer Explains the World

		

	
		
			
			
				
				[image: Book Title, The Last Politician: Inside Joe Biden's White House and the Struggle for America's Future, Author, Franklin Foer, Imprint, Penguin Press]
			

		

	
		
			
			PENGUIN PRESS

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2023 by Franklin Foer

			Penguin Random House supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Foer, Franklin, author.

			Title: The last politician : inside Joe Biden’s White House and the struggle for America’s future / Franklin Foer.

			Other titles: Inside Joe Biden’s White House and the struggle for America’s future

			Description: New York : Penguin Press, 2023. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2023044002 (print) | LCCN 2023044003 (ebook) | ISBN 9781101981146 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781101981160 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Biden, Joseph R., Jr. | United States—Politics and government—2021— | United States—Foreign relations—2021— | Presidents—United States—History—21st century.

			Classification: LCC E916 .F64 2023  (print) | LCC E916  (ebook) | DDC 973.934—dc23/eng/20231004

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023044002

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023044003

			Cover design: Christopher Brand

			Cover photograph: Drew Angerer / Getty Images

			Designed by Amanda Dewey, adapted for ebook by Cora Wigen

			pid_prh_6.1_151444586_c0_r4

		

	
		
			
			To Jonathan and Josh

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			
				[image: ]
			

			Prologue

			PART ONE

			Dark Winter

			January–March 2021

			1. Day One

			2. Taking the Call

			3. Visions of Rescue

			4. Waiting for the Jab

			5. The Nod of the Head

			6. Take Me Home

			7. Normal People

			8. The Captain Cook Incident

			9. Border Crush

			PART TWO

			Green Shoots

			April–June 2021

			10. Biden’s War

			11. Hug Bibi Tight

			12. Rabbit Ears

			13. Go Left, Young Man

			14. Face to Face

			15. Independence Day

			16. The Highway to Bipartisanship

			PART THREE

			Leaving

			June–August 2021

			17. Gut Check

			18. The Kill List

			19. Withdrawal

			20. The White Scarves

			21. John Bass Stands at the Gates of Despair

			22. Sullivan’s Choice

			23. Lily Pads

			24. The Red Dot

			25. The Bitter End

			PART FOUR

			The Bog

			September–December 2021

			26. Mr. Zelensky Comes to Washington

			27. Manchinema

			28. Mark Milley’s Map

			29. The Big Ask

			30. Pressure Drop

			31. Variant of Concern

			32. The Eruption

			PART FIVE

			Never-Ending Winter

			January–February 2022

			33. Where Have the Better Angels Gone?

			34. Get Caught Trying

			35. Vacancy

			36. The Way to Joe Manchin’s Heart

			PART SIX

			Eastern Fronts

			February–April 2022

			37. “I Know What You’re Doing”

			38. The End of the Dream

			39. The Battle of Kyiv

			40. Bankova

			41. The Gorge

			PART SEVEN

			The Counteroffensive

			May–November 2022

			42. The Spring of Self-Pity

			43. Dobbs v. Biden

			44. The Bath

			45. Truth and Reconciliation

			46. War Games

			47. Waves Crashing

			Acknowledgments

			Sources and Notes

			Index

		

	_151444586_

	
		
			Prologue

			Joe Biden’s inauguration was an image in his mind. It took hold there decades earlier, and it looked something like a brisk winter’s day, when the nation’s establishment huddled around him, wrapping its arms around the kid from Scranton. It was a triumphalist scene, but also a revenge fantasy, since Washington’s liberal elite had long rolled its eyes at him—for his loquaciousness, for his stories that were too folksy by half, for his blaring insecurities—and he knew it.

			The consistent underestimation of Joe Biden was his diesel. It propelled him to keep chasing the image, over the course of three presidential runs. He pursued it into his late seventies, even though diminishingly few of his peers considered it plausible—and even though his inability to surrender his ambitions occasionally verged on the undignified.

			He believed that fate—a word strewn across his monologues—sometimes required him to travel the ugly path to success. At every station in his adult life, joy marched in lockstep with trauma. And when the image in his head transposed itself into reality on January 20, 2021, it seemed entirely fitting that the inauguration, which he had so long desired, deviated so wildly from his expectations, and was stalked by death.

			In the dream version of the day, he solemnly strides onto the stage erected on the west front of the Capitol, through doors held open by marines. But when that day arrived, the glass in those doors was shattered. Two weeks earlier, right-wing paramilitaries battered them with flagpoles and purloined police shields in a violent quest to prevent him from ever taking office. The inaugural dais looked down onto steps, where police officers trying to fight off the surging mob had slipped in pools of blood.

			Instead of a democratic extravaganza, his inauguration was surrounded by wire fences and Jersey barriers, guarded by armored vehicles and twenty-six thousand members of the National Guard who descended on Washington for the event, determined to prevent a reprise of the violence of the sixth of January.

			Even if the public had been permitted to pass through the checkpoints surrounding the city center, it wouldn’t have come. Through the winter, it sheltered at home, worried that it might die by inhaling particles of disease wafting in the air. A global pandemic was at its lethal peak. On January 19, the eve of his inaugural, COVID’s death toll surpassed four hundred thousand. Despite the development of effective vaccines, the government had scant doses—and no effective plan for distributing them. To fill the expanse of the unoccupied Mall, inaugural planners planted two hundred thousand flags across the lawn, representing the absentees. Biden couldn’t address an adoring crowd, just sheets fluttering in the wind.

			This was not the image in his head. It was a postapocalyptic tableau—and the nation that he inherited.

			

			—

			The electorate turned to Joe Biden as a balm. Postmortems of his victory ascribed his success to the fact that voters hoped the kindly grandfather might impose calm and decency, a bit of boredom, and a dose of competence, after four erratic, enervating years of Trump.

			But voters’ expectations for Biden didn’t line up with his own.

			Born in the middle of World War II, raised in the tense early days of the Cold War, he viewed himself as thrust by events into a successor struggle to preserve democracy. To stave off the authoritarian enemy, he would need to contain the rising force of China and ward off the revanchist ambitions of Russia. It required him to tangibly demonstrate that the American system wasn’t the antiquated relic its rivals portrayed. He said that he would prove that democracy could still deliver for its citizens, that it hadn’t lost its capacity to accomplish big things.

			This was a much steeper, much riskier task than helping the country muddle through its tangle of immediate crises, which was job enough. But it suited Biden’s heroic self-conception, his belief that he would prove the establishment naysayers wrong by proving himself great. He believed that he could save American democracy by transforming the country—passing monumental legislation, breaking with economic orthodoxy, redirecting its foreign policy to the challenges of the future.

			For Biden the process and the substance were intertwined. Although he liked to brag about being a constitutional scholar—on the basis of seventeen years Biden had spent as an adjunct professor at Widener University Delaware Law School—he really had one primary profession in his career: he was a politician. His expertise was nose counting, horse trading, and spreading a thick layer of flattery over his audiences.

			Over the decades, his profession, never truly respected, had fallen deeply out of favor. The nation elected consecutive presidents (Barack Obama, Donald Trump) who posed as antipoliticians, figures who emerged from outside the system, without much experience in Washington and with an abiding disdain for it. Both Obama and Trump came to office with the belief that they led mass movements, independent of political parties. In very different ways, both men profited from and intensified the old moan that politicians were the problem, corrupt, unresponsive, lacking in necessary boldness.

			But the public wasn’t just rejecting a profession; it simultaneously discarded a set of practices. Politics is the means by which a society mediates its difference of opinion, allowing for peaceful coexistence. It’s an ethos that requires tolerance of competing truths—and permits the possibility of social change. It’s a set of rules whereby the side that fails to prevail in democratic decision-making accepts its defeat.

			The insurrection—stoked by Trump’s refusal to accept the outcome of the 2020 vote—was the most worrying evidence of the demise of politics. Witnessing such horrific behavior, it felt reasonable to ask, Was it possible to cooperate with the political party that coddled Trump, let alone coexist in the same society as the people who voted for him?

			Biden set out to prove the eternal relevance of politics. In fact, it was the way out of this mess. He wanted to show that dealmaking, coalition building, and persuading the other side were still effective ways to get things done. But on certain days of his presidency, it seemed like nobody else in the country sincerely believed in his faith. It felt as if he naively assumed the good faith of malevolent adversaries, that he believed in salvaging institutions beyond repair. His faith in his profession looked like it might doom him to become a historic failure, at the moment when America could least afford for him to falter.

			But in the story of Joe Biden, a pattern keeps reasserting itself. Just after he is dismissed as past his time, written off because of his doddering detachment from the zeitgeist, he pulls off his greatest successes. He shocks those who only think they know him.

			

			—

			I first pondered this book in the summer of 2020, when it seemed likely that Joe Biden might become president. I wanted to chronicle his administration’s first hundred days as it sought to tame the pandemic and undo the legacy of Donald Trump. But that milestone came—and went. I struggled to grab hold of an assessment of the Biden presidency that I trusted. Each time I pondered stopping my project, it felt like a premature terminus. I worried the book’s judgments would be stale by its publication date.

			But after two years, I knew that I had my story and faith in my conclusions. In the modern presidency, the first two years of an administration are the narrow window in which presidents can realize their highest ambitions. It’s nearly an iron rule of politics that incumbents are punished by the electorate in their first midterm election, losing their congressional majorities, thus ending the possibilities for grand legislative achievements.

			At the beginning of 2022, it seemed as if Joe Biden’s window might close without much to show for his efforts. Despite the success of the vaccine rollout and the passage of a massive stimulus bill, his messy presidency looked like it would be best remembered for its failures—a disastrous withdrawal from Afghanistan, the humiliating collapse of his Build Back Better legislation, and the rise of inflation. Comparisons to Jimmy Carter, the benchmark for a presidency stuck in a ditch, felt reasonable, if not yet fully deserved.

			But then redemption—and a profound legacy—came unexpectedly, splayed across the second half of his second year, as he orchestrated the most fertile season of legislation in memory and rallied the world to Ukraine’s defense.

			During Biden’s long period of flailing, I had feared that he had missed his chance to avert the worst consequence of climate change—and that another opportunity to protect the planet wouldn’t come around for years, after it was far too late. But then in the summer of 2022, Congress passed the Inflation Reduction Act, a banally named bill that will transform American life. Its investments in alternative energy will ignite the growth of industries that will wean the economy from its dependence on fossil fuels.

			That achievement was of a piece with the new economics that his presidency had begun to enshrine. Where the past generation of Democratic presidents was deferential to markets, reluctant to challenge monopoly, indifferent to unions, and generally encouraging of globalization, Biden went in a different direction. Through a series of bills—not just his investments in alternative energy, but also the CHIPS Act and his infrastructure bill—he erected a state that will function as an investment bank, spending money to catalyze favored industries to realize his vision, where the United States controls the commanding heights of the economy of the future.

			The critique of gerontocracy is that once politicians become senior citizens, they will only focus on the short term, because they will only inhabit the short term. But Biden, the oldest president in history, pushed for spending money on projects that might not come to fruition in his lifetime. His theory of the case—that democracy will succeed only if it delivers for its citizens—compelled him to push for expenditures on unglamorous but essential items such as electric vehicle charging systems, crumbling ports, and semiconductor plants, which will decarbonize the economy, employ the next generation of workers, and prevent national decline.

			With Ukraine, his creative diplomacy mobilized an alliance—and an American public—that not so long ago exuded indifference to autocracy. He persuaded them to engage in selfless acts of solidarity, paying higher prices to sanction Russian aggression. By quietly arming the Ukrainians, he helped them fend off invasion, while avoiding the worst dangers of fighting a proxy war against a nuclear power. It was a bravura display of statesmanship.

			

			—

			It seems only right to admit that I began this project sharing the Washington establishment’s skepticism of the man. I viewed him as a bloviator who dangerously fetishized bipartisanship.

			But as I reported on him at close distance—through several hundred interviews with his White House inner circle, his cabinet, his oldest friends, and members of Congress—my respect for him grew. I came to appreciate his ability to shelve his ego and empathically understand the psychology of the foreign leaders he sparred with and the senators he wooed. In negotiations with these figures, he could be shrewdly self-effacing, accepting the fact that sometimes it was better if he wasn’t the center of attention. He forced himself to sit back and let proxies do his bidding.

			I found myself especially surprised by his capacity for absorbing criticism in the short term to achieve the objectives he considered most important. There was a patience, born of experience, that I never knew he possessed. It helped guide him to his greatest successes, and it carried him through his lowest moments. Despite the fiasco of the Afghan withdrawal, he never apologized or deflected blame onto his aides. He stubbornly owned the decision that scarred his legacy.

			None of this healed the nation’s divide, although after two years of the Biden presidency, the political scientists predicting civil war began to sound more alarmist than prophetic. With a slight cooling of the political climate, bipartisan-minded senators passed a raft of legislation, confirming Biden’s instincts that creaky institutions could be rendered functional, that consensus was still possible in America. And in the midterm election, despite Biden’s inability to tame inflation, Trumpist election deniers largely failed in their attempt to seize control of state governments. Biden hadn’t defeated authoritarianism once and for all, but he pushed back the threat for the time being. It was hard to imagine any president doing much better under the circumstances.

			Above all, watching Joe Biden at work renewed my respect for a profession, and its craft, unloved and in some ways unlovable, “the strong and slow boring of hard boards,” as Max Weber famously described it. That, in the end, might be his profound achievement, providing an instructive example of the tedious nobility of the political vocation. Unheroic but honorably human, he will be remembered as the old hack who could.

		

	
		part one

		Dark Winter

		January–March 2021
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		1

		Day One

		
		Inauguration Day began at 8:30 a.m., with an occasion that unofficially, grudgingly marked the transfer of power. Donald Trump’s loyalists gathered at Joint Base Andrews, in suburban Maryland, to hear their leader rant one last time in front of the seal of the president and watch him clamber aboard his valedictory flight on Air Force One, carrying him to his beach club in Florida. This was the lone inauguration in recent American history, with the exception of Gerald Ford’s swearing in, where the outgoing president avowedly declined to participate in the official ceremony itself.

		But for all the rhetorical force with which Trump battered the legitimacy of the election—all the rancor he stirred, all the violence he inspired—he left without making any more of a scene than usual. “Hopefully, it’s not a long-term goodbye,” he said wanly. The fact that he was leaving Washington of his own volition was the closest he ever came to explicitly conceding the fact of his defeat.

		Minutes after Trump ascended to the airplane, Joe and Jill Biden arrived at St. Matthew’s Cathedral for mass. They strolled past their friends and family, past the vice president elect, Kamala Harris, and her husband, taking their place in the front pew, just in back of an engraving in the floor commemorating the spot where John F. Kennedy’s corpse rested during his funeral service in the building.

		Even before the horror of January 6, Biden intended to invite the congressional leadership of the country to the event. But the invitations weren’t extended until after the insurrection, and the presence of the Republican leaders, Mitch McConnell and Kevin McCarthy, suddenly felt loaded with outsize meaning. He granted his adversaries admission to the most intimate moment of the day.

		As the service ended, the priest told the congregation, “Would the president elect and vice president elect and congressional leadership please remain in their places.” All the friends and relatives piled into buses to the Capitol, but the leadership of the nation waited together for a separate motorcade. For fifteen minutes, Mitch McConnell, Nancy Pelosi, Steny Hoyer, Kevin McCarthy, Chuck Schumer, Kamala Harris, and Joe Biden mingled in an empty church. It was a moment of polite coexistence, of vacuous chitchat, a hopeful suggestion that perhaps Washington might actually revert to the folkways that prevailed before Trump, to something that could be described as normal.

		

		—

		At 10:00 a.m., two hours before he officially started his new job, Ron Klain arrived in the West Wing for his third administration, to assume a post that his friends knew he had long coveted: White House chief of staff.

		When Klain was twenty-eight, in 1989, Joe Biden hired him to serve as chief counsel of the Senate Judiciary Committee. He had worked, on and off, for Biden ever since. While Biden proudly touted the fact that he went to a state school, he took pride in the Ivy Leaguers, like Klain, on his rosters. They were his meritocratic trophies—and Klain his eternal wunderkind, even as he neared sixty. Words streamed from Klain’s mouth in paragraph form. In a frustrated mood, Biden sometimes posed questions for the purpose of testing his staff, to gauge its grasp of minutiae. Klain, who projected the confidence of a high school quiz bowl champion, almost always knew the answer.

		Biden not only admired Klain, he might have even seen familiar traits in him. Back in the last Democratic administration, the inner circle around Barack Obama undervalued Klain, as they did his boss, for lacking the qualities that the in-crowd prized. They thought he tried too hard, that he needed to better contain his verbal virtuosity in meetings, that he always had his eyes on a bigger job.

		Obama and his acolytes professed to hate Washington, and they considered Klain a creature of the place. He certainly felt like an omnipresent fixture in the White House. Those who worked with Klain knew him by the sound of his gait as he walked through the halls in the early morning. He would wear his dress shoes as if they were clogs, with his feet smashing down the backs. His instantaneous responses to incoming email came with date stamps that suggested insomnia.

		On the morning of January 20, Klain might have preferred to attend in person the inaugural ceremony of the man whose political career he worked so hard to advance. But he was missing it, stuck in the building at the behest of Trump’s chief of staff, Mark Meadows.

		Ever since the November election, much of the Trump administration acted as if the Biden people were engaged in a hostile takeover of the government. They refused to share the most basic details that would allow the incoming administration to prepare for the monumental tasks in front of it. A pandemic was raging—and the Trump people withheld access to civil servants and government data that would have provided the Biden White House with a basic sense of the government’s vaccination program. When Biden officials asked Trump’s trade negotiator for details about the state of conversations with China, he refused. Trump appointees at the Office of Management and Budget broke with generations of practice and prevented civil servants from helping Biden aides prepare the budget that they were legally required to submit to Congress in February.

		After all of that petty obstruction, Meadows’s invitation to meet felt like an act of comity that shouldn’t be shirked.

		When Klain arrived at the White House, he found it emptier than he had ever seen. Only a handful of workers were moving furniture around. He knocked on Meadows’s door, then jostled the knob. It was locked.

		Eventually, an aide emerged and asked Klain to come to the Situation Room. He handed him a phone.

		“Mark, where are you?” Klain asked.

		“You know . . . President Trump left late. I’m late. Just sit and wait.”

		Half an hour later, Meadows emerged in the corridor and walked toward Klain and warmly greeted him. He ushered Klain into his office. “I don’t have time to sit with you,” he apologized. “Trump signed one last pardon, and I have to deliver it to the Justice Department before noon to make sure that it’s valid.”

		With that, Meadows told Klain to call if he needed anything and left to perform a task better suited to an intern. The whole encounter felt like a fitting coda to the most shambolic transition of power in American history.

		For the next hour and a half, Klain lingered in the West Wing. His administration was on the brink of launching one of the most complex government programs of all time, distributing hundreds of millions of doses of vaccine; it needed to prevent the free fall of the economy and restore a government, which had fallen into disrepair; it promised to end the longest war in American history. But that was ninety minutes away. All of his governmental devices were scheduled to be activated at 12:01 p.m. So the man who would soon run the building had to run down the clock, waiting for his turn.

		

		—

		
		When Biden walked out onto the West Front of the Capitol just after eleven thirty, his eyes fixed on Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama, the men who had held the job before him. These were presidents he had known, observed up close. They weren’t demigods or fundamentally superior to him. Their presence reassured him. As he later related the moment to aides, he told himself, If they could do this job, so can I.

		At an earlier stage in his career, faced with a big moment like this, Biden would have felt the anxiety of influence. As a young senator, he gave rousing addresses that aspired to the lush lyricism of the Kennedys, rife with verbal pyrotechnics, moments of soaring eloquence. They seemed a source of pride for him, evidence of how he mastered public speaking, the very thing that had once debilitated him. This desire to prove his eloquence landed him in trouble back in 1987. As he sought to transcend himself through oratory, he came to inhabit another man’s story. He inadvertently plagiarized sentences from the British politician Neil Kinnock, as if he were subconsciously confirming that there was something inauthentic about his grandiloquent style.

		But as he walked down the steps of the Capitol, he stared into the teleprompter at much simpler language.

		The prototype for the presidential speechwriter is a young person who dreams of having words immortalized in anthologies. That wasn’t Mike Donilon. For starters, Donilon, rumpled, with untamed eyebrows, wasn’t young. Like Ron Klain, he had worked for Biden since the eighties. For most of his career, Mike Donilon toiled as a political consultant—a hack, as he self-effacingly described himself, and Donilon was neurotically self-effacing—who did the workaday stuff of his profession. He scripted ads, commissioned polls, and wrote messaging memos. But his great skill was channeling his boss. Devoid of ego, an observant introvert, he could place himself in Biden’s mind and anticipate his thinking. As Biden once described Donilon, “He understood me without saying it.”

		When Donilon sat down to write the inaugural, he began sketching before consulting Biden. The big theme was screamingly obvious to him, because Biden had hit it relentlessly through the campaign: unity. Biden’s calls for unity were often mocked on Twitter as nostalgia for the bipartisanship that prevailed when he first arrived in Washington in the seventies but had long since dissipated. As Donilon wrote the inaugural, he aimed to sharpen the big theme. It was not a longing to escape differences of opinion, nor was it a call for treating racism with civility. Biden would rally the nation to form a popular front against the common enemies of disease and hate.

		Biden and Donilon had just about finished the speech before January 6, a catastrophe that confirmed the choice of themes. He had set aside time to practice the speech with his friend the historian Jon Meacham and his younger sister, Valerie, who persistently pressed him to be plain-spoken. (“Don’t say ‘hyperbole,’ when you mean ‘exaggeration,’ ” she liked to chide.) But Biden wanted to tweak the draft to account for the trauma. He wanted to both acknowledge the tenuousness of American democracy and also note that it had just survived its greatest modern test, as evidenced by the very fact of the inauguration ceremony itself: “So now, on this hallowed ground where just days ago violence sought to shake this Capitol’s very foundation, we come together as one nation, under God, indivisible, to carry out the peaceful transfer of power as we have for more than two centuries.”

		As Biden explained his conception of unity, there was an unintended element of autobiography to the argument. The lifelong politician implicitly made the case for politics as the best available mechanism for avoiding deadly fracture. In politics, success stems from the capacity to persuade, not conquer or punish, those who disagree. He wasn’t longing for the country to be made whole again, so much as pleading for it to avoid the temptations of violence. “Disagreement must not lead to disunion,” he said.

		The fact that he suggested the plausibility of disunion—the same word Lincoln used to warn against civil war—illustrated the magnitude of the task.

		

		—

		Everything about arriving on Inauguration Day—in the middle of the pandemic, in the aftermath of Trump—had required an unusual orchestration. That work fell to Jen O’Malley Dillon, the manager of the campaign, now slated to become deputy White House chief of staff. Where Trump and his administration had infested the West Wing with disease, Biden instructed O’Malley Dillon to come up with the protocols that would model how to responsibly manage a workplace.

		O’Malley Dillon had never worked in the building before. But she pored over architectural schematics to figure out how staff could move through it in a socially distant fashion. There was another reason, aside from the stubborn refusal to mask, that COVID spread through the White House under Trump. It’s a densely-populated building, especially the poorly ventilated warren of the West Wing. To mitigate the possibility of viral spread, she limited the number of personnel in the building. A chunk of the incoming staff would continue working from home.

		Those who arrived at work received a list of firm instructions. They were told to eat lunch at their desks behind closed doors. West Wing conference rooms should hardly be used. Most meetings would be conducted via Zoom, even if a colleague sat next door. Meetings in the Oval Office were capped at fifteen participants—the couches were limited to four people. Before each meeting in the Oval, staff had to devise and distribute a fresh seating plan.

		The transfer of power is a high ideal of the Constitution, and a logistical pain in the neck. White House staff had six hours to move the Bidens’ belongings into the building—to “flip the house”—not enough time to fully unpack, given the chaos.

		In the weeks leading up to the inauguration, the Biden transition received calls from Trump staffers urging them to fire the chief White House usher, who had previously served as the rooms manager at Trump’s Washington hotel. At 11:30 a.m. on Inauguration Day, Trump’s own White House counsel did the deed. The absence of a chief usher further harried the day. When Joe and Jill Biden finally arrived at the White House at 3:45 p.m., his first time entering the building as president, they stood at the door. Protocol dictated that the entrance swing open, but for a painfully awkward beat, the couple stared blankly ahead, waiting for access to their new home.

		

		—

		Biden entered the Oval Office for the first time in four years. On his desk, he found a letter left by Donald Trump. After reading it, he placed it in his pocket, without describing its contents, except to note its surprising graciousness.

		At 5:00 p.m., aides piled seventeen folios in front of him, each containing an executive action awaiting his signature. Biden had always claimed that he felt squeamish about the imperial presidency, which so diminished his beloved Senate. During the campaign, he liked to muse to his aides about how he wanted to recalibrate the balance of power in Washington, to restore Congress to its proper place. He toyed with the idea of traveling to Capitol Hill each week to hold office hours, an act of presidential deference.

		But now he embarked on what advisers referred to as the Days of Action, a ten-day torrent of unilateral orders. As his pen slid its way across the folios, the new president systematically undid the old president’s legacy, ending the ban on travel from certain Muslim countries and pausing construction of the border wall. He restored the United States to the Paris climate agreement and the World Health Organization.

		To combat COVID, Biden mandated the use of masks in interstate travel and on federal property; he ordered his administration to issue guidance for the reopening of shuttered schools. To combat climate change, he signed an order requiring the bureaucracy to consider the implications of the crisis in every policy decision; he canceled the Keystone XL pipeline. To blunt the economic crisis, he extended moratoriums on evictions and the collection of student debt.

		Presidential historians speculated about how he might surpass Franklin Roosevelt’s tally for executive actions. Such comparisons to FDR were a reach, but they also felt strangely within reach, especially to Biden. Despite the commentariat’s modest expectations for him, Biden emphatically believed that he could pass massive pieces of legislation that would win him a place in the pantheon of great Democratic presidents. Biden hadn’t waited his whole professional life for the job just to be a placeholder.

		

		—

		At 6:58 p.m., Jen Psaki entered White House communications director Kate Bedingfield’s office. Having consumed coffee all day, Psaki exploded with energy. Bedingfield and Psaki first worked together in 2006 as regional press secretaries for the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. They were bridesmaids in each other’s weddings. Now, Bedingfield was psyching up her already-amped friend for her debut briefing as press secretary, in prime time no less. As Bedingfield barked encouragement, Psaki shuffled her feet to expunge the yips, then entered the briefing room.

		In truth, Psaki didn’t especially care for the traditional press conference, which she considered stilted and in desperate need of updating. If these were normal times, she might have tweaked the format. But when Biden first spoke to her about the job, he told her that he craved a return to the time when the White House stood as an authoritative voice, when the public regarded it as a purveyor of reliable facts. To revive an ethos that prevailed before the age of social media, she gravitated to the antiquated format.

		As she stood at the podium, Psaki kept turning the pages of her self-curated briefing book, with a plume of Post-it notes protruding from it. Yet she self-consciously admitted moments that she didn’t have the answer at her fingertips. She promised that she would research the question and return with an answer. “Let me circle back,” she kept repeating.

		When Psaki contemplated her first day on the job, she realized that her predecessor had seemingly broken with tradition. Ever since the Ford administration, each White House press secretary had passed their successor a bulletproof brocaded vest, the flak jacket—eventually replaced by a blazer—with a note of advice and encouragement tucked into its pocket. Psaki couldn’t find the jacket and, in fact, never did. If the Trump administration had plundered the rest of the government, it might very well have absconded with that ceremonial relic, too.

		

		—

		To conform with the instructions of public health officials, there were no inaugural balls, no gowns or tuxedos, just a bland prime-time televised celebration, hosted by Tom Hanks on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Joe Biden made a brief appearance and then left to watch the festivities unfold from the warmth of the White House residence while Kamala Harris remained on the frigid set of the production.

		At every moment of the day, Harris had self-consciously sought to commune with history. That morning she dressed in purple as an homage to Shirley Chisholm, the Black congresswoman from Brooklyn who had run for president in 1972. (Chisholm used the color in her campaign logo.) When Sonia Sotomayor administered the vice presidential oath, Harris put her hand on a Bible that had belonged to Thurgood Marshall. As she watched the fireworks display at the day’s end, she carefully positioned herself at the spot on the steps where Martin Luther King Jr. had delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech.

		Where Biden felt like a high school senior returning from summer break, Harris was bursting with enthusiasm. Her exuberance carried her through the day’s surreal moments. After the inauguration ceremony, Mike Pence, one of the few Trump officials to attend the event, cornered her in the Capitol and began peppering her with mundane questions—“When do you move in? . . . How will you spend the evening?”—as if he hadn’t just been part of an administration that had deployed every unprecedented tactic to prevent this day from ever arriving. Harris smiled through the exchange.

		In a normal transition of power, Harris would have spent the night in the vice presidential mansion on Massachusetts Avenue. But repairs to the building prevented her from moving in. Instead, she returned to her condo in the West End, where she had woken up that morning. It was a strange liminal state of existence, and the whole day—its promise of normalcy and calm, of democracy functioning as designed—felt like a reverie.

	
		2

		Taking the Call

		The call was unexpected. On the second full day in the White House, emissaries of an old enemy left word that he wanted to talk. The enemy didn’t hint at what he wanted to discuss, but Biden’s aides just as soon would have ignored his unwelcome presence. It was perfectly in character for Vladimir Putin to ruin a honeymoon.

		In the opinion of Jake Sullivan, Biden’s forty-three-year-old national security adviser, the conversation could wait. As part of the preparation for the presidency, Sullivan had edited a list of the phone calls to foreign leaders that Biden was obliged to make, for the sake of repairing the damage of the Trump years, rebuilding old alliances, devoting a little loving attention to bruised friendships in Europe. The list of calls required careful curation, because each one had the potential to consume unexpectedly large chunks of Biden’s schedule. Schmoozing foreign leaders was Biden’s happy place.

		When Sullivan informed Biden about Putin’s request, he recommended that there was no harm in letting Putin wait for his turn in line. But Biden’s response surprised him. The president told him, “You know, where I come from, when a significant world leader, a friend or adversary calls you up, unless you have a damn good reason not to, you take the call.”

		Sure, it would be satisfying to leave Putin hanging, especially after everything he had done to mess with American democracy in recent elections. But the call, Biden argued, was an opportunity. There was every chance that Putin would attempt to wreak fresh havoc, mischief that would derail Biden’s expansive plans to refocus American foreign policy on the strategic threat posed by China. If Biden had any prayer of minimizing the danger that Putin posed, he needed to personally tend to Putin’s ego.

		In Biden’s retrospective opinion, the Obama administration had erred by gratuitously thumbing its nose at Russia. His old boss referred to the old Cold War rival as a “regional power” acting “out of weakness.” Biden wouldn’t make that mistake. He felt that Putin responded to both displays of strength and tokens of respect. Though it was difficult to combine both in the same breath, Biden told Sullivan that he intended to indulge Putin’s sense of self-importance by returning the call, while using it to deliver a stern warning.

		

		—

		
		Four days later, Biden had the Russian leader on the line. He began with an existential piece of business. In less than two weeks, an arms control deal, the New START Treaty, would expire. Biden told Putin that he didn’t want that to happen. Whatever their differences, they needed to safeguard the planet from the old menace of nuclear Armageddon.

		Having dispensed with the easy part of the conversation, Biden pivoted to the sources of tension.

		“I want to be direct with you,” he told him.

		In the last months of the Trump administration, Russia had allegedly engaged in a series of nefarious misdeeds. With the SolarWinds hack, the Russians had slipped a bit of malicious code into a ubiquitous software update, allowing its intelligence services access to the servers of thousands of American corporations and government agencies. There was the poisoning of the dissident Alexey Navalny in August and the lingering matter of election interference, as well as reports that the Russians had placed bounties on the heads of US soldiers in Afghanistan.

		Biden told Putin that he wasn’t pointing a finger, at least not yet. The intelligence community would review the accusations against Russia. In a month’s time, Biden would receive a report. If the evidence against Russia was compelling, punishment would be forthcoming.

		To Sullivan’s ears, Putin seemed taken aback by the blunt tone. Rather than pushing back on any of the allegations, the Russian president strangely seemed to accept them as fact. Putin ended the call with a polite “thank you.” But it was hard to know how he absorbed the conversation, since it was unclear what he hoped to accomplish by scheduling it in the first place. There was always the sense that Putin was poking and prodding, searching for a weakness that he could exploit, in service of some sinister plan kept out of view, a gambit that would change everything. No token of respect would be able to avert that.

	
		3

		Visions of Rescue

		On February 5, Nancy Pelosi watched as the new president stood and brought his guests glasses of water. Of course, the guests were the chairs of the congressional committees whom Biden needed to steward his first massive piece of legislation. Then again, he was the commander in chief, and they were sitting in the Oval Office. Just relax, Pelosi thought. But the son of a car salesman had settled into a mode he clearly relished. There was no such thing as too thick. He told his guests, “This is your house.”

		Back when he was vice president, members of Congress liked to quietly beat up on Barack Obama as a distant introvert who didn’t golf with them or invite them over to watch the Super Bowl. Joe Manchin once confided this complaint to Biden. Obama had just called the West Virginia senator to commend him for putting together a gun control bill. Manchin confided that it was his first interaction with the president. Biden reassured him, “It’s a long line.”

		Finally, Joe Biden, an Irish raconteur, had the chance to do it his way, to exploit the majesty of the Oval Office to create a home court advantage for himself. He asked his friend, the historian and occasional speechwriter Jon Meacham, to curate the Oval Office so that he could use it as a stage for storytelling.

		In the corner of the room, Meacham placed portraits of Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson so that Biden could point to them and say, If you think we’ve got deep differences of opinion now, you should have seen what politics was like in their time. He put Bobby Kennedy’s bust near Martin Luther King Jr. so that Biden could argue, See, Kennedy ordered the wiretapping of King, but he eventually became a champion of the civil rights movement. It’s possible for a human being to grow.

		The portrait that Biden gave pride of place was a massive oil-on-canvas painting of Franklin Roosevelt, which hung above the mantel and which he liked to proudly show to visitors. When he did, he was really telling a story about himself, what he dreamed of becoming.

		

		—

		The economic conditions in late January 2021 were objectively terrible, but hardly akin to the depression Roosevelt inherited. When FDR became president, the government hadn’t taken sufficient action to avert economic catastrophe. By the time Joe Biden took office, Congress had already passed multiple COVID relief bills, some of the most expensive pieces of legislation in history. It had spent nearly $4 trillion propping up an economy that shuttered itself in March 2020.

		Just over a week into the collective shutdown that began in the second week in March, The New York Times published a chart on its front page, to capture the economic toll. It showed a line rocketing straight up the entire length of the newspaper, illustrating the growth of unemployment claims. Some twenty million Americans suddenly lost their jobs.

		Once all the government money began circulating through the economy, and after the nation began to regain its bearings after the initial horror of the pandemic’s descent, businesses started to hire back employees. The COVID recession hardly counted as one, since it technically lasted only two months.

		That upswing of job growth continued until approximately the moment that Joe Biden became president. The problem is that physical health and economic health of the nation were intertwined. An understandable human impulse to preserve ritual, to commune with parents and siblings at Thanksgiving, permitted the virus to ricochet across generations and through families. But as the pandemic entered its deadliest phase, Donald Trump retreated into his television set and cut himself off from the parts of the world that didn’t share his dark theories or his smoldering rage. The occupant of the White House had nothing to say about the nation he ostensibly governed, as it hurtled to catastrophe.

		By December, COVID deaths began shooting upward. Nineteen thousand Americans died Christmas week. The surge in COVID cases stalled the economic recovery. Of the twenty million jobs lost at the outset of the pandemic, only ten million had returned, and it wasn’t clear when the rest would come back.

		The magnitude of human suffering was captured in the police blotters. In early December, The Washington Post reported, shoplifting was spiking across the country. Diapers, baby formula, and dried pasta were all being swiped from the shelves. Food banks were running short of funding, since they were perpetually emptied by the constant demand.

		When Biden’s top economic adviser, Brian Deese, briefed Biden on a disconcerting jobs report in early December, on his first day on the job, he told him that it was possible that businesses would begin to shed workers in massive numbers, yet again. He told the then president elect that there was a chance of economic collapse: “The bottom just might fall out.”

		

		—

		Biden’s primary point of comparison wasn’t really Roosevelt; it was Obama. By the end of their presidency, Biden was so in sync with his boss that the pair had what the journalist Jonathan Alter described as “secret code.” When Obama tipped back his chair in meetings, Biden took that as a cue to ask provocative questions that Obama wanted answered but didn’t want to raise himself for fear of shifting the tenor of a meeting.

		But Biden also chafed at the constraints of his job—and if Obama sometimes rolled his eyes at him, he would roll his own right back. There was the tinge of class rivalry to their gibes. The lunch-pail cornball and the effete professor culturally chafing each other. Biden told a friend that Obama didn’t know how to say fuck you properly, with the right elongation of vowels and the necessary hardness of his consonants; it was how they must curse in the ivory tower.

		Now Biden was reliving the Obama presidency, but as the boss. Like Obama, he needed to pass a massive piece of economic stimulus upon entering office. During the transition, the Biden team had assigned a wonk named David Kamin to conduct an oral history of Obama’s massive stimulus bills, the Recovery Act, to internalize all the learnable lessons.

		Over time, Biden had come to regret the inadequacy of the Recovery Act, although he said so only obliquely. He wished that Obama had heeded the economic advisers who told him that the crisis required closer to $1.7 trillion in stimulus, if the administration hoped to regenerate all the jobs that had evaporated in the recession. But rather than making the case for a solution adequate to the problem, Obama negotiated with himself. Worried that Congress would never pass such massive legislation, he agreed with aides urging him to aim lower. In the end, the Recovery Act spent $787 billion.

		The deficiencies of the bill haunted Biden. He frequently talked about the scarring effects of unemployment, which he had experienced himself when his own father lost his job and the family’s socioeconomic status slipped. This was very near a central philosophical tenet for him: that work provides meaning, that it is at the core of the sense of self and a wellspring of dignity.

		This time, Biden told Deese that he was going to go big. If Obama erred on the side of underreaction, Biden was going to err on the side of overreaction. He wanted to recover as many jobs as fast as possible, to push in the direction of full employment.

		

		—

		The legislative strategy for Biden’s presidency was set in mid-December, when the incoming administration didn’t know the most elemental fact about its future. It wasn’t sure whether Democrats would control the Senate. A majority felt improbable, since control of the body hinged on two runoff elections in Georgia, held simultaneously on January 5. Given the immediacy of the crisis, Biden aides couldn’t afford to wait around for the results. It was far safer to assume that Republicans would remain in charge, that the filibuster would remain a primary obstacle—and that Biden would need eleven of their votes to pass his relief package.

		From her home in suburban Maryland, Anita Dunn virtually presented him with the outlines of a plan. In the lore of the 2020 campaign, it was Dunn who salvaged the operation from disaster. After the humiliations of Biden’s fourth-place finish in Iowa and his tumble to fifth in New Hampshire, Biden asked her to retool his operation, to give him an organization and strategy that might resuscitate him, however unlikely. The campaign’s abrupt reversal of fortune earned her a special place in Biden’s small universe, and she became the nexus of nearly everything.

		What Dunn presented to Biden was the consensus of his inner circle. She laid out how Biden could audaciously cram his biggest plans into one mega-bill. They proposed spending roughly $1.3 trillion addressing the pandemic and its economic fallout, money for unemployment insurance and vaccine distribution, aid for depleted state and local governments, and $1,400 checks that would be sent to much of the country. On top of all that, they wanted Biden to simultaneously include another $1.1 trillion in spending on rebuilding infrastructure, incentivizing green energy, and subsidizing childcare. In one swoop, one single piece of legislation, the administration would seek both massive stimulus and to realize a large swath of Biden’s domestic agenda.

		Back when he served as chief of staff for Barack Obama, Rahm Emanuel quipped, “The presidency is like a new car. It starts depreciating the moment you drive it off the lot.” That summed up the consensus of the inner circle. While sending direct checks to struggling families was necessary, it wasn’t a permanent achievement. And it wasn’t the basis for winning elections. People would spend their stimulus check, perhaps feel a moment of gratitude, then get on with their lives. If there was one shot at passing a monumental spending bill, it needed to include the lasting investments Biden had proposed on the campaign trail.

		Aides braced for the possibility that Biden might react negatively at the $2.4 trillion figure they attached to the legislation. But by the time Dunn made it to the third slide in her deck, Biden had seen enough.

		“I don’t want to be dead on arrival,” he sniffed.

		The size of this package, he predicted, would cause Republicans, even the ones whom he considered friends, to throw up their hands and flat-out reject his entreaties. “This is too much for people to absorb.”

		Everyone on the Zoom knew there would be no budging Biden from his convictions about legislative strategy, since he considers himself to be his own best tactician. He was the only one in the room who had been a protégé of Mike Mansfield and Hubert Humphrey.

		“I won because I promised to beat the virus,” he said. That, and that alone, was his first priority.

		When he talked about the institution of Congress, it sounded as if he were describing a human being with feelings and a temperament, a thing to be respected and romanced. It could be brought along to the bigger stuff, step-by-step, all in the right time and order. After passing a COVID package, he would quickly follow with bills to make massive investments that fulfilled his promise to “build back better.” The first months of his presidency, he declared, would unfold in two acts: what he deemed “relief” and “recovery.” He would nurse the nation back to health, then set about transforming it. Because Biden favored simple declarative names, Dunn called the first piece of legislation the American Rescue Plan.

		Some big decisions, like selecting a vice president, paralyzed Biden with indecision and dragged past self-imposed deadlines. Others he made in a flash. On the Zoom, he bucked the detailed plans of his staff and quickly rendered the most consequential strategic decision of his not-yet presidency.

		

		—

		
		Then, on January 5, the contours of the presidency shifted. Both of the Democrats candidates in Georgia—Jon Ossoff and Rev. Raphael Warnock—prevailed, handing the party its forty-ninth and fiftieth senators. A bare majority is still a majority, and that changed everything. Suddenly, the fate of Biden’s first legislative proposal was no longer tethered to the whims of a small coterie of Republicans, who may or may not have been willing to cut a deal.

		Two days later Chuck Schumer idled in his town car on a side street in Queens. He was supposed to be sitting in the Colombian restaurant just across the block, having a coffee and a schmooze. Instead, he was stuck in the back seat waiting.

		Schumer had just experienced some of the wildest vicissitudes in American political history. He woke up on January 6 as the unlikely majority leader. Then that afternoon he narrowly escaped a brush with an insurrectionist mob, averted by a member of his security detail grabbing him by the collar and spinning him around to run in the other direction. Schumer recounted the moment to nearly everyone he encountered in its aftermath. And though they might have listened skeptically to his retelling, given his reputation for relishing melodrama, video evidence graphically confirmed his version of events.

		Whatever lingering trauma, he quickly returned to the comforts of politicking. Even though the election in Georgia had endowed him with the title of majority leader, he continued to take provincial meetings in outer boroughs. Inside the restaurant, a newly elected state assemblywoman was sitting at a table expecting his imminent arrival. But he needed to stay in a quiet place for his first conversation with the president elect since the Capitol riot.

		When the phone finally rang, Biden told him, “My heart goes out to you.” Since it was already late in the day, neither man wanted to dwell on the horrors of the very recent past, even if the events of that day made their work considerably more complicated. A chunk of Joe Biden’s honeymoon—and Chuck Schumer’s debut as leader—would now be consumed with articles of impeachment filed against Donald Trump, for his role in instigating the riot.

		As Joe Biden spoke to Schumer from his home in Delaware, he told him that he had Ron Klain in the room. He wanted Klain to pass along the latest thinking about the COVID relief package taking shape.

		Schumer had been eager to see how far the ambitions of the new president would stretch now that he controlled the Senate. And, more to the point, he wanted to learn the size of the COVID relief package in the works. But when Klain unveiled the number, it took Schumer aback. It wasn’t nearly high enough, in his estimation. Klain had proposed spending $1.3 trillion, lower than Schumer anticipated. The senator took a moment to regain his bearings. He paused to figure out how he would express his misgivings.

		Over the course of the past nine months, the Senate had already passed multiple COVID relief bills. Schumer had negotiated them all. The first majority leader to preside over his caucus in the spirit of a bubbe pushing matzo ball soup, he liked to brag about how he tended to his senators. Since he doesn’t trust the nuance of written communication, he shunned sending his senators text messages or emails. He spoke to them on his flip phone, an antiquated device he’s unlikely to ever upgrade, it’s so entrenched in his shtick. Few things made him prouder than announcing that he has memorized the phone numbers of his fifty senators.

		As he cut deals with the Trump administration, Schumer kept a mental tally of the pent-up demands of Democratic senators, all the measures that never made it into previous iterations of COVID relief packages. Now that the Democrats held the Senate, they would want to realize their thwarted ideas. But as soon as he heard Biden’s number, he knew it wasn’t big enough to cover them all. Schumer told the president that he thought the package would probably balloon to $2 trillion.

		“All right,” Biden told him, “I hear you loud and clear.” He said that he would give a speech on the following Thursday unveiling his plan. “I’m going to tell a story more than talk about the specifics about what we need to do.”

		“That’s what you need to be doing as our new president,” Schumer replied. “Just make sure this is a much bigger number.”

		

		—

		The biggest item on the congressional wish list was something called the Child Tax Credit, and it was passionately desired by Connecticut congresswoman Rosa DeLauro—an implacable, powerful member of Nancy Pelosi’s inner circle, nearly Joe Biden’s age but with streaks of purple in her hair, a look that The New Republic described as “cool art mom.”

		What DeLauro wanted was nothing less than a revolution in social policy under the guise of the IRS. Ever since Bill Clinton reformed welfare, the government had demanded that poor families work in exchange for cash assistance from the state. But in recent years, Republicans had tentatively embraced the idea of giving families with children a subsidy in the form of a tax credit. Democrats, not just DeLauro, had seen the potential in this idea, and aimed to push it aggressively forward. Instead of giving that money at tax time, they proposed that the government send parents a monthly check. What they were proposing was an allowance, a guaranteed income for families, a variation of what European welfare states provide.

		Thanks to DeLauro’s tenacity, the Child Tax Credit made its way into the bill. Low- and middle-income families with kids would be eligible to receive monthly payments, up to $300. And the bill began to swell with other provisions, including $5 billion in loans and grants for Black farmers, intended to correct for the historic racism of the Department of Agriculture, a bureau that activists called the “Last Plantation.”

		This wasn’t legislators cramming a bill with pork. Democrats were pushing American social policy into places it had never ventured. And it wasn’t just the direct cash transfers. Money for Black farmers was, in essence, a form of reparations. Most of the provisions were funded for a year or two, but intended as demonstration projects, with an eye toward cementing them for the long term. And in the end, the administration proposed a bill that fell just short of fulfilling Schumer’s prophecy. It would cost $1.9 trillion.

		As they went about honing the package, Jared Bernstein, Biden’s longtime economic adviser, kept shipping the outlines of the proposal to his old dissertation adviser, Irwin Garfinkel, who ran the Center on Poverty and Social Policy at Columbia University. Garfinkel had spent years honing a model to forecast the social reverberations of policy—and Bernstein was curious how their plans might register in the actual world.

		As aides convened for a Zoom to coordinate the rollout of the bill, Bharat Ramamurti, tapped to be deputy head of the National Economic Council, instructed the group to stop and check their inboxes. The numbers had come back from Columbia. In the rush to polish the legislation, the details kept them blindered. But the email pulled them out of their spreadsheets and allowed them to view the legislation from a panoramic vantage. According to the Columbia tabulation, the American Rescue Plan would cut child poverty in half. Ramamurti found himself without the vocabulary to capture his astonishment at the magnitude of their handiwork and could only exclaim, “Holy shit.”

		Having constructed a bill that was worthy of his self-conception, Biden needed to shepherd it through the Senate as quickly as possible. In addition to the economic relief and idealistic provisions, it contained the funding for his plans to end the pandemic. It was the pathway from death.

	
		4

		Waiting for the Jab

		The vaccine was salvation—a miracle that could lift the plague. It was there, approved for use, tantalizing in its proximity. With the vaccine, life could resume. The elderly could wrap themselves around grandchildren, rather than peering at them through nursing home windows or waving to them from a digital distance. Children could escape the intellectual numbness and social retardant of Zoom school. Restaurants could welcome back customers. An economy could fully awaken from its induced hibernation.

		But the fact that the vaccine existed didn’t mean that it could be obtained. In Florida, retirees slept overnight in beach chairs, waiting their turn for the needle. Children of aging parents shared the common experiences of government websites crashing just as they were about to secure vaccination appointments.

		The promise of the Biden administration was competence. After the shambolic Trump years—where presidential whim guided bureaucracy—the new team would apply calm expertise. It would be akin to a wartime mobilization, Biden promised. And in the first hundred days, the administration would provide one hundred million shots. It wasn’t the most ambitious goal he could set. But in its relative modesty, in the desire to avoid overpromising, there was the logic of keeping expectations from racing beyond the capacity to fulfill them.

		Biden assigned the task of unleashing the vaccine to Jeff Zients. He wasn’t a public health expert—or experienced in managing complicated supply chains that produced specialized products like needles or the lipids used in vaccines. And in some sense, he picked himself for the job, or at least volunteered his services. He had overseen the transition organization, including the operation that hired staff and vetted cabinet members. But this was the job he wanted most, the type of assignment he always craved.

		Zients was the archetype of a new breed of Washington fixer. He grew up in DC in the seventies, the son of a psychiatrist, attending St. Albans, the finishing school for the establishment’s male progeny. (For a time, his father worked at the school.) Despite having a Brahmin’s impeccable manners, Zients never quite carried himself with perfect suavity. When he wore neckties, they were often loose around the collar, even at televised events. His hair was usually sprawled in a desultory fashion that advertised his indifference to such trivia.

		The Washington of Zients’s youth maintained an aristocratic disdain for money, or at least it professed to shun such base motives. But Zients burbled with entrepreneurial zeal. As a kid, he traded baseball cards so shrewdly that his collection grew to be worth $30,000. As a young management consultant, he ran a series of research firms, which he helped take public. In 2002, Fortune placed Zients on its list of the forty richest Americans under forty, estimating his net worth at approximately $200 million.

		But he was still a businessman in Washington, DC. Having succeeded in the private sector, he hungrily sought out the public one. He wrangled a gig in the Obama administration, a new position called chief performance officer. The job description essentially invited a management consultant to descend on the federal government to improve hiring processes and modernize IT, to supply officials with better data. But his responsibilities morphed over time. Zients became the help desk for the administration. He acquired a reputation as the troubleshooter who could rescue a flailing program. When there was a backlog in GI Bill payments, he fixed it. He rallied a team to repair the humiliatingly ill-functioning healthcare.gov website, thus saving Obamacare itself.

		Zients was an evangelist for the religion of process. Any problem could be solved with good management, or what might be described as hyper–anal retentiveness—relentless list making, the constant monitoring of dashboards filled with data, the setting of daily goals, the ruthless prioritization of decisions, treating the little details with outsize care. “It’s all about the execution,” he liked to exclaim. He would prepare for every call, no matter how junior the person on the other end. He would ask for briefings about his interlocutor and outline his goals for the conversation. When he listened, he took notes on index cards, using sharpened pencils that he kept in a bowl in front of him.

		There were plenty of reasons why the job of COVID czar qualified as an impossible challenge. An entire political party was stoking hostility toward masks and expertise—and sowing doubts about the harm that might come from vaccination. The decentralized American system didn’t lend itself to quick action or harmonious implementation of national policy.

		But what made the job especially tricky is that Zients couldn’t simply plan from scratch. The Biden administration hadn’t inherited just the pandemic from Trump, but also a set of plans for combating the pandemic. It wouldn’t be so easy to extricate itself from pre-existing systems for collecting data, contracts with suppliers, and strategies for deploying the vaccine. Zients was like a contractor getting called to complete a botched construction project in the middle of a hurricane.

		

		—

		Zients liked to surround himself with protégés, whom he nurtured early in their careers, who shared his temperament. For his deputy, he picked one of them, Natalie Quillian. During the campaign, she served as the organization’s second-in-command. Now Zients was plucking her from her exhausted postelection haze and heaving her into managing the response to the once-in-a-century pandemic.

		Before Zients and Quillian could begin to devise a plan, they needed to understand what they were inheriting. They knew the contours of Operation Warp Speed, the Trump administration plan to subsidize the invention of vaccines, in exchange for first dibs on the product. But how did the Trump administration plan to take the stockpiles of vaccines, which had just been approved for use, and jab them into arms?

		There are well-established protocols for an incoming administration to learn about the outgoing administration’s plans. By law, the new administration gets to create what are called agency review teams. These are groups of volunteers who spread out across government, meeting with career bureaucrats to glean the state of play.

		Among the most pressing tasks for the agency review teams was obtaining a copy of the vaccination distribution plan that Quillian so badly wanted. Logic suggested that plan resided at the Department of Health and Human Services.

		When the Biden agency review team arrived at HHS, they were hopeful that the venerable traditions of cooperation during presidential transitions would prevail. Their point of contact was the deputy surgeon general, Rear Admiral Erica Schwartz. Her naval title derived from her long career in the public health service. Her résumé led the Biden volunteers to think that they had caught a lucky break. That sense of optimism, however, didn’t survive their first meeting. From the start, the Biden teams were told that they could talk with career civil servants only in the presence of a Trump-appointed minder, a requirement that seemed designed to intimidate the bureaucrats and prevent them from speaking freely. The Biden volunteers weren’t even allowed casual conversations with officials they had known for years without prior clearance from the department. Schwartz told them, “There is only one government at a time, and the current administration has a right to know what the next one is learning.”

		The whole point of the agency review teams was to receive a behind-the-curtain sense of the government that the new administration would inherit. But Schwartz told the Biden volunteers that they could receive only publicly available information, since the Trump administration didn’t want to violate executive privilege. Never mind that the Trump administration had required that Biden teams sign nondisclosure agreements. When the leaders of the Biden team complained to Schwartz about the lack of cooperation, she told them that they could come down to the agency’s headquarters to meet in person to discuss their issues—which seemed aggressively imprudent to them, given the pandemic and the aversion to mask wearing that they witnessed in their Zoom conversations with HHS officials.

		As the Biden volunteers tried to charm their way into Rear Admiral Schwartz’s good graces, Natalie Quillian kept prodding them to track down the Trump plan for vaccination distribution. At first, she worried that the wrong questions were being asked of the wrong officials. Perhaps the plans weren’t at Health and Human Services, after all. So she made inquiries at the Defense Department. Then she began to speculate that the administration wasn’t sharing its plans because they weren’t finished. By mid-December, she had lost patience with the fruitless searching and arrived at an inescapable conclusion. She hadn’t been able to find the plan because there wasn’t one.

		

		—

		On New Year’s Eve, Zients’s team made contact with CVS and Walgreens. It was astonishing that the Trump people hadn’t thought to reach out to them. The companies were eager to join the vaccination effort—and they solved essential problems that

		
		
		

		—

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

		—

		
		
		
		
		
		
		

		—

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

		—

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

		—

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	OEBPS/images/page_9.jpg







OEBPS/images/9781101981160_cover.jpg
IR

INSIDE JOE BIDEN'S WHITE HOUSE M0
THE STRUGGLE F°* AMERIGA'S FUTURE

FRANKLIN FOER





OEBPS/images/9781101981160_title_page.jpg
THE LAST
POLITICIAN

INSIDE JOE BIDEN’S
WHITE HOUSE and the STRUGGLE

FOR AMERICA’S FUTURE

FRANKLIN FOER

Penguin Press
New York
2023





OEBPS/images/page_ix.jpg





