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Authors’ Note

We are grateful to the talented journalist and editor Mark Warren. He worked with us for almost a year on this project, contributing to our drafts, research, and editing. He helped us think through the shape and meaning of this work and pushed us to squeeze the very most out of our reporting. We so appreciate his wisdom, loyalty, and friendship.

Another irreplaceable partner was Pamela Williams, one of the greatest journalists that Australia has ever produced and the finest that either of us has ever known. Pam poured herself into this book—guiding our reporting, challenging our thinking, sharpening our prose, and driving us to think even more ambitiously, dig even deeper, make that extra phone call or ten. We love you, Pam.






Note on Sources

The bulk of our reporting for this book took place over a three-year period, from the spring of 2023 until the spring of 2026. During that time we conducted more than a thousand interviews with a wide range of people close to President Trump, including campaign officials, White House staff, officials serving in government departments and agencies, former aides, donors, lawmakers, friends, and business associates. Many of our interviews were conducted on the journalistic ground rule of “deep background,” agreed to in advance, which meant we could use the information but not identify who gave it to us.

Throughout the reporting process, we made extensive efforts to contact the individuals named in this book and to give them ample opportunity to offer their perspective. When we use direct quotes in the book, those quotes came either from the person speaking them, someone who heard them directly, or from contemporaneous notes, recordings, or transcripts. When we paraphrase, it’s because witnesses or participants in the dialogue cannot recall the precise wording but are confident about the thrust of the message expressed. The book contains detailed scenes in sensitive locations. Where there were discrepancies between the accounts of participants in meetings, we generally erred on the side of removing the disagreed-upon material; in some instances we relied on our own judgment of various sources’ reliability, based on our long histories of covering Trump and his inner circle.

Over the course of these past three years, during our daily reporting for The New York Times, each of us has spoken to Donald Trump multiple times. On March 16, 2026, the President sat with us for an hour in the Oval Office and answered our questions. We presented him with accounts of sensitive scenes and private dialogue, including his own interactions with foreign leaders, and he engaged at length—largely without disputing our reporting, though he pushed back on a few specific points. We then sent detailed follow-up emails to his staff that gave the White House extensive visibility into our reporting and every opportunity to respond.





Prologue

Fur stoles swept through the entrance of Mar-a-Lago. An unusual cold front was lowering temperatures into the high forties—enough, in Palm Beach, to justify the parade of mink and sable among the guests arriving to ring in 2026 with the President of the United States. They gathered first around the pool, then made their way along a black carpet, past a cascade of candles and string musicians serenading them as they entered the Donald J. Trump Grand Ballroom. They had come to pay homage. And to party.

When Trump arrived, the music switched from “The Star-Spangled Banner” and “God Bless America” to Rossini’s “William Tell Overture,” made famous as the theme song of the 1950s TV show The Lone Ranger. Trump was in a jovial mood. In the past year—the first of his second term—he had put on a demonstration of raw executive power the country had not seen since the presidency of FDR. He entered the ballroom with Melania, who wore a shimmering silver sequined gown. When reporters asked for his New Year’s resolution, the President answered, with apparent earnestness: “Peace on earth.”

The crowd of minor celebrities, ball gowns, lacquered faces, and almost unimaginable riches included a familiar crew of MAGA eminences: Eric and Lara Trump; White House advisors like Dan Scavino; the former Fox News host Jeanine Pirro, the U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia; Rudy Giuliani, a ghost from a previous time, in a white dinner jacket.

Marco Rubio, the secretary of state and national security advisor, was there, too. Late in the evening, when the house band launched into a scorching cover of Pitbull’s “Fireball,” Rubio put on a show for whoever had their phones out, singing along and dancing in his chair.

The display of revelry belied the fact that a major operation—known only to Trump and Rubio, and a few others in the room—was afoot. They had spent weeks planning what promised to be one of the most audacious American military operations in a generation—the seizure of the Venezuelan dictator Nicolás Maduro—and it was now days, possibly hours, from launching.

Nearly three hundred miles away in Ponte Vedra Beach, Susie Wiles had arrived home after five days at Trump’s club. Her house had been recently outfitted with a SCIF—a secure space for handling classified information—so that Trump’s chief of staff could monitor the high-stakes mission from there. They had been forced to abort several times in the past week, on account of bad weather and Maduro’s unpredictable sleeping arrangements due to late-night partying.

Vanilla Ice took the Mar-a-Lago stage, having taken a detour from his “I Love the 90’s” tour to entertain the crowd with the song that made him famous thirty-five years earlier. Stephen Miller, in a slim-cut tuxedo, mouthed along to the lyrics, looking stiff and faintly pained, as if caught doing something undignified. He was the architect of so much of what the first year had wrought—the man who forced through executive actions and emergency declarations at a speed that had stunned even some of Trump’s other officials, often with little regard for the trail of fallout.

By contrast, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem threw herself into “Ice Ice Baby” with relish, dancing for the cameras, arms pumping. Noem had come to exemplify something central to the Trump presidency: the idea that governing was, above all, a spectacle—a show of strength staged for an audience of one. Online, Noem’s critics had taken to calling her “ICE Barbie,” a reference to Immigration and Customs Enforcement, which in Trump’s first year back in office had been transformed into one of the most richly funded law enforcement agencies on the planet. Noem would last another two months before Trump fired her.

Seated beside the President at the head table was Todd Blanche, Trump’s personal lawyer turned deputy attorney general—a living symbol of the way the President had fused his own legal interests with the apparatus of federal law enforcement.

Among the dignitaries present was Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who had come with his wife, Sara, to pay their respects. Netanyahu was Trump’s indispensable partner in the year’s most consequential foreign policy actions, but also a source of significant division and agitation within Trump’s inner circle and the broader MAGA movement. Netanyahu had two days earlier privately lobbied Trump for an even more dramatic military intervention that he hoped would remake the entire Middle East.

For the highlight of the evening, Trump took the stage. He called for attention and then introduced a speed painter he described as one of the greatest living artists on earth. As the band slid into a drawn-out rendition of “Hallelujah,” the painter took up a position before a large black canvas and set to work furiously, a brush in each hand. Within ten minutes, the visage of Jesus Christ had appeared on the finished canvas. The artist lifted it off the easel and held it up for the crowd.

Trump stepped back to the microphone. “I don’t know how you do that,” he said. Then, switching to the role of auctioneer, he opened the bidding at a hundred thousand dollars. “These people are loaded with cash, just so you know,” he explained to the painter. “Hussain?” Trump called out to the Emirati billionaire Hussain Sajwani, who obliged with $550,000. The price kept climbing. Mid-auction, Trump announced that he would sign the painting of Jesus Christ, thus increasing its value; and within minutes, the winners—a woman in a top hat and her husband all in black—joined the President and the speed painter onstage to claim their $2.75 million portrait of the Prince of Peace. Half the money would go to St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, Trump declared, and half to the local sheriff’s department. As the winners claimed their prize, Trump pointed at the husband. “Get this guy’s number!”

Earlier, Trump had used part of his remarks from the stage to pivot to a subject that seemed to come from nowhere. He alluded to a fraud scandal among Somali immigrants in Minnesota. “Can you imagine? They stole $18 billion. That’s just what we’re learning about,” he told the glittering room. “It was a giant scam.” Then, as if remembering his surroundings: “Other than that, we’re going to have a great year.”

What almost nobody in the ballroom knew—what even some of Trump’s senior officials did not yet fully grasp—was how quickly the new year would test the swagger of the President. In just over forty-eight hours, the United States would seize Maduro, the leader of a sovereign nation, in a covert operation that was an undoubted triumph. But within weeks, federal agents in Minnesota would shoot dead two Americans in separate episodes that would shake the country and lay bare the human cost of the administration’s most aggressive domestic policies. And in less than two months, Trump would take America to war in the Middle East, breaking perhaps the most sacred covenant he had made with many of the voters who had helped return him to power.

But all of that was still to come. On this night, in the ballroom that bore his name, the President behaved as though no force could touch him. He swayed occasionally with his familiar closed-fist moves as the First Lady bobbed almost imperceptibly beside him.

The clock struck midnight. The crowd roared.





Introduction

History is full of ironies. For Democrats, there could be no irony more painful than the realization it was their own success in removing Donald Trump from the White House in the 2020 election—and their subsequent determination to ensure he would never return—that has made him the most consequential and feared President of our lifetimes.

Had Trump eked out a victory over Joe Biden in that election, he would have begun his second term in a sorry state. The pandemic was still raging in early 2021, still killing Americans by the thousands, warping the economy, and disrupting global trade. Inflation would soon arrive, as it did across major economies worldwide, dragging down the approval ratings of incumbent leaders in nearly every liberal democracy and fueling the rise of right-wing populists. There is no reason to think Trump would have been the exception. He has insisted that inflation would never have happened on his watch, but that claim, while impossible to disprove, was equally impossible to take seriously. That spring, Trump was set to withdraw American forces from Afghanistan. He had wanted to move much faster than that, and it had required a concerted effort by his military leaders and national security advisor to stop him from initiating a wildly precipitous withdrawal of all U.S. troops from the Middle East and Africa before he left office on January 20, 2021. Who knows whether Trump’s withdrawal from Afghanistan would have been smoother, more competent, than Biden’s disastrous exit, but the withdrawal was never going to be easy and would have added yet another burden to a consecutive term.

Where Trump envisaged success in a second term, it is not hard to instead imagine him hobbling through those four years, reacting to the pressures that would soon pile up, throwing him off balance and preventing him from ever taking full command of the presidency. Trump had felt stymied for much of his first term, starting with the investigation into Russian meddling in the 2016 election, then impeachment, and then Covid. By the end of Trump’s first term he was deeply unpopular, with his approval rating in the thirties. And given the trajectory he was on, it was certainly feasible that he might have finished a consecutive term with an even lower approval—which would have made him an historically unpopular President. Had that happened, Trump’s MAGA movement would have been greatly weakened. And the old-line Republican establishment would have had a fighting chance to yank the party away from the populism that Trump had channeled and fueled so masterfully.

All those what-ifs.

Instead, Joe Biden won the 2020 election—a fact Trump would never concede. When, in early 2021, Trump’s aides sent out a press release from the office of the “former” President, he made sure it never happened again. For months, he inhabited a fantasy world where, encouraged by oddballs and diehards, he would insist that what he portrayed as the greatest crime in American history—the supposed theft of the 2020 election—would soon decisively be proved and he would return to office as early as August of 2021. To admit he had lost—not to mention that he had lost to an aging politician who struggled on the stairs—would have been psychologically impossible for this New York developer and reality TV star who had spent his life trying to avoid humiliation, trying to brand himself as the world’s greatest “winner.”

Another irony: Some Trump aides eventually would concede, though only privately, that it was precisely because of Trump’s unique pathologies—especially a delusional capacity that they thought at the time was entirely self-destructive—that he pulled off the improbable feat of returning to the White House just four years after the infamy of January 6.

The elites of both parties and the national media—and indeed most of Trump’s own advisors—considered him dead and buried in early 2021. Trump himself saw something different, and it wasn’t just his typical bluster. He had a feeling that his core supporters were bonded to him every bit as tightly, maybe even more tightly, than they were before hundreds of them had stormed the Capitol to try to prevent the transfer of power.

Trump had always endeavored to author his own reality and then force others around him to submit to his version of events. Trump lied, of course, endlessly and preposterously; but what started as fantasies often blurred and morphed into a reality of his making. With jarring frequency, and the help of his devotees, Trump spoke his worlds into existence.

Straight after the 2020 election, Trump embarked on his most ambitious and destructive campaign of reality-bending. Insisting he had won the election—even as nearly all his closest advisors privately accepted he had lost—Trump mobilized his followers in a desperate effort to overturn the results. And even when he left office, he refused to let it go. Whether it was his decades-long adherence to the “power of positive thinking”—a habit, born from the bestselling book of the clergyman Norman Vincent Peale, in whose church the Trump family worshipped for years—or whether it was something beyond that, something that seemed to his closest aides to be a form of mental disorder, Trump refused to accept the title of “loser.” By 2023, through the power of repetition he had converted most Republicans to his false gospel. Looking back, many of his allies now concede, it was Trump’s adamant refusal to accept reality that laid the foundation of his comeback.

Many of the people in Trump’s inner and outer circles have rewritten their own histories since his return to power. Now, they insist, they never left his side; they always knew he’d be back. But the truth is very different. Several who had worked for Trump in his first administration kept their distance during his first year out of power. They did so not only to protect their professional reputations; many simply found him impossible to be around. No matter how hard they tried to divert his attention to more productive matters, they could not get him to stop talking about 2020. Trump was so insistent with his stolen-election mantra that time spent with him during his early post-presidency meant nodding along to keep the peace. To suggest, even gently, that he couldn’t be reinstated to the presidency, as his former advisor Jenna Ellis did on social media, risked excommunication. There was no point trying to “fact-check” him. “They stole it from us,” he would say. And when he sensed he was talking to a skeptic—journalists from any mainstream publication, for instance—he would add, with an insistent edge, “You do know that, right?”

Even his voice had been relegated to the outskirts of American life. In early 2021, the social media giants—Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram—had banned the forty-fifth President from posting on their platforms. The most powerful proprietor of conservative media, Rupert Murdoch, had privately told a confidant that Fox News was “very busy pivoting” and “we want to make Trump a non person.” Soon, the once-omnipresent Trump was nowhere to be found on the mainstream conservative news channel. When Biden entered the White House, he deemed Trump such a non-person as to publicly refer to him only as “the former guy,” refusing to even utter his name.

It was a small and motley crew who stuck with Trump in those dark days of 2021 after he returned to Mar-a-Lago. Most vital was Susie Wiles, a veteran operative and lobbyist from Florida, whom Trump brought in to run his political operation when he was at his lowest ebb. She did more than restore order; she earned Trump’s trust and built a team that would be the most stable of any of Trump’s three campaigns.

Others had a rockier four years. Some would be indicted, like his body man, Walt Nauta, and his Mar-a-Lago property manager, Carlos De Oliveira, who were both charged with helping Trump obstruct justice. Some would go to prison (Steve Bannon and Peter Navarro) for contempt of Congress. And nearly all would receive subpoenas over the next three years as a bevy of prosecutors, both federal and state, pursued Trump and his businesses, and many of his associates. The allegations ranged from civil to criminal—from the sexual abuse and defamation allegations by a New York–based writer, to the inflation of property values by the Trump Organization, to the hoarding of boxes of classified documents, to engaging in a conspiracy to overturn the results of the 2020 election, all the way to the thirty-four felonies on which he would be convicted. These last charges related to a hush-money payment to a porn actress to buy her silence when her story of their alleged affair could have imperiled his first presidential campaign in 2016.

Just one of those charges would have buried almost any other politician. But by 2024 the public had become desensitized, and Trump, with his preternatural capacities for survival, and for branding, grasped immediately and instinctively that he could repurpose his legal peril as a powerful political asset. He had announced his candidacy earlier than expected, in part because he was under siege and recognized he could use his status as a leading presidential candidate to strengthen his legal defense. Trump spun a story of a grand conspiracy orchestrated by Joe Biden from the Oval Office. And enough voters found it plausible. New York Attorney General Letitia James had openly campaigned on a promise to target Trump, in 2018, and she had delivered on her promise with a civil suit that went at the heart of his self-image and his wealth. Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg tried to avoid the topic of prosecuting Trump, save for an event where he referenced Trump’s pattern of criminality during his own campaign in 2021. He later brought a novel legal case that some commentators believed would not have surfaced had the defendant been anyone else. There were weightier cases, of course; it was hard to find anybody in Trump’s orbit who would try to argue with a straight face that he hadn’t brazenly mishandled classified national security materials or that he hadn’t obstructed efforts by the government to get them returned. But the seeming legal pile-on—one case on top of the next, then another, and another, and all within two years—would ultimately prove a gift to Trump, who had spent decades conflating legal problems with public relations. He would crowd the cases together in the public’s mind under a single banner: “witch hunt.”

To many Democrats, Trump was finally getting some of the accountability he had evaded throughout his life. As Hillary Clinton put it, these prosecutions and civil cases were just the tip of what he should have faced. “I thought they were all well-founded cases,” she said. “I can’t help it if the guy’s a criminal. I mean, that’s not my problem. He is a criminal. He has broken the law numerous times and has gotten away with it, and finally somebody was holding him to account.”

Trump had learned vital lessons during his years in and out of power. And his second term in office would be nothing like a second term he might have commenced in 2021. In 2025, he wouldn’t have to worry about investigations; the Supreme Court that he himself had transformed had granted the President of the United States broad immunity from prosecution for actions taken while in office. He had had four angry years to contemplate what else he would do differently. Some of his key advisors had also spent those years studying the levers of federal power, figuring out how to get Trump exactly what he wanted—from mass deportations to a campaign of retribution unlike anything before directed by an American President. Trump had four years to assemble a team of true loyalists. Most important, the events of the interregnum—the indictments and the conviction, the threat of prison, the two assassination attempts—all served to enlarge the Trump brand and mythology. This was especially true of the shooting in Butler, Pennsylvania. A man who was not known for his physical courage—who was known, in fact, for the opposite, for using his connections to dodge the draft in Vietnam on account of “bone spurs”—had the presence of mind to stand and raise his fist and yell, “Fight, fight, fight!” while blood was trickling down his face, a moment even his enemies were forced to concede was remarkable. Who could stop him now?

Whereas before he had a strong grip on the Republican Party, in the first year of his second term Trump’s command would be almost absolute. Congress would be nothing like a coequal branch; its leaders, who once jealously guarded their independence, would effectively serve as Trump staffers. Trump knew that if he returned to the presidency he could get away with so much more than he did the first time. The culture had changed and he had played a big role in changing it. No longer would top Trump officials and donors be routinely chased out of Washington restaurants by protesters with bullhorns screaming about how racist they were. Now they would have their own safe space, the “Executive Branch,” a pricey members-only club part-owned by Donald Trump Jr.

Late in the 2024 campaign, the Trump family had gotten started in the crypto industry and now, as President, Trump was set to turbocharge that industry. There were many, many billions to be made, and this time the Trump family seemed determined to realize the vast financial potential it saw in the American presidency.



II

Trump entered his first presidential term as a novice, uncertain of how Washington worked and frightened of a special-counsel investigation whose dimensions he couldn’t quite make out. And while much was written about the disruptions of his first presidency, and all the norms he violated, those concerns now seem quaint. He filled his cabinet with well-credentialed strangers, generals like James Mattis and John Kelly, who regarded him and his worldview as dangerous and detestable. When they told him he needed to keep U.S. troops in Afghanistan and off the streets of American cities, he submitted to their counsel. But by the end of his term, he deeply resented the effect they had had on his presidency. He resolved to govern differently the next time, if there was to be a next time.

The faint outlines of Trump 2.0—what his former chief strategist Steve Bannon would call “pure Trump”—had become visible by the end of 2019. Trump had learned vital lessons from his first three years in office—about the degree of loyalty he wanted in his government, about what additional powers he could grab, what norms he could shatter, what laws or institutions he could bend, and what the markets would bear. He was ultimately stymied—by the pandemic, by remnants of Republican resistance on Capitol Hill, by many of his own aides and cabinet secretaries, and eventually by a vice president who refused to abandon his constitutional duty to certify the election—but the trajectory was clear to anyone paying attention.

One private scene that sticks out in our minds: Trump, in November 2019, sitting in the dining room adjoining the Oval Office, watching the televised hearings that would lead to his first impeachment. Aides who wandered in and out of that small dining room described to us at the time a rage that was building inside Trump. They saw that this rage was quickly hardening into purpose—a determination to make drastic changes to his presidency. Trump was being impeached for a phone call that he had branded as “perfect,” but that was, in fact, very far from perfect. He had urged Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky to investigate Joe Biden, his possible rival for the presidency in 2020, and Biden’s son Hunter. As Trump sat in the dining room, watching a parade of government officials offer damning testimony against the propriety of that call, Trump was almost shouting at the television. Who the fuck are these people? he wanted to know. Who is this guy in the bow tie? The man with the bow tie was George Kent, a low-profile State Department official who worked on Ukraine policy. The most infuriating witness of all was Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Vindman, the director of European affairs on Trump’s own National Security Council, who testified in his dress uniform. “It is improper for the President of the United States to demand a foreign government investigate a U.S. citizen and political opponent,” Vindman said.

Trump was incensed. He had long been paranoid about a “deep state” within his own government. For months he had carried around in the breast pocket of his jacket a note card with the names of White House staffers he had been told were “snakes.” But now here on the television were the deep staters, finally showing their faces. When the Senate voted to acquit him in early 2020, Trump’s advisors smiled and high-fived. But the President did not join them. He sat still and scowling, arms folded, at his small dining table beside the Oval Office. “Never should have fucking happened,” he said.

Trump told his aides he wanted to clear these traitors out of the government. “Get rid of them. All of them.” He brought his former body man, John McEntee, back into the administration to run the Office of Presidential Personnel—a twenty-nine-year-old former college quarterback with no traditional qualifications for the role, but whom Trump trusted completely.

At the same time, Trump was developing sharper criteria for the types of advisors he wanted around. He was fed up with much of his team, especially with his attorney general, William Barr, and his top military advisors, Defense Secretary Mark Esper and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Mark Milley. He was fed up with them saying it was a bad idea to send troops into American cities to put down protests that had turned into riots. He was fed up with their slow-walking, with his White House lawyers telling him that the demands he was making were illegal, and with the military resisting his requests to remove troops from Afghanistan and Somalia and Syria. He wanted an enforcer at the Justice Department—somebody who wouldn’t hesitate to prosecute his enemies: the “scumbags” like James Comey and Hillary Clinton and Barack Hussein Obama. He wanted, he would say over and over again, another Roy Cohn—his lawyer and mentor whose motto was “Don’t tell me what the law is; tell me who the judge is.”

The aides he gravitated to in that final year of his first term were people who would listen to him and then act—immediately and without second-guessing. By the end of Trump’s first term, Stephen Miller and Russell Vought had become two of his most critical enforcers. Miller was a White House speechwriter, an ardent culture warrior and anti-immigration ideologue, who had a breakthrough success using Covid emergency powers to essentially shut down the southern border. Vought, who was Trump’s budget director, was a fiscally hawkish wonk who, when others had told Trump his requests were unlawful, searched for and often found alternative means. He championed the freezing of congressionally approved funds, diverted Pentagon money to pay for Trump’s border wall, and was a key proponent of “Schedule F,” designed to make it easier to fire potentially tens of thousands of ostensibly apolitical government workers and replace them with loyalists.

Both would be brought back in the second term—Vought in his former role, but this time with far greater freedom, and Miller with official titles as deputy chief of staff for policy and homeland security advisor that belied his true power.



III

Our book covers the first year of Trump’s second presidency, a period that has fully justified that often-misused word: “unprecedented.” He has altered the very nature of the presidency and changed what people living in this country and all over the world think of when they picture the American President. He has commanded a display of brute force that has yielded some impressive results on the global stage, as when Trump’s strong-arming of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel led to a major hostage deal and a fragile ceasefire. But his constant threatening and bullying of America’s traditional allies—through tariffs, threats to annex the territories of NATO partners, and extrajudicial killings at sea—would finally end any illusions about the viability of the post–World War II order.

By the end of his first year back in office, the institutional architecture that American Presidents had spent eight decades building and maintaining had been, for all practical purposes, dismantled. Trump reduced funding to the United Nations and sought to create his own alternative with what he called a “Board of Peace,” stacked with authoritarian governments sympathetic to his agenda. He dismissed international law outright. He hollowed out NATO not merely by questioning Article 5 but by treating its members as adversaries to be coerced rather than allies to be consulted. He eschewed the World Trade Organization in favor of punitive bilateral deals. And the world was adjusting accordingly: America’s traditional partners in Europe and Asia, concluding they could no longer rely on Washington, had begun to rearm, cut their own deals with Beijing, and fend for themselves. It was becoming difficult to imagine any future President putting any of this back together.

His biggest early gamble—joining Israel’s all-out war against Iran on February 28, 2026—had the potential to be the most consequential decision of his presidency. The Israelis were quick to kill the Ayatollah, but Iran would be no “one-hour war,” as Trump would describe his mission to capture Maduro. In launching the war, Trump followed a familiar pattern: overwhelming force first, consequences later.

Domestically, there would be no peace. “I was the hunted, and now I’m the hunter,” Trump told reporters on the White House lawn in June 2025. And the hunter didn’t think twice about ordering up DOJ investigations of his enemies or using every tool available to get his own way.

Unlike recent Presidents, Trump had shown he was entirely comfortable using extraordinary presidential powers on a whim, to meddle in the private sector, to dictate individual companies’ internal policies and decide whether they got a good deal or a rotten one from the federal government. And so it was that in the summer of 2025, the usually self-effacing CEO of America’s iconic technology company, Tim Cook of Apple, felt it necessary to present Donald Trump with a 24-karat-gold tribute, in full view of the news media. The tributes came in many forms: a plane from the Qatari royals and hundreds of millions of dollars from America’s wealthiest individuals and corporations to fund Trump’s political operation, his presidential library, and a giant new ballroom on the grounds of the White House. Foreign investors saw a more straightforward path to influence, putting money directly into the pockets of the Trump family through their crypto ventures. There was so much capitulation, so much conquest, so much corruption, it became hard to follow.

Given his cartoonish persona, his deep orange complexion, and his oversized ties and coiffure, there is often a temptation to cover Trump as if he is a clown. But, as the late Wayne Barrett, one of the first journalists to take Trump seriously, made plain in his 1979 Village Voice series about the upstart with a wealthy and politically connected father, Trump was also a decades-long student of power dynamics. He has a feral instinct for power and he is an intuitive reader of people. His son Don Jr. has told associates that his father has a sixth sense for locating a person’s weakest point, their hidden vulnerability, and pushing hard on it until he breaks them. And he creates enormous flexibility for himself, thinking nothing of reversing himself entirely and lying brazenly to get out of a tight spot. In this sense, his complete absence of shame—historically unusual among American Presidents—has been a political superpower.

In his second term, President Trump has bent and even broken institutions. No modern President has so quickly reduced his party in Congress to such thorough compliance as Trump did in 2025. And no President in modern memory has so openly used the powers of the office to pressure into alignment the major pillars of civil society and the private sector, from the largest tech companies to the most venerable news organizations to Big Law and the Ivy League universities.

A year into his second presidency, Trump and his admirers had become enamored of the concept of the “Donroe” Doctrine, purportedly Trump’s contemporary spin on James Monroe’s claims of U.S. dominance in its hemisphere (and a bulwark against European meddling). Much ink was spilled trying to fit his various foreign policy actions into a larger Trumpian vision of America’s global role. There was some truth to these assertions, but they are also a trap. Since his first term, Trump has tempted many, from his most devoted supporters to his fiercest critics, to seek out the deeper motivations and ideological underpinnings of his presidency and character. Time and again, this has proven to be a fool’s errand. Trump will often do simply whatever he feels like in the moment, frequently giving in to shockingly impulsive behavior. We have therefore tried to avoid such sweeping generalizations. There are, however, frequent patterns that recur in his life, advisors he keeps returning to, impulses that are predictable, tricks from his playbook that he consistently deploys—and we have tried to draw attention to those.



This book is the culmination of our combined decades of covering Trump, the product of hundreds of interviews with his closest advisors, officials throughout his government, every ring of his networks, past and present. The second Trump White House spent its first twelve months guarding information far more carefully than the first, where leaks out of the Oval Office and Situation Room were near-daily occurrences. This time, rarely have news stories penetrated these rooms. We have made our best efforts to take you inside.

We have been conscious that this story is far from over, and that the shape of this presidency, and the judgments historians will make of it, cannot be adequately understood in real time. This is, therefore, our best attempt at a first draft of the remarkable history we are all living through—a story we intend to cover until the end.

MAGGIE HABERMAN

JONATHAN SWAN

April 6, 2026






Part I WHIRLWIND






1

We might not be doing this if you’d stayed in the race, Joe,” Donald Trump said after the news cameras had been ushered out of the Oval Office. “You would’ve been a tougher opponent. They love you in Pennsylvania.”

Eight days after the bizarre and rancorous election that would soon return him to power, the once and future President sat by a roaring fire with the incumbent President Joe Biden. This was a traditional show of comity and continuity between administrations. There had been no such meeting four years earlier after an election Trump would not concede and continued to claim he had won. But Biden had made it clear to his senior staff that such traditions were important. He would meet with the President-elect to talk him through significant issues.

Given the ugliness of the recent campaign, Biden was surprised by how solicitous and deferential Trump was during their roughly two-hour fireside meeting. Trump warmly assured Biden that he’d had a successful presidency; he lavished praise on the strength of the economy and complimented Biden’s leadership on several thorny ongoing crises, especially the war in Ukraine. “That’s really hard,” Trump told the President. “You handled it well.”

Biden proceeded to walk Trump through a handful of global issues, briefing him on the areas that might be of particular concern to the new administration. Trump had not yet started focusing on policy details, and instead asked questions about the personalities of foreign leaders, interjecting, What’s he like? Can you negotiate with him? What’s Putin like these days? What’s Xi like these days?

Trump even steered the conversation onto highly charged terrain, expressing sympathy at the way Biden had been treated by the leaders of the Democratic Party. But if he had hopes of goading Biden into an admission of bitterness about the brutal way he was forced out of the race—or perhaps into disparaging Vice President Kamala Harris, his replacement as the party’s nominee—Trump would be disappointed.

“You won fourteen million votes,” Trump pressed, referring to the nearly 90 percent of votes Biden had won in the 2024 Democratic primaries. “And they took it away from you.”

Biden didn’t bite. Then Trump raised the even more painful and delicate subject of Hunter Biden. “It’s terrible what they’ve put your son through,” he declared with apparent sincerity and not a word on his own role in savaging the younger Biden over the years. The incoming President assured Biden that he would not do anything to harm his son; and if there was anything that Hunter needed, to please let him know.

“Thank you,” was all Biden could muster in reply.

As the meeting wrapped up, Biden turned to Trump’s campaign manager and designated chief of staff, Susie Wiles, who had sat quietly in the room to observe the two men. “Where did you get those beautiful blue eyes?” Biden blurted out to Wiles, who responded, “I don’t know, because I didn’t inherit them from either of my parents.”

Trump interjected, “Don’t you know who her father was?” Wiles was the oldest child of Pat Summerall, the NFL great who had finished his career with the New York Giants when Trump was a teenager, and who would go on to become a Hall of Fame sports broadcaster. A spirited discussion about the Giants and the value of good genes concluded the meeting.

The scene was so congenial as to be disorienting. Trump had spent the last several years calling Biden a senile and incompetent old man, “the worst President ever,” who would never have been President had “they” not stolen the 2020 election. But in their Oval Office meeting, Biden found Trump’s warmth disarming.

Trump’s sudden graciousness seemed authentic at the time, even to some close aides, but it was also a characteristic move. He had a long history of dramatically changing his tone whenever he believed a different chord could exploit a situation. These shifts were often jarring; the day after he won the 2016 election, Trump had called Bill Clinton, the husband of the woman he had threatened to imprison, for a cordial conversation, as if nothing had happened. Now, offering comforting kindness to Biden, Trump seemed to be seeking the smooth and majestic transfer of power—and the legitimacy the democratic tradition would confer on his presidency—that he had denied Biden four years earlier.

Two weeks after their Oval Office meeting, Trump called to wish Biden and his family a Happy Thanksgiving. Biden told his inner circle that he considered it a nice gesture. Some of them bristled. Could he really be so naive about Trump’s intentions? Biden appeared moved by the seeming sincerity. But at the same time, Biden was also weighing a pardon for Hunter, whom he feared might soon be targeted by the Trump Justice Department. His anxiety would only grow as he saw the names Trump was nominating for key law enforcement and national security posts.

In the weeks ahead, Biden would look back at the brief display of civility in the Oval Office and feel hoodwinked. As Trump’s old patterns resumed, Biden sank into disbelief and dejection as he and his administration soon found themselves subject again to Trump’s daily abuse.


II

The visit to the White House aside, the President-elect had rarely left Florida since the election. He didn’t need to, as the world was coming to him. Every day he was receiving obsequious phone calls and visits from world leaders, dignitaries, and business tycoons. They were mobilizing an all-out effort to win his favor or at least to protect themselves—their companies or their countries—from a United States government that would soon be in the hands of a President who had a very long enemies list.

Few things pleased Trump as much as the giants of Big Tech groveling before him, and with his long memory of their supposed treachery, he intended to make a show of it. In his 2024 coffee-table book, Save America, Trump claimed that Mark Zuckerberg, CEO of Meta, had schemed against him during the 2020 election, and he warned the billionaire that he would “spend the rest of his life in prison” if he did it again.

Zuckerberg had banned Trump from both Facebook and Instagram after the riot of January 6. Jack Dorsey of Twitter did the same—spurring Trump to create his own platform, Truth Social. But one by one over the next few years—as he reasserted his hold over the Republican Party and began framing a comeback plan—each tech platform and billionaire warily and then willingly made their peace.

All was not necessarily forgiven, but it could soon be forgotten as the potential for Trump to inflict untold damage on their companies came into focus.

Trump had no intention of letting them off easy. He had long believed in the value of public spectacle, and especially in the power of humiliation and submission. To consecrate their surrender in the weeks before his second inauguration, Trump would welcome the CEOs or founders of the largest tech companies, each making the pilgrimage for dinner on the famed patio amid the tropical gardens of Mar-a-Lago. The guests would include Apple CEO Tim Cook, Amazon founder (and Washington Post owner) Jeff Bezos, Zuckerberg, and Sundar Pichai of Google. Zuckerberg would pay a visit right before Thanksgiving, Cook and Bezos later in December.

Some of the billionaires were in for a surprise, with special Trump-style entertainment planned. Often before meals started, the President-elect cued a rousing version of “The Star-Spangled Banner” on his iPad, piped through the club’s sound system. Before dinner, Zuckerberg rose to his feet, hand on his heart.

But this was no ordinary national anthem. Not only because Trump’s own reading of the Pledge of Allegiance had been spliced into the music, or because the recording ended in a chant of “U-S-A! U-S-A!” but because it was performed by the “J6 Prison Choir,” twenty men detained for their alleged involvement in the attack on the Capitol. Here was Trump’s pointed way of enlisting some of the country’s most powerful business leaders in his campaign to rehabilitate the rioters; to transform them into martyrs and patriots in service to his own holy cause, the 2020 election.

It was also a way to force a master of the universe, who had cited his own principles to punish Trump for threatening the peaceful transfer of power, to tacitly acknowledge—or just give in to—the idea that he was right and Zuckerberg and the others were wrong; that he had won and they had lost. They could eat crow. Early in his new term, the President would exact a roughly $25 million payment from Meta for the indignity of having been banned on Facebook. Twitter had also banned Trump, but the company had since been bought and rebranded as X by Elon Musk, perhaps Trump’s most powerful ally. Given the option to allow Musk to settle the lawsuit without a payment, Trump indicated he wanted Musk to pay, too. The settlement was roughly $10 million.

After the Mar-a-Lago dinner, Zuckerberg would speak by phone with Trump. He had smoothly distanced himself from his previous support for a pro-immigration group and had ended his company’s diversity, equity, and inclusion policies soon after his Florida visit.

Jeff Bezos, too, sought out a warmer relationship with Trump. Still smarting over The Washington Post’s coverage over nearly a decade, Trump told Bezos: “This Washington Post is really unfair. You’ve got to take better care.”

Bezos commiserated with Trump over their December dinner, indicating that he, too, was deeply frustrated with the Post, though for a different reason. In Trump’s telling, Bezos told him he had lost half his friends over the investment. Bezos would tell others that wasn’t quite right: He hadn’t lost friends, but people close to him had urged him to sell the newspaper.

At first, Trump hadn’t believed Bezos when the billionaire told him that he couldn’t control the Post’s coverage.

As proof, Bezos told Trump that the newspaper’s reporters would write negative stories about him, too. “He said they write stories about him. And I didn’t believe him the first time, first term. And I hated him for it,” Trump recalled. “And then I believed him.”

At their dinner after the 2024 election, Bezos described the newspaper that had once brought down a President as his worst financial investment.

“The people there are terrible,” he told Trump, complaining about the business side of a storied newsroom he had hoped to make profitable. “They don’t listen. My other companies, they listen.”

Weeks later, Trump was still regaling visitors with stories of how the tech titans were now “kissing my ass.”

“You would not believe the texts I got from these tech guys. I’ve got to show you,” he told some guests as he whipped out his iPhone one morning after Christmas. “Look at this. Here’s Zuckerberg.”

Trump scrolled through the ingratiating messages he had received from Zuckerberg after their dinner the previous month.

“This is a letter his kid wrote,” Trump added, pulling up for guests a photo of a grade-school child’s “letter to the President,” from one of Zuckerberg’s children, who wrote that they looked forward “to the golden age of America.”

Trump pulled up another text. “Hold on, hold on. This one’s even better,” he preened. “Bezos.”

One of the guests who viewed the Jeff Bezos text messages recalled a greeting from Bezos, with a smiling selfie of himself and his then-fiancée, Lauren Sánchez.

Later that day, Trump returned to these trophies in a conversation with others, including Elon Musk, who recently had been tapped to lead a cost-cutting pseudo-agency named the Department of Government Efficiency. “Think about where these guys were in 2016,” Trump said of Zuckerberg and Bezos. “They hated me. They were doing everything they could to knock me down. And look at them now.”

As he boasted to Musk about the texts from Zuckerberg and Bezos, the world’s richest man seemed delighted in the humiliation of his rivals. “First-class groveling,” Musk called it.



III

Close aides could not recall Trump ever being as contented as he was in those two warm winter months in Palm Beach after the election. His victory was broadly accepted as legitimate—in a way it had never been the first time. It helped that this time Trump had won not just the Electoral College but also the popular vote, something no Republican had done in twenty years, since George W. Bush in 2004.

One close advisor described the President-elect as “zen-like” during this post-election period. Basking in his victory, he would wander around the common areas of Mar-a-Lago, playing deejay on his iPad on the patio after dinner, and meeting donors to raise unprecedented sums for his inauguration fund and political operation. Guests stood and clapped whenever he entered the room.

He marveled in private that the “fake news” had never treated him so nicely—and that this was what it should have been like the first time around. He made it known to his team that he wanted to make Fox News “beg” for their first presidential interview. “At a certain point, they’ve begged so much they’ll let you do whatever you want,” he confided to an advisor.

Another aide, who shared a long history with Trump, observed that Trump seemed less competitive with every man around him, even those far richer than he was. Trump was now, indisputably, the significant figure of history he had always wanted to be. And he could see that others thought so, too.

The stakes of this election had been particularly high. He had been indicted in four different cases and convicted in one; that case was still awaiting sentencing. In 2016 and 2020 he had pushed himself hard during the final month of the campaign, but in 2024 aides saw that he was going almost to the brink of physical collapse. He finished the campaign with a sprint of rallies that left him briefly falling asleep on his feet backstage at one of his last events.

There was also the assassination attempt he had survived by just inches in Butler, Pennsylvania, in July 2024, and another close call that September. He began to speak more frequently about his mortality, declaring that his narrow survival must have been divine intervention.

Now he could exhale. He had survived an assassin’s bullet and defeated both Kamala Harris and the U.S. justice system. For a few weeks after the election, he lay low, making few public appearances. Aides noticed Trump doing something he had never asked of them in the campaign: For a brief time after the election, he told his press team to dial back the vitriol in their statements. He didn’t want them attacking Biden or Harris too harshly.

Trump was also getting something he had never had before: a grudging acknowledgment of legitimacy from the small club of former Presidents. On January 9, he would attend the state funeral for the thirty-ninth President of the United States, Jimmy Carter. Barack Obama was seated next to Trump, and the two avid golfers bantered about Trump’s golf courses. Bill Clinton, believing it was the right thing to do, approached Trump at the service and wished him well. Trump appeared grateful for the gesture.

To some aides and allies it seemed as if Trump were about to set aside old grievances and try to unify the country. He had, after all, secured a monumental victory; he was untouchable and could surely afford to be magnanimous.

“This time is about legacy,” Trump told one associate. “We’re going to do big things. Even the people who don’t like me will like it.”

When the associate told Trump he had an opportunity to do something different now that he had all the power, Trump replied with apparent earnestness, “You mean rise above?”

Trump was even putting a positive gloss on his political exile, going so far as to muse to one advisor that on balance he was better off to have been out of office for those four years. He was more prepared now, he had a bigger mandate, and he could do things he could never have gotten away with before. And because Biden had been so terrible, he added, the American people had missed him.

“Isn’t this better?” he remarked privately. If the Democrats hadn’t been allowed to steal the 2020 election from him, he said, “I’d be getting ready to go into retirement.”

Trump’s bonhomie lasted longer than usual. But few veteran observers of this seventy-eight-year-old man who had thrived on conflict, bravado, vendettas and grievance for most of his career believed he had actually changed. As Inauguration Day approached, the old instincts returned and it became clear that Trump remained fixed on revenge. He told one close ally that the Democrats, with their “Russia hoax”—his term for the investigation into Russia’s meddling in the 2016 election—were responsible for the breakdown of his son Don Jr.’s marriage.

He was not about to forget all the slights. He was returning to the presidency with a weaker opposition than ever. Democrats were demoralized. The “fake news” legacy media was struggling financially and discredited in the eyes of most Americans. The Supreme Court had tilted further right thanks to Trump’s own first-term appointments—aided by the single-minded campaign of then–Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell—and the court had now given him broad protections as President. He was “immune,” he would say with relish. The Republican Party was now wholly his possession.

The day before the inauguration, word began to spread among Trump’s advisors that he planned to include an especially provocative line in his address, vowing to pardon all the January 6 “hostages.” It caused consternation; even if Trump intended to proceed with the plan, there was concern about using his inauguration speech to make the announcement. A group of aides discussed the idea with Trump during preparations for the speech. And one of the group, senior advisor Taylor Budowich, urged caution.

“Mr. President, here’s the thing,” said Budowich, who had developed a reputation internally for speaking candidly to Trump. “We’ve got eight hundred people in the Rotunda for your inauguration, and roughly three hundred of them are Democrats. If you announce that you’re going to pardon the J6ers, about half the room will get up and leave. It will be remembered as the most divisive inauguration speech in history.”

Trump considered the point, and then said, “You know, I never thought of that. Fine. Take it out of the speech.”

It would be one of Donald Trump’s last concessions to decorum.






2

Donald Trump and his inner circle settled into the Mar-a-Lago tearoom, with its large chandelier and its canopy roof rustling in the ocean breeze. It was November 11, 2024, a week after the election, and the club was filled with aides and advisors as Trump opened discussions on some of the most important decisions he would make: selecting his new cabinet.

The Wall Street hardhead Howard Lutnick, an old associate of Trump’s from his New York days, was in charge of the transition. Trump, superstitious as ever, had barely discussed second-term planning before the election. He was seeing the full roster of names for the first time in this room. His top aides, Susie Wiles and Stephen Miller, had added their own suggestions to the list. Vice President–elect JD Vance had given his views as well.

Lutnick had arranged for eight television sets, four lined up on each side of the table. They were all loaded with the same presentation, with stylized photos of the contenders, bullet points of their biographies, and highlight reels of their appearances on cable news shows so that Trump could make his selections.

As Trump chewed on crabmeat skewers served from the Mar-a-Lago kitchens, the slideshow of candidates played before him.

When Senator Marco Rubio was mentioned, Trump said quickly, “Yeah, let’s give Marco State,” as if his pick for secretary of state had been a foregone conclusion.

“What do we think about Mike?” Trump asked his advisors as they were contemplating the role of national security advisor.

He was referring to Mike Waltz, the former Army Green Beret and congressman from Florida, who had been instrumental in helping the Trump campaign interact with senior officials at the United States Secret Service after the attempt on Trump’s life in July.

The reaction from Trump’s inner circle was positive. Everyone said they liked Mike.

“Well, good,” Trump said, “because I already offered him the job in the hallway outside.” The room broke into laughter.

For CIA director, Trump weighed the appointment of John Ratcliffe, a former Texas congressman who had come to the President’s attention in the first term by defending him against the Russia investigation. Trump had made Ratcliffe his final director of national intelligence in 2020, but as he prepared to return to the White House, Trump had one lingering question before entrusting Ratcliffe with the Central Intelligence Agency.

“Is he going to shred it?” Trump asked his team.

By “it” he meant the CIA. Once Trump was satisfied that the answer was yes, he gave the job to Ratcliffe. But that wasn’t the only thing Ratcliffe had going for him.

“The guy looks like Cary Grant,” Trump added. “He’s straight out of central casting. If you were going to cast a guy to play CIA director, that’s who you’d pick.”

So far, Trump was favoring people with traditional backgrounds. But when the discussion turned to the next director of national intelligence, Trump began to toy with more controversial candidates. He pointed to the former Democratic congresswoman from Hawaii turned Trump supporter, Tulsi Gabbard, who had become persona non grata with the establishments of both parties for her jeremiads against the so-called “deep state,” and her private meeting with Syria’s then-dictator Bashar al-Assad. Roger Stone, Trump’s longtime and intermittent political consigliere, had been pushing Gabbard to him privately. Stone thought she had the talent to be President one day, though Trump was skeptical.

“Let’s give it to Tulsi,” Trump said, adding that he liked her. “What harm could she really do?”

At that moment, his mind skipped over to Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who, like Gabbard, represented a new coalition of anti-establishment former Democrats that Trump had welcomed into the Republican Party.

“You know with Bobby,” Trump observed, “when I bring Bobby out to these events it’d be so loud in there you couldn’t hear yourself think. And then we bring Tulsi out and people would clap a little bit and it’d be fine. But the difference is, Bobby’s a star. And Tulsi? Tulsi wants to be a star.”

The discussion in the tearoom turned to the Pentagon. Pete Hegseth, the war veteran and Fox News morning host, was a highly unorthodox choice to manage the Department of Defense with its nearly 3 million employees and its global web of combatant commands. But he received Trump’s highest form of praise—that he looked good on television.

“Nobody’s ever looked better on camera than this guy,” the President-elect mused. “He’s been so good to me.

“You know what he did?” Trump continued. “They had these three military guys, just killing people. Going around killing people left and right. There’s no telling how many they killed. And they’re tough guys. And they got prosecuted. And Pete defended them. We’ve gotta have somebody who’s willing to defend our tough guys.”

The “tough guys” in question were the Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans Clint Lorance, Mathew Golsteyn, and Eddie Gallagher. Each had faced charges or convictions related to war crimes but had been rescued by Trump in his first term, thanks to Hegseth’s sustained advocacy. Trump had granted pardons for Lorance and Golsteyn in 2019 and had restored Gallagher’s benefits and rank. The defense establishment was horrified at Trump’s meddling in the military justice system, and worried about the message it would send to global allies. But Trump saw these men as heroes, and now he was poised to give their champion, the cohost of Fox & Friends Weekend, responsibility for the entire Defense Department.

When Hegseth subsequently faced the threat of being voted down in the Senate over a sexual assault allegation that he denied, Trump briefly considered replacing him with a former bitter rival of his own, Governor Ron DeSantis of Florida. “We need plot twists,” Trump told a startled ally before dropping the thought. Then Trump unleashed JD Vance, his son Don Jr., and the young activist and podcaster Charlie Kirk to bully into submission any Republican who might be tempted to vote against Hegseth. It was just the latest exercise of a guiding principle Trump shared with his mentor Roy Cohn, and with Roger Stone: Never admit to making a mistake.

When the discussion turned to the Department of Homeland Security, every head in the room turned to Stephen Miller. No one in the building was more closely identified with Trump’s immigration agenda than Miller, who had been the architect of some of the most contentious border policies of the first term and was expected to reprise that role with even greater ambition. If anyone was expected to have Trump’s ear on who should lead DHS, it was him.

The name on the screen was Kristi Noem, the governor of South Dakota. Miller did not hold back. She had given, he told the room, the single worst interview he had ever seen in his life. Full stop. And this was the person they were going to ask to go out and defend the administration’s most controversial policy decisions on the border and immigration? She was not, Miller said, a deft-enough communicator to do that. It wasn’t clear which interview Miller was referring to, but Noem had given several after publishing a book that had a calamitous rollout.

The conversation went around the room. Then Trump spoke.

“She’s been so good to me,” he said. “And Corey’s been really good to me, too.”

By Corey, Trump meant Corey Lewandowski, his first campaign manager in 2016 and a close aide and frequent traveling companion of Noem’s. He had remained in Trump’s orbit despite a trail of controversy that had seen him fired from the campaign, accused of battery against a female reporter, and later accused by a Republican donor’s wife of making unwanted sexual advances toward her at a charity event. Lewandowski—who denied all allegations but agreed to undergo impulse control counseling after charges were filed—was a polarizing figure even among Trump loyalists. But he had never lost the boss’s affection.

The sentiment was clear: Trump felt he owed Noem something. “Very loyal,” he said. “Very loyal.”

Miller did not say another negative word about Noem in the room that day. Once Trump had settled into the idea, there was no point in pushing further—at least not in front of him. On Noem, Trump’s mind was made up. Loyalty—to him, and through Lewandowski—had settled the matter.



When Trump had chosen his first-term cabinet, even as he picked some candidates based on their looks, he often suppressed his instincts out of deference to expert opinion. He may have projected bravado back then, but he was overwhelmed by the magnitude of the job, had little familiarity with Washington, and was meeting almost everyone for the first time. Consequently, he would entrust top national security positions to establishment figures.

This time, Trump felt he knew everyone and everything. Now he saw himself as the ultimate expert, smarter and more knowledgeable about every topic than the “stupid people” who had spent decades in Washington destroying the country. And there was something else. Looking good on television was extremely important—that would never change—but a senior role in the second Trump administration required something more. There was a new acid test: January 6.

During job interviews at the transition headquarters in West Palm Beach, several candidates for senior positions were asked what they thought of the events of January 6 and who had won the 2020 election. In fact, officials on the Trump transition team had already searched candidates’ social media accounts for any criticisms of Trump after the riot at the Capitol. Former aides who testified in the congressional investigation into January 6 would be divided between those who had shown loyalty to Trump and those who hadn’t.

Yet, as always, Trump could be fluid when it suited his purpose. If January 6 was the new threshold, his own interpretation was the final word. Some candidates could be forgiven past insults or slights, while others were sent into permanent exile. Marco Rubio had described the events of January 6 as a national embarrassment. But he would become secretary of state.

Others wouldn’t be so lucky.

In the Mar-a-Lago tearoom, Trump startled some with his reaction to a slide displaying the face of one of his first-term national security advisors. Robert O’Brien was assumed by many to have been in good standing with Trump, and with reason; he had interviewed for a top second-term foreign policy or intelligence role and would later be named to a presidential board. Unlike some, O’Brien had never publicly denounced Trump and, in fact, often praised and defended him in media appearances. But Trump had a long memory. After the attack on the Capitol, O’Brien had committed a cardinal sin in Trump’s judgment; he had praised Mike Pence after he presided over the certification of Joe Biden’s victory. “I just spoke with Vice President Pence,” O’Brien said that day. “He is a genuinely fine and decent man. He exhibited courage today as he did at the Capitol on 9/11 as a congressman. I am proud to serve with him.”

Now Trump studied O’Brien’s face contemptuously. “Hmm. There’s a beauty,” he said. “You know, he had a problem on January 6. On January 7, he was shaking in his boots. Shaking. And now something’s happened to the guy. I saw him on camera. He was stiff, like he couldn’t move.”

One of Trump’s advisors chimed in to say that they had heard O’Brien was in bad health.

“I knew there was something wrong with him,” Trump said. “Get him off of here,” he added, gesturing at the TV screen. “Get him off of here. He’s another one like Pompeo. Just get him off of here.”

For Trump, there was barely a bigger insult than He’s like Pompeo. Once held in sterling regard, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo had briefly considered a challenge for the Republican nomination in 2024; in doing so he had mildly criticized the lack of fiscal discipline during the first Trump administration. To Trump, this was unforgivable.

So what did “loyalty” mean? And when, exactly, did the statute of limitations expire for comparing Trump to Adolf Hitler (as his vice president had done) or calling him a “con artist” (as his secretary of state had done) or mocking him as an “armchair tough guy” (as his secretary of defense had done)? Where the line was drawn was often unclear, but it became increasingly apparent to Trump’s inner circle that the key litmus test for these job seekers now was whether they had supported Trump in those early months of 2021. Singed by his experience with staff he saw as “traitors” in his first term, Trump harbored a suspicion and paranoia that could be set off by the flimsiest of accusations. Some candidates had already begun packing for Washington, only to have their offers withdrawn when a stray criticism or guilt by association surfaced.

Most others would never get that far. Allies of Trump had recommended the former Army Ranger Ryan McCarthy for deputy defense secretary. That ended when Pete Hegseth offhandedly remarked to Trump that McCarthy was seen by some as “a Milley guy.” This was a reference to General Mark Milley, the recently retired chairman of the Joint
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