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For David





Introduction


ON A WARM DAY in August 2004, in Pensacola, Florida, in what was to make for an iconic picture, John McCain, dressed in blue shirtsleeves, and George W. Bush, in white shirtsleeves, locked in an embrace that went down in political history as “The Hug.” It was a true hug, arms around each other, McCain seeming to rest his head on Bush’s shoulder, and Bush giving him a small peck. The photograph of that moment, widely circulated and shown on television again and again, startled the political world. The two men had had, after all, a relationship of two scorpions. The embrace raised the question of whether McCain, considering another run for the presidency, was now going down the road of accommodation of the Republican party establishment, of currying the favor of not only Bush but also of the conservative Republican base, which he had often defied or even infuriated by exercising his independent streak. John McCain had become emblematic of a man who spoke his mind, voted his conscience, and demonstrated courage in bucking the establishment and fighting for what he believed in. But if he continued down the road that the hug symbolized, would he still be John McCain?


•  •  •


At that moment, Bush and McCain needed each other. Bush was locked in a tight race for reelection against John Kerry, and he needed the help of the most popular politician in the country. Though a Republican, McCain had created his own political base, and strong following, at the center. In 2000, somewhat to his surprise, he had been a magnet for centrists: for moderates (some of them Democrats) and for Independents. McCain of course lost the nomination fight to Bush, but he came out of the race even more popular than before—an unusual development for a defeated candidate—and was in a position to establish his own place in American politics. He saw a vacuum created by Bush’s governing from the right, and the leftward tendencies of the Democrats. His new following was attracted by his bluntness, sense of humor, and, perhaps most of all, character—seen in his willingness to go against the grain, in speaking out blunt truths, in being principled, and in the stories of his exceptional courage as a prisoner of war in North Vietnam for five and a half years. Though a Republican who voted with his party on the social issues, such as abortion, he had tended toward moderate positions on these issues—for example, opposing a constitutional amendment barring gay marriage and seeking some exceptions to the hard-right Republican platform on abortion. But he had said little about these issues and was never identified with the conservative and Christian Right crusades on them. If he could be described as having an ideology, it was as a moderate with a slightly conservative strain.


His emphasis now was on being a reformer, somewhat in the pattern of his ideal and role model, Theodore Roosevelt. Therefore, his first order of business after the 2000 election was to renew his push for campaign finance reform—over the opposition of the Bush White House and most of his own party. As this book shows, a close-up view of McCain in this effort revealed several things about him, including an exceptional shrewdness and an ability to think on levels, that few had seen. Against great odds, he did achieve the McCain-Feingold campaign finance reform bill and force a reluctant Bush to sign it, but most Republicans hated the bill, feeling that it removed their advantage in raising money, and never forgave McCain for it. Beyond that, McCain formed coalitions with Democrats to press for legislation on climate change and on a “patients’ bill of rights,” and took unusual positions for a Republican in opposing Bush’s 2001 tax cuts, on the grounds that the cuts provided too much tax relief for the wealthy and not enough for the middle class; also in supporting an amendment to close a loophole in a law to tighten restrictions on the purchase of guns at gun shows. He joined a bipartisan group of fourteen senators to end stalemates on voting for Bush’s controversial appointments to judgeships; Republicans believed that the agreement favored the Democrats, although in fact it was the Democrats who got the worst of the bargain. And now McCain, who had earned the label “maverick” for all his apostasies against his own party, was irritating many Republicans all the more for saying positive things about his friend Kerry and defending Kerry’s war record against Bush supporters who were intent on undermining it, especially with the “Swift Boat” campaign. (That the press, whom he cultivated, largely loved McCain also did not go down well with his conservative colleagues, who hate the press.)


•  •  •


Bush needed McCain’s imprimatur and his following in order to get reelected, and so for months in 2003 the Bush White House—in the past the source of negative comments about McCain (it’s fair to say that Bush’s political consigliere Karl Rove actually hated the man)—wooed McCain, and McCain, thinking about his own political future, was susceptible to their approach. Politicians, especially shrewd ones, can have a remarkable ability to set aside, or at least put on hold, old grudges and get on with the business at hand. McCain realized that if he were to run for the presidency again, to have any chance of success he needed to improve his standing with Bush’s base—conservative Republicans and Evangelicals (whose leaders McCain had denounced in 2000 as “agents of intolerance”). To get the Republican nomination in 2008—when there would be no incumbent seeking the nomination—he had to display himself as supportive of the Republican party and of the president.


But this raised a fundamental question: Could John McCain seek those groups’ support and maintain his independent spirit? Would he bend or break his principles in order to win the party’s nomination? The lesson McCain took from 2000 was that if he stuck to his persona and principles, there was scant to no chance that he could be nominated. Therefore, how far would he go in order to win? Who, therefore, would John McCain turn out to be? In fact, who was he?


•  •  •


The early signs were not heartening to McCain’s admirers. He made various moves to please the base, especially the Christian right, culminating in his agreeing to give the commencement speech at Jerry Falwell’s Liberty University in 2006. (This did not appear to do him any good politically.) He began to back off some of his earlier stands on social issues, taking dodgy positions on gay marriage and abortion rights. Firm though he had been in opposing Bush’s 2001 tax cuts for the wealthy, in 2006 he voted to continue Bush’s tax cuts on dividends and capital gains—and in the course of the nomination contest he was full throated in his support of making the 2001 tax cuts permanent. And though his criticism back then had been that those tax cuts were unfair, he now gave a new reason for having opposed them: They hadn’t been offset by budget cuts.


After a lot of hinting, McCain announced twice that he would run for the presidency—first on March 1, 2007, on CBS’s Late Show with David Letterman, and later, after a trip to Iraq, in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, on April 25. By now he was, for him, in a strange situation. Because of a lack of any other apparent strong Republican candidates, because he remained a popular figure, and because of his efforts to be more acceptable to those who had opposed him in 2000 and having cozied up to Bush, the former maverick and troublemaker was now deemed by the political press the “establishment candidate” and the “frontrunner.” Moreover, McCain set out to defeat potential strong opponents by establishing a very large campaign operation, requiring a lot of money—the goal was a staggering $100 million—with the idea of emulating the Bush campaign of 2000, of creating a juggernaut that would overwhelm any opposition. He hired a big staff and put in charge Terry Nelson, who had worked for Bush in 2000 and had been associated with some unsavory political activities—not the sort of person that McCain would have had on his staff in an earlier period. Nelson wasn’t the only controversial figure whom McCain enlisted. That he would pick such people raised further questions. When puzzled press members asked McCain why he had hired such people, he responded, unconvincingly, “They are good men.”


In July 2007 McCain’s campaign operation simply blew up. There had been too many top officials with unclear lines of authority, and McCain had told them, unhelpfully, to “work it out”—not a sign of management abilities. The elaborate campaign had fallen well short of its funding goal and had burned through its funds; it was virtually broke. (McCain himself wasn’t keen on asking for money, so he hadn’t held many fundraisers.) Finally, some long-time associates, such as John Weaver, as well as Nelson, were out. Mark Salter, his virtual alter ego, coauthor, and longtime chief of staff, left the campaign (although he ended up traveling with McCain). McCain installed another longtime associate (who had been involved in the internecine fighting), Rick Davis. In the political world and the press McCain’s campaign was written off as dead.


•  •  •


McCain’s great triumph, the McCain-Feingold campaign finance reform bill, ended up as a major liability in his presidential campaign. Conservatives made it one of their major arguments against him, claiming, incorrectly, that the bill’s limits on the spending of money in political campaigns violated the First Amendment’s protection of free speech. But they really disliked its limits on raising money. (The argument over this issue is explored further in this book.) McCain’s opponents, especially the desperate Mitt Romney, made it such a familiar point that audiences who undoubtedly had a dim understanding of what the issue was all about would chant “McCain-Feingold” in derision of McCain. The law itself had a somewhat rocky time. For all of the criticism of it, in December 2003 the Supreme Court, in a five to four decision, upheld the McCain-Feingold campaign finance law. John Paul Stevens and Sandra Day O’Connor wrote the majority decision. Yet, just two years later, after O’Connor had retired and been replaced by the highly conservative Samuel Alito, the Court, ignoring precedent (stare decisis), narrowed the law’s restrictions on corporations and unions buying television ads that mentioned candidates’ names close to elections. This was the result of a clever attempt by opponents of the law to chip away at it, and now they got a boost from the newly conservative Court. The new Chief Justice, John Roberts, like Alito a strong conservative, wrote the opinion in this case. Further challenges were to be expected.


The limits on contributions to candidates set by the law governed the fundraising in 2008. But this left in place “bundling,” the practice of individuals gathering numerous contributions for their candidate—undoubtedly earning that candidate’s gratitude. (Congress passed a law requiring candidates to disclose the names of lobbyists who bundled, but did nothing about other individuals who did so.) Another problem had arisen in recent years: The ceilings on what the candidates could spend under the presidential public financing law (a different law, which would provide matching funds in exchange for observing the limits) were wildly outmoded given the costs now involved in campaigns; as a result, most of the candidates in 2008 opted out, leaving them able to raise and spend as much as they wanted (subject to the contribution limits). In 2003, McCain introduced legislation to fix this problem, but, with a presidential campaign looming, in subsequent years his name was not on the bill. His reforming zeal had given way to his political exigencies.


When the McCain-Feingold bill was going through the Congress, McCain understood that ways would be found to get around it. His view was that first you fix the biggest problems, and when new ones come along you deal with them. And so it happened that groups found a way to evade the bill’s ban on “soft money”—unlimited contributions by corporations, labor unions, and individuals—by spending it supposedly independently of the campaigns and parties; these groups, called 527s (after a section of the tax code), included the “Swift Boat” operation, and further such inventions turned up in the 2008 election. Yet it’s still fair to call the McCain-Feingold bill a success in limiting the contributions to candidates and cutting the power of soft money. But McCain was not interested in trumpeting his success on the campaign trail, and his desire to be seen as a reformer vanished.


•  •  •


McCain’s new identity was as a zealous supporter of the war in Iraq. He stood with Bush on nearly all the issues connected with national security and the war, and when things went wrong, or outright blunders by the administration became clear, McCain blamed not the commander in chief but the former defense secretary, Donald Rumsfeld. McCain wasn’t the only politician to use this handy formulation of defending the war but criticizing its execution, though he was correct in arguing that not enough troops had been sent to Iraq to do the job. McCain’s passion for the war sometimes made him look silly, as after his walk, in April 2007, through a Baghdad marketplace. Protected by 100 troops and Blackhawk helicopters and gunships, he happily announced that there were areas of Baghdad where one could “walk freely.” He was a strong advocate of “the surge,” and in one debate said that it should be continued, without explaining how to replace the troops that would soon be returning home, or how to pay for the exercise. As he sought the nomination, McCain expressed little thought about, or interest in, ending the war, remarking that it would be “fine with me” if the United States stayed in Iraq for 100 years. This was one of a number of at least careless remarks about the war. And in his comments he didn’t seem to seriously consider the huge costs of the war: financial, personal, diplomatic, and to the reputation of the United States around the world. His flip side sometimes got the better of him, as when at a town hall meeting, he sang, to the tune of the Beach Boys’ “Barbara Ann,” “Bomb, bomb, bomb Iran.” In stressing his support of the war during the campaign, he occasionally waved his arms, shouting, “I will never surrender; I will never surrender,” and accused Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton of “waving the white flag of surrender.”


•  •  •


McCain did nobly fight the administration on its lenient and murky torture policy, getting through Congress, over great opposition from the White House, an amendment placing prohibitions on torture. But when Bush, as was his wont, issued a signing statement saying he would interpret the bill as he wished, McCain made no fuss. And in 2006 he agreed to a compromise with the administration on a bill governing the treatment of “enemy combatants” suspected of cooperating with Al Qaeda and setting up military commissions that sharply limited detainees’ courtroom rights. The bill’s most controversial provision removed the right of habeas corpus from millions of permanent or long-term foreign residents in the United States whom the government may allege are abetting terrorist causes. And it defied a Supreme Court ruling earlier in 2006 that the detention and treatment of prisoners captured in the administration’s war on terror were covered by the Geneva Convention. McCain’s support of this bill was further evidence that the former free-spirited maverick, who had campaigned on the Straight Talk Express, was morphing into just another panderer—to Bush and to the Republican party’s conservative base.


•  •  •


In July 2007, John McCain—whose campaign was broke and shattered, whose candidacy was now widely considered finished—flew alone, coach class, on a cheap flight to New Hampshire, the site of his smashing victory over George W. Bush in 2000. It was typical of the man to not quit, to draw on his reserves of remarkable energy and optimism and sheer determination. As a result of those qualities and the fact that he remained a widely likeable man, as well as a large amount of luck—including the frailties and failures of his rivals and the fact that they divided the conservative vote—he pulled off one of the most astonishing comebacks in American politics, all but sewing up the Republican nomination on February 7, when Mitt Romney withdrew. Only Mike Huckabee remained in the race. Some analysts believed he hadn’t had to cozy up to the base after all—that the opening that did occur would happen.


But in pursuing the nomination, McCain continually tried to convince conservatives that he was one of them. He backed off on his support of a humane and practical immigration proposal, which ran up against the increasingly emotional anti-illegal immigrant mood that was sweeping the country and which had crashed in Congress. “I hear you,” McCain said in the campaign, and put his emphasis on the popular idea of building a wall along the Mexican border. He became vague on what to do about illegal immigrants already in the United States; earlier, he had joined with Bush and the conservatives’ nemesis Ted Kennedy to provide those immigrants a path to citizenship, which opponents incorrectly but successfully labeled “amnesty.” He made a big point of his record of voting pro-life, something he had rarely mentioned before. He portrayed himself as a fiscal conservative, but had to admit, as the economy seemed to be headed toward a recession, that he didn’t know much about economics. He stressed his efforts in Congress to cut pork-barrel spending and fight earmarks, by which members of Congress add money for projects of interest to their constituencies, and was quite entertaining as he poked fun at ridiculous sounding projects. But he didn’t address the larger issues of the allocation of funds in the federal budget between military and other spending, or how to reduce the deficit in larger ways.


And then, in early February, with the nomination almost his, but some conservatives holding out, McCain voted against a Democratic bill that would have required the CIA to follow the same restrictions on torture as are given in the US Army Field Manual on Interrogation, which rules out waterboarding and seven other controversial procedures. It was a bill the Bush White House vehemently opposed. McCain explained that he believed the CIA should have more “flexibility” than allowed by the Army Field Manual. Although McCain did not clarify his position, the CIA and Bush have fought strenuously to not have CIA agents held liable for applying harsh interrogation methods—including waterboarding.


As he neared his long-sought role as the Republican party’s presidential candidate, many questions about John McCain remained: Did he have the temperament to be president? Was he, despite his occasional signs of being erratic, steady enough? Was he reflective enough to deal with the large and grave issues he would inherit if elected? Could he control his famous temper—fierce but short-termed—when it came to dealing with foreign leaders and others who might be less understanding than his loyal staff? Would his rhetoric on the war, his accusations of surrender, and his insistence that the war could be won, divide the nation? Would he turn out to be too bellicose? For all of his taking on the coloration of a conservative, Independents and even some Democrats still admired him as a war hero and liked him because of his upbeat personality, his sense of humor, and his remaining reputation as a principled politician (they might not have yet caught up with his changes); but how long could he succeed in selling himself to the conservatives and maintaining the support of others?


With the Republican nomination for president all but in hand, John McCain remained one of the most interesting figures in American politics. At the age of seventy-one, he was still evolving. And he and Bush still needed each other: In order to become the next president of the United States, to win the support of conservative Republicans, McCain remained dependent on Bush, who, though his ratings were dismal, still had a hold on the party’s base. Bush needed McCain to validate his presidency.


And so on February 10, the president pronounced McCain a “true conservative.” On February 18, the former president Bush announced that he would support McCain for the presidency. (At that point, McCain still had to shake off the conservative, former Evangelical preacher Mike Huckabee, who had no chance of winning but had a strong following among the Christian Right.) Karl Rove even gave McCain the maximum contribution of $2,300. Also on February 18, from Tanzania, George W. Bush said he would help McCain all he could.


But now McCain was in an awkward position: Not wishing to offend the president and also not wishing to appear to be just a continuation of Bush’s deeply unpopular presidency, McCain was not sure he wanted more hugs.
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Chapter 1


“If we have the votes and the guts, we’ll prevail.”


IN EARLY JANUARY 2001, at breakfast in the Senate Dining Room, John McCain was in an upbeat mood. The large, ornate room was nearly empty; the new Congress had only recently convened and the new President wasn’t to be sworn in for another couple of weeks.


McCain was already revved up for the next round in the battle he had been waging for many years to reform the nation’s campaign finance laws. For McCain, campaign finance reform was about a broader ethic. As he demonstrated in his campaign for the Republican nomination in 2000, he sees it as essential to restoring the public’s faith in politics, and also to attracting young people into politics and government service. For him, it has much to do with the very definition of the country, the workability of the democratic idea.


In the coming year, McCain was to broaden his agenda, become arguably the most interesting figure in American politics—nearly as popular and at times more popular than even the President—and point the way toward a new kind of reform politics. And in the weeks after the terrible events of September 11, his was the most consistently sought-after, and the clearest, voice out of Washington. During this time, he defined the situation, rallied the public’s morale, and soothed it when it became fearful.


He understood that there was a more civic-minded streak, an idealism, in the public than more conventional politicians appealed to. His disdain for the conventions of politics had gained him a large following—which went beyond the more than six million people who voted for him in 2000. He had an effortless feel for the national psyche and a natural instinct for the right thing to say. His efforts in the course of the year were to reveal new aspects of his character.


•  •  •


Now, as he undertook his seventh year of leading the effort to reform the campaign finance system, there were reasons for optimism. The Democrats had picked up four Senate seats in the previous election, the new Democratic senators providing a presumed four more votes for reform, and the Senate was now divided 50–50, with the Republicans in nominal control because vice-president-elect Dick Cheney could break a tie. (This was before James Jeffords switched from being a Republican to being an Independent.)


McCain’s effort to enact reform of the campaign finance system had met with defeat in the Senate five times in the past six years. The House passed its version of his bill twice by wide margins, so the Senate became the crucible. A majority of the Senate had supported McCain’s bill in the past—or ostensibly so—but the opponents of change, led by Republican Senator Mitch McConnell, of Kentucky, and Majority Leader Trent Lott, first choked off debate so that amendments couldn’t be offered to broaden support and then killed the bill by filibuster. Now McCain was determined to have an open debate, which could help him attract additional support by accepting amendments sponsored by senators who were on the fence. It would also help prevent Democrats who didn’t want reform but didn’t want to say so from playing devious parliamentary games, and hiding behind McConnell, as they had in 1999.


Referring to the last time he had fought for his bill, in 1999, when some of his Senate colleagues ripped into him because he had accurately called the current system corrupt, McCain said, “I’m not going to let them pull me into a personal combat. That was my worst test. I’m not going to engage in that again.” McCain was in fact to make an important strategic change based on that lesson.


At the same time, McCain believed that the current campaign finance system was more of a plague on the body politic than ever. He said, “It’s badly skewed our priorities, and blocked badly needed legislation to help the American people. It’s never been worse in my time here. It affects everything: the tax code, the military, Medicare, Social Security, gambling—you name it. I can give you a list of twenty issues that haven’t been acted on, or cite the Telecommunications Act of 1996, which was nothing like reform.” Of that bill, McCain often said, “All the interests were at the table but the public interest.”


•  •  •


“I’m just going to go ahead,” McCain said over the breakfast in early January. “It’s obvious that the longer you wait, the harder it is. On January 22, or whatever day we start business, I’ll ask unanimous consent to move to consider our bill. If they block it, I’ll come back the next day and the next day and then we’ll have to start tying things up—and they have to know that. We just won’t let them proceed. The first bill they bring up, we’ll offer it as an amendment. They don’t have sixty votes for cloture now [the number needed to shut down a filibuster] or even fifty-one votes to block us by tabling my amendment.”


Tom Daschle, the Senate Democratic leader, had already told McCain that the Democrats would stick with him at least on the early procedural issues. McCain said, “All it boils down to is if we have the votes and the guts, we’ll prevail.”


McCain’s presidential campaign struck a chord when he told people he would “shake things up in Washington.” Public disgust with the role of money in our political system was rising, and he gave it voice. The amount of money spent in a presidential election had grown by more than half a billion dollars since 1996, to $2.75 billion in the 2000 election. The amounts in themselves, though quite large, were less significant than what they reflected: the ever-increasing time that the politicians had to spend raising the money, the access and commitments (spoken or understood) that came with accepting that money, especially the six- or seven-figure amounts in “soft money”—unregulated union, corporate, or individual contributions.


Another factor in McCain’s favor now was that senators who had recently been through a campaign, or were about to undergo one, were becoming increasingly alarmed at both the amounts of money they had to raise and the number of ads by outside groups, some of mysterious origin, that could come at them from any direction.


A small band of Republicans had been with McCain in previous fights, but he needed some more in order to head off a filibuster against his bill. Despite his optimism McCain knew that he was asking incumbents to do a very hard thing: to change the system by which they’d been elected. He said, “This threatens every lobbyist on K Street. This threatens every business interest. So you can’t underestimate the opposition. This thing will be trickier and more devious than anything I’ve ever done. It’s a house of mirrors.”


President-elect George W. Bush had shown scant interest in reform. After McCain walloped him in New Hampshire, Bush’s aides redesigned their candidate as “a reformer with results” for the next contest, in South Carolina, and Bush offered a campaign finance proposal that wasn’t taken very seriously and that Bush himself made little of during the rest of the campaign.


Since the election, the two men had had only perfunctory contact—though McCain had campaigned with Bush in five states. McCain had also campaigned for about forty Republican House candidates and was credited by Tom Davis, the chairman of the House Republican campaign committee, with keeping the House in Republican hands. “I made a mistake early on,” McCain said. “Several months before the election, I campaigned for a couple of guys who weren’t for campaign finance reform. The opponents who were Democrats and were for campaign finance reform wrote me and said, ‘What’s the deal here?’ I thought their complaints were legitimate, so after that I only campaigned for people who were for campaign finance reform. That’s why I didn’t go to the State of Washington for Slade Gorton [an incumbent Republican senator who lost narrowly] and didn’t go to a number of places. If they weren’t for it, I didn’t go. Some changed their positions.”


•  •  •


The McCain-Bush nomination struggle had left a substantial residue of bitterness between both the two men and their respective staffs. The McCain people remained especially bitter over the rough tactics that the Bush campaign and its allies had employed in South Carolina. The onslaught against McCain involved not just attacking his character but also distorting his campaign positions and spreading ugly rumors about his family. A retired Democratic South Carolina politician described it later as “the dirtiest, nastiest campaign I’ve ever seen.” Mark Salter, McCain’s closest aide, said, “I can’t for the life of me see why they have a grudge against us.” The Bush camp’s resentment obviously stemmed from the fact that McCain had interrupted what was supposed to be Bush’s stately march to the Republican Party’s coronation. McCain defeated Bush in eight primaries, and though he made some missteps of his own, he was ultimately defeated by Bush’s superior resources and closed primaries in which only Republicans could vote. (McCain had been winning among Independents and had succeeded in pulling new people, especially young people, into politics.) When President-elect Bush first came to Washington in December to confer with congressional leaders, he referred to McCain distantly as “my former opponent.”


A few days after the election, Bush called McCain, and McCain suggested that they needed to meet and talk about campaign finance reform. Bush agreed. Later, Bush called McCain to thank him for holding an early hearing on his proposed Commerce Secretary but didn’t bring up the issue of reform. “He didn’t bring it up, and I didn’t bring it up,” McCain said. “Look, whenever he and I have a conversation, it’s always cordial.”


But McCain believed that Karl Rove, Bush’s chief political strategist during the election, was controlling the political agenda. Much of the bitterness between the two campaigns got back to Rove, who was not only Bush’s chief political tactician but also had a longstanding feud, going back to their early days as consultants, with McCain’s political director, John Weaver. Though McCain had made it clear the previous summer that he would have waged the campaign finance fight whether Bush or Gore had won the Presidency (“We will have blood all over the floor of the Senate”), McCain said on that early January morning, “Don’t underestimate the anger that this has generated among people like Karl Rove. ‘Here’s that spoiler McCain again.’ I’m really intent on keeping smiling, no matter what they do, keep the game face on”—a typical McCain expression.


•  •  •


McCain wanted early consideration of his bill because procedural delays could work against getting it through the Congress at all. And he had his eye on Bush’s pen. McCain said, “It just seems to me that if we pass a bill early on by pretty significant margins, he’ll have to think long and hard before vetoing it.” In fact, McCain and his aides suspected that, with the help of Majority Leader Lott, the White House was pursuing a veto strategy: The later the bill got through Congress—if it did—the easier it would be for Bush to veto it because he would have other victories under his belt. McCain was already trying to collect enough commitments to show that this time he would have sixty votes to shut off a filibuster.


Meanwhile, Mark Buse, McCain’s aide for campaign finance reform legislation, had already begun negotiating with a Lott aide about when the bill could be brought up. Lott offered to let that happen after Congress finished work on all of the appropriations bills, which usually means the end of the year. “I told Mark,” McCain said, “ ‘Tell him we were entertained by their offer.’ ” “Entertain” is another McCain word, often used sarcastically. Though McCain is dead serious about the issues he takes on, he doesn’t take the give-and-take, the legislative gamesmanship, too solemnly. There’s a streak of the mischievous in him, the scamp, which adds to his enjoyment of what he does and helps him get through the day. This streak also helped him survive the North Vietnamese prison camps. His highest form of praise for someone is to tell them, “We’d have had fun in the camps.”
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