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I have been asked by the lawyer for my publisher, Delacorte Press, to begin this book with a disclaimer.

Some background: The last decade has seen an explosion in civil litigation of all types, not the least of which are suits for libel and defamation of character. Though these lawsuits almost invariably fail, they can be costly in both time and money for the defendant, who in this case would be me and Delacorte Press. As a strong believer in the First Amendment, I would consider it a privilege to defend my constitutional rights in court, but Delacorte evidently feels otherwise.

Delacorte has suggested some specific language that, despite repeated efforts, I have found impossible to improve upon.

	 “This book is a work of satire and is thereby entitled to the same protection afforded Larry Flynt when he published an ad parody for Campari in which evangelist Jerry Falwell described losing his virginity during an incestuous encounter with his mother in an outdoor toilet.”
	 “Even though this book contains many names of real people, (such as President Bill Clinton, Chief Justice William Rehnquist, and former Grizzly Adams star Dan Haggerty), and real corporations (such as Archer Daniels Midland Company and the Chiquita banana company), nothing depicted in the book (such as my attempt to assassinate Saddam Hussein) actually happened.”
	 “No insurance company (Aetna, Prudential, etc.) has engaged in the acts depicted (illegal campaign contributions, money laundering, etc.), and I have no factual basis to believe that, in general, the insurance industry is any more or less corrupt than any other large American industry, such as the music business or publishing.”
	 “Please note that the earlier statements that ‘this book is a work of satire’ and that ‘nothing depicted in the book… actually happened’ also apply to the ‘letters on letterhead,’ which are every bit as ‘fictional’ as the rest of the book. While not exactly ‘fictional,’ the newspaper and magazine mastheads are ‘fake’ and their use is ‘unauthorized.’ ”
	 “The book contains manipulated photos, including the one on the cover of me being sworn in as president with Bill and Hillary Clinton and Chief Justice William Rehnquist looking on in horror.”
	 “Neither I nor Delacorte can be held responsible for any injuries that might occur as a result of the use of this book for any purpose for which it is not intended, such as hitting a mouse or propping up a car axle while changing a tire.”



AL FRANKEN

November 12, 1998

Dear Chief Justice Rehnquist,

First let me say that I am a big fan of your work as a Justice of the United States Supreme Court, and your term as Chief Justice in particular. I have closely followed many of your decisions, particularly those involving the tax deductibility of a writer’s home office. I often tell people who compliment me on my previous book Rush Limbaugh Is a Big Fat Idiot that they have Chief Justice Rehnquist to thank, because it would probably never have been written if not for your wise decisions regarding writers’ home offices. Thank you.

Now to the matter at hand. For my next book, Why Not Me?, I have decided to take a humorous look at my campaign for president of the United States and my subsequent one hundred and forty-four days in office. Being an intelligent man, you will grasp immediately that this is make-believe and is intended as a joke. As you know, I have not been elected president, and I have no plans to run for office—local, regional, or national.

The current concept for the cover, which I think you’ll agree is a funny one, is of a mock "swearing-in" featuring onlookers who are clearly apprehensive about the prospects of a Franken Administration. (You see, I probably wouldn’t be a good president. That’s why the onlookers would be apprehensive.) Anyway, the good people at Delacorte, my publisher, have asked me to recruit as many real people as possible to participate in the cover shoot. So far, we have tentative yeses from Dick Cavett, "Weird" Al Yankovic, and former president Gerald Ford.

We would be willing to work around the Court’s docket and travel to Washington if necessary. However, it would certainly be more convenient for us if you could come to New York for the shoot. We would be willing to reimburse you for off-peak train fare. Our travel agent, Julian at Liberty Travel, who is very good, suggests you call 1-800-USA-RAIL for train schedules and reservations, and to determine when the off-peak fares are in effect.

If for some reason you are unable to meet our current deadline for the shoot, which is this coming Tuesday, I am wondering: In your opinion as a lawyer and Supreme Court Justice, is it legal to use a photograph of a person doing something very specific (such as swearing in a president) without that person’s permission? If possible, could you give me an answer on this by next Tuesday? Also, do you have any old photographs of yourself swearing in a president, such as Clinton? In particular, do you have any shots where you look apprehensive, nervous, uncomfortable, or angry?

Thank you in advance for your assistance.

Sincerely yours,

[image: image]

Al Franken
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THE SUPREME COURT OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA JUSTICE CLARENCE THOMAS
November 14, 1998

Dear Mr. Franken,

A wise man once said that no one ever got anywhere in this world without learning how to read upside down. I was reminded of this recently while standing in Chief Justice Rehnquist’s chambers awaiting his instructions on how to vote on a complex antitrust matter. I happened to notice your letter on his desk, sitting upside down (from my point of view) and apparently unread by the Chief Justice. Knowing Chief Justice Rehnquist as I do, I can tell you that it is most unlikely that he will accede to your request.

Unfortunately, unlike David Souter—who enjoys jokes of all sorts, particularly puns—Chief Justice Rehnquist has virtually no sense of humor (although he did enjoy the “Dorf on Torts” video that Archer Daniels Midland sent to all of us at Christmas).

In contrast, I myself have an excellent sense of humor, and have often been complimented on my stock of after-dinner jokes, both ribald and not. Therefore, I humbly offer my services as a substitute for Chief Justice Rehnquist, who I repeat is not funny like I am. I might add that there is no constitutional prohibition against an Associate Justice swearing in a new president, or so Justice Scalia tells me. I have enclosed a series of photographs of myself with different facial expressions, running the gamut from sad to happy, which my wife thinks you might find useful in designing your cover. She also said to tell you that I have my own robes and Bible and that, if necessary, I could probably borrow a Torah from Justice Ginsburg.

I could be available at your convenience at any time or place. I should add that I currently have 33,000 frequent flyer miles on United and 17,000 on Delta.

I will be calling you in a few days to discuss this matter further. Thank you in advance for your consideration.

Hopefully yours,

[image: image]

Clarence Thomas

P.S. Justice Souter thinks it might be funny if I were standing in my underpants as a play on “legal briefs.” What do you think?





AL FRANKEN
November 19, 1998

Dear Justice Thomas,

I was surprised and delighted to receive your letter of November 14th. Although I very much appreciate the time and trouble you took to write, as well as the "happy-sad" photos, I regret to inform you that we will not be able to use you on the cover of Why Not Me? Let me explain. I am intending to take the high road in my book by avoiding any cheap humor and hackneyed references. It is my opinion, and that of virtually everyone I spoke to, that having you on the cover would fall into both categories.

While you may believe that you have not been the butt of jokes since the whole “Coke can” business during your confirmation hearings, I can assure you that within the humor fraternity you are still considered a very easy target. For your information, a large majority of the jokes focus on your notorious obsession with pornography, while a small minority are devoted to your complete lack of qualifications for the High Court.

In conclusion, thank you again for your interest in Why Not Me? and permit me to wish you the best of luck with your future projects.

Sincerely yours,

(Dictated but not signed)

Al Franken

P.S. If you have Long Dong Silver’s phone number, please call my assistant, Geoff. We are thinking of having Long Dong pose in drag on the cover as my wife.
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THE SUPREME COURT OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

December 12, 1998

Dear Mr. Franken,

Chief Justice Rehnquist has asked me to respond to your recent letter to say, first of all, no; and, second of all, to ask you how we might get in touch with Tim Conway. The Chief Justice also told me to tell you that since he is a public figure, your right to use his likeness on the cover is protected by the First Amendment as long as the photo in question is clearly intended for humorous effect.

A previous court’s decision in the matter of Falwell v. Flynt is regarded as a binding precedent, though the Chief Justice wishes me to add as a personal request that you not depict him engaging in sexual intercourse with his mother in an outhouse.

Furthermore, he suggests that as an alternative you might wish to consider Justice Thomas for your cover, since there is no constitutional prohibition against an Associate Justice administering the Oath of Office to an incoming president.

Thank you very much for your interest in Chief Justice Rehnquist, and please don’t hesitate to contact us again if you locate Tim Conway’s number.

Sincerely yours,

(DICTATED BUT NOT SIGNED)

Michael Saperstein

Clerk to the Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court
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PART ONE
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THE AUTHORIZED CAMPAIGN AUTOBIOGRAPHY



	



CHAPTER ONE

THE COURAGE TO DARE

The Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist David Broder once wrote something to the effect that “anyone who’s willing to do what it takes to be president should be immediately disqualified.” And that’s why I want to be your president.

As a regular voter for most of my adult life, I have grown to share the average American’s disgust with “politics as usual.”

Year after year, election after election, we’ve seen candidates prostitute themselves on the altar of special interests: corporate fat cats, six-figure lobbyists in Italian loafers, women, gays, and the so-called disadvantaged. Is it any wonder that with each passing election we’ve witnessed lower and lower voter turnout as the public’s skepticism turns to cynicism, which leads to apathy and despair, which can cause sleeplessness, dry-mouth, and loss of sex drive? And that’s why I want to be your president.

The reason I’m running is very simple: to restore America’s lost faith in its leaders. Of course, the high-paid media pundits may say this claim is grandiose, that I’m not qualified, that I’m deluded or even seriously mentally ill.

But I think the American people know better.

Yes, I know the job of President of the United States can be a difficult one. Full of challenges, decisions, and meetings. Furthermore, a president must be diplomatic and statesmanlike, which sometimes can mean being nice to people he doesn’t like. As the leader of the world’s only remaining superpower, the President can ignite nuclear Armageddon at the touch of a button, killing billions. That is a responsibility not to be taken lightly.

Yes, the President does earn two hundred thousand dollars a year. But when you break that down on an hourly basis, it’s no more than a union plumber in the New York City public school system or a third-rate heart surgeon, neither of whom confronts life and death decisions on a daily basis, except the heart surgeon. Still, by the standards of the forgotten middle class, the working poor, and the not-working poor, two hundred thousand dollars is a nice chunk of change. But, unlike some of the candidates I’ll be running against, for me the money is secondary.

I recognize that any president necessarily stands on the shoulders of giants: Washington, Lincoln, etc. Anyone running for president must wrestle with the nagging suspicion that he somehow doesn’t “measure up” to Washington and Lincoln and the others. But self-doubt is a luxury, and anyone who knows Al Franken knows that he selects his luxuries very, very carefully. And that’s why I want to be your president.

My inspiration to run for president is threefold. First, there is the Franken family tradition of public service, which began back in the old country when my uncle Moishe left his little village in Russia. Everyone in the village said it was a public service. But seriously, this is not a time to indulge in traditional Yiddish humor. Or so my media advisors tell me.

Second, as a parent, every day I look into the eyes of my children, not only to make sure that they’re not on drugs (they’re not, thank God) but also to remind myself of the legacy I will leave behind. As Miss America 1988, Kaye Lani Rae Rafko, once said, “Our children are America’s future.” I agree. And I have made a solemn pledge to my children that I will leave this planet in at least as good a condition as I found it—if not better.

Third, I have been inspired by the example of some recent candidates for our nation’s highest office: former Tennessee governor Lamar Alexander, eccentric businessman Ross Perot, Reagan-era functionary Alan Keyes, and tire king Morry Taylor. When I looked at them I said to myself, “Hey, I can do that!” The decision to run for president is not one that is made casually. I am well aware of the toll this will take on my family and on Colin Powell, who will never hear the end of it if I win.

Furthermore, campaigning for president can be a full-time job, leaving very little time for making money by developing concepts for sitcoms, let alone writing entire scripts. Nevertheless, both I and my therapist believe that I am fully prepared for the task that lies ahead, physically, mentally, and emotionally, as long as I keep up with our regular Tuesday and Thursday sessions and group on Saturday.

But the decision was not mine and my therapist’s alone. There was a third person involved. The most important person in my life. Franni Franken is not just my wife, not just the mother of my children, not just the woman who cleans my house—she’s also my best friend. By that I mean we have sex together. But after the sex, we often have a conversation. That’s what makes us not just friends but best friends. This is not to say that if you and your spouse are not friends, that you shouldn’t vote for me. Because I know what that’s like too. God knows, we’ve had our problems. When I told Franni that I was going to run for president, she said, “Fine. If that’ll make you happy.” That’s the kind of woman she is. So, she’s on board.

My children, on the other hand, were another matter. Both Joe and Thomasin felt that as members of the First Family they would be living under a microscope with no privacy whatsoever; that the twenty-four-hour-a-day news cycle and modern, sophisticated electronic news-gathering techniques would afford them no opportunity to grow up in anything resembling a normal household. My teenage daughter, Thomasin, who is just getting her feet wet in the dating “scene,” whined that trusting her private life in these delicate years to the pledged word and promised restraint of the nation’s bottom-line-obsessed, cutthroat news media was no better than leaving a starving fox to guard a fully stocked henhouse. Her little brother, Joe, added that no matter how much they would try, his peers at school could not help but treat him differently if he were the son of the President and that he feared losing the companionship of close friends during this crucial formative period and even his very innocence itself.

Kids!

In our family we make important decisions by consensus. Everyone—Franni, Joe, Thomasin, and myself—must agree before we embark upon major life changes. (That’s why we never bought that DeLorean I wanted.) It was time for a family meeting.

On a rainy Sunday afternoon in March our family gathered around the kitchen table, as so many other American families do, whether to cope with a family crisis, tell a joke, watch a sporting event, play cards, discuss a string of unsolved rapes in the neighborhood, or just have a snack.

While my advisors waited anxiously in the next room, I laid out the pros and cons of a campaign for the presidency and shared my vision for America’s future with my family. I described for my kids an America where every child, not just the children of the privileged few, would have clean water, access to the Internet, and regular vaccinations.

“You’re just pulling this stuff out of your ass to make us feel guilty,” Thomasin said. “I didn’t ask to be inoculated.”

Franni came in on my side like a true champion. “Thomasin! If your dad’s going to be president, you won’t be able to use words like ass at the dinner table.”

“My point exactly,” Thomasin replied.

“And if your dad is president, you won’t be able to answer back either,” Franni riposted.

“Right,” Thomasin said, rolling her eyes. “Mom, you’re not doing yourself any good here.”

Sensing the wisdom of her daughter’s words, Franni decided to change tack and snuck me a conspiratorial look that seemed to say “You catch more flies with honey than you do with vinegar.”

“Honey, you know how important being president is to your dad. And I’m sure he understands how much you dislike the idea of his being president. But this is something he wants us to agree on as a family. So, what if Dad took us all to Hawaii for spring vacation? You’d feel better about Dad running for president then, wouldn’t you?”

Franni was on to something. Because she spends so much more time with the children than I do, she knew how much a simple ten-thousand-dollar vacation to Hawaii would mean to a status-seeking Manhattan teenager. But it was my son, Joe, who provided the clincher.

“Thomasin, let’s just take the trip. A.) He’ll never win. And B.) The Simpsons is on.”

And so, a month later, jet-lagged, tanned, and with my family firmly behind me, I began my quest to lead the world, trusting in God to show me the way.


CHAPTER TWO

THE JOURNEY BEGINS

My dad, Herman Franken, used to say that if you want to know where a man stands, you’ve got to know how he got to where he’s standing. Dad wasn’t so good with words, but I think you can see what he was driving at.

I was born in a nondescript ranch house, the son of the son of immigrants and the son of a daughter of a son and daughter of immigrants.

We lived in a little town called Christhaven, Minnesota. We were the only Jews for miles. My father owned and ran Franken’s Department Store, which by the time I was born had only three departments: lawn furniture, men’s work clothes, and driveway sealants. Modern inventory techniques had not yet made their way to Christhaven.

Dad instilled in me the values of hard work and thrift. I always used to tell him that if he fired some of his lazy and slow-witted employees, who frankly had very little to do anyway, that he wouldn’t have to work so hard or be so thrifty. But he also believed in loyalty. Also, he said that the Gentiles brought in business.

In addition to loyalty, hard work, and thrift, Dad felt that trust—even when it meant extending credit to our deadbeat neighbors—was important, although I realized early on what Dad seemed not to: that trust would only lead to more hard work and thriftiness.

Dad also believed in the innate goodness of human nature, and that everyone deserved a second chance. One of my earliest memories of my father is him giving a youthful shoplifter a stern lecture and then a free candy bar instead of calling the police. Perhaps that’s why Franken’s was so popular with Christhaven’s many shoplifters.

Ironically, when his business finally went under, after the store had been foreclosed on by the bank and our assets attached by Dad’s creditors, leaving us with nothing but a mountain of unpaid bills, no one gave Dad a second chance. Always a proud man, convinced that Franken’s would soon reopen with more departments than ever, Dad refused to declare bankruptcy, leading to the first of several short jail terms.

I don’t know exactly when Dad started to become bitter and disillusioned, but I think it might have been in jail. Because when he returned from his second stretch in prison, Dad seemed not to be motivated by hard work, thriftiness, loyalty, trust, or innate faith in human goodness so much anymore. He seemed to be motivated by revenge.

Dad sued the town for the very first time when I was just eleven.

It was Christmastime. Dad had never mentioned to me how much Christhaven’s lavish Nativity display in the town square had bothered him. But judging by the vehemence with which he now began to attack it in court, it must have stuck in his craw for quite some time. Working with an ACLU lawyer he had met while serving time, Dad sued the town, demanding that it either dismantle the manger scene or erect an equally magnificent menorah.

I’ll never forget the sight of the wrecking ball knocking the heads off the Three Kings while my dad merrily waved the court order under the mayor’s nose. It was then that I realized what one man with a good lawyer can accomplish.

While Dad seemed to have found a new lust for life, his new hobby—suing the town—was not one the whole family could enjoy. In fact, we think that my brother Otto’s drinking problem and sex addiction can be traced back to some of the difficulties that he and I encountered in school as the result of my father’s notoriety. My mother still weeps when she recounts the story of how Otto and I came home from school one day, swastikas drawn on our foreheads with blue Magic Markers.

There was no mistaking it. This was anti-Semitism. It was as plain as the swastika on my forehead.

It’s hard to imagine now, but in 1962 many people felt that only members of certain religious groups, such as Presbyterians and Episcopalians, for example, were qualified to be president. In fact, America had just elected (and was about to shoot) its first Catholic president. In 1960, when John F. Kennedy launched his bid for the White House, there were many, my parents among them, who believed that a Catholic was unfit to serve as America’s leader; that all Catholics were in thrall to their puppet master in Rome: the Pope; that they were intellectually ill-equipped for anything more than brutish manual labor and the hollow re-creation of excessive devotion to the superstitious hocus-pocus of their beloved Mother Church.

Irish Catholics in particular were regarded as drunkards and loutish potato eaters who, given half a chance, would sooner spend their last dime in the neighborhood saloon than buy food for their drooling simpleton of a wife and her innumerable brood of squalling infants, each one an unwelcome addition to the Pope’s legions of brainless drones.

That was then.

Now, in 1999, only Arabs are held in the sort of contempt once reserved for Catholics, Jews, and Communists. It will still be many years before America has its first Arab president but I hope I am alive to see that day. Also, I think it will be a long time before we see a Hispanic president. Also, blacks.

As it turned out, President Kennedy was one of our greatest and most noble leaders who imbued the office of the presidency with a single-minded devotion to only the loftiest of ideals for the betterment of both our nation and the world. His heroic example and irreproachable moral standing still inspire us today every time we look at a half dollar (the heads side).

But standing there in front of the mirror in 1962, I didn’t know much about that. I only knew that I was a little boy with a backward swastika drawn on my head. And I knew one more thing: I knew that prejudice, no matter what form it takes, is bad.

As I scrubbed my forehead, first with soap and water and then with an acetone-based cleaning fluid, I swore that day on the grave of my father, yet to be dug, that I would not let small-minded bigotry or widespread prejudice stop me from fulfilling my destiny. I wouldn’t restrict my sights to the traditional “Jewish” professions of medicine, law, accounting, and dentistry. I would make my mark in a sphere of endeavor previously regarded as “off-limits” to my people: show business.

At that time, the number of successful Jews in the performing arts could be counted on one hand: Irving Berlin, Jerry Lewis, Kirk Douglas, Charlie Chaplin, George Gershwin, Ira Gershwin, Eddie Fisher, and Elizabeth Taylor. That was it. Eight Jews. Plus, four of the six Three Stooges. Also, Yitzhak Perlman, but this was years before he acknowledged he was Jewish.

Where am I? Oh yes. Anti-Semitism. It is a scourge that has been with us for centuries, this century being particularly bad. And that’s why I want to be your president.

Don’t get me wrong. As the first Jewish president of the United States, I am not going to be president of the Jews. I am going to be president for all Americans, Jews and anti-Semites alike. But even before I’ve signed my first bill or held my first cabinet meeting or given my first order to the joint chiefs of staff, I will have accomplished something very important for our nation. I will have demolished a stereotype: that a Jew lacks what it takes to be president. That we’re too insecure, too guilt-ridden, too obsessed with food and eating. All the lies that have been used to oppress us ever since we made the mistake of killing Jesus Christ.

Battling anti-Semitism in all its forms, whether it be manger scenes or movie theaters that stayed open after sundown on Friday night, was the legacy of Herman Franken. It was a legacy I was to inherit prematurely when Dad was killed by an overdose of nitrous oxide while getting a deep cleaning well below the gumline from Dr. Knutsen, a Gentile dentist. It was small comfort that my father, never a happy man, had probably died laughing. Ironically, Dad’s notoriety as a litigant brought his family financial security only after his death. Mom didn’t even have to threaten to sue. Representatives from Dr. Knutsen’s insurance company were there at the funeral with a large ceremonial check.

While some saw simply a large ceremonial check, I saw a magic carpet that would whisk me eastward and somewhat southward to Harvard, made famous in the film Love Story and later in Good Will Hunting. It was at Harvard that I would first mingle with our country’s “best and brightest” and learn from them what it meant to be both “best” and “brightest” during one of America’s “worst” and “darkest” times.


CHAPTER THREE

DAYS OF DECISION

I arrived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in the fall of 1969, with a suitcase full of clothes and heart full of hope. Mostly, I hoped I wouldn’t go to Vietnam.

It’s not that I took issue with the courage and honor of our brave men fighting in the jungles of. Southeast Asia eleven thousand miles from my dorm. But I had begun to question the wisdom of our leaders after events like the Tet Offensive, the mining of Haiphong Harbor, and the receipt of a letter from my local draft board.

There are many ways for a young man to serve his country. Being drafted into the military is one way. But I learned about another way from my new friends at Harvard, the children of America’s power elite, particularly my roommate, Cabot Stanton Hollingshead IV Early in our collegiate careers Cabot guaranteed his standing as a “Big Man on Campus” by building what was, at the time, Harvard’s largest bong. Our two-room suite in Hollingshead Hall became a Mecca for late-night bull sessions during which we, America’s future leaders, would “hash” out the “burning” issues of the day. If you know what I’m saying.

Our circle of friends was divided into two camps. The first felt that it was our moral obligation to fight the imperialist aggression of America’s racist military-industrial establishment by any means necessary, even if it meant avoiding the draft. The second group just didn’t want to die.

I could see the validity of both arguments. And I availed myself of every opportunity to protest the war. In retrospect, the manner in which we protested was not always constructive or mature. For example, there was the time Cabot and I freed all the animals in the Boston Zoo while high on some killer weed we got from his cousin Hollingshead Stanton Cabot VI, now Senator Cabot (R-Tx.).

However, in fairness to Cabot and myself, the photograph of a little girl running naked down Newberry Street while being chased by a galloping giraffe and the picture of an orangutan being executed with a single pistol shot to the head by Boston’s chief of police remain two of the most indelible and searing images of that tumultuous era, and undoubtedly served to shorten the war.

In light of the fact that my responsibilities as a student prevented me from serving in the military, some may wonder whether, as president, I would have the moral authority to send our troops, gay or straight, into harm’s way. The answer: an emphatic yes.

First of all, if our choice of commander-in-chief were limited to only those who served in the military, we would have to pick from the ranks of dubiously qualified presidential wannabes like John McCain, Bob Kerrey, and Colin Powell.

As for the myth that someone who has not experienced the horrors of war firsthand would be all too eager to send our young men into battle at the drop of a hat, I say that while that might apply to some people, like Newt Gingrich, it wouldn’t be true in my case. As for the opposite argument, that someone who has not worn our uniform would be too insecure to put our brave young men and women at risk to defend our vital national interests, all I can say is don’t worry about that.


CHAPTER FOUR

MORE DAYS OF DECISION

While my freshman and sophomore years were about drugs, the draft, and deepening paranoia, my junior year brought the first flowering of an entrepreneurial instinct that would ultimately propel me to a career in writing television comedy. In our off-campus commune on Cabot Street, my roommate, Cabot, and I founded the Fabulous Freaky Freakout Company, Inc., and its wholly owned subsidiary, the Smoking Doobie Banana Brothers, Ltd., which would offer an eager public such desperately needed products as Mr. Natural T-shirts, Turkish cigarette-rolling machines, and refrigerator magnets with witty slogans. While Cabot busied himself with the art direction, I toiled in the realm of ideas as our wordsmith, dreaming up such phrases as “Still Smokin’,” “Keep on Truckin’,” and “You’ve Obviously Mistaken Me for Someone Who Gives a Shit.”

Our novelty business seemed to explode overnight. But with success came responsibility. Unlike some candidates who have spent their entire lives moving from one public office to another, such as “judge” or “vice president,” I know what it means to meet a payroll. Every other Tuesday, the staff of the Fabulous Freaky Freakout Company—Crazy Momma, Lady J, Trash Can, and Little Biggie—would gather on our beanbag sofa while Cabot and I divided up our profits and distributed each person’s share, either in cash or in kind. It was also at this time that I learned firsthand about vital concepts of civil liberties, such as probable cause, search and seizure, and Trash Can’s Miranda rights.

As we expanded our product line to include bumper stickers (“If This Van’s Rockin’ Don’t Bother Knockin’ ”), posters (the one of the baby with the spaghetti on his head), and health products (desensitizing creams, Spanish Fly, and the Acc-U-Jac), I was confronted with the intricacies of the tax code and the inherent impossibility of 100 percent compliance with it.

The lessons of those heady days with the Fabulous Freaky Freakout Company are with me still—lessons about growing a business, building a team of highly motivated professionals, and coping with nit-picking government bureaucracies that refuse to recognize the crucial distinction between an innocent mistake and a deliberate violation. I remember swearing to myself and Crazy Momma, the day they took Little Biggie away for spitting on an IRS auditor who had knocked over his water pipe, that if I were ever in a position to do so I would fight for a system more responsive to the needs of ordinary people, even ordinary people with poor impulse control.

Any president, be it of the United States or of a small novelty company, must learn to be both a leader and a manager. Over time, Cabot and I developed very different management styles. While I devoted more and more of my hours to bringing our business into at least partial compliance with the tax code, Cabot could invariably be found in our basement photography studio, dumping various foods over babies’ heads in a fruitless quest to produce a sequel to
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