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Prologue


Intruder at the White House


It was a warm afternoon in late March as two intruders stepped onto the grounds of the White House.


It wasn’t the secure compound in Washington, DC. Rather, it was the Winter White House—Mar-a-Lago—the gilded palace on the fabulously wealthy South Florida island of Palm Beach that President Donald J. Trump calls home. In its maze of rooms and walls decorated with Genovese Doria stone, colorful Spanish tiles, ornate Venetian tapestries, and marble from Cuba, the unexpected leader of the free world holds court with an odd assortment of billionaires and crooks, conspiracy theorists and political fixers.1


On March 30, 2019, one of the intruders came walking down the beach.2 He stepped onto the club’s pool deck, located in front of the luxurious beach penthouse where the president’s senior advisor Ivanka Trump and her family stay when they are in town.3 It was under this same pool’s white-and-banana-yellow-striped umbrellas, within full earshot of other guests, that the First Daughter once jealously demanded that her young children tell her they loved her more than the nanny who raised them.4


The midday sun was baking the skin of millionaires at Mar-a-Lago’s Beach Club when the man arrived. Socialites peeked out from under the brims of their floppy sun hats as they sipped coconut water through lips plumped with hyaluronic acid fillers. Few could look more out of place in the WASP-y beachfront enclave of Palm Beach than the man, who was large enough to prompt double-takes from most passers-by and had a tribal tattoo stamped across one side of his face.


He was impossible to miss as he walked onto a property guarded by Secret Service agents and local law enforcement officers typically stationed near the pool. The agents and officers formed part of the outer ring of security protecting the estate of the president—who at that moment was out golfing at his club in West Palm Beach four miles away.5 The man was known to be physically dangerous and had a long rap sheet, including multiple arrests for violent crimes. He could have walked in with a gun or explosive device. However, no one stopped him. He never went through a metal detector. He entered the president’s estate through the back door without even presenting an ID.6


But Mike Tyson didn’t mean any harm. He liked the president.7 And, as it happened, the club was facing what seemed a real security threat that day—a second intruder who revealed just how much can go wrong at the place the president formally declared his primary residence in late 2019.8


Tyson’s intrusion was strange and fluky. In contrast, the other security breach was “nefarious,” a federal magistrate judge would later proclaim from the bench. But neither incident was at all hard to predict. They were both the result of the president’s choice to spend so much of his time at a private club that almost anyone can enter with the right friends or enough money. At Mar-a-Lago, almost anyone can get near Trump.


It’s a reality that has Secret Service agents tearing out their hair.9


Whereas the White House in DC is one of the most secure compounds in the world, the Winter White House is invitingly porous. Yet throughout his presidency, Trump has insisted on spending more than one month of each year at the club chatting up members and their guests.10


Trump has little incentive to heed caution in his interactions with strangers at his club. Hobnobbing at Mar-a-Lago is great for business, after all.


The simple chance to bump into the president sells six-figure club memberships better than any marketing campaign ever could. The number of guests entering the club on Saturday nights exploded after the 2016 election, and the club quickly approached its top membership capacity. An entire industry of online vendors peddling access to the president sprang up around the club almost overnight. On social media, grifters targeted wealthy, social-climbing individuals overseas with “meet the president” travel packages.


Safety is the top concern at the White House. But money is number one at Trump’s Mar-a-Lago. Money is also numbers two and three.


In comparison, security hardly seems to factor in, especially when the president isn’t in town, unless it’s to keep pesky journalists off the property. Even though staffers were once warned to be on the lookout for a reporter sniffing around their apartment building asking for interviews, they say they are not informed about intruders or suspicious incidents, even in cases when someone is arrested.11


With dollar signs in his eyes, the president is all but holding the door open for would-be intruders.


“It’s a mad, mad world up there,” one senior federal law enforcement official says of Mar-a-Lago.12


By January 2020 there had been 141 reports of suspicious incidents and trespassers at Mar-a-Lago since Trump won the Republican nomination—triple the number from the previous three and a half years.13 Most never resulted in charges, but tucked into court records are examples of alarming security breaches.


In the early morning on Trump’s Inauguration Day a disgruntled, forty-­eight-year-old woman snuck through the bushes on the northern side of the property, smeared banana on the windows of cars in the employee parking lot, typed “FuckUTrumpB” on a computer in the club’s Cloister Bar, and snatched balloons from the grand ballroom.14 She was arrested after an hour-long romp around the property, during which security tried and failed to turn her away.


Once, on a lark, a college kid visiting his grandparents at the nearby Bath & Tennis Club over Thanksgiving weekend decided to see if he could sneak into Mar-a-Lago.15 He walked down the beach, up the steps to the pool deck, past the yellow-and-white umbrellas, and through the tunnel that runs under South Ocean Boulevard and connects Mar-a-­Lago’s Beach Club to the main estate. He wandered around for twenty minutes—the Trump family was staying at the club for the holiday—­before he was arrested and charged with a federal crime. “I wanted to see how far I could get,” he later told a judge.16


Mike Tyson traced nearly identical steps to those of the college kid. But the famous boxer didn’t get arrested. He was a guest of a member, and that’s basically all that mattered.


Tyson had been lunching with his friend, real estate giant Jeff Greene, at Greene’s Palm Beach mansion just a few doors down from Mar-a-Lago when he asked to see the president’s estate. Tyson had endorsed Trump for president. And although Greene bashed Trump during a bid for Florida governor in the 2018 Democratic primary (and lost—badly), he is a member of the president’s private club. It’s a perk of a business deal he did with the Trump Organization to provide housing for Mar-a-Lago’s foreign guest workers.17 On a whim, Greene agreed to take Tyson to the club. The men walked down the beach together and onto the pool deck at the center of the modern political universe.


At Mar-a-Lago, who can access the club largely comes down to the discretion of its nearly five hundred members.


Secret Service agents check IDs against a list of guests compiled by club security in advance of a presidential visit. Agents physically screen members and guests who might enter areas of the club where they could come into contact with the president.18 Beyond maintaining immediate physical security of the club, however, Secret Service agents don’t have much control.19


Agents don’t even perform background checks on club guests—even in cases in which the person might be having dinner at the table next to the president.20


The only requirement for entering the Winter White House is an invitation from a member or a ticket to one of the many charity galas hosted at the club.


“At the end of the day, Mar-a-Lago is a club that people belong to,” Greene said.21 Sure, security matters, but, as Greene said, “they want to be gracious to the members who pay a lot of money to belong.”


Tyson didn’t make it far into the club that day. If he had gone through the front door, Tyson would have been turned away. Greene didn’t call in advance to put his guest on the list. Tyson probably should have been asked for ID, but the rules for the back door aren’t clear. Once he arrived, he was mobbed by adoring fans clamoring for pictures with him on the pool deck. After appeasing them, he left the same way he came in. Only a photo—posted to Instagram by a young Ukrainian American luxury car salesman—links Tyson to Mar-a-Lago.


If the boxer had ventured beyond the pool deck, he might have seen something remarkable: he wasn’t the only intruder on the premises.


In the main lobby Secret Service agents were busy detaining an enigmatic Chinese woman wearing a flowing gray evening gown despite the early hour. The question of who she was, what she was doing at the president’s private club, whether she was working for Beijing’s government, and why she and a whole class of wealthy Chinese tourists had infiltrated Mar-a-Lago would endure much longer than anything Tyson did.


Some intruders at Mar-a-Lago have been caught; others evidently come and go at will. The difference largely appears to be dumb luck and circumstance.


Regardless of intention, they’re all drawn to one thing: Trump.


“If anything were to go wrong, it would happen here [at Mar-a-Lago],” said a club worker who spoke on condition of anonymity.22 “It’s too vulnerable. Money buys access. Members can bring guests. Who can possibly know the intentions of all the guests?”


No president has ever owned a private club during his time in office, much less one that operates in almost total secrecy despite its semi-­official function. Mar-a-Lago’s importance to international politics is no secret—it’s a perk the president actively markets.


“Many of the world’s great leaders request to come to Mar-a-Lago and Palm Beach,” Trump said just over a year into his presidency.23 “They like it; I like it. We’re comfortable. We have great relationships.”


International summits are especially lucrative for Trump. Members and their guests flock to the club to witness historic events. And in seemingly complete disregard for a constitutional provision that prohibits presidents from profiting from governments, foreign or domestic, the US government also pays Trump’s business directly for lodging, meeting rooms, food, and dining.24


The club has become a cornucopia of delights for a cast of characters who might never get near the real White House in Washington, DC: Longtime members and far-right activists trying to influence the policy of the nation far from the scrutiny of the White House press corps. Politicians and financiers hoping to spread cash around at the crown jewel of the president’s business empire to earn some goodwill. Grifters using the club’s open access to the president to sell the patina of power.


At Mar-a-Lago, inflating one’s influence and importance is a recreational sport. In that sense, not all Mar-a-Lago “grifters” are committing crimes. But the club tends to attract wheelers-and-dealers, the used-car salesmen of politics, and a crowd of people overstating their closeness to the president to bolster their own brands.


Perhaps most concerning of all: the club is an obvious point of entry for foreign governments attempting to collect sensitive information about the world’s number-one espionage target—the president of the United States.
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Kissing the Ring


Guido Lombardi and his Mongolian dinner guests sat down on Mar-a-Lago’s outdoor terrace a few tables away from the president.


It was sometime around April 2017, just a few months after Donald Trump became the leader of the free world.25


Lombardi, a longtime Mar-a-Lago member from Italy, had hatched a plan to use the club to end what he believed was one of the world’s biggest obstacles to stability: the threat of a rogue North Korean nuclear state.


He just needed to get close to the president.


Trump didn’t know the Mongolians were coming, but Lombardi, who considers himself something of a gentleman-amateur political fixer, had no doubt he and these emissaries from the land of Genghis Khan would succeed in implementing the first phase of their plan.


At Mar-a-Lago there is something of a secret handshake—or, better, a dance—necessary to secure an audience with the Don.


Lombardi fancies himself an expert at this political tango.


It all starts at dinner.


Lombardi’s wife, Gianna Lahainer, had been Mar-a-Lago’s very first member,26 and the two had known Trump for three decades. Lombardi, who is in his late sixties, claims the title of Italian nobility and is listed in a member log as such. His talents, however, come not from any aristocratic lineage but from his career as a political fixer on the fringes of relevance: making matches, setting up deals, and always watching, quietly, for opportunity. 


For decades Lombardi has campaigned for far-right candidates, mostly in Europe, who border on the fascist, like Marine Le Pen of France.27 A recent wave of right-wing populism across Europe and other parts of the world has increased Lombardi’s influence. Where his associates were once fringe candidates, many now hold leading positions within governments around the globe. Lombardi’s biggest break came when his longtime friend was elected president of the United States.28


Lombardi wasn’t in politics for the money. He did it part time, as more of a hobby than a profession. He was mostly interested in leveraging his access to Trump to change the world. For Lombardi, disarming North Korea, ridding the world of the last remnants of communism, and protecting “the West” from what he saw as the threat of Muslim invasion were anointed missions. Trump would help him advance his political causes.


But influencing international politics wouldn’t be as easy as simply whispering into Trump’s ear, Lombardi knew.


When it comes to Trump, it is impossible to play to his political ideology—because he doesn’t have one. Appealing to his business plans might work, if anyone really knew what they were. Lombardi always said the biggest mistake most people make when dealing with Trump is assuming they know what he really wants and why. From Lombardi’s perspective, the best option is to take Trump at face value. Trying to interpret his mind or why he says the things he does is a fruitless exercise. Only Trump knows what Trump wants.


The best one can ever hope to do is to move ideas into Trump’s orbit and see what sticks. To get close enough to do that requires years of loyalty to the man in charge. Certain advisors to the president didn’t understand that, Lombardi knew. He was already telling people Anthony Scaramucci’s days in the administration were numbered even before his disastrous six-day tenure as White House communications director in July 2017.


“He’s too much of a ‘me’ man, and with Donald it doesn’t work. You have to be a boss man,” Lombardi said.


Most important, the Italian understood that Mar-a-Lago is not just a historic mansion or a millionaire’s playground—it is a castle. And Donald Trump is king.


Its court had been decided long before Trump ever thought of being president, giving Palm Beachers an insurmountable lead on the Washington establishment.


Each person’s rank in the king’s court is discernible not in their title but in seating arrangements at dinner at the club. The closer you are to the president, the higher your rank in the shadow administration that has taken shape at Mar-a-Lago.


Red velvet rope stanchions mark the president’s table, no matter where he chooses to sit. Sometimes he eats in the club’s intimate main dining room, its walls adorned with painted seascapes copied from those in the Palazzo Chigi, the Renaissance-era home of Italy’s prime minister in Rome.29 More frequently he dines in the open-air terrace decorated with one of the largest collections of Moorish tiles in the world.30 Trump never eats alone. His wife and young son sometimes join him. But more often than not, he invites guests to dinner.


When the president isn’t in town, his favorite table is bestowed to the next in line to his crown: his adult children, then his closest friends.


“If Eric’s there, Ivanka’s there, or Don. Jr.’s there, we’d always offer them the table,” said a former staffer.31 Next in the order of succession were his oldest friends.


“It was a prestige thing. The families that would sit there were personal friends of his for years and years and not just since he became president,” the staffer explained.


But when court is in session and the king at his table, Trump’s adult children and his most trusted advisors dine just outside the velvet barricade. Although this inner circle sometimes includes select members of his official Washington, DC, administration, the nearest tables are always filled by Mar-a-Lago members who have known Trump for decades.


To dine at those inner-lying tables is an honor bestowed rather than requested.


Everyone who calls for a dinner reservation at Mar-a-Lago wants the table closest to the man in charge. And while the club tries to rotate seating arrangements, there’s still a clear pecking order.32 (Only members and their families may book tables at the club’s private restaurant, although Trump has been known to give access to nonmembers who have gained his favor.)33


Within Trump’s tight-knit inner circle—the men who dine closest to power—are Christopher Ruddy of conservative media company Newsmax, the so-called Trump whisperer; Isaac “Ike” Perlmutter, chairman of Marvel Entertainment, who is said to have used his connection to the club to exert extraordinary influence at the Department of Veterans Affairs; New England Patriots owner and longtime Trump friend Robert Kraft; and Howard Kessler, an introverted Boston-based businessman.34 Both Kessler and Kraft are major donors to the Democratic Party. But at Mar-a-Lago blood is thicker than politics. The most devoted club members become adopted members of the Trump family and vice versa.


“Loyalty and friendship trumps politics for me,” Kraft once said, recalling Trump’s response to the 2011 death of his wife, Myra.35 “I always remember the people who were good to me in that vulnerable time, and he’s in that category.”


Other well-established members are placed at tables one circle removed from Trump’s closest courtiers. Among them are South Florida restaurateur Lee Lipton as well as William Koch, the once-estranged brother of Charles and David Koch, the fossil fuel magnates and ultra-­powerful Republican donors.


That’s where Guido Lombardi and his wife sit too.


“They [the staff] know we have a relationship. We are friends,” explained Lombardi, who is also Trump’s neighbor at Trump Tower in Manhattan. “We have known each other for a long, long time.”


Anyone who really knows Trump knows better than to disturb him while he’s eating dinner. The two inner rings of tables create an extra barrier between the president and the crowd of fawning fans who have taken to mobbing Mar-a-Lago on weekends and holidays in hopes of getting a picture with the president.


The reward for loyalty is power—or at least some semblance of it. During the presidential campaign and after the election Lombardi served as an informal liaison connecting the European far-right to Trump. His rolodex includes Le Pen as well as Matteo Salvini of Italy, Geert Wilders of the Netherlands, people close to Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán, and members of Austria’s Freedom Party.36 (Lombardi says Le Pen and Wilders have both stayed at his home.)


In previous administrations someone like Lombardi could never have possessed the influence necessary to turn the gears of US foreign policy. But the Trump administration—or, rather, the Trump business empire—offered points of entry that had never before been seen in modern-day American politics. Lombardi and his Mongolian dinner guests planned to use that access.
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Mar-a-Lago was always intended to be a palace for America’s equivalent to nobility.


Marjorie Merriweather Post, a liberal Democrat and beacon of the early days of American society, started building the mansion in 1923 on a seventeen-acre plot that spans the width of Palm Beach island from the Intracoastal Waterway to the Atlantic Ocean. So magnificent was the location that she even named her estate after it: Mar-a-Lago. Sea to Lake.


A visionary of her time, Post traveled extensively, gaining inspiration for her home from castles she visited in Europe and collecting near-priceless artifacts—twenty thousand roofing tiles from a Cuban castle, for example—and luxurious furnishings for her Palm Beach palace.37 Mar-a-Lago’s striking two-story stucco mansion sits at the center of a maze of cloisters and entertainment areas, all organized in a crescent shape around the terrace dining area and “Parrot Pool”—named for the hand-carved avian statues decorating the deck. In total, the club advertises more than thirty rooms, suites, and cabanas where guests can spend the night. The mansion’s southern cloisters include the Gold and White Ballroom, where Post once held her famous square-dance parties. On the second story is the owner’s suite. Southern Boulevard runs along the southern property line. It’s so close to some of the buildings that drivers can catch glimpses inside.


Within the northern cloisters are the guest shop and the spa, where it’s alleged Jeffrey Epstein found a sixteen-year-old attendant and lured her into his sex-trafficking network.38 Epstein was a member for a time, but a membership log shows his account at the club was closed in October 2007.39 Lombardi said Trump kicked Epstein out after another member complained that the pedophile had made an advance on her teenage daughter.40 (The Trump Organization has acknowledged Epstein spent time at the club but said he was not a member.41)


A seventy-five-foot watchtower accessible from the main mansion overlooks the entire estate. Michael Jackson and Lisa Marie Presley were said to have spent their honeymoon locked away in the tower’s suite. “He was up there for one week with her and he never came down,” Trump said. “I don’t know what was going on but they got along.”42


Looking west from the tower, one sees a sprawling green lawn that extends past a guest house, garages, and clay tennis courts and butts up against the Intracoastal’s Lake Worth Lagoon. The expanse of green was once a nine-hole golf course, but under Trump, who owns a much better course in nearby West Palm Beach, the backyard has become a wedding and event venue. Yet another way to make money.


Looking east, one sees the front lawn where wealthy retirees clad in all-white outfits play croquet. A path cuts toward the property’s southeastern corner, leading to a tunnel under South Ocean Boulevard that gives access to the estate’s ocean-front pool deck featuring a high-end snack bar.


As impressive as the buildings are, Mar-a-Lago would be nothing more than a house—albeit a large, impressive house—if it weren’t for the careful details that mark it as a vestige of a long-lost Gilded Age. The Mediterranean-style villa’s grand archways are adorned with intricate bird and vine motifs. Oriental rugs and tiles collected from castles cover the floors. Because Mar-a-Lago was named a national historic landmark in 1980, Trump has been unable to remodel in his signature gaudy style.43


Mar-a-Lago was built as a dwelling for the oldest of old money—the kind that few possess in modern times. The estate was so extravagant that no one could afford to live there after Post’s death.


Trump tried. He bought the property from Post’s estate in 1985 after it sat vacant for years.44


For Trump, the palatial private residence served as a winter home, a notice to the world of his tremendous success, and a ticket into an exclusive upper crust that no amount of money can typically buy. For its part, Palm Beach society was horrified to learn their new neighbor was a tabloid-chasing womanizer, a tasteless vulgarian. He was not one of them.


Trump’s wave of bankruptcies in the early 1990s45 forced the young tycoon to turn his second home into a moneymaker: Mar-a-Lago became a club.46 Just as Trump would later identify a huge slice of the American electorate that felt cast out by coastal elitists, the developer recognized that Palm Beach was full of outsiders too: new-money billionaires who hated the island’s stuffy old confines. Wealthy Jews who had been excluded from the other WASP-y country clubs. And people who just wanted to party with the Donald, the era’s ultimate playboy.


The club, as members simply call it, was popular. Even some of Palm Beach’s old guard began to gravitate toward the parties Trump hosted. No one could deny that with the Donald in town, Palm Beach got a lot more fun.47


Nearly everything at Mar-a-Lago comes with a reminder that the old-money estate is now owned by a man the town once despised. There’s Trump-branded water, Trump-branded wine, and even hamburger buns with the word “Trump” stamped on top.48


Trump’s biggest addition since taking over Mar-a-Lago has been the construction of the Donald J. Trump Grand Ballroom. Now the estate’s largest event space, the freestanding seventeen-­thousand-­square-foot ballroom stands to the south of the historic twentieth-­century mansion. (The club’s promotional materials boast that the building is twenty thousand square feet, contradicting the Palm Beach County Property Appraiser.49)


“The exterior was designed to keep up with the vision of Mrs. Post, but the inside is more me. It’s got the feel and look of Louis XIV, and that’s my favorite style,” Trump told the Palm Beach Daily News soon after his ballroom opened in 2005.50


Lavish coats of gold used to create the world’s most opulent palace at Versailles made Louis XIV one of the most memorable monarchs in history. Gold and gilding provided the king “a look so unique, so self-­aggrandizing, that it granted [him] a kind of material immortality,” the Atlantic wrote.51 In his own mind, Trump was already America’s Sun King.


Appearance means everything to Trump. The president is known for his ability to spot a crumb on the floor from across the room. The first thing he noticed when a contractor showed him around his new ballroom was that the vaulted ceilings weren’t shiny enough.52 The seventeen crystal chandeliers, priced at $250,000 apiece, glittered just as they should, but the gilding on the walls and ceiling moldings looked flat.53 The contractor had used paint instead of real gold leaf.


“That doesn’t look very good. That doesn’t really look rich,” Trump said to the man.54


He wanted the paint replaced with the real stuff, and he told the contractor to spare no expense. In the end, Trump spent $7 million putting sheets of twenty-four-karat gold on the walls and ceiling of his new ballroom, just shy of what he paid for the entire property a decade earlier.


What Trump didn’t worry about fixing—either because he didn’t notice or didn’t care—were the acoustics. The mirrored walls of the ballroom may evoke the palace of Versailles, but they and the rest of the architectural elements refract even the slightest sound, converting the niceties of polite society into a deafening chorus of noise. And God help anyone trying to have a conversation if an event includes a live band or singer.


“He is a perfectionist in all things that he is concerned with,” said Mar-a-Lago member Fred Rustmann, a former CIA officer and founder of a corporate intelligence firm in West Palm Beach. “Certainly, acoustics is not one of them.”


t


For Donald Trump, every day at Mar-a-Lago goes much the same.


He is up early in the morning to watch Fox News and to tweet.


Then it’s time to hit the links at Trump International Golf Club in nearby West Palm Beach or, sometimes, Trump National Golf Club in Jupiter.55 He eats lunch at the golf course, where he is joined by the famous golfers he recruits for his foursomes, like Tiger Woods and Jack Nicklaus, or celebrities like the talk-show host Rush Limbaugh, who owns a home in Palm Beach.56 Back at Mar-a-Lago Trump retires to his suite for some pre-dinner tweeting. Before he became president he would often emerge for an afternoon ice cream at the Beach Club. But since the election he’s cut back. In the evening Trump makes a grand entrance to dinner—but only once he’s sure the restaurant is full—and basks in the applause of his members and guests.


“He comes down to Mar-a-Lago to recharge his batteries,” said the billionaire and club member Jeff Greene. “He’s the king of the castle.”57


Mar-a-Lago is the Trump family home.


Don Jr., forty-two, can often be found playing the family man, grilling hot dogs for his five children on the lawn.


Ivanka, thirty-eight, hangs out by the pool, often escorted by an entourage of terrified attendants. Her husband, Jared Kushner, works out frequently and hits the gym almost every morning.58


Eric Trump, thirty-six, now runs the club, in name at least, following his father’s election. He and his wife, Lara, enjoy walking their two beagles near the water.


Tiffany, twenty-six, doesn’t frequent Mar-a-Lago as much as her older half-siblings. A University of Pennsylvania graduate, she prefers to keep a lower profile. But people still come looking. Once, a total stranger showed up to her cabana proposing marriage. Staff had to chase him away.


Barron, fourteen, kicks a soccer ball around the lawn, sometimes accompanied by a trainer.59


Members try to exploit their closeness to Trump’s family. Even his brood of ten grandchildren are sometimes corralled for selfies.


But the kids are hard to catch. It’s not uncommon to see Secret Service agents in pressed suits running across the grounds, trying to keep up with a fleet-footed child.60


For their part, the children think “lose your security detail” is good sport for sunny afternoons spent at Grandpa’s house.


Before he became president, Donald Trump’s preferred dinner table was along the far wall of Mar-a-Lago’s main dining room. The table had a sort of public privacy to it. Perfect for a notorious introvert who built his brand around being a man of the people.


On the way to and from his chambers—a trek that takes him straight through the main dining area—Trump yucks it up with guests, remembers names, asks about sick family members, tosses out generic compliments (“lookin’ good”), and poses for selfies. Though the notorious germaphobe used to back away in alarm from any hand extended in his direction, things changed as he grew more accustomed to glad-handing, and he even began to occasionally shake the hands of his dinner guests on the way to his seat.61


Staff leave an antibacterial towelette waiting for him at his table to wipe the grime from his hands.


Trump’s main table along the wall has just one downside: it is so near to a swinging service door that Trump is in constant danger of getting hit every time an overstressed waiter runs through carrying a tray of food or dishes.62


Once, a young server dropped a dirty fork straight into the president’s lap. Her heart stopped as she waited for the inevitable outburst. Trump is not a forgiving boss. She cringed as the germaphobe-in-chief, who demands individually wrapped packets of butter rather than smearing his pretzel rolls with butter from the communal dishes shared by the rest of the table, looked down at the fallen utensil.63 But after considering for a moment, he simply picked it up, wiped it off, and handed it back to the mortified waitress without a fuss.


Brand is everything to the Donald, and every public interaction matters.


“He’s always careful about everything. Anything that can tarnish his name, his brand,” Lombardi said.64


At Mar-a-Lago the Trump brand is associated with high-end service. Everything has to be about the members who line his pockets with millions of dollars each year. Even a dirty fork in the lap wouldn’t cause him to spoil their evening.


The president is the ultimate maître d’. He’s also the ultimate chameleon. His drive to be the perfect host overrides most of his other personality quirks. When Trump stops in at a party hosted by a member of his club, the notoriously picky eater will have some of whatever is being served.65 When his club is having a holiday buffet, the man who hates not being first will wait his turn in line just like everyone else. When he talks to a member of his club, the world seems to melt away, and they feel as though they have his full attention. No one is a better listener, they say. It is the kind of charisma possessed by only the most successful politicians and dinner-party hosts.


“I’m not a fan of his politics, but he’s a very gracious host. He makes people feel good,” said Jeff Greene, who had smuggled Mike Tyson onto the property in 2019.66


Trump’s behavior as the perfect host is both an act that benefits his bottom line and a genuine reflection of who he is—a man obsessed with having people love him and the empire built in his name.


After Trump’s election, members began to applaud when their new president strolled from his suite to dinner. And there was little doubt that his Pavlovian response to positive attention caused Trump to opt for an even higher-profile dining location: al fresco, in the center of the outdoor terrace. The longer walk to the more prominent table gave his guests longer to clap.


The president’s frequent public appearances at the club are great for business—his business.


Mar-a-Lago is owned by the Trump Organization, a group of companies of which Donald Trump is the sole owner. Every person who walks into the club to eat a steak, play tennis, dance the night away, or relax in the spa benefits the real estate mogul’s bottom line.


The club is more popular than ever now that he’s president, as members invite friends to show off their proximity to the leader of the free world.67 These days, on any Saturday night during Palm Beach society’s high season, which runs roughly from Thanksgiving to Mother’s Day, more than a thousand people may patronize Mar-a-Lago between the restaurant, ballrooms, and various events.68 Some members and their guests have gone so far as to slip managers money to try to bribe their way to a table close to the president.69


“People want to see the president,” said Valentina Deva, a Palm Beach real estate agent from Estonia who can often be seen at the edge of events wearing horn-rimmed glasses and livestreaming the parties out to the world.70 “Many people love him.”


In the months between his victory in the Republican primary and his January 2017 inauguration, dozens of new members joined the club—bringing in at least $5 million in additional revenue for the president’s business and perhaps quite a bit more. Tables at Mar-a-Lago events were selling out well in advance. Club members started planning ahead, booking twelve-person tables months before holidays that Trump was known to spend at home in Florida. Show-offs began trying to reserve such large tables that the club soon had to limit each member to only two dinner guests while the president was in town.71


“For some people it’s a really, really big deal, and they will jump on that and they will pay a lot of money to go there and kind of hob-nob with the president,” Rustmann said.72 “But you’re not hobnobbing with the president. That’s the point. When you go there you may see him and he may pass by and even put his hand on your shoulder while you’re sitting there having dinner, but that’s about it.”


Name dropping and social-media selfies aside, in truth, most people who come to Mar-a-Lago have little to no special influence on Trump or his administration.


It’s a select few of the most loyal members who hold the real power. They have spent years nurturing the relationship at Mar-a-Lago. Kissing the ring.


“He’s got layers of people—they’re political, they’re personal—that he’s known [for so] many years,” said a Mar-a-Lago member.73 “These people have been members for years. It just happens that he became president. So they like it even more.”
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Since the 1980s one of Guido Lombardi’s pet projects has been to negotiate a rapprochement between North Korea and the West.


The fixer believes that seeking a formal peace with the world’s most dangerous rogue nation is one of the most pressing issues of modern times.74


And given Trump’s inclination to conduct diplomacy at high-profile summits, Lombardi hoped to set up a meeting between the president and North Korean leader Kim Jong-un. In his eyes there was an ideal place, although few Americans could find it on a map: Mongolia.


The formerly communist Asian nation was not a random choice. Lombardi, who also goes by George, was thinking pragmatically. Kim would feel most at home in Mongolia, a country near his own that shares significant history with North Korea and is somewhere North Koreans can travel without a visa. Since breaking away from the domination of the collapsed Soviet Union in 1992, Mongolia has maintained itself as a neutral state with close ties to North Korea.75 It had already hosted talks between Kim and the Japanese.76 A Mongolian summit between Trump and Kim was, in Lombardi’s opinion, the thing most likely to lead to a positive outcome: peace. It even had the backing of Mongolia’s then president Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj, who called his nation the “Switzerland of Asia.”


“Mongolia would be a neutral third party,” Elbegdorj once said.77 “World and regional peace is Mongolia’s [utmost] important mission.”


That was Lombardi’s mission too in early 2017 when he invited several Mongolian government officials to dine with him at Mar-a-Lago.


Lombardi didn’t really know the men he had brought to see the president. But he needed them to help him broker the summit—and Mongolian politicians and businessmen had long used him for his high-level connections in Europe and the United States.


“I’m a little of a national hero there,” Lombardi explained. “My dad actually was more the national hero.”


As a United Nations diplomat, Lombardi’s father had helped anti-­communist Mongolians facing violent repression escape their native country, earning young Guido a Mongolian godfather. A tenth of the country’s population was killed or imprisoned during the Stalinist purges of the 1930s.78


After communism fell, newly capitalist Mongolians looking to do business abroad began calling on Lombardi for his contacts. (“I tried to help them,” he said. “I’m a friend to anybody coming knocking.”) They were impressed to learn he had connections to Trump.


Even before the election, he said, the Mongolians “already had a sense that Trump might be a winner.”


They were right.


It was a perfect Florida evening as Lombardi and his Mongolian guests sat on Mar-a-Lago’s terrace just tables away from Trump. The president kept looking up from his well-done steak to make eye contact with his old friend. It was all the confirmation Lombardi needed. Trump was curious: Who were these Asian men at his club?


Upon finishing his meal, Trump stood up and walked to Lombardi’s table, just as Lombardi knew he would. The count rose and introduced the Mongolians to the president of the United States.


“How do you like our country?” Trump asked the group.79 “How do you like Florida?”


Lombardi had carefully prepared his guests for this exchange. The Mongolians tactfully responded with a round of scripted pleasantries.


“Oh yes, we love it.”


“Thank you so much. You’re doing a great job.”


Then, as coached by Lombardi, the Mongolians explained they were in town on a diplomatic mission. The words “North Korea” never came up—Lombardi had cautioned them against being too specific. After all, courting the Don of Mar-a-Lago required subtlety. Trump’s advisors could fill in the gaps for him later. The way Lombardi saw it, what else would bring these Mongolian diplomats to the home of a US president?


There was a handshake. The men posed for a picture with Trump.80 The connection had been made.


The exchange was obvious enough that even Bill Koch wandered over to find out who Lombardi’s guests were and why the president was so interested.81


Nothing happened immediately after the Mongolians met Trump at Mar-a-Lago.


Although the snail’s pace of this kind of back-door diplomacy might bother someone with less experience than Lombardi, the Italian count remained steadfast. Seeds had to be planted and watered. Not all of them sprouted. But experience told him that enough of them would that sowing them was worth the effort.


At Mar-a-Lago, he says, “that’s how things get done.”82


Lombardi moved slowly, bringing some of the Mongolian delegation to Trump Tower in New York later that spring. In June 2017 he visited the Mongolian capital, Ulaanbaatar, posing for a classic tourist photo in front of a statue of Genghis Khan.83


Two weeks later a gift presented itself: Khaltmaa Battulga won Mongolia’s presidential election.84 Since the fall of the Soviet Union Mongolia had been governed, for the most part, by Western-style liberals. Battulga was no such thing.85


A fifty-four-year-old former wrestling champion, Battulga venerated the greatness of Genghis Khan—most notably by building a giant statue of the man who conquered much of the known world and killed millions along the way. Battulga also drew far closer to Russia, the country’s former overlord in all but name, than was normal in wary post-Soviet Mongolia. He frequently appeared at the side of Russian president Vladimir Putin. Bloomberg News once called Battulga the “Trump of the Steppe.”86


Like his predecessor, Battulga was enthusiastic about a Trump-Kim summit that could make Ulaanbaatar a household name around the world.


“I believe that our two countries’ 70 years of friendship, [the] foundation of which was strongly laid by generations of leaders of Mongolia and [North Korea], will be consolidated even more in future,” he told Kim in a letter.87


All Lombardi needed to do was get Trump on board with the Mongolian summit.


But that dream was dashed on April 30, 2018, when, as so often happens, the president logged onto Twitter.88 “Numerous countries are being considered for the meeting, but would Peace House/Freedom House, on the border of North & South Korea, be a more representative, important and lasting site than a third party country?” the president wrote. “Just asking!”


Overnight the DMZ became the favorite.


But Lombardi wasn’t giving up.


After all, there could always be more than one summit. Trump and Kim had met in Hanoi, Vietnam, just a few months before, and already the president was planning this new meeting.89 The one after that could very well be in Ulaanbaatar.


But in the meantime Lombardi needed to make sure he kept the Mongolians interested—and he wanted another ally who could float the idea in Trump’s ear.


He chose Pastor Rodney Howard-Browne, who has been as up close and personal with the contact-averse Trump as just about anyone.


Howard-Browne was one of seventeen evangelical pastors photographed laying hands and praying over Trump in the Oval Office.90 The MAGA missionary had founded his Tampa church in the legacy of evangelist Billy Graham.


He was born in South Africa, where he spent his childhood collecting stamps from far-away places and wondering if he would someday be able to visit them. Mongolia captured his imagination. The young Howard-­Browne grew fascinated with the history of Marco Polo and his journey across Asia. And when he began to plan a trip to preach the gospel in various countries around Asia in 2019, he added one night in Mongolia.


Lombardi learned of the trip through a mutual friend, who called Howard-Browne on his behalf to ask if the pastor would like to meet the Mongolian minister of foreign affairs, Damdin Tsogtbaatar.


“Sure!” Howard-Browne said into the phone, though he had never heard of Tsogtbaatar. “Where would you like me to come?”


“Mar-a-Lago,” was the reply.
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Better Than Sex


Gianna Lahainer joined Donald Trump on the steps of Mar-a-Lago around the time the estate became a private club in 1995.


The sixty-year-old socialite had curly red hair and a dedication to society life that was shocking even by Palm Beach standards.


Earlier that year Frank Lahainer, an Italian count who had been Gianna’s husband for nearly forty years, died in the middle of the Palm Beach social season. Instead of mourning, she put the Dom Pérignon—and her husband—on ice and threw a party. Frank’s embalmed corpse waited at a West Palm Beach funeral parlor for more than a month until the Palm Beach social season ended and she had time to fly back to Italy to bury him.


“I wanted to go to the parties,” Lahainer told Palm Beach ethnographer Ronald Kessler.91 “He was ninety. I am sixty. So why should I wait?”


Lahainer had known Trump for years. They were neighbors in Trump Tower in New York, where she had bought a condo when Trump opened up the building in the early 1980s, as well as several more in the years that followed. Although the condo numbers imply that Lahainer’s primary apartment is below Trump’s, the open floor plan and high ceilings of the penthouse mean that, to this day, Trump and Lahainer share a landing in the tower on 5th Avenue.


As his Palm Beach club was set to open, Trump invited Lahainer to come see the property.92 Without that invitation, Guido Lombardi, who later married Lahainer, might never have found himself at Mar-a-Lago.


Trump’s invitation to Lahainer may have been a subtle effort to sell her some of the elaborate furniture that had come with the estate, Lombardi later speculated. The New York real estate developer was having serious liquidity problems at the time, with several casinos in bankruptcy,93 and the upkeep of the estate was bogging him down financially. But Lahainer wasn’t interested in the near-priceless sofas and linens. She wanted to be a member of his new club, she told Trump. The first member.


“If you want to be a member, you’ll be a member,” Trump told her.


“I brought the checkbook,” she replied, pulling it out of her purse. Lahainer couldn’t have known at the time that her $50,000 payment would, two decades later, buy the European far-right a backdoor key to the White House.
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Long before Trump came to town, Lahainer hit the Palm Beach social scene with her first husband, Frank, who had made a fortune of around $300 million in real estate.94


Gianna had been Frank’s secretary in Italy when she was a teenager. In 1957 they married, and Lahainer’s life became one of globetrotting, vacation homes, Rolls-Royces, thirty-something-carat jewels (but who’s counting), and not much more to do than climb the ladders of high society. The two bought a condo in the Palm Beach Biltmore for just that purpose.


Frank died in 1995, just three weeks shy of his ninety-first birthday.95 He left his beloved Gianna everything. Lahainer wasted no time in celebrating her “new life.”


Within months there was a new man in the picture.


Lombardi and Lahainer had first met at the annual gala for the National Italian American Foundation held in Washington, DC, in 1994.96 It was the kind of bipartisan gathering where one might bump into Italian American movie stars, businessmen, ball players, and even President Bill Clinton, who was the keynote speaker that year.97 Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia was also a frequent attendee.98


Lombardi was always networking. Though his main job was real estate, Lombardi was also an up-and-coming fixer for far-right Italian politicians, and a member of Lega Nord, or Northern League. The Italian political party was dedicated to separating Italy’s northern provinces from those in the south.99 Historically, Lega Nord promoted a narrative that the Italians of the south were lazy criminals leeching off the more prosperous and industrialized north.100 Some factions within the party openly celebrated the nationalism of former dictator Benito Mussolini’s fascist state.101


As Lega Nord gained popularity and seats in government in recent years, the party dropped its northern-centric political stance, finally accepting all Italians as equals in their nationalist mission.102 The party rebranded itself “Lega”—dropping “Nord”—and focused its once-broad intolerance into an anti-immigrant, anti-Muslim agenda.103 Its program could easily be summed up as “Italy First.”


But before this rebranding, in 1993, Lombardi founded an American chapter of Lega Nord to whip up support for the party among Italians living in the United States.104 When he met Lahainer a year later, Lombardi was forty-four years old. His already receding hairline was accentuated by the thick brown bristles shaped into a mushroom cap around the sides of his head. He was a charmer with a Cheshire grin and wore a bowtie as well as any Upper East Sider. Lombardi immediately hit it off with the saucy redhead from Palm Beach society.


But at the time she was married, and he was seeing someone. So they went their separate ways.
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The dreary weather of March in New York matched Lombardi’s mood in 1995 as he sat in his twenty-ninth-floor apartment in Olympic Tower in midtown Manhattan.105


It was the same building where Jackie Kennedy and her second husband, the Greek shipping magnate Aristotle Onassis, had lived for a time. Onassis had developed Olympic Tower, the crème de la crème of New York real estate until Trump Tower went up a few blocks away, partially obscuring Lombardi’s view of Central Park. Lombardi admired the business acumen of the brash Queens playboy. “He knows his stuff,” Lombardi said. Although he himself worked in real estate, Lombardi had always dabbled in matchmaking. He had already met his flashy new neighbor on a few occasions and even arranged a meeting between Trump and a Japanese businessman friend of his. Lombardi was still congratulating himself for making that introduction.


Then his phone rang.


“Hi, how are you?” said the voice on the other end of the line. It was Lahainer.


Truth be told, Lombardi had been better. His father had just died in Italy and his lovely Brazilian girlfriend had grown tired of the cold in New York and gone back home.


“Well, you know, not so good,” Lombardi replied. “What about you?”


“My husband just passed,” Lahainer said. She explained that she was coming through New York in April after the season in Palm Beach wrapped up and asked if he’d like to have dinner with her. He said he would like that very much.


She cooked spaghetti with vodka sauce and salmon. They held hands.


Lahainer and Lombardi married in Palm Beach in 2000, five years after she became Mar-a-Lago’s first member, but their relationship was serious from the beginning.106


Lombardi moved in with her at Trump Tower, where she already owned several units. It was at their parties that Trump became acquainted with the Italian far-right. A photo of one such occasion shows a younger Trump, smiling broadly, with both hands on Lahainer’s shoulders. To their left is Roberto Maroni, a member of Lega Nord and interior minister to Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi from 1994 to 1995.107 To their right stand Lombardi and Maxwell Milton Rabb, the ambassador to Italy during the Reagan administration. Lombardi calls Rabb his mentor. “Through him, from Reagan’s time, I’ve been able to do some things,” the tantalizingly guarded Lombardi acknowledges.


Lombardi sold his vacation home in the Florida Keys to take up residence in Palm Beach with Lahainer during the season. She extended her Mar-a-Lago club membership to include Lombardi and began to introduce him to Palm Beach social circles. Charming, soft-spoken, and still fastidious about making sure he picked the right English word, Lombardi was never interested in dominating his new social scene. He was playing a longer game, “planting seeds,” as he liked to say, in the minds of the influential people he met, then watering them over time to see which ones took root. He did enough to earn the trust and respect—and dare he say friendship—of the future president.


“Two of my great members, Mr. and Mrs. Lombardi. They’ve been my friends for a long time,” Donald Trump announced to a crowd gathered at Mar-a-Lago in March 2011.108
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