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			For Richard Henszey, the most brilliant man I’ve ever known.

			Lachlan

			For my father’s mom—Khun Ya Sanit. I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for you as much as you were for me. I love you, now and always.

			Asawin
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			Asawin’s chest puffed up. Lachlan rested his head in his hand and sighed. A hairsplitting dispute over a months-old news story looked as if it was about to turn into an all-out brawl in the lobby of the Trump International Hotel between a senior White House official and a reporter covering the West Wing.

			It was both an absurd spectacle and a perfect encapsulation of our escapades as journalists in the Trump era in Washington, D.C. We were surrounded by the gilded splendor that is the Trump hotel lobby, flanked by a crew of mobbed-up-in-Trumpworld luminaries with whom we’d been having farcically overpriced cocktails and very amiable conversation just a few minutes earlier. And suddenly the whole thing was degenerating into a screaming match, with each party looking increasingly likely to throw a punch to the teeth.

			The evening had kicked off after work at the Newseum on Pennsylvania Avenue, an ostentatious, now-defunct monument to the journalism profession that, when it wasn’t singing the praises of reporters for “comforting the afflicted,” rented out its glitzy rooftop lounge and patio to host receptions for the city’s political elite. It was April 24, 2018, and the former FBI director James Comey, whom President Donald Trump had famously canned the year prior, was hosting one of those receptions: an open-bar party and book signing for his autobiography, A Higher Loyalty. We were two of the political reporters who came for the free alcohol and food and maybe to ask the fired FBI chief a dumb question. It was clear from the outset that nobody was going to be getting any news or provocative responses from a buttoned-up, on-script Comey that evening.

			Asawin—already a couple drinks in and buoyant—waited in line to ask him to sign a copy of his book for “Donald J. Trump.” Comey let out a polite chuckle and demurred. Instead, he signed the book for Asawin’s parents. The Thai American Daily Beast reporter felt like being cute, so he asked Comey if he wanted to join the two of us at the Trump International Hotel, situated roughly equidistant from the Newseum and the White House, to “do some Fireball shots.” Again, Comey delivered a robotic giggle or two and politely declined. Lachlan, the more conservative and less willing to make an ass out of himself of the duo, stood a few feet away from Comey and Asawin, literally face-palming. He had to remind Asawin that the Trump hotel “does not serve Fireball. I keep telling you this.”

			When we reached the lobby of “Trump D.C.,” Comey was of course nowhere to be found, but all was not lost. Our cocktail companions ended up including an assortment of Trumpworld regulars such as Richard Grenell, a veteran Republican operative who would soon be confirmed as Donald Trump’s ambassador to Germany. Everything had been friendly until Cliff Sims showed up.

			Sims is best known these days as the author of Team of Vipers, a tell-all book about his time in the White House. But back then, he was still working in the West Wing as the director of message strategy. He was friends with the crew we were hanging out with, but we’re not sure whether they mentioned, in inviting him over, that we were there as well.

			A few months earlier, we had written a story about which Sims was clearly still seething. The piece (which we’ll get into in more detail later) reported that two Trump aides, Andrew Surabian and Sims, would likely be tapped as two of the White House’s new point men on crisis communications related to all things Russia. To this day they deny that it was accurate (it was). We’d taken our share of the shouts of “fake news!” that had become routine in covering the Trump White House, and while they continued to criticize the piece months later, Surabian at least had come to laugh about it, and we’d rib each other over the piece virtually every time we ran into each other.

			Sims, though, was a different story. Our relationship was still on the outs when he sauntered up to our table, a knee-height glass one surrounded by couches adjacent to the Trump hotel lobby bar. Multiple people sitting at the table knew things hadn’t been smoothed over with Sims, and they decided to stir shit up. Two people quickly made a point of bringing up our disputed story about Surabian and Sims, prompting us to insist that, actually, the story was completely factual.

			We thought it was all fun and games at this point. Sims didn’t like that and made his feelings clear. The next thing anyone knew, he and Asawin (or Swin as his friends call him) were standing inches apart, noses nearly touching, and screaming their cases as others in attendance attempted to break things up. Sims decided he didn’t want to deal with this anymore and extended his right hand to shake Swin’s goodbye. (Swin and Sims would speak in the weeks after this incident. Each would say, over a laugh, that he essentially wanted to rip out the other’s throat at that particular moment at the hotel. Relations have thawed between the reporter and the former Trump adviser; in fact, Swin would honest to God prefer it if more Trump officials and associates would get in his face instead of ratfucking behind his back.)

			Sims is a lifelong teetotaler, and was as sober at the time as Donald J. Trump always claims to be. Swin, on the other hand, was a few rum and Cokes deep and thoroughly pissed off. He rejected Sims’s overture, loudly stating at least three times, “I’m not shaking his fucking hand!” Sims threw up his hands and headed for the door. At one point between the couches and the lobby exit, Sims turned around and made eye contact with Swin in one final taunt. The Daily Beast reporter took the bait and pursued him across the lobby, yelling the whole time. One of Sims’s friends, in an effort to defuse the situation, tried to lure Swin back to the table. He placed a hand on his shoulder. Swin whirled, pushed him, and nearly knocked him over a piece of furniture.

			By that time, Sims had made it to the exit, and no real blows had been thrown. Still, the shouting and drunken emotions didn’t stop, and hotel security soon appeared, ready to eject Swin. Grenell, grinning widely, motioned to security that things were under control, and they backed off. Swin walked over to the bar to order more booze. Lachlan was thoroughly embarrassed and talked to Grenell for the rest of the evening, dodging whenever possible his idiot, truculent colleague.

			Eventually, we both needed to get home to our respective girlfriends. In our shared cab ride home, Lachlan flatly stated, “I think my new favorite memory of us covering Trump together is you almost getting into a fistfight with a White House official at Trump hotel.”

			It was a casually ridiculous episode typical in our three years covering Donald Trump and his era in Washington. And it helped underscore just how thoroughly the old rules had gone out the window.

			By that time, the Trump hotel itself had already become a symbol of the bare-naked corruption and gaudy opulence that defines the forty-fifth president’s tenure. We were there mingling with people with whom we’d become friendly, even though they think we’re part of a borderline-treasonous disinformation apparatus and we think they’re part of an incompetent graft machine. This irreconcilable conflict had nearly resulted in a physical altercation at the center of political power in Trump’s Washington.

			And in true Trumpian fashion, though tempers flared, threats were made, and heated words were exchanged, in the end not much was accomplished.

			

			—

			THERE used to be a different geographic center of the American political universe. A block from the White House, just across the street from the Treasury Department, sits the storied Willard InterContinental Hotel. It’s a historic place, dating back to 1850; the building itself was actually constructed thirty years earlier. Abraham Lincoln lived in the Willard for ten days before his stint in the White House. Martin Luther King Jr. prepared his “I Have a Dream” speech in the hotel. And if you believe the Willard staff, it’s where the term “lobbying” was coined, by President Ulysses S. Grant, to refer to the special interests congregated in the hotel lobby, hoping to bend the ear of government officials who frequented the place.

			The story is apocryphal—the term dates back over a century earlier, and to the British House of Commons—but in the Washington of Grant’s day the Willard lobby was indeed a place where political business was done, mostly informally through D.C. social networks and handshake deals over high-end cocktails. Eventually, the term “lobbying” took on a meaning of its own, divorced from the physical structure from which it ostensibly originated, at least in American political parlance. A century and a half later, few would associate lobbying with an actual building lobby.

			Until, that is, the era of President Donald Trump.

			In Trump’s Washington, the physical locus of political power isn’t the Willard. And it isn’t even the White House. It’s that damned lobby in the Trump International Hotel down the street, at 1100 Pennsylvania Avenue. Administration officials, members of Congress, cable news personalities, political influence peddlers, corporate executives, the president’s legal teams, chaos agents, and foreign diplomats all regularly flock to its sprawling, gilded atrium to mingle, suck up, be seen, bask in the omnipresent political glow that pervades the place. Omnipresent, at least, until a certain someone is out of office.

			Sharply dressed hosts and waitstaff shepherd visitors into plush, low-seated couches and love seats throughout the sprawling lobby. Cocktail prices run into the three figures. Bar food includes strips of thick-cut, candied bacon served hanging from a plated clothesline. A giant American flag adorns the wall behind the crystal-covered bar, right above an array of large flat-panel televisions, two of which are perpetually tuned to CNN and Fox News. The sound is only ever turned up on the latter, at least whenever we’ve been around.

			The hotel occupies one of Washington’s oldest and most historic structures, the Old Post Office, and its clock tower offers one of the most stunning panoramic views of the capital’s skyline. But prior to the Trump Organization’s renovation, it had descended into a depressing state of disrepair. The only publicly accessible portion was a dingy food court. Even his most vehement detractors must concede that Trump did, in fact, make that place great again.

			The hotel’s quintessentially Trumpian hallmarks were evident early. Abutting the southern end of D.C.’s bustling downtown business district, the hotel sits right on the commuting route of many professional Washingtonians. Just as Trump’s presidential campaign kicked into gear, and scared the shit out of much of D.C.’s professional class, those commuters began seeing a new, very large sign on Pennsylvania Avenue. It read “TRUMP: Coming 2016.” The sign referred to the hotel, but no one in a city built on and obsessed with politics could miss the electoral double entendre. (It even drew a complaint to the Federal Election Commission alleging it was effectively a campaign sign. The FEC disagreed and let the sign stay.)

			We visit the hotel often, simply because there is no better place in Trump’s Washington to meet and talk with the most plugged-in people in the president’s orbit. Corey Lewandowski virtually lives there. Ryan Zinke was frequently seen holding court when he led the Department of the Interior. Eric Bolling, one of the president’s favorite pundits, routinely makes the rounds, beaming and shaking hands with a litany of fans and acquaintances. Rudy Giuliani, Wilbur Ross, Stephen Miller, David Bossie, Sean Spicer, Donald Trump Jr., Steven Mnuchin, William Barr, Brad Parscale, Lindsey Graham—walk in on any given weeknight, and chances are better than decent you’ll see several of them dining and partying. The night Anthony Scaramucci was fired from his brief stint as White House communications director, we headed to the Trump hotel, figuring there was no place in D.C.—including the White House—that we’d be more likely to spot him. And sure enough, shortly after we arrived, he wandered out of the hotel’s steak house over to the elevators, pale as a ghost, declining to comment on the way.

			Reporters know that the hotel is the place to mingle with the people running the country and those who have their collective ear. So too do the legions of people—from lobbyists to foreign dignitaries—seeking to influence the president and those around him. The whole place is a mecca of (legal!) corruption, where the powerful can hobnob with one another and be feted by those seeking to break off a piece of their influence with the president.

			And the best part about it, if you’re President Donald Trump, is the whole thing is making you richer. The president can still draw profits from the trust he created upon taking office and into which he deposited his extensive assets. And when he leaves office, even that thin veneer of recusal won’t be an issue any longer. So every dollar spent on Trump hotel cocktails while schmoozing a White House aide in the hopes of getting in the president’s good graces is a dollar added to the president’s balance sheets. He’s created the incentive for that influence-seeking, and the venue for it, and he’s collecting on the back end. No one ever said he wasn’t shrewd, at least when it comes to a simple grift.

			All of this is to say that we are fully aware of our complicity in Trump’s monetization of the presidency. Just as the capital’s influence-industry professionals mingle at the Trump hotel to win favor with the administration, we mingle to meet sources and in the hopes of building relationships and getting good, useful information. That inevitably requires the purchase of significant volumes of libations and an occasional meal. In the summer of 2017, we perched up on the patio of the hotel during a political fund-raiser, which drew throngs of protesters outside. One protester angrily demanded to know why we were financially supporting the president. We explained that it’s part of the job. Swin told the protester he understood and sympathized with what she was saying but that he was tired and if he didn’t have a drink while being forced by his bosses to go to the Trump hotel on a weeknight, he might blow his brains out before he turned thirty.

			Our patronizing of the hotel is a microcosm of the degree to which Trump has subsumed Washington. Doing business in D.C. these days largely means doing business Trump’s way—whether your business is government, lobbying, or journalism. That’s true to a degree with every administration, which naturally alters the town’s workings in dramatic ways. But Trump is such a uniquely narcissistic figure who demands unparalleled loyalty to himself personally that he, more than perhaps any prior president, individually defines and shapes the political environment in which he serves.

			That has made for some very, very stupid times in the nation’s capital. Fortunately for us, it has also meant no shortage of stories about the absurd ways in which the government and those Washingtonians who depend on and benefit from it have turned American politics into a circus of crookedness, incompetence, and rank dishonesty. (Well, more so than usual.)

			To understand Washington in the Trump era, it is of course necessary to understand Trump himself. But after nearly five years of 24/7 media coverage, most Americans probably know more about our president than they care to. And we’re far from the only journalists writing books attempting to dissect, explain, and reveal new details about this ridiculous moment in American political history.

			To our minds, though, understanding this moment requires looking not just at the man at the top but at the people below him, the legions of minions and misfits who rode Trump’s coattails to some of the most powerful political positions in the world. Many of them share his defining characteristics—narcissistic, corrupt, shallow, dishonest, shameless—and though Trump himself is the face of everything that happens in his administration, the D-listers, as we’ve come to call them, are in most cases those who actually put his will into effect.

			It was a quirk of our approach to the Trump administration, as two reporters who had never covered any previous White House, that we ended up focusing as much on those surrounding the president as on the president himself. We suddenly found ourselves competing with some of the best reporters in the world for some of the craziest stories in modern American politics. And we’re the first two to admit that we were regularly chasing some of our esteemed colleagues on some major scoops.

			We were left to figure out what value we could bring to the increasingly insane daily political conversation. And we naturally settled into a role as storytellers for the people behind the headlines. The Daily Beast is a small newsroom that routinely punches above its weight. But when The New York Times or The Washington Post shifted the tectonic plates of Washington with a groundbreaking exclusive, we’d approach it with a different goal in mind: What are the thousands of midlevel functionaries toiling away in relative obscurity thinking and doing about the increasingly shambolic state of the administration that employed them? Before long, we’d carved out a niche as two White House reporters bringing an unvarnished view of the state of Trumpworld from the perspective of aides and advisers who often weren’t making the headlines but were forced to deal with their fallout.

			A deeper understanding of the Trump presidency requires examining the unique, often comical, frequently disturbing goings-on in the corridors of power outside the Oval Office. We’re aiming to take you inside the Trump sausage factory, where grifters, ideologues, hangers-on, and unquestioning foot soldiers put the Trump vision for America into effect and frequently attempt to leverage it for their own personal, petty ends.

			Our story begins before Trump’s political ascent and revisits his time as a New York real estate developer and reality-television star. We will take you through the campaign with the amateurish and ethically questionable crew that ushered him into office. We’ll revisit the early days of the Trump White House, its utter dysfunction, leaking, backbiting, and internal witch hunts, and the inevitable recriminations that enveloped the West Wing. And we’ll delve into the pro-Trump media apparatus, the lobbyists and influence peddlers seeking to cash in on his presidency, and the federal agencies trying to make policy under the weight of constant infighting and scandal. We’ll check in with the crew of lawyers who, so far, have managed to keep the president in office and out of the clink. And we’ll dig deep into the sketchy crew of foreign businessmen who have, as of this writing, landed the president on the verge of impeachment.

			This story involves many people of whom you’re no doubt aware—folks like Steve Bannon, Corey Lewandowski, Scott Pruitt, Hope Hicks, and Rudy Giuliani. Others may be characters you’ve never heard of—Trump’s favorite teleprompter operator, the Fox producer who paved the way for the cable news presidency, the obscure environmental policy aide caught up in soap opera–style drama that effectively brought down a White House chief of staff. And where we recount stories that have already made it into the news, we will do so in ways that, hopefully, illuminate previously unknown details of the sagas that set the stage for and defined Trump’s first term in office.

			And we’ll also try to make you laugh—in abject terror, at least.

			

			—

			WE also want to be very clear about something else.

			Originally, we had asked our agents and our publisher if this book that you’re currently flipping through could be titled “Another Shitstorm in Fucktown: The Donald J. Trump Odyssey.” If we had our druthers, that would be the title. Alas, everybody in a position of power in making this decision told us we couldn’t do that. For one, it would make it harder to sell a book with such a name at Walmart or Costco or any other kid-friendly retailer.

			After nearly three years of covering and investigating what Swin once publicly described as an “autocratic game-show host personality cult,” we thought it felt like the only title that fully captured the essence of what the Trump era was really like.

			Too many reporters and books on the Trump years (including the bestseller Fear, which was ostensibly written by Bob Woodward but had the distinct feel of Rob Porter’s strong influence) cover this era without the necessary combination of horror, tar-black humor, and gleeful disregard for “respecting the office” for which we believe the occasion has called.

			We’re Washington-based reporters for The Daily Beast, a New York–headquartered digital news outfit that we affectionately refer to as a highbrow tabloid. The institutional mantra is “nonpartisan but not neutral,” and that’s the attitude we’ve brought to our White House coverage and that we’ve tried to bring to this book. We’re not going to insult your intelligence by pretending to play it down the middle. And we hope you’re looking for a take on this ridiculous time in our country that doesn’t try to pretend that everything is fine and normal. It isn’t.

			The initial inspiration for the premise of Sinking in the Swamp wasn’t any work of political nonfiction; it was a book about gangsters, the one on which the Martin Scorsese classic Goodfellas is based. That 1985 book, titled Wiseguy and written by the veteran crime reporter Nicholas Pileggi (who later co-wrote the screenplay with Scorsese), told the story of the American Mafia through the eyes of Henry Hill, a gangster turned FBI snitch. Hill wasn’t a marquee figure in gangland or a recognizable big name like a Gambino or a Siegel or a Luciano. He was, at least at one point, a total obscurity with no pop culture name ID.

			“There’d been several books about mob bosses,” Pileggi once said, describing how and why he wrote his book. “But [with Wiseguy], it was like getting ahold of a soldier in Napoleon’s army. That’s who I want. I want to know how it worked inside. Detail, detail, detail. Everything is detail.”

			This premise—telling the story of the famous boss and organization through the viewpoint of some foot soldier—seemed perfect not just for the mob but for the decadent political universe of Donald Trump. When we initially discussed coauthoring a book on Trumpworld, one thing neither of us wanted to do was write the story through the eyes of a Trump, a Kushner, or a Bannon. It’d been done many times, too often, and sometimes to very boring and useless effect.

			We wanted to tell the story of Trump, but through the eyes and misadventures of his lieutenants, his cable news collaborators, his hangers-on, his diehards, the lobbyists, the “shadow lobbyists,” the grunts, the fixers, the ratfuckers, the operatives, and the unknowns-but-influentials. To tell this story from the ground up—from the worm’s-eye view—we needed to find dozens upon dozens of Trumpworld’s Henry Hills.

			The idea of taking this storytelling template from gangland to the Trump orbit would probably make perfect sense to, of all people, Donald Trump himself.

			“You have to treat ’em like shit,” Trump told his buddy the architect Philip Johnson, according to a 1992 New York magazine piece. The “’em” in that sentence was referring to women.

			“You’d make a good mafioso,” Johnson told Trump, to which the future U.S. president replied, “One of the greatest.”

			Decades later, numerous critics, including Trump’s fired FBI director, James Comey, would compare Trump to a mob boss, though less flatteringly so. This comparison also came up during a private meeting at the White House that we had with Sarah Huckabee Sanders, at the time still working in the West Wing as Trump’s most senior spokesperson and as a treasured confidante.

			We were meeting her at her office in early 2019 in part to discuss the prospect of arranging an interview with her boss for Sinking in the Swamp. We explained the above premise and the Goodfellas analogy to Sanders, who seemed at least superficially interested, given her stated fandom for the acclaimed film. At one point, Swin conceded that there are, in fact, differences between La Cosa Nostra and the Trump administration, to which Sanders mockingly thanked him for generously admitting there were distinctions between Trump and a gore-soaked mobster.

			“It’s true. You guys have stronger NDAs,” Swin replied.

			“Yeah, but in the mob they’ll just kill you!” Sanders shot back. She scribbled down our interview request on a sheet of paper and at least said she would bring it up with the president.

			As you can likely guess, despite our entreaties to Donald Trump’s senior spokespeople, including the back-to-back White House press secretaries Sanders and Stephanie Grisham as well as his former media gatekeeper Hope Hicks, we did not, ultimately, get to interview the president for this book, or anything else. We’ve asked numerous times and regret not having the opportunity to ask him about all the things we’re writing about that would invariably have made him mad to our faces. In the course of our investigations, interviews, and digging for the book that you’re holding, we communicated with at least 174 knowledgeable sources—administration officials, lawyers, Trump friends, operatives, party apparatchiks, media figures, lobbyists, strategists, villains, victims, professional bullshitters, backstabbers and backbiters, campaign brass, the works—to bring you this story.

			A number of people, perhaps some very powerful and very wealthy people, will want to tell you that this book is “fiction” or “fake.” Our official position directed at anyone who tries to tell you that is “All our news is real, and every orgasm you ever thought you gave someone was fake.”

			Reading this book, you might walk away with the sense that we have been two little piglets in the Trump years, gleefully inhaling the muck and empty calories at the trough of President Trump’s lunacy. Indeed, we tried to reflect as much of the dark humor of this presidency as possible and have painted a portrait of what we believe are some of the defining characteristics and depravities of the Trump universe. By no means should this be mistaken for a numbness to the human costs of the era, on which numerous reporters and advocates have done incredible work. For us, the use of humor is a form of professional and personal novocaine.

			In the end, the American people get the elected government they deserve. And that is punishingly true, very much so, of the election and administration of the forty-fifth president.

		

	
		
			[image: ]TIC TACS AND UNCLE TOMS

			Throughout Donald Trump’s long-running history of legal threats and maneuvers, there has been rampant bluffing, oftentimes taking the shape of verbally violent bluster. In his earlier real estate days, he was known to privately threaten businessmen, lawyers, and other adversaries with “my friends in Jersey” if he felt someone had crossed him. It is unclear if his threats of Mafia violence were backed up by anything remotely actionable or within his power to authorize, or if he was just making a big-boy noise. Most people who heard this simply rolled their eyes and went about their day.

			President Trump was never able to shed his affinity for mob-don lingo, or at least his pop culture approximation of it. He’d repeatedly blast his former fixer and attorney, Michael Cohen, for being a snitch and a rat for cooperating with the feds and making him look bad, for instance. And Trump sues, or more often emptily threatens to sue or inflict pain via the justice system, as if failing to do so will cause him erectile dysfunction.

			But long before he tore from Hillary Rodham Clinton the title of “leader of the free world,” and a decade before he shot to right-wing political stardom as a garrulous vessel for racist birtherism, Donald John Trump was himself the target of some pettier, less high-profile legal action. This was due to the fact that during the late 1980s and early 1990s Trump was—allegedly!—busy ripping off some poor schmuck’s board-game idea.

			In 1990, around the time the tabloid press was having a field day with Trump’s brutal split from his first wife, Ivana, a real estate and insurance agent in Michigan named Walter Brockington III (then in his late twenties) briefly became a blip in The Donald’s long life. In a lawsuit that year, Brockington alleged that Trump had stolen his idea for a Monopoly-esque board game that the real estate mogul created with Milton Bradley and simply called Trump: The Game. For his alleged trouble and dispossession, Brockington sought $50,000 in damages.

			It was one of a litany of lawsuits and legal actions, frivolous or otherwise, that have consumed seemingly the entirety of Trump’s seven decades on the planet, including his characteristically litigious presidency.

			According to the suit filed in U.S. District Court in Detroit, Brockington claimed he had written Trump a letter in 1988 requesting financial support to move his game, Mogul, from drawing board to reality. Brockington claims that he received a letter back from the Trump Organization stating it was not interested. But the following year, Trump unveiled a new product with Milton Bradley, with Trump: The Game being sold for twenty-five bucks a pop.

			Brockington’s lawsuit ended up going nowhere, and Trump’s board game proved to be a poorly selling dud. But to this day, Brockington believes the similarities between Trump: The Game and his letter to Trump—“the instructions, and the mechanics of Trump’s game,” he said—defied coincidence, thus proving he must’ve been “ripped off” by a supposed titan of industry he once so admired.

			“He is a character,” Brockington said during the 2016 GOP presidential primary. “I don’t think he has what it takes to be president. When you look at what he said about immigrants, when you look at what he said about President Obama, he’s a bad example.

			“I don’t think he’s gonna make it as president, or the nominee for the Republican Party,” Brockington added, chillingly but without much prescience.

			

			—

			IN the years that paved the way for Donald Trump’s ascendance to the presidency, he accumulated cultural power the old-fashioned way: through a potent combination of coastal tabloid intrigue, Hollywood star-fucking, weaponized baby-boomer racism, red-meat conservative media, and trashy, anesthetizing television.

			In early 2004, the reality-TV kingpin Mark Burnett and the National Broadcasting Company gave Trump an extraordinary platform to bombard millions of American voters with pure, uncut pro-Trump propaganda: the big, fat lie that he was somehow a master of the universe. But if you blame NBC’s The Apprentice and The Celebrity Apprentice for fueling President Trump’s rise and the cult of personality that propelled him into the Oval Office, then logically you must first blame the butterfly effect of the cast of Friends deciding to throw in the towel after a mere ten seasons on the air.

			In the closing months of 2002, the actors playing Monica, Phoebe, Rachel, Joey, Ross, and Chandler on the beloved NBC sitcom all decided, and publicly announced, that season ten, to wrap in 2004, would be their curtain call. At the time, Jeff Zucker—who would soon become a nemesis of President Trump’s as president of CNN—was the head of NBC Entertainment; he and other top execs scrambled to lock down adequate filler to help close the void that was about to be exposed by the evaporation of “Must See TV” on Thursday nights.

			The network, in what at the time seemed like a bold gambit, slotted a new reality show—Burnett’s Apprentice—in for Thursday-evening family viewing. And the move paid off. The first season, in which unknown businesspeople competed in menial contests for the honor of Donald Trump’s televised approval, was a hit and featured some of the more memorable characters such as Omarosa Manigault, who would become an ally on Trump’s 2016 campaign, a senior official in the Trump administration, and finally a high-profile backstabber and antagonist.

			“Who knew that the replacement for ‘Friends’ would be Donald Trump?” Zucker told The New York Times all those years ago. Or that the replacement for Barack Obama would be Donald Trump?

			

			—

			BEFORE The Apprentice took off on NBC, Trump, with his string of colossal real estate catastrophes and bullshit-artistry, was at risk of cementing his status as a perennial D-lister and pop culture also-ran. With the success of the reality-TV series, he rose to the more respectable B-list and got a mere taste of the full-throttle political adulation that in time would be his for the taking.

			He ruled over the set and series as his own personal fiefdom, barking orders as a morally vacant patrician acting out without fear of consequence, on or off camera.

			One disgusting habit to which he’d routinely submit staff and the cleaning crew involved Tic Tacs. The hard-mint product became part of the Trump canon when The Washington Post published the infamous “grab ’em by the pussy” tape in the final weeks of the presidential campaign. On the tape, Trump explains to Jeb Bush’s cousin Billy that he popped some Tic Tacs before meeting the women he assaulted. It would lead to Tic Tac’s jumping on the bandwagon to denounce Trump, with a tweet reading “Tic Tac respects all women. We find the recent statements and behavior completely inappropriate and unacceptable.” But there’s another gross Tic Tac story hiding further back in Trump’s past.

			On the set of The Apprentice, as Trump would sit behind the boardroom table, getting more and more bored as he waited to shoot his scenes, he would busy himself by sucking on Tic Tacs. He would spit them out behind the table, leaving them on the floor for staff to discover and, to their horror, to clean up.

			“Trump used to take Tic Tacs, and suck out the outer layer, and stick them on the floor of the set—it was fucking awful,” one person who worked on Trump’s NBC show told Swin during the election. (All Apprentice staffers and alumni had to speak anonymously so as to not run afoul of strict, intimidating nondisclosure agreements, a Trump hallmark even then.)

			One Apprentice colleague “started this tradition of keeping Trump-used Tic Tacs, and it was one day our goal to take them to a genetic lab” with the aim of cloning him, or at least getting the half-dissolved candies analyzed by a professional, this person added.

			In a particularly stomach-turning moment of reporting, Swin was actually shown a photo of a container of Trump’s used Tic Tacs. It was as upsetting as it sounds.

			

			—

			DURING the tail end of the 2016 election, Swin, working closely with one of his Beast colleagues, Gideon Resnick, did a lot of reporting on Trump’s reign of terror at The Apprentice and attempted to show what his starring role and involvement with the production said about how he’d tackle being chief executive of the United States. The pair spent weeks cold-calling and contacting numerous former and then-current Apprentice staff, leading to many of them anonymously breaking their million-dollar-plus NDAs, all in the service of dishing revealing tidbits on the kind of man DJT really was.

			Some of the stories Swin and Gideon broke included Trump repeatedly mocking one of his supposed friends and “celebrity apprentices,” Marlee Matlin, an Oscar-winning actress who happens to be deaf, as “retarded.” (President Trump would later use the term to habitually trash his first attorney general, Jeff Sessions, as a “retarded,” “weak,” incompetent apparatchik.) During tapings of the series, Trump often scribbled notes as he sat at the long table and judged contestants in “the boardroom,” the climactic Trump Tower setting for his game show. One person familiar with these notes and who cleaned up the boardroom after tapings found one of the slips of paper, which read in Trump’s handwriting, “Marlee, is she retarded??”

			A different Apprentice staffer recounted, “In the boardroom, he would talk to her like she was ‘special.’ He took her deafness as some kind of [mental] handicap.” This staff member recalled being in the control room for taping of an episode on which Matlin was a contestant and listening as Trump made an “insensitive” remark on the actress’s deafness while she was seated opposite Trump. “She responded; she stood up for herself,” this source recalled. However, this interaction was relegated to the cutting room floor of the episode. The Apprentice tapes of these cut scenes, potentially a treasure trove of clips and faux pas that would be humiliating to Trump, have been squirreled away from the public, with Trump’s buddy Mark Burnett, the Apprentice honcho, sticking to his vow of silence.

			“People would just laugh this [stuff] off; it was just the culture,” the Apprentice staffer noted. “But now it’s a little more serious because it’s not a joke anymore!” Another witness said Trump “would kind of do these mock voices,” approximating a deaf voice. “Marlee was a popular person on the show . . . He would take the low road and mock her disability.”

			The day after that report published in October 2016, Matlin responded with a written statement on Twitter, reading “Recent media reports have circulated that Donald Trump allegedly referred [to me] as ‘retarded.’ The term is abhorrent and should never be used. The fact that we are talking about this during a very important moment in American history has upset me deeply.”

			She continued, “As a person who is Deaf, as a woman, as a mom, as a wife, as an actor, I have a voice. And I’m using that voice to make myself heard . . . and vote.”

			Another Apprentice story Swin broke later that same month, when, citing multiple anonymous sources, The Daily Beast ran the headline “Donald Trump Kept Calling Lil Jon an ‘Uncle Tom’ on Celebrity Apprentice.” While making the thirteenth season of his NBC show, Trump caught a glimpse of the rapper/contestant wearing an Uncle Sam getup to help advertise hair-care products. After spotting this, Trump began exclaiming that Lil Jon, a black man, was a real “Uncle Tom!”—seemingly unaware that “Uncle Tom” is a racial slur typically directed at black men accused of being hyper-subservient to white people. When staff tried to tell Trump that what he really meant was “Uncle Sam,” not “Tom,” and that the latter would be taken as rather offensive to the recording artist, Trump refused to back down.

			“No, that’s a saying, it’s Uncle Tom,” Trump said with a straight face. There are even several unaired takes in Apprentice footage of Trump trying to figure out the difference between “Uncle Sam” (bueno) and “Uncle Tom” (no bueno), with the TV host somehow not able to grasp what was and wasn’t problematic. His stubbornness on the issue set off a mini-crisis among producers and others on the set, with multiple producers having tried, to no avail, to persuade him not to use the term. One of the executive producers even called Trump to plead with him to drop the “Tom.”

			None of this worked.

			Their fears were realized when Trump, well, ended up calling Lil Jon an Uncle Tom to his face in the boardroom.

			Shortly before publication of this story on a Friday night, Swin emailed Hope Hicks, one of Trump’s top aides and his media gatekeeper, with a standard comment request. Hicks had, for the most part, ignored Swin’s requests for comment during the many months of the campaign. Within twelve minutes of receiving Swin’s inquiry, however, Hicks messaged back a terse statement: “This is simply untrue.” (As a mildly amusing aside, when Hicks sent this, she thought she was emailing a female reporter. The following year, Swin and Lachlan would meet Hicks face-to-face for the first time, for a meeting in what had become Donald Trump’s West Wing. During the initial minutes of our conversation, Hicks kept looking at Swin in a gently bizarre, inquisitive way that became abundantly clear as to why, when at one point she interrupted him midsentence to say, “I’m sorry, I thought you were a girl.” Lachlan promptly began chortling his ass off in the chair beside Swin. Since 2015, Swin and Hope had communicated only in the form of written electronic comms. She had assumed “Asawin Suebsaeng” was a lady’s name. Who—who isn’t Thai—could possibly blame her?)

			The Daily Beast published the article regardless. Before the clock struck midnight that Friday evening, Lil Jon himself helped knock down the Trump campaign’s explicit denial, tweeting a statement confirming the report. “When this ‘Uncle Tom’ incident happened on Celebrity Apprentice in the boardroom several of my castmates and I addressed Mr. Trump immediately when we heard the comment,” the rapper said. “I can’t say if he knew what he was actually saying or not, but he did stop using that term once we explained [its] offensiveness. I also want to be clear that I don’t agree with many of the statements Mr. Trump has said during his current run for President.” (As president, Trump would later claim at a press conference, when asked by a reporter about his track record of racist behavior, that he had no idea who Lil Jon was, despite having hosted him on his Apprentice set and having tweeted about the rapper in the past.)

			Several other Apprentice-related scoops came out that month, but one in particular has stuck with Swin for all these years. It was the one story in the batch that, more so than the rest, truly underscored what kind of commander in chief Donald Trump would be. The story, which ran after the torrent of sexual assault and harassment allegations against the 2016 Republican presidential nominee had already started, had Donald Trump engaging in an alleged cover-up of a sexual attack, all to protect one of his famous friends.

			During the filming of the 2011 Celebrity Apprentice season, Trump welcomed the Oscar nominee Gary Busey into the fold. Busey, of course, came with his fair share of personal baggage. In 1999, the actor had been investigated for domestic violence after his wife alleged that he “grabbed her shoulders and wrestled her to the ground,” according to the authorities. Busey was freed after posting bail. Two years prior to that, a United Airlines flight attendant accused Busey of hitting her. No subsequent criminal charges were filed.

			But Trump has frequently felt compelled to stick up for his notorious acquaintances, even those accused or convicted of serious crimes, whether they be Mike Tyson, Don King, Paul Manafort, or Gary Busey. It didn’t hurt that Busey, in 2012, had endorsed Trump for the presidency back when the real estate mogul had previously flirted with running to unseat Barack Obama. (Trump would instead align himself with the eventual GOP nominee, Mitt Romney, whose campaign had actively sought the birther businessman’s imprimatur. Years after that, Romney was elected senator in the Trump era, during which he mainly made national headlines for gently criticizing something Trump said or did that made him feel personally uncomfortable.)

			But during the shooting of the 2011 season, Busey allegedly did something on the set that Trump himself would consider “naughty.” Others would consider the alleged act sexual violence. The alleged incident occurred when the celebrity contestants were tasked by Trump to sell some art at a New York gallery. At one point, the cast and crew were taking a break outside, where one female employee, who spoke to Swin under the condition of anonymity, was allegedly grabbed by Busey. “They had booze for the [gallery party]; I think Lil Jon ordered it,” she said. “And so, a few of the celebrities wanted to do a shot together after we finished [setting up] for the show. We all took a shot together and then went to stand together for B-roll time. We were smoking cigarettes outside, and Busey was standing next to me. And then at one point, he grabbed me firmly between my legs and ran his hand up my stomach and grabbed my breasts. I didn’t know what to do. So I made this joke, ‘Oh, I’ve never been sexually harassed by a celebrity before!’ Then he grabbed my hand and put it [over] his penis and said, like, ‘I’m just getting started, baby.’”

			At that point, her friend, visibly alarmed, said she intervened and jumped in between her and Busey to put a stop to it. Word traveled fast, and the alleged victim’s colleagues and friends were absolutely livid. Some reportedly demanded that Busey be kicked off the show, and internal discontent grew so loud that it rippled up the chain of command, from management and executive producers all the way to Donald Trump himself.

			The real estate TV star not only turned a blind eye but laughed it off while doing so. Busey was permitted to remain on the show for the duration of the season, until he was “fired” by Trump and finished in sixth place. His alleged victim told Swin that she didn’t pursue the matter further for fear she would be blackballed or suffer professional consequences. (Two years after the alleged assault, Busey would return to Trump’s Apprentice fiefdom, if you’re wondering what kind of blowback he suffered.)

			According to multiple sources, when Trump welcomed Busey into the boardroom, he did little more than giggle about the incident. “Keep your hands to yourself,” Trump instructed Busey. “Gary, did you do a bad thing? . . . Got your hands where they’re not supposed to be? . . . Bad boy, a very bad boy.”

			Multiple people witnessed the two of them yukking it up as Trump was supposed to be punishing him. Through a representative, Busey emphatically denied the allegations at the time The Daily Beast first published them.

			During the final weeks of the 2016 election, Swin spent a lot of time investigating Trump’s era of reality-TV stardom. Some of the stories
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