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  Dedication




  For Lawrence G. Barrett, Sr., a true American entrepreneur, and William C. McGettigan, Sr., who had the courage to climb back to the top after a long fall




  Epigraph




  Frank Algernon Cowperwood does not believe in the people; he does not trust them. To him they constitute no more than a field upon which corn is to be sown, and from which it is to be reaped. They present but a mass of bent backs, their knees and faces in the mire, over which as over a floor he strides to superiority. His private and inmost faith is in himself alone.




  THEODORE DREISER, THE TITAN, 1914




  That’s the way you do it—money for nothin’ and your chicks for free.




  DIRE STRAITS




  Foreword by Wayne Barrett




  Two days after his sixty-ninth birthday, Donald Trump became the first presidential candidate to launch his campaign aboard an escalator, descending on a continuous loop of steel against a backdrop of continuously looping waterfalls, all in front of the very cameras that have so often made his story a spinning reel of autoerotic autobiography. Everyone else in the movie that Donald is making with his life—that morning and beyond—is just an extra.




  As much attention as that particular escalator ride garnered, the Trump history leading up to that moment went unnoticed: more than a century earlier, the first escalator was built on the Old Iron Pier in Coney Island, a precursor to Steeplechase, the landmark amusement park that Fred Trump, Donald’s father, tore down in the 1960s, ending the Brooklyn beachfront’s run as one of the world’s most famous playgrounds.




  The stage-managing of that escalator entrance at his signature Trump Tower was just one of the anomalies at Trump’s mid-June announcement.




  His bid for the presidency came twenty-five years, nearly to the day, after Donald produced a birthday extravaganza—at Trump’s Castle in Atlantic City—the day after he first defaulted on a casino bond in the thick of a financial meltdown. On stage in the confetti-covered Crystal Ballroom, a George H.W. Bush impersonator declared that Trump should be president, a joke on its way now to possible prophecy.




  Melania, Donald’s third wife, joined him on his journey down the gold-railed escalator, just as she did in a 2013 Celebrity Apprentice episode when she and Donald introduced her line of caviar skincare. But it was first wife Ivana who had overruled the architects thirty-five years earlier to insist on a sixty-foot waterfall, and who had trekked across an Italian quarry to pick the finest rosy-beige Breccia Perniche marble for the five-story atrium—the same marble that matched the peachy orange hue of Donald’s hair on the morning of his press conference.




  The lights illuminating the waterfall were installed by a contractor whose brother-in-law, Donald Manes, voted for the tower’s zoning variance as a member of the city’s reigning Board of Estimate, a few years before he plunged a kitchen knife into his chest just as US Attorney Rudy Giuliani was about to indict him. Trump’s lawyer on the Trump Tower tax abatement, Stanley Friedman, was Manes’s partner in crime, who delivered a second Board of Estimate vote for the tower and was later convicted by Giuliani on unrelated racketeering charges. Giuliani once opened a probe into Trump’s sale of a Trump Tower apartment to the head of one of the city’s largest gambling rings, who brought a briefcase of cash to a closing Donald personally attended. Giuliani is now an informal campaign advisor to his onetime donor Trump.




  Trump Tower itself is a monument to the mob. Sweetheart deals with a mob teamster local that delivered the concrete, and mob contractors that supplied and built the tallest reinforced concrete job in the country, were choices Donald made, provoking the interest of federal prosecutors at the time. Now, as he lays claim to the White House, he is announcing an even larger concrete project, a thousand-mile wall to protect us from drug and trafficking cartels.




  The Trump Tower apartments, and some of the offices above the atrium, had long been magnets for criminals. A half dozen felons, including the head of the Gambino-tied concrete-drivers union, owned part or all of over two dozen units in the tower in its first decade. Trump’s cluelessness on foreign policy, apparent even in his opening speech, extended to the tower’s apartment and office occupants—a disturbing collection of international rogues.




  Baby Doc Duvalier bought a $2.5 million apartment there before the tower opened and before the president-for-life was driven from power in Haiti. Chuck Blazer, the 450-pound, now-convicted, wheeler-dealer at the center of the vast FIFA soccer scandal, wallowed between two different tower apartments and a tower office where his branch of the soccer federation was headquartered. Another FIFA potentate, Brazilian Jose Maria Marin, who was once caught on videotape pocketing a gold medal that was supposed to be presented to a member of a championship team, is under house arrest on racketeering charges in his $3.5 million Trump Tower apartment.




  Bayrock, a developer that joined Trump in New York and Fort Lauderdale projects, was headquartered at the Tower and one of its partners Tamir Sapir, a Russian billionaire who Trump called “a great friend,” had a $5 million apartment there. Sapir’s top aide pled guilty to participating in a thirteen-year racketeering conspiracy with the Gambino crime family, with some of those years overlapping with his involvement in running Sapir’s construction operations. Felix Sater, who owned a fifty-percent “executive membership” in the Bayrock entities set up for the Trump projects, pled guilty in a $40 million mob stock swindle and cooperated with federal prosecutors. Sater, the son of a Russian mobster, appeared in photos with Trump and was identified as a senior adviser on a Trump Organization card. Sater also did prison time for plunging the stem of a wine glass into a commodity broker’s face.




  While Candidate Trump contends that Saudi Arabia was behind the 9/11 attacks, a top Saudi government minister at the time of the attack Prince Mutaib bin Abdulaziz, owns a full floor in the tower. In fact, although Trump would soon argue that “we should stop supporting the Saudi dictatorship,” as well as stop buying their oil, he said in his announcement, “I love the Saudis; many are in this building.”




  Two other Trump Towers, one in Istanbul and one in Philadelphia, involved convicted cocaine traffickers, but not as residents. Trump’s initial partner in the twin towers in Istanbul—one residential and one office/commercial building—was Engin Yesil, who was sentenced to six years in prison for trafficking twenty years earlier. He later said that he assigned his earnings on the Trump project to Dogan Holdings, a giant Turkish developer that was fined $2.5 billion by the Turkish government for dodging corporate taxes for years. The Dogan firm was alarmed when Candidate Trump made his strongest anti-Muslim statements a few months after his announcement and threatened publicly to separate Trump from the project.




  The Philadelphia tower was never built after Trump’s local partner Raoul Goldberg disappeared and the development firm went bankrupt. Sentenced to forty-six months in prison in 2000 on cocaine charges, Goldberg was on probation when he brought the deal to Trump in 2005. Under a licensing and management contract with Goldberg’s firm, Trump was so involved he did the video pitch for it, and his company got the permits and cut the spa and restaurant deals, with daughter Ivanka and son Donald Jr. working on the ground.




  The Trump Tower lobby where Trump made his presidential announcement wasn’t exactly his property alone, either. The lobby is privately owned public space. The zoning variance that Manes and other Trump insiders on the Board of Estimate approved gave Trump twenty extra floors if he ran the shops and atrium as space open to public use, where visitors could relax without shopping at Gucci or eating at Trump Grill, where forty-five-dollar Trump steaks sell a floor below the lobby.




  A twenty-two-foot black marble bench near the entrance made it so easy to relax that Trump tried to discourage visitors by covering it with planters soon after the tower opened, a violation so blatant that the city cracked down, forcing Trump himself to huff and puff in the office of a City Planning Commission deputy and to write a letter complaining about “drug addicts” who apparently couldn’t resist gilded Fifth Avenue rest stops. He lost that battle but never gave up, eventually replacing the bench and other public space with two Trump Stores, forty-foot mahogany counters where everything Trump—from books to bling—was sold at prices no vagrant could afford. The city fined him $2,500 in 2008, but sales, including those of Melania’s timepieces and fashion jewelry, may have topped that every hour. So, they continued on for years, well after the presidential debut, until the city levied a $4,000 fine in February 2016 and finally shut the counters down.




  In exchange for this atrium access, Trump even built his own three-story, $100 million, Louis XIV facsimile penthouse, where he issues tweets and devours Twinkies in his pajamas; yet he’s broken the deal again and again, contemptuous of commitments to a public he now wants to represent.




  In that peculiarly Trump way, beginning with father Fred’s bonanza of outsized FHA-subsidized mortgages exposed in a congressional investigation decades ago, even the commercial space surrounding the tower’s public lobby is quasi-public, underwritten by an inexplicable tax abatement granted twenty years after the building opened. Unsatisfied by a manipulated abatement granted to the residential portion of the building over Ed Koch’s objections in 1981, Trump swung a $163.8 million commercial exemption from the Bloomberg administration in 2004. It was a reward for renovations of the commercial floors, which he said he did to convert small stores into giant stores, dramatically reducing costly hallway space and thus vastly boosting profits.




  If that seems like something he should pay for, not us, he would argue that his extraction of this suspect subsidy is just one more reason why we need such genius acting on our behalf in the White House. He and Fred built careers as state capitalists, rolling clubhouse connections into public spoils. So it shouldn’t surprise that Donald now wants to be the state itself, the grand culmination of the family’s business plan, and a merger of public and private power with disturbing precedents.




  It was in this atrium setting that the announcement ceremony began, with thirty-three-year-old, Wharton cum laude grad Ivanka, Trump’s proudest promotional progeny, delivering an introductory salute that included “battle-tested” among a tower-load of Papa’s pluses. She said it without a hint of irony, ignoring the scorched-earth battle he’d waged on her mother, Ivana, on every television and front page when she was nine. “Best Sex I Ever Had” advertised Donald’s mistress Marla Maples in banner type, a scrapbook moment that twelve-year-old Donald Jr. later acknowledged he got teased about at school.




  Ivanka did not have to reach back to her mother’s travails to question her father’s respect for women. He’s observed that she has “the best body” and “perhaps I’d be dating her” if he wasn’t married or she wasn’t his daughter. It was more twisted candor than anyone—including, no doubt, Ivanka—wanted to hear.




  Her jewelry store in the tower was still making sales, but her flagship near Trump SoHo, with a bridal salon, lounges, a VIP room, and a bar, would soon close. Court records indicate that Ivanka boasted in 2008 that 60 percent of the 391 units in Trump SoHo—a project in which she had a personal interest—had been sold, when documents filed with the state attorney general’s office said only 14 percent were, proving that’s daddy’s girl, then just twenty-seven, was all grown up.




  The Manhattan district attorney launched a probe of the project but dropped it when Trump returned millions in deposits and extracted a promise from the purchasers that they would cease cooperating with investigators. Donald, Ivanka, and Donald Jr. lost their stakes in Trump SoHo when it defaulted on a loan in 2014, having sold only a third of its units. Trump still manages the foreclosed property, once featured on the Apprentice, for its new owners.




  Rightwing radio host Hugh Hewitt would later describe the then-pregnant Ivanka as Trump’s “secret weapon” on ABC, an unconscious slight of Melania, whose Slovene accent and shyness made her less the telegenic star than Ivanka, already a regular Apprentice boardroom judge. In a campaign gagging on throaty chants of “USA, USA, USA,” the fully Americanized and commanding Ivanka fit in, as real a sophisticated executive in the one-man Trump Organization.




  Few remembered that Donald had been talking about a presidential run before he dumped Ivana, telling friends that her awkward English and Czech roots might become a campaign negative. Georgia Peach Marla Maples, on the other hand, was his Southern strategy, exuding all-American cheekiness and chestiness, but she was gone so quickly after their 1993 wedding that there was no time to test her as a viable campaign companion. If Hewitt’s prediction is correct, Ivanka will presumably play that role now that her third child is born, a substitute for all three wives.




  Incredibly, the story of his marriages and stud life, while part of his appeal in the truck lane of his constituency, has yet to be fully told in this campaign season. While opponents like Senator Ted Cruz have laid out their positions on contraception, prodded by a Supreme Court case and congressional legislation championed by GOP leadership, Trump has yet to say if he supports federal funding or thinks employers should be required to cover it as part of women’s health care. It’s hard to imagine that a man on a lifelong prowl for women, preferably in their twenties, isn’t a contraception champion, but he’s made it through most of the primaries without being asked, even though he may be carrying an ever-ready Trump Trojan in his pocket for the occasion.




  Donald preaches in every speech, including the one announcing his presidential bid, about his devotion to the Second Amendment. But it’s the Fifth Amendment that was his favorite when he was deposed in the divorce with Ivana, invoked ninety-seven times to be exact, and mostly in response to questions about “other women.”




  After meeting Marla at a tennis tournament, he started flirting with her at a Manhattan church, Marble Collegiate. That’s where he eventually married her, the great passion that blew up his family, but he waited for two years after his divorce, and even for two months after she gave birth to their daughter. All of it is a saga that might have raised a few eyebrows on the plains, if television’s endless Trump coverage ever showed anyone the cheap drama of it, drawing on the tape in their tanks.




  Marla herself said at the time, on one of the serial soap opera tapes of Donald’s life that broadcast news has chosen not to replay, that even thinking about marriage caused a “little freak-out” in Donald, or a visit from the “fear monster.” She worked with him to “get over that fear monster” and carried a wedding dress with her when they traveled. “You’ve got to be prepared,” said Trump’s onetime fixation, who he had sequestered in so many love castles that Ivana had to resort to hiring an army of detectives to track them. “I was bored when she was walking down the aisle,” Donald said years later. “I kept thinking, What the hell am I doing here?” If his pulse only pumps when he’s on the hunt, the campaign may be more scintillating than the presidency.




  As public as his own affair with Maples was, with her declaring her love for him in a Diane Sawyer interview that he helped arrange while still married to Ivana, he dumped his peach shortly after she was discovered by a cop on a closed stretch of Florida beach far from Mar-A-Lago at 4:00 a.m. with a bodyguard who at first lied to the police about what he was doing there. Marla said she had to go to the bathroom, though the two were caught “hiding under a lifeguard chair,” news reports indicated. Maybe, on second thought, Donald wasn’t the best sex Marla ever had.




  Later, Donald tried to disabuse anyone of the notion that he was a cuckold or, as he would put it on the business side, a “disgruntled former partner” when he got a divorce. A source very close to him (meaning him) explained that it was all a dollars-and-cents question. Marla’s prenuptial agreement offered a mere million, plus support if they split early, but a percent of net after that. Like his four casino bankruptcies, his divorces were, in his view, merely additional evidence of his business acumen, with Ivana and Marla strategically reduced to their prenup limits.




  Both brides are still zipped shut by confidentiality clauses, especially Marla, who had the audacity to tell a London paper in 1999, when Donald was ruminating publicly about a possible presidential candidacy, that she would tell what he “is really like” if he ran. “I will not be silent,” Marla declared. “I will feel it is my duty as an American citizen to tell the people what he is really like.”




  Trump hauled her into court, where his lawyer told reporters that her statements, coming just a day before she was to receive a giant Trump check, “could well be used to test” the judgment of whether she was or wasn’t “a bimbo.” But now Marla, whose daughter Tiffany appeared at the Tower press conference and went to Penn on her father’s dime, is back on camera herself, on The View and Dancing With the Stars, describing Donald as a “voice for peace.”




  Melania, too, is a window into Donald’s fluttering affections. When he teased Larry King about a possible run in 1999, shortly after his divorce from Marla was finalized (although they had been separated for years), he said he would marry Melania in twenty-four hours if he decided to seek the White House, guaranteeing that the country would have a first lady. She immediately told a reporter she’d do it. When he didn’t run, it took him nearly six years to get the job done. There was a leaked breakup along the way, a sure way to advertise his temporary availability.




  Just months after this televised faux-proposal, Melania posed nude atop Donald’s bearskin rug for a British magazine, a photo that stirred an uproar in early 2016, when an anti-Trump SuperPAC circulated it it. She was handcuffed to a briefcase on Donald’s private plane, a now eerie foreshadowing of the nuclear football in a wrist cable–connected bag that always accompanies the president and seems so incongruous when combined with hair-trigger Trump.




  Melania, too, has described her daily explosive sex life with Donald, a salute that may now be a prenup provision. Even the name of her ten-year-old son, Barron, who has his own floor in Trump Tower, connotes wealth or title, like Tiffany, Trump’s daughter with Marla, and so unlike the names of his three children with Ivana—Donald, Eric, and Ivanka.




  Of course, there were enough other models besides all three of his wives to fill an old Playboy edition, which he actually proposed at one point, dubbing it “The Girls of Trump.” He bragged that he got hit on all the time and “if you take one out of a thousand a few times a year, you know you’re doing pretty good.” It wasn’t just the endless gossip about women that he reveled in; it was the cheap shots he took, ranging from “fat pig” to “slob.”




  “You have to treat ‘em like shit,” was his memorable motto for women.




  People magazine once suggested he also had an affair with a chiropractic college graduate who worked at Mar-A-Lago (he denied it). A New Yorker reporter, who was watching with Trump while the chiropractor manipulated the back of a club member, asked where she’d done her training. In a lifetime of frat boy chatter, no comment topped Trump’s response to the school question. He said, “I’m not sure. Baywatch Medical School? Does that sound right? I’ll tell you the truth. Once I saw Dr. Ginger’s photograph, I didn’t need really need to look at her resume or anyone else’s. Are you asking, ‘Did we hire her because she’d trained at Mount Sinai for fifteen years?’ The answer is no. And I’ll tell you why: because by the time she’s spent fifteen years at Mount Sinai, we don’t want to look at her.”




  Melania, warned but undaunted, met Donald at the Kit Kat Club eighteen years ago—shortly after the New Yorker story appeared.




  Even with all of this baggage, Donald went into bizarrely sensitive overdrive when Hillary Clinton said he had a “penchant for sexism.” She was responding to Trump’s declaration that she “got schlonged” by Barack Obama in 2008, and that her bathroom break at a debate was “disgusting.” The comments were consistent with a Trump obsession about female appearance and bodily function, including his ongoing invective about candidate Carly Fiorina’s face and Megyn Kelly’s period.




  Donald responded to Hillary’s restrained assessment by resurrecting Bill Clinton’s 1980s and 1990s scandals, noting that she has “one of the great women abusers of all time sitting in her house, waiting for her to come home for dinner.” He boasted for months afterward that his countercharges shut the Clintons up about his supposed sexism. He had been much more sympathetic about Clinton’s sex life in 2001, shortly after Clinton left office, telling an Australian reporter how awful it was that Clinton had been asked if he’d had sex with Monica Lewinsky. “What he should have done is fought for years not to answer it,” said Donald, whose penchant for projection is at least as recurrent as his penchant for sexism. “I mean isn’t it amazing and terrible that a guy—a president—is put in that position?”




  While Bill and Hillary’s visit to Mar-A-Lago for the Melania wedding is attracting much media attention now, few recall that Lewinsky was noticed there herself, while she worked on her memoir in 1999. She wound up chatting with both Donald and Ivana, who continued to travel there long after the divorce. During Hillary’s senate run in 2000, she frequently stayed in Steven Spielberg’s Trump Tower apartment, until her Secret Service army became an annoyance to other residents. Trump was still toying with a presidential run at the time, telling MSNBC’s Chris Matthews, “Can you imagine how controversial I’d be? You think about Clinton and the women. How about me and the women? Can you imagine?” When Matthews mentioned Lewinsky, Donald answered, “Yeah. They might like my women better too.”




  Trump’s hour-long announcement speech was almost as high-minded. It contained 257 self-references and only seven mentions of “America” or “American,” most of which were references to his own holdings, like the piece he owns of the Bank of America building in San Francisco, according to The Washington Post’s Dana Milbank.




  A couple of months later, when asked to name a leader he looked to for advice on managing his company, he said, “Me.” A deputy in the Trump Tower office, where the interview took place, affirmed, “Mirror. The Mirror.” Donald, who actually has a large mirror on the elaborate desk in his Tower apartment, added, “I look at me.” Later in the campaign, when MSNBC’s Mika Brzezinski pressed him a fourth time to name his foreign policy advisers, he jolted even the tamed television circus. “I’m speaking with myself, number one, because I have a very good brain,” he declared. While that response may have sounded like a prelude to naming other advisers, he didn’t mention a number two, concluding that his “primary consultant is myself.” Coupled with endorser Ben Carson’s intended compliment that there are two Donald Trumps, it all combined to anticipate a future Fox show consisting entirely of Trump interviewing Trump. No split screen needed.




  One of his announcement boasts would, in a world with moral parameters, have sounded confessional. “I’ve dealt with politicians all my life,” the man who’s given $840,000 to New York candidates since 1980 observed. “If you can’t make a good deal with a politician, there’s something wrong with you. They’re controlled fully by lobbyists, by the donors, by the special interests.” To make sure the audience completed the circle of cynicism, he added, “I have lobbyists that can produce anything for me. They’re great.” The thesis, repeated at the debates and rallies that followed, was that a master at compromising public officials was the only one who could out-maneuver the wirepullers, that his payola prowess was on-the-job training for the presidency. He’d turned his campaign logo into a wink.




  Larded with overstated claims of vast and rich holdings, Trump’s speech remarkably contended that an unnamed bank had, unsolicited, offered him a $4 billion loan, telling him that he didn’t have “enough borrowings.” He said he waved the banker off with an “I don’t need it” dismissal, a fairy tale so fanciful, virtually no one even reported he’d said it. A front-page New York Times investigation subsequently concluded that “major banks say they are leery of lending to him after having lost millions of dollars on past deals.”




  Indeed, in the aftermath of Trump’s near bankruptcy of 1991, when he was rescued by loss-bearing creditors and became a too-big-to-fail bailout pioneer, the banks virtually stopped financing large projects or acquisitions for him. That left him with what the New York Times called “modest” holdings in New York and no casinos in Atlantic City. Bloomberg’s Businessweek summed it up: “Trump isn’t really a skyscraper developer anymore, and he hasn’t been for years. He put up huge buildings and casinos, borrowed to do it, nearly wiped out, came back as a brand name that often needed bigger partners, was smacked by the financial crisis when he tried to again take massive risks, and ended up with a profitable business anyway.”




  Of his properties, Donald has either sold or lost the Plaza, the Princess, the Shuttle, the Palm Beach Tower, the casinos, The Apprentice, the Miss Universe pageant, Trump SoHo, the university, Fred Trump’s outer borough empire and, most importantly, the West Side yards over the years. He long ago sold virtually all of the apartments in Manhattan condo and co-op buildings that still carry his name, making him an afterthought, even in the ones he actually built. In his newer projects, he’s traded the eighteenth floor for the eighteenth hole, developing, for example, a $127 million luxury course in the Bronx, bordered by housing projects and opening just before the Trump Tower announcement.




  He’s also become a marketer who licenses his image for developments he neither builds nor owns (though he sometimes manages), shielding himself from lawsuits again and again by arguing that he has little to do with many of the projects that bear his name. A plus side? The CIA won’t have to give him lessons in plausible deniability if he wins in November.




  This new branding business model was even invoked in his presidential pitch when he said we “need somebody that can take the brand of the United States and make it great again,” as if his magic moniker could wipe clean the dark slate he draws. He wants to do for America what Colonel Sanders did for stub-lickin’ chicken.




  Trump’s wealth is variously estimated—$10 billion by his own account and $2.9 billion by Bloomberg—a disparity whose width underlines how subjective the asset valuations are. Observers have calculated that had he simply put his starting nest egg into a fund keyed to the Standard & Poor index, he’d have $12 billion now. A University of Texas professor told The Washington Post that he would be worth $23 billion if he’d earned the average of what real estate investment trusts (REITs) have returned since Trump launched his career in the ’70s.




  Candidate Donald has derided any suggestion, advanced principally by onetime-foe Marco Rubio, that he’s also anything less than a self-made colossus, citing the Father Fred advantage. Insisting that Fred only jumpstarted him with a million-dollar loan, Donald ignores the fact that all of his early deals, from the Hyatt to Trump Tower to even Trump Plaza in Atlantic City, required Fred’s signature on the critical loan or acquisition documents. Plus it was Fred who opened the first doors for him in the 1970s with New York’s mayor and governor, both products of the Brooklyn clubs that also made him. Rubio cast the Fred advantage as an inheritance, which didn’t really come until the patriarch died in 1999, when everyone first learned that Donald helped draft the will denying any benefits to the children of his late brother, Fred Jr.




  At Fred Sr.’s funeral, Donald spoke almost entirely about himself, a seventeen-year run-up to his presidential debut. And at the presidential announcement, in the tower that a Fred credit line made possible, Donald contended that he did it all despite Fred, who he depicted as opposed to his early Manhattan ventures.




  Of course, the announcement speech’s climatic sound bite was Donald’s invocation of The Great Mexican Menace, a replay of the Visigoths sacking Rome in 410. Mexico, he raged, is sending its people to the US and “they’re bringing drugs, they’re bringing crime, they’re rapists,” though he added, “some, I assume, are good people.” The rape theme, minus any data or examples, hit a particularly historical chord, recalling the Scottsboro Boys and To Kill a Mockingbird, the toxic combination of sex and race that has haunted America forever.




  Donald did hit the right button with his border bluster, though. The Mexican hordes were fodder for Trump’s wall, a construction job he could do at a profit for America, paid for in this high-five fantasy by the very people it would be built to contain. He also pledged to deport eleven million immigrants already here, including children born in America, despite their jus soli citizenship.




  Critics called it all scapegoating, but it was actually escapism, a conscious inside joke among the millions who cheered it at the polls. To many of them, their Trump fervor was less about the wall and a crackdown actually coming to pass than it was about the chump Republicans who were too cowed to say it should. These guys want the bar-fight rallies with a racial edge to last through the “punch-him-in-the-face” inaugural address, but they also want someone invisibly washing the beer glasses in the kitchen.




  Taco Trump was also a surprise.




  Trump had talked about immigration at CPAC and elsewhere in recent years, but it was never the soul of his message; trade was, China was. He was actually building the Trump Ocean Resort Baja Mexico just a few years prior, a condo-hotel development along the cliffs of North Baja, Mexico, just across the border. His description of Mexico in the press release was a touch more benign: “I’ve always said location is everything, and being just thirty minutes from downtown San Diego makes this an ideal locale.” In 2013, Trump settled with over one hundred Baja condo buyers, mostly from Southern California, who sued when they lost millions on the failed project.




  Donald didn’t begin attacking Mexico explicitly until 2014, when he merged two of the media-inflated crises that gave the Republicans the Senate—Ebola and migrant children. He alerted us all to the potential danger that when Ebola “starts happening” in Mexico, infected people could “just walk” into the US. His Mexican foray was actually as much a part of Trump’s Ebola Twitter panic in 2014 as it was a sign of his anti-immigrant predilections. He was simultaneously blasting Obama for not shutting down all flights from affected countries and excoriating the medical workers who dared to fly home. But even then, on the immigration front, he was only talking about a “border fence.”




  He waited until he declared his candidacy to highlight Mexican drug traffickers and rapists, to elevate a fence to a thirty-five-foot wall, and to push a mass roundup of families. As much as these policies became his campaign centerpiece, he was never called to account for the falseness of his 2014 alarm about Mexico or Ebola, allowed to substitute scares without a whisper of media accountability.




  At some point in the Trump narrative the “Mexico threat” became synonymous with the “Muslim threat.” The wall, he suggested, might even be tall enough to protect us from ISIS as well, though banning all Muslim immigrants and Syrian refugees was a constitutional sacrifice worth making. Though Donald laced his announcement speech with references to how tough he would be on ISIS, he didn’t say anything about a Muslim ban until after the November 13, 2015 Paris attack, when he feasted on the carnage, gloating that his strongman run for president “took on a whole new meaning” when the jihad body count jumped.




  He got so emotional about the slaughter at San Bernardino that he sometimes confused it with Los Angeles, sixty miles west, though he never mixed up the location of his Los Angeles golf course, the most expensive ever built. After the bombings of the airport and a train station in Brussels in March 2016, he said fear of terrorism was “probably why I’m number one in the polls.” He’d manufactured the post-9/11 myth that thousands of Muslims were celebrating the attack in New Jersey, yet wasn’t shy about beating his own chest when new attacks inflated his support.




  As new as these Trump targets were, they were also hauntingly familiar. His flicker of a possible presidential run in 2011 was tied to his emergence as America’s top birther, a racial siren then sounding across red America. When he was number two in Republican presidential polls, Donald said he’d sent detectives to Hawaii to look into President Obama’s birth certificate. “They can’t believe what they are finding,” he warned. President Obama’s true origins, our National Sherlock predicted, could be “one of the greatest cons in the history of politics and beyond,” oblivious to his own pretense, asserted in his 1987 book The Art of the Deal that his Germanic family roots were Swedish, a fiction designed to help him prosper in the mostly Jewish circles of high Manhattan real estate.




  Donald never revealed what his dogged investigators found and he refused to answer Anderson Cooper’s questions about Obama’s citizenship in June 2015. “I really don’t know” where the president was born, said the unrepentant candidate, who also bragged that he’d made the issue “very popular.”




  All Trump knew was that the pathway to the Republican nomination was paved with race cards—a black president in 2011, Mexicans in 2015.




  He pushed the same button in 1989, when he considered running against Ed Koch himself but instead wound up co-chairing Rudy Giuliani’s first major fundraiser. That’s when Trump bought full-page ads in all four New York City dailies railing against Koch as if the mayor was responsible for the racially inflammatory rape of the Central Park jogger. Under the headline BRING BACK THE DEATH PENALTY! BRING BACK THE POLICE!, Donald addressed the 600-word ad to Koch, saying the mayor had urged that hate and rancor “should be removed from our hearts.” With five black youths already arrested for the assault on a white woman, Donald said: “I do not think so.”




  “Yes, Mayor Koch, I want to hate these murderers and I always will,” the ad screamed. “I am not looking to psychoanalyze them, or understand them. I am looking to punish them.” Even years later, when the teenagers Trump implicitly wanted to execute were exonerated, he called the city’s settlement with them a “disgrace” and said the five, who’d spent the bulk of their lives in prison for a crime someone else later confessed to, “do not exactly have the pasts of angels.” He issued that verdict in June 2014, a year before his Trump Tower announcement.




  His history made these race comments even appear, dare we think it, authentic. His father had been arrested at a KKK rally decades earlier. He and Fred had been successfully sued in a 1970s race discrimination case by the US Justice Department for closing their many doors to African-Americans. His closest known black friends are Don King and Mike Tyson, who he teamed up with in the 1980s to land their biggest bouts at his casinos, even becoming a large donor to King’s “adopted son” Al Sharpton. But Trump also secretly funneled dark secrets to King’s most hated biographer.




  Donald once wished aloud that he was a well-educated black, saying he believed “they do have an actual advantage.” He said blacks have a penchant for “laziness.” In November 2015, he re-tweeted an image of phony crime statistics that alleged that 81 percent of whites killed in the United States are killed by blacks, while only 2 percent of blacks murdered are killed by whites, off the mark in both categories by a universe or two. No person of color has ever held a top executive post in his organization and even his suited security army inside the tower is virtually all white.




  Race, from African-Americans to Mexicans to Muslims, is the accelerant that’s propelled Trump’s campaign. His genius is that he’s known for years how well it could work. “If you want to rouse a dog, why whistle when you can roar,” was his strategic break with the Republican pack, which long preferred code to clamor. And when his divisiveness drew mostly minority protestors to his rallies, he reaped a bonus, a viral jolt to his base, which rose to match the anger of “the others,” a backlash to a backlash that upped Trump’s numbers.




  The violence began all the way back in September when Trump’s director of security Keith Schiller and others in Trump’s disturbingly large army of bodyguards grabbed posters from protestors demonstrating on the sidewalk in front of Trump Tower, with Schiller smacking one Latino in the face who tried to get his MAKE AMERICA RACIST AGAIN sign back. The Trump campaign response to the brief media hubbub was a loud snort of defiance.




  This showdown was a prelude to sucker punches and bloody brawls at Trump rallies, with the candidate often revving it up. It culminated with the arrest of campaign manager Corey Lewandowski for grabbing a female reporter’s arm at a Trump event, leaving bruises on her arm. When the incident occurred, Lewandowski and Trump derided the “delusional” reporter’s account, and even when a police-released video confirmed it, Trump remarkably barked: “How do you know those bruises weren’t there before?” Until the Lewandowski arrest, all the conflict fed the narrative Trump appeared to want, namely that he and his “movement” were shaking up America with their inchoate outrage. In-your-face politics had its own new face.




  It also helped, of course, that Trump didn’t need majorities. In a 1999 New York Times interview, contemplating a race as the Reform Party candidate, he calculated that all he needed was “33⅓ percent, a little more, figure 34,” the same slice of the Republican electorate he appears now to be poised to ride to the nomination, a small enough base that a race and ruckus campaign could rule. He is running as a white Pootie Tang, the Louis C.K.-and-Chris Rock–created Blaxploitation superhero whose unintelligible, pig-Latinesque jive can only be translated by transfixed fans and reporters.




  Trump’s other genius is his shocking understanding that news broadcasting and sports broadcasting are now indistinguishable, promoting the very games they cover, living by ratings alone, embedded at the pleasure of the star of the show in the presidential sweepstakes they record. Donald is the all-time champion of unearned media—on the tube forever without paying for it or saying much of substance. Not since Lily Tomlin’s Ernestine has a phone operator gotten as much airtime as Trump.




  In a season of broadcast blunders, the worst was the race cover-up, with vacuous analysts, especially on primary nights, going on and on about anything but race explaining the Trump tide. It was anger in New Hampshire, though it has the lowest poverty rate in America and unemployment is virtually nonexistent. It was the newest catchword of the babbling class—Trump’s “outsider” persona—that supposedly carried him through the Deep South on Super Tuesday, even though the same voters in Alabama were simultaneously reelecting the chair of the banking committee, Senator Richard Shelby, buoyed by a $19 million war chest, mostly from the likes of Goldman and J.P. Morgan. Shelby, an eight-one-year-old incumbent forever, won 65 percent of the vote, avoiding a run-off.




  As Trump swept ten of the eleven Confederate states—only losing Texas to native son Ted Cruz—Jake Tapper and Dana Bash on CNN marveled night after night about how stunning it was that a kid from Queens was sweeping the Deep South without offering even a speculative word about the power of his racial message. Tapper asked Trump the toughest question of the televised campaign, hounding him about the KKK leader’s endorsement, not relenting even when Trump demurred, unsure, apparently, if condemning David Duke might also cost him Jefferson Davis. But neither Tapper nor any of the myriad other anchors would offer a clear-cut explanation of the impact race was transparently having, as if it was a specter beyond, when it was the very tissue of the Trump triumphs.




  It’s possible that Tapper and other broadcast wise men are victims of exit polls that never ask, at least as far we are told on television, if Trump voters think white people are discriminated against in America now, or if they fear a future nonwhite majority, easy measures of racial resentment affirmed in issue polls not cited by the networks. But the cowardly silence about race as a determining factor—shared across the dial—is a shirking of the truth-teller duty of journalists, an accommodation not just for Trump but for his supporters who enlarge the ratings. When the president delivered a journalism is “more-than-handing-someone-a-microphone” critique of campaign coverage, the speech went virtually dark on the same channels that had delivered one live Trump rally after another.




  Donald intuited from the beginning of the campaign that television executives and producers are easier to buy or scare than politicians. If he was good television, and he knew he would be, they would give him billions in exposure while demanding little more than unpredictable conflict and controversy from him. They, too, he understood, believe his life is a movie and are competing, often on his terms, to sell tickets to it.




  Les Moonves, CBS’s CEO, told a Morgan Stanley conference that his company was making huge profits because of the Trump spectacle, urging Donald to “bring it on, keep going.” Moonves encapsulated the season of circus: “It may not be good for America, but it’s damn good for CBS.” Moonves reminded us of the 1950s bromide of President Eisenhower’s defense secretary who intimated that what was good for General Motors was good for America. As false as that equivalence, it pales when a broadcast executive channels it, since his industry only exists because government allows it free access to at least half a trillion worth of public airwaves, “a privilege not a right,” said an FCC commissioner a decade ago, in exchange for serving public interests.




  “America’s id is running for president,” said Jon Stewart after Trump’s announcement, calling him the guy whose brain tells him at 3:00 a.m. “let’s go take a shit in a mailbox.” If Trump tweeted it or put it on the schedule, cable cameras would rush to the mailbox and peer right down the chute.




  Yet, when The Daily Beast interviewed disabled vets with vendor licenses that Trump forced off of Fifth Avenue at the very moment that he was hosting a charity event for veterans in Iowa, not a single network sent reporters out to talk to the vets Trump regarded as incompatible with splendor. Restricted to side streets around the corner from the tower and other trophies, the vets were only feet away from most broadcast headquarters.




  Save for ABC’s Brian Ross, new networks aren’t doing their own digging, much less giving airtime to the serious investigative pieces done by the New York Times, The Washington Post, the Smoking Gun, Politico, The Daily Beast, Reuters, Bloomberg and many other news organizations (including their own websites, especially CNN’s). Instead, they cover the horse race and spitfire between candidates, playing right into Trump’s spittoon. They even sometimes wring their hands on the air while they’re doing it.




  Strangely, though, after nine months of coverage that inflated the Trump balloon, the broadcast consensus shifted in March, as one, feasting daily off of Trump gaffes that once got only momentary attention. The swing occurred after Trump bailed on the last debate and said he would do no more of these ratings-bonanza events, and just as Joe Scarborough and others began openly salivating on air about the grand payday of a contested convention. If that’s a coincidence, it’s another happy one for a business set to profit from a Trump spring and early summer, even if, this time, the questions and commentary will be more probing.




  “The show is Trump,” Donald told Playboy in 1990 when his family and business were drowning. “And it is sold-out performances everywhere.”




  1




  Unraveling




  Rushing like a great comet to the zenith, his path a blazing trail, Frank Cowperwood did for the hour illuminate the terrors and wonders of individuality. But for him also the eternal equation—the pathos of the discovery that even giants are but pygmies, and that an ultimate balance must be struck.




  THEODORE DREISER, THE TITAN




  Donald Trump had not granted an interview or smirked into a camera in nearly a month. It was his longest media dry spell since 1986—when he started taking reporters on grand tours aboard his black Puma helicopter, laying claim to the Manhattan to Atlantic City landscape with a lordly wave of his hand. At forty-four, despite almost daily, banner-headlined catastrophes since the beginning of 1990, he was still willing to play posterboy, and a birthday was a great photo opportunity. So, after weeks of hiding from a suddenly carnivorous press, he decided to surface at a birthday blast organized by his casino dependents. With his golden hair backing up beneath his starched collar, a wounded half smile on his silent lips, and perfectly protected by his ever-present blue pinstriped suit, the icon of the eighties—slowed in the first six months of the new decade to an uncertain pace—worked his way out onto a Boardwalk blanketed by a mid-June haze.




  The gray clouds that clung to the spires and cupolas of the Taj Mahal—one of three casinos Trump owned in the seaside town—would not dampen his day. Neither would the newspapers, which had sunk to portraying him as a kind of pop prince of Ponzi, a colossal, one-man pyramid scheme. And neither would the dozens of bankers who were gathering back in New York even on this summer Saturday morning to pick apart the bones of his empire, to add secondary liens to nearly everything he owned. His organization—which he saw as a visionary amalgam of “artful deals”—had already suffered through three weeks of almost surgical exploration at the hands of chameleon moneymen who’d once thrown unsecured millions at him and were now barking at one another over how much life-support pocket change each would agree to offer him. It was just as well he’d gotten out of town, even if he had to leave aboard one of his overleveraged helicopters.




  The thousands who were there to greet him—his Atlantic City army of dealers, maids, bellhops, cocktail waitresses, security guards, cooks, and half-dressed dancers—knew perfectly well what he meant to them. Anyone could hire them, but he was more than an employer. The Taj catering manager Barbara Epstein exhorted them from the stage set up in front of the casino’s cement elephants. “Let’s stand behind our Donald,” she pleaded, “because he’s the father of our babies.” It was an image that troubled him, but he understood that they were reaching for words to define him. He was their life force.




  Atlantic City mayors came and went, often departing for jail, but Donald Trump had just kept getting bigger and bigger—he now owned fully 40 percent of the city’s casino hotel rooms and ruled it like a potentate. Hadn’t he given wealth a populist glamour? Hadn’t he lived his staff’s fantasies, chasing the sky with flash and glitz, his towers rising from the sand like beacons? Hadn’t he made their town his own, buying and building it felt table by felt table?




  They were reaching out to touch him now as if he were still draped in dollars. They were saying they loved him. They were telling a nation it was lucky to have him. They were begging him to stay afloat.




  Yet his gargantuan gaming empire had helped give the town its Third World economic flavor—its cash product siphoned out for use elsewhere, its casino enclave arrayed against a skyline of wilting poverty like desert mirages. Though the city’s meager 37,000 population made it a small town, its stretches of decay interspersed with glitz gave it the look of a gutted big-city whore, cheaply overdressed and covered in splashy makeup. After a decade in New Jersey, and a symphony of promises, the Great Builder had yet to erect his first unit of housing on its downtown vacant plains, sidestepping obligations that were, at times, binding covenants that ran with the title to land he bought with city approval. The Taj itself sat on a seventeen-acre site, much of which was cleared with government funds earmarked for rebuilding the city. A side part of this parcel had long been designated for affordable, oceanfront housing, and while Donald had once agreed to build it, there was little doubt now but that it would never be completed.




  Even as his subjects chanted for him that morning, the police were ripping up portions of the Boardwalk just a block or so away, scouring its underside for the decomposed body of a murdered homeless man who’d supposedly been buried inside the elaborate, garbage-strewn maze of tunnels dug by the city’s legion of street people for shelter. Just as the rally ended, another homeless man, sleeping in four feet of grass and weeds on a lot near the Taj, was fatally chopped to pieces by a brush-hog mower attached to a tractor.




  A screaming ambulance siren became background music for the birthday speeches. A roulette dealer took the mike to call Donald “a superhero” and repeat a homily she might have used on a loser or two at her table: “Success is getting up one more time when you fall down. He’s a real success story.” A professional motivator, Douglas Cox, hired to whip the crowd up, had them cheering frantically for Donald’s brief thank-you statement. “This is unbelievable. You folks are fantastic,” he said. “Over the years, I’ve surprised a lot of people. And the biggest surprise is yet to come.” It was a word of encouragement wrapped in mystery, a tease designed to please the crowd while not offending the nervous bankers, who would not stand for another arrogant declaration of triumph. Donald posed for a photo with a vendor who presented him with an eight-foot-tall rug portrait of himself and prepared to leave. He disliked crowd scenes and was so formal and fastidious that he washed his hands after even boardroom handshakes, drank his diet soda through a straw, wore starch and a suit to tennis matches, demoted casino executives when he found as few as four cigarette butts in an out-of-the-way stairwell, and suggested AIDS tests to applicant bed partners. He knew he would have to go through one more of these flesh-pressing events that night, when a more intimate party of high rollers and hotel brass was planned at a ballroom in his marina casino off the Boardwalk, Trump Castle.




  Even as he shuffled off—engulfed by the still cheering throng and bulky bodyguards in dark suits, armed with walkie-talkies—he was alone. He could not remember when he wasn’t alone. Over the years, during his many media interviews and elsewhere, he loosely referred to mere acquaintances as “friends” if they were prominent enough. But those who knew him best said he had virtually no real friends—because, in his own view, no one was actually worthy of his trust. He’d watched his older brother, Fred Jr., die in 1981 and had diagnosed the cause as Fred’s trusting nature. It had killed him at forty-three, when Donald’s decade was just starting, and for Donald the tragedy had become a chilling message. Only a few months earlier, he’d confided to the million or so men who read Playboy that, while alcohol had technically killed his brother (the death certificate lists no cause), he had really died, swore Donald, of openness. “I saw people really taking advantage of Fred, and the lesson I learned was to always keep my guard up one hundred percent, whereas he didn’t,” he said. When he repeated the story on national television in an interview with Connie Chung, he said of Fred Jr.: “He totally gave of himself. And I tend to be just the opposite.”




  More than condos or casinos, he’d spent his life building defenses—walls to fend off the people around him. The tally for his three homes—including mansions in Palm Beach and Greenwich, Connecticut, as well as a double triplex in Trump Tower—was 250 rooms, enough to hide in forever. He’d bought a boat with another hundred rooms on six levels. He’d bought a plane large enough to seat 200, but had it redesigned to include a bedroom, full bath, and office. He had New York’s largest living room in the Trump Tower complex. Even his grand and virtually sold-out condo project opposite Central Park, Trump Parc, was black at night because almost no one lived in its most expensive front apartments. The apartments were speculative investments or retreats for offshore corporate visitors. It was as if he could never have enough rooms, decorated in luxurious stillness. Each of the significant people in his life had also contributed, in his or her own way, to his loneliness. None had ever really got past his self-contained wariness.




  He had turned his wife into a corporate officer and considered it a promotion. In the mid-eighties he’d given her a casino to run a hundred miles away from him and, week after week, their helicopters had passed each other in the early evening as she flew home and he flew to Atlantic City for the weekend. His top staffers had taken to calling it “the Asbury Park marriage” because that was just about the point in Northern Jersey where they calculated the choppers were close enough to almost touch. While he later shifted her to his landmark hotel in New York, the Plaza, she grew to like her Trump Organization job so much that she kept it when their marriage ended. The couple had not slept together for two and a half years when their peculiar partnership had finally been buried under an avalanche of jointly generated headlines four months before the birthday celebration.




  Their life together had begun with an escape hatch—the first of four pre- and postnuptial bargains, the only love letters he’d ever written her. The architect who designed his signature building, Trump Tower, built early in their marriage, told friends that Donald had asked him to plan a second apartment in the building just for him, in case he and Ivana split. Donald would eventually admit that he might have had a “deep-seeded premonition” about life with Ivana, even at the very beginning. In news stories before their separation became public, he distilled their relationship to such a point of shallowness that he turned interview questions about her into opportunities to post notices of his own availability.




  “How is your marriage?”




  “Just fine. Ivana is a very kind and good woman. I also think she has the instincts and drive of a good manager. She’s focused and she’s a perfectionist.”




  “And as a wife, not as a manager?”




  “I never comment on romance. She’s a great mother, a good woman who does a good job.”




  Donald berated her scornfully in front of her staff—first at the Castle and later, at the Plaza. Though she had achieved revenue gains at her casino, inducing some of Donald’s casino advisers to taunt him with the suggestion that it be renamed Ivana’s Castle, he had decided abruptly in the spring of 1988 that she was through as president. Tales of her tearful departure—and scenes of his patronizing humiliation of her—were recounted by Ivana loyalists years later. “I don’t need this, some woman crying,” he reportedly said at her farewell ceremony. “I need somebody strong in here.” After she’d left distraught, he’d reached her on a speakerphone while he met with her top executives in a Castle conference and insisted that she “say hello” to everyone, evoking another deluge.




  Bringing her home to New York may also have doomed the marriage, for it put them in the same room—too often. His feelings about her were a mass of contradictions. He confessed to others “the guilt” he felt over having made her “totally subservient.” She later acknowledged it herself, conceding in legal documents that she’d been persuaded throughout their life together that Donald “held all the cards,” concluding: “This was apparently what he wanted me to think because it was important to him (although damaging to the children and me) for me to appear submissive.” Ironically, the acquiescence on which he had insisted wound up crushing whatever interest he had in her. “She wasn’t challenging,” he confided. “I left essentially because I was bored.”




  He had had nothing but contempt for her social climbing—not recognizing her insistent pursuit of a role in New York society as a stubborn statement of her independence, a willful hunt to establish her own position in a wider circle. Gradually she must have become, in his mind, one of the stick women—bones tied together in $10,000 dresses—who haunted the dinner party circuit he abhorred. He freely castigated the very status she sought, telling reporters he couldn’t stand 80 percent of her society friends.




  But what really galled him was the part she’d come to play so eagerly in a scenario he’d written himself. He had created a fantasy life of personal excess as a commercial vehicle for the Trump Organization, all part of a sales strategy that magically merged his ego and business needs. But she had begun to love living the fantasy—she was enchanted by Mar-A-Lago, the Florida citadel he’d purchased for its aerial-shot impact, and she actually took South Pacific tours on the Trump Princess, the world’s second-largest yacht he’d bought as a casino attraction, docked next to the Castle to lure big spenders. Didn’t she realize this was just shtick? While he could step outside this charade, study it, tinker with it, smile at it, she had come to believe in it. Once she let herself become a beaming walk-on in the commercial life he’d scripted, she was as surreal to him as all the rest of it.




  So he had started the new decade with a new declaration: He was leaving. But neither Ivana nor he was sure if he meant it. Ivana wanted to hang on, but almost as desperately, she wanted to win this new test of nerves between them. She’d heard him trumpet his conquest of Merv Griffin in the battle for the Taj at a New Year’s party the year before, announcing “I wish I had another Merv to bat around.” She was determined it wasn’t going to be her. If the marriage ended, she would leave with the upper hand. She would also leave with a meaningful chunk of his net worth. And if they agreed to maintain the marriage, she was going to secure her future with a new nuptial agreement that gave her a fair share of his wealth.




  Even before Donald took off for Tokyo for the Mike Tyson–Buster Douglas fight in early February, Ivana’s lawyer and trusted friend, Michael Kennedy, was talking to Donald. Kennedy was making it clear that Ivana, wounded by a Christmas confrontation in Aspen with a brazen girlfriend of Donald’s, did not want a divorce. But she was demanding a 20 to 25 percent slice of Donald’s estimated half-billion dollars in assets, as published by Forbes magazine. She wanted this $125 million commitment in a new nuptial agreement, and the implication was that if she didn’t get it, a public separation would ensue. In his softer moments with Kennedy, Donald said he was interested in an upward revision of the roughly $25 million agreement—$14 million in cash plus properties—that they’d signed a little more than two years earlier. But in the end, Donald brushed the suggestion aside and broke off the talks, insisting on adhering to the numbers in the 1987 postnuptial.




  As soon as Donald was out of town, Kennedy, Ivana, and a hurriedly hired publicist named John Scanlon began planning a preemptive strike on Donald’s iron bunker of a nuptial contract. Timed to appear while Donald was in the air on his way back from Japan to assure Ivana unanswered, first-day news dominance, the New York Daily News’ front page was decorated by gossip columnist Liz Smith with Ivana’s prepackaged version of the breakup, complete with vague allusions to Donald’s “betrayal” and Ivana’s role as his “full-time business partner.” Donald’s business trip had gone badly—Tyson, in whom he had invested millions, lost the heavyweight crown, and his hunt for deals and cash had produced neither. Then he got Ivana’s bad news just as he landed and was enraged as much by the fact that someone else was manipulating his media as he was by its portrayal of him as a philanderer.




  Hiding behind an imaginary spokesman, Donald began likening Ivana to hotel baroness Leona Helmsley, whom he’d just labeled in an interview “a truly evil human being” and a “vicious, horrible woman” who mistreated her employees “worse than anyone I’ve ever witnessed.” This poisonous assault—and other leaks to gossip columnists so odious one described them as too offensive to print—boomeranged. He contemplated taking the Leona image a step further, branding Ivana as “the equivalent of Imelda Marcos and Leona Helmsley wrapped up in one,” exposing parallels of Imelda’s shoe glut in Ivana’s own closet, while simultaneously circulating stories of her harsh management of the Plaza. “There are two Ivanas,” he whispered, promising that the public would be “repulsed” by the truth about how she spent money. “If I wanted to, I could win the war of PR,” he said, “but I don’t want to.” After his initial Helmsley potshot, even Donald may have sensed, as the suffering Ivana assumed heroic proportions in the media, that dumping on her was an image kamikaze mission.




  He had tempted fate with the timing of the marital break. He, and only he, knew just how badly his empire was slipping. His advisers were warning him that his sudden and still secret problem in cajoling new financing out of the dry old holes was compounded by the spectacle he was becoming in the press. They told him that anything that made his financial statements take-home reading for the onetime trusting bankers was bad news. Even if the bankers had as strong a constitutional commitment to the sanctity of postnuptials as he, the advisers argued, they might unconsciously add up the unleveraged assets and divide them by two.




  As the months wore on, Kennedy and Donald reopened their talks. They had known each other since Ivana and Donald got married in 1977, and though Donald had retained a battery of attorneys to handle his dispute with Ivana, he preferred to talk directly with Kennedy himself. At Kennedy’s request, he got a letter from his lawyer permitting their continuing dialogue, without the presence of counsel. They talked numbers, and while they understood one another’s math, they were at times talking past each other about the ultimate result. Kennedy was still in search of a new nuptial, with Ivana disdaining divorce, while most of the time at least, an undecided Donald seemed to be looking to set a new price for a final breakup.




  The highest hard offer Donald made was $40 million, a $2 million-a-year allotment for twenty years plus the properties, bringing the total commitment to Ivana to well in excess of $50 million. When Kennedy balked, Donald hinted that he might raise it to $50 million in cash plus the properties. That convinced Kennedy he could get Trump as high as $75 million, and he told Ivana and her team that would be about as far as Donald would go, concluding that they were only a doable $25 million apart. Kennedy began telling people—and the newspapers reported—that Trump had made a $100 million offer. But that was just intended to give Donald face-saving room if they settled at $75 million.




  Ivana and her lawyer decided to tough it out for this unattainable prize, rejecting the $50 million. Incredibly, the woman who had shared thirteen years of Trump’s life and still bore the title of executive vice president in his compact organization knew so little about the true dimensions of his wealth that she and Kennedy had rejected an already impossible offer. An angry victim of his own hyped wealth, Donald cursed at Kennedy, “You will rue the day.”




  By then, the dispute between them had been in court for weeks, with Ivana having filed a civil suit. She was hardly in a position to file for divorce; she’d be left with the meager provisions of the latest nuptial contract. Instead, even though that agreement was the result of five months of intense bargaining and several drafts, she had challenged it as an illegal delusion, a product of her husband’s misrepresentations to her about their marriage and his wealth. Once she’d rejected the sidebar offer Donald made to Kennedy, she had no choice but to push ahead in her effort to overturn the nuptial, even though she knew she was playing to his strong suit. In legal papers, she now demanded half his empire, valuing it at a ludicrous $5 billion, charging that the $1.1 billion estimate listed by him when they hammered out the agreement in 1987 was a hoax. She hired detectives—heavy hitters imported in cowboy hats from Texas—but she knew so little about him they had to work without leads.




  She charged in court papers that “she believed” that Donald had engaged in extramarital relations for years, to which he replied that “continuing love and affection was not a material part of the 1987 agreement,” as chilling a case-law suggestion as his lawyers could fashion. It turned out that the prescient Donald had removed the pledge, which had indeed been contained in the previous nuptials. In his mind, it may have been the price he exacted for increasing her booty so dramatically in the 1987 agreement. He had, according to Ivana, suggested as early as 1986 that an open marriage “might be interesting,” but she had rejected the notion. The idea popped up right around the time that the Village Voice revealed that Donald had been buying jewelry at Bulgari’s and using the old empty box trick to dodge the sales tax, but instead of sending the box to his home in Greenwich, he’d reportedly sent one package for a $15,000 purchase to the Greenwich home of his lawyer, Roy Cohn. The ruse address suggested it was a gift he didn’t want Ivana to know about.




  In any event, Donald seemed to regard her Christmas Eve execution of the new agreement as a form of release. Apparently believing that he no longer owed her a legal obligation of love, he withdrew it, as if that were the only reason he had ever offered a display of it. In the aftermath of this agreement, their marriage grew cold and Donald’s onetime clandestine excursions became a bold and sustained high-risk adventure.




  It was in the middle of this fierce exchange that another crisis hit, and Donald made a different kind of news. Hints of it had appeared since the beginning of the year. In January, a two-page ad for the Trump Princess in Yachting magazine had provoked speculation in the dailies as to why Donald was selling it. He tried to explain this sea-search for $115 million in cash by claiming he was replacing the 282-foot vessel with a bigger model. By early June, noting the drooping prices of Donald’s casino bonds, Salomon Brothers publicly urged its customers to sell any holdings they might have. A noted casino analyst, Marvin Roffman, flatly predicted in one news story that the Taj wouldn’t make it, and Donald’s threats to sue pushed Roffman’s investment firm to fire him. If that much-publicized “off-with-his-head” reaction hadn’t sent shock waves to the financial community, the actual disastrous opening of the Taj certainly did. Gigantic crowds of customers, swamping horribly mismanaged accounting and coin-changing systems, forced the roping off of most of the slots for days. Even when the machines were finally opened, the waves of players were still not generating enough revenue to come near to covering the debt service.




  On the heels of the Taj debacle, Neil Barsky, the Wall Street Journal’s crafty Trump watcher who’d broken the Roffman stories, cornered Donald for a wide-ranging interview. Feigning more knowledge of Donald’s cash crush than he actually had, Barsky cajoled Donald into admitting in an April interview that he was trying to sell or refinance much of his empire. Barsky let Donald put the best face on the news, quoting him as saying he was on his way to becoming the “King of Cash,” but the story was a warning disguised as a get-well card. Barsky’s revelations were quickly followed by a Forbes downgrading of Donald’s wealth, dropping him from the $1.7 billion that the magazine had pegged him at in 1989 to $500 million. Forbes and the Philadelphia Inquirer’s Dave Johnston, Atlantic City’s top casino reporter, simultaneously uncovered a confidential financial statement Donald had submitted to New Jersey regulators. Their analysis of its crystal-clear overstatement of the value of Donald’s properties blew the lid off the business side of the Trump story.




  With the grim bankers gathering around Donald’s Trump Tower conference table like pallbearers, even Michael Kennedy was beginning to get the message. When the burrower Barsky exposed the hushed meetings in a June 4 front-page article, he cited unnamed banking sources who obviously thought, like Scanlon and Ivana had months earlier, that it was better if they shaped the news coverage of their ongoing combat rather than leave it to Donald. The “cash-shortage-has-become-critical” story was immediately picked up in papers across the country. The Trump debacle was almost as big a news event as his divorce, with imaginary “Best Banker I Ever Suckered” headlines hovering over the embarrassed table, recalling the New York Post’s ballyhooed quote from a Trump lover—“Best Sex I Ever Had.”




  The Barsky piece also linked the two cataclysms simultaneously shaking Donald’s life. His “private life” had become “a liability,” wrote Barsky, because the bankers were unsure “what portion of his empire could be claimed by his wife in any future divorce action.” Barsky also quoted “people close to Trump” as saying that he intended, in view of his new situation, to seek a major reduction in the amount pledged to Ivana in the postnuptial agreement. While that was an obvious ploy, the damage the divorce mess had done to the image Donald had cultivated was unquestionably connected with his sudden financial distress.




  A New York Times story noted “the erosion” of the value of the “tarnished” Trump name, quoting the chairman of a corporate identity firm as saying: “It’s going to be hard to view Mr. Trump as a prudent individual. People may now think twice about flying on an airplane that bears his name.” In fact, word was that an internal marketing survey done for the Trump Shuttle had revealed that caution wasn’t the only motive for riding the competitor, Pan Am. Businesswomen were boycotting Donald’s troubled airline in disturbing numbers—apparently out of anger at his perceived boorishness.




  The dissolution of his marriage had also hurt him with a far more important group of potential customers—the Japanese. In the months since his return from Tokyo, nascent deals to sell the Trump Princess; blocks of apartments in his new condo building, the Palace; and a stake in the Plaza to Japanese buyers had fallen apart, as well as attempts to get a loan against his equity in the Grand Hyatt hotel.




  The immediate cause of the bank meetings, which had been initiated by Donald in late May, was his inability to make a $43 million payment due on the bonds of Ivana’s former casino, Trump Castle. He needed the bankers to loan him $20 million of that payment, and he had tried to convince them to contribute another $80 million for general operations. The consortium of his seven major New York and New Jersey banks started instead at $50 million, raising it by mid-June to $65 million but wanted to tie it to an overall restructuring of Trump’s debts. Donald had personally injected himself into the bargaining—sitting with the major banks for twelve-hour stretches, calling foreign banks that were not at the table but had smaller stakes in his loans up to 1:00 A.M. and charming those reluctant about restructuring, even taking orders for fries, shakes, and burgers and making a run to McDonald’s. As engaging as Trump was, the bankers also picked up another, less friendly message. They kept hearing that Trump was quietly negotiating a new loan with a major bank that had never lent him a nickel—Chemical was the rumor—and that he was ready to secure the loan with the last bit of real collateral he had. This was a fearsome prospect for the banks already up to their necks with Trump debt and looking to lay claim themselves, as part of any new loan and restructuring deal, to the equity he was supposedly marketing elsewhere. This mix of charm and, as it turned out, bluff about the new bank combined to push the bankers at the table toward the deal Donald wanted. The stage appeared set for a last-minute reprieve, with a bank agreement to be announced on the June 15 bond payment deadline, followed by a joyous birthday celebration the following day in Atlantic City. But, with the foreign banks particularly upset, the talks broke down that Friday over who would give how much and what they would take in return. When they did, Donald “turned white,” in the words of a participant. While Donald did win a ten-day extension on the payment from the bond trustee, he had to attend his party without his prize.




  Teams of bankers continued to scour his assets for any sign of value that wasn’t already hocked, and found slim pickings. One of the few properties that at least momentarily seemed capable of attracting a price exceeding its debt was the Plaza. However, the bankers, the buyers, and Donald were all frustrated by the presence of Ivana. How would a new owner handle her? Throw her out? Be forced by public sentiment to keep her? It was just one more piece of a stymieing puzzle—as was the substantial, unleveraged equity in the Greenwich mansion and Trump Tower apartment, also protected from the bankers by Ivana’s stake in them.




  Ivana did not betray a hint of recognition of the gravity of Donald’s crisis in her own daily life. On the day of his Atlantic City birthday bash, with the bank talks at a peak, she was off in London on what was reported as an extended shopping spree. On The Tonight Show Jay Leno said he’d seen a terrific photo opportunity outside the Plaza—Ivana tossing coins into the fountain and Donald diving in after them.




  He was, of course, facing this humiliating comeuppance without her. The special distance between the two had become so familiar he actually seemed to miss it during these trying weeks. But she was only a part of his isolation. He wasn’t seeing much of his three young children, either—none of whom made it to his birthday party. The eldest, twelve-year-old Donald Jr., whose self-absorbed poetic and artistic temperament had long distanced him from his father, refused to participate in any birthday activities (Donald was always saying that the more aggressive six-year-old Eric was “just like me” anyway). Donald Jr. had gotten into a fight at his exclusive Manhattan private school when another student had waved a cleavage-revealing newspaper photo of Donald’s mistress in his face. Retreating into a shell, resentful, abandoned, and too old to be sheltered from the tabloid revelations about the tawdriness of his family life, the boy stopped talking to his father altogether for a while, a development that shook even Donald.




  In happier times, he liked to tell reporters pressing him for domestic details that he always took his children’s phone calls—as if it were a remarkable concession to them. When he was asked about whether he routinely made it up the Trump Tower elevator for family dinners, he’d respond by citing his warm availability on the other end of a receiver. Challenged about why he was seldom with the family on the frequent jaunts engineered by the peripatetic Ivana, he mastered the grinning explanation, often quoted: “There’s only one reason. I love to work.” As his wife had put it so memorably herself: “Donald has gone weeks on end without seeing the children at all.”




  While the frenzied demands of fame might have occasionally made it impossible to talk to his children, he often talked about them. In his view, granting them an appearance in the commentary on Trump life he conjured up for inquiring reporters was the next best thing to telling them a bedtime story. During these stream-of-consciousness sessions he did not hesitate to volunteer odds on the likelihood of the younger Trumps being as successful as he was. “Statistically, my children have a very bad shot,” he liked to say. “Children of successful people are generally very, very troubled. They don’t have the right shtick. I would love them to be in business with me, but ninety-five percent of those children fail in a sophisticated big business.”




  He was remote not because they didn’t matter to him but because he had difficulty relating to them. They were abstractions, responsibilities. He had always prided himself on his incapacity for small talk, but it left him with nothing to say to eight-year-old Ivanka. With Ivana almost as absent a parent as he, the children were raised by nannies and security guards, their antiseptic bedrooms segregated off in a corner of the tower apartment. While Donald’s office was decorated with a glorious array of his own magazine covers, it had no pictures of his children. He told prying guests that it was all a strategy to protect them from the potential kidnappers who visited him in his inner sanctum. No reason was offered for the absence of pictures of his wife, parents, or other members of his family.




  His father, Fred Trump, was more than a friend to him, more than a parent. He was a mirror image, and that was about as much as another person could mean to him. He had grown up under Fred’s stern watch and had always imagined himself in his father’s shoes. In fact he’d already transcended his no-nonsense old man, but he liked to pretend he’d done it on his own, announcing that “the working man likes me because he knows I didn’t inherit what I’ve built” and contemptuously deriding what he called the Lucky Sperm Club of hereditary, do-nothing wealth. “You know me pretty well,” he told one reporter. “Do you think anybody helped me build this fortune?” He insisted there would have been no Plaza or Trump Tower if Fred called the shots. The Trump legend—invented by Donald himself—never acknowledged the defining imprint of Fred’s money and hard-boiled business sense on the solid early deals that were the foundation of his success.




  Donald told one of his closest confidants—Tony Schwartz, the journalist who coauthored his first book, The Art of the Deal—that his father had begun treating him “fundamentally as a business partner very, very early” in life. It was the same term Ivana’s publicist, Liz Smith, had used in her column to plant Ivana’s legal claim and trigger Donald’s self-destructive public sniping at her. It was a particularly cold way to cast these central relationships in his life, especially since one of Fred’s and Donald’s shared business goals was never to do a joint venture. Donald had tried to buy out every business partner that circumstances had initially forced him to accept, as had Fred decades earlier. So Ivana’s attempt to define herself as a partner, and Donald’s upbringing as one by Fred, were a commentary on Donald’s prolonged estrangement from both.




  But now more than ever, Donald felt the ground shifting beneath his relationship with his father. His financial trauma was allowing Fred to reemerge as the senior partner, his cautious and long-ignored advice now vindicated. The bankers sifting through Donald’s assets had begun asking about Fred’s; some were even busy calculating—away from the negotiating table—the life expectancy and legacy of the eighty-five-year-old patriarch. They sensed that his steady rental and co-op empire, thousands of middle-class apartments largely unencumbered by debt, might become Donald’s, and thus their own, salvation. They concluded that Fred had a minimum of $150 million “that could be drawn on,” according to one involved banker.




  Donald was reduced to courting Fred for a bailout without blame, but rigid Fred was unlikely to come to the rescue without rubbing it in, just as Donald had once waved his transcendent triumphs in his father’s face. Fred came down to Atlantic City for the evening birthday celebration at the Castle, minus his wife, Mary, and sat at a V-shaped table in front of the stage. Standing to applause from the crowd of 300 or so when introduced by Donald, he was feted by the comics who performed and by master of ceremonies Robin Leach, the sycophantic purveyor of televised greed who’d featured Donald repeatedly on Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. While Donald seemed, in these troubled days, to be drawing closer to his father, it was a manipulated, humbling intimacy that must have made him feel as if he were back in Coney Island, in a cubicle outside Fred’s stark private office.




  The friendships he’d formed with the handful of close colleagues he’d worked with for years had the same distilled and businesslike tone as his familial ties. There was humor and a certain comfort in these relationships, but always a forbidding distance. Even with his brother Robert, who was clearly the closest person to him on the Trump Organization staff. Though Robert was only two years younger, Donald treated him more like an underling than a peer. It was not that they didn’t care for each other; it was that Robert had none of Donald’s or Fred’s rough edges. The quality Donald most admired in life was toughness—he brayed on and on about it whenever a ghostwriter or microphone was near. But Robert was a gentle mediator. Donald relished the animosity that he himself stirred up with his confrontational style; on the other hand, when Robert wasn’t a victim of the bombast himself, he was desperately trying to make amends for it with those left in Donald’s wounded wake.




  When the Taj suffered its opening slot-machine catastrophe back in April, Donald had appeared on CNN to blast the Taj president as “a Type C, low-key personality,” too contemplative to cope with the fiery demands of the mammoth casino. “I’ve never made money in my life with a Type C personality,” he declared, describing such creatures as “people that fall asleep.” The quickly sacked executive had been installed by Robert precisely because he was so comfortable with the man’s waspish, banker air. Donald was the explosive antithesis of Robert, so despite all the obvious affection for him, Donald could never accord him the status of a real player or make him a true confidant. In fact, in the midst of the Taj crisis, he so assailed Robert at a session with other Taj executives that Robert packed up and walked out that day, flying to New York without notice. When the financial crisis hit and Donald was scurrying around looking for assets he could convert into income, he talked about evicting Robert from the apartment in a Trump building he’d given him. Robert was—despite all his skillful service—just another dependent and interchangeable part to Donald.




  Robert was a guest at the birthday blast, too, sitting with his wife, Blaine, at Fred’s family table. Blaine, an established queen of New York society, was virtually the only birthday reveler to attend both his and Ivana’s 1990 parties. When Ivana had hosted a luncheon to mark her own birthday back in the middle of the February divorce battle—at a posh midtown restaurant surrounded by a jostling jam of madcap reporters—the Trump women had graciously attended, including the ones who would not be present at Donald’s, namely Mary and federal judge Maryanne Trump Barry, the oldest of the children. Blaine, whose strained relationship with Ivana was described by Donald over the years as merely “civil,” may have shown up at Ivana’s party simply because she never missed a well-covered event. She was the perfect, tasteful complement to the perpetually pleasant Robert.




  Other than Robert, few of the top executives who worked in Donald’s New York headquarters made it to the Atlantic City festivities. His handful of long-term handlers had watched in anguish over the years as he encouraged one top aide after another to inch their way into his personal orbit, only to abruptly and inexplicably cut them out and shunt them aside. One aide who herself had ridden on this emotional roller coaster with Donald later came to understand it, after she anguished through a dinner party when dozens of hungry mouths pecked away at her with prying questions about him, consuming any tidbit. She called him that night because the experience had opened her eyes to what it was like to be him, what it was like to endure people clawing their way after him, grabbing for pieces of him. “Everyone was at him for something,” she had come to understand. His response to the pressures his own pursuit of celebrity status had helped create was, even within his inner circle, to tease and retreat, invite and run, open up ever so briefly, then shut down.




  And now, after years of infighting for favor, his key New York people were gradually leaving, many nudged by Donald. His staff counsel, Susan Heilbron, who had always displayed a maternal protectiveness toward him even though they were the same age, departed early in 1990. Tony Gliedman, the former New York City housing commissioner who joined Donald in 1986 and had personally engineered triumphs like his restoration of the Wollman Rink in Central Park, would quit before the end of the year, forced out by a storm of Trumpian abuse.




  Also on their way out were Robert; Harvey Freeman, his top financial adviser; Blanche Sprague, the scrappy chief of condo construction and sales; Barbara Res, Donald’s hard-hat supervisor on a variety of jobs; Howard Rubenstein, the publicist who was dismissed after seventeen years and then blamed in a stinging, Trump-released letter that held him responsible for Donald’s suddenly disastrous media coverage; and Jerry Schrager, the legal bludgeon he had kept on retainer for fifteen years to bang out the details of every one of his real estate deals. These cost-cutting departures would occur over the next year—culminating with Robert’s and Freeman’s—and would frequently be accompanied by Trump scapegoating. His rationale for his problems became the shortcomings of his staff—to whom he said he had granted too much managerial leeway. Even before this rash of farewells, however, Donald’s small circle of advisers had lost other critical parts, like Der Scutt, the architect who designed Trump Tower, and Louise Sunshine, the lobbyist who had massaged state officials to gain approvals for Donald’s first tax-abated project, the Grand Hyatt.




  In Atlantic City, Donald was running through casino executives as if they were one-night stands. Willard “Bucky” Howard, the second Taj president in three months of operation, was at the time of the birthday celebration only weeks away from his own demotion. The sandy-haired, Alabama-bred magnet for high rollers had lasted longer with Donald than almost any other casino executive—but never before as a casino president. His only stretch off the Trump payroll since 1985 was the period surrounding his 1988 criminal trial, when he was acquitted of charges of extorting $100,000 in bribes from Trump Castle suppliers. Howard, who almost lost his gaming license when regulators pressed administrative charges against him after his acquittal, was singled out for praise from the birthday-party podium. But his weaknesses on the management side of the operation were already forcing Donald to hunt for a new president, reducing Howard to his previous title of vice president, with a salary that would soon reach a half million.




  Howard’s commanding position within the organization was a reflection of the disarray in Donald’s casino ranks, much of which was, in fact, a consequence of catastrophe. Eight months earlier, three of Donald’s top casino executives had perished in a freak helicopter accident, flying back to Atlantic City after a boxing-match press conference in New York. Donald seemed to be personally traumatized by the disaster—saying publicly that it “cheapened life” for him, showing him just how fragile everything was. His attitude toward the tragedy shifted, though, from moments when it seemed to move him deeply to times when he did not hesitate to use it for personal advantage. He planted stories suggesting that he had almost boarded the chartered copter himself, though he’d never ridden to Atlantic City on one, trusting only his Puma. When his separation from Ivana became public only a few months after the incident, he drew upon it as one of the causes of the split, claiming it had forced him to reevaluate his own life and place a premium on finding happiness while he could.




  The deaths were a devastating blow to the organization, especially the loss of Steve Hyde, the Mormon father of seven who ran all of Donald’s casino operations. A widely respected figure in the New Jersey gaming industry, Hyde was credited with making Trump Plaza the city’s number one moneymaker in the late eighties. Donald publicly lavished praise on the dead men, naming the arena at the Taj after Mark Etess and the new marina facility at the Castle after Hyde. But at the same time, as if he were becoming concerned that they, rather than he, were being given credit for the organization’s onetime casino success, he began sniping at them. His insistence on blaming them for organizational weaknesses even in conversations with one of Hyde’s closest friends, Trump Plaza president Jack O’Donnell, helped push O’Donnell out the door in 1990, costing Trump his most experienced and successful casino executive.




  In a June interview with the New York Times just a week before his birthday, Donald ascribed much of his troubles in Atlantic City—from lower profits at the end of 1989 to the Taj’s opening problems—to the Hyde team. “After the crash, when I started getting involved and watching the operation in Atlantic City, I didn’t like a lot of the things that I was seeing. Steve was my great friend, but I just saw things that I frankly wanted changed because I wasn’t satisfied.” He particularly assailed Hyde’s executive appointments at the Taj, saying he had to remove several of them and “put the people I wanted in there.” One of his selections, obviously, was the controversial Howard, whom Hyde had specifically decided not to rehire in any capacity immediately after his acquittal.*




  But Howard was only one of many changes. Two days after the Taj’s chief financial officer, Don Wood, was carried from the casino floor on a stretcher, suffering from preopening exhaustion and dehydration, Donald fired him. The Taj personnel director was not only terminated, but told his severance package would not be fully honored. Though Donald proclaimed that after these changes, everything was “running flawlessly,” his appointments were merely the first wave of personnel realignments. Over the next few months, Trump would name eight new presidents to the helm of his three Atlantic City casinos in a game of musical chairs unparalleled even in an industry known for its turnover. What he had once built in New York and Atlantic City as a close, private company—proud of its continuity and balance—had destabilized to the point of becoming as turbulent as his own life.




  Adding to that turbulence was the ineffable Marla Maples, the portable, if temporary, remedy for loneliness whose notorious Aspen scene with Ivana had spurred the split. Donald’s Puma, his plane, and his limos had been carting her from one end of his empire to the other for at least two and a half years, a dazzling display of the logistical abilities of Donald’s vast private security army. Housed in New York in a St. Moritz hotel suite just three blocks from his Trump Tower apartment, her gal-about-town chauffeuring was carefully orchestrated by the security detail so that she and Ivana were never in the same place at the same time.




  Once Donald pulled Ivana out of her casino job, just a few months after she signed the final nuptial agreement, Marla took up part-time residence with him in his various hotels away from home, usually ensconced in a suite on the same floor as he, accompanied in public by any one of a host of pliant beards. On occasion, she trailed unaccompanied twenty feet behind him as he strode through his casinos, insulated by her own bevy of bodyguards in a curiously obvious statement of their separate togetherness.




  As she became more and more of a fixture, entranced by Donald’s supposed promises of marriage, she began spending lavishly in the hotel shops, spas, and restaurants without paying a bill. Half proprietor already, she prevailed in a dispute with Plaza staff over whether an oyster bar or a boutique belonged in vacant Trump Plaza retail space. Donald had even assigned one of his top executives to draw up the blueprints and handpick the furniture for a year-round Marla supersuite in an out-of-the way noncasino hotel he owned off the Boardwalk. The plans were dropped when the executive, Jon Benanav, died in the copter crash. They were not revived when Donald moved to end his marriage barely two months later.




  She was only twenty-two or twenty-three—a five-foot eight-inch, 125-pound model taking acting lessons and grabbing bit parts in Β movies—when they met in late 1986 or early 1987. Her résumé consisted of movie roles like “the second woman, a tennis player, and a balloon pilot” and advertised her “special skills” as a “juggler, pool player, sharpshooter, and excellent driver.” A long-legged, buxom winner of swimming suit pageants, gushing over with southern sweetness and sensuality, she was the ultimate trophy property, a purring metaphor for male acquisition. Trump reached a point, long before his own marriage ended, when he seemed to go out of his way to advertise their relationship to those around him—as much out of a need to stir the envy of the eyes drawn to her whenever she entered a room as out of any subconscious desire to be discovered. She was the opposite of Ivana in so many ways—girlish, all-American, naturally casual, unpretentious, and voluptuously fleshy. Reared by Baptist parents, she seemed capable of carrying a Bible to an illicit liaison, exuding an innocence as phony and adaptable as Donald’s.




  As comforting as he found her, Donald was not blind to the career uses she might have attached to their budding relationship. She had come to him in part through Tom Fitzsimmons, a former cop and current model who had dated her virtually from her arrival in New York in the mideighties. Fitzsimmons, a sometime bodyguard and driver for Trump, had known Donald since the early seventies, and when his two friends became lovers, he took on a peculiar facilitating role. Marla’s constant companion, he began posing as her date, even on a helicopter ride with Donald and Ivana to an Atlantic City boxing match. Sometimes he wound up awkwardly sitting between Donald and her at concerts the three attended. Marla even registered in Atlantic City at times as Marla Fitzsimmons. Fitzsimmons’s reward was that Donald would fulfill the dream Tom had had since he and his twin brother were savvy street cops. He would arrange financing for a movie project called Blue Gemini, starring the brothers and Marla—an actress whose biggest prior credit was as the victim of a watermelon avalanche in the otherwise forgettable Maximum Overdrive. Almost two decades earlier, young Donald had speculated about becoming a Hollywood producer. He now gladly fed Fitzsimmons’s obsession, beginning with a token payment for a screenplay. (Tom told friends Trump advanced $15,000 on the screenplay.) Donald also insisted that the Trump Plaza Casino use Fitzsimmons as a model in its television commercial. The passing months never deflated Fitzsimmons, who bubbled over in conversations with friends about both the prospects for his movie and Donald’s love for Marla, as if the two were part of the same plot in his mind.




  Fitzsimmons had been developing grander plans as well. He believed that Donald could become President. It was a notion the golden boy himself had begun toying with at least as early as 1985, when New York state Republican chairman George Clark visited with him at Trump Tower to try to talk him into running for governor. “Have you ever thought about running for high public office?” Clark asked. Donald replied without a smile: “Yes. President of the United States.” By the end of 1987, he’d advanced this almost eerie ambition with a well-timed appearance in New Hampshire and the formation of a nascent Trump-for-President committee. “This is a serious test of the political waters,” his top casino executive, Steve Hyde, said at the time. “If things shake out, I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if he decided to do it.” Donald continued conscientiously planting the seeds, talking about the presidency quite seriously in wide-ranging interviews and buying full-page ads on national political issues.




  Fitzsimmons told friends that Donald believed Ivana was incompatible with such a campaign. Not only did her awkward English immediately convey her foreign roots, but she was raised in a Communist country. Marla, on the other hand, could be a key to his southern strategy; they would sweep the country with glamour.




  The staff members who genuinely cared about Donald—who did not see him as merely their own ticket to success—adopted his secretary Norma Foederer’s early and insistent demand that no one snicker at the relationship with Marla. “We don’t know how he really feels,” Norma had said. They knew his marriage had died years ago, and they agreed that he “was entitled” to reach out for love. They wanted him to find it, though even those who loved him did not really believe he had the capacity for it. To them, even with Marla, he would still be alone—“unaware,” one said, “of his own tragedy.” As they saw it, his deeply ingrained remoteness was so much a part of his unexamined life that he neither understood it nor regretted it.




  From the moment the Liz Smith story of his breakup with Ivana hit, Marla became a hunted woman. For reasons never explained by either Donald or Marla, she hid out like an international fugitive for two months. Her disappearance, all carefully orchestrated by Donald’s corporate police force, made no public relations sense, since it only fed the mystery. If she had parked herself at a desk in the city room of the New York Post, she could not have gotten more ink than she got on the lam. Sequestered in the Southampton beach home of a real estate broker friendly to Donald, she was whisked away at the last moment, just as Daily News reporters were closing in for the kill. Ivana’s detectives, who were feeding the News tips on Marla’s whereabouts, even came up with phone records from an apartment in Trump Tower a few floors below where Ivana and the children lived and across the hall from the apartment where Donald had retreated. The bills revealed calls to Marla’s home, Dalton, Georgia—and were interpreted by Liz in one more spellbinding column as evidence that the cad had brought his wench right under his wife’s nose. Ivana was said to be crying over the fact that the children might have bumped into Marla on trips downstairs to visit their father.




  When Marla finally surfaced several weeks later, she appeared in a ratings-smashing interview on ABC’s network newsmagazine, Primetime Live, questioned by her designee, Diane Sawyer. Conducted under the tightest of security, the interview occurred in the Atlantic City home of casino executives Jack and Caroline Davis, who told reporters that Marla had in fact been hiding there for a month, not in the Trump Tower apartment claimed in Liz Smith’s columns. A few months after the interview, Donald named Jack Davis to succeed Bucky Howard as the new Taj president, and made Caroline the casino’s special events coordinator (he also hired the broker who’d hidden her in the Hamptons).




  The only memorable Maples remark during Sawyer’s interview—described by PBS anchor Robert MacNeil as “one of the low points” in television journalism history—was that she loved Donald. “I can’t lie about it,” she said, though she seemed to have no problem vigorously denying that Donald was supporting her. “He’s not the type of man that would choose to support someone else while he’s married,” she insisted, suggesting implicitly that she’d been paying for her St. Moritz and Waldorf suites, as well as a $2,700-a-month East Side apartment.




  Questioned about whether Ivana’s long-speculated plastic surgery changeover in 1989 was “an attempt to make herself look more like you,” Marla confirmed what Ivana had long denied: “I think she’s an absolutely beautiful woman. I think she was before surgery.” Asked how she had met Donald, she replied: “I don’t feel like, at this time, it’s appropriate for me to say. There’s pending litigation, Diane.” Pressed about the then much-reported, jaw-to-jaw confrontation between her and Ivana in Aspen, the previous Christmas, she took the same position: “I just don’t feel like I can talk about Aspen at this time.”




  While she refused to answer Sawyer’s question about the Aspen flap, she confirmed the gist of the story a few months later in another carefully rationed series of public statements. According to Marla, Ivana had confronted her publicly, demanding to know if she was having an affair with her husband, apparently provoked by Marla’s presence in Aspen while she, Donald, and the children were vacationing there. “I looked into her eyes and asked: ‘Do you love him? Are you really happy? That’s what’s really important.’ I wanted to strike something inside of her, make her think, and I needed to know if she really cared for him. She repeated over and over again the same warning: ‘I have a happy marriage. I love him, stay away from him.’ But I didn’t believe her. The relationship was for the eye to see—but not the heart.”*




  Marla’s account left no doubt that, in her own eyes, Ivana was no victim. In this confrontation with the woman whose husband she was stealing, there was not only an absence of shame, there was almost a missionary righteousness. Marla saw herself as the champion of unselfish love, cast in this scene against a picturesquely snowlit day, daring to challenge her loveless rival who wanted only the trappings that came with Donald.




  In fact, he had placed her at a $10,000-a-week triplex penthouse for the second Christmas season in a row, more expensive lodgings than his own family had. The night of the snowy facedown he went with her, not Ivana, to a trendy New Year’s Eve party. The host took a call that night from a broken wife asking if her husband was there with another woman. Though no one understood it at the time, the marriage was over.




  Donald had orchestrated the Primetime Live and subsequent appearances as a substitute for the public debut he and Marla had planned but been forced to cancel. Trump had intended to unveil Marla at the grand opening of the Taj back in early April and had even told casino brass to print thousands of T-shirts announcing her presence. Extra security was planned to help handle what promised to be a massive media event, and a sequined designer dress was ordered. In March, Donald leaked the story to Liz Smith’s counterpart at the Post, Cindy Adams, whose front-page celebration of this spectacular publicity stunt went so far as to suggest that Marla’s Taj debut was the culmination of a conscious Trump media strategy that began with the split in February. Donald had a “no comment” response when Cindy asked whether he had actually bet someone, as she had heard, that he could make Marla “the world’s hottest name in three months,” in time for the Taj opening.




  But pressure from Fred Trump and other members of the family had forced him to reconsider. It was just too tawdry and gigantic a display—her hanging on his arm before the cameras of the world, with the children back in New York and no divorce action yet filed by either party. When Donald called off Maples’ Taj appearance, he’d done it unilaterally, even catching Marla by surprise. Marla’s press agent, whose consultant fee was paid by Trump, insisted at first she’d be there, claiming that “if they decided she shouldn’t go, Marla and Donald [would] issue a joint statement.” Subsequent news reports indicated a testiness between them that lasted weeks. But the opening had come and gone—with little pizzazz other than a laser light show and a genie—and Marla had remained in hiding. Instead, the Sawyer interview, and a curious late April appearance at the White House Correspondents Association dinner in Washington, were her coming-out parties, with Donald far away on both occasions.




  Then, in late May, she and Donald finally made their first public appearance—at Elton John’s concert at the Taj—but they sat with different people. She was still riding Trump limos and helicopters and showing up on the arm of a Trump stand-in, casino executive Ed Tracy. In early June, she and Donald went out to Las Vegas for a publishers’ convention to peddle Surviving at the Top, his upcoming second book. It was the same day the Wall Street Journal ran the first Donald’s-broke story, exposing the secret sessions with his bankers. A few days later, the Post reported that she was going to accompany Donald to the birthday celebration, even predicting a public kiss in a story just hours before the party.




  But, in a repeat of the Taj turnaround, she was not present. Fred had again put a stop to her appearing. He reportedly said he would not be at the party if she was. Fred had not only directly urged Donald to patch his marriage up, he’d gone to business associates he believed Donald listened to and tried to convince them to do the same. They had, but there was no changing Donald’s mind. At Ivana’s birthday luncheon months earlier, Mary had pointedly laid claim to Ivana as a daughter—forget the in-law part, she said. The family pressure about Marla, as well as Ivana’s lawsuit and other factors, were contributing to his growing isolation, cutting him off from her in the midst of the tensest days of his life.




  Nonetheless, he was determined that night to show the crowd in the Crystal Ballroom, designed by Ivana and built during her reign at the Castle, that all the pressure wasn’t getting to him. The payment he’d missed the day before was the first default in his life. As of that moment, he had nine days left of the grace period granted by the bondholder trustee before the casino could legally be taken away from him. It was a time for grit, and Donald had it.




  Escorted onstage by a Buster Poindexter–led marimba band, showered by confetti dumped from a ceiling duct, surrounded by stars like Peter Allen and Joe Piscopo, Donald opened with some shots at the media, claiming he’d “gotten bad publicity” all his life “but it gets worse every year.” He reminded the cheering crowd of his role in getting a site for the New York City Convention Center and rebuilding the Wollman Rink, expressing his certainty that the Taj would be a similar success. He even tried to make a joke out of the financial squeeze he was in, pointing to the Castle’s new, thirty-two-year-old president, Tony Calandra, and quipping: “I hire Tony to run this place and a couple of days later I default on the bonds.” (One of a rash of inexperienced new Trump executives, Calandra, who had suddenly been elevated from a junket sales supervisor to casino president, would be replaced in a matter of months.)




  Donald thanked Robert, Blaine, and his sister, Elizabeth, and then praised “the world’s best father,” calling Fred to his feet for a spotlighted moment of appreciation. He tried the same upbeat tease he’d used that morning on the Boardwalk. “Some would say there’s a method to my madness,” he said with a smile. “Well, I have a few surprises ahead.” The buzzword among those who heard that message and still believed in him was that he was deliberately causing the dramatic decline in the bond prices for all three of his casinos because he secretly planned to buy them cheap. The power of his hype was so strong that ordinarily savvy observers bought into these theories, including a prevailing hypothesis that he’d precipitated the entire crisis to mislead Ivana into a two-bit settlement.




  Though a few dozen “entertainment reporters” were allowed to attend the festivities, straight news coverage was barred, and an army of twenty to thirty roving security agents enforced that edict. Most of the invited guests were the connoisseurs of risk Donald had come to admire. As he put it in Surviving at the Top, “I love the excitement of the scene, and I love hanging around with important casino customers. These are colorful, gutsy, unpretentious guys who usually come from modest backgrounds but who’ve managed to live by their wits and live rather lavishly.” He’d compared this crowd with Ivana’s “society people” and found them “far more attractive, and certainly more real.”




  One of the reasons for Donald’s affinity for the high-roller crowd may have been that so many of them had other business interests that could be helpful to him. For example, one birthday party celebrant, Manny Ciminello, a frequent big spender at Trump casinos, was a construction contractor Donald used in New York whose ties with the racketeers dominating the city’s concrete business had been spelled out by federal prosecutors in open court just a couple of years earlier. Donald knew that Ciminello’s joint-venture partner in a project he had built for Trump was a company secretly owned by Paul Castellano, head of the Gambino crime family, and Fat Tony Salerno, boss of the Genovese family. In fact, the concrete contract Trump had awarded this partnership had become a count in the racketeering indictment of Salerno.




  Ciminello—whose close friend and sometimes traveling companion city councilman Jerry Crispino was the chairman of the key committee that passed on all major development projects in New York—was a birthday symbol of the seedy characters who had often appeared in Donald’s life, just like “good old boy” Bucky Howard.




  The rest of the party show was a mix of the absurd and the jaded. A huge model of the Trump Shuttle, his hemorrhaging airline, was rolled onstage in front of replicas of the Taj, Castle, and Trump Plaza, all of which were in dire trouble. Out of the Shuttle stepped Robin Leach and a co-host, comic Freddie Roman. Leach blathered on about what a bad time it was to be doing a show on the rich, but urged the crowd not to count Donald out, insisting that he was the best there was and that he had made a career out of doing what others said couldn’t be done. Leach was already filming his umpteenth Lifestyles show built around Trump—a feature on the Taj.




  Dolly Parton and Elton John appeared on giant screens to wish Donald a happy birthday, with Parton asking to work the Taj instead of her regular Castle gig and promising to charge only $100,000 a show. Joe Piscopo did his Sinatra imitation on the birthday song, followed by a string of Jap gags—oblivious to the presence of several Japanese high rollers in the front rows—even cracking that Atlantic City would be owned by the Japanese if it weren’t for Donald. A George Bush imitator declared Donald should be President. Donald introduced Edwin Edwards, the three-time former governor of Louisiana who had survived two federal felony trials, as “the past and future governor.” A chorus line in skintight outfits gyrated around chairs singing longingly about Donald’s dollars. Then Andrew Dice Clay appeared on another giant screen to thank Donald for the Taj hookers, saying they had stamps on their asses to show they’d had their shots. It had to be the high-water mark of Donald’s day.




  One more birthday surprise awaited Donald: a Monday morning Neil Barsky story, greeting Trump on his return to New York and announcing on the front page of the Wall Street Journal that Donald had personally guaranteed between $500 and $600 million in loans. The story—which, it turned out, understated the extraordinary level of Donald’s personal exposure by $300 million—unveiled a recklessness not even Donald’s longtime critics had imagined. It was one thing to saddle his properties with debt—if one of them couldn’t carry the load, he could just walk away from it and leave it to the bank. Guarantees, on the other hand, were a chain around his own neck, leashing him to the banks. The only advantage to Donald of his $840 million in personal guarantees was that the sheer weight of his loans made it possible for him to pull some of his biggest lenders down with him, but most of the tug at the moment was coming from the other end.




  After weathering Trump’s libel threats, letters to his publisher, phone-call blasts berating him as “a disgrace,” and attempts to get sources like Marvin Roffman to claim he had misquoted them, the thirty-two-year-old, painfully careful Barsky had managed, in the end, to publicly expose for the first time the true vulnerability of the Trump fortune. As Barsky explained it, in a story drawn from the accounts of “several bankers” anonymously cooperating exclusively with him, Donald’s future choices had narrowed to bankruptcy or an “orderly liquidation of his assets under the watchful eye of his creditors.” Barsky’s story was the bankers’ public warning that Donald’s huge personal liability left him no choice but to turn over to them the authority to divide up and sell off much of his noncasino empire. Barsky reported that the banks had demanded that Donald hire a new CEO and CFO to run the Trump Organization, and while Donald eventually blocked the effort to replace him, a new top financial officer would soon be hired who would report directly to the banks.




  At 5:30 P.M. on the tenth and last day of the grace period, the Castle bondholder trustee received his check from the banks. The payment was the first manifestation of a tentative agreement Donald and his banks had finally reached. The agreement suspended the annual $85 million in interest payments on a billion in Trump bank debt and deferred any action on Donald’s personal guarantees for up to five years. The banks also agreed to extend a new $65 million loan to him—to be used to cover the $20 million shortfall on the Castle and to meet the operating expenses of an otherwise destitute organization. The reason the bailout had come so perilously down to the wire was that the major banks had had a hard time selling the agreement to the more than sixty other banks that had syndicated pieces of the Trump deals, particularly the French, German, and Japanese banks, whose initial reaction was to leave it to the American banks to bail out their national icon. Finally, all but one German bank came aboard, and that one agreed not to file suit in an attempt to overturn the new deal.




  In return for this largess, Donald pledged as security virtually everything he owned, including the few properties with equity, like his remaining commercial and residential holdings at Trump Tower and his stake in Fred Trump’s family businesses. Only his three personal residences and the dream site on the West Side were salvaged. The agreement permitted the banks to compel the sale of any Trump asset after three years, and it put in place a sliding scale giving them from 50 percent to 90 percent of the profits on any sale. It also barred Trump from guaranteeing any further secured or unsecured debt, a bank demand that suggested that the bankers felt Donald had to be protected from shooting himself again. His real concession, though, was more metaphysical than financial: He agreed not to be Donald.




  While the banks would no longer allow him to run his empire or make his deals, they decided to let him go on living as if he was still on top. The agreement restricted him, in a manner of speaking, to a monthly stipend of $450,000 for personal expenses, not including upkeep on his boat, jet, and helicopter, as well as the interest costs on his personal credit lines. The absurdity of his personal allotment—more than the salary of the chairman of the principal bank backing the deal, Citibank, and tallying $14,516 a day—baffled even real billionaires. “I have no idea how to spend $450,000 a month,” said an anonymous one to the Times. “It’s just phenomenal.” As absurd as the expense allowance was, it was a new restraint on Donald, limiting his capacity to use his organization as a sinkhole, and stopping him from using it, as he had for years, to buy whatever he wanted. Since the allowance would in fact be reduced every year over the course of the multiyear agreement it was also a message about Donald’s long-term personal condition. The excess that had once been part of his appeal had suddenly become a subject of widespread ridicule, particularly now that his mound of debt had made it clear that he had been paying for this lifestyle with the borrowed bank deposits of ordinary people.




  But Donald was not defenseless in the face of this crisis. In his days on the top, he had often shared with interviewers his views of life, and while his imagination routinely ran away with him in these celebrity sessions, his oft-repeated philosophy had the ring of ingrained true belief to it. He told one reporter in the midst of the bank brouhaha: “I take things very much as they come. I deal with the cards that are dealt me. And I think I do it well. I’m very much a fatalist. I always have been but I’m more so now.” In an interview a year before Donald’s downfall, onetime Trump confidant Tony Schwartz said: “There’s a part of Donald in the rare moments when he’s not moving at about 140 miles an hour—and I have heard him articulate it in those moments—that he assumes on some level that this is a big bubble, and it’s going to burst at some point. He is very fatalistic. He will say ... as fast as you skyrocketed up is how fast you can plummet. He has told me he’s looked at what happens to people who’ve been at the center of attention one day when their deals are working, or they’ve just accomplished something of moment. One of the people he looks at as a perfect example is Jimmy Carter. Here’s a guy who was President and the day Ronald Reagan took over consigned him to a level of anonymity that you otherwise might associate with a traveling salesman.”




  Even though he blew his own horn until he was winded, when pressed about how he’d accomplished so much so quickly, as one member of a Donahue audience had, Donald conceded: “I don’t know. It just all sort of happened.” Of course, if his success was merely a consequence of fate, that same fate was also a ready explanation for failure.




  To this fatalism was added a theory of genetic determinism, a set of principles that were as close as Donald ever got to grappling with the complexity of life. He had begun years earlier talking about the shaping power of heredity. “You’re either born with it or you’re not,” he said. “Ability can be honed, perfected or neglected. But the day Jack Nicklaus came into this world, he had more innate ability to play golf than anybody else.” Donald loved to tell the tale of a friend with an IQ of 190 whose nerves were shot worrying about a puny home mortgage. “Yet here I am,” he concluded, “buying the shuttle, the Plaza, and I don’t lose an ounce of sleep over any of it. That’s lucky genes.”




  The irony was that this strange man who feverishly tried to control everything around him believed in a fundamental way that his own ultimate fate had been decided in his parents’ bedroom. This faith never paralyzed him as he made his way to the top, but it comforted him on his way down.




  Perhaps because of this credo, Donald never had any patience with the past or interest in the future. “He is the most present human being I ever met,” said one intimate. “He lives entirely in the moment. He doesn’t define himself through relationships or through some spiritual interests or concerns. He defines himself and redefines himself from day to day by what happens in his life.” At the same time, those who have been close to him say he is “the most public person” they’ve known, inextricably intertwining the business and personal parts of his life so that “they almost can’t be pulled apart.”




  Each of these elements of his character helped him face the simultaneous convulsions of divorce and financial demise with courage. His fatalism allowed him to hold himself blameless; his determinism convinced him he’d be a winner again; his fixation on the moment enabled him to accept his new status without nostalgia or foreboding. On the public stage where he’d played out every act of his life he was too much of a showman to be embarrassed by a single disastrous performance. The cumulative effect of this life view—so deep-seated it appeared to be instinctual—was the confidence that all of this would come and go.




  “What are your goals?” he was once asked in a television interview when he was at the peak of his success. “Goals?” he repeated, apparently taken aback by this foreign concept, unable to imagine a sense of purpose grander than a scorecard. “You keep winning and you win and you win, and you win,” he said in the midst of the crisis, reflecting on his better days. “You keep hitting and hitting and hitting. And then somehow it doesn’t mean as much as it used to.” Donald liked to recall his favorite Twilight Zone episode, which featured a venal man who died in an accident, was offered any wish he wanted, and declared: “I want to win, win, win. Everything I want, I want to get. I want to get the most beautiful women. I want to get the beautiful this and that. I want to never lose again.” Then, as Donald recounted the story, the man was shown playing pool, winning every time. “Everything he did, he won,” said Donald, until the godlike figure who’d granted his wish came back to the man. “And the man said, ‘If this is Heaven, let me go to Hell.’ And the person said, ‘You are in Hell.’” Donald was intrigued by the notion that his own skyrocketing success, like his now departed wife, had come to bore him. He anticipated what he called his “resurrection” in conversations with associates, but sensed that “maybe new victories won’t be the same as the first couple.”




  From the moment he signed off on the broad terms of the bank plan in late June, Donald knew it would be years before he could make another headline-grabbing acquisition—and perhaps he would never do so again. He knew he would lose large chunks of his once prized holdings and that the only deal making he would do in the coming years would be to try to protect what he could from the bondholders and banks—certainly not the makings of a glamorous new memoir. He had threatened the bank consortium to take himself out of play—to put himself in bankruptcy and tie up their assets in court for years—but at some point in the negotiations, they realized it was bluster. Bankruptcy closed the curtain. Anything short of it left him with room for maneuvering: His imagination could still soar, the play could still go on.




  The bankers had, in fact, considered an extraordinary and tentative counteroffer—a buyout that would give him a lump sum of between $50 million and $100 million in exchange for all his equity and assets. The take-out price would have been enough for him to bide his time and start anew, but Trump saw it as a retreat. He still had the West Side to rebuild, a project that could again make him larger than life. The casinos could turn around in an up market. What would Trump Tower be without Trump? The Plaza would either remain his ultimate trophy, or be sold at a ransom price, rescuing him.




  He would hang on. The world could gloat about which of his perilous fascinations had damaged him more—the $1.3 billion in casino junk bonds that he could not now repay or what some labeled “the junk blond” who had helped destroy the public image he’d so meticulously invented. He had already been exposed by the crisis as a modern Wizard of Οz—a booming voice box hiding behind a drawn curtain. He would not be burdened now by hindsight or self-doubt; he knew how to sidestep the bodies at his door. In addition to trusting no one else, was he now supposed to mistrust himself?




  He did not expect happiness. Before the crash, he’d told his only real confidants, the incessant interviewers: “I don’t consider myself happy or sad, I actually consider myself content. I love what I’ve achieved. I don’t think of myself as being happy or sad. I don’t have time enough to think about it. I must go on to other things.” His life, he believed, had prepared him for just this moment.




  With all the rooms he controlled, stretched across the Eastern Seaboard, he had frequently claimed that a studio was enough for him. And now, up in his Trump Tower exile apartment, he in effect lived in one. Armed with a channel changer, he had discovered that an empty apartment and season of gut-checking challenges was enough to keep him stirring restlessly until 4:00 A.M. most nights, when he finally got his three or four hours’ sleep. He could be heard boasting to associates that the extra hours of loneliness gave him an edge over his sleeping competitors. That, finally, was his magic: He could find an upside anywhere.




   




  *One reason for Hyde’s hostility might have been that the tapes at Howard’s trial established that he had loaned another Castle supervisor $18,000 after the supervisor admitted to Howard that he’d taken kickbacks on the casino’s contracts. The supervisor, who claimed he’d shared the bribes with Howard, used the money to pay his criminal attorney.




  *When Ivana finally told her own version of these events on ABC’s 20/20 almost a year later, she claimed that she’d accidentally overheard her husband on the phone talking about Marla while they were in Aspen and that she’d then seen someone identified to her as a friend of Marla’s in a restaurant line and told the friend to tell Marla that she loved her husband very much, not realizing that Marla was standing right behind the friend. By Ivana’s account, Marla then “charged right up behind me,” announcing her own love for Donald in front of the children.
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  Roots of the Empire




  Here hungry men, raw from the shops and fields, idylls and romances in their minds, builded them an empire, crying glory in the mud . . . earnest, patient, determined, unschooled in even the primer of refinement, hungry for something the significance of which, when they had it, they could not even guess.




  THEODORE DREISER, THE TITAN




  Fred Trump was in trouble. But then, in March of 1934—almost six decades before his son’s financial free-fall in a similarly swooning economy—who wasn’t?




  Trouble was a new experience for the twenty-nine-year-old, six-foot, blond and blue-eyed builder who claimed to have already finished 300 homes, starting in the working-class Woodhaven section of Queens seven years earlier and moving on to the elegance of that borough’s upper-crust Jamaica Estates. But even self-promoter Trump conceded he hadn’t built a home in two years, and it was more likely closer to three. What he didn’t mention was that the Depression had reduced him to running a supermarket in Queens, forced out of the housing business he’d entered with such confidence only a few years earlier.




  On March 9 Trump submitted a letter bid to buy out of bankruptcy the prime asset of a legendary mortgage servicing company that had long dominated the Brooklyn and Queens housing markets, the suddenly infamous House of Lehrenkrauss. A network of Lehrenkrauss family companies had issued $26 million in mortgages over a period of fifty years for 40,000 homes, mostly to German Americans. But the companies had collapsed in late 1933, awash in fraud. The day before Fred Trump submitted his bid for the servicing piece of this once grand empire, sixty-seven-year-old patriarch Julius Lehrenkrauss stood somberly in court, dressed in a black sack coat, striped trousers, and wing collar, and listened to a state judge sentence him to a five-year prison term in Sing Sing on a larceny conviction. At the sentencing, Lehrenkrauss’s attorney declared that Lehrenkrauss “pleaded no self-pity, and is willing to take his punishment like a man,” announcing in a thunderous voice: “This day marks the termination of three generations of a proud family gone to destruction.”
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