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				Chapter 1

				What Happens in Vegas Does Not Stay in Vegas

				Nevada

				September 30–October 1

				At 12:46 p.m. Pacific Standard Time, Air Force One landed on the runway at McCarran International Airport in Las Vegas, the temperature 92 degrees.

				AF1 is the ballingest of ballin’ private jets. It is a souped-up Boeing 747, official designation VC-25A; it has unlimited range, ready to fly for days on end, refueling in midair; its electronics block electromagnetic pulse attacks; it has 4,000 square feet on three floors, complete with a conference room and an onboard medical suite; it is a $179,750-an-hour expression of American power, and it carries the president of the United States through the skies.

				It lands weird, too, as it did that Sunday afternoon. Owing to its unique engineering qualities and the intense desert heat the plane seemed to float in a pixelated haze, hovering, pausing, then softly hitting the tarmac.

				President Barack Obama emerged from the shimmer in a navy blue suit, headed down the steps and shook hands with the seven greeters there to meet him. He took off his suit coat, rolled up his sleeves, and posed for a photo in front of the rope line.

				There were 37 days left until the election.

				Vegas was contested turf—the best views in the city of that Sunday’s arrival belonged to Obama’s sworn enemies, billionaire casino magnates Sheldon Adelson and Steve Wynn. From the private casino on the 37th floor of Adelson’s Venetian, or the 63rd-floor penthouse of Wynn’s Encore, the two self-made entrepreneurs had the perfect line of sight on the man they’d gamble over $100 million in campaign contributions to beat.

				That the cash happened to be filling up the bank accounts of Mitt Romney and Paul Ryan—a Mormon-Catholic duo who allegedly frowned upon Nevada’s brand of sin—missed the point entirely. In the game of billion-dollar national politics, hypocrisy was a hang-up for suckers and losers, two categories of human beings Vegas casino owners knew well.

				Just a month earlier, Wynn’s five-star pleasure palace hosted an epic summer blowout, with Prince Harry of Wales getting naked and wasted and paparazzi’d at the 21-and-older pool at the Encore—eight balls for all, most likely, at a poolside spot where models, high rollers, celebrities, and bodybuilders eased off hangovers and built new ones. The pool bar included a sign calling it the “European,” or topless, section of the resort, meaning a good time was guaranteed. Adelson had his own international network of vice, too, stretching from Dean Martin Drive to Macau, an island off the coast of China where reports of yellow slave trade activity at his four casinos persisted—reports, of course, that were strenuously denied, litigiously pursued, and eventually retracted.

				It wasn’t about the GOP family values for them—the “daily lessons” of cooperation, patience, mutual respect, and responsibility that the Republican Party platform calls “the first level of self-government.” No, it was about the cold, hard cash. A second Obama term would close a few corporate tax loopholes, creating a negative effect on tax rates that would cost them hundreds of millions of dollars in profits from their foreign businesses.

				For that, they really did not appreciate our Barack.

				Obama carefully avoided their powerful little corner of the city on this trip, the Encore and the Venetian kitty-corner off Sands Avenue and Flamingo Road. Although in the past the president had stayed on the Vegas Strip, right downtown in Caesars at the heart of the American Dream, those kinds of distractions wouldn’t do for what he was supposed to be in town for—to prepare for the first presidential debate of 2012.

				The 51-year-old president had to be ready to take on Mitt Romney, face-to-face, for the first time.

				The plan: a campaign stop at a high school on Sunday evening, then three days of training for the showdown in Denver. His senior staff was with him or would soon arrive—Jon “Favs” Favreau, Anita Dunn, Ben Rhodes, Lute, Jen Psaki, Jay Carney, David “Axe” Axelrod, Jim Messina, and David Plouffe, with Senator John Kerry flying in on Southwest over the weekend. Fixer Ron Klain would be there, and, of course, a lawyer, Bob Bauer.

				Obama hopped in the two-dozen-vehicle motorcade and burned rubber to his final destination, the Westin Lake Las Vegas Resort, 20 miles northeast of the city in Henderson, Nevada. The motorcade rolled in at 1:20 p.m., traveling police-cleared highways and cruising past a replica of the Ponte Vecchio, a few luxury lakeside estates, stretches of unfinished lots, half-built homes, and a dying, browning golf course. The reporters who traveled with the president—called the travel pool, usually tagging along in a white van with a PRESS card in the window—noted the resort’s bizarreness right away.

				“The resort is a strange mix of desert sand pits, green lawns, palm trees and new homes.... The president’s hotel has a Middle Eastern theme and a view of the lake from the lobby,” the pool report noted.

				Other troubling details about the Westin would leak out in the days to come. It used to be a Hyatt, then in 2006 it was bought by Pyramid Hotel Group. Three years later, the recession hit, and the hotel defaulted on its $117 million mortgage. It was on Lake Las Vegas, a man-made, unusual 320-acre body of water with a toxic sheen to it. A $4 million renovation in 2011 didn’t do too much to help—the only similarity it bore to a real Middle Eastern hotel was its general air of rundown-ness.

				As the pool report noted eerily about the arrival, “only a handful of people came out to the corner to watch.”

				If those omens weren’t bad enough, the president’s presence—a third of the hotel had to be shut down to make a security perimeter—interrupted the October 2 wedding festivities for Cheryl and Paul Hoole, from Wirral, England. On the morning of her wedding, Cheryl arrived with two bridesmaids in tow, hair and makeup done, tiara on, and her white dress in the back of the car. The Secret Service x-rayed the dress, and the dogs gave it a good sniff. Later in the afternoon, agents cleared out her reception so the president could walk through the bar. The couple asked for a photo with the president. They didn’t get it.

				The president and his team had chosen a bankrupt Islamic-themed hotel, in the middle of nowhere, topping it off by messing up some Brit’s wedding.

				Maybe it did say something about Obama’s America.

				Nevada fit the profile: a swing state, the patient zero of the economic recession, with an 11.5 percent unemployment rate (the highest in the country) and the second-highest foreclosure rate (1 in 352 homes in Las Vegas;) with 58 percent of mortgages underwater. Over the past three years, the state lost 157,000 jobs. Nevada had reached a point where the hustle, as a career choice, was proudly embraced. At the Spearmint Rhino in Vegas, a 22-year-old black dancer named Charlotte brought her dad and step-mom in from her home in California for a visit and comp’ed them a private room and a bottle of Dom on a Saturday night. “This is what it looks like dad and mom,” she told them. Lesley, a white 27-year-old at the Hustler Club, down off the highway, collected instant message exchanges she had with her almost celebrity clients, reading them aloud from her iPhone for extra tips from the club’s patrons.

				The media arrived on Sunday, too. Most of the press settled in at the Vdara Hotel on the Strip, but a handful got to stay at the Westin. They were in town to play “the expectations game.”

				The Obama campaign was playing this game hard, for weeks telling anyone who would listen that Obama was a bad debater, though they didn’t truly believe it themselves. The president, as a candidate in 2008, admitted it in a secretly recorded debate prep session published in Newsweek: “Part of it is psychological.... I’m still wrapping my head around doing this in a way that I think the other candidates just aren’t. There’s a certain ambivalence in my character that I like about myself. It’s part of what makes me a good writer, you know? It’s not necessarily useful in a presidential campaign.”

				Debates had been in Obama’s head even back then.

				What’s the worst that could happen? a journalist asked Jen Psaki, the campaign spokesperson.

				“Well, he could fall off the stage,” she replied with a smile.

				Boom!

				That Sunday, Psaki, a striking and stylish 32-year-old redhead, would take the lead for the campaign in the expectations game. While Obama aides were lowering the bar for an Obama loss, Romney’s allies said the former governor was going to win. Was it a strange, counterintuitive mind fuck developed by the Boston brain trust? Or did Team Romney really believe it?

				The loudest voice had been heard Sunday morning from New Jersey governor Chris Christie, who declared on CBS’s Face the Nation that Romney would “do great.” Christie hadn’t planned to say it—he just did, as he does.

				“They expect that after the debates, this will turn the race upside down,” Psaki said, responding to Christie’s claim with a wink and a nod. “[Christie] also said the entire narrative will change.”

				An easily dismissed prediction: How could one moment upend a narrative established over the past 18 months?

				There wasn’t much rest time for Obama scheduled that day. He had five hours to settle in at the Westin before he had to speak at a large campaign rally at Desert Pines High School, a “lovely 30 minute ride” as the sun set, according to those in the motorcade. The loveliness faded as the convoy neared the school at 6:30 p.m. It was a far cry from Lake Las Vegas or the Encore’s glamour—a rougher part of town, with 60 percent of the school’s 2,300 students qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch; 80 percent were Hispanic, a third without English skills. The event brought out the Obama-hate as well: protesters (white) carried signs that said “Kiss My Ass” and “Obamagone.”

				Outside the high school, on a large athletic field, the 11,000-strong crowd filled bleachers and pressed up against steel security barriers, primed for the president, thanks in large part to the opening act—the hit Mexican rock group Maná. The five-member band played songs that few in the traveling press, or on Obama’s own staff, could sing along to: “Mariposa Tracionera” and “Corazón Espinado,” to name two. The lead singer, Fernando “Fher” Olvera, explained why he was there: “Presidente Obama reforma la health care,” he said in a Spanish-language interview, adding Obama was better for Latinos, blacks, and likely whites, too.

				Obama delivered a 25-minute address—and played the expectations game himself, making a headline out of it. “I know folks in the media are speculating already on who is going to have the best zingers—who is going to put the most points on the board,” he joked, taking a jab at the press.

				“Governor Romney, he’s a good debater,” Obama said. “I’m just okay.”

				The crowd laughed, the media filed their first of many debate expectations stories, and Obama got back to the Westin at 7:49 p.m.—though, really, it was 10:49 p.m. Eastern Standard Time for him.

				On Monday, debate prep began early, around 8 a.m. In the Westin’s ballroom, they’d built an exact replica of the University of Denver debate site, “down to the inch,” according to one senior official who attended the sessions. “Everything looked exactly like the place,” the official said. Obama breezed through the three-hour practice session in the morning and wanted to get outside. He appeared at 1:38 p.m. wearing a blue-and-white checked button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, tan slacks, and brown dress shoes.

				Obama jumped in a black SUV and arrived at 2:06 p.m. at the Henderson Obama for America field office carrying six pizzas from a local joint called Settebello. “Oh my God!” several of the women campaign workers squealed. He was given a list of five local volunteers to call and thank for their work on the campaign. On the phone, one asked Obama about debate prep. It wasn’t just the press, it turns out, who wanted to know.

				“We had a great prep, and it was a lot of fun,” Obama told the volunteer. “Although basically they’re keeping me indoors all the time. It’s a drag. They’re making me do my homework.”

				The staff warned volunteers not to talk to the reporters who were with him.

				That night, the president ran his first mock debate. Senator Kerry played Mitt Romney, and Ron Klain, a Democratic strategist who’d been running debate preps for 20 years, played the moderator, PBS’s Jim Lehrer. The performance, Axe would tell his colleagues, was “okay.” Klain had warned everyone, starting at his first sit-down with the president in July, that incumbents generally lose the first debate. It’s tough to come down from the mountain as commander in chief, he hadn’t had a real debate in four years, Romney had 23 debates, and, as David Plouffe would add, the media had already “baked [it] into the cake”—accusing the press of trying to make the race as close as possible, for their own self-interest.

				This was true: a week earlier, Ed Henry, the head of the White House Correspondents’ Association and a correspondent for Fox News, told other journalists waiting for their luggage in a Florida hotel that the media was going to give this one to Romney.

				Later in the evening, the president retired to an undisclosed room on the premises; one senior official, strolling through the lobby in sweats, caught a bit of Monday Night Football. The day had gone well enough that the press team extended an invitation to the reporters (the majority of whom were stuck 30 miles away at the Vdara) to do “Drinks tonight at the Westin Lake Hotel in Henderson,” as the e-mail’s subject line read.

				“Tonight, Jay and Jen will be having drinks at the Westin Lake Hotel in Henderson around 9 p.m. All are welcome to join, but transportation will not be provided from the Vdara to the Westin in Henderson. Ben Rhodes and other White House staff as well as campaign staff may be in attendance.” Only about six or so journalists decided to make the trip out—the rest skipped it for a dinner downtown at the Sky Lobby Bar in the Mandarin Oriental with other White House staff.

				At the Westin, the journalists and staff gathered on a patio outside, overlooking the artificial lake. The temperature had dropped 20 degrees, and the fire pit on the patio seemed welcoming. Psaki took a seat by the open fire, Carney sitting on an outdoor couch to her left, Rhodes to the right. The reporters scrambled, as subtly as possible, to position themselves close to the power. A guy from Reuters snuck in between a BuzzFeed reporter and Psaki; a woman from the Wall Street Journal positioned herself between the BuzzFeed reporter and Rhodes; the Washington Post and New York Times reporters sat without much strategizing for the open seats.

				Everyone around the fire had been awake for close to 18 hours, there’d been a change in time zone and climate, and for most of them it had already been a long campaign—six months, or 18 months, or even four years in the making. Knocking back glasses of red wine and dirty martinis, the group chatted, moving from the stresses the campaign placed on one’s personal life, to politics and foreign policy, to visions for the second term. What hotels would they stay in on the upcoming trip to Asia, set for November 14, a week after the election? Was the Mandarin in Bangkok better than the Ayana in Bali? The best foreign capital? Best place for a drink? Harry’s Bar in Monaco?

				All agreed that there is a simple rule of campaign and presidential travel: The shittier the hotel, the longer the visit.

				Under the full moon, the atmosphere was good—the reporters doing what they needed to do, the staffers doing the same, temporarily sharing in an intense, collective experience, which included lots of high school gossip.

				The staff and journalists recounted a story from the White House’s trip to Indonesia in 2010: after a long few days, the reporters were ready to take several hours by the pool at the Grand Hyatt Bali resort. The hotel was so nice, a true five-star joint with cold towels at the pool and every door opened for you, that they’d all agreed not to mention it publicly—and didn’t. But on the last day after the last stories had been filed, the media had put on their bathing suits and headed to the oasis.

				Then Tom Donilon showed up, in a suit, ready to have a press gaggle. At almost any other moment, having access to the president’s national security advisor would have started a vicious scrum, with reporters jockeying and elbowing to stick digital tape recorders in his face. This day, however, there were only three questions, no stories filed. “Tom didn’t know what to think,” one official recalled. “To have the president’s top advisor, and no one wanted him?”

				A few drinks into the night, a reporter fired a curveball to Psaki, who’d moved away from the fire, with another question about the debate. Where was the president practicing? In a ballroom? She looked at the reporter and smiled: No, don’t have any details on that, she said, keeping up the wall of silence.

				The conversation moved to the second term: the consensus, clear to all, was that Obama was going to win.

				Do you ever think about losing, a reporter from the Washington Post asked Carney, the White House press secretary.

				Carney leaned back and took a sip of his drink.

				“Once every five minutes,” he said. “Every day.”

				The Post reporter looked at him incredulously.

				“I’m serious,” Carney said.

				Rhodes leaned in—he, too, had concerns about what a loss would mean.

				Can you imagine, he said, handing the keys of the presidency over to those guys—the Dan Senors and John Boltons of the world? The neocons? He believed Romney had been using foreign policy in the campaign not to push ideas, or a foreign policy vision, but just to score domestic political points. Romney’s foreign trip earlier in the year proved the point: Israel to win with the Jewish community; Poland to hit on Cold War fears and speak to Catholic, Eastern European communities; and London, well, London to show he was presidential and remind everyone he once ran the Olympics. Romney doesn’t deserve to be president, Rhodes concluded.

				The 32-year-old Rhodes, one of Obama’s closest advisors, had been with the president since 2007. He’d worked on, and written, some of the orator’s most significant speeches: the Nobel speech, which he and Favs were writing on Air Force One during the trip to Oslo, then in the hotel, the president making changes to it as he was literally on the way to accept one of the most important honors of his life, and handing off a draft in the elevator; all four UN addresses (though, he admitted, he’d never watched those; his only memory was of the 2011 speech, when the teleprompter stopped working); and the Cairo speech. He knew the ideas laid out in that speech—a vision for a peaceful Middle East, a vision for American values actually taking root in the Muslim world—would be judged by history most harshly. If there was peace, or at least a semblance of it, then Obama’s legacy would extend beyond his domestic victories; if not, well... Without a second term, they’d never know.

				The other, unspoken tension: the knowledge, for Psaki, Carey, and Rhodes, that their fate was tied, forever, to the one-time junior senator from Illinois. Their loyalty was absolute—if you wanted to know about private conversations with the president, it wasn’t Rhodes you’d go to; those moments were too sacred for him to share. They did not want their legacy to be a one-term presidency—it was a nasty stigma, hard to recover from. Reputations, careers, and, yes, the country, too: You were part of the team that lost the reelection of the first black president?

				Was Rhodes concerned? That the Middle East had “flared up,” bringing to mind visions of Jimmy Carter—a presidency that died after 52 Americans were held hostage in Iran for 444 days, ushering in the Reagan Revolution and all things Gordon Gekko. Was there fear? Nerves? A disaster in North Africa unfolding so close to the finish line, headlines declaring the Middle East up in flames? When Rhodes first got the news of the Libya attacks, had the president’s entire legacy flashed before his eyes, ruined in the streets of Benghazi?

				The two or three journalists who remained moved closer to Rhodes—Psaki and Carney had retired. Rhodes pulled out a rare Marlboro Light. Benghazi? Cairo? Tunisia? Khartoum? Kabul? Islamabad?

				He gave a lengthy answer, and after multiple cocktails, only one quote made it into my iPhone notes.

				The situation, he said, was “a tinderbox.”

				Somewhere in the hotel, Obama probably slept, but the campaign never confirmed this.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 2

				Somewhere on the Campaign Trail

				Obama’s America

				Summer 2012

				After what happened in 2008, I swore I’d never cover another presidential race. I’d made it through the primaries that year, written about a bunch of losers, and followed Hillary Clinton until she dropped out in June. That same month, I quit my job at a magazine, unable to deal with my next assignment on the John McCain plane and/or bus. Four years later, for reasons best left unexplained, I signed up to cover the Obama 2012 reelect for BuzzFeed, everyone’s new favorite web site.

				Sometime at the end of the summer of 2012, I ended up in Reno, Nevada. Up until that point, I felt I hadn’t really gotten to the heart of Obama for America, the campaign’s official name. On the trail, the campaign looked like the typical traveling road show, with Obama expressing some vision of a country trying to shake off a decade of brutal war, cultural realignment, and a permanently crippled economy. The trail was the public expression of a massive political operation, simultaneously futuristic, arcane, and extremely complex, driven as much by egos and personalities as by data and analytics, a makeshift corporation designed with a single pitch in mind: Vote For The President. Getting a handle on the campaign’s animating force, the hero known as Barack Obama, appeared to be the key to the assignment.

				“Don’t be boring,” advised Ben Smith, BuzzFeed’s editor in chief. “And don
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