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Prologue

INTRUDER AT THE WHITE HOUSE

IT WAS A WARM AFTERNOON in late March as two intruders stepped onto the grounds of the White House.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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







Chapter 1

KISSING THE RING

GUIDO LOMBARDI AND his Mongolian dinner guests sat down on Mar-a-Lago’s outdoor terrace a few tables away from the president.

It was sometime around April 2017, just a few months after Donald Trump became the leader of the free world.1

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

He just needed to get close to the president.

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

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

Lombardi fancies himself an expert at this political tango.

It all starts at dinner.

Lombardi’s wife, Gianna Lahainer, had been Mar-a-Lago’s very first member,2 and the two had known Trump for three decades. Lombardi, who is in his late sixties, claims the title of Italian nobility and is listed in a member log as such. He wears a ring with a family coat of arms on his left hand and introduces himself as the Count de Canevaro.3 His talents, however, come not from any aristocratic lineage but from his career as a political fixer on the fringes of relevance: making matches, setting up deals, and always watching, quietly, for opportunity.

For decades Lombardi has campaigned for far-right candidates, mostly in Europe, who border on the fascist, like Marine Le Pen of France.4 A recent wave of right-wing populism across Europe and other parts of the world has increased Lombardi’s influence. Where his associates were once fringe candidates, many now hold leading positions within governments around the globe. Lombardi’s biggest break came when his longtime friend was elected president of the United States.5

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Red velvet rope stanchions mark the president’s table, no matter where he chooses to sit. Sometimes he eats in the club’s intimate main dining room, its walls adorned with painted seascapes copied from those in the Palazzo Chigi, the Renaissance-era home of Italy’s prime minister in Rome.6 More frequently he dines in the open-air terrace decorated with one of the largest collections of Moorish tiles in the world.7 Trump never eats alone. His wife and young son sometimes join him. But more often than not, he invites guests to dinner.

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

“If Eric’s there, Ivanka’s there, or Don. Jr.’s there, we’d always offer them the table,” said a former staffer.8 Next in the order of succession were his oldest friends.

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

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

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

Everyone who calls for a dinner reservation at Mar-a-Lago wants the table closest to the man in charge. And while the club tries to rotate seating arrangements, there’s still a clear pecking order.9 (Only members and their families may book tables at the club’s private restaurant, although Trump has been known to give access to nonmembers who have gained his favor.)10

Within Trump’s tight-knit inner circle—the men who dine closest to power—are Christopher Ruddy of conservative media company Newsmax, the so-called Trump whisperer; Isaac “Ike” Perlmutter, chairman of Marvel Entertainment, who is said to have used his connection to the club to exert extraordinary influence at the Department of Veterans Affairs; New England Patriots owner and longtime Trump friend Robert Kraft; and Howard Kessler, an introverted Boston-based businessman.11 Both Kessler and Kraft are major donors to the Democratic Party. But at Mar-a-Lago blood is thicker than politics. The most devoted club members become adopted members of the Trump family and vice versa.

“Loyalty and friendship trumps politics for me,” Kraft once said, recalling Trump’s response to the 2011 death of his wife, Myra.12 “I always remember the people who were good to me in that vulnerable time, and he’s in that category.”

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

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

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

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

The reward for loyalty is power—or at least some semblance of it. During the presidential campaign and after the election Lombardi served as an informal liaison connecting the European far-right to Trump. His rolodex includes Le Pen as well as Matteo Salvini of Italy, Geert Wilders of the Netherlands, people close to Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán, and members of Austria’s Freedom Party.13 (Lombardi says Le Pen and Wilders have both stayed at his home.)

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

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

A visionary of her time, Post traveled extensively, gaining inspiration for her home from castles she visited in Europe and collecting near-priceless artifacts—twenty thousand roofing tiles from a Cuban castle, for example—and luxurious furnishings for her Palm Beach palace.14 Mar-a-Lago’s striking two-story stucco mansion sits at the center of a maze of cloisters and entertainment areas, all organized in a crescent shape around the terrace dining area and “Parrot Pool”—named for the hand-carved avian statues decorating the deck. In total, the club advertises more than thirty rooms, suites, and cabanas where guests can spend the night. The mansion’s southern cloisters include the Gold and White Ballroom, where Post once held her famous square-dance parties. On the second story is the owner’s suite. Southern Boulevard runs along the southern property line. It’s so close to some of the buildings that drivers can catch glimpses inside.

Within the northern cloisters are the guest shop and the spa, where Jeffrey Epstein’s recruiter found a sixteen-year-old attendant and lured her into his sex-trafficking network.15 Epstein was a member for a time, but a membership log shows his account at the club was closed in October 2007.16 Lombardi said Trump kicked Epstein out after another member complained that the pedophile had made an advance on her teenage daughter.17 (The Trump Organization has acknowledged Epstein spent time at the club but said he was not a member.18)

A seventy-five-foot watchtower accessible from the main mansion overlooks the entire estate. Michael Jackson and Lisa Marie Presley were said to have spent their honeymoon locked away in the tower’s suite. “He was up there for one week with her and he never came down,” Trump said. “I don’t know what was going on but they got along.”19

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

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

As impressive as the buildings are, Mar-a-Lago would be nothing more than a house—albeit a large, impressive house—if it weren’t for the careful details that mark it as a vestige of a long-lost Gilded Age. The Mediterranean-style villa’s grand archways are adorned with intricate bird and vine motifs. Oriental rugs and tiles collected from castles cover the floors. Because Mar-a-Lago was named a national historic landmark in 1980, Trump has been unable to remodel in his signature gaudy style.20

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

Trump tried. He bought the property from Post’s estate in 1985 after it sat vacant for years.21

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

Trump’s wave of bankruptcies in the early 1990s22 forced the young tycoon to turn his second home into a moneymaker: Mar-a-Lago became a club.23 Just as Trump would later identify a huge slice of the American electorate that felt cast out by coastal elitists, the developer recognized that Palm Beach was full of outsiders too: new-money billionaires who hated the island’s stuffy old confines. Wealthy Jews who had been excluded from the other WASP-y country clubs. And people who just wanted to party with the Donald, the era’s ultimate playboy.

The club, as members simply call it, was popular. Even some of Palm Beach’s old guard began to gravitate toward the parties Trump hosted. No one could deny that with the Donald in town, Palm Beach got a lot more fun.24

Nearly everything at Mar-a-Lago comes with a reminder that the old-money estate is now owned by a man the town once despised. There’s Trump-branded water, Trump-branded wine, and even hamburger buns with the word “Trump” stamped on top.25

Trump’s biggest addition since taking over Mar-a-Lago has been the construction of the Donald J. Trump Grand Ballroom. Now the estate’s largest event space, the freestanding seventeen-thousand-square-foot ballroom stands to the south of the historic twentieth-century mansion. (The club’s promotional materials boast that the building is twenty thousand square feet, contradicting the Palm Beach County Property Appraiser.26)

“The exterior was designed to keep up with the vision of Mrs. Post, but the inside is more me. It’s got the feel and look of Louis XIV, and that’s my favorite style,” Trump told the Palm Beach Daily News soon after his ballroom opened in 2005.27

Lavish coats of gold used to create the world’s most opulent palace at Versailles made Louis XIV one of the most memorable monarchs in history. Gold and gilding provided the king “a look so unique, so self-aggrandizing, that it granted [him] a kind of material immortality,” the Atlantic wrote.28 In his own mind, Trump was already America’s Sun King.

Appearance means everything to Trump. The president is known for his ability to spot a crumb on the floor from across the room. The first thing he noticed when a contractor showed him around his new ballroom was that the vaulted ceilings weren’t shiny enough.29 The seventeen crystal chandeliers, priced at $250,000 apiece, glittered just as they should, but the gilding on the walls and ceiling moldings looked flat.30 The contractor had used paint instead of real gold leaf.

“That doesn’t look very good. That doesn’t really look rich,” Trump said to the man.31

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

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

“He is a perfectionist in all things that he is concerned with,” said Mar-a-Lago member Fred Rustmann, a former CIA officer and founder of a corporate intelligence firm in West Palm Beach. “Certainly, acoustics is not one of them.”
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FOR DONALD TRUMP, every day at Mar-a-Lago goes much the same.

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

Then it’s time to hit the links at Trump International Golf Club in nearby West Palm Beach or, sometimes, Trump National Golf Club in Jupiter.32 He eats lunch at the golf course, where he is joined by the famous golfers he recruits for his foursomes, like Tiger Woods and Jack Nicklaus, or celebrities like the talk-show host Rush Limbaugh, who owns a home in Palm Beach.33 Back at Mar-a-Lago Trump retires to his suite for some pre-dinner tweeting. Before he became president he would often emerge for an afternoon ice cream at the Beach Club. But since the election he’s cut back. In the evening Trump makes a grand entrance to dinner—but only once he’s sure the restaurant is full—and basks in the applause of his members and guests.

“He comes down to Mar-a-Lago to recharge his batteries,” said the billionaire and club member Jeff Greene. “He’s the king of the castle.”34

Mar-a-Lago is the Trump family home.

Don Jr., forty-two, can often be found playing the family man, grilling hot dogs for his five children on the lawn. He and his now ex-wife, Vanessa, were once seen tussling in the grass in front of their kids in full daylight. A person who saw it called it an out-and-out “dry hump.”35

Ivanka, thirty-eight, hangs out by the pool, often escorted by an entourage of terrified attendants. Her husband, Jared Kushner, works out frequently and hits the gym almost every morning.36 At the tennis courts Ivanka can sometimes be seen flouting the club’s all-white dress code. Once, her daughter Arabella was hitting the ball well and yelled, “Mommy, look at me! Look at me!” Ivanka, sitting off to the side, didn’t look up from her phone.37

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

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

Barron, fourteen, kicks a soccer ball around the lawn, sometimes accompanied by a trainer.38

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

But the kids are hard to catch. It’s not uncommon to see Secret Service agents in pressed suits running across the grounds, trying to keep up with a fleet-footed child.39

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

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

On the way to and from his chambers—a trek that takes him straight through the main dining area—Trump yucks it up with guests, remembers names, asks about sick family members, tosses out generic compliments (“lookin’ good”), and poses for selfies. Though the notorious germaphobe used to back away in alarm from any hand extended in his direction, things changed as he grew more accustomed to glad-handing, and he even began to occasionally shake the hands of his dinner guests on the way to his seat.40

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

Trump’s main table along the wall has just one downside: it is so near to a swinging service door that Trump is in constant danger of getting hit every time an overstressed waiter runs through carrying a tray of food or dishes.41

Once, a young server dropped a dirty fork straight into the president’s lap. Her heart stopped as she waited for the inevitable outburst. Trump is not a forgiving boss. She cringed as the germaphobe-in-chief, who demands individually wrapped packets of butter rather than smearing his pretzel rolls with butter from the communal dishes shared by the rest of the table, looked down at the fallen utensil.42 But after considering for a moment, he simply picked it up, wiped it off, and handed it back to the mortified waitress without a fuss.

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

“He’s always careful about everything. Anything that can tarnish his name, his brand,” Lombardi said.43

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

The president is the ultimate maître d’. He’s also the ultimate chameleon. His drive to be the perfect host overrides most of his other personality quirks. When Trump stops in at a party hosted by a member of his club, the notoriously picky eater will have some of whatever is being served.44 When his club is having a holiday buffet, the man who hates not being first will wait his turn in line just like everyone else. When he talks to a member of his club, the world seems to melt away, and they feel as though they have his full attention. No one is a better listener, they say. It is the kind of charisma possessed by only the most successful politicians and dinner-party hosts.

“I’m not a fan of his politics, but he’s a very gracious host. He makes people feel good,” said Jeff Greene, who had smuggled Mike Tyson onto the property in 2019.45

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

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

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

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

The club is more popular than ever now that he’s president, as members invite friends to show off their proximity to the leader of the free world.46 These days, on any Saturday night during Palm Beach society’s high season, which runs roughly from Thanksgiving to Mother’s Day, more than a thousand people may patronize Mar-a-Lago between the restaurant, ballrooms, and various events.47 Some members and their guests have gone so far as to slip managers money to try to bribe their way to a table close to the president.48

“People want to see the president,” said Valentina Deva, a Palm Beach real estate agent from Estonia who can often be seen at the edge of events wearing horn-rimmed glasses and livestreaming the parties out to the world.49 “Many people love him.”

In the months between his victory in the Republican primary and his January 2017 inauguration, dozens of new members joined the club—bringing in at least $5 million in additional revenue for the president’s business and perhaps quite a bit more. Tables at Mar-a-Lago events were selling out well in advance. Club members started planning ahead, booking twelve-person tables months before holidays that Trump was known to spend at home in Florida. Show-offs began trying to reserve such large tables that the club soon had to limit each member to only two dinner guests while the president was in town.50

“For some people it’s a really, really big deal, and they will jump on that and they will pay a lot of money to go there and kind of hob-nob with the president,” Rustmann said.51 “But you’re not hobnobbing with the president. That’s the point. When you go there you may see him and he may pass by and even put his hand on your shoulder while you’re sitting there having dinner, but that’s about it.”

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

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

“He’s got layers of people—they’re political, they’re personal—that he’s known [for so] many years,” said a Mar-a-Lago member.52 “These people have been members for years. It just happens that he became president. So they like it even more.”
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SINCE THE 1980S one of Guido Lombardi’s pet projects has been to negotiate a rapprochement between North Korea and the West.

The fixer believes that seeking a formal peace with the world’s most dangerous rogue nation is one of the most pressing issues of modern times.53

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

The formerly communist Asian nation was not a random choice. Lombardi, who also goes by George, was thinking pragmatically. Kim would feel most at home in Mongolia, a country near his own that shares significant history with North Korea and is somewhere North Koreans can travel without a visa. Since breaking away from the domination of the collapsed Soviet Union in 1992, Mongolia has maintained itself as a neutral state with close ties to North Korea.54 It had already hosted talks between Kim and the Japanese.55 A Mongolian summit between Trump and Kim was, in Lombardi’s opinion, the thing most likely to lead to a positive outcome: peace. It even had the backing of Mongolia’s then president Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj, who called his nation the “Switzerland of Asia.”

“Mongolia would be a neutral third party,” Elbegdorj once said.56 “World and regional peace is Mongolia’s [utmost] important mission.”

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

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

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

As a United Nations diplomat, Lombardi’s father had helped anti-communist Mongolians facing violent repression escape their native country, earning young Guido a Mongolian godfather. A tenth of the country’s population was killed or imprisoned during the Stalinist purges of the 1930s.57

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

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

They were right.

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

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

“How do you like our country?” Trump asked the group.58 “How do you like Florida?”

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

“Oh yes, we love it.”

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

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

There was a handshake. The men posed for a picture with Trump.59 The connection had been made.

The exchange was obvious enough that even Bill Koch wandered over to find out who Lombardi’s guests were and why the president was so interested.60

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

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

At Mar-a-Lago, he says, “that’s how things get done.”61

Lombardi moved slowly, bringing some of the Mongolian delegation to Trump Tower in New York later that spring. In June 2017 he visited the Mongolian capital, Ulaanbaatar, posing for a classic tourist photo in front of a statue of Genghis Khan.62

Two weeks later a gift presented itself: Khaltmaa Battulga won Mongolia’s presidential election.63 Since the fall of the Soviet Union Mongolia had been governed, for the most part, by Western-style liberals. Battulga was no such thing.64

A fifty-four-year-old former wrestling champion, Battulga venerated the greatness of Genghis Khan—most notably by building a giant statue of the man who conquered much of the known world and killed millions along the way. Battulga also drew far closer to Russia, the country’s former overlord in all but name, than was normal in wary post-Soviet Mongolia. He frequently appeared at the side of Russian president Vladimir Putin. Bloomberg News once called Battulga the “Trump of the Steppe.”65

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

“I believe that our two countries’ 70 years of friendship, [the] foundation of which was strongly laid by generations of leaders of Mongolia and [North Korea], will be consolidated even more in future,” he told Kim in a letter.66

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

But that dream was dashed on April 30, 2018, when, as so often happens, the president logged onto Twitter.67 “Numerous countries are being considered for the meeting, but would Peace House/Freedom House, on the border of North & South Korea, be a more representative, important and lasting site than a third party country?” the president wrote. “Just asking!”

Overnight the DMZ became the favorite.

But Lombardi wasn’t giving up.

After all, there could always be more than one summit. Trump and Kim had met in Hanoi, Vietnam, just a few months before, and already the president was planning this new meeting.68 The one after that could very well be in Ulaanbaatar.

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

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

Howard-Browne was one of seventeen evangelical pastors photographed laying hands and praying over Trump in the Oval Office.69 The MAGA missionary had founded his Tampa church in the legacy of evangelist Billy Graham.

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

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

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

“Mar-a-Lago,” was the reply.







Chapter 2

BETTER THAN SEX

GIANNA LAHAINER JOINED Donald Trump on the steps of Mar-a-Lago around the time the estate became a private club in 1995.

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

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

“I wanted to go to the parties,” Lahainer told Palm Beach ethnographer Ronald Kessler.1 “He was ninety. I am sixty. So why should I wait?”

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

As his Palm Beach club was set to open, Trump invited Lahainer to come see the property.2 Without that invitation, Guido Lombardi, who later married Lahainer, might never have found himself at Mar-a-Lago.

Trump’s invitation to Lahainer may have been a subtle effort to sell her some of the elaborate furniture that had come with the estate, Lombardi later speculated. The New York real estate developer was having serious liquidity problems at the time, with several casinos in bankruptcy,3 and the upkeep of the estate was bogging him down financially. But Lahainer wasn’t interested in the near-priceless sofas and linens. She wanted to be a member of his new club, she told Trump. The first member.

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

“I brought the checkbook,” she replied, pulling it out of her purse. Lahainer couldn’t have known at the time that her $50,000 payment would, two decades later, buy the European far-right a backdoor key to the White House.
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LONG BEFORE TRUMP came to town, Lahainer hit the Palm Beach social scene with her first husband, Frank, who had made a fortune of around $300 million in real estate.4

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

Frank died in 1995, just three weeks shy of his ninety-first birthday.5 He left his beloved Gianna everything. Lahainer wasted no time in celebrating her “new life.”

Within months there was a new man in the picture.

Lombardi and Lahainer had first met at the annual gala for the National Italian American Foundation held in Washington, DC, in 1994.6 It was the kind of bipartisan gathering where one might bump into Italian American movie stars, businessmen, ball players, and even President Bill Clinton, who was the keynote speaker that year.7 Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia was also a frequent attendee.8

Lombardi was always networking. Though his main job was real estate, Lombardi was also an up-and-coming fixer for far-right Italian politicians, and a member of Lega Nord, or Northern League. The Italian political party was dedicated to separating Italy’s northern provinces from those in the south.9 Historically, Lega Nord promoted a narrative that the Italians of the south were lazy criminals leeching off the more prosperous and industrialized north.10 Some factions within the party openly celebrated the nationalism of former dictator Benito Mussolini’s fascist state.11

As Lega Nord gained popularity and seats in government in recent years, the party dropped its northern-centric political stance, finally accepting all Italians as equals in their nationalist mission.12 The party rebranded itself “Lega”—dropping “Nord”—and focused its once-broad intolerance into an anti-immigrant, anti-Muslim agenda.13 Its program could easily be summed up as “Italy First.”

But before this rebranding, in 1993, Lombardi founded an American chapter of Lega Nord to whip up support for the party among Italians living in the United States.14 When he met Lahainer a year later, Lombardi was forty-four years old. His already receding hairline was accentuated by the thick brown bristles shaped into a mushroom cap around the sides of his head. He was a charmer with a Cheshire grin and wore a bowtie as well as any Upper East Sider. Lombardi immediately hit it off with the saucy redhead from Palm Beach society.

But at the time she was married, and he was seeing someone. So they went their separate ways.




[image: image]







THE DREARY WEATHER of March in New York matched Lombardi’s mood in 1995 as he sat in his twenty-ninth-floor apartment in Olympic Tower in midtown Manhattan.15

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

Then his phone rang.

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

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

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

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

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

Lahainer and Lombardi married in Palm Beach in 2000, five years after she became Mar-a-Lago’s first member, but their relationship was serious from the beginning.16

Lombardi moved in with her at Trump Tower, where she already owned several units. It was at their parties that Trump became acquainted with the Italian far-right. A photo of one such occasion shows a younger Trump, smiling broadly, with both hands on Lahainer’s shoulders. To their left is Roberto Maroni, a member of Lega Nord and interior minister to Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi from 1994 to 1995.17 To their right stand Lombardi and Maxwell Milton Rabb, the ambassador to Italy during the Reagan administration. Lombardi calls Rabb his mentor. “Through him, from Reagan’s time, I’ve been able to do some things,” the tantalizingly guarded Lombardi acknowledges.

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

“Two of my great members, Mr. and Mrs. Lombardi. They’ve been my friends for a long time,” Donald Trump announced to a crowd gathered at Mar-a-Lago in March 2011.18

Trump had just come from golfing and wore a pink polo and white hat. He slung his arms casually over their shoulders for a photo op and gave Lahainer a kiss on the cheek before departing. It was the inaugural event for The United West, an anti-Muslim group dedicated to maintaining the purity of Western civilization and the “Judeo-Christian World.” It was listed as a hate group by the Southern Poverty Law Center.19 Lombardi cohosted the event and served as a featured speaker, saying the North Atlantic League—an organization he had founded with a vague mission to bring together the United States, Italy, and Israel—stood with the mission of The United West, and he led the group in a prayer.20

For years Trump had been stopping by Lombardi’s table after dinner at Mar-a-Lago to talk politics. Trump’s favorite question to ask was “How’s Berlusconi?”

Silvio Berlusconi fascinated Donald Trump, who considered the Italian media magnate to be cut from a similar cloth as himself.21 Both were billionaires, at least on paper, and famous outside of politics, although Berlusconi was richer. They were also both infamous cads, chasing after supermodels and cultivating images as sex-soaked playboys. (Berlusconi’s liaisons with young women would even lead him to a criminal trial in which he was ultimately acquitted.22)

It hadn’t hurt either man in the public eye. Berlusconi had been elected prime minister of Italy in 1994, having no prior experience in political office. He had parlayed his celebrity and wealth into the highest office in the land, capitalizing on investigations into his feuding political rivals and outmaneuvering them by forming an alliance with Lega Nord.23 Trump was intrigued. He had also been considering politics as his next avenue for stardom and even ran a half-hearted bid for the Reform Party’s nomination in the 2000 presidential election.

For years Lombardi, who claimed to be an informal advisor to the Italian prime minister, tried to broker a meeting between the two men.

On several occasions he invited Berlusconi to Mar-a-Lago for Christmas. The mogul never came. Lombardi said he always assumed the offer was ignored because Europeans at the time hardly considered Trump a man of import—that, and Berlusconi had a place in Bermuda where he usually went instead. (Or was it because Lombardi had less influence than he let on?)

Over time Trump’s political curiosities shifted. On his after-dinner jaunts by Lombardi’s table, Trump started asking about the meteoric rise of the Tea Party and the groundswell of support for politicians lining up outside of traditional party lines. To Trump, anything popular or notorious was worth examining.

“Do you think they have any chance?” Trump would ask Lombardi.

Lombardi assumed Trump’s interest was mostly in the viability of an outsider candidate rather than the ideology of the GOP’s far-right fringe.

“He was always interested in having his own movement or his own thing,” Lombardi said. Trump had even been putting out feelers about a bid to challenge President Barack Obama in the 2012 election, repeatedly advancing the racist conspiracy theory that Obama had faked his birth certificate and been born abroad.24

Although Trump didn’t really see himself as a Republican, he was alarmed by what he saw as a left turn in the Democratic Party toward a more European-style social democracy that promised hefty taxes for the rich. The Donald was not interested in anything that threatened his fame or fortune.

“He’s very Reagan-esque in that sense. He’s very anti-communism, socialism. That ideology is still part of this,” Lombardi said.25

It was the Italian who would introduce the once-registered Democrat26 to far-right circles in Florida. Lombardi, always seeking to bring conservatives from around the world together, had founded a group called Tea Party Italy and had grown close with several conservative activists in South Florida. When the local Tea Party planned a Tax Day event in April 2011, Lombardi pitched Trump as an ideal speaker.

Event organizer Pam Wohlschlegel was admittedly skeptical.27 Trump’s politics were unknown, and she wasn’t sure they would really resonate with Palm Beach conservatives. But Trump could draw a crowd. So organizers went ahead with the plan. A flier promised that the host of The Apprentice would tell Congress: “You’re fired.”

They had expected a thousand people.

They got double.28 The day started off rainy, but the skies cleared in time for the event. It was still windy as Trump took the stage in Boca Raton, a prosperous coastal town twenty-five miles south of Palm Beach filled with retirees. It’s the kind of place that makes old-money Palm Beach turn up its nose but puts transplanted New Yorkers right at home. Trump showed up just before he was set to go on stage.29

“Wow, this is really amazing. Woah!” Trump said as he went to the podium, James Brown’s “Living in America” fading out as he approached the mic. “You know, my second home is right down the road in your little competitive community called Palm Beach. You know that, right? I love Florida. I love it.” The crowd cheered in appreciation: he was one of them.

As a strong breeze whipped the red, white, and blue balloons overhead, Trump joked to the crowd, “With all this wind, now at least you know it’s my real hair, right?” His hairspray must have been aerosol cement. Barely a strand shifted. The self-deprecating line earned him some chuckles. The ice was fully broken. There was no stopping Trump. He spoke for the next forty-five minutes—twice as long as his allotted time—forcing organizers to cut the rest of the planned entertainment.30 His speech took on what has now become a familiar, freewheeling pattern.31 He pandered to the egos of those he wished to impress: Florida governor Rick Scott, he said, was “doing a hell of a job.” A reporter covering the event for Bloomberg Businessweek was “beautiful.” He thanked the Tea Party “because they made Washington start thinking, both Democrat and Republican.”

Trump spent most of his time on what wasn’t great: the United States, Barack Hussein Obama (he always emphasized Obama’s middle name when he wanted to make a point), China, Jews critical of Israel, China, “criminals” who crossed the border with ease while smart people struggled to get visas, the wars in the Middle East, China, career politicians with no business experience, India, South Korea, and more China, to name just a few of the topics that he lurched between. “All I want to do is see this guy’s birth certificate,” Trump barked about Obama.

Wohlschlegel breathed a sigh of relief. She was impressed with his patriotism and professed adherence to the principles of small government. “He was relating to the people. He was getting a lot of applause. They were egging him on to speak more,” she said.

At the crowd’s urging, Trump spent at least ten minutes spit-balling about all the people he didn’t like. “Bill Ayers,” someone shouted. “George Soros!” another person said. The further off script he went, the more the crowd loved him.

Trump talked about how great he was, how great his company was, how rich he was, how many other rich people he knew, and how he was not a politician but a winner. If he ever ran for president, he said, “I look forward to disclosing my financials because I built a great, great company.” The disclosure would be like a scorecard of his success, Trump told the crowd. (As of early 2020 Trump has yet to make that particular “scorecard” public, blaming the delay on a tax audit, although he is perfectly free to release the records.32)

Trump never said he was going to run, but he talked frequently about a hypothetical presidential bid. Only a businessman could fix the country, he told the crowd. Not a politician. “The United States will be great again,” he concluded, foreshadowing his future campaign slogan—Make America Great Again, which he trademarked the next year.33

Trump left the stage to a standing ovation. He was the opposite of the polished, politically correct politicians the crowds were used to seeing. He was something new and refreshing. Someone people wanted to get behind.

“I think it was sincere and brilliant. He planted the seeds,” Wohlschlegel told the Tampa Bay Times at the time.34

A giddy Trump picked up the tab for event security as a good-faith gesture after the crowd’s unexpected size landed the South Florida Tea Party with a far bigger bill than expected.35

Trump was brimming with adrenaline as he walked to his car, Lombardi on his heels.36

“Donald, you like this?” Lombardi asked.

“I love it,” came the developer’s reply.

From the expression on his face, Lombardi knew Trump was hooked on the politician’s life. The sensation of being on stage in front of a cheering crowd hanging on every word is a powerful drug, especially for someone as addicted to celebrity as Trump. Lombardi knew the feeling.

“It’s better than sex,” Lombardi said.




[image: image]







THAT DAY IN BOCA RATON, surrounded by his friends from South Florida and spurred on by a trusted Mar-a-Lago member, the businessman became a viable presidential candidate in the mind of the only person whose opinion ever really mattered to Trump—his own.

“Wow! That was unbelievable,” he reportedly told right-wing political consultant Roger Stone at the time. “There’s something here.”37

But the political establishment did something that almost all establishments had done during Trump’s career: it laughed at the Donald, just as Wall Street had mocked the brash developer, just as Palm Beach society had when Trump showed up to buy Mar-a-Lago in the 1980s.

Trump had made himself an easy target. The Obama administration put out a copy of the president’s long-form birth certificate.38 And Obama happily mocked Trump at the White House Correspondents’ Association Dinner, which was held later that same month.39 “No one is happier, no one is prouder, to put this birth certificate matter to rest than the Donald,” Obama said, needling the man that he, least of anyone, ever expected to succeed him. Sitting in the audience, Trump grimaced, although he claimed he appreciated Obama’s jokes.

Being mocked by Obama only further endeared Trump to the Tea Party crowd. The establishment didn’t get it. So fixated on what Trump wasn’t, they couldn’t see what he was.

“There is nothing in Trump’s background that would suggest he should be this popular with a family values, economically thrifty, Tea Party supporter,” wrote the Crowley Political Report, a Florida blog.40 “Trump is on wife number three. His gaudy lifestyle certainly does not suggest thrift, and when he speaks about issues it is clear that it has been many years since he read a book.”

But Trump would find fantastic success diverting the white middle-class anger whipped up by the Tea Party into his own political movement.

“It was Trump’s genius that he sensed the rot in the party and rather than making a quixotic third-party run, like Ross Perot or George Wallace, and losing, he had the vision to hijack the party of Ronald Reagan,” Florida GOP operative Mac Stipanovich told the Orlando Sentinel.41

Trump is not an ideologue. Nor is he even particularly right wing, Lombardi said. “He’s not terribly intellectual,” he said. He doesn’t much personally care about abortion one way or the other. He never sat down at a table and thought out an anti-immigrant platform. “He just went with the feel of the people,” Lombardi said. He wasn’t a Democrat or Republican. He was Donald Trump, the outsider who always managed to outflank the “in-crowd” and eventually usurp its power. That doesn’t mean Trump had a master plan. “I don’t think he wanted to build the movement consciously. I don’t think he had the design to reshape the party in his own image. That’s not him.” Lombardi said.

The Donald was going to do politics the same way he did dinner parties—by being a great host and pandering to those who paid his bills.

At the club “it was about his clients being happy,” said Maycol, a Mar-a-Lago lounge singer and keyboard player who publicly goes by a single name.42 In 2012 Maycol and his musical partner, Lilian, were scouted by Mar-a-Lago manager Bernd Lembcke at a nearby country club. Lembcke asked them to perform at Trump’s club. On the night of their first performance they were surprised to find the billionaire making rounds in the dining room, asking his guests what they thought of the new performers. Unlike most other wealthy Palm Beachers they met, Trump’s own opinion came second.

“His focus was to see how his clients were accepting us,” said Maycol.

Trump had always been that way. More than a decade earlier, when Trump needed a favor from the city government in Phoenix to help launch a condo project, he flew in to meet the Democratic mayor, Phil Gordon. Trump’s only aim was to please.

“I hear you’re a great Democrat. I’m a Democrat,” Trump told Gordon. “You should come to New York, and I’ll introduce you to a lot of people.”43

The future build-the-wall president also praised Gordon for his battle against anti-immigration activists in conservative Arizona.

After the Boca Raton rally, politics became Trump’s newest business venture. Conservative voters were his club members to whom he offered various amenities. If they didn’t like one thing, he got rid of it and gave them something new. It was only when Trump received an impassioned response to an offhand remark about immigration that he began rallying his supporters around the plan for a wall on the border with Mexico.44 He talked about being tough in trade negotiations with China not just because he was a fervent nationalist but because he got such a positive reaction every time he mentioned it.

“He kind of plans it as he goes,” Lombardi said.

Trump’s off-the-cuff politics often don’t line up with his other business interests. Since he announced his platform for bringing “good-paying jobs” home to American workers, Mar-a-Lago has applied for visas to hire more than two hundred seasonal foreign workers.45 The club hires international staff from labor agencies across the world, sometimes paying the workers half of what Americans said they expected for a similar job. The Trump Organization claims there aren’t enough experienced Americans who want the service jobs, although dozens have applied.46

Trump was so lacking in defined ideology that billionaires David and Charles Koch—the intellectual authors and biggest financiers of the Tea Party movement—put just a few thousand dollars into his 2016 campaign.47

Before his death in the summer of 2019, David Koch was a part-time Palm Beacher and a dedicated libertarian. He admired Trump’s ballsiness, he once told his friend, the author Harry Hurt III, over lunch at Trump International Golf Course in West Palm Beach.48 But Koch knew a huckster when he saw one. Koch told a story about Trump trying to sell him half ownership of a Trump-branded hotel at the same price Trump had paid for the whole building. When Koch called him out, Trump got angry and walked away, muttering, “art of the deal, art of the deal” under his breath.

“David had a very clear-eyed view of what Donald Trump was all about,” said Hurt, who met Koch while writing The Lost Tycoon, a Trump biography. “I would not say he’s a Trump hater. He wouldn’t lower himself to hate a guy who was sort of a clown like that.”49

Although Trump would become the face of the new Republican Party, he sought advice from a former Democratic president before he decided to run. In 2015 Trump called Bill Clinton to talk about his political ambitions and intentions to run for president, four people told the Washington Post.50 Clinton listened carefully, and while he never told Trump to run outright, he did reportedly tell the billionaire that “he was striking a chord with frustrated conservatives and was a rising force on the right.” (Clinton’s aides acknowledged the conversation took place but said the two men did not discuss the presidential race.)

Trump got into politics because of the high he got from the adoring crowds. And his political agenda tended to mirror whoever could get close enough to talk to him.

Suddenly, chit-chat over Mar-a-Lago’s famed chocolate cake became an avenue for affecting global politics.
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AROUND NOON ON April 20, 2019, the day before Easter Sunday, Pastor Rodney Howard-Browne made his way through Mar-a-Lago security with his adult son Kenneth Howard-Browne.51

After passing a bust of Cicero, the Roman statesman famous for his opposition to tyranny, the two walked past the ornate sofas in the entryway where Trump once took official photos with the Chinese president. They were going to meet Guido Lombardi in the walnut-paneled Library Bar where a famous portrait of Trump in tennis whites, titled “The Visionary,” hangs.52 Shortly after their arrival, the Mongolian ambassador to the United States, Yondon Otgonbayar, and the Mongolian minister of foreign affairs, Damdin Tsogtbaatar, entered the bar. Lombardi made the introduction, explaining that the pastor was planning a trip to Mongolia.

There, the high-ranking Mongolian officials gave “a strategic briefing of Mongolia” to the pastor, his son, and, somewhat inexplicably, the South Florida saxophonist Edwin Sepulveda.53

Sepulveda serves on what he calls an unofficial Mar-a-Lago “welcoming committee” for the American Pro-Israel PAC, a fly-by-night political committee set up to “elect candidates who embrace the Judeo-Christian worldview and support the Nation of Israel as America’s closest ally.”54 Founded in 2018, the PAC hosted a dinner at Mar-a-Lago during the Trump family’s Thanksgiving holiday, paying the club nearly $40,000.55 One car dealer from Ohio donated $100,000 to the group in order to attend.56 The PAC put on two more events at Mar-a-Lago, but it’s not clear how much Trump made because the PAC didn’t file its required financial disclosure forms with the Federal Election Commission.57 (At one of those events Lombardi gave the opening address.58)

When reached, Sepulveda said the Easter discussion with the Mongolians in the Library Bar was “classified.”59

But Howard-Browne laughed off that characterization. The Mongolians simply ordered drinks, he said. They chatted about Mongolia and its need for foreign investments and tourism dollars.

Then they had lunch out on the terrace.

Interested in trying American cuisine, several members of the Mongolian delegation ate burgers.

Lombardi was a fixer doing what he did best: connecting people who could help each other—and him too. The Mongolians were looking for influence in the Trump administration—and he had shown them the perfect backdoor at Mar-a-Lago. He hoped the connection might someday lead to his long-hoped-for summit between Trump and Kim and, eventually, peace.

More than a month later Lombardi got a call from his friends in Mongolia.60 John Bolton, then Trump’s national security advisor, was in Ulaanbaatar meeting with Tsogtbaatar and Otgonbayar, the high-ranking Mongolian officials Lombardi had brought to lunch at Mar-a-Lago.61

The trip made Bolton something of a laughing stock in the press and foreign-policy circles.62 At the time Trump was holding his summit with Kim at the demilitarized zone between North and South Korea. There he became the first sitting US president to walk across the DMZ line—a true act of showmanship made for TV.63 The timing of Bolton’s Mongolian expedition made it look as if Trump had banished his national security advisor from the historic moment. After all, Trump had always been a little embarrassed by Bolton. Specifically, Bolton’s looks embarrassed Trump. His big bushy mustache was just a bit too much for the Trump brand, a White House insider once told the Washington Post.64 (Bolton, a North Korea hawk, probably didn’t mind missing out.65 And as it turned out his trip to Mongolia was planned long before Trump’s jaunt to the Korean peninsula.66)

Lombardi’s Mongolian friends were delighted by Bolton’s visit.

“When are you coming?” they asked. “Our president would like to meet you.”

Lombardi said he politely deflected, although he’s planning to make another trip to Mongolia at some point soon. The way things were looking, he had already done his job.

In Mongolia Bolton’s visit was seen as a huge success.67 The relationship between the two nations took off. Weeks later President Battulga was visiting with Trump in the White House. He offered a gift: a prized miniature horse from Mongolia for Trump’s youngest son, Barron.68

Of course, Barron didn’t really get to keep the horse, a fragile and near-priceless creature that would not have been easy to ship across the Pacific. Instead, the horse stayed in Mongolia, but Barron got to name it. He chose “Victory.”

A Washington Post headline declared, “The Trump administration and Mongolia are getting cozy.”69

Over the summer Donald Trump Jr. went to Mongolia to trophy hunt an endangered species of sheep.70 Then, Lombardi’s associate, the foreign minister Tsogtbaatar, met Trump and Melania after the UN General Assembly on September 24, 2019.71

Lombardi was as close to real influence as he had ever been. He clearly relished it, though he never said as much.

His agenda was being heard—not in the cloistered confines of Washington, DC, but in the place that actually mattered: Mar-a-Lago.







Chapter 3

KING OF THE SWAMP

A FEW YEARS before he became president, Donald Trump walked down the lawn to Mar-a-Lago’s tennis club on an early morning jaunt.

He took a seat on a chair and looked out admiringly over the five clay courts where, years earlier, he’d played pro/am tournaments for charity.

Trump always won the tournament. Not because he was a fantastic tennis player—he was average—but because he always picked the best professional player to be his partner. In 2001 he partnered with South African star David Adams, then the world’s number seven doubles player, to beat pro Vince Spadea and his partner, the disgraced junk bond king Michael Milken, whom as president Trump would later pardon.1 (The tournament raised $2.5 million for a prostate cancer cure.2) It wasn’t cheating, per se. Trump just hates losing, so he always stacked the deck in his own favor. Staff say that the other players also used to let Trump win.

“He had to win. And if he didn’t win, he was not happy,” said Fred Rustmann, who attended some of the tournaments. “You could see it in his face. His face gets all red. He’s not happy. If he made a bad shot, not happy.”3

“The Donald would always rig the match,” he added.

Hardly anyone was around that day as Trump sat alone. In the early morning, the sun bakes the eastern-facing courts. A staffer offered him water. “No,” he snapped. The staffer scurried off. On the nearest court, one instructor was teaching a beginner how to hit a backhand.

“These are the greatest courts in the world,” Trump suddenly said.4

The staff were pretty sure their boss was talking to himself. It would be very rude to shout something like that at a beginner who was trying not to trip over their own feet.

“Aren’t these the greatest courts in the world?” Trump continued loudly. “That Serena Williams, isn’t she great,” he said of the star, an honorary Mar-a-Lago member who had just broken the record for match victories at the Australian Open.5

They all pretended not to hear as the Don of Mar-a-Lago marveled to himself about the greatness of his own kingdom, perched on the edge of the nation’s largest swamp.
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MALARIA WAS ELIMINATED from Florida in the 1940s.6

It was a modern miracle.

Only a decade earlier the mosquito-borne disease—which induces its victims to sweat heavily while sitting on the toilet clutching a bucket to accommodate the sick coming from “both ends”—had been killing Floridians at an alarming rate.

The major about-face in malaria mortality was brought about not just by modern medicine but through an aggressive government initiative to eliminate the kinds of mosquitoes that carry malaria by draining the swamps where they breed.7 The program was so successful that the process for rapid and systematic eradication of disease-carrying insects became a popular political metaphor for rooting out corruption.

“Drain the swamp!” goes the cry.

The problem is that politicos can’t seem to agree on exactly where the swamp is, what the mosquitos are, and who ends up fouling their pants.

The idea of draining the political swamp is thought to have been first used by Milwaukee-based socialist Winfield R. Gaylord in a letter to the Daily Northwestern in 1903.8 “Socialists are not satisfied with killing a few of the mosquitoes which come from the capitalist swamp; they want to drain the swamp,” wrote Gaylord.9

To Gaylord, money and the economic interests of the Gilded Age robber barons, carried to Washington by corrupt politicians, would infect American democratic institutions with “industrial despotism.”

Candidate Donald Trump used the same metaphor to appeal to coal miners, laid-off auto workers, and others dispossessed by the financial crisis. He first tried it out in Gaylord’s Wisconsin.10

But unlike Gaylord, who saw “capitalism” as the swamp, Trump supporters see Washington, DC, as the swamp and career politicians and staffers as the carriers of the corrupt plague known in their circles as “the deep state.” They say Trump, a billionaire in his own right, wouldn’t fall victim to the kind of corruption seemingly endemic in Washington precisely because he is so wealthy.

It’s not clear that Trump himself initially understood his own metaphor or the historical uses of the same phrase. The slogan, modeled on Ronald Reagan’s description of Washington’s entrenched bureaucracy, had been suggested to him during the campaign. Trump was more than a little skeptical.11

“I hated it,” Trump explained later. “Somebody said, ‘Drain the swamp,’ and I said, ‘Oh, that is so hokey. That is so terrible.’” But for whatever reason, Trump decided to try it on October 17, 2016, in a speech about ethics reform in Green Bay. The crowd went crazy. They loved it.

Whoa, what’s this? Trump thought.

“Then I said it again. And then I start saying it like I meant it, right? And then I said it—I started loving it, and the place loved it,” Trump marveled. “Drain the swamp. It’s true. It’s true. Drain the swamp.”

Ever the crowd pleaser, Trump continued to promise to drain the swamp and rid the country of swamp creatures like his opponent Hillary Clinton, whom he has called the “most corrupt person to ever run for the presidency of the United States.”12

He would know, he said. Few have spent more time mucking around this particular swamp than Donald J. Trump. For decades Trump has played to politicians on both sides of the aisle in an effort to grease the wheels for future favors.

“I give to everybody,” Trump said at a debate during the Republican primaries in 2015.13 “When they call, I give. And you know what? When I need something from them two years later, three years later, I call them, they are there for me.”

At the debate Trump also said he had once donated to the Clinton Foundation—and thus secured Hillary’s presence at his Mar-a-Lago wedding to Melania Knauss.

Trump had given thousands of dollars to Clinton’s various campaigns over the years—to her US Senate race in New York and then later during her primary defeat against Obama.14

“I said be at my wedding and she came to my wedding. You know why?” Trump asked the debate crowd. “She didn’t have a choice because I gave.”

The jibe hurt Clinton’s feelings, her spokeswoman said after the debate.15 Clinton thought she had been invited to the wedding because the Trumps and Clintons were friends.

On the campaign trail Trump called the pay-to-play system broken.

But after his election he went straight back home to the swamp he’d promised to drain.

When Congress passed his sweeping tax cuts in December 2017 that largely benefited the wealthy and corporations, Trump celebrated at Mar-a-Lago.

Over dinner he crowed to his friends: “You all just got a lot richer.”16
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HAMILTON DISSTON WAS the first part-time Floridian to promise to drain the swamp.17 Though the two never met, in some ways Disston laid the groundwork for Trump’s political career. Like Trump, Disston was born in the northeast, made a fortune by expanding his father’s company, was considered a “nouveau riche… society club man,” had business interests in Atlantic City, and came to Florida, where he was charmed by both the weather and the great business potential.18 Unlike Trump, in Disston’s case the swamp drainage he promised was quite literal. And it began around 1880.

Disston had landed a contract with the state of Florida to drain large swathes of government land in the northern Everglades, which, once dried out, he thought would become rich in potential for citrus farming and other agro-industry. In exchange for the work, Disston’s company received 50 percent of the drained land, which he then sold to railroad companies. He recruited wealthy financiers from the north and Europe to invest in this new land, “making him one of the largest promoters of Florida.”19 As he dredged canals and pumped water, Disston was planting seeds in Florida’s southeast for another kind of swamp to replace the marshland.

“From the time Mr. Disston’s purposes became known… more miles of railroad were built [in Florida] in proportion to population than in any other state of the Union,” one scholar wrote in 1939.20 Snowbirds seeking warmth and beaches during the winter months began to flock to Palm Beach as soon as the swamps were dry enough to lay down railroad tracks that far south. Within two decades of Disston’s drainage, the far more celebrated Henry Flagler of Standard Oil had opened his first hotel in Palm Beach in 1894 and established the area as the winter getaway for the nation’s wealthiest and best-connected class. Thirty years later Marjorie Merriweather Post took the train to Palm Beach and built Mar-a-Lago.

If the swamp refers to the place where special interests commingle with powerful political operatives, then it’s safe to say that Mar-a-Lago became the palace of the swamp creatures quite early. At her lavish estate, which took a staff of seventy to run, Post entertained politicians, lawyers, and businessmen who were crafting the industrial capitalism of the twentieth-century American state.21

Post “furnished [her home] with the same gaily plumed abandon as a Ziegfeld Follies set, filling it with furniture, tapestries and paintings from decaying ducal palaces and stone carvings reminiscent of ancient Greece and Egypt,” Nancy Rubin wrote in American Empress, a 1995 biography of Post.22 “The parties held at Mar-a-Lago were equally fabulous. Guest lists often exceeded 200 and included some of America’s most celebrated tycoons, moguls and movie stars, as well as European aristocrats.” She even brought Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus to perform.23

Post hoped to make Mar-a-Lago’s role in statecraft official. The year before she died in 1973 she bequeathed Mar-a-Lago to the federal government, saying her home should be used as a “Winter White House”—a term she may have borrowed from her Palm Beach neighbor Joseph P. Kennedy Sr. His son John Fitzgerald Kennedy had taken his wife, Jackie, and their children to the family home in Palm Beach so often while he was commander-in-chief that people began to call Joe’s home the Winter White House.24 It was enough to spark envy in any Palm Beacher with a taste for one-upping the neighbors.

Mar-a-Lago “really was the perfect place for visiting dignitaries before they came to Washington, if they needed to rest up, or as a winter White House,” Post’s daughter Dina Merrill said.25

President Richard Nixon, who vacationed in Key Biscayne, liked the idea, although Watergate put the kibosh to that. In the end, Mar-a-Lago proved too expensive for the government to maintain and was given back to the Post Foundation in 1981.26 The estate went up for sale. For years it languished. Post’s mansion was a gem in Palm Beach—but a hideously expensive and impractical investment, costing $1 million per year to maintain.27

Trump first learned about Mar-a-Lago while being chauffeured to a dinner party in Palm Beach in the early 1980s. The Manhattan mogul was fascinated by Palm Beach, admiring the status and longevity it represented. Trump may have inherited his wealth, but he didn’t inherit status. His grandfather was a German immigrant, not old money.28 Trump was possessed by the notion of buying his way into a society where access is typically only granted through birthright. He asked the driver what was for sale as they drove through the streets lined with hedges.

“Well, the best thing by far is Mar-a-Lago,” the driver replied.29 Trump, who had never heard of Mar-a-Lago, ordered an immediate detour. They arrived at an estate as overstated as the real estate mogul himself. Peering through the hedges from South Ocean Boulevard, the thirty-nine-year-old got his first glimpse. The property needed work, “like an old, beat-up, overgrown Rembrandt waiting to be restored,” he said in his book Trump: The Art of the Comeback.30

As soon as he saw it, Trump knew Mar-a-Lago would be his crown jewel.

“I feel it is one of the diamonds of real estate, and I love diamonds, as you know,” he said.31

The king had found his castle.
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SUN-KISSED PALM BEACH was a far cry from the first place Trump had sought to rule.

As a boy, dissatisfied by being the rich kid in the safe, insulated Queens suburb he called home, Trump would sneak off to the F train and cross the East River into the bustle of Manhattan, which his parents considered too dangerous.32 It was there, gazing up at the skyscrapers, that he decided how he would make his mark. It certainly wouldn’t be by building the dull, gray, Soviet-style projects on Coney Island that his father had. Fred Trump’s business was good, but Donald knew he could do better. And bigger. His real estate empire would be a manifestation of his own larger-than-life ambitions.

Trump’s father thought his son was crazy and initially tried to keep him within the outer boroughs, overseeing projects in Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island from a modest office on Avenue Z—well away from Manhattan.33 It was there that the father and son ran into a major issue with the law. In 1973 the Justice Department sued Fred and Donald Trump, alleging they denied housing to prospective black tenants.34 At the time it was one of the biggest Fair Housing Act cases ever pursued by the government.35 Trump called the suit ridiculous and consulted Roy Cohn, the former counsel to Senator Joseph McCarthy as well as suspected mob bosses.36 Cohn urged him not to settle.37 They hit you, the pugnacious Cohn advised, you hit them back a hundred times harder. Trump filed a $100 million countersuit, accusing the Justice Department of defamation. Though that countersuit was dismissed, Trump later settled the case without admitting guilt.38 Cohn’s advice would set the stage for how Trump would handle conflicts to come:39 There’s nothing a multi-million-dollar lawsuit can’t fix. (Gratitude may not have been one of the lessons Trump learned. Years later Cohn came to visit Mar-a-Lago. He was dying of AIDS. After Cohn left, “I had to spend a fortune to fumigate all the dishes and silverware,” Trump reportedly told his guests.40)

It was on New York construction sites that Trump learned the art of emotional manipulation. He was a tough boss, prone to tirades and micromanaging, with little regard for the opinions of his chief engineers or lawyers.41 It was his way or no way.42 But for the working guys—apart from, of course, the ones whose paychecks he shorted—he was generally a likable boss.

Guido Lombardi gave an impression of the mogul’s construction-site manner.

“Hey Joe!” Trump might say to a guy on the site. “How are you doing? How’s your wife? I know she was having an operation.” The worker’s heart would melt that the big boss remembered his family. “Oh yeah, she’s doing good. Thank you, Mr. Trump.” (It was a skill that would later come in handy in politics.)

Trump cares what other people think about him almost as much as he cares about getting his way. He always wore makeup to the job site in case someone with a camera stopped by, something the workers laughed about behind his back.43 Ultimately Trump is an opportunist, ready to jump at any enticing prospect. In New York he learned that the best deals came from waiting for a seller to be just the right amount of desperate. And in the 1970s New Yorkers were desperate.

New York City was at a breaking point—on the brink of bankruptcy and with a serial killer on the loose.44 Tax incentives were offered to anyone willing to invest.45 So, amid the turmoil and despite the naysayers, Trump was able to carve out his first Manhattan real estate venture: the decrepit Commodore Hotel near Grand Central Station. Trump picked it up for a mere $9.5 million from the bankrupt Penn Central railroad and pitched the deal as an act of civic-minded selflessness to the press.46

At a time when public employees were being laid off for the first time since the Great Depression, Trump was wearing three-piece, flared-leg suits and riding around Manhattan in a limousine with DJT license plates, driven by a laid-off cop who played the role of armed chauffeur.47 He opened Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue and billed the condos as intended exclusively for “the world’s best people” and “totally inaccessible to the public.”

“I tried to bring Donald down to earth many times,” Fred Trump told New York in 1980. “But he always had a nose for quality, and we could never get it out of him. Once when he was a little boy, a friend was having a birthday, and he wanted to buy him a fancy baseball glove—$35 it cost, can you imagine anything so crazy!—so I took Donald to see a $5 glove Herman’s was advertising, and seeing those cheap gloves, he almost threw up.”48

His father, who had sent Trump to military school to whip out his obsession with glitz and glamor, wasn’t his only critic. One detractor speaking to the New York Times called the Donald “overrated” and “totally obnoxious.”49 His competitor, Sam LeFrak, said, “Kid only knows how to talk, not to build.”50 (LeFrak’s son, Richard, would later become a member of Mar-a-Lago.51)

The lack of recognition for his hard work and contributions to the city seeped under Trump’s skin.

“In Houston, I would be the most important man in the city—but here, you bang your head against the wall to try to get some nice buildings up, and what happens? Everybody comes after you,” Trump once said of his reception in New York.52

The problem wasn’t him, he almost certainly thought. It was everyone else who didn’t understand what he was doing.

And no one, not his father, not the doyennes of Palm Beach, was going to change Trump’s bull-in-a-china-shop approach.
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PALM BEACH IS NOT friendly to strangers. As the journalist Ronald Kessler pointed out, the town doesn’t even have a sign indicating visitors have entered the municipality. “If they have to ask where Palm Beach is, they shouldn’t be there,” Kessler wrote.53

“They think they are above the world,” said one Palm Beacher, Ildikó Varga, of her fellow islanders.54 “They think that they are more than everybody else.”

Varga immigrated to the United States from Hungary, where she had amassed a small fortune in the crystal business. She opened a crystal boutique in Palm Beach in 1994.55 She spared no expense, launching her store on Worth Avenue, a posh shopping district that is the town’s answer to Fifth Avenue in Manhattan and Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills.

The day before the grand opening a group of people knocked on the shop door. Varga’s son, inside sweeping, ushered them in.

“What brings you from Budapest to Worth Avenue?” one inquired. “It’s like the top of the world.”

Varga was an intruder, and Palm Beach intended to show her that. Still, the young man didn’t flinch.

“My mother likes the best,” he responded. “My mother always wants the elegance.”

That’s why they chose Worth Avenue, he explained.

The group sized him up, unsure at first what to do with this bold outsider. Then a woman in the group stepped forward.

“Give me a piece of paper, and I am going to write my name and number so your mother can call me,” she said.

In clear penmanship the woman wrote: Eunice Kennedy Shriver.

Shriver was John F. Kennedy’s younger sister. The Kennedy clan, Palm Beach regulars, were as much a royal family as the United States had.

Still new to the country, Varga’s son didn’t recognize Shriver’s name. Varga called her back that day. Shriver loved Budapest, she told Varga. The two became fast friends. Shriver brought Varga to all the best parties, and their photos began to show up together in the society pages. The Kennedys commissioned a crystal portrait of the late Rose Kennedy, the family’s matriarch.56

“That really helped me in the social life,” Varga explained. “People didn’t know who I am, but they saw me with influential people, so everybody was inviting me everywhere. That’s how I basically got into the social life of Palm Beach, Washington, DC, and New York.”

Unspoken rules dictate that to be part of Palm Beach society is to be born into it. But if you wanted an alternate route, being welcomed by Kennedys was a pretty good start.
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RATHER THAN DEPENDING on friends for an entree into Palm Beach, Trump tried to buy his way in.

In 1983 Trump made his first offer for Mar-a-Lago.

His $9 million bid was contingent on rezoning, as he planned to build fourteen single-family homes on the property alongside the mansion.57 It was less than half the listed asking price of $20 million. (The highest sale price for a home in the United States at the time was believed to be $14.5 million.58) The Foundation said no.59 Even his business proposals were offensive to old money. Trump didn’t make a new offer right away. He could afford to wait. The Foundation was struggling and buyers that wealthy were scarce. The estimated costs of keeping up the estate had soared to $2 million per year, plus $400,000 in property taxes.60

Triump kept a shrewd eye on Mar-a-Lago, watching deal after deal with other potential buyers fall through. In the summer of 1985 O. W. Smith, the Scottish president of a gold refinery, offered to buy the property for $14 million, contingent on securing the strip of beachfront property across South Ocean Boulevard.61 The quaint cabanas and pool overlooking the beach had once made up the “Mar” side of Mar-a-Lago but had long since been sold off to the former owner of Kentucky Fried Chicken. Desperate to close the deal, the Foundation signed a contract to buy the beach property back for a whopping $2 million, only to have Smith back out at the last minute. The Foundation ended up with more land—and fewer options. Trump swooped in.

From an outsider’s perspective, he looked flush. He had just completed some of his first real estate projects: the Grand Hyatt Hotel, Trump Tower, and an Atlantic City casino, among others. As the owner of a team in an upstart football league, he sued the NFL on antitrust grounds. But while he managed to keep it quiet at the time, his casinos, hotels, and other core businesses lost $46.1 million in 1985, a New York Times investigation found.62 By the mid-1990s his losses would total $1.17 billion. But that didn’t stop him from making an opportunistic offer on Mar-a-Lago when Smith and other interested parties like the Houston developer Cerf Stanford Ross got cold feet.
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BACK AT TRUMP TOWER in New York, the mogul ran into one of his neighbors, Gianna Lahainer, future wife of Guido Lombardi.63

“Donald, how are you?” Lahainer greeted him. She had heard the chatter in Palm Beach about Trump’s intention to buy Mar-a-Lago. “I hear that you’re buying this place.”

“Yeah, we are still debating the final contract and everything,” Trump replied.

Lahainer knew everything about everyone. And she knew there were lots of problems with Mar-a-Lago. She was curious about Trump’s decision to buy.

“Well, don’t the planes bother you?” she inquired, in that Palm Beach fashion of softening one’s critique by placing a question mark at the end.

Trump was confused. “What planes?”

Lahainer explained that Mar-a-Lago sits directly below the flight path to Palm Beach International Airport. On some days the planes fly so low that diners on the terrace must pause their conversation and wait for the deafening engines to pass.

“You know I was up for a house there and I didn’t buy it because of the planes,” Lahainer told Trump. The brokers showing Trump the property certainly knew about the noise—everyone in Palm Beach did—and no doubt planned for it by showing the property only during particular times of day.

In the end, Trump bought Mar-a-Lago for even less than his first lowball offer—$5 million for the property and $3 million for its furnishings—in part because he negotiated around the inconvenience of the airplane noise.64 (At least that’s how Lombardi tells the story.65) Trump paid another $2 million for the beachfront land, bailing the Foundation out of its bad deal.

Trump barely put up any of his own money. Instead, he secured an unrecorded $8.5 million loan from Chase Manhattan Bank as well as a loan from the owner of the beachfront property to finance the purchase.66

Still, he told the world he had paid all cash.67

(Decades later he would also try to inflate the value of his original offers, saying he had bid $28 million—and been rejected by the Foundation—only to eventually beat the aristocrats down.68)

Embellishments aside, it was still Trump’s best business deal to date. In 2018 Forbes valued the property at $160 million, meaning Trump’s investment had outpaced the S&P Index’s return.69 This time there was no talk of subdividing the property, which had proven unpopular with the townsfolk. As thanks for her tip about the planes, Lahainer was made vice president of the Trump Tower condo association in New York.70

“She saved him a lot of money,” Lombardi would later explain.
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IN PALM BEACH Mar-a-Lago’s new owner was a pariah.

Trump was crude. He was distasteful. And he had no desire to kiss ass.

He was everything that was hated in the reserved, insular, high-society town—which banned men from jogging shirtless until the mid-1990s.71

On his private Boeing 727, Trump flew in friends from New York to see his grand new winter palace. The Prince of Wales and Constantine, the deposed king of Greece, came for tea. As a souvenir, visitors received a brochure about Mar-a-Lago embossed with the names Donald and Ivana Trump in eighteen-karat gold.72 (Ivana, a Czech model, was the Donald’s first wife.)

Where most Palm Beachers hid behind the hedges that blocked their homes and clubs from the public, Trump basked in the limelight. He invited reporters to Mar-a-Lago and called up the tabloids or radio shows to offer salacious commentary. He appeared regularly on the Howard Stern Show, sharing opinions on everything from J. Lo’s butt to his various sexual exploits.73 This was a shock to Palm Beachers, who typically kept to themselves and their circles, save for write-ups about their charitable events in the Palm Beach Daily News, nicknamed the Shiny Sheet.

After divorcing Ivana, Trump threw a “Bachelor Ball” to celebrate. The party infuriated the rest of Palm Beach. For on that very night, just up the road, the Breakers Resort was hosting the International Red Cross Ball—the crown jewel of the social season. As the ladies and gentlemen of Palm Beach donned their splendor for a tasteful evening, across the way at Mar-a-Lago pro football and basketball players, cheerleaders, and 350 Miami models were filling Trump’s halls, with paparazzi eagerly waiting to snap their photos.74

As much as old-world Palm Beachers hated this immoderate outsider, he held an irresistible appeal.

Palm Beach before Trump was boring. Every season it was the same people, from the same families, going to the same galas at the same clubs. For the most part a night out consisted of eating dinner and perhaps a bit of live music. Trump provided a different option—parties with pretty girls and celebrities, Hawaiian night–themed bashes and world-class performers like the Beach Boys.

But behind his nouveau-riche bravado, Trump was not immune to the heavy financial burden of Mar-a-Lago.

A year after he bought the estate Trump sued the county property appraiser’s office after receiving a property tax bill of $208,340.75 Trump said the county had overvalued Mar-a-Lago by $4.5 million. His real tax bill, he claimed, should be cut in half. Trump won the initial ruling76 but lost in the appeal, leaving him to foot the full bill.77

That first tax bill might have seemed like small change to a billionaire, but two of Trump’s casinos were hurtling toward bankruptcy.78 The Trump Taj Mahal Casino, his Castle Casino, and the airline Trump Shuttle all reported multi-million-dollar losses in 1990.

When his sumptuous winter home proved to be a white elephant—too expensive for any individual to maintain—Trump was forced to look for alternatives.

In 1991 he again proposed subdividing the seventeen-acre lot in order to build and sell eight multi-million-dollar homes.79

“I’ll call the project the Mansions at Mar-a-Lago. I’ll turn it into a moneymaker,” he told his fretful bankers. (“When you owe billions of dollars, and then you journey down to Mar-a-Lago on your 727 for weekends, it irks them,” he later wrote of the tense exchange.80)

The town shot him down. It wasn’t interested in rezoning a historic property. After two years of strife, including a $50 million lawsuit and a threat to sell the estate to the Reverend Sun Myung Moon and his Unification Church if he didn’t get his way, Trump folded.81 Facing the prospect of personal bankruptcy, he needed a new plan.

It wouldn’t be the Donald who came up with the idea that saved his Florida home. Trump’s Palm Beach attorney, Paul Rampell, was the real visionary behind turning Post’s property into a social club, according to Laurence Leamer’s Mar-a-Lago: Inside the Gates of Power at Donald Trump’s Presidential Palace.

Trump himself didn’t think it would work. “I just don’t like it,” he told Rampell. “It’s just not right.”82 Still, Trump didn’t have any other options. And despite some grumbling, the town council consented.83 (Trump later tried to take credit for his lawyer’s stroke of genius.84 He would also give up his right to develop Mar-a-Lago as anything but a club, knocking roughly $250,000 off his tax bill overnight.85)

The matrons of Palm Beach society clutched their pearls at the news. They had built their lives around clubs like Bath & Tennis and the Everglades. Now a paparazzi-chasing Queens developer wanted to upend their social order.

“Many old-money Palm Beachers did not want to become members of Mar-a-Lago at the beginning because anybody could buy a membership, and they believed membership should be something you inherit,” said Ildikó Varga, the Hungarian crystal merchant.86 She quickly signed up.

Trump was about to capitalize on a growing pool of like-minded and incredibly wealthy high-society outcasts who wintered—bored and isolated—on the island of Palm Beach: people the other WASP-y clubs wouldn’t touch. Jews and African Americans would pay good money for a membership. So would the simply gauche, like one Palm Beach billionaire who had been rejected from Bath & Tennis after raising a glass of dessert wine and saying the only thing sweeter than a bottle of Château d’Yquem were his wife’s private parts.87

Trump planned to open his doors to any of these “un-clubbables”—so long as they could pay.

“If you were a member of the Bath & Tennis Club or the Everglades, you were horrified that this man whose parents didn’t come over on the Mayflower took over Mar-a-Lago and was going to let in anybody who could afford it,” said Shannon Donnelly, a transplanted northeasterner who has spent years covering Palm Beach society for the Shiny Sheet. “They said: ‘That’s not a club. That’s Triple A.’”

Trump’s inclusivity did not arise from any particular sense of tolerance but because money, which he equated with prestige, meant more to him than almost any ideology.

Certainly Trump had a well-earned reputation for racism.

Several years before he turned Mar-a-Lago into a club, he walked into a recording studio in New York to find several black musicians recording music for a commercial for one of his Atlantic City casinos.

“I really don’t want any n****** on my project,” he said loudly to the composer Fred Weinberg, one of the only white people in the room.88 Trump also immediately asked about Weinberg’s accent, asking where it was from. Weinberg explained that his parents were Holocaust survivors and had fled to Colombia, where he was born before moving to the United States.

“Oh, so you’re a Jew, spic, aren’t you,” Trump replied. (Weinberg’s account was confirmed by another person who worked at the company and heard about the incident at the time.89)

Trump’s intolerance seemed to disappear in Palm Beach. He was okay with anyone who could pay his club’s $50,000 entry fee. And as a result, Trump opened what remains the most diverse club in town.

“Palm Beach is very much changing for the better,” Trump told the Wall Street Journal in 1997.90 “A lot of that is because of Mar-a-Lago.”
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ON JANUARY 22, 2005, Melania Knauss walked down the aisle of the Church of Bethesda-by-the-Sea in Palm Beach wearing a $100,000 Dior dress.91 Fifteen hundred crystals—which had taken more than five hundred hours to sew into place—made the dress almost too heavy for the thin model to carry as she approached Trump at the altar.

The wedding was a coronation in Palm Beach—the christening of a new king.

“Donald is our Prince Charles,” Mar-a-Lago member Robin Bernstein told the Palm Beach Post at the time.92 “It’s a great honor to be invited. He knows so many people that an invitation is a form of acknowledgement.” Bernstein’s husband sells insurance to the Trump Organization.93 The couple had been members since the 1990s,94 and their twin daughters grew up best friends with Tiffany Trump.95

In Mar-a-Lago’s largest ballroom Trump’s court celebrated with caviar, tenderloin, and Cristal. Among the revelers were celebrity entertainers like Billy Joel, Paul Anka, Tony Bennett, Russell Simmons of Def Jam Records, American Idol’s Simon Cowell, Apprentice producer Mark Burnett, infamous boxing promoter Don King, supermodel Heidi Klum, and a who’s-who of TV personalities, including Barbara Walters, Katie Couric, Kelly Ripa, and Kathie Lee Gifford.96

There were also business tycoons like Kathy and Rick Hilton (parents of Paris) and a smattering of political elites, including Rudolph Giuliani and his then wife Judith Nathan. Laughing alongside the Trumps at the reception—the first event held in his new, Sun King–style ballroom at Mar-a-Lago—was Hillary Clinton in a yellow gown. Bill Clinton placed his hand on Donald’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze.

These were Trump’s friends—or at least the people he considered more than acquaintances.97 The creatures of the swamp had come to pay him their respects.

A decade later, as the president established his administration, the early Mar-a-Lago members and honored wedding guests began to make appearances with Trump as he leaned on them to extend his empire to Washington, DC.

Bernstein, who reportedly spoke “basic” Spanish, was named the US ambassador to the Dominican Republic, where the Trump Organization was actively reviving a real estate project.98

Giuliani would continue to serve as Trump’s lawyer and fixer, performing a wide variety of tasks, including pressuring the Ukrainian government to dig up dirt on Trump’s political rivals.
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WHEN AIR FORCE ONE touched down at Palm Beach International Airport in February 2017, dozens of supporters gathered on the tarmac to greet a newly sworn-in President Trump, who was making his first trip to Palm Beach as commander-in-chief. The crowd cheered, passing him baseball caps to autograph.99 Trump flashed thumbs up and clapped alongside his supporters.

After a few minutes he turned to get into his motorcade, pausing only to toss his uncapped black Sharpie to the crowd. People lunged for the prize. A few miles east, more locals lined the roads to Mar-a-Lago, waiting to catch a glimpse of America’s new leader.

If you’d asked any longtime Palm Beacher a decade earlier if they thought such a scene was possible, they’d have scoffed. The old guard, whose wealth and status spanned generations, could never have dreamed of a moment when they might be forced to cede control of Palm Beach society to the gaudy newcomers and their poster boy, Donald Trump.100

But now that he was president, Palm Beach revolved around Trump: roads were closed, planes were barred from flying overhead, and crowds were beckoned at his command. The old guard retreated to their mansions and learned to accept—or at least quietly ignore—their grand new seigneur.

In the end it wasn’t so much that Donald Trump drained the swamp as that he consumed it.







Chapter 4

THE WINTER WHITE HOUSE

INCOMING WHITE HOUSE spokespeople Kellyanne Conway and Jason Miller spent their holidays after Trump’s election branding Mar-a-Lago as the new White House. Their makeshift, outdoor studio for network TV interviews was positioned so that viewers could see the estate’s palm trees and turrets in the background. It was an image of sunshine, perfect tranquility, and control.

Like most things in Palm Beach, appearance did not match reality.

A quick camera pan right would have revealed that Conway was actually seated in a dusty, public boat launch paces away from the busy Southern Boulevard bridge that thousands of people use every day to get to and from the barrier island. Supporters begging for autographs converged on the site. Enraged feminists biked over the bridge to flip the bird or spit in the direction of Trump’s palace. Gunboats turned away jet skiers who got too close to the property while enjoying the sunshine on the public waterway.

After the biggest electoral upset in American history, chaos was the new normal.

Trump’s transition team rampaged around Mar-a-Lago, breaking every norm of both Washington, DC, and Palm Beach.

It was the most exciting thing to happen to Mar-a-Lago in years, maybe ever. Helicopters hovered overhead. Secret Service agents popped out of bushes and walked bomb-sniffing dogs around cars. Media swarmed from all over the world. The president-elect was seen wandering the terrace and dining room, consulting members on whom he should tap as secretary of state and what he should say in his inaugural address.1 (When he tweeted a photo of himself “writing” the speech, he appeared to be sitting not in his quarters but at the receptionist’s desk in Mar-a-Lago’s main entryway.2)

People flew in from across the country to interview for jobs in the new administration. Fabio, the famous model from the front of romance novels, chatted with the president-elect. (What he hoped for was never exactly clear, although he reportedly offered his assistance on veterans’ issues to White House press secretary Sean Spicer.3) Actor and director Sylvester Stallone presented Trump with a framed article that praised the Rocky-inspired political ad Stallone had produced for the campaign.4

“To President Trump, a Real Champ! Greatest knockout in History!” Stallone wrote on the glass in black sharpie. The actor said he had turned down consideration for a position at the National Endowment of the Arts.5

Mar-a-Lago’s more than thirty guest rooms booked up. Events sold out.

“Everybody wants a piece of whatever is happening there,” said Lexye Aversa, a Palm Beach travel agent and event planner.6 “They want to go to the parties. They want to feel part of it.”

Palm Beach philanthropist Lois Pope was dead set on using her proximity to Trump to get a nine-week-old rescue puppy into the White House.7 Pope had named the goldendoodle Patton, after Trump’s favorite World War II general who believed himself to be the reincarnation of a marshal in Napoleon’s imperial army.8 Trump didn’t take the bait.

Trump’s golfing buddy Greg Norman—an Australian golf star and South Florida resident known as the “Great White Shark”—clinched a spot as an unofficial liaison between the Trump administration and Australia by grabbing White House Chief of Staff Reince Priebus as he walked through the dining room.9 He had very important information for Trump about the “alliance between Australia and the US,” Norman told Priebus at the time.

“That’s how I started back-channeling the whole thing because to me I am a very proud Australian,” Norman told the Australian. “I wanted to put it in front of him so it is on his radar screen in the Oval Office.”

Niall O’Dowd, founder of the online diaspora publication Irish Central, joined his friend, Palm Beach attorney Brian Burns, for lunch at Mar-a-Lago on the last Friday afternoon of 2016.10 Despite O’Dowd’s distaste for Trump, Burns assured him it was a good opportunity for the Irish American journalist to make connections with the new administration.

O’Dowd was surprised to find he quite liked the club. It was classy, unlike other Trump properties he knew. When he mentioned it, someone proudly told him the gilding at Mar-a-Lago was real gold. Trump’s other properties used the fake stuff.

The tables on the terrace filled up with members backslapping and reveling in a sense of occasion and self-importance. O’Dowd suspected that many of those lunching on overpriced burgers and salmon were expecting official ambassadorships or positions in the administration. A hint of mania permeated the air.

“The rest of the world was spinning around this axis now,” O’Dowd said. “They had pulled off something that even they themselves were a little bit bewildered by.”

O’Dowd’s visit to Mar-a-Lago was enjoyable, if not quite peaceful. Members of Mar-a-Lago kept interrupting their lunch to chat with Burns about the victory.

The Burns family was well established in Palm Beach. His father, a Harvard Law School professor, had been a friend and advisor to the Kennedys. As a young man, Burns had caddied for JFK.11 As a friend of Trump’s, a respected member of the Irish American community, and a member of Mar-a-Lago, Burns seemed a shoo-in for ambassador to Ireland. The president had already run into him one night in the club’s lobby and eagerly asked if he’d take the job.

“Brian, are you ready to go to Ireland?” Trump had said.12

Burns had always admired Trump. “He saw Trump as an outsider in Palm Beach,” O’Dowd said.13 “A guy who was prepared to break some of the glassware to get his way. And he kind of admired that.” Trump was a king who rewarded loyalty.

Although Burns wasn’t the only member in the running for an ambassadorship, he was certainly the most qualified. Mar-a-Lago member Patrick Park was tapped to be ambassador to Austria, receiving the unofficial offer from Trump via a handwritten note early in 2017.14 A concert pianist and businessman, his only apparent qualification was his love for The Sound of Music, a movie set in Austria that Park says he’s seen “like seventy-five times.”

“I know every single word and song by heart. I’ve always wanted to live in the Von Trapp house,” he told Palm Beach society writer Shannon Donnelly.

In the end, both Burns and Park declined the offers for ambassadorships for personal reasons. But two other club members, Lana Marks, a well-known Palm Beach handbag designer, and Robin Bernstein, whose company insured the Trump Organization and who called Trump “Prince Charles” at his third wedding, did become the ambassadors to South Africa and the Dominican Republic, respectively.15 In both cases it’s unclear what their qualifications were aside from being wealthy and well connected. (Marks was born in South Africa but hadn’t lived there in forty years.16)

“This is how influence works. It doesn’t work the way people think it does,” O’Dowd said. “It’s a quiet kind of lunch at Mar-a-Lago. It’s meeting the right kind of people at the right time at the right place.”

“These are the people he’s clasped to his bosom the last thirty years. Who stood with him when he was an outsider,” he said.
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AFTER LUNCH BURNS took O’Dowd to meet the new administration.17 They entered a small room off the main foyer that had been hastily converted into an operations center at the Winter White House. The modern communications equipment must have seemed out of place against the elegant decor.

The room was empty except for three men sitting at a table: White House Chief Strategist Stephen Bannon, Chief of Staff Reince Priebus, and a man O’Dowd didn’t recognize.

Years earlier O’Dowd had visited the Clinton transition team. He was taken aback by the difference between that experience and what he witnessed briefly at Mar-a-Lago. Clinton’s drab Arkansas office was full of young men running between cubicles. They were ready to rule. In contrast, Trump’s transition team relaxed in the gilded mansion. O’Dowd got the impression the men spent most of their time looking at each other and saying, “Can you believe this?”

“There really wasn’t much sense of people doing much serious work, to be honest,” O’Dowd said. “Frankly, I think they were still a little bit stunned that they were doing what they were doing.… Stunned that they were running the world.”

Though it didn’t seem like it at the time, O’Dowd had walked into the transition team’s war room in the middle of a moment that would haunt Trump through the first two years of his presidency.

The previous day the Obama administration had announced the expulsion of thirty-five Russian government officials from the United States and closed two Russian government compounds as part of sanctions against Russia for Moscow’s interference in the US elections.18 Without a clear plan, the Mar-a-Lago transition team flew into action.19 The team had agreed “tit for tat” retaliation wouldn’t end well.20 National Security Advisor Michael Flynn relayed the message to Russia’s US ambassador Sergey Kislyak, who he hoped could encourage Putin to show restraint in his response to the sanctions.

Sometime around 5:00 P.M. on December 29, Flynn’s second-in-command, Deputy National Security Advisor K. T. McFarland, briefed the president-elect. Also present were a group of advisors working from Mar-a-Lago, including Bannon, Priebus, and Press Secretary Sean Spicer.21

Did the Russians do “it”? Trump asked McFarland. By “it” he meant attempts to electronically intrude on and influence the elections.

“Yes,” she responded.

Trump wasn’t convinced. But, he said, the sanctions provided him leverage against the Russians. At the time Trump seemed to have more pressing things he wanted to discuss with his transition team.

Immediately after the briefing was over, Trump led the group of advisors out of the main building on a tour of his beloved estate. They navigated the cloisters via curving stone paths decorated with tropical plants and statues, past the terrace where dinner guests were beginning to gather, hung a left at the pool, and walked under the long yellow-and-white awning into the Donald J. Trump Grand Ballroom. Trump pointed to one of the Corinthian columns along the wall, puffing out his chest and telling war stories about the permitting process with the town.22

“He’s very proud of all that stuff, and he can’t get over it. He just talks about it all the time,” Mar-a-Lago member Fred Rustmann said. “He’s a braggart.”

Bannon was in a good mood again by the time O’Dowd and his crew showed up the next day. The Mar-a-Lago team’s quick response through their back channels had “stopped the train on Russia’s response.”23 Kislyak later told Flynn as much, though Flynn admitted that he didn’t document the part of his conversations with Kislyak about the sanctions out of a concern it could be perceived as interfering with the Obama administration’s foreign policy.24 (Flynn would plead guilty to lying to the FBI about those conversations.25)

Bannon immediately got up to shake hands with O’Dowd and the rest of the group. He seemed to know Burns and was quick to explain that his ex-wife was Irish. He absolutely loved Ireland, he told the group affably, and chatted about various trips he had taken there and enjoyed. Bannon’s warmth surprised O’Dowd. “This was a guy who had been portrayed as this monstrous entity who had brought this troglodyte into the White House, and he was in fact very effusively friendly,” O’Dowd said.

Behind Bannon, Priebus wore a bemused expression. Still, he was game enough to chat and take pictures at Burns’s request. “You just missed Kellyanne,” Priebus told them as he shook hands.

The third man stayed seated, sourly observing the group. He looked very young, O’Dowd thought. The man never introduced himself, but O’Dowd later realized the glowering man was Stephen Miller, the immigration hardliner and chief architect of Trump’s travel ban as well as his policy of separating children from their parents at the southern border.26 Miller had been tasked with helping Trump write his inaugural address—a job that had seemingly been taken over by members and guests.

“I think a lot of it is opportunism. Everybody wants to be on the winning side,” O’Dowd said. “You’ll never get more sycophantic than the people around Trump.”

If Trump is a shark, then those angling to be closest to his new administration were the remoras. It’s a symbiotic relationship, if a bit lopsided. Remoras keep the parasites off the shark and, in exchange, receive protection and food from the much larger predators. But nature is cruel, and remoras tend to subsist off the shark’s feces.

O’Dowd’s visit with the transition team left him with little desire to pursue another Mar-a-Lago meet-and-greet. He had seen enough.

“You’re looking at the unfolding of a right-wing dream, which is a strong man in the White House,” O’Dowd said. “At Mar-a-Lago—that’s his kingdom—Trump looks out over his minions and they all bow down. And after that it’s bread, then it’s circus.”
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WHEN TRUMP DID his first impromptu press conference as president-elect in front of Mar-a-Lago’s three-hundred-pound, wrought-iron door, it wasn’t his new press secretary who introduced him but an old friend—a convicted killer.27

“You all know Don King?” Trump asked the reporters, spreading his hands wide to the side.

The famous boxing promoter had been friends with Trump since the two had turned Atlantic City into a boxing mecca.28 On the campaign trail Trump called King a “phenomenal person.”29 The two stood under the main door’s archway.

“It’s just great to be in America,” a beaming King said, taking on his usual role of hype man. “Now, with our leader, we’re going to make a new day, Make America Great Again.”

King wore sparkly chains and an American flag around his neck, his iconic hair still standing straight up like he’d just been hit by lightning. He clutched a handful of tiny flags from various nations in his left hand.

Perhaps because of his odd appearance, it so happened that the first question at the first press conference held by the president-elect was addressed not to Trump but to an allegedly mobbed-up eighty-five-year-old who had once stomped a man to death.30 (He was pardoned for manslaughter in 1983.31)

“Is your Israeli flag a message for Obama?” a reporter in the group asked King.

“The Israeli flag is about peace, you know, peace in the Middle East,” King said, not answering the question and rambling until Trump jumped in. The president-elect said he thought the press would be very impressed come January 20 and turned to leave. They stopped him with a barrage of questions about job creation, Russia, Obama, and health care.

Trump told reporters he had invited the leaders of the Mayo Clinic, Johns Hopkins Medicine, and the Cleveland Clinic to Mar-a-Lago that day for discussions.

“They were all in a room together with myself—and some others—and we’re working on something to make it great for the veterans,” Trump told reporters.

What he didn’t say was that the “others” in that meeting were Mar-a-Lago regulars who planned to run the show in Washington.32
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DAVID SHULKIN, A HOLDOVER from the Obama administration who was promoted to become Trump’s first secretary of Veterans Affairs, saw firsthand how the levers of power under the new president ran through Mar-a-Lago.

His job interview happened there, although he didn’t know it.

After Trump’s surprise election, Shulkin, then the number-three official at the VA, was summoned to Florida. He wasn’t sure why. Walking into the club was like “stepping into a James Bond film,” Shulkin wrote in his 2019 memoir It Shouldn’t Be This Hard to Serve Your Country.33 On the terrace waiting for him was a short, elderly man with the bronzed skin, slicked-back hair, and confident manner of a man in charge: Ike Perlmutter, the chairman of Marvel, who was also one of the Trump campaign’s biggest financial backers and a member of Mar-a-Lago.34 Alongside him was Perlmutter’s friend, the West Palm Beach doctor Bruce Moskowitz.

They talked of Perlmutter’s service in the Israeli army during the Six-Day War of 1967 and of Moskowitz’s connections to prestigious institutions like Johns Hopkins and the Mayo Clinic. They asked Shulkin about his time at the VA, and he told them he hoped the new president would let him stay on, however unlikely it seemed for an official appointed by Trump’s hated Democratic predecessor. It felt bizarre. “The purpose of the meeting still eluded me,” Shulkin wrote. Ninety minutes later it was over.

The Mar-a-Lago breakfast began a whirlwind courtship that ended with Shulkin meeting the president-elect at Trump Tower in Manhattan just a few days later on January 9, 2017. Perlmutter was patched through on speaker phone.

“Donald, he’s your guy,” the comic-book magnate said of the stunned Shulkin. “I wouldn’t steer you wrong.”

That’s all Trump needed to hear. He turned to his then-trusted fixer Michael Cohen. “Next time you see him [Shulkin], you can call him Mr. Secretary,” the president-elect declared.

That was how the head of the federal government’s second-largest agency was hired.

As it turned out, Perlmutter wasn’t just Shulkin’s ticket into the administration; he also considered himself the secretary’s puppeteer, at least according to Shulkin.

“Jared Kushner joked that Ike had become my adopted father,” Shulkin wrote.

Perlmutter, Dr. Moskowitz, and the physician’s squash partner, an attorney named Marc Sherman, formed a fearsome troika that ruled the VA from Palm Beach.35 They said the president had empowered them to reform the agency, which had been crippled by scandals over the poor treatment it provided veterans. Shulkin—the only Trump cabinet member granted unanimous Senate confirmation—was their implement. The threesome quickly became known as the “Mar-a-Lago crowd,” although only Perlmutter was a member.36 All they wanted, the Palm Beachers said, was to help.

“The three men pushed the agency’s health care system toward the use of more privately provided health care, tried to derail a critical contract [and] blocked moves to fire employees they considered allies,” the New York Times would later report.37

None of the men had served in the US military or government or even visited a VA hospital, according to Shulkin’s book. “These gentlemen were, in my opinion, well-intentioned, even if sometimes off base with their advice,” Shulkin wrote. Still, the secretary spent nearly as much time dealing with them as doing his job. He knew the president was getting most of his information about the VA not from him, the secretary, but from the Mar-a-Lago crowd.

The idea of Trump as a monarch and Mar-a-Lago members as his court went beyond metaphor. When another club regular, the Pennsylvania dentist Albert Hazzouri, wrote a note to Trump about the American Dental Association and the Veterans Administration, he addressed it “Dear king.” (Trump forwarded the note to Shulkin.38)

Shulkin became so sidelined that he was literally forgotten. Once, at a televised White House meeting, Trump turned to the secretary and asked if he would be attending a discussion on VA issues with Perlmutter that night at his “Southern White House.” Shulkin shook his head no.39 “You heard about it right?” Trump asked. Trying to save face on live TV, Shulkin nodded with an awkward smile. The secretary hadn’t even been invited. In fact, that was the first he heard of it.

In a statement Perlmutter, Moskowitz, and Sherman said their only goal was to improve health care for veterans: “We didn’t seek or receive any personal or financial gain. We never imagined that volunteering our personal time to improving veterans’ healthcare would open us up to criticism. In hindsight, it is clear we underestimated the coarseness of an environment in which even well-intentioned efforts can be twisted to fit pre-conceived narratives.”40

After Shulkin tried to buck their directives over a $10 billion contract for electronic health records, he found himself out of a job. In March 2018 Trump fired him with two tweets. The reported reason for his ouster? An inspector general’s report critical of Shulkin’s taxpayer-funded travel to Europe with his wife, as well as disarray within the agency.41

But the real reason seemed clear: Shulkin had dared to cross the Mar-a-Lago crowd.

Under Trump, the real center of power wasn’t Washington, DC.

It was Palm Beach.
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WHEN MAR-A-LAGO MEMBER Guido Lombardi approached Steve Bannon with an offer to introduce two former Colombian presidents to Trump, the president’s strategist shrugged the Italian off.

Lombardi had a friend in common with Andrés Pastrana and Álvaro Uribe, the ex-Colombian leaders, and thought Trump would benefit from their advice on Latin American policy. Bannon wasn’t interested.

“Your friend is a nobody,” the strategist replied.42

He refused to facilitate the meeting.

No matter. In April 2017 Uribe and Pastrana briefed Trump at Mar-a-Lago anyway.

The White House tried to downplay the encounter.

“They were there with a member from the club and briefly said hello when the president walked past them,” spokeswoman Sarah Huckabee Sanders said at the time. “There wasn’t anything beyond a quick hello.”43

Pastrana contradicted the official messaging, tweeting his thanks to Trump for a “cordial and very frank conversation” about regional issues.44

Lombardi 1, Bannon 0.

It takes years to earn Trump’s trust—and the old-time Mar-a-Lago members had a near-insurmountable head start on people like Bannon, who’d practically just stepped off the plane from DC.

After the election a Mar-a-Lago membership was worth its weight in gold to people trying to get a thumb on the pulse of American politics. Even the chance to have a cup of coffee with Ivanka Trump sold for nearly $60,000 at a charity auction.45

In the six months between Trump winning the Republican primary and being sworn in as US president, Mar-a-Lago welcomed fifty-two new members—accounting for 10 percent of the total capacity of the club.

Price of entry at Trump clubs has always been fluid and strikes a balance between whatever a person is willing to pay and how much Trump wants them to be a member.

In response to the new demand, the standard entry fee skyrocketed from $100,000 to $200,000, but according to staff, new members, and news reports, the price of entry has jumped again to $250,000—or whatever the newcomer is willing to pay. Trump is known for cutting deals for his friends and gouging the desperate and unpalatable.46

Even a conservative estimate suggests that the spike in membership in the year before Trump’s inauguration brought in over $5 million in new revenue for the club.47

On New Year’s Eve 2016 then president-elect Trump got up on the Grand Ballroom’s golden stage to address his sold-out event.

New Year’s Eve at Mar-a-Lago is legendary, with almost annual performances by the famous cover band Party on the Moon. There is a new theme each year, from Studio 54 to Moulin Rouge.48 In 2016 the unofficial theme seemed to be “Welcome to the White House,” and it was more popular than ever. More than eight hundred people attended the party, where tickets ran $525 for members and $575 for guests, bringing in at least $400,000 from ticket sales alone.49 But Trump wanted to make sure everybody knew it was about more than that.

“I want to thank my members. I don’t really care too much about their guests because the ones I really care about are the members, I don’t really give a shit about their guests,” Trump said.50

To be a member at Mar-a-Lago is to become a member of the extended Trump family, a royal entourage.

“I love my members,” Trump repeated.

But it isn’t always clear who is a member. Media outlets often erroneously report that frequent guests or other celebrities belong to the five-hundred-member club. Vaguely defined “honorary members” like tennis stars Venus and Serena Williams further confuse matters. Even club staff get mixed up.

For instance, staff have repeatedly called the best-selling mystery author James Patterson, who is not a Mar-a-Lago member, when trying to reach Long John Silver’s founder James Patterson, who is, to remind him of his dinner reservations.

“I’ve even had reporters insist I’m a member,” Patterson (the author) said with a laugh.51

Trump himself added to the uncertainty—intentionally. Soon after Mar-a-Lago opened, he began claiming that luminaries like Prince Charles, Princess Diana, and Henry Kissinger had joined the club. But it turned out Trump had simply added them to the membership rolls—without them asking or paying a dime. “If Mr. Trump has made them honorary members,” a Buckingham Palace spokesman said curtly in 1995, “that’s up to him.”52

After 2016 doors at Mar-a-Lago began to open directly into the White House.

Conservative radio host Howie Carr and his family were among the New Year’s Eve crowd at the club. They had recently joined Mar-a-Lago during Trump’s campaign for president. But prior to that they had the green light to dine at the club whenever they wanted, Carr told his old friend Ron Kessler when they ran into each other that night.53 As they mingled with the president-elect near the pool during the pre-dinner cocktail hour on New Year’s Eve, Carr’s twenty-two-year-old daughter Charlotte piped up.

“Can I intern in the White House?” she asked, crossing her arms and giving her father’s friend a sassy look.54

“Yes!” Trump replied.

Charlotte Carr had already interned with the Trump Organization the previous summer and spent her winter break meeting members of the incoming administration around Mar-a-Lago.55 In May 2017 she started a summer internship at the White House press office.56

A year later she took a job as a “confidential assistant” at the Overseas Private Investment Corporation, the US government’s development finance institution that channeled private money into international development projects in an effort to assist US foreign policy and national security.

Mar-a-Lago has always been the place businessmen go when seeking a deal with the Trump Organization.

During his New Year’s Eve speech Trump made a point to mention one member in particular—Hussain Sajwani, an Emirati real estate mogul and chairman of luxury developer Damac Properties.57 The Trump Organization has two licensing deals with Damac for Trump-branded golf courses in Dubai.

“Hussain and the whole family, the most beautiful people from Dubai, are here tonight,” Trump announced.58 “And they’re seeing it and they love it.”

When Sajwani and his family stay at Mar-a-Lago they usually rent Beach Club Penthouse I, a luxurious suite along the Atlantic Ocean that is a favorite of Tiffany Trump when she is in town.59

Known for his ability to cultivate friends in high places, Sajwani had spent the week from Christmas to New Year’s hanging out at the club and getting acquainted with the new administration. He and his wife had dinner with Kellyanne Conway, who later called them “absolutely lovely people.”60

“They had no formal meetings or professional discussions. Their interactions were social,” Trump’s spokeswoman, Hope Hicks, said.61

At the time, Sajwani was in negotiations with the Trump Organization over a $2 billion real estate proposal. Trump turned it down a few days after New Year’s in an effort to avoid the appearance that he was taking advantage of the office of the president for his own personal gain.62 He also announced that the Trump Organization would not be engaging in any new international development projects while he was president for the same reason.

Just a few months later Don Jr. visited Sajwani in Dubai. The two talked “new ideas and innovation” over a lunch of chicken nuggets, served on Sajwani’s elegant china.

Sajwani returned to Florida the following year for Thanksgiving and Easter.

Sajwani is one of the guys some staff call “fake members”—people from out of town who pay club dues but only use their memberships opportunistically. Prior to the Trump presidency Mar-a-Lago was always full of wealthy snowbirds who spent their winters playing tennis and croquet and dining in the club’s restaurants several times a week. But many of the new members come just a few weekends a year—when the president is sure to be in town.63

“It’s a very, very new crowd right now,” said Ildikó Varga, who was an early Mar-a-Lago member. Her membership lapsed when she spent three years living in Monte Carlo a decade ago. To get it back she’d need to pay the new, higher rate. Varga isn’t the only member of the old guard that has been sidelined by the special interests with deep pockets banging down the club gates.

“Right now the attraction is to be close to the president of the United States,” Varga said. “They would like to get a membership at Mar-a-Lago, and of course, if they have the money, they would buy it.”







Chapter 5

THE MAN IN CHARGE

TO SAY NO ONE KNEW what they were doing at the beginning of the Trump presidency isn’t exactly true. The staff and members of his private club certainly knew how to work with the Donald. And Secret Service, White House staff, and others from Washington knew how to work with a president.

At the Winter White House everyone knew what they were doing. They were just doing different things.

Mar-a-Lago’s food and beverage director, Aaron Fuller, knew, for example, that the dinner table selected by an uptight Secret Service detail for the new president’s first Mar-a-Lago visit was never going to fly with his boss.1 It was too far removed from the limelight. But he also knew it was pointless to argue with the agents who had pragmatically selected the table for safety reasons.

The problem was that the agents had no experience at all with the kind of fit Trump would throw when he saw the table they had picked. It’s not that Trump cries or makes a scene when he doesn’t get his way—at least not in public. He just digs in his heels like a stubborn child and refuses any way but his own.

Fuller didn’t have a problem with Trump’s behavior. He figured a billionaire has a right to have things done exactly to his fancy, and Fuller’s job was to make that happen. The Trumps paid his paycheck, not the White House, so it was clear who he had to please at the end of the day.

So Fuller did the only thing he could. He reserved the table Secret Service wanted for Trump while simultaneously reserving a second table—one nearer the center of the dinner action that he was sure his boss would like.

Sure enough, when Trump arrived in Palm Beach after his election, he took one look at the table the agents had selected for him, didn’t like it, and, upon further survey of the dining area, noticed an empty table near the center of activity (the one Fuller left purposely empty) and declared he would sit there instead. Powerless to change his mind, the agents took their stations on either side of the president’s chosen table without another word.

It wasn’t long before the White House started calling Mar-a-Lago staff to find out where the president was going to sit during his visits to the club.2

The almost psychic ability to predict the Trumps’ whims and cater to their every need was how Fuller made himself indispensable—that, and his spaghetti Bolognese.3 For many years the meat sauce was one of Barron Trump’s favorite foods, so much so that Melania would jar it up to bring to New York. It didn’t seem to matter that Fuller’s track record wasn’t pristine. There was the DUI he got while on his way home from work and the “show me your boobs” text he allegedly sent to a twenty-year-old employee. The man who reported Fuller to HR on behalf of the woman claimed he had his position eliminated in retaliation.4 (Fuller pled no contest to the DUI. The retaliation case is in arbitration. In a statement Fuller denied any retaliation, saying the food and beverage department had a revenue shortfall: “The club has a fantastic human resources director and all issues involving the club and its team members are always handled in a professional way.”5)

Fuller remained in his job through the first year of the Trump presidency before leaving to open Aaron’s Table and Wine Bar in the nearby town of Jupiter.
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THE DINNER TABLE was the first of many losing battles government staffers would face at Mar-a-Lago. They knew how to protect a president at the White House, but they didn’t know how to protect the king of the castle from himself.

“Nobody tells Donald Trump where he can and cannot go,” Trump’s former campaign advisor Roger Stone told the Washington Post.6 At Mar-a-Lago, Stone said, “you don’t have the minders.” (Stone was later convicted of obstructing a congressional inquiry, lying to federal agents, and witness tampering.)

Especially in the early days, Trump would run outside the ranks of his Secret Service detail to greet someone he recognized in the crowd.7 He would invite people at the club to government meetings and interviews and get their opinions on his future plans. There was no way to track these informal encounters. Unlike the White House, Mar-a-Lago keeps no visitor logs.8

“He’s very gregarious,” said club member Fred Rustmann. “He loves to come along and meet people and just walk through. I guess he considers this his family, so he feels very safe and secure with members. He kind of enjoys mingling.”

The Winter White House is in a constant state of rebellion against the norms of the White House in DC.

Former chief of staff John Kelly spent his tenure trying to keep Trump from receiving certain bits of news that were sure to cause the volatile president to blow his lid on Twitter. Kelly understood that the lack of transparency was necessary.9 Without it, five minutes and six tweets later, Kelly would be faced with an international relations fiasco that staff would spend weeks cleaning up.

In Washington Kelly was more or less in control. But he was all but powerless at Mar-a-Lago, where longtime members frequently slide information and news articles to Trump that his staffers would have otherwise squirreled away.

The fact that Mar-a-Lago is a club—one where dues-paying members and their innumerable guests expect the royal treatment—has further complicated things for presidential security.

“I think it is quite hard to regulate because members of the club expect to have and do have full access to the relevant areas for them… and the president is going to routinely, predictably, be spending a lot of time there,” said David Kris, an assistant attorney general for national security in the Obama administration and founder of the consulting firm Culper Partners.10

Trump has always stayed in a large suite overlooking the pool in the main mansion. Melania and Barron both have separate rooms.11 The shortest path from the main entrance to the grand ballroom passes right by Trump’s door.

At first, the Secret Service required members and their guests to take the long route so as to avoid the presidential suite on their way to their parties. But the tenfold increase to club security was already damaging its luxury brand, and another inconvenience was too much to ask of members. Agents agreed to a compromise: guests could pass the rooms—except for the moments when the president might be coming or going.

In theory that should have been enough to keep the president safe, but Trump had a habit of ducking his security detail while he was in his home.

“No set of protocols will suffice if people don’t follow the protocols,” Kris said. “If he’s told the Secret Service ‘Don’t disturb the guests! Don’t block them from walking on the beach,’ ultimately I think they will take an order from the commander-in-chief on these things.”

One evening after Trump became president, a Mar-a-Lago member and her husband were walking past his rooms on the way to an event when Trump suddenly stuck his head out the door.12

“There was nobody around him,” the Mar-a-Lago member said. “He just jumped in front of us like Mr. Clean and said, ‘Hi folks.’”

Even the children have joined the rebellion.

Secret Service agents can sometimes be heard desperately asking into their radios if anyone had eyes on Barron, whom they had lost sight of more than once already that day.13

In reality Mar-a-Lago is nothing like the White House, a highly controlled location to which the public has limited access. It isn’t even really a country club. It doesn’t have a golf course, and it isn’t run by a board of members who act as the gatekeepers for polite society.

Mar-a-Lago is a palace, and the only rule is that of the king.
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TRUMP RULES MAR-A-LAGO with an iron fist. Not an oven is bought without Trump’s approval. Nothing at the club happens without him hearing about it. As a boss, he expects nothing short of excellence.

If a server is standing around for too long, Trump will call over a manager. “Who’s that?” he’ll ask. “Why aren’t they moving? Why are they standing around?”14 Every time Trump sees a member of his club he asks them about their experience. If a dinner guest tells him their asparagus is cold, Trump is in the kitchen minutes later breathing down the necks of the line cooks.

Trump is not an intellectual or a policy wonk—he hates reading—but when it comes to details about his condo towers, casinos, and Mar-a-Lago, he misses nothing.

Trump remembers everything. Once, at the end of a season, he had been displeased by the size of the shrimp served during his final meal at the club.15 Nearly six months later it was still bothering him. The first thing he did when he arrived in Florida for the start of the next season was to go down to the kitchen to follow up with the chef.

“Hey chef, you changed that shrimp, right?” he asked.

Who remembers stuff like that?, the chef wondered to himself.

“What he doesn’t remember you couldn’t find on the bottom of the sole of my shoe,” said Mar-a-Lago member Toni Holt Kramer. “That man, it’s bizarre how much he remembers. It’s almost like you never want to do anything wrong because you know he’ll never forget it.”16

Now that he is president, some of the responsibility for running the club falls on Eric Trump, the second of his three sons. But Eric is not hands-on. He never visits the athletic facilities. He’s rarely seen by the members. On one occasion a member browsing merchandise at a club store took a $60 shirt, stuffed it into a bag, looked up at a security camera, and smiled—before walking off without paying. When staff gently confronted the man, he played it off as if he had intended to pay later.17 Eric waited until the end of the season, when all the dinners and parties were over, to suspend his membership for four months. The man was welcomed back at the beginning of the next season with open arms. “No one gave a shit that he was a thief,” one staffer said.18

Almost by default the club’s general manager, Bernd Lembcke, and the other staff run the Winter White House.19 But no one has any illusions about who is really in charge.

The forty-fifth president of the United States is still il capo dei capi.

A year into his presidency Trump walked into the usually spotless kitchen to find it filthy. He blew his top and nearly fired both the general manager and head chef, according to a member familiar with the story.20 Just because he wasn’t around every day did not mean his employees could get lazy, Trump yelled.

“He’s the six-star general,” said Rustmann, who worked with Trump on several real estate projects in the 1990s. “There’s no question about it, he’s in charge. Particularly now that he’s president of the United States. He is in charge. And he lets you know that right off the bat.”

Mar-a-Lago has a reputation in the service industry for being a difficult place to work. Pay is lower at Mar-a-Lago compared to other Palm Beach country clubs, and workers are sometimes promoted without pay raises.21 Staff go through a preseason boot camp, where they’re expected to learn the names and faces of all members, especially those closest to Trump. They’re quizzed on the history and layout of the club. They’re also taught about Mar-a-Lago’s VIP list: anyone with the last name “Trump.”

When the Trumps are in town staff are on their toes, waiting to cater to the Trumps’ every whim.22 The chefs prepare chicken breasts for Eric Trump’s dogs, which they deliver to his cabana near the Intracoastal. They never forget that Ivanka doesn’t like mushrooms or that she drinks her morning lattes with skim milk. Everyone knows Jared Kushner drinks iced tea, Tiffany Trump prefers virgin piña coladas, Melania usually drinks water but will occasionally sip red wine with her mother, and Melania’s father prefers single-malt scotch, either Chivas or Macallan 18, when he’s feeling fancy.

Specially vetted staff stock the “Trump cooler”—a refrigerator in the main kitchen filled with family favorites: Coca-Cola, ice cream, crab cocktails, Trump wedge salads (a wedge of lettuce slathered in Roquefort dressing that is practically the only vegetable Trump will eat), bottles of Trump-brand water, and sugar-free Red Bulls for Trump’s two adult sons.

For years Trump hand delivered annual bonuses to his staff. He would walk into the kitchen with a wad of cash in hand and, starting with the dishwashers, ask how long each one had worked for him. “One year,” the first dishwasher said. Trump handed him a hundred-dollar bill. “Two years,” the next dishwasher would say. Trump handed him two Benjamins. By the time he got to the servers and chefs, the staff were inflating their tenure at the club so much that Trump gave up. The next year he just told the managers to divvy up the cash.

Just like on his construction sites in New York, Trump knew how to endear himself to regular people. Even if he didn’t always treat them well, he was the working man’s billionaire. Those who work at Mar-a-Lago occupy a special place in his heart.

“This is home. He loves it. It’s what he loves and where he’s comfortable,” said a Mar-a-Lago member.

On October 4, 2019, Trump changed his legal residence from Trump Tower in Manhattan to Mar-a-Lago.

He was simply making official what everyone already knew.
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AS TRUMP FILLED UP his White House, he turned not to lifelong DC staffers but to people he could trust—those who had already proven themselves loyal. What better pool of applicants to draw from than Mar-a-Lago and the Trump Organization?

Brooke Watson went from being Mar-a-Lago’s catering and events director to the assistant manager of Blair House, the president’s guest house in DC.23

Dan Scavino climbed the Trump ladder from personal caddie to executive vice president of the Trump National Golf Club in Westchester and then, finally, social media director for the White House, becoming one of the president’s longest-standing aides and closest confidants.24 Hope Hicks, formerly the Trump Organization’s communications director, became the youngest-ever White House director of communications and one of Trump’s highest-paid staff members.25

Not everyone has made such a clear transition from Trump Organization employee to White House staffer. Some appear to hover in between, such as Heather Rinkus. In 2017 Rinkus, Mar-a-Lago’s guest reception director, reportedly received an official White House email and a government-issued phone to help Trump prepare for the G7 Summit in Italy.26

Her husband, Ari Rinkus, who pleaded guilty to wire fraud in a Ponzi scheme, is said to have attempted to leverage his wife’s connection to the president to secure business deals. (Several years earlier a federal prosecutor described him as “a grifter… who has participated in a series of fraudulent schemes and shady business deals in an attempt to get rich quick.”)

“He immediately brings up his wife’s job,” one source told BuzzFeed News.27 “That’s how he ropes investors in.”

When Trump decided to christen his Winter White House by holding a bilateral summit with Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe in February 2017, it fell to Aaron Fuller to pull off a state dinner.

What, Fuller wondered, do you feed the leader of another country? Better question: What do you feed an Asian head of state that a president with the palate of a nine-year-old boy will also eat?

More or less directionless and facing a huge learning curve, a very nervous Fuller began to put together a meal plan. Steak, he thought, would be a safe bet—not the New York Strip that Trump usually wanted but filet mignon, which his boss would eat and was better for a larger event. After adding a few Japanese flourishes to the proposed meal plan, he sent it to the White House for approval, which in turn sent it to Japan.28

The Japanese, it turned out, were not interested in Asian-fusion additions. “Please don’t do anything special for us,” they responded. The White House passed the message back to Fuller, who modified the menu again to something strictly American.

The real problems began just a few days before the state dinner.

Florida Department of Health officials showed up to inspect Mar-a-Lago’s kitchen and found thirteen separate violations.29 Meat coolers were not functioning properly, so chicken, duck, beef, and ham were all being stored at dangerously high temperatures. (Staff were ordered to empty and repair the coolers immediately.) Fish intended to be served raw or rare had not undergone proper parasite destruction. (Inspectors ordered the chefs to either cook it immediately or throw it out.) The tap water was too cold to properly sanitize staff’s hands.

The infractions were immediately corrected, and preparations for Trump’s first state dinner moved forward.30

Everything was set for Abe’s visit, down to the selection of Marjorie Merriweather Post’s china that Trump had purchased along with the property in the 1980s. The Trump wedge salad would be the same that is served every weekend. The steaks would be cooked as standard American fare. No flourishes needed.

Against all odds, Mar-a-Lago’s staff had pulled it off.







Chapter 6

“IT’S JUST NUKES”

TRUMP HAD BEEN PRESIDENT of the United States for exactly three weeks when he met Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe on the outdoor terrace at Mar-a-Lago.

The dimly lit patio was packed with members and their guests as Trump and the prime minister made their grand entrance. Their wives followed, along with an interpreter and a horde of media and security.

Trump is a fashionably late kind of guy. Every time he arrives for dinner the packed terrace is ready to give him a standing ovation. The Abe meeting was no exception.1 Staff planned around his whims, always prepared to give him the entrance he desired.2

“Hail to the Chief” played from the speakers, as is customary for a presidential entrance. At Mar-a-Lago the staff had begun doing this long before Trump actually became president in an effort to divert their boss’s stormy moods.3

“He loves it. He loves all the fuss made. And to be treated like a king,” said one club employee who spoke on condition of anonymity.4

Things had not gone well with Abe up until that point. Normally a smooth talker, Trump had been decidedly awkward when the Japanese leader arrived in DC.

Entirely out of his element, the new president had greeted Abe most uncharacteristically—by pulling him in for a hug. Not only is that not very presidential, but also Donald Trump hates hugs.5 Touching other people in general makes him uncomfortable. Even in photos he generally poses with his hands hanging at his side rather than touch the people around him. The hug was so unusual that Trump addressed it in a press conference later that day.

“I shook hands, but I grabbed him and hugged him because that’s the way we feel,” Trump told reporters.6 “We have a very, very good bond—very, very good chemistry.”

There was also the nineteen-second handshake at the end of their meeting in the Oval Office.7 The two leaders had been seated in mustard-yellow chairs, gripping each other’s fingers, sort of smiling but mostly grimacing for the cameras, as they yanked their clasped hands tug-of-war-style back and forth across an invisible centerline, neither really gaining the upper hand. Eventually a staffer ended the excruciating exchange with an “All right, thank you, press!”

Abe gave a world-class eyeroll, his jaw literally dropping as he moved to rise from his chair. Trump gave the cameras two thumbs up. “Strong hands,” Trump commented, imitating a golf swing.

Abe let out a small laugh before getting up.

It was with a sigh of relief that the president and Abe boarded the plane to Florida.

Out on Mar-a-Lago’s terrace for dinner with his friends and family, Trump finally began to relax. The press cameras clicked away as Melania planted a kiss on each cheek of New England Patriots owner Robert Kraft, who, somewhat inexplicably, had been invited to participate in Trump’s first diplomatic dinner as president.

Kraft also brought a friend from Palm Beach, Peter Bernon, of the Massachusetts-based milk-and-plastics fortune. (That friendship wouldn’t make national headlines until Vanity Fair magazine outed Bernon for driving Kraft to a South Florida massage parlor where the Pats owner received sexual favors before the AFC Championship.8 At dinner with Abe, Bernon was practically invisible.)

“Does anybody know Bob Kraft?” Trump kidded, playfully diverting attention from himself and the prime minister as the group sat down.9 Kraft’s team had made a historic comeback in the Super Bowl the weekend before.

“He knew he was going to win the game,” Trump said for the cameras. “Even when he was down 28 to three.”

No one pointed out that Trump hadn’t shown the same faith. He had left his own Super Bowl party during the third quarter with the Patriots down by several touchdowns.10 Kraft laughed at Trump’s jokes, nodding to the camera. Leaning over to Abe, Trump said quietly: “He’s been my good friend for a long time.”

Abe grinned.

Trump was back in the driver’s seat.
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THE SATURDAY MORNING of Trump’s first summit as president took place on the links at Trump National Golf Course in Jupiter, an eighteen-hole course designed by Jack Nicklaus about twenty miles north of Mar-a-Lago.

Golf appeals to Trump. He celebrates the game as one of tradition, respect, and rules.11 It is both Trump’s primary “love language” and the internationally understood tongue in which he has always conducted business, according to Guido Lombardi. Lombardi recounted a time in the nineties when he introduced Trump to a Japanese businessman. “I was shocked because out of the one-hour conversation, forty minutes was about golf,” Lombardi said.12

When Trump was elected, his business became the presidency, and as such, golf became his preferred avenue for international diplomacy. (That was only a problem when it came to leaders like Chinese president Xi Jinping, whose government once banned Communist Party members from playing the sport.13)

Abe, also a golfer, seemed to understand this side of Trump.14

At their White House press conference Abe had mentioned golf in a not-too-subtle play to Trump’s ego. “My scores in golf is not up to the level of Donald at all,” Abe said.15

Abe had also taken a leaf out of his grandfather’s book when he visited the president-elect at Trump Tower in November 2016. He presented Trump with a golf club. (His grandfather, former prime minister Nobusuke Kishi, had famously given golf clubs to President Dwight D. Eisenhower.) The savvy Abe knew just any old club wouldn’t be enough for America’s new president. So he presented Trump with a gold “Honma Beres S-05 with 9.5 degrees of loft and a 5S Armrq Infinity stiff shaft”—a state-of-the-art club that cost $3,755 and featured the kind of gold accenting usually reserved for the ancien régime.16

Trump, it seems, may have forgotten to get Abe anything. He perhaps offered Abe a golf shirt from one of his clubs, although media accounts conflict.17

The new president had struggled with classic diplomacy in his first months. But the morning of “golf diplomacy” was curated perfection.18 It was a beautiful, sunny morning on the links in Jupiter, and no one was around to mess it up. Trump wore a white MAGA cap.19 A white cap was a good sign, according to his former butler.20 Red caps are a warning sign of a bad mood.

In order to maintain that good mood, Trump’s staff had sequestered the press corps in a basement suite at the clubhouse with black plastic taped over the windows to give the two leaders privacy while they golfed.21

For Trump, privacy is a relative term. His home is a club, and his daily life an open book to all of its members. Privacy never means actual solitude but rather the experience of having no one around to give him a hard time. Thus, the sequestration of the gaggle.

Out on the golf course Trump seemed to enjoy the mob of people watching him. There were Secret Service agents in summer wear, police officers dressed in bullet-proof vests, other golfers who got the chance to meet the Japanese prime minister, and a crowd of admirers, including a golf cart of Trumpettes, the fan club of aging Palm Beach socialites dedicated to lavishing praise on the president.22 Trump joked with golf buddies, high fiving and laughing in a way rarely seen by a world familiar with his stiff-armed photo ops that always seem to capture his “resting pout face.” Joining the leaders was South African golf legend Ernie Els, known as “the Big Easy.” (Els took heat from his friends after the round. “They kind of needled me a little bit, saying I was a suck up,” he told the Wall Street Journal. “I just said, ‘Go eff yourself. I played with the president and you haven’t.’”23)

While the press corps sat blind and bored, club members like retired investor Richard DeAgazio had spent the weekend following Trump everywhere. DeAgazio was clearly thrilled that his newly acquired Mar-a-Lago membership had gotten him a front-row seat to history.24 On the golf course Trump pointed in his direction as DeAgazio snapped a photo. “There’s my guy!” DeAgazio wrote in a Facebook post that included the picture.25

Society photographer Paulette Martin shot dozens of exclusive photos, which she put up for sale on her website.26

From the green, Trump called out to her: “Make sure I look skinny, Paulette!”
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MARTIN ALWAYS TRIED to make her clients look good in photos. That’s why they loved her. She is known around Palm Beach for her flattering shots.

She had been one of the photographers hired by Mar-a-Lago to document grand occasions for more than a decade. She’d gotten the job the same way many people had—by approaching the president with a pretty girl.

Twenty years before the Abe visit, Martin ran into Trump at Dan Marino’s charity golf tournament.

“Hello, Mr. Trump,” she said. “I heard you’re having a party tonight. Do you need a photographer?”

“Well, I think we have that covered, but why don’t you come and bring some pretty girls,” Trump replied.

So Martin arrived at Mar-a-Lago with her twenty-three-year-old daughter in tow. Martin’s daughter competed in the Miss Florida beauty pageant, and Trump was transfixed.

“Well, hello there,” Trump said, kissing the young woman’s hand. He was single at the time, having separated from his second wife Marla Maples the previous year.27

“Donald, I’d like you to meet my daughter,” Martin said.

“Daughter?” Trump replied.

The playboy mogul whisked the young woman away. “She was his shoulder candy,” Martin said.28 After the pary, the three of them rode his limo to a night club, and then at the end of the evening Trump took mother and daughter out for pizza.

“Do we have to go back to the real world?” Martin’s daughter asked her mom on their way home.

The answer came a week later. Bernd Lembcke, Mar-a-Lago’s general manager, called Martin. “Mr. Trump would like to hire you,” Lembcke said. “He wants to know how much you’re going to charge.”

For years the Trump Organization paid Martin and her daughter to photograph major events and holidays at Mar-a-Lago. But Martin shot the Abe visit just for fun.

On February 11, 2017, Martin got a phone call from her friend Annie Marie Delgado, who worked as an organizer for the Trump campaign in Florida and had known the president for years.

“Paulette, I’m going up to Trump Jupiter. Donald’s in town,” Delgado said. “Do you want to come?”

That sounded good to Martin, who packed up her long lens and got ready to go. Delgado called ahead to the club to let them know Martin was coming with her to photograph the occasion.29

After Martin took some photos near the club house, the two women drove a golf cart to the home of a friend who lives on the course. They walked into the backyard to find Trump and Abe right there on the green. After sinking his putt, Trump turned to the women.

“How you doing, folks?” Trump asked as he walked closer. He kept a bit of a distance but got close enough that the exchange felt intimate.30

“I’m good. I’m good, sir,” Delgado responded. She didn’t close the several-yard gap. Nor did anyone else. Everyone who knows him knows that Trump doesn’t like to be approached.31 If he wants to get close, he will. Otherwise keep your distance.

Trump continued as if on autopilot from his campaign days.

“Everything good? How’s our campaign? Looking pretty good? You ready in three, three and a half years?” he said, one sentence running into another.

Trump motioned Abe to come over, prompting a flurry of excitement and Martin to cry, “Let me get my camera!”

“She’s great,” Trump told Abe, motioning in the general direction of Martin and Delgado. It wasn’t clear which one of them he was talking about. Both women took his words as a personal compliment.

It was the easy exchange of a lifelong crowd pleaser: Make everyone feel like an old friend. Insert a little humor. And then move on before the inevitable awkward silence. Lifting his club to gesture at Martin, who was frantically getting her camera ready, Trump said, “Paulette, get us on the next hole.”

Trump headed back to his golf cart, patting Abe on the back and saying something that no one in the crowd could really hear. Abe laughed. It wasn’t the polite laugh of a politician but a real, open-mouthed laugh of someone genuinely enjoying himself.

Trump bent down and picked up a green jug from the ground next to the golf cart. “Is this us?” he asked in a tone that a good-natured uncle might use with a young nephew. Trump handed it to a caddy, who stowed it in the cart before hopping on the back. Trump got in the driver’s seat, with Abe on the passenger’s side, and pulled away.

Later Trump tweeted a picture of the two men engaged in “golf diplomacy.”

“Having a great time hosting Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in the United States,” Trump tweeted.32

Not all of the wheeling and dealing at the summit was government business. Out of nowhere, the president brought up casino licenses in Japan, which had recently been legalized after years of debate.33 The market was predicted to be worth as much as $25 billion annually.

The president suggested that Abe should consider giving one of the lucrative licenses to his friend and top political donor Sheldon Adelson, owner of Las Vegas Sands, according to ProPublica.34 (A spokesman for the prime minister said Abe never received such a request from Trump.35) Adelson had dined privately with Trump in DC the night before the Abe summit and also had breakfast with Abe and a small group of American CEOs before the prime minister departed for Palm Beach.36

According to Japanese media, Trump also brought up casino magnate and former RNC chairman Steve Wynn.37

A bit taken aback, Abe didn’t say much, but he jotted down the two names Trump suggested.
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TRUMP ALSO USED Abe’s Mar-a-Lago visit to bolster the value of his club’s brand.

After golf, Trump and Abe returned to Mar-a-Lago mid-afternoon and walked the grounds, where a couple had just been married.

“Come on, Shinzo,” Trump said.38 “Let’s go over and say hello.”

And so, in addition to the classic photos of stuffing cake into each other’s faces, Carl Lindner IV, whose family once owned the Chiquita banana empire, and Nashville socialite Vanessa Falk added candid shots of themselves with two world leaders to their wedding album.39

Trump loves dropping in on weddings held at his clubs. So Mar-a-Lago staff always have to keep a careful eye to make sure that their overzealous boss doesn’t accidentally interrupt the bride walking down the aisle or her father giving a toast.40

When he stopped by the Lindner-Falk reception later in the night, Trump played up his unusual contribution to their special day. “So they have pictures, pretty good pictures, with the prime minister of Japan,” Trump said, pausing slightly. “And the president. Don’t worry about the president.” The crowd laughed at his self-deprecating joke.

This was the Trump Palm Beachers know and love. Their “crazy uncle Donald,” as one woman once described him.41 He was charming, funny, and honest almost to a fault.

Trump had begun his impromptu speech by saying that he knew the families of the bride and groom very well. “One of them has been members of this club for a long time. They paid me a fortune,” he said.42

More laughter.

In Palm Beach it’s entirely acceptable to make money off your friends. Trump didn’t mention the $100,000 Linder’s father had donated to political action committees that supported his campaign.43 Or that Falk’s parents had just recently joined Mar-a-Lago, part of the influx of new members that drove membership prices to double.

“You really are a special, beautiful couple,” Trump said. “And I hope everybody right now is going to get back to dancing. Go and have a good time and congratulations.” He kissed the bride on the cheek, posed for a few more photos with bridesmaids dressed in hot pink, and then returned to schmoozing around the club.

It was a side of Trump that club members—and just under half of American voters—say the “fake news media” never reports.44

The way the Mar-a-Lago in-crowd sees it, the reason reporters missed the smiles and lighthearted exchanges that day was not because they were locked in a windowless room. They could have been standing right there, witnessing the same good-natured banter as everyone else and would have seen Trump’s behavior entirely differently—perhaps as an inappropriate and unpresidential exchange or as an effort to sell more memberships to his club. In other words, even if they had been there, “the media” would have missed what makes Trump so appealing.

“The president loves people,” said Toni Holt Kramer, a Mar-a-Lago member and founder of the Trumpettes. “He has a real genuine feeling. He has a great sense of humor, a magical sense of humor.”

The people around him know that Trump is not exactly presidential, and many people love him for it. Kramer said she doesn’t mind his belligerent tweeting because at least she knows what he is thinking. And she thinks that Trump making some extra money is not only acceptable but also expected.

“I think he’s motivated by money. We all are,” said Kramer.45 “He has a brain. He’s motivated by money. I have a brain. I’m motivated by money. But not at the risk of selling the country out.”
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MAR-A-LAGO WAS BUSTLING on the second night of Trump’s Southern White House summit with Abe in 2017. The Lindner wedding reception was in full swing in the grand ballroom, and both the terrace and dining room were packed with members and their guests eager to catch a glimpse of such a historic moment or, better yet, have a chance to brush shoulders with some of the most powerful people in America.

At dinner Trump’s team took the terrace with a newfound swagger. They posed for pictures with members. DeAgazio posted several to Facebook, including one with a man he identified as “Rick,” saying he was the aide-de-camp who carries the nuclear football—the briefcase that serves as a mobile command center from which the president can launch a nuclear attack.46

Steve Bannon sauntered to his seat, glancing to the side and giving a sort of celebrity-style finger point and nod to some nearby diners.47 Ildikó Varga congratulated him for masterminding such a successful campaign.

“Thank you, but it was a team effort,” Bannon responded. The notoriously camera-shy man then posed for a picture with her and a few other dinner guests.

The Saturday dinner was a stately affair. The small round table of the previous night had been replaced by a long table where various aides also joined the mix.

Dawn Basham, one of Trump’s favorite lounge singers, was the evening’s entertainment. A few years before Trump took office Basham had performed at Trump International Golf Club in West Palm Beach, where the former beauty queen’s voice—and her ability to stun in an evening gown—caught the Don’s attention.

Intent on showing off to Abe, Trump sent his aides to bring Basham right up to their table. This happens a lot to performers at Mar-a-Lago: they are asked to stand next to the table and sing his requests. Usually something from Phantom of the Opera or Cats.

As Abe listened, Trump requested four songs and told Basham what a great job she was doing.48

Then the president asked Basham to twirl around for the men.

If Trump’s behavior bothered the singer, you wouldn’t have known it. Basham is a Marilyn Monroe type—but with a much better voice.

Asking her to twirl for a foreign head of state probably wasn’t the most embarrassing thing Trump had ever done to her either. A few years earlier Trump sang “Happy Birthday” to Basham in front of a full house at the club. Before he began, Trump declared to the crowd that singing was something he wouldn’t even do for his wife.

Basham’s perfect facade never slips. She is well versed in the coded vernacular of society. Her Facebook page is full of shout-outs to the designers who dress her and posts about “what an honor it was” to perform for the president, to meet so-and-so, or to be accompanied by this or that pianist.

“It was awfully nice having Mr. Trump sing Happy Birthday to me,” she wrote on Facebook at the time.49

Standing in front of Abe, she began to twirl, careful not to slip on the slick terrace made of surf-polished stones that Marjorie Merriweather Post collected from the shores of her Long Island hunting preserve. Her silvery evening gown glittered in the dim light. Almost precisely at mid-twirl, things began to change. A flurry of activity began at the president’s table. Something had happened. Something with North Korea. Basham tried to make her exit.

“Mr. President, I shouldn’t know this,” someone heard the performer say.50

Trump shrugged.

“It’s just nukes,” the president said. “Sing us a song.”
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TRUMP’S OPERATIC PRIORITIES were quickly overruled. North Korea had launched a missile in the direction of Japan.

Basham retreated. Aides with laptops and sheets of paper converged on the table, using cell phones to illuminate the documents for Trump and Abe. The president got on a phone—possibly his unsecure Android that he had tweeted from before the dinner.51

“Wow… the center of the action!!!” DeAgazio wrote on Facebook.

Press had not been allowed into the dinner, so DeAgazio and others on the terrace posted photos and reported what they saw. “Trump and Abe will delivery [sic] joint statement soon about North Korea Missile,” Lombardi tweeted from his nearby table, along with a photo of Trump and Abe.52

Behind the scenes Mar-a-Lago was chaos. “All of a sudden, when you see people running around, you think, ‘Oh shit, something’s happening,’” said a staffer. White House staff scurried to outfit the Gold and White Ballroom with flags and an appropriately presidential blue curtain so that the leaders could hold a press conference.

Within about ten minutes of the calls interrupting their dinner, the two grim-faced leaders walked past Lombardi’s table to get a briefing on the North Korean missile test and face the cameras.

“North Korea’s most recent missile launch is absolutely intolerable,” Abe said in Japanese. “During the summit meeting that I had with President Trump, he assured me that the United States will always be with Japan 100 percent. And to demonstrate his determination as well as commitment, he is now here with me at this joint press conference.”

Trump stood stiff armed, off to the side, wearing his resting pout face until it was his turn to speak. He said very little.

“I just want everybody to understand and fully know that the United States of America stands behind Japan, its great ally, 100 percent,” Trump said, giving the classic “okay” sign with his fingers. “Thank you.”

After the press conference Trump stopped by the wedding, where he delivered his impromptu toast and then went back to the terrace to continue mingling with his guests. Some members expressed their awe at how he handled the situation, even celebrating Trump’s apparent transparency with concerns of national security.

“He chooses to be out on the terrace, with the members. It just shows that he’s a man of the people,” DeAgazio said to the Washington Post.

Much of the rest of the world was horrified.

Sean Spicer spent the next several days trying to explain away what had happened in front of the diners at Mar-a-Lago. No classified information had been discussed, Spicer assured the press gaggle.

“Apparently there was a photo taken, which everyone jumped to nefarious conclusions about what may or may not be discussed,” he said, in reference to DeAgazio’s Facebook posts, which had been subsequently deleted.53 According to Spicer, Trump and Abe had already been briefed in a secure room set up at Mar-a-Lago before dinner and then again after. The discussion at the table was just about logistics for the press conference, he said.

Despite the national media blasting DeAgazio, he said he faced no repercussions from the club for his social media posts. “Quite the contrary,” he said. “I was welcomed enthusiastically.”54 He added that he was wrong about a briefing taking place on the terrace and parroted Spicer’s explanation that the nation’s security had never been in jeopardy.

Many members brushed off the whole thing as no big deal.

“We really didn’t see anything. We saw people came over with a piece of paper, and the translator was reading something. But we didn’t see anything,” Varga said. “Anybody who tells you that they knew what was going on is lying. They didn’t know anything.”

While the terrace was probably too noisy for guests to hear anything, the abundance of unsecured cell phones connected to the club’s public WiFi network alarmed national security experts. John Kelly would later ban personal cell phones from the West Wing, although no such prohibition was put in place at Mar-a-Lago.55 (Trump, who stills talks about TiVo like it’s a new technology, considers security precautions on his own cell phone “too inconvenient.”56)

The president did not seem to grasp the weight of the situation.

“It was a party for him. It worried me,” said one Mar-a-Lago employee. “I thought I was in the twilight zone.”

Behind the scenes the club took the smallest of steps to improve security.

Future dinners with foreign leaders would be held in the Gold and White Ballroom—away from the prying eyes of other patrons.

And the club imposed a “no photos” rule when the president was around, though it was almost impossible to enforce at larger galas—and there was a general exception for selfies.

When John Havlicek, an eight-time NBA champion with the Boston Celtics, celebrated his birthday at Mar-a-Lago, his son tried to take a cell phone photo of the birthday cake. Immediately one of the club’s private security guards intervened.

According to society columnist Shannon Donnelly, the guard snatched the phone out of Havlicek’s son’s hand and walked away, shouting, “No photos. The president is entitled to his privacy.”57

“The people at surrounding tables began booing and shouting their objections at the security guard,” Donnelly recounted, “but Havlicek just sort of gave a quiet ‘no big deal; everybody stay cool’ gesture to the crowd and went back to blowing out the candles.”

Regardless of the tougher rules, a fundamental tension remained. The Winter White House is a club, one that the president depends on for part of his wealth. And the club members like to take pictures. The business exists to serve its members.

As a club owner, Trump knew what he was doing. His personality and easygoing presence were a big hit. But when it came to national security, it was pretty clear he didn’t have a clue.

In response to what the Washington Post called Trump and Abe’s “al fresco situation room,” Chelsea Clinton posted the thought that undoubtedly kept many FBI agents up at night: “How many of Mar-a-Lago’s new members will be (already are?) members of foreign intelligence agencies & media organizations?”58







Chapter 7

OVER HAMILTON’S DEAD BODY

MAR-A-LAGO WAS GIVING Michael Dobbs a headache.1

Dobbs, a civil servant who had worked in the Obama administration, was the director of an obscure government office tasked with managing logistics for presidential travel.2 His office was struggling to find a way to pay Mar-a-Lago for rooms and facilities used by the federal government during the president’s summits at the club. Caps on government spending and Mar-a-Lago’s insistence on billing in increments no greater than $10,000 were making it nearly impossible for Dobbs to find a way to pay the bills. It didn’t help that the staff at the luxurious club had no clue about the government procurement process and didn’t much seem to care.

By mid-April 2017, Dobbs was still dealing with invoices from Abe’s Mar-a-Lago visit two months earlier. Thus, the headache.

“I don’t know if I have asked this before but how is [the Office of Administration] funding the rooms at Mar-a-Lago for WH staff accompanying POTUS on the weekend? Any assistance would be greatly appreciated,” Dobbs emailed a colleague at the Executive Office of the President.3

“WH is paying for the rooms via credit card authorization form. They can only charge our cards in increments. Hope that helps,” the colleague replied.

During the summit with Abe six high-level advisors to the president stayed at Mar-a-Lago, running up an initial bill for taxpayers of $6,396, according to internal emails sent by Dobbs’s office. The team included embattled National Security Advisor Michael Flynn, who would resign days after the summit; White House Chief Strategist Steve Bannon; Deputy Chief of Staff Katie Walsh; and the president’s twenty-six-year-old body man, John McEntee, a former football standout for the University of Connecticut.4

The cost of each room: “$546 I believe which is 300% of the lodging per diem,” Dobbs wrote in response to questions from another confused civil servant.5 The bills themselves had to be corrected before they could be paid. Walsh had billed food to her room, which should have been paid with her per diem. Mar-a-Lago staff were slow to make the correction and resubmit the invoices, further bogging down the process.

Adding to the stress, on the second weekend in April Trump had hosted an even bigger international summit at the club—this time with Chinese president Xi Jinping.

The DC bureaucrats handling logistics for Xi’s visit quickly realized that making deals in South Florida was nothing like the rest of the world.

The civil servants were structured, procedural, and used to people following the rules, especially those set by the federal government. A typical South Floridian couldn’t care less about any of those things. To a South Floridian, being an hour late means being on time. Every business deal is a chance to con—or be conned. And rules don’t exist: just look at the way people drive.

Millie Pugliese, a federal contracting officer tasked with sourcing supplies for the summit, must have thought she had stepped into another dimension when she began making calls to South Florida businesses.

One party-rental company refused to send rope and stanchions over to Mar-a-Lago unless it got billing information from the federal government first. “They didn’t care who we are,” an irate Pugliese wrote to Dobbs.6

Another party-rental company insisted on being paid in advance and refused to waive taxes despite Pugliese presenting them with the office’s tax-exemption paperwork. The company told her their phones shut off at 5:00 P.M. sharp and she wouldn’t get anything if she didn’t give them her credit card by then. They didn’t seem to believe she had one.

But the “worst vendor,” she complained, was U-Haul, which demanded up-front payment for a fifteen-foot truck it didn’t have at a price it couldn’t name. The U-Haul employees kept writing receipts addressed not to her but to “Andrew Crook,” whom she had never heard of. The disagreement took more than an hour to straighten out, with another federal employee holding on the other line the entire time.

How did something that should have been so simple get so complicated, she fumed. Explaining some of these transactions to the auditor was going to be “impossible.”

“We have to try to do something better as this visit tied up my entire night,” Pugliese wrote.7 “It’s apparent that these firms have been burnt before as they don’t trust anybody.”

The State Department agreed it should probably send someone down to South Florida in person next time.

The Trump Organization was no better. Prior to Xi’s visit the Office of Presidential Travel Support had tried to get the president’s business to agree to a standard billing rate for rooms at Mar-a-Lago in order to comply with federal spending caps. In the end the club turned down the blanket agreement, and Dobbs was back to square one, with tens of thousands in bills for lodging and facilities rentals and no easy way to pay them.

The Xi visit was massive, with at least twenty-four senior administration officials staying at Mar-a-Lago. At the club’s standard government billing rate of $546 per night, their lodging alone would have cost taxpayers more than $30,000.8 Other lower-level officials stayed at far cheaper hotels, including the Hampton Inn in West Palm Beach, which was billing at $195 per night.

Mar-a-Lago was also charging the government $4,000 for the use of ballrooms, the main dining room, and the Teahouse over five days. The press corps chipped in $250, half the cost for the Grand Ballroom on the Friday of the summit. But that still stuck the government with a $3,750 bill—a point of contention because of the government’s $3,500 spending cap on small purchases. Mar-a-Lago refused to adjust the bill.

“They need to understand that is our max limit,” wrote one frustrated government employee.

So it wouldn’t violate the spending cap, the government asked the Trump Organization for a 10 percent discount on conference space. After a month of haggling, Mar-a-Lago relented. (In 2018 Trump signed a law lifting the cap on small purchases from $3,500 to $10,000.9)

Then Mar-a-Lago sent Dobbs’s office an even more baffling bill: $3,169.20 for “Chinese delegation room charges.”10 It didn’t seem to make sense. Xi and his entourage had stayed at the ultra-luxury Eau Palm Beach Resort & Spa, not the club.11 And Dobbs’s office wouldn’t cover a bill for Chinese officials anyway.

“Presidential Travel Support does not pay for foreign delegation rooms,” a State Department official wrote back to the club’s persistent membership billing coordinator, Beverly VanEvery.12

Everyone was confused. It may have been just another Mar-a-Lago mix-up. Yet again the bureaucrats and the club employees seemed to be speaking different languages. From the emails it’s not at all clear if the guests were American or Chinese or whether it was Trump or Xi’s government that ended up paying the president’s club. Neither the White House, the State Department, nor the Chinese Embassy commented. (To avoid any political blowback over taking foreign money, Trump had personally paid for Abe’s lodging when the prime minister stayed at the club two months earlier.13)

For his part, Dobbs was still grappling with the question of what credit card his office could use to pay the bills it was on the hook for. In the end, he had to open a new account at Citibank and assign a federal employee to manage it.

“Mar-a-Lago has given me a headache,” Dobbs wrote in an email to a State Department colleague.14

He ended the message with a smiley face.
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WHILE DOBBS WORRIED about paying the bills, Alexander Hamilton was rolling over in his grave.

Trump’s presidency embodied everything Hamilton had feared for the nation.

“In republics, persons elevated from the mass of the community, by the suffrages of their fellow-citizens, to stations of great pre-eminence and power, may find compensations for betraying their trust, which, to any but minds animated and guided by superior virtue, may appear… to overbalance the obligations of duty,” Hamilton wrote in 1787.15 “Hence it is that history furnishes us with so many mortifying examples of the prevalence of foreign corruption in republican governments.”

When he wrote those words, Hamilton could never have imagined a global business empire that compared to Donald Trump’s: hotels, restaurants, condos, golf courses, and his famous club in Palm Beach. All potential avenues through which a president could be “purchased by the emissaries of [foreign] kingdoms,” as Hamilton wrote. Although Trump turned his company’s operations over to his sons when he became president, he remains the sole owner of his business—from which he can withdraw money at will.16 He is the only recent president with significant assets who did not set up a blind trust.17

Of course, Trump believes he is of the “superior virtue” as described by Hamilton—or at least superior wealth. He and his supporters maintain he is too rich to be bought or corrupted.18 That hasn’t stopped foreign leaders in search of influence in the Trump administration from spending money at the president’s properties.19

Hamilton had tried to prevent that—with laws Trump would later label “phony.”20

In two small sections of the US Constitution known together as the “Emoluments Clauses,” the Founding Fathers forbade the president from receiving compensation of any kind from US federal and state governments beyond the normal presidential salary. The founders also barred the president from accepting any compensation, gifts, or titles from foreign nations or leaders without the explicit permission of Congress.

Since Trump’s election, at least twenty-eight individuals or entities associated with foreign governments have spent money at Trump businesses, according to a 2019 analysis by the consumer advocacy group Public Citizen.21

Rather than being concerned, Trump has seemed to throw open the doors.

“He talks up his properties every chance he gets with anyone—with staff, with members of Congress, with the press, with the public, with foreign leaders, with anyone,” a former White House official told Politico. 22 “He’s been a salesman. He’s been a PR person for his properties for the last fifty years, so almost out of force of habit, that’s what he does.”

Three days after Trump’s inauguration he was sued for allegedly violating the foreign emoluments prohibition. (The lawsuit would be followed by others.)

“Never before have the people of the United States elected a President with business interests as vast, complicated, and secret as those of Donald J. Trump,” stated the complaint filed by the watchdog group Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington (CREW).23 “Now that he has been sworn into office as the 45th President of the United States, those business interests are creating countless conflicts of interest, as well as unprecedented influence by foreign governments.”

The Justice Department and Trump Organization maintain that fair-market payments for hotel rooms are not “gifts” and do not violate the Constitution.24

Even so, the Trump Organization has put together what it calls a “voluntary” repayment plan to donate its estimated profits made from foreign governments back to the US Treasury.25 In order to be counted, the money has to come directly from a foreign government. Per its own rules, the Trump Organization is not required to donate money spent at unprofitable Trump properties. Because the president’s company is private, it’s impossible to check the math.

“It’s awfully strange to see the Trump Organization claim that this constitutes fulfillment of a pledge to operate ethically. It does not, not even close,” Robert Weissman, president of Public Citizen, told ABC News.26 “If the Trump Organization won’t say how much they paid, let alone how they calculated it at each property, why in the world should we believe they actually have delivered on their promise to donate foreign profits to the US Treasury?”
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ON THE EVENING of April 6, 2017, the first day of the Xi summit, a group of US government officials retreated to Mar-a-Lago’s Library Bar, the wood-paneled study where Guido Lombardi would entertain the Mongolian ambassador.27 The group asked the bartender to leave the room so they could “speak confidentially,” ProPublica reported.28

Then they started pouring drinks—in total, fifty-four—made with premium liquor: Chopin vodka, Woodford Reserve bourbon, and Patron and Don Julio Blanco tequila. A week later Mar-a-Lago sent the State Department a bar tab of $1,005.60: $838 for the booze plus a 20 percent service charge. They weren’t charged sales tax. The participants were never confirmed, although Steve Bannon was listed among them in emails between government employees. (He denied it and said he doesn’t drink.)

The State Department refused to pay, so the White House cut a check.29

Anytime a US government official goes to Mar-a-Lago as part of their job, taxpayer dollars are funneled into the president’s coffers, though the bills are usually not for late-night benders.

The Secret Service spent more than $471,000 at Trump properties while performing its duty to protect the president and his family between January 2017 and April 2018.30

“That’s exactly what the Domestic Emoluments Clause prohibits,” constitutional experts Ron Fein and Brianne Gorod argue.31

Mar-a-Lago was one of the top recipients of this taxpayer spending. The receipts were released through a Freedom of Information Act request by Property of the People, a government transparency group, and then supplemented by reporting from the Washington Post. 32 The Post revealed the Secret Service was renting rooms at the club for up to $650 per night in 2017.33 The next year the club reduced the per night charge to $396.15 after making the agency an “honorary member” and therefore eligible for a discount.34 In a single month in 2019 the Secret Service spent more than $40,000 on rooms at the club, according to documents obtained by Public Citizen. (The receipts represent just a small window into the agency’s total spending at the president’s businesses.)

Usually, executive branch officials allow the Secret Service to stay at their properties for free. The only recent exception was Vice President Joseph Biden, who charged the agency a total of $171,600 over six years to rent a cottage on his Delaware property.35 Those payments were disclosed in public spending databases.

The Trump Organization has repeatedly claimed it does not profit on rooms rented to the Secret Service. “We provide the rooms at cost and could make far more money renting them to members or guests,” Eric Trump told the Post.

Other federal and state agencies and local governments have paid at least $386,000 to Trump’s businesses, according to records that cover parts of 2017 and 2018.36 The largest expenditures were for lodging and facilities rentals.

In total, nearly $900,000 of government spending at Trump’s businesses has been publicly documented.

But the real amount of taxpayer money going into Trump’s pockets is a mystery. Federal agencies have routinely fought public disclosure. Even Congress doesn’t know how much the Secret Service has spent. During the first three years of Trump’s presidency, the agency filed only two of a required six reports on spending at Trump properties because, it said, of a lack of staffing.37 In the reports that were filed, the line for Mar-a-Lago was left blank. (The Secret Service says it follows the law.)

Property of the People filed lawsuits against four federal agencies to obtain the limited receipts that it did.38 In those records, the Secret Service mislabeled $63,700 worth of payments to Mar-a-Lago as payments to “Trump National Golf Club,” the Post reported.39 (Trump National Golf Club is twenty miles away in Jupiter.) The agency’s disclosure of spending was stripped of important details, including what the payments were for and the location of almost all the Trump properties where taxpayer money was spent.

Under the column labeled “merchant name,” only one thing was consistent: Trump.
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THE TRUMP BRAND is now inextricably tied to the presidential office. Buying Trump wine has become synonymous with buying presidential wine. Staying at a Trump property is like staying at the White House, especially if that property is Mar-a-Lago.

Since his election Trump has repeatedly mentioned the club in the context of official business, often referring to it as the “Winter White House” or the “Southern White House.” He used Marjorie Merriweather Post’s vision for the property to legitimize this marketing strategy.

“It was originally built as the Southern White House,” Trump said in an official press briefing. “It was called the Southern White House. It was given to the United States, and then Jimmy Carter decided it was too expensive for the United States. So they, fortunately for me, gave it back and I bought it. Who would have thought? It was a circuitous route. But now it is, indeed, the Southern White House. And again, many, many people want to be here.”

Trump gave this promotional spiel as he sat next to Abe at Mar-a-Lago for a second summit in 2018.40

“Many of the world’s great leaders request to come to Mar-a-Lago and Palm Beach. They like it; I like it. We’re comfortable. We have great relationships,” Trump boasted. (So great that he and Abe even wore nearly identical ties: blue with white diagonal stripes.)

In December 2019, from the same Twitter account he uses to make presidential declarations, Trump retweeted promotional materials for the club, saying, “I will be there in two weeks, The Southern White House!”41

It wasn’t just Trump. Federal officials began parroting the boss. In an effusive blog post the State Department wrote, “Post’s dream of a winter White House came true with Trump’s election in 2016. Trump regularly works out of the house he maintains at Mar-a-Lago and uses the club to host foreign dignitaries.”42 After heavy criticism, State pulled the post.43

“The intention of the article was to inform the public about where the president has been hosting world leaders,” the department said. “We regret any misperception.”44

All four of Trump’s clubs in South Florida have seen a surge of revenue since he entered politics. By 2018 Mar-a-Lago’s revenue had more than doubled compared to the year before Trump declared his candidacy.45 (The number is calculated by taking the monthly average of income declared on his financial disclosures, where experts say Trump is actually reporting gross revenue.)

But by all appearances that money isn’t being reinvested into the club. Grass grows from the aging roof faster than it can be pulled by the club’s skeleton maintenance crew.46 Health inspectors cited the pool because its tiles and finish were stained a “yellow mustard color.”47 On one visit Eric Trump’s bungalow was growing so much mold he couldn’t stay there.48 The ceiling sometimes drips so badly into guest rooms that staffers have to put down buckets.49 And while the food was never good, “since he became president, it’s gotten worse,” a regular said.50

“They’re always looking to save money in all the stupidest places,” said one staffer.51 “Every one of these rooms is a disaster. It’s like a bad motel.”

But that doesn’t stop people from banging down the doors. The presidential rebranding has paid off. The newcomers aren’t there for the food. They’re paying for Trump.

“Mar-a-Lago is a vehicle for enriching the president and obtaining access to him. It’s the definition of corruption—use of public office for private gain,” said Virginia Canter, chief ethics counsel for CREW and former ethics advisor to the International Monetary Fund and US Treasury.52 Trump’s businesses represent “unprecedented” conflicts of interest, Canter said.

“We know they were targeting foreign governments for business. We know they used the political campaigns and parties to direct business. We know they raised the prices before he took office so they could take advantage of people’s interest in having access to the president and his property.”

Marketing Mar-a-Lago as a second White House also guaranteed a new revenue stream for Trump’s club: political money. Republicans across the country have seen huge value in hosting events at Trump properties.53

It was money the club had never seen before. In the years before he announced his candidacy, federal political candidates and committees spent just $55,000 at Mar-a-Lago for events, catering, and lodging.

Since Trump entered the race in 2015, however, Mar-a-Lago brought in more than $1,175,000 in political revenue.54 Almost all came from the Republican National Committee and Trump’s own campaign committees. But there was also a 500 percent increase in spending from other political committees as compared to the previous four years. Mar-a-Lago has become a favorite haunt for groups backed by casinos, energy companies, and other special interests.

Whether the spike in political spending at the club came from a desire to capitalize on the red-hot Trump political brand or to pay a favor to the Don becomes something of a “chicken or the egg” argument. In the end a visit to Mar-a-Lago accomplishes both.

A 2018 analysis by the magazine Fast Company found that at least eight candidates for federal or state office received a presidential endorsement on Twitter after spending money at Trump properties.55

Ever the opportunist, the president milked the demand. Trump sells at whatever price people are willing to pay. These days political organizations are willing to pay a lot to get through the gilded doors of Mar-a-Lago. In March 2018 the Republican National Committee paid the club more than $224,000 for venue rental and catering.56 (Compare that to the $17,000 the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee paid in February 2008 to host an event at Mar-a-Lago.) The Republican Party of Palm Beach held its annual Lincoln Day fundraiser at Mar-a-Lago in late March 2017, capitalizing on the Trump political brand in an online invitation that showed Abraham Lincoln wearing a “Make America Great Again” hat with the message: “Speaker to be announced.” The $300 tickets sold out over a month before the event. The group had been hosting the event at Mar-a-Lago since 2013, but this was their best year yet.

Trump didn’t show, and Melania only came for fifteen minutes to the VIP event, but it didn’t matter. Each consecutive year the Palm Beach GOP was able to charge more as the Trumps continued to make appearances. The president’s eldest son, Donald Trump Jr., attended in 2018, and in 2019 the president spoke at the event within hours of the Mueller Report being released.57 Tickets for the 2020 event would go for more than double what they had cost just four years earlier.

In addition to political committees, right-wing groups have flocked to Mar-a-Lago. Even the “Bad Boys of Brexit,” Nigel Farage’s top advisors, scouted the club as a potential venue.58 The draw is clear: events hosted at Mar-a-Lago often feature appearances by the president, members of his family, and high-profile political allies, juicing ticket sales.

“It is shocking,” said Fred Wertheimer of Democracy21, a nonprofit dedicated to combating private money in politics.59 “The presidency has become a family business.”

But even the man behind The Art of the Deal couldn’t close on every opportunity presented by his presidency. ACT for America, designated an anti-Muslim hate group by the Southern Poverty Law Center, promoted a gala at Trump’s club, which was canceled by the Trump Organization after a round of negative press.60 A US Marine Corps reserve unit stationed in West Palm Beach also hit a political roadblock when it tried to host its annual ball at Mar-a-Lago.61 In the past, the unit had held its event at an airport hotel. Critics pointed out that the dramatic change in venue made it seem like the Marines were officially endorsing Trump—and lining the pockets of their commander-in-chief. The ball was held elsewhere. (“Can you imagine walking into Mar-a-Lago with your girlfriend on your arm?” one disappointed officer told the Miami Herald.62 “Can you imagine what that does for the heart of a young warrior?”)

Visits from heads of state are particularly lucrative for Mar-a-Lago, given the increase in room and facility rentals and the flock of members and guests who converge on the club to witness something historic.

The summit with Xi was an unparalleled money maker. The club didn’t just profit from hosting dozens of federal officials for a long weekend. It was also the most successful promotional event in the club’s history.

Xi’s trip led to a massive surge of Chinese tourism to Trump’s Florida estate. Online travel agents were quick to put together vacation packages for Chinese tourists that included stops at the club where Xi and Trump held their summit. One advertisement featured a photo from inside Mar-a-Lago and labeled it “VIP Hall of President Xi Jinping.”

For Mar-a-Lago, China was a huge and previously untapped market. And Trump would soon need it. When the club’s high-society gala business plummeted after Trump’s controversial comments about a white nationalist march, wealthy Chinese tourists swooped in.63

Their cash would be critical in keeping Mar-a-Lago afloat.

“I think the Founding Fathers would be horrified at President Trump’s use of his private vehicles to enrich himself,” said Canter, CREW’s ethics counsel. “He is encouraging something which the Founders thought was the greatest threat to the American political system: the threat of corruption by foreign governments.”

At Mar-a-Lago, Trump might as well be dancing on Hamilton’s grave.







Chapter 8

THE GATEKEEPERS

DAVID S. GOODBOY wanted to have a party at Mar-a-Lago for one reason: he knew people would come.1

Goodboy was a newcomer to the Palm Beach scene. The finance writer-turned-hedge-funder had tired of New York’s cold gloom and decided he wanted to live where he vacationed. So in 2013 Goodboy moved to Palm Beach where, knowing no one on an island home to more than thirty billionaires, he started an association to drum up interest for what he envisioned as a new hedge fund mecca.2

He struggled to get the staid residents of the exclusive enclave to buy into his vision. Five people came to the Palm Beach Hedge Fund Association’s first event, held at a divey saloon in West Palm Beach.

This time would be different.

Goodboy advertised a Mar-a-Lago poolside cocktail hour with a tantalizing possibility. “Should the president be in residence, another letter will follow explaining the upgraded entry/security procedures,” the March 2017 invitation read.3

Two hundred people RSVP’d, far more than the seventy-five-person capacity of the Gold and White Ballroom. Goodboy had to hold a lottery to choose the lucky few who could attend.4 It was the most popular party he’d ever thrown in Palm Beach.

Since the election events of all kinds were selling out at Mar-a-Lago, as people from all over the world searched for a way to gain an audience with Trump. “If you’re not part of Mar-a-Lago, you look for any person that can lead you there,” said Palm Beach travel agent Lexye Aversa.5 “There are people begging all of the time.”

It didn’t matter what the event was or even whether the cause aligned with Trump’s politics.

Trump had spent his campaign attacking hedge funds that mine huge datasets to gain a competitive edge in global markets, where they trade billions of dollars in nanoseconds.

“The hedge fund guys are getting away with murder,” Trump said on CBS’s Face the Nation.6 “They’re making a tremendous amount of money. They have to pay taxes.”

He vowed to get rid of a tax loophole that he said benefited wealthy hedge fund managers and private equity executives at the expense of the middle class.7

Nobody munching on hors d’oeuvres at Mar-a-Lago on March 16 seemed worried about his animosity.

“I believe he was simply speaking to his fan base, you know, his constituents,” Goodboy told the New York Times.8 “The truth is he is pulling back on those statements, the way I see it.”

As president, Trump surrounded himself with behemoths of the financial world. He even tapped part-time Palm Beachers Carl Icahn, Wilbur Ross, and Stephen Schwarzman to help him overhaul regulations.

The president has every incentive to accommodate requests to attend Mar-a-Lago events. Goodboy’s $400-a-head reception paid Mar-a-Lago more than $10,000 for the event space, catering, and open bar.9 The president didn’t show up, but members of his cabinet did, according to Goodboy. (He wouldn’t say which ones.)

Benefits from Mar-a-Lago events go both ways. In 2017 the Palm Beach Habilitation Center brought in an extra $13,000 for its annual Hab-A-Hearts luncheon after people started whispering that Trump might show up—which he did.10 Mar-a-Lago also got its cut from the jump in attendance, taking in roughly 10 percent more than it had the year before.

The wild success of most Mar-a-Lago events was thanks to two things: the high demand for tickets to anything held at the president’s estate and the club member who sponsored the event.
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THOSE WHO HOLD one of the five hundred Mar-a-Lago memberships have become the de facto gatekeepers for the Winter White House.

All nonmembers interested in coming to the club must either come as a guest of a member or with a ticket to attend an event. And all events hosted at Mar-a-Lago must have a member sponsor as a sort of insurance policy for the club.

When Trump was elected president, being a gatekeeper for his private estate became a powerful position.

People have built entire careers by gaining access to the MAGA brand through Mar-a-Lago.

Wayne Allyn Root was one.11

Before Trump’s political career, Root didn’t have a TV show or a national radio show or a newspaper column. He was a fringe conspiracy theorist, his name known pretty much exclusively in the darker corners of the internet as one of the first proponents of the debunked theory that Barack Obama was born abroad. It was even a bit too much for Sean Hannity when Root appeared on his show in 2012 demanding Obama release his college transcripts to prove he wasn’t a foreign-exchange student.12

Now the Wayne Allyn Root Show has the 8:00 P.M. slot on Newsmax TV. Root also has nearly eighty thousand Twitter followers and a nationally syndicated radio show at 6:00 P.M. He frequently writes op-ed columns for his hometown paper, the Las Vegas Review-Journal.

Root is his own favorite example of the so-called American Dream. He’s just an “SOB”—a son of a butcher from New York—who worked relentlessly toward his dreams. But Root is happy to admit he built his career on the coattails of a giant. He is proud of that.

“I was smart enough to notice this was a great guy to latch onto,” Root said of Trump. “I was smart enough to notice you can’t go wrong with his coattails. I was smart enough to realize that the people who love him really love him. You just gotta build a show around celebrating the good stuff that Donald Trump’s done.”

As much as Root owes his career to Trump, he also owes it to one of his best friends, Mar-a-Lago member Lee Lipton, the South Florida restaurateur.

For years Lipton had been slipping printed copies of Root’s blog posts and articles to Trump when he would see him at the club. Root was never sure Trump actually read the articles until one day in 2015, when Root received an email from Trump’s personal assistant, Rhona Graff: “See the attached from Donald J. Trump.”

Attached was a scan of a handwritten note from Trump congratulating Root on a recent article suggesting that the Donald had the potential to be a real-life Jay Bulworth—a fictional movie character portrayed by Warren Beatty in the movie Bulworth. The title character, a Democratic senator, loses his filter and takes on Washington lobbyists for their greed and corruption. In his column Root argued that Trump’s belligerent truth-telling would likewise win over the American people.

“What a great story. Enjoyed it. You’re the greatest,” Trump wrote.13

From then on, Trump was a Wayne Allyn Root fan. He even tipped Root off a few days before he announced he was running for president.

“My entire relationship for all these years with Donald Trump has been through Lee and Lee sending my columns to Donald,” Root said. “I can only tell you that after I say it, usually, a couple of weeks later something comes out of the president’s mouth that sounds a lot like what I would say or said on TV or I said on my radio show or I said in my column.”

Root introduced Trump at his campaign rallies in Las Vegas. He also sent Trump suggestions for a tax plan to be used in the campaign, although he acknowledged Trump’s final version isn’t exactly what he proposed. But when Root visited Mar-a-Lago in 2018 hoping for an audience with the president, Lipton worried Trump might not recognize the pundit out of his usual Vegas context.

“I can’t promise you it’s going to be a great meeting. I can’t even promise you that he’s going to agree to see you,” Lipton warned Root.14 “And if we do see him, I can’t promise you we’ll even get in to see him because if he’s eating dinner, he’s going to be surrounded by Secret Service and a velvet rope and you only get in if he waves you in.”

To better their chances, Lipton arranged for himself and Root to have pre-dinner drinks with two other members who were extremely close with the president. (Recounting the story, Root wouldn’t say who.)

After drinks the foursome walked past the president’s table on the terrace, where they paused slightly in hopes that the president would look up and greet his old friends. Trump waved at his members. Then his eyes locked on Root.

“Wayne Root! Come on in!” Trump said.15

“Oh my God,” Lipton said under his breath.

A delighted Root walked through the stanchions and sat down with the president and his dinner guest, Fox News commentator Geraldo Rivera.

“Wayne is one of my biggest fans, one of my biggest supporters, and he takes care of me in Vegas,” Trump told Rivera.

All the billionaires and bigshots stared jealously.16 After about ten minutes Root got up and walked away. Nosy Palm Beachers who have to beg for an audience couldn’t quite believe what happened.

“I’m Trump golf’s partner,” one man said to Root by way of introduction. “I play golf with him all the time. Who the hell are you?”

Root wrote about the experience for the Las Vegas Review-Journal:


Trump is nothing like the man the hateful liberal media portray. He has a huge heart. He appreciates every supporter. Trump cares what the little guy thinks. I am living proof. In that room full of billionaires and million-dollar donors, Trump made me feel like the most important person there. And I couldn’t help thinking how proud my parents must be, looking down from heaven. Only in America.



Root knew whom he had to thank for his newfound importance: a Mar-a-Lago member.

“If it wasn’t for Lee,” he said, “maybe that wouldn’t have happened.”
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MANY MAR-A-LAGO MEMBERS have capitalized on their proximity to the president and the international popularity of his political brand. But few have done so as successfully as former Hollywood personality Toni Holt Kramer, who reignited her own stardom by throwing parties at the club in Trump’s name.

In 2015 the seventy-seven-year-old socialite and two of her Palm Beach friends cofounded Trumpettes USA—a Trump fan club and propaganda machine that masquerades as a nonprofit.

“Your job as a Trumpette is to help get the real Donald J. Trump elected, not the one the press wants you to believe in,” the Trumpettes’ website instructs.17 “No one networks better than women so introduce the real man to your family, your friends, the people you work with and anyone you come in contact with. No matter whom you meet, where or how, just take a few minutes and talk about Trump.”

The Trumpettes—who almost as a rule have undergone enough plastic surgery to look several decades younger—don’t make calls. They raise awareness in the style of high society: by hosting parties.

“It’s all propaganda,” Kramer acknowledges.18 She and her socialite girlfriends spend their time waltzing through Mar-a-Lago, taking pictures, and sometimes even snagging shots with the president himself, which are quickly posted to Facebook with fawning messages and a strong dash of self-importance.

Club staff call Kramer and her posse the “Hooters Girls” of Mar-a-Lago.19

Their parties are some of the hottest in town.

“I’m convinced that the passion people have for and about the man—pro or con—is why it was easy to fill both ballrooms at Mar-a-Lago, the winter White House in Palm Beach,” Kramer wrote in her memoir Unstoppable Me.20

Kramer’s obsession with Trump doesn’t come from any long-held Republican ideals. She has always been about glamour. To Kramer, there’s little difference between Washington, DC, and Hollywood.21

“You’ve got to know how to handle a camera. You’ve got to know how to talk. You’ve got to know how to be photographed,” she said. “People are very judgmental.”

Kramer would know. She has a Hollywood star with her name on it. Well, not quite Hollywood. The star is in Palm Springs, the California resort town where she owns a home a hundred miles east of Hollywood’s “Walk of Fame.”22

She had achieved C-list celebrity status as the host of various TV programs in Los Angeles, including Talk of the Town, a show in the 1990s that took viewers behind the scenes of some of the world’s most exclusive parties with actors, business elites, and politicians. Back then she didn’t care about politics and could hardly tell a Democrat from a Republican.23 Only the power and palace intrigue of DC captured her interest.24 (Her other passions are horse racing and the stock market.)

From Kramer’s vantage point, Ronald Reagan was a centrist to be admired. He was “outstanding” in every way—except for his choice to wear a burgundy sports jacket.25 He wore the offending item to lunch at the Polo Lounge in Beverly Hills when he was president of the Screen Actors Guild. It was the first time Kramer had ever seen him in person. She distinctly remembers wondering why any man would choose to wear that color.

The rest of her politics follow a similar pattern. In Kramer’s mind, Nancy Pelosi’s biggest fault is that she wears pantsuits that obscure her stunning legs. Still, Kramer maintains that the Speaker of the House is “one of the best-dressed women in politics.”26 She also admires how Pelosi lures the unsuspecting into her lair with an appearance of doe-eyed innocence.

But Hillary Clinton was Kramer’s favorite.

Kramer first met Clinton at the White House the night before George W. Bush took over the country.27 Despite Clinton’s preference for plain clothes and square heels, Kramer loved her instantly. Clinton had a giggle that made her eyes twinkle and a face that gave away everything she was thinking.28 Also, they were both “mommy’s girls,” Kramer remembered fondly.

“Hillary and I got on famously,” Kramer said. “She was very close to her mother, Dorothy, and I was very close to my mother, Helen. And there was really a camaraderie from that alone.”

The women stayed in touch over the years, and in 2007 Kramer supported the New York senator in her presidential primary against Barack Obama.

“I really believed that Hillary, at that time, would do a magnificent job as president. Because she appeared very centrist,” Kramer said.29

She was sure her friend was going to win and was devastated when Clinton lost to a rookie US senator. How could some nobody from Illinois overtake a former First Lady who had worked her whole life to become the nation’s first female commander-in-chief?30

But Kramer didn’t back her old friend in 2016. She was afraid of the way the country was going under Obama, who in her mind was conspiring to make the United States “a country dependent on welfare to exist.”31 She liked Clinton but was afraid the Democratic Party would force her to continue down Obama’s path. Kramer was convinced that would lead to the catastrophic collapse of respectable society.32

Donald Trump came into her life for the first time during a New Year’s Eve party at Mar-a-Lago in 2009. Kramer was in the dining room with her husband and a few friends. Trump was making his usual rounds. After her hosts introduced him to the Kramers, Trump suggested the couple join his private club. They did. They had just moved from California to Palm Beach, and Kramer felt a special connection with Trump—they were both Geminis.

Trump became the solution to her political anxiety. Kramer’s inner voice, the same one she claims predicted 9/11, told her that the mogul was the only person who could return the country to the way she remembered it growing up.33 She knew he could win.

She was ecstatic when, in 2015, Trump walked past her dinner table and—without stopping and in a voice only she could hear—said, “I’m running.”34

Kramer had the inside scoop: Donald J. Trump was going to run for president.

“He is a genius,” she said. “You may think I’m mad, but I believe this was an anointed presidency.”35

Kramer may be a genius too. Since founding the Trumpettes USA, which now has members from around the world, Kramer’s personal brand skyrocketed. She has been interviewed by major media outlets as a Trump insider. She published a book about her life. Even Trump endorsed her brand. Speaking from the stage at the Trumpettes’ 2020 Mar-a-Lago gala, the president celebrated the group’s unlikely success.

“They put in a little ad saying any women that want to join us and they didn’t know, remember you told me, they didn’t know. Was it going to be ten people? Was it going to be twenty? Maybe thirty?” Trump said as he turned to Kramer, who stood beaming at his side.36 “And they had eleven thousand people call! Women. All women. Only women.”

Trump had blown off the Hooters Girls’ events in previous years. But by 2020 they had grown too prominent to ignore.

“Now, I guess [the Trumpettes are] all over the country. And we just had our best poll numbers that we’ve ever had. They just came in. And I said, we have to come down and say hello.”

Kramer’s once-fading star had suddenly never been brighter.







Chapter 9

A PROBLEM IN FLORIDA

IT WAS HER ONE CHANCE to deliver a very important message to the president, and Annie Marie Delgado had no intention of wasting it.

Delgado was standing in line with a dozen VIPs in Mar-a-Lago’s grand ballroom on March 10, 2019, waiting for a photo-op with the president. She had raised $50,000 for Trump’s re-election campaign.1 A pair of tickets to the breakfast and a signed photo with the president were her reward.

But Delgado wasn’t really at Mar-a-Lago for a meal or a photo. The scrappy GOP activist had come to the fundraiser because it would get her close enough to Trump to do one thing: warn him.

“At Mar-a-Lago, anyone who can get within eyesight changes the game,” a former White House official told the Washington Post. “Everyone who is angling for something knows to be there.”2

Delgado wanted to tell the president about everything she saw going wrong in his backyard—the “fake” Florida Republicans she believed were screwing his chances of re-election, the foreign money she’d heard was being brought into his campaign, and the grifters using his name and club to enrich themselves. “If they appear at Mar-a-Lago, they appear to be accepted by the president,” Delgado said. “But the president has nothing to do with it.” He had to be made aware.

Delgado was a lifelong Republican—unlike, she suspected, most of the people who started frequenting Mar-a-Lago after 2016. Their motivations weren’t political but economic. “They’re all sociopaths,” she said, “and sociopaths cluster.”

So when it was her turn to pose in front of the American flag, giving the thumbs-up with the president, Delgado leaned over and whispered into the ear of the man who had once nicknamed her “Spitfire.”

“Mr. President, we’ve got a problem here in Florida.”
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DELGADO HAD KNOWN Donald Trump since she was brought in to sell condos at the Trump Plaza towers in West Palm Beach thirty years earlier.

She had accidentally stolen his chair the first day they met. Normally, he’d be mad about something like that. But when he walked into the boardroom and found an attractive woman in his seat, he laughed. They’d kept in touch over the years. When Trump announced his presidential bid, Delgado interviewed with then campaign manager Corey Lewandowski for a job running the grassroots effort in Florida. As they sat on Mar-a-Lago’s terrace discussing her role, Trump came down from his apartment.

“Hire her,” Trump told Lewandowski.3

“I already did, sir,” he replied.

Working on the Trump campaign was different from anything Delgado had ever experienced.

“Mr. Trump brought out the average person who has always felt like, ‘Why should I bother? My vote doesn’t count. I don’t have a voice,’” Delgado said.4

That inspired her. But along with the well-meaning new activists came a group of people hoping to use the red-hot Trump brand to inflate their own importance and build their own empires.

“A lot of these coo-coo puffs now think that because they volunteered for a couple of months that they’re the new kingmakers,” she said.5

Dozens of groups have sprung up around the country using names that include “Trump,” “45,” or “MAGA” to raise money in the president’s name.6 The problem for the Republican Party is that a lot of that money doesn’t go into its coffers, starving it of vital dollars.

Some people say Delgado is part of that problem. After the election she had worked with her longtime friend Guido Lombardi to create a network of Florida Republicans outside the formal campaign, which she believed had been taken over by RINOs—Republicans in Name Only. The Republican Party of Florida disavowed Delgado and her crew, claiming she was misusing the Trump name.

As casualties piled up in the civil war within the Florida GOP, it became clear to the renegades that they needed a heavyweight to intervene on their behalf.7 Who better, they thought, than the president himself?

Delgado made her move at the March 10 fundraiser.

There was no time to say more than a few sentences before the president was whisked away to give his remarks on stage. Delgado simply told Trump to inquire with the party bigwigs whom she had briefed while waiting in line.

No one ever followed up on her warning. Delgado never got her signed photo. The campaign staff and Florida Republicans were upset that she would approach the president directly.

Delgado had miscalculated. She was thinking about the long-term health of the Republican Party. But Trump’s club was becoming increasingly dependent not on bona fide Republicans but on the upstart promoters who were so skilled at exploiting Trump’s cult of personality. After all, they were bringing in a lot of money that both the business and the campaign desperately needed.

Those who would threaten that are not warmly received.
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THE FOUNDER OF the Trumpettes was one of those fake Republicans Delgado was trying to warn the president about, or at least so Delgado believed.

“Toni Holt Kramer—she is a trip,” Delgado said.8 “She saw an opportunity.”

Since 2015 the Trumpettes had hosted luncheons and get-togethers in Palm Beach, but their first major party was planned for January 18, 2018, to celebrate the first anniversary of Trump’s inauguration. They would host the event at Mar-a-Lago, of course. Everyone was excited.

The only problem was that the Trumpettes seemed to have little idea what they were doing.

So Annie Marie Delgado offered to help them get their act together.

“Toni is a fucking disaster,” Delgado said acidly.9

First, the Trumpettes’ event flyer had to be taken down because it didn’t have the right disclaimer. Second, they hadn’t secured sponsors to cover the cost of the catering and event space. Finally, in Delgado’s opinion, the ticket price was way too low.10 Kramer had set it at $250 per person.

Kramer said she wanted to make the event accessible to people who wouldn’t normally be able to visit Mar-a-Lago.11 Delgado told her that people wouldn’t want to come if it seemed cheap. The price rose to $300.12

But true to her word, Kramer held tickets until interested parties could afford to pay. “I had to hold tickets for two weeks until the alimony check [cleared],” Kramer said. (By the third year, tickets to the annual Trumpettes’ event would sell for $750 each.13 Premium “ringside seating” went for $2,000.)

On the Trumpettes’ big day, a swarm of more than nine hundred guests, most of them unused to the club’s formalities, tried to bum-rush Eric Trump and his wife, Lara. They wanted pictures of the First Family. Delgado spent her time body blocking.

Eric and Lara mostly put up with it. The Trumpettes intended to give most—or maybe even all—of the gate to Mar-a-Lago.14 The club needed the money. It had seen an exodus of events that year thanks to the controversial president.

“We had people in our lives that we thought were great friends that were nowhere to be found,” Eric told the Trumpettes crowd.15 “These are our true friends,” he concluded, looking around at the room full of faces he had never seen before.

Aside from that, everything was perfect by the time the arch-conservative Fox News host Judge Jeanine Pirro began belting “Welcome to Mar-a-Lago!” from the stage in the grand ballroom.16 (Unlike many in attendance, Pirro was no newcomer; she has been a Mar-a-Lago member since 1995.)

“It sure ain’t no shithole!” Pirro cried to laughs and cheers from the crowd.17

Her comment was a reference to something Trump had said just a few days earlier. Frustrated by talks of protecting desperate refugees from places like Nigeria and Haiti, he had asked his staff, “Why are we having all these people from shithole countries come here?”18

Trump’s remarks offended many. But not this new crowd at Mar-a-Lago. They loved him, and they loved being part of his world. Next year they’d come back to Mar-a-Lago for more.
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BY EARLY 2019 Delgado was getting pissed.19 But mostly she was worried.

The Trumpettes were planning a second party. It was bound to be more popular than the last. But in Delgado’s opinion their events were doing nothing to get Trump re-elected. They were becoming a distraction. She knew political victories came from far less sexy things than bougie galas. Phone banks, flyers, polls, door knocking—that’s what it takes to win.

Worse, Delgado suspected that the obsessive cult forming around Trump at Mar-a-Lago was especially susceptible to getting used by those with something to gain from the president. “Does Toni really know what she’s doing? Absolutely not,” Delgado said.20 “Can she be taken advantage of? Absolutely.”

Delgado had no idea whether that was happening. And she had no way to find out.

If the Trumpettes were registered as a political committee, Kramer would have to disclose who bought tickets to their events and what the group did with the money. Instead, Kramer filed documents in Florida to incorporate the Trumpettes as a nonprofit seeking tax-exempt status from the federal government.21 A federal tax exemption would have prohibited the group from participating in political campaigns as well as making statements in favor of a political candidate. The status was never granted.22 For the Trumpettes, that was a good thing. They are all about promoting Trump.

Just before their second Mar-a-Lago gala in 2019—the theme that year was “Country Comes to Mar-a-Lago”—Toni Holt Kramer got a phone call from a woman. The woman explained that she was calling on behalf of Eduardo Bolsonaro, the son of Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro, known as the “Trump of the Tropics.”23 The younger Bolsonaro was himself a member of Brazil’s Congress at the time.

“The president’s son would like to come to the event,” the woman told Kramer. “We want to buy tickets.” And they wanted good seats.

Kramer liked the idea.

“Can I bring him up on stage?” she asked.

“Yes,” came the response.

The Brazilians purchased three or four tickets, although Kramer wasn’t exactly sure how the exchange worked. She assumed someone bought the tickets on behalf of Bolsonaro, whose father has been widely condemned for his hyper nationalism and violent statements against gays, women, and indigenous people. “It’s a shame that the Brazilian cavalry wasn’t as efficient as the Americans, who exterminated their Indians,” Bolsonaro senior once said.24 Trump considered him one of his closest allies in the Americas. Kramer was excited to host his son at Mar-a-Lago.

“Eduardo wanted to come because his father had been elected president and for the first time in probably eighteen years Brazil was getting out of this horrible, rotten, socialist environment where the only people doing well were the politicians, not the people,” Kramer said. “Now all of a sudden, Bolsonaro wants to bring civilization [and] normalcy to Brazil.”

People in cowboy hats descended on Mar-a-Lago on February 23, 2019. At the event Eduardo Bolsonaro brushed shoulders—and perhaps twirled lassos—with Eric Trump, actor Jon Voight, Judge Jeanine, and other power players in the Winter White House. He proudly posted the photos to Instagram.

When he took the stage to give a few remarks, Bolsonaro was effusive in his praise for Trump.25 He told a story about someone who stopped him in the street to ask him about the 2016 election: If he were American, would he vote for Clinton or for Trump?

“I said, ‘For Trump!’” he declared.

Bolsonaro told the cheering crowd the man had protested, saying Trump wanted to build a wall.

“And I answered him: I’m not going to the United States illegally.”

The crowd went wild.

A few months later Trump sent a hand-written letter to Jair Bolsonaro praising his son’s appointment as Brazilian ambassador to the United States.26 It was easy to wonder if Eduardo had earned that goodwill by pumping up a party at the president’s private club.

Kramer was becoming a go-to for the global elite.

When Australian billionaire Gina Rinehart wanted to become a Mar-a-Lago member, Kramer endorsed her application. The mining magnate was Australia’s second-richest person behind Anthony Pratt, who owned box-making factories in the American Midwest. Pratt had joined Mar-a-Lago in 2017 and eventually brought Trump on a well-publicized tour of his factory in Ohio, promising the president he would create more jobs.27 When Trump slashed the corporate tax rate, Pratt’s fortune soared by nearly $3 billion, increasing his lead on Rinehart for the title of richest Australian.28

“What an exciting weekend at Mar a Lago (The Winter White House), and a warm welcome to my newest Trumpette Gina Rinehart from Australia who has been visiting MAL,” the Trumpettes’ official Facebook page proclaimed.29

In Kramer’s eyes, Rinehart was the perfect member.

“I will never, ever sign something I don’t know or vouch for somebody I don’t know,” Kramer said.30 “I don’t want to put somebody in there who doesn’t belong.”

But the club had other priorities. Mar-a-Lago had thrown open its doors—and the party crashers were already inside.







Chapter 10

“THE GIRL WHO OTHERS WOULD ENVY”

LI JUAN YANG HAD BEEN WAITING to throw a party at Mar-a-Lago all her life.

She just didn’t know it.

Yang grew up poor in the 1970s in Harbin, an epicenter of industry in frigid northeastern China known for its “Ice and Snow” festival.1 Now the nexus of Russian-Chinese trade, its name in the original Manchu suggests more humble roots: “a place for drying fishing nets.” Yang had never heard of Mar-a-Lago. But, a relentless striver blessed with an entrepreneurial streak, she never stopped dreaming. Yang always wanted the best from life. She worked hard. Climbed every ladder she could. Moved to the United States after college. And became a US citizen.

On January 26, 2018, as she stood dressed in gold at the entrance to Mar-a-Lago’s Donald J. Trump Grand Ballroom, she must have felt like a queen.

The charity gala that evening was sponsored by Elizabeth Trump Grau, the president’s sister. But Yang was running the show. Her past had no place in the halls of old wealth. Most people called her “Cindy” now, a name she chose in homage to her favorite American supermodel, Cindy Crawford.2 Mar-a-Lago’s “Safari Night Ball” was her grand debut.

As guests in leopard print, zebra stripes, and Indiana Jones hats streamed into the club, Yang directed each to their assigned seats. Among them were a Palm Beach car salesman, a California real estate agent, a member of a biker club, and a Russian fugitive who had fled to Miami and was now trying his hand at journalism.3

Holding a flute of champagne, the exile turned to his assistant, who was recording him. “The most interesting thing,” he said to the camera, “is that we met a lot of people here who speak Russian.”

It certainly wasn’t the usual crowd for a midseason charity gala in Palm Beach. And Cindy wasn’t the usual kind of hostess. But sometimes stars align in the most unpredictable ways.

A march of white nationalists in Charlottesville, Virginia, the previous summer should never have thrown Palm Beach’s social calendar into utter disarray. While terrifying, it should have been immaterial that hundreds of neo-Nazis were marching through streets a thousand miles away carrying torches and shouting, “Jews will not replace us.” Even when a white supremacist drove a car into a cluster of counter-protestors, killing a young woman, it never seemed like the violence would change anything in this exclusive enclave of the country’s richest people.

Then Donald Trump went off script.

He was at a Trump Tower press conference in August 2017 talking about infrastructure. But no one remembers that because after his prepared remarks, Trump began to defend the Charlottesville marchers, who included white supremacists like Richard Spencer and David Duke, the former grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan.4

“You had some very bad people in that group, but you also had people that were very fine people, on both sides,” Trump said.5 “You had people in that group that were there to protest the taking down of, to them, a very, very important statue and the renaming of a park from Robert E. Lee to another name.”

The neo-Nazis and Confederate sympathizers ended up handing Yang the opportunity of a lifetime.

Major charities whose annual galas were the lifeblood of Mar-a-Lago stopped holding events at the club.6 The image-conscious charities had no choice but to pull out—or risk looking indifferent to racism.

“If you have a conscience, you’re really condoning bad behavior by continuing to be there,” Laurel Baker, executive director of the Palm Beach Chamber of Commerce, told Town & Country.7 “Many say it’s the dollars [raised at the events] that count. Yes. But the integrity of any organization rests on their sound decisions and stewardship. Personally, I do not feel that supporting [Trump], directly or indirectly, speaks well of any organization.”

The American Red Cross ball? Canceled. The Cleveland Clinic’s fundraising gala? Moved to the Breakers. Also out were the American Cancer Society, the Palm Beach Habilitation Center, and the Salvation Army.8 All told, two-thirds of the major charities that had hosted events at Mar-a-Lago the previous year walked away.9

Trump’s country clubs and hotels around the world took a 6 percent revenue hit from one year to the next.10 Some of the financial gains he’d seen since becoming president evaporated. Mar-a-Lago was one of the biggest losers. The club’s calendar emptied. But Palm Beach, just like nature, abhors a vacuum.

Yang was one of the first to fill it.
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LIKE MANY IMMIGRANTS, Yang had made a life for herself in the United States by turning her intense work ethic into financial prosperity. She had a flare for finding nooks and crannies where there was money to be made.

After living in San Francisco, Yang moved to South Florida in the early 2000s. She liked the sun.11 It was a place where she could reinvent herself. Yang began working in beauty spas, doing facials and nails. But she wanted to be her own boss.12 By 2008 she had finally saved up enough money to open her own massage parlor.13 Then she opened another. And another. She figured out a profitable and creative business model: after getting each spa off the ground, she could sell it (often to one of her best masseuses) and then use the proceeds from the sale to open a new spa. Flip, invest, and repeat. Within a few years she owned a chain of Asian massage parlors in South Florida called Tokyo Day Spa.

“She’s one of the hardest workers I’ve ever met,” said Woody McLane, a South Florida property broker who connects buyers and sellers of Asian spas.14 “She opens a spa, starts it from scratch. She always finds places with cheap rent. That’s one of the keys to making money.”

Her parlors weren’t exactly upscale. But they were generally located in the more genteel of Florida’s legion of strip malls—the ones in nicer areas, with nicer stores, and nicer cars parked out front. Yang’s flagship location in Palm Beach Gardens—a workaday mainland city ten miles northwest of Mar-a-Lago—had a pink exterior and tile roof. It was sandwiched between a dry cleaner and a yoga studio.

Yang recognized another niche too. The Chinese women who came to South Florida to work as massage therapists were almost exclusively recent immigrants who spoke little English.15 The state’s licensing exam was challenging even without the language barrier. Many of the women had no chance of passing—until Yang came along. She opened a massage school that offered classes in Mandarin, teaching students enough English to get through the exam. Yang herself had never mastered the language of her adopted home. It never stopped her.

In the intimate world of massage-parlor owners, Yang became something of a celebrity. “She was sort of—I’ll use the word famous,” McLane said.16 “She was well known in the massage community. She was the girl that others would envy.”

That didn’t satisfy Yang.
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NOTHING WAS EVER grand enough for Cindy Yang, who seemed determined to run from her humble roots as hard and fast as she could. She jumped out of airplanes, bragged she was fond of photographing eagles, and reveled in all life’s challenges—the flashier, the better.17 Everything she did went on social media as proof of her success.

“She likes to show off,” Yang’s mother told the Miami Herald.18 “She likes to make people jealous.”

Guiying Zhang worried about her daughter’s ambition, frequently warning Yang that all the attention could only bring trouble.

Not one to be dissuaded, Yang set out to diversify her businesses. While maintaining her spa franchises, she branched out into the worlds of health care, education, and investment visas.

It didn’t seem to matter to Yang what the venture was so long as there was money to be made or influence to be gained.19 At one point she even billed herself as a talent agent who could help artists and their works “go global,” including getting them a spot at Art Basel, the world-famous art fair in Miami Beach frequented by billionaires and royals.20

Despite having no background in science or technology, Yang traveled frequently from Florida to Silicon Valley, where she worked at DingDing TV, a tiny media company that promoted its ability to find funding for “robotics, 3D printing of human organs, deformable equipment, nano-fish, biological computers, bionic hands, reading emotions, wireless brain implantation,” and other fantastical-sounding technologies.21

Around that time Yang turned to one of the best resources for ambitious Chinese Americans seeking to expand their businesses: the Chinese Communist Party. She started making connections with cultural and business organizations in South Florida that are closely linked to the Chinese government. A central plank of China’s foreign policy depends on such “overseas” groups pushing Beijing’s agenda abroad.22 That doesn’t mean everyone who participates is a die-hard communist.

“Many Chinese Americans do business here, and it is always better not being alone,” said James Xuefeng Zhang, former president of a South Florida nonprofit dedicated to “strengthening ties between the local Chinese community and China.”23 Zhang got to know the eager Yang at parties and conferences. It was clear to him she wasn’t motivated by ideology or political allegiance to the Chinese state. “She left us an impression that she was always seeking profits,” he said.24 Yang was just finding ways to know more people and make more money.

Her timing couldn’t have been better.

Xi Jinping had taken power in China in 2012, determined to “rejuvenate” the nation.25 Through one of the most ambitious global development plans the world has ever seen—the “Belt and Road Initiative”—Xi kickstarted China’s economy and expanded its influence abroad. With a trillion-dollar investment plan, China began to build railroads, oil and gas pipelines, ports, highways, and fiber-optic networks in any country that would sign up.26

When Xi welcomed representatives from more than a hundred countries to a Belt and Road forum in Beijing, his core message mirrored Donald Trump’s: He wanted to Make China Great Again, although his language was far loftier, with allusions to the Euphrates River, Confucianism, and Voltaire.

“The Belt and Road Initiative is rooted in the ancient Silk Road,” Xi said.27 “It focuses on the Asian, European, and African continents, but is also open to all other countries. All countries, from either Asia, Europe, Africa, or the Americas, can be international cooperation partners of the Belt and Road Initiative.”

The Chinese push for relevance abroad relied on well-connected members of overseas Chinese communities. People like Cindy Yang.

“Merge with the local community, reward the local community, and contribute to the local community,” Qiu Yuanping, director of the Chinese government office that handles diaspora affairs, said on a visit to the United States.28 “The biggest beneficiaries of China and the US maintaining [a] good relationship are overseas Chinese.”

Yang promoted Belt and Road from a high-rise apartment overlooking Miami’s Biscayne Bay where she had started an offshoot of DingDing TV. The station’s reach was negligible. But Yang was the master of making a dollar out of 15 cents. She used the station to bolster her credentials and became the vice president of the South Florida chapter of a nonprofit that “links the Communist Party of China and the Chinese government to the country’s science and technology community.”29 Although people said Yang had to contribute money to get in, within a few years she received the group’s Outstanding Service Award.30 (Yang was later kicked out after the national organization said it discovered she was using its platform to make money.31)

In 2015 Yang befriended a South Florida woman who worked for the foreign division of the Chinese government.32 Together they founded a Florida-based nonprofit that hosted cultural exchanges between China and the United States, including a beauty pageant.33 The events were organized in consultation with Chinese officials. They featured well-connected guests of honor like the businessman Shanjie Li, a former Chinese government advisor who had moved to Miami and helped a state-owned construction company invest $110 million into local real estate.34 (The company described its plans to build waterfront luxury condo towers as part of Belt and Road.35)

Yang was high on her new life.

She accompanied Chinese government officials on a tour of a Chinese warship docked in Florida, met Nobel Prize winners, and attended China’s exclusive Boao Forum—the Davos of Asia—where she reported on Belt and Road initiatives in the healthcare industry.36

Yang was named vice president of the Florida Chapter of the Council for the Promotion of the Peaceful Reunification of China, which falls under the umbrella of the overseas division of the Chinese Communist Party.37 The council, founded to oppose Taiwanese independence, “is a leading organization mobilizing international Chinese communities in support of Beijing’s policies,” a US congressional commission found.38 (The party sent a letter congratulating the Florida chapter on its inauguration.)

When the consul general of China in Houston came to a Thanksgiving gathering in Florida in 2015, he greeted Yang: “We meet again.”39
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A MONTH AFTER MEETING the consul, Yang attended a breakfast event with a powerful politician of a different sort—Jeb Bush, the former Florida governor who was running for the Republican Party’s 2016 presidential nomination.40

Her new contacts in South Florida’s overseas Chinese associations had gotten her into American politics too.

In June 2015 they had partnered with a broader group of Chinese Americans to get out the vote for Bush. On social media the group called him a “moderate Republican” who appreciated Asian American support.41 Yang brought more than two hundred people from South Florida’s Asian American community to a Bush campaign rally, becoming one of the state’s top GOP Asian American organizers.

Still, she sensed she didn’t fit in. After attending a Palm Beach GOP meeting, she wrote on Facebook: “Need to learn more [about] the culture of the United States.”42 She had scarcely even voted since becoming an American citizen.43 She wilted in any discussion of policy.44 But she wasn’t in it for the politics—no one in her family was political.45

“It was all because of the parties,” her mother said.46

It was also all about the money.

And it soon became clear that Trump, not Jeb, was the real moneymaker.
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THROUGHOUT 2016 YANG supported Donald Trump’s campaign.

She held banners on the street, encouraged Asian Americans to vote, and was delighted when the belligerent tycoon with whom she was becoming increasingly obsessed won the election.

She had been volunteering for a recently formed political group called the National Committee of Asian American Republicans, or the Asian GOP for short. In January 2017 Yang and the Asian GOP threw a ball at the Mayflower Hotel in DC to celebrate Trump’s inauguration. Although Asian Americans skew Democratic, the Asian GOP focused on Trump’s pro-business and anti-regulation messaging.

Yang had met the committee’s executive director, Cliff Zhonggang Li, a Boca Raton tech entrepreneur with marginal political experience, at a Chinese cultural event in South Florida two years earlier.

Li immediately recognized Yang’s talent: networking. When the Asian GOP had the chance to attend a high-level Trump fundraiser in New York City at the end of 2017, Li put Yang in charge of recruiting a guest list.47 She spread the word on Chinese-language social media, tapping a growing market of Chinese who were interested in all things Trump. It worked.

Yang proudly took credit for more than a dozen attendees at the $2,700-a-head breakfast held in the swanky Manhattan restaurant Cipriani. “They’re all my guests,” she said as she gestured to the throng of mainland Chinese and Chinese American business people.48

In fact, word about the Cipriani event had soared far beyond Yang on Chinese social media. In total, nearly one hundred Chinese and Chinese Americans showed up.49 The Chinese contingent was so large that even Trump noticed, joking to his American supporters that they better step up their donations or they’d lose “all the good seats.”50

At least two of Yang’s guests scored the ultimate prize: $50,000 signed photographs with the president.

The Asian GOP’s success at the event was celebrated in Chinese state media.51 But Cliff Li suspected something wasn’t right. In his eyes, the fundraiser was “sort of messy,” as he put it in his understated way.52 Li was delighted to have Chinese Americans participating in politics. But he worried that some of the people at Cipriani weren’t American citizens or green card holders.

That could be a problem. A big one.

Campaign finance law forbids foreign nationals from contributing to US political causes.53 The law also bans people from donating to political candidates and committees in another person’s name.54

To get a photograph with Trump at Cipriani, donors needed to kick in $50,000 to his GOP fundraising committee. But federal election records show that Yang’s two guests who received photos with Trump didn’t pay a dime. One of the men would later explain that a friend had given him the $50,000 ticket as a gift—and with it, a nearly priceless grip-and-grin.55 (He wouldn’t name the friend.)

So who paid $100,000 for the photos with Trump? It’s unclear.

But before the event Cindy Yang and three of her associates at the Asian GOP together contributed more than $135,000 to Trump Victory, the president’s joint fundraising committee with the RNC.56 One of the donors told the Miami Herald she didn’t remember making a $25,000 donation listed under her name and address.

Cliff Li had stressed to Yang that she had to follow fundraising rules, although he acknowledges he never watched her closely. He thought she understood. He had even taken her to a campaign finance training session. But after Cipriani he wasn’t so sure. He couldn’t have his group involved in a scandal. So he decided that from then on the Asian GOP would have a strict policy: no more foreign nationals could come to political events as the group’s guests.

Soon after the rule was implemented, Yang quit.57 She was breaking out on her own. She didn’t need Cliff Li or the Asian GOP anymore. They’d already given her a leg up. Over the previous two years, as Yang had built contacts in South Florida’s GOP, she snagged photos with every politician she could find, building her brand as someone well connected and influential.

To get this far, she’d become a quintessential photo bomber.

“She looks for people that she thinks the president knows and hangs out at their table so she can take a picture while the president is there so it looks like she knows him,” said society columnist Shannon Donnelly. “She hovers around until he gets nearby and hops into the picture or tries to get an introduction.”

Donnelly met Yang—sort of—at a Mar-a-Lago Christmas dinner in 2017.58 Trump had been over at Donnelly’s table talking golf with her son moments before Yang swooped in. “All the sudden this woman comes over to me and starts talking to me like she knows me,” said Donnelly, who couldn’t really make out what Yang was saying. “I just ignored her, and she walked away.”

Yang knew those photos were a money maker. She used them to legitimize her newest business—GY US Investments, a Florida company that promised clients the chance to “take pictures with the president.”59

Established ten days after the Cipriani event, GY US Investments was billed as a consulting company for Chinese businesspeople hoping to branch out into the United States.60 But it was really just a tour operator. And Yang had her sights set on one destination: Mar-a-Lago.

She was going to corner the market.

She just needed the keys.
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WHEN YANG HEARD that a small charity needed help selling tickets to a 2018 “Safari Night” fundraising gala at Mar-a-Lago, she jumped into action.

The charity was run by Terry Bomar, a Palm Beach County pastor who had been friends with Elizabeth Trump Grau since 2003 when his family’s art gallery sold her some pieces. Though the charity had largely gone dormant in recent years, the president’s sister suggested Bomar hold an event at Mar-a-Lago. After Charlottesville, the calendar was looking pretty bare, after all. Trump Grau even agreed to cosponsor the party with her husband. It seemed a worthy cause: Young Adventurers mentored young people, helping their careers and sending them on trips abroad. It also sponsored a school in Kenya.

Bomar agreed to put on the ball. He didn’t like how people reacted to Trump’s comments on Charlottesville—“the media twists things,” he believes—and he thought the big charities were wrong to pull out. There was still a bright side.

“It opened an opportunity for little charities like us,” Bomar said.61

He couldn’t pull off the gala alone.

The pastor had met Cindy Yang through the Asian GOP. While he had a hard time understanding her English, he could tell one thing: the woman had ambition and drive. She wanted to buy a table, maybe more than one, which Bomar had priced at $5,000 apiece. She went all in with her support, saying she could even plan an exchange trip to China for the Young Adventurers’ kids, all expenses paid. She also asked Bomar if Trump would show up. But a lot of people had asked that question, and the pastor didn’t think anything of it.

Yang quickly became the driving force behind the event, using it to launch the Mar-a-Lago division of her Trump tourism business.

Taking to her social media network, Yang spread the word about Safari Night far and wide. A savvy saleswoman, she tweaked the description of the event to appeal more to her prospective clients. Young Adventurers became a footnote. With Yang as an impromptu impresario, Safari Night transformed into something far grander and more attractive to members of China’s business class: a chance to meet the president’s sister.62 On WeChat, China’s dominant social media platform, individual tickets were marked up from the standard $600 that Young Adventurers was asking to $1,000 from Yang and her associates.63 VIP packages that promised two nights at Mar-a-Lago were priced at $10,000.64

Forty people RSVP’d to Yang’s invitation to the club.65 They weren’t there to support the charity. They were there for Trump. And they had paid good money to get in.

Among Yang’s Safari Night guests was Xianqin Qu, the leader of the Florida chapter of the Council for the Promotion of the Peaceful Reunification of China, who had helped Yang organize a South Florida welcoming party for Xi’s 2017 visit to the club.66

“I was very surprised by the number of Chinese Americans there,” said another guest, Xinyue “Daniel” Lou, a Chinese American businessman who traveled from New York City to attend Safari Night.67

Lou had seen an advertisement on WeChat and thought the cost was reasonable. How often, after all, did one get the chance to party inside the home of a president? He immediately saw the value of Yang’s business.

“The reason Mar-a-Lago all the sudden became so impressive is that President Xi flew over and had a meeting with President Trump there,” he said. “That made it into an attractive destination. All the Chinese people want to take a trip there.”

Safari Night was a smash, raising $50,000 for Young Adventurers.

A Chinese dance troupe provided entertainment for the four hundred guests, while a local artist painted portraits of Albert Einstein and Melania Trump in real time as partygoers bid on the works. Models recruited by a woman who once ran a Russian mail-order-bride service glided between tables showing off their ball gowns, engaging in small talk, and handing out business cards. (One teenage model later said she felt like she was being sold, not the clothes.68) Enthralled with the safari-chic theme, guests posed with cardboard cutouts of African wildlife. Trump Grau wore leopard print; Terry Bomar donned an Indiana Jones hat, showing off a cheetah-spotted vest under his tuxedo.

Yang spent the night networking.

“She speaks really horrible English, but she would talk to everybody,” said one member of South Florida’s Chinese American community.69 Yang didn’t dance. She didn’t drink. She was there doing what she had always done: “looking for rich people.”

Safari Night marked a new era at the elite club. While Mar-a-Lago had always flouted some of the conventions of polite society, the ladies of Palm Beach remained its principal aristocracy. But after Charlottesville, the doors opened to anyone who could pay. A new class moved in.

Safari Night’s most successful promoter, massage-parlor queen Yang suddenly held the keys to Mar-a-Lago.

“She was the gatekeeper,” the person who knew her said. “It was prestigious.”







Chapter 11

“PRINCE” CHARLES

FOR YANG’S NEW BUSINESS, the best part of Safari Night was how much Prince Charles enjoyed the party.

At Mar-a-Lago the prince wore a floral, dark red Mao jacket.

He wasn’t the heir to the British throne but rather a bald and stocky Chinese travel agent named Li Weitian, who often went by Charles Lee, or Dr. Charles, or sometimes “Prince” Charles.

Lee ran a group called the United Nations Chinese Friendship Association, which in reality had nothing to do with the United Nations. He also had no relationship with two prominent Chinese American politicians listed on his website as board members. (Staffers for Representatives Grace Meng and Judy Chu said their bosses had never heard of Lee or his group.1)

What Lee really did was use the UN brand to package trips for Chinese business people who wanted to visit seats of power and meet important people in the United States and around the world.

The blistering rise of China as an economic power had created a new class of Chinese tourists with cash in their pockets and dual loyalties in their hearts—half capitalist-style entrepreneurs, half Chinese Party Communists. Their primary currency: photographs with the global elite, leveraged as proof of their status and influence. They used the photos to attract investors.2

The Chinese government encourages this practice. Lee advertised his services as part of Xi Jinping’s “civilian diplomacy” program, although again there was no indication of any actual connection between Lee and the government.3

He offered his clients the chance to receive awards and honorary ambassadorships, essentially pieces of paper with semi-official-sounding language and Lee’s signature. He once gave what the media dubbed a “hoax” UN peace prize to a member of Myanmar’s military junta.4

Lee had once promoted trips to the United States centered around President Barack Obama, with stops in New York, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC.5 But Obama did not own an estate open to the public. There were far fewer opportunities to get close to him. Gaining access to Trump, however, was easy—especially after Lee connected with Cindy Yang.

At Yang’s invitation, Lee attended Safari Night to scout Mar-a-Lago as a destination for his clients. He called the club a “sacred place.”6

“The first time I met Charles was Safari Night,” said a member of South Florida’s Chinese American community.7 “Cindy invited him. He said he would have his clients come, but he needed to know what it looks like.”

Lee liked what he saw.8

On his website he raved about his experience: the club, its grandeur, the beautiful models, the thrill of taking a photo with the president’s sister. He was already pitching an upcoming Mar-a-Lago event to his clients as part of an eight-day travel package priced at $13,500 that included trips to Wall Street, Harvard, the United Nations, and West Point.9

“I know he was advertising a lot of stuff. Some in China. Some in Japan. Some in England. Everywhere,” said Xiaoqi Wang, an organizer for the Asian GOP who attended Safari Night.10 “I thought, ‘This guy probably works with a lot of people.’”

Over the next year Lee would distribute Yang’s advertisements and recruit more than a dozen Chinese guests for at least four more Mar-a-Lago galas Yang promoted. The offer was always the same: buy tickets to the event and get a chance to rub shoulders with Trump or his family.

Using her photos of Mar-a-Lago from Safari Night, Yang advertised her access to Trump’s “second White House.”11 She claimed to be a member of “the president’s club.”12 GY US Investments, Yang’s new company, boasted that she had set up a “presidential round table meeting and presidential dinner” for clients who had received a “group photo with the president.”13 She was operating on a tried-and-tested model, with a Palm Beach twist.

“Cindy was following the new Chinese immigrant playbook. They try to get in with whoever is in power. In 1996 it was Clinton. Now it’s Trump,” said a former GOP political operative.14 “It’s about creating some kind of notoriety so she can say, ‘I know famous American politicians’ and promise the same to other people.”

But those who know her said Yang didn’t actually have the kind of access or influence she was promising clients in 2018.

“All she could do was get them into a ball or gala and hope the president would come,” said Terry Bomar, the pastor behind Safari Night.15 (Bomar had no idea Yang was using Mar-a-Lago charities like his as a business opportunity. “She seemed to be very sincere,” he said.16)

High-level CEOs and executives didn’t need someone like Yang to open doors for them. “She’s using this to attract your third-, fourth-, [and] fifth-tier Chinese businesspeople,” the former GOP operative said.

Ultimately, Yang delivered on the one thing those clients cared about—photos that made them look important.

In her client’s eyes, getting a shot with the president was best. But photos in the president’s home with members of his family and other high-level politicians would do too.

More than even the White House, Mar-a-Lago became the crown jewel of China’s new Trump tourism industry.

“These rich people have been everywhere, seven-star hotels, everywhere. But they’ve never been to the president’s house,” said someone familiar with Yang’s business.17

“You have money, but you can’t buy class,” the person said. “That’s what Mar-a-Lago is: class.”
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DEMAND FOR ACCESS to Mar-a-Lago was so high that it didn’t matter what the event was, so long as tickets were available. Yang experienced no shortage of supply. The club’s post-Charlottesville newcomers were eager to sell her tables.

Among the first to sell to her was Steven Alembik, a Republican activist and die-hard Trumper known for sporting a custom-made stars-and-stripes blazer. (He’s also remembered for once calling Barack Obama a “f******* Muslim n*****.”18) Even before Charlottesville, Alembik had been planning an event to commemorate the forty-fifth anniversary of the 1972 Munich attacks on the Israeli Olympic team.19 The idea came to him, he said, after the suicide bombing at South Florida pop star Ariana Grande’s concert in Manchester, England, in 2017. Alembik’s brainchild, held to benefit a pro-Israel charity called the Truth About Israel, was originally scheduled to take place at the Boca Raton Resort & Club.

Mar-a-Lago had been booked on February 25, 2018, for an Israeli disaster-relief organization’s fundraiser.20 But the group canceled after the president’s remarks on Charlottesville. Alembik pounced.

“I picked up the phone, I call Mar-a-Lago, they think I’m calling to cancel some other gala or some event, and I said no. I’d like to come here and show our support for the president of the United States,” Alembik said at the time.21

He called the charities that pulled out “spineless.”

Alembik got to work selling tickets, dangling the hope that Trump would show up.22

In fact, all he could do was hope and pray that the president might be in town that weekend—and would deign to stop by.

Cindy Yang and Charles Lee seized the opening presented by Alembik’s event.

In advertisements Lee described the evening as a “dinner” with Trump and said his clients would receive a group photo with the president.23

Other promoters picked up on the event too. On Chinese social media and blog posts a flyer circulated that featured a headshot of Trump and advertised a black-tie, invitation-only event at Mar-a-Lago the same night as the Truth About Israel gala.24 “Because this event is a charity dinner,” one ad read, “the price of taking a photo with the president is lower than usual!”25

A Chinese cryptocurrency platform purporting to be “the world’s first transaction platform to buy and sell the time of celebrities” advertised the event as a private dinner with US politicians and business people that would give attendees the chance to shake hands with the president and snap a photo with him.26

When the big day rolled around, the mainland Chinese tourist contingent numbered upward of a hundred, more than a quarter of the total guests. Some said there were as many as 250 Trump tourists in attendance. They were decidedly not there to learn the truth about Israel.

“To the Chinese, Mar-a-Lago is like the Taj Mahal,” one bemused attendee told Shiny Sheet society columnist Shannon Donnelly.27 “They want to see it.”

Though Mar-a-Lago was no stranger to the bizarre bordering on absurd, Alembik’s Truth About Israel event stood out. A Chinese Michael Jackson impersonator roamed the crowd. The pro-Trump social media stars Diamond and Silk fangirled over the impersonator. “Pinch me,” one of the women said to Paulette Martin, the event’s official photographer.28 “Michael Jackson! I need my picture with him!”

From the moment the doors opened, the event was something of a disaster.29

The observant Jews who attended to support Israel found that hors d’oeuvres served around the pool included unkosher items like coconut shrimp.30 Many of the Chinese visitors couldn’t speak English and struggled to communicate with the Palm Beach ladies stationed at the door. When a guest offered to write her name out for a confused check-in attendant, she could only spell it in Chinese characters.

Making matters worse, there was no obvious seating chart, leading to a mad dash for tables.

When headliners like future Florida governor Ron DeSantis and GOP congressman Brian Mast mounted the stage for the serious portion of the evening, the Chinese had no clue what the impassioned, pro-Israel speechifiers were saying. Instead of listening, the overseas guests chatted amongst themselves, looked at their phones, and took photographs. “It was so pointless,” a Mar-a-Lago staffer said. Guests repeatedly approached staff, asking where the president was and how they could meet him.31

One woman used her phone to show a Mar-a-Lago staffer videos of her daughter singing. She wanted to find out how her little girl could perform for Trump. Other guests tried to pass out electronics to employees as gifts, hoping it might grease the wheels for a presidential introduction. As far as the staffers could tell, the gadgets were largely junk. They didn’t turn on. “I tried to decline, but they insisted I accept them because they thought I could help them get access to Trump,” one staffer said.32 “Their English was so limited. I tried to explain that I couldn’t help.”

Unlike the guests, organizers knew Trump wasn’t coming before the event even began.

On Chinese social media a screenshot circulated that appeared to show a conversation between Alembik and one of the Chinese middlemen promoting the event.

“About 30 minutes ago, I was notified of a change in the President’s schedule,” read the message from Alembik.33 “He will not be in attendance on Sunday. We are looking at some possible alternatives. Will keep you apprised.”

“What the fuck,” one guest who traveled to Palm Beach for the event wrote in a blog post.34

The Chinese cryptocurrency platform claimed the president’s schedule had been affected by a shooting, likely referencing the massacre of schoolchildren and teachers that occurred at South Florida’s Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School earlier that month.35 But that wasn’t the real reason. Trump had long been scheduled to be in Washington hosting the annual Governor’s Ball.36 He had never planned to attend Alembik’s gala.

“The event was such a mess,” said a Chinese American guest who bought tickets because he was led to believe the president would appear.37 “People were cheated.”

Charles Lee had to scramble to keep his clients happy.

“The biggest regret of the banquet was that President Trump failed to attend,” Lee wrote in a recap of the Truth About Israel gala.38

Luckily, he had a backup plan: a high-dollar fundraiser set for the following weekend at Mar-a-Lago to raise money for the president’s re-election.

“The National Committee of the Republican Party of the United States apologized to all the representatives attending [the Truth About Israel event]! And immediately sent an invitation letter to take remedial measures: Inviting all delegates to the banquet [at Mar-a-Lago] on March 3, 2018,” Lee wrote in his recap. (The RNC had no part in Truth About Israel, nor did it take any remedial action for the president’s absence.39)

There was just one catch—Chinese nationals like Lee and his overseas guests couldn’t legally buy tickets. Federal campaign finance law states that only US citizens or green card holders can donate to a US political campaign. Tickets to the March 3 event were a political donation. That didn’t stop Lee from using an RNC flyer to advertise the event online—with the official prices haphazardly scratched off.40

The only way for Lee and his guests to attend Trump’s fundraiser without breaking the law would be if an American citizen or green card holder gifted them thousands of dollars’ worth of tickets.
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THE DAY BEFORE the March 3 fundraiser, GOP activist Annie Marie Delgado got a call from a friend.41

The friend said she had gotten a request for six tickets—and the people wanted to pay cash.

That made Delgado nervous. She wanted to know where the money came from.

The friend wasn’t sure but said the people asking were from China.

Delgado responded with a lecture on campaign finance law and a strict warning: “Stop right there.”







Chapter 12

SGT. PEPPER’S LONELY HEARTS CLUB BAND

THE PRESIDENT’S RE-ELECTION campaign was rolling out a new fundraising strategy, and the Mar-a-Lago luncheon on March 3, 2018, was part of its launch party.1

The Republican National Committee was using the event as a reboot amid a growing crisis for Trump’s administration.2 Mar-a-Lago was becoming a choice venue for its fundraisers. At the $2,700-per-plate event, the president could rake in money for his campaign while simultaneously ensuring a profit for his suffering business.3

Win-win.

Everything was shaping up perfectly. Except the president was late to his own party.4

He was tweeting. As Trump digitally fumed about trade deficits and the “crazy” mainstream media, hundreds of Republican donors milled around Mar-a-Lago’s Donald J. Trump Grand Ballroom.

Kris Hager was getting very hungry.5 The Gold Star dad had been asked to say a prayer to kick off the speakers’ portion of the event. (Hager’s oldest son, Staff Sergeant Joshua Hager, had been killed while serving as an Army Ranger in Iraq more than a decade earlier.6) Not knowing when he was going to be called on stage to give the invocation—and not wanting to be caught with his mouth full—Hager kept turning away waiters offering platters of food and glasses of wine. He ended up eating at McDonald’s on his way home. He didn’t care. He was just honored to be at Mar-a-Lago.

Unlike Hagar, most of the other guests were grateful for the delay. Trump’s tardiness gave them the opportunity to ruthlessly network in the new epicenter of American power.

Guests at the Winter White House claw their way up the political ladder in the same way minor-league socialites had always embellished their way to relevance in the tiny town’s country club scene: by being seen with the right people. Back in Mar-a-Lago’s earlier days, that meant being pictured with the right people in the society pages. Now it means tagging the right people in your Facebook photos. During the Trump administration the first hours of most Mar-a-Lago events are dominated by people hunting for the politically connected.

How one gets to Mar-a-Lago in the first place? Well, that remains largely the same. Know someone who knows someone. Pay a lot of money. Or follow the instructions in the little black book. In a symbiotic relationship as old as time, young men fresh out of college and hungry for connections latch onto the club’s aging socialites. The men get event tickets, while the women enjoy handsome escorts to brag about to their friends.

A montage of the people milling around the grand ballroom waiting for Trump on March 3 would have looked something like the album cover of the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, with its assortment of random and oddly distorted faces inexplicably clustered together around a group of self-important celebrities.

It was a who’s-who of the new South Florida establishment.

As the fundraiser kicked off, RNC chairwoman Ronna McDaniel and Trump’s new campaign manager, Brad Parscale, walked around taking photos with guests.

Parscale, plucked from the staff of the Trump Organization’s digital marketing team, had served as the social media coordinator for Trump’s 2016 campaign. The day before the fundraiser Parscale had founded a digital media company that would eventually take in nearly $1 million from a pro-Trump PAC.7 He knew the value of establishing himself as a respected player in the Florida crowd. By that time, everyone in the MAGA world understood how important it was to have allies at Mar-a-Lago. Parscale would even relocate his family from San Antonio to South Florida—right in the center of the action.8

Pastor Mark Burns won the MVP for networking that weekend, appearing in what felt like every single photo posted to social media. Burns had traveled all the way from South Carolina in hopes that a visit to Trump’s Winter White House would give a much-needed boost to his campaign for Congress. He proudly posted a photo of himself meeting Republican donor and Florida sugar baron José “Pepe” Fanjul, among many, many others.9

Cindy Yang also snagged a shot with the pastor. Yang saw Burns talking with a woman she knew and, in her usual style, approached the duo. “Cindy came over and interrupted the conversation and said, ‘I raise money for President Trump, I have all these businesses,’” said the woman Burns had been talking to when Yang butted in. “She was trying to make herself feel important.”

Burns also got acquainted with a hefty man wearing traditional Chinese clothing. In front of a Trump-Pence backdrop, they snapped a photo shaking hands that Burns later posted to Facebook.

“Great discussing bringing Jobs to the SC 4th District, Greenville & Spartanburg, SC with Chinese Businessmen today. President Trump is bringing Jobs back to the US,” Burns wrote in his post.10

But the man Burns was shaking hands with wasn’t a powerful Chinese industrialist or someone who had any real interest in bringing jobs to South Carolina.

It was Prince Charles.

Charles Lee and his Chinese guests had somehow gotten into the party, although there was no record in federal elections disclosures of them buying tickets. Who paid their way—and whether anyone broke the law to get them in—remains unclear.

As for the hapless Burns, he would soon be knocked out of the race with just 2.5 percent of the vote.11
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THE PRESIDENT WAS LATE to the fundraiser but apparently didn’t care. He was having a terrible week.

The Saturday event had been advertised as a dinner party, but it had to be moved to lunch after Trump decided he wanted to attend the Gridiron Club Dinner in DC that night instead. The change meant Trump barely had time for his normal game of golf—a much-needed moment of self-care. The Washington Post was calling the previous seven days the “darkest” yet for his administration.12

It had been a week of truly unrelenting bad news.

White House communications director Hope Hicks—who had served as something like Trump’s in-house therapist—had resigned that week, a day after giving eight hours of testimony in front of the House Intelligence Committee in which she admitted to telling white lies for the administration.13 Trump’s son-in-law Jared Kushner had lost his top-level security clearance amid concerns over possible conflicts of interest regarding his business deals abroad.14 Trump later had to overrule intelligence officials to get him reinstated.15

The president had also chosen that week to throw a few sucker punches. They didn’t all land.

First, he’d hit US trading partners with tariffs on steel and aluminum, raising fears of a trade war.16 The announcement was so unexpected and ill-advised that it soon drove his top economic advisor to quit.17

Trump had also been trying to deal with fallout from the Parkland massacre, in which seventeen people were shot and killed at a school near his Palm Beach home, but he couldn’t quite get it right. He had suggested that the government take guns away from potentially dangerous people, infuriating his base and the National Rifle Association.18

To add insult to injury during this week from hell, several foreign countries seemed to be mocking him. Earlier in the week Russian president Vladimir Putin had released a propaganda video boasting the strength of a new cruise missile.19 In the video a mock missile trajectory showed the warhead landing on the southern tip of Florida.

It seemed a barely veiled threat to Mar-a-Lago.

“No one in the world has anything similar,” Putin said. “It can attack any target, through the North or South Pole, it is a powerful weapon and no missile defense system will be able to withstand.”

Finally, the new owner of a seventy-story tower in Panama City decided to remove the Trump name from the facade, sparking a feud that turned physically violent as the owner attempted to force his way into the Trump Organization’s offices in the building. In response to the violence, Panamanian authorities opened an investigation. Although Trump wasn’t running the day-to-day operations of his company, he still owned it, and so the government of a Central American nation began investigating the business of the president of the United States.20

White House staff whispered to each other in concern as they noted the president had become increasingly isolated and volatile. Trump’s friends had taken to trading off calling him to check in.21

The morning of the Saturday fundraiser, Trump barely had time for golf at his West Palm Beach club—his hundredth visit to one of his own golf clubs since becoming president.22 He left the course with just two hours to spare before his scheduled remarks.

As the motorcade sped him back, he passed fans waving signs that read, “Make America Great Again” and billboards that read, “Make America Horny Again,” advertising an upcoming strip-show tour featuring Stormy Daniels, Trump’s alleged onetime mistress who received $130,000 in hush money arranged by the president’s personal attorney, Michael Cohen.23 And Cohen, who had once said he would take a bullet for Trump, was about to begin cracking under the weight of a federal investigation.24

Trump started tweeting to blow off steam as soon as he arrived back at his suite from golf. “The United States has an $800 Billion Dollar Yearly Trade Deficit because of our ‘very stupid’ trade deals and policies,” he wrote.25 “Our jobs and wealth are being given to other countries that have taken advantage of us for years. They laugh at what fools our leaders have been. No more!”

Then he went downstairs and gave a speech to his Republican donors. He mentioned Xi Jinping, who had recently amended China’s constitution to allow himself to maintain power indefinitely.

“He’s now president for life. President for life. No, he’s great,” Trump said.26 “And look, he was able to do that. I think it’s great. Maybe we’ll have to give that a shot someday.”

The crowd cheered. They loved this president.

“I am not into politics, but I support strong people who strive for success,” one woman in the crowd posted on Instagram.27

The comments eventually leaked to the media, sparking a new round of Trump bashing. Even without the political blowback for celebrating authoritarianism, it might have been better for Trump to stay up in his room tweeting that day. Among the crowd were three people who, more than a year later, would each cause their own kind of damage to the president’s image.
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LIKE MANY OTHERS, Igor Fruman used Mar-a-Lago like a currency.28

On March 3 Fruman sported a lightly window-paned navy blazer and arrived at the president’s club with one thing in mind: pot.

Fruman hoped to buy one of Florida’s new medical marijuana licenses and flex some muscle in Congress on cannabis policy.29 Mar-a-Lago would be his trump card. When he and his partner Lev Parnas scored a meeting with Miami Republican congressman Carlos Curbelo in the weeks after the event, they played up the connection.30

Parnas told Curbelo how well connected the duo was in Washington and that they knew Trump personally from his club. The Ukrainian American was wearing alligator shoes, a gray blazer, and a white shirt open to mid-chest—all the better to see the lucky horseshoe dangling from his gold chain.

“When Trump would see us, he would call us ‘my boys,’” Parnas said to the Washington Post.31 “Me and Igor together? It’s not something you’d forget.”

Parnas told Curbelo about a dinner with the president at Mar-a-Lago the two had planned for the coming Friday—coincidentally, 4/20.32 Throughout the meeting Fruman stayed quiet. That was more his style.

It would have been typical of their braggadocio to embellish. Parnas especially was notorious for taking a kernel of truth and pretending it was the whole cob. Years before he got into politics, he tried to sucker a New Jersey man into investing in a film deal by setting up a dinner with Jack Nicholson. The dinner happened—it’s not clear exactly how Parnas knew the Hollywood star—and the investor bit, sinking $350,000 into the doomed project, called Anatomy of an Assassin.33

Like Hansel and Gretel, Parnas and Fruman had left a trail of debts and other bad deals behind them.34 Curbelo’s staff clearly hadn’t bothered to do much research on the curious pair. If they had, they might have discovered that Parnas, a former stockbroker who came to the United States from Ukraine as a young child, had worked for three separate securities firms expelled from the industry by American regulators.35 He had also been sued repeatedly. He seemed to have such a tin ear for public relations that he founded a business called Fraud Guarantee, although it was later suggested that he chose the name to push down negative Google results for “Parnas” and the word “fraud.”36 Fruman, born in Belarus, reportedly had connections in the seedy underworld of Odessa, the port city in Ukraine.37

Their Florida marijuana deal never happened. The duo couldn’t prove they had the cash.38

“Mr. Parnas is a con man, he is a crook,” the New Jersey investor’s wife told the Miami Herald.39 “He conned us from day one.”

At Mar-a-Lago the pair fit right in.

As it turns out, it appears Parnas wasn’t embellishing his connections to the club when he spoke to Curbelo. There is ample proof. Parnas seated next to Don Jr. in the club’s Library Bar.40 A video of him introducing a former Ukrainian official to Trump.41 Another of him and Trump chatting privately at an intimate donors’ meeting.42

At the March 3 RNC fundraiser Fruman kept a lower profile. That was important, especially in politics. Too much attention would make the “buzzards descend,” as a colleague once warned them.43

Fruman’s alligator-shoe-wearing partner was nowhere to be seen. But another future associate was hanging out at the club that weekend. Former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani had taken the stage at the RNC’s spring retreat the night before. Giuliani told the crowd about coming to Mar-a-Lago for Trump’s 2005 wedding to Melania. Then he took the opportunity to throw a jab at one of his favorite punching bags. “Hillary was also here,” Giuliani said.44 “And she actually fit through the door.”

The crowd gasped. His wife glowered. Even Trump hedged. “I’m just glad I didn’t say it,” the president told the audience.45

A month later Giuliani became the president’s personal lawyer. He also grew close with the two Ukrainians.46 Parnas named the former mayor godfather to his son.47 He and Giuliani smoked cigars together.48 They went to George H. W. Bush’s state funeral.49 Giuliani was even supposed to become the face of Fraud Guarantee, or so an investor who paid him $500,000 thought.50 The commercials never happened.

Parnas and Fruman leaned on their relationship with the president’s lawyer when they met with Ukrainian officials to pitch a pipeline project that would carry natural gas from Poland to Ukraine.51 Giuliani was a potential investor, they said. (He later denied it.)

They also used Global Energy Producers, the Delaware company they’d set up for the pipeline deal, to buy their way closer to Trump. In May 2018 the company made a $325,000 donation to a pro-Trump super PAC.52

Such largesse was ultimately what sank the pair. But it was their work in Ukraine that would nearly sink the president.

The pipeline project was a pipe dream.

In fact, Parnas and Fruman spent most of their time abroad in 2018 and 2019 working with Giuliani to pressure Ukraine’s government into publicly announcing an investigation of Hunter Biden, the son of Trump’s most likely 2020 oppoentn, Democratic front-runner Joe Biden. Parnas, Fruman, and Giuliani believed, without much in the way of evidence, that Hunter Biden’s work for a Ukrainian energy company had been corrupt—and that daddy had saved his little boy by having Ukraine’s top prosecutor removed.53 (Biden did work to have the prosecutor removed in 2016 as part of an anticorruption effort supported by US allies in Europe. There’s no evidence that helped his son in any way.54)

The trio scored meetings with Ukrainian officials—Giuliani was the president’s attorney, after all—and told them that Trump wouldn’t be satisfied until he had his investigation. No investigation? No Mike Pence at the inauguration of Ukraine’s new leader.55 And no more US military aid as the country battled a Russian invasion. Giuliani and his two sidekicks even said they could help dig up the dirt. But the Ukrainian government wouldn’t play ball.

Trump gave the order to suspend military aid.56 Then, on July 25, 2019, he picked up the phone and asked Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelenskiy for a favor.

“There’s a lot of talk about Biden’s son,” Trump said on the call, “that Biden stopped the prosecution and a lot of people want to find out about that so whatever you can do with the Attorney General would be great. Biden went around bragging that he stopped the prosecution so if you can look into it.… It sounds horrible to me.”57

In August a CIA officer working at the White House filed an anonymous complaint about the efforts in Ukraine, claiming “that the President of the United States is using the power of his office to solicit interference from a foreign country in the 2020 US election.”58 The whistleblower mentioned the bizarre back-channel diplomacy of two unnamed Giuliani “associates.”59 When congressional Democrats got their hands on the complaint the next month, Parnas and Fruman became household names. They hadn’t exactly been inconspicuous in Ukraine.

Nor had they been careful in America. In October 2019, federal prosecutors indicted Parnas and Fruman.60 It all came back to pot. Prosecutors said the two men had tried to worm foreign money into US elections to buy favor with politicians and grease the wheels for their marijuana deals. As for the $325,000 donation tied to their pipeline company, prosecutors said it violated the straw donor ban. The funds came not from Global Energy Producers, as indicated on the donation paperwork, but from a loan Fruman got for a Miami-area condo. He and Parnas made the donation through Global Energy Producers, instead of their own names, to buy the company some credibility in DC—and also to avoid tipping off creditors that they had money.61 They pleaded not guilty.

Trump told the American people he didn’t know those two Ukrainian “gentlemen” and called Parnas a “con man” and a “groupie.”62 Fruman might have been content to slink off. But Parnas was outraged. Every photo, every video, every conversation he had with the president he blasted out to the public, including a thirty-seven-minute-long video secretly taken at Mar-a-Lago and a recording of Trump saying he wanted to get rid of the US ambassador to Ukraine.

As for his Ukrainian wheeling-and-dealing, Parnas claimed Trump gave him a “James Bond mission.”63

“The president knew everything that was going on,” Parnas said.64

A wealth of evidence presented in Congress suggested that was indeed the case.

On December 18 the House of Representatives impeached Trump, although he survived a removal trial in the Senate.

Giuliani somehow skated through, despite embarrassments such as testimony revealing that the former US ambassador to the European Union had once complained that Rudy always “fucks everything up.”65

Trump publicly tried to distance himself from his own lawyer, saying the former mayor had “other clients, other than me.”66 But Giuliani was still welcome in his home. Shortly after the impeachment, Giuliani was seen at Mar-a-Lago living it up at a Studio 54–themed party. Having shed his suit jacket, Giuliani leaned back on a padded bench, happily playing around on his phone.67

Although Trump only said a few words to him that night, it must have been nice to feel back home again at the president’s club.
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THE 2018 RNC SPRING FUNDRAISER proved to be a cluster of headaches for Trump.

Though she was not involved in the impeachment, Cindy Yang’s presence at the club brought about one of the biggest scandals the Winter White House would ever see. It also prompted another federal investigation into money received by Trump’s campaign.

On March 3, 2018, Yang stood directly next to the president of the United States as a photographer snapped a picture of them in front of a blue curtain. Yang was wearing a dark silver dress. She flashed a gleeful smile.68

Her triumphal moment had not come easy—or cheap. The RNC had capped individual contributions at $5,400 for the event. That meant Yang had to recruit contributions from others to buy her grand prize. She had scraped and clawed and fought her way to put together the $50,000 needed to stand with the president for a photo. In the days leading up to the fundraiser, an unlikely group of people connected by just one thing—Cindy Yang—maxed out their contributions to Trump.69

Bingbing Peranio was sitting at her desk at Yang’s Tokyo Day Spa, where she worked as a receptionist, when Yang approached her shortly before the Mar-a-Lago event.70 Yang wanted to help her fill out a $5,400 check for Trump. (Peranio would refuse to answer when the New York Times asked if Yang had reimbursed her for the donation, which would be illegal.)

In addition to Peranio, Yang’s elderly mother and father, who live in a small townhouse in an obscure part of Palm Beach County, each gave $5,400. So did Yang’s husband.

Another $5,400 came from a twenty-something-year-old woman who listed her occupation as a “facial instructor” at Yang’s Tokyo Beauty & Massage School.

Also donating the $5,400 maximum: the owner of another day spa who was friends with Yang, a South Florida massage therapist, an investor in GY US Investments, and a woman listed as a director of one of Yang’s spas.

All told, it was at least $54,000, including $5,400 from Yang herself.

Yang spent the weekend of the RNC fundraisers showing off her bejeweled MAGA purse and trying to get into snapshots with as many people as she could. She got the one photograph she really needed, signed by the president himself.

The ladies of Mar-a-Lago cheered.

“Love this,” wrote a member of the Trumpettes when Yang posted her official photo with the president to Facebook.71 “Congratulations my friend!”

Yang was finally part of the in-crowd.

By this point she had married and transferred many of her spas into her parents’ and new husband’s names as she poured all her energy into what she called her “new life.”72

“I’m pursuing a sense of accomplishment,” Yang wrote in a profile of herself.73 “I’m a low-key person doing a high-key job and trying to write a brilliant chapter in my future resume.”

She started planning a move to the Virginia suburbs of Washington, DC, to fully launch her political consulting business. She put her spas on the market, although her ambitious pricing meant she had few takers.74

In September 2018 she received the most exciting gift of her life. It was a letter from the White House.75

“To: Ms. Li Juan Yang, Thank you for your friendship and dedication to our cause. Leaders like you in Florida are the key to fulfilling our bold agenda to Make America Great Again!”

The note was signed in blue sharpie: Donald J. Trump.

She was also personally invited to a Lunar New Year celebration at the White House, although Trump wasn’t there.76

As it turned out, Yang probably should have listened to her mother. All of the politics, the fame, and glory—however limited—could only bring trouble.

For Yang, trouble came in the form of a $79 blow job, given without her knowledge, to a man she didn’t know, at a Florida spa she didn’t own. Even her mother couldn’t have seen that coming.







Chapter 13

SNOW ON THE GROUND

SNOW WAS SEEN ON THE GROUNDS of Mar-a-Lago over Christmas in 2018.

So was Snow’s owner.

A perky white Pomeranian, Snow was happily prancing around the club’s grassy backyard one afternoon in late December, a tiny pink tongue poking out in an open-mouthed doggy smile. On the other end of Snow’s studded blue leash was one of China’s highest-profile dissidents—who also happened to be one of its most wanted men.

Guo Wengui wore dark sunglasses, black pants that were slightly too baggy for his frame, and a gray suit jacket closed at the top two buttons.

Behind him was a giant inflatable rat sporting a blonde comb-over and red tie. The rodent was perched in the back of a fishing boat. Its likeness to the baron of the estate was undeniable. The Clash blared from the boat’s speakers: “I fought the law and the law won.”

The message wasn’t intended for the man and his dog but for the Don of Mar-a-Lago. Since 2017 anti-Trump activist Claude Taylor had dedicated himself to trolling the president in the most public of ways. Up to his usual mischief, Taylor had traveled from Washington, DC, to South Florida, where he chartered a boat to take him and his Twitter-famous, twelve-foot inflatable Trump rat up the shallow waters of the Intracoastal Waterway to the president’s house.1 The giant balloon had the body and face of a rat with the hair and orange-tinted skin tone of Donald Trump. The rat also wears the too-long red tie favored by the president.

Taylor and the rat showed up at Mar-a-Lago on December 30, 2018, the ninth day of what would be the longest partial-government shutdown in American history, as Trump and the Democrats battled over his demand for funding for a border wall.2

The Rat Boat captain cut the engine when Taylor and his cargo were forty feet or so off the property’s sea wall. They looked across acres of perfectly manicured grass illuminated by mid-afternoon sun.

By this point the Rat Boat was close enough that Mar-a-Lago’s unsecured Wi-Fi popped up on Taylor’s phone. He connected and immediately received a barrage of promotions for stays at other Trump-branded hotels and golf courses.

The president himself was not at the club that day. The shutdown had left him pouting in DC over Christmas while most of his family relaxed in their South Florida home. That meant security was especially lax. The machine gun–mounted Coast Guard boats that normally patrolled the intracoastal waterways, chasing away rubberneckers on paddle boards and jet skis, were still at the harbor. No one came to eject Taylor from the property’s edge, at least not right away. He was snapping photos from beside his rat balloon when he noticed a man accompanied by a woman in a pink shirt and straw hat walking a Pomeranian. The couple came directly toward him. The woman had her phone out pointed in his direction.

A little while later a photo was sent to Taylor’s phone, transferred via the shared Wi-Fi. The picture was a close-up of a Chinese man in a gray suit jacket and dark glasses walking Snow by the sea wall. Taylor was in the photo too, standing to the left of the spoof rat, holding his phone with two hands, poised to take a picture.

Taylor assumed the photo was sent to him by the woman in pink. It was the perfect inverse of the photo he had just snapped of her.

Then his phone chimed again. It was more pictures of the man wearing the same gray-and-black outfit. In one, he was sitting inside the club where Donald Trump and Xi Jinping had taken photos together during the official state visit the year before. In another, Guo stood holding a copy of the Palm Beach Post.3

Bingo! Taylor thought. Contact from the inside.

Why he was contacted? There was never any explanation. But Taylor used his “resistance” Twitter network to identify Guo, a billionaire Chinese real estate developer wanted in his home country for myriad alleged crimes, including sexual assault, fraud, and bribery.4 Guo had fled China a few years earlier to live in a $70 million New York penthouse, saying that the government had fabricated the charges in retaliation for his public criticism of the Communist Party.5 He spent most of his time bashing China’s oppressive regime and government corruption. He often folded his critiques into energetic workout videos he posted to social media from his penthouse. Sometimes his tiny white dog would make an appearance. Every time his content was taken offline—and it happened often—it seemed like further proof of Chinese government retaliation.

Just before Xi Jinping’s 2017 visit to Mar-a-Lago, Guo tweeted a photo of himself standing on the grounds with the club’s managing director, prompting fears he might try to disrupt the summit and spark an international incident.6 In the end, Guo stayed away. A month later four Chinese secret agents visited Guo in his New York apartment and told him to give up his antigovernment activities in exchange for clemency.7 Guo said no deal. Then he applied for political asylum in the United States. “My home country wants to harm me, by any means necessary,” Guo said.8 (His petition is still pending.)

Floating in the waters off Mar-a-Lago, Taylor speculated as to why he’d been sent Guo’s photos. “He wants as many people as possible to know he is a [Mar-a-Lago] member in good standing,” Taylor said.

Guo, also known as Miles Kwok, would not comment on Taylor’s assertion, nor on any other aspect of his life, including when exactly he joined Mar-a-Lago. But it seems like joinig the club had nothing to do with Trump’s presidency. Guo was already a member long before anyone thought Trump was a real contender. In a February 26, 2015, application to buy his penthouse at the Sherry-Netherland Hotel, the Chinese billionaire listed a Mar-a-Lago membership among his credentials.9 (Guo also boasted a letter of recommendation from former British prime minister Tony Blair.10)

Though it may not have been the reason he bought his way into the elite club, Guo’s membership had helped endear him to the president.

In 2017 Trump had received a request from the Chinese government to deport Guo. According to the Wall Street Journal, the request had been hand delivered by longtime Trump associate and Republican National Committee finance chairman Steve Wynn, a casino magnate with business interests in Macau.11 (Wynn denied it.) Trump was said to be amenable to the request. In a meeting with top advisors, Trump had reportedly declared there was at least one “Chinese criminal” he knew he needed to deport.

“Where’s the letter that Steve brought?” Trump called out to his secretary.12 “We need to get this criminal out of the country.”

It’s not clear whether Trump knew who Guo was or anything about his case. Aides tried to talk the president out of it because they thought Guo offered leverage against Beijing. So they told Trump that Guo was a member of Mar-a-Lago, according to the Journal.13 The maneuver seems to have worked. Trump dropped the subject.

It was not exactly how his administration treated the far less well-connected masses of refugees fleeing violence in Central America and the Middle East.

Lucky for him, Guo had unwittingly stumbled through the side door in Trump’s wall.

It was Mar-a-Lago’s front gate.
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GUO SEEMED TO FIND a kindred spirit in Trump when the anti-China hardliner unexpectedly won the presidency.

Guo also found a new best friend.

Stephen K. Bannon and the eccentric Chinese billionaire grew close after Trump’s chief strategist unceremoniously left the administration in August 2017.14 (Bannon and Jared Kushner did not get along, and Trump was a family-first kind of guy.)

Guo and Bannon bonded over their mutual loathing of communist China. They could often be found together arm-in-arm making YouTube videos about the regime like long-lost brothers. Bannon was even given his own channel on Guo’s media website.

But Guo’s dissident bona fides were eventually called into question.

Known for his litigious streak, Guo became entangled in a nasty lawsuit after falling out with an American research firm he had supposedly hired to uncover intelligence on a group of Chinese government sympathizers in the United States. In 2018 a Hong Kong company associated with Guo sued the research firm in New York federal court over a $1 million payment.15 The legal complaint said the firm failed to deliver the goods. The research firm turned on Guo and accused him in a countersuit of secretly working for China—essentially painting him as a double agent.16

“Guo was not the dissident he claimed to be,” lawyers for the research firm wrote in a court filing.17 “Instead, Guo Wengui was, and is, a dissident-hunter, propagandist, and agent in the service of the People’s Republic of China and the Chinese Communist Party.”

Guo’s attorney responded that the claim “utterly lacks credibility.”18

The attorney said the firm was “abusing the litigation privilege to slander Mr. Guo.” If Guo really did work for China, he said, why did Xi’s government freeze his assets there?

Guo had wanted the firm to dig up dirt on a list of Chinese nationals living in the United States—described only as “fish” in a contract.19 The firm was hired after several meetings at Guo’s ritzy apartment in Manhattan.

There seemed to be no reason the researchers wouldn’t deliver. Their impressive track record included investigations on behalf of Republican politicians, a Middle Eastern prince, and a member of the Russian opposition.20 The firm had deep connections in DC and was headed by the widow of a former GOP senator from Wyoming. But it failed to provide the investigation on the “fish,” according to the lawsuit filed by the Hong Kong company associated with Guo. Instead of high-quality original material, the researchers were accused of providing only publicly available information.

In its counterclaim against Guo and the company, the research firm said those fish should never have been on the line. The people Guo wanted investigated were classified by the US government as “records protected” people, the firm said, meaning they “were foreigners who were either assisting the US government on law enforcement or national security cases, were under federal investigation for criminal activity, or were potentially to come under investigation.”21 The researchers worried that uncovering the information might be against the law.

The countersuit also claimed Guo had pledged his loyalty to Xi Jinping, had lied about being arrested during the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989, had ties to state security services, and had sued or threatened to sue Chinese dissidents living in the United States. They said he used Bannon to promote his image and enhance his ties to the Trump administration.

“He lied about his identity as a dissident,” the firm’s lawyers said.22 “Guo was artful. A Chinese intelligence veteran, he quickly gained access to—and, alarmingly, the loyalty and services of—the country’s top China hawk, Stephen K. Bannon.”

While a judge dismissed the research firm’s counterclaim against Guo as an individual, the lawsuit between the two companies rages on—and with it the allegation that Guo is secretly working for China.23
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THERE’S NO EVIDENCE that Guo used his 2018 holiday stay at Mar-a-Lago to talk with anyone in the administration or Trump family, and it’s unclear what exactly he hoped to accomplish with the trip. Perhaps he just wanted a nice holiday in the sun.

Eventually Claude Taylor’s Rat Boat caused a kerfuffle at the water’s edge next to Mar-a-Lago. A staffer saw the bizarre craft and called the club’s private security contractor. A slimmed-down Secret Service detail was there too, protecting the president’s family while they celebrated the New Year. Federal agents and club staff approached the water, stood on the sea wall, and gave the Rat Boat “the hairy eyeball,” in Taylor’s words.24 They had no boats of their own and couldn’t chase him off. After a couple of hours Taylor motored away.

It wasn’t the only time Taylor witnessed something strange at the club. The next time he brought the Rat Boat back to Mar-a-Lago, security staffers who walked down to give him the stink eye were suddenly called away when someone drove up to a side entrance and started shouting about a member of the president’s family.25

When Secret Service isn’t around, club security is frequently overwhelmed by the number of people trying to breach the perimeter of the president’s home. The club simply becomes a “ghost town” security-wise when Trump isn’t there, one former staffer said.26

Budgets at Mar-a-Lago are always tightly managed. The Trump Organization doesn’t even hire enough guards to assign one to each potential access point on the massive property. And the ones they do hire aren’t armed. Unlike most Palm Beach country clubs, Mar-a-Lago hasn’t made it a practice to pay off-duty police officers for security.

“They really are that stupid and that cheap,” said an employee familiar with the organizational set-up.27 “Nobody gives a shit.”

For Trump, turning Mar-a-Lago into a secure, high-tech compound like the White House would be bad for business.

“The president doesn’t want his members to be patted down or have to walk through a metal detector,” said Shannon Donnelly.28 “He doesn’t want to make them think that they’re walking into anything other than a lovely private club which just happens to have a little apartment where the president lives when he’s in town.”

Fred Rustmann, the club member and former CIA officer, mentioned in an offhand comment that it is perfectly permissible to bring a gun into the club when the president isn’t there—and it would even be possible to hide the weapon for later use.29

“They could tape it under a table or something like that,” he said, although he wasn’t particularly concerned. But many others don’t seem to share Rustmann’s perspective on the club’s laissez-faire approach to security.

“There could be a terrorist attack,” Donnelly said.30 “Everyone worries about that.”
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WHILE GUO TRAIPSED AROUND Mar-a-Lago, President Trump was lonely. Amid the government shutdown that would prove to be a thirty-five-day stalemate, Trump canceled his entire annual trip to South Florida—the only time the president spent Christmas at the White House.

“I am all alone (poor me) in the White House waiting for the Democrats to come back and make a deal on desperately needed Border Security,” he wrote on Twitter.31

Trump’s family still made the trip south to partake in festivities. As eight hundred thousand federal workers went without pay, including airport employees tasked with seeing people through holiday travel, taxpayers footed part of the bill for the Trump family vacation. On December 19 the Secret Service paid a South Florida party supplier $54,020 for tent rental at Mar-a-Lago.32 The tents were part of the Secret Service’s perimeter around the club set up when any members of the president’s immediate family are home.33

Don Jr. was in town celebrating his birthday (New Year’s Eve) with his new girlfriend. Melania seemed to be having a grand time as well. She posted a rare selfie and posed for photos with a Trumpette as well as Charlie Kirk, the conservative activist.

Trump’s absence over the 2018 holiday season was bad news for Cindy Yang. She had sold tickets to the club’s New Year’s Eve party, and her guests wanted to meet the president. Among them was Chinese actress Sun Ye, who bought her ticket through Prince Charles. Sun wanted a picture with Trump to bolster her image in China and abroad and said she stayed with Yang while in South Florida. With the president unable to attend, she ended up trading down for a picture with Don Jr.

“I wanted to see the president of the United States, and although I didn’t meet him, I met his family,” Sun told the New York Times.34 “It made me feel like I achieved my dream.”

Charles Lee later spun the disaster into a success online, saying that Trump had sent his family in his stead (though really the First Family had planned to attend all along). For Sun, her package trip to Mar-a-Lago also came with a certificate from Lee’s “US President Trump Economic Cooperation and Development Committee Inc.”35 The paper deemed her a “US-China Friendship Ambassador”—whatever that is—for her outstanding contribution to “civil friendly diplomacy” between the two nations.

While Sun snapped her shot with Don Jr., hundreds of guests milled around sipping champagne and lining up for photos with any member of the Trump family they could find.

For the privilege of ringing in 2019 at the Winter White House, the club raised prices to their highest levels ever, excluding its once-in-a-millennium Y2K party. Members forked over $650 to attend. Their guests paid $1,000.36 That was a bump from the member price of $600 the year before and $525 the year before that.37

As 2018 waned, the crowd started its countdown.38 Golden confetti blasted onto the gold-hatted heads of the crowd.

Cindy Yang posted a dozen photos on Facebook the next day wishing a happy New Year to all of her friends.

It would be.

Until the FBI got involved.







Chapter 14

“FRIENDLY, CHEERFUL ORIENTAL LADIES”

ROBERT KRAFT FELT like getting a massage.

It was the eve of the 2019 AFC championship, and his team, the New England Patriots, were playing. He needed to loosen up.

So his friend, Peter Bernon—the milk-and-plastics mogul whom he had brought to dinner at Mar-a-Lago with Trump and Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe—picked up Kraft from his waterfront apartment in Palm Beach. On January 19, 2019, he drove Kraft to an Asian-themed day spa in the small town of Jupiter twenty miles north. Bernon parked his 2014 white Bentley outside and waited for his friend to finish.1

Inside a private room at the Orchids of Asia Day Spa, the Patriots owner undressed, lay down on a massage bed completely nude, and pulled a sheet partway over his body.2 At 4:49 P.M. the spa’s manager and another employee entered and began massaging Kraft. After twenty-three minutes, he rolled over onto his back. The lights went out. When they came back on one of the women was giving the billionaire a hand job. Two minutes later she wiped down his penis with a white towel. Kraft handed the women cash. They hugged him, and he left.

Cindy Yang couldn’t know it, but those few minutes would destroy her burgeoning new life at Mar-a-Lago.

Yang had once owned Orchids of Asia. She opened it in 2009 under a different name: Tokyo Day Spa. True to her business model, Yang got the spa off the ground and flipped it in 2012. Under new ownership, nothing much changed except the name. “Same staff, services, and pricing,” one happy customer wrote in a 2013 online review of Orchids of Asia.3 “A great atmosphere, and friendly, cheerful Oriental ladies. Marvelous services with authentic Asian Massage!”

After selling the Jupiter spa, Yang had nothing more to do with it. She moved on with her life, opening new spas and flipping them too. She had started pulling out of the massage business altogether by the time a state health inspector visited Orchids of Asia in 2018.

The health inspector wasn’t there just to make sure the place was clean. A Jupiter police detective had asked her to keep an eye on Orchids of Asia. One county north of Palm Beach, the Martin County Sheriff’s Office was working a wide-ranging human trafficking investigation into spas and massage parlors. Because of apparent financial links between the Martin County spas and Orchids of Asia, sheriff’s detectives brought the Jupiter Police Department into the case. Orchids of Asia was one of at least eight Florida spas that had triggered the suspicions of police. (None of the other spas had ever been owned by Yang, and she was never part of the investigation.)

At Orchids of Asia the health inspector found beds with sheets and pillows, a refrigerator full of food and condiments, and dressers packed with clothes and medicine.4 They were all indications that women were living there. To police, those were warning signs of human trafficking. Using “sneak-and-peak” warrants designed to fight terrorism, the cops secretly installed surveillance cameras in the massage rooms of Orchids of Asia as well as other spas.

And so it was completely by chance that police were watching Kraft’s happy ending. The cops were watching the next day too, when Kraft came back and received oral sex, again paying cash.5

Unaware of the peeping toms, Kraft happily relayed his experience to a friend. “You won’t believe what happened to me,” he told the friend, who chided him for accepting a “rub-and-tug,” according to Vanity Fair.6 But the billionaire insisted that he had made a genuine connection with the two spa workers.

After getting the blow job, Kraft flew to Kansas City to watch the Pats knock the Chiefs out of the NFL playoffs.
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TWO WEEKS LATER Donald Trump cheered the Patriots to a Super Bowl victory surrounded by adoring fans at Trump International Golf Club in West Palm Beach. Cindy Yang was in the crowd.

It was her first Super Bowl, and she was excited.7 Trump’s annual Super Bowl party always follows a certain pattern, mixing the lowbrow with the high-priced. Cheerleaders from a local university. Tables covered with football-themed party favors. A steak and lobster buffet.8

Dressed in a red hoodie, Yang spent the party hanging around Carol Brophy, the event coordinator for the Trumpettes. Yang documented the whole experience, posting everything to Facebook and tagging Brophy: pictures of brownies cut into the shape of footballs, a video of the national anthem, a photo with Don King. She even managed to capture video of the moment Trump had the crowd weigh in on his 2020 campaign slogan.

“What do you like better? Make America Great Again or Keep America Great?” Trump asked.9

The crowd voiced its preference.

“Keep America Great,” someone said.

“Yeah, I think so,” the president replied.

“You’re already doing it,” the woman exclaimed. Trump agreed.

Sometime in the middle of the game Yang got the opportunity of a lifetime. A candid moment with the president. She whipped out her cell phone, held it aloft, and quickly snapped a photo.

It wasn’t a very good selfie. Yang’s head seemed to be creeping into the shot from the lower-left corner, blocking much of Brophy’s face with her own—but she’d at least kept the president fully in the shot. Her new crowd at Mar-a-Lago fawned over it. They were jealous of Cindy Yang, and they told her as much. “Love this photo of the 3 of you!” a Trumpette wrote on Facebook.10

Soon Yang posted the photo on her company’s webpage as more evidence of her ability to get close to the Trumps.

“Founder watched the NFL finals with the President and first lady at Trump’s golf club,” the website for GY US Investments declared.11 “The founder posed for a selfie with President Donald Trump.”

A few weeks later Yang’s phone rang. It was a reporter from the Miami Herald.
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ON FEBRUARY 22, 2019, the hammer dropped on Robert Kraft.

Authorities from Jupiter to Orlando raided the Asian spas they’d been investigating. They arrested at least eight women accused of managing a ring of prostitution and charged hundreds of alleged johns.12

One of the johns was Kraft. He was charged with two misdemeanor counts of soliciting prostitution for his alleged escapades at Orchids of Asia. Authorities justified the sweep by claiming Kraft and the others had abetted a far more serious evil. They said the madams had confiscated some of the women’s passports and forced them to work in the sex trade.

“Human trafficking is evil in our midst,” Palm Beach state attorney Dave Aronberg said at a press conference heralding the investigation.13 “Modern-day slavery… [can] happen anywhere, including in the peaceful community of Jupiter, Florida.”

“It’s very safe to say without any hyperbole that this is the tip of the iceberg,” said Martin County Sheriff William Snyder, who criticized many of the johns for being married or in relationships.14

If there was an iceberg, no one ever saw below the water line. Police were not able to bring direct charges of human trafficking against the parlor owners, largely focusing on lower-level crimes due to a lack of evidence. It seemed they had spent more time videoing the johns than interviewing alleged victims and building a comprehensive case.15

“There is zero evidence of human trafficking in this case,” an attorney for Kraft told the Wall Street Journal.16 “The state attorney should carefully review how the evidence was obtained in this case. It’s the right thing to do.”

A lower-court judge threw out the video evidence of hand jobs and oral sex on civil liberties grounds. The judge pointed out that police had also taped clients who were just getting regular massages and doing nothing wrong. (The state appealed.17)

It seemed like Kraft’s name would be cleared. But that wouldn’t help Cindy Yang.
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YANG DIDN’T UNDERSTAND why reporters from the Miami Herald kept calling her.

They had been to her spa locations and to her and her parents’ homes.

“We don’t do anything illegal,” Yang said when the newspaper finally managed to reach her by phone on March 6, 2019.18 “We don’t do any problem things.”

She thought they were calling about Orchids of Asia, the spa she had sold in 2012. She thought they were just calling about Robert Kraft.

“I sold those locations a long time ago,” Yang said.

But it wasn’t Orchids of Asia that so intrigued reporters. Nor was it her other spa where police officers had investigated possible sex work during the years when Yang ran the operation.19 No one can own a chain of massage parlors—no matter how on the up-and-up—and completely avoid association with the sale of sex. Yang was no exception. Police reports and internet reviews suggest that sex had been offered at several Tokyo Day Spas while Yang and her family still owned them. Reporters asked about those allegations, but that wasn’t really what they were calling about.

What reporters found so fascinating about Yang were all the photos she had posted online: rallies, charity galas, and political fundraisers with Sarah Palin, Senator Rick Scott, Florida governor Ron DeSantis, RNC chairwoman Ronna McDaniel, Fox News host Jesse Watters, Transportation Secretary Elaine Chao, Representative Matt Gaetz, to name just a few. The ones that caught their eyes most? Yang’s two photos with the president of the United States—one an official portrait, the other a blurry selfie. The Herald had discovered the photos while researching the past and present owners of the spa Kraft patronized. Reporters were baffled by how a modest spa owner had forged so many connections with the nation’s most powerful people. How did she know Donald Trump?

“I don’t know the president,” Yang insisted on the phone.20 “I just come to some events. There’s nothing special.”

“If you don’t know the president, then why does your website say you can introduce people to him?” one of the reporters asked.

“Please,” she said. “I don’t want any story.”

When the article came out two days later, the lead photo showed Yang’s Super Bowl selfie with Trump. The cosmic coincidence of the moment—Yang watching Kraft’s team at the president’s golf club after he had been caught on video doing the dirty at a spa she used to own—led the Herald story to go viral.

The White House said Trump didn’t know Yang, a statement that was by all accounts accurate.21 “I don’t know her,” the president affirmed to reporters.22 “I don’t know who she is. Who is that?”

The founder of the Trumpettes said the same.23 So did every other Mar-a-Lago member and club-goer who could be reached. Suddenly everyone had come down with a case of Cindy Yang amnesia.

Brophy, the other woman in the selfie, said Yang was pulling the trick for which she had become notorious at Mar-a-Lago: bursting into the president’s space and trying to get noticed. “While a dear friend of mine was taking a picture of me as I was speaking with the president, Cindy Yang swooped in and photobombed,” Brophy told the Herald.24

Within hours national outlets started converging on Yang. Her Trump tourism business illustrated all the ways Trump and a legion of Mar-a-Lago grifters were using his presidency to profit.

Top congressional Democrats called on the FBI to launch criminal and counterintelligence investigations into her conduct.

“Although Ms. Yang’s activities may only be those of an unscrupulous actor allegedly selling access to politicians for profit, her activities also could permit adversary governments or their agents access to these same politicians to acquire potential material for blackmail or other even more nefarious purposes,” the lawmakers wrote in a March 15 letter.25 “These allegations raise serious counterintelligence concerns. China has frequently used non-traditional intelligence collectors and businesspersons to compromise targets.”

Yang hired a public relations crisis manager to do damage control. The woman she chose for the job, a conservative media commentator and former Mrs. Florida, was once accused in civil court of threatening her husband’s ex-wife with a Louboutin stiletto heel. Yang’s new hire would also plead guilty to stealing her dying mother’s Social Security checks.26

The spokeswoman wanted her client to tell her story. But Yang just wanted everyone to go away. “I only talked to the president two sentences,” she told a local CBS affiliate in a rare interview.27 “‘Hi, Mr. President,’… ‘Can I take a picture with you?’”

Yang denied any wrongdoing, said she had no contact with China’s government, and insisted that she wasn’t selling access to Trump. She said she had never even had a private conversation with the president.

“I’m Chinese. I’m Republican,” Yang told NBC News in her only national television appearance.28 “That’s the reason the Democrats want to check me.”

“I love Americans. I love our president. I don’t do anything wrong,” she added.

Yang’s new life was rapidly unraveling. The South Florida groups linked with China’s government disavowed Yang, as members across the country worried that federal authorities might start knocking on their doors.

Within a few months the FBI would open a public corruption investigation into the contributions Yang had bundled together for the privilege of taking a photo with Trump at the March 3, 2018, fundraiser.29 They began interviewing Yang’s Chinese American associates. Local Republican activists complained the investigation had a chilling effect on the Chinese American community’s still-nascent support for the GOP.

Subpoenas also went out to Bingbing Peranio and other potential straw donors. Federal prosecutors demanded financial records from Mar-a-Lago and Trump Victory, although Yang—not they—were the target of the probe.30 Investigators suspected that Yang was the true source of the funds, not her family and employees, opening her up to potential charges for breaking campaign finance laws.

“The FBI has spoken to at least ten people, most of them Chinese,” said Yang’s realtor, Kerry Kensington, who frequently went to Mar-a-Lago events with Yang.31 “I know I cooperated. I don’t know about the others.”

Overnight Cindy Yang became persona non grata at the president’s club.

The timing couldn’t have been worse. On March 30 Yang was set to unveil her event of the year: a “forum” between members of the president’s family and Chinese businesspeople that she was promoting online. In reality, the conference was Safari Night 2019. Elizabeth Trump Grau was hosting the gala for the second year running to benefit Terry Bomar’s youth charity.

Charles Lee was clearly planning on Safari Night 2.0 being even better than the previous year. Lee increased the price for travel packages to $20,000, compared to $13,500 the year before. His company advertised the event as “a forum on economic and trade collaboration and exchanges at President Trump’s private club at Mar-a-Lago.”32

Yang’s consulting business also advertised the event as a “conference for international leadership.” The participation of Trump Grau was prominently displayed in Yang’s online flyers. Her ads never mentioned a Safari Night to benefit young children.

“It is the first time for Chinese to play the leading role within Mar-a-Lago,” Yang’s advertisement proclaimed.

Before the Kraft news broke, Terry Bomar had called Yang to complain about the flyer featuring Trump Grau. Although Bomar didn’t know what the Chinese characters said, he didn’t want Trump Grau to feel like she was being used.

After the Herald story about Yang’s selfie, Bomar realized his event was doomed. He called Yang.

“I know why you’re calling,” she said before the pastor could get a word in.

“I don’t have much choice,” he replied.33

“I won’t come to any part of it,” Yang said, volunteering to skip the event entirely.

It was too late for that.

Bomar called up Mar-a-Lago and said they needed to call off Safari Night, costing him a $15,000 deposit. (He said he knew the club was going to cancel the event anyway.) He gave up the $50,000 he hoped to raise. The twenty-five students and six orphans living at the school in Kenya supported by his charity wouldn’t be getting a new van or building after all. “That’s who’s getting hurt,” he said.

Within a month Yang disappeared from public view. She took down her Facebook page and the website for GY US Investments. She stopped returning calls from friends. On WeChat she changed her username to “I’m Innocent” and stopped posting. She sold her house in Wellington, saying she was moving to California, as far away from Florida as she could get.

Charles Lee also took down the web pages where he had promoted the event. He told a reporter he was in Europe and defended his business as a public service.34

“Everything we do is for free. Our purpose is to help the government by promoting these events. We’re a nonprofit organization,” he said.35 “What we’re trying to do is to promote the friendship between China and the United States.”

Then he hung up.

But not everyone was so quick to retreat.

Yujing Zhang, a Shanghai businesswoman who had seen Yang’s Safari Night flyer, was about to gate-crash Mar-a-Lago in the most spectacular fashion.







Chapter 15

A WOMAN CALLED VERONICA

IT WAS THE LAST WEEKEND of March 2019, and President Trump and his family were cruising to Palm Beach on Air Force One as a Secret Service “protective zone” was being erected around Mar-a-Lago in preparation for their arrival.

This presidential drill had become routine, with road blocks, restricted access signs, and marine patrols. Taking their stations were squads of Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Office deputies on taxpayer-funded overtime and Secret Service agents in charge of keeping Trump’s Winter White House safe during his visits.

At the first security checkpoint, housed under a canvas tent in a parking lot across the street from the club, a large white sign with red-and-black lettering greeted visitors with a less-than-welcoming message: “UNITED STATES SECRET SERVICE RESTRICTED AREA. NOTICE: PHOTO ID REQUIRED.”1

“You are entering a ‘Restricted Building or Grounds,’ as defined in Title 18, United States Code, Section 1752. Persons entering without lawful authority are subject to arrest and prosecution,” the sign read.

“All vehicles and personnel entering or leaving the premises are subject to search. The following items are PROHIBITED: FIREARMS, EXPLOSIVES, KNIVES, MACE/PEPPER SPRAY, DRONES & OTHER UNMANNED AIRCRAFT, WEAPONS OF ANY KIND & ANY OTHER ITEM DETERMINED TO BE POTENTIAL SAFETY HAZARDS.”

It was nearly 80 degrees at high noon when a young Asian woman dressed in a gray evening gown slipped out of her taxi and walked up to this security checkpoint.2 The woman’s dress would have been appropriate for an evening gala, but it was preposterous in the middle of the day. If she was aware of her fashion faux pas, no one knew it. She was similarly unfazed by the ominous sign and the gauntlet of federal agents and Mar-a-Lago security staffers in the parking lot. The agents and staff may have been taken aback by her evening wear, but it wasn’t the first bizarre costume they’d ever seen while working the gate at Mar-a-Lago. What she was wearing wasn’t their business.

The only requirement for entry was an invitation. By the rules that govern security at the president’s club, federal agents have no control over who is on the guest list.3

At Mar-a-Lago a guest with a history of violent crimes wouldn’t be flagged or turned away by federal agents. (Mike Tyson was wandering the pool deck taking pictures with fans at almost exactly the same time Zhang arrived at the front of the club.) Nor, theoretically, would agents know if someone arrived who was on a terrorist watchlist. Warning signs of a possible agent from another nation also wouldn’t be flagged because the Secret Service does not background check club guests.4

At the outer perimeter the agents’ only job is to make sure each guest has a valid ID that matches a name on the club guest list. Only staff and people scheduled for official, private meetings with the president undergo routine enhanced background screenings. It’s unclear whether the Secret Service ever background checks club members.

Trump was out golfing in West Palm Beach when the woman in the gray dress walked up to his home, although his family was still inside, and he had a fundraiser scheduled at the club that night. As the woman approached, a Secret Service agent asked for her identification.5

Yujing Zhang pulled out two pieces of ID from the People’s Republic of China: an expired passport that included a still-active ten-year visa for traveling in the United States, and another passport that was good through 2027. The documents showed that Zhang lived in Shanghai, China’s largest city, and was making her fifth visit to the United States since 2016, all apparently short business trips.

But Yujing Zhang wasn’t the name she had used when she tried to visit the club the day before.

Zhang had hired a cab to take her from Palm Beach’s iconic Colony Hotel, where she had been terrorizing staff with her demanding disposition, to scope out Mar-a-Lago.6 When the driver asked if she had an invitation to enter the historic property, she said no. So instead he gave her a tour of the wealthy island enclave. As he looked in the rearview mirror, he could see her talking on her cell phone and taking pictures. When she asked for a receipt, Zhang told the driver her name was “Veronica.”7

By the time Zhang approached the Secret Service checkpoint outside the club the next day she had ditched the pseudonym.

She presented her passports to the Secret Service agent manning the checkpoint and said in strongly accented English that she was going to the pool. The agent asked her no questions.

As is standard practice at the Winter White House, the Secret Service agent turned to Mar-a-Lago staff to check whether Zhang’s name was on the club’s list of members and guests. At first, no one could verify that it was. A staffer called a manager at Mar-a-Lago’s Beach Club, who said Zhang was the last name of a member. The staffer asked Zhang if that member was her father. “What do you mean by ‘dad’?” she responded.

Terrified of offending billionaire members, club staff don’t like to push the question of whether someone belongs at Mar-a-Lago.8 The general rule: “If you look like you belong, you’re in,” said one staffer.9 Billionaires don’t take too kindly to having their friends and family hassled.

Believing that Zhang might be a relative of the member, club staff told Secret Service that the eccentric young woman should be allowed to enter Mar-a-Lago.

“She’s good to go,” they told the agent.10 “She’s on the list.”

No one seemed to consider that Zhang is one of the three most common surnames in China, a country of 1.4 billion people.11

Zhang’s foray into Trump’s club exposed a huge and glaring weakness in presidential security.12

“At Mar-a-Lago the Secret Service agents have to depend on the club’s security staff to check on members and guests to see who is coming and going; they don’t have control over the list or the information on it,” said a US law enforcement official who is familiar with security at Trump’s club.13 “The agents have to ask Mar-a-Lago’s staff for access to it. They are hindered by that lack of control, which is unprecedented in the history of the United States.”

“All the Secret Service cares about is identifying visitors, protecting the president, and making sure no guns or bombs get into Mar-a-Lago,” the official added.

At the White House it’s inconceivable that people would be let in willy-nilly. But at the Winter White House they come and go as they please. The president makes money off everyone who walks through the gates.

The last thing he wants is his members feeling caged in by security.
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BY ALL ACCOUNTS Yujing Zhang was painfully ordinary growing up.14 She was shy and liked watching American TV. Grey’s Anatomy and Prison Break were her favorites. She always dreamed of traveling, maybe to Europe, but she never really had the opportunity. Her father was a taxi mechanic. Her mother had passed away just a few years after Zhang graduated college, right around the time she left her first job.

She had worked in a low-level position at an international securities firm in Shanghai, where she struggled to make deadlines. She had a tendency to procrastinate. What twenty-something doesn’t? Just as often as her millennial habits, it was Zhang’s modest resources that held her back. All too often her worn-out laptop would refuse to turn on, leaving her further behind schedule and feeling smaller than ever.

“She was pretty introverted in her personality,” said a man who dated Zhang briefly around that time.

He was eleven years her senior and setting up a hedge fund when Zhang reached out to him over social media in 2013 to ask for business advice. She wanted to start a company of her own, she told him, though she had no plan other than doing something related to finance. They went on a few dates.

Zhang had been excited about the romance at the time. She wanted commitment, a real boyfriend, she said.

The man wasn’t interested. Zhang had told him that her father liked to read the Shanghai Morning Post, a tabloid. That was a “paper read by ordinary Shanghai people,” the man said. “In all, she gave the impression of being a very ordinary girl, in every respect: ordinary looks, ordinary family, and an ordinary education. Everything was ordinary.”

The two quickly fell out of touch.

Perhaps it was the constant rejections and failures that instilled Zhang with a stubborn, irrepressible drive to succeed, even when circumstance and common sense seemed to dictate otherwise.

Within a few years of being snubbed by the elitist hedge funder, Zhang, then in her late twenties, had somehow transformed herself from a disorganized young woman into a successful financier who drove a BMW and owned a pricey apartment in Shanghai, China’s banking capital.15

But she still didn’t have status—and that’s exactly the kind of thing that a trip to Mar-a-Lago could buy her.

“I think she just really wanted to succeed,” her ex-boyfriend said.16 “The more ordinary things are in your family, the more shortcuts you have to take.”

Zhang had bought a ticket to an event at Mar-a-Lago through Charles Lee on February 19, 2019.17 He sent her a flyer that advertised “International Leadership Achievement Awards” and the chance “to develop an international vision, to build a broad network of contacts, and to expand business opportunities.”18 Beneath the promises of grandeur was the name of the promoter: Cindy.19 It all sounded good to Zhang. She paid Dr. Charles $20,000 for a seven-day package tour that included stops in South Florida and New York.20 At Mar-a-Lago she would join elites from Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macau, Australia, and Europe to discuss US-China economic relations—or so she thought.

Zhang especially wanted to meet Donald and Ivanka Trump, who she mistakenly believed was hosting the evening. She thought she could use Mar-a-Lago to recruit clients for her financial business. She wanted to snap photos in the center of power.

But on March 18 Charles Lee told Zhang that there was a problem with her dream trip.

“Eh, here is the thing—I just got an email,” Lee told Zhang.21 “I read an email, an email saying that in Trump’s estate—it says that the event on 3/30 may be canceled.”

On March 26, one day after Zhang celebrated her thirty-third birthday, Lee confirmed the bad news. It was official.22 “Hey Gorgeous,” Lee said.23 “The event at Trump’s estate, it’s been put on hold for now. We can forget about it.”

The event had been canceled after the Miami Herald published stories on Cindy Yang and her access peddling at Mar-a-Lago. If Lee knew the specifics, he didn’t tell Zhang.

As a consolation, he tried to pitch his client a financial gathering with Warren Buffett.24 It would cost $20,000 to go, but $60,000 if she wanted a photo with the celebrated investor. Lee also had tickets to an event with power couple Bill and Hillary Clinton.

Zhang was not interested. Why would she want to meet a former secretary of state? For her, it was Trump or bust.

“Forget it,” she told Lee the next day. “Just get a refund then. Wire it straight to my account. I’m not going. Need the money urgently.”

“It’s okay,” Lee responded. “Just send me your account number.”

But twenty-four hours after she said she wasn’t going, Zhang walked up to a ticket agent, suitcase in hand, and paid $2,057—cash—to catch the next flight from Shanghai to Florida.25
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ZHANG WOKE UP to Palm Beach sunshine on the morning of March 30—and a voice message from Charles Lee.

She had asked him the night before to call Mar-a-Lago and find out why the summit had been canceled.

“Gorgeous,” he said. “Regarding Trump’s event, this is what happened… They accused Trump of colluding with Russia.”

He rambled on about Democrats and the media.

“They talk this and that and a bunch of nonsense about all of Trump’s events, saying that those events are sponsored by foreigners and something about election interference,” Lee explained. “In order to minimize the nonsense, they canceled his events for the time being.”

But from her $773 room at the Colony Hotel, the luxury boutique where celebrities like Meryl Streep unwind with pool-side mimosas, the situation didn’t sound that bad. She messaged Lee back at 8:53 A.M. “We are not involved in politics,” she said.

By mid-morning she was thinking about real estate—and the president.

“I was thinking that since Trump himself was in [the] real estate business… perhaps we could have something to talk about. Don’t you agree?” she asked Lee. What did politics have to do with her business plans? “Some small business collaboration shouldn’t be a problem,” she added as she started getting ready for her day.

She pulled on her gray evening gown, just like all the ladies of Mar-a-Lago wore in their Instagram photos from the club. She grabbed her purse and began stuffing it with electronics: a MacBook Air laptop, a 500-gigabyte hard drive, three iPhones, an iPad, a Google Pixel smartphone, and a small SanDisk thumb drive.26 It was as if she’d swept the contents of an entire shelf at Radio Shack into her bag. But she didn’t pack the wad of cash, $8,000 in US and Chinese currency, that she’d carried with her from Shanghai. She also left behind an ID that gave her name as Veronica. She grabbed her two passports instead.

Just before noon Charles Lee rang again.

“I got it, Gorgeous,” he said. “But Trump’s event is canceled for the time being.” He said he’d let her know if there were other opportunities. He’d make all the arrangements.

“Right, right, right,” Zhang replied.

Then she hailed a cab and told the driver to take her to Mar-a-Lago.
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IT TOOK ZHANG just a few minutes to clear the club’s exterior ring of security after Mar-a-Lago staff told the Secret Service that she was a member’s daughter and therefore allowed to use the pool.

A valet in a golf cart drove her from the parking lot to a second security checkpoint near the entrance of the historic mansion’s ornate lobby. They passed three Secret Service agents in marked bulletproof vests and another restricted access sign. Zhang hopped off the golf cart and paused to read yet another restricted access sign before proceeding through a metal detector manned by Secret Service. By this point the message should have been clear: Invited guests only.

During the screening the agents found her cell phones and all the other electronics.27 But her equipment—and the sheer number of devices—did not set off any alarms. None of it violated Secret Service security protocols as weapons, bombs, or hazardous chemicals would have done. They waved her through.

Zhang entered Mar-a-Lago the way all visitors do—through the main reception area. It was only at this point—once she had made it past the government security that protects the president of the United States—that Zhang became the target of suspicion.

Mar-a-Lago receptionist Ariela Grumaz was sure she had never seen the woman in gray before.28 Like all club staff, Grumaz was trained to remember the faces of members and frequent guests.

As soon as Zhang walked in, her opulent ball gown caught Grumaz’s eye. Zhang was shooting video with her phone. That was technically forbidden, although the rule was usually only enforced when the president was around. Still, to Grumaz, who had worked for two years as a receptionist at the club, the woman’s behavior was a dead giveaway that she didn’t belong. For one thing, she didn’t even stop at the receptionist’s desk to say hello, as many members and guests who knew the ropes did.

Grumaz confronted Zhang. Politely, of course. She couldn’t risk offending the woman in case she turned out to be a legitimate guest.

“Ma’am, sorry, do you have an appointment?” Grumaz asked Zhang in English with a hint of an Eastern European accent.29 Zhang approached her desk. She didn’t mention going to the pool or being related to a Mar-a-Lago member. Instead, she asked the receptionist to wait a moment as she searched for something on her iPhone. Zhang showed Grumaz an image of a document written in Chinese. It was her invitation to Cindy Yang’s summit. Grumaz couldn’t read it.

Going far beyond what the Secret Service and club security did outside, Grumaz pressed Zhang for more information. It wasn’t easy. Zhang kept going on about attending an event for Chinese Americans. She called it a “United Nations Friendship gathering.” Grumaz didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. There was no such event on the calendar for that Saturday evening. The only public event that had been scheduled was Safari Night, and that had been canceled weeks earlier.

Then the receptionist asked a simple question—what was the strange woman’s name? Zhang replied, but Grumaz didn’t know how to spell what she said, so she tried to write the name as it sounded. The receptionist was growing increasingly frustrated as she attempted to pin Zhang down on why she was there. Lunch? Dinner? An appointment with a member? What exactly?

Struggling for words, Zhang just kept trying to show Grumaz the invitation written in Chinese characters on her iPhone.

At her wit’s end, the receptionist tried calling the club’s general manager for help, but there was no answer. “Wait here,” Grumaz told Zhang.30

She asked a Secret Service agent to keep an eye on Zhang while she walked over to the manager’s office. She was worried about the increasingly skittish visitor wandering through the club unsupervised. Grumaz and the manager checked the list of events for the month on his computer and found nothing about a United Nations Friendship event between China and the United States. They also checked to see if Zhang’s name was on the guest list for any event scheduled that evening. There was no match. They checked to see if her name popped up on a membership or guest list or some other list granting her access to the president’s home. Again, nothing.

Yujing Zhang was not supposed to be at Mar-a-Lago.

Grumaz returned to her desk and quickly noticed that the intruder had vanished.31 The receptionist glanced over at the Secret Service agent who was supposed to be watching Zhang. He was waiting outside the ladies’ room, where Zhang had apparently taken refuge.

Grumaz sought out another agent.

“Something is weird,” she told Special Agent Samuel Ivanovich.32 “I don’t know how she got on the premises. I need your help.”

Young and eager, Ivanovich tried to take control of the situation. The rookie agent had graduated from college six years earlier and spent the beginning of his law enforcement career working as a police officer in the village of Evendale, Ohio, population 2,859. But he was confident and well spoken and joined the Secret Service in 2017. Still, his clean-shaven baby face wasn’t exactly intimidating, and it was only his second month working in the agency’s West Palm Beach office.

When the Chinese woman emerged from the restroom, Ivanovich approached. Zhang told him in English that she had come to Mar-a-Lago to attend a United Nations Friendship event and arrived early to see the property and take pictures. She showed him the Chinese-language invitation on her iPhone. “I cannot read it,” Ivanovich said. She pulled the screen away and rushed off to the ladies’ room again.33

Minutes passed. Zhang didn’t come out. Ivanovich and the other agent waited outside, growing increasingly uneasy.

“Do you want me to go inside and get her?” Grumaz asked the agents. They agreed it was a good idea. As soon as she stepped into the hallway leading to the ladies’ room, Grumaz saw Zhang texting on her iPhone. She was pacing back and forth.

It was clear Zhang wasn’t using the facilities.

“Ma’am, can you please step outside?” Grumaz asked her with a politeness that would never have been afforded to an obvious intruder at the actual White House. A federal agent may not have been so respectful to Zhang, who was—for all the US government knew—sending photos of the club’s layout to a foreign government or terrorist group. But Grumaz was just a receptionist.

She tried to calm the woman down: “Nothing is going to happen to you.”34

Then she escorted Zhang back to the lobby, where Ivanovich and other Secret Service agents were waiting. The woman seemed unperturbed by the imposing force of federal agents surrounding her. Grumaz, sitting back down at her desk, was struck by Zhang’s demeanor. She seemed so cool and under control. Was she oblivious to the gravity of what was happening? Or just exceptionally accustomed to pressure?

Ivanovich towered over the petite woman.

“You are not allowed on the premises,” he told Zhang.35 She grew upset after the agents started going through her electronics but agreed to talk with them further. She had an invitation, she insisted. Ivanovich brought her to the Secret Service’s office in West Palm Beach for questioning.
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JUST ACROSS THE Intracoastal Waterway—and a world apart from Mar-a-Lago—Zhang was placed under arrest.

Secret Service agents gave her a Miranda warning in English and asked her to sign a document waiving her right to remain silent or to have an attorney present.

Ivanovich asked Zhang several times if she understood English.

“English, yes,” Zhang responded.36

Just in case, Ivanovich enlisted the help of another agent from the Los Angeles office who was fluent in Mandarin and had been assigned to help with presidential security that weekend.

Ivanovich challenged Zhang about why she had come to Mar-a-Lago and offered apparently false explanations about wanting to use the pool and being related to a member. Zhang said she hadn’t lied to anyone and blamed a language barrier. She insisted that she had never even mentioned the pool. And she said she thought Zhang, the name of the Mar-a-Lago member, was the person running the United Nations Friendship event. She never told anyone she was his daughter, she added.

Agents were baffled when Zhang said a Chinese friend by the name of Charles had sold her a package to travel all the way from Shanghai to Palm Beach to attend this United Nations event.37 She had hoped, she said, to talk with the president and his family about Chinese American economic relations.

The agents were sure Zhang was lying. They noted how fluent her English seemed, ruling out in their minds any lost-in-translation mishaps. And the club had no UN summits on the calendar that night, they knew. But the agents didn’t know anything about the Chinese cottage industry bringing droves of tourists to Mar-a-Lago. They didn’t know about how Charles Lee had pitched the youth charity gala to Zhang. They never asked to see those messages. There was no one by the name of “Charles” on her phone, and that was enough for them. They didn’t know to look for Li Weitian, Charles Lee’s real name. And they never asked the Mandarin-speaking agent to translate the invitation that Zhang had been thrusting in their faces all day.

At around 10 P.M. on March 30 Zhang was taken into federal custody on charges of making false statements to a federal officer and entering a restricted property. More charges might still come.38 Agents thought there would be no trouble, considering the facts of the case. Zhang, they thought, was a liar.

And there was a more disturbing possibility: Was this strange woman a spy for the Chinese? Was she planning to use her devices to infiltrate Mar-a-Lago’s network and collect information on the president?

Suspicions mounted when agents realized Zhang had carried one of her phones in a Faraday bag—the kind of purse used to block electronic signals.39 When they searched her hotel room later on, they found nine USB drives, five SIM cards, and the thick wad of hundred-dollar bills she’d left behind. But what struck them most was her “signal detector,” a portable device that can detect radio waves, magnetic fields, and hidden-camera equipment.

When one of Ivanovich’s colleagues took Zhang’s thumb drive and inserted it into a computer to see what was on it, the device began installing files. The agent quickly shut down the computer in order to protect it from being corrupted. Federal prosecutors would say in court the thumb drive seemed to contain malware—software that aims to disrupt, damage, or gain unauthorized access to a computer system.

What if the thumb drive had been inserted into a computer at Mar-a-Lago? Zhang had gotten very close to at least one computer in her brief moment at the club, where even the wireless network is unsecured. (Trump is notoriously cheap when it comes to information technology.40)

China’s foreign policy is fueled by economic espionage—businesspeople collecting information through the normal course of their days.

“Mar-a-Lago, because it’s associated with the president, represents a unique collection target. Anyone would want to have a foot in the door,” said Nicholas Eftimiades, a former intelligence officer and author of the book Chinese Intelligence Operations.41

Zhang certainly did not act like a typical Chinese spy, Eftimiades said. She hadn’t followed the normal “hands-off” approach of a trained intelligence officer. She’d walked right in the front door and gotten caught almost immediately. But that didn’t rule out the possibility that she made the trip on behalf of the Chinese government.

China wanted Mar-a-Lago and wanted it bad. For three months the US Attorney’s Office in Miami and the FBI had been secretly probing potential Chinese espionage in South Florida—and at the president’s club.42

“Maybe [Zhang] was amateur hour,” Eftimiades speculated. “But eventually they’re going to get it if they keep throwing bodies at it.”

At trial the US government seemed determined to use Zhang’s case to send a message to the Chinese government: stay away from the Winter White House or face the full might of American law.

But as the Secret Service agents placed Zhang in handcuffs on March 30, they had no idea that this open-and-shut case was about to blow up in their faces. They had been sloppy, from conducting her interview in English despite having an interpreter available, to listing Zhang’s passports as coming from Taiwan rather than China in her charging document. (Ivanovich wrote the “Republic of China” rather than the “People’s Republic of China.”)

And it definitely would have helped if agents had recorded the interview with Zhang. But the interview room Ivanovich chose was wired only for video recording, not audio, something he didn’t realize.

It was just one more entry on a long list of things the Secret Service agents didn’t know.







Chapter 16

“SOMETHING NEFARIOUS”

YUJING ZHANG SPENT the night locked up in the Palm Beach County jail.1

She was without a country, without a family, and without a lawyer. And she really needed a lawyer.

Two days later she appeared in federal court for the first time. Zhang stood before Judge William Matthewman, a former defense attorney and police officer with a cordial manner.

Matthewman calmly explained Zhang’s rights and the government’s allegations along with the maximum penalties. He said that she was being charged with making false statements to a federal officer, a felony, and with entering or remaining in a restricted building or grounds, a misdemeanor.2 He told Zhang that the US Attorney’s Office was seeking to keep her locked up through her trial because the government considered her an “extreme flight risk” to China.

Prosecutors emphasized just how little was known about Zhang, saying there were “security implications” to her case.3 Among their primary concerns was her thumb drive, which they said had been loaded with “malicious malware.” Just two days after the hearing the Miami Herald would break the news that Zhang’s case had been folded into the ongoing Chinese espionage investigation.4

For her part, Zhang was measured and thoughtful, standing before the judge in prison clothes and speaking mainly through a Mandarin interpreter but also sometimes in English. She asked sophisticated questions about whether she could be released on bond and how she could obtain an attorney.

“You’re obviously very intelligent because your questions are excellent for a defendant in this situation,” Matthewman remarked.5

Zhang pleaded not guilty.

She chose to keep the federal public defenders who had been assigned to her case. They hired interpreters and contacted her family back in China. Losing could mean spending her next five years in prison.

Still, it seemed from Zhang’s unruffled demeanor that she had not yet grasped her new reality. The full weight of a foreign justice system was about to come crashing down on this young woman who had once loved watching Prison Break as a teenager in Shanghai.




[image: image]







FEDERAL PROSECUTORS NEVER publicly said Zhang was a spy.

But they weren’t hiding their suspicions.

The government lawyers painted her as a woman who “lies to everyone she encounters.” They questioned all the electronic devices and cash found in her hotel room. But they didn’t have much more to go on than that. “There are a lot of questions that remain to be answered, but at this point we are not alleging in the criminal filing that she is involved in espionage,” Assistant US Attorney Rolando Garcia told Matthewman.6

The judge had questions: “The government continues to investigate whether or not the defendant was engaged in espionage or spying, would that be accurate?”

“Yes, sir,” Garcia replied.

As Zhang’s case seemed to morph into a spy thriller, it prompted new questions about Cindy Yang, whose tourism business had nearly given Zhang access to Mar-a-Lago. Yang said she had no idea who Zhang was. That didn’t matter. If China’s government wanted to see how far an agent could penetrate the president’s private club, secretly sending someone on a Trump tour was a pretty good starting point. (Yang also said she didn’t know Charles Lee, who said the same about her.)

Zhang’s public defenders were adamant their client had a reasonable explanation for being at Mar-a-Lago. They brought proof for the judge—a document from China showing that Zhang had wired $20,000 to an entity called the Beijing Peace and Friendship Management Consulting Co., Ltd., which Charles Lee had used to process payments for tickets to Mar-a-Lago events.7 The public defenders said the receipt was for a trip to attend a March 30 event at Mar-a-Lago. “Twenty thousand dollars to attend an event at Mar-a-Lago, is that what you’re saying?” an astonished Matthewman asked.8

Zhang’s lawyer, Robert Adler, explained the Trump tourism industry that had sprung up around the club.

“So in other words, Judge, these exhibits we believe establish and will establish that she came here innocently after paying a fee to… go to an event that she thought was scheduled at Mar-a-Lago,” Adler said.9 In communications with Lee, “she was informed that she could go to the event early in order to basically just acquaint herself with the Mar-a-Lago grounds prior to the event.”

This was all news to prosecutors, who were caught flat footed.

Adler then produced photos Lee had used to promote his organization on various websites. There was one photo of Lee with a US congressman, another of him with former California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, another of himself purporting to be the secretary general of a Chinese UN group in New York, and yet another of him posing with models. It was classic Prince Charles.

“This seems to be a man who was promoting himself, that if you wanted to contact personally anyone of importance in the United States that he was the go-to guy,” Adler told the judge.

The assistant public defender said Zhang showed up to attend the charity event with good intentions, only to have a language barrier blow a minor misunderstanding into a life-changing catastrophe.10

For a moment it seemed Zhang might walk free.

But in the days that followed prosecutors and agents, forced to confront the fact that “Charles” really did exist, dug up the messages from Zhang’s iPhone showing that Lee had told her on March 26 that the Mar-a-Lago gala was off.11 That was two days before she left China. The trail of messages blew a gaping hole in her defense. It seemed like she was a liar again.

With that evidence, it wasn’t surprising when Matthewman ordered that Zhang be held in pretrial detention. The judge cited the number of electronic devices in her possession and noted she had the financial resources to leave the country and no family ties to the United States. (The US government has no extradition treaty with China.)

“It does appear to the court that Ms. Zhang was up to something nefarious,” Matthewman said, leading to a wave of damning headlines.12

Zhang could be going away for a long time.
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PUBLICLY, THE CHINESE GOVERNMENT all but ignored Zhang’s case. There was little indication it planned to help her out of her bind.

China’s consulate in Houston, which handles issues for Chinese citizens based around the southern United States and Puerto Rico, told reporters that it had provided consular services to Zhang but refused to elaborate.13

While she was being held in the county jail, Zhang started receiving calls from Houston.14

There is no record of what was said, but someone who answered the phone at the consulate later told reporters that they were simply concerned about Zhang’s well-being. At least six calls were exchanged between Zhang and the consulate in her first month behind bars. And at least one private attorney visited her in jail—much to the chagrin of the public defenders representing her.15 It’s not clear if it was the prisoner—or someone else—who extended that invitation to step on their toes.

As the months wore on, the once-composed Zhang began to grow more and more bizarre—to the point that many observers questioned whether she had been sane to begin with. The woman who sat straight during initial hearings, taking notes on a yellow legal pad and asking questions that suggested a level of intelligence,was gone. By June, Zhang slumped in her chair. She no longer spoke in English, and when the judge would ask her a question through a court-appointed translator, she sometimes appeared not to understand what was being said in her native language either. Sometimes she would just stare and smile at the judge, nodding her head to answer questions rather than speaking out loud as she had been instructed over and over again.

The federal judge presiding over her trial, Roy Altman, had been patient at first. But after hours of repeating himself, Altman accused Zhang of trying to “play games with the court.”

Zhang was irrational. She stopped trusting everyone, even breaking off contact with her public defenders. A family friend said it was because she believed her attorneys would go to the press and bring more unwanted attention. She started to show other signs of paranoia too, including once asking the judge for the full names of everyone in the courtroom for “security” reasons. She never elaborated on what she meant. Alarmed by her comments and the shift in her behavior, Altman asked if she was being threatened. Zhang said no.

At one hearing a Miami Herald reporter overheard one of Zhang’s public defenders beseeching her to cooperate with them. Zhang had been ignoring them for weeks.

“We would like to meet with you to talk to you more,” the attorney said to her stubborn client.16 “What you tell us is private.”

But once the hearing started, Zhang stood up and suddenly told the judge she wanted to represent herself.

“I don’t need the attorneys, thank you,” she said through an interpreter.17

Everyone was confused. Maybe she had gone crazy.

“Do you want to represent yourself or do you want a lawyer?” Altman asked, seeking clarity.

“Today, I don’t want the attorney,” Zhang replied.

Altman, a star litigator whom Trump had just appointed to the bench at the precocious age of thirty-six, told her that’s not how it works.

“I don’t need an attorney,” Zhang replied.

Altman said she “really, really did” and that representing herself was a “very bad decision.”18

“I have read some [legal] books,” Zhang told him.

“A trained lawyer would defend you much better than you could represent yourself,” Altman replied. “I strongly urge you not to represent yourself.… I’ve been a lawyer for a very long time.”

“I still don’t want to communicate with the attorneys,” Zhang said. “There are a lot of reasons.” She said the courtroom wasn’t the right place to explain. Altman offered to seal the court and transcripts so she could talk freely. “I think still I cannot discuss about it,” she said.

The public defenders asked for a psychiatric evaluation. Zhang wouldn’t cooperate, but a review of her mental health history showed no red flags. Altman ultimately agreed that Zhang was mentally competent to represent herself.

Back in jail her behavior became still more erratic.

On June 27, 2019, a real estate investor named Clayton Davis got a jailhouse collect call.19

On the other end of the line was Zhang.

“I need money,” she said. “I know you from Palm Beach.”

Davis had never spoken with her in his life. But he did advertise in South Florida newspapers, so he speculated that Zhang had seen his name in one of the listings.

He could barely understand what she was saying.

What a nutcase, he thought to himself, hanging up and blocking the number.

Over the next few weeks Zhang would make dozens of calls to bail bondsmen and real estate agents.

None of them had any clue what she wanted. And there was certainly nothing they could do for her. Zhang had been denied bail for months.

“She was asking me what happens next as if she didn’t know,” said Francine Adderley, a bail bondswoman in West Palm Beach.20 “I’m almost positive she called everybody on the list just trying to figure out something.”
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WHILE ZHANG SEEMED to be losing it, federal prosecutors were still digging into the question of whether she was a spy.

Michael Sherwin, a former naval intelligence officer who worked in the national-security section of the US Attorney’s Office in Miami, was running the probe into potential Chinese espionage in South Florida. Within two weeks of Zhang’s arrest Sherwin took over her case.

In June he asked Judge Altman for permission to file “classified information” under seal.21 If Altman agreed, the evidence would be presented during closed-door meetings in his chambers, and not even Zhang, much less the public, would ever get to see it.

Sherwin asked that the sensitive evidence be sealed under Section 4 of the Classified Information Procedures Act. While the evidence could have simply been information about Mar-a-Lago’s security protocols, legal experts speculated that the government might have proof Zhang was working for the Chinese government.22

What had started as a trespass case was now looking far graver.

Altman agreed to the government’s request. The judge wrote that public disclosure of the information could “cause serious damage to the national security of the United States.” Adding to his reasoning: “none of the classified information is exculpatory.”23 In other words, it wouldn’t help Zhang’s defense.
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ON SEPTEMBER 9, 2019, about fifty people were summoned for jury duty in the case of the United States of America v. Yujing Zhang in Fort Lauderdale’s federal courthouse, a brutalist, concrete structure on the city’s main thoroughfare.

When Zhang entered Altman’s courtroom, the judge was instantly taken aback that she was wearing a brown inmate’s uniform instead of her civilian clothes.24 Altman said he did not want potential jurors to see her dressed that way. Prison garb could prejudice the jury against her. Altman asked why she wasn’t wearing her regular clothes.

Zhang, clearly mortified and speaking through an interpreter, told Altman that the jail hadn’t provided her with any clean “undergarments” that day.

“You have no undergarments in your cell?” he asked.

“No,” said Zhang, who was being held in a Broward County jail facility.

She refused to elaborate about why she preferred her jail clothes, saying she wasn’t comfortable speaking in front of the court—in other words, in front of men. She seemed embarrassed to say the truth out loud: without a bra, her nipples would show through the gold-and-rose-hued silk blouse that had been provided from her suitcase.25 Instead, she said she didn’t understand the judge’s English. A frustrated Altman told her to listen to her Mandarin interpreter or else “we could be here for a year.”

Finally, Zhang agreed to change, obviously humiliated. (The day’s headlines would all be about her lack of underwear.)

Then the judge introduced her to the prospective jurors. Out of nowhere she replied that she thought the trial had been canceled.

“You are obviously unprepared to proceed,” Altman rebuked her. He “strongly recommended” that she go to trial with the assistant federal public defender by her side.

“I don’t think so,” she told the judge, and jury selection began.

Donald Trump was not in the courtroom. Nor was the president standing trial or in any way directly involved in Zhang’s case. But he was certainly on the minds of some of the jury candidates chosen from the voter rolls of Broward County, a bastion of hardcore Democrats.

A few openly said they didn’t like Trump or his politics.

Altman asked them if their attitudes toward the president would affect their ability to fairly evaluate evidence against Zhang.

“Trump is in my head,” one prospective juror told the judge. “He drives me crazy.”

Another seemed a bit less judgmental.

“Aside from my feelings about Trump, I will be fair,” one woman told Altman.

“And your feelings about him?” he asked.

“Negative,” she replied.

As Altman proceeded to explain jury selection rules to Zhang, the judge told her for the umpteenth time that she would be better served if she allowed a public defender to at least sit next to her so she could ask the attorney for procedural help if she needed it. This time Zhang took the judge up on his recommendation.

“She has much [more] experience than me,” Zhang said in English, “so that would be helpful.”

With the trial finally underway, Sherwin started off by telling the jury that Zhang had lied multiple times in order to get into Mar-a-Lago.26

“In no way was this defendant authorized to be there,” Sherwin said.

Zhang’s opening statement was less than a minute long.

“Good afternoon, grand jury,” she intoned awkwardly.27 “What I want to say… I don’t believe I did anything wrong. And thank you, USA.”

Throughout the two-day trial Zhang would have chances to mount a defense. An experienced attorney would surely have poked holes in the prosecution’s case. For instance, when the taxi driver who drove Zhang to Mar-a-Lago the day before Safari Night was called to testify, he said he wasn’t sure if the woman sitting at the defense table was the same one who had ridden in his cab. “Maybe,” he said. “I’m not sure.”

Zhang failed to pounce. Nor did she speak up as prosecutors called a series of witnesses—from Secret Service agents to Mar-a-Lago’s receptionist—to testify against her.

Zhang called no witnesses of her own, leaving the prosecution as the only voice in the room.

“She said she was there for a United Nations friendship event. Well, that was a clear lie,” Garcia, the prosecutor, told the jurors in a closing statement.28 “She was bound and determined to get on that property.… She lied to everybody to get on that property.”

A public defender would have pointed out that she’d followed every protocol. She went through the security checkpoints. She provided valid ID. The Secret Service, following the advice of club staff, had let her in and then she told a club receptionist exactly why she was there. In fact, Zhang’s lawyers did make that argument months before she fired them.

“The only thing that Ms. Zhang did was give a very common Chinese name, with no claims whatsoever that she was there as a member [or] family member, and it was decided that she be allowed in,” one of her public defenders had said at an earlier hearing.29 “So I don’t understand how this could support a trespass charge where she was allowed in after making no type of direct misrepresentation, where apparently it must be either a misunderstanding or failure to follow up of the security staff.”

Three months after Zhang’s trial another Chinese tourist would wander onto the grounds of Mar-a-Lago and be arrested for trespassing.30 (Trump wasn’t in Florida at the time.) Unlike Zhang, the woman agreed to let public defenders represent her. Their main argument: the club was so porous that the woman, who spoke almost no English, didn’t understand it was private property and thought she was allowed to be there. “It was an open gate that was very pretty,” the woman said in state court through a Mandarin interpreter.31 A jury acquitted her of trespassing.32

Zhang had fired the only people who could have made a similar argument on her behalf. And so Garcia went on unchallenged.

“She lies to everyone she encounters,” the prosecutor repeated.33 “She tries to lie her way in to say she’s going to the pool.”

He argued she was more than just a fame-obsessed businesswoman hoping to meet the president and brought up her purse full of electronics.

“That suggests she isn’t some misguided tourist,” Garcia said. “She had an agenda to be on that property.”

But the allegation that Zhang might be a spy? It never came up directly. She hadn’t been charged with espionage, only trespassing and lying. Still, it was hard to imagine the idea hadn’t crept into the jury’s mind.

“I do think I did nothing wrong,” Zhang told jurors in closing.34 She doubled down on what she’d always said: “I did no lying.”

The jury deliberated for four-and-a-half hours, with some wondering whether Zhang could really be guilty of trespassing. It seemed like she was just headstrong and confused. Others said they didn’t really care if she posed a possible threat to Trump and his family. But in the end, the group of twelve convicted her unanimously on both counts. It did seem that she had been told the event was canceled. She’d even asked for a refund. And they didn’t have any evidence to acquit her, thanks to Zhang’s refusal to mount a defense. As the guilty verdicts were read aloud in the courtroom on September 11, 2019, Zhang showed no reaction. She was taken back to jail.

Her sentencing hearing was held just before Thanksgiving. Prosecutors urged the judge to send Zhang to prison for one and a half years, casting her as an unrepentant and chronic liar.35

It was only then that Zhang seemed to wake from her months-long stupor. She stood up and criticized the prosecutors for how they portrayed her at trial by implying she was “up to something nefarious,” as the magistrate judge once said. Zhang said they had misrepresented the facts. She said she never lied to the Secret Service about why she was visiting Mar-a-Lago.

“I already said I come to meet the president and his family and make friends,” Zhang said, startling more than one person in the courtroom.36

“You wanted to come to make friends with the president and his family?” Altman asked in bewilderment.

Zhang chuckled and said yes.

Finally Zhang was talking and Altman had questions. “Why did you have the signal detection device?” he asked, referring to the contraption found in her hotel room that could pick up hidden cameras.

“I’m just cautious… because I’m a female… for my security,” Zhang answered.

As for the “malicious malware” the feds accused her of bringing into the president’s estate, prosecutors had already acknowledged it was likely a false positive. They said the government had never fully been able to reproduce what happened the first time agents plugged her infamous thumb drive into a computer.

In the end Altman cut Zhang a break, sentencing her to time served. By then she’d been in jail for eight months.

She was transferred to federal immigration authorities and held at a detention center for deportation to China.37

But that would not be the end of l’affaire Zhang.

Although she had no legal status in the United States, Zhang challenged her so-called removal order rather than simply accept her return to Shanghai.

What would make someone want to stay in a foreign country as a felon with no family, friends, or job?

Perhaps she was facing something worse back home.
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IN THE SUMMER of 2019 federal law enforcement officials briefed Trump about possible Chinese spying at his estate.38

If he was worried by what they told him, Trump never expressed it publicly. The coming Palm Beach social season was ramping up to be one of the best yet, with a full calendar of charity galas and political fundraisers. Trump and his Mar-a-Lago cohort had dollar signs in their eyes.

Security remained an afterthought.

Although most club members seemed to brush off Yujing Zhang’s intrusion as a bizarre fluke, a few did seem to stop coming out of fears for their safety. And some employees were growing increasingly uneasy about working at the Winter White House, which they’d always been told was one of the safest places in the world.

“We’re a target whether the president is home or not,” one employee said.39 “The more people he pisses off, the more of a target we become.”

As 2019 drew to a close, Mar-a-Lago remained largely accessible even to nonmembers during events and galas. At one luncheon held in the Grand Ballroom in December, checking in appeared to be optional. No one showed ID. The proper attire—Palm Beach chic—was still enough to gain access to the president’s home, at least when he wasn’t there.

A few new security measures had been implemented before the upcoming high season. Staff now carry ID badges so security can easily identify them as employees with permission to walk the grounds.

And, for the first time, the Secret Service held two mandatory information sessions for club employees in the lead-up to the high season.40 In a small room in the main building three Secret Service agents from the Miami office told the staff to be wary of strangers who might offer them favors in exchange for information on the president and his friends. They warned that foreign intelligence agencies might target staffers with large debts and offer to pay them off in exchange for small favors. Once you agree to one thing, no matter how small, agents cautioned, they can force you to keep going.

If approached, staff were instructed to call the Secret Service or club security. Agents passed out business cards.

This would have been a typical briefing for federal employees who dealt with anything even remotely related to national security. Now it was being offered to servers and receptionists at the president’s private club, most of whom are foreign guest workers on short-term visas. The Secret Service presentation felt complicated and technical.

One staffer went up to an agent to offer a bit of perspective on what he saw as a much more immediate threat.

“Literally anyone could walk in,” the employee said.41 “Anyone.”







Epilogue

PANDEMIC AT THE DISCO

ON THE EVENING of March 7, 2020, the chairwoman of the president’s re-election committee was shaking her booty in Mar-a-Lago’s Gold and White ballroom surrounded by DC politicians, top administration officials, right-wing media pundits, all four of Trump’s adult children, and the president himself. The only person missing was the First Lady.

As Kimberly Guilfoyle motioned for the crowd to surround her on the dance floor and “back that ass up,” she didn’t know there was a party crasher in their midst.1 She didn’t know that a dangerous intruder had already infiltrated the castle where she and her boyfriend, Donald Trump Jr., felt most safe. She didn’t know that the bespectacled man standing just feet away as the president of Brazil raised a proverbial glass in her honor had brought this unwanted guest into Trump’s gilded home.2

The man probably didn’t know it either. It would be days before anyone realized what had happened, although by March 7 everyone at Guilfoyle’s birthday party should have seen it coming.

Under the cover of an informally organized international summit and a “Party in the USA,” the king of modern viruses was invading the halls of American power, forcing everyone—even the lord of the realm himself—to a knee.

A novel coronavirus broke out in central China in mid-December 2019. It mercilessly attacked the lungs of its victims, claiming the lives of thousands, including a doctor who was arrested by the Chinese government after informing the public of the new disease.3 The World Health Organization named the killer COVID-19—the coronavirus disease of 2019.

By February the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention announced a pandemic was likely in the United States.4 Advisors warned Trump that hundreds of thousands of Americans could die.5 But the president didn’t seem to be listening. He was most concerned about the damage that rapid containment measures would do to the economy—and, consequently, to his ratings. Re-election was at stake. He looked for other things to talk about.

Over President’s Day weekend, right around the time Italy went into emergency lockdown, a member of Mar-a-Lago presented Trump with an intriguing letter.6 It contained a request from a Brazilian financier asking to set up an “informal visit” between Trump and Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro at the “Southern White House” on March 7.

Trump decided that was a good plan. He and Bolsonaro had lots to talk about: immigration, security, trade, the “gift” Trump had given his Brazilian counterpart by not imposing metal tariffs.7 Pressed for time, the summit was orchestrated not by State Department officials but by special interests and members of the president’s club who paid little heed to red tape. “If we had gone through official channels, the meeting probably wouldn’t have happened,” the Brazilian financier told the Miami Herald.8

Concerns about the virus were officially brushed off by the White House.

“The American people deserve to know that the risk of contracting the coronavirus to the average American remains low,” Vice President Mike Pence said while meeting with cruise industry executives in Fort Lauderdale just before the Bolsonaro summit.9

“It is safe for healthy Americans to travel,” Pence said. “The American people can continue to go about their business.” (The next day the CDC issued a statement warning people to avoid cruises.10)

For his part, Trump felt invincible at his court.

“I’m not concerned at all,” he said while standing outside Mar-a-Lago with Bolsonaro on March 7.11 “No, I’m not. No, we’ve done a great job.”

Within a week the president would declare a national emergency.

Not everyone in Trump’s circle was so naive. On the day of the summit Fox News host Tucker Carlson made his first and only visit to the club on a mission to pull Trump aside and warn him about the virus that he believed “could be a massive problem in the United States.”12

Carlson understood the reasons Trump and his White House were disinclined to acknowledge the impending crisis. He also knew the time for political hedging was long over. The pundit hated the idea of backdooring anything. He didn’t want to be seen as that guy, another nonexpert whispering into the president’s ear. But he had done his research, and he was worried. Very worried. And although Trump watched his show, Carlson wasn’t sure that was enough to get this particular message across. He knew the best place to influence the president was at his club.

“I felt—and my wife strongly felt—that I had a moral obligation to try and be helpful in whatever way possible,” Carlson told Vanity Fair.13

He asked the Secret Service to sneak him into the club so no one could see what he was doing. He spoke with the president for two hours. Pence also joined them for a time.

“I just want to make it clear this is totally real,” Carlson said to the president. “People you know are going to get it.”

It was already too late. Days later the bespectacled Brazilian press secretary who stood feet from Trump at Guilfoyle’s fifty-first birthday party tested positive for COVID-19.14 So did a senior Brazilian diplomat who also attended the Mar-a-Lago summit.

Thousands of people were potentially exposed to the contagion by guests at the club that weekend. Miami mayor Francis Suarez tested positive after meeting the Brazilian emissaries in Miami.15 Congressman Matt Gaetz, who was at Guilfoyle’s party, went into self-quarantine.16 At least one person from Orlando who attended a campaign fundraiser hosted by Guilfoyle at the club the following day contracted the disease.17 Many who were exposed flew home to New York and DC.

Despite his odds of contracting the disease, Trump initially refused to get tested. (He later did, saying the result was negative.18)

Many Mar-a-Lago members were in a similar state of denial. A rumor circulated that the best way to stay healthy was to blast one’s face with hot air from a hairdryer.19

Comforted by snake oil and loath to end the party season early, many Palm Beachers continued to go out to restaurants and clubs. When the news started sounding especially bad for Florida, some fired their housekeepers, fearing that the immigrants might bring the bug into their homes. “I vacuumed for the first time today,” a Mar-a-Lago member bragged in mid-March.20 “I quite enjoyed it.” Many kept going out.

What Palm Beachers didn’t yet understand was that the virus didn’t care how much money they had or about their superior upbringing or their connections or the color of their skin.

“The people at Mar-a-Lago are like the first class on the Titanic,” a club staffer said in late March.21 All that was missing were violins playing as the ship went down. “The world is going to shit in a handbag, and they’re enjoying themselves?”

Facing the novel coronavirus, Trump was Napoleon at Waterloo. Overstretched and outmatched.

Mar-a-Lago stayed open until the bitter end. As charities started canceling galas, the club’s restaurant and pool still welcomed members and guests. Then the restaurant closed, even as the tennis courts stayed open. Within two weeks of Trump brushing off the outbreak, the Winter White House caved to the inevitable. On March 20 members were informed that the club was closing indefinitely.22

Across Trump’s businesses, more than fifteen hundred employees were laid off as a result of COVID-19 emergency closures.23 By early April the Trump Organization was losing $1 million per day.24 It didn’t matter. Mar-a-Lago wouldn’t reopen that season.

As this book goes to print, hospitals in Brooklyn and Detroit are stacking bodies.25 Travelers who followed Pence’s March 7 advice are dying on board cruise ships as port after port deny them entry, including the one in Fort Lauderdale where he’d played down the dangers.26 And as Florida’s death toll nears one thousand, more people have died of coronavirus in Palm Beach than almost any other county in the state.27

People had long predicted a terrible demise for Mar-a-Lago. Most Floridians just thought it would be a hurricane.

In the end, it wasn’t that. It wasn’t the emoluments lawsuits or the endless stream of trespassers that shuttered the club in the months leading up to the 2020 election.

It was a pandemic.
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