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Introduction


Escalator to Bedlam

When you have lived through extraordinary history—watching a president get impeached, covering father-son presidencies, chronicling a cooked-up war, seeing the wacky woman from Wasilla go rogue, savoring the election of the first black commander in chief—you don’t expect to be exponentially more astonished.

Indeed, you might find yourself becoming a jade, thinking you’d seen it all.

But then America got mad—and went mad.

Donald Trump glided down that escalator and promised to build that wall and bragged about his manhood and dissed the Pope and politics vaulted past parody.

We are watching the most epic battle of the sexes since Billie Jean King faced off against Bobby Riggs. The former first lady and first woman ever to run for president as the nominee of a major party is going up against a thrice-married Rat Pack reality TV star who still calls women “sweetheart” and rates their racks.

What could go wrong?

On previous wild political rides, we were still operating within the usual boundaries and hoary traditions. That’s why McCain aides called it “going rogue” when Sarah Palin tried to dart away from typical campaign mores.

But 2016 is a dizzying dive through the looking glass and into Donald Trump’s Narcissus pool—and must-follow Twitter feed.

“It’s as though Trump blew up the science lab, exposing the raw nerve of America’s stream of consciousness,” says Jon Meacham, the presidential historian.

The Republican Party, held hostage to the whims of its 70-year-old high-chair king, is imploding. The Democratic Party, held hostage to the Clintons’ bizarre predilection for arrogant and self-defeating behavior just when things are going well, had to stitch itself back together after its unexpected civil war.

Tectonic plates are grinding. Gatekeepers, old rules and old media are vanishing.

We have an out-of-control id taunting a tightly controlled superego. We have the king of winging it versus the queen of homework. She says he’s too unpredictable to be president, he says she’s too predictable. Trump can excite his crowds but falters on substance; Hillary has substance but falters on exciting her crowds. “The boor versus the bore,” Time’s Charlotte Alter call it.

He’s anti–political correctness and she’s always overcorrecting. He does the post-ideological shuffle and she does the whatever-it-takes-to-win slide. The Republican nominee trashes the press but constantly engages with us and the Democratic nominee praises the press but routinely hides from us. Oddly, the Trumpster, as he calls himself, at times sounds like more of a dove than the Warrior, as Hillary’s friends call her.

We have two candidates with the highest unfavorables ever recorded and a majority of voters who feel stuck voting against, rather than for, someone. Both parties nominated the only person who could possibly lose to the other. Voters are agonizing about whether they can trust either candidate. Will Trump, who has scant impulse control and who’s willing to say the most insulting, provocative things that people wouldn’t say at a dinner party much less a global forum, get into a tweet battle with a madman and start a world war?

Will Hillary ever seem on the level? Or will she always be surrounded by a cordon of creepy henchmen and Clinton Inc. sycophants, shrouded in a miasma of money grabs and conveniently disappearing records and emails?

Both candidates have a Nixonian streak and a fluid relationship with the truth, and both love to play the victim. Trump whinges and sends out self-pitying tweets about how the press and fellow Republicans are being unfair to him and not giving him enough credit. Hillary always does best when she’s up against a bunch of pasty-faced, hectoring white male Republicans determined to bring her down—or just a sole taunting Tang-colored one.

The 2016 race quickly became the nastiest in modern history, vicious and salacious. “You have to go all the way back to 1884 to find a choice between two candidates who had big liabilities the way Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump do,” says John Dickerson, the host of CBS’s Face the Nation. “Grover Cleveland had fathered a child out of wedlock and James G. Blaine was dogged by a series of scandals in office.” As Dickerson notes, Lord James Bryce wrote that the race became “a contest over the copulative habits of one and the prevaricative habits of the other.” And Blaine supporters chanted “Ma, Ma, where’s my Pa?” to which Cleveland’s supporters responded “Gone to the White House. Ha, ha, ha!”

The flashes of violence at Trump rallies were acid flashbacks to the ’68 Democratic convention in Chicago. Republican officials cringed but Trump didn’t mind. He told me it added a frisson of excitement. His Cleveland convention featured a brass-knuckles law-and-order message. Trump’s most loyal supporters were angry white men and Hillary’s most ardent were black women.

“This is a deeply, deeply polarized country not just by party but by class,” David Axelrod, former senior advisor to President Obama, told me. While Obama’s attention to nuance and emphasis on diplomacy was seen by many as a strength after the bellicose, black-and-white W., Axelrod said, now some find those qualities a weakness and yearn for a strongman.

“There was a susceptibility to a guy like Trump coming along,” he said. “Trump is the perfect antithesis of Barack Obama. He’s defiantly, gleefully anti-intellectual, anti–‘political correctness.’ He is just as bombastic as Obama is deliberate. As much as anybody since George Wallace or Pat Buchanan, he has overtly sent dog whistles of race out to white working-class voters. That gratuitous defamation of group after group, person after person, is just anathema to Obama. He genuinely believes this guy would be a calamity for the country.”

Unlike the Bushes, who outsourced their political thuggery, Donald Trump does his own wet work.

“He has ripped away what was left of the fiction that the candidates themselves are above the game they were in,” says Howard Fineman of The Huffington Post. “Not to credit Donald Trump, because he’s crude and combative and an egomaniac, but in a weird way, he’s at least being candid. And I guess there’s something oddly thrilling about a guy who rips the mask off it all and is standing there as the naked id of politics. He is the destroyer of the old world.”

The Don Rickles act may wear thin, but the Republican nominee does have a bat-like sonar for sniffing out weak spots in opponents and political and policy arguments. “Trump has an intuitive ability to put his jam-smeared finger on things,” Meacham says dryly.

When I asked Bill Maher if he had a good title for this book, chronicling Trump’s rampage through the Republican Party, the host of HBO’s Real Time replied with a reference to the Leonardo DiCaprio mauling in The Revenant: “Call it Raped by a Bear.”

Or to borrow a different animal metaphor from the late, great columnist Mary McGrory, the Republicans’ attempt to tame Trump reminds you of a very small man trying to walk a very large dog. Trump is so thin-skinned that he is just as determined to bite Republicans who have rejected him as he is Democrats.

The race becomes even nuttier when you consider the candidates’ past parallels and intersections. Both are larger-than-life New Yorkers and members of famous dynasties: an ex-senator and secretary of state living in Chappaqua and a real estate developer born in Queens. Trump is a former Democrat and donor to Hillary’s campaigns and the Clinton family foundation while Hillary and Bill were guests at Trump’s wedding reception to Melania. And their daughters, Ivanka and Chelsea, are pals.

Bill Clinton was one of the last pols to speak to Trump before he jumped into the race and some Republicans have voiced suspicions that Trump is a Manchurian candidate, unleashed to sabotage the Republican Party and ensure Hillary’s election.

The race is rife with racism, sexism, tribalism, jingoism, anti-intellectualism, anti-Semitism, gladiatorial bloodlust, conspiracy theories, federal investigations, hooliganism, xenophobia, puerile name-calling and, most absurdly, penis and “schlong” taunts.

Political campaigns have always been about throwing gorilla dust, as Ross Perot memorably put it, jockeying to see who can prove more alpha. But this year the metaphor turned real. Inevitably, given Trump’s obsession with skyscrapers, Amazonian women, large crowds and poll numbers, size mattered. Americans watched the jaw-dropping spectacle of Marco Rubio and Donald Trump trading barbs about the size of Trump’s manhood on stage. Mirabile dictu, indeed.

And, perhaps even more amazing, what were the odds that Hillary would find an opponent whose blond hair was a matter of greater obsession in the press than hers?

Out of all the things I’ve covered in politics over the years, watching Donald Trump morph from a Gotham toon into a presidential nominee is one of the most astounding.

I had covered him as a “short-fingered vulgarian,” as Spy magazine called him, and as a blingy playboy (“Best Sex I’ve Ever Had,” trumpeted the New York Post, purportedly quoting his mistress and later wife, Marla Maples). He was a beauty pageant and casino owner peacocking with beautiful women. His favorite movie is Citizen Kane, about a would-be politician who lived in a castle, perhaps because Trump has his own Florida Xanadu, perhaps because he does not realize that the 1941 film about William Randolph Hearst’s shame spiral is Orson Welles’s indictment of acquisitiveness or perhaps because he knows it’s lonely at the top.

Once Trump began campaigning for president with a burst of bigotry about Muslims and Mexicans, he took a reputation as a huckster and turned it into a reputation as Hitler. He also elicited comparisons to Mussolini, Idi Amin, Hugo Chávez, a Marvel comic villain and an orange clown puffer fish.

By far the most shocked person watching Donald Trump’s progress—the yuge crowds at stadiums and the Secret Service around Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue—was Donald Trump.

Trump scrambled the Republican Party dogma, presenting himself as an isolationist protectionist rather than an interventionist globalist free-trader, and breaking Ronald Reagan’s commandment about never speaking ill of fellow Republicans. Trump dismissed the last Republican nominee, Mitt Romney, as a “choker,” and rightly excoriated the last Republican president, W., for missing signals before 9/11 that Osama was going to attack and for taking us into a stupid war.

Through the primaries, everything that should have brought Trump down—when he mocked John McCain for being captured or a Times reporter for his disability, and when it came out that he had pretended to be his own PR man under assumed names on phone calls with reporters—bounced off.

I’ve seen lots of bad moments wipe out candidates, like Michael Dukakis looking goofy in the tank and Poppy Bush checking his watch and Al Gore sighing and John Kerry windsurfing and Rick Perry forgetting the three federal agencies he wanted to close and Marco Rubio acting like a malfunctioning robot.

But now, in the fever dream atmosphere of Trump and a freakingly fast news cycle, gaffes don’t matter and neither does telling the truth.

“I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody and I wouldn’t lose any voters,” Trump marveled at an Iowa rally.

The TV boss was so disoriented at his succès fou that he could not get it together to gather an A team or stop doing stuff like his embarrassing taco bowl tweet on Cinco de Mayo.

During a lunch interview at Trump Tower, as he crossed his arms over uneaten meatballs, he made a face when I asked him whether he would “pivot.” He did not seem interested in raising his game beyond Twitter insults and ill-advised retweets (including one about Megyn Kelly as a “bimbo” and some that originated on white-supremacist message boards). Even the quietly supportive Melania told Donald to knock off the retweets.

He seemed to be constantly squandering his opportunities. When he tried to stop his always riveting and sometimes inflammatory riffs and use the teleprompter, he came off, as commentator Matthew Dowd said, like a tranquilized circus lion. Ignoring Lee Atwater’s maxim to get out of the way when your opponent is self-destructing, Trump stumbled even on a day in July when he should have been triumphant.

After FBI chief James Comey chided Hillary over classified emails, saying she had been “extremely careless” and making it clear that she had been untruthful, Trump managed to get headlines for praising Saddam Hussein for killing terrorists without reading them their rights. The lugubrious Paul Ryan, the Irish undertaker of the Trump campaign, once more stepped in to object, telling Megyn Kelly about Saddam Hussein: “He was one of the twentieth century’s most evil people.”

Trump lives and dies by the numbers. Would all his misfires add up? As Bush senior’s pollster, the late Robert Teeter, once told me, public opinion is like confetti: Little pieces of paper float down and eventually form patterns on the ground. Opinion takes time to coalesce, but once it does, it can be hard to change.

In addition to the wickedness, there have been moments of wicked fun with Trump. He made monkeys out of a lot of people who had it coming, and he gleefully exposed the hypocrisy, the fund-raising excesses and professional political vultures. Given the electoral history of the Republicans since Nixon’s Southern Strategy, winning races by stirring up racist, homophobic and misogynist feelings, it was rich to see them criticizing Trump for those qualities. They simply wanted a nominee who would be a more subtle bigot, as party tradition demands.

The megalomaniacal Trump made an unlikely David, but when the Goliath of the GOP primaries, Jeb Bush, spent $130 million on his campaign, it was stunning to see Trump beat him with free TV, social media and trucker hats—on his own dime.

“What Donald Trump has done is turn the party apparatus and professional campaign whores on their greedy heads,” one veteran Republican strategist told me. (But as his operation grew, he hired one of them, Paul Manafort, a lobbyist and political consultant whose firm had a lot of experience advising dictators around the globe, including Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines and Vladimir Putin’s puppet in the Ukraine.)

Like many other Republicans, this strategist is holding her nose, waiting for Trump to crash and burn, and hoping that the bonfire of the vanities brings a fresh start.

“If the party repositions itself as the party of principle on taxes, government and opportunities with a young, dynamic leader, it can redefine itself,” she says. “We have to move away from the NRA financing campaigns and go to tech and other businesses.”

I interviewed Trump when he made earlier feints at the brass ring.

Back in 1999, I flew on his plane—stocked with gilt fixtures, a double bed and French impressionist paintings—when he went to his first presidential rope line and made his maiden foreign policy speech in Miami. He bashed Castro, much to the delight of the Cuban-Americans in the crowd. He looked shy when he came face to face with the Trump 2000 posters.

In many ways, Trump hasn’t changed. As a friend of his once told me: “He transmits; he doesn’t receive.”

Then, as now, he had no PC restraints, the zingy put-downs were flying and numbers were the sentinels of his success: how many magazine covers Melania had been on; how many men lusted after her; how many zoning changes he had finagled; how many stories he had stacked on his building near the UN; how many times he had stamped the Trump name on the General Motors building; how high his ratings were on Larry King.

He complained, only half-joking, that he didn’t want to be interviewed by me while my column was running in the Saturday paper; he wanted to wait until I was back in the higher-circulation Sunday paper.

“I am just very popular with the black populace,” he told me then. “When Puff Daddy has a party, when Russell Simmons has a party, I’m the person they call.” This past summer, some swing-state polls showed him attracting zero percent of black voters, which meant his only black supporters might be Dr. Ben Carson and the random guy at a California rally he pointed to and hailed as “my African American.”

Trump was a caveman in how he talked about women, airing his views to me and on The Howard Stern Show, but he broke barriers for women in the construction business.

“Women are much tougher and more calculating than men,” he told me. “I relate better to women. I go out with the most beautiful women in the world. Certain guys tell me they want women of substance, not beautiful models. It just means they can’t get beautiful models.”

Even though he was friendly with the Clintons back then, he said he thought that Bill had handled the Monica affair “disgracefully.”

“People would have been more forgiving if he’d had an affair with a really beautiful woman of sophistication,” Trump asserted. “Kennedy and Marilyn Monroe were on a different level.”

In the spring, Trump stretched the gender gap like it was taffy. When I asked him during the primaries how he could win if 73 percent of women disliked him, he murmured, “sixty-eight percent,” citing a different poll.

Given the changing population of the country and how he was anathema with Latinos, a fast-growing demographic, Trump, like Mitt Romney before him, seemed to be running not so much for the presidency as the presidency of white men, conjuring a vision of the good old days that were not coming back.

* * *

Speaking of the good old days, I was also with Hillary Clinton at the beginning of her sojourn at the White House. We had dinner in May 1992 at a revolving restaurant in Covington, Kentucky. She was relaxed and interesting. As we sipped white wine, she told me about a summer job she had while she was at Yale Law School, scooping out fish entrails in a makeshift salmon factory in Valdez, Alaska. She began to get worried about the fish quality.

“They were purple and black and yucky-looking,” she recalled. She confronted the owner about how long the fish had been dead and he tried to shut her up. But she wouldn’t give up on it so he fired her.

“I found another job,” she shrugged.

I was impressed. It showed her strong will and her desire to make the world a better place, even one fish at a time.

I was sympathetic to Hillary’s desire to bring the antiquated role of first lady into modernity. The job is a ridiculous tightrope, with women like Hillary and Michelle Obama, who have the exact same education and credentials as their husbands, having to deal with china while the president deals with China.

Still, I was dubious about her role shepherding health care in her husband’s administration. Was it wise to put the spouse of the president in charge of 13 percent of the economy, given the fact that people in the administration might be afraid to push back or be honest with her?

However, covering Hillary when she came to present the emerging health-care plan to Congress, I proclaimed her appearance “bravura,” “polished” and brimming with “crystal clarity.” I wrote that she and Bill at the outset were doing “an elegant tango” on health care, avoiding all the possible pitfalls.

But Hillary ended up tanking health-care reform with her secretive, my-way-or-the-highway approach. That stubborn secrecy would come back to haunt her again and again.

Her husband, who has more nimble political instincts, did not intervene to insist that Hillary compromise on the plan, and some advisers believed that he felt too beholden to his wife for putting up with—and publicly defending—all his shenanigans. “She has a hundred-pound fishing wire around his balls,” one of her top health-care deputies told me at the time.

Hillary was seen as so controlling by many voters that she tended to be at her most popular when she was losing control. She won her Senate seat in 2000 after being embarrassed by her husband over Monica and crowded in a debate by Rick Lazio. She got a wave of sympathy in 2008 after the New Hampshire debate with Obama when she was asked why she was not as likable as her younger rival and Obama ungraciously chimed in, not even looking at her: “You’re likable enough, Hillary.” She went on to pull out New Hampshire after she choked up at a Portsmouth café, frustrated by spending years in the shadow of one Natural from Arkansas only to be suddenly eclipsed by another from Chicago.

Over the years, I have written about the duality in Hillary that disturbs even many Democrats. She has the bright, idealistic public service side but it is offset by a dark ends-justify-the-means side. She’s confident and capable but she can also make decisions from a place of insecurity and paranoia. The Clintons swept into the White House on a populist platform that people who play by the rules should get ahead. But then they don’t always deign to play by the rules.

They offer a Faustian deal and it’s purple and black and yucky-looking: You want progressive policies for women? Ignore Bill’s unseemly affair with a 22-year-old intern and his hiding behind the skirts of his top women cabinet officials who came out to defend his lies. Ignore the Clinton attack dogs’ efforts to smear Monica Lewinsky as a loony stalker.

You want a Supreme Court that’s not retrogressive? Ignore Hillary’s greedy Goldman Sachs speeches and the tangled web of monetary self-interest between donors to the Clinton Foundation and people doing business with Hillary’s State Department.

You want to stop the Neanderthal Trump and put the first woman in the White House? Then swallow her extremely careless handling of classified information.

After turning the White House into Motel 1600, with a revolving door for donors, she and Bill left Pennsylvania Avenue like grifters, taking a truckload of gifts—sofas, rugs, a table, chairs, a DVD player. They gave some items back and paid back $85,966 after people complained that their gifts had been intended for the permanent White House collection. As she left the White House, Senator-elect Clinton eluded the Senate gift ban by quickly scarfing up expensive gifts worth tens of thousands of dollars from wealthy Hollywood and New York supporters to appoint her Washington house.

As a top Clinton aide once astutely put it: “Hillary, though a Methodist, thinks of herself like an Episcopal bishop who deserves to live at the level of her wealthy parishioners in return for devoting her life to God and good works.” Or as The Onion put it, her campaign slogan is “I deserve this.”

What prompted Hillary to make three Goldman Sachs speeches for $675,000 on the cusp of a presidential campaign where the electorate was clearly in a pitchfork mood about bankers, after the Clintons had already earned $150 million in speaking fees and tens of millions more in book profits?

Trump mocks Hillary for a lack of stamina, but she has tremendous endurance. She has been on the national stage for a very long time, often defending herself or her husband, which must be draining. This is, after all, someone who has had Secret Service protection for 24 years. She admitted in one speech that she hadn’t driven a car since 1996.

Tina Fey fought for Alec Baldwin for 30 Rock, knowing that working with him would make her a better actress. But despite a lifetime spent with the two most gifted politicians of her era, Bill and Barack, Hillary never learned how to master the stagecraft of politics. “If you could just sit down and have a drink with her, you would love her,” a former Clinton White House aide told me recently. Her boosters say that so often, to offset her guarded demeanor and distaste for the press, that it has become a punch line in our office: She’s a hoot in private.

After waiting eight years for her delayed coronation, Hillary was barely able to fend off a 74-year-old Democratic socialist with a slim Senate record and a brusque demeanor. It must have been awful for her to lose all the excitement to usurpers twice, one a fresh face and rare talent, but one Bernie Sanders.

The Vermonter became an unlikely youth idol and money raiser on the Internet, attracting the young women who were expected to thrill to Hill. Clinton played Katy Perry and Taylor Swift at her relatively small, subdued campaign events, but most young women were feeling the Bern. Gloria Steinem told Bill Maher dismissively that girls were going to Bernie events merely to meet boys, and Madeleine Albright chastised young women who preferred Bernie as ungrateful for all she and other women had done. These comments drew sharp rebukes from young women, who correctly pointed out that moving beyond identity politics and feeling free to choose a candidate of either sex was a positive evolution, exactly what older feminists had fought for.

Multitudes of young women told interviewers that they weren’t driven by a now-or-never feeling about a woman becoming president. They knew a woman would be president. They just weren’t sure they wanted this woman. They agreed with Jon Stewart, who told David Axelrod on The Axe Files podcast that Hillary seems to be “a bright woman without the courage of her convictions because I’m not even sure what they are.... Maybe a real person doesn’t exist underneath there.”

Young people wanted to vote for someone they felt passionate about—and it was the old guy with the rumpled hair and crumpled suit railing against Big Money and offering a lot of free stuff.

As Olivia Sauer, an 18-year-old college freshman and Bernie supporter from Ames, Iowa, told the Times during the Iowa primary: “With Hillary, sometimes you get this feeling that all of her sentences are owned by someone.”

Everyone questions Hillary’s authenticity but no one questions her toughness, even neocons. She can pull the trigger. But does she know where to aim?

I would feel more confident in her judgment if she ever talked about acquiring wisdom from her stumbles on health care, Iraq and the lack of planning after the NATO-led intervention in Libya and dislodging of Muammar el-Qaddafi. (President Obama told Fox’s Chris Wallace that this inadequate preparation was the worst mistake of his presidency.) Or if Hillary said she had learned anything from her misadventures hiring scummy strategists like Dick Morris and Mark Penn; her spendthrift, botched campaign in 2008; her outrageous homebrew server fiasco or her moneygrubbing.

Even President Obama poked fun at Hillary at the White House Correspondents’ Dinner, saying: “If this material works well, I’m going to use it at Goldman Sachs next year, earn me some serious Tubmans.”

Hillary apologizes only when backed into a corner, and even then conveys the attitude that she merely regrets being caught, not the actual mistake.

* * *

This bumfuzzling race of 2016 will be remembered as the year politics utterly fused with entertainment and social media. As James Gleick, the author of Chaos, says, “Running for president is the new selfie.”

There have long been elements of show business: Joe Kennedy purveying the glossy dream of the perfect American family, all thick hair and flashing white teeth and Hyannis Port and Newport mansions. And supporting Hollywood player Ronald Reagan turning the presidency into the leading-man role of the century.

But The Apprentice boss torqued up and dumbed down the presidential contest into the ultimate reality show. Trump is the Kim Kardashian of American politics, replacing substance with solipsism and issues debates with Twitter feuds, and showing a rare talent for grabbing the attention of an ADD nation round the clock as he tries to be Troll in Chief.

“Celebrity is the iron ore of our age,” Howard Fineman told me. “It’s the raw material that gives people platforms and power that they then look to use in some way. Before, presidents came to power through political or military accomplishment. Even Ronald Reagan had two terms as a governor. But we’re entering a new age where social media gives this colossal megaphone to people who are famous. You’re not a complete Hollywood person now unless you have a political cause.”

In 2009, Desirée Rogers, President Obama’s first social secretary, caught flak when she told The Wall Street Journal that she was in charge of promoting the Obama brand. David Axelrod got annoyed and told her that the president “is a person, not a product.”

How quaint.

Trump is brazenly all about the brand, sporting his own clothing line on the trail, hawking the quality of Trump wines and Trump steaks and Trump vitamins and Trump buildings and Trump women. But renting out his name ended up whipsawing him. He spread his name too thin, without proper quality control. The accusations of fraud and con artistry at Trump University and Trump Institute were damaging, as was his insistence that the judge in the Trump University case, who was of Mexican descent, couldn’t be fair because of Trump’s call for the wall.

Hollywood, as William Goldman memorably said, is a place where nobody knows anything. Now Washington has become a place where everybody knows nobody knows anything.

Even the Nate Silver big-data experts, who boasted that they could predict races using math without regard to the human element, have been flummoxed and apologetic.

“The most surprising thing is how utterly irrelevant we all are in a way worse than we all feared,” Jake Tapper, the anchor of CNN’s The Lead, told me. “Over forty-five percent of the country could not care less what we find important, those standards needed to uphold a great democracy. We can tell them all we want whether or not it’s appropriate to attack somebody’s wife for not being hot or that it’s not okay to attack somebody’s father and replace conspiracy theories with facts. They’ve rejected not only you and me but Mitt Romney and Paul Ryan and everyone in the gang—big media, Wall Street, the Washington establishment. It’s sobering.”

Republican strategist Alex Castellanos concurs with a chuckle: “The powdered-wig crowd is having a hard time.”

On the left and right, voters were pumped for revolutions. Many people think that a Hillary win will only delay the revolution for the Democrats, similar to the meltdown Republicans are going through.

“For all their faults, Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump ripped the scab off the system and showed it for what it was: a completely rigged system and not democratic at all,” Matthew Dowd, the strategist who worked for W. and became disillusioned by the Iraq war, told me. “It looked like nobody was looking out for the average person.” A few Democratic Party caucus sites in Iowa got decided by a coin toss.

“The voters sit there and trust and trust and trust, almost like a battered spouse,” he said. “All of a sudden, they realized they were codependent and battered and they said, ‘I’m done.’”

For many, the American dream—work hard and play by the rules and your life and your children’s lives will get better—has curdled.

“Nobody trusts anybody,” Meacham says. In polls, the number of people who believe that the federal government will do the right thing some or most of the time is at an all-time low.

“We’re like Downton Abbey,” Politico’s Glenn Thrush says. “The silverware still gets polished and we still wear fancy clothes. The edifice is still there but the infrastructure is collapsing.”

The Guardian reported that “rage rooms” have opened across the country in cities where manufacturing jobs are vanishing, with people paying to shred a teddy bear or smash a TV with a baseball bat or lead pipe.

Now Trump is the baseball bat or lead pipe the working class can use to smash Washington. Hillary is attacking Trump about unsavory business practices, but Trump fans shrug that it takes a thief to catch a thief.

“We on the East Coast might think ‘Get over it,’” Chuck Todd, the host of NBC’s Meet the Press, told me. But he tries to channel how people feel outside the elitist bubble: “In the last ten years, we’ve told all these working-class people, ‘Suck it up and be bilingual; suck it up and allow men to marry each other and women to marry each other even though you go to church and hear it is a sin; suck it up and salute a black president, and oh, by the way, that great job your parents had? You can’t get it anymore.’ Nobody knows what a middle class looks like anymore. What the hell is a gig economy? All this, while everyone else, including Bruce Jenner, is a protected, special class of citizen.”

Our leaders and law enforcement agencies did not connect the dots that could have stopped the attacks on 9/11. With a lot of mumbo jumbo about WMDs, a nonexistent Saddam-Osama alliance and the known unknowns, the country was deceived into a bloody, costly war without end in Iraq by Bush 43, Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfowitz and assorted neocons. Thirteen years later, American troops are still dying in Iraq. W. mountain biked as Katrina bore down on the Big Easy.

After 15 years in Afghanistan, President Obama announced in July that he could not keep his promise to extricate us from that war. Obama ran in 2008 promising to get us out of Iraq, Afghanistan and Gitmo. He’s still working on all three.

The economy nearly tanked because of Wall Street greed and derivative shell games and none of the top bankers paid for it; indeed, some CEO bonuses are bigger than ever. Globalization gutted the working class and trade deals worked out better for multinational corporations than for many Americans, who watched helplessly as special interests paid Washington to let millions of jobs go overseas. The touted retraining for the gig economy never seems to gear up. “Is there anything to do when Nabisco moves jobs to Mexico except stop eating Oreos?” asked Tapper, who reported that, for all Trump’s China and outsourcing bashing, Trump and Ivanka manufactured a lot of the clothing for their companies in China.

Ted Cruz tried to burn down the Capitol where he worked, seeking to turn Washington into his own personal Thunderdome. Mitch McConnell made it his life’s work to thwart Obama at every turn. After eight years of an African American president who was expected to bridge the red/blue and white/black divides, the divisions by ideology and race have gotten worse.

* * *

Obama’s 2008 win was a vivid reflection of changing demographics, a moment for many to celebrate that America is no longer a country that will be run by a clique of white, Protestant men. But, as Thrush notes, Obama’s “blackness was disruptive in a deep psychic way even for people who aren’t overtly racist. There’s a sense he doesn’t look like the people on the coins.”

Once Obama was not The One, once the 2008 tulip craze passed, once things got tough with obnoxious, obstructionist Republicans, Obama had no LBJ elbow grease or appetite for the fight. He didn’t even want to go to the LBJ play All the Way on Broadway because he knew it would evoke the obvious negative comparison.

He made a rational decision on issues and then expected people to come around to his righteous point of view, lecturing them as the constitutional law professor he once was. As a top adviser to the president bemoaned, he’d “rather be right than win.”

“The whole point of politics,” Fineman says, “is to rope people who don’t like you and oppose you into doing what you want.”

But Obama was a proud and diffident debutant, a solitary cat who preferred to stay above the fray, even though politics is the fray. As Neera Tanden so vividly put it, “My analogy is that it’s like becoming Bill Gates without liking computers.” James Carville echoed that, telling me, “It’s like if you found out that Peyton Manning didn’t like to play football.”

The president is a decent man with an exemplary family and no personal shadows, a welcome relief from the Clinton ethical laxity and conjugal mishegoss. But Obama was too cool for school. Americans elected him because they had a hunger for dramatic change, while the first black president mistakenly assumed he was all the change they could handle.

When he was running in 2008, Obama promised to make government “cool” again. But it just became more dysfunctional. He promised to get us out of Middle East chaos, but we are in just as much quicksand as ever. He is transformational simply because of who he is—and that’s no small thing.

After he started with a bang—pushing through an economic stimulus package and then enacting his health-care initiative without a single Republican vote—Obama ended up preferring to be careful and solitary, making his mark with executive orders and moves he could do on his own, like deals with Cuba and Iran and, on climate change, with China.

The Times’s Michael Shear wrote a feature this summer about how President Obama is a night owl who likes to read, work and watch ESPN alone after an early dinner with his family. He stays up until the wee hours but only allows himself one treat at night: seven lightly salted almonds. He seems eager to be done with the Oval, joking that after all the thorny decisions, he wants to open a shack in Hawaii stocked with T-shirts in one color (white) and one size (medium).

One of the most eloquent presidential candidates ever seemed to lose the narrative thread and empathetic voice that got him into the Oval Office in 2008 with such a slender résumé and exotic name.

During the 2012 reelection bid, Obama delegated selling his agenda to the man who had once disdained him, Bill Clinton, naming him “Secretary of Explaining Stuff.” The president scorned salesmanship and easy emotion and had a hard time articulating and soothing American jitters on terrorism and racial tensions. He complained privately that people should not get so alarmed because you were more likely to die from a lightning strike or a fall in the bathtub than be killed in a terrorist attack.

“Obama is an arch-pragmatist who will tell you that the spot on your lung will kill you in two weeks,” Thrush says.

His mother was an anthropologist and there was a lot of that in Obama, observing at a remove. “There’s no doubt there’s a theatrical nature to the presidency that he resists,” Axelrod told Businessweek about his old boss. “Sometimes he can be negligent in the symbolism.” Obama conceded this to Chuck Todd, saying, “It’s not something that always comes naturally to me.”

The president was steely about killing Osama bin Laden and raining drones. In some ways the detached, sleek, precisely targeted Obama recalls a drone. But he seemed more comfortable as the Nobel Peace Prize–winning global citizen than the forceful American leader in the world. And that laid the groundwork for Trump, who mined the feeling that America wasn’t tough enough and wasn’t taking what’s ours.

Yet Obama’s approval ratings rose above 50 percent as people watched the 2016 mudfest.

“The squalid nature of the campaign has lifted him up in people’s eyes,” Axelrod told me. “And he’s been very much going his own way, speaking his mind, doing things he wanted to pursue, acting freer and that allowed people to reconnect with the guy they elected in the first place.”

* * *

When this campaign started, I assumed that I would be covering two “Just Trust Us” dynasties who, as Martin O’Malley said, had been passing the crown back and forth for decades.

But like Ramsay Bolton, Trump shockingly and quickly flayed Jeb Bush. “And low energy, that term just hit, it’s amazing,” Trump boasted to me, sounding as feral as the Game of Thrones fiend. “It was over. That thing, that was a one-day kill. Words are beautiful.”

It turned out that Jeb, the Good Son who was designated as the presidential prospect in the family, was introverted and rusty from being out of politics for so long. And he did not have W.’s sharp political instincts. He did not comprehend the bristling public mood and was finished almost before he started when he argued that illegal immigrants come to the United States out of “an act of love” and pleaded with one tepid audience in New Hampshire, “Please clap.”

With House Bush out of the Game of Thrones—until George P. runs against Chelsea—I wanted to do some fresh reporting on the family I’d covered for 32 years. When I started covering Bush senior’s White House, he came across like P. G. Wodehouse’s Bertie Wooster, and I despaired, wishing I had a more complicated, Shakespearean family to cover.

But when his son was elected and the country was scarred by 9/11, the Bush family story grew more complicated, and parlous. Just as with the Clintons and health care, the public welfare began to be affected—and undermined—by family dynamics.

I talked to top advisers to both Bushes and sifted through the letters Poppy Bush sent me over the decades-long expanse of what he jokingly calls “our love-hate relationship.” We had our differences, but as a president he was a beacon of civility and bipartisanship in a world where those qualities are disturbingly rare. I tried to do a definitive essay on the braiding of love and competition between the father-and-son presidents that led inexorably—and Oedipally—to the invasion of Iraq, which W. biographer Jean Edward Smith calls “easily the worst foreign policy decision ever made by an American president.”

* * *

When I started working on presidential politics, I worried that the biggest story I would cover was that George Bush Sr. showered with his spaniel, Millie. Now I worry that I am living through so much amazing history, I’ll never be able to record it all. (If the country is lucky, the father-and-son presidency won’t be followed by a husband-and-wife impeachment—despite what some Republicans seething about Hillary’s email transgressions are muttering.)

Sometimes voting, as Samuel Johnson said of second marriages, can seem like the triumph of hope over experience. Hopefully, this book can entertain and illuminate, serving as a guide for desperate voters in a year when more Americans than ever are disturbed and flummoxed by their choices.

It seems strange, but even though we spend years exploring every aspect of presidential candidates, holding them up to the light at every angle, asking what kind of ice cream they eat and what TV shows they watch and sometimes even what underwear they prefer, we can never really know what kind of president they will be. “You never can tell what’s going to happen to a man until he gets to a place of responsibility,” Harry Truman said after his presidency. “You just can’t tell in advance.” Or as the former British prime minister Harold Macmillan once said when asked what disrupted his best-laid plans: “Events, dear boy, events.” The capacity for perverse and self-destructive behavior among alphas is boundless and mind-boggling. Leaders are often confronted by events that were never part of the campaign conversation. And sometimes presidents are borne back ceaselessly into the past.

W. promised a humble foreign policy. Obama promised to unite red and blue and extricate us from the Middle East. Just at the moment when the winner of the White House should feel most ratified by the awesome prize of the job, the awesome responsibility of the job intensifies insecurities and pathologies.

Arthur Schlesinger Jr., the historian and JFK aide, suggested in his memoirs that several modern presidents were mentally unbalanced and that top aides to LBJ debated whether the president was clinically paranoid or manic-depressive. Alex Thompson reported in Politico that recently released documents reveal that Kennedy and Nixon clandestinely kept psychotropic drugs in their medicine cabinets. Unlike on The West Wing, there is no White House shrink, and as Schlesinger wrote, there is no procedure in the Constitution “for dealing with nuts.”

Then, on top of any gremlins that get exacerbated by living in the White House, which has been described as so disorienting to work in that it’s like being on a submarine, history slaps the chief executive with wind-shear shocks such as the Bay of Pigs, Cuban Missile Crisis, the Iranian hostages, 9/11, Katrina and mass shootings, and the president either rises to the occasion or drags the country down. Either the president gets the best of those gremlins or they haunt us.

Chasing nine presidential campaigns has made me realize the complexities of predicting who will be a good president. President Obama promotes Hillary on the trail by saying “there has never been any man or woman more qualified for this office.” But as we learned with Nixon and Kissinger, and later with Cheney and Rumsfeld, the longest résumés in the world and decades of service in top jobs do not ensure that you won’t cause disaster. Absolute power blinds. And just as getting the job at a more tender age, as with JFK and W., can lead to tyro errors, sometimes being steeped in the past can fog your thinking or leave you with scores to settle.

We can mine the past for prologue, starting with Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump on the trail back in the ’90s, and tracing their progress—sometimes soaring and sometimes stumbling—as they reach the pinnacles of their parties. We can follow the triumph, tragedy and ultimate fall of the House of Bush.

One of Poppy Bush’s winning qualities was that he was a magic aficionado. Shortly before his inauguration, the president-elect showed off his bag of tricks, including a crystal ball with a disembodied voice that gave Delphic answers to questions such as queries about tax increases: “The images are cloudy. Have someone else ask.”

The crystal ball for presidents is always cloudy given history’s tricks. But because the politicians on these pages have shaped, and will shape, the national character, we must try to fathom their characters. And then we must hope that the worst of the job brings out the best in our next president.
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“Here’s the beauty of me.”








August 8, 2015


Trump the Disrupter

I’ve been hesitant to start writing about Donald Trump.

I was worried that if I wrote something that made him mad, he would send out one of his midnight mordant tweets about me, something like “She started as a 3. Now she’s a 1.”

I’d be upset, of course. And relieved that I wasn’t a 0. But I’ve known Trump a long time. That’s how he talks about women. I remember when he sadly broke the news that Heidi Klum was no longer a 10.

He offered this clinical breakdown about Halle Berry to Howard Stern: “From the midsection to the shoulders, she’s a 10. The face is a solid 8. And the legs are maybe a little bit less than that.”

As he once told me: “Certain guys tell me they want women of substance, not beautiful models. It just means they can’t get beautiful models.”

So when Fox News’s Megyn Kelly grilled Trump during the Republican debate, asking him about his sometimes vicious Twitter account and noting, “You’ve called women you don’t like ‘fat pigs,’ ‘dogs,’ ‘slobs’ and ‘disgusting animals,’” I knew what the glamorous former litigator was up to.

It was Tom Cruise taunting Jack Nicholson in A Few Good Men. Kelly was trying to get Trump to lash out in a misogynist way. But he restrained himself in the hall, staying away from the slob-to-supermodel rating system he likes to use. He showed his irritation later, tweeting that the anchor “bombed” and was “totally overrated” and “angry,” and he retweeted a post calling her a “bimbo.”

There was something amusing about Fox News, which is a daily Miss Universe pageant, chock-a-block with glossy beauties as anchors, reporters and even “experts,” giving The Donald a hard time about focusing on women’s looks.

I came away from the debate thinking three things: Roger Ailes is a television genius. It’s no coincidence that he presided over the ninth-most-viewed show ever on cable, after college football, with the extra kick of eclipsing his nemesis Jon Stewart’s big finale.

Kelly has a lot of Tim Russert in her: She knows how to set up mesmerizing gunfights at the O.K. Corral, loaded for a follow-up after every salvo.

And Trump is, as always, the gleefully offensive and immensely entertaining high-chair king in the Great American Food Fight. He is, as Kurt Andersen wrote in 2006, “our 21st-century reincarnation of P. T. Barnum and Diamond Jim Brady, John Gotti minus the criminal organization, the only white New Yorker who lives as large as the blingiest, dissiest rapper—de trop personified.”

The novelist Walter Kirn tweeted post-debate: “Trump is simply channeling the bruised petty enraged narcissism that is the natural condition of Selfie Nation.” After all, as James Gleick has tweeted, “Running for president is the new selfie.”

I enjoy Trump’s hyperbolic, un-PC flights because there are too few operatic characters in the world. I think of him as a toon. He’s just drawn that way. And his Frank Sinatra lingo about women aside, he always treated me courteously and professionally.

Back in 1999, when he was flirting with a presidential run, I asked the ladies’ man how he would do with the women’s vote.

“I might do badly,” he said with a smile. “They know me better than anybody else. Women are much tougher and more calculating than men. I relate better to women.”

This campaign is more raw and rude than usual, reflecting the off-with-their-heads Twitter sensibility. But it can not only be wickedly fun but wildly useful to have an id agitating amid the superegos.

After covering nine presidential races, I have concluded that it is really hard to know who you’re electing—even after attenuated campaigns with an absurd amount of exposure for candidates.

That’s because you can’t foresee what crises will crop up, or what gremlins of insecurity and perversity the White House will inevitably elicit in presidential psyches.

You can have a candidate like W., after sincerely telling us he will have a “humble” foreign policy, proceed to stumble jejunely into decades-long wars in the Middle East. You can have a charming newcomer like Barack Obama, ascending like a political Pegasus, who loses altitude because it turns out he disdains politics.

It’s always a pig in a poke. So why not a pig who pokes?

It will cause winces and grimaces at times and Trump can go badly astray, as he did with the president’s birth certificate. His jibes at women may hurt the Republican Party with some women.

His policy ideas are ripped from the gut instead of the head. Still, he can be a catalyst, challenging his rivals where they need to be challenged and smoking them out, ripping off the facades they’ve constructed with their larcenous image makers. Trump can pierce the trompe l’oeil illusions, starting with Jeb’s defense of his brother’s smashing the family station wagon into the globe.

Consider how Trump yanked back the curtain Thursday night explaining how financial quid pro quos warp the political system.

“Well, I’ll tell you what, with Hillary Clinton, I said be at my wedding and she came to my wedding,” he said. “You know why? She had no choice because I gave. I gave to a foundation that, frankly, that foundation is supposed to do good. I didn’t know her money would be used on private jets going all over the world.”

Sometimes you need a showman in the show.

Postscript

After this column went to press Friday night, Trump had his full-blown Jack Nicholson “You need me on that wall” meltdown over Kelly. He went on CNN and complained about her “ridiculous” questions, telling Don Lemon that “You could see there was blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever.”

Erick Erickson, who has been criticized himself for insensitivity toward women, quickly disinvited Trump from a gig at the RedState Gathering, inviting Kelly instead, and blogging “I just don’t want someone on stage who gets a hostile question from a lady and his first inclination is to imply it was hormonal.”

Trump made a stab at defending himself in a tweet, indicating that he had meant blood might also come out of Kelly’s nose. He also huffily tweeted about “so many ‘politically correct’ fools in our country.”

In a post headlined “Turns out Megyn packs kryptonite,” Politico’s Mike Allen noted that Trump’s deputy, Michael Cohen, retweeted a tweet (from an account called “surfersfortrump”) with the hashtag “boycottmegynkelly” and the message “we can gut her.”

Even in opéra bouffe, showmen can get thrown out of the show if they cross certain boorish lines. Trump just can’t stop himself. Or doesn’t want to. As Carly Fiorina tweeted: “Mr. Trump: There. Is. No. Excuse.” Congratulating his Fox debate anchors in a tweet, Rupert Murdoch had some choice words for his billionaire frenemy: “Friend Donald has to learn this is public life.”
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Introducing Donald Trump, Diplomat

Donald Trump gives me his Grumpy Cat look.

I’m sitting in his office in Trump Tower high above Fifth Avenue, next to a wall plastered with framed magazine covers giving the effect of an infinity mirror, his face endlessly multiplying—including an old Playboy with the real estate mogul slyly smiling next to a comely bunny.

“I could put up forty of those walls,” he says. “I have covers in warehouses. It’s crazy.”

I’m trying to tell the freshly minted pol that Megyn Kelly had the right to ask him a question in the debate on how he talks about women, and that she should be tough on the front-runner.

He’s not buying it. In fact, in his stubborn “I win, you lose” way, he has an assistant come over to hand me a printout of Gabriel Sherman’s New York magazine piece headlined “How Roger Ailes Picked Trump, and Fox News’ Audience, Over Megyn Kelly.”

But the 69-year-old is trying hard not to bare his claws at any women right now. His wife, Melania, and his daughter Ivanka have told him they don’t want him to come across as a misogynist when they don’t see him that way.

“I have many women executives and they are paid at least as much as the men,” he said. “I find women to be amazing.”

The billionaire braggart known for saying unfiltered things is trying to be diplomatic. Sort of.

It has suddenly hit Trump that he’s leading the Republican field in a race where many candidates, including the two joyless presumptive nominees, are sputtering. He’s got the party by the tail—still a punch line but not a joke.

The Wall Street Journal huffed that Trump’s appeal was “attitude, not substance,” and the nascent candidate is still figuring out the pesky little details, like staff and issues, dreaming up his own astringent campaign ads for Instagram on ISIS and China.

The other candidates, he says, “have pollsters; they pay these guys $200,000 a month to tell them, ‘Don’t say this, don’t say that, you use the wrong word, you shouldn’t put a comma here.’ I don’t want any of that. I have a nice staff, but no one tells me what to say. I go by my heart. The combination of heart and brain. When Hillary gets up there she reads and then goes away for three days.”

As he headed off this weekend to see the butter cow in Iowa—“Iowa is very clean. It’s not like a lot of places where you and I would go, like New York City”—Trump is puzzling over a conundrum: How does he curb the merciless heckler side of himself, the side that has won over voters who think he’s a refreshing truth teller, so that he can seem refined enough to win over voters who think he’s crude and cartoonish?

How does he tone it down when he’s proud of his outrageous persona, his fiery wee-hours Twitter arrows and campaign “gusto,” and gratified by the way he can survive dissing John McCain and rating Heidi Klum when that would be a death knell for someone like Scott Walker?

“Sometimes I do go a little bit far,” he allowed, adding, after a moment: “Heidi Klum. Sadly, she’s no longer a 10.”

He could act more refined, he muses over spaghetti and meatballs, with a side of pulled pork, in the Trump Tower restaurant, as fans gawk and wait for selfies, but that would make for a boring lunch.

He relishes giving me a play-by-play of the Kelly and Rosie O’Donnell donnybrooks as though he’s talking about Pacquiao-Mayweather. He beams with pride when he talks about Rush Limbaugh marveling about how much “incoming” he can take.

“I’m a counterpuncher,” he said. “I can’t hit people who don’t hit me. Maybe that’s my weakness. Perry started it. Lindsey Graham started it. This moron Rand Paul just started it because he is mired in twelfth place and he’s a U.S. senator.”

He said Rosie was a bully and the only way to beat bullies is to smack them in the nose.

So he doesn’t think of himself as a bully?

He looks hurt. “Oh, no, the opposite,” he said. “In fact, I’ll go a step further. The way to do best with me is to be really nice to me.”

I mention that George Will has written a column demanding that Republican leaders renounce Trump as a cynical opportunist “deranged by egotism.”

“So George Will came to Mar-a-Lago ten years ago and made a speech,” Trump said. “I refused to go because he’s a boring person.” Trump said he stayed on the patio and had dinner and that offended Will. (Will says he has “other and better reasons for thinking it might not be altogether wise to entrust him with the nation’s nuclear arsenal.”)

I tell Trump that he has transcended the level of narcissism common in a profession full of narcissists. He is, after all, wearing a red tie with a label by “a wonderful guy named Trump,” as he wryly puts it, with his Brioni suit. In the latest Time, Jeffrey Kluger, the author of The Narcissist Next Door, said “people at ease inside their skin just don’t behave the way Trump does.”

I ask if he was always like this, boasting that he had the best baby food and the best high chair?

“Honestly, I don’t think people change that much,” Trump said. “I’m a solid, stable person.” Knocking on the wooden restaurant wall, he added: “I am a man of great achievement. I win, Maureen, I always win. Knock on wood. I win. It’s what I do. I beat people. I win.”

No insecurities?

“I don’t know how you would define insecurity as it pertains to me,” he replies.

He does have a germ phobia and carries packs of germicidal disposable wipes. He describes how a man came out of a restaurant bathroom the other night with wet hands wanting to clasp his hand. “So what do I do?” Trump asked. “I don’t eat. That’s OK.”

I note that many people still think his bid is more runaway Macy’s Thanksgiving Day balloon than a run on meaningful issues.

He says it’s real, noting: “I was with Carl Icahn yesterday and I said, ‘Carl, if I get this thing you are going to represent me on China. Maybe I’ll even give you China and Japan.’ You know, the money they are ripping from us.”

He is trying to be a bit more low-key. He says he thought it would be “cool” not to put his name on some of his “Make America Great Again” caps. But it’s hard to imagine Trump implementing impulse control.

What if, I ask him, he fires off a nuclear tweet at Vladimir Putin insulting his pecs or Kim Jong-un calling him a “fat little slob”?

“I’ll only do it for a purpose,” he said. “I have total control. I will get along great with these people. I’m a dealmaker. I’m the best dealmaker there is.”

How will he deal with Carly Fiorina, who is being hailed as the one to slay Trump after she excoriated him, interpreting his blood “wherever” remark as being about Kelly’s period?

“Carly has to be a little bit careful,” he warned.

What if he bursts into Trumpian analysis of how Carly and Hillary look?

“Oh, I would never talk about their looks,” he replied primly. He did, however, imitate how his ears felt (“Eeeeeeeeee”) when he hears Carly’s “staccato bing, bing, bing” voice and delivery.

How important are women’s looks to him?

He said he has found looks can hold you back, that “some of the great-looking men and women, they’ve never had a problem getting a date, they’ve never had a problem in life, now they get into a world which is a cruel place and they don’t fight as hard.”

I ask Trump if he can at least admit that President Obama was born in this country.

The Grumpy Cat face comes back. “No comment,” he murmurs.
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Donald Trump Struts His Own Pageant

Some blondes have all the fun.

As Hillary Clinton and Jeb Bush get more testy, Donald Trump gets more chesty. And more blond.

It’s mind-boggling to contemplate a President Trump trying to make peace between North and South Korea, even as we watch the pugnacious Candidate Trump trolling poor Jeb on Twitter and predicting that poor Hillary would have to run the country from Leavenworth.

But, as Trump would say, deal with it.

The pol who refused to identify himself as a pol on his jury duty questionnaire has utterly scrambled American politics. And he has trademarked the phrase “Make America Great Again.”

“I was surprised it was available,” he told me.

Certainly, Trump could explode at any moment in a fiery orange ball. But meanwhile, he has exploded the hoary conventions, money-grubbing advisers and fund-raising excesses of the presidential campaign, turning everything upside down, inside out, into sauerkraut.

It is a fable conjured up in several classic movies: A magnetic, libidinous visitor shows up and insinuates himself into the lives of a bourgeois family. The free spirit leaves, but only after transforming the hidebound family, so that none of them can see themselves the same way again.

That is the profound metamorphosis Trump has wrought on the race. The Don Rickles of reality shows is weirdly bringing some reality to the presidential patty-cake.

The Donald’s strange pompadour and Hillary’s strange server have eclipsed all the usual primary permutations.

Because Trump is so loud, omnipresent, multiplatform and cutting, he’s shaping the perception of the other candidates. Once he blurts out the obvious—Jeb is low energy, Hillary is shifty, Mitt choked—some voters nod their heads and start to see his targets in that unflattering light as well.

Trump has trapped his Republican rivals into agreeing with his red-meat opinions on immigration or attacking him, neither of which are good options. Trump bluntness only works for Trump, and getting into a scrap with him is like being tossed into a bag of badgers.

Mike Murphy, the chief strategist of Jeb’s super PAC, went on the record in a  Washington Post story with a veiled message to Jeb to stop taunting Trump.

“Trump is, frankly, other people’s problem,” Murphy said.

Jeb stooped to conquer Trump, echoing his use of the phrase “anchor baby,” only to have the news spilled that Jeb had co-chaired a group that advised politicians not to say “anchor baby.”

The real estate developer has turned a fetish for the biggest and the best—in everything from dinner rolls to skyscrapers—into a presidential vision for “the silent majority.” He’s tapped into a hunger among those who want to believe that America is not a shrinking, stumbling power passed like a pepper mill between two entitled families.

Indeed, in interviews, voters who like Trump often use an anatomical variation on the word brass.

The shame spiral and money pit that followed the false Iraq narrative W. and Dick Cheney put into play to remove the strongman Saddam Hussein—the identity crisis that came with the knowledge that America can no longer whip or outfox anybody—has led many Americans to want a strongman.

“Trump is the proverbial strongman,” David Axelrod says. “There’s no one more opposite to Obama. Bush had been impulsive and reckless, so voters wanted someone who was thoughtful and deliberative. Now they’ve had enough of gray and they want to go back to black and white, and that’s Trump. He knows nothing else.”

It’s mesmerizing to watch Trump try to turn himself into a real candidate in real time.

He was mocked when he said that he got his national security advice from watching “the shows” on TV. But voters know that top diplomats, spooks and generals led presidents down the tragic paths to the Bay of Pigs, Vietnam and Iraq. Jeb Bush gets his advice from Paul Wolfowitz, who naïvely bollixed up Iraq and gave us ISIS. And Hillary and top Republicans say they get valued counsel from Henry Kissinger, who advised Nixon to prolong the Vietnam War for political reasons even though he thought it might be unwinnable.

The neophyte pol belatedly realized that he could not glide past the horror of two Boston thugs accused of laughingly beating a homeless Hispanic with a pole and peeing on him in Trump’s name.

He lives beyond parody. There’s very little difference between the old Darrell Hammond duck-lipped impersonation of the Trumpster and Trump, the presidential candidate.

Both dwell on how “huge” and “big” his projects are and how “great” his ratings are and how much square footage he has.

(Unlike the Hammond impersonation and Trump’s turn as SNL host, the presidential candidate shies away from boasting about hot women.)

There is nothing that excites Trump the candidate more than crowing that he has a great big crowd and Jeb has a teeny-weeny crowd. He sounded orgasmic as he described to the New Hampshire town hall that his Alabama event this weekend had to be moved from a room that held 1,000 to a room that held 2,000 to a convention center to a stadium.

So Trump should appreciate the task ahead: It’s huge.

As Axelrod puts it: “In a parlance Trump would appreciate: We’re still in the swimsuit competition. It gets harder in the talent rounds.”
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