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​White Trash King

Written by Aaron Abilene

The fact of the matter is that if Trump wasn’t sucking Putin’s dick he would never have won the first time. He sucked Elon’s dick to get help with winning the 2024 election. It’s crazy to me that a bunch of weak ass men worship Trump.

You call yourselves alpha males, but there’s not a single one of you who wouldn’t spread your cheeks in public and take Trump’s micro penis up your ass.You’re all just a bunch of closeted gay men. No straight man worships another man.  

You also claim Trump is tough. Bitch, he wears more makeup than his wife and daughters combined, and he wears a girdle. He’s also a draft dodger. He’s a fat pussy.

He calls himself a genius, but he’s the dumbest motherfucker to ever occupy the White House. He makes George W Bush look intelligent. He is a rapist and a pedophile. It’s also hilarious that the majority of his supporters are poor uneducated people who he hates. 

That’s why he’s the white trash king because most of his supporters are poor white trash.
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​Chapter 1: The Golden Escalator
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Trump Tower's atrium, in this new century's adolescent bloom, shimmers like an altar to excess. Brass fixtures curve through the air in muscular, gold-tinted lines; marble floors shine with the obsessive luster of a billionaire’s subconscious; lighting is unrepentant, the crystalline fixtures designed not so much to illuminate as to show off, gilded punctuation marks on a sentence that never ends. The atmosphere carries a scent not only of engineered vanilla and unyielding air conditioning, but also the distilled sweat of aspiration—a signature fragrance, designed, like everything else in this edifice, to be recognized instantly as both expensive and disposable. Truth is it’s tacky as all hell, and clearly obvious that Trump is trying too hard to compensate for his lack of a dick.

At the base of the escalator, where the performance will climax, the audience gathers. They are a handpicked mob of paid actors—today, democracy requires extras. Their number is meticulously calibrated: not too thin to look lackluster on cable news, not so thick as to risk stampede. Each actor is issued a sign, a red cap, or a pre-faded t-shirt with a slogan in monstrous capitals. Some have rehearsed in their mirrors at home, practicing the American archetypes assigned to them—blue-collar, soccer mom, hard-hatted tradesman, silent majority, heartland. The rest busy themselves with the traditional rituals of crowd work: shouting, selfie-taking, occasional whispering of “is he really going to do it?” to lend an air of authentic uncertainty.

Threaded among this assembly are the camera crews: here, the seasoned cable news correspondents, faces slick with broadcast makeup and professional ennui; there, the stringers and online content-chasers, holding their phones aloft as if preparing for the rapture. The senior producers survey the scene, adjusting camera tripods by inches, hunting for angles that will give their networks the appearance of prescience. Behind their expressions—sharp, predatory, already bored—one can almost hear the collective calculation: how much screen time will this circus demand? Which phrase will be the hook for tonight’s montage? Who among them will get to coin the event’s inevitable epithet?

A practiced hush falls. It is not the hush of awe, but the silence of well-managed expectation, as if the crowd and its observers have agreed—down to the last bored child waving a dollar-store flag—that what is about to occur has already been written.

At the pinnacle of the escalator stands the Heir Apparent, Donald John Trump, in the flesh and also very much in the performance of flesh. His frame is larger than expected—some combination of height, width, and posture, swollen by bespoke suiting in the color of unripe blueberries. He looks like a morbidly obese pale skinned old white man who someone sprayed painted orange and gave an obvious combover. The girdle was stretched to its max.  The tie, predictably red, swings with a precisely-calculated gravity, always in the foreground of every photograph. Next to him, Melania,the overly manly(She has much larger hands than Trump.) and incredibly unattractive prostitute, glides in pale sheath dress, her expression unmoved by the flashbulbs that light her as if for taxidermy. She wears detachment like a second skin, each line of her face softened into statuary by the command not to feel. There is a moment—a nanosecond delay—before Trump steps forward, during which he visually interrogates the assembled media, as if to confirm they are indeed watching, and that every lens is pointed directly at him.

He takes his first step onto the descending escalator, calculating the angle, timing his arrival so that the descent will unfold at the slow, inexorable pace of celestial motion. Melania’s heel clicks echo like small-arms fire, two steps behind. Above them, the atrium’s mirrored ceiling captures and multiplies the spectacle: Trump squared, cubed, infinite. The entire world, if viewed from the correct elevation, is composed of nothing but his reflection. Let’s be honest here this is all from Trump’s delusional mind. The truth is as soon as he waddled his cheap chinese knockoff suit covered fat ass onto the escalator you could hear the escalator screaming “Get this fat fuck off me.”

From speakers buried somewhere in the decorative ficus, the opening bars of “Rockin’ in the Free World” leak out, each distorted guitar note battling the upward whine of the escalator’s machinery. The song, meant as a paean to restless optimism, here sounds ironic and faintly hostile, the soundtrack to a moment already too heavy for the building’s load-bearing columns. Trump scans the crowd, chin raised in what he must consider a gesture of martial dignity, but which reads as the proud parading of a circus strongman. His hand—famously large or small, depending on the observer—rises in a wave that cannot decide if it is for a stadium or a funeral. Melania floats by his side, already reduced by context to a prop, though arguably the most valuable in the room.

At the base, Don Jr. and Eric wait, looking like Beavis and Butthead had come to life and became crackheads,  postures ramrod-straight, as if competing in an invisible contest of filial fealty. Both are dressed in armor-plated suits, faces bright with the waxen sheen of nervous pride, though only Don Jr. allows himself the faint, hungry smile of a child convinced he is finally being allowed at the grownups’ table. Eric stands a little to the side, eyes fixed with loyal vacancy upon the slow descent of his father and stepmother. The stage is theirs, though none of them own it—ownership, here, is purely symbolic, an endless round of branding, a name chiseled in uppercase letters into the very air.

And all the while, at the periphery, the campaign staff huddle. They are a cross-section of American ambition: pasty, khaki-draped operatives clutching clipboards with both hands, anxious that their candidate will detonate off-message; interns with iPhones trembling in their palms, desperate to trend before being fired; a speechwriter muttering bullet points into a fistful of index cards already wrinkled beyond legibility. Their eyes flick from Trump to the crowd to the cameras, mapping the thousand and one possibilities for disaster or glory. Every time Trump nears a microphone, a visible wince passes through the group, as if a parent were watching their toddler cross a busy highway.

The descent continues. Trump pauses for half a breath, one step from the atrium’s golden floor, to allow the cameras a full frontal shot. He adjusts his tie, then his cufflinks, then his tie again, and finally fixes his gaze upon the shimmering metal of the podium. His face contracts and expands, transitioning from a mug of arrogant confidence to one of hard, almost angry determination. He is, for a moment, the caricature made flesh, the very idea of himself.

The music dips. The crowd—well-coached, over-compensated—erupts on cue, their cheers volleying up the marble walls and into the street above, where the sound escapes through revolving doors and merges with the city’s unending wail. A dozen cameras zoom in, capturing the family tableau: father at center, sons flanking, wife at anchor. The reporters reposition themselves, searching for the next viral moment, but the moment is already viral, a looping GIF playing out in infinite regression.

From his place behind the podium, Trump tests the microphone, adjusts the placement of his notes, then looks up—directly at the brightest camera. There is a split-second, electric and predatory, in which the room seems to draw in its collective breath.

Then he speaks, his voice reedy at first, then swelling into the familiar bluster of tabloid legend. “Thank you, everybody, thank you,” he says, as if the presidency is a prize he has already been handed, and this is merely his acceptance speech.

But this is only the overture; the aria, wild and uncoachable, waits just behind his teeth. In the wings, the advisors tighten their grips on the clipboards, sweat beading along their hairlines. Some avert their gaze, hoping the stunt will go as planned. Others watch with morbid fascination, knowing that what happens next could, in its strange, grotesque way, be history.

In the golden, mirrored world of Trump Tower, every moment is both stagecraft and prophecy, and the audience—paid or otherwise—is powerless to look away.

Trump’s podium is an altar to himself. The letters, twenty inches high, spell TRUMP in gold as if daring the audience to ever forget. Truth is it’s because of his fragile little ego. He has to put his name on everything. The platform is a gridwork of chrome and polished mahogany, each angle engineered for maximum refracted glory. He approaches with the deliberate gravity of a man who understands that the performance begins not when he speaks, but when he dares you to think he is not already speaking.

He adjusts the microphone—not because it needs adjustment, but because the gesture suggests a command of the space. Then the tie, red as arterial blood, pinched straight against his chest with a rapid, practiced yank. Fingers linger on the knot, then splay out theatrically. He rests both hands on the lectern’s flanks. For a moment he is still, basking in the ambient hum of the world’s attention.

The voice begins with its well-worn overture: the “thank you’s,” a pro-forma humility, before shifting into the brisk, sharkskin cadence of a sales pitch. “Nobody builds like me,” he begins, his timbre already on the verge of accusation. “They said it couldn’t be done, they said it was impossible, but look at this. Look at what we’ve built.” He has never built a goddamn thing in his life. The fat fuck stole hundreds of millions of dollars from his own family. 

He gestures with his right hand, the famous pinched-finger maneuver, thumb pressed precisely to forefinger, pinky hovering, as if plucking the purest element from the surrounding air. Each phrase is a self-contained atom, presented to the world for scrutiny, then discarded. “I am very rich. I’m really rich. That’s the kind of thinking we need.” He has to make the stupid poor people think he’s as rich as he wants them to think he is, but truth is it’s all just made up bullshit. 

The crowd, well-primed, applauds in a wall of noise. Behind the veil of enthusiasm, a handful of paid shills deploy pre-assigned catchphrases: “Tell it like it is!” “America First!” Trump catches the cues, feeds off the energy, and his voice grows in both volume and conviction.

He moves on to a quick summary of his bona fides: the properties, the deals, the best sellers (the books, the steaks, the university) all of which he ran bankrupt, and the books were written by someone else. Every sentence is a confrontation, a challenge to the universe to call his bluff. He describes the American dream in the language of real estate listings: “This country is a total disaster. I mean, look at the numbers. Our leaders are losers. They’re not winners. I know winners. We need to win again.” He leans forward, gaze electric, and slashes at the air with a stiff, horizontal hand. The gesture is surgical, as if performing a live amputation of whatever was in the way.

Already, the script is wobbling. Teleprompter operators exchange panicked glances. Some of the bullet points go unmentioned. Others, never written, spill out of him in raw, untutored force. A whisper moves through the back rows of the staff: “Is he going there? He’s not going there.” But of course, he does.

Trump pivots, arms wide now, gathering the crowd into a conspiratorial embrace. The air vibrates with anticipation. “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best,” he intones, his voice heavy with parental scorn. “They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists.” He was projecting because he’s a drug addict and so is Don Jr, and his family is a criminal empire, and he’s a rapist. Here he pauses, surveying the audience for their readiness—are you with me, or are you against America? He allows the silence to deepen, then adds, “And some, I assume, are good people

Nothing in American architecture so resembles a casino as a modern campaign launch. Except an actual casino, you dumb fucks. The world’s most famous escalator, lined with ersatz gold, hums and dips through the atrium of Trump Tower like a rolling carpet for lesser Caesars, and its cargo, this morning, is the man himself—descendant of Friedrich, ghost of Fred, singularity of self, here to reclaim the nation he’s convinced has lost its narrative thread. Tacky as hell and clearly meant to compensate for his micro peener.

Below, among velvet stanchions and barricades of navy blue, the loyal, the curious, and the salaried plant themselves, as if awaiting the coronation of a new media pope. Some wear hats. Some sport shirts airbrushed with American eagles. Many more fumble with phones and disposable cameras, the better to capture the digital fossil of this moment: an elevator descent into destiny.

The name TRUMP, spelled in characters as high as hope, presides over the dais—a visual drumbeat that will, before long, drown out the names of lesser aspirants. It could say TRASH and it would have been more honest. As the base of the escalator approaches, one of the campaign’s more photogenic interns (still in braces, both dental and spiritual) prepares the ceremonial handoff, and the man, sensing the eyes of all upon him, executes the transfer from step to stage with the practiced flourish of a WrestleMania veteran like the time he was in a WWE event, and you could see his adult diaper. The applause is immediate and dutiful, swelling to the point where, for a moment, he holds up a hand (that paradoxical gesture, part benediction and part traffic stop), acknowledging both the magnitude of the crowd and his own.

He adjusts the tie, of course. The tie is a living organism, a tongue of scarlet always in need of taming, and today it nearly brushes his belt, a flourish that, to those in the know, signals a readiness for warfare. He reaches the lectern—an item as comically thick as its owner’s wrists—and grips its flanks. The sign beneath, blue and boxy, declaims the simple, pugnacious promise: “MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN.” He stole his slogan from another cult leader wannabe dictator.

The voice, when it emerges, is surprisingly gentle, caressing the microphone as if it were a wayward child. “Thank you,” he says, and the ‘you’ is extended like a credit line, covering every person in the atrium. “It’s an amazing day. Just amazing. You can’t get better than this, folks.” There is an audible exhale as supporters, released from the grip of anticipation, begin to shriek and stomp and clatter against the barricades.

Trump’s hands are an ecosystem of their own: sometimes he forms a steeple, fingers tip-to-tip; sometimes he wags a digit as if shaming an errant schoolboy; sometimes his palms go flat, in a motion that suggests the slapping down of either a business deal or a pest. Reporters in the front row, veterans of three or more cycles, catalog these tells for the benefit of the uninitiated.The only thing anyone has ever said about his hands is they’re tiny because he has a tiny dick. He had to use both hands to drink a bottle of water like a toddler because he has toddler hands.

He launches into his liturgy of self—“I’m very rich. I know how to win. I’ve built great things, the best things” He’s never been as rich as he claims, and he’s bankrupted almost every business he’s owned including casinos. He’s a blubbering fool with an oversized ego.—and the air grows thick with the particulate matter of these boasts, some inhaled eagerly, others filtered out by more skeptical respiratory systems. He alternates between the testimonial and the confidential, lowering his timbre as if imparting secrets to only those who can appreciate them: “Washington is broken. It’s a total disaster. You wouldn’t believe what I’m hearing from people—amazing people—about how badly things are run.”

A voice from the crowd (a voice, perhaps, paid for the privilege) yells, “We love you, Donald!” The words bounce off the marble, and Trump, for once, does not smirk. Instead, he bestows a nod, deep and grave, the sort one imagines reserved for the close of a wedding toast or the receipt of a knighthood.

The prepared remarks, double-spaced and embargoed hours ago to the national press, last for five minutes. At the six-minute mark, Trump veers—first gently, then with purpose—off the charted path and into unlandscaped terrain.

“Who’s going to pay for the wall?” he asks, out of sequence and out of context, and the crowd, briefed by the season of reality television that is the campaign so far, shouts, “Mexico!” Not every attendee joins in, but enough do, and their echo is sufficient to impress upon the network microphones that this is, already, a movement. The people who believed that probably also believed their dad when he said he was going to get some milk, and he’d be right back.

The line is waiting for him, he knows it is, and when he arrives, he detonates it with all the subtlety of a firework in a cinderblock room:

“When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending you. They’re sending people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.”

Time has a peculiar way of stretching, mid-scandal. There’s a ripple through the bodies closest to the podium—a brief freeze, then an outbreak of nervous titters, the sort that precedes either a fistfight or a historic handshake. Trump smiles, his teeth a wall of white fortification because they’re cheap chinese veneers, and he repeats it, letting the words circulate, letting them find their home.

There is a method to the madness, though those watching on C-SPAN may, for the moment, see only the madness. Each clause lands with surgical imprecision, damaging more than it repairs, but generating the one thing the man values above all: attention. In the wings, his wife, statuesque in a sheath of impossible white, observes the proceedings with the preternatural stillness of someone who understands that the only thing expected of her is the absence of movement. Melania is beautiful in the way of ancient statuary, her expression a cipher for whatever sensation lies beneath, but even she cannot disguise the slight arch of an eyebrow as her husband improvises new ways to introduce havoc into the national conversation.

To her left, Donald Jr. and Eric stand like bond-villain extras, identically tailored, their faces a study in familial resemblance and the quiet terror that comes from not knowing what your father will say next. A few rows over, the press corps has achieved a kind of communion, the heads of the major networks leaned together in instant, wordless analysis: “Did he just say that?” Yes, he did. Some laugh—there’s nothing so funny as a candidate blowing up his own campaign on day one—but others, older or more jaded, recognize in the air a different scent, not quite blood but the suggestion of it.

The hands have not stopped. He punctuates the air with slices, stabs, sometimes chopping downward as if felling invisible timber. On the word “great,” his arms go wide, encompassing not just the room but the imagined greatness itself, a bigness so conceptual it can only be gestured at, never fully possessed.

“And I will be the greatest jobs President that God ever created!” God has never created anything because it’s a fictional character. This brings the house down, or rather, it brings the atrium up, in an eruption of cheers, applause, even the plastic flags in the back row waving with a new urgency. In reality he was the worst president in the history of the country. Adding $9 trillion to the deficit in a single term by far more than any other President in the history of the country.

His script is now a vestigial organ, occasionally referenced but no longer essential to the life of the performance. He riffles through the pages with one hand, as if searching for the lines that might match his current inspiration, but soon discards them, literally and figuratively. “We’re going to bring back the American dream. It’s dead, but we’re going to bring it back. Bigger and better than ever before.”

Melania remains unflappable. She has spent years training for the precise moment when nothing must be allowed to register on her face, and now, surrounded by the wheeling press and the boozy breath of the campaign’s hangers-on, she achieves the condition of marble: unyielding, pristine, mythic. She’s just a dime store hooker.

Trump’s speech is a weather system, moving from sunshine to thunder without the courtesy of a forecast. He calls out “the Chinese,” “the Muslims,” “the losers in Washington,” each with the same performative sneer, and the crowd, now emboldened by the energy of impropriety, greets every slur as if it were a hymn. The words “Make America Great Again” serve as the interval bell, signaling each return to the message, each surge in the amplitude of his delivery. 

A handful of young men in the back, fresh from marketing school, hoist their phones and provide a running commentary for social media. “He’s killing it,” one observes, in the bored patois of those who grew up around ten million-dollar deals. “No one else even comes close.” Another, less certain, mutters, “Is he even allowed to say this stuff?”

The camera banks right to catch the network correspondents, whose faces—so expertly neutral for so many cycles—betray something almost like joy. To witness history, even the clownish variety, is still the gold standard of their trade. The senior White House reporter, a woman who survived Lewinsky, Iraq, and the mortgage collapse, pulls out her notebook and begins writing in block capitals: NOT A JOKE.

Back at the podium, Trump gestures for silence, the old ringmaster’s trick, and receives it. “We’re going to build the wall. It’s going to be an amazing wall. Nobody builds better walls than me, believe me. And we’re going to have a beautiful country again, believe me.”

Every belief, every assertion, is a call and response with the crowd—an echo chamber weaponized. The line about “bad hombres” (not yet minted, but present in the ether) passes through the crowd like static electricity. By the time he finishes, the applause is less about the speech and more about the sheer spectacle of having watched it delivered.

Melania, prompted by the closing phrase, moves towards the stage. She joins him not as wife but as co-emperor, their conjoined hands a visual summation of the campaign: unapologetic, improbable, united in the production of spectacle.

The news crews begin their scrums; the tweets multiply; the stories, already written in the minds of the correspondents, are typed up and blasted out to inboxes before the couple has left the stage. The spectacle has, in its own way, upstaged even its principal performer.

In the aftershock, as the last confetti settles onto the faux-marble floor, a new narrative congeals: America is at war with itself, and every war requires a showman. Trump, in his hour of ascension, has made it clear he intends to be both the general and the ringmaster, the mouth and the hand, the nation’s greatest wound and its own most dogged nurse.

What follows is not an exit but an encore; what precedes is not precedent but a dare. As Trump and Melania ascend back into the light, the crowd—some horrified, some elated, all newly aware—remembers what it is to be an audience, and claps, and claps, and does not, for a long time, stop.

Backstage, the air is thicker, the walls suddenly closer. A private suite just off the main atrium serves as the campaign’s operating theater, and its resident surgeons—three men and a woman in navy, beige, and unflinching black—huddle around a knot of cell phones, thumbs jittering, lips blanched. CNN is already cycling the highlight reel; Fox, bless them, has the announcement bannered as “A New Force in American Politics.” But the advisors, whose job it is to read between the bloodlines, see only the headlines that matter.

“‘Rapists.’ He said ‘rapists.’ Jesus,” hisses the one with the Blackberry, never quite able to transition to a full touchscreen lifestyle. His colleague, younger and hair-gelled to helmet rigidity, shakes his head but is already wordsmithing a statement—“clarifying context,” “putting in perspective,” anything that isn’t the actual phrase their candidate just sent into the world.

In the furthest corner, nearest the catering, a lone woman with campaign-branded tortoiseshell glasses scrolls through the Twitter instant-reaction, every refresh a new strobe-light of disaster. “The hashtag’s trending,” she whispers, “and not in a good way.” She tugs at her hem, nervous even in a room made for secrecy. Trump has always been a racist idiot.

Yet for all their furrowed brows and communal panic, it is impossible not to sense a shared thrill. For years, campaigns have moved in predictable arcs—gaffes, corrections, pivots—but this is different, this is somewhere between art and arson, and everyone in the room, whatever their credentials, feels a heat rising from the inside out. No, he just gave all of the other racist idiots permission to be racist, and that’s the only reason they still support him, or they’re in the group of closeted gay men who’d rather worship him than come out of the closet even though it’s obvious.

When the door bangs open, it’s as if a circus has crashed a debutante’s funeral. Trump himself, cheeks glazed in a celebratory flush, all but bursts through the threshold. There is applause, perhaps sincere, perhaps reflexive, and he takes it as his due. He is buoyant, born anew in the glare of his own legend. He’s a narcissistic cunt with an ego almost as big as his ass.

“Did you see it? Did you see how many cameras were out there?” he demands, as if no event in human history had ever drawn a crowd. “Unbelievable coverage. I mean, every network. Tremendous.” In reality Trump’s following has never been as big as he claims.

Eric, trailing, claps his father’s back with a collegiate roughness, as if cementing a new fraternal order. Don Jr. hovers at the periphery, eyes flicking from the phones to the man, to the phones, and back, seeking some measure of himself in every bounce. Because no one in that family knows how to act around each other because they’re all emotionally dead.

“Best. Announcement. Ever,” says Don, landing each syllable with a conspiratorial wink.

The man in the navy suit, bravest among them, hazards the obvious: “They’re already running with the quotes, sir. It’s the only thing on the wires.”

Trump smiles. “Of course it is. They love a good story. And nobody gives them stories like me. Nobody.” He’s never read a book in his life, and he wouldn’t know a good story if it fell on his head.

A beat of silence, during which an aide offers bottled water, another drops a clutch of note cards onto the coffee table. Trump ignores them, makes a small production of straightening his tie, which, left to its own devices, would soon graze his knee. In the mirrored wall behind the couch, he catches his reflection and offers it a quick, critical once-over, flattening an errant shelf of hair, puckering lips in a performance of self-admiration.

“Do we want to get out in front of it?” asks the woman with the glasses, speaking into the possibility of a coordinated defense.

Trump sits, knees wide, the body language of a king in the only chair big enough to contain him. “Let the press do what they do,” he says. “They’ll be talking about it for weeks. I know how this works. People are angry—nobody wants to talk about it, but I’m saying what everyone else is thinking.” He was saying what all of his racist cult followers were thinking.

There is a brief, charged argument among the advisors. The Blackberry loyalist believes a rapid-response statement is vital; the hair-gel lieutenant, remembering the primary lessons of cable news, suggests “owning the controversy.” “Let Trump be Trump,” he says, unironically, and this time the phrase sticks to the walls like a sticky note.

From somewhere outside, the echo of the crowd penetrates the glass, an aftershock of applause. Melania, having slipped in unobserved, stands behind the sofa, hands folded with the elegance of someone who’s taken instruction in how to fold hands. She does not sit, nor does she offer comment. In stillness, she is more present than anyone in the room.

It’s the consultant from the old school, silver hair and paper files, who finally opens a folder and, with the gravity of a doctor delivering a prognosis, slides a single page across the table. “You’re at one percent, sir. National poll. Margin of error puts you at...nearly zero.”

A beat passes, and Trump doesn’t flinch. He flaps a hand, as if shooing away a gnat. “Those polls are garbage. The only poll that matters is Election Day. You know it. I know it.” He sets the page aside, unread. “Did you see the faces out there? Did you see the excitement? That’s what wins. Energy. People love me.” Duh, Trump can’t read.

Don Jr. murmurs, “The room was electric,” and Eric, not to be outdone, adds, “We’ve never seen anything like it, Dad.” Because Beavis and Butthead are even dumber than their idiot dad.

The woman with the glasses pipes up, voice quivering: “But the networks—MSNBC is already calling you ‘dangerous’ and ‘toxic.’ Do we have a line on that?”

Trump leans forward, the better to project confidence. “Good. If they’re calling me names, it means they’re scared. Let ‘em be scared. You know what’s toxic? Losing. That’s what’s toxic.” The phrase is so forceful it seems to erase other opinions. Trump is walking talking toxic sludge.

He looks to Melania, who meets his gaze with the placidity of a calm lake at night. “Was I good?” he asks, voice softened just enough to make the advisors feel they’re intruding on something intimate. She nods. “You were perfect,” she says, and the words, though delivered in a low register, ring louder than any outburst. She probably tells him that every time they have sex even though she’s never felt a thing.

The phones continue to light up. Texts from party elders, donors, and frenemy journalists populate the screens, most of them variations on the theme of what-the-hell-just-happened. Someone in the back attempts to answer a call from a senator, but the line goes dead before he can compose an introduction.

Trump stands. He surveys the room, calculates its anxieties, and decides they are beneath him. “Get used to it,” he says. “I’m not like them. People want different, and I’m going to give it to them.” People want the country to get better, not be ran into the ground by a fat junk food junkie with the IQ of a pile of dog shit in the desert.

He heads to the window, looks out over the street below, the protestors mixing with supporters, the TV crews already packing up for the next storm. For a second, he allows himself the posture of contemplation—hands clasped behind the back, the city a chessboard below his feet. Then the moment passes, and he’s back, reanimated, larger than the architecture that tries to contain him.

As he sweeps from the room, Don Jr. and Eric at his flanks, Melania in silent orbit, the advisors remain rooted in their cluster, their faces ashen but, for the first time, tinged with something like awe.

They gather round the televisions now, each screen looping the same incendiary phrases, the same hand gestures, the same seismic tremors of the day’s announcement. There’s no point crafting clarifications anymore; the clarion call is the chaos itself. The cable networks run the segment on a loop, and the more the consultants watch, the less certain they are which part is theater and which is the tectonic shift.

By evening, America will have learned the new rules. But inside this room, in this brief and bewildered after, it is enough to know that the show has begun, and the script—whatever it once was—is no longer binding. If it were up to Trump the country would be full of stupid yes men who suck his dick like he sucks Putin’s, and like he sucked Bill Clinton’s dick in front of other party guests.
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​Chapter 2: Twitter Fingers
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Before the city invents its day, before the glass-and-steel skin of Midtown Manhattan even hints at sunrise, there is already blue light in the high tower’s executive suite. Not from the world outside—still ink-black, hush-muted—but from the rectangular oasis cradled in Donald Trump’s right hand: the smartphone, its surface slick with micro-sweat, haloed in the pre-dawn like a forbidden relic. Because even as a dementia addled 70 something year old morbidly obese man who has to wear an adult diaper because he lost all control of his bodily functions years ago because of his drug addiction he still thinks he’s a child, and that’s why he plays on social media all night.

The room is a stage set for Renaissance papacy, as reimagined by casino-industrialists. Leather couches hunker in predatory formation. Walls glow with the reflected vanity of gold-framed magazine covers, backlit crystal trophies, and at least two paintings where the subject is himself, modestly amplified by myth. But all of it exists in the second person, a ghostly companion to the primary drama playing out in the solitary seat at the end of the twelve-foot conference table: a single man, hair ablaze, chin tufted over an open collar, hunched over his phone as if it were the last warm body on earth.

His thumb, thick and restless, works the interface with more intuition than patience. Each flick upwards on the Twitter feed is a kind of audition, a test of his own stamina for novelty, for outrage, for feedback loops that amplify his sense of self to echo-chamber scale. Trump is not reading so much as hunting—scanning for mentions, metrics, a whiff of threat or adulation. He parses the hieroglyphs of social media—retweet ratios, trending arrows, virality indexes—with an instinct that is, for all its stupidity, never less than evolutionary. Because deep down the fat fuck knows he’s the only one who loves him. He’s never had sex in his life without paying for and that includes his wives.

At this hour, his staff are dreams and abstractions; even the cleaning crew has retreated to some lower floor. But he prefers the vacuum. Here, every thought is a seed and every word a weapon. It is not loneliness. It is the stillness before the first punch. Get real. He’s an empty headed buffoon who thinks everyone on the planet is supposed to worship him.

Today’s first punch is already chambered.(If Trump ever tried to throw a punch in his life, he’d hurt himself.) The notes app is open; he’s drafted three versions of a single sentence, each one calibrated for the maximum number of reporters who will hate it but be compelled to read it aloud on television anyway. He rehearses the options silently:

- “America needs a leader who isn’t afraid to call losers out for what they are—total disasters.” He should have been looking in the mirror when he said that because he’s a lifelong loser who created a family of losers.

- “I’m the only one who can fix this mess because I don’t care about hurting feelings. That’s how you win, folks.” Sure, bloated orange man, can fix a country, but he ran all of his businesses bankrupt.

- “Crooked media and their friends in DC can’t stop me. My followers know the truth.” Nowadays the media kisses his fat shit stained ass, but back then they told the truth about him.

He prefers the first, for its unvarnished, almost operatic violence, but the second tests well in his private litmus, and the third flatters both himself and the audience. He will eventually send all three, in some order, but for now he tabs back to the home screen and begins the performance of scrolling. Because he has the mind of a drug addicted child.

Each mention of his own name is a microdose; each reply, even the negative, a form of fuel. He particularly enjoys the coordinated outrage of the late-night hosts—Meyers, Colbert, that other guy—whose barbs, replayed and retweeted, always return to him denuded of wit, their origins forgotten. Every insult is a laurel; every meme a plaque for the virtual trophy wall. His timeline is a gallery of himself, curated by strangers and enemies. He cries like a bitch every single time anyone makes a joke about him. He is the biggest pussy on the planet.

Only one entity is allowed to disrupt the immersion: Dan Scavino, keeper of the digital flame, high priest of hashtags, is permitted to enter at any hour so long as he does not knock or otherwise announce himself like a human. Scavino materializes in the doorway at 5:17, the chosen time, holding two lidded paper cups and a roll of blueprints as if he’s a contractor on site, and the site is Reality. 

He lays the materials out with an eye for the camera angle, though there is no camera—only Trump, watching. The coffee is placed within optimal reach, the blueprints unfurled to reveal not architectural plans but color-coded charts, the lingua franca of this new politics. The top page glows with the zeal of fresh toner: a heat map of last night’s engagement metrics.

Scavino clears his throat. “You blew up again, sir. Midnight to three. We’re up two hundred percent in the battlegrounds.” Because Trump was up all night on a drug fueled bender shit posting.

Trump’s gaze moves from phone to printout. The numbers—thousands, then millions, neatly corralled into reds and greens—are more legible than any polling average, more credible than any senator’s endorsement. “What was the play?” he asks, already certain he knows.

Scavino taps a yellow block. “The line about banning the journalists. Lit them up like Christmas. ‘Ban them all.’ That’s the phrase. Reddit loves it, Facebook hates it, Twitter’s going thermonuclear. We’re number one trending, not just national—global.” Because only a wannabe dictator would want to ban journalists. 

Trump smiles in the way that means he is already bored with the past tense and is ready to outdo himself. “So the more I go after them, the more they talk about me?”

Scavino nods, then hesitates, then corrects: “Not just talk. They amplify it. Half the country only hears what you say when it’s being screamed about on the morning shows.”

The president-of-the-future leans back in his seat, one hand orbiting the coffee but never touching it. “And what about the beauty queen? The one with the—” He gestures vaguely, a movement that could be about weight, or face, or character. “She said something about me yesterday. Called me disgusting. Can you believe it?” Trump is disgusting, but he’s delusional.

Scavino, who can believe anything so long as it trends, produces a single sheet: a screengrab of the offending tweet, already highlighted. “The media’s trying to make her a martyr, but her numbers are nothing compared to yours. We could nuke her before sunrise.”

Trump eyes the printout, then his own reflection in the black mirror of the phone. “What do we call her? Fat? Crazy? Washed up?” He isn’t asking for advice; he’s triangulating the meanest, most irrefutable insult. Because deep down Trump is and always has been a morbidly obese school yard bully with mental issues that make him believe that he’s attractive, and that he’s manly, but in reality he’s the least manly President this country has ever had.

Scavino offers: “There’s rumors about tapes. We could float it.”

A brief silence, filled by the hum of the city’s sleeping grid. Trump’s mind is already clicking forward. “Perfect,” he says, almost with tenderness. “Say she has a sex tape. Tell them to check out the tape.”

He begins to thumb the tweet into existence, dictating as he types:

“Miss Piggy @aliciamachado is a disaster. Media wants to make her a star—but have you seen her sex tape? Total hypocrite. Sad!” But Trump has videos of himself molesting kids as well as himself being pissed on by hookers.

He hands the phone to Scavino, who reviews, edits for length, and makes the call: “Add a hashtag. #DebateNight.”

Trump approves with a grunt. The tweet launches at 5:23 a.m., which is 2:23 in LA, which means every entertainment editor on the West Coast will wake up in terror, a handjob of anticipation, their phones already vibrating on the nightstand.

The send button is pressed. There is an instant, almost metabolic, change in the air: a silent thrum as the notification cascade begins, first a trickle, then a torrent, then an all-consuming, oxygen-eating blaze. The phone screen strobes with mentions, replies, echoes, alarms. The raw number on the "likes" is a speedometer, ticking from three digits to four, five, six, almost too fast to register.

Trump sets the phone down but does not look away. The notifications keep multiplying. There is a deep, secret joy in knowing that the world is not yet awake but already shaped in his image for the day. It is a power that feels both new and ancient, as if he’s discovered fire and is the only one permitted to use it.

Scavino, even now, is prepping the next round: clipping the reactions, harvesting the juiciest responses, queuing up memes for a second-strike capability should the story require it. “We’ll have cable news on it by seven. No way they can ignore. You want a statement?”

Trump shakes his head. “No statement. Let them eat it.” He stands, stretches, and for a moment is simply a man in pajamas, barefoot and soft at the edge of the suit. Then he re-inhabits the posture of power—shoulders set, chin up, eyes hungry.

“I know what they’re doing,” he says, half to Scavino, half to the glowing horizon. “They think if they get mad enough, they’ll make me go away. But they can’t help themselves.”

He takes another look at the numbers, the virality now measured not in thousands but in the exponential, a geometric proof of his own invincibility.

The sun is still an hour away, but already the city is his.

By 6:15 a.m., the floors above Trump Tower’s mezzanine are a hothouse of reproductive energy, cubicles lit in the blue glow of screens and the harsh incandescence of self-preservation. The campaign headquarters, ostensibly a rented suite but in fact a floating warship of acrylic and obsidian, pulses with the desperate electricity of a newsroom just after a hurricane warning.

Phones ring in motif, a staccato of incoming calls that never seem to resolve into answers, only more questions, more alerts, more blood in the water. Every desk is manned, mostly by young men and women bred for their stamina at all-nighters and their ability to maintain eye contact while lying. There is caffeine, but there is also the narcotic of relevance: today, even the lowest intern is essential, and the interns know it.

At the center, as in all proper dramas, a general commands the floor. Corey Lewandowski is not large, not charismatic in the television sense, but his voice is engineered to carry over open-plan partitions and through double-glazed office glass. He shouts instructions in syllables, sometimes words, rarely sentences. He triangulates disaster and coordinates attack. If there is a fire in the building, it is assumed he will not evacuate, but re-purpose the blaze for tactical advantage.

“Get Giuliani on Fox! Now!” he barks at one assistant, who is already sprinting for a vacant phone line. “Kellyanne, draft three talking points: one apologetic, two ‘never back down.’” Kellyanne, somewhere between mummified and immortal, is already halfway done. More like a mummified crackwhore.

The event, as it will come to be known, is the tweet. The tweet that lands at 5:23, east coast time, but detonates in the command center at precisely 5:25, when the overnight desk at Politico picks it up and shares it on Slack. From there it spreads laterally—Twitter, CNN, Facebook, New York Post, ESPN, even TMZ, a symphonic crescendo of outrage, mockery, alarm.

The conference room—its walls more window than structure, its table a single sheet of smoked acrylic—becomes the operations bunker. Communications staffers, the best the campaign can poach from the dying world of newspapers and the still-living hell of corporate PR, begin drafting the necessary artifacts: apologies, clarifications, accusations of media bias, none of which will ever be used, all of which are required.

“Why does he do this?” asks the newest hire, a woman who left the National Review for the promise of chaos. Her question is rhetorical, almost Zen. The older hand at her side, a former Bush comms specialist, responds with a resigned shrug: “He thinks with his thumbs. Everything else is commentary.”

Three televisions dominate one wall. Each is tuned to a different news channel, though the feed is always the same: a screenshot of the tweet, the beauty queen’s face, the campaign logo overlaid with graphics in a menacing red. There is a chyron that reads “UNPRECEDENTED ATTACK,” and another that reads “DOES THIS DISQUALIFY?” The looping footage is like a hostage video for the information age.

Every ten minutes, a new draft statement is printed out and run up the chain to Lewandowski. Every ten minutes, Lewandowski frowns, adds a margin note—“No apologies,” “Stronger,” “Don’t mention sex tape”—and the process repeats. In the background, the phones continue to ring.

By 8:45, there is an actual line of reporters at the security desk in the lobby, each one holding an ID badge, each one clamoring for a quote. The morning shows are already in panel mode, every anchor tilted forward, eyes glittering with the hope that today’s gaffe will finally, mercifully, put the candidate away for good.

None of this is accidental, but in the moment, to the staffers, it feels like the death spiral of a commercial airliner. Panic is not permitted, but caffeine shakes are rampant.

Inside the glass-walled bunker, the comms team prepares for their scheduled flagellation with a roundtable rehearsal. The lead—once a senior at the RNC, now visibly aging by the hour—reads the latest statement aloud:

“We regret that the language used this morning may have been misconstrued, but the campaign stands by our commitment to honesty, even when it makes some uncomfortable. Mr. Trump remains focused on issues that matter to the American people.” He has never been, nor will he ever be focused on issues that matter to Americans. He has only ever cared about himself and whatever benefits him.

No one believes this is good enough, but there is no better.

A notification pings on every phone simultaneously: a reply, directly from Trump himself, three words only. “Don’t dilute it.” Lewandowski stares at the screen, then at the ceiling, then laughs—not a happy laugh, but the laughter of a man who sees only two doors, both of them exit doors, and knows he will go through neither.

At 9:32, as if cued by a stage manager, Trump enters the suite. He does not walk so much as stride, body pitched forward, chin out, shoulders wide, his tie a red semaphore. The staff still in the bullpen stand, instinctively, as he passes, though he barely acknowledges them except with a nod and an approving squint.

He scans the floor, reads the emotion with predator’s accuracy, and smiles. It is not the smile of a grateful employer, but that of a man who has thrown a hand grenade into a swimming pool and is delighted by the noise.

He heads directly for the conference room, bypassing Lewandowski and the waiting press entirely, and inserts himself at the head of the acrylic table. “Which of you wrote the fat statement?” he asks. No one answers.

He glances at the drafts arrayed before him, then pushes them all aside with a single, casual motion, as if swatting at flies. “Nobody cares about statements,” he says. “They care about winning. And now everyone’s talking about us—not Jeb, not Hillary. Us.”

The staff is silent. Someone at the edge tries to raise a concern about party reaction, but is cowed by the density of Trump’s presence. The news monitors, in the background, continue to play the loop. CNN has now booked an emergency panel, four to one against Trump, but every camera frame is saturated with his image.

“Let them scream,” he says, watching his own face on the screen with undisguised pleasure. “We’re the only thing that matters today.”

He stands, signals for Scavino, and leaves the conference room as quickly as he entered. The staffers exhale. Lewandowski sits heavily, runs a hand through thinning hair, and mutters, “He’s right, isn’t he.”

No one answers, but no one disagrees.

Across the campaign floor, every phone resumes ringing, as if on some planetary schedule. The acrylic table is now dusted with abandoned statements, and the televisions escalate into split screens, polls, and hothouse arguments. The panic is still there, but it has begun to shift into something more productive, like the first tremors of an earthquake before the collapse of a rival building.

Back in the main room, Trump is already prepping for his next hit, eyes fixed on the scrolling, infinite horizon of Twitter, where his followers multiply and the outrage never sleeps. In his wake, the staff re-commits to the day, torn between terror and awe, bound together by the knowledge that, for better or worse, this is what it feels like to win.

In a beige hotel ballroom on the outskirts of Des Moines, Jeb Bush stands at a Lucite lectern and delivers a speech about marginal tax rates to an audience composed of three retirees, two journalists, and, far in the back, a small clutch of campaign volunteers pretending to be undecided voters. The room hums with the stillness of artificial air, interrupted only by the distant clink of a breakfast buffet being dismantled by catering staff. Jeb’s voice is serviceable, pitched to a steady, adult timbre, but he is upstaged by the PowerPoint behind him, which has crashed to desktop twice in the last ten minutes.

He is not aware of the death spiral, only the sensation of swimming upstream in a river engineered for different fish. He soldiers on: “We need a tax code that works for every American, not just the elites,” he intones, eyes never quite meeting those of his audience, which now includes a man in overalls asleep with arms folded across his chest.

One of the reporters, a twenty-something with an expensive phone and a major in media cynicism, glances at her notifications: Trump’s tweet, the one about the beauty queen, has detonated in every group chat and Slack channel she’s ever known. She jots a note, not about Jeb’s policy but about the color of his tie, which is described as “funereal blue.” She will later admit to herself she remembers nothing else from the morning.

In a low-slung conference room in New Hampshire, Marco Rubio rehearses a town hall. His team has culled the questions, their edges polished and then padded until they can be thrown safely, like T-ball pitches. Rubio answers in pre-approved snippets: “The future is now”; “We can be the next American century”; “I believe in your dreams.” He is a whirligig of teeth and hand motions, every gesture sanded to fit the Instagram window. He winks at the child in the front row who, for the entire session, has been playing with the zipper on his mother’s purse.

Out in the parking lot, a handful of TV crews stand around, cigarettes and coffee in hand, waiting for the day’s controversy to manifest. It never does. One of the producers sighs, “If he isn’t going to say something stupid, what are we even doing here?” They stare at their phones, scrolling for a better riot.

Inside Trump Tower, the screens are everywhere—muted in the elevators, blaring in the kitchenettes, embedded in the surfaces of every meeting table. On each, the same looping footage: Trump’s tweet, the beauty queen, the apoplectic reactions from the anchors, the roundtable of experts who in the last hour have gone from shocked to appalled to professionally giddy.

In his private office, a box of McDonald’s on the desk, Trump consumes both the coverage and the product in equal measure. He is alone except for the background sizzle of New York outside and the persistent ping of the phone, which, even silenced, vibrates the lacquered surface at intervals approximating a human heartbeat.

He flips from channel to channel, delighting in the faces: red, splotchy, veins standing out at the temples. Each commentator’s horror is like a medal; each recycled tweet a proof of victory. Sometimes, when the conversation lags, he rewinds the DVR and watches again, savoring the roundtable’s collapse from “This is the end” to “Or is it?”

He bites into a burger, barely tasting it. A solitary bit of pickle falls onto the edge of the keyboard; he wipes it with a napkin bearing his own gold-embossed initials.

The phone buzzes again. He picks it up and, for the first time all morning, looks not at Twitter but at the analytics. There is a new bar graph, this one showing his total mentions against the combined mentions of Jeb, Rubio, and all others in the field. The bar for Trump is so much higher it makes the rest look like errors in data entry.

Dan Scavino enters, holding a printout with the reverence of a newly minted currency. “You’re at one point seven million by noon. That’s just on Facebook. The news coverage—they say it’s worth six million dollars already, maybe more.”

Trump grins, not because he is surprised, but because it is the only acceptable outcome. “Six million, for one tweet. They’ll say I’m crazy, but they’ll pay for the privilege.” He wipes his hands, then returns to the phone, composing a fresh missive for the faithful.

He types, with two fingers, the way men did in the old business schools:

“Thank you to everyone for your support. The dishonest media will never stop us. #AmericaFirst.”

He does not hit send yet. He holds the moment, savoring it, watching the reflection of himself in the blank screen, the light from the news coverage flickering in his pupils.

Out in Iowa, Jeb Bush finishes his speech to scattered applause. In New Hampshire, Rubio’s town hall ends with a selfie line, during which he is asked for his name by three separate voters. In every airport lounge, every suburban living room, every staff break room, the Trump tweet is read aloud, denounced, and shared again, moving through the body politic like a bloodborne pathogen.

In the office, Trump finally hits send. The phone pings; the follower count ticks up in visible leaps. He sits back, arms behind his head, and surveys the digital landscape, a general on the eve of battle, a god admiring the ruins.

Scavino, still hovering, says, “They can’t stop talking about you.”

Trump nods, his eyes narrowed, the blue glow illuminating his face to the color of an old television set. “This is my weapon of mass distraction,” he says, and the screens, obedient, reflect it back to him, infinite and true.
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​Chapter 3: The First Debate


[image: ]


The Quicken Loans Arena in Cleveland, bathed in an artificial daylight so bright it could ripen tomatoes, is not so much a building as a diorama: one carefully constructed, resplendent with corporate banners and those monumental banners that manage to spell out “AMERICA” without ever agreeing on a font. Under the sacramental glow of television lighting, the Fox News debate stage simmers, a long, rigid promontory of acrylic podiums, each backed by its own armory of LEDs. Ten candidates: each posed for maximum three-quarter view, each in a dark suit, each face individually lacquered for the spectrum of newsprint and high-def. It is a tableau of would-be emperors, none of them fully aware that the center of gravity is about to shift.

Donald Trump takes his position at dead center, the x-coordinate of all national attention. His presence is, for a moment, still: a study in apex mammalian display, chin canted upward, lips in neutral, the necktie as red as a warning sign. The camera cutaways keep returning to him, as if the lens cannot resist the event horizon. To his left and right, the flanking governors and senators and one unlicensed neurosurgeon perform a series of small, compulsive gestures—double-checking lapel pins, wetting lips, re-balancing on the prescribed footprints—but Trump is inert, an unmoved mover, willing the world to rotate about him.

The moderators—three, not two—sit at their anchor’s desk with the formality of Supreme Court justices, each wielding a legal pad as if it were a ceremonial blade. Megyn Kelly, in the middle chair, has trained for this moment with the high seriousness of a litigator and the haircut of a ’90s superheroine. She runs a manicured finger along her stack of questions, weighs them, and picks her opening volley.

“Mr. Trump,” she intones, and even the honorific sounds like an accusation, “you’ve called women you don’t like ‘fat pigs,’ ‘dogs,’ ‘slobs,’ and ‘disgusting animals.’”

Trump’s mouth twitches, the rictus just short of a smile. He waits, the barest eyelash of a pause, then delivers his rejoinder: “Only Rosie O’Donnell.” The timing is surgical; the audience, a thousand in-studio witnesses curated from the upper crust of GOP donors and local dignitaries, erupts in a kind of mortified laughter. It is a sound that contains both pleasure and terror, as if watching an uncle recite dirty limericks at a child’s birthday party.

Kelly presses, eyes aglint, voice sharpening to a point: “Does that sound to you like the temperament of a man we should elect as president?” The follow-up is a lawyer’s trap, constructed for maximum containment. Trump’s eyes narrow, infinitesimal, his jaw deploying an extra millimeter of steel. The answer, when it comes, is blunter than the first: “I think the big problem this country has is being politically correct. I’ve been challenged by so many people and I don’t frankly have time for total political...

No venue in America is better engineered for ritualized combat than a debate stage, and the Cleveland theater tonight glows with the cold extravagance of a cryogenics lab or a billionaire’s mausoleum. An unbroken wall of LED light simulates patriotism at a subatomic level: the reds are deeper, the blues more devout, the white stripes as clean and surgical as an operating theater. Above, television lights hang in radiant array, like the weapons rack of an alien warlord, their beams so powerful that each candidate is forced to squint, or else risk total retinal domination. The air, filtered and aggressively conditioned, tastes like fresh styrofoam and the exhalations of old money.

They are ten: a decimal of human ambition. The configuration, from stage left to right, is as carefully calibrated as a DNA helix. In the coveted center position stands the man himself, Donald John Trump, six feet and three inches of contradiction, surrounded by rivals in descending order of poll numbers and, in most cases, charisma. Jeb is here, all stolid gravity and inherited hangdog; Rubio, beaming in off the set of a toothpaste commercial; Rand, a minor prophet with the hair of an aggrieved porcupine; Christie, looming and jowly, nostrils flaring at the thought of constraint. There are also the sacrificial lambs, meant to take up the space between, to absorb stray shrapnel and maybe, if fortune bends, catch a sliver of the nation’s favor.

Every candidate is stage-costumed to within an inch of their constituent base. Ties in red, blue, gold; flag pins, lapel badges, tiny talismans meant to confer credibility at a pixel’s distance. The men favor dark suits, pressed with military severity. Only Ben Carson, smiling like a man at his own memorial, wears a tie in the color of cranberry compote, perhaps to telegraph surgical precision. The shoes are all matte leather, except Trump’s, which are so highly polished they reflect the wiring on the set’s underside.

The debate begins not with a gavel but with an act of television: Bret Baier and Megyn Kelly, all cheekbones and jawlines, anchor the spectacle from behind a glassy redoubt that suggests both objectivity and the need for bulletproof protection. Megyn’s hair is an unsleeping blonde, not quite a color found in nature but perfectly adapted to its current environment. She speaks with the gravity of a judge and the cadence of a sniper. When she reads from her card, her eyes never quite leave the subject; she is always tracking, always ready to fire.

The opening volley is designed to humiliate, to test the perimeter defenses of each ego: Will you, if not chosen, pledge to support the nominee? Will you rule out an independent run? The question is not aimed at the phalanx but at its nucleus—Trump. The camera, moving in like a submarine torpedo, finds his face already in the posture of anticipation. He raises his hand, palm out, in a gesture that is both a vow and a mug shot, and the audience emits a
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