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AUTHOR’S PREFACE



I distinctly remember the time I first met Rick Gates, because I had already known him for a while. At the time, Donald Trump was leading two other candidates—Senator Ted Cruz and Governor John Kasich—but the race for the GOP nomination was aggressive. It was all hands on deck to get Trump the nomination. On April 26, 2016, his son Eric Trump sent me an email:




This is so fantastic Daphne—we are so happy to have friends on the Trump Team. I have cc’ed Rick Gates who is handling delegates! As always, I am here for you twenty-four seven.—Eric





At this point, Eric’s father, Donald, was still facing two other candidates who were trying to secure the GOP nomination for president: Senator Ted Cruz and Governor John Kasich.


Trump was leading, but the race was very aggressive. There was talk that even if he secured the 1,237 delegates, Cruz’s people would offer to buy some. So, Trump and his family were happy to hear that longtime friends like me and my life partner, Bill Gunasti, agreed to serve as “Trump delegates.”


Others would join up as well, as if we were all stepping aboard a giant cruise ship: excited, energized, and slightly nervous for the long, unknown voyage ahead. And Trump, a political novice, did what he always does when trying to master something new: he recruited the best, those more knowledgeable than himself, and in this case, it was experienced political operator Paul Manafort and his associate Rick Gates. They would run the convention and help steer the ship, hopefully all the way to the White House.


I had talked with Rick on the phone several times, but I met him for the first time a few weeks before the inauguration. It was New Year’s Eve 2016, and my family had decided to spend it in Washington, DC. Once he got word from one of the members of the Trump family that we were coming to the city, Managing Director Mickael Damelincourt suggested we try the Trump International Hotel in the capital, which had only opened in September a few months before. Mickael led us, upon arrival, to a four-course New Year’s Eve dinner. That night he was also testing the waters for the inauguration night event to take place there in twenty days. Black and yellow 2017 balloons came down from the high ceiling when we celebrated the coming of the new year at midnight. We looked up to the soaring nine-story atrium and concluded that a hotel with such a magnitude and a magnificent aura would require many more balloons than 2017 to make the right impact.


Later that night—or early next morning—as we were coming down the stairs of the BLT restaurant, situated on a large terrace inside the magnificent hotel lobby, someone from the bar yelled, “Hey, Daphne!”


I turned around only to see Laurence Gay, a close friend of the recently fired campaign chairman Paul Manafort. Next to him was Boris Epshteyn. They told me they were working on the inauguration and while we sat down and chatted, another man joined us, but he kept typing on his laptop. At one point, he lifted his eyes and looked at me. “We talked on the phone,” he said. “I’m Rick Gates.” Then he continued typing.


After Manafort was fired from the Trump campaign in August following media reports about his financial deals with foreign governments, Rick still stayed on the team. He continued to work closely with Trump and his family and was promoted to deputy campaign chair. After Trump’s victory, Tom Barrack, a businessman and longtime friend of Trump, was appointed chairman of the Inaugural Committee, and Rick was to be his deputy. Rick then was among the small team who founded the America First Political Action Committee, while continuing to work privately for Barrack.


Although Rick had never sought publicity, never asked for it, he found himself rubbing shoulders with President Trump, Vice President Pence, and some of the biggest supporters, and most substantial donors of the campaign. He might have preferred being in the background, “the Shadow Man” who got things done, but in the world of Trump, Rick Gates suddenly became the ultimate insider.


During the months that followed our New Year’s Eve encounter, Rick and I would bump into each other in the Trump Hotel. He would always be pacing around the lobby with a phone glued to his ear. Rick was tall—not quite as tall as Trump, but still not a small man. Even so, Rick has this ability to go unnoticed. A time or two, a friend would say to me, “Rick just waved hello to you.”


“He did?” I would look around. “Where is he?”


And indeed, true to a man who likes to be behind the scenes, very few knew his name, despite his key positions. Even fewer knew what he looked like. But as much as he might have wanted to stay invisible, things started to change for Rick the night the first article came out in the New York Times. I was hosting a party at the Trump Hotel with friends Dennis and Carol Troesh. At the gathering we were joined by others, including H. R. McMaster, then President Trump’s national security advisor, and I had invited Rick to join us as well. He came but sat in a corner, engaging only with my friend Katrina Pierson, who had served as Donald Trump’s spokeswoman during his campaign and who was now a spokeswoman for America First. She and Rick were both working on their laptops.


“We are dealing with a crisis,” Rick said to me as a way of apologizing. Katrina repeated something of similar nature.


The next day, I would learn from the media that Rick was fired from the America First PAC as a result of the article, which stated that although Manafort was out, Gates was still coming and going from the White House and still working for America First. The article would bring back allegations about Manafort’s reported connections to Russia, and a former president of Ukraine—allegations that had been news fodder for months. Katrina and Rick had been working on a press release during the party.


I knew Rick must have been hurt by the firing—he’d told me how fulfilled he’d felt in his role with America First—still he didn’t let anybody know it. He immersed himself in his consulting job with Tom, consumed by his work, as always. He still moved in the same circles, still was seen at the White House and the Trump Hotel.


Then, in the fall of 2017, I started to notice a change in Rick’s trademark practical and positive demeanor. During a trip to Los Angeles, Rick, who’d always been super busy, tried to push me for a meeting that afternoon.




Daphne, please, let’s meet at the Montage hotel for coffee. I’m here until tonight.





I wanted to meet with him, but I wasn’t in the city at the time. By then, Paul Manafort’s home had already been raided by the FBI, but I didn’t quite understand Rick’s urgency.


“Something’s going on,” I told Bill. “He’s acting as if he senses that time is not on his side.”


The next time Rick suggested we meet was a Sunday in September, at the Trump Hotel in DC. Rick is always very punctual, but on this day, he called at the last minute and canceled the meeting. He told me he’d been stuck in traffic, but his excuse made me believe that he needed to avoid the hotel, which was the flagship of the Trump Organization in the capital. But it was our spot. The informal nerve center where we’d all spent so many days. Was it now too public for him?


Then, in October, came the major breaking news: special counsel Robert Mueller’s team was reportedly about to indict two people related to President Trump. It dominated the news cycle and created lots of speculation. Naturally, the names Paul Manafort and Mike Flynn were on everybody’s lips. I called Rick and left a message on his mobile.


He called me back. “What do you think is going to happen?” he asked, sounding worried.


“Well,” I said, “since they haven’t searched your home or investigated you, it’s probably not you.”


Rick sounded relieved, yet even he wasn’t sure. He kept weighing in with me, back and forth. “These two people may be less senior than we think,” he said.


I didn’t tell Rick, but for some reason, my gut feeling told me that Mueller’s first indictments would be significant. We planned to meet the next day, Monday, at 5 p.m. at the Trump Hotel and catch up. Rick confirmed the time, but he acted a bit strange, as if he had a premonition that simple things, like a regular meeting, could not happen any longer.


Hours later, when Bill and I boarded the red-eye to DC, we noticed that our friend California congressman Darrell Issa was on the same flight. He too was wondering who was going to be indicted the next day. We were thinking out loud about Mike Flynn and Paul Manafort.


Up in our suite at the Trump Hotel that morning, Bill was unpacking, and I was taking a shower, when Bill suddenly screamed, “It is Rick Gates!”


I came out and saw the words scrolling at the bottom of the TV screen: “Paul Manafort and Rick Gates indicted…”


Going down to the hotel lobby later that morning was surreal. Several of Trump’s inner circle were in town and two words were everywhere: Rick Gates. Rick was well liked and well known. He’d been staying at the hotel before the inauguration and afterward. In fact, Mickael, the managing director, had told me, “Daphne, you’re staying in the same suite Rick has been staying in for months.”


I went back to my suite and tried to focus on my work, but I could not get Rick out of my mind. He had been staying here, during the days after the victory, leading to the inauguration. Did he even have time to appreciate the beauty of this old post office? The view of the White House just in front?


That Monday afternoon, Rick Gates was not at the Trump Hotel for our scheduled meeting, and yet he was everywhere. Everyone wanted to know more about what was happening to him, but no one dared to call. Rick Gates, the man whom many tried to contact for invitations to events with America’s most elite, had suddenly become radioactive. A photo of him with Trump during the campaign appeared on the big-screen TVs. There was Rick, clean-shaven and smiling, standing behind Trump, the Stars and Stripes draped in the background of both men. Since so few pictures had been taken of the man who stayed behind the scenes, they showed the same photo over and over.


When I heard in the news that he was represented that day by a public defender, I realized how unprepared he was for what was transpiring. Paul Manafort had taken the hard line of fighting the charges at any price. Over the next few weeks, journalists would speculate whether Rick, too, would toe that line or go his own and enter into a plea deal with special counsel Robert Mueller. And then the storm of speculation became a hurricane of headlines when Rick switched lawyers, the media reporting that his new legal team was known for cutting plea deals.


In the end, I called Rick. I had to. I had not talked with him since that Sunday before he was indicted. It was awkward for the first few seconds, but then he shared how tough and unfamiliar it had been for him. We got to the topic quickly: to plea or not to plea?


“It’s not for me or anybody else to tell you what to do,” I told him. “It is totally up to you and your family. My only advice is this: tell the truth. I assume they know it anyway, so tell the truth, whether you decide to fight or plea.”


It would be months before we met again. We had lunch at a hotel in Georgetown and took a corner booth in the restaurant, so we would have privacy and not bump into anyone. There Rick shared a few moments from the many enormous challenges he had been facing, being in the eye of a political storm. He had always been the listener, but now it was time for him to talk. And it wouldn’t just be about the investigation, it was the whole chaotic journey: everything from the colorful anecdotes of the presidential race to endearing moments with the First Family, to Rick’s entanglement with Paul Manafort, and of course, his decision to cut a deal. Most important, he wanted his four children to know—for the record—what happened. It was his chance to respond to how history would shape him. And that is why I’ve chosen to tell his story, in his own words.


—Daphne Barak















PROLOGUE



THE MOMENT MY LIFE CHANGED


It was 1:30 p.m. on Sunday, October 29, 2017. We’d just come back from my youngest brother’s wedding. It had been a blissful family weekend. I was at home in Richmond, relaxing with my family. We were playing soccer, watching football, just a regular Sunday afternoon, until the phone rang.


It was my attorney.


On Friday, two days before, several reporters got information regarding two indictments that were on the docket for announcement on Monday. It would be the first time that special counsel Robert Mueller issued indictments. We—and by that, I mean everyone who could’ve been named as well as our associates—were speculating all weekend. I didn’t think it was me because I knew of no collusion. Yet I was nervous after the FBI’s raid at Paul’s home. But Paul had called me. “I have good sources. It’s not you,” he had said. I was still nervous because of my proximity to Paul, Don Jr., and Jared Kushner. Their names had been mentioned in regard to the investigation.


“I have got bad news,” my attorney said on the phone. “I am sorry.”


That is how I found out that I was one of the first two indicted, that the US government was formally charging me with having committed a crime. Technically George Papadopoulos had been indicted earlier that month, before Paul and me. But it was not public knowledge, since he’d offered to collaborate with the special counsel, and his collaboration was kept out of the public’s domain for a while.


According to my attorney, I had two options: “Self-surrender, or the FBI can pick you up and bring you in.”


My mind was reeling. Even before the 2016 presidential campaign, there had been allegations that the Russian government was interfering with the elections. Russia’s activities, such as they were, were disclosed publicly by members of the US Congress on September 22, 2016. A few weeks later, on October 17, agencies of the US intelligence community confirmed that Russia had been up to something, but the details were unclear. Robert Mueller was an ex-director of the FBI who had been appointed by Rod Rosenstein—the US deputy attorney general—as special counsel for the United States Department of Justice. Mueller’s job was to investigate what Russia had or hadn’t done. What concerned us was the investigation into the allegations that Donald Trump and his staff had colluded with the Russians to win the election. What if someone I’d known and worked with had somehow been involved in some sort of collusion to steal the election?


I went to talk to Brooks, my wife, who was in a different part of the house. Brooks, of course, had been following the news. Naturally she was worried, but at that moment, she became my rock. She was practical, helping me make the necessary quick decisions while being ferociously protective of our young kids. And that has been how she’s continued to behave. Of course, we had some breaking points through this long, draining process, but I felt then, and continue to feel even now, that I could not go on without her strong support.


My world changed that day, that moment, but it would take me weeks to get my head around it, to understand what had just happened. Despite all the mounting speculation, I knew—I would have bet my life—there was no Russian collusion.


But I was restless about Paul. I’d worked with him for a long time, but did I really know enough about him? It is normal that he hadn’t told me everything. But what hadn’t he told me? What hadn’t he told me that was important?


Since I was told to appear in court early on Monday, my wife helped me pack a few things, and I drove to DC and checked into the InterContinental hotel. Brooks stayed at home with the kids and tried to act like everything was normal. My lawyer came along, but just as a favor. Tom Barrack, my boss on the Trump Inaugural Committee, who had employed me as deputy chair, had decided to fire me upon hearing the news of my indictment and he refused to continue to pay the lawyer he had hired for me.


I was suddenly left with no defense on the most critical day of my life. After the attorney left, I called Brooks that night. We needed to make some decisions. Nothing prepares you for what you have to deal with when this sort of thing happens. We had no idea what we were facing, but we needed to do some sort of damage control. We decided to prepare a letter to friends and family, to alert them to what was coming and share what we were going through. It’s no easy task, to think clearly when your future is on the line. To put such volcanic emotions into logical sentences when you have more questions than answers, and people are looking for answers you can’t give. In the end, we came up with the following letter:




I wanted you to hear it from me directly and it is with much disappointment that I tell you that at some point on Monday you will hear that I am one of the individuals that will be brought in as part of the ongoing special counsel’s investigation related to the election. Unfortunately, I have no details other than being notified of the event but am absolutely resolute that I did not participate in any activity involving collusion with any Russians, and I am unaware of anyone else doing so.


Much has been written about Paul Manafort and his companies. The distorted narrative of him created by the media is unfair. It is clear that this investigation is highly politicized and an assault on those who helped elect a President that was not favored by many. I suspect that the media coverage will be nothing short of a frenzy today and in the days ahead with many opinions being written. But at this time, I would like to ask that you pray for Brooks and the kids most importantly—they have done nothing except support me throughout the election and beyond. Thank you most of all for your thoughts and prayers as we navigate this difficult time.





I sent it on Monday at 7:55 a.m., just before I went down to DC. When I got there, I was picked up by the FBI in the hotel’s garage. I was relieved that nobody had gotten a photo of me walking in. It may not sound like much, but at that point, I was thinking about my children.


When I appeared before the judge, I was not shown the indictment because I didn’t have lawyers. I pleaded not guilty without even seeing the charges, because I assumed that the charges were about collusion, and I knew of no collusion. The court appointed me a public defender, which, ironically, was the best thing that happened to me that day. I would have kept him, but I didn’t qualify for public defense because of my income.


But when I finally laid eyes on the indictment, my jaw literally dropped. There was nothing about collusion. Nothing at all.


It was all about Paul. Lots of it.
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According to Quartz.com, a business news organization that targets high-income readers:




“Charges detailed in a 31-page indictment also include ‘conspiracy to launder money, unregistered agent of a foreign principal, false and misleading FARA [Foreign Agent Registration Act] statements, false statements, and seven counts of failure to file reports of foreign bank and financial accounts,’ according to a statement from the special prosecutor’s office.


Between ‘at least 2006 and 2015, Manafort and Gates acted as unregistered agents of the government of Ukraine,’ the indictment says, and of a Ukraine political party led by former Ukraine president Viktor Yanukovych. The pair was paid ‘tens of millions of dollars,’ then hid those payments from US authorities by laundering them through US and foreign corporations, partnerships, and bank accounts. They lied to their tax preparers, to US tax authorities, and to the Department of Justice when asked about these accounts, the indictment also claims.


Here is a summary of the twelve counts against Manafort and Gates:


Count One: Conspiracy against the US.


The two, ‘together with others… knowingly and intentionally conspired to defraud the US by impeding, impairing, obstructing and defeating the lawful functions’ of the Department of Justice and the Department of the Treasury.


Count Two: Conspiracy to launder money.


The two ‘knowingly and intentionally’ transferred money to and through the United States, with the ‘intent to promote the carrying on of specified unlawful activity.’


Counts Three through Six: Paul Manafort failed to report his foreign bank accounts with the US Treasury from 2011 through 2014.


Counts Seven through Nine: Richard Gates failed to report his foreign bank accounts with the US Treasury from 2011 through 2013.


Count 10: Unregistered agent of a FARA (Foreign Agent Registration Act) principal.


‘Both Gates and Manafort failed to register as lobbyists of a foreign agent, as required under the Foreign Agent Registration Act first passed in 1938,’ the indictment says.


Count 11: False and misleading FARA statements.


‘Both Manafort and Gates lied in statements made to the Attorney General about lobbying for foreign agents,’ the indictment says. These include false statements about ‘meeting or conducting outreach to US government officials’ and false claims that their work on behalf of Yanukovych’s party did not include ‘meeting or outreach in the US.’


The two also claimed that they could not turn over email correspondence linked to a partnership they formed, because it ‘does not retain communications beyond 30 days.’


Count 12: False and misleading statements.


The two lied repeatedly to the DOJ [Department of Justice], the count says, in statements submitted in November 2016 and February 2017. In addition, they also had other people ‘falsify, conceal, and cover up, by a scheme and device a material fact,’ make ‘false, fictitious and fraudulent statements,’ and use ‘false writing’ and documents.”
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After my five-million-dollar bond was posted, I was ready to get back home to Richmond, to normalcy. How naive that thought seems to me now. As if there was ever a way to return to what was before.


Even though we live on a private street, Brooks had told me there was media swarming the front of the house. I braced myself to face them, but fortunately, by the time I got back, the neighbors had called the police and gotten the cameras kicked out. Most of our neighbors were very supportive and saddened by what happened to us. It is a mostly Republican neighborhood, a quiet one. Some brought us meals and others came to see what we needed. I was truly touched by all the kind gestures. I would have broken down and wept, but I had to keep up the front that I had everything under control, even though inside I was beginning to feel a profound sense of violation, of outrage.


The red leaves were already falling from the trees and it was chilly, but pleasant. I usually love this beautiful scenery, but this time I just stared blankly before heading inside. I attended to the kids. It was strange, trying to behave as usual.


Daddy’s home. That simple truth emphasized the unknown and made it all the more surreal. Daddy wasn’t usually home at this time of the day. Would I be able to be home for them at all in the near future?


I sat down. I was filled with anger. I felt betrayed. Life had been moving so quickly there’d never been time to reflect. It was as if I were watching the last couple decades of my life on a film reel: the strange, fascinating, and hectic days I spent with Donald Trump, the fiascoes and pitfalls, my start with Paul Manafort and my early career. All of the twists and turns that brought me here.















ONE



MY ROOTS


Someone asked me recently about my childhood. This person, who met me later in life, was curious, in light of the headlines, how my upbringing positioned me to be a key player in domestic and international events. But my background is quite normal, so far away from what someone influenced by media reports might imagine.


I was born at Fort Lee military base in Virginia. My dad was a career military officer. I am the eldest of three boys. My middle brother is two years younger and my youngest brother is ten years younger than me. My mother was a nurse, but as an officer’s wife, she quit working when we were born. After we went to school, she went back to work in an emergency room. We moved about every three years. In the United States, two of my favorite places were Kentucky and North Carolina.


Later on, we moved to Nuremberg, Germany. On the one hand, it was difficult for me and my brothers. I felt what so many army brats feel: the vicious cycle of impermanence, of castles on sand. I started life over every few years. Left behind friendships, built new ones, then left those behind. For a child, this can be exhausting, and no doubt, it shaped my personality.


But there were benefits to the constant waves of change. My eyes were opened to the big world out there. Many Americans don’t get the opportunity to experience life in other countries. When we lived in Germany, we took vacations in Holland. It got me interested in foreign countries, and later on, in foreign policy.


I also developed more European hobbies, like playing soccer for a German team. I was quite good at that, and I follow soccer to this day. In Germany I attended an American school. Most kids, like me, were from American families working overseas. I didn’t know another kind of childhood existed. Life on a military base was what I had known. All houses looked alike. All fathers served. That was my world.


My father’s last station was at the same Fort Lee, Virginia, where I was born. After he retired, we continued to live in Prince George, a neighborhood nearby. I went to high school there. My dad had wanted my brothers and me to follow in his footsteps, but he did not pressure us. I ultimately joined the military—the reserves—and served six years. I attended the College of William and Mary in Williamsburg. I was fascinated with history and political science, and these topics would dictate my academic choices.


When I was in my early twenties, we went to see a speech by George H. W. Bush. I was taken by the whole structure of it. The buildup toward the speech, the campaign. These details fascinated me. It was the early 1990s, right at the time when the Berlin Wall came down. I remembered how when my dad was overseas, he’d visited East Berlin at the invitation of the Germans. And then we had come back, and I watched President Bush making a special speech to mark the event. It was a new feeling for me: the beauty and power of politics. I was witnessing history firsthand, and I would mark this event as the first time I wanted to be involved in government and international affairs—to touch history in the making.


Another milestone of my college days was the day I met Brooks. We both served on the Executive Committee at the College of William and Mary. She was studying business and finance. I’d had girlfriends before, but this was different, serious. We dated from the end of our junior year through our senior year and got engaged after graduation in January 1995. The wedding took place in November. We are the proud parents of four great children.


In many ways, this is the story of the average American boy. So what inspired me to take the path I chose? Or prepared me for the extreme ups and downs of the last three years?


I think a large part of my character was formed by my being part of a military family. The change and uncertainty that might have terrified others, for me, was just a way of life. I learned to be outgoing. It became second nature to make the best of new situations and win over new people. I also learned to naturally sense the limitations of my position: don’t shine too much, don’t upset the already-crowned leaders, don’t create new enemies.


In school, I had been described by teachers as engaging and curious, active and happy, helpful and hardworking. But none of them would have used the word “leader.” Instead they knew me as a team player, and this quality would define me for years to come.


My parents were always very proud of me, but they were especially so when they learned I was working for Trump. My dad is a veteran and was a Trump supporter from the start, so he was engaged with the campaign, following the rallies and events. After Trump won, and I was the deputy chairman of the inauguration, they were excited on a personal level. Naturally, I invited them to the inauguration as my guests. It was a big moment for them, and what they believed in.


And when that Sunday telephone call came, and I learned I was being indicted, they were worried, but not overly so. It was just the beginning. We did not yet know enough. It was an emotional shock rather than anything that made logical sense. We all thought we could deal with it. At the time, the impact and consequences were still hovering at the surface, and it would be months and months before they started to sink in.


Today my parents are concerned for me, and they are angry. Their main goal is to protect their grandkids. Traveling as kids, relocating every few years, made us a close-knit family. My parents live thirty minutes away from us in Richmond. My two brothers are close by as well. That is how it’s always been. I’ve learned to survive and make calm decisions in part because I have such a united family.













TWO



WHEN I FIRST MET TRUMP


As is sometimes the case in political ventures, my tenure with Donald Trump started before we’d even met. Trump had been leading the polls for months. His undeniable capacity to hold a crowd’s attention, his way of speaking the language of the people, and his sheer brute force and energy had already caused many candidates to quit. But the one thing the great dealmaker did not know was the inner political game—the political insider’s knowledge of who to talk to and what to say (and what to promise) to get the delegates’ votes. Some had already predicted Trump would not be able to nail the magic number of 1,237 delegates. But Trump, being Trump, found a guy he thought could get him there. The guy who had a reputation for knowing which buttons to press and when—my boss, Paul Manafort.


So on Easter Sunday, March 2016, Paul met Trump at Mar-a-Lago, Trump’s glamorous members-only resort in Palm Beach, Florida. After an hour, they agreed that Manafort would be in charge of getting Trump the delegates needed to win the primaries, and with that, the Republican Party nomination for the presidency. Trump’s then campaign manager, Corey Lewandowski, and his communications director, Hope Hicks, joined the meeting. Prior to us joining the campaign, Corey had never advised Trump. He said, “Let Trump be Trump.” He did not understand then that the decision was effectively a demotion for him, because from that point on, Paul was going to run the whole show. The next day, Trump officially made Paul his convention manager, to run the delegates, and of course, I would be Paul’s deputy.


I had never met the reality TV star before, so naturally, I was curious when, the following Wednesday, I strode through the glass doors on Fifth Avenue in New York. It was only my second time at Trump Tower, and from the way Trump was portrayed in the media, surrounded by ornate interior design, I expected to walk into the sort of room where a Middle Eastern sultan might feel at home. Or, at the very least, I was expecting the stylish, more conservative look of The Apprentice boardroom.


So when Paul and I stepped out onto the fifth floor, where the campaign was based, and saw the concrete skeleton, we were shocked. Wires hung from the ceiling. The furniture was a mismatched collection of a scavenged plastic tables and chairs. It was so minimal, so low budget. It looked like a Home Depot rummage sale in an abandoned shopping mall. The fifth floor, I would later learn, was where the production of The Apprentice had taken place. By then it had been dismantled and there was nothing left of the glitzy Apprentice boardroom that we were so familiar with. We were, in fact, on a TV set, between productions.


It was clear to me, right then and there, how practical Donald Trump was. Since he decided to run for president, and consequently lost the production rights for The Apprentice, he immediately switched gears. That’s one of the things you quickly learn about Donald Trump. When it’s over, he doesn’t linger. It’s all about dealing in the now. However he might have felt about The Apprentice, however much he might have loved it, that part of his life was now finished, and he’d moved on, turning his entire focus to securing the Republican nomination for the presidency.


In complete contrast, each time I went to the boardroom on the twenty-sixth floor, the glamour would hit me at first. That is part of the enigma of Donald Trump, the contrasts. On the one hand, living the life of most rich and powerful, the jet-setting New Yorker, and on the other, eating junk food. It seems inconsistent. You would think it would be all champagne and caviar but having a foot in each world gives him the ability to communicate with the wealthiest people on earth as well as the blue-collar workers.


On Wednesday, I met Corey for the first time in the boardroom, and Allen Weissenberg, longtime chief financial officer of the Trump Organization, joined us. It was clear that Trump trusted him, and for good reason, as I would later learn. It would make news, months later, that Weissenberg was granted immunity by the federal prosecutor in the Southern District of New York, so he could share information in the investigation of Trump’s former lawyer, Michael Cohen. These headlines would surprise many. People would criticize Weissenberg, saying he betrayed Trump to save his own skin. But it doesn’t seem like that to me now, knowing firsthand the pressure you’re under when in the crosshairs of a federal prosecutor.


Trump, in person, is pretty much how he appears on TV—bigger than life, but not unfriendly. As I watched him that day, I realized he was overseeing six meetings in the same room. People were having animated, urgent conversations all at once, each one of them hoping for a few seconds of Trump’s attention while the man furrowed his brow, made a snap decision, and then immediately moved on to the next pressing issue. And yet, underneath the constant swirl of activity, there was an order to the chaos, and by some magic, all that intensity turned into action and results. It was scary and exhilarating and irresistibly attractive. And at that moment, I was committed. I dove head-first into the flamboyant, chaotic world of Donald Trump. No questions asked. This was where I was meant to be, and where I knew I could make my mark.


Trump asked lots of questions. Not only about the campaign but also about a wide range of topics—anything that came to his mind at the moment. It was overwhelming. I would learn that was his style while he is processing ideas or decisions. “What would you do in this situation?” he would often ask. “What do you think about so-and-so?”


So, from that day forward, I ended up doing many more things than I had intended, more things than I’d planned. More things than I’d signed up for. It was like being part of a reality show. You would suddenly get an assignment, and you just had to run with it. Trump sipped a Diet Coke, seamlessly shifting from talking about the campaign to running his business at the same time. Eventually I got used to it—it’s actually a sign of his brilliance, his capacity to switch from one thing to another on a dime. There was never a moment wasted. In some of his meetings, he was talking while signing checks.


After the first meeting, Paul and I got situated on the fifth floor. We’d hit the ground running, and we were already working at full speed. For some time, Paul and I had been discussing how we would run the convention, if Trump won. There were two steps before getting there. The first: Wisconsin. We had to win! And secondly, though we’d won Louisiana, some of the delegates were opposed to Trump, so we had to convince them to vote for him.


Paul had been working on getting to Trump from January 2016. He talked with his former partner, Roger Stone, and then with Tom Barrack and had already asked them to put in a good word for him. Paul asked me to prepare documents about how to organize the convention if Trump were to become the GOP presidential nominee and how to win the magic number of delegates. At that stage, Trump was starting to look like he had a good chance. But it was a one-shot-deal. Everything rode on that one shot. If he didn’t have the 1,237 delegates on the first vote, he wouldn’t have made it! The party could have then nominated someone else. Someone who didn’t even have a running mate yet. Someone like Ted Cruz. And Ted Cruz was planning on it. You see, Trump was a great candidate. He appealed to billionaires and the middle class. Trump was a man-of-the-people, and “the people” would support him. The people would get him into the White House.


Trump was used to being in control. He was used to being the director. He was used to putting his name on things. But the convention was not a “Trump convention,” it was a Republican National Committee (RNC) convention. They controlled it. And to win, we would have to control it.


The main reason that Paul had been brought in to help Trump was for his expertise when it came to the delegates, so naturally he was put in charge of them. It was April 2016 when then campaign manager Corey Lewandowski was promising: “We’re going to win Wisconsin’s delegates hands down.”


Well, we lost Wisconsin big-time. That’s the real reason Corey was sidelined, and Paul moved to the forefront. Corey simply did not have the experience, knowledge, and the expertise needed at that stage of the game. He had been demanding a bigger budget for flights: that is how he understood the game. For him, it meant traveling with Trump. We used to call Corey “the body man,” or “the purser” (like in a flight crew) because he was always traveling. But Paul, meanwhile, did things completely differently. He chose to stay back at campaign headquarters and was involved with the growing team. And I was doing both. Jared and Paul agreed the person with the most experience should be on the plane with Trump, and at the beginning, that was me.


On Tuesday, April 26, we were facing five primaries: Maryland, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Connecticut, and Delaware. After the big loss in Wisconsin, we needed to win badly. Paul’s involvement changed the game immediately. That Tuesday we won in all five states! It was not only a great boost to the morale of our supporters and donors, but that victory also saved the Trump campaign millions of dollars. We were off to the races.













THREE



MEETING THE TRUMP “KIDS”


Diving into Trump’s world meant getting to know the children, and I would come to understand them as few others would. While preparing them for the convention, I developed relationships with each member of the family, because for all their combined talents and experience, the Trumps were still newbies at politics, and politics wasn’t a game you went into unprepared.


The “kids,” as we called the three thirty-something children of Trump from his first marriage as well as the younger two, were on the twenty-fifth floor, so for the first few days, we did not see them. Three of them—Don Jr., Ivanka, and Eric—were famous in their own right. They’d taken part in The Apprentice. They’d frequently appeared in social pages and in gossip columns. The media likes to make things simple enough for a ten-second sound bite. But people aren’t simple, and as I would find out, for better or worse, none of the Trumps were exactly like the media made them out to be.


Ivanka was the first one I met. She came down to the fifth floor and introduced herself. “I am so excited to work with you!” she said. The first thing you notice about her is how well brought up she is. Proper and friendly, but formal. “Centered” would be a good way to describe her. I would learn of her passion for child-care issues and family leave. I give her a lot of credit for her commitment to that issue. Originally, she had not known much about these topics beyond her initial convictions, but she jumped right in, talking with different experts and learning about these important concerns. One thing you can say about Ivanka is that she, like her father, has a talent for absorbing new information.


Ivanka is also persuasive. These types of social issues had not been Donald Trump’s passion to begin with, but Ivanka did her homework and got him on board. She was also involved with her father’s speeches. Trump usually preferred to talk unscripted, but on the few occasions he agreed to deliver a written speech, Ivanka was a key player in putting together the right words. The first speech that comes to mind that Ivanka had a hand in was in the aftermath of the horrific Orlando shooting massacre. On June 12, 2016, Omar Mateen murdered forty-nine people and wounded fifty-three others in a terrorist attack at Pulse, a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida. Trump had been perceived as anti-LGBT, so he, as the presumptive candidate of the Republican Party, needed to comfort to the grieving families and the rest of the nation. It was a challenge on a human level.


Ivanka got heavily involved in the editing. She understood that Trump needed to talk directly to the LGBT community and connect with their pain and anger. One can see Ivanka’s fingerprints on Trump’s speech:




Our nation stands together in solidarity with the members of Orlando’s LGBT community. They have been through something that nobody should ever experience. This is a very dark moment in America’s history. A radical Islamic terrorist targeted the nightclub, not only because he wanted to kill Americans, but in order to execute gay and lesbian citizens, because of their sexual orientation.…





I learned how to work with this father-daughter relationship and obtain the maximum benefit from it. Ivanka understood her father. She also had superb instincts. She knew how and when to weigh in and when to back off. Along with Ivanka, Jared also had Trump’s ear and special access to edit his speeches. It was interesting to observe the dynamics between Jared and Ivanka. They are great friends, and they respect each other. While they never argued publicly, they did not always come with one voice. They were both deliberative and were usually in agreement, or at least a mutual understanding, before talking with Donald and others. Their proactive, productive strategy was something I could apply in my own work relationships.


I met Eric next. He asked to see me at his office. Friends of the family had been calling and offering to help the campaign, and Eric asked me to call them and sort out how they could be part of it. I noticed right away how serious Eric was. The first impression Eric gives you is complete professionalism. He knows where he fits in the grand scheme of things. He knows what to do and how to do it. That quality is a hallmark of a good executives. But beneath the seriousness, Eric is a man of deep passion and feeling, and he’s not reticent to show it.


I saw a perfect example of this at a rally that happened weeks later in Pennsylvania. After it was over, Eric was so moved. He saw the economics. He saw how numbers—the dollars and cents—affected people. How just getting through the day mattered. People came up to him afterward. “We’re going to fight for your dad,” they said. “We are going to make him win.” I witnessed how that moment impacted Eric and engaged him in the campaign. He seemed to realize that if we could win these people over, the big win was a real possibility. And people there were genuinely hoping his father would win. They told him they couldn’t pay their mortgages, and this bothered him. He couldn’t believe that working people in America couldn’t make ends meet. He couldn’t believe that things had gotten this bad.


Later on, Eric wanted to do more rallies. He reached out to more friends, made calls to donors. Though Eric’s wife, Lara, would become very involved with the campaign, she was not engaged when I first joined up. Not because she didn’t want to be; I think maybe she just didn’t know the best way. But eventually, Trump suggested involving Lara in campaigning in North Carolina. He asked me if it was a good idea, since she was from there and her family still lives there.


“I think it’s a great idea,” I said. Lara is a very nice person. After she began getting involved with the campaign, she took on more and more, and I felt that she and Eric enjoyed doing that as a couple.


The last of the older kids I met was Don Jr. The media likes to paint him as someone who doesn’t quite know what to do with himself, but in real life, that’s not the vibe Don gives off. He’s a man’s man. He’s a hunter. He’s down-to-earth. He’s the sort of guy you can have a beer with. Even so, Don Jr. would interact with me less than his siblings did. He felt that since Paul Manafort was my superior, he would rather communicate with him than me, and that was okay with me. I was so busy, traveling with his father, working on the campaign and then the convention, that I hardly had time to notice what little I had to do with him.


What I did notice was Don’s eagerness to show his father how valuable he was to him and the campaign. Don took on any task that might portray him in a favorable light to his father. I would be told later about the tension between Donald and his first son after the messy divorce from Ivana. But when I came along, they had reconciled, and Don Jr. genuinely wanted to make up for lost time.


Then came Tiffany, the only child of Donald Trump and his second wife, Marla Maples. Almost a decade younger than her three older siblings, she’s from a different generation. Still young, though not a kid anymore. There is a seriousness about Tiffany as well, as if she knows she has to prepare herself to do important things.
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