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Author’s Note


This is my fourth book about Donald Trump’s political journey. It is a story about character, a singular one. I have used the firsthand observations of people who have been in personal, often daily, contact with him to create as much as possible an intimate portrait of Donald Trump at significant and revealing moments during his third run for the presidency. Here are the moment-by-moment gyrations of his whims, needs, furies, survival instincts, and, arguably, bursts of genius. To tell the story of a man who sees himself as having a special status and destiny—who is, indubitably, not like you or me—requires, ideally, the confidence of his butler; in Trump’s case, his many butlers. I have offered anonymity to anyone who can help me see into his private chambers. Such protections become ever more important in what I fear is a new climate of retribution, with more power than ever before in the hands of loyalty enforcers (and more paranoia among them, too). My hope is that the insights so many people have provided me, out of both personal alarm and because the story is too extraordinary not to tell, into the real-time temper of the star and his entourage of enablers offers a different sort of window from the daily news coverage into Donald Trump’s character and the upended politics of our time.
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Prologue


Mar-a-Lago


When Donald Trump returned to Mar-a-Lago on Inauguration Day, January 20, 2021, a dwindling band seeing him off from Andrews Air Force Base, it was at best a loser’s fantasy that he could run for president again. In the orbits around him (family, White House aides, Republican leaders, donors), there certainly weren’t many cogent voices encouraging him in this fantasy. If you were close to him, you tended to be at best circumspect, if not mortified, on his behalf—defeat; crazy, Keystone Cops efforts to deny his loss; January 6; exile.


Most immediately, he faced another impeachment trial in the Senate and could hardly even marshal a competent legal team to put up his defense—a ragtag band of small-time practitioners was assembled only after a wide casting call. He was saved—and his ability to hold office again preserved—only by Republican Senate leader Mitch McConnell’s pity and desire to wash his hands of him. Through conventional eyes, this trial was just one more coffin nail. (Still, an advantage perhaps evident only to him, it did keep him in the news.)


His finances were in disarray. His sons, with their own livelihoods at issue, were counting on a level of calm and distance, with him necessarily out of the news, to help re-establish the brand, with hope that in a year or two or three, “Trump,” would be old news. There were several open outbursts at Mar-a-Lago between them and him, with the sons emphasizing the seriousness of the situation and the discipline that would be required. Their suggestion that he could be most valuable as an ambassador to the family’s foreign properties—Donald Trump on a permanent golfing tour—hardly sat well with him.


There were rumblings about legal threats he might face. All the more reason to keep his head down and not provoke the new sheriff in town.


The state of his mental health was a whispered concern. He really did not seem to appreciate, or grasp, the reality of what had occurred.


His chief adviser in the White House, the aide with real authority and influence, the conduit of normalcy to the extent that any existed, was his son-in-law, Jared Kushner. Trump expected Kushner to continue in Mar-a-Lago as his right hand. But Kushner’s own clear and immediate post–White House plan was to put distance between himself and his father-in-law. Asked about his father-in-law’s future by a friend, Kushner replied, “What was Nixon’s future?” Kushner and his wife, Ivanka, for social and tax reasons, were themselves moving to Florida—but to Miami instead of Palm Beach, using new schools for their children as an explanation. Replacing himself, Kushner staffed up his father-in-law’s new exile office. But it wasn’t much of a staff: Susie Wiles, a local Florida political operative at retirement age (in a young person’s profession), took on the job more out of duty than ambition; Nick Luna, a young man married to one of Kushner’s assistants, would commute several days a week to Palm Beach from Miami; Jason Miller, a comms person in the campaign, would be on call for a few months in Washington; and Molly Michael, another of his look-alike assistants, would step in as the designated young woman attending to him (notably, Hope Hicks, his favorite young woman retainer, had fled during his effort to overthrow the election).


His wife, Melania, was straightforward about how she saw her husband’s future—or the future she did not see. She had not enjoyed a single day in the White House. To the extent that they had had a marriage (even on a negotiated footing), it was further disrupted by her husband’s mood swings and constant sense of offense and injury while in the White House. It had all been bad, in her view, for their son, Barron, and had only increased tensions between her and the rest of the Trump family. So, good riddance. She was young, her husband was old, and she had her own life to make—she felt nothing but relief that he was finished with politics (or it was finished with him).


Trump, however, simply did not acknowledge his defeat and exile. There was not the slightest indication, not the smallest opening of self-awareness, that he even sensed the enormity and finality of what had occurred since Election Day, November 3. He showed no inclination to look for meaning in the events, or to sift the experience. Nor was anyone aware of a friend or confidant with whom he might be considering the recent past and unknown future. He was not, as many defeated politicians have described themselves, consumed by a period of self-doubt and reflection. Rather, he was still, for all intents and purposes, and never breaking character, the president.


You might believe such an ongoing fantasy of, say, a despot of some minor country exiled to the South of France, surrounded by a retinue of sycophantic loyalists, seeing himself in a displaced but unchanged world. Perhaps this was similar. Most of the people around the former president in Mar-a-Lago—family, his political and Mar-a-Lago staff, the Mar-a-Lago members—were certainly humoring him. But, really, this was transparent stuff, politesse—at least in the beginning.


The central facet of his exile—alarming pretty much to all and prompting a necessary lack of eye contact among the people around him—was his continuing and obsessive focus on the stolen election. He would bring it up no matter the topic at hand. There was virtually no conversation in which he did not return to the victory that he maintained, full of outrage and certainty, had been corruptly taken from him.


Yes, the arc of history may seem since then to have bent to his delusion, but in the spring of 2021, and perhaps for most of the year after, there were very few, if any, reasonable, professional, establishment (whatever you might want to call people who live in the empirical world) voices of any political stripe who did not entirely appreciate that Donald Trump had lost the election. From his staff to his lawyers, to his family, to his cabinet, to the entirety of the Republican leadership in Washington, even to Tucker Carlson and Steve Bannon—there was no way not to accept the facts of his defeat. Even extending the benefit of the doubt and granting instances of possible dispute, virtually everyone but the former president and his small support group of nutters understood that the result would not meaningfully have been changed. It was simple math.


Trump, though, was in a loop of numbers—the individual numbers in his rendition often changing, supplemented by weird “fact” sheets that he’d had his staff assemble and by articles from the right-wing press that he kept at hand, which he would spin out in conversations—a monologue, really, one that might end only when whomever he was talking to made polite and desperate excuses or from which Trump was dragged away. You could not listen to him and believe he had any understanding of even the most basic facts. Or, alternatively, you might reasonably conclude he was purposely and, in the face of all evidence to the contrary, stubbornly trying to disguise the basic facts in layers of nonsense.


He believed it, or he convinced himself he believed it, or it was a bravura performance, with no possibility that he would ever let on that he was in fact performing: There had been a conspiracy that subverted the true result, and therefore, he was still president. “A group of people within the Democrat Party working along with Big Tech and the media” had stolen it from him, he explained to a Mar-a-Lago visitor. It was “a coordinated effort.” He promised: “Names are going to be revealed.” Of course, they never were.


For a while, there was pathos here. There is hardly anyone, at least not with something better to do, who did not recognize the quixotic nature of this. But certainty has power. Unwavering certainty. Psychotic certainty, even. Perhaps disgrace, too, has special power—if you refuse to accept your disgrace, it becomes righteousness. And perhaps delusion has power. And the larger the delusion is, the more power it may have.


• • •


Given that he had not changed, that, in his mind, he was still the president, there was never a natural progression to refer to him as the former president, nor even a segue to understanding “president” as just a polite honorific—the correct title for a former president is “Mr.”—and never back to his first name. He remained what he was. Hence, he may not ever have considered not running again. He may not have looked at it as a decision to make. Rather, simply, 2020 had never ended.


But did he really want to go on being president? Weren’t there other things in life for an older man?


His wife lived at a curated distance, his growing son with her. His older children more employees than family. There was no domestic life to return to. (Indeed, he lived in a country club.) He wasn’t going to write a book, or organize a presidential library, or raise money for a foundation, or do good works to burnish his reputation, or return with any cheer to his real estate business, such as it was. Nothing but golf tempted him.


Arguably, there were just no alternatives to running again. What would he do? Who would he be? To be Donald Trump, he had to be president; otherwise, he was into the existential abyss.


Given his great baggage—an unpopular president with a dubious record who had staged a failed coup—it, of course, made no sense that he should run. That would have been the assessment of most political professionals in both parties. Who, reasonably, would have thought this was a good idea?


All potential presidential candidates have a yearslong discussion about should they or shouldn’t they. This is a way to build allies: “Yes, you should run”—okay, that’s an increment of support. “Well, yes, interesting, but these are the impediments”—okay, less than support. Or, “Let’s look at this realistically”—a wet blanket. Trump never once had such a discussion. Nobody came to Mar-a-Lago and outlined the hard realities of his dismal popularity, his lack of support among the party leadership, his legal problems, or the difficulties of facing an incumbent president.


Nobody was logically triangulating the known world for him.


Mar-a-Lago is not truly in the Cartesian universe.


Even beyond its deferential membership, inclined to treat their host as something like a beloved but aged rock-and-roll act (Elvis, in so many ways), Mar-a-Lago became the setting for a particularly extreme cast of bootlickers, opportunists, and grifters. In the months after his defeat: the actor Jon Voight, fetishistic in his patriotic ardor for Trump, on one day; Mike Lindell, the My Pillow CEO, who would sacrifice his business and fortune for Trump, on another; Sean Hannity, whose Trump-led television ratings had transformed him into one of the most powerful political figures in the nation; Kurt Olson, part of Trump’s legal retinue and a deep-state conspiracy theorist. Yes, Kevin McCarthy, the House Speaker, appeared at Mar-a-Lago, but only in a kiss-the-ring effort to head off plotters on his right flank. A trail of people of no standing or purpose, save access to him, made their way to Mar-a-Lago, offering flattery and get-rich-quick schemes—among them a set of no-account would-be entrepreneurs whom no other former president would have entertained, who proposed he front a media company start-up (which, as preposterous as Trump’s own return, would one day be worth ten billion dollars).


Mar-a-Lago, as one Trump intimate put it, was less Camelot than Jonestown.


• • •


The feet-on-the-ground, putting-two-and-two-together, cause-and-effect world is where American politics, in its historic accomplishment, has always lived. Politics, the art of the possible, is an enforced rationality. It exists in a narrow space of fixed rules and reactions. The system—that nexus of guardrail process and bureaucracy, institutional weight, reputational standing, and legal lines and tangles—deals with irrational actors who try to break it. And no one really has.


It was hard to see Mar-a-Lago and its prince as anything other than an unnatural exception to that.


Trump, beyond reason and practicality, in the months and years after his defeat, continued to see himself as the rightful and deserving president. His steadfastness in this role was so implacable and logic defying that, certainly as performance, it became convincing to many. Meanwhile, no one truly rose to replace him or challenge him, not least of all because others logically shrank from a man who seemed unfettered by ordinary gain-and-loss calculations, who, in that sense, was a crazy man.


Politics is also the art of losing—democracy is premised on it. Even winners lose, so you must always hedge your bets. Have your retreat prepared. Your good face ready. Even—indeed, necessarily—if you plan to try again. (In America, helping to maintain an ultimate equanimity, there are the spoils of both victory and defeat.) The logic of the system fails, though, if you don’t acknowledge or accept your loss, if you don’t allow for it. That is a vastly different kind of politics—the man on the tightrope without a net. Who can take their eyes off him? As Trump’s third presidential campaign came to life—or, unaccountably, did not die—and as the stakes for him became crystal clear, his proposition as a candidate playing both hero and martyr became utterly straightforward: Elect me or destroy me.









PART ONE


The Law









CHAPTER 1


New York—Bragg


MARCH–APRIL 2023


Boris Epshteyn, Donald Trump’s forty-year-old Russian-born legal adviser, came on to the Microsoft Teams call with his video off. Then his screen came to life in a sudden reveal.


Bearish, balding, and overweight, a man at the center of potentially the most profound constitutional conflict in American history short of the Civil War, Boris, confounding all Trump’s other lawyers, was Trump’s most recent candidate to replace Roy Cohn, the lawyer who had once represented him and whom Trump had elevated into the diabolical magician who could get him out of any jam, were he only still alive.


Here, in his home office, in his onscreen box, was a bare-chested Boris, showing off his massive torso and dense pelt to quite a collective gross-out that resounded through Trumpworld and the ever-growing case of distaste for Epshteyn.


Susie Wiles, the sixty-five-year-old Florida political op and the closest thing Trump had to a campaign manager, recoiled. “Oh, God, Boris. Oh, God, Jesus. Oh, my God—put on a shirt!”


Everybody else on the call guffawed, groaning and shielding their eyes.


This was something close to the four-hundred-pound hacker in his parents’ basement whom Trump often conjured as an all-purpose modern bugaboo. Or, on a slightly different theme, Boris was a Jersey Shore guy, a reality show figure of exaggerated vulgarity and attention-seeking neediness, a familiar type in Trumpworld.


Trump’s political and legal staff had had its heart in its mouth for several weeks now, anticipating an inconceivable blow to the campaign, the first criminal indictment of an American president in history. Worse news: They needed to rely on Boris—everybody in Trumpworld needed to rely on Boris—the architect of the entire Trump defense and the effective legal team manager, to keep them informed enough to deal with the mess.


Boris had been in the Trump orbit since 2016. And often—and not least of all for his social impairments—pushed out of it. But he’d always clawed his way back. Now, generally confounding to all, here he was, the key man in Trump’s vast legal woes.


Mock him—and he was aware that everyone did—but today Boris was taking a victory lap.


With no firm information, Trump had jumped the gun and announced his own coming indictment in New York. He was pre-empting the New York DA if he did indict, and highlighting the DA’s weakness if he didn’t. Win, win. In the days after, when there was no immediate indictment—with the political and media world brought by Trump to the edge of its seat—the former president directed his various stand-ins to say it looked like the DA was dropping the case. And that was the news that a delighted Boris now brought: The grand jury sitting in New York, threatening the first indictment of a former U.S. president, had announced that it was taking a month off, and that, according to Boris, was as good an indication as any that it was a dead-duck case.


Boris hadn’t practiced law in more than a decade. He wasn’t in fact one of Trump’s lawyers in New York. His lawyers in the New York case were Joe Tacopina, a frequent figure in Manhattan tabloid trials, and Susan Necheles, whose claim to fame was that she had defended the mobster “Benny Eggs.” But Boris had personally chosen the lawyers on each case and then had wedged himself between them and Trump and between the lawyers and the campaign staff. Because the lawyers in Trumpworld were always shifting, Boris, even as the persistent antagonist to all the other lawyers, represented some level of stability, which, given how many times he’d been bounced out of Trumpworld, said quite a bit about how stability was measured.


Nothing would happen, Boris was assuring his boss. They had made it—safe for now. Possibly safe forever. “Literally there’s nothing that’s going to happen,” he said, and, as well, to virtually everyone in Trumpworld, “at least until the grand jury returns.” That was a month off. “And there’s a really good chance an indictment doesn’t happen at all,” he said. “Delays are bad for them”—that is, for the New York City prosecutors. “It means they’re trying to come up with a new theory of the case. They don’t have a case, in other words.”


The Manhattan district attorney, Alvin Bragg, in Boris’s telling, was truly fucked.


“He’s already celebrating,” Boris reported. He—that is, the president (former).


Trump had been celebrating on the phone with friends and on the Mar-a-Lago patio almost since he’d had the brilliant idea of announcing his own indictment—precisely because, as Boris had promised him, he wasn’t going to be indicted. He had announced his coming indictment on the golf course through posts on his social media network, Truth Social. “Will be arrested on Tuesday!” The date was Trump’s inspiration alone—and the product of his itchy social media trigger finger. Within seconds, the news blew up.


The campaign team immediately reached him on the golf course, trying to figure out where “Tuesday” had come from.


“From all the fake news,” he said confidently.


Lawyers and staff dutifully composed a formal announcement—which basically took back Trump’s announcement: “There has been no notification, other than illegal leaks from the Justice Dept. and the DA’s office, to NBC and other fake news carriers, that the George Soros–funded Radical Left Democrat prosecutor in Manhattan has decided to take his Witch-Hunt to the next level. President Trump is rightfully highlighting his innocence and the weaponization of our injustice system. He will be in Texas next weekend for a giant rally.”


But Trump wanted more: Put it in, he instructed the lawyers, that everybody should go protest.


“That could be a problem,” one of his lawyers chimed in, Trump still on the golf course. It could be supporting evidence in the January 6 case, under continuing investigation, of him having urged supporters to act in his name to storm the Capitol, Trump was told.


“Fuck it. Put it in there,” said Trump.


The statement went out without a call for mass protests. But simultaneously, Trump was putting out social media posts calling for “PROTEST, PROTEST, PROTEST.” His defense for his role in the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol continued to be that he had been a passive and, indeed, bewildered bystander—at the same time, his most consistent fantasy was of great numbers of people, unprecedented numbers, gathering to defend him.


The indictment he was predicting became, overnight, a political inflection point: What would ordinarily have killed a political candidate was suddenly earning him a wave of support. There was a rush of Republicans (including House Speaker Kevin McCarthy and two of Trump’s declared primary opponents, Vivek Ramaswamy and Mike Pence, along with the party congressional leadership and other might-be Republican presidential candidates) to defend him and attack the Manhattan DA—except for Florida governor Ron DeSantis, debating whether to run against Trump in the primaries, who didn’t, and then that became the story. Why wasn’t Ron DeSantis defending “the president”?


Trump’s announcement of the indictment came just before the first big rally of his campaign, and it gave the rally special meaning. The indictment (even an indictment that Trump was now convinced wasn’t going to come) was the reason for the campaign—and the campaign, this demonstration of Trump shock and awe, was the reason the indictment was not going to happen! Who would dare? And if it did happen, it was only because he was running for president—and the Democrats were therefore trying to stop him!


He was, as he believed—and as, helpfully, Boris most persistently kept telling him—invulnerable. Returning from the rally, Trump was flipping around post-rally coverage on the conservative news channels. Even he, in front of his spread of Quarter Pounders and Chicken McNuggets, found the adulation over-the-top: “It’s like Saturday Night Live,” he said, mimicking: “Trump is great. No, Trump is really great! No, actually, Trump’s really, really, really great!” Here was a story, a joke on himself—sort of—he repeated (and repeated) through the week.


Except that while Trump’s invulnerability was always the working thesis, elsewhere another of the lawyers was saying that no matter what Boris said, they really did have it on good information that the indictment was coming.


“Have you told him?” asked a surprised colleague.


“Are you kidding?”


Trump’s weekend golf plans were on, Boris announced to the group. Mar-a-Lago could relax. “Easy weekend. Nothing’s going to happen. POTUS is happy. Don’t worry.”


Ending the call (now with his shirt on), Boris said he, too, was taking the weekend off.


• • •


Boris was born in Moscow in 1982 and was part of the great migration of Russian Jews to the United States in the 1990s. He grew up in suburban New Jersey. After law school and his brief stint in a New York law firm, he shifted into the emerging field of conservative media, a new political front line and career opportunity, which included, none too successfully, helping to prep Sarah Palin in 2008 for campaign interviews. In 2016, he became involved with the Trump campaign as a television defender, a surrogate when it was still difficult to find people to front for Trump, when, basically, any willing body would do.


A measure of the distaste and suspicion Boris aroused—not least, as the Russian mess unfolded, because of his Russian connections—was that he lasted in a White House job for a matter of weeks before being bounced for issues with security clearance. He continued in Trumpworld as a talking head, briefly joining Sinclair Television, an upstart conservative outlet, and marketing in private venues the influence he had with the White House (often with the many people he had so frequently irritated and confounded).


His perennial outsider status perfectly positioned him in the days after the 2020 election. Taking it upon himself, and to most everyone’s surprise, he was among the first Trump representatives (albeit self-appointed) to fly into Arizona to help contest the state’s vote count and then to try to overturn it. As the ensuing election dispute hurtled forward, Boris aligned himself with Rudy Giuliani, traveling with the former New York City mayor on his mission to secure new electors in various states and to seek legislative overthrow of the official votes. In the days leading up to January 6, Boris was holed up with Giuliani in the Willard Hotel in Washington, a key focus of prosecutors’ interest in the January 6 case.


After January 6, Giuliani, demanding payment for his fruitless efforts, was cast out of the Trump circle, even deprived of Trump’s new cell phone number when he left the White House. But Boris continued. His bona fides with Trump were his foot soldier loyalty in the election fight. As almost everyone else in Trumpworld tried to distract Trump from his election obsession, Boris, ever on the phone, diligently fed it.


Meanwhile, he became a semi-official Trump middleman, and began to bill an array of clients for his services. If you wanted the endorsement of the guy in Mar-a-Lago, then perhaps you should hire Boris Epshteyn as your political adviser. Boris was selling Trump’s possible endorsements, even though Trump often snubbed Boris’s clients.


It was not just the general grift, the inept legal advice, the hoarding of information, and the worming himself in as always the last voice in Trump’s ear that rankled the legal and political staff about Boris, but also the likelihood that Boris himself might be a target in various of the cases. Trump, however, was unmoved. Boris was his guy.


As Trump made his announcement of the forthcoming indictment—the indictment he’d convinced himself would never come—he had one of his usual gatherings of petitioners, golf partners, and hangers-on in the Grill Room of the Trump International Golf Club in West Palm Beach, fifteen minutes from Mar-a-Lago.


A weird mash-up of patriotic songs sung by the “J6” prisoners had inexplicably gone to number one on Apple’s charts and was now cranked up to what felt like a hundred decibels. Trump, in a moment that even sycophantic members of his entourage would report as “a bit chilling,” suddenly rose and faced the screen and the fluttering video flag, with his hand on his heart—meaning everybody else jumped up, too. The real flags were behind him, which is where everybody else, confused, suddenly turned. The effect was of a group pledging allegiance directly to Trump, a tableau broken only by Trump’s starting to dance a little jig and singing, “Number one, number one, number one.” Then, as he sat with his golf foursome, Boris called. Trump held up the phone with Boris blabbing on about how great things were looking for the former president.


“Ah, everyone, this is Boris, my Boris. Calls me like twenty times a day.” And, indeed, such calls did happen every few hours. “Always has good news. He’s like, ‘Sir, you’re ahead by ninety points in the poll, sir. Sir, you’re going to be indicted next week, sir, but don’t worry, it’s good news for you.’ ”


Here was both self-awareness and cruelty—aware that he liked having yes-men around and, too, enjoyed mocking them for it. It was, too, a story that Boris would repeat, as though proudly.


• • •


A defining characteristic of Trump’s political life has been who has slipped into it. From 2015, Trumpworld had been a rolling show of unlikely figures entering it and, too late, being expelled from it, many whom Trump would fall out with and fire, many who would blindly do his bidding and face their own legal messes: among these, Roger Stone, his first political adviser; Michael Cohen, his personal lawyer; Corey Lewandowski, his first campaign manager; Paul Manafort, his second campaign manager; Steve Bannon, his third campaign chief; Brad Parscale, the head of his 2020 campaign; Rudy Giuliani, also a personal lawyer; and the extraordinary cast of election deniers.


By the spring of 2023, the surprising thing was the seeming level-headedness around Trump. Here was Susie Wiles, daughter of Pat Summerall, the former football player and, for two decades, among the most prominent sports broadcast voices; indeed, a sporting institution. Wiles had run Rick Scott’s successful campaign for governor of Florida in 2010, and Ron DeSantis’s gubernatorial campaign in 2018. In 2016, Trump, finding her running his campaign in Florida, and unhappy with Wiles’s age and failure to look the part, directed that she be fired. This, though, was ignored, and in both 2016 and 2020 she ran the Trump campaign Florida operation and was a crucial player in flipping Florida for him. On hand at Mar-a-Lago, in Trump’s exile, Wiles gradually took over his out-of-office political operations. Not unimportant: Her long history with Ron DeSantis, Trump’s only real possible Republican challenger, meant she understood his peculiarities and weaknesses—what’s more, DeSantis had fired her in what was now quite a famous Florida political feud, leaving her with a score to settle.


Then, as Wiles’s slightly less than co-equal, there was Chris LaCivita, a marine wounded in the First Gulf War and a well-tried Republican political operative with a host of important Republican races behind him and a long career on the back end of politics with the RNC; various political consultancies supporting (and profiting from) political campaigns, and the super PACs that support them, including the main 2020 Trump PAC. In 2004, LaCivita had led the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth campaign, with its devastating attack ads against John Kerry. He was now running the primary ground campaign and delegate operation.


It was important to note the subtle scramble not to hold the title of campaign manager—Trump was invariably dissatisfied with his “campaign manager.”


Wiles and LaCivita were the professional leadership team tasked with handling the mercurial former president. The press had noticed this—the two had cordial and professional relationships throughout the political media, even as Trump made it his favorite enemy—and had begun to see this as the reason for Trump’s buoyancy and better and better numbers. The new narrative even had Trump learning from the past.


• • •


So far, it had been a campaign of inevitability rather than plan. Did he even, truly, want to run? While he had left the White House, he did not really transition out of the role he had played as president. (Many argued that he had never really transitioned out of the role of Trump Organization head in Trump Tower.) Mar-a-Lago was a fine substitute White House, and Trump filled his days, as he had in the West Wing, and before that in Trump Tower, with meetings with fans, acolytes, sycophants, and Trump opportunists—and with golf. And everyone continued to call him, and not merely as an honorific, “Mr. President.”


Being the king in Mar-a-Lago might have been better than being president—every night, he came onto the dinner terrace where two hundred members and their guests stood and applauded (a long applause) and then sought him out for a personal greeting and moments of private bootlicking. Wherever he went, he was held in awed regard by his base, the MAGA crowd. He had his Secret Service detail, as many as eighty agents at various times. And he was the heavyweight in the Republican Party; his clout overruled everybody else’s clout. It was West Wing life, but he didn’t have to do anything and was responsible for nothing. It was nearly ideal—save only for the fact that another Republican might replace him as standard-bearer. And he could not live with that.


The campaign sputtered into gear over the summer of 2022 with Trump, furious about Ron DeSantis’s apparent willingness to be the Trump alternative and incensed that there might be more “witch hunt shit,” planning to make an early announcement, but first wanting to get in as much golf as possible. “I might not have too many summers like this left,” he told friends, causing speculation about whether he was talking about the demands of the campaign and returning to the White House, the possibility of jail, or the most unlikely, his own mortality.


August 8, 2022—the day the FBI, with thirty agents, raided Mar-a-Lago and seized thirty-three boxes of Trump papers, a variety of them classified, which the former president had haphazardly or mendaciously purloined on his way out of the White House—marked the real beginning of the 2024 campaign (although he did not formally announce until November 22). If Trump’s signature victimhood and high dudgeon and his counterpuncher’s energy had been fading on the golf course, they were all back now. He was in the role. If they were coming after him, what choice did he have but to go after them? (Indeed, this would become his functional legal defense.) Instantaneously, his lackluster money-raising operation came alive with $22 million raised in the third quarter. A presidential campaign was suddenly galvanized with a motivated candidate, a money machine, and an emotional issue: They were coming for him.


• • •


All Trump’s relationships with family, wives, staff, friends, are . . . unusual, everybody serving him in roles that he has more or less concocted from his own imagination. Of all these relationships, the strangest and unhappiest is probably with his lawyers, a revolving door of hundreds over the years. At the heart of this relationship is a profound contradiction: He wants his lawyers to be savvy, canny, astute, and aggressive, pulling him from every pickle he gets himself into, but at the same time, he wants them to be abject suck-ups to his every whim and desire—and to reassure him at every turn that he will prevail. In this, he elevated Roy Cohn into a myth of defense lawyer–fixer omnipotence to whom no one might ever measure up (and who, too, he ultimately found fault with and spurned). Also, in seeing lawyers as essentially dramatis personae rather than technicians, he often chose for his ideal models characters of the type that populated 1960s win-every-trial television shows.


Almost every major Washington and New York firm had refused or deflected an inquiry to represent him during Trump’s White House years. Being a lawyer who was actually willing (professional reputation and accomplishments not particularly relevant) to represent him was a way into Trumpworld, and being a lawyer who could be utterly abject was a way into the inner circle. Boris was a lawyer not just willing and abject but with a further valued attribute: He was ready to confirm the boss’s suspicion that his other lawyers were not willing or abject enough; nor sufficiently savvy, canny, astute, and aggressive. The other criterion Boris met, beyond saying what Trump wanted to hear, was to say it with enough conviction and to supply enough suspicion about others—whispering rumors of plots and perfidy—that Trump would want to hear it often. Boris understood that the real power here, the only power, was always to stay in Trump’s ear.


Certainly, Trump seemed to be forsaking reliable and competent legal representation in his uphill battle with prosecutors. This seemed obviously true. But the other point—or theory—was that he had some greater intuitive sense of dealing with the mess he was in than anyone else ever could. Hence, his ultimate legal strategy was just not to listen to his lawyers, who would never understand the larger stage he was playing on—or to only listen to Boris, who reliably told him what he wanted to hear.


• • •


On January 1, 2022, Alvin Bragg became the Manhattan DA, the first Black man to hold the office. A career prosecutor, in the state attorney general’s office and as an assistant U.S. attorney in New York’s Southern District, Bragg was, at forty-eight, a fixture in the New York legal and political system. He inherited on his first day a complicated and controversial probe into the former president’s business practices. Reflecting the general establishment view—life is too short to prosecute a former president; and come on, it’s real estate in New York—he almost immediately short-circuited the investigation. The two lead prosecutors on the case, Mark F. Pomerantz and Carey R. Dunne, resigned in public protest. They walked their investigation to the U.S. Attorney’s Office—that is, into Joe Biden’s Justice Department—and there, too, were met by the establishment’s reluctance to prosecute a former president.


But with a new Trump campaign stubbornly coming back to life, and with Trump’s own continued passionate harping on a stolen election, the establishment was soon to change its view.


A new climate had begun with the FBI raid, Trump’s evident obstruction and casual disregard of the investigation, followed by the brazenness of his resulting fundraising bonanza—and the frustration that, as usual, he remained unbowed. Then there followed the 2022 midterm election, with, seemingly, Trump’s political weakness as clear as could be with all his proxies defeated—you could even think that Trump fever had broken. There was no red wave to save him. The Republicans were turning against him, finally. Ron DeSantis appeared, in the sweeping margins of his re-election as Florida’s governor, to be a ready Trump killer with vast support coming his way from big Republican donors, and as the clear favorite of Fox News. And then, with his infuriating and thoughtless audacity, Trump made his announcement of another campaign. The evolving establishment logic was that he was weak enough to go after and yet still strong enough for this to be necessary.


It was going to happen: The legal system was going to pull down the former president in one or more no-exit white-collar prosecutions. The question now was which, among the many investigations, was going to produce the first criminal indictment. Alvin Bragg, sidestepping his previous doubts, now reversed himself: Prosecuting Trump wasn’t problematic; it was righteous.


Given the rage with which Trump continued to damn the “witch hunt” against him, he remained, in fact, fairly sunny about his situation. This was in part because he was, by nature, impervious to the outside world. Or, merely, that his world simply overshadowed the outside world. He lived in a highly controlled universe populated only by lackeys, flunkies, and sycophants. And, too, the vulnerabilities that undermined ordinary mortals—the doubts, shame, and fear—were absent in him. Conflict made him feel alive, ready to go; it was his elixir. He had endured a lifetime of litigation and had invariably, and, he believed, through sheer force of will, prevailed.


But the other thing was that bad news did not easily get through to him. There were no realistic appraisals of the situation he was in. Boris kept all the other lawyers, already a constantly changing cast, at bay. It was Boris’s legal appraisal that got through to the boss—and that was always rosy. Lawyers who disagreed with Boris soon found themselves out of favor with the client.


As Trump was more and more convinced that he would avoid indictment in New York, David Pecker was reported to have gone before the grand jury Alvin Bragg had convened. Pecker was the old Trump crony who ran the supermarket tabloid the National Enquirer and who, in some convoluted relationship of admiration and soft blackmail, had run scandal interference for Trump. Shouldn’t it be alarming that Pecker was now before the grand jury? But in Boris’s estimation, Pecker was just old news. All the talk was Bragg’s PR talk. All bullshit. Bragg’s name in the paper. But in the end, they wouldn’t move against President Donald Trump.


Preparing to leave for his long weekend after finishing the staff Zoom call, Boris was on the phone with Trump offering a buoyant view: “I think they’re delaying this a month so that they can drop it. Mr. President, I promise you this whole thing just goes away.” Trump, who might otherwise mock Boris for his constant good cheer, now widely reported Boris’s assurance as grail.


• • •


At 5:30 P.M. that same day—April 4—the Manhattan district attorney announced the first-ever criminal indictment of a president of the United States. It was yet unclear what the charges were, whether they were related to Trump’s business issues, that long-simmering investigation, or to other matters, of which there could be many.


Trump was just then sitting down with Mark Levin, the right-wing commentator and Trump sycophant, to tape a show. He then planned to have dinner with Levin and Levin’s wife on the Mar-a-Lago terrace.


But chaos now intervened. Boris, having left town, was unavailable. The New York lawyers, Joe Tacopina and Susan Necheles, learned about the indictment only from the campaign staff, who in turn had learned about it only through press reports. The political team had, in fact, on its own, sketched out a contingency response, but now there were no lawyers available to approve a statement. Trump, between the Levin taping and the Levin dinner, was looking for whom to blame, choosing now, as he would on many days to come, his lousy lawyers.


“Why do I have such shitty lawyers? How is this happening? How did the lawyers get this so wrong?” (Boris had gotten this wrong, but Boris was not among the lawyers Trump was blaming.) What might have appeared rhetorical on Trump’s part was actually a demand: He wanted an answer. Why did he have such shitty lawyers? “Where is my Roy Cohn?” He’d uttered this so often that it ought, at this point, to have been ironic. It was not. And, indeed, he continued to utter it, virtually verbatim, through the nonstop calls he continued to make all evening.


But it was amazing how quickly his mood could shift. It was one reason his moods were often compared to the weather. “How is it?” “Storms ahead” or “It’s cleared—perfectly sunny.”


By that evening, the calls were coming in at a rate he couldn’t respond to. More than 50 percent, maybe 60 percent, of the House GOP conference, plus senators, governors, state AGs—many of whom had turned against him after January 6—all were supporting him, everybody tweeting, rushing out statements of support. He was vacillating between great anger—scary fury—and lapping it up. He kept getting back on the phone with the most passionate of his defenders, looking for indignation even greater than his own.


The worst thing that might befall a candidate for office, a criminal indictment, had now happened. In any understanding of the nature of U.S. politics, this was a disqualifying event. But immediately, the campaign put out an online fundraising appeal, which almost instantly began to reflect a wholly different reality: the fastest minute-to-minute fundraising hours of the campaign so far.


The campaign, grasping to explain this reality, not least of all to itself, started at that moment to talk about the “split screen.” On one side, what you saw could not be worse: an inescapable legal quagmire, threatening and perhaps mortal—yes, likely to be mortal. But here on the other side, an entirely positive political outlook: overwhelming support in his party, ever-rising polling numbers, lackluster opposition. In the first twenty-four hours after the indictment, they’d raised four million dollars, with a remarkable 25 percent representing new donors.


• • •


Behind his desk, Trump’s mood is buoyant. He yells, “Bring me the poison.” His basket of Starbursts, Hershey’s Miniatures, Laffy Taffy, and Tootsie Rolls instantly appears. “Okay, get the poison out of here,” he says, taking two handfuls.


“This is big. This is very big,” he now analyzes—he’s simultaneously on the phone and talking to people in and out of his office. “They’re only doing this because they’re afraid of us. This puts us in front of every camera in the world.”


His lawyers are suggesting an incremental and procedural response, which Trump waves away. As he has told his staff, repeatedly, he now instructs his lawyers: “Our legal strategy is our media strategy; our media strategy is our legal strategy.” This is the premise uttered so often that no one can remember the first time they heard this foundational belief.


Trump’s people, many of them, anyway, don’t think of him all that differently from how the rest of the world does: He’s mercurial, capricious, lazy, ill-informed, inattentive . . . The difference is, having been around him, having seen him survive what other mortal politicians never could, they’ve come to believe he knows something, sees something, gets to the heart of something—some new reality—that the rest of us don’t.


“Our legal strategy is our media strategy; our media strategy is our legal strategy.”


• • •


Still, nobody knows what to expect—what exactly does being a criminal defendant involve? There’s a reach-out to Steve Bannon—who, not that long ago, was arrested and processed in New York on a fraud charge—about what jail might be like: “They put those cuffs on, and they put them on tight. You can’t even move, and you’re sitting in that cell by yourself. I had to sit there for six hours with cuffs that are so tight you can’t even scratch yourself.”


In conventional political staging, a politician in such public trouble needs his wife beside him. Jason Miller is one of the few staffers who’s been with Trump for all three campaigns, and, taking one for the team (or, in versions of this story, thrown under the bus), he’s sent in to talk to Melania. In December 2016, slated to be the communications director in the new administration, Miller got another Trump staffer pregnant, simultaneously with his wife’s pregnancy. He lost his prospective White House job in the ensuing mini-scandal, but he remained a Trump favorite, coming back to help manage the 2020 campaign. His conversation with the former First Lady prior to the first court appearance will become an oft-shared cautionary tale of managing the Trumps’ relationship. “Nice try,” she says, after Miller makes his stand-by-your-man pitch.


It’s Justin Caporale who takes over the physical management of the indictment. Caporale, a Florida political op whom Wiles recruited into the campaign, is the logistics guy—by which is meant not just making the trains run on time, but staging the entire look and feel of Trump’s movement, presence, and message. Caporale’s central mandate is to make the former president continue to look like he is still president—and running for re-election. He isn’t a private citizen being hauled into court. He’s President Trump.


The motorcade leaves Mar-a-Lago on Monday. Several helicopters follow the train of SUVs overhead to the airport in West Palm, beginning a continual broadcast.


Every day in Trumpworld aspires to be a white Bronco day, recalling the world’s cameras focused on O.J. Simpson more than a quarter century ago—an event that, arguably, changed the nature of news and television.


On the tarmac at LaGuardia on Monday afternoon, Trump holds everyone on the plane. He, too, along with much of the world, is watching his aircraft, the Trump name plastered on it, on television. The longer he waits to disembark, the longer he holds the attention of the cameras.


Then the motorcade makes its way into the city.


On Tuesday morning, before the trip downtown to court, Trump gathers with his lawyers—Boris, Joe Tacopina, Susan Necheles—on the sixtieth floor of Trump Tower, in his living room.


“How’s it playing?” he asks the group, the same question he’s been asking on the phone with friends all morning, although he’s been following the news and television coverage as closely as anyone.


“The whole country has your back,” Boris offers, which seems like the right response.


Outside, Fifth Avenue is packed—more, perhaps, with the curious than with his overt supporters. (Still, it’s not a protest.) He emerges, implacable, indomitable, from Trump Tower and enters the ten-car convoy. They turn right onto Fifty-Seventh Street and head to the FDR Drive. There are three helicopters overhead as they near the East River, and the networks are cutting into their broadcasts. On the FDR, only one person can be seen giving the finger.


It’s a circus atmosphere across from New York’s criminal court at 100 Centre Street, a few hundred protestors for and against Trump mugging for the media, a sense of event but not of animosity. Scores of international camera setups, possibly a hundred or more. Helicopters (police and press) overhead. The Trump motorcade arrives around the back.


Trump, on the phone, now has a new question: “Do you think indictment is bigger than impeachment?”


Steven Cheung, who has worked his way through the ranks of the Trump campaigns and the Trump White House to become the 2024 spokesman, endearing himself to Trump with his flamethrower rejoinders to the press, makes the mistake of trying to respond literally: impeachment has just purely political ramifications; this has political and legal ramifications.


But everyone understands that by “bigger,” Trump means is it playing bigger—more drama, more attention? That’s the answer he wants: It’s bigger because it’s bigger! And yet Cheung is clearly right. This is a different world. Trump is being arraigned. And they don’t even know yet what for.


Boris is on the fifteenth floor of the courthouse with Tacopina and Necheles, waiting for the indictment to be unsealed. Trump is in the fingerprint room. To the merriment of the Trump lawyers, in a story that becomes part of the day’s lore, the printer that spits out processing forms jams. “Sorry, Mr. President,” one of the court officers nervously jokes. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”


Other prisoners have been re-routed from the hallway, now filled only with policemen. The former president, sitting on a wooden chair, waits for what no one is sure, just for the process to go forward. No matter who he is, no matter what standing he has that the ordinary man does not, no matter what great powers of denial he possesses, he is in “the system.”









CHAPTER 2


E. Jean and the Boxes


MAY–JUNE 2023


Alina Habba furiously resents the suggestion by various of the other Trump lawyers that she got her job as a Trump defender by hanging out in a bikini by the pool at Trump’s Bedminster club, which she and her husband, a parking garage owner, joined in 2019, threatening to sue anyone, if she knew who they were, who says as much. But she does hang out by the pool and, proudly so, in a bikini. The 2010 graduate of Widener University Commonwealth Law School practicing with a small firm in New Jersey did actually get her job representing “the President” because of her membership at Bedminster, and getting recommended, she takes pains to explain, by other Bedminster members and thereby offering her services to the Trump family. Trump, in 2021, had her file several more or less frivolous lawsuits on his behalf, including against his niece Mary Trump, who had written a negative book about him; that suit, like others, would be dismissed. As his legal troubles mounted, he kept suggesting bringing Alina in. Although she had little experience germane to the issues he was facing, he seemed satisfied, pleased to be able to show her picture on his phone—along with that of Lindsey Halligan, another comely lawyer he had hired in Palm Beach—whenever the subject of his legal talent came up, which it did often. “I may not have the best legal team,” he took to saying with pride, “but I have the hottest.”


The spring in Mar-a-Lago had brought a flood of subpoenas into all corners, delivered to everyone ranging from Trump lawyers and lieutenants, to the guy who walked around and offered you a Diet Coke at Mar-a-Lago, to the cabinetmaker who installed the club’s storage area doors. Jack Smith, the dead-eyed prosecutor in Washington, was the personification of the government’s decision, after nearly two years of ambivalence, to proceed against Trump before the 2024 election—political concerns or establishment hand-wringing be damned. The prosecutor in Georgia, Fani Willis, was staking her career on her willingness—eagerness!—to move against him. New York State and its ambitious avenging liberal prosecutor, Letitia James, were determined to wreak havoc with his businesses. If ever the liberal political and legal establishment had focused its might on a singular goal, getting Trump was it. If there was ever a legal team less prepared to handle such an onslaught, it was Trump’s.


• • •


And then, suddenly, the E. Jean Carroll case was coming to trial. This was a case that Trump had avoided, and mocked, for many years, and now here it was.


It was a #MeToo-age anomaly. In a magazine story and a book that followed, E. Jean Carroll, a magazine writer, described Trump’s raping her nearly thirty years before in a Manhattan department store. This charge, together with the list of other women who had come forward since 2016—and his own famous admission of “grabbing women by the pussy”—was, to put it mildly, much more damning than what had sunk virtually all the public men who had been accused of abuses in recent years. Trump, arguably, was the only public figure to have survived sexual opprobrium.


Not only had nothing of the sort ever happened, but he did not even know these women—any of them! The charges, every single one of them, were just lies, Carroll’s being among the most preposterous.


That was his defense: incredulity. Come on, the most famous guy in New York is just going to randomly grab some old lady and pull her into a dressing room in a Fifth Avenue department store?


Trump was optimistic. He thought he finally had a lawyer who could handle things: Joe Tacopina, a Boris choice—though later Boris would adeptly cast Tacopina aside. Tacopina was a New York lawyer whom the tabloids (that is, the New York Post) seemed to love. And you couldn’t keep him off television. Perfect. He had been all over the news talking about the Bragg case, and that now had rolled seamlessly into his showboating on the Carroll case, making him, to Trump, “the man.”


The two-week trial began on April 25. But from the beginning, inside the courtroom, it was Carroll’s show. In person, she was an elegant and petite older woman, almost eighty years old, hidden behind big, dark glasses. But she easily summoned an image of her plucky younger self—even as the Trump side kept unsuccessfully trying to emphasize that she was not that young, not young the way Trump liked them young—when Trump, in her claim, attacked her in the Bergdorf Goodman changing room in 1996 (or thereabouts). Trump’s hope, even his assumption, that the story would be treated skeptically—Carroll couldn’t remember the date, basically not even the year, of the attack—was dashed almost from the first moment she took the stand. Rather, she instantly became a New York City hero, this small woman, alone against the world, taking down the biggest man, the worst biggest man. Carroll killed it. As the headlines got worse and worse, Trump blamed Tacopina more and more—why wasn’t he being more aggressive? “I thought that’s what he was, aggressive, but he’s like a kitty cat.” And why didn’t Tacopina want him to testify?


On the golf course in Ireland, where he went for a few days off from playing golf in Palm Beach, Trump took a rogue question from a reporter: “Why are you playing golf while you’re on trial for rape?” And he said, off-the-cuff, “I’m going to go back, and I’m going to confront this woman.” Given that this was already an unprecedented calamity, a presidential candidate on trial for rape—a case he seemed destined to lose—any logical reading would say that calling more attention to it, maximal attention by having him show up for it, was a bad idea. Everybody was opposed to his showing up, Tacopina most of all. Meanwhile, Boris, attuned to Trump, was all in: “You need to show up, Mr. President; it could turn everything around. These other people don’t have your back. I’m the one guy who’s with you here.”


Except Trump waffled and didn’t show up, and the jury found him liable for sexual abuse, with a penalty of five million dollars.


He blamed Tacopina—and, accordingly, Boris blamed Tacopina, too.


“I listened to the lawyers. That was stupid. I’ll never make that mistake again,” Trump huffed.


Three themes emerged from the Carroll trial that seemed relevant to all the legal difficulties to come: First, it was always the fault of his bad lawyers—and they were always failing him, his lawyers; and every lawyer that signed on with him would always bear the brunt of his view that they had failed him. Second, he could do it better; staying away from the Carroll trial and not making himself its public face had been a profoundly lost opportunity. But the third theme was undoubtedly the most important: Good attention, bad attention—it didn’t make any difference; he’d broken the attention paradigm. All attention was equal and positive (the adage of a simpler time was restored: all publicity was good publicity); the number of Trump headlines (of any kind) was the consistent predictor of rising poll numbers.


A judgment against him for hauling a woman into a dressing room, raising her skirt, ripping her pantyhose . . . but the campaign happily went on.


On May 10, the day after the verdict, the most famous sex abuser in the country was given an hour by CNN to make his case to be president and, not incidentally, to further besmirch E. Jean Carroll. He was de-platformed by Twitter—Elon Musk, its new owner, had invited him back, but Trump was now a captive on his own ghost town social media site—with even Fox severely curtailing his airtime. CNN was now re-platforming him. What’s more, CNN largely turned the production details over to the Trump team. Or Justin Caporale and his people jumped in to take them over, holding a large bloc of seats for security and then, at the last moment, filling them with Trump supporters. There was an uprising of leftish opprobrium—the immediate result of which was to cost Chris Licht, the CNN chief, his job. Licht was out, but the twice-impeached, recently indicted Trump, whom a jury had just found liable for sexual abuse, was back in.


And, indeed, every other network, noting the CNN ratings, now rushed to offer him time. Over the following weeks, the Trump team arrived in New York to entertain proposals.


• • •


Along with Boris in the top tier of the Trump bubble—ever reinforcing the bubble—was thirty-year-old Natalie Harp.


She was a Fox News–type blonde, although not on Fox. She had been a “host” on OAN, the distant-third conservative news channel behind Fox and well behind even the lagging Newsmax. Trump had seen her on television at the same time that she was lobbying almost anyone in his circle whose email she could get. Natalie Harp, the 2012 Point Loma Nazarene University graduate and 2015 Liberty University MBA, had a story: She had recovered from bone cancer because of Trump’s “Right to Try” law, which, she said, allowed her to get the experimental medication she needed. While there were holes in this tale, she nevertheless earned herself a speaking role at the 2020 Republican convention: President Donald Trump had saved her life. In 2022, she came into the nascent campaign as a fetch-it girl, hovering around Trump in anticipation of whatever needs or desires could be instantly satisfied. This settled into a more specific function: She would accompany Trump during his three to four hours a day on the golf course and, riding in her own golf cart, keep him abreast of events by printing out emails and news stories on the wireless mini printer in her charge.


In doing this, she became a significant gatekeeper. Trump was frequently seen with a cache of papers. He would often demand time in his schedule to go over “my papers.” (In the past, he had militantly eschewed papers.) His workload—“my papers”—was almost entirely what Natalie had printed out. The curation was largely her own. Hers was solely a good-news printer—and she, a worshipful acolyte.


This was one of Trump’s set pieces: always to be surrounded by attractive women who worked for him. It was an inverted feminist credential: In another outdated culture pin, he referred to them as “Charlie’s Angels.” His relationship with them was avuncular and flirtatious. Alina Habba and Lindsey Halligan and Natalie Harp were part of the great entourage that accompanied him to the spring NCAA wrestling championship. Trump’s subject of discourse at the NCAA event was which wrestlers the “ladies” found most attractive. Everyone seemed happy to play along, critiquing the various bodies, rating them as their type or not. But Natalie couldn’t be moved. Trump kept pressing her, trying to make her obvious point even more obvious to everyone listening in with disbelief and embarrassment: “Oh, none of them, none of them, sir. I didn’t find any of them attractive or anything worth looking at”—which was to say, I only have eyes for you.


“I mean, this is how it is. He just likes people who are, you know, entirely in the sycophant territory,” one entourage member explained.


Every effort by the staff to create distance between Natalie and the boss was met by redoubled efforts on her part to remain close, her doggedness amusing and impressing Trump. The weirdness of it all only belied the comfort Trump felt around her—not least because she was literally there all the time, at his beck and call, utterly attentive, hovering and interrupting when others sought his attention—and her growing importance.


What’s the new chief of staff say? Ha ha.


• • •


He was as strong as any non-incumbent had ever been at this point in his party’s primary cycle, consistently twenty-five or thirty points ahead of his nearest rival, and now often beating Biden in current polls. And he was only getting stronger. Yet he was hardly campaigning at all, playing eighteen holes of golf almost every morning.


At the same time, the full force of the justice system was coming down upon him with arguably a greater fury than had ever attended any American political figure.


In the spring of 2022, Alex Cannon, a normie Trump lawyer from the 2020 campaign, had been dealing, none too happily, with the National Archives and Records Administration, which was increasingly irate over records and papers that had disappeared in Trump’s abrupt (and, for him, unexpected) departure from the White House. Almost everybody in Trumpworld credited this to disorganization and to Trump’s own constant casual disregard for regulations. With NARA pressing him, he had returned some papers, but begrudgingly—more annoyed with the demands than with losing the papers. But, even here, noncompliance, even as he complied, was his MO. When a subpoena finally arrived, it only increased his ire.


Cannon, who, after the 2020 election, had tried to come down firmly on the side of standard election procedures and rules (i.e., accepting his loss), thereby incurring Trump’s continuing displeasure, tried to spell out the situation as it stood after months of wrangling and now with a subpoena in hand.


“If we don’t return all of the papers, the FBI will come and take them,” he counseled.


Trump replied, “Let them try.”


The boxes indictment came a year later, on June 8. Unexpectedly, it came in Miami. On Trump turf. And in front of a Trump judge, Aileen Cannon, whom Trump had nominated for a seat on the federal district court in 2020.


Here was another indictment on what the legal team characterized as a technicality. They were now going after him for not following some bullshit rules about government papers. Just the kind of behavior that his people—the base—have never held against him. Who’s been hurt? Where’s the crime? Show me the money.


It was another sort of split screen: For half the country or more, this was slam-dunk stuff—he’d been caught on tape: “. . . as president I could have declassified it,” Trump was heard on an audio recording while waving a document in front of visitors to Bedminster. “Now I can’t, you know, but this is still a secret.” But for much of the rest of the country, it was feeble—chickenshit stuff just to try to bring him down.


The arraignment was scheduled for June 13, 2023, in Miami.


If the New York indictment had been stepping into the unknown, the financial, media, and polling success of what the Trump team blindly accomplished after his first indictment was now the model. They knew how to do indictments. They returned to Florida from Bedminster. The coverage was door-to-door. The Trump team was in contact with every major media outlet on a moment-by-moment basis, directing the cameras from Bedminster to the airport, from the plane landing in Miami to the motorcade en route to the courthouse.


As though saying it for the first time, he once again pronounced to the legal team trailing behind him: “Legal and media are the same thing, the exact same thing to me.”


Trump was hoping for a hundred thousand supporters in the streets, but in fact it was just, optimistically, a few thousand. (He blamed this on the Secret Service’s blocking off the area.) The far-right conspiracy theorist and self-described white nationalist Laura Loomer, whom Trump had previously praised, was outside with a bullhorn. Alina Habba, whom Trump had declared the most camera-ready lawyer he had, was sent out to make a statement.


Trump had resisted the plan to go from the courthouse to Versailles, the vast restaurant on Calle Ocho in Little Havana. Even Trump thought the place was a little hokey. (What’s more, he hated Cuban food.) But if there was any community that understood political prosecution, it was the Miami Cubans. What’s more, they had flipped Miami-Dade in two elections, making it over in Trump’s image. This was coming home.


He was greeted by a mass, and as though spontaneous, rally. As far as the eye could see, it was streets of people chanting, USA! and TRUMP! TRUMP! TRUMP! Along with U.S. cable and networks, it was every Spanish-language TV camera in the Western Hemisphere.


Inside Versailles, Trump was at the center of a prayer circle with a group of prominent Cuban clergy. He delivered the stem-winder: “the grievances,” as the Trump team had taken to calling the litany forming the backbone of his most outraged and angriest speeches and his most menacing cadences.


“Fuck Jack Smith,” he said, coming outside to cheers, whoops, and passionate applause, a happy and satisfied man.









CHAPTER 3


January 6


JULY–AUGUST 2023


Letters had started to surface from Natalie to Trump, passed around by his political and legal teams with bewilderment and concern . . . and incredulity, portraying a relationship of an imagined alarming intimacy or one of genuinely strange submissiveness. She slipped them into the stack of papers with which she was constantly supplying him.




. . . I want things always to be right between us. I also know I’ve been distracted all week (forgetting to eat through the days, and even forgetting to sleep, and only catching a couple of hours at a time). I haven’t been myself, dwelling on the Past . . . and I started letting the remarks of people who haven’t bothered me before, get to me—not because I care what others think, but because I see myself being lowered in your eyes and good opinion. That is the fear you see, because I never want to bring you anything but joy. I’m sorry I lost my focus. You are all that matters to me. I don’t want to ever let you down. Thank you for being my Guardian and Protector in this life . . .


With all my heart, Natalie


Now this is the Note I wanted to write (But the apology needed to come first.) . . . After going through all this self-analysis, my conclusion? I need to reunite my past self with my current into a better version who will make you proud. And please, when I fail, will you tell me? You have the absolute right to cuss me out, if need be, when I deserve it, because no one knows or cares about me more. Thank you for always being there for me . . . To modify a classic, “I could not have parted with you, to anyone less worthy”—and, I will add, it is I who is unworthy. Always, Natalie.


P.S. My hands looked worse in Scotland and Ireland because the Cold turns the old “scars” purple. Still on the road to recovery!





Since the start of his presidency, Trump had nearly always had a young woman to buffer and boost him and act as his aide-de-camp, body girl, gatekeeper, and, often, interpreter (“what he means . . .”). This included Hope Hicks, his most senior body girl; Madeleine Westerhout, who would be fired for gossiping about the Trump family; and Margo Martin, his current assistant. All looked the part: thin, tall, with long straight hair, short skirts (in winter, high boots). The fact that these women without political backgrounds, relevant educations, or even long histories with Trump—and each with a clear devotion to or infatuation with him—came to assume outsize influence at the highest levels of government was written off as just one more Trump characteristic. But Natalie Harp now pushed this to a further extreme.


Her fixation was an open secret. This was schoolgirlish and eye-rolling—and discomfiting for all. But it existed side by side with her better-than-anyone proximity to Trump, the deference and authority he accorded her, and her remarkable persistence in overcoming every effort to short-circuit her access.


Her golf cart had become the literal mechanism for shadowing him. In his three or four hours on the golf course every morning, Natalie—close behind in her designated cart with her printer, and holding his phone—was his connection to the world. At every hole, she supplied him with what she thought he might need or want to know. Equally, he told her whom to call for him, and what to post, with her composing many of his outbursts. Political teams often need to deftly and tactically deal with a candidate’s bad habits. Natalie’s golf cart became conveniently unavailable. Undaunted, and with a thirty-pound printer on her back, she yet pursued, running madly after Trump’s golf cart on his spring golfing trip to Scotland.


The summer move to Bedminster became another opportunity to deal with what was now deemed officially “the Natalie situation.” In Bedminster, she needed housing—so none was allotted. Out of sight, for Trump, was out of mind. And even Natalie would not presume to speak to Trump about her accommodation. (Who got what room at what Trump property was hard-fought politics, largely unbeknownst to Trump.) And yet, in Bedminster, suddenly there she was. She had reached out to the grounds staff at the country club and gotten herself a maid’s room. And when that proved too far from the main house to respond quickly enough to Trump’s calls, she relocated herself to the much closer women’s locker room, where, with undiminished proximity to Trump, she would spend the summer.


The earlier joking about Natalie being the true chief of staff took on a darker meaning. The more peculiar she seemed to be, the more obvious her obsession with Trump and her lovestruck adulation, the more integral she became. She was taking over the social media accounts; she was communicating, sometimes on a daily basis, with Trump’s coteries in Congress—a daily texting relationship with as many as two hundred members of the House and Senate, most more and more confused: Why were they hearing from this person, and why were they hearing so often? The body girl was, in effect, a chief spokesperson.


Trump’s girls had always existed in relative harmony with his principal body man, Dan Scavino. Scavino had risen up from a caddie at Trump’s Westchester golf club to its manager, then on to the campaign; and in the White House, he got the title of deputy chief of staff. But principally, he was an integral part of Trump’s comfort circle, his particular function being to type up Trump’s social media posts. Natalie had become the first of the body girls to seem to have superseded Scavino. In late spring, Trump posted accusations that President Biden had been personally paid five billion dollars in the Hunter Biden affair. This was, in fact, a Natalie post. She had promoted a right-wing accusation about five million dollars to an absurd five billion. “Did you fucking say five billion? Five billion?” screamed an uncomprehending Scavino. The “five billion” error, and apoplexy of the usually mild Scavino, became the much-repeated shorthand for the scope of her misjudgments.
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