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Epigraph

You have not strengthened the weak or healed the sick or bound up the injured. You have not brought back the strays or searched for the lost. You have ruled them harshly and brutally.

—Ezekiel 34:4 (New International Version)
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Chapter 1

That Guy

My name is Giancarlo Granda. Unfortunately, I am better known as “the pool boy,” the one who embarked on an ill-considered affair with Becki Falwell, wife of Jerry Falwell Jr., the oldest son and namesake of the late founder of the Moral Majority, and the heir to his evangelical dynasty. I was twenty when it started, working at the fabled Fontainebleau Hotel in Miami, and I had never had a steady girlfriend.

That momentary lapse in judgment on a sunny day in March 2012 has now consumed a third of my thirty-odd years, or roughly my entire adult life. Moreover, it lit a long and winding fuse that has seen Falwell forced to resign as president of Liberty University in Lynchburg, Virginia, one of the largest evangelical universities in the world, a legacy position he inherited upon his father’s death. Pending an independent audit, it may further expose any number of questionable financial dealings, real estate transactions, secret agreements, and instances of crony capitalism masterminded by Falwell over the course of his decade-and-a-half tenure. Along the way, I caught wind of others like me, who had stumbled into their web and were still buzzing around its edges. Except that unlike me, they didn’t wind up a national punch line.

More importantly, my transgression has managed to shine a light on Liberty University as the private fiefdom of this charmed family—and a whole host of possibly unlawful actions only now coming to light—overseen by their handpicked board of rank apologists and moral relativists. Nowhere does this disparity between appearances and actions stand in starker relief than in how those private ethics and double standards I witnessed from inside the Falwells’ bubble, the couple’s wildly inappropriate and reckless sexual behavior, inflamed by a regal sense of entitlement, have given rise to Liberty’s privileged, predatory culture, one that eventually would engender an epidemic of sexual violence. That so many among this often naive and sheltered student body were sent there by overprotective parents terrified of the secular world makes it all the more tragic and predictable. Liberty and the worldview it embraced turned out to be a con in so many ways.

Falwell Jr.’s 2016 endorsement of Donald J. Trump helped deliver Trump the evangelical vote, securing him both the Republican nomination and the presidency (just as the senior Falwell’s Moral Majority facilitated the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980). That endorsement was allegedly brokered by Trump’s private fixer Michael Cohen (calling in a favor, as he calls it in Disloyal, the book he wrote in prison) after he claimed to have made the details of my affair—and the graphic photos that would have made denying it pointless—quietly go away. So my simple youthful indiscretion, which has caused me embarrassment and regret—not to mention a very real fear for my own safety—may also have played a not insignificant role in making a person like Trump president.

My choices ultimately pitched me into a rarefied world of political influence and financial brinksmanship. At one point I was threatened by an armed individual and told, “Keep your mouth shut.” Exactly the ultimatum I’m violating as I write this. Even that epithet “pool boy” became part of an orchestrated campaign to ridicule me and diminish my standing in the eyes of the media and their scandal-addled audience. I am shackled to the name and the sordid tale it conjures—an albatross around my neck. Forever.

What follows is my story—at least as much of it as I can see from where I’m standing—and I’m grateful for the opportunity to share it. I hope by the end of it, you’ll see me less as a pool boy and more as a flawed human who is trying to reclaim his identity and his dignity. Perhaps, too, this will serve as a cautionary tale for those of us who fall prey to the powerful and the influential. Either way, it is, above all, the truth.




Chapter 2

Miami Blues

Miami is America’s fabled “Magic City,” where the normal high school preoccupations of sex, money, ambition, status, and assimilation are shared by the population at large, and perpetually at a high boil. “Home of the newly wed and the nearly dead” they say, and I saw those sorts of extremes built into every aspect of the town.

I am the proud son of immigrants: a Cuban father from a semi-prominent middle-class family who fled Havana and the revolution in 1960, whose grandfather (my great-grandfather) was an engineer and later the minister of public works under Carlos Prío Socarrás before the military coup that brought Batista to power. He eventually amassed a fortune in Cuban real estate, all of which was seized by Castro. Like every expatriate he knew, he went to his grave believing he would one day return to Havana and reclaim his empire.

Similarly, my mother emigrated from Mexico City, where her uncle (my godfather) owned a bakery and later his own multi-unit apartment building. In addition, my godmother’s husband is an architect and developer of gated communities, and both my sister and I have been interested in real estate development from an early age. My parents met in Miami in 1980, shortly after my mother’s arrival, where my father managed a chain of beeper stores, which were extremely popular, this being the era of Miami Vice. My sister was born in 1984, and I came along seven years later. We were close, and remain so today. She currently works in the high-end residential real estate industry.

By the time I reached high school, I had an affinity for economics and its real-world application, excelling in my high school accounting class. My parents both encouraged my interest in real estate, and when we would visit Mexico City, my godfather always went out of his way to walk me through the business. I was also a fan of Donald Trump, then considered a real estate maverick on the strength of the persona he put forth in The Art of the Deal. I believed the hype, was predictably conservative in my politics (being the son of a Cuban exile), and secretly imagined I might one day fulfill my own dream of becoming a real estate mogul.

I grew up middle class in Westchester, a working-class Cuban neighborhood. The Cuban exile community is like any other tribe that has been forced out of its homeland: its descendants are resilient members of a diaspora, always preoccupied with a place that no longer exists, save for the burnished tales handed down over time that evolve as they drift from their original source. Cubans represent over half the population of Miami, and as much as 80 percent of enclaves like Westchester and Hialeah. Conservative politicians can exploit this generational trauma to consolidate power and lock in a reliable voting bloc, so long as they celebrate personal liberty, limited government, and never bend the knee to Castro. This in turn stokes expatriate grievances and can inflate the expat community’s sense of self-worth. Mix that with a genetic disposition toward prodigious energy and self-motivation, and you’ve got a force to be reckoned with. Cubans in Miami exert an outsize influence in local politics, the construction trades, and real estate in general.

Although I attended Catholic high school, I was never particularly religious, although the trappings were never far away. My mother was the religious one in the family; she eventually became a born-again Christian and went a little off the deep end herself—joining a storefront evangelical church that was eventually revealed as a racket. And she was a regular viewer of the Christian Broadcasting Network, which includes among its stable of talent Jonathan Falwell, Jerry Jr.’s brother and chief pastor of Thomas Road Baptist Church, founded by his father, and just down the road from Liberty University in Lynchburg, Virginia.

I get along well with both my parents. They have always been there for me, and are model parents in many ways, but my dad lacked the emotional capacity to connect with me. There was always something missing at the core of our relationship. It may have closed me off to other people, as well as the social possibilities that high school had to offer.

As this was Miami I had a lot of friends from wealthy families, and so from an early age I was comfortable around money and the people who had it. A lot of my friends’ parents were successful real estate developers, hotel owners, lawyers, or just mysteriously well off. After the austerity of the sixties and seventies, where people with money often didn’t advertise it, Miami in the eighties was all about conspicuous consumption, the more ostentatious the better. By the same token, rubbing elbows with generational wealth at that age also inoculated me to its charms; I could see its value, the things it could translate into (for good or bad), but it wasn’t this magical ring with infinite power.

On the academic front, I was an average student because I could get by without studying, but I was rarely intellectually engaged. I played sports: I was on the baseball team my sophomore and junior years, Cubans being long-standing baseball fans, where I played first base, third base, and catcher, in that order. Later on, I took up martial arts, particularly muay Thai and Brazilian jujitsu, which I liked because it was both competitive and empowering, but also meditative, with a spiritual aspect. However counterintuitive it may seem, MMA (mixed martial arts) is controlled chaos, and every fighter I ever met was peaceful and always looking for ways to avoid conflict. I saw it as a means to self-improvement.

But for all of that, I was shy, intensely focused, and a bit of a loner. While I had a lot of strong women in my life—my mother, sister, godmother, and aunt—I didn’t do much socializing in high school. I didn’t have girlfriends, and although I had a few close friends, I would often cancel plans or make up excuses why I couldn’t hang out with them, and pretty soon the problem became the solution. I can count on one hand how many parties I went to during my four years of high school. For many people, high school is the time when they start to define themselves and their personalities, blossoming into what they will become in life. Me, I folded in on myself. I found respite in video games, which in time blotted out every other aspect of my high school existence.

I did manage to lose my virginity at a house party when I was sixteen, with the help of alcohol and a girl who was thankfully more experienced than I was. But more and more, I retreated into a private world of video games: online chess, and RTS (real-time strategy) games like Stronghold and Age of Empires. Like chess, the latter employ military strategy and tactics; you play against opponents of often equal skill, and you juggle an endless universe of probabilities and arcane history in your head all at once. I would break down every round into three parts, like a chess game—opening, middlegame, and endgame—and began to log an archive of responses to every possible scenario. I’m hypercompetitive to begin with, as well as a bit of a nerd, and suddenly here was something I was really good at. And the more I played, the better I got. Pretty soon it was all I was interested in doing. I was routinely playing four, five, six hours at a stretch. Of course, people come home from work and veg out in front of the TV for that long without lasting consequences. But there was nothing passive about this experience. I’d get jacked up and stay that way; once I was in the zone and firing on all cylinders, it felt like every part of me was engaged. This quickly became a vortex I could dive into and disappear.

Except the deeper into it I got, the more I began to experience a creeping uneasiness, one that slowly morphed into feelings of shame. I could slowly sense my real life slipping away. Now there are esports leagues, Twitch, and an entire industry where top players fill stadiums and teens can make six-figure incomes and achieve international stardom. The gaming industry currently generates more income in the United States than movies and sports combined. But back then, video games were still for losers—they didn’t have the cachet they would take on in coming years. It created a parallel world for me, and I became something of a recluse. My grades fell off. I quit the baseball team halfway through my senior year and stopped seeing most of my friends. My family could see there was something wrong; it was the same as if I’d had a drug problem. It was a really bad time in my life.

Eventually, the problem eclipsed anything I was getting out of it, and I had to figure out another path forward. With the help of my family, I was able to see that what started out as a hobby had become unhealthy, and I began to disengage from gaming and started to recover my sense of self, apart from the validation I felt in this artificial arena. Shortly after I graduated high school, I began to slowly reduce the amount of time I spent playing. With the sudden lack of regimented activities to occupy my time, I now craved structure and discipline, not to mention this semblance of community I had found online, and for a brief time I seriously considered joining the military. I thought it would restore order and purpose to my life, and that I would be ideally suited to it, given what I had just been through.

Ultimately, I decided that would be impractical. But out of those cravings, I eventually developed an idea I called Gaming Detox, which would be a platform to connect gamers and their families with mental health professionals—something like BetterHelp or Talkspace (direct online portals to match prospective patients and mental health professionals in real time), which didn’t exist back then. I realized it was this strong sense of community, encouraged by the rush of endorphins you get from playing, that causes gamers to withdraw from society like I did. You can see it in college dropout rates and all kinds of statistics, and the more I researched it, the more evidence I found for the need for something like this. An ad hoc community and healthier lifestyle would serve as a safety net for those who went all in like I did.

I forged these thoughts into a business plan, born out of my own experiences. I hired a web developer to help me create the website. And this became the big idea I wanted to pursue, something that was mine, that I could carry into the world and make it a better place.

And so I set about trying to find my place in life. I was six feet tall and cleaned up okay. With some effort, I could project confidence. But underneath all of that, I can see now there was a hesitation, an uncertainty. At eighteen, I was technically an adult, but one who had largely missed out on parties, dating, and the robust experiences of late adolescence. The emotional part of me wasn’t fully developed yet, and in many ways I was still very immature. Working a series of retail jobs, immersing myself in groups of people my own age, I felt like I had to play catch-up. I read a raft of books on self-improvement, and I rarely turned down invitations from new friends.

I was launching myself into the real world. Whether or not I was prepared for it was an open question.




Chapter 3

The Fontainebleau

My first job out of high school was at Hollister, an offshoot of Abercrombie & Fitch, the casual wear clothing retailer. A recruiter approached me at a local park while I was doing pull-ups, and when I started working there I fell in with a group of young, attractive people my own age who worked and played together: nightclubs like the Florida Room at the Delano Hotel and LIV at the Fontainebleau; lots of bars and house parties and drinking games like flip cup and beer pong. I enjoyed the work and the feeling of camaraderie with my colleagues. Before I knew it I had new friends, and with them an active social life. I learned my way around Miami nightlife, and I saw more new faces than I had in my entire life. And I developed a taste for whiskey, tequila, and a Brazilian drink called a caipirinha, which is like a margarita made with a sugarcane liqueur called cachaça. And it no longer mattered that I was shy; now women pursued me.

At this point, I wasn’t interested in college because I saw more value in working and saving money. That last part turned out to be aspirational, on a salary of a hundred dollars a week, with no sales commission. In addition, we were expected to buy Hollister’s clothes so we could appear as in-store billboards and ambassadors of the brand.

Working the floor, and curious how such a high-volume business could pay us so little, I began analyzing the operation to see how the money flowed through it. As respectfully as I could, I made my findings known to the manager, breaking it all down for him in a cost-benefit analysis to argue that we were being grossly underpaid. Let’s just say this did not go over well, and soon afterward, I jumped over to Abercrombie & Fitch, where the pay was slightly better.

I also started taking a few classes at Miami Dade College, one or two per semester, to see what I was missing—business, accounting, entrepreneurship, hospitality courses, as well as history and philosophy, which it turns out I really liked. My plan was to get a better job so I could save up money to attend one of the schools up north—Florida State University in Tallahassee, or the University of Florida in Gainesville. I applied at a bunch of hotels—first at the Biltmore in Coral Gables, and then a couple of resorts right on the water. I had a friend who worked at the Fontainebleau—that and the adjacent Eden Roc embodied the height of mid-fifties Art Deco glamour—and I asked him if they were hiring. He said they were always looking for recreation attendants, the small army of guys my age who keep the party running smoothly out by the pool. He told me the job paid eleven dollars an hour—already better than what I was pulling down at Abercrombie & Fitch—but that the real money was in tips, which with all the high rollers, both legit and wannabe, could total as much as five hundred dollars a shift.

So I applied for the job, listing my friend as a reference. I had three or four interviews with different managers, and I was very honest: I needed to make money for tuition, and I was willing to work hard to do it; I had retail experience, and I wouldn’t get triggered by rude guests (at least they probably wouldn’t take their designer T-shirt off and throw it at me, as happened once at A&F). And I had been around rich people socially, so I knew how they liked to be treated. At six feet tall and in peak physical condition, I felt I could defuse any situation that might come up. Management liked the fact I was ambitious, and that I was taking business courses on the side to better myself. They not only offered me a job, but also offered to accommodate my class schedule.

BUILT IN 1954, THE FONTAINEBLEAU IS MIAMI BEACH AT ITS swankiest. Its Art Deco design fused with Vegas glitz—“Miami Modern,” I guess is the correct term—where Jerry Lewis starred as The Bellboy, Frank Sinatra welcomed Elvis home from the army on live television, and Tony Montana got a lesson in how to pick up women poolside in Scarface. Although it had faced bankruptcy in the early seventies, a two-year, $2 billion renovation in 2008 had restored this onetime architectural treasure to its former glory, all of which would soon be reflected in the clientele.

I worked the pool area—a main pool with cabanas along the side, a nightclub/lounge, and a couple of smaller pools at either end. I wore the required uniform of shorts, a white cotton T-shirt, and a baseball cap, to try and mitigate the punishing Miami sun. My job was to fold towels and hand them out wherever they were requested or needed; rearrange or reserve chairs, all of which came at a premium; and to find or accomplish whatever a guest might need at any given time. Mainly, the job was to treat them like they wanted to be treated—like they imagined they ought to be treated—a privilege for which they were more than happy to pay a handsome dividend.

In any hospitality business, there’s a low season and a high season. Low season, it’s slow; no one is motivated, there’s no action, which means no tips. It’s like a nightclub where it’s too early in the evening—nothing is happening yet. People call in sick, sneak out early, bitch about their jobs. High season clocks in around November and carries on through April. December is when all the snowbirds come, and they tip well, and it’s also when the celebrities show up. The celebrities draw the high rollers, or else they are the high rollers; either way, that draws women, and before long there is no shortage of beautiful people. The high season makes up for the rest of the year.

The scene is designed to be one big pool party. At noon, the DJ kicks in and music starts blasting, and everything gets a little looser. Arcadia, a private club adjacent to the main pool area with its own smaller pool and cabana, starts in with a soundtrack and pumped-up vibe, and that continues all the way into the evening, where nightclub impresario David Grutman runs LIV, a dance club on the premises, which brings in some of the most famous DJs in the world. It also attracts major players: Jay-Z spent over $250,000 on bottle service and tipped the waitstaff $50,000 in addition to the guaranteed 18 percent tip, which is included in all tabs.

In this environment, if you’re in one of the cabanas, and you are entertaining friends who start showing up by early afternoon, you will require a constant stream of bottles from the bar and food from the kitchen. As a result, it’s not that difficult to drop a profound amount of money. A $10,000 tab was not uncommon. Factor in the social lubricants of alcohol and a party atmosphere and people could become very generous with their tips.

Servers make the most money. Sometimes, you’d have guests spend $20,000 at a cabana over the course of a week. There’s limited space, so every single chair is valuable, too. As per custom, and the implicit backing of the house, a hundred dollar tip would secure you a chair for the day, which we reserved with a folded towel and personal items stacked on top. Regulars know the rules, so you reserve them their chairs first thing in the morning for the duration of their stay. This would automatically build relationships between guests and staff, and I’m fortunate enough to have a good memory for faces and names. It’s like being a good bartender; familiarity ingratiates you with the clientele, which leads to better tips.

When you clock in, management gives you the lay of the land: “This company reserved this entire area; make sure they have everything they need.” “Grey Goose is hosting a promotion for a new product line. See to it that people know about it.” They tell you what section you’ll be in, what drinks they’re pushing, and especially where the VIPs are located. Just like in Las Vegas, these are returning customers who are heavy hitters and likely to drop a lot of money. The whales.

I’ve seen Floyd Mayweather tip a thousand dollars. People like that—boxing champions, NBA basketball stars, NFL football players, soccer prodigies, tennis stars—burn through cash because they want to be treated like kings or queens. And why shouldn’t they? There’s nothing arbitrary about why they’re in this position; they’re not accidental celebrities, where fame fell out of the sky one day and landed on top of them, or heirs to somebody else’s random fortune. What’s a couple hundred dollars to them? They are there to be seen. Staff can carry on a conversation with them, maybe become friendly and connect with them on a human level. But I always made sure to lead with respect and see that they got whatever they needed. Then I’m “their guy.” It all goes to back to Sinatra and the Rat Pack, who made this place one of their main ports of call. Bottle service, bloody steaks, cigar rooms, the trappings of wealth—everybody’s chasing the same feeling. I saw a Jersey mob type at the bar once handing out Rolexes to his whole crew; he had twenty of them in boxes. Sinatra could be a world-class jerk, but he famously slipped a fifty dollar bill to everyone he met.

And then there are the women. Brazilian women, Colombian women, Argentinian women; beautiful women from all corners of the globe, but especially Central and South America. They dressed in thong bikinis and high heels and sunglasses, which they know how to artfully peer over the tops of. It’s breathtaking; it can literally stop you in your tracks.

There are multiple shifts, so if I worked the early shift, I had to show up at 4:00 a.m., long before first light, where it’s not uncommon to see couples having sex in the pool. Flirting between guests and hotel staff was pretty common, especially with men and women with the means and the interest in having some fun. There were times when I’d have a bachelorette party going while there was a group of guys in one of the cabanas looking to meet women, with money to burn, but without the confidence or skill set to initiate contact on their own. Acting as their roving ambassador on my official rounds, it was easy to approach the group of single women and ask, “You guys want some free drinks?”

Their answer would inevitably be “Yeah!”

“Well then, follow me.” I’d lead them to the men’s cabana, make the introductions, the liquor would flow, and the guys would tip me, heavily and discreetly. Now the women were happy, the guys were happy, and I was everybody’s new best friend.

Of course, the work itself was brutal. Imagine going to the beach for a couple of hours, and how you feel afterward. Now multiply that by four for an eight-hour shift. I was constantly on the move, running, hustling, carrying chairs and umbrellas on my back. By the end of a shift, my feet would routinely be bloody and covered in blisters. I’d get home every night exhausted and depleted.

But I met the most interesting people. As a twenty-year-old looking to understand how business works and how to make money, I was intrigued by those who had achieved a measure of success; they spoke its language and could tell its stories. If they’re staying in a suite that costs a couple thousand dollars a night, and spending hundreds more on food and drink, then anything they choose to impart to you is received as wisdom. To get through the front door alone, they had to know something you didn’t: how to get from there to here.

I routinely recognized the CEOs, high-level executives, entrepreneurs, and self-made millionaires I had read about in the business press. As I interacted with them, I would observe how they thought, how they approached problem-solving. If I was interested, and if they recognized some of those same qualities in me, maybe they’d sit and talk with me during my downtime. Professors can teach you economic theory, but most have no practical experience with business success, the way, say, an architect or engineer can leaven their technical knowledge with time in the trenches. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be professors.

Management recognized I was passing through, ideally on my way somewhere more fulfilling. Or maybe I would stay and climb the corporate ladder there. Hundreds of million dollars moved through the hotel on an annual basis, and since they knew I was taking business classes at night, managers would go out of their way to share details of the inner workings when I asked. Self-confidence probably helped, as I was becoming more and more assured, breaking out of my shell.

Whatever my future held, I felt like I finally had a vantage point to see how it might unfold, and the vista held promise. Until one day in March 2012, when everything changed.




Chapter 4

Hello, My Name Is Giancarlo

At the tail end of the high season, on March 13, 2012, I was close to ending my shift at around 4:00 p.m., when I fell into a conversation with one of the guests. She lived in Dallas, was around my age (I was about to turn twenty-one), and I could tell she liked it when I flirted with her. She explained how she and her girlfriend were there on vacation, and she gave me her phone number. I had never hooked up with one of the guests before, and never would again after that day. I flew out to visit her later on, and spent a week hanging out and meeting her friends, but the distance ultimately proved too daunting.

In the midst of doing my job, while circling back around to say a few more words to the girl from Dallas, I noticed a woman staring at me. She was camped out in my section—maybe in her mid-forties, attractive, fit, and very charismatic—stretched out on one of the poolside daybeds in a bikini. Daybeds are way more comfortable than the lounge chairs, and the going rate was $150 a day, so anyone with a daybed already had my attention.

Her dark brown eyes locked on to me, and I felt her watching me wherever I went. She had a deep, penetrating stare, and when she caught my eye she didn’t look away. It was a little disconcerting. The next time I was within earshot, she said, “Oh, these girls don’t know what they’re doing. You need someone older.”

She was being flirty, saying it as a joke, so I flirted back—standard procedure on my part. She asked my name, and when I shook her hand, she complimented me on my handshake. We talked for a few minutes—“Do you go to school?”; “What kind of stuff are you interested in?”—and then I told her I had to get back to work. Every time I cycled through, there was a little more banter and a little more flirtation. She said her name was Becki. She had a very inviting personality, and right off the bat she seemed like a lot of fun. I thought she might have been competing with the girl from Dallas, but as far as I could tell the other girl wasn’t paying attention to us.

It all seemed innocent enough, but then near the end of my shift, she asked me to sit down next to her on the daybed, where nobody could hear us, and in a conspiratorial tone asked me, “Hey, do you want to come back to my room?”

Not what I was expecting.

When I didn’t say no right away, she added, “There’s just one thing . . . My husband wants to watch.”

There was a lot to unpack in that sentence: a sexy rendezvous is about to happen, but wait, she’s married, but no, her husband’s okay with it and in fact he
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