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Prologue

Covered in Death

August 27, 2020

CONFIRMED US COVID-19 CASES: 5,800,000

CONFIRMED US COVID-19 DEATHS: 180,000

Anthony Stephen Fauci slid the blade of a bronze letter opener under the flap of a white legal-sized envelope and slit it across the top. Inside was a single sheet of paper, folded into thirds. When he pulled it out and opened it, a cloud of white powder wafted into the air. It settled downward, coating his chin, his tie, his suit, and his desk.

Fauci froze in his black leather chair, quickly assessing his predicament. He could be covered in nothing. Or he could be covered in death.

There are three possibilities here, he thought. This could be anthrax. There’s an antibiotic I can take for a month and a half, and I’ll probably be fine. This could be a hoax, someone trying to scare me. I’ll be fine. But if it’s ricin, that’s bad. There is no antidote. A dose of purified ricin equivalent to a few grains of salt is enough to kill someone. If it’s ricin, I’m screwed. I’m a dead duck.

Fauci cautiously walked to his office door and yelled for his assistant, Kimberly Barasch, to summon his security detail. Moments later, a security official came barreling down the hallway to find Fauci standing in the doorway, covered in powder.

“Don’t go any farther!” he barked at Fauci. “Stay in the room!” He didn’t want Fauci to contaminate anything or anyone else.

Several other officials clad in hazardous material suits arrived soon after Barasch and one other person nearby had to evacuate, a cautionary step to ensure that no one else got hurt. The team covered Fauci in a chemical spray to decontaminate his clothing and prevent the mysterious substance from drifting farther into the air. Then they led him into another office, where they had set up a portable shower.

It was August 2020. The seventy-nine-year-old doctor, one of the most famous people in the United States at the time, stripped to his underwear and was doused with chemicals in an effort to save his life. He was then instructed to take off his underwear and finish cleaning the remainder of his body by himself.

This was shaping up to be one of the deadliest years in US history. And each day, thousands of letters addressed to Fauci arrived at the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, where he was the director. The vast majority of these letters praised him, while a small number called him some version of Satan and wished him dead.

And then there were the letters sent to his house in suburban Washington, D.C., presumably by internet sleuths who had found his address online. He carried those envelopes to the NIH office each day, placing them in a pile on his desk until he had a brief moment to relax and look at them. This letter had been sitting in that stack, with his home address typed in a strange font.

These were extraordinary times, and Fauci was omnipresent in public six months into the novel coronavirus pandemic. Bespectacled and bookish, for months he had been explaining to Americans that yes, this virus was very much something to worry about, even as President Trump and his top aides had insisted it would all go away and everything would be fine. Fauci had never been more loved. Or more hated. He had become America’s doctor but also a foil to the mercurial and tempestuous president who was waging a war against science, a war that the United States was losing badly. The virus had killed more than 180,000 Americans as of that day, and close to 6 million others had become sick.

Fauci’s public and private pleas for the American people—and the White House—to take the virus more seriously had made him an acutely polarizing figure. It was a far cry from the dark days of the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s, when Fauci had become the target of activists’ ire. Back then, protesters outside his office window had shouted, “Fire Fauci! Fire Fauci!,” but those same protesters had believed deeply in science.

This was something entirely different. Now he was receiving death threats. His wife and daughters were receiving various forms of harassment, including obscene texts and letters. So there he stood in something that looked like a swimming pool for toddlers, naked and stunned, unsure as to how it would all end.

Fauci had no idea that another envelope with white powder had arrived in the mailbox of Robert Redfield, the director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. And between ten and twenty letters were arriving each week at the home mailbox of Deborah Birx, the White House’s Coronavirus Task Force coordinator. Some of them instructed her to hang herself. The existence of these letters, however, was kept confidential.

How had it come to this? What had happened to the country?

After Fauci finished the decontamination process, he was given a hazmat suit to wear. He is five feet, seven inches tall, but the suit had been designed for someone 7 inches taller. As he made his way down the hallway to the elevator and into the basement to go to the NIH showers to further rinse off the decontaminant he had been sprayed down with in his office, the legs of the suit dragged on the floor behind him.

After a twenty-five-minute shower, Fauci put on surgical scrubs and a coat. He called Dr. Christine Grady, his wife, best friend, and confidante. “Please don’t get upset,” he told her, explaining the situation. “Don’t panic.”

A scientist and medical expert herself, Grady knew, just as Fauci did, that there were only three options: anthrax, ricin, or a hoax. Her husband could either be completely fine or soon fall fatally ill.

Fauci’s security detail drove him back home, where he waited with Grady for the toxicology results.

A few hours later, his phone rang and he was given the all clear. No proteins had been detected in the powder. That meant it wasn’t anthrax or ricin or anything else poisonous. It appeared to be a hoax, some sort of cosmetic or makeup powder.

Fauci took a deep breath and exhaled. His office was being decontaminated. So he continued his work from home.

Ever since Trump had heard about the coronavirus in January, he had been determined to will it away, as he had—often successfully—willed away so many other problems in his presidency. There were brief flashes of humility, when he and his top aides would tell people to brace for a hard few weeks and promise that the country would come out stronger afterward. But these moments were few and far between, drowned out by the drumbeat of misinformation and dangerous proclamations that the virus was no big deal and people should go about living their lives.

Instead of emphatically recommending that people wear masks to protect themselves and others—a simple act that studies predicted could have saved tens of thousands of lives—Trump eschewed them, viewing face coverings as a sign of weakness and some kind of political symbol. Instead of heeding the advice of top scientists and public health officials, he and his aides took their willingness to change recommendations as they learned more about the never-before-seen virus as an opportunity to discredit and ignore them. And instead of uniting the country to fight a common enemy—a microscopic assassin threatening to destroy the country’s health, economy, and well-being—he used it as a wedge to further divide an already deeply fractured nation.

Trump did not act alone. He was enabled by a cadre of advisers, cabinet members, friends, and family who shared his view about the virus and in some cases harbored an even greater disdain for the government’s scientific and public health experts than the president himself did. Even those who knew the right thing to do lost sight of the bigger mission—protecting the country against the virus—and instead became consumed with trying to keep their jobs and win the November presidential election, no matter the cost.

By the time this book was published, more than 550,000 Americans had died from the coronavirus—far more than the number of Americans who died in World War II and nearly 200 times more than died on 9/11. Another 30 million became infected, some with health complications that will stay with them for the rest of their lives. More than 20 million people lost their jobs, forcing many out of their homes and rendering them unable to put food on the table. Many of those jobs will never come back.

The government was supposed to be prepared for something like this. There were playbooks, strategy sessions, and briefing papers. None of them took account of the scale of the devastation the coronavirus would cause. The United States has some of the top minds in the world on pandemic preparedness. Beyond Trump, there were systemic issues that plagued the response from the outset: chronic underinvestment in public health, a depleted Strategic National Stockpile of emergency medical equipment, a decentralized health care system with little flexibility, understaffed and underresourced hospitals and communities, and an economy without the safeguards needed to protect against a massive shutdown.

But there were unforced errors, petty rivalries, and dangerous attitudes toward the virus that devastated the government’s response. Perhaps most dangerous was the administration’s assault on science and those who defended it.

By pushing back on the president’s misstatements and obfuscations about miracle cures and how quickly a vaccine would become available, Fauci had drawn the ire of Trump, his aides, and his legions of followers. Fauci and others on the task force were not always perfect, and they sometimes misspoke. Some of their statements and assumptions about the virus were later disproven, often because the novel coronavirus upended scientists’ understanding of how these viruses behaved.

And some health advisers contorted themselves to avoid rebuking Trump in public, either cowed by the president or because they had convinced themselves that the only way to remain influential was to bite their tongues. They wanted to serve as a check against the misinformation that often began in the White House and then took on a life of its own. But for many Americans, refusing to speak up more vociferously and refusing to correct and challenge the president at every turn was an unforgivable act of cowardice and an act of betrayal to the United States.

The puff of powder that floated into the air that August day in front of Fauci’s face was the physical manifestation of this year from hell. Trump had had enough of Fauci, and so had his followers. The nation was so divided that people could no longer agree on a basic set of facts. Either you were with Trump and trusted that the coronavirus could be ignored, or you listened to the experts and thought that Trump was an archvillain.

As the nation’s leader, Trump played a key role in the disastrous response. But the failures extended far beyond him. There were imperfect government officials, trying their best against a dysfunctional federal bureaucracy to lead the country out of the morass and save lives. There were also officials who cast themselves in Trump’s image, adopting his bullying and self-preservation tactics to survive the year. And there were still more who were well intentioned but simply weren’t the right leaders for this moment.

We have tried to document it all here: the government leaders who played critical roles and the decisions, meetings, and moments that shaped one of the worst years in US history. We have tried to give readers a full account of how the response unfolded and the myriad decisions and missteps along the way that led us to this point. Eighteen months after the US government received its first official warning about the virus, the country still has not returned to normal. The death and infection tolls have shattered the early forecasts. Hundreds of thousands of family members are dead. Millions of families will never be the same. And the long-term ramifications of this disease are still unknown. Will it haunt its survivors for another year? Another decade? Forever?

Scientists and historians will debate for decades what caused this particular coronavirus, in this particular year, to kill with such reckless abandon. The impact was uneven across the world. Numerous countries in Europe, for example, suffered greatly even though their leaders lacked Trump’s autocratic bent and, in many cases, followed the science and urged residents to wear masks and social distance. South Korea, meanwhile, deftly dodged the brunt of the virus’s terror.

But there was something much different about the way the tragedy unfolded in the United States. Political leaders not only failed, but they managed to turn the country against itself with disastrous consequences. People weren’t just sick or scared. They were angry and hostile. They didn’t know who to trust. The virus fed off of this. There were many other reasons the US was ill-equipped to protect its citizens against the coronavirus. This book focuses on the political leadership and decisions that exacerbated an already enormous challenge.

The outcome speaks for itself. The country that was supposed to be the world’s leader in public health and science was brought to its knees and ripped apart by a virus, enduring the worst casualties of any developed nation. Instead of being a model, the United States became a nightmare scenario, a cautionary tale, an example of exactly what not to do in the face of a pandemic.




Part I




Chapter 1

The Invisible Enemy

January 24, 2020

CONFIRMED US COVID-19 CASES: 2

CONFIRMED US COVID-19 DEATHS: 0

Alex Azar quietly backed out of the Oval Office and then sprinted across the West Wing, trying to outrun President Trump’s tweet. The fifty-two-year-old health and human services secretary burst into national security advisor Robert O’Brien’s White House workroom. “Robert, you’ve got to stop this,” Azar told him. “You can’t let him tweet praising President Xi. It’s premature. It’s not accurate. We can’t do this.”

Just minutes earlier, Azar had sat across the Resolute Desk from Trump, hoping to finally convince him that the new virus in China was a major problem. “Mr. President, this is really bad,” he had said. “This is getting really bad in China, and this is coming to us.”

Azar stressed that the Department of Health and Human Services and the White House National Security Council were doing everything they could to prevent the virus from spreading in the United States. He ticked off what the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and other agencies had already done: they were screening travelers, working to bring home Americans from China. But the virus was presenting an enormous challenge.

Trump paused. “Well, how’s China being?” he had asked Azar. “Are they cooperating?”

The answer was more complicated than what Trump wanted to hear. Yes, Azar explained, China was cooperating somewhat. It was doing more than it had done during the SARS outbreak in 2003, when it had concealed virtually all information about the outbreak for months. But that was a low bar. The Chinese still wouldn’t let the CDC enter Wuhan to understand the outbreak. They weren’t sharing samples of the virus with the United States that would allow scientists to study it and accelerate the development of diagnostics and treatments. Without the CDC on the ground, the US government had little visibility into what was actually happening and what the risks were. They couldn’t understand how it was spreading and how aggressive it was. All they had were half-truths from the Chinese government, which was already silencing Chinese doctors and citizens who were trying to speak out.

Trump thought out loud, “I’m going to put out a tweet praising Xi.”

“For the love of God, don’t do that,” Azar responded immediately.

The United States needed to squeeze China for more cooperation. If President Xi Jinping thought Trump was happy with the way things were going, China would clam up, feeling it had fulfilled its obligations with the tiny bits of information it had put out. The proposed tweet would be a huge gift that Xi didn’t deserve and that would only further empower the Chinese president.

But Trump wanted to butter Xi up. The two countries had signed a trade deal just nine days earlier, and Trump saw the economic pact as critical to his reelection. He thought China was going to purchase tens of billions of dollars’ worth of soybeans and corn, which would help him lock up political support in midwestern states.

Brushing aside Azar’s protests, Trump summoned his social media guru, Dan Scavino, to begin drafting the tweet. When Scavino entered the Oval Office, Azar took the opportunity to duck out. And run.

When O’Brien heard what was happening, he dropped what he was doing and rushed into the Oval Office. Azar stopped for a moment. Who else could he get to intervene? Mike Pompeo!

Secretary of State Pompeo was also in the West Wing that day, and Azar rushed to find him to deliver the same message. But by the time he made it back to the Oval Office, it was too late; the tweet had been sent.

“China has been working very hard to contain the Coronavirus,” Trump wrote. “The United States greatly appreciates their efforts and transparency. It will all work out well. In particular, on behalf of the American people, I want to thank President Xi.”

Twenty-one days earlier, on January 3, Azar had first heard about the virus when CDC director Robert Redfield had recounted a disturbing phone call he had just had with his Chinese counterpart, the director-general of the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention, George Gao.

Redfield and other top CDC leaders had known that something was amiss on December 31, when they had read a report in a medical journal about twenty-seven cases of an unidentified pneumonia outbreak linked to a wet market in Wuhan, China. The CDC had a team on the ground in Beijing, and Redfield was trying to send twenty or thirty more people into the country to investigate what was going on. Shortly after reading the report, he had spoken with Gao, whom he knew well. Both men were virologists, and they held each other in high regard.

During the January 3 call, Gao assured Redfield that the Chinese had the outbreak under control. Chinese health officials didn’t believe that there had been any human-to-human transmission. The virus, they believed, would burn itself out. When Redfield asked who was officially being classified as sick from the virus, Gao replied that the government was looking for people with unidentified pneumonia who had visited the wet market. Redfield pressed him: What about people with unidentified pneumonia who hadn’t visited the market? Gao had said he would look into it.

When the two spoke a couple days later, Gao’s story changed slightly; he told Redfield that there were clusters of infection within families. Redfield pushed Gao again; he simply didn’t believe that there had been no human-to-human transmission. What was the likelihood of an entire family visiting the same food market and all of its members catching the same virus from animals? It didn’t make sense. They had to be spreading it to one another. Gao would have to expand the case definition, Redfield urged, and look for people with unspecified pneumonia, people who hadn’t visited the wet market.

A few days later, when the two spoke again, a distraught Gao broke down on the phone. “We’re in trouble,” he told Redfield, his voice cracking. He had initially been confident that there had been no transmission in the hospital and that the disease would not be very contagious. But he now knew that was wrong; the virus was on the move.

Redfield needed to get a CDC team on the ground to assess the situation and provide assistance. He wrote a formal letter on January 6, after one of his earlier conversations with Gao, expecting an invitation. But even as China was dealing with the virus, it was reluctant to allow entry to foreigners. Beijing ignored the CDC request, as well as subsequent requests from both the United States and the World Health Organization. The Chinese government did not have a reputation for transparency or collaboration when it came to infectious disease outbreaks that originated there, and this was no exception.

Instead, as the outbreak grew, US officials received only spotty and selective information out of China. There were reports of the country quickly building giant hospitals and workers on airplanes in full hazmat suits screening passengers, even as the government insisted that human-to-human transmission was not happening.

Back in Washington, a small group began working on how to address the outbreak. Azar had instructed his chief of staff, Brian Harrison, to inform the National Security Council after the January 3 call between Redfield and Gao. There was little recourse possible for the limited information the administration was getting out of China. The United States couldn’t exactly invade the country. So Azar and Matt Pottinger, the deputy national security advisor, began convening daily meetings with their teams to share what little they knew and to discuss steps to prevent the virus from spreading in the United States.

At first Azar felt that the small group was handling the situation well. On January 17, the CDC activated its emergency response center and began screening travelers from Wuhan. It activated the entire agency on January 19. During past crises, such initial steps might have proven sufficient.

Perhaps no one in the Trump administration had more enemies than Alex Azar. He had served in the George W. Bush administration as general counsel, and then deputy secretary, of Health and Human Services, and his past experience dealing with health outbreaks gave him some authority in this moment. But his personality (his few allies would call it confidence and competence; his many critics called it unchecked arrogance) was a major problem. And during those days in January, he was clinging to political life support. The president was still livid that Azar had convinced him to propose banning most flavored e-cigarettes a few months earlier, an idea that Trump’s conservative base had revolted against. Ever since that blowup, Azar had done his best to claw back into Trump’s good graces, trying to wrap both arms around whatever the White House was working on. But by the time the coronavirus hit, Azar, who seemed to be perpetually on the brink of being fired, had a major credibility deficit within the administration.

In addition to the e-cigarette fiasco, Azar’s bitter rivalries consumed an inordinate amount of time and energy. His ongoing feud with Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services administrator Seema Verma, one of his subordinates, was proving a particular headache for the White House. Someone had leaked damaging reports to the media about Verma’s alleged use of taxpayer money to pay outside contractors with the purpose of boosting CMS and its work. White House officials were convinced that the leaks had come from Azar’s team, and Verma’s own staffers had concluded that only HHS possessed some of the emails leaked to reporters. Having that petty stuff come out in the media was embarrassing. Azar had been especially angry at Verma for opposing one of his signature drug pricing policies in 2019. The White House had hoped to present a unified health care plan to voters but instead had a health policy team whose members were constantly at one another’s throats.

In November 2019, Verma told Trump that she and her staff felt bullied by Azar and that his behavior was interfering with the president’s health agenda. Things got to the point that President Trump, Vice President Mike Pence, and acting Chief of Staff Mick Mulvaney all had to intervene. In an attempt to broker some sort of truce, Pence told the two, “we all just have to make it for eleven months together.”

Being HHS secretary was Azar’s dream job, and he fought like hell to keep it. Some associates observed that he was enamored with the perks that came with being a cabinet official: the White House events, the security detail and limousine service, the regular access to the president. He knew that his survival in the job depended on his relationship with Trump, and he was willing to go to extensive lengths to butter the president up and keep him happy, even when his demands were unreasonable—which they often were. Still, Azar frequently served as a punching bag for Trump, being yelled at over bad health care polling numbers and Trump’s perception that the health agencies weren’t moving fast enough to implement various policies. Azar took it and his subordinates in turn often felt bullied by him in his desperate attempts to deliver for the president.

With Trump not taking him seriously, Azar felt compelled to play the game and used his Twitter account to promote Trump-related propaganda. On January 13, Azar’s account posted a flattering article about the president’s daughter Ivanka. Three days later, he posted a picture of himself on Twitter smiling alongside a Fox News host touting “Religious Freedom Day.” Azar still hadn’t spoken publicly about the virus. He might have been panicking about the virus in internal meetings, but he was shilling for Trump on Twitter. And people were noticing.

On January 18, Scott Gottlieb, a former FDA commissioner under Trump, texted Joe Grogan, the director of the White House Domestic Policy Council. Grogan was another of Azar’s bitter rivals. Grogan’s portfolio covered all domestic policy, but his background was in health policy and he had known Redfield for years. Grogan and Azar had been having ugly knock-down, drag-out fights for months over drug-pricing policy and Grogan knew how to trigger Azar’s temper and make him look foolish inside the White House. Some officials thought he was secretly gunning for Azar’s job.

Gottlieb had left the administration almost ten months earlier, but he was one of the few former officials who had left on their own terms and maintained the respect of the president and most of the top advisers.

Alarmed at the spread of the novel coronavirus, Gottlieb texted Grogan that dreary, freezing, snowy January day. The CDC, FDA, National Institutes of Health, and Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services all fell under HHS’s control. Grogan might want to make sure that Azar was coordinating a response across the entire agency, Gottlieb said.

“Between us, while Azar is spending time buffing his image on Twitter, you might check in and make sure he’s coordinating his response to Wuhan,” Gottlieb texted.

“You mean the Chinese virus deal?” Grogan wrote back.

“Yes. Redfield I’m sure is focused but you want to make sure Azar is coordinating across HHS. . . . Redfield is smart and good but not an aggressive leader. I’m not saying it will spiral worse but it could,” Gottlieb texted. “I can’t talk to HHS so I talk to you. Airport screening is of questionable value. More in the vein of seeming like something that stops importation spread.”

“Constantly astounded by how little Azar knows about what’s going on in HHS,” Grogan responded. “That’s a good flag, thanks.”

“Reason to believe it’s a limited outbreak related to a zoonotic source,” Gottlieb texted. “Not trying to be alarmist, but if we’re wrong, the downside is bad.” He added that Grogan should ask HHS for a briefing, which Grogan did later that day.

At that point, Azar was working primarily with the White House National Security Council on the White House’s response, but now Grogan was poking around. That meant trouble for the HHS secretary. The following week, there were three different sets of meetings one day on the coronavirus. Everyone just kept bouncing from meeting to meeting without doing much of anything concrete. And with Grogan now in the picture, there was a good chance that Azar would be elbowed out. He needed to assert his authority and demonstrate he had matters under control. That meant briefing the president, who happened to be in an extremely foul mood.

The House of Representatives had impeached Trump the previous month for trying to coerce Ukraine into digging up dirt on Joe Biden’s family. The Republican-controlled Senate was preparing to conduct its trial, which everyone anticipated would result in an acquittal. But becoming just the third president in US history to be impeached was still a slap in the face. Aides knew that the best way to cheer up Trump was to get him out of Washington and send him to one of his private clubs, where he would be surrounded by his most fawning admirers. And that was where he was, at his Palm Beach resort, Mar-a-Lago, when Azar tracked him down that mid-January afternoon by calling through the White House switchboard.

The HHS secretary could barely get a word in before Trump started shouting. He was still angry at Azar about the e-cigarette debacle and said it would cost him his reelection. Then Trump asked where the health care plan was to replace Obamacare when the Supreme Court struck it down. Azar, a lawyer by training, had long said that Trump’s legal strategy didn’t stand a chance. He told Trump, as he had on several occasions, that he would lose the Supreme Court case 9-0, so there wouldn’t be an opportunity for a replacement plan.

Trump then tried to end the conversation, but Azar cut in. “Mr. President, I’ve got to tell you something,” he said. “There’s this new virus out of China that could be extremely dangerous. It could be the kind of thing we have been preparing for and worried about.” He told Trump that the CDC had begun screening travelers coming into the United States from China, but it might need to do more.

“Yeah, okay,” Trump said. And he abruptly ended the call.

Azar left the call feeling defeated. He just didn’t know how to break through to the president and massage his ego the way other more skilled aides and confidants did.

A few days later, Trump flew to Davos, Switzerland, for the World Economic Forum, an annual gathering of foreign leaders and financial elites, where he liked to brag about the US economy’s dominance. He went with O’Brien, his national security advisor, acting chief of staff Mulvaney, and a cadre of other aides. The US stock market was near an all-time high, and Trump had just signed the Chinese trade deal. He was up for reelection in ten months and wanted to schmooze, to show that he wasn’t sweating the impeachment nonsense. During the conference, Grogan frantically called Mulvaney from Washington. We have a US case of the coronavirus, Grogan said. It’s here.

Toward the end of the summit, Trump sat down for an interview with CNBC. He was asked about the new coronavirus and whether he was concerned about it. “We have it totally under control. It’s one person coming in from China, and we have it under control,” he told the interviewer. “. . . It’s going to be just fine.”

Back in the United States, Azar was crestfallen when he heard the comments. He tried to phone O’Brien but was unsuccessful. By the time O’Brien called back, the HHS secretary was in a shop in the Van Ness neighborhood of Washington, D.C., buying piano sheet music. Azar stepped outside on the street to take the call.

“Robert, this is really bad,” he said. “This is going to explode. The president isn’t paying attention to this. He can’t say it’s under control.” He also warned O’Brien that Grogan was trying to take the issue over inside the West Wing. O’Brien needed to get his team in line and reassert the NSC’s authority over the response. This was turning into a clusterfuck.

Shortly after leaving the George W. Bush administration, Azar had joined the US division of Eli Lilly, eventually becoming its president. During his time there, the pharmaceutical giant had doubled the price of its best-selling insulin medication. He had made a career—and a lot of money—through the industry-to-government-to-industry-to-government revolving door. When he spoke at industry conferences or gave speeches at HHS, he tried to present himself as a caring, technocratic bureaucrat. But at his core, he was a political animal who had learned early on that politics is a blood sport. A lawyer by training, he had worked for Kenneth Starr on the Whitewater investigation into the Clintons in the 1990s, apprenticing under one of the United States’ fiercest political assassins. He remained close to Laura Ingraham, the Fox News star he had first met when they had both been students at Dartmouth College in the 1980s.

Azar could be vindictive and immensely controlling of subordinates, according to more than a dozen people who worked with him, and he hated feeling upstaged or disobeyed. He wasn’t really a “Trumper,” but he craved power, and few jobs appealed to him more than the job of HHS secretary, a role with immense influence over the sprawling $3.6 trillion US health care system.

Trump’s first HHS secretary, Tom Price, had resigned in disgrace in 2017 after it had been revealed that he had used taxpayer money to pay for private jets. Vice President Pence knew Azar from their time together in Indiana, when Pence had been governor and Azar had been a top health care industry executive based in Indianapolis. Pence had spent most of his political career fighting to outlaw abortion, and Azar would soon publicly adopt more of the religious Right’s rhetoric about the sanctity of life. Pence saw Azar as an ally and had recommended him to Trump for the HHS job, as had Laura Ingraham, whose opinion and instincts Trump trusted.

The administration needed Congress to enact major health care changes, delivering on Trump’s campaign promise to repeal and replace the Affordable Care Act with a vaguely defined “great” new plan. That wasn’t happening. So under Azar’s watch and at Trump’s insistence, HHS unilaterally pushed its regulatory authority to the brink. The department also exerted all the authority it could to restrict access to abortion and roll back the Obama administration’s protections for gay and transgender patients.

But Azar quickly learned that his decades of experience weren’t necessarily welcome in the White House, where Trump had promised to crush pharmaceutical companies that the president had accused of “getting away with murder,” the same kind of rhetoric that many Democrats had long used in seeking to lower drug prices. Azar had spent his career fighting such proposals and even after assuming the HHS secretaryship had dismissed one of Trump’s favored ideas as a “gimmick.” But by his second year as the nation’s top health official, he was under immense pressure to fall in line. He pivoted hard and tried to lower drug prices through some of Trump’s proposed policies, only to see federal courts intervene to stop him. And he had spent a year and a half on what Trump in 2018 had touted as the administration’s signature drug-pricing policy, only for his rivals in the White House to convince Trump to ax the entire thing at the last minute. (Azar would find redemption in November 2020, months after those same rivals had left the administration, by resurrecting the rule.)

Other proposals had never made it out the door because Azar had viciously fought with White House aides for months about how best to advance them, leaving them unresolved. To make clear where his new loyalties resided, he lavished praise on Trump at every turn, a type of public sycophancy that was mandated for survival in Trump’s cabinet. He credited Trump’s “bold vision” for health care and the “significant action” that the president was taking to help Americans better afford health care, even though Trump showed little interest in the details that were necessary to push any of the ideas into force.

Azar’s opportunism drew attention in a White House full of backstabbers. He made enemies who conspired to take him down. Whenever he realized he was being outmaneuvered, he fumed with jealousy. He wasn’t one to back down, though; he knew how to destroy people, even if it could mean destroying himself.




Chapter 2

Like Water Through a Net

January 27, 2020

CONFIRMED US COVID-19 CASES: 5

CONFIRMED US COVID-19 DEATHS: 0

As two dozen government officials filed into the Situation Room, it immediately became clear that something was wrong. There were no handouts, no agendas. Many were unsure what exactly they were doing there. What were they supposed to discuss? Here, behind soundproof walls that spies can’t penetrate, is where the most sensitive conversations happen. Military attacks are discussed around the rectangular table. Meetings in the Situation Room were often scripted the day before. But this one had been hastily arranged just a few hours earlier.

Where should I sit? one attendee asked a National Security Council official. Wherever you want, the official said.

As people took their seats, they sensed an awkward tension at one end of the room. Matt Pottinger, the deputy national security advisor, sat at the head of the table in front of the large presidential seal. To his left was Alex Azar.

Then acting White House chief of staff Mick Mulvaney entered the “Sit Room,” and Pottinger immediately moved one chair over, ceding him the main seat.

People kept filing in. Soon there was nowhere left to sit, so attendees began standing against the wall, as though they were waiting for their order at the deli. Counselor to the President Kellyanne Conway arrived. Then came Deputy Chief of Staff for Communications Dan Scavino. They were just a few feet from Robert Redfield, the CDC director.

On a large television screen on the far wall, several other senior health officials were beamed in through a secure video conference.

“I want to have an open discussion,” Mulvaney finally began. “I don’t have an agenda. I want to have an open discussion about these issues. Over to you, Alex.”

“These issues” were the strange, pneumonia-like virus that was spreading rapidly through China.

Azar said that it was a very serious matter but the health agencies were taking action. They knew what to do. He exuded confidence; too much confidence. But Azar felt his career had prepared him for something like this. He had been a top official at HHS when the Bush administration had dealt with anthrax and monkeypox. He had been part of efforts to create the federal government’s emergency preparedness infrastructure more than fifteen years before. He was the most qualified HHS secretary in history, as he liked to tell people. And the CDC, under HHS’s leadership, was the gold standard for dealing with infectious diseases.

Around the conference table, sitting against the wall and standing throughout the room, the other government officials listened in rapt attention as Azar peppered through his fifteen-minute monologue. But the self-assured, confident mood he projected didn’t last long. When Azar was done, it was Pottinger’s turn.

Few people in the room knew it, but Pottinger had actually called the meeting. The Chinese weren’t providing the US government much information about the virus, and Pottinger didn’t trust what they were disclosing anyway. He had spent two weeks scouring Chinese social media feeds and had uncovered dramatic reports of the new infectious disease suggesting that it was much worse than the Chinese government had revealed. He had also seen reports that the virus might have escaped from a lab in Wuhan, China. There were too many unanswered questions. He told everyone in the Sit Room that they needed to consider enacting a travel ban immediately: ban all travel from China; shut it down.

Pottinger had an extraordinary—and unusual—background dealing with the Chinese government and infectious diseases. As a reporter for the Wall Street Journal in the early 2000s based in China and Hong Kong, he had covered the SARS outbreak and the Communist government’s efforts to conceal the scope of the health crisis. SARS had infected roughly 8,000 people and killed 774 worldwide, and the Chinese government had tried to keep all information about the virus under wraps. In 2003, Pottinger had written an article about a Chinese surgeon whistleblower who had challenged Beijing’s lies about the pandemic, cementing his reputation as a pugnacious, fearless reporter willing to challenge a Communist regime. He had left journalism in 2005 to join the marines, recounting in his farewell column the time he had been arrested in China, punched in the face in a Beijing Starbucks by a government agent, and forced to flush his notes down a toilet to protect his sources from Chinese officials. He had witnessed Chinese deception up close.

Pottinger, who was now forty-six, felt that the same type of cover-up could be occurring again. He had spent several days calling some of his old contacts in China, doctors who would tell him the truth. And they had told him that things were bad—and only going to get worse.

Pottinger’s discourse was measured but he conveyed the gravity of the threat. He said that the virus was spreading fast. He said that dramatic actions would need to be taken, which was why the government should consider banning travel from China to the United States until it had a better understanding of what was going on. As he continued, people sat up in their chairs. This was not the “we’ve got everything handled” message that Azar had conveyed just minutes earlier. How could the government ban travel from China? A top State Department official chimed in to say that the State Department was currently at a Travel Advisory Level 2 but could go to Level 3, which advises Americans to reconsider travel. The next step, the most extreme, would be to launch Level 4. People nodded nervously.

Someone whispered, “What the hell is Level Three? What the hell is Level Four?”

“Nobody wanted to ask the question because they didn’t want to look dumb,” one attendee recalled.

Level 4, the State Department official said, is “De facto, as close to a travel ban as you can do.”

The abrupt change in tone from Azar to Pottinger signaled to those in the room that the White House wasn’t coordinating its strategy. People seemed to be acting independently of one another. Who was in charge?

Mulvaney finally piped up: If the State Department is currently at Level 2, and the CDC recently went to Level 3, and now the State Department is preparing for Level 4, what on earth is happening? Why is nobody coordinating?

“Everybody was deer in headlights,” the attendee said. “I’m looking at this thinking, ‘Holy shit. This is our government. . . . This is how it is working.’”

As Azar watched the room become more tense and confused, he became rattled. He had helped quietly lead the government’s response to the virus for weeks, but now it was becoming a convoluted mess. And it was all unraveling in the Situation Room, with everyone jostling for power.

Other health officials tried to weigh in, but Azar kept interrupting them. The stoic sense of control he had tried to exude at the beginning of the meeting was gone. Now he was jumping in, erratically. While most of the people in the Situation Room were distracted by the back-and-forth, an aide walked into the room and whispered into Mulvaney’s ear. A few minutes later, Vice President Mike Pence entered, and Mulvaney gave him his chair at the head of the table.

“The president is concerned,” Pence said matter-of-factly, adding that he had talked to Donald Trump about the coronavirus several times that day. He didn’t deliver any specific marching orders, though his being in the room did convey the urgency of the situation. But when Pence left and Mulvaney took over again, things went downhill fast.

At one point, a short, diminutive woman quietly entered and joined the group standing along the side wall. Secretary of Transportation Elaine Chao, a veteran of both the George H. W. Bush administration and the George W. Bush administration, watched the back-and-forth silently. She had been in the White House for another meeting and had come down to the Situation Room when she’d heard what was going on.

She was used to order and structure and didn’t suffer fools or free-for-alls. When it became clear that the State Department was preparing to restrict travel to and from China, she recognized that it could be a fiasco in the making. “I want to go back to my staff because there’s a lot of cargo that goes back and forth to China,” she said. “I’m concerned if the commercial traffic isn’t flying, there’s a lot of cargo under those planes, and I wouldn’t want to disrupt that.”

Attempting to reassert order, Mulvaney tried to reel everyone in. He told the State Department officials present not to do anything before he had a chance to brief Trump. They would all meet again tomorrow to discuss next steps.

But not everyone was ready to leave. Ken Cuccinelli, the acting deputy secretary of homeland security—he had been blocked from filling the job permanently by Chao’s husband, Senate majority leader Mitch McConnell—was stewing. Some people believed “The Cooch,” as he was known inside the West Wing, was particularly good at causing trouble and rooting out weakness. He made clear that Azar’s leadership wasn’t working. “I disagree with how the secretary of HHS portrayed the situation,” he said.

He then went off for several minutes about everything that HHS was doing wrong. The messaging was all twisted. Americans were confused over what was happening and federal agencies weren’t explaining things clearly. Operationally, Cuccinelli told a colleague, HHS looked completely unprepared and inexperienced for this moment—aside from Robert Kadlec, the agency’s assistant secretary for preparedness and response. There are thousands of people entering the United States from China each day, he noted. Why doesn’t DHS know what HHS knows? “All of our messages are different,” he protested. “I don’t understand. We aren’t speaking with one voice publicly on this.”

Cuccinelli and Azar sat just two chairs apart at the conference room’s large rectangular table, but they didn’t make eye contact. Azar stared straight ahead. That winter he had grown a beard that was mostly brown but for two snowy patches on his chin. As Cuccinelli spoke, a red hue built in Azar’s cheeks. Azar had developed a reputation in the White House for his short temper, and his intensely flushed face always betrayed his emotion. Many aides referred to the phenomenon as “Purple Rage.”

“This is the first I’m hearing of this,” Azar said before going on to dispute nearly everything Cuccinelli had said.

Mulvaney intervened to wrap things up. He could tell that Pottinger and a few others were calling for a dramatic change, one that was an anathema to his libertarian instincts. He was pretty skeptical of Pottinger’s “sources” in China, too. They weren’t going to be setting US policy based on what someone had heard from their “friend” thousands of miles away. Mulvaney reiterated that they would reconvene the next day to discuss matters again before anything was settled. He warned attendees not to leak any details of the meeting to the media.

Azar couldn’t exit the Situation Room fast enough. For three weeks, he had tried to sound the alarms inside the White House about the mysterious virus, but he had repeatedly been ignored. Now everyone wanted to be involved. Now seemingly every person in the Trump administration had an opinion about the virus they knew nothing about.

The Cooch was given a wide berth and made a beeline to White House press secretary Stephanie Grisham’s office to complain about the lack of coordination among the various agencies and the White House.

As the other government officials filed out of the room, there was a feeling that things had changed. The virus, the coronavirus, whatever it was, was exposing the deep rifts in Trump’s White House. Who was in control? No one, really. But the virus was already here. Could they be sure that there were only these five people infected in the United States? There had already been more than 1,300 flights from China to the United States that month, carrying 381,000 passengers. How many of those people might be sick?

There were no newspapers in the Situation Room that day. But upstairs, in the press section of the West Wing, there was a neatly folded copy of USA Today. A headline splashed across the front page that reflected much of the consensus of many government officials at the time: “Coronavirus Not a Global Crisis, WHO Says.” But in the back of the newspaper was an opinion column written by former vice president Joe Biden, who was vying for the Democratic presidential nomination. It struck a much different tone. “Trump’s demonstrated failures of judgment and his repeated rejection of science make him the worst possible person to lead our country through a global health challenge,” he wrote. “The outbreak of a new coronavirus, which has already infected more than 2,700 people and killed over 80 in China, will get worse before it gets better. Cases have been confirmed in a dozen countries, with at least five in the United States. There will likely be more.”

That was the beginning of year four of the Trump administration. Many of the senior staff and cabinet members who had joined him in January 2017 had already left. More than twenty had been pushed out or fired. Others had resigned in disgust. At least one appeared to be headed to jail.

Who was left? A mix of family members, twentysomethings, hangers-on, fourth-stringers, former lobbyists, sycophants, and a scattering of competent, well-meaning aides such as Pottinger, who mostly kept their heads down.

In 2017, Trump had boasted about assembling a team that represented “by far the highest IQ of any cabinet ever assembled.” That was false, but no matter. What he really prized in his aides was loyalty—not to their country but to him. His first batch of advisers had run the gamut. Some had proved to be too loyal to the United States, smarty-pants advisers who had sighed behind his back and rejected his impulsive actions and decisions. So Trump had forced them out. Others had tripped over themselves to praise him, so he had let them stick around. By the beginning of 2020, the White House was packed with the latter type: people who were constantly worried about their job security; people Trump could fire at a moment’s notice; people who had to grovel to keep their jobs.

Much has been written about Trump’s temperament, paranoia, nonexistent attention span, disaffection, susceptibility to conspiracy theories, and disregard for facts. It was all true. He didn’t read briefing materials. While in office, President George W. Bush—whose intellect was often mocked by the pundits and comedians—had read John M. Barry’s The Great Influenza: The Story of the Deadliest Pandemic in History about the 1918 Spanish flu. He held twelve briefings, demanding to know what his team was going to do to avoid another pandemic outbreak. (Trump would later refer to the Spanish flu repeatedly as “the 1917 flu.”) Trump wouldn’t even read his briefing materials. He read the New York Post. He scrolled through the dark side of Twitter. He couldn’t be swayed by a packet of intelligence from his national security advisors. But he could be swayed by a single piece of paper with a picture on it or a chart.

Still, that wasn’t how you got Trump’s attention. He was obsessed with abstract numbers or photographs that he viewed as reflections of him personally. If the stock market went up, that was because of him. When he filled an arena for a rally, that was a reflection of him. When a company announced that it was going to hire more workers, it was a reflection of him. Everything was about him: the media cycle; the economy; poll numbers. Making everything about himself was a major part of his popularity. He constantly controlled the conversation and the narrative, playing by his own rules and making up his own facts. The US government was a big, lumbering battleship that was no match for his spastic energy. His political foes constantly underestimated him—and lost.

There was, of course, a downside to all that. And the consequences of his personality became devastatingly apparent when he disregarded or downplayed more than a dozen warnings from US intelligence agencies about the coronavirus in those early days.

Trump had weathered so many scandals that had threatened to bring down his presidency. He had survived a two-year investigation into his campaign’s ties with Russia, a series of incendiary racist comments, congressional investigations, and advisers who had been convicted of crimes and gone to jail. None of it had stuck. He was as popular as ever among his base. He could seemingly will everything and everyone into submission.

What does all this have to do with the coronavirus? Ultimately, everything. He pitted his aides against one another like roosters at a cockfight, gladiator matches for his amusement. He didn’t want to deal with the coronavirus and believed he could make it go away by willing it to do so, as he had done with so much else in his presidency.

That created tremendous pressure on the government officials who remained in their positions in 2020. Many of them were totally unprepared for what was coming. Many of them were so focused on their own survival that it never occurred to them to focus on anyone else’s.

On January 28, Pottinger found himself in the Oval Office with the president. He had already tried to shock Trump’s cabinet and top advisers; now he had an opening with the president himself. Trump would be hearing a more dire warning, this time directly from his national security team.

“This will be the largest national security crisis of your presidency,” Robert O’Brien warned the president. Pottinger, seated nearby, went a step further. He said it could be the deadliest pandemic since the 1918 flu pandemic.

Trump appeared to absorb the information.

A few hours later, Pottinger and other government officials filed back into the Situation Room. Pottinger knew he was going to be outnumbered. Mulvaney and his allies didn’t want to allow the NSC to do anything that might be too disruptive. Blocking travel from China would be an unprecedented intervention. And over what? Five cases of the sniffles in the United States? President Trump had just launched his reelection bid and signed a trade agreement with Beijing. He wouldn’t rock the boat by approving something so drastic. But Pottinger came to the meeting prepared.

Earlier that day, he had connected with another former source in China from his journalism days, a doctor. That person had told him that roughly half of the people who had tested positive for COVID-19 in China had showed no symptoms of being sick. They were called “asymptomatic.” That meant that a seemingly healthy person could actually be sick and transmit the virus to someone else. The implications were explosive, Pottinger knew. (The Chinese minister in charge of the National Health Commission, Ma Xiaowei, had also recently announced that there was evidence of asymptomatic transmission but hadn’t provided data to back up the assertion.)

Even though China had initially downplayed the severity of the virus, photographs and videos had been circulating of large parts of China completely shutting down, a massive government response. On January 23, China announced that it was locking down Wuhan, a city of 11 million people. The shutdown was extended to several more cities in the coming days, with travel prohibited inside much of the country. Tens of millions of people were effectively locked in their homes. The Chinese were rapidly building an entire hospital in Wuhan that was completed within days. Everyone in the country was wearing a mask. People in hazmat suits took passengers’ temperatures before anyone was allowed into the subway. China had gone from reluctantly admitting that there had been a few cases of person-to-person spread to shutting down the world’s second largest economy. If the virus had brought the world’s most populous country to a standstill, some top US officials, especially Pottinger, knew they should be doing more.

But as deputy national security advisor, Pottinger was in an awkward position. He was supposed to be chairing the meeting, which meant that his job was to solicit input from others in the room and avoid arguing forcefully for any particular outcome. That fact tied his hands. He needed someone else to make the more pointed parts of his argument for him. Someone who would stand up to everyone else in the room unflinchingly.

He knew just the person: a reviled troublemaker named Peter Navarro, the director of the White House National Trade Council.

As people began taking their seats in the Situation Room, Navarro walked in purposefully and slid into a chair halfway down the table. Decades of exercise had preserved his tight, wiry frame. Most people in the room didn’t recognize him, but Mulvaney knew all about Navarro. About his penchant for slamming China. About the times he used an anagram of his last name and inserted someone named Ron Vara in his books to make disparaging comments about China. Some White House officials believed he had no credibility. At first, Navarro didn’t move or speak but sat upright and coiled, like a cobra waiting for its moment to strike.

Azar and Redfield began the briefing by again reassuring everyone gathered that the situation was very serious but the health agencies were taking the proper steps to respond. This kind of outbreak was what they were designed to deal with.

That quickly uncorked Navarro. “You don’t know what you are dealing with!” he shouted across the room. One participant recalled that it was as if Navarro was “foaming at the mouth.”

China lies, Navarro went on. It spawns these viruses and covers everything up and then it’s too late. Americans are going to die. A lot of Americans. We can’t trust the information we are getting from China. The US government will have to ban travel from China immediately. Few at the table knew it, but Navarro had coauthored a book nine years earlier entitled Death by China: Confronting the Dragon—a Global Call to Action. He believed that the Chinese had no qualms about killing large numbers of Americans. He believed it in his bones.

Pottinger’s plan to use Navarro as his mouthpiece seemed to work initially, but then Navarro kept going. And going. He went around the room, lighting into the other experts present. The health team, what did they know? Nothing. What did any of them know? Nothing. They needed to ban travel, and they needed to do it now.

Pottinger had been waiting for an opening. He told his colleagues that he had come across some alarming information: Chinese officials were no longer able to contact trace the virus. In other words, it was so widespread that they couldn’t determine where people had contracted it. And he relayed the Chinese suspicions about asymptomatic spread: people who seemed perfectly healthy were transmitting the virus, not just in China but potentially everywhere, including in the United States.

Azar cut in. The CDC is the gold standard for this kind of thing, he said. No one is better prepared to deal with the situation than officials at the Department of Health and Human Services and their colleagues at the CDC. They know how to do contact tracing, so they can track down every single person that an infected person has interacted with and lock them all down. That could stop the virus from spreading further or causing an outbreak.

Most in the room were leery of a travel ban, but they worried that imposing harsh restrictions could make the Chinese cut off all information. Then the United States would be flying blind. The World Health Organization, which still had not declared the coronavirus a public health emergency of international concern, had explicitly advised against travel restrictions. The administration’s medical experts, including NIAID director Anthony Fauci and CDC director Robert Redfield, argued that travelers from China might be importing cases of the virus into the United States—but so were people coming in from other countries. Travel restrictions might buy time, but they couldn’t stop a virus. What they might stop, the health officials worried, was any cooperation from the Chinese.

What about travel from China to other countries? another participant asked. Someone could travel from China to France, then to the United States. Or to England and then to the United States. Was the United States supposed to shut down travel from everywhere? What about the thousands of Americans all over the world who were flying home from abroad every day? What if they were sick? The virus could seep through US borders and into communities like water through a net.

Mulvaney couldn’t believe what he was witnessing. Pottinger and Navarro had nearly pulled off a policy ambush.

“Look,” Mulvaney told someone at the meeting, “I’ve got Pottinger with a friend of his in Hong Kong as a source. I’ve got Navarro, who makes up his sources, and then on the other side of the equation I’ve got Kadlec and Fauci and Redfield, three experts, who say not to shut down flights just yet.” (Mulvaney was mistaken on how exactly the doctors felt about a ban at the time.)

Trump’s new trade deal with China, not even two weeks old, complicated matters. China was one of the United States’ top trading partners, and Trump was counting on the country to help him win reelection by buying up US goods. Would blocking Chinese citizens from entering the United States destroy the trade deal that Trump considered to be one of his biggest accomplishments?

The meeting wrapped up, and Mulvaney looked at the room and said, “We have a consensus. No flight ban.”

Pottinger threw up his hands in exasperation, and Navarro quickly interjected, “We don’t have a consensus on anything.”

As people filed out, Mulvaney turned to an aide and said that Navarro was to be banned from the meetings for the foreseeable future. Azar, stunned, asked someone, “Who was that guy?”

One of the government health experts pulled Pottinger aside. The stat Pottinger had cited, the one about half of all people with the virus being asymptomatic, there’s just no way that can be true, the person said. No one has ever heard of a coronavirus similar to SARS or MERS whose spread can be driven in part by asymptomatic carriers. That would be a game changer.

Trump would soon tell the journalist Bob Woodward that a terrible, “deadly” virus had arrived, one that was much more severe than the flu.

He would often boast that the things he dealt with, whether they were hurricanes or tornadoes or investigations, were the biggest ever, the biggest of all time, the most challenging thing any president had ever faced. But in the moment, he usually delegated responsibility to others and then blamed them for their mistakes if their solutions didn’t work. This virus was different, though; he didn’t know how to deal with it.

So he opted to do what he always did in such situations: will it away.

The key to willing it away was to ensure that his public remarks conveyed no concern, no apprehension. His life, in public and private, was built on a stack of fakes and lies, an amoral brazenness that gave him a decided advantage over his adversaries, whether they were women, real estate counterparts, or political leaders and heads of state. He would use the same tactic on this virus, this microbe, this tiny thing no one could see.

And so, like a magician winking at his audience, he promised Americans that the coronavirus would just disappear. “We have very little problem in this country at this moment,” he said in Michigan two days later, referring to the now five reported cases. “. . . And those people are all recuperating successfully. But we’re working very closely with China and other countries, and we think it’s going to have a very good ending for it, so that I can assure you.”

But it was clear to many in the White House that even with only five cases, the outbreak was starting to pose a logistical nightmare. The State Department had so far chartered one flight back from Wuhan with about two hundred Americans on board. There were thousands more who still wanted to come home. Were any of them sick? The lockdowns in China were extending almost every day, far beyond Wuhan. And the people the State Department brought home would have to be quarantined somewhere for two weeks until it was relatively certain that they couldn’t spread the virus to their families or communities.

There were now too many people involved in the discussions. Mulvaney and Chris Liddell, the White House deputy chief of staff for policy, decided to formalize the working group that had been meeting for the last several days, naming it the Coronavirus Task Force. Navarro was barred from participating, and Azar asked Mulvaney and other White House officials to exclude Joe Grogan, but they refused. Azar would lead the group, though. He would have the control he craved.

The task force began as about a dozen people, swelling to more than twenty as the outbreak raged on. At first it consisted of mostly health and national security experts, but it grew to include economic advisers and even people with backgrounds in agricultural and housing policy. Cabinet secretaries usually attended with one or two of their top staffers.

The group’s initial mandate was almost entirely the repatriation and quarantining of Americans returning from abroad. To some of Trump’s aides, just naming the group a “task force” made the White House look as though it was doing something.

They typically met in the White House Situation Room, a secure, windowless chamber near the White House mess hall. Attendees had to ring a doorbell before they were allowed to enter, and they were prohibited from bringing phones into the meetings. Unable to track real-time news developments while locked in multihour meetings, when the group took short breaks, there was often a stampede of officials running to their phones for updates.

Trump joined the new task force for a meeting the next day and posted a photograph of the group on Twitter. White House officials didn’t anticipate the backlash when it became clear that the task force was all men and almost all white. It looked like an echo chamber. Were they really the best experts on preventing an outbreak, or were they just the best that Trump could muster?

The members realized that they would have to come up with some sort of plan quickly. The next day, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a public health emergency, and researchers at the New England Journal of Medicine published a paper that confirmed what Pottinger had told others in the Situation Room: people with no symptoms could spread the disease, a nightmare scenario.

The news finally convinced the principal health officials, including Fauci and Redfield, that a travel ban was necessary, because there was no way to identify all infected travelers at the airport through screening. The morning of January 30, the CDC recommended to Azar that the US ban travel from China. Azar agreed, and presented the recommendation at the task force meeting that afternoon in the Situation Room. Pottinger and others who had supported the travel ban idea for more than a week were frustrated that it had taken so long but happy that there was finally a consensus. But how on earth could the United States ban travelers from the world’s biggest country?

The task force members huddled to try to map out a strategy. Because of the dramatic spike in cases of the novel coronavirus in China, they would start by banning most travelers from China from entering the United States. Then, if the virus began to explode in other countries—Italy, for example, was starting to look worrying—they could consider more restrictions.

Later that evening, Trump was on Air Force One with a group of aides, on his way to hold a rally in Iowa. Trump had planned the trip as a way to steal attention from the upcoming Democratic primary caucus there and create his own spectacle. As he settled into the president’s cabin on the plane, he received a call from a tense-sounding Azar.

The State Department, Azar told him, was ready to raise its China travel advisory to Level 4—the “do not travel” advisory that is the agency’s highest level of caution
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