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			Acclaim for Citizens of the Green Room

			“Mark Leibovich profiles are like flaming Dr Pepper shots. They’re great. . . . Leibovich’s profiles, read en masse, lay bare Washington’s formative paradox: You can’t fix D.C. unless you go there, and you can’t do well there without becoming everything that’s broken about it.”

			—Slate

			“Amusing and perceptive tales of the political animals in the zoo that is Washington. . . . These essays and profiles are uniformly witty. . . . Leibovich delivers full-dimensional portraits of these eccentric D.C. denizens. . . . Humorous, incisive and very droll.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Leibovich, the chief national correspondent for the New York Times Magazine, who specializes in profiles of people and places, brings together under one roof some of his best and most noteworthy profiles of American political and media figures. . . . Fascinating fare for political wonks.”

			—Booklist

			Acclaim for This Town

			“Washington in all its splendid, sordid glory . . . Big mouths, big egos, big shocks, big machers and big jerks. . . . Mark Leibovich is on to every one of you.”

			—David M. Shribman, The New York Times

			“Laugh-out-loud (as well as weep-out-loud). . . . Vastly entertaining and deeply troubling.”

			—Christopher Buckley, The New York Times Book Review

			“A lancing, often hysterically funny portrait of the capital’s vanities and ambitions.”

			—The New Yorker

			“Many decades from now, a historian looking at where America lost its way could use This Town as a primary source.”

			—Fareed Zakaria, The Washington Post

			“Like a modern-day Balzac. . . . Hilarious. . . . perceptive.”

			—Richard McGregor, Financial Times

			“Funny. . . . demoralizing. . . . I loved it as much as you can love something that hurts your heart.”

			—John Oliver, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart

			“This Town may be the most pitiless examination of America’s permanent political class—aka ‘the gang of 500’ or ‘the Beltway establishment’—that has ever been conducted.”

			—The Economist

			“This Town’s arrival slightly upset the kibitzers of the capital, much the way a fresh zebra corpse might slightly upset the vulture habitat.”—Molly Ball, The Atlantic

			“Whatever you’re doing these last days of summer, stop. Take some time, and read this book. You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, and by the last page I think you’ll be ready for the revolution.”

			—Bill Moyers

			“This is proving to be the summer of This Town. . . . What lingers from This Town is what will linger in Washington well after its current dinosaurs are extinct: the political culture owned by big money.”

			—Frank Rich, New York

			“Mark Leibovich commits an act of treason against the Washington establishment.”

			—Reid Pillifant, The New York Observer

			“This Town is a frothy Beltway insider tell-all . . . rollicking . . . and sharply written. . . . A big, sprawling fun beach read of a book—snappy and well-crafted.”

			—Susan Gardner, Daily Kos

			“Books like Leibovich’s are important resources for historians who, a century from now, will use This Town as a trove of background information for a pivotal period when our politics became poisonous.”

			—Reid Wilson, National Journal

			“Leibovich delivers the reportorial goods. He is in all the parties and supplies a wildly entertaining anthropological tour.”

			—Jonathan Chait, New York

			“Leibovich has written a very funny book about how horrible his industry can be.”

			—David Weigel, Slate

			“[Leibovich] is a master of the political profile. . . . This Town is as insidery as Game Change.”

			—Carlos Lozada, The Washington Post

			“[Leibovich] has real affection for many of his characters . . . [and] also throws a few unapologetically hard punches.”

			—Ben Smith, BuzzFeed

			“Witty, entertaining. . . . This Town could also be source material for your book about what’s wrong with these horrible people and—more important but also much more difficult—how to fix the culture that led to their ascendance.”

			—Alex Pareene, Salon

			“For the sweaty, twitching, huddled masses of Washington gossip addicts, This Town is rife with such shiny nuggets, the literary equivalent of crack.”

			—Lloyd Grove, The Daily Beast

			“Corrosively funny and subtly subversive. . . . [A] siren song of money and pseudo-celebrity . . . irresistible.”

			—Walter Shapiro, The American Prospect
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			INTRODUCTION

			Public Actors: Hillary Drank Two Glasses of Red Wine

			Early in my ramble as a political reporter, I would come back to the office after a trip to, say, a presidential debate, or a convention, or a campaign event with candidate so-and-so. Steve Reiss, my sagacious editor at the Washington Post’s Style section, would always begin his debriefing with the same question: “What was it like?” It struck me as a strange construction. He would not say, “How was your trip?” or “What’d you get?” or—in the case of an encounter with a profile subject—“What was he/she like?” He always said, “What was it like,” and after a while I took the “it” to incorporate the whole unnatural experience that these subjects endure on their daily high wires. In halting responses, I would share with Steve little stories and impressions and off-color details about my expeditions: how, say, John Edwards walked like a duck, or that Dick Cheney had no idea who John Travolta was, or that Nancy Pelosi had never heard of curly fries.

			Steve later observed that very little of what I shared with him in his office would ever wind up in my stories. Quite often there was good reason: ground rules (they were off the record), or good taste (former POW John McCain telling me a joke about prison rape), or the fact that Mike Huckabee’s scatological humor was ill-suited to a profile pegged to his new diet and nutrition book. But a lot of the good material also evaded print for bad reasons. It didn’t fit, in part because I was too attentive to the banal conventions of so much political reporting; I was too conscientious about including talking points, pro forma quotes from “experts” and the requisite “others disagree” paragraphs (on the one hand, on the other hand, etc.). Steve urged me to listen to the stories I was telling my friends, was telling him, and was myself chuckling at, and then to liberate them into print as often as I could.

			In the course of these conversations, I came to recognize that Steve was highlighting for me a basic dichotomy between what a reporter sees and what a reporter knows. The better the reporter becomes at integrating these, the more illuminating his material becomes. Whether he meant it or not, Steve was getting me to train my eyes and ears on the things that were revelatory rather than, say, dutiful (or merely quotable). I started listening differently to the people I was talking to, both in real time and on tape. Did Chris Matthews really just say that thing about Koreans? Did Haley Barbour just pat his wife on the ass as she walked by him? Did Teresa Heinz Kerry just snap at her husband again? I came to notice how nervous, glib, or confident they sounded; and I also learned how to interact with these people in a way that best elicited more authentic expressions. Over time, and this took years, I developed better senses to go to battle with. I also learned that a key to writing about people in public life is recognizing another core dichotomy: the one between what a subject wants to project to the world (and devotes a great deal of time, energy, and manpower to) and who they truly are. Clearly for the writer, the idea is to convey as much of the latter as possible and as little of the spin and bullshit of the former. For the public actor, the relentless challenge they endure in trying to manage that gap—what to reveal and what to withhold, what to emphasize and what to obscure—is a wholly consuming experience. In many ways, it defines their realities. Steve would always ask me another question, too. “What’s different about them?” By “them” he meant the public actors. They were often people of great renown and acclaim. They were recognized around town, usually Washington, DC, in those double-take instances that a public actor becomes an actual person before you. (Hey, isn’t that . . . ? It looks like Newt Gingrich. Or an overgrown kid playing Newt for Halloween? Yes, it is the real Newt—an actual sighting, just a few seconds ago, here at the Starbucks near the United Airlines counter at Reagan National Airport. And he is standing with someone who has the same silver-haired helmet on her head as his wife Callista does. So it must be Newt!)

			Public actors carry themselves with a jumpy expectation that they are being studied at all times. Often they are. They have a special sense that others are squinting in their directions. Their voices assume a deeper tone as if they are always speaking into a microphone. (“It’s good to see you again, Wolf.”) They walk faster. Their assistant will follow up with you later. They know the names of the makeup ladies and the valet guys and where the Snickers bars are kept in the green rooms.

			“The rich are different from you and me,” F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote memorably in The Great Gatsby. And so are the citizens of the green room. After a while, they acquire a shiny otherness—a stately gaze, a sweeping pace of movement, and sometimes comet trails of entourages. They navigate life in a perpetual “on” state, as naturally as a trout inhabits a stream. And they sweep into green rooms, the safe habitat where upcoming TV guests, debate participants, and various lofty haircuts get touched up, miked, and fed before their spotlight turns. Political green rooms in particular embody the unreality these paragons endure. Unlike, say, a diva’s green room on Broadway or Van Halen’s on tour (sans brown M&M’s), political green rooms don’t guarantee privacy. In joint appearances or debate settings, combatants are often joined, awkwardly, in rich anthropological scenarios: like Howard Dean, John Edwards, and John Kerry jockeying in line outside a public backstage men’s room before a Democratic presidential debate. They are suspicious rivals (Dean eyeing Kerry for allegedly cutting him in line), but they also, clearly, all belong.

			Not everyone in a green room is a legal citizen of the place. It takes repeated exposure and a quiet sense developed over time. That is the vague path to citizenship in the green room, which becomes a proxy for being an accredited citizen of public life. You are seen around. Tip O’Neill—a Golden Green-Room God back in his day—used to diminish certain past-primers by saying, “You know, you never see him around anymore.” What could be more dismissive? Are they even still alive?

			Full citizenship in the green room has both advantages and killer burdens. “There is relentless scrutiny that now stalks not only people in politics but people in all kinds of public arenas,” Hillary Clinton said in an April 2014 speech in Portland, Oregon. “And it gives you a sense of being kind of dehumanized.” I was struck by her word choices, some of them jarring: “stalked” and, especially, “dehumanized.”

			I think of those studies about the effect of life in prison; inmates who are brutalized or placed in solitary confinement. “Dehumanized” gets thrown around in those contexts, too. What is it like to be a human object in a dehumanizing machine? To be a prisoner in makeup?

			•   •   •

			Back when she was running for president in 2008, or maybe it was late 2007—it was winter in New Hampshire—Clinton was having a “relaxed” drink in a hotel lobby in Manchester with a bunch of reporters. Hillary drank two glasses of red wine. She was playing relaxed, laughed a lot. For the heck of it, during one lag, I asked the then senator what state she would choose to live in if not New York. (I ask this question of politicians sometimes.) Hillary frowned. “I like all the states,” she said, smirking to convey that she knew that I knew that a presidential candidate could not possibly answer that question. She wanted to hold the most powerful job in the world. But the reality is that that job holds complete power over the person who is holding it, or wants to. The requirements of it stalk an ambitious public actor, forcing them to withhold even their most inane preferences—like a favorite state. It would seem the essence of dehumanizing. I recalled when Bill Clinton was in the White House and he could not even pick a family vacation spot without first getting Dick Morris to poll on the matter (Wyoming won out, deemed better in his reelection year than Martha’s Vineyard).

			Given her aspirations, Clinton was certainly correct not to produce a state. To wit, a few years earlier, in 2004, I was writing about John McCain and we went to see the Arizona Diamondbacks play the San Diego Padres at what was then called Bank One Ballpark in Phoenix. Late in the game, after several hours of random chatter between us, I asked McCain where he would least like to live. “I would hate to live in Milwaukee,” he said, and seemed to think nothing of it. I included this quip late in my story. And wouldn’t you know it, four years later McCain would find himself running for president in the swing state of Wisconsin and trying to explain away this long-forgotten throwaway (the Obama campaign was nice enough to ensure it be fully resurrected).

			To be a public actor is to be entrapped by persona. To be casual in this game is to be reckless (the Clintons know this better than most). You live in a physical place—New York and DC and airplanes—but you are public property once you become a citizen of the green room.

			A few months before our relaxed drink in New Hampshire, I had obtained a cache of letters that the college-aged Hillary Rodham had written to a high school friend while she was attending Wellesley College in the late ’60s. What was remarkable about the letters was how pre-persona they were, how they contrasted so eerily with the straitjacketed candidate who liked to describe herself as “the most famous person you don’t really know.” The letters offered forty-year-old proof that there’s someone in there after all. They were by turns angst-ridden and prosaic, glib and brooding, anguished and ebullient.

			“Since Xmas vacation, I’ve gone through three and a half metamorphoses and am beginning to feel as though there is a smorgasbord of personalities spread before me,” Hillary Rodham wrote to her friend John Peavoy, who was then attending Princeton. “So far, I’ve used alienated academic, involved pseudo-hippie, educational and social reformer, and one-half of withdrawn simplicity.”

			The letters betrayed an innocently narcissistic remorse over “my lost youth.” She imagined herself as a little girl believing that she was the only person in the universe. If she turned around quickly “everyone else would disappear,” the young Rodham wrote. “I’d play out in the patch of sunlight that broke the density of the elms in front of our house and pretend there were heavenly movie cameras watching my every move.” She said that she yearned for all the excitement and discoveries of life without losing “the little girl in the sunlight.”

			What happened to that person? We all grow up, theoretically. But not in such an insanely studied way or with such mediation or accumulated mystique and madness that surrounds people who choose this life. The great Richard Ben Cramer wrote his classic megaprofile compendium of six presidential candidates, What It Takes, with the mission of learning not just “what it takes” for someone to run for president, but also “what it takes” to even want such a thing. I spoke to Cramer in 2011, about a year before he died entirely too young of lung cancer. He had come to Washington from his home on the eastern shore of Maryland and was holding court for a group of DC reporters, most of them much younger than him (and me). Even then, near his end, Cramer was marveling at how unnatural the pursuit of running for higher office was for any mortal. The aspiration consumes everything. It also swallows up whole subcultures of people into their aura; self-appointed big deals in small places like Iowa and New Hampshire accruing potent hits of self-worth from the attentions of these supernova figures. Cramer talked about watching George Herbert Walker Bush after he had been elected president in 1988, and how exhausting it was just to watch people responding to him. Even the pro forma encounters of the president’s days—a five-second hello in a receiving line—were often one of the most momentous experiences of the other person’s life. At those moments, the president is all mystique and icon, and rendered, oddly, invisible—dehumanized—under the specter of his office.

			One of my ongoing fascinations is how public people become “different from you and me.” I get to see them up close, or up closer, than most. It is a privilege, of course, but also a big challenge to draw human texture from the lobotomized regimens of their bizarre lives. “You really can’t ever feel like you’re just having a normal day,” Hillary Clinton said in her Portland speech. “It can be done, but you never forget you’re in that public arena.”

			As someone who has become known for writing profiles of politicians and media figures (that’s what it says on Wikipedia, so it must be true), I occupy a fraught position. It’s easy to take for granted how weird this all is—the language of spin, obsequiousness, talking points, lies, and the soundstage artifice of it all. How strange it can be, say, that a man in Girard, Ohio, named James Bunosky, could devote his life to running the campaign of a former congressman, Jim Traficant, who was then confined to a federal prison in White Deer, Pennsylvania (“When your candidate is in jail, it can be a bit of an obstacle,” said Bunosky, with a gift for understatement). What inspires such devotion? What leads a six-year-old girl from Topeka, Kansas, Grace Mosier, to become flat-out obsessed with Dick Cheney? She learned the names of the then vice president’s dogs and his favorite grade school teachers. A six-year-old!

			I admit that I, too, have seen the insides of many green rooms. I have picked at my share of fruit platters and talked professional wrestling with Rick Santorum, just the other day in fact. People are civil with me in general. But let’s not for a second get so anaesthetized as to think this is all somehow a normal exercise, or that we’re friends. No matter how well public people affect poses of being driven by higher motives, they care more about how they are perceived—the state of their “brand”—than they do about anything else. They are obsessed with “owning their narrative,” telling their story as they see fit. Politics, after all, is about people and about control. Those “in the arena” might flatter themselves by saying they are about big and serious things like ideas, policy, and substance—as if a “brand” was just some shallow marketing concept and “people” just a celebrity magazine. But I know as well as anybody that people experience politics as vulnerable and impressionable beings, both as consumers (“What is politician x really like?”) and practitioners (“Did they like me?”). And as someone charged with writing unauthorized profiles that might run counter to preferred narratives, I get that I can be somewhat dangerous to them. How unnerving must it be, in a profession overrun with control freaks, to relinquish control of your story to a demon reporter? What must it be like for them to read such an imperfect verdict of themselves? It is always a little scary and unnerving for me to be part of the transaction, to take these fragile objects in my hands. I get asked a lot, “Why do public people continue to talk to you and for the record?” The implication is that everyone I write about ends up regretting it, a premise that appears not to be true in most cases. My glib answer to people who ask this is something between “Beats the hell out of me” and “Because they believe it’s in their self-interest to.” Perhaps many politicians are too confident, narcissistic, or delusional to think anyone could render an unflattering portrait of them. Yes, I’ve been yelled at, snubbed, and accused of committing great injustices against some of the Great Men I’ve written about. (Even worse, I’ve also been thanked, sent bottles of wine, and invited to dinner by some of them!) It’s a dicey business, I get it. But the highest compliment I hear—and this happens sometimes, too—is people telling me that they learned things about themselves by reading the stories, or learned things about people they thought they knew well.

			I also get asked a lot whether I “like” the politicians I write about. When I say yes, which I do more often than not, they are often surprised. But I can’t help admire the willingness of public actors to be public actors. Often their high wires make them less boring, and bored, imbuing their days with bigger stakes. Most of these people still talk to me, too, if I still see them around.

			“All human beings have three lives,” Gabriel García Márquez once said. “Public, private, and secret.” Citizens of the green room tend to delineate more finely than most do between the three zones. They know what they want to be public and kept private—and God forbid some unreliable actor breaches the vault where secrets are meant to reside. The green room represents a dynamic synthesis and merging of the various selves. It is a place for public actors to hide in plain sight. In sense, so is politics.

			What follows is a collection of dispatches from selected high wires.

		

	
		
			Profiles in Courage (and Self-Delusion)

		

	
		
			The Insiders’ Insider

			April 29, 2010

			Before he goes to sleep, between eleven and midnight, Dan Pfeiffer, the White House communications director, typically checks in by e-mail with the same reporter: Mike Allen of Politico, who is also the first reporter Pfeiffer corresponds with after he wakes up at 4:20. A hyperactive former Eagle Scout, Allen will have been up for hours, if he ever went to bed. Whether or not he did is one of the many little mysteries that surround him. The abiding certainty about Allen is that sometime between five thirty and eight thirty a.m., seven days a week, he hits “send” on a mass e-mail newsletter that some of America’s most influential people will read before they say a word to their spouses.

			Allen’s e-mail tip sheet, Playbook, has become the principal early-morning document for an elite set of political and news-media thrivers and strivers. Playbook is an insider’s hodgepodge of predawn news, talking-point previews, scooplets, birthday greetings to people you’ve never heard of, random sightings (“spotted”) around town, and inside jokes. It is, in essence, Allen’s morning distillation of the Nation’s Business in the form of a summer-camp newsletter.

			Like many in Washington, Pfeiffer describes Allen with some variation on “the most powerful” or “important” journalist in the capital. The two men exchange e-mail messages about six or eight times a day. Allen also communes a lot with Rahm Emanuel, the White House chief of staff; Robert Gibbs, the press secretary; David Axelrod, President Obama’s senior adviser; and about two dozen other White House officials. But Pfeiffer is likely Allen’s main point of contact, the one who most often helps him arrive at a “West Wing Mindmeld,” as Playbook calls it, which is essentially a pro-Obama take on that day’s news. (Allen gets a similar fill from Republicans, which he also disseminates in Playbook.)

			Pfeiffer tells Allen the message that the Obama administration is trying to “drive” that morning—“drive” being the action verb of choice around the male-dominated culture of Politico, a three-year-old publication, of which the oft-stated goal is to become as central to political addicts as ESPN is to sports junkies. “Drive” is a stand-in for the stodgier verb “influence.” If, say, David S. Broder and R. W. Apple Jr. were said to “influence the political discourse” through the Washington Post and the New York Times in the last decades of the twentieth century, Politico wants to “drive the conversation” in the new-media landscape of the twenty-first. It wants to “win” every news cycle by being first with a morsel of information, whether or not the morsel proves relevant, or even correct, in the long run—and whether the long run proves to be measured in days, hours, or minutes.

			In Politico parlance, “influence” is less a verb than the root of a noun. Politico’s top editors describe “influentials” (or “compulsives”) as their target audience: elected officials, political operatives, journalists, and other political-media functionaries. Since early 2007, Allen’s “data points,” as he calls the items in Playbook, have become the cheat sheet of record for a time-starved city in which the power-and-information hierarchy has been upended. It is also a daily totem for those who deride Washington as a clubby little town where Usual Suspects talk to the same Usual Suspects in a feedback loop of gamesmanship, trivia, conventional wisdom, and personality cults.

			Allen refers to his readership as “the Playbook community.” He appeared wounded one morning in March when I suggested to him that his esoteric chronicle may reinforce a conceit that Washington is a closed conclave. No, no, he protested. Playbook is open, intimate. No one even edits it before it goes out, he said, which adds to his “human connection” to “the community.” Political insiderdom—or the illusion thereof—has moved from Georgetown salons or cordoned-off security zones to a mass e-mail list administrated by a never-married forty-five-year-old grind known as Mikey.

			“He is part mascot and part sleepless narrator of our town,” Tracy Sefl, a Democratic media consultant and a close aide to Terry McAuliffe, the former Democratic National Committee chairman, told me by e-mail. “He is an omnipresent participant-observer, abundantly kind, generous, and just unpredictable enough to make him an object of curiosity to even the most self-interested. Everything about him is literary.”

			Allen darts through the political world much the way he writes Playbook: in abbreviated steps, more like chops. You can spot him from far away, his shiny head darting up and often straight down into his BlackBerry. He says he gets two thousand e-mail messages a day, tries to answer all that are addressed to him personally, some while walking. He is always bumping into things.

			In 1993, Allen was covering a trial in Richmond, Virginia, for the New York Times (as a stringer) and the Richmond Times-Dispatch (which employed him). He found a pay phone, darted into the street, and got whacked by a car. Allen composed himself, filed stories for both papers, and then found his way to the hospital with a broken elbow. This is one of the many “Mikey Stories” that Washingtonians share with awe and some concern. A corollary are “Mikey Sightings,” a bipartisan e-mail chain among prominent people who track Allen’s stutter-stepping whereabouts—his showing up out of nowhere, around corners, at odd hours, sometimes a few time zones away.

			He bursts in and out of parties, at once manic and serene, chronically toting gifts, cards, and flower arrangements that seem to consume much of an annual income that is believed to exceed $250,000. Allen—who is childless and owns no cars or real estate—perpetually picks up meal and beverage tabs for his friend-sources (the dominant hybrid around Mikey). He kisses women’s hands and thanks you so much for coming, even though the party is never at his home, which not even his closest friends have seen. It is as if Mikey is the host of one big party, and by showing up anywhere in Washington, you have served the Playbook community and are deserving of the impresario’s thanks (or “Hat Tip” in Playbookese).

			Allen also has a tendency to suddenly vanish. But then he will pop up on a TV screen a few minutes later. Or you then learn via e-mail that he is racing through O’Hare or via Playbook that he took an excursion to the circus (with “Owen and Grace Gallo, ages three and four, who especially liked: doggies on a slide”) or Maine (“where an eagle might grab one of your fish while you’re focused on the grill”).

			Or that it’s Mark Paustenbach’s birthday, whoever he is.

			Allen was the first reporter hired by Politico’s founding editors, John F. Harris and Jim VandeHei, when they left the Washington Post to start the Web site and newspaper in 2006. He is considered a Politico “founding father,” in the words of Harris, who, like VandeHei, tends to place great weight and mission onto the organization. Another construct (originating outside Politico) is that Harris and VandeHei are God and Jesus—it’s unclear who is who—and that Allen is the Holy Ghost. When I mentioned this to Allen recently, he was adamant that it is meant to be facetious and that no one at Politico really believes that. Allen, an observant Christian, said the line could be misconstrued. But “Holy Ghost” does seem a particularly apt description of Allen’s ubiquity and inscrutability. “I get that what I do is a little elusive, ambiguous,” Allen told me. “I try to be a force for good. And I try to be everywhere.”

			I met Allen on a hot April night at the basement bar of the Hay-Adams hotel, across from the White House. I headed downstairs, and there he was, startling me in a back stairwell, reading his BlackBerry an inch from his wire-rim glasses. As we entered the bar, Allen greeted two Democratic operatives at a corner table and noted that his friend-source Kevin Madden, a Republican consultant, was at that moment on CNN.

			Allen’s public bearing combines the rumpledness of an old-school print reporter with the sheen of a new-school “cross-platform brand” who has become accustomed to performing on camera. Every time Allen starts to speak—in person or on air—his eyes bulge for a split second, as if he has just seen a light go on. His mannerisms resemble an almost childlike mimicry of a politician—the incessant thanking, deference, greetings, teeth-clenched smiles, and ability to project belief in the purity of his own voice and motivations. He speaks in quick and certain cadences, on message, in sound bites, karate-chopping the table for emphasis. (His work is “joyful, exciting,” he says. It is a “privilege” to work at Politico with young reporters. “I love this company. I love what I’m doing.” And all that.) Over several discussions, Allen repeated full paragraphs almost to the word.

			“The people in this community, they all want to read the same ten stories,” he said, table-chopping in the Hay-Adams. “And to find all of those, you have to read a thousand stories. And we do that for you.”

			As a practical matter, here is how Allen’s ten stories influence the influentials. Cable bookers, reporters, and editors read Playbook obsessively, and it’s easy to pinpoint exactly how an item can spark copycat coverage that can drive a story. Items become segment pieces on Morning Joe, the MSNBC program, where there are ten Politico Playbook segments each week, more than half of them featuring Allen. This incites other cable hits, many featuring Politico reporters, who collectively appear on television about 125 times a week. There are subsequent links to Politico stories on the Drudge Report, the Huffington Post, and other Web aggregators that newspaper assigning editors and network news producers check regularly. “Washington narratives and impressions are no longer shaped by the grand pronouncements of big news organizations,” said Allen, a former reporter for three of them—the Washington Post, the New York Times, and Time magazine. “The smartest people in politics give us the kindling, and we light the fire.”

			By “we,” Allen is referring to either Playbook or Politico. But many influentials draw a distinction. They will work to get a little twig into Mikey’s kindling and read him faithfully. Politico, however, is more fraught.

			Nowhere is Washington’s ambivalence over Politico more evident than in the White House. The Obama and Politico enterprises have had parallel ascendancies to an extent: they fashioned themselves as tech-savvy upstarts bent on changing the established order—of politics (Obama) and of how it is covered (Politico). They started around the same time, early 2007, and their clashing agendas were apparent early. On the day that Politico published its first print edition, Barack Obama’s campaign manager, David Plouffe, walked into the campaign’s offices and slammed a copy of the new publication on Dan Pfeiffer’s keyboard. “This,” Plouffe declared, “is going to be a problem.”

			Politico today remains a White House shorthand for everything the administration claims to dislike about Washington—Beltway myopia, politics as daily sport. Yet most of the president’s top aides are as steeped in this culture as anyone else—and work hard to manipulate it. “What’s notable about this administration is how ostentatiously its people proclaim to be uninterested in things they are plainly interested in,” Harris, Politico’s editor in chief, told me in an e-mail message.

			That Politico has been so vilified inside the White House is itself a sign of its entry into “the bloodstream” (another Politico phrase). It is, White House officials say, an indictment of the “Washington mentality” that the city is sustaining Politico and letting it “drive the conversation” to the extent it does. In early March, Axelrod was sitting in his West Wing office, complaining to me about the “palace-intrigue pathology” of Washington and why he missed Chicago. “I prefer living in a place where people don’t discuss Politico over dinner,” he said.

			But morning is another matter, a solitary, on-the-go cram session in which Playbook has become the political-media equivalent of those food pills that futurists envision will replace meals. “Playbook is an entity unto itself, far more influential than anything in the rest of Politico,” Pfeiffer says.

			If, for example, Axelrod can’t read the papers before rushing off to the White House, he will scroll through Playbook during his six-block ride to work and probably be safe in his seven thirty meeting. At this pivotal hour, Allen is the oddball king of a changing political and media order—the frenetic epitome of a moment in which Washington can feel both exhilarating and very, very small.

			I should disclose a few things: I have known Mike Allen for more than a decade. We worked together at the Washington Post, where I spent nine years and where I came to know VandeHei and Harris. We all have the same friends and run into each other a lot, and I have told them how much I admire what they have achieved at Politico. I like them all.

			In other words, I write this from within the tangled web of “the community.” I read Playbook every morning on my BlackBerry, usually while my copies of the New York Times and the Washington Post are still in plastic bags. When Allen links to my stories, I see a happy uptick in readership. I have also been a source: after I “spotted” Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner at an organic Chinese restaurant in my neighborhood last year—picking up kung pao chicken with brown rice (“for Tim”)—I dutifully e-mailed Allen with the breaking news.

			Playbook is a descendant of political synopses like National Journal’s Hotline, ABC News’s Note, and NBC News’s First Read, all of which still enjoy junkie followings. But nothing of the ilk has embedded itself in the culture of Washington like Playbook—to a point where if somebody in Pfeiffer’s department is celebrating a birthday, he is sure to send word to Allen so that everybody in the White House will know.

			Allen sends out Playbook using Microsoft Outlook to a private mailing list of 3,000. A few minutes later, an automatic blast goes out to another 25,000 readers who signed up to receive it. An additional 3,000 or so enter Playbook from Politico.com, which adds up to a rough universe of 30,000 interested drivers, passengers, and eavesdroppers to the conversation.

			Playbook started three years ago as a chatty “what’s happening” memo that Allen sent to his Politico bosses. Eventually he started sending it to presidential-campaign officials—the first outside recipient was Howard Wolfson of Hillary Clinton’s campaign. Soon Allen would send it to non-Politico journalists, White House officials, and, before long, anyone who asked. While most Playbook subscribers live around Washington, significant numbers work on Wall Street, in state capitals, and at news and entertainment companies on both coasts. Major retailers (Starbucks) and obscure lobbies (Catfish Farmers of America) pay $15,000 a week to advertise in Playbook, a figure that is expected to rise.

			Readers describe their allegiance with a conspicuous degree of oversharing. “I definitely read it in bed,” Katie Couric told me. “Doesn’t everybody read it in bed?” Margaret Carlson, a columnist for Bloomberg News and the Washington editor at large for The Week magazine, said in a video tribute to Allen for his forty-fifth-birthday party last June. (For the record, the Republican lobbyist and party hostess Juleanna Glover said in the video that she reads Playbook “in my boudoir and while I’m blow-drying my hair.”)

			“I’d like to thank the Lord for the many blessings he brings me,” Allen said at the party. “VandeHei thinks that’s a reference to him.”

			“You don’t have to do anything else, just read Mike Allen,” Bob Woodward declared in February on Morning Joe in one of those statements that jab squarely into the ribs of traditional newspaper purveyors. Allen harbors a deep fondness and knowledge of the newspaper industry he might be helping to kill. Peter Watkins, a former press aide for President George W. Bush, recalls that when he told Allen he was from Davis County, Utah, Allen’s instant reply was, “Oh, you must have read the Davis County Clipper.”

			Part of the appeal and the absurdity of Playbook is that it imposes a small-town, small-paper sensibility onto a big, complicated city—Lake Wobegon with power. It is expressed in a dialect of “Sirens,” “Shots,” and “Chasers” that might as well be Mongolian to 99.9 percent of the electorate. To skim Playbook is to experience Washington in the midst of an attention-deficited conversation that can bounce from the Congressional Budget Office’s score of the health care bill to news of a “state visit” from Feldman’s parents (Jud and Sunny) to an all-caps directive that we all “ask Hari about his new puppy.” And members of the Playbook community—which includes a former president, two former vice presidents, CEOs, and network anchors—are assumed to know exactly who all these people are.

			Allen is a master aggregator, which leads some to dismiss Playbook as a cut-and-paste exercise. But that ignores Allen’s ability to break news (even if by only fifteen minutes), to cull from e-mail only he is receiving, to get early copies of books and magazines, and to pick out the prime nugget from the bottom of a pool report. He has a knack for selecting the “data points” that an info-saturated clan cares most about and did not know when it went to bed. Playbook’s politics are “aggressively neutral,” and Allen says his are, too—he refuses to vote.

			Just as many sources talk to Woodward because they assume everyone is, the White House will leak early talking points to Allen because they know that, for instance, Dick Cheney seems to have made Allen the go-to outlet for many of his criticisms of the current administration. Like Woodward, Allen can be tagged with the somewhat loaded moniker of “access journalist.” Clearly the political and news establishments love him. The feeling is mutual and somewhat transactional. They use him and vice versa (“love” and “use” being mutually nonexclusive in Washington). He seems to know everyone and works at it.

			Pfeiffer met Allen a decade ago. Over the years, Allen has sent Pfeiffer e-mail messages about things that he knew interested him (Georgetown basketball), just as Allen has served as a one-man Google-alert service for hundreds of friend-sources around town: news about the Redskins (to the Pentagon spokesman Geoff Morrell), about cuff links (to the Washington lawyer Robert Barnett, who collects them). I heard of a low-level economist who has met Allen only once or twice and yet receives from him forwarded wire stories about Asian currency.

			Before there was e-mail, Allen would do this by fax; before there were fax machines, he would drop off newspaper clips (or entire out-of-town papers) to his friends’ doorsteps. “He operates at such a faster speed than any of us and carries on many more relationships than any of us and so many more simultaneous conversations than any of us,” Morrell says.

			“The most successful journalists have their own unique brand and circle of friends,” VandeHei, Politico’s executive editor, told me by e-mail. “This is the Facebook-ization of politics and DC. The more friends or acquaintances you have, the more time you
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