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For those who managed full-time jobs and full-time parenting,

    and for the children who endured their parents






AUTHOR’S NOTE

I KNOW WHAT you’re thinking.

Why, after all we suffered, would I read a book about the COVID-19 pandemic? I already experienced it!

Not like this, you haven’t. The story that will unfold in these pages is as outrageous as it is true. What happened to us was unacceptable and heartbreaking, yes, but I do not wish to depress you further. No, anger is more useful than despair.

My goal in writing this book is twofold. First, to make some sense of the larger system churning over our heads and its role in our nation’s missteps—that is to say, unfettered capitalism and its byproduct, greed.

Second, for posterity. Some unbelievably stupid and tragic things happened. The story of how America’s obsession with capitalism left us for dead while pirates plundered is at once anger-provoking and yet, at times, so twisted that all we can do is laugh. I managed to get a front-row seat to some of it. I pray that this story will serve as a guide to future generations on what exactly they shouldn’t do if faced with such a crisis.

The purpose of this book is not to retrace a definitive account of all things COVID, nor is it to remind people of all the disappointments and horror that we by now have drowned out with Netflix, alcohol, and Peloton bikes. I’ll spare you the grotesque postmortem and thumbsucker dissertations on policy, economics, and global trade.

Instead, I invite you on a journey through the shady networks of brokers, scammers, investors, and profiteers who did insane things to get rich while our nation suffered an incalculable loss of life and global standing. They are the inhabitants of a world we encouraged, we created, long before we elected a documented swindler to the Oval Office. This is who we are, though I pray it is not all we can be.

It began on a reporting assignment in April 2020, which involved a mask broker and a private jet. Upon my return, I felt what I’d seen was too bizarre to be molded into the conventions of routine journalism. In fact, so much of what happened, from the White House down to city hall, begged for something more. I set out on an immersive first-person quest of sorts to get it all down. In doing so, I defy some convention. Investigative reporters are not usually invited to crack wise, though these were, as we know, unprecedented times. I have in many instances forgone the antiquated notion of wishy-washy two-sides reporting that fails to hold to account partisan hacks and welcomes false equivalency. I neither belong to nor curry favor with any political party, though neither do I profess to be some robotic arbiter of objectivity. There was one party and one administration handling the arrival of the coronavirus, and its failure to rise to the occasion is definitive and damning. I have treated this legacy with the reverence it deserves. Members of the other party also made mistakes, and I have pointed them out.

I have resisted the notion that capitalism itself is to blame for all of this, though I understand the temptation. President Donald Trump’s admitted effort to downplay the virus to prevent a stock market scare is a strong point to consider. We will never know how many lives might have been spared if the president were as concerned with charts of rising American deaths—which he dismissed as “it is what it is”—as he was charts-tracking the S&P 500 Index.

It is impossible to disentangle the callous and inept response of the Trump administration from the broader social, political, and economic forces that also contributed to America’s failure. Can we realistically cast blame on our system entirely when it is unfathomable that either Presidents George W. Bush or Barack Obama would have handled the pandemic as poorly as Trump did?

To piece these stories together, I reviewed many thousands of records and interviewed more than one hundred people, mostly on the record. With the exception of one already published example, I do not quote anonymous sources or allow such a source to stake a significant claim. Any background conversations I had served the purpose of bulletproofing a certain context or to help me better understand a complex issue or timeline.

There are scenes and chapters in this book that draw from what I saw and heard and what is in my notes and voice memos. I could not be everywhere, however, so I rely at times on others’ reporting at ProPublica, the New York Times, the Washington Post, STAT News, Kaiser Health News, and many more. I am grateful for the work of these many journalists, and I’ve cited them often.

If this sort of tale still sounds appealing, strap in. Our journey begins, as with so many disappointments, in Washington, D.C.






CHAPTER 1 THE PRIVATE JET


ROBERT STEWART JR. STRODE WITH PURPOSE through the exit of the private wing of Dulles International Airport, a glinting Legacy 450 Flexjet whirring ahead of us on the tarmac. He turned to offer a caveat.

“I’m talking with you against the advice of my attorney,” he said.

It was the morning of Saturday, April 26, 2020—the year a plague upended our world and I fell into the absurd realm of those trying to profit from the despair. Stewart was sturdy, early thirties, filling out a tailored and shiny gray suit. On his lapel, he wore an American flag pendant emblazoned with the word, in all caps, “VETERAN.” I couldn’t see his face behind his mask, or through my fog-filled eyeglasses, but his tone registered as a blend of bravado and trepidation.

It felt like foreboding, as if embracing a dare to avoid a truth. I pictured him as a boy, winking from atop the high dive at his friends below, knowing the belly flop he’s about to perform will leave him red and stung, yet warm with the perverse validation of having done it. The inquiry that led me to be here was honest, though I can’t say altogether naive. I suppose I had dared him, in a way.

I had called just the day before to ask how he intended to fulfill the terms of a $34.5 million contract he’d inexplicably landed with the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, which operates the nation’s largest network of hospitals, serving 9 million military veterans and their families. The deadline was nearing for him to produce 6 million N95 respirators, the medical-grade masks, which were in scarce supply but crucial to protecting healthcare workers toiling with a contagion about which we knew almost nothing. He said he was about to prove to me and the rest of the world that he was legitimate, and, in fact, he’d soon be boarding a private jet to Chicago to oversee delivery of the masks to a VA warehouse just outside the city.

The stakes were high. He was a brand-new, never-before-hired, out-of-left-field, yet suddenly bona fide federal contractor. The deal had been awarded without the usual competitive bidding, under emergency guidelines that lifted red tape meant to weed out fraud, patronage, and waste. The federal government was desperate, Americans were terrified, and Stewart offered a solution with just a few emails. If he delivered, more federal contracts were sure to come, and he and his company might see generational wealth and a steady stream of business.

I expressed amazement, and some natural skepticism, and asked to tag along on the flight. Eager to prove himself, he agreed.

His was one of the biggest contracts the federal government had awarded in early 2020, when the Trump administration finally opened the financial spigot to address a politically inconvenient pandemic. Every state, local, and federal agency and hospital was locked in fierce competition to buy masks, driving up prices. Extreme demand, scarce supply, and an inept federal government were congealing into a colossal “shit show,” as one supply chain expert described it to me.

So there we were, strangers ascending the narrow stairs to a private jet, replete with leather captain’s chairs and free snacks and liquor shooters, on a quest to find masks and fortune and maybe even save the world.

His attorney had a late night and didn’t check in with Stewart that morning to confirm he’d make the $22,000-a-day private jet that Stewart had booked for this caper. We were lifting off without him. That was fine by me. Lawyers have a way of slowing things down.

Stewart was indeed a military veteran but, I’d later learn, not the decorated Marine he’d claimed to be on paperwork fed to the federal government. He exuded the trappings of a successful federal contractor—the suit, the easy use of arcane contract lingo, the private jet, the limited liability corporation in Falls Church, Virginia, with proximity to the Pentagon and its steady outflows of public money.

He claimed that 6 million 3M N95s were loaded in a Los Angeles warehouse with his name on them. The shipment would be coming into the Chicago area that weekend, he said, and I’d be there to watch it all go down.

But Stewart’s aura belied the fact that he clearly had no idea what he was doing. I couldn’t begrudge him this. Who among us truly knows what we’re doing? In a crisis, no less? We rise to our occasions. This is America. The land of opportunity. A magical place with magical thinkers. Pull up your bootstraps. Take chances. Fake it till you make it. That’s why I was there, after all, to see how the hell he managed to get his hands on something almost no one seemed able to get. If he pulled it off, it would be a great American story. If he failed, it would be the type of story I tend to write—an investigation.

The federal government and Congress had failed to shore up the national stockpile. What supplies were in the stockpile were already depleted. In New York, Governor Andrew Cuomo had decried on television the Wild West market that had emerged in the absence of federal preparation and response. He compared fighting against other states and cities for precious masks and ventilators to entering into a bidding war on eBay. In California, Governor Gavin Newsom circumvented the federal mess and signed a huge contract to buy direct from a Chinese company, a move that would earn him some criticism but maybe wasn’t altogether the worst idea. In Maryland, the governor was conducting a sort of clandestine mission to get supplies to keep them from being commandeered by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). In Texas, well, they were being Texas.

The cable news networks had reported numerous anecdotes of healthcare workers improvising personal protective equipment, sewing their own masks and donning trash bags instead of medical-grade gowns. At the same time, federal law enforcement was beginning to nab price gougers who stocked up on supplies of hand sanitizer and Clorox wipes, or used car salesmen who tried to sell masks that didn’t exist to struggling hospitals and government agencies. Then came the counterfeit masks made in China and peddled onshore by homegrown profiteers, which made their way into hospitals and private medical offices.

As the Trump administration made clear, our fates were left to the free market, where fear distorted our sense of reason and left us prey to the predators.

From this chaos rose alluring opportunities for those bold enough to chase the cash. It was a rare and tempting thing—the opportunity to make a killing and at the same time be rewarded with the satisfaction that your work could be credited with saving lives. Many mask brokers, schemers, counterfeiters, and fakes I’d talk to in the coming months would in some way describe themselves as such capitalist saviors. Stewart was one, and as a Black owner of a small veteran-owned firm—a double advantage when bidding on government contracts—he was in a damn fine spot to make something of the mess.

Still, Stewart was an odd recipient for such an important contract. He had been named a key arbiter of a simple device that was the best defense against a virus that killed with horrifying complexity. Yet he had zero experience sourcing medical supplies. None. He was not a mask distributor, nor an importer of record, nor a freight forwarder. He knew little about how to navigate the supply chain, which almost always leads back to China, where American manufacturers had outsourced to keep wages low, prices attractive, and profits high. When I encountered his deal in the federal purchasing data in mid-April, along with dozens of other peculiar deals we’d track down at ProPublica, I wondered what the contracts told us about the federal government’s plan to combat COVID-19. It smelled of panic. It seemed inconceivable in any other context, but I wondered: Was the plan to cast money out indiscriminately, like chum into the sea, and just see what bites?

These weren’t just any masks to which Stewart claimed to have access. They were the gold-standard N95 respirators manufactured by 3M, the vaunted American company that brought us Scotch tape and the Post-it note. Capable of filtering out 95 percent of particles, the N95 mask, most associated with dusty DIY home repair jobs, had become an unexpected ticket to riches—if you could find a cache of them and sell to the highest bidder. Stewart saw early in this dark chapter of American history, as many other profiteers did, that these once-disposable face coverings had become indispensable. Total seller’s market.

N95s used to cost about $1 apiece. But Stewart had gotten the VA to agree to pay almost $6 apiece. At the time, that was about a 350 percent markup. Multiply that margin by a quantity of 6 million and you end up with a fat payday for a guy who’d never been awarded a federal contract, let alone one into the tens of millions. If it worked, he could buy his own private jet, and, I would soon find, he was considering it. This sort of margin was the very definition of price gouging, something that would swiftly result in criminal charges during a localized catastrophe, such as a hurricane. But the moment was too large, too chaotic to know for certain whether this was the result of one man’s avarice or out-of-control market conditions. We’d seen nothing like this—a national emergency that simultaneously threatened every community, every business, every American. Whether it was gouging or not, federal and state and local agencies signaled they would be willing to pay.

Once inside the tiny fuselage, Stewart sat on the starboard side facing the cockpit, and I sat on the port side facing him, careful to stay as far from his air as I could manage. I did not yet have a legitimate filtering respirator and had agreed to not hold ProPublica liable for risks I’d accepted with open eyes.

“This is about helping folks,” Stewart began to tell me. “About being able to say to my mom and dad, ‘Thank you, for all the work you did.’ Now we are about to help six million people—well, six million masks.”

As the jet rolled up to the runway, I asked him again.

How did you get your hands on 6 million N95 masks?

I did not expect his answer.

His story had changed entirely. He no longer had claim to the masks he said were waiting for him at the port of Los Angeles. He said they’d been sold out from under him the night before. Poof, gone, or so he claimed.

Why are we flying to the VA distribution center outside Chicago, then? I asked. Why didn’t he cancel the flight?

“It was kind of a faith thing,” he said, shrugging as he clutched an old Bible as if it were a government contractor’s sacred talisman.

He said he didn’t know how, but he was going to deliver 6 million N95s and meet his deadline, Sunday at midnight. He’d been working the phones all night and had a promising lead on an investor who could secure the masks, for a fee. The deal involved “the attorney general of Alabama,” he said, and one way or another he was going to deliver.

Faith had gotten him this far. Besides, look at the jet. Surely this was someone who meant business.

“It comes down to me and my credibility,” he said. “Why would anybody pay twenty-two thousand dollars to have a ghost box delivery? It doesn’t make any sense.”

He was right. It didn’t make sense. I gazed out the window as the metal wings grabbed the wind and ascended over my broken country. Our quilted patchwork of land and cities and roads and people floated by, and I thought of the devastation coming for it, of what it meant if this trip went bust. The projections were dire. Any chance of “flattening the curve” had all but diminished. Nature was coming for us with fatal intent.

Nurses and doctors below were terrified as patients diagnosed with COVID-19, the disease caused by SARS CoV-2, came rolling in. We had not yet lost hundreds of thousands of lives, but it was clear we would. Within the VA hospital system, nurses and doctors were being rationed per shift just one surgical mask, those thin blue masks that offer far less protection than an N95. Nurses with whom I exchanged emails and texts were being gaslighted by their superiors, who dismissed legitimate news reports of this dire shortage as “fake news.” But the healthcare workers saw it firsthand, and each time they donned the subpar masks, they wondered if any help was on the way, if this might be their final shift.

But help had been outsourced. To Stewart and others. Help was working on a wing and a prayer. And there I was, a passenger aboard a delusion, floating over a nightmare.

The journey that day with Stewart would get yet more weird and disheartening. And his story would launch me off on a wild chase to catalogue the opportunism, greed, and incompetence that frustrated the American response to COVID-19 at every turn. It would take me to California, Texas, Ohio, Colorado, Chicago, New York, Pennsylvania, and into secret warehouses, stakeouts at industrial strip malls, and, for a moment, into the cannabis industry. Some of the journey might have been funny, if the consequences were not so dire.

As for Stewart, I may never understand why he would do what he was about to do. Maybe it was arrogance. Maybe he sincerely believed he could pull it off. Maybe it was, as he said, an act of faith—a belief that will and a dash of providence might make him an overnight millionaire and a hero to America in its time of need. Such a feat deserves to be observed, to be retold.

I wish I could have told that story, but no, this story is something worse.

What began as journalistic curiosity about supply shortages and a quest to find answers for Americans who were dying or trapped in nursing homes and apartments would morph into a nearly two-year examination of America’s underlying conditions. This is the story of the bad guys of the COVID-19 era. It is the story of us. In the eyes and actions of many men I would get to know from April 2020 and into the fall of 2021—it was mostly men—I saw an ugliness that hides beneath our national mask. I saw greed masquerading as entrepreneurial spirit, selfishness as rugged individualism, opportunism as patriotism, recklessness as bravery. I saw hope, as well, and love, but someone else can write that book.

In reviewing thousands of records tracing the COVID-19 era, I found confirmation of what many might have felt: Our obsession with unfettered capitalism hurt us every step of the way.

Long before the pandemic, the national stockpile had been financially hobbled by partisan brinksmanship—prudence supplanted with political expedience. What money was left to prepare for a national emergency—hoarding masks, ventilators, gloves, and more—had been tied up with profit-driven corporations. One company leveraged its monopoly on an anthrax treatment to exact ever-increasing prices on the federal government, depleting a budget that could have been used to buy N95 masks. Ventilators, machines that breathe for patients whose respiratory systems were decimated by the virus, had run out not for a lack of planning, but because of poor oversight of companies that place profit above all else. The small company the government hired to produce the machines had been purchased by a multinational conglomerate, which increased prices and delayed production.

The Trump administration took belated action in spring 2020 and issued the first of nearly $40 billion in contracts for everything from masks to buildings to pharmaceuticals and test kits. The earliest deals were awarded under emergency measures, without bidding. Various federal agencies would claim they vetted thousands of private contractors who emerged to reap the benefits of our devastation. But story after story would prove this was a lie. Records obtained through state public records laws, the federal Freedom of Information Act, and congressional inquiries would show contracts were handed out to anyone with an email address and the pocket change to register a company in their home state. Political connections got many companies to the front of the trough. In this deluge, Trump lieutenants steered contracts to allies and untested companies, wasting money, and, more important, time. Similar deals were cut at the state and local levels.

The supply shortage was not a foregone conclusion. It had been predicted for many years, under both Republican and Democratic administrations. The country was in deep trouble long before the case counts began to rise on the coasts in early 2020, yet there was a tiny window in which a few people tried to lock down supplies for hospitals before the profiteers could get them and hold us hostage.

Subpar and counterfeit masks that claimed the same level of protection as an N95, but were in fact dangerous and ineffective, flooded into this vacuum. The federal government, flat-footed and making up rules on the fly, tried to catch up and catalogue which masks could be used in hospitals and which were garbage. This ad hoc regulation was slow and often ineffective. What barriers did exist were overcome by creative mask brokers who discovered they could repackage poor-performing masks and sell them to hospitals anyway, threatening healthcare workers the American people would at first praise, and later abandon.

Efforts to stop the spread of the virus by closing nonessential businesses were undermined by entrenched capitalist interests and division-stoking politicians and the fringes to which they are captive. In Texas and elsewhere, the sentiment that it was better to keep commerce going, even during the most terrifying months, even if it threatened American lives, was an acceptable trade-off. As with the mad hunt for supplies, the patchwork of states that favored opening their economies too soon versus those that chose science would cancel out any meaningful national response, allowing a pandemic that could have lasted for weeks and months to become an era of intense division and despair.

Our crimes—against morality, civility, and the law—played out in the ubiquity of the twenty-four-hour partisan news cycles, on social media, and in small-time schemes perpetrated by our neighbors. Testing, already delayed by government bungling, was further set back as FEMA hired a company that had formed that very week to deliver testing supplies to all fifty states and territories. The company’s founder had a documented history of fraud allegations against him, and the company had no medical expertise or, truly, any expertise at all. Instead of delivering tubes, I would find the company conspired to deliver unusable, contaminated plastic mini soda bottles, thrown together with shovels in a nondescript warehouse. The company got away with more than $10 million. Americans got screwed. Forget the money. This scheme, and many others, wasted time when time was being measured in body bags.

To keep businesses afloat and ensure income for tens of millions of Americans, Congress passed the Paycheck Protection Program. The program would rush nearly $8 billion out the door, much of it into the hands of unsavory actors who used the windfall, not to support employees, but to buy themselves sports cars, jewelry, homes, and yachts. One man took taxpayers for more than $7 million and bought a mansion and a fleet of cars before absconding to Europe. When he was arrested, he said his actions were permissible under the Trump administration and that the transfer of power to President Joe Biden had prompted him to flee. Meanwhile, many businesses and employees that needed that relief waited months for help.

If there is a silver lining, it was the rapid development of vaccines. They were scientific miracles, yes, but also the result of massive investments of taxpayer money and government resources over decades. Their development bestowed obscene riches on a few wealthy people who had made prescient investments to benefit from such chaos. Meanwhile, taxpayers paid for much of their development, most of their production and deployment, and will continue to pay for booster shots and new shields against viral variants in perpetuity, all to the enrichment of shareholders and company executives.

For all their promise and salvation, the vaccines themselves were undermined by the preexisting and profitable machinery of misinformation. Those who had mastered the craft of profiting from medical quackery and lies sprang to action, spreading fear about vaccines while promoting disproven or dubious treatments they packaged and sold to the detriment of the American people.

COVID-19 would render in high definition the contrasts of an inequitable nation. At the same time families waited in miles-long lines for groceries at food banks, the pandemic economy created about 500 new billionaires. Overall, U.S. billionaires saw their wealth surge 62 percent, or $1.8 trillion. In contrast, the relief package Congress passed to keep poor and middle-income Americans from poverty totaled just a little more, about $2.2 trillion.

When the world shut down in early 2020, workers at meatpacking plants were deemed essential. Tyson Foods placed full-page ads in national and regional newspapers, proclaiming, “The food supply chain is breaking. We have a responsibility to feed our country. It is as essential as healthcare. This is a challenge that should not be ignored. Our plants must remain operational so that we can supply food to our families in America. This is a delicate balance because Tyson Foods places team member safety as our top priority.”

At the same time, according to court records, a Tyson plant manager in Waterloo, Iowa, organized a “cash buy-in, winner-take-all betting pool for supervisors and managers to wager how many employees would test positive for COVID-19.” Whoever won the kitty should spend it on therapy.

Across the country, hundreds of meatpacking plant workers, many of them low-paid immigrants and refugees, died from the virus and more than 50,000 were sickened. The plants kept churning out meat. The Occupational Safety and Health Administration, asleep at the wheel for much of the pandemic, softened rules that allowed the plants to underreport deaths, and the agency was slow to inspect facilities where workers died, if it did at all.

In countless ways, COVID-19 would bring the hypocrisy of our stated American ideals into focus. Unemployment skyrocketed, yet the stock market rallied for those wealthy enough to have skin in the game. Millions of Americans couldn’t pay the rent, but purchases of second homes spiked as the wealthy fled cities. The deep-seated fissures in our healthcare and education systems, and physical infrastructure itself, were laid bare as the virus took its outsized toll on poor people and communities of color.



For all we didn’t know about the virus, it sure knew a hell of a lot about us. Even as I sat in disbelief aboard that private plane in April 2020, the first of many on-the-ground reporting missions during the pandemic, I could not fathom just how bad it would become. Call it arrogance, ignorance, or American elitism—I won’t argue. But I hadn’t allowed myself to worry until that moment. Cynical as we investigative reporters can be, I still held a sort of blind faith that America, despite our current discourse, was just better prepared. Always. We’d be fine. We would come together, like in World War II.

But with each reporting trip, this faith would diminish. And as the cases and the death counts rose and plateaued and rose again, and the schemes and steady flow of profits continued to reveal themselves, I came nearer and nearer to answering the central question our children and history will ask of us:

How did the most advanced, the wealthiest country in the world, with just 4 percent of the global population, at one point come to account for one in five COVID deaths and nearly a quarter of all cases worldwide?

It was the cost of doing business.






CHAPTER 2 “HINDSIGHT JUST ISN’T WHAT IT USED TO BE”


AS WITH ALL MONUMENTAL FUCKUPS, it was no one’s fault. Or at least there was no one eager to own their share of the blame.

Former Republican congressman Denny Rehberg and I had been dancing around the question for an hour. It was the only question that mattered.

“Knowing what you know now…” I began.

We had talked about the Strategic National Stockpile and his role in cutting its funding, about the Tea Party budget battles a decade before the pandemic, about that time he played drums alongside Skunk Baxter of the Doobie Brothers for a fundraiser at the Hard Rock Cafe. We covered the Obama administration, cattle ranching in the Rockies, the Affordable Care Act, about how he used his wealth to bring Popeyes chicken to his home state. Some of the questions I asked the retired representative from Montana were tough, others not so much. He had answered with the self-assurance of someone who’d spent his life in the public eye, in state government and in Congress, as a villain in unflattering headlines, and a hero in others.

But it was the obvious hypothetical that threw him.

“What would you do,” I asked, “if you had to do it all over again?”

“If we only, uh, had stuff to do all over again,” he said. “What would we do differently? Yeah. That’s an interesting, interesting question. It’s been probably debated in a lot of different arenas.”

Our arena was specific. I was asking if he regretted his part in Congress’s cuts to funding for the Strategic National Stockpile, whose depleted stores of emergency equipment a decade later proved a devastating barrier to protecting healthcare workers from a contagion and which spawned a madcap national hunt for medical supplies.

“Hindsight just isn’t what it used to be,” he continued, an awkward chuckle piping through the phone.

Let’s refresh our memories.

It was 2011, in Washington, D.C., amid a partisan war that hadn’t yet gone nuclear. After winning control of the House amid the Tea Party wave, Republicans had united to combat anything then President Barack Obama tried to do. Atop the kill list was the Affordable Care Act, Obama’s defining legislation, passed the year before when the Democrats controlled Congress. The ACA, or Obamacare, sought to bring healthcare benefits to millions of Americans through an expansion of federal health insurance programs and a subsidized private exchange.

Even though Obamacare was projected to lower the nation’s overall healthcare costs and decrease the national deficit, Republicans opposed it, citing a philosophical devotion to small government and minimal taxes.

They resolved to use the power of the purse to thwart the Obama administration, especially at the agency that would administer the expensive and unwieldy program: the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). With control of just one chamber, Republicans couldn’t directly dismantle Obamacare. They could, however, hold the entire government hostage.

Led by House Speaker John Boehner and Senate minority leader Mitch McConnell, Republicans tipped the scale by leveraging the debt ceiling. In years prior, raising the debt ceiling—a limit on the amount of debt the U.S. Treasury can take on—was perfunctory. It occurred typically without debate to allow the Treasury to keep borrowing and paying the country’s obligations. But in 2011, Republicans created a standoff, saying if Democrats didn’t agree to spending reductions equal to an increase in the debt ceiling, they’d refuse to raise it. Refusing to raise the government’s ability to pay its bills would force a government shutdown and place the country itself on the path to defaulting on its debt, likely decimating the broader economy and job markets. It was a significant threat not just to Democrats but to the nation.

This standoff forced Obama and congressional Democrats to agree to a compromise, the 2011 Budget Control Act. It allowed a temporary increase of the debt ceiling and formed a bipartisan “super committee” to find ways to drive down spending. If that super committee failed to agree to major cuts, the bill would trigger automatic across-the-board cuts at just about every government agency, known as “sequestration.” This ticking time bomb was conceived to force some sort of compromise, because no one in their right mind wanted sequestration. This assumed right minds prevailed in Washington.

The Republicans’ top target, HHS, is a sprawling umbrella agency presiding over not just social welfare programs and Obamacare but less-contested functions such as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the National Institutes of Health, and the Food and Drug Administration. And nestled deep down in this budget, where discretionary spending for countless government functions are delineated, are many programs that most Americans don’t know about, don’t care about, and if all goes well, don’t need to learn about.

Among them: the Strategic National Stockpile. Originally housed under the CDC, it was at first a limited repository for vaccines and drugs that either needed to be hoarded away as insurance or because manufacturers would stop making them without continued government investment. It was born of science fiction, inspired at least in part by former president Bill Clinton’s reading of a Richard Preston novel in the late 1990s about a terrifying virus that vexed scientists. Clinton had sought the counsel of real-life scientists, who advised it was a good idea to prepare for outbreaks of a novel virus or biological attack. Nature has all sort of untold terrors lying in wait.

The stockpile’s earliest work involved building an inventory of “push packs” ahead of the Y2K scare, supplies that could be dispatched anywhere in the country in twelve hours to respond to a crisis somehow wrought by a bunch of ones and zeros. The stockpile played a small role in the response to the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks and the subsequent anthrax letter attacks, events that sent its funding upward amid rising fears of biological terrorism.

The stockpile’s role would expand under Presidents George W. Bush and Obama, both of whom recognized the need to prepare for an inevitable pandemic, where supply chains can disintegrate, and basic equipment like masks and gloves become precious commodities. Its mission was creeping and, in the early days, so too was the stockpile’s funding, thanks to bipartisan support for the notion that it would be ideal to mitigate deaths in the event of a contagion.

By 2011, oversight of the national stockpile fell to a House subcommittee, controlled by Rehberg, which marked up spending bills and reported them to the full House Appropriations Committee. Such committees are the first stop where legislative dreams can live or die. It’s in these hearings where the president’s lofty budgets crash into political reality—and personalities.

Rehberg is a Republican of a bygone era. This is not to say he wasn’t as right-leaning as, say, Ted Cruz plays on Fox News when he isn’t absconding to Cancun. This is to say it was just easier to tell what Rehberg actually believed.

From Billings, Montana, Rehberg is your archetypal rural conservative, mustachioed and often wearing flannel or an earth-toned blazer, concerned foremost with matters of the wallet and home rule. A fifth-generation rancher, he’d earned his GOP bona fides the western way, with a story of bootstrapping wealth and on-the-ground politicking. After working as a staffer in the Montana state senate and a stint working for a congressman in D.C., Rehberg returned to ranching, at one point overseeing 500 cattle and 600 goats. In the mid-1980s, Rehberg was elected and served in the state legislature. By the early 1990s, he had been appointed and later elected Montana’s lieutenant governor, where he argued inside all fifty-six Montana counties that local governance was the best governance. It seemed obvious then that Rehberg’s political ethos left little room for expensive, federally controlled programs with no obvious benefit to him or his constituents.

For instance, in January 1994, when he was still lieutenant governor, Rehberg told a group of county commissioners during a discussion about healthcare: “The problem with AIDS is, you get it, you die. So why are we spending any money on people that get it, when we can’t even take care of the people who we can fix because we don’t have enough money? Yet society has made the determination that we are going to spend money on AIDS.”

He later said his comment was taken out of context, but the quote struck at his rationale of how budgets work. Something’s got to lose. As well, I suppose it said something about his thinking on public health responses to epidemics.

In 2000, Rehberg won Montana’s sole seat in the U.S. House of Representatives. Over six terms, he supported and introduced the era’s popular conservative measures such as cuts to CDC funding for HIV/AIDS programs in favor of abstinence-only education and reforms that environmentalist groups said catered to oil and gas industry at the expense of public lands. He also targeted Pell Grants, which help poor students pay for a college education, and the free school lunch program, which enables poor children to eat. That they were popular and very visible programs didn’t, in Rehberg’s view, preclude them from being scrutinized.

Nothing was off the table. Everything could be on the chopping block.

By 2011, Rehberg’s committee focused in on the Obama administration’s budget request for HHS. The administration asked for $892 billion for the entire HHS enterprise, and tucked in there was a request for about $655 million for the national stockpile. That was about $59 million more than the previous year, an increase the Obama administration said would help replenish supplies and pharmaceuticals that had expired or been doled out to states in response to the H1N1 “swine flu” epidemic of 2009.

Relative to the administration’s total request for HHS, the stockpile accounted for just .073 percent of spending. Chump change.

As Republicans forced Democrats to negotiate deep spending cuts, Rehberg authored legislation that set the floor for funding the stockpile at $522.5 million, about $132 million less than Obama requested and about a 12 percent cut overall; this promised to strain the stockpile’s ability to, well, stockpile.

The Senate offered more, and in a compromise bill between the two chambers Congress approved just $534 million, about a 10 percent cut from the prior year. It was the first substantial cut to the stockpile since its funding stabilized after September 11, and its funding wouldn’t recover until the coronavirus claimed its first victims in the United States in early 2020.

This marked the beginning of a ratchet effect. The next year, the two parties failed to come to a budget compromise, and mandatory “sequestration” cuts forced the Obama administration to decide where to spread the pain. At the CDC, it was 5 percent across the board.

As part of a wide array of cuts, in 2012, the administration proposed deeper cuts to the stockpile, a decrease of $48 million.

A year after he pushed to lower the stockpile’s funding, Rehberg now questioned the decreased funding.

“Disaster preparedness is something that has been very important to me,” Rehberg said during a budget hearing he led in March 2012. “And I noticed that the president’s budget proposes a reduction in the Strategic National Stockpile by 9 percent or $48 million in the fiscal year 2013. I just would like to have you explain how such a large reduction can possibly not impact the national preparedness posture.”

Kathleen Sebelius, Obama’s HHS secretary, responded but didn’t quite answer: “The budget request will allow the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to replace the high-priority expiring countermeasures, such as smallpox and antibiotics for the treatments of anthrax.”

In other words, facing forced austerity and brinkmanship, the federal government chose to focus what funding it maintained on expensive medical treatments for a potential but unlikely biological attack, not for restocking front-line defenses to an inevitable viral pandemic—supplies such as respirators and masks, ventilators, and testing supplies. In the years to come, that philosophy would send hundreds of millions of dollars that could have gone to pandemic preparedness instead to one pharmaceutical company that increased prices on its anthrax cocktail as it edged out competitors and held the stockpile captive to its demands.

The next year, facing another manufactured budget crisis aimed at the ACA, the Obama administration proposed an additional $38 million in cuts to the stockpile, though it acknowledged, “Reduction could result in fewer people receiving treatment during an influenza pandemic.”

And thus, nominal savings were achieved at an extraordinary cost.

Republicans may point to 2012, when Democrats began defunding the stockpile. Democrats may point to the hostage negotiation that set it off the year before. Americans should point to all of the above. For in this way, the shameful and enduring failure to prepare for COVID-19 is among the most consequential bipartisan accomplishments of the twenty-first century.



I was beginning to annoy Rehberg, as is my nature.

“You’re asking the same question six different ways,” Rehberg said.

“We’re sort of trained to do that,” I responded. “The reason it matters is, setting politics aside, there’s a narrative either way on who owns the onus of trimming the stockpile. Was it the Obama administration? Was it this Tea Party wave and an appropriations act that was, you know, just one of many? Or was it a little bit of both? I’m genuinely interested.”

“If we could have predicted this situation, we might have made a different decision,” Rehberg said, relenting, only to add a qualifier: “But based upon the decision at the time, I took the recommendation of the Obama administration. Yeah, so maybe—maybe they missed it. Maybe they didn’t see COVID coming.”

In fact, it was predicted, voluminously and repeatedly, with clarity and understanding from both parties.

Starting in 2003, the Government Accountability Office had warned that the nation and states need to study supply chains and stockpile pandemic response gear.

In 2005, President George W. Bush read about the 1918 so-called Spanish flu, and it scared the hell out of him. His administration soon drafted a seventeen-page playbook dubbed the “National Strategy for Pandemic Influenza” and called for $7.1 billion in emergency spending. A key piece of that strategy included ensuring that the national stockpile and state stockpiles had caches of personal protective equipment such as masks and gloves.

The next year, in May 2006, the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office released an assessment of the potential costs of a national pandemic. Many of the conclusions were drawn from an outbreak of an earlier mysterious coronavirus, first observed in China, in the early 2000s. This coronavirus caused severe acute respiratory syndrome and was thus named SARS-CoV-1. It had at this point been contained after killing nearly 800 people worldwide, a fraction of the millions that would perish years later to its viral relative, SARS-CoV-2, which causes COVID-19.

That report foretold that hospitals’ cost-saving practice of forgoing large inventories of supplies for on-demand supply shipments—a so-called just in time strategy—would create a nightmarish scramble for supplies.

The urgent need to stock up and prepare was again brought to the fore in 2009, when the Obama administration worked to contain the H1N1 swine flu epidemic, which killed an estimated 12,000 Americans. The administration had doled out to states and hospitals about 75 percent of its entire supply of N95 respirators and about a quarter of its less effective face masks to help stop the virus.

Its inventory would not recover. What remained was left to expire and rot in federal warehouses.

Following H1N1—by all accounts nature’s warning shot—the CDC commissioned a study that outlined in stark terms just how screwed we’d be if we didn’t replenish emergency response supplies. The study made sweeping observations about likely breakdowns between local, state, and federal agencies.

It now reads like prophecy.

“Delays and conflicts in federal guidance on respiratory protection (N95) led to confusion…” scientists wrote a decade before COVID-19.

“States experienced significant challenges with the N95 supply chain.…”

“There should be a central repository of N95s which is replenished for future events.…”

Yet, the very next year, beginning in Rehberg’s committee, lawmakers from both parties, with this information in their hands, politics on their minds, their eyes open wide to the consequences, allowed our first line of defense to wither.






CHAPTER 3 “WE’RE IN DEEP SHIT”


THERE IS AN AXIOM IN American journalism that goes something like this: There is always a guy.

Whatever the assignment, however arcane the subject, there is always one person who has devoted obsessive amounts of time to understanding it, to collecting evidence and data and sharing it with anyone who will listen. To the casual observer, these people may seem too odd to be taken seriously. Their years of being ignored may have made them a bit too gruff or obscene for the average bureaucrat to bear. But that doesn’t make them wrong.

When it comes to masks, Mike Bowen is the guy.

Tall and sturdy despite his years, with soft green eyes that betray his Texas-tough persona, Bowen walked confidently through the side-entrance glass doors of Prestige Ameritech, a crumbling factory and warehouse outside Dallas. He passed the counter where security used to be, down a long tiled hallway with an atrium overhead, scattered light popping through grime-frosted glass. He turned right past a trash can that collects rain when it comes and marched along the next unlit hallway, atop loose, wrinkled, and stained blue and pink carpet from the 1980s. To his left stood the dusty glass showcase Prestige Ameritech staged in 2010 for a ribbon-cutting ceremony with Governor Rick Perry, who’d come to show off Texas’s bustling job market and the rare resurrection of an American factory. The masks and respirators inside the case, propped up and folded next to their branded boxes, had not been touched since Perry’s visit a decade earlier.

Bowen, sixty-two, had worked in this factory, the largest remaining domestic manufacturer of medical masks, since the carpet in its sales office was new and arguably fashionable. The office, along with the vast and better-maintained manufacturing warehouse behind it, had changed hands several times over the years. But Bowen somehow stuck to the place and the dream dying within it.

First, it belonged to Tecnol Medical Products, which Bowen recalls supplied about nine out of every ten surgical masks in the United States. In 1997, medical supply giant Kimberly-Clark acquired Tecnol, its facilities, and hundreds of employees. Bowen stayed on as an executive. But the company soon downsized and closed the plant. Bowen found other work. That was until 2005, when a former Tecnol colleague and soon-to-be business partner invited Bowen aboard a new company with plans to buy back the mothballed plant at a discount.

Together, the two resolved to resurrect domestic mask manufacturing, which had been offshored due to globalization and cheaper labor and production costs in China and Mexico. Hospitals and their market-dominant buying groups wanted to pay the lowest price possible, and big companies including 3M, Honeywell, Cardinal Health, and Medline looked to foreign materials and production in a race to the bottom. Bowen believed that the company could buck the trend and attract dedicated American customers with a simple and—so he thought—unassailable argument: Domestic mask production is vital to national security.

It was idealistic, if not altogether naive. And the years since had not been kind.

On January 22, 2020, in the dim and empty wing that was once the accounting department, Bowen arrived at his office and dropped his backpack on a large oak desk, where reports and old letters and surgical masks and trinkets coalesced into entropy, a reflection of the memories, anger, and concerns bopping around his head.

Buried in stacks and files around him, Bowen kept every warning he’d ever fired off—to Congress, to three presidential administrations, to newspapers, to officials overseeing the national stockpile, and to an array of other agencies that would soon blast from obscurity into the American consciousness.

In 2007, he wrote to veteran Texas congresswoman Kay Granger: “[V]irtually all of the U.S. medical face mask companies have gone offshore, leaving the U.S. dependent upon foreign governments who, in a pandemic, will retain face masks for their own populations, leaving Americans unprotected.”

In June 2010, he wrote several letters to President Barack Obama’s White House: “In a 1918 type pandemic it is likely that the US won’t have surgical masks unless you encourage the rebuilding of the US mask making industry.…” Also, “[U]nless the US mask supply is brought back under American control, Americans may die needlessly in future pandemics.”

In October 2013, he wrote to Senator Patrick Leahy of Vermont: “If there is a severe pandemic, due to the fact that it is imported and foreign controlled, the US mask supply could be cut off.”

And in a letter dated February 2017, Bowen took a shot at speaking then-president Donald Trump’s language: “90% of the United States protective mask supply is currently FOREIGN MADE!”

At industry conferences and in phone calls and emails with federal officials, for thirteen years, Bowen had made the case. But by 2019, all but one office in the federal emergency response apparatus had tuned him out. That agency was the Biomedical Advanced Research and Development Authority—BARDA.

Immensely important yet chronically overlooked, with about a billion and a half dollars a year, BARDA funds research and development of vaccines and other medical countermeasures in anticipation of epidemics and nuclear or biological attacks. It’s a sister agency of the Strategic National Stockpile, under HHS, but BARDA’s money and work are tied up with the biomedical industry and in scientific pursuit—not in buying masks.

If Bowen’s only motivation was to sell his products, he’d endeared himself to the wrong agency, and he knew as much. But Bowen appreciated that someone was listening and didn’t think he was nuts. Due in part to his persistence, BARDA leaders came to share his concerns, and for his self-effacing candor, they came to even like the mask fanatic down in Texas. For years, they’d quietly encouraged Bowen to keep up the pressure because nothing was being done within HHS. He became, in essence, an unofficial spokesman, and an outspoken one at that.

Through years of emails, texts, and phone calls, Bowen had established a rapport with BARDA’s longest-serving director, Robin Robinson. When Robinson left that post after the 2016 election, that relationship fell to his successor, an accomplished immunologist named Dr. Rick Bright.

Having run the agency’s influenza program since 2011, Bright was more than familiar with Bowen. And though the two wouldn’t find occasion to meet in person, over the next three years Bowen and Bright became something approaching friends, bonded by a common fear.

In the early weeks of January 2020, Bowen glued himself to the virus that had found its way into humans at a giant market in Wuhan, China.

As with previous outbreaks or bad flu seasons, Bowen watched for clues to see if the company should speed up production. What little we knew, in part because the virus was new, and in part because China was concealing its true wrath, was concerning: The virus appeared to spread and attack efficiently, ravaging the respiratory systems of its victims.

But it was what he saw in his company’s own sales data that scared the hell out of him.

In the second and third weeks of January, Prestige Ameritech had noticed a dramatic uptick in small purchases of N95s from a seldom-used corner of its website. The company’s bread and butter was wholesale production for large buyers of cheap surgical masks, but the company decided to dabble in by-the-case sales after multiple inquiries from patients who’d been treated at MD Anderson Cancer Center in Houston. The site was not a moneymaker, taking in just $1,900 in 2019. And because it was a tiny part of the business, Bowen’s daughter, a member of the sales team, set up her phone to ding each time a purchase had come through; this ensured smaller shipments were handled promptly outside of the routine business. By the second week of 2020, the dings were picking up, and by the third, they were incessant. Curious, Bowen and his daughter pulled up the purchase data and noticed that many of the surnames on the orders seemed to be Asian. Some customers had come back multiple times to order, and the orders were growing in quantity. Bowen suspected the orders were coming from Chinese Americans who were sending masks to family in China and Hong Kong. In three decades in the mask business, he’d seen nothing like it.

It was time to write to Bright.

Later that day, January 22, Bowen fired off an email that, had the Trump administration acted upon it, might have saved innumerable American lives.

“Rick, We still have four like-new N95 manufacturing lines…” Bowen began.

“To activate them, we’d need more people, raw materials, emergency [approval] and large, non-cancelable orders. Reactivating these machines would be very difficult and very expensive but could be achieved in a dire situation and with government help.”

He closed: “Rick, I hope that your and my predictions about the foreign made US mask supply don’t come true.”

Fifteen hundred miles away in Washington, D.C., Bright was fighting hard and losing badly.

He had been pleading with senior HHS officials to obtain genetic sequencing information from the Chinese CDC and a specimen of the virus from infected people. If both were disseminated through the country’s large patchwork of public and private laboratories, the United States could swiftly develop a diagnostic test, key to containing spread, and begin work on a potential vaccine. Following updates from the scientific community and media reports in early January, he could see that COVID-19 was highly contagious, likely more fatal than the average flu, and that the country needed to prepare for imminent spread beyond China. He’d requested funding, more people, more urgency, but senior officials at HHS were downplaying the virus both in private and in public.

He was among the world’s leading experts in vaccines, therapeutics, and testing, but within his own chain of command had come to be viewed as a nuisance. His relationship with his boss, Assistant Secretary for Preparedness and Response Robert Kadlec, “the ASPR,” had been strained since 2017, when the two had clashed over how lucrative BARDA contracts were being steered to politically connected firms outside of traditional contract vetting.

Bright viewed their standing as not great, nor altogether acrimonious, but simply tolerable. So Bright was stunned to find himself in 2020 being sidelined by Kadlec and other HHS leaders from key meetings and discussions about a threat over which BARDA had direct purview and expertise.

Kadlec, and the resources he commanded as ASPR, were focused on repatriating and quarantining U.S. citizens coming back from China, part of the fantastical hope that the virus wouldn’t penetrate U.S. borders. Bright questioned the strategy.

The virus was already hopping the globe, in fact, with the first confirmed case outside of China arriving January 12 in Thailand. The World Health Organization was already advising other nations to prepare.

Bright had nudged Kadlec the next week, on January 18, to assemble cross-agency, senior-level meetings called the Disaster Leadership Group. Those meetings would bring leaders and key people from BARDA, HHS, CDC, the Defense Department, and the National Institutes of Health together, to get on the same page and free up and direct resources. Such meetings had been beneficial during past outbreaks, including response to the Ebola and Zika virus scares in 2014 and 2015. But Kadlec wanted to slow-play it, writing to Bright in an email that he was “not sure if that is a time-sensitive urgency.”

Among several good reasons to hold the meeting, cash needed to be moved around. Bright controlled BARDA, but its hands were tied, its money already dedicated to work with the private sector. It wasn’t yet clear who would be doing what, or who was paying for it, though it was clear to Bright that someone should be doing something and there should be a boatload more funding to do it.

Another key priority: making sure the country had ample stocks of N95 respirators, surgical masks, cotton swabs, nitrile gloves—all materials that were susceptible to a potential supply chain disruption. If hospitals were overrun, Bright understood, the increased use of these items to treat patients—“the burn rate”—would far exceed the supply chain’s ability to restock shelves. Cheap personal protective equipment was the single best defense. Without it, healthcare providers would be exposed to a contagion the U.S. government knew little about, and Americans would die.

Supply chain issues fell to ASPR’s Critical Infrastructure and Protection division, which, Bright was astonished to find, hadn’t mobilized in any significant way.

It was in this bureaucratic tangle that Bright received Bowen’s January 22 email from Texas.

Bright read it and thought maybe such an update from the front line, from the mask guy, could at least speed up the supply angle. Hoping to guilt his colleagues into doing their jobs, Bright did what any civilized office dweller would do: He CC’d a bunch of people.

“Mike. Thank you for reaching out to me about this important resource and plan…” Bright wrote to Bowen and an audience of other key HHS officials.

“I am connecting you all directly in hope of expediting a conversation…” he continued. “Thank you for all that you are doing. Your leadership in this area remains an important resource for our nation and public health.…”

A few hours passed, and just minutes before the end of the workday, Laura Wolf, director of Critical Infrastructure and Protection, responded to Bowen’s email, writing, “I don’t believe we as an [sic] government are anywhere near answering those questions.”

“I’m dealing with a sick kiddo and that may spill over into tomorrow,” Wolf wrote.

Bright’s passive-aggressive email seemed to have worked, though not with the immediacy he had hoped. Wolf pushed the discussion until two days later, Friday, January 24. After speaking with Wolf, Bowen followed up Friday evening with an exhaustive breakdown of his read on potential mask shortages and of what his facility could do if the United States made formal commitments to purchase masks off machines—elegantly simple but expensive machines that needed engineers to be fired up.

“It took me all day to write this,” Bowen wrote to Bright and Wolf. “My phone rang off the wall with mask requests. Last week nobody wanted to hear me. This week, I’m quite popular.”

Bowen had plenty of business coming from private buyers, he explained. Too much business. He was simply trying to spur the government to buy masks, if not from him, then from one of the many competitors he had shared with Bright. Prestige Ameritech could activate new assembly lines for N95s, but it would only make financial sense if the U.S. government committed to buying off those lines through the crisis and beyond. The last time Bowen had fired up new production lines, hiring hundreds of workers, was during the 2009 H1N1 swine flu epidemic. After the virus disappeared, so did the government investment. His business partner, Dan Reese, was forced to wind down the machines and lay off 150 employees. It brought the men to tears. The company narrowly avoided bankruptcy.

The next day, Saturday, Bowen sent another warning to Bright and Wolf, forwarding an email he’d received from a government official in Hong Kong. The official wanted to buy more than 10 million N95s—an astronomical outlier of an order. As the federal government sat on its hands, other countries were scrambling to secure what supplies the country had from right under its nose, and it was driving Bowen batshit.

The next day, Sunday, Bowen wrote to Bright and Wolf that he feared China would soon cut off mask exports—choking off as much as 90 percent of masks that make their way to doctors’ offices and hospitals.

“The US mask supply is at imminent risk,” he wrote at 10:15 p.m.

An hour later, just to Bright, he wrote: “Rick, I think we’re in deep shit. The world.”

At four in the morning, now Monday, Bright asked, “Mike. Have you ramped up production to full capacity?”

At 6:31 a.m., Bowen replied: “We are planning. We have to be cautious. It’s dangerous. The hard landing after H1N1 nearly put us out of business.”

News outlets were catching up to the looming mask shortage, thanks in part to Bowen and others who were reaching out to reporters. Home improvement and drug stores were beginning to see people making a run on supplies.

Attempting to get ahead of panic buying, HHS told the news site Axios that the risk to the public was low, and that the Strategic National Stockpile “holds millions of face masks as well as N95 respirators that could be used if needed in responding to a public health emergency.…”

But as would repeatedly play out over the course of 2020, what the Trump administration told the public did not reflect the panic within.

A couple of miles away, at the White House, Peter Navarro, a top adviser to the president, was doing his part to light a fire under the administration at a critical time. Brusque and confident, Navarro was an economist and a self-proclaimed expert on China known most for his influence over and support of Trump’s trade wars. Unlike most other Trump lieutenants, Navarro was immediately concerned about the outbreak in China, a country he distrusted so much he wrote a whole book about it.

On January 29, Navarro dispersed a cogent and fearful memo to the White House, warning that the coronavirus could take half a million American lives and cost the country trillions of dollars.

“The lack of immune protection or an existing cure or vaccine would leave Americans defenseless in the case of a full-blown coronavirus outbreak on U.S. soil,” Navarro wrote.

That same day, Trump announced a White House task force to prepare for outbreaks in the United States. That Friday, January 31, the White House announced it would bar entry of foreign nationals who’d visited China, a move pushed by Navarro.

Navarro was not yet aware of what was happening with Bright at HHS and Bowen at Prestige Ameritech, but the three were on a collision course to becoming uneasy allies, for a time.

The force that would bring them together? None other than Steve Bannon. Because of course Steve Bannon.

By the first days of February, Bowen realized that his friend Bright didn’t have the sway needed to escalate the nation’s preparation effort. So he turned to the press, securing an interview with the New York Times, some broadcast interviews, and a write-up at Wired.com.

As word of his travails spread, Bowen got a call from a producer at War Room, the podcast hosted by Bannon, a former top adviser to Trump who still held clout in the administration, despite leaving the White House in a delightful tizzy and saying on his way out that the president was “like an eleven-year-old child.” In addition to having led the once-fringe right-wing website Breitbart, Bannon had run the successful Trump campaign and its hollow promise to keep and rebuild vestigial American manufacturing. Bowen’s story, and his company’s near-religious defiance of market forces in the name of American patriotism, was a natural fit and a legitimate news story.

Bowen was intrigued but had reservations. A lifelong Republican, he had voted for Trump in 2016. But while observing the man’s many indecencies over three years as president, Bowen had come to regret the vote and, in fact, had begun to consume less Fox News and more MSNBC. Still, he knew Bannon had powerful friends and harbored a like-minded disdain for cheap Chinese manufacturing.

“Well, okay,” Bowen told Bannon’s producer. “But I fucking hate Donald Trump. Is that a problem?”

“Well, can you just not say that on the air?” the producer asked on the phone.

“Yeah, I just want you to know who you’re talking to here. I am not a Donald Trump supporter.”

Somewhere in his discussions with the producer and Bannon’s cohost, Bowen was asked what could be done. He said the CDC and the White House needed to immediately invest in new mask machines and place large orders with every manufacturer it could find. They needed to listen to Rick Bright at BARDA.

The podcast wouldn’t air for more than a week, but Bannon’s team promised to use its connections to get word to the White House, specifically to Navarro. On the evening of February 5, Bowen sent an email to Bright with the subject “Prepare for a call from the White House.”


Rick,

I’m pretty sure that my mask supply message will be heard by President Trump this week. I’m getting a ton of press and I’m passing out your email address and saying that you’re the guy who knows that I’m telling the truth.… I’m handing you the power to fix the US mask supply. Please don’t let American(s) down.



No pressure, Bright thought.

Kadlec, who did not respond to my requests for an interview or comment, had finally called for regular Disaster Leadership Group meetings, though Bright found that the group illustrated more disaster than leadership.

During such a meeting, on February 7, Bright presented to HHS and CDC officials data that Bowen had sent about his company’s spike in sales—a jump Bowen estimated showed demand was about 200 times the existing supply of masks in the country. What would the country do, Bright asked, if this trend continued and there wasn’t more supply coming in?

His colleagues, including Wolf, the Critical Infrastructure Protection director with whom Bowen had spoken, didn’t buy it. There was enough supply for now, Bright was told.

Bright knew it was bullshit. Earlier that morning, he stopped by the Home Depot in Northeast Washington, D.C. Inside, he found two Asian women staring up in anticipation as a worker pulled the last case of 3M respirators from the overhead bins. “Don’t you understand?” one woman said to him. “We need all of these for our family. There’s a virus in China.” As the worker dropped the last of the N95s to the floor, Bright lunged in and snatched a box. It was uncharacteristic, but he knew that might be the last box of masks in the entire city.

Bright took a picture of the Home Depot tableau and told his colleagues what he had witnessed.

That’s when he was told that HHS would simply ask the CDC to issue guidance that people who don’t need masks—well, they shouldn’t buy them. Bright was furious. This was not a solution. While it is true that medical-grade masks should be reserved for healthcare workers, it was well established that masks help prevent disease spread through air, a fact the public would learn sooner or later.

“That’s not what happened in 2009, in 2010,” Bright remembers saying. “People panicked; they hoarded the supplies of masks and respirators. The same with Tamiflu and other drugs—anything they could get their hands on. So it won’t work to just change the CDC guidance.”

Well, that’s the only methodology HHS and the CDC were considering, Bright was told. He began to believe his colleagues were not just negligent, but downright “lazy.”

He looked to his colleagues and said, “You have got to be kidding me. I can’t believe that you can sit there and say that with a straight face.”

He left in disbelief and called Bowen.

“Mike, they’re not listening to me.”

Bowen “twisted off” into a profanity-laden lament.

Later that same day, Navarro’s assistant called the HHS switchboard and asked for some guy named Rick Bright, whom no one at the White House had ever heard of. The assistant got through to Bright’s desk line and told him that he was being summoned to the White House to discuss the coronavirus. Bright was astonished that his pen pal down in Texas had managed to get the attention of the Trump White House. Behind the scenes, HHS officials were nervous that their own fly in the ointment was now taking his case to the most powerful office in the world. They tried to stall the meeting, but after an insistent call from Navarro himself to Kadlec, Bright was cleared to go to the White House the next day, a Saturday.

Just before 2 p.m., Bright arrived at the White House in a pressed suit. When Bright entered his office, Navarro, wearing jogging shorts and a T-shirt, jumped right in.

“Why are you all dressed up?” Navarro asked.

“Well, I’m coming to a meeting in the White House,” Bright responded.

“First question,” Navarro said.

Bright nodded.

“Is this real?” Navarro said.

“Yes, I’m afraid it is,” Bright responded.

“Second, what do we need to do about it?” Navarro asked.

“There are a lot of things we need to do right now,” Bright said.

Before he could elaborate, Navarro slapped a book on the table. It was Three Seconds Until Midnight, a book whose primary author was Steven Hatfill, a controversial virologist and associate of Bannon’s who, in the early 2000s, gained fame for being wrongly suspected by the FBI as the perpetrator behind the anthrax letter attacks. Drawing from the 1918 influenza pandemic, Hatfill’s book was published in the fall of 2019 and warned that the United States was unprepared for the next pandemic.

“Have you read this book?” asked Navarro.

Bright said he hadn’t, noticing Navarro had several copies on his desk.

“Go home. Read this book,” Bright remembers Navarro telling him. “And come back and see me tomorrow. Come back with five points—the most important things you think we should do.”

Navarro gave Bright a twenty-page white paper, also written by Hatfill, that distilled some of the book’s larger points and purported to break down everything the United States needed to do to address a pandemic.

As Bright left the room, Navarro boomed, “And don’t dress up!”

Bright returned to Navarro’s office the next day, Sunday, dressed down. This time Navarro had another guest in attendance—Hatfill, the author of the book. For his prescience, Navarro in the coming weeks would enlist Hatfill’s counsel and insert him directly into the middle of the White House’s response efforts. Navarro’s affinity would give Hatfill, and some of his more controversial ideas and whims, outsized influence over the White House response.

Bright had perused the materials the night before but believed the book lacked substance.

“Did you read the book?” Navarro asked.

“No, I glanced at it,” Bright responded, Hatfill in the corner of his eye. “I wasn’t impressed with it.”

Navarro, whose “no bullshit” mantra was the stuff of legend in the West Wing, smirked. Bright interpreted this as one straight shooter recognizing another, and in this moment felt genuine relief that someone with true power understood the urgency the situation required.

Bright was eager to jump into the key steps he’d drafted up the night before. He started with the mask supply and an imminent shortage that would contribute to untold infections and deaths. Bright said the United States needed to immediately place large orders for masks with various manufacturers and needed to halt the export of PPE outside the U.S.—and yesterday. Navarro was curious to know how Bright knew so much about masks and supply chains.

“Who do you talk to about this?” Navarro asked Bright.

“I talk to the CEOs and heads of these mask companies,” Bright said.

“Who do you know in the mask companies?” Navarro asked.

“I know Mike Bowen,” Bright responded. “I can get him on speakerphone right now.”

Navarro agreed, and Bright dialed Bowen.

“I’m standing here in Peter Navarro’s office,” Bright said. “So you need to watch your language. Tell me once again—what needs to be done? Tell me about these idle pieces of equipment and what it would take to get them up and running.”

Bowen explained the finer details of the N95 machines he had sitting in the warehouse, which the company had purchased after a competitor went out of business. He couldn’t fire them up without a guarantee from the government that they’d purchase off those lines. It was too expensive and complicated, and those masks would need emergency clearance from NIOSH, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, which certifies masks claiming to filter out 95 percent of particles. That could take months. As a stopgap, Bowen explained that his business partner and fabricator was building additional machines to produce masks for which the company already had NIOSH approval—itself a complicated process. With both lines of effort, and buy-in from the government, the company could spit out 10 million masks a month.

After the call, Bright and Navarro worked together to draft a memo to the White House Coronavirus Task Force, then overseen by HSS secretary Alex Azar. It called for three immediate steps.


	
Halt the export of N95 masks and ramp up U.S. production.

	Secure all existing doses of and materials needed to brew remdesivir, a therapeutic scientists believed could help infected patients recover.

	Fund and launch a Manhattan Project–style effort to develop a vaccine.



For the first time in weeks, Bright felt optimistic that the country could get ahead of the virus. He left Navarro’s office, went home, and worked through most of the night. At 4:26 a.m. on February 10, he texted Bowen.

“Thank you.”

“I’m up if you need me,” Bowen replied. He was preparing for interviews with the China Morning Post and the BBC. “I’m (about) to create a shit storm. Get ready.”

“You’ve been very generous,” Bright responded. “I can’t thank you enough. I might need more info today but I’ll let you know. Try to rest some, too. This could be a marathon. I think we are running up a steep hill right now. Pace.”
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