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This is a work of satirical fiction.
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“How could you work for a man like that?”

“What were you thinking?”

“What possessed you?”

All the time I get this, even in here, which frankly strikes me as a bit rich. Who knew inmates at federal correctional institutions had such keenly developed senses of moral superiority?

Let me say, at the outset I had no illusions when I agreed to serve as Donald Trump’s White House chief of staff. I did not seek the job, nor did I imagine, even for a moment, that it would be a “picnic,” a “walk in the park,” or some other metaphor for “wonderful, life-enhancing experience.” I certainly didn’t imagine that it would culminate in having a mailing address consisting of an acronym and numbers recognizable only to the US Postal Service.

Call me old-fashioned. My view is that when your president calls, you pick up the phone. My wife, Hetta, urged me—literally—not to pick up the phone when she saw “potus” on the caller ID.

“Hetta,” I said, “I can’t not take a call from the president of the United States.”

“Yes you can!” she hissed, sounding like an inverted Obama slogan. She remonstrated, as only Hetta can. But I picked up. Let history record that when the president called, Herbert K. Nutterman took the call.

The operator put me through to the Oval Office. I heard the familiar voice: “How’s my favorite Jew?”

Hetta was now shaking her head, making violent “No!” and “Hang up!” gestures. It’s distracting to have your wife do this when you are talking to the most powerful man on earth.

Mr. Trump often called me “My favorite Jew.” (When he was pleased with me, that is.) Sometimes just “My Jew.” I didn’t especially enjoy it, but I emphasize it was not anti-Semitism. Mr. Trump is many things, but anti-Semitic is not one of them. It’s just his way. Many people who grow up in Queens, a borough of New York City, talk this way. Mr. Trump called one of the White House butlers of color “My favorite African American.” There was a navy steward in the White House Mess he always greeted with, “How’s my favorite Mexican today?”I

I told Mr. Trump that his favorite Jew was fine, thank you. I quickly added—for Hetta’s sake—“I’m finding retirement very pleasant, sir. Very pleasant.”

Hetta shook her head as if to say, “Oy!” (a Yiddish expression generally meaning “My husband is an idiot”). She stomped off to the kitchen. Soon there came a cacophony of Calphalon pots. Hetta copes with stress by cooking. From one especially resonant thunk, I guessed that she had dropped the large soup pot. Perhaps on purpose. A great maker of soup is my Hetta. I hoped it was borscht, as I was very partial to Hetta’s borscht.

We Semites of Jewish persuasion turn to soup in times of trial; and indeed, in times of nontrial. I don’t know if this is also true of the Arab-variety Semites, but it’s certainly true of us Jewish-variety Semites. We’re very big on soup. It’s comforting. Considering historically what we as a people have been through, it’s no surprise we seek comfort where we can find it.

“What was I thinking?” the president said.

I had no idea to what he was referring. His abrupt decision to abandon the Kurds, America’s staunch allies? His “bromance” with Kim Jong-un? The trade war with China? Calling former vice president Biden a “douchebag”? Calling Angela Merkel, the German chancellor, “an old hag”? Why address this rhetorical question to myself?

“Why did I ever let you go?” he said. “You were the best manager I ever had. I’m not saying I’m not a genius. I am. But that was nuts of me. Must have been temporary insanity.”

I won’t pretend I wasn’t flattered. But I had an uneasy feeling about where this might be headed. To the clatter of Calphalon was now added Hetta’s sobs. She tried to hold them in, but they came out. Hetta’s sobs sound like a large bird—an emu, say—choking.

Careful, Herb, I told myself.

“Thank you, sir,” I said. I felt I should say something reciprocally flattering, but now Hetta had appeared in the doorway, holding her favorite paring knife. I didn’t want her to think that I was encouraging Mr. Trump. I said, “My years working for you were a major part of my life, sir.” That seemed neutral enough.

“You’re way too young to be retired.”

“Oh,” I said with a laugh. “I think I might disagree with you there, sir. Every day I wake up with some new pain or ache.”

Twenty-seven years I worked for Mr. Trump. First as food and beverage manager at the Trump Magnifica, in Wetminster, New Jersey. Then as assistant general manager at the Trump Farrago-sur-Mer. That led to my promotion as the first general manager of the Trump Bloody Run Golf Club in Little Hot Pepper, Virginia. My time there was not dull. Indeed, it included some controversy.

Mr. Trump was of the opinion that a major, decisive Civil War battle had been fought on the property. Most historians disagreed. (Actually, every historian.) But that wasn’t going to deter Mr. Trump. It takes more than historians to deter Mr. Trump. So a second decisive battle was fought.II

We prevailed, after some heated litigation with the local authorities. Mr. Trump’s personal attorney, Mr. Cohen, finally overwhelmed the various commissions by means of what I believe is called force majeure. In this particular case, he told the head of the Virginia Historical Commission that he “might want to hire someone to turn on the ignition in your car when you leave for work in the morning.”

We got our historical marker. A statue was erected on the seventeenth green to the Confederate colonel who (according to Mr. Trump) had “kicked Union ass.” Later, Mr. Trump tried to persuade Senator Squigg Lee Biskitt of South Carolina to dedicate the statue, but the senator demurred.

Mr. Trump then expressed his confidence in me by making me part of his effort to realize his long-cherished dream of building a Trump Tower Kremlin in Moscow. That process made getting approval for the statue of Col. Robert E. Bigly seem like small potatoes. Meanwhile, to return to Mr. Trump’s fateful phone call that day.

I knew that whatever he had in mind for me would not sit well with Hetta. For over a quarter century, Hetta had yearned for our post-Trump life. She never felt comfortable with what she called the “meretricious glamour” of Trump World. I misunderstood. All those years she’d been saying that, I thought she meant meritorious glamour, as in glamour that you earn. I’m no Mr. Dictionary. One day, years later, after one of her eruptions, I looked it up, and learned that in fact she meant something quite different. The word means seemingly attractive, but actually cheap, or, if you will, fake.

“Listen,” the president said. I braced, because whenever Mr. Trump tells you “Listen,” you know something not wonderful is coming. “I need you back.”

Given the brouhaha over the Trump Tower Kremlin, I figured that the project had been put on the back burner. So I assumed he was about to offer me the general manager job at Trump Farrago. He had hinted once or twice someday that might be mine. Five years ago, I might have leapt at it.

“Sir,” I said, “you deserve the best.” He loved hearing that. “I’m no longer at the top of my game, though. Running Trump Farrago-sur-Mer is a job for a younger man. But I’m honored to be asked.”

He laughed. Mr. Trump rarely laughs, unless, say, he’s just been informed that someone he despises has been diagnosed with malignant tumors or has experienced some other calamity. It’s not that he lacks a sense of humor. I believe it derives from his German extraction. Who but the Germans would have such a precise word as “schadenfreude,” meaning “a gleeful satisfaction from the misfortune of others.”III Just think: at some point in German history, it occurred to someone to make up that word. No wonder they came up the with the V-1 and V-2 rockets that terrorized the civilian population of London during World War II. Those Vs stand for the German word for vengeance. By contrast, we gave our first nuclear bombs cute names like Fat Man and Little Boy.

“Herb,” Mr. Trump said. “Fuck the Farrago. I want you to come work for me at the White House.”

This I was not expecting. I stammered. In Mr. Trump’s employ, stammering happens.

“But, but, sir,” I said, head spinning. “My understanding is that the White House Mess is run by the US Navy. Surely the person in charge should be an admiral or commodore or some such personage.”

“Herb,” he said, annoyed. Mr. Trump hates dithering by his subordinates. “I’m not asking you to run the fucking kitchen. I want you to be my chief of staff.”

Well, believe me, to this I had no answer. Now, it was no secret that Mr. Trump was unhappy with his current chief of staff. In his tweets and comments he was calling him things like “bozo” and “that idiot.”

“Sir,” I said. “I’ve had no experience in government.”

“Yeah you have,” he said.

“I have?” Really, I was at a loss.

“You dealt with that asshole commissioner in Virginia over the Confederate thing. That’s experience with government.”

This seemed a stretch. I said, “It was really Mr. Cohen who did the heavy lifting.”

“Herb. Did I have any experience in government? Look at the job I’m doing. I’m crushing it. They’re comparing me to Lincoln. [Mr. Trump did not specify who exactly was comparing him to Lincoln.] Look, I’ve had a political chief of staff. He was a disaster. I had a four-star general. He was worse. How many chiefs of staff have I had now? I’ve lost count. Terrible, all of them. I need someone I can trust. I need a manager. I need my favorite Jew.”

“That’s, uh, very generous of you, sir,” I stammered. “But…”

“Have you been following the news? I’m in the middle of a shit storm. It’s all fake, what they’re saying. They’re disgusting people, the media. Really, really disgusting. MBS, the guy runs Saudi Arabia? He had it right. The only way to deal with those assholes is to smother them and dismember them with bone saws. I’m telling you.”

“Well, sir,” I said, clearing my throat, “I had gotten the general impression that things were”—I was careful not to mention I-words like “impeachment” and “indictment”—“a bit of a roller coaster. But your base is with you one hundred percent.” (This was not technically accurate at this point, his support having fallen to 89 percent among Republicans. Still, not bad, all things considered.)

“It’s true,” he said. “They love me. But that’s not the problem, Herb. The problem is I’m surrounded by fucking incompetents. You’ve never seen incompetence like this, Herb. These people wouldn’t last one week in the Trump Organization. It’s very disappointing, Herb. So I need you. Okay?”

What could I say? No, thank you, Mr. President. I’d love to help you run the country, but it might interfere with my Wednesday night poker game?

“Well,” I said, flailing. “I’d have to run it by Hetta.”

“Who?”

“My wife, sir,” I said with a touch of impatience. I was tempted to add, “Of thirty-two years. Whom you’ve met on maybe five hundred occasions.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said. “She’s great. Hetta is going to be very, very happy about this. What an honor, right? How many people get to be Trump’s White House chief of staff?” (Seven in not quite four years, actually.)

I cannot truthfully describe Hetta’s reaction as “very, very happy.” As I stood there in the kitchen trying to rationalize with her, she said nothing. She just went on peeling beets. I stressed the theme of “duty.” Still nothing. She continued peeling, more and more aggressively. To this day, even in the kitchen here at Federal Correctional Institute Wingdale, I have never seen beets—or for that matter any vegetable or legume—peeled with such vehemence. It actually crossed my mind that it was just as well she was able to work out her frustration on the beets, inasmuch as she was wielding a knife. It would be weeks before we had anything like a normal married-couple conversation, much less married-couple “relations.”

As it happened, Mr. Trump didn’t wait for me to call him back with my decision. Within five minutes, he’d tweeted that Herbert K. Nutterman, “A great, TRUMP-TRAINED MANIGER,” would be replacing Mack Mulkinson as White House chief of staff.

For the record, I was dismayed when I learned that Mr. Mulkinson heard of his dismissal from his driver. He was on his way back to the White House from a meeting on Capitol Hill with the House Aryan Caucus.IV The driver received a text instructing him to pull over and tell Mr. Mulkinson to “exit the vehicle immediately.” Mr. Mulkinson did, apparently under the impression that a terrorist act was imminent, whereupon the driver drove off and left him on the sidewalk. The photograph of him standing there with a What the…? look on his face was not, I stipulate, one of the Trump administration’s proudest moments. It became a meme and went viral.

Hetta never made the borscht. She finished peeling the beets, took off her apron, folded it neatly, went to the bedroom, and closed the door. I wondered: is she committing suicide?

I stared forlornly at the pile of purple peelings. There is something inherently forlorn about a pile of pointless beet shavings on a kitchen floor. Here, I suppose, was our meme. I certainly wasn’t about to take a picture and post it on Instagram. But I can tell you that it did go viral throughout the Herbert K. Nutterman central nervous system. It forever ruined borscht for me. Ever since, the mere thought of beets makes me queasy.

In ancient Rome, they would slice birds open and study their entrails to see what the future held. Disgusting, I agree, and scientifically speaking, nuts. But looking back, I’ve sometimes wondered if perhaps I should have studied those purple beet peelings more closely. I might have, but now the phone was ringing and life hasn’t been quite the same since.

I. The steward was actually Filipino, but he never corrected the president. To be honest, I don’t think Mr. Trump had any “favorite” Mexicans.

II. Second, that is, assuming one believed in the first.

III. The German language is like a pipe organ, combining as it does so many elements. It even has a word for “a face crying out for a fist to be smashed into it”: Backpfeifengesicht. Imagine coming across that in a book of useful German phrases.

IV. A group of congresspeople who generally, but not exclusively, focus on matters dealing with immigration.






2

News of my appointment was greeted—if “greeted” is the appropriate word—with surprise and, Washington being Washington, a heaping helping of snark.

The Washington Post made it sound as though my duties would consist of making sure everyone got a mint on their pillow along with the daily turndown service. And of course it couldn’t resist a cheap sideswipe at Mr. Trump: “Doubtless, Mr. Nutterman will ensure a reliable supply chain of McDonald’s Quarter Pounders with Cheese Deluxe and keep the Oval Office minibar stocked with Diet Cokes.”

It took the New York Times less than an hour to post an indignant—and highly exaggerated—account of my role as “Trump’s resident fake Civil War historian.” I was beginning to understand why Mr. Trump yearned to have the media suffocated and dismembered. But I understood that character assassination went with my new job.

Fox News was gracious, though I wished they hadn’t compared me to Mussolini. (“By all accounts, Mr. Nutterman made the Trump trains run on time.”) There are no trains at any of the Trump properties, but as the younger generation would say, whatever.

One of the first congratulatory phone calls I got was from Mr. Seamus Colonnity, Fox News’s number-one personality. I was a great admirer of his, so I’ll admit to feeling flattered. To me, Mr. Colonnity is the news version of Phil Spector, the music producer who developed the so-called Wall of Sound. (Mr. Spector, alas, would come to grief by shooting his girlfriend in the mouth. The music business is certainly not for the faint of heart.) Mr. Colonnity’s genius was to devise a Wall of Talk. His monologues were marathons. He could go on for what seemed like hours without even pausing for breath. His liberal detractors may have disparaged his defenses of Mr. Trump as “steroid-driven drool” and “extended bar rants,” but to me, Mr. Colonnity was a modern-day Cicero.

I had met him on numerous occasions, at Trump Magnifica, Farrago-sur-Mer, and Bloody Run. He and Mr. Trump golfed together and swapped off-color stories. A frequent theme was Ukraine. One I remember was: “How many Ukrainians does it take to change a lightbulb?” Answer: “Twelve, because Ukrainians are so fucking stupid. Plus Biden’s son, to charge a fifty-thousand-dollar consulting fee.”

Over the years, I watched many people fawn over Mr. Trump. I mean “fawn” in a positive way, that is, expressing effusive admiration. I felt that Mr. Colonnity truly enjoyed fawning over Mr. Trump, whereas others fawned out of fear.

Mr. Trump thought very highly of Mr. Colonnity. He frequently looked to him for guidance. While listening to Mr. Colonnity’s nightly Wall of Talk, Mr. Trump would hit the pause button on the remote control and tell his tweet-wallah, “What he just said about Nancy Pelosi having bad breath—write that down. I can use that.” He’d then compose a tweet on the theme of Mrs. Pelosi’s “HORRIBLE halitosis” and share it with the fifty-three million people in his tweetersphere. Mr. Trump channeled so many of Mr. Colonnity’s insights that Mr. Colonnity came to be called “the shadow White House chief of staff.” And even “the real chief of staff.” (Sometimes snarkily followed by “God save us.”)

It was this very thing that Mr. Colonnity wished to discuss with me in that call.

“Herb,” he said, “don’t buy into that ‘Colonnity is the real power behind the throne’ bullcrap. They only say that to drive a wedge between me and the president.”

“Thank you for sharing that, sir,” I said.

“Herb,” he said, “you don’t have to call me sir. You’re the White House chief of staff. You can call me anything you want, including shithead.”

I sensed he was being mirthful, so I laughed. I had to pinch myself. Here was Mr. Seamus Colonnity himself, inviting me to call him a shithead. I wanted to say, Well, that’s awfully white of you, shithead. But I couldn’t make the words come out of my mouth. A quarter century in the hospitality business had installed a profanity dam in my mouth.

“Herb,” he said in an intimate tone. “As you know, the boss has been expressing some dissatisfaction with Fox.”

I reassured him that so far as I knew, Mr. Trump’s admiration for Fox was undimmed.

“I dunno,” Mr. Colonnity said. “He wasn’t pleased about that poll we ran showing the two-point drop in his approval rating among World War II veterans.”

I agreed that he wasn’t happy, but said that he hadn’t been dwelling on it.

“I hope he understands that I had nothing to do with that,” Mr. Colonnity said.

I thought it prudent not to comment, so I made an ambiguous hmpf sound.

Mr. Colonnity continued: “I don’t know what’s going on with those people on Fox and Fiends lately. They used to be team players. Frankly, I’m starting to wonder whose team they’re on.”

I wasn’t sure where this was going, so I made another hmpf.

“What really pissed me off,” Mr. Colonnity went on, “was that idiot they had on who said the FBI was only following ‘established procedure’ when they sent in that SWAT team to arrest Mitch McConnell’s sister-in-law.”

Anjelica “Empress” Chong was the sister of the wife of Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell and part owner of her family’s Flying Junk Shipping of Shanghai. The company had been transporting great quantities of soil from the mainland as part of China’s program of building artificial islands in the South China Sea. This apparently violated some obscure treaty, exposing “Empress” to legal action.

“I mean, come on. Why was that necessary? She’s not El Chapo, for Chrissake. What did they think, the sister-in-law of the Senate majority leader was going to open fire on them? She’d have turned herself in peacefully. And by the way, the fuck is going on with Barr? Why would he sign off on a raid like that?”

Careful, Herb, I told myself, for here was thin ice. I could hardly reveal to Mr. Colonnity—however close he was to the president—the real reason behind it.

I suggested that perhaps the attorney general had intended the arrest, which involved some two dozen FBI agents, a helicopter, and two armored riot-control vehicles, to “send a message” to other sisters-in-law of the majority leader not to violate international embargoes. But Mr. Colonnity’s Wall of Talk was up and running and there was no penetrating it.

“I’ll tell you why he did it,” he continued. “Barr’s just falling for this judgment of history bullshit that’s going around like Wuhan coronavirus. Everyone’s going, ‘Oh no! George Will says we’re all going to look bad a hundred years from now!’ Talk about summer soldiers and sunshine patriots! These people make me sick, Herb. They make me want to vomit.”

I was truly flattered at how quickly Mr. Colonnity had taken me into his confidence. Only five minutes into our first conversation together, and here he was sharing details of his gastric system with me. It made me want to share with him the background behind “Empress” Chong’s arrest. But I couldn’t reveal that the president had instructed AG Barr to “take the bitch down hard,” as payback to Senator McConnell for allowing the impeachment trial to proceed in the Senate.

“I’ll be sure to convey your concern to the president,” I said.

Apparently this sounded bland, or evasive, for Mr. Colonnity’s tone suddenly cooled by several degrees. Double-digit degrees.

After a silence he said, in a brusque sort of way, “Yeah, well, you do that, Herb.” And hung up.

I rebuked myself. Well done, Herb. Not yet noon on your first day and already you have offended Mr. Trump’s chief media champion.

I made a mental note to be more—I don’t want to say “sycophantic”—proactive when it came to massaging the egos of the larger personalities in Mr. Trump’s inner circle. It goes with the job. A quarter century in the hospitality business would be good training.

A bit after noon, Greta Fibberson, our chief of communications, came into my office. Greta was a highly attractive female person: tall, dark haired, cheekbones like knives, great gams, high heels, and as the older generation would say, “A balcony you could play Shakespeare from.”I

Greta’s default expression was one of anxiety verging on panic, not uncommon in the Trump White House, where staff were expected to function at peak efficiency or be fired by tweet.

“Herb,” she said, favoring me with one of her three-second smiles. “Welcome aboard. Surviving so far? That’s great. Herb, we need to talk.”

“Of course,” I said. “What’s up?”

“Why does Seamus Colonnity hate you?”

Bit of a jolt.

“I have no idea. Why do you say this?”

“He just called you a bellhop on his radio show.”

“Well, I… we had a perfectly agreeable talk, just now. He called me. To congratulate me on the job.”

“Uh-huh. And?”

“He said not to take seriously what people say about him being the real White House chief of staff.”

“Was that all?”

“No. He expressed dismay, I’d call it, over the arrest of Senator McConnell’s sister-in-law. Specifically, about the somewhat dramatic manner in which it was conducted.”

I didn’t know if the president had looped Greta in on his reason for treating Senator McConnell’s sister-in-law like the head of a Mexican drug cartel.

I added, “He referred to the Fox and Fiends hosts by an unflattering name.”

“For the veterans poll?”

“Yes.”

Greta sniffed.

“Okay. But why has Seamus got it in for you? You did kiss his ring, I hope.”

A quarter century in the hospitality business may have instilled a desire to please, but it hadn’t quite turned me into Uriah Heep.II

“If by ‘kiss his ring’ you mean was I polite, the answer is yes, Greta. But I had the distinct impression that Mr. Colonnity had called to kiss my ring. Not that I actually wear a ring.”

She crossed her arms over her Shakespearean mezzanine and made a bemused snort.

“It’s my fault,” she said. “I should have given you a heads-up. Seamus always calls new chiefs on their first day. To show them who’s really chief. It’s his way of letting you know you’re on probation.”

“Oh,” I said. “And how does one get off probation?”

“By feeding him.”

“I was under the impression the president fed him. But thank you for the advice.”

“Look, Herb. The boss thinks the sun rises and sets on Seamus’s ass. If Seamus shot someone on Fifth Avenue in broad daylight, he’d pardon him before they got the handcuffs on him. Bear that in mind going forward. Okay? Gotta go. Hey—everyone is thrilled you’re here. The boss needs a comfort zone, and you are it. Mulkinson was a total disaster. Meanwhile, don’t worry about Seamus. I’ll give him a hand job. But the next one’s on you.”

I understand that in White House communications—“commo,” in the parlance—folks like Greta were required to perform glad-handing and ego-stroking on the media. Still. I was willing to kiss Mr. Colonnity’s ring if that was the price of getting him to stop referring to me as a bellhop; but there would be no “hand job” for him from Herb Nutterman.

It was no time for brooding. Mr. Trump was not exaggerating when he told me he was in the middle of a “shit storm.” Indeed, the feces were incoming from every direction: impeachment proceedings; terrorist attacks by the newly formed Kurdish “Death to America” Brigade; the nomination of Roy MooreIII to replace Ruth Bader Ginsburg on the Supreme Court; the court-ordered release of Mr. Trump’s tax returns (a veritable Pandora’s box of horrors); plus the news that presidential son-in-law Jored Kushner had refinanced the family company’s trouble-plagued luxury apartment complex in Puerto Vaya con Dios, Mexico, with a loan from the sultan of Brunei. It was one thing after another. The liberal mainstream media, whose motto is “America Last,” was feasting.

Mr. Colonnity’s valiant colleague, Mr. Corky Fartmartin, was joining in Fox’s defense of the president. So we had on our side twin Galahads tilting lances. But Mr. Fartmartin’s efforts to link Hillary Clinton to all of Mr. Trump’s calamities weren’t quite getting traction. Still, one had to applaud the passion with which these two “Lions of Fox” defended their president.IV If only more members of the media were as patriotic. Mr. Trump returned the favor by inviting them frequently to golf with him, and told me to comp them whenever they stayed at Trump properties. Naturally, the media even managed to make these friendly gestures by Mr. Trump seem criminal.

It was all enough to keep a dozen White House chiefs of staff busy. I sometimes had a cot brought in to my office so I could work through the night, catching occasional fifteen-minute power naps between incoming rounds of feces. Yet it was also exhilarating. Here I was at ground zero, doing my part to Make America Great Again. I hadn’t worked this hard since the reverse-flow sewage disaster at Farrago.

I. I stipulate that in the #MeToo era, one would never use such a description. Still.

II. An unpleasantly servile Dickens character.

III. Former chief justice of the Alabama Supreme Court, alleged by some to have had a perhaps overzealous interest in fourteen-year-old girls.

IV. The term “Lions of Fox” seems incongruent, but the promotional department at Fox made good use of it.
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No need to go into too much detail. You’d have to have been living on Mars—or Pluto—not to know that on that fateful day the world awoke to the arresting news that Vladimir Putin, president of the Russian Federation, had been defeated by the candidate of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation. Many a cup of coffee cooled before being drunk that morning.

Mr. Putin had proposed the bold idea of moving the 2024 presidential election up by four years, so as to make him president for life, thus eliminating the need for endless periodic elections. This would result in considerable budget savings as well as eliminating the inevitable disruptions that elections cause.

Mr. Putin and his newly renamed Putin Forever Party—formerly United Russia—had been comfortably ahead of the others. Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s Russia for Russians Only Party was twenty points behind. Anatoli Zitkin’s Communist Party trailed by almost fifty points. No one expected him to win, even the nincompoops at the New York Times who gave Hillary Clinton a 97 percent chance of winning in 2016.

Then—cue the kettle drums in Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture—ba-boom: Putin came in second, behind Zitkin. Around the globe could be heard a collective “What? That can’t be right.”

Because Zitkin’s margin of victory was less than 2 percent, Russian law mandated a second, runoff election.

Now it’s no secret that Mr. Trump was a huge admirer of Mr. Putin. But I stress, this was not, as his detractors have so malevolently suggested, because he owed his presidency to him. No. Not at all.

Yes, some alleged that Russia had interfered in the 2016 election on Mr. Trump’s behalf. Specifically, all seventeen of the US intelligence agencies, giving rise to suspicion in the Trump camp that the “deep state” was determined to make his victory appear illegitimate. But there was never any hard evidence or smoking gun. No ballots were found in Michigan with “Trump” written in Cyrillic.

Mr. Trump was understandably aggrieved by allegations that he owed his presidency to Russian military intelligence and so-called troll farms and “bots.” And yes, technically, Hillary Clinton got three million more votes, but as Mr. Trump said, most of those were fraudulent, cast by Mexican drug gangs and agents of George Soros. Anyway, presidents are elected by the Electoral College, not by actual people.I

The plain truth is that Mr. Trump “clicked” with Mr. Putin. Mr. Trump has always admired strong personalities. This is why he got along so well with such world leaders as Mr. Kim of North Korea; President Attajurk of Turkey; Mr. Orban of Hungary; Mr. Duterte of the Philippines; Mr. Goerring, the new chancellor of Germany; and the new boy on the block, the frisky, bellicose Emperor Hirohito II of Japan.

So when the astonishing news broke that Mr. Putin had lost to a Communist, the general reaction was “No way.”

Mr. Trump typically lost interest in his daily intelligence briefing after about thirty seconds. Not this morning.

“How could this have happened?” he demanded of DNI Miriam “Mother” Jones.II

I liked and respected Miriam.III She struck me as a no-nonsense sort, which is what you want in a director of national intelligence. I’m sure that as the first female DNI she was aware that she was on probation. If she didn’t know the answer to a question, she would say honestly, “I don’t know, sir.”

“Hadda be a hack,” Mr. Trump insisted. “Putin was fifty points ahead of the other guy, whatshisname?”

“Zitkin,” Miriam said, since she did know the answer to this question. “Anatoli Zitkin.”

“Whatever. Well what do you know?”

“I have a briefing paper on him for you,” Miriam said, handing the president a thick folder.

“I don’t have time to read that crap. What’s he look like? Do you have a picture of him?”

Miriam had come prepared.

Mr. Trump stared at the photo before him of a stout, balding, bespectacled man in his early sixties. He was smiling, which struck me as unusual. In most photos I’ve seen of Communists, they’re scowling and grim, as though someone’s just insulted their mother or told them that Das Kapital was so boring they never made it past page three. Smiling might give them away for having a sneaky bourgeois thought, or deviating from true Marxist-Leninism, or putting out capitalist attitude.

Comrade Zitkin didn’t look scary enough to be a Russian Commie. I couldn’t imagine him ordering the czar and his entire family to be shot, or sending millions of people off to Siberia, or signing a nonaggression pact with Hitler. I could see him standing on Lenin’s mausoleum in Red Square with his fellow Commies, waving at tanks and missiles and the goose-stepping soldiers. But he’d probably still be smiling, unlike the old Soviet sourpusses who as the parade went past seemed to be thinking, When is this fucking parade going to be over? I’m freezing. Who’s got the vodka?

Mr. Trump tossed the photo back at Miriam.

“That’s not a winner,” he said. “That’s a loser. What’s his story? Not that I care. Twenty-five words or less.”

“A brief brief?” Miriam said. “Okay. Sixty-three. From Tbilisi. Like Stalin. But not a Stalinist himself. Probably as a result of his father and three uncles dying in the Gulag.”

“The what?”

“The old Soviet network of political prisons. Slave labor camps.”

“He didn’t fuck around, Stalin. You gotta give him that.”

Sensing that Mr. Trump’s attention was already wandering, Miriam finished her brief with: “Came up through the trade unions. Organizer. Married the boss’s daughter. Two grown children. This is the third time he’s run for president. Apparently against the wishes of his wife. She calls him Comrade Quixote.”

“Comrade what?”

“I take it as a reference to Don Quixote. The muddleheaded Spanish knight. Man of La Mancha?”

“Yeah, yeah. So what’s his thing?”

“Thing?”

“Why is he a Communist?”

“Ah. He only became one after Putin came to power. His principal theme is”—Miriam seemed to be mentally editing—“that Putin is running a kleptocracy.”

“That he’s a thief?”

“Essentially. That he runs the country much as a mafia don would run his empire. Got the oligarchs organized and functioning as the underbosses, the capos, if you will.”

“He hates rich people, in other words. He’s Bernie Sanders.”

Miriam smiled. “I imagine he and Senator Sanders might agree on a few things.”

“Okay. Got it. And you and the however many intelligence agencies we have didn’t see this coming?”

“We were as surprised by the result as everyone else, sir.”

“What’s the intelligence budget these days? Trillions?”

“Fifty-four billion.”

“How could this loser pull off something like this?”

Miriam said she would rather wait until she had “actionable humint,” a phrase that probably meant as little to the president as it did to me. (It turned out to mean “human intelligence,” as opposed to “siginit,” which means “signals intelligence.”)

The moment Miriam left the Oval Office, tightly clutching her presidential daily briefing tablet, Mr. Trump picked up the phone and told the operator to get Mr. Putin on the line.

“Sir,” I said, “do you want me to get Mr. Wootten?” Judd Wootten was director of the National Security Council. I thought it would be prudent to have him in on a conversation between the president and the leader of Russia. While speaking with world leaders on the phone, Mr. Trump had a tendency to improvise. The fallout from his “perfect” call with the leader of Ukraine had been rather considerable.

Mr. Trump grunted dismissively, which I took to mean “no.” He seemed extremely agitated, fiddling with the bejeweled-dagger letter opener the Saudi leader had given him, tapping it on his desk like a drumstick as he waited for Mr. Putin to come on the line.

He said to me with a worried look, “What if he thinks we had something to do with it?”

“Why would he think that, sir?” I said. “He knows you have the warmest feelings for him.”

“He’s Russian. They’re all paranoid, Russians. And what if we did have something to do with it?”

“Surely not, sir. You’d have to authorize something like that.”

“They hate me, the intelligence people. You know why? Because I called bullshit on them when they claimed Putin put me in office. You don’t think the deep state would pull some stunt like this? To make Putin think I was behind it? Vladimir? Is that you? Jesus fucking Christ, what’s going on over there? Are you okay, my friend? Is this some kind of coup? What can we do to help? Name it, you got it. Anything. I asked our intelligence numbnuts what was going on, but… what? Numbnuts…”

There was a pause. Perhaps the translator was struggling with “numbnuts.” “Idiots, all of them. The same people who say you elected me president. By the way, if you did, thank you. Very nice of you. Now they’re telling me they don’t know diddly-squat.” (Another pause indicated this was presenting challenges to the translator.) “They’ve got a big surprise coming. Uh-huh. I’m gonna cut their fucking budgets by half. They’re gonna be out on the street, rattling cups. So what the hell? What happened? How did this asshole Zipkin hijack your election?”IV

The call went on for some time. I wasn’t listening in on an extension, so it wasn’t until later, when I got the transcript of their “private” conversation, that I gathered Mr. Putin was keeping an open mind as to who might have stolen his election. As a former KGB officer, Mr. Putin was, you might say, a professional paranoid. He thanked Mr. Trump for the call and seemed faintly amused by Mr. Trump’s repeated suggestion to “Lock him up!”

Judd was beside himself when he learned of the call. He demanded to know why I hadn’t summoned him “in real time.” I didn’t have the heart to tell him, “Because, Judd, the president doesn’t like you.”

It was no secret that Mr. Trump’s relations with his National Security Council directors had been less than smooth. Judd was his ninth in three and a half years, and Mr. Trump was far from pleased with him. Judd was an academic, and perhaps as a consequence, a bit of what Mr. Trump called a “yapper.”

An NSC director with a PhD isn’t necessarily a handicap. Henry Kissinger was an academic, and that turned out well, except maybe for the Vietnam part. But Mr. Trump wasn’t Richard Nixon. Which is to say, the kind of president who’s read a great deal about national security and discussed it with intellectuals, grilling them for hours, exploring every aspect of this or that policy. That sort of thing Mr. Trump called “yada yada.”

If Judd wanted us to go to war, or lob a few Tomahawk missiles at someone, he’d come to the meeting with a forty-five-minute PowerPoint, explaining why he wanted the war, or the Tomahawks. Mr. Trump simply had no patience for that. He liked his briefings short, crisp, and to the point, and above all, without briefing books or even short memos. Mr. Trump’s eyes had some sort of membrane that caused them to glaze over. He attributed this to his “lightning-fast brain,” not to attention deficit disorder. The one exception was if someone was praising him. He had inexhaustible patience when it came to encomia, such as when Kanye West would drop by and deliver a soliloquy comparing Mr. Trump to Napoleon, or God.

I liked Judd, and he liked me, if for no other reason than that I protected him. I thought the optics of replacing him with a tenth NSC director would be unfavorable.V

But three times now Mr. Trump had told me, “Get rid of that bug-eyed prick.” I pretended not to have heard him, and as often was the case, Mr. Trump forgot about it, his lightning mind having moved on. He juggled so many balls, Mr. Trump, that he sometimes lost track of just how many were in the air. I don’t mean this as a criticism.

“Herb,” Judd said nervously, “this could be a minefield.”

I briefed him on the president’s call with Mr. Putin, telling him that the president expressed hearty support for Mr. Putin.

“He more or less told Putin he should line Zitkin and his fellow Commies up against the Kremlin wall and shoot them,” I said. “Putin is fully aware of Mr. Trump’s support.”

Judd sighed in that way PhDs do, to convey that only they, with their advanced degrees, can fully comprehend the “parameters,” as they call them.

“I’m saying it could be a problem, Herb,” Judd insisted mysteriously. He wore thick glasses, presumably from the strain of all that PhD-related reading. They magnified his eyes, like the ones of the locomotive cartoon character Thomas the Tank Engine in the children’s TV program. It could be distracting at times, and it annoyed Mr. Trump, who preferred the optics (as it were) of being surrounded by people who, as he put it, “look good.”

“What kind of problem, Judd?” I said a bit impatiently. I wasn’t in the mood for Twenty Questions.

“A cyberwar-type problem, Herb,” he replied, lowering his voice even though there was no one else in the room. “I had a call from Flipper Murphy at CyberCom. I’m on my way to Meade.VI I’ll give you a fill when I get back. But”—another sigh—“this could be a bit of a clusterfuck.”

Not to split hairs, but I wondered how can one have a bit of a clusterfuck? “Clusterfuck” seems to me a comprehensive term, denoting total disaster. A bit of a total disaster?

But Judd had gotten my attention. It was difficult to concentrate on Air Force One seating assignments for the upcoming big Trump rally in Testicle, Ohio.

I. The origins of the Electoral College are obscure, but some scholars hold that it was intended to annoy the more populous states.

II. The director of national intelligence is ostensibly the head of America’s collective seventeen intelligence agencies.

III. For some reason, I have always been attracted to women who wear their hair in tight buns.

IV. The president never could get Zitkin’s name right, possibly owing to his having known a New York socialite in the 1980s named (Jerome) Zipkin.

V. “Optics” is Washington parlance for “appearances.” I don’t know how optometry crept into the lingo, but whatever.

VI. Fort Meade, Maryland, headquarters of the National Security Agency and the United States Cyber Command, headed by Adm. Phillip “Flipper” Murphy.
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