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        Midway through Donald Trump’s first term in office, the rapper Kanye West announced to his Twitter followers that he and the president had something in common.

        “The mob can’t make me not love him,” West said. “We are both dragon energy. He is my brother.”

        Six years later, the first criminal trial of Trump began, a showdown between the rule of law and dragon energy in the midst of the 2024 presidential election.

        This is the story of that trial: how it happened, why it happened, and why it matters.
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Chapter One


        Code Names

      

      
        Indictment

        Manhattan’s criminal justice system operates from a series of hulking buildings clustered along Centre Street, a downtown strip squeezed between Tribeca and Chinatown. Courthouses dot the street, and the US attorney, the police commissioner, and the Manhattan DA all work nearby, attended by infantries of cops, court officers, and other uniformed creatures of the law. Occasionally, tourists will stop to take a picture of the regal Roman facade of 60 Centre Street, famous from its cameos in Law & Order. But more often, unless some excitement arises—a sudden outburst of chaos, a notorious defendant mugging for news cameras—outsiders are pulled toward the most recognizable nearby landmark, the Brooklyn Bridge, leaving the neighborhood natives, uniformed and not, to their daily routines.

        No excitement was apparent on a cold Thursday morning in March 2023 as two New York Times stringers descended on Centre Street for a stakeout. But they believed something extraordinary was taking place within one of the anonymous buildings: Prosecutors working for the district attorney, Alvin L. Bragg, were on the verge of persuading a grand jury to indict an American president. By law, grand jury presentations are secret and, in the normal course of events, reporter-proof. To confirm their suspicions, the stringers, Nate Schweber and Sean Piccoli, would have to spot a pattern meant to be invisible in the neighborhood’s post-pandemic bustle.

        They keyed in on Hogan Place, the narrow one-way corridor that ran between two of the block-long court buildings on Centre Street. On the north side of Hogan, court officers stood idly under scaffolding that shadowed the entrance to the DA’s office, embedded within the borough’s main criminal courthouse on 100 Centre Street. Across Hogan was 80 Centre, the building reserved for special grand juries, dedicated to specific, long-term investigations. Special grand jurors show up several days a week, like students in a college seminar, watching prosecutors question witnesses. When prosecutors are satisfied, they explain the charges, then leave the grand jurors to vote on whether to indict. Usually, they do.

        Nate and Sean were aware that the grand jury in which they were interested met on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays. But the jurors themselves would be difficult to identify, and there were few clues as to when prosecutors would ask them to vote. Nate, lanky and long-haired with a zen demeanor, told us shortly after noon that he’d spotted a “wonderful red-tailed hawk” flying over a park behind the DA’s office. “Nothing else of note . . . yet,” he said.

        The stringers knew that whatever it was they were going to see, they needed to see it first. In 2018, a Times investigative reporter named Willy Rashbaum had broken the story that the district attorney’s office was scrutinizing the president’s company. In the five years that followed, Rashbaum and his colleagues broke every major story about the office’s investigation. By 2023, Willy was working closely with two other Times staffers—Ben Protess, a driven investigative reporter in his late thirties, and me, a relative newcomer to the courts beat. Earlier in March, we broke the news that Bragg was on the verge of bringing an indictment. We expected the president to be charged with a criminal cover-up: falsifying documents to disguise a hush-money payment to a porn star.

        Our competitors—reporters from CNN, CBS, NBC—were sniffing around the DA headquarters at Hogan Place, too. The Times stringers were under heavy pressure to keep our streak going. Each of them had a digital dossier listing dozens of people whom Willy, Ben, and I associated with the case. The dossier included numerous witnesses whose names were fused in the public imagination with that of the president. There was diminutive, mustachioed David Pecker, the former publisher of the National Enquirer, whose alliance with the president peaked during his first White House run; Hope Hicks, the teen-model-turned-twenty-something White House spokeswoman who channeled her boss’s words to the public; and Michael Cohen, a disbarred lawyer with a seemingly permanent hangdog expression who in 2016 had paid off the porn star Stormy Daniels just weeks before his idol, the man after whom he’d modeled his entire persona, won the presidential election.

        All three witnesses had come and gone. Nate, Sean, and a third stringer, Kate Christobek, clocked them when they made their way into 80 Centre to testify before the grand jury. Just the day before, the DA’s office had conducted a virtual meeting with Stormy Daniels. So on that Thursday morning, March 16, we suspected there was little left for the prosecutors to do other than indict.

        Kate was our chief advantage. She had been a Manhattan prosecutor until her interest in broadcast news became impossible to ignore, and she’d left the halls of justice for the back alley of journalism. She knew the courthouse personnel and the rhythms of Centre Street. She advised us that when the grand jurors were on the verge of a vote, one of the prosecutors might carry a copy of the penal law, a phonebook-sized tome used to guide the jury through the charges. “Size of a Bible,” Kate explained. “Typically bright blue.”

        Thanks to Kate, the stringers had eyes on a key player our competitors didn’t seem to be tracking: the grand jury warden overseeing the testimony. When the indictment was filed, he would likely be the one to file it. We didn’t know his name, but we had a blurry picture of him masked and carrying a tote bag from Target. So we dubbed him “Target Bag Guy”—TBG for short.

        In the early afternoon, Sean spotted him under the scaffolding on the north side of Hogan and sent a series of iPhone pictures to the team. They showed a solidly built man with close-cropped brown hair walking toward Collect Pond Park, the green space across from the criminal courthouse that functioned as a makeshift halfway home for a handful of struggling people the pandemic had driven onto the streets.

        Willy and I were at the Times’s Midtown headquarters when the pictures of TBG showed up in our text group. Willy peered closely at his phone, investigating.

        “Who’s this guy?” he asked after a few moments.

        “Willy! It’s TBG!” Ben said from his house in New Jersey. “You may not recognize him without his mask and Target bag, but that’s him for sure.”

        We had our man, a walking indication that the grand jury was active. TBG was the Where’s Waldo? of our daily drama. If we could keep an eye on him, we might just be able to confirm when the indictment was filed.

        Soon after that, the stringers spotted a trio of high-ranking prosecutors as they emerged from the DA’s office and crossed Hogan. There was Susan Hoffinger, the office’s new head of investigations, with her short, curly hair and perennially grim expression; Chris Conroy, the thin DA veteran who’d been working the case longer than anyone; and calm, unassuming Matthew Colangelo, who’d joined the team just a few months earlier.

        Once we saw the prosecutors march into 80 Centre, Ben made sure the whole team was in position. Kate may have been our secret weapon, and Willy a one-man scoop machine, but Ben was our leader—writing, reporting, and organizing six unruly reporters into a single coherent unit. He assigned Nate to the clerk’s office in 100 Centre. Along with the district attorney’s executive offices, the art deco courthouse housed the borough’s criminal courtrooms, many lesser grand juries, and the clerk’s office, where all official criminal paperwork was sent. With any luck, Nate would be able to clock the indictment as it was filed.

        The other reporters hanging around Hogan Place noticed our stringers were onto something.

        “There’s definitely a lot of ‘What is the Times doing?’” Sean said. “I’m being unhelpful but friendly with everyone.”

        “Unhelpful but friendly also describes the clerks,” Nate said, messaging from the tenth floor. The clerk’s office was alternately buzzing and slow, he said, “but no sign of The Thing.” He asked one of the clerks if a certain high-profile indictment would get special treatment.

        “Nothing gets special treatment,” she said. “That’s how things work best.”

        The office closed for the day at 5 p.m., as it always did. Friday was quieter; no grand jury that day.

        But over the weekend, Donald J. Trump got directly involved. He gave us a small taste of how it would feel when his command of the American gaze intruded on the justice-blind institutions of Centre Street.

        

        ⬥ ⬥ ⬥

        Trump was holed up in Florida, a plane ride from the center of a universe that had once revolved around him. But he retained his talent for making news on his own terms, sending reporters scrambling no matter the time. Just before 7:30 a.m. on Saturday, March 18, he made an all-caps announcement on his personal social media platform: “THE FAR  AWAY LEADING REPUBLICAN CANDIDATE AND FORMER PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, WILL BE ARRESTED ON TUESDAY OF NEXT WEEK. PROTEST, TAKE OUR NATION BACK!”

        He had no idea what he was talking about. The date appeared, in retrospect, to have been his best guess. It didn’t matter. He was impossible to ignore. The call for protest was a none-too-subtle echo of the exhortations that, two years earlier, brought a mob to the US Capitol. The attention returned, on Trump’s terms.

        His prediction summoned a new energy to Centre Street. An ecosystem of partisan sentiment and free-floating intrigue attached itself to every investigation into the former president, and Trump’s post alerted the world to the secretive proceedings downtown. No longer did our stringers have the freedom to surveil Hogan Place without distraction. When they returned to the court buildings two days later, on a beautiful sunny Monday, they found the territory transformed by that chaotic energy, rising like vapor from the downtown sidewalks.

        Our private, professional endeavor was now a public spectacle. Newscasters deployed their cameras and anchors in a line outside Collect Pond Park, across the street from the main criminal courthouse. The scaffolding outside the grand jury building at 80 Centre shaded a horde of reporters and photographers piled atop one another, jabbering, fighting, and carrying on. They were accompanied by a collection of sign-carrying pro-Trump protesters. Some of the signs lobbed insults at the district attorney: “Alvin Bragg,” one said. “Releasing the violent, prosecuting political enemies.”

        “There’s just more of everything,” Nate reported. “Officers. Cars. French barriers like it’s New Year’s Eve in Times Square.”

        The surge of competition rattled us. Previously, the reporters had been spread out. Now they were densely packed and rumormongering. One rumor quickly hardened into conventional wisdom: If Trump was to be arrested Tuesday, he would have to be indicted Monday.

        “This is so gossipy now,” Kate said. “Like a bad game of telephone.”

        Word was that a former federal prosecutor named Robert Costello—a nemesis of Michael Cohen—was already in the building seeking to convince the grand jury not to indict Trump on Cohen’s word. Trump’s lawyers requested that the grand jurors hear Costello out; apparently, the jurors had agreed. We learned later that Costello sought to persuade the jurors that prosecutors were hiding information from them and insisted that Cohen wouldn’t tell the truth, even with a gun to his head.

        Sean entered 80 Centre to try to spot Costello, following the lead of the other reporters gathered there, while Kate posted up at the back of the building, doing the same. Neither was watching for TBG.

        Out in New Jersey, Ben got annoyed. The indictment could be coming at any moment. We couldn’t let a witness distract us.

        “The focus is on TBG,” he said. “Please plan as if indictment is happening today. TBG is priority.”

        Kate bristled. “I think it would be helpful for Sean and me to get some instruction on how to play the next few hours.”

        “Just watch for TBG,” Ben said.

        At 4:55 p.m., Kate spotted our Waldo, keys jangling on his belt, a manila folder under his arm. He was trailed by the prosecutor trio: Hoffinger, Conroy, and Colangelo. Willy asked Kate to follow them. But they entered the DA’s office on 1 Hogan Place through a private door.

        Nate reported from the tenth floor of 100 Centre that the clerk’s office was officially closed for the day. No indictment. But we thought the prosecutors might appear after hours, taking advantage of the privacy to file. We asked him to stay and keep watch.

        There was no sign of them. The office remained dark. Shortly after 5 p.m., two court officers swept in, confirmed the room was empty, and politely ushered Nate out. One told Nate that nothing was ever filed after business hours. We believed him. It was typical for 100 Centre to hew to routine, and for many, that meant a prompt end to the workday.

        Trump hadn’t been indicted that day. He wasn’t going to be arrested the next day. We began to wonder if the district attorney was getting cold feet.

        “Should I have tackled TBG to see what these papers are?” Kate asked.

        “Wait, you didn’t?” Willy asked. He promised to get her a tackling dummy so she could practice.

        

        ⬥ ⬥ ⬥

        By the time we were on indictment watch in March 2023, Alvin L. Bragg, the first Black Manhattan district attorney, had been responsible for prosecuting crime in the borough for fifteen months. A big, friendly man who affected an impassive look in public, Bragg had an easy smile in private. Most people who met him liked him. But he struggled with the press.

        Bragg seemed uncomfortable whenever there was a microphone or a camera pointed his way. Allergic to sound bites, he spoke instead in a measured lawyer-ese, frequently interrupting himself as if trying to edit sentences he was already in the midst of speaking. Early in his tenure, the New York Post installed photographers outside 1 Hogan Place, the DA’s side entrance to 100 Centre Street. Their readership was rewarded with frequent pictures of Bragg slouching into work, weighed down by a messenger bag like some second-year associate.

        The images distracted from Bragg’s polished résumé. He attended Harvard and Harvard Law School. He clerked at the Southern District for Judge Robert P. Patterson Jr., the son of President Truman’s war secretary. Later, Bragg became an assistant US attorney in the Southern District. A trove of talented trial lawyers, Southern has long been the most prestigious prosecutor’s office in the country, led by a succession of famous men, including Robert Morgenthau, Rudy Giuliani, and James Comey.

        But Bragg didn’t stay at Southern or climb to the next rung of achievement. Instead, he decamped to work at the New York attorney general’s office, where he led a unit that investigated the police killings of unarmed people, many of whom were Black. Most prosecutors considered Southern an elite posting; the state attorney general’s office, a downgrade. For Bragg, it was a broadening of horizons. It was also an early sign that he didn’t make a religion of the hierarchies that had surrounded him for much of his professional life. His reluctance to think top-down was clear when he ran for DA in 2021. He routinely kept Important People waiting because he was absorbed in conversation with a stranger he hadn’t known an hour earlier.

        The DA campaign was one of my first assignments as a Manhattan courts reporter for the Times’s Metro desk. Previously, I’d been on the Styles desk, where I often wrote trend stories about the way social media was changing our daily lives. The only Trump-related news I covered for Styles was a November 2020 press conference during which Rudy Giuliani insisted his boss had won the presidential election until his sweat began to drip in color and black streaks streamed down his cheeks.

        I found Bragg’s vision during the 2021 DA campaign straightforward and easy to understand: Treat powerless people who committed petty crimes mercifully, and hold powerful people who committed serious crimes accountable. He won a hard-fought Democratic primary in June 2021, and after dominating the general election in November, he was sworn in at midnight on New Year’s Day.

        Bragg’s early tenure was a disaster. His nemeses at the New York Post proclaimed that his policies were a plot to aid criminals and destroy New York City. The traditional news media, when it considered Bragg at all, did so because of the Trump investigation he had inherited from his predecessor. Bragg’s other intentions for the office were often engulfed by the attention vortex that shared the former president’s name. When, two months after he was sworn in, it became public knowledge that Bragg had halted a potential indictment of Trump, pundits and talk show hosts turned on him. He became a laughingstock and, soon enough, an afterthought.

        But if Bragg suffered under the bright lights, he benefited when attention was elsewhere. And he was insistent on taking the time he needed. Though his Trump investigation was thought dead, Bragg and his team kept working. The press was in the dark until November 2022, when Willy, Ben, and I broke the news of a rejuvenated criminal inquiry into Trump.

        

        ⬥ ⬥ ⬥

        Thus, for all our Monday evening disappointment over the lack of news, we knew it was unlikely that the delay was meaningful. The following day, the chances of a filing were slim to none—Trump’s prediction notwithstanding—because the grand jury didn’t meet on Tuesdays. But when Wednesday passed without incident, our colleagues in the press grew visibly antsy, primed to leap on any tidbit of information, no matter how small or questionable.

        On Thursday morning, Business Insider published a story saying the grand jurors wouldn’t be hearing the Trump case that day. The byline belonged to Laura Italiano, a dogged reporter who made her bones at a trio of New York tabloids. Though we couldn’t know Laura’s source, we suspected her information had come from the court officers, the system’s own police force. There was a natural divide between court officers and reporters: differences in class, temperament, and daily quotient of time-spent-on-feet. The two groups tended toward trivial feuds, as officers asserted their authority, and reporters, their skepticism of authority. But for veteran journalists like Laura, the officers could serve as sources.

        At the Times, the higher-ups urged us to match Business Insider’s reporting and write our own story saying the grand jury wasn’t expected to hear the Trump case that day.

        We were irritated. Though we had sources who agreed with Laura’s reporting, we didn’t think it was news. And frankly, we weren’t all that good at taking orders on a subject we felt we knew better than anyone. But Nestor Ramos, our editor, was usually able to find a synthesis between what top editors were asking for and what we wanted to do. He persuaded us.

        About fifteen minutes after we published a story asserting that an indictment was unlikely that day, Kate spied a problem—or rather, three problems.

        “Conroy, Hoffinger, Colangelo, all walking over with a purpose from 1 Hogan Place to 80,” she reported. “Definitely them. Very grand jury energy.”

        “Huh,” Ben said.

        There was no world in which the three prosecutors seeking an indictment of the former president were working a little gang case on the side. We’d been wrong to think we could trust anyone purporting secondhand knowledge of the grand jury’s docket. We shouldn’t have published anything.

        It was only a minor relief when Thursday ended with no indictment filed. We vowed not to make the same mistake again.

        Though the grand jury wasn’t in session, Friday didn’t offer much respite from the circus. Trump, in a post on Truth Social, hinted at “death & destruction” if he were charged. Someone sent an envelope filled with white powder to the DA’s office, attached to a note that said “ALVIN: I AM GOING TO KILL YOU” with thirteen exclamation points.

        “Filming in Progress” signs had appeared behind the DA’s office, identified by the project name “Juliet.” Nate learned from a friend at a nearby bookstore that it was the Joker sequel, starring Joaquin Phoenix and Lady Gaga. Kate heard a rumor that seven hundred extras were being summoned to appear that weekend for a Joker action sequence. We expected that the movie shoot would only increase the feeling of mass psychosis that surrounded 100 Centre.

        “If Lady Gaga is here and we’re joined by paparazzi,” Kate said, “we may all lose our minds.”

        

        ⬥ ⬥ ⬥

        On Monday, March 27, we repeated the routine, rising early to report on the biggest news of our lives, only to slowly deflate as the hours crept by. By 5 p.m., the clerk’s office was closed. No indictment. On Tuesday, reporters started spreading a new rumor—that the grand jury wouldn’t be meeting for a week, or maybe two, or maybe the entire month. By Wednesday, Politico, The Washington Post, and CNN had all published some version of that story, suggesting that the Trump indictment could be delayed indefinitely. But Kate and Sean once again suspected the court officers were behind the rumor. So our watch continued.

        Thursday morning was frigid. The sidewalks outside 100 Centre Street were emptier than they’d been in weeks. A lot of our competitors were at the federal courthouse a block south on Pearl Street, mobbing the crypto mogul Sam Bankman-Fried, who was charged with stealing billions.

        Shortly after 10:30, Kate and Sean listened in on two court officers having a private conversation. One told the other there was a rumor going around. Today would be the day. “They said it to each other, not us,” Kate said. “We just overheard. They may have been fucking with us.”

        Over at the clerk’s office, Nate was joined by Frank Runyeon of Law360. Frank said he thought the month-hiatus thing was a “bunch of hooey.” Frank was one of the leaders of the courthouse press corps, an agent of order in a sea of chaos. He often spoke as if he’d just taken a time machine in from the 1950s.

        The grand jury began hearing cases around 2 p.m. We filled the time until then with paranoia: about how the prosecutors might try to hide the handoff or use a back staircase, making it impossible for us to see anything. Or maybe they wouldn’t need to disguise it. Maybe Thursday was yet another dud, and we’d be back to the routine on Monday. Maybe we’d be doing it forever.

        Shortly after 1 p.m., Kate spotted a bulky figure with close-cropped hair and a solid build.

        “TBG!” she said.

        “What’s that man up to?” I asked.

        “Wearing purple shirt today,” she said.

        “What’s the importance of the shirt?” I asked. Drunk on secret symbols, I figured purple was the official color of an indictment vote.

        “So everyone can spot him?” Kate said.

        But there was still no sign of the prosecutors just a half hour before the grand jury was meant to be in session. I sunk low in my chair in the small conference room where Willy and I had spent weeks diagnosing ourselves with various nerve-related diseases. Willy, never short on aphoristic wisdom, gave me a pep talk about emotional resilience. I informed him my generation had determined that stoicism was a dangerous form of repression. Moping was far healthier.

        At 1:45, we got another text from Kate: “Susan escorted with security to 80 Centre.”

        Susan Hoffinger. Never before had she been accompanied by an escort: two security officers, one blonde, one bald. (We quickly nicknamed them Blondie and Baldy.) She was soon followed by the other prosecutors, Chris Conroy and Matthew Colangelo. The veteran, Conroy, was holding a phonebook-sized tome in his arm, bright blue and bookmarked with Post-its. Willy and I jolted up in our seats. This was it. We alerted Nestor, who advised us to move to a bigger conference room. The top editors at the paper would want to be there if we confirmed our suspicions.

        I wouldn’t dare to even estimate how many outgoing calls we made from that conference-room-turned-war-room. Willy was on the phone continuously, mining a constant stream of rumor and innuendo. Have you heard . . . ? What about . . . ? Ben beamed in from New Jersey but spent half the time on mute, speaking to his sources. I made calls too and eventually began to leave the room to do so, given the presence of all those top editors.

        Back on 100 Centre Street, the media presence, which had been so scarce earlier in the day, was growing. As our anticipation built, so did our fears of getting beaten. Kate overheard a Fox News reporter saying the words “This could be a false alarm, but . . .” She didn’t hear the rest.

        The afternoon crawled along. Our paranoia grew. There was no glimpse of the prosecutors, no further signal from 80 Centre that suggested today was the day. Hoffinger with the security escort, Conroy with the penal law—they’d seemed like such obvious signs. But maybe we’d misread them. At 4:15, with only forty-five minutes to go before the clerk’s office closed, Nate gave us a depressing update from the scene: “For now it is very chill. Notably low energy.”

        Ben, Willy, and I tried our sources, but no one knew anything. At the Times Building, Nestor started raising other contingencies. He asked what we should do if there was no indictment, whether it was worth pursuing another story. He was right to bring it up. But I couldn’t engage with that line of thinking yet. There were forty minutes to go.

        “This is so painful waiting,” Kate texted.

        “Yeah, this is very tough today,” I said.

        “I’m going to look very dumb if this is not the vote,” she said. Kate always blamed herself.

        “No, you won’t,” I said.

        It was 4:40—twenty minutes to go. Nate said some of the clerks were preparing to leave for the day.

        Then, Kate saw them. Colangelo and Hoffinger had emerged from 80 Centre and were crossing Hogan. Hoffinger still had Blondie and Baldy in tow. They entered via the DA’s office. Kate hurried into 100 Centre to see if she could spot them inside the building as they headed toward the clerk’s office. But there was no sign of them.

        Two clerks left the office. They were replaced by journalists from the New York Post and CNN. We could tell Nate was tense because he was texting in sentence fragments. “Watching door and back of office,” he reported.

        Only five minutes left.

        Ben asked a reasonable question: “Is it possible they started deliberating and didn’t finish?”

        “Ugh, I really hope not,” Kate said.

        We knew so little about how the grand jury procedure might work in a case like this, a case unlike any other. The jurors might deliberate quickly or for hours. It was all a matter of circumstance, unknowable from outside the room.

        Our phones buzzed. A text from Sean. “Tbg,” he wrote. “Conroy.”

        He sent pictures of the grand jury warden crossing the street in his purple dress shirt accompanied by the prosecutor. They, too, used the DA’s entrance into 100 Centre Street. They had ten floors to go in four minutes. It was Nate’s turn.

        “Watching, watching,” he said. At 4:57, another clerk left, headed to hot yoga. She told Nate on her way out that nothing had been filed.

        Two minutes to go. Three dots from Nate. Then a text: “They’re all here.”

        Then another: “ALL HERE. NOT DRILL.”

        “Thanks, Nate,” I said, trying to keep calm.

        “INTO INDICTMENT ROOM,” he responded.

        I asked if any of the other reporters had seen them. Everyone had, Nate said. But, he added, it didn’t seem as if the competition realized who they were. “Only that something weird happened.”

        We knew what had happened. This was what we had been preparing for. This is what we had learned during those endless March days that it was going to look like. And we had little doubt. In our Midtown war room, we made some final calls as we queued up the story. Breathing quickly, I repeatedly scanned the competition to check whether anyone else had published. Nestor pulled up our draft. Our first sentence, a lede written weeks earlier, began, “A Manhattan grand jury indicted Donald J. Trump on TKday.” We replaced the “TK.”

        And then, we broke the news. An American president was charged with crimes for the first time in the country’s history.

        Ben and Willy didn’t use Twitter. I was beginning to avoid doing so, too. But this was one to memorialize, one of the biggest news stories with which I’d ever be involved. And though I felt sheepish about it, I craved recognition for our scoop. I took some all-caps inspiration from Nate as I retyped the headline and posted it: “MANHATTAN GRAND JURY VOTES TO INDICT TRUMP.”

        Our print headline, in classic Times fashion, paid tribute to the gravity of the moment through understatement: TRUMP INDICTED.

        As usual, the New York Post went for something more colorful. Their headline was splashed in caps below a picture of Trump and the porn star at the Nevada golf course from the day that they’d purportedly had sex: THE GATHERING STORMY.

        

        ⬥ ⬥ ⬥

        Half an hour after we published, helicopters whipsawed the sky above Centre Street. Outside the district attorney’s office at 1 Hogan Place, photographers gathered in tight formation to capture an image of the first prosecutor to secure charges against Trump. Anti-Trump protesters materialized, holding small signs that said “Trump is over,” then, working in lockstep, unfurled a large black-and-white banner: “THE TIME IS NOW.”

        Some of Trump’s notable adversaries celebrated the indictment in the media-generated version of Manhattan that was their natural habitat, the facsimile of the city that overlays and occasionally intersects with the real thing. “I have so many messages coming in that I can’t respond,” Stormy Daniels tweeted. “Also don’t want to spill my champagne.” Michael Cohen, the disloyal fixer who turned on Trump in 2018, spontaneously released an episode of his podcast Mea Culpa, where, in a schadenfreude-deranged voice, he said the prospect of Trump being booked, fingerprinted, and mug-shotted “fills me with delight!”

        Cohen was not alone. Far more dignified enemies of Donald J. Trump considered him a disease on the body politic, and for years, their ideal cure was clear: a strong dose of the law. Though Trump had been sued many times, he had never before faced prosecution and had never been charged with a crime.

        Reasoning that the rule of law was a force with which even he would have trouble contending, many of the president’s critics awaited a champion who could vanquish him from the political scene entirely. A prosecutor—heroically nonpartisan, preferably Republican—fit the bill. There had already been a cycle of would-be dragonslayers to whom Trump’s haters pinned their hopes: Robert Mueller, Jack Smith, Cyrus R. Vance Jr., and Liz Cheney. Now, to the great surprise of many, it was Alvin Bragg’s turn.

        Bragg emerged from his office on 1 Hogan shortly after 7 p.m. The cameras flashed eagerly—and in vain, as the district attorney stumbled into a black SUV surrounded by a human shield of hard-faced security personnel. The vehicle disappeared into the evening, leaving behind questions that would remain unanswered for days.

        A year earlier, Bragg’s refusal to go forward with a Trump case was slammed as “shameful” and “cowardly.” Now he had reversed what his liberal critics believed was an unforgivable failure of justice. He stayed the course, found a case he believed in, and indicted Trump. But much of the commentariat was unmoved. They wanted Trump removed from the political map. It was unclear whether Bragg’s case would suffice.

        “When you strike at a king, you must kill him, the saying goes,” Ruth Marcus wrote in The Washington Post. “Bragg is dealing with a wounded, but still dangerous, king. I hope he knows what he’s doing.”

        No one outside of the DA’s office knew what Bragg was doing. Inundated with requests to confirm the news reports, his team was granted special permission by a judge to acknowledge the indictment. But the charges wouldn’t be revealed until the arraignment on Tuesday. The district attorney was not in the habit of offering surplus information, not when silence was such an attractive alternative. Trump would travel to New York to hear the accusations and, presumably, to plead not guilty. The protesters’ banner was premature. The time was not now, but four days from now: April 4, 2023, at 2:15 p.m. on the fifteenth floor of 100 Centre Street.

      

      
        Arraignment

        On Monday, April 3, at 2 p.m., the line to get into the courtroom at 100 Centre began to form outside the north border of Collect Pond Park, across the street from the courthouse. Television reporters sipped coffee and applied makeup for the occasional on-camera appearance—batting practice for the next day’s big show. A small group of MAGA heads conferenced beneath a giant flag that said “FUCK BIDEN.” A man held up an oil painting of a ghoulish Trump in prisoners’ stripes, flanked by police officers. Another, wearing an N95 mask, held a violent, unintelligible sign: “GOD, STRIKE TRUMP DEAD. JUDGE, FREE HIM.” A block south, on the corner of Centre and Worth, a man in a newsboy hat stood outside the wedding bureau with his own sign in red block letters: “WORK TOGETHER with RESPECT and UNDERSTANDING.”

        Reporters, irritated by the prospect of an overnight campout, began to snipe at one another. Victoria Bekiempis, a mainstay of the Centre Street pressroom, accused a newcomer, Max Rivlin-Nadler of Hell Gate, of having started an “unsanctioned arms race” by lining up so early. Others sought to create order: Frank Runyeon, the Law360 reporter with the penchant for old-timey slang, made a list to preserve peoples’ places, ostensibly freeing them to leave the line and grab hot dogs from the Sabrett truck outside of 100 Centre. Professional line sitters, from a company called Same Ole Line Dudes, showed up wearing merch advertising the name of their company and toting colorful tents. Usually, they held places for concertgoers and television audiences, but this didn’t feel all that different: The first clash between Trump and the criminal court system was shaping up to be the entertainment event of the season. “Hotter ticket than Springsteen,” Nate remarked. By 3 p.m., there were twenty-five people on Frank’s list.

        Nate and the rest of the Times’s team quickly arranged a schedule of shifts to hold our place in line. As the beat reporter assigned to the DA’s office, I would cover the arraignment in person, where we’d finally learn the charges Trump was facing.

        For months, we’d expected him to be charged with falsifying business records to conceal Michael Cohen’s $130,000 hush-money payment to Stormy Daniels. It was a well-established public fact that Cohen was reimbursed throughout 2017, and every time a check was sent, Trump’s company indicated that the remittance was for legal services. Given that the hush-money payment was not a legal service, we were certain the prosecutors considered every document related to the reimbursement a false business record. Falsifying business records is a common crime in New York’s white-collar prosecutions. We referred to it as FBR for short.

        But there was a wrinkle. We expected felony charges—grand juries don’t get involved in misdemeanors. But falsifying business records was a misdemeanor unless the records were faked to conceal a second crime, known as a predicate. Falsifying business records in the first degree, or FBR1, section 175.10 of the penal code, necessarily came packaged with a predicate. Bragg’s prosecutors must have believed that the Cohen reimbursements covered up a second crime. But what was it?

        
          PEN 175.05—falsifying business records in the second degree, a misdemeanor: A person is guilty of falsifying business records in the second degree when, with intent to defraud, he makes or causes a false entry in the business records of an enterprise.

        

        
          PEN 175.10—falsifying business records in the first degree, a felony: A person is guilty of falsifying business records in the first degree when he commits the crime of falsifying business records in the second degree, and when his intent to defraud includes an intent to commit another crime or to aid or conceal the commission thereof.

        

        As I was bent over my desk in Midtown, thinking through the predicate possibilities for the umpteenth time, a novice courtroom sketch artist named Isabelle Brourman was sitting in Central Park with a book by Hunter S. Thompson, her muse and spiritual forebear. She heard helicopters buzzing and made her way to Trump Tower, where she asked a journalist with a news van how she could get into the arraignment downtown. He told her anyone getting in was already in line.

        By 5 p.m., there were forty people on Frank’s list. The line now stretched back beyond Collect Pond Park, all the way to Lafayette. Overnight, it continued to grow, like a living creature within the heart of Manhattan’s civic center.

        Twelve hours later, I arrived downtown, emerging from the A train to a soundtrack of helicopter blades. As I walked toward 100 Centre, the noise increased. Television trucks were stacked bumper-to-bumper on Lafayette Street, bordering Collect Pond Park. Reporters, stationed along a fence on the north side of the park, were snoozing in their tents. The line now stretched several blocks past the park and around Lafayette. I walked to the front of the line and relieved our stringer, Brittany Kriegstein, who’d taken over Sean’s spot at 2 a.m. In a gesture of solidarity, she offered me her beach chair.

        The regular courthouse press corps was bleary-eyed, but the international reporters dotting the line were already up and working. An accented journalist attempted to interview Jane Rosenberg, a veteran courtroom artist with long red curly hair and sketch materials hoisted on her back like she was about to take the Oregon Trail. Jane was curt and no-nonsense, obsessed with her job. I felt a flash of sympathy for anyone inadvertently distracting her from the day ahead.

        Or maybe I was just projecting. Like everyone else in line, I was desperate to get into the courtroom. It wasn’t only that our jobs depended on it. It was the most New York of feelings: a chance to be at the center of things.

        Isabelle Brourman, the artist, felt it too. She woke up early in Brooklyn and turned on NPR, which noted that cameras wouldn’t be allowed into the courtroom: The only people who would capture visuals of the historic day were sketch artists. It was a clarion call. She planned her outfit out carefully, trying to look bedraggled and New-Yorky, like she belonged, then headed to Centre Street.

        We figured the DA’s office would send the charges out in a press release as soon as the arraignment began. Ben, working remotely, was tasked with writing them up. I would be in the courtroom, where phones were off-limits and the Secret Service had decided to prohibit laptops. The security requirements were stringent; the fifteenth floor of 100 Centre was barred to anyone who didn’t have official business there. After the hearing was over, I’d call Ben to fill him in on the details.

        Shortly before 8 a.m., a wooden podium appeared at the head of the press line. Behind it was Lucian Chalfen, the official courts spokesman, who had a nasal outer-borough accent and the colorful dress sense of a Hogwarts professor. Lucian handed out colored slips of paper—green, yellow, and white. Green might as well have been gold: It was the ticket given to those of us scheduled to see the arraignment in person. Yellow and white went to reporters bound for the overflow room, a spare courtroom down the fifteenth-floor hall that was outfitted with televisions so the excess press could monitor the proceedings remotely.

        I folded my green ticket carefully and headed into the pressroom at 100 Centre Street, a dingy old dungeon on the ground floor of the courthouse. Its walls were papered over with yellowed tabloid covers: “300 POUND GIANT SEIZED IN SEX ATTACK,” “PREPPY IN CUFFS AGAIN,” and “GODFATHER RUBBED OUT; SLAIN OUTSIDE MIDTOWN STEAKHOUSE.” The regular press corps joined me as we waited for 2 p.m.

        Other reporters felt more comfortable outside. A New York Post journalist happily showed Isabelle Brourman her green ticket when the artist asked to take a picture of it. With an hour to go, Brourman beelined for a paper store, looking for the right shade of green. She found it, then sprinted to UPS and, with the help of an angel employee, created her own Golden Ticket.

        In Collect Pond Park, police officers set up barriers to allay skirmishes between different factions of protesters. Then, around 10:30, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene appeared—MAGA duchess in Gotham. She struggled to be heard through a bullhorn as a portion of the crowd heckled her. Then she retreated to an SUV, where she conducted a private interview. “President Trump is joining some of the most incredible people in history being arrested today,” she said. “Nelson Mandela . . . Jesus! Jesus was arrested. . . .” George Santos, the congressman recently exposed as a pathological liar, was on the scene. So, according to a rumor in the pressroom, was Kanye West. (This turned out to be untrue.)

        Some star anchors stayed out of the fray; instead, Lester Holt, Jake Tapper, and other bold-name journalists anchored hours-long television specials, in which they filled the time talking about Trump. Michael Steele, the former head of the Republican National Committee, warned MSNBC viewers that Trump was “loving every minute of it, because at the end of the day, we’re talking about him. It’s still all about him.” Finally, in the afternoon, the man himself headed downtown to survey the chaos that had rallied to greet him.

        When Trump arrived at 100 Centre Street, a cheer went up. He stepped out of his SUV and made a fist for the cameras before waving at the crowds. Photographers screamed at everyone who wasn’t Trump to get out of the shot. After posing for several minutes, the former president turned and slowly made his way into the courthouse.

        

        ⬥ ⬥ ⬥

        In the New York system, courtrooms are referred to as parts. The fifteenth-floor courtroom where Trump was arraigned and eventually tried is Part 59. It’s the last courtroom at the end of a long, dimly lit hallway in which the floor is tinted emerald. The courtroom itself is large and drafty, with enormous art deco fixtures hanging from the high ceiling that bathe the room in weak yellow light. Spectators sit on hard-backed wooden benches in a gallery bisected by a central aisle. On arraignment day, the aisle was lined with armed court officers. I imagined they would take great pleasure in shooting any journalist who made an unexpected move.

        In the front of the room, the well, the defense is assigned to a table on the left. The prosecution is on the right, and to the prosecution’s immediate right is the jury box. The judge sits above all others, backed by a wood-paneled wall burnished with the words “In God We Trust.”

        Trump entered the courtroom, and every reporter turned cautiously to look at him. At first sight, the former president emanates a kind of shockwave of recognition, the most photographed man in the world, out from behind the lens. His color, created for the camera, looks strange at close range. So does his hair, coiffed in the front but threadbare in the back, such that someone sitting behind him for weeks at a time sees a different patch of his scalp each day. His eyes are small, sharklike, constantly roving, searching the crowd.

        He glanced over at the jury box where the courtroom artists were seated, including the veteran, Jane Rosenberg, and the newcomer, Isabelle Brourman, whose gambit had worked: The authorities had accepted her DIY ticket. Brourman drew mistrustful looks from the other court artists, but she only had eyes for Trump; in person, it was easier to see the fundamentals—how tall he was, how imposing—and to sense the way his charisma exerted pressure on those around him. As she prepared to sketch, she catalogued his physical features: his arms, his hands, his ears.

        When Trump sat down at the defense table, the jolt of his presence eased. Watching him in person for the first time, I was astonished by the way he seemed to shrink within himself. This man, who for years had been the center of attention in any room he was in, was almost extraneous here. His arraignment was the biggest story in the world. But in Part 59, it wasn’t his show. In the criminal courtroom, the judge commands the room, and the lawyers occupy the stage. The defendant is passive. He sits quietly, unless he wants to get thrown out of court.

        To Trump’s right were the three prosecutors our stringers had tracked: Conroy, Hoffinger, and Colangelo. They were smiling and relaxed. Behind them, in the gallery, sat Alvin Bragg. He was not relaxed; he held his neck stiffly and stared straight toward the front of the courtroom.

        Shortly after 2:15, the judge, Juan Merchan—a slim, gray-haired former prosecutor with steel behind his calm tone—entered the courtroom. He briefly ceded the floor to a lawyer for media organizations, Robert Balin, who protested at length the bar on laptops. Trump, still one of the most powerful men in the world, was forced to listen to Balin’s grievances for ten minutes; he scoffed when the lawyer insisted that professional journalists were trustworthy.

        Merchan seemed skeptical of Balin, too, and relieved when the speech concluded. The bar on devices remained in place.

        “Let’s arraign Mr. Trump,” the judge said.

        The clerk of the court boomed out the charges: thirty-four counts of falsifying business records in the first degree, in violation of penal law 175.10. It was the felony charge we’d expected, and it carried a penalty of up to four years in prison. But our question stood: What predicate crime were prosecutors claiming Trump had concealed?

        The former president, in his inimitable croak, said, “Not guilty.”

        “People?” Merchan said, an invitation for the prosecutors to speak.

        Chris Conroy, the veteran state prosecutor, stood up. He spoke in the formal tone of the courtroom. “The defendant, Donald J. Trump, falsified New York business records in order to conceal an illegal conspiracy to undermine the integrity of the 2016 presidential election and other violations of election laws.”

        It was a phrase we hadn’t anticipated hearing. An illegal conspiracy. Trump, who was so obsessed with election integrity, was accused of cheating in the only election he’d ever won. Conspiracy was a crime the commentariat could get excited about, even though it seemed that the prosecutors were still hedging their bets. Those cryptic “other violations” didn’t sound nearly as sexy.

        Some reporters had apparently sneaked in electronic devices because, unbeknownst to me, the word “conspiracy” began to float on social media. At the New York Times headquarters, editors urged Ben to match the reporting. But he insisted on waiting until he could speak to me.

        Conroy then described the hush-money payment Cohen made to Stormy Daniels in October 2016 and Trump’s repayment of Cohen beginning in February 2017. At the mention of Cohen and Daniels, Trump hugged himself tightly, crossing his arms and ankles so that his entire body was arranged in a grimace.

        “Next, I would like to briefly address this defendant’s recent public statements threatening our city,” Conroy said. He handed the judge a printout of incendiary posts, including Trump’s March rant predicting “death & destruction.”

        Conroy warned that Trump’s statements were contorting the system, putting the fairness of the judicial process at risk. He said prosecutors weren’t seeking a gag order on Trump, yet. But if the former president kept it up, he said, that might change. Trump glared, silent, as if a gag order were already in effect.

        Up stood one of Trump’s lawyers, Todd Blanche, a broad-shouldered former Southern District prosecutor. Blanche, who met the former president just two months earlier, was popular among the Southern alumni, and many were shocked that he was representing the former president. But Blanche believed that everyone deserved a defense lawyer—and he was sympathetic to the idea that his client was being singled out for harsh treatment.

        “I didn’t realize we were going to give opening statements today,” he said as he began his counterattack. Trump, he declared, was frustrated and upset. It was a grave injustice his client was in the courtroom at all. “He has rights,” Blanche added. “He’s allowed to speak publicly.” He looked imploringly at the judge.

        “Certainly, of course Mr. Trump does have rights,” Merchan said soothingly. He said that he wouldn’t have imposed a gag order, even if the prosecution had asked for it.

        But the judge asked the defense lawyers to speak to their client—and, perhaps aiming for evenhandedness, the prosecutors to speak to their witnesses. Really, his warning seemed directed at only one man. “Remind them to please refrain from making statements that are likely to incite violence or civil unrest.”

        

        ⬥ ⬥ ⬥

        The Secret Service held us in the courtroom until Trump was out of the building. The moment we were sprung, I called Ben and started dictating an elaborate lede I’d written in my head.

        “Jonah! Jonah!” he said, interrupting me. “What are the charges?”

        “What?” I said.

        The DA’s office hadn’t announced the charges against Trump to the world outside the courtroom. Reporters in the room had misunderstood Conroy, and several outlets were reporting that Trump was charged with conspiracy. But I told Ben that while the prosecutor had mentioned a conspiracy, it wasn’t one of the charges. Just thirty-four counts of falsifying business records.

        Soon afterward, the DA’s office sent out a press release, along with a copy of the indictment and a statement of facts. The word “conspiracy” didn’t appear in any of the three documents, nor was there any clarification of what predicate crime Conroy had been talking about. In the late afternoon, Bragg took a modest stage on the eighth floor of 80 Centre Street, framed by the American and New York flags. The gray in his goatee looked more pronounced than usual. He began to give the most important public statement of his life. Maybe it would have gone better had there been no cameras, no microphones, and no reporters there to ask questions.

        Legally, there was some logic to the prosecutors’ decision not to vocally commit to a single predicate crime. It gave them multiple ways to frame Trump’s conduct, in case a judge took issue with one of them in the lead-up to a trial.

        But it was a disaster for public relations. A former president was criminally charged with a felony on the basis of a mystery crime. Leaving the predicate crime unsettled, Bragg instead emphasized the importance of accurate business records. On this historic day, he sacrificed his first, best opportunity to frame his case for the public.

        When it was time for questions, a reporter asked the obvious one: The indictment didn’t name the predicate, the reason Trump was charged with felonies rather than misdemeanors. “I’m wondering if you can specify what laws were also broken?” a reporter asked.

        The DA gave a small smile. “The indictment doesn’t specify it because the law does not so require,” he said. But he noted a couple of possible crimes.

        The first predicate option was a violation of a New York State election law—section 17-152—which made it a misdemeanor to conspire to promote a candidacy by unlawful means. That was why Conroy mentioned a conspiracy.

        The second was a violation of a federal election law prohibiting campaign donations beyond a certain limit. In 2018, Michael Cohen had pleaded guilty to that crime in federal court, the theory being that the hush-money payment to Daniels, having aided Trump’s election, was effectively a campaign donation.

        The reporter asked, reasonably, why Trump hadn’t been charged with those crimes along with falsifying business records.

        “I’m not going to go into our deliberative process,” Bragg said. “The charges that were brought were the ones that were brought. The evidence and the law is the basis for those decisions.”

        

        ⬥ ⬥ ⬥

        The next morning, April 5, the New York Post was gleeful.

        “TRUMPED UP,” its headline read. “Is That It? Bragg’s Historic Case vs. Don Falls Flat.”

        Trump immediately began to profit from the arraignment, and the widespread perception that the case was bullshit seemed to help. His campaign brought in $8 million in fundraising in the first four days after the charges, as the former president called Bragg a “criminal” and Merchan a Trump-hating judge with a Trump-hating family.

        As the days and weeks went by, the opinion pages of the Acela Corridor fretted over Bragg’s charges. In The Washington Post, Ruth Marcus called the indictment “disturbingly unilluminating” and the case’s legal theory “debatable at best, unnervingly flimsy at worst.” Bragg’s case, she concluded, was “a dangerous leap on the highest of wires.” Trump’s defense lawyers were certain to call on the judge to dismiss the case, and if it was as weak as the naysayers feared, their chances were good.

        Perhaps there was something stronger on the horizon beyond New York County. In the Times, Nicholas Kristof welcomed other possibilities, noting that the Manhattan indictment would not necessarily be the first criminal case against Trump to reach trial. “I hope that the first case to be tried will be the strongest,” he offered, as if in prayer. “For it is the first criminal trial that will be seared into history.”

        

        ⬥ ⬥ ⬥

        Marcus, Kristof, and their colleagues in the commentariat had a specific alternative in mind: Jack Smith, a wild-eyed prosecutor appointed to head up two federal investigations into Donald Trump’s behavior as he departed the presidency. In the first, Trump was suspected of hoarding state secrets at Mar-a-Lago; in the second, of seeking to overturn the results of the previous election, an effort that culminated in the violent attack on the US Capitol on January 6, 2021.

        Smith, who’d worked at the Manhattan district attorney’s office at the start of his career, was thin, bearded, and white. When it became clear in the summer of 2023 that he was on the precipice of indicting Trump over January 6, a collective sigh of relief arose from the nation’s liberal opinion makers.

        “Finally,” wrote Susan Glasser in The New Yorker. “This, in the end, is the heart of the matter, a long-delayed reckoning with an offense against the constitutional system so great that it is without historic precedent.”

        On August 1, Smith spoke crisply at his own post-indictment press conference, accusing Trump of conspiring to defraud the United States itself. The circles under his eyes were so heavy that they looked like scars. He promised to seek a speedy trial for a federal case of national import. By the end of the month, a trial date was set for March 2024. Jack Smith was poised to be the first prosecutor to take on a former president at trial, for the high crime of seeking to overturn a US election.

        Alvin Bragg’s case was also scheduled for March 2024, albeit three weeks after Smith’s. But there was no world in which the two trials could take place simultaneously. The DA debuted a new talking point in the sporadic interviews he gave to local media. “Broader justice may warrant another case going first,” he said in an interview on New York City’s beloved cable channel NY1. “But we stand at the ready.” Bragg seemed perfectly happy to cede the spotlight to another case—if not downright enthusiastic.

        But Jack Smith and his admirers underestimated Trump’s knack for tying the federal system in knots. Trump and his lawyers understood that the law’s instinct is to address any novel argument; the unprecedented nature of everything about Trump made him a singular source of legal novelty. In the fall of 2023, the former president’s lawyers argued that because Jack Smith had charged Trump for actions he took as president, he was “absolutely immune from prosecution.”

        Pundits scoffed. Smith responded furiously. The federal courts, however, took the argument seriously and processed it in the slow, deliberate fashion characteristic of the judicial branch. The trial in which Smith would accuse Trump of seeking to overturn an election was stalled indefinitely.

        But while the defense tactics stymied Smith’s criminal cases, they had less traction in the New York courts. The writer E. Jean Carroll and the New York State attorney general, Letitia James, trounced Trump in a quick succession of civil trials that spanned from the spring of 2023 to the early months of 2024. The former president did himself no favors. In two of the three trials, he stormed out of the courtroom in a temper, and throughout them all, he muttered and fidgeted in court, drawing negative attention from judges and jurors alike. By February 2024, he’d been found liable by two separate juries for having sexually abused and defamed Carroll and by a New York judge for conspiring to exaggerate his net worth. He faced hundreds of millions of dollars in fines.

        Even so, he did not yet face the stigma of criminality or the threat of jail time. For his most dedicated critics, those were the results that mattered. A criminal conviction would confirm their long-held view of Trump’s fundamental illegitimacy as a presidential candidate and political figure. Jail time, by their calculus, would nullify the threat he posed politically.

        Throughout it all, Trump posted on social media, attacking his enemies and casting doubt on the legitimacy of the trials. He blurred their details together, characterizing them—as he had all legal opposition—as one big witch hunt, led by “Deranged Jack Smith,” “Letitia ‘Peekaboo’ James,” and Alvin Bragg, who apparently didn’t merit a nickname. “It’s Biden Investigations for purposes of ELECTION INTERFERENCE,” Trump posted on February 3, 2024.

        Later that month, Justice Merchan declined to dismiss Bragg’s case against Trump, clearing the way for a March trial. Soon afterward, in response to Trump’s nonstop posting on social media, the judge placed a narrowly tailored gag order on the former president, restricting him from making public statements about jurors, witnesses, or prosecutors. Merchan declared in his ruling that Trump’s statements not only were “threatening, inflammatory, and denigrating” but also resulted in real-life consequences for those targeted. But Merchan ruled that Trump was free to post about Bragg—or the judge himself.

        Todd Blanche and the rest of the defense team persisted in their efforts to delay the trial. They appealed the gag order. They called for the judge to recuse himself. They called for a change of venue, arguing Manhattan was so liberal that Trump couldn’t possibly get a fair trial there. They argued that the trial should be delayed until the Supreme Court reached a ruling as to the extent of Trump’s immunity from prosecution.

        None of it worked. The best they could do was to push the start date back two weeks, to April 15, 2024. To the horror of those who wanted to see Trump destroyed, Alvin Bragg’s trial would be going first.
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