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The Morning After
How this race ends—and when—could deepen the splits in this
already fractured country. After a season of passion and poison, the

winner faces the challenge of picking up the pieces
By NANCY GIBBS

Mow, 1, 2004

Let's celebrate for just a moment, in the event we don't get another
chance. The last time an incumbent President ran for re-election, in 1996,
the mood was so droopy that Jay Leno described one debate as must-
sleep TV. Even people who bothered to vote weren't sure it mattered
much who won. But this campaign hag turned out to be a passion play,
with millions more people prepared to paper their yards with signg or
make callg at night or write a check to a candidate for the first time ever
or offer to drive an elderly neighbor to the polls. Given the questions on
the table—war and peace, freedom and safety—it ought to be a relief to
see s0 many Americans come out of their little gated tribal compounds
and engage in the fateful debate, hand to hand, door to door.

But voters now are having to confront the prospect that this campaign,
rare in its combination of passion and poison, may end neither quickly
nor well. In the darkest vision, Nov. 2 will be a day of apocalypse, with
battalions of volunteers, geeks, cops, feds and assorted party watchdogs
guarding the polls; 20,000 lawvers riding into battle, brandishing suits
challenging the results in half a dozen states; campaign war rooms
spitting out charges of fraud and intimidation; and branches of
government built to balance and cool one another instead starting to
melt. The fact that the last presidential election was decided by the
Supreme Court paved the way for more legal challenges, if not mischief,
thig time around. And Congress's effort to fix all the problems, the Help
America Vote Act, may have only made them worse. (See following

story.)

Four years ago, a constitutional crisis, bruising as it was, at least felt like
a freak accident. Ifit happens again, it may feel like an assault. Each side
has declared that the other will do anything to win, which means that 1f
this race stays tight, whichever candidate loses is less likely to think that
he was beaten than that he was robbed. Already the planes are fueled, the
legal swat teams ready, the recount office spaces reserved and provisions
made for staplers and coffeemakers in the event that Election Day does
indeed become Election Month.

But as the armies line up to wait for their signal, a weary public watches
the spectacle with a different emotion. If the pollsters are right, there is a
mass of voters—ofl the media's radar because they seldom scream—who
can live with either outcome but dread an Uncivil War. Ag the warnings
of chaos grow more dire, they could be forgiven for caring less about
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who wins this election than about how he wins and when. A TIME poll
finds that 48% of Americans believe that an illegitimate winner may
prevail; 56% are ready to abolish the Electoral College. "A certain
amount of shenanigans is standard. But it'd be really nice to know who
the next President is by Thanksgiving," says Ted Jelen, chairman of the
political-science department at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. "I
just don't see a gracious concession happening this time. This could get
awfully ugly." Especially if institutions that are basically built on trust
are infected with a sense that they don't work anymore. Then the
necessary healing after any election gets only harder. "It's scary,” Jelen
concludes. "It scares the hell out of me."

Here in the last lap of campaign 2004, the days get long and the
candidates hoarse, and every night is Halloween. By last week the
Republicans were all but declaring that your children will die a gruesome
death if John Kerry wins, and Kerry was warning that if you catch the
flu, it's because George W. Bush screwed up your shot. Vice President
Dick Cheney talked about the greater likelihood of a mushroom cloud
over a U.S. city if Kerry is elected, inspiring the Boston Herald headline
vote kerry, get nuked, veep wams. Cheney's rival, John Edwards—who
had suggested that among the stakes in this race was whether the lame
would walk again—oftered an alternative nightmare: "He can't even
manage the flu-vaccine crisis,”" Edwards said of Bush. "How can we
expect this President to deal with anthrax?" The Kerry campaign had
been handing out rose-colored glasses to reporters to help them get a
glimpse of the President's view of reality. At the same time, Kerry was
lobbing charges more wildly than he had before, asserting that Bush has
a secret plan to gut Social Security and revive the draft, which inspired
Bush to accuse his rival of exploiting the politics of fear. The Democrats
threw the charge right back when the Bush campaign launched the
"Wolves" ad, which shows a pack prowling a forest like terrorists
hunting their prey and implicitly suggests the country can't afford to
choose Kerry under such threatening conditions.

Both camps are burning through money at the rate of $9 million a day
now—and that's before you get to the independent 527 groups that have
dumped an additional $386 million into the race. The largest single ad
buy of the campaign comes from conservative Progress for America. It
shows Bush comforting 16-year-old Ashley Faulkner, whose mother died
on 9/11. As it happens, the spot was made by Larry McCarthy, who
produced the infamous Willie Horton ad that helped the first President
Bush bury Michael Dukakis under charges that he was soft on crime. If
that is the iconic attack ad, this is the ultimate embrace—to remind
voters of the protectiveness they cherished in the President after Sept. 11.
The ad has been ready since July, but sponsors waited until the end to
unveil it.

Most of the independent ads are not quite as uplifting. An ad from
Operation Truth, a veterans' group, features a soldier talking about going
to war in Iraq because of weapons that didn't exist, and it ends with him
showing what's left of an arm that was blown off.

Another Progress for America spot features pictures of Osama bin Laden
and a band of fighters and asks, "Would you trust Kerry against these
fanatic killers?" Message makers on both sides say that in a race this






