


[image: Cover: The Last Election by Andrew Yang and Stephen Marche]





THE LAST ELECTION


by Andrew Yang and Stephen Marche

[image: Logo: Akashic Books]



This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the authors’ imaginations. Any resemblance to real events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Published by Akashic Books

©2023 Andrew Yang and Stephen Marche

Paperback ISBN: 978-1-63614-150-3

Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-63614-149-7

Library of Congress Control Number: 2023933944

All rights reserved

First printing

Akashic Books

Brooklyn, New York

Instagram, Twitter, Facebook: AkashicBooks

info@akashicbooks.com

www.akashicbooks.com




To those who are willing to see the future, so they can change it





Table of Contents



	November 23: The Launch (424 days until)

	January 7: First Quarterly Fundraising Report (378 days until)

	February 7: Iowa Caucuses (348 days until)

	March 5: Super Tuesday (321 days until)

	June 9: Scandal (225 days until)

	August 24: The Unconvention (149 days until)

	October 10: The Debate (102 days until)

	November 5: The Election (76 days until)

	January 6: The Contingent Election (14 days until)

	January 20: The Inauguration (the day)








November 23
THE LAUNCH


(424 days until)




11:17 a.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

The message that means the end of the American republic arrives at just the wrong moment. Martha Kass is sitting down to a chopped salad of pickled beets, goat cheese, candied pecans, and radicchio.

By late morning, Martha needs to sit by the light in the kitchen even more than she needs to eat. Martha runs the New York Times’s tip line and today she has already looked over a video of Oregon militia members planning to purchase Americium for a dirty bomb, a memo between coaches at a California university’s swimming program covering up for a sexually abusive team doctor, and a drone shot of a woman being burned alive in a Bangladeshi refugee camp. These are the morning’s highlights. None of them will make it into the paper.

American journalism, when you get right down to it, is a lot of interesting salads at a lot of bright desks, asking the question, Does this suffering matter? The view from Martha’s kitchen is a quiet stretch of Clinton Hill. Its wide street, with a housing project across from the gentrifying apartments, is calm.

Before she notices the message that means the end of the American republic, before she can take a bite of salad, Martha hears a rustling at the front door, and it’s Zayn. She forgot that her husband was coming home for the sex scheduled so meticulously by their fertility doctor. They have been trying for a baby for eight months now. “You there?” she asks.

Zayn is already unbuttoning his shirt. “Want to forget about the world for a while?” he asks, kissing her forehead and strolling to the bedroom.

She would rather have the salad than the sex. She would rather look out the window. An old lady in a blue and gold babushka is pushing a cart of shopping bags awkwardly across the sidewalk, and Martha is curious how the sequence will play out. The salad won’t be as fresh after.

But she can hardly complain. Zayn had to take the A train all the way from Harlem and then transfer to the G at Hoyt-Schermerhorn. He has half an hour. Then he will have to rush back to City College to teach Intro to Communication to a class of two hundred.

So the spark that sets America on fire has to wait. The spark that sets America on fire is a message on the New York Times’s SecureDrop server that arrives to Martha Kass with a blank subject heading; the sender is a string of numbers. The message contains an audio clip, three minutes and fourteen seconds long.

Martha doesn’t know, at this point, that the way she puts down her fork and pulls the sweatshirt over her head en route to the bedroom is being watched.



11:32 a.m., 820 Fifth Avenue, Manhattan, NY

Michael Ricci, Mikey to everybody, has received sixty-four new messages in the past hour but hasn’t read them. Only one message matters anyway. It is a three-figure text from his director of digital: F2F. To the message requesting a face-to-face meeting, Mikey replies with a single number: 1.

He cannot write more because he is watching American politics in its advanced state of decadence up close, in action. He needs to study his candidate, Cooper Sherman, independent leader of the Maverick Party, working the selfie line. American politics, when you get right down to it, is a lot of selfies in a lot of fancy apartments.

Cooper is not a professional politician, and it shows. He talks to people.

There are only four supporters left who want selfies: an elder WASP banker complete in bow tie and suspenders, some trust-fund kid all in gray with a nine-hundred-dollar, orange Hermès scarf, and two teenage girls from Trinity who came with their bubbe. Mikey can’t quite tell if they’re there to see Cooper because of his politics or his celebrity.

Cooper Sherman is the founder of a multibillion-dollar tax-compliance software company, but he has a shot at the presidency because he starred in Build It and They Will Come. For seven seasons, he helped the owners of failing small businesses, and his catchphrase was, “Do the math.”

Sarah Ren, the Maverick Party’s director of communications, strides up looking at her phone. “He’s acting like a human being again,” she says. “He can’t be talking to people.”

“He’ll learn,” Mikey says.

“We don’t have much time for him to learn. This isn’t prepper camp where you learn to shoot a gun and fill a bug-out bag.”

Mikey sighs. “Listen, we got a human being here—I admit that. You knew that when you signed up for an independent campaign. There are some advantages to having a human being as a candidate and there are some disadvantages to having a human being as a candidate. One of the advantages is that some people like imagining a real person as president. One of the disadvantages is that a human being might talk to people like they’re people.”

“You see this F2F?” she asks, not looking up from her screen.

“I’ll handle it. I’m going to meet Dominic at one.”

“First day after launch and there’s already an emergency.”

“It’s probably—”

But Ren is already striding across the room. The fact that she is working for the Maverick campaign is absurd. She’s far too good. Mikey is a sentimentalist. He wants to save the republic. Sarah Ren just knows how to win.

In the aftermath of January 6, 2021, Mikey dropped into a deep dark hole, and Cooper had brought him out, brought him to his Rocky Mountain compound, shared his own despair and his plan, the plan to save the republic.

He still remembers the moment Cooper turned to him, in the middle of some copse of aspens on the never-ending hikes on that visit, and said, “If the country does go down, don’t you want to say that you fought for her?” That her, with its genteel patriotism, rang like a gong in his heart.

Sarah Ren must have a heart, as a biological fact, but it’s not the kind of heart that rings out. She’s a killer.

Ren organized this event through her connections with Larry Kapek, the top bundler in New York. The room is what a real estate listing would describe as “an ornate Upper East Side apartment.” The bland American nineteenth-century portraits and landscapes have accent lights above them.

In the living room, where the candidate and the crowd of people with $3,300 to give away had their little chat—fifteen minutes of speaking and ten minutes for questions—pictures of political celebrities cover an entire wall, from floor to ceiling. In another era, it would have been lined with the stuffed heads of elephants and zebras and rhinoceroses. But here, in left-leaning New York circles, success in life must be demonstrated by the host’s confirmed presence, at one or another moment, beside Obama and Mandela and Bono and the Clintons.

The total from the event is $98,768, all toted up in ACTGray, with all the necessary information required by the FEC: the email addresses, the phone numbers. They need the contact info for legal reasons but also for future donation requests.

That is the number one rule: get the money before you give the selfie. But there’s another rule that applies to American life generally: keep the customer happy. So Cooper must work the selfie line.

The selfie is the threshold act of American politics now, the primary gesture that defines those who follow. The threshold political act used to be the handshake—you went out on the street and you met people and brought them into a room together. Now, you frame yourself in other people’s screens, so that they share you.

The trick is speed without hustle. If a candidate spends thirty seconds taking a picture, it’s much too long. The average person has five hundred followers, so if you take two hundred selfies you’ve potentially created a hundred thousand impressions.

With a good handler, an effective candidate can reduce his or her time per impression to fifteen or twenty seconds, which matters because for every fourth or fifth person, there’s typically one fuck-up or phone malfunction.

The selfie consultant—Mikey strains to recall her name, Emily or Emma or something—had stressed the importance of suppressing your irritation, maintaining the smiling positive mood at all times. It can be tough. Sometimes the mentally ill slip through the handlers, the hopeless and the broken pressing in. The loonies might bring whole binders of their political writings with them. They might bring bongs or action figures to sign. They might ask the candidate to make white power gestures nobody on staff knows exist yet.

With Cooper, there had always been idiots who wanted to have him invest in their crypto plays, their online luxury travel companies. They’d seen him help businesses on TV. They wanted him to do what they’d seen him do on TV. Cooper usually gave them a card, told them to call one of his producers, who would give them the PFO, the polite fuck off.

Working the selfie line involves technique but there is talent too, the capacity to project intimacy on demand and at volume. Cooper has a terrific selfie smile when all is said and done. He looks, in pictures, like he’s just shared spring break with whoever is in the shot with him, like they’ve all been in on a lark together.

Cooper’s celebrity trained him so far, but there are rules for the political selfie that don’t apply to regular celebrities. No sticking out your tongue and making hang ten gestures. No middle fingers. No pulling faces.

The selfie consultant had offered a selfie guide that included an optimal angle, tested by focus groups. For Cooper, the optimal angle is thirty degrees to the left.

Mikey can see Cooper improving. He hits that angle shot after shot now. The guy is coachable. But he’s still taking too long. The Maverick Party’s platform is universal basic income, the decriminalization of all drugs, and electoral reform. If you get Cooper started on any of them, he won’t shut up. The midtwenties trust-fund art-school kid with the fancy scarf is listening, rapt, as Cooper reels off stats about open primaries.

The two Trinity girls are next. They’re fifteen, maybe sixteen. Ren is somehow back at Mikey’s side. She’s probably talked to seven people in the time she’s been gone. “This is dangerous,” she says.

“Let’s see how he does,” Mikey responds.

Sometimes people press themselves against your body when they’re in a selfie because they know closeness leads to the best shots on social. Cooper, as trained, uses his air hands, floating just above their shoulders so that the picture looks intimate on first glance, but if anyone wants to check, it’s clear he’s not touching. This, too, was an insight of the selfie consultant. That’s why you hire consultants.

“Two more bundling events today,” Ren notes. “I’d like to get that to five. Kamala can do five.”

“Well, he’s not going to do that many. Here, LA, San Francisco, maybe Austin.”

“You need to talk him into doing more.”

“How do you explain to a billionaire that he ought to work for a living?”

“Fifty thousand dollars an hour is a good rate for anybody. Plus, other people’s money signals more organic support. Commitment, Mikey, commitment.”

It’s a funny word out of her mouth. Ren knows how to win. She also fucks too many people too much. That’s why they can get her.

Ren’s career has a pattern. She helps a candidate to power, fucking everybody along the way, then the press describes her as a bimbo until she becomes such a distraction that she has to be fired. Then there’s a line of people out the door waiting to hire her. Needless to say, if Ren were a man, she would simply be the leading political operative in the country. The sex wouldn’t enter into it.

Larry Kapek strides across his ornate living room toward them like a man flagging down a waiter to complain.

“You want me to do the host?” Ren asks.

“No, I’ll do him,” Mikey says. “He prefers men.”

There are more rules to these bundling events. The candidate has to talk to the donors, but the campaign manager has to listen to the ideas of the hosts. That’s the deal.

Larry’s not so bad, as bundlers go. He’s a seventy-five-year-old gay man who made a fortune on licensing Broadway musicals, and invested the money in this apartment, political influence, and cosmetic surgery.

Larry Kapek knows how the world works. Except that’s not quite right. Larry Kapek thinks he knows how the world works, and he’s been right often enough that a few others also think that Larry Kapek knows how the world works, but Larry Kapek only knows how the world used to work.

In a photograph, he looks fifty tops. Up close, he looks like a puzzle of a face with the pieces forced together.

Larry puts his arm around Mikey’s shoulder, leans in close. “Hope,” he says. He wants Mikey to ask him what he means, and Mikey knows that Larry wants him to ask what he means.

“Hope?”

“Hope.”

“What do you mean by hope, Larry?”

“Hope is what’s missing here.”

Mikey nods. “Hope is missing from a good chunk of America, Larry.”

“When I fundraised for Hillary, when I raised money for Barack, when I worked with Bill thirty years ago, what got me into this was hope. That’s what people spend money on, that’s what they want to give money to.”

“The Man from Hope.”

“The Man from Hope. Your guy is the Man from Despair.”

Mikey presses a button on a tape recorder in his mind. It is the basic plot of the Maverick Party, the universal basic income, electoral reform, decriminalization of all drugs, the fact that these are the only possible responses to automation and globalization, that Cooper Sherman represents a real chance to halt the national slide into autocracy and a real chance to spread American prosperity.

Larry stops the spiel with an upraised palm. “Your policies are wonderful. I have no problem with your policies. Or, at least, I can see how your policies make sense, as ideas, and I agree with you that the time is right for big ideas. But you have to get into office before any of those ideas can be real. Am I wrong?”

“You’re not wrong but—”

“Am I wrong?”

“I’m not sure we can make any of those policies happen even in office since the system is so corrupt.”

“You’re not wrong there either, but listen. What I’m saying is that, listen, there needs to be more of a vision to sell. A vision of American grandeur, of the opportunity this country represents.”

“Opportunity,” Mikey says like he’s taking a mental note. “Understood.”

“One more thing. You’ve got to stop cursing.”

The old man has missed the point once again. Cursing is the point. America makes you want to curse. “Cooper is Cooper,” Mikey says.

“Your slogan is ‘Unfuck America.’”

“That’s not our slogan. Our slogan is ‘Do the Math.’ The kids chant ‘Unfuck America’ at the rallies because that’s what they want us to do. And you want us to do it too.” Larry says nothing, so Mikey fills the space: “Look, the Republicans want to end democracy, and the Democrats can’t or won’t stop them. To speechify to people about ‘work hard and play by the rules’ is just … They won’t believe it. They’re not buying it. The first rule is to meet people where they are.”

“And where are the people?”

“They know the system is broken. They all know. That’s why we have a chance.”

Larry pauses. His cheeks have been stretched back so far he cannot quite purse his lips, but he looks like he would be pursing his lips if he could. “You know, I think you know something I don’t,” he says.

“What’s that?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know if you know what you know that I don’t know. But the world … this country …” He looks up with eyes searching to be understood. “This country confuses me.”

Mikey shakes his hand. “You and me both, brother.”

Larry, like everybody else, wants to go back to the America he remembers. But Mikey knows all of the old Americas are never coming back.

Everybody says that every election is the most important election in history, yet the stakes of this one won’t be who controls the machinery of American self-government; they will be whether there is self-government in America at all. The question is not which America will prevail. The question is whether there will be an America.



12:32 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

“Real life is starting to get messed up,” Zayn says, stretching naked by the window. “It’s not just the news anymore.”

Martha is eating her salad curled up in bed. It is delicious—crunchy, soft, sweet, sour, light, filling. Her husband is handsome and kind. She should be happy. She should be savoring the moment. She can’t. There’s news. She needs to eat quickly.

“It’s not just like Tucker Carlson screaming anymore. It’s like civilization is going down.” Zayn is putting on his blue button-down. “I was crossing over Sixth Avenue today—you know, over by Fox News?—and a fight broke out.”

“A fight?”

“Somebody was protesting somebody and somebody else was protesting the protesters. And as I was walking by, this, like, I don’t know, sixty-year-old dude in a beard, you ever notice how the violent crazies always have beards? On both sides? Anyway, he has this thin sign, a thin little piece of wood, and it says Compassion on it. And then there’s this other guy, and he’s dressed in a suit but he looks like he’s high. And they’re talking and I can’t even hear what they’re talking about, and then the guy with the sign that says Compassion starts whaling on the other guy, and they fall down on the street together.”

“The medium is the message,” Martha says.

“I moved away fast. I never knew who was on whose side.”

“Compassion has to be on our side, surely.”

“I don’t know. It sounds pretty Christian.”

Martha is eating her salad too fast. She slows down, forking a single pickled beet. Anxiety always makes her rush. Political violence hums in the background now—that assassination of a Democratic state senator in Michigan last week, a Kentucky radical shooting out the power stations the week before that, the mass shooting at UCLA which killed a judge—but it’s still weird that it would enter their lives, the little lives of Martha and Zayn.

“Who won the fight?” Martha asks.

“I didn’t see.”

“I put my money on compassion.” Martha picks at the bottom of her bowl for the last of the candied pecans. “We’ll be fine.”

Martha and Zayn are having a conversation under their conversation. The fertility struggle leads to a lot of conversations under conversations.

Zayn is saying without saying that the world is chaotic, that America is falling apart, that maybe they shouldn’t be trying so hard for a baby. Martha is saying that their lives aren’t worth anything without a family at home.

Zayn puts on his pants. Martha puts her bowl in the kitchen sink. A classroom is waiting for Zayn in Harlem. The tip line is waiting for Martha.



1:07 p.m., Hudson Yards, Eleventh Avenue and 30th Street, Manhattan, NY

The Maverick Party staff is buzzing. Twenty-five of them are going to have a lovely evening out at the ketamine bar. Their collective trip at a “psychedelic wellness center” will all be supervised, an immersive experience with soft chairs, plenty of plants, cozy carpets, and pastel flower art. The idea is that they will all trip their brains out as a reward for the successful launch.

Mikey approves. It will make for good group bonding. He is not going though. He hates drugs, and he hates trendiness.

The offices of the Maverick Party resemble an overfunded start-up. The staff can walk out to the High Line for lunch or a meeting at the Hudson Market or an Equinox nearby. They are close to the Google offices where many of their friends work.

Mikey is too much of a New Jersey Italian to buy into the Silicon Valley bullshit completely. His long-dead marble-working great-grandfather sits on his shoulder and judges their AI guy, who believes he is never going to die, and the fully invested Priestess of the Horned Lord who used to work for Elon Musk.

But the Maverick Party is a tech play. The banner over the door reads, Do the Math. The real slogan had come at a Tech-Crunch forum, when Cooper declared that his mission was to “unfuck America.” His plea to the engineering class to save their country—“We broke it, we bought it”—had gone megaviral.

Engineers joined in droves. The campaign unleashed their engineering.

On launch date, they released a video game that allowed players to join in with the campaign, built by the same people who created Kim Kardashian Superstar. To advance, you needed to make donations. They released their own deepfake of the candidate so that users could make him do or say anything. He had already been grafted onto porn, onto Hitler speaking at the Nuremberg rally, and so on. It was all attention. Attention first was the play. A robot Maverick army generated a shifting kaleidoscope of memes that flood socials.

Nellie Katz, head of operations, is perched on the edge of a desk before a hanging garden of plasma screens playing Fox and MSNBC and CNN. “Did Ren come back with you?” she asks.

“She’s still at the event. The candidate can never be left alone. Where’s Dom?”

Nellie shrugs. “I haven’t seen him, but he should be around here somewhere. Do you have another appointment soon?”

Nellie’s politeness and concern always surprise Mikey. He met Nellie working in New York on the Biden campaign. She is the true American thing, talent that has worked its way up. If you ask her to do something, it’s done. If you ask her to plan something, it comes off. If you ask her to sell something, it’s sold. She’s an itty-bitty thing, five foot three in shoes and skinny as a pinkie finger, but if she were a dog she’d be a big bounding golden retriever—ladling out never-ending bowlfuls of positive energy. Maybe it’s an act, but if it’s an act, it’s persistent and original.

The last American election is like all the others before it. The end of democracy in the United States will be perfectly democratic. It seems, on the surface, like the same drama that has played out sixtysomething times before.

The Democratic roster includes a highly successful Black woman with shallow support; a boyish Midwesterner; a brilliant antitrust lawyer who looks like a schoolteacher who graded you hard for your own good; a vaguely hippie-ish woman like your liberated aunt who brings up auras and innovative sexual positions at Thanksgiving; and the billionaire governor of Colorado who looks like the guy responsible for deciding the location of the Walmart that wrecks your town.

“What do you see?” Mikey asks, nodding at the wall of televisions.

“The Dems are in trouble,” Nellie says.

“One question. Can they win? Do any of them look like they can stop the Republican?”

Nellie shrugs. She doesn’t say nasty things about people. She doesn’t even say nasty things about nasty people. It’s her trick. It’s her gift.

Then the Republican appears on Fox. Mikey and Nellie’s eyes automatically turn to him. The Republican has the angry glare of a man at a golf course where the valet parkers have misplaced his car. He looks put out. Americans are responding to that look. A lot of Americans feel put out.

At this point, the Republican is facing one last holdout from the field, a Wyomingite named Beth Link. As usual, he’s found his enemy’s sore spot. The one shameful act of Beth Link’s political career was voting against gay marriage even though her sister is a lesbian with adopted kids.

“We’ve got some lovely carpets here,” the Republican is saying to a rally in Pittsburgh. “You know, I’ve known a lot of women like three-dollar Beth and they like carpets this way.”

Is he calling her a carpet-muncher? Probably. The man is an impressive bully. He knows how to put the hook in people. The Republican strategy is established now, whoever the candidate is: the thrill of bullying, the pleasure of making others smaller than yourself.

It works too. It works except that it builds a tolerance. You need more and more of the hatred to feel the thrill. Name-calling leads to street fighting which leads to shooting which leads to insurgency.

And nobody knows where the insurgency will lead.

Can the Democrats prevent the end of democracy in the United States? Can they hold back the forces that wish to convert the greatest republic in the history of the world to a squalid oligarchy overrun by political tribes devoted to each other’s destruction? But the Democratic operatives never consider the end of democracy, Mikey thinks, except as a trend piece in the weekend news. Like him, they probably think about fundraising all day, every day. They are probably thinking, right now, Is there any way to use TikTok to motivate the small-donor base? No, he corrects himself, they are thinking, What consultant can I hire to teach me to use TikTok to motivate the small-donor base?

There is an item on Fox about inflation, comparing contemporary America to Weimar Germany. There is a story on CNN about the gridlock in Congress. MSNBC is running an interview with a teacher who still wears a mask in her classroom in Idaho, against the wishes of the parents.

“There’s the one that’s going to bite the Democrats in the ass,” Mikey says.

“People hate doing what they ought to do.”

“Americans hate being told to do what they ought to do.”

Then their launch comes up on CNN. A small half cheer arises from the staff at their desks. There is a shot of Cooper outside the garage at 2036 Crist Drive, Los Altos, California, where Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak launched Apple in another, earlier American era.

Nellie, who is leaning against the desk, stands up. She has been like a sailor scanning the sea. Now she is a harpooner spotting a breach in the waves.

There is Coop with their hand-picked group of appropriately diverse supporters behind him. Cooper almost looks normal, talking about the history of American innovation and the glory of its capacity for reinvention. There’s a ragged lawn and a simple bungalow without the least pretension to anything except an American home. It projects normalcy. It projects tech. Cooper can wear his tech-bro fleece without looking like a freak.

It is a successful fifteen seconds of television, the result of months of planning and hundreds of thousands of dollars in consultancy fees.

Mikey looks over their fundraising app, which shows campaign data in real time. There’s a legitimate surge. Their launch video has 927K views on social media. The website has 231K visits. The email list has risen by 53K. 27,341 people have donated an average of $18.12 each. The numbers are terrific.

The microdonations will be the key, the smaller the better. Cooper needs to escape the impression that he is a billionaire buying the presidency the way his fellow billionaires buy themselves a trip to space with the cast of Star Trek.

These numbers only matter insofar as they will help Cooper reach 15 percent in the polls. If enough polls show Cooper at 15 percent, he should qualify for the presidential debates—if the Commission on Presidential Debates doesn’t change the rules because their board members are all either Democrat or Republican.

Dominic Strindberg, director of digital, strolls in with his laptop and file folder and yellow legal pad. He came to the campaign straight from the business side of Cooper’s tax-compliance software company.

“We secure?” he asks.

“We sure are,” Nellie says.

Dom plops himself down in the chair, places his hands flat on the table, shuts his eyes, takes a deep inhale through his nose, and lets a deep exhale out of his mouth. With his wild hair and unkempt beard, the man is like a shaggy, skinny Muppet, if there had been an accountant Muppet. “We got offered a big donation,” he says to Mikey in the low intense voice he saves for news that matters.

“How big?” Mikey asks, running a hand through his hair. The moment they have been waiting for.

“100,000 Ethereum,” Dom says. Mikey and Nellie sag back in their chairs. It’s not real money. “The donor wants the whole campaign to run on Ethereum. He wants the staff paid in Ethereum. A little more than two hundred million in fiat American currency.”

“Who sent it?” Nellie asks.

“Anonymous donation.”

Nellie and Mikey laugh an absurd laugh. It’s a nondonor giving them make-believe money. On the other hand, somebody loves Cooper Sherman enough to give him two hundred million dollars to float between them.

“Do you think that’s the best idea?” Nellie says, scrunching her face. “I mean, we’re supposed to be the let’s-get-money-out-of-politics people.”

“Yeah, but our guy’s a billionaire,” Dom says.

“I mean, best-case scenario is it’s some crypto bro who wants to jack up the price of his NFTs,” Nellie says.

“Explain that to me,” Mikey says.

“It’s the same as the crypto movement into the art market or anything else. The value of this currency is the value that people ascribe to it. If crypto moves into politics, that means that crypto is more established. If it starts to affect politics, then its arrival is more certain, therefore their portfolio is worth more. But that’s the best-case scenario.”

Dom takes a note on his yellow legal pad. Dom takes notes on everything. He takes notes on his dreams. He probably takes notes on sex, and his notes on sex probably make him more effective as a lover. “First of all,” he says, “the value of any currency is the value ascribed to it. We’re not on the gold standard anymore.”

Mikey can see Nellie tensing up.

“Second of all, we want to be the tech-bro candidate, don’t we? That’s our dream, isn’t it? Massive tech engagement? Third, it would look amazing on our sheet. ‘Tech candidate raises two hundred million in Ethereum.’ Isn’t that what we want?”

Dom and Nellie look to Mikey. He is the campaign manager. He hasn’t said anything yet.

“So what’s the play, Mikey?” Dom prods.

Mikey doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to. He knows enough not to say anything when he doesn’t have to say anything. He lets his silence weigh on them long enough to let them know he could say something.

“The good news is that you both get to go to the ketamine bar. This isn’t on you anymore.”

“What are you going to do?” Nellie asks. “Do we take the Ethereum or don’t we?”

“I’m going to talk with Cooper,” Mikey says. “It’s his call. In questions like this, we are just support mechanisms. He has to go to the valley by himself.”



3:23 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Martha goes into the small den she dreams of using as a baby’s room one day, and begins scrolling through the less-secure messages.

There are five different tip channels the New York Times employs: email, encrypted email, WhatsApp, Signal, and SecureDrop. She can check the first four on her phone, but SecureDrop requires a private server, two computers, and a USB key. Before COVID, the SecureDrop hardware sat in its own room in the Times’s offices. After COVID, the paper installed a safe in her apartment.

It’s a slow day. There’s the usual hate mail, death threats. There are a few conspiracy theorists who write the tip line several times a week. One poor woman sends a note from a different email address every morning, always stream of consciousness, always ugly, always about the Jews and the World Economic Forum.

One guy sends PowerPoint presentations every month or so exposing elaborate connections between Georgia politicians, Taylor Swift, and video game corporations. There’s a message from him today.

On the encrypted email, there’s a long description, possibly genuine, of the sexual peccadilloes of John Kerry. It’s gross. It’s probably not true. Either way, it’s not news. On Signal there are a few uploaded documents from an Exxon insider. Martha flags those. A reporter is already working that source.

Running the tip line is sensitive and time-consuming and boring, but it is important and requires a knowledge of the internal politics of the newsroom and a story sense. The questions Martha is supposed to answer are both negligible and all-important: Would I read this in the New York Times? followed by, Who at the New York Times wants to write about this?

Late in a nonelection year is relatively calm for the tip line. During times when ordinary people sense they are living through history, the tip line blows up. In the early days of COVID, hundreds of videos of overcrowded hospitals filled the encrypted email. They were incredibly useful, since the hospitals had banned reporters.

When #MeToo broke, Martha must have read two or three thousand accounts of abuse—some by minor celebrities, some by the managers of the local Wendys.

On days when the public does not feel invested in the history they are living through, days like today, the tip line receives a couple of hundred messages. Ten might be worth looking at. Of those, two might end up as stories.

One of the permanent truths of media is that people think they have more news than they do.

The Times moved Martha to the tip line around the time they fired James Bennett from the op-ed section. She thought she was invulnerable to cancellation because she had shared in the Pulitzer Prize for the #MeToo material, nurturing actresses to violate their NDAs.

She had objected (“not cool”) on a Slack channel when a young female reporter posted the emoji of a guillotine beside Bennett’s name. Then her mentor, a guy named Ross Abbott, had been on a Times-sponsored tour of Colombia with some Upper East Side kids who wanted to put the trip on their Ivy League applications, and he used a Malcolm X quote that contained the N-word. He, too, had considered himself invulnerable, since he had won half a dozen social justice awards, including a National Association of Black Journalists Prize for his work reporting on AIDS in South Africa. Martha was half-canceled by association.

Not that she had even defended Ross—he explicitly insisted she didn’t—but she had refused to join in on the ritual humiliation.

Like many people who have devoted themselves to an institution, the more it betrays her, the more she worships it. The New York Times employs nearly five thousand people. Before they are hired, each is vetted like a candidate for the Secret Service or the Supreme Court.

The reason journalists submit to such an inspection is because the New York Times is the best and the most powerful news organization in the world. Like any comparable institution—the Mormon Church or the US Marines—it runs on true believers. They believe the New York Times serves a purpose on this earth, and they sublimate their own lives, and anybody else’s they come across, to that purpose. Martha Kass is one of those true believers. She is a true believer in exile.

Martha also knows that like any large institution, the Times has its moods. Internal politics morph under their own phases. Everyone follows a wave and then becomes disgusted by the wave they followed, and so there’s a counterwave. She might well ride the counterwave out of the tip line with a Big Story.

There’s nothing on Signal except a message from a nondefinable source: Check SecureDrop. Confirm receipt.

Martha’s annoyed. Checking SecureDrop is a rigamarole, and she checked it already this morning. First, she goes to the safe and puts in the code and her fingerprint. She takes out the public-facing server and the USB key. On the laptop connected to the server, she uploads the message—there is only one—onto the key. She takes the key out of the connected laptop—this is called the airdrop—and plugs it into the secure viewing station. Once she has read the message that means the end of the American republic, she will restart the computer.

The audio is faint, rustling. If she had to guess, it’s probably voice memos on an iPhone in a pocket, amplified by software after recording. The men’s voices sound slightly intoxicated, like they are reaching that point of drunkenness between joking and sadness. They are almost, but not quite whispering. The recording begins midconversation:

“The American military will have to decide. Sooner or later. The voters are too crazed with hatred. They want a civil war and they’ll have one if we let them. You know, I don’t think the voters want to decide anymore. They want us to take over. And let’s be honest, real honest here, the US military is the only institution left in the United States that isn’t overrun by careerist frauds. We’re the only ones the people trust. It’s natural that we decide the presidency. We may have to suspend the Constitution. Let’s say—”

“I don’t do ‘let’s says’ … The world as it is is fucked up enough for me.”

“American democracy is ending, and you don’t want to look it in the face? That’s what fucked us in Iraq and Afghanistan, you know. We didn’t want to play ‘let’s say.’ We wanted to stay optimistic and positive and concrete. Now Iraq and Afghanistan are coming home for us. We need to prepare. We need to get out in front of this thing.”

The other voice grunts.

“I’m talking situational awareness here. I’m talking basic planning. I’m talking simple moral questions. Basic. Do you dance with the fella that brought ya?”

Fifteen garbled seconds follow, possibly an audio failure.

“The reason I know what’s going to happen is that it’s the worst thing that could happen, and the worst thing that could happen keeps happening, and that is this.”

“Mitch, shut the fuck up. I’m serious.”

“I am serious as pancreatic cancer. Now you be serious.”

There is a deep sigh of acquiescence.

“The Republican wins the electoral college but loses by ten million votes. Widespread violence ensues across the streets of American cities. The current president wants to impose order. The maybe future president wants to take over. Martial law. It’s going to come down to you and me and about a dozen others. The future of this country is going to come down to military intervention. Even if we don’t want it. But we should want it. American democracy is ending, and the US military, the institution we have been charged with leading, is the only one that can prevent the outbreak of total chaos. It’s an abrogation of duty not to talk about it.”

There is a pause of forty-one seconds.

“Just talking here?”

“Just talking.”

“Talking. Nothing more.”

“We’re just talking here.”

“I’d follow the oath to the Constitution.”

“Bullshit. Cop-out. Nobody knows what the Constitution means anymore. There’s my Constitution, there’s your Constitution, there’s our Constitution. There’s their Constitution. There’s his, hers, and its Constitution. You’ll have to choose a side. That’s what we’re talking about here. If there were a functioning Constitution, we wouldn’t need to talk about this.”

“Just talking?”

“Just talking.”

“We’ll go Republican. Of course. But I’ll tell you, the first thing we have to get rid of is Black Lives Matter and the Oath Keepers. That’s what we didn’t do in Afghanistan and Iraq. Not early enough, anyway.”

“Exactly.”

There are more garbled sounds, then silence. Martha is sitting in her living room. Outside there is vague traffic. She will remember exactly where she is now for the rest of her life.

Two currents run through her. The first is a vague hope that maybe this is nothing. The second is the throbbing knowledge that it isn’t nothing.

She listens to it again. What she hears is the plot of a military coup, a conspiracy by senior military leadership to overthrow the political system as it has existed since 1776. She’s not sure what else it could be.

Journalists see mostly what everybody else sees. Martha has seen the slow erosion of her country’s democracy like everybody else—the 2000 recount, the perversions of the electoral college, the stacking of the Supreme Court, January 6, the end of Roe. Sometimes journalists see what everybody will see before they see it. In her living room, surrounded by the sounds of Clinton Street, Martha is seeing the future fall of the American republic, what it will actually look like, the people who will actually do it.

By the third time she listens, she knows. Who will stop them? Who will stop the military from taking over the country? Whoever is speaking on that recording is right: the military is the only force the American people trust.

The only power that can stop them is a public outcry. And there can only be a public outcry if the public hears.

This is the Big Story. The reason Martha knows it’s the Big Story is that she’s not going to give it to anyone else.



3:25 p.m., Eleventh Avenue and 30th Street, Manhattan, NY

Only Ren and Cooper are in the back of the black car. They look faintly crumpled. Fernando the body man must be elsewhere. Ren steps out of the car and slams the door before Mikey has a chance to enter. Mikey tries not to see what he’s just seen. It was only Ren and Cooper in the back of the black car. That’s what he tells himself.

“Tell me about the F2F,” Ren says, looking at her phone.

“What? Oh, somebody wants to give us two hundred million dollars in Ethereum.”

She looks up. “What’s the problem?”

“They don’t know what they’re doing and we don’t know who they are.”

Ren’s face crinkles. “Those aren’t problems. They sound like our kind of people.” She adjusts her skirt. “I take free money. Don’t you?”

Ren opens the door of the black car. Coop looks slightly less crumpled. The man is Botoxed, fake-tanned, with thinning dyed hair. On screen, he looks like the lead alumnus of a powerful fraternity. In person, he looks like the old guy at the nightclub.

It doesn’t help that Cooper has his post-selfie face on. The sheer force required to maintain positivity and intimacy during these fundraising events drains him to a state of complete expressionlessness. It might look, to an outsider, like he’s scowling, but Mikey knows it’s just fatigue.

“Mikey, oh Mikey, when the fuck can I stop doing this shit?” Cooper asks.

“January 1.”

“How far away is that?’

“Thirty-eight days. You made, like, nearly 200K already today.”

“You know that I make a hundred thousand dollars every twenty-eight minutes.”

“Soon. Soon you’ll be able to stop. These events are flywheeling. They take on their own momentum. This is going to take off, go viral. Besides, there are the media people. Celebrities. Rose McGowan is going to be at the next one.”

Mikey knows that Cooper is just complaining to hear himself complain. Cooper knows he has to do these events because the money raised at them, as well as the gathered crowds, make for good stories, and good stories are what they need.

“So what’s the situation?” Cooper asks, rubbing his hands with the eucalyptus lotion he always carries on him.

“An Ethereum guy wants to give you two hundred million dollars. The equivalent of two hundred million dollars. In Ethereum. One hundred thousand Ethereum.”

Cooper nods, and his eyes go clear. Large sums of money bring him to attention. “What’s his play?”

“We don’t know and we probably won’t ever know, but if I were guessing, there are a couple of options. The most likely is that it’s some crypto bro making a play to increase the value of Ethereum through social exposure. The first thing he mentioned is that he wants the staff paid in Ethereum. That’s not legal.”

“So he doesn’t know about political campaigning.”

Mikey nods. “The other option is that it’s somebody who sees you as a disruption to the political process and wants to jack your presence up to hurt the United States of America. Like the money the Russians gave to the California separatists.”

Cooper looks out the window. A homeless man, ragged and sharp-eyed, stumbles by with a lost face.

“What’s the upside-downside?”

“The downside is that you don’t need it, and dark money is probably the single most toxic force in American electoral politics, since whoever this guy is, we can be quite sure that he is giving this money for his own interests rather than the interests of the American public, and that the corruption that this money represents is, in both the long and short term, the decay that is stripping away the legitimate function of representative democracy in the US.”

Cooper is laughing now. “I love it when you talk dirty to me. The upside?”

“It’s two hundred million dollars.”

Cooper doesn’t have to think too long. “I just whored my ass for fifty thou and a few social media impressions.”

“And besides, it will make you look like the tech candidate.”

“Go talk to this guy and make sure it’s not an obvious trap.”

“Meeting him soon.”

They sit for two blocks in the pleasure of not speaking.

“You know, I have this dream,” Cooper eventually says. “Or it’s not even a dream, it’s like a movie that flashes through my head sometimes. There’s a swimming pool full of shit, and I’m diving down to the bottom looking for the plug, and I think I have the plug, but I can’t pull it up.”

“We’re going to come up covered in shit either way,” Mikey responds. He knows what nobody in this business can bring themselves to know, the rule without exceptions: all political careers end in failure.



5:23 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Mitch. That’s all Martha has. She has the name Mitch. Whoever was talking on that recording mentioned a Mitch. It’s a clue. It’s a start.

Martha has hustled all afternoon. She has sent the leaked Exxon document to the head of the environment vertical. She has sent a clip of a fire in the Bronx to the City desk. Now she needs time to think.

The audio message isn’t just a question of a story. It is a question of her career. The message is a career-maker if she can shepherd herself, with this bit of hot news, out of the backwaters of the tip line into the full light of real reporting again.

Somewhere in her head, the last scene of Three Days of the Condor is always playing, the scene where Robert Redford, in a magnificent navy peacoat and his best ever hair, confronts a shadowy CIA operative outside the Times’s offices, and Redford, like a scruffy bird god, says something along the lines of, “They have the whole story,” and the bad guy, the secret agent, the representative of the powers that be, responds, “How do you know they’ll print it?”

There are a couple hundred Robert Redfords coming to Martha every day. Martha takes the flood of American suffering and all she can do is maybe pass on a tip to a reporter who maybe will write a story.

She calls up Ross, as she has done every time she faces a career choice.

Since his cancellation, Ross lives like a lord in exile, in a massive house on Cape Cod full of federalist furniture. He now goes on long walks with his depressive hypochondriac wife. He fought against distortion his whole life, but in the end, the distortion swallowed him. He lives with it. Everybody is pretending to live in an America they remember.

“Who’s the most powerful man in the world named Mitch?” Martha asks without preliminaries. This is the kind of question you could only ask Ross, and it is the kind of question Ross loves to be asked.

“There’s a lot of Mitches in this world,” he says. “Mitch McConnell?”

“It’s not Mitch McConnell,” Martha says.

Ross thinks a bit on the other end of the line. “There’s a Mitch relatively high up at NATO but he’s British, so he can’t be really powerful.”

“These are Americans.”

“These.” Ross is already trying to piece together the story for himself.

“These,” Martha confirms.

“So Mitch and some other guy or some other guys. What are you talking about? What is this?”

Martha says nothing.

“So we’re going to assume that we’re not talking about multiple Mitches, but Mitch with other powerful people. Political?”

She doesn’t answer, so he answers for himself.

“Who isn’t political anymore? Fucking Chick-fil-A sells homophobic chicken and Oreo sells trans-positive cookies. Political but not political-political then. Maybe. Military? Possibly? This is getting brazen. What is this, Martha? What are you talking about?”

Ross once taught her an old interviewer’s trick: Never say anything. Let the awkwardness build. Shut up and let the subject fill the silence. She uses this trick against her mentor. That’s the beauty of the trick—it works against people who know it works.

“Mitch Middleton on the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Mitch Rischoldi from the CIA.”

Martha writes the names down on a pad. “One more,” she says.

“Three’s a trend, huh?”

“That’s the job.”

“Mitch Roan at State?”

“Most powerful Mitch?” she asks.

“Depends what you want: to kill somebody, to destroy a country, to torture somebody? I suppose it would have to be Middleton. Joint Chiefs of Staff. Buys the light bulbs and pays the power bills for the greatest military force in the history of the world.”

Martha sighs. “I gotta confess something.”

“Don’t do it to me.” There is a faint begging in Ross’s voice.

“I gotta.”

“You’re serious?”

“I gotta.”

“You’re going to leave me here and call me up and ask me, ‘Who’s the most powerful Mitch in the world?’ and then not tell me why, and then I do it and you leave me hanging? You’re going to do that to an old man?”

“I have to.”

“You know how this works, don’t you, Martha?” Ross says.

“I know how it works,” she responds in shame.

“The next time—”

“This is probably nothing, Ross, and when it’s nothing, I’ll tell you.”

Disgruntled silence fills the line.

“All I can tell you is that I’m not going to invite you to my dinner party,” Ross finally says.

“Is it a fancy dinner party?”

“I’m not going to tell you.”

“C’mon, tell me.”

“It’s going to be the fanciest dinner party. All the best people are coming. Maybe Mitch will come.”

“Which Mitch?”

“I’m not going to tell you.”

Journalists are easy to understand. Their motives are simple. They want the story. Everything else comes after. Some want everybody to know they have the story. Some want to have the story that nobody else has. Some want to have the biggest story. But they all want the story. Sometimes, they don’t even want to tell the story.

Hell for journalists is not eternal fire. It’s knowing there’s a story and not having it.



6:33 p.m., 1029 Vermont Avenue NW, Washington, DC

Balfour is waiting at Stan’s for a man whose name he can’t remember. It’s one of those J names, Joshua or Jonah or something.

Balfour has ordered a gin and tonic, which at Stan’s is a tall glass of iced gin with a small carafe of tonic on the side. You pour the tonic into the gin as you drink it. An unappreciated lime lies discarded on the table.

Balfour’s drinking is starting to show, in red patches on his cheeks and in awkward balloons around his middle. Stan’s is forgiving of such evidence, especially in its darker corners.

Balfour is watching a video on his phone when the J kid enters. The kid is very pale and copper-haired. If he was any whiter, it would qualify as a medical condition.

“You see this?” Balfour hands over his phone. It’s a scene of a masked man walking out of a Walgreens with sacks of high-end makeup while a security guard watches.

Jackson, that’s the kid’s name—Balfour remembers at the last minute that his name is Jackson—looks on, uninterested. He says nothing.

“It’s brilliant, isn’t it? Who got the idea? You just walk into a store and take the stuff. The bosses tell the security guards not to stop you because the risk of you suing them for millions is so much higher than the nine hundred bucks worth of cosmetics you’re stealing, and the government has so crowded the prisons that they can’t afford to jail you for petty theft.”

Jackson fidgets, takes a manila envelope out of his briefcase. “I saw that. San Francisco.”

“It’s spreading everywhere. You have to respect it, don’t you? Americans always find a way. You think, You can’t rob that Walgreens, there’s a security guard. But some guy is out there thinking, considering, weighing the possibilities, sifting through the corporate structure, calculating what motivates who, where the gap in the armor is, and he comes up with a plan: just go into the shop and take it. It’s brilliant.”

“Feels like the collapse of Western civilization to me,” the kid named Jackson says.

“Why don’t you get a drink?”

“No thank you.”

Balfour watches to the end of the video, then clicks his phone off. “I can see why you would feel like it’s the collapse of Western civilization,” he says. “The breakdown of private property. Young men taking things that don’t belong to them without consequences. But surely even you can see that the history of Western civilization is a lot of young men figuring out ways to take things that don’t belong to them without consequences.”

Jackson pushes the envelope over.

A waitress appears, masked. “What’s your poison, honey?”

Jackson waves his hand in front of his face. “I’m just here and gone.”

She nods and wanders back to the bar.

Balfour takes a look at Jackson. He looks at the kid’s khakis, his blue shirt, his crisp, frightened face, angry for no good reason. Jackson’s jaw is clenched as if he’s about to say something nasty but can’t figure out what to be nasty about, or who to say nasty things to.

Balfour opens the envelope and teases out an image. “You’re kidding.”

“What?”

“Cooper Sherman?”

“What’s the matter?”

“You’re sending me up against Cooper Sherman?”

“Is that a problem?”

“Yeah, I got a problem in that I don’t see what the point is. He’s a third-party candidate who will either blow up in three months or take more from the other side than us.”

“They’re afraid of some numbers.” The “they” in this case don’t need to be named. The shot callers, the right-wing media owners, the tech libertarians. The donors.

“What numbers?”

“Someone is giving him two hundred million in Ethereum. Look, you’re being upped. This is strategy, not operations. You have a budget.”

“I do not …” Balfour shrugs. What’s the point of explaining? “Were there any direct instructions?”

“No. Do what you do. Complete freedom. They want long, continuous stories, stuff they can spin out. Look, it’s only until the debate. Once he can’t get 15 percent, we’ll move you back.”

“Back to what? Back to Georgia—going to the houses of election officials and telling them that their families are in danger if they don’t certify the way we want?”

Jackson looks down, then looks up. “Honey Badger don’t give a shit.”

Balfour empties the remaining contents of the envelope onto the table. “I mean, what do we even have here?” He flips through the pages. “Some sex stuff in Detroit. Who cares? Financial curiosities around a couple of IPOs. You know the American people don’t give a shit about this stuff anymore, right? ‘Grab ’em by the pussy’? Remember that? He still won.”

“Make them give a shit.”

“You little Harvard motherfuckers know about as much about personal destruction as you know about fornication.”

“I went to Duke.” And with that, Jackson stands up and walks out. Of course he went to Duke.

Balfour pours a finger more tonic into his glass. The other customers do not look his way, even though he’s the only white man in the place. They know about confirmed drinkers. Once upon a time, he thought of himself as a journalist, an objective observer, or at least an observer who resisted other people’s distortion, but then the time for choosing sides arrived, and he chose his side, and now he is an oppo man, little more than a narrative assassin, a tool other men point to shoot. The line between tilting a story and outright deception blurred long ago. Now he knows beforehand what others will figure out later. Democracy is on the way out. Who will control the aftermath?

Balfour swallows half the gin and opens the file again. The beaming face of Cooper Sherman is bright with hair dye and teeth whitener.

He chose to do oppo because he’s excellent at oppo, the best at oppo, far too good to be doing oppo on a third-party candidate who is running for office the way other billionaires take up collecting yachts or art.

If he has to be a tool, he will be a precision instrument. It should not be too difficult to destroy Cooper Sherman. The man will probably destroy himself first.



7:13 p.m., 159 W. 54th Street, Manhattan, NY

Mikey and the envoy from the Ethereum donor meet at Faces & Names, a bar at the foot of one of the new brittle skyscrapers just below the south side of the park. A large surrealist portrait of Christopher Walken looms over them in matte-green and gray.

The man with all the money looks like a graduate student in physics dressed up for his dissertation defense. He is wearing a white linen suit that may never have been worn before. He has tidied up the facial hair on his goldfish-round face, but it’s clear that once home, this neatness won’t last long. His gaze is flat. He isn’t scared but he is out of his depth.

Mikey shakes the hand which is as moist as if it had just been washed. “Pleased to meet you …”

“Alex.”

“Alex …”

“Alex McLuhan.”

The name sounds made up to Mikey. He can always look it up later. “Any relation?”

“To Cooper Sherman?”

“No, to Marshall McLuhan.”

“Oh, yes,” Alex says, surprising Mike. “He’s a distant cousin. Third, I think.”

“Marshall McLuhan said that the third world war would be a guerrilla-information war in which there were no combatants and no civilians.”

“Yes. He did.”

These geeks have no capacity for small talk. The bartender drifts over behind the bar and Alex orders a cranberry juice and Mikey orders a bourbon on ice.

“So, Alex, I guess I should know if we’re talking about your money here, or somebody else’s money, or …”

“It’s not my money. And I’m here under a very specific set of instructions, from which I’m not permitted to waver even in the slightest. I hope you can accept these conditions, given that we’re talking about a hundred thousand Ethereum.”

Mikey smiles. “That must sound like a lot of money to you,” he says. He spins the coaster sitting in front of him at the bar. “We’re talking the US presidency here. Whose money is it?”

“That is one thing, among many things, that I’m not allowed to tell you.” Alex looks at his phone.

“What can you tell me? Can you tell me if your friend’s American?”

“I can’t really tell you anything about him or her. He or she has a hundred thousand Ethereum he or she wants to donate to your campaign,” Alex says. “He or she wants to make all the payments in Ethereum. Like to the staff or what have you.”

“Would it be accurate to say that your client—”

“He or she is not a client. I’m just speaking on his or her behalf.”

“Okay. Can I ask you what attracted him or her to the Maverick Party?”

“Um, I’m not really sure I can say. Not because I’m hiding anything. I just never asked. It never came up. The whole tech vibe, I guess. The whole not-being-one-of-the-other-two-parties thing.”

The bartender brings the drinks. Mikey takes a sip of bourbon. Alex takes a gulp of cranberry juice.

“So here’s the thing, Alex. You’re not really going to get much for this money. You see, you can’t tell us what to do, and even worse, we can’t tell you what to do. You’re asking for the staff to be paid in Ethereum. Well, it wouldn’t be our staff. It would be yours. After this conversation, we can’t really speak again. I take it your buddy has never made a major donation to a party before.”

“You want him to give two hundred million with no say in how it’s spent?”

Alex looks down into his drink in embarrassment. Mikey smiles despite himself. It’s a he and Alex is no spy.

“It’s the law. It’s the dumbest law in the history of the United States, but it’s the law. The reason we can’t talk after this is that Citizens United says that you can give as much money as you like to a Super PAC, but you can only give $3,300 to us. So after this conversation, you’ve got to set up a Super PAC and then we can never speak again. This creates a structural problem. We will have all the intel, we will have the polling, we will have the AI, we will have the market-segmentation analytics. We will know what to do. We will have the strategy. You will have the money.”

“So we work out a strategy now?”

“If only it were that sensible. Strategy changes. We’re in the early days here. Anything we came up with here now, at this bar, wouldn’t be worth a thing by next week.”

“So when the strategy changes, you just secretly call us?”

“No. People go to jail for that. Actual custodial sentences. Usually at a more local level when people get sloppy, but no. We will never speak to you. Not even in a crisis.”

“So how do we communicate?”

“Well, first of all, you hire a Super PAC manager—we’ll give you a list—and she’ll know how to read our signals. And we keep everything public. You can act on information that’s public. So, we send out an email blast saying, I don’t know, We’re going to concentrate our ads on x, y, z counties in New Hampshire. The Super PAC manager will read that email blast and know what to do. Then we unsend it.”

“You know we have people—” Alex begins.

“Yeah, we can’t use them. Like, for advertising, we will have done the testing, the focus groups, and we’ll make the footage. Then we’ll release video of the candidate, you know, walking by a mountain stream or in a hard hat at a construction site or whatever, over some messaging service. It will make its way to YouTube, but there’s nothing we can do about that, and then the campaign manager will use it for the ads. You see? But we will have nothing to do with it.”

“What if my friend has his own ideas and wants to contribute them to the campaign?”

“We’re doing, like, three or four events a day. If your friend wants to come to one and give out his 3,300 bucks, he can tell Cooper just what he thinks. He can sure tell me what he thinks. But in person, please. And it is best, for everybody, if we orchestrate strategy.”

“Too many cooks.”

“Exactly. And there’s one more thing,” says Mikey.

“Go ahead.”

“Media buys for political candidates, by law, have to be set at the lowest available rate. But not for Super PACs. Again, the person you’re going to hire will understand all this. But it’s important to be early in certain markets, so you want to move fast with this money.”

Alex looks somewhat taken aback with all of this information.

“Do you need me to go over any of this again?” Mikey asks.

“Yes, please.”

Mikey describes the Super PAC system again, the forced separation, the direction without direction, the way to keep lines of communication open when they’re illegal, all the private Kabuki required to make dark money work legally, to assuage the idiotic conscience of Anthony Kennedy when he decided to destroy his country by flooding the political system with unregistered, uncontrolled money. The Supreme Court required all this flimflammery to justify turning their electoral system into a luxury marketplace.

“I don’t mean to offend you,” Alex says after texting the details to himself, “but this is the stupidest fucking system in the world.”

“Dude, this is absolutely the stupidest fucking system in the world. We want to change it. We’re going to change it.” Mikey tries to say it like he believes it.

Alex considers the ice in his drink. “But he can definitely say it’s an Ethereum-backed Super PAC.”

“I think that would be great for the campaign. I think that makes us look, you know, tech-savvy.”

Alex nods. Mikey understands the play. It’s a crypto guy trying to pump up crypto by attaching it to disruptive political trends. He’s relieved: it’s not the Chinese government.



7:29 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Martha has figured out by now that it’s not Mitch Rischoldi from the CIA, and it’s not Mitch Roan at State. But Mitch Middleton has never given a public speech and the other voice is equally private.

She hears a rustling at the front door, and it’s Zayn. “You here again?” she asks.

“Picked something up.” Zayn brings in her favorite, Peruvian chicken with rice and beans and fried plantains. He kisses her on the top of her head just like at lunch.

It must look to Zayn as if nothing has changed. But everything has changed.

“You feel pregnant?” he asks.

She feels pregnant, but not with child. She has audio of senior members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff describing how they’ll negotiate the end of the republic. Even though the message arrived on SecureDrop, and even though the sender took every available precaution of secrecy, she will figure out who sent it, and she will talk to that person.

Journalism exists, it functions in the world, because everybody wants to talk about themselves. Nobody wants to be secret, not really.

Everybody is in a movie in their own head, and everybody feels that if they could just be the narrator for a scene or two, they could turn themself into the hero. Journalists sell recognition without selling, and the world is their customer.

Martha knows that somewhere deep in the apparatus of the state, somewhere in the Pentagon, there is a man or woman who doesn’t want to be known but wants to be known. And she will know them. And she will tell their story to America. And America in its outrage will save itself. She believes that. She tells herself that she believes it. She believes it because she has to believe it.

Under the fire of her new mission smolders an ember of new fear. This story is important enough to be dangerous. Whoever sent those recordings is playing, very much, in a world where political murder is normal. She feels the danger on her skin, as sudden as the onset of rain. She is being watched, by people who kill some of the people they watch.

She won’t tell Zayn, not now. He doesn’t need more fear.



10:23 p.m., Bedford and Barrow Streets, Manhattan, NY

A text message from Cooper: This almost looks like a real campaign.

On the Slack channel, Ren sent a GIF, a scene from that Soderbergh movie The Limey, of Terence Stamp slightly spattered in blood, shouting, “Tell him I’m coming! Tell him I’m fucking coming!”

Nellie sent some numbers: their launch video at 2.13 million views, the website with 932K visits, the email list at nearly two hundred thousand, 96K new Twitter followers, and, most impressive of all, 57K donations averaging $19.47 apiece. The donor demographic could not be better, weighted to states with high numbers of independents, like Minnesota and Colorado, and to professionals in the tech industry.

All the good news has elated the staff. They are off to their ketamine journey in high spirits. Under Mikey’s instructions, everybody is to put away their phones. He doesn’t know what ketamine-texting looks like but he can’t imagine it would help a campaign.

He probably should have joined their adventure, though ketamine has no appeal to Mikey. It’s too trendy. He always comes to things late. Money is better than drugs anyway.

Money is the message. Their message is starting to register. Their message is starting to register because it’s true and everybody can see it’s true. Each generation is poorer than the one before it. Nature is more withered and torn every year. Chaos gains every year along the fronts of order. The old solutions no longer work. The American people are starting to get exhausted by their own hatred. They are starting to grow desperate for futures that don’t involve their children going to war or living in the basement.

Mikey savors the market buying what he is selling—a subtle bone-deep exhilaration. You can do market research. You have your thesis. But when it works out, it’s still surprising. So little does work out in this world.

He walks north through the Village. He sees a mother clearing away dishes in a semi–basement kitchen filled with old wood and an oversized antique chandelier. He can hear the scraping of a child practicing a violin from an apartment above. A teenager smokes a cigarette on a stoop. Americans are going about their business. They eat meals. They experiment with drugs. They nag their children. They hope that real life—the ordinary life of love and its difficulties—will survive the juggernaut. But the hope is fraying, threadbare. That’s what the bundler from this morning could not understand. Hope is sitting on the shelf, spoiling for no buyers.

The election approaches. Elections are now to be feared. The political condition of the United States is so toxic, and the electoral system so degraded, and the information networks so distorted, that the suspicion of a great shock coming has morphed into a common expectation. The catastrophe is forming out of view, stirring in the abysses, but it is on its way. Mikey knows what others do not. He’s an insider. Inside knowledge is the addiction of people in politics. But you don’t need inside knowledge to see that the country is falling apart. Like everybody else, he can’t see it coming for him.

Mikey Ricci’s mind races with numbers and next steps. Two hundred million in Ethereum and 15 percent in the polls. This election matters more than any other in history. It isn’t just what they always say. This is the year when what they always say happens to be true. It is the American election to see if there will be any more American elections.

His phone buzzes. It’s Dom. The message reads, F2F. Mikey’s phone buzzes again, this time Nellie: Suicide on staff.

Fear pours over Mikey like a bucket of hot slop. He’s suddenly sticky with panic. Mikey doesn’t have to guess who. He knows. And, for the first time today, he has no idea what to do.
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8:17 a.m., Equinox Hotel, 33 Hudson Yards, Manhattan, NY

Mikey wakes up in the director of communication’s bed to the sound of politicians calling for murder. He wonders if his career is going to end today.

Six weeks after the suicide, the police report on the death of Maverick staffer Katie Danjou will be released today. Mikey had come over to Ren’s office last night to talk over scenarios of the fallout, and she’d dragged him into a sexual liaison of upsetting innovation.

He can’t tell, at first, if Ren turned on CNN to wake him and hustle him out the door, or if it’s been on all night and he just happened to wake up to the chaos. On the television over the desk across from the bed, the Republican is speaking to a rally in Michigan: “They killed us, you know that? Every time you look at a Democrat, what you need to know is that they’re happy we’re dead. And the police are on their side. The police are on their side for now. But we’re going to change all that.”

The crowd hoots and hollers. They have that WWE energy, halfway inside the real world and halfway lost in a fantasy of cleansing joyful violence. Somebody’s going to get their ass kicked.

“To those people who are on our side looking for revenge, all I have to say is: don’t. But you know, I am also going to say that I understand if you do. And I understand that you do. And I understand why you do.”

The crowd roars. They’re the good guys, the guys who won’t play by your fucking rules.

“And when I am in power, everyone on our side is forgiven. The day of the inauguration, pardons for everyone.”

Mikey rolls over. His underwear is somewhere in the twisted sheets. Personal chaos, political chaos—what’s the difference anymore?

At a Republican rally in Tulsa on Christmas Eve, a stanchion collapsed, killing six instantly. In the subsequent stampede, seven more people died. Over fifty were injured. The story in the mainstream media was that the Republicans’ event-planning business had cut corners and failed to put in the correct papers, an opinion shared by the Tulsa police. They charged the Republican campaign with negligence. Fox News claimed it was an act of sabotage.

Meanwhile, Mikey and Cooper had been out talking about goodwill between all Americans, and rebuilding trust through a new party, and how our similarities are more important than our differences.

Mikey hears Ren’s gleeful shriek from the bathroom. The remote is somewhere in the tangled sheets. He turns the volume down. He had planned to slip out undisturbed, before she woke up. But he can’t quite see how an unacknowledged exit can be managed now. It would be more convenient for everybody, but it can’t be managed.

The sex with Ren was just as weird as everyone said it would be. She played the horror movie Saw on the television, and watched the whole time with the volume all the way up. It was horrible, unforgettable.

Ren walks out dressed in what she was wearing last night, high heels, black skirt, red blouse. She throws her phone on the bed. “We’re safe, Mikey.”

“Safe?”

“The police are no longer investigating the suicide of Katie Danjou. Just heard from my boy in Chicago.”

A delicious relief trickles down Mikey’s neck and spine. Six weeks ago, Katie Danjou, a volunteer in the Chicago offices of the Maverick Party, had been found dead in her apartment after overdosing on Tylenol PM. She had been fired a month before. She’d left no note.

The suicide of a junior staffer who’d just been fired from the campaign could, in any other year, have sunk a candidate. Even if the campaign hadn’t caused it, the fact that one of their staffers committed suicide would have pointed to bad judgment in hiring somebody who was mentally ill, and if you avoided that trap, there was still the basic smear: Turmoil in the campaign.

But Ren proved her worth. Ren told journalists that the campaign couldn’t comment because it was unethical to write about suicide in general. She referred them to the American Psychological Association’s guidelines on suicide awareness, which describe the Werther effect—the fact that reporting of suicides leads to increases in the suicide rate. Ren said the campaign would not comment out of ethical considerations and out of respect for the parents’ grief.

And it worked. A few far-right sites ran conspiracy theories, but they ran so many conspiracy theories that the Katie Danjou suicide barely registered. No one had figured out the real story.

It helped that her Insta and Facebook pages showed signs of breakdown. Despair can be tasty if you suck on it long enough, she had tweeted the day before she overdosed. On fucking Tylenol PM.

Ren grabs the remote and turns the volume up. “What we are seeing here is exactly the kind of violence that leads to civil war,” Brianna Keilar is saying, “and which defines societies transitioning out of democracy into autocratic forms of government. What are we supposed to do as Americans? This election grows ever more important as it increasingly feels less like a process whereby we select which candidates we want to be our leaders, which candidates we want to represent us, and more like a process in which we pick the system of government we want to be governed by. You know, my whole life I’ve thought of Democrat and Republican as brand names, if you will. Now you get what it says on the package. A vote for a Democrat is a vote for democracy. A vote for a Republican is a vote for a republic. And what they mean by a republic is—”

Ren turns the television to the movie channel. Saw is theirs for another fourteen hours. She fast-forwards it to the scene of a young man who wakes up in a draining bath in the dark with his terrified voice calling out: “Is someone there?”

Ren unclasps her ruby-cluster earrings. She unzips her skirt along the side.



10:01 a.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Martha still cannot quite believe that she is in a position to have private meetings with the editor in chief of the New York Times. She feels, waiting for the Zoom meeting to begin, very much the little girl from Scranton who worked as editor of her junior high school paper. She feels how a Catholic in a state of sin must feel when granted an audience with the pope.

Malcolm Tanager appears, putting in his earbuds. The man is entirely poised, even on a Zoom call. Behind him, a bookshelf filled with presidential biographies and a grand marble fireplace divide the background. Room Rater gave it a ten out of ten last time he was on CNN.

It is not quite a private meeting. There are two others on the call, the managing editor, Melissa McClung, and the legal adviser, Tamara Washington. They are there as institutional observers. The question before them is what to do about the leaked audio that came into the SecureDrop server and which hinted at the outlines of a possible coup.

Tanager is a precise, shirtsleeved, elegant, somewhat tweedy Black man. His movements have the precision of a surgeon. Even picking up a pen or taking a sip of coffee is undertaken with deliberation and the sense of a task desired, conceived, and executed. The editorship of the New York Times is aging him rapidly. His hair grows whiter by the month. Rapid aging is in the nature of the job. His life is a constant barrage of impossible situations. He never relaxes because he can never afford to relax. He is a man who is not permitted any mistakes and who will be punished for the mistakes of others.

Martha has spent the morning trying to figure out if a meeting on Sunday at ten a.m. is a good sign or not. They had rescheduled the meeting so she could recover from the IVF procedure. One of her embryos is currently in the lab, preparing for transfer. Sometime later today, Janet the fertility doctor will call with the time for the implantation.

A meeting on Sunday could mean that Malcolm’s eager for her to start, or it could mean that he wants to clear her off the agenda, or, most likely, it could mean nothing: the man is so busy he probably just takes meetings as they come.

She remembers when her cognitive behavior therapist would tell her, in moments of deep anxiety, to repeat, “What if it all works out? What if it all works out?” But that mantra has worn out over years of everything not working out. She has a new one that she repeats several hundred times on her morning walk. “Things could not be going any better. Things could not be going any better.” She has said it enough that she almost believes it.

“How did the procedure go?” Malcolm asks.

Martha mumbles something about how they won’t know if any of the eggs are fertilized for a few days. Panic flutters like a bright bird in the back of her throat. What if Janet calls in the middle of the meeting? Would she take the call?

Reminder: Things could not be going any better. Things could not be going any better.

It’s a bold question for Malcolm to ask. Male bosses are not supposed to ask questions about the reproductive health of their female staff.

“You know, Allison and I had to try three times before we got Sam,” Malcolm says. “That was back in the Middle Ages though. IVF is so much more advanced now. How are you feeling?”

Is his concern genuine or is he trying to figure out if she’s weak? Is he a colleague expressing support or is he a coach trying to figure out if she’s game ready?

“Great!” she says. “Terrific!”

“Wonderful.”

Malcolm looks down at his notes. Martha can almost see him check off a box in his head: Small talk completed. He has been effective with his confidence, establishing intimacy and trust in under two minutes. Journalists must possess the ability to manipulate conversations to their own ends while maintaining the illusion that they care about the other person. It is a core skill.

“So I guess the first thing I should ask,” Malcolm begins, “is have there been any more messages from the source, over the tip line?”

“No. I’ve tried writing back, but nothing.”

“Nothing.”

She shifts in her seat. She wishes she had chosen a better background than the kitchen. “Nothing so far.”

“Okay,” Malcolm says. “Listen, we’re not going to run that audio.”

Martha tries to stop herself from blushing with the hot mixture of embarrassment and foiled ego. “Can I ask why?”

“There are two reasons, and I want to be frank about them. The first is the sourcing. We don’t have any. The second is the possible catastrophic effects of a story of this magnitude without the sourcing.”

Martha nods. “It is a story with a lot of magnitude.”

“It is.”

“I mean, I have to be honest, Malcolm, this is information that the senior levels of the intelligence services and the Joint Chiefs of Staff are preparing for a possible civil war, and are preparing to take over the functions of government. That seems to me, you know, the kind of thing the American people should know about. I would want to read about it. I would want to read about it in the New York Times.”

“Now, I don’t think what we have here constitutes the Joint Chiefs of Staff preparing for a civil war,” Malcolm replies. “We have one single tape with voices who don’t identify themselves, almost certainly recorded illegally, discussing one military scenario.”

“And that scenario involves negotiating an end to the Bill of Rights.”

Malcolm takes a deep breath. “Can I tell you an old-man-journalist story?”

“Please,” Martha says. Now she knows her story has no chance.

“I was a cub reporter in Boston, and I met this kid, I met him at Biddy Early’s. And he told me a story. Career-maker.”

Tamara and Melissa have stopped whatever they were doing to listen. They must have heard Malcolm’s story before, but journalists love stories where other journalists screw up.

“The kid’s name was Larry, and he was one of those Boston guys who starts drinking himself to death around twenty-five, and I was also one of those guys then, before I met Allison, so we were in this community of drinkers, Larry and I. Running around, you know. We’re watching the hockey game one night. It was that game that went into fourth overtime, and a fog descended on the Garden. And Larry starts sobbing. Just sobbing into his beer. And so I ask him what’s going on, not as a journalist.”

“As a friend,” Martha says.

“Not even. As a human being. Anyway, it was his coach,” Malcolm continues. “On a triple-A hockey team. Huge beloved figure in Boston. Abusing the kids, it turns out. Fourteen-, fifteen-year-old boys were his thing. And this kid I was talking to, Larry, he hints at what happened to him.”

Malcolm takes a thin, precise sip of water. “Anyway, I do my job. I wheedle the story out of him. Friend or whatever, well, you know. It’s a story. He goes on the record. I take it to the powers that be. I more or less force my editor to run it. Threaten to quit and so on. We run it.”

“It didn’t work out,” Martha says.

“Coach denied it. Team supporters found some mental-illness episode in Larry’s teenage years. Every single one of Larry’s teammates backed the coach. Larry was accused of blackmail and worse. He ended up hanging himself in his bathroom.”

“Jesus.”

“And that’s not the worst part,” Malcolm says. “The worst part is that nobody could run a story about that hockey coach again. When they did catch the guy, when a few dozen hockey players did find the guts to point the finger, it was eleven years later. Eleven years of systematic abuse.”

Martha does not know what to say. “What are you telling me?”

“This business is not just about what’s true or false. It’s not just about what’s right or wrong. A story comes in its time.”

“Do you think you should not have run that story?” Martha asks. “You think you should have let that coach go? Stayed silent? What are the choices here?”

“I should have had the whole story. I should have had every corner nailed down. I should have thought about how the story would play out. I should have recognized that a story walks around in the world.”

Martha racks herself for a way out, some possibility that she can keep this thing alive. “What if he writes back?”

“Oh, if there’s more, then we’ll have to reconsider everything. If he writes back, then we’ll talk about it. We will definitely talk about it—but Martha … Martha, I want you to think about something.”

“Yes, Malcolm?”

“We’re not the only people with SecureDrop. This man, he probably leaked it to us and the Washington Post, at least. Probably the Wall Street Journal too. And why haven’t any of them run it?”

Martha nods, in an imitation of thinking.

“A story comes in its time,” Malcolm says again.



10:22 a.m., 1216 18th Street NW, Washington, DC

The young man who is about to change history has the right place but the wrong time. The wrong time makes him think he has the wrong place.

The poster in the window of the door of the Open Bar says clearly, Salsa Brunch. The young man is not dressed for the weather. He is wearing a windbreaker and ripped jeans.

He remembers the profile he read online. “The justice is a dedicated salsa dancer and never misses the Sunday salsa brunch at the Open Bar in Washington.” Did he screw things up again? Had he misunderstood? Was it canceled or something?

The young man’s name is Lucas Coyle. His name is meaningless now. Everybody will know it in twenty-four hours. Until three days ago, he lived with his mother in Taos, New Mexico. He is unemployed. He is twenty-one years old. Everything he owns is in his pocket: the $857 in cash he took out of the bank account he closed, a gun that he built from a 3D printer during a class at a community college.

A beefy Latino with a goatee and a ponytail, and big round shoulders under his black leather jacket, is manning the door. “Can I help you?”

“Salsa brunch?” the young man says.

“You coming to salsa brunch?” The young man who is about to change history doesn’t look the type, with his scruffy chin and his ragged clothes and his awkward bad-haircut whiteness.

“I’m supposed to meet someone here.”

“Salsa brunch is at two o’clock,” the man in the black leather jacket says.

“That doesn’t sound like brunch.”

“What?”

“Brunch is supposed to be between breakfast and lunch.”

A shrug. “The time is the time, man.”

The world never knows who walks in whose shoes. The beefy man, and the few locals and tourists on the street, do not know that they are part of a historical drama, and that this mundane scene, Sunday at the shops near Dupont Circle, will be described minutely in books and recreated as a key scene in the great drama of the American republic.

The young man knows what the world does not yet know.



11:17 a.m., Zion Episcopal Church,

128 W. Central Park Avenue, Davenport, IA

The key, Balfour knows, is not to look at the Danjous, not to shift, even vaguely, in their direction.

He is already out of place in the Zion Episcopal Church, a bland postwar modern Midwestern church built for people who wanted the stability of a god without all the fruity nonsense. The interior is white. Tacky textiles hang down from the altar, displaying on one side a raven and on the other a dove. God loves quilting in this place.

Balfour wears his linen suit, and he is the only one in the building wearing a suit at all. He doesn’t own khakis and a blue shirt, which is the uniform of the men here. They do not receive, he imagines, very many new congregants.

If he even looks in the direction of the Danjous, everyone in the room will know why he is there. They probably have their suspicions already. But if they knew, they might act.

For the people of this congregation, the first fact of their religion is that God was born in a barn. Balfour is practically ethnic here, but then again, in this room, which doesn’t even admit the frippery of stained glass, a clove of garlic would be ethnic.

The Danjous must be in their early seventies, Balfour thinks. Mr. Danjou has his arm around Mrs. Danjou, as their friends and neighbors come to comfort them in the rawness of their loss. Mrs. Danjou looks like she is about to weep openly, like she is embarrassed that she looks like she’s about to weep openly.

Is this how average Americans mourn? The girl has been dead six weeks. Balfour has never cared for or been cared for the way these people care for their daughter. He’s not sure of the protocol or standard practices.

This is an American community. As the world falls apart, they are taking care of their own. Mr. and Mrs. Danjou are their own, and they are with them for Katie’s suicide.

Now that the service has ended, the fifty or so worshippers at the Episcopal church are shaking hands and chatting. Balfour has positioned himself at the back so he can watch the Danjous without watching them. There are coffee and bagels in the basement, and he needs to see where the Danjous are headed. If they join the coffee klatch, he doesn’t know what he’ll do.

Balfour is desperate. His bosses are starting to grow calm. So far he has nothing except a large expenses bill. Fortunately, the Danjous are not staying for coffee and bagels in the basement. Balfour waits half a minute and then follows them into the cold Plains light of the parking lot.

They’re getting into a red Toyota truck.

“Mr. and Mrs. Danjou,” he says.

They look up like deer.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to intrude. I knew Katie in Chicago and I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am for your loss.”

Mrs. Danjou gasps and sobs and buries her face in her hands. Mr. Danjou stands behind her, consoling her with his hands on her shoulders.



10:57 p.m., Hudson Yards,

Eleventh Avenue and 30th Street, Manhattan, NY

Everyone in the campaign will eventually figure out that Ren screwed Mikey, if they don’t already know, but Mikey and Ren agreed that she would go in first and he would come in later so that their screwing doesn’t become the subject of the day. Cooper hates lateness. Mikey takes the reputational hit out of residual gentlemanliness.

The team has already gathered around Cooper’s treadmill. He walks an hour and a half a day without exception. Nellie and Dom are sitting against the unused desk, notepads in hand. Their compliance consultant, Raj Thakor ($25K flat fee), has taken a seat in the Aeron chair beside the treadmill with his MacBook Air open on his lap.

Off in a corner, checking his phone, is Nadav Bertelsmann, the new head of security hired in the wake of all the new threats coming in since the success of the launch. He is six seven, bulky, with the build of a lineman, and he does triple service as Cooper’s driver and training partner. Nadav is ex-Blackwater. The rumor is that he’s killed somewhere between five and ten people. He never smiles. His hands are always crossed in front of him. He is perfectly attentive at all times but never hears or sees anything. The job of security is to be completely unobtrusive so that everyone can forget that running for office in America means that thousands of people want to kill you and have the means to do so.

On the screen over Cooper Sherman’s head is this map:

[image: ]
“Mikey, you late piece of shit,” Ren says, “do you have any sense of decency or shame? The country is waiting for us.”

“Sorry,” Mikey says.

“This is a little bit important here, Mikey. Path to victory,” Cooper says. “Go on. It’s good this motherfucker is late because I need all this explained to me again. Start at the beginning, Dom.”

“As I was saying,” Dominic continues, “the American system for presidential elections is not one system, and we, as disruptors, cannot think of it as one system. We can’t think, Hey, we’re going to win over the American people, voter by voter. That’s just not how it works. We need to think in terms of electors in the electoral college, and those electors are not all equal—”

“The way to get to electors is voters though, yes?” Cooper interrupts. “I mean, I know there are differences between the popular vote and the electoral college, but we’re talking marginal returns here, no?”

Cooper and Dominic inevitably return to the language of business when they speak. Mikey likes it. It’s refreshing. It’s clarifying.

“Let me work backward,” Dom says. “Thirty-three states have laws enforcing faithful electors. Seventeen states don’t. In those seventeen states, the electors can vote for whoever they want. And that means that if we take those states or even portions of those states, we have some leverage.”

“The other ones aren’t free.”

“The other ones swear an oath that they will abide by whoever wins the popular vote in their state.”

“Gotcha.”

“Now the good news is here: these states where the electors tend to be free are often those states with the highest proportion of independents. That’s good for us.”

“We can get to a victory without California and New York?” Cooper asks.

“Forget them completely. You’re not running in those states. You are running first of all in Colorado and Minnesota, then Washington, Oregon, Nevada, Arizona, New Mexico, and Georgia. These are your backbone. These are the spine of an independent America. And then there’s Florida and Texas. They’re how you win.”

“Fuck,” Cooper says. “I hate Florida.”

“Can I ask some questions?” Ren says.

“Shoot,” Dom replies.

“So we play for Texas and Florida to win, but those itty-bitty states, these independents, if we win them and don’t win the whole shebang, can we negotiate with their votes?”

“Look, it’s never been done before,” Dom says. “But yes, we can. In theory.”

“So if we don’t win win, we can stop others from winning, right?”

“That’s definitely right.”

“And then we would have them by the balls, and Cooper here could have them give him anything under the sun.”

“That’s a rough sketch, Sarah,” Dom says. “But yes, with these free electors he could extract concessions in exchange for those votes, and those concessions might include actions that would otherwise be unpalatable.”

Mikey needs to speak up here: “Let’s not worry about that. Let’s worry about winning this whole thing.”

Everyone in the room knows that a certain amount of vagueness is required to drive an independent campaign. There are plots within plots. They have to play for the win in order to play, but there are many other paths that fork out from a partial victory.

The assumption has to remain unstated: every electoral vote Cooper wins is a token for trade. He could trade for a cabinet position for himself, or for promises of electoral reform. Those promises could work. It might give a Democratic or Republican president cover from their own party to do the right thing and save the country from its own insanity. There are several possibilities worth fighting for.

“All right,” Cooper says, “I want this map seared into everybody’s mind. This is our way forward. We have two tiers of votes we need to pursue. The first is these independent states with free electors. The second is Texas and Florida.”

“Meeting one is over,” Ren says. “Meeting two is now on. Raj, this is you.” The consultant startles up in his seat. “What’s the embarrassing shit that’s going to hit us from compliance?”

“Uh, I don’t know about embarrassing,” Raj says, “but you’re fully compliant.”

The subject of their second meeting is the first quarterly fundraising report. By law, they have to release their numbers, and their numbers are staggering. They have raised $17.8 million in a quarter with an average donation of $22.37. This is a win, a huge win. But nobody will know it’s a win unless somebody says it’s a win. Who is that somebody? Who to leak it to? How?

“You get what Ren is talking about?” Cooper asks Raj.

“Not entirely,” Raj answers.

“There’s a whole aesthetic to this filing,” Ren explains. “It’s for a small audience but you’ve got to get it exactly right. Because the clowns who give a shit about this clown nonsense are a bunch of cruel clowns. These clowns are fucking nasty. They’re the kind of clowns you find in a Stephen King novel, looking up from the sewer at you.”

“Pennywise,” Nellie says.

“I want to be precise here,” Raj says. “I think that’s my value add. I can tell you without any doubt that the filing is compliant with FEC law, and it’s fully legible. I’m not a political consultant, I don’t understand the optics. I think you might need somebody else for that.”

“What we’re worried about, Raj,” Nellie says, “are stories like the time Joe Biden spent twelve thousand dollars on paella or the time John Edwards spent four hundred dollars on a haircut or the time Bernie Sanders used Amazon when he’s been preaching against using Amazon.”

“Is there anything off brand in the filing?” Cooper asks.

“What’s the brand?” Raj says innocently. Everyone else laughs.

“The rich guy who doesn’t do rich guy things,” Dominic says. “Tech baron who hates tech barons. Big guy who helps little guys build back their businesses on TV. Innovator. Savior of the republic armed only with common sense. American patriot who has seen the brokenness of the American system.”

Raj raises a spiderlike hand to his forehead. He is a human computer computing. “I don’t think so,” he answers at last.

“Why do you have to think about it?” Ren asks.

“There are private jets. There are the expenses of this office which are not insignificant.” Raj gestures around. “There’s, like, New York stuff. Suites at the Equinox. But I think it’s all pretty normal. I mean, everybody else is doing it. You know about it anyway.”

“What do you think, Ren?” Mikey asks.

“Go with it,” she says. “If we’re fucked, it will only be a negligible fucking. It will be just the tip.”

“Thanks, Raj,” Nellie says.

Cooper turns up the speed on the treadmill while Raj collects his papers and leaves. Cooper only lets his inner circle see him sweat.

“What’s next?” Dominic asks.

“We’re going to leak it today,” Mikey says. It’s his call.

“Are you sure?” Cooper says. “I don’t want to get bigfooted.”

Politicians hate, more than anything, being bigfooted. To be bigfooted is to have the attention that is rightfully yours taken away. You’re in the green room at Jimmy Kimmel, and everyone’s making a fuss about you, but then Barack Obama walks by and all the cameras follow him. That’s being bigfooted, the wave of your story overtaken by the bigger wave of a bigger story.

The fundraising report could so easily be bigfooted. If somebody has a better fundraising story than theirs, their story will be lost. The money only matters insofar as it’s meaningful, and the meaning of the money now needs to be carried across the line into medialand. It requires delicacy and confidence, like an egg-and-spoon race.

“Two points,” Mikey says. “The first is that we really don’t know what the fundraising numbers are. I hear the governor of Colorado is doing well. It looks like he had the best quarter of his life, but I think he’d already have leaked it if that was true. And he has to exceed expectations.”

“Can we really not know how much the others have raised?” Cooper asks Ren.

Ren shrugs. “Can’t separate out the lies they’re telling themselves from the lies that serve their interests. Best to know what we don’t know, rather than pretend we know what we don’t know.”

“Second point,” Mikey says. “There could be some new story that drowns us out, though it could just as easily be next week as now.”

“Politico?” Cooper asks.

“No,” Nellie says. “Insidery. Pure clowns. The most clownish of the DC clowns. Clownishness embodied.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Dominic says, “but a story about a quarterly fundraising report is only going to be of interest to the political and media clowns, and Politico is the major source for those clowns. It’s the clown bulletin board. Isn’t that where we want to be?”

“Dom’s right,” Cooper says. “This shit is for the clowns, and all the clowns read Politico … Politiclown,” he adds, pleased with the coinage.

“We’re going to get those clowns anyway. Those clowns are going to be lined up,” Mikey says. “We got a narrative changer here. We need a clown who all the other clowns steal from.”

“Maggie at the Times?” Cooper says.

“She hates your guts,” Ren says. “Hates reality television politics. Hates your hair. Hates your teeth. Thinks you could get the Republican elected. Thinks you’re a clown who doesn’t even know he’s a clown.”

Cooper laughs. He loves being insulted by Ren. “I did not know that.”

“I want to try the Times though,” Mikey says. “That junior guy. Trevor something.”

“Trevor Harrison,” Ren says, not looking up from her phone. “If you’ve got contacts at the Times, use ’em, because I’m not using mine. Not for this shit.”

“That’s smart. Keep your powder dry,” Cooper says. “I guess we’ll need it later.”

“I know somebody I could try,” Mikey says. “Anybody have a contact for Martha Kass?”

“Sidelined,” Ren says.

“Is she?” Mikey asks.

“MeTooed.”

“I thought she was MeToo,” Nellie says.

“MeTooers MeToo other MeTooers,” Ren says to Nellie, as if explaining to a child that dogs pee to mark their territory. “The left shreds itself.”

“She’s out of the Times?” Mikey asks.

“Shit detail,” Ren says. “I forget which one. Somewhere well out of the matrix of real power. You fuck her?”

“Yeah,” Mikey says. “Back in college.”

Nellie and Dom are somewhat embarrassed, but Cooper’s impressed. “Mikey fucked a clown,” he says.

Ren shrugs. “Worth a shot.”

Cooper turns down the speed of the treadmill. “Give Martha whatsername a shot. If you fuck it up, we’ll go back to the Politiclowns.” He’s trying out his new word, but nobody in the room is willing to take it up.



12:15 a.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Time is a narrowing corridor. Martha has no baby. Martha has no story. When will her time come? Will her time ever come?

For an hour, Martha has been writing angry emails to her mentor Ross. She writes out her anger and then deletes the message.

She’s writing and deleting her anger so that she doesn’t dump it on Zayn. Never go to your spouse for career advice. They don’t know what you should do. They don’t want you to succeed. They want you to be happy so that you’re less work for them. They don’t love you for your ambition.


A story comes in its time? What kind of bullshit is that? I’ve been stuck in the farthest outposts of the empire for not kowtowing to the new etiquette. Are we reporting only the shit that everybody already knows? I find THE MOST IMPORTANT STORY IN THE WORLD and



She erases the text. She knows what Ross would say—Pity party—and he would be right. She starts typing again:


A story comes in its time? Do you know what he means by that? He means that there’s a risk for the Times. It’s like the Weinstein story. Everybody, and I mean everybody, knew about Weinstein for decades, but he advertised on the Arts pages. Once the Arts section started dying, they could have a go at him. The right thing to do became cheaper, and that’s why



She erases the text again. What’s the point of sending any of this to Ross? He knows it all. Besides, that’s not what the unsent emails are about.

How did ordinary life get so hard? It’s not like she’s asking to be queen. She wants a family and a job. Somehow having a family and a job is “having it all.” Having it all means having a life.

Everything in America is a struggle. Health care. Education. Work. Every front a battle, and you marshal your connections and your contacts and your initiative and your money. And most of the time it’s not enough.

She scrolls through the tip line’s anonymous emails to distract herself. There are already seventy-six messages this morning, not including SecureDrop, and she will have to deal with them, even in her dejection.

Right at the top of Signal, from a string of numbers, A story comes in its time?

She almost believes it’s a message from Ross, like he’s commiserating. She hasn’t spoken to Ross. She hasn’t spoken to anybody. She checks the string of numbers against the string of numbers in her file. It’s the same string of numbers that sent the audio clip. It’s the source.

Her throat constricts, and her hand rises to her throat. She does not know on what ground she has been standing.

Everybody knows they’re living in a surveillance state, but everybody forgets they’re living in a surveillance state because nobody can stand to live in a surveillance state.



1:15 p.m., 9045 New Liberty Road, Mays, IA

Balfour has to remind himself that he’s not in danger. He shouldn’t be. A couple of elderly Iowans invited him back to their acreage for lunch. It’s not the kind of situation that tends to get you killed. Balfour has to remind himself of that general tendency. He probably won’t be killed.

The lunch has been exotic in its banality. The kitchen is clean and country. They sit on uncomfortable wooden chairs around a well-rubbed round table, eating tomato rice soup and grilled cheese.

On one wall is a series of family photographs in black-and-white, sturdy men in fields, women holding children in place. On the wall behind him is a needlepoint sampler that reads,


God give me work

Until my life does end

And life until my

Work is done



Balfour’s work is lying, and it’s a job that comes naturally enough to him, but lying can be exhausting, and right now he is on the extreme edge of the lying profession. He is fabricating information about a woman he has never met in front of her parents. All he knows about Katie Danjou is that she dropped out of a political science PhD at Northwestern, that she worked briefly for the Maverick campaign, and that she suffered from bipolar disorder.

He’s been vamping, filling, telling stories he’s made up about her confronting a professor over an ethical lapse, and her working at a soup kitchen he invented. This is the stuff parents want to hear, he figures. This is a high-wire act of lying. His net is his truck outside. He left the keys in the ignition. He would have left it running if he could.

The Danjous are in such grief that it makes their reaction hard to read. The father says nothing, spooning his soup to his mouth mechanically. Only every now and then does he look up, with a deep, examining gaze, a poker gaze. The mother is simply in rapture, like a child at a fair who is overwhelmed by a magic show. Any story of her daughter will do, any at all. She will burst into tears or she will beam with joy, and it doesn’t matter much what he says.

Balfour knows he has to take his shot sooner rather than later. As Mrs. Danjou clears away their bowls and side plates, he opens the crack of his intentions ever so slightly: “I miss her. I really do miss her. And I don’t know about you, but I just think it was really horrible what the campaign did to her.”

A plate slips from Mrs. Danjou’s hand and shatters on the floor. Mr. Danjou rises to comfort his wife.

“Gosh, I’m sorry,” Balfour says. “I didn’t mean to …”

“It’s all right,” says Mr. Danjou. “You just go sit in the living room.” The old man, his arm around her shoulder, leads his sobbing wife upstairs.

Balfour finds a broom in the cupboard and sweeps up the shards on the ground. It is the least he can do. Then he goes and sits in what he assumes is the living room.

There is an old hi-fi and a sectional in front of a fireplace that has not been used in years. The room is colder than the rest of the house. He considers leaving. He can’t leave. He needs a kind of answer. He needs to take the chance that he’ll learn what happened between Katie and the Maverick campaign. Even a chance at a scrap of information is worth the risk. It might lead to something if it’s not the thing. Besides, he might get lucky. He’s not in any real danger. He repeats to himself, The keys are in the truck’s ignition.

Fourteen minutes later, Mr. Danjou comes down the stairs with a guitar case. “I’m sorry about my wife,” he says, sitting across from Balfour. “She and Katie are the same. Sensitive. Too good for this world. Too loving.” He places the guitar case on the floor, opens it, and takes out a shotgun. “They feel too much, and it means that people take advantage. Do you mind?” He starts to clean his shotgun with a pink shammy.

“Not at all.”

“I’m hunting this afternoon,” Mr. Danjou says. “I didn’t plan to. But sometimes you just have to kill something.”

“Mr. Danjou …”

“I despise politics myself. I never understood why Katie would want to be around such people. I mean, you have to understand, this was a little girl who could do anything. Honestly. You’ve never seen anything like her when she was eight, nine years old. She could learn anything in two days—a math function, a piece on the piano, the periodic table. She just had that kind of brain. It could do whatever it decided to do.”

“I know.”

Mr. Danjou begins loading the shotgun from a box of shells in the guitar case. The shells clank into place. “I don’t know what’s going to happen to this country,” he says. “I suppose some people are going to die. My father died in a Hamilton bomber over Hamburg. Now this gun,” he holds it out for an inspection, “this could easily kill a man. But I’m only loading it with bird shot. This wouldn’t make a hole through a soft target, moving or otherwise. It’s for quail. It won’t kill you, it will just pepper you up nice.”

Balfour sits perfectly still, like a stain.

“Katie died because she wanted to make the world a better place, and she realized she couldn’t. Maybe that’s a sign she couldn’t grow up. But it tells me something. Do you want to know what that something is?”

“Yes,” Balfour says. His mouth is dry.

“I don’t know who you are but I know what you are, and I know that Katie would never have known you or anyone like you. In short, sir, we have no community of interest.”

Mr. Danjou places the shotgun across his lap. He places his hand over the trigger guard.



1:31 p.m., Cathedral of Saint Matthew the Apostle,

1725 Rhode Island Avenue NW, Washington, DC

Lucas’s last meal is the peanut butter burger off the secret menu at Shake Shack. He came to the Cathedral of Saint Matthew the Apostle to eat it. The door was open. It is close to the Open Bar.

The Cathedral of Saint Matthew the Apostle probably has a rule against eating in the church, but Lucas is in a time beyond rules. He wolfs down the peanut butter burger. He saw it on some Buzzfeed video. It is tasty. Lucas has never seen the point of food. It would be better if everything came in pills.

A priest in a robe that makes him look like a Star Wars alien is giving a tour to a man in a blue suit and red tie. Lucas wonders if the man in the blue suit and red tie is worth killing. Probably not. He is probably a functionary, and the functionaries don’t matter, only their functions.

“And we have the red mass here, usually in September or October,” the priest is saying. “And usually all the justices attend, regardless of their religious affiliation. Of course, at the moment, many justices are of the faith …”

One less tonight, Lucas thinks.

In the warmth of the church, with the grand organ, the mosaics in gold and blue of angels and crucifixion, the red marble, the hatred that burned so hot in him in Taos sits like a glowing ember in his chest. The ghost gun in his pocket is him. Plastic, deadly, anonymous, untraceable, built to specifications found on the Internet. The president, the real president, promised to forgive him, him and all like him.

Not that they need forgiveness. The real president is just stating the obvious. They are at war. He is a soldier. It is a new kind of war. He is a new kind of soldier. The leftists planted that railing that led to all the death. They would stop at nothing, so he could stop at nothing.

The priest walks back up the aisle. He looks anxiously at the young man who has just eaten a burger and fries in his church.

Lucas relishes the warmth. He will stay just another half hour. He checks his Timex. The attraction of churches, he thinks, is that they have no clocks on the walls, like casinos.



2:15 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

For two hours, Martha has been texting with the source. Sometimes he writes back right away. Sometimes ten minutes or more will pass. Each time she thinks her story has vanished forever.

A story comes in its time? the source texts

He just means I don’t have enough.

That’s not what he means. He means he’s scared.

He’s scared because we don’t have enough and he’s right, Martha texts, and then adds: I assume you faced the same problem with WaPo.

I only tried the Times. The romantic in me I suppose. Three days of the Condor.

We will print it, or run it online, if you give us the stuff.

What stuff do you need?

Everything you have. You. Meet with me. Blow the whistle.

I’m afraid that is not the kind of person that I am.

You’re the kind of person who can listen in on secure Zoom chats between journalists.

Five minutes pass before the source texts back: That is closer to the kind of person I am.

Meet with me.

This is why people hate the media.

Why’s that?

Because you make shit up and call it the truth, and then when the truth is handed to you on a platter, you don’t like the smell or the taste.

Martha texts back: You’re too grown up and this is too important for that nonsense. People hate the media for the same reason they hate lawyers.

What reason is that?

The world needs us.

I need you?

Let me help you get what you need.

You have no idea what I need

No. But I’m American and you’re an American, and America needs what you have. Democracy needs what you have.

The source doesn’t write back for seventeen minutes. He probably won’t write back. Not today anyway.

Martha’s phone buzzes. Unknown caller. This is it. The source is calling.

She takes a deep breath and answers. “Hello?”

“Hi. Is this Martha Kass?”

“You know it is.”

“This is Mikey Ricci.”

Is that the name of her source? She knew a Mikey Ricci. No, wait, Mikey Ricci from college. Why the hell is Mikey Ricci calling?

Martha and Mikey slept together for a week in college, as their third year was winding down after exams. She had picked him up, among their mutual friends, after a baseball game, and they hadn’t left her bed except to go to a steak joint to fortify their blood with iron. Otherwise they had broken up their time with bowls of cereal and cigarettes she had rolled for them from a pouch of Drum tobacco. They had only seen each other a few times since college, but they had been cheerful times.

“I hear the bioluminescent plankton’s in the harbor again. Just wondering if you want to go in my canoe,” Mikey says.

The memory is like a scene from science fiction, the time they took mushrooms and paddled into Narragansett Bay as a blossom of the bioluminescent plankton flushed up from the Gulf of Mexico, and they brushed their hands in the water that lit ghostly green to their touch. How had life ever been so beautiful?

“That was amazing,” Martha says. “Which of us got the mushrooms? Do you remember?”

“Oh, you were the dealer, you were the one with the connections. I did manage to procure the canoe, though. Remember?”

“No one could forget that. You knew about the plankton, you knew that they lit up when you touched them. How long do you think we spent out there?”

“No idea. I mean, the mushrooms skew your sense of time in the first place, and then the colors in that bay …”

“It was brilliant, wasn’t it?”

The onset of their fond memory has delayed the obvious question: why on earth would Mikey, whom she hasn’t seen in years, be calling her?

She can remember, a few years ago, in some meetup with old girlfriends for margaritas, before COVID, when people still met up with old girlfriends for margaritas, a girl who had also slept with him in college mentioning that he’d drifted into political consultancy.

“Where are you at these days?” Martha asks.

“I’m working for the Maverick Party. You still at the Times?”

“Yeah, still here, and Zayn and I are living in Clinton Hill.”

Mikey doesn’t mention he’s in Manhattan. He might have to suggest a drink then. He doesn’t want a drink. She wouldn’t want one either.

“I’m calling to ask your advice about something,” he says. In midlife, relationships morph into power, real connections convert into alliances. It’s the most natural corruption in the world. “I have this story and I’m trying to figure out how to play it.”

“I see.” Martha suspects that Mikey never asks for advice. Back in college, he assumed that he knew better than anybody else. If he is asking for advice, he probably needs a favor.

“We’ve had an epic fundraising quarter. Our best ever. We obviously want the best placement for the story. And the info isn’t out yet, so we want to give it to somebody. And we were thinking somebody at the Times.”

“Maggie,” Martha suggests.

“Maggie hates us.”

“Right. Your guy’s a celebrity politician. Going to bleed off Democrats and get the Republicans elected. You want a kid.”

“I want to leak it to you guys. And who should I leak it to? Do you guys have, like, a tip line or something?”

Martha laughs. “I am the tip line.”

“You are the tip line.”

“I am the tip line. I have the fucking SecureDrop servers in my apartment.”

“I should have known that.”

“Don’t worry. Just like you, the luckiest guy in the world. You call an old friend to figure out how to send a tip to the New York Times and she happens to run the tip line.”

“I have always been lucky with the women who’ve entered my life.”

“The guy you want is Harrison. He’s young enough that a stud like you can easily work him. I’ll hook you up. He probably even wants your ridiculous fundraising story.”

“You sound good,” Mikey says.

“I am good. Did that reality TV star you work for really raise so much money that it amounts to a story?”

“That’s what I’m here to tell you, or to tell Harrison anyway.”

“American politics is even crazier than I thought, apparently,” she says.

“It always is, isn’t it?”



5:37 p.m., I-80 East

The first beer calmed Balfour down. The second beer is cooling him. His dad, that prick, always told him there were one-beer roads and two-beer roads. That was Maine. But driving to Detroit has to be worth at least a six-pack of Coors.

He could tell his bosses he’d been shot at. They’d like that. And he’d just make some shit up about Katie Danjou. Rumors she’d been fucking the candidate. They probably wanted him to make it up, so he would.

The opposition pre-research had pointed him in the direction of MTR, a sex club in Detroit. Apparently, the less current and educated members of the Republican establishment assume—because they’re still cosplaying the eighties—that the American public gives a shit that a Silicon Valley executive attended some swingers club in Detroit.

So he is driving toward Detroit. Balfour hates Detroit.



6:29 p.m., 1216 18th Street NW, Washington, DC

A steady stream of immigrants is coming out of the Open Bar doors. The young man who is about to change history shivers in the cold and watches. He missed his chance when the justice entered the salsa brunch, and so he has had to wait for her to exit the salsa brunch.

The immigrants are families, two or three generations. They are dressed to dance. They are laughing. Many are innocents who nonetheless must die in war so that liberty and justice prevail. But they’re not actually innocent. They came to take the country away.

He checks his watch. Two nine-year-old girls in red dresses skip along the street and then through the door. He can faintly hear the hot high music whenever the door opens, even from the corner across the street.

These are families. He has no family. He has no family anymore. Why should they be special because they have families?

A black Yukon pulls up. This is it. He sees the bar door opening behind the Yukon, and it must be her.

He moves across and up in one smooth movement.

She is being helped by a large Black security guard. Her owlish eyes look up, more curious than anything. He’s only ever seen a photograph of the woman in her robes, and here she is wearing a long gray sequined affair. Somebody’s abuela.

He lifts the chunk of plastic and clunkily fires. Her head snaps back.

He fires and hits her heart. Again, to the heart.

Then seven brutal stings, and darkness.



6:57 p.m., Hudson Yards,

Eleventh Avenue and 30th Street, Manhattan, NY

Mikey lovingly refreshes Twitter. There are the tweets he has devoted the past three months of his life to. They’re on the New York Times feed, and it could not be better.


Breaking: Cooper Sherman raises a staggering amount of money in First Quarterly Report. $17 million.

The billionaire, who is self-funding, has traction in states with high levels of independents.

A real contender who could upend the 2024 dynamic. This is now a three-way race.

Story to follow.



There are 2K retweets and 47K likes, numbers that send Twitter tingles up Mikey’s back. But when he looks up from his phone, wanting to share the triumph, he’s alone.

Across the office, twenty of the staff are standing together, watching the bank of televisions. Stragglers are drifting in from their workspaces. Mikey drifts with them. Nellie is working the remote. She ups the volume on CNN.

“The assassin has been killed,” Wolf Blitzer is saying. “We have no information on his identity or his possible motivations at this time. For those of you just joining us, Supreme Court Justice Susannah Gutierrez has been shot and killed as she exited a restaurant in Washington, DC. She has been pronounced dead at the scene.”

“Go to Fox,” Mikey says.

Nellie clicks. The flinty face of John Roberts somberly communicates the party line: “Justice Susannah Gutierrez has been taken from us in an act of senseless violence. She was a tremendous jurist, a pioneer, and a wonderful colleague. Our prayers are with her family in this difficult time.”

“Did you know her?” Nellie asks Mikey.

“No. Did you?”

“I knew people around her. Somebody’s grandmother.” Nellie begins to cry. Several others on staff are beginning to cry.

Mikey’s phone has started buzzing and flashing. His period of mourning is over. He must strategize now. “What’s our next two, three days like?” he asks.

Nellie brushes her eyes. “Media appearances for the quarterly report. You want me to cancel?”

“No need,” Mikey says. “They’ll cancel. They’re already canceled. There is no news except this for forty-eight hours.”

“What do we do?”

Mikey considers. The first goal of a campaign is resource management. The top resource is the candidate’s time. “Call Cooper. Tell him he’s got a half day off. All of today and tomorrow morning. Tell him to unwind, decompress, and build up his energy.”

Nellie picks up her phone.

“Wait. I’ll tell him. How many in-person bundling events can you schedule twenty-four to seventy-two hours from now?”

“Two, maybe three.”

“Three is better than two. Four is better than three. Also, Nellie, bring in the senior team for an operational meeting. Tell all the field agents that for the next forty-eight hours their only task is to get their field offices in order. They may as well use this time to oil the machinery.”

CNN and Fox are showing the same footage, lifted from YouTube. The assassin’s corpse lies mangled on the street. A shocked crowd records the corpse and the crowd recording the corpse as the police arrive. How soon will he be a martyr? And to whom?

Ren calls and Mikey answers, walking out onto the street.

“We’re fucked,” Ren says.

“I know.”

“Flight to safety.”

“I know.”

“Do you realize there’s going to be fucking confirmation hearings in the middle of all this?”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Ren. This is a classic forty-eight- to seventy-two-hour news cycle.”

“Don’t fucking kid yourself, Mikey. Kid me but don’t kid yourself. It’s going to polarize all the partisans. The president might even stack the court. I would if I were him.”

“Okay, we have a story in response. We want to limit Supreme Court justices to eighteen-year terms rather than lifetime appointments, and we’re right. We say there’s insanity on both sides, and we’re right. We’re the only people who can solve the underlying structural issues, and we’re right.”

“Underlying structural issues,” Ren sneers. “What a great fucking turn of phrase. You should be a politician. Let’s put that on the bumper stickers: Solving underlying structural issues.”

“Ren, listen—”

“Nice work on the quarterly financials,” she says, and hangs up.

Mikey is standing on a Manhattan corner without a clue. His phone vibrates with a text from Cooper: Death bigfoots us all.



11:15 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Martha has already processed eight different videos of the assassination of Susannah Gutierrez. No one recorded the shooting itself, but everybody took their phones out the moment after, and the Times’s video team is planning on reconstructing the shooting by stitching the clips together. It should look incredible.

In the two shots of the justice that have reached the tip line, her face is bloody and two holes near her heart leak out stains. The videos are brief. You have to slow them down to see the gore. Her security detail whisked her away so quickly.

The images of the assassin are longer, because he lay on the ground longer, because he was obviously dead. His young body, in ragged clothes, bleeds from multiple holes. His oddly peaceful face seems to be smiling in most of the videos.

Martha sits at her computer like a woman at a sorting line in a recycling plant. She ships any clips of any kind to a reporter. She junks the conspiracy theories that arrive at an average rate of five a minute.

But Martha doesn’t mind all the photos, all the clips recording the murder from all the angles. And Martha doesn’t mind all the turgid nonsense flowing from the never-ending sewer of American political rage. She knows that a man or woman, deep in the corridors of American power, is recording the reactions of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and senior members of the intelligence community, and that she must somehow obtain those clips.

Her story still has a chance. She still has a chance to emerge from the tip line. She needs more audio, and she will get more audio.

A story comes in its time. The time is coming.






February 7
IOWA CAUCUSES


(348 days until)




7:21 a.m., Target Center,

600 First Avenue North, Minneapolis, MN

By the time the taxi pulls up outside the sleek glass and wood of the Target Center in downtown Minneapolis, Mikey has managed six hours of the most delicious sleep of his life.

Sleep may not even be the word for the oblivion that swallowed him. In the back of the cab between Davenport and Minneapolis, his consciousness shut down. No dreams troubled him. Six hours passed like a handclap in silky emptiness. He woke up like a computer that’s been turned back on.

“You a musician or something?” the cabbie asks as Mikey uncrumples five hundred-dollar bills for the fare. Back in Davenport, they had agreed on a four-hundred-dollar fee but Mikey is grateful for the sleep. The man looks almost exactly like Robert Duvall. He’ll be telling this story for years—the time a crazy fare flagged him down on the street in Davenport and paid him four hundred bucks to drive to the Target Center in downtown Minneapolis. For an extra hundred bucks, a fair enough price, Mikey makes himself the hero of the story.

“Do I look that cool?” Mikey says, handing over the money. He unballs the jacket he used as a pillow from the corner, and smells his armpits. He will have to do.

“I’m trying to ask myself who takes a cab from Davenport, Iowa, to the Target Center at, like, one in the morning. A musician’s manager? I would have asked you, but you passed out, brother. I’ve never seen a man sleep like that.”

Mikey could have flown in one of his boss’s helicopters, but he took a cab because it was the only way he could find the time to sleep. In a hotel room, someone could knock on the door and expect him to get up.

“I’m with Cooper Sherman,” he says.

“That independent? The, uh, the, uh, Maverick Party. He’s a bit like a rock star, isn’t he?”

“We’re expecting twenty-five thousand tonight. This is our fuck-you rally. This is our statement that we’re bigger than the Iowa caucuses.”

The cabbie is counting his money, and couldn’t care less about the Iowa caucuses or political rallies or the spillover. He’s a real person, not a politician. And even the politicians don’t care all that much about the Iowa caucuses.

In a political game as arcane as the American presidential system, Iowa caucuses stand out as uniquely silly. They are democracy at its most anachronistic. They look cute, what with the white people meeting out in the open, waving their hands in the air, voting like kids voting on what movie they’re going to watch at camp.

The caucuses are a good introduction to the whole ridiculous business of a campaign. They exist for no good reason. They don’t make any sense. Nobody wants them to exist. The Democrats have tried to shut them down. But the Republicans, to keep their rural base happy and because someone has to go first, have kept them going. Now the media show up mainly to describe the divide between urban and rural America and track who’s drawing crowds. There’s not a lot else to talk about.

Mikey looks at where the hell he has ended up. It’s dawn in Minnesota in February. The arena is like the most beautiful Target in the world. Already a dozen volunteers are hovering near the entrance, like parents outside a kid’s hockey game. They should be let in. The advance staff should already have let in the volunteers. How many other screw-ups is he going to have to deal with today?

Then there’s the candidate’s health. Cooper has come down with a serious flu. When Mikey left him the night before, the man was throwing up Exorcist style. The sane thing to do would be to cancel the rally for tonight. They can’t do the sane thing. The Maverick Party is not a sane campaign.

To the side of the volunteers, on his own, not part of the team, stands a ghostly old man in heavy boots and a heavier coat, with a face Mikey remembers. But Mikey can’t remember how he remembers the old man’s face.

The thought that he might be an assassin flashes by, though Mikey dismisses the flash. This is a dangerous time in American politics. There are plenty of ghostly old men who look like assassins hovering on the margins.

The Maverick Party has staffed up on security because of a surge in online threats.



9:33 a.m., Park Tower, 400 N. Tampa Street, Tampa, Florida

Nine thirty in the morning is a terrible time to plan the destruction of a man. No one who understands oppo would pick such a banal and punctilious time. Balfour’s previous boss wouldn’t have scheduled anything for nine thirty in the morning.

When he was working for that guy, everyone would bring whatever dirt they managed to scrounge up to the conversation pit, a floating carnival of the grotesque that coalesced only with all-night pushes to blow an enemy away. Balfour could still think of himself as an intellectual in those days, or at least a man engaged in some kind of narrative contest.

In this anonymous office building, he can’t pretend to be in any other business than the business he finds himself in: opposition research.

It’s a room for focus groups. No doubt the last time anybody filled this room, they were telling some junior marketer how six different versions of honey mustard made them feel happy or sad on a scale from one to five. The room even has a one-way mirror. Whoever is sitting behind that mirror no doubt wants to think of reputational assassination as another product to market, but selling hatred isn’t the same as selling honey mustard.

Working for idiots is one of the costs of doing business in politics. You must suffer fools gladly.

Balfour examines his dreary colleagues. There are two other sets of oppo consultants around the table. He could oppo them without leaving the room. They are predictable humans, despite their lousy trade, pirates without flair.

A midthirties man and woman in sleek banker wear came probably from some high-end research division of a multinational consulting firm. They whisper over their leather-bound agendas, signaling ersatz professionalism with every breath. They have never been journalists, obviously. They’re just the fourth tier of Ivy League kids. Their presence in this room they no doubt consider a mark of profound personal failure.

The other two are more idiosyncratic: a walleyed, obese man and a kid with red hair and a huge Adam’s apple who looks like the right place for him is at a comic book convention. They are dressed in gray suits with white collared shirts ill-fitted to their necks and inelegant red ties—your classic think tank idiots. They probably have degrees in classics and a great deal of rage about how the world turned out.

That’s the thing about character assassins—they’re just not quality people. You don’t use good iron to make nails.

In front of each person at the table sits the oppo book on Cooper Sherman. Every significant politician in America has such a book written about them. Experts gather everything shitty a candidate has ever done, every dubious decision, every friend that turned out to be sketchy, every child who came out damaged, every compromise that turned out to be fraudulent, every man or woman they ever sat next to at a party who ever made an anti-Semitic remark—and they’re all collated and printed in the form of a book. Balfour has seen more of these oppo books than anyone alive probably, though he can’t have seen more than fifty or so.

American politics would work so much better, Balfour has always thought, if there were a public library where you could go and read the oppo books on all the politicians in the country. But that is not how the information systems work. There need to be secrets in order to reveal them.

The book on Cooper Sherman is substantial, 737 pages long. Balfour flips to the table of contents.
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They put “Sexual Activities” twice, Balfour notices, in addition to “Sexual History” in the “Top Hits.” Obsession is the hallmark of the repressed. But Balfour can’t complain. It’s his work they’re highlighting.

Jackson, that little shit Balfour met at Stan’s, comes in and sits down, clearly pleased with himself. The young man is living his dream: to be one of the players in the great game. The denim shirt and khaki pants he’s wearing may as well be the uniform.

“Thank you all for coming,” Jackson says. “And I hope you’ve had a chance to look over the fruits of your collective labor. All we’re here to do today is to look over the book and talk about the smaller possibilities and the juicier moments. We just want to squeeze what we can out of this.”

Behind the one-way mirror, there’s a faint crash. Somebody must have dropped the pitcher of water they always have behind one-way mirrors. The big shots don’t want their own attack dogs to know they’re being watched.

A vast desire for a tequila sunrise permeates Balfour’s being.



9:37 a.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

The New York Times, like the United States, provides itself with an annual public gathering, a chance to pretend to reckon with the problems it faces and to indulge in self-congratulation.

The importance of the annual State of the Times meeting is to tell the best journalists in the world, the men and women with the most developed bullshit-detectors available, that despite their capacity to recognize bullshit, they must, like everybody else on the planet, chew and swallow and pretend to enjoy what the world serves up to them. The State of the Times permits the more studious Times journalists to know which ideas are on the menu and which trends are popular with the management. It allows whoever cares to see what buzzwords are coming. One year they tried out “solutions-oriented journalism.” Another year they tried “trauma-informed journalism.” They are just alibis, of course. The Times is like a citadel that protects its journalists by conferring status and being one of the only profitable papers left. The New York Times is not in financial trouble but it considers itself, more or less, a synechdoche for journalism and so must address solutions that it doesn’t happen to need. Everyone else needs a system for fixing journalism because it can no longer be fixed.

The imaginary solutions give everybody a distraction from the death of the industry and the darker fact behind the death of the industry—the reality that Americans don’t want reliable information anymore. They want confirmation of their biases and rage.

Everybody at the Times has to attend the State of the Times, but most can get away with a check-in. There will be more attendees than usual this year. They will want to know what Malcolm is going to say about the election. The shape of the election coverage determines the shape of the whole year.

Most of the others will half listen, doing their own kind of Timesology: who is in, who is out, what the family wants, what those who are in power want, how the tides of power are rolling, who can distinguish the outlines emerging out of the fog of the successor ideology.

Martha pays close attention for reasons of her own. To escape from running the tip line will require a complex understanding of the internal conditions of the paper. To emerge from the labyrinth, you must understand the labyrinth. To understand the labyrinth, you must see it from above.

She is scheduled to have an egg retrieval in two days, and before then she needs to finish a piece of actual journalism: the compiled audio from her source detailing how the US military is planning to deal with the chaos of the election.

For the past month, Martha’s source has given her the most scandalous audio in the history of the United States. Stitched together properly, they show the plans of senior military leaders to take control of the country. They have a constitutional means of doing so: the electoral mechanism of the “contingent election.”

Martha hasn’t yet told anyone at work what she has gathered. Today she has to figure out one thing. Will the New York Times run this story if she brings it to them?



9:41 a.m., Target Center,

600 First Avenue North, Minneapolis, MN

The amateurs are too trusting. They need better security, since he’s been allowed to wander the enormous concrete labyrinth by telling everyone he’s met that he’s with the campaign. Maybe that’s a Minnesota thing, the basic trust. The campaign’s private security handles the bodyguards for the candidate, but for a rally this size, the local police deal with the public. Apparently, the local police aren’t too worried.

They probably should be. It’s not just the death threats against Cooper which have been rising in direct proportion to his popularity. The political violence is ramping up generally. In mid-January, a standoff with a 3 Percenter faction in Oregon led to the death of three FBI agents and the arrest of over 350 partisans, including several local Republican leaders. The Republican candidate described them as “political prisoners” on Fox.

Nobody ever believes the violence they read about is coming for them.

Still, Mikey’s found little else to complain about. The green room has been prepared to the correct specifications, with a case of Ramlösa, a bowl of unsalted mixed nuts, Gatorade, and a bowl of apples, bananas, and mangos. There need to be more tables in the waiting area for the merch, for the voting registration, for donations.

They’ve made another classic rookie mistake as well. The signs for the crowd to wave have all been correctly laid out on the arena grass for inspection by the advance team, but they’re one-sided. The political signs at a rally like this need to be double-sided. The drone shot will otherwise show a bunch of blank signs.

The main problem—and Mikey doesn’t know what to do about it—is that it’s so goddamn cold. The temperature is near zero. It’s hard to stand out in that cold, and after Cooper gives his speech inside, he plans to stand outside for the selfie line, greeting the crowds who couldn’t get in.

Cooper will want a hat, or at least earmuffs, and he can’t have either because nobody votes for a man who’s wearing earmuffs.

Nobody votes for a man shaking from cold, either.

Nobody votes for a man with the flu. Cooper has come down with a serious flu. It’s not outside the realm of possibility that the Cooper Sherman candidacy will end this evening with Cooper throwing up and passing out in front of twenty-five thousand people.

Mikey is lost somewhere in the underbasement, in a corridor so long it’s like an experiment in perspective, its end an optical illusion, when he sees Nellie walking toward him. He can relax. She’ll show him the way out. Beside her is a six-foot woman in high heels and a black silk pantsuit, tight in her manner, excited, unfamiliar, thrilled to be there. It must be the chief volunteer. Mikey has been sure to remember her name: Tristra Robinson.

They walk toward one another for what feels like minutes. They are laughing awkwardly by the time they’re in each other’s presence.

Mikey basks, momentarily, in the sensation that Nellie brings him, the assurance that everything is going to work out combined with gratitude. A world with women like Nellie Katz cannot be all bad. He’s lucky enough that they’re on the same side.

“This is our superstar,” Nellie says to Mikey, introducing Tristra. Tristra is a yoga instructor and part-time physical therapist. She’s overdressed for the occasion and underprepared. She’s not a professional.

But Mikey can’t bring himself to be cynical. This woman, who is not independently wealthy by any means, has suspended her life and her business to make this rally happen. She believes so much in Cooper Sherman, what he represents to her country, that she has given over three months of her life to this single event.

She raised the money to rent the arena. She organized three hundred volunteers. These volunteers are Uber drivers and schoolteachers and bartenders. Their time is valuable to them. They are there because they believe in the United States and they want to fight for its future.

Cynicism toward Tristra and her people would be stupid. Their idealism is real. All the kids setting up tables in their Unf*ck America T-shirts are there because they want to unfuck America. The moment is humbling. Mikey remembers why he started in politics.

All flacks are soured romantics. They play at cynicism to justify the grandeur of their life choices.

“How are you getting on with the advance team?” Mikey asks.

“We’re getting on like a house on fire,” says Nellie.

“I’ve screwed up so much,” Tristra says. “I’m so, like, embarrassed by how many things I’ve got wrong.”

“No, you’re great,” Nellie says.

“It looks amazing to me,” Mikey says. “I’ve been over this place for an hour, and there’s only a few tiny things. The reason we have an advance team is to go over the little things that there’s no way you could know.”

“The signs on one side,” Tristra says, mock-burying her head in her hands.

“There is one thing we do need to discuss,” Mikey continues. “Is there any way we can heat the candidate during the selfie line when he’s outside? For reasons better left unexamined, the American people will not tolerate a candidate in a hat.”

Tristra laughs a barnyard laugh, healthy and open. They raise them right here in Minnesota. “Coop is going to be cold then.”

“If he wears a hat, he looks weak. If he doesn’t wear a hat, he looks stupid.”

“Maybe he could try earmuffs,” Tristra suggests.

“Earmuffs are worse,” Mikey says. “What I’m wondering is if there’s any way to heat the walkway. Like, when they do rock acts here, do they have those propane heater things or …”

Tristra guffaws again. “I don’t think so. Nobody usually plays Minnesota this time of year. It’s too cold.” She finally notices that neither Nellie nor Mikey are laughing. Her mouth curls over itself. “I’ll look into it,” she says.

“We’ll look into it,” Nellie says. “I’m sure we can figure out something. But, Tristra, you should tell him.”

“Oh, right,” Tristra says. “There’s a gentleman from Iowa to see you. He says it’s important. He’s down the hall.”

“It’s Katie Danjou’s father,” Nellie says. She is making it clear that she isn’t responsible for the old man’s presence. You can’t expect amateurs to tell bereaved parents to get lost.

Mikey suppresses dull dread. The man with the face like a face he remembers.



9:57 a.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Martha listens to the audio for the three hundredth time.

“They have a name for that. It’s called a coup.”

“Call it whatever you like. I’m sick of losing wars for being too stupid to plan.” The voice speaking is an administrator for the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “It seems to me that if we learned anything from the past seventy years of spilling our blood and wasting our treasure on civil wars in the rest of the world, we can learn one goddamn lesson for our own.”

“And what’s that?” The second voice, as far as Martha can figure out, is the undersecretary of the Department of Homeland Security.

“Stop this shit before it starts. Break these assholes. I want to round up the Oath Keepers now. I want to put them all in black sites now. And I want to crush Black Lives Matter too.”

“The lefties crush themselves pretty fast on their own.”

“Not fast enough.”

All in all, the messages Martha has culled from her sources come to four hours of audio. She is planning to play two clips for the editor in chief.

“What if the election isn’t decided by January 20?”

“Buddy, you know as well as I do that according to the Presidential Succession Act of 1947, the Speaker becomes the president. There’s, like, ten million rules around the succession of the chain of command. You can’t expect me to know them all. It’s like asking how my car works. I don’t know, but I know how to drive.”

“What happens when it breaks down?”

“I call in a mechanic. So, long answer is the same as the short answer: somebody’s going to be president, and I’m going to serve him just insofar as it agrees with the law.”

“Listen to me. Listen …”

“I don’t like hypotheticals, Mitch. We’ll throw ourselves off that bridge when we come to it.”

“What if the old Congress refuses to seat the new Congress?”

“What?”

“That happens January 3. Will you insist?”

“Insist on what?”

“Will you insist they seat their duly elected congresspeople?”

“We’re not going to insist on anything.”

“So you’re going to allow a putsch.”

“Mitch, fuck off.”

A clip from a few days later follows:

“Who says we have to intervene?”

“History says. I say.”

“So we maintain basic order and follow the procedures.”

“Ever hear of a contingent election?”

“What are you talking about?”

“A contingent election is the mechanism the Constitution put in place if the results of the electoral college don’t identify a clear winner. Which could happen. Which will happen. You admit that?”

“Sure. Not impossible.”

“So every state delegation gets one vote for president in a contingent election. Alaska. New York. Wyoming. California. Fifty states, fifty votes.”

“Cakewalk for a Republican.”

“Exactly. The Republican wins without winning. And the US military is at the service of someone who is not fairly elected.”

There is a pause.

“If that’s the system, that’s the system. What’s our role? I think our role is to keep America together, to defend the capacity of its institutions. The Republicans have the system gamed out so they’re most likely to provide stability. Democrats can’t do it. They’re too weak. They don’t have the guts. But whoever we take needs to know that it’s time for us to be in charge for a while, just until this country cools down a bit. They need to understand that before we let them take office.”

“But the Republicans are the ones who are ripping apart the institutions …”

“The Republicans in every possible scenario win a contingent election. That’s why we have to throw ourselves behind the Republicans. So that we can pretend, for a little bit, that the military and the electoral system are aligned. The American people need to be able to pretend … That’s how we don’t call it a coup.”

“It’s still a coup.”

“The first rule is never call it a coup.”

Later, in these series of conversations, others are brought in, and they speak in hushed voices. The administrator for the Joint Chiefs of Staff is talking again. This time there’s a faint tinkling in the background, which could be a bar or wind chimes on a mostly still night.

“I am increasingly uninterested in the sordid details of what you call the constitutional requirements. The public’s faith is already broken. How can you fuck up something that’s already gone? If the Constitution worked, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. I swore an oath to the Constitution, but what did I swear to? Remember Iraq? Remember Afghanistan? The only way to win at counterinsurgency is not to play.”

“At the very least, we’re going to need plans to control the country in January and possibly afterward, and possibly for an indeterminate amount of time.”

Here, a more senior voice comes on the recording.

“The conditions you’re describing, Mitch, you believe this is a legitimately conceivable outcome?”

“More than that. I consider an undecided election and political violence—”

“What do you imagine the situation with political violence would be?”

“The result of the delegitimization of political norms is always the same. Spikes in violence. This seems likely to me. The most likely outcome.”

The darker voice pauses and seems to speak out of a textbook: “The purpose of the military in insurgent conflict is to provide enough space, not defined by violence, for conflict to be resolved.”

“Pardon me, sir, but we’re talking about the same thing. Who’s going to provide that space? Who’s going to control it?”



10:27 a.m., Park Tower, 400 N. Tampa Street, Tampa, FL

“Tell us about the sex club,” Jackson says cheerfully.

Balfour wakes up from a somnambulant boredom. For the past hour, he has been listening to the corporate researchers rehash their dubious spins on Cooper’s corporate purchases and sales. The think tank boys had started going over Sherman’s Twitter feed, overenthusiastically parsing some pro-trans remarks, and he drifted off.

Jackson has so enjoyed his stint at the head of an office table, like a real grown-up doing real grown-up things.

“The sex club stuff is all in the book,” Balfour says. “I wrote it all down.”

“Can you stand up and give us a summary?” Jackson says.

Balfour snorts. He does not stand up. But he’s being paid, so he summarizes: “Well, our candidate attended a sex club in Detroit in the early 2000s. It is called the MTR Club.”

“It still exists?”

“It’s a thriving institution among the sexually depraved of the Motor City. A couple run it. They’re grandparents but still fuck a half-dozen people on the weekends. MTR is three stories and a dungeon. On the top two floors are rooms that you rent for orgies. On the ground floor is a swimming pool with people fucking around it, and then little scene rooms for different acts with different people. Good American screwing, men and women and the in-betweens trying to get to the bottom of desire.”

“Gay stuff?”

“It’s a straight club but, you know, nobody’s paying much attention to what you’re doing with who.”

“Underage?” Jackson asks.

“Not possible. The people who run this club are religious about the membership roll and the hygiene. That said, for sure they have unicorn nights, and for sure Cooper attended.”

“What’s a unicorn night?”

Balfour sighs heavily. He is bored with how much he is titillating these puritans. “A unicorn night is when young single women and middle-aged married couples show up and they have threesomes. It’s by far the most popular form of swinging. Novelty for the old marrieds. Safety from danger for the girls.”

“This is great,” Jackson says.

“No, it isn’t.”

“This is great. We can really hit him with this. We can play into the Comet Pizza stuff, the pedophile-ring stuff.”

“No, you can’t. It won’t work.”

“Why not?”

Sometimes the stupidity becomes too much to bear. “You don’t understand oppo at all, do you? Okay, I’m going to explain it to you because I’m a professional, and I find the amateurishness of these proceedings to be upsetting. So the reason the sex club won’t work is that they’re cheerful in that sex club. They’re completely unashamed. They’re doing everything privately but in the open. So you go into the club. It’s run by a long-married couple and they offer you milk and cookies. They happily show you around the dungeon in the basement that has glory holes and bondage chairs. It’s not embarrassing to them.”

“Americans aren’t going to vote for somebody who fucks a bunch of strangers,” Jackson says.

“Americans will vote for a rapist as long as he’s not embarrassed about being a rapist. The job of oppo is to turn strength into weakness. Rule one: strength into weakness. Swiftboating is the beginning of wisdom in this practice. Everybody already thinks of Cooper as a freaky-deeky Silicon Valley libertine pig. Saying he is what you already think he is doesn’t hurt him. None of this shit, nothing in this book, is going to derail him. We have nothing here and we’d better admit it.”

Jackson is turning red. Balfour’s rant is humiliating him in front of whoever happens to be behind the one-way glass. His first response to the revelation of his own ignorance is rage. It’s a common reaction. “I don’t think we’re useless,” he says.

“The effect we’re searching for is of a bubble popping. This shit”—Balfour picks up the oppo book—“is irrelevant. Wonky real estate transactions? Who cares? Sex in a club with his wife in attendance? They’re going to admire him for it. You have to identify the best part of your opponent to destroy him. You have to acknowledge why people love him, then sour that love. So why do people love Cooper Sherman? Why are twenty-five thousand people going to show up to see him give a speech in Minnesota tonight?”

The room is silent. The other researchers are looking down at their hands. Balfour addresses his next remarks to the pane of glass behind which the big shots are sitting. “People love Cooper Sherman because he’s honest and unashamed and he doesn’t hold with the old pieties. You need to smell out his hypocrisies and all I can smell are ours. Now, I will be in the bar if anyone who knows anything about reputational destruction wants me.”



11:41 a.m., Target Center,

600 First Avenue North, Minneapolis, MN

The chaos is building—laughing mobs of kids moving tables, old ladies ticking boxes on agendas, husbands of activist wives joking while they await instructions—when Mikey finds Mr. Danjou sitting like a judge at a rave. He sits quietly with his decency, a man on a mission, a man rocked by grief to the point where the ordinary comedies of life no longer register.

Mikey shakes his hand and leads them both away from the nonsense. The only private spot he can find, though, is a locker room.

“I wanted to talk to Mr. Sherman,” Mr. Danjou says, sitting down on the bench.

“Can I be honest with you, Mr. Danjou?” Mikey responds. “That’s not going to happen. Not today anyway. This is a machine with a lot of moving parts, and he’ll arrive at the last minute and fit in and he probably won’t be here for longer than a couple of very intense hours. But anything you have to say to Cooper, you can say to me, and I will pass on anything you need me to pass on. I’m his …” Mikey looks for the words that Mr. Danjou will understand. “I’m his right-hand man. Whoever talks to me is talking to him.”

“This looks like quite an operation.”

“The real problem is the weather,” Mikey says, smiling, trying out a rural bit. “The cold. You got any advice on how to solve the cold?”

“It is going to be very cold tonight,” Mr. Danjou says, unsmiling, “and I’m Katie Danjou’s father.”

“I’m sorry. I knew Katie in Chicago. We were all just devastated. She was one of the good ones.”

Mr. Danjou extracts a folded piece of paper from his jacket pocket. “I’ve been hounded,” he says.

“By the press?”

“By the press, yes, but by other agents who don’t offer a clear framework for their desire for information. These are the men I despise. I’ve been hounded by jackals, if that expression makes sense.”

“It does. From what I know of this business, it makes perfect sense.”

“I have spoken to none of these jackals, and I am never going to speak to any of them, but I would like something in exchange for my silence. I would like an explanation.” He hands over the piece of paper. It is a printout of an email Katie had sent to Cooper’s personal email address.

Dear Cooper Sherman,

Hope is a funny thing. Is it the shadow of the sun or is it the sun that makes the shadow? In the end, and right from the start, I didn’t desire hope so much as I craved an end to despair. The campaign made promises. I heard them. I heard them right down to the womb: the future has to be more than an abortion.

The note is so Katie, down to its lack of signature, like she had forgotten who was writing while she wrote it. For her, intelligence and sensitivity were the same. Her feelings grew over each other in denser and denser layers as the world became more complicated. Her heart and mind had become wildernesses. Mikey looks up and the old man’s eyes are brimming.

“I suppose you’re asking yourself, How can I get rid of this old man?” Mr. Danjou says.

“Poor Katie.”

“I need two things, and you owe them to me. I need you to show that message to Cooper, and I need to know what it means.”

Faintly overhead, they can hear Cooper’s helicopter landing on the ceiling of the building. “I will do the first,” Mikey answers, “and I will try with the second. I’d like to be honest with you, though. It seems pretty mysterious. I always found Katie quite mysterious. She was mysterious to me, anyway. She was so sensitive to the world, so intelligent, and this world is brutal. But may I ask you, genuinely, do you think we’ll ever understand why Katie did what she did?”

“I don’t need to understand,” Mr. Danjou answers. “But there is a reason for her death I have not seen, and I need to look at that reason.”

The old man must know he’s asking for the impossible. Mikey does what he can, what he must. He shakes the man’s hand, and tells him he’ll do his best.



12:21 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

The call from an unknown number arrives just as the State of the Times is breaking for lunch.

She has learned a great deal, but not very much from the State of the Times. That is always the way with official lines of communication from the organs of the New York Times. The publisher told them the business is strong, for a twenty-first-century journalism outfit that has undergone a model shift over the past decade. The Times is a juggernaut. The Times has over ten million subscribers. That’s what they all wanted to hear. Such numbers cover a multitude of sins.

Then Tanager came on to announce a recalibration of the organizational structure. There are now to be four “fields of emphasis”: beats, breaking news, enterprise, and framing. This is just a new way of carving up the old carcass, trying to preserve something of the old decencies in the middle of a wild new system.

Beats will stay beats: City Hall, real estate, the grinds that feel important and are important, but which nobody reads.

Breaking news means more livestreaming, more videography, more elaborate packaging for the 130 million–plus readers a month.

Enterprise means Pulitzer-hunting: big shit that makes the readers feel good about themselves if they can manage to read it, and makes editors feel virtuous for defending in meetings, and sometimes, sometimes, explodes and gives the paper not just a story but a reason to exist.

“Framing the news” is the new way, which will not survive, of doing what used to be called opinion writing. They can’t call it opinion writing anymore because everybody is entitled to an opinion. “Framing the news” is the latest jargon to distract from the basic contradiction of wrestling the New York Times into social medialand: its existence is based on freedom of expression, but freedom of expression has fallen out of fashion.

All the fiddling is camouflage, anyway. The newsroom showed up for one single remark. It came after the usual banality about how, even though everyone always says every election is the most important election in American history, this election is the most important election in American history. “That importance, and the unique information environment in which this election takes place, demands a unique approach,” Tanager said. “The New York Times is going to take a truth-based approach. We’ve always operated with a wall between hard news and opinion. That wall no longer makes a lot of sense. We can no longer be stuck in what-about-ism. We have to be conscious of our effects on the world. And while this will primarily alter ‘framing the news,’ it will saturate the whole of the paper. When a candidate lies, we’re going to call him or her a liar. This is a question of consciousness of what we are doing, and of the power biases that underlie all claims. We’re going to stand up for what we know to be true. We’ve always pursued the truth. Now we’re going to be clear that we’re pursuing the truth. Truth will be the new metric.” The new buzzword: truth.

And now Martha is looking at an unnamed call. There are two possibilities for the unnamed. The first is her source. The second is the nurse from the fertility doctor’s office calling to confirm her appointment.

It’s neither. It’s her fertility doctor, Janet.

“I’m afraid I have some bad news,” Janet says. “There were three grade A eggs, but they failed to develop into blastocytes.”

These people who will never be people. These people who would have been her people who will never be people. “Why?” she asks softly.

“There are many possible reasons, and we basically won’t ever know what it is in this case. They simply weren’t viable.”

“Adoption time,” Martha thinks and says out loud.

“Not necessarily, Martha. No. As we’ve discussed, up to 50 percent make it to the blastocyte stage. I know you’re disappointed, but it doesn’t mean … It doesn’t mean any more than itself.”

“I guess we’ll set up a new appointment.”

“Talk to Zayn and we’ll do that.”

Neither of them mentions the seven thousand dollars implied by that appointment.

Janet hangs up. Martha isn’t hungry. She will have to do the rest of the State of the Times thinking of all her foiled eggs. She feels wounded but untouched, unworthy even of failure. She does not have time to cry before her next Zoom call, a breakout room on breaking news she has to attend because of her role on the tip line.



4:21 p.m., Target Center,

600 First Avenue North, Minneapolis, MN

Over the course of the day, a surreptitious energy has been building, like the arena itself has been swelling. The volunteer crowds have been growing, and the media have been filling the back of the hall with their cameras. The people in the building believe they are in the most important building in the world.

Whenever Mikey sees Nellie, it seems like she is conjuring the whole building’s energy. Her small, scrappy body radiates unquestioning optimism, and as if by some kind of electricity jump, every person she meets receives a bit of her power. On his way to check in on Cooper in the green room, Mikey runs into her as she is jogging toward some last-minute emergency. “It’s a joy to watch you work!” he shouts.

“Unfuck America!” she calls back giddily. “Do the math! I’m an eighteen-wheeler slathered in bumper stickers.”

“Ride that highway, good buddy.”

Outside the green room, Terence the speech consultant is pacing back and forth in the hallway, lifting his hand to his mouth like he’s pretending to smoke. The night before, the plan had been to send Terence back to New York, but consultants are like burrs on the campaign trail: nobody can remember where you picked one up and they’re tough to pick off.

Not that Mikey has a problem with Terence (never Terry). Terence is unusual for a consultant insofar as he’s useful. His background is off-Broadway. Terence teaches politicians how to perform the role of human beings.

“Mikey, you know I can’t intervene, but I think you need to intervene,” Terence says. “They are self-focusing him. The candidate needs to be other-focusing right now, and they are self-focusing him. What did you hire me for?”

“We hired you because you’re the best, Terence. Now tell me what happened, and be precise and be brief.”

“The guys you hired to write the speech itself are in there. And they are giving him advice.” The word advice is spat out. “They are telling him which words to use and which words not to use. They are laying mines down along the path he has to walk. And the man is not well. He’s thrown up at least twice today.” Terence grabs Mikey by the shoulders to make his point. “Advice ruins everything. He must be other-focused.”

“Advice is bad,” Mikey replies.

Cooper has two problems as a public speaker. The first is that he tends to speak too fast. In one disastrous public event, they clocked him at 7.2 words per second. He drifts too. He loses eye contact, and he doesn’t engage with the questions.

These failings can make him look, at times, robotic. Terence trained Cooper out of this stiltedness with several exercises. In one, Cooper had to tell a story using only his eyes and his gestures and no words. There was also a game with Legos. After every sentence Cooper had to put one piece of Lego on top of the other. It slowed him down. They solved the eye-contact problem by making Coop catch a wiffle ball after being asked a question and then throw it back after he had answered. Incredibly, these exercises worked. After his lessons in humanizing muscle memory, Coop looked like a guy talking to his friends, even on massive stages. Terence’s fee was maybe the best money they had spent, and they had spent plenty.

Mikey finds Sarah Ren outside the green room. She doesn’t look up from her phone as he arrives. “Which one of the speechwriters do you want to fire?” she asks.

“We get to fire both?” It’s the most cheerful news Mikey’s heard all day.

“They’re both talking critically to a guy who’s thrown up twice today and is about to give a rally to twenty-five thousand people.”

“Both of them are talking?”

“Both of these motherfuckers are fucking dumb as hammers.”

Mikey thinks for a bit. “I guess I’ll fire Jill Lowith. I hate her. I hate her guts.”

“If you hate her so much, let me fire her. They’ll be picking bits of her ego out of the New Jersey swamps.”

“Oh, if you hate her too, you fire her. Who does that leave me? Chris Siblin, right?”

“No loss there,” Ren says. She looks up, breathes in through her nose and out through her mouth. “This is just what I want to do today. Kick the shit out of a speechwriter. Sweet.”

The green room smells of vomit that’s been cleaned up. Splayed out on a military cot is the candidate, who looks like he’s just been hit in the stomach. It doesn’t seem possible that he’ll be able to walk to the bathroom on his own, much less speak to twenty-five thousand people in a few hours.

The two writers are leaning in over Cooper, whose skin has a faint tinge of gray-green. “I’m not sure unfuck is the kind of word you want to be punching,” the one called Chris is saying.

“Unfuck. It’s a negative. It’s a neologism. It’s dirty. All of those could be alienating,” the one called Jill adds.

“And, like, it’s okay with the base, but the truth is that the base, you’ve already got them. We’re in Minnesota. We want Minnesota nice—”

“Hey, Chris, can I talk to you?” Mikey interrupts.

“Oh, sure.” Chris looks up. His face is round as a dish, and it gives him an aura of astounding naivete. He looks like a child playing the donkey in a nativity play.

“Bring your coat. Let’s go for a smoke outside.”

They go down first, then across a narrow passage, and then up two flights of stairs. Over the course of the day, running errands, Mikey has become familiar with the concrete bunker labyrinth. The emergency exit doors have their alarms disabled. Mikey pushes through, and they’re standing outside, in the flat cold light of Minnesota February. Crowds are greeting one another, preparing to go in.

A taxi arrives and drops off four middle-aged women in Cooper Sherman gear. Mikey holds the taxi door open, and gestures for Chris to climb inside.

“What’s going on?” Chris asks.

“This is going to take you to the airport,” Mikey says. “We don’t need your services anymore.”

“Hold on a minute. Hold on. You hired me a week ago.”

“We don’t want you anymore.”

The speechwriter looks poleaxed. “Cooper likes me. You need me. I can help you.”

“Cooper won’t even know you’re gone and I can buy a hundred like you with a phone call. Keep the receipt for the cab, you’ll be fully reimbursed.”

Mikey walks with the crowd back into the arena. The Minnesotans for Cooper are jubilant, like they’re on their way to a big picnic, or a football game where they know their team will win. Mikey slips by security—a nod from Nadav—then underground, and up to the green room again.

Cooper has just undergone another session of dry heaves. The lights are dimmed. The volunteer Tristra is sitting perfectly still in a far corner of the room. She sits perfectly still the way a parent sits perfectly still while doctors work on a terminally ill child. Ren is on the phone with the campaign doctor, whispering about various medical options. And Nellie is putting a moist towel on Cooper’s head, humming.



7:41 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

“What do you think the truth-based approach means?” Martha asks Ross. She’s doing the dishes after dinner. “Weren’t we truth-based before?”

“No,” Ross says, “not at all.”

“What were we then? Based on lies?”

“We were fact-based. We brought facts to people and let them generate their own truths.”

That’s not what Martha wants to hear. “So this is a big deal.”

“It is a big deal. They’re picking a side. They’ve decided that in a state of post-truth, they can’t just leave it up to people anymore. They have to pick a side without picking a side.”

“You’re telling me something.”

“I’m telling you that you now work for the Democratic paper of record. But you knew that.”

There’s a pause while Martha figures out what she already sort of knew.

“It’s not even their fault,” Ross says. “This is the world that’s arrived. They’ll fight for Democrats, and for the institutions they serve. It’s not their fault that the truth has become inseparable from who is speaking it.”

“They’ll never run my story, will they?”

Ross breathes heavily on the other end of the line. There’s the sound of a dog entering the room. “You know what a journalist is?” he says. “A journalist is a spy. A journalist is a spy for the masses. The first journalists were spies in courts reporting for foreign kings. Then a few bankers. The Medicis. The Rothschilds. They ordered private reportage. Then it was for merchants generally, then it was for everybody, for cabdrivers and housewives and gangsters and saints and duchesses and the boy who cleans the boots, so they can know what the price of rice will be and what the fanciest vacations are and which television shows are cool and who sleeps with who in the White House.”

“Where does that leave me?”

“Every journalist who is worth anything is a traitor. You betray sources to serve the reader, and only a very low kind of journalist has any loyalty to the bosses. That’s what I’m asking you to remember. Remember that treason is the best part of you.”

She hasn’t told Ross about her failed embryos. She hasn’t told Zayn about their failed embryos. Her position in the world is slipping, and she can feel the rocks under her feet crumbling, giving way. Ross is right. The time is coming for treason.

She’s behaved, and where has it led her? To nothingness, to a tip line. She can see what will happen when she brings the story to her editors, how impressed they’ll be, how they’ll celebrate the work, how they’ll find reasons not to run it.

The story of how senior figures in the military and the intelligence services are planning a coup doesn’t serve the interests of progressive politics and it doesn’t support American institutions in their time of crisis. At the State of the Times, Tanager may as well have announced that the paper will never run a story like hers.

Still, after she finishes the dishes and her conversation with Ross, she returns to her computer and sends the files to Tanager, under the subject heading: Audio We Discussed. It’s her job, after all. She has to give them the chance. She owes them that much. And for a moment, Martha allows herself to imagine the headlines.


JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF PLAN FOR INSURRECTION

JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF WILL TAKE CONTROL OF COUNTRY

JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF BELIEVE IN LIKELIHOOD OF CIVIL WAR



Under all of them the byline, Martha Kass.

She still hasn’t told any of this to Zayn. It might exacerbate his despair. It might make him want to stop trying for the baby. There is a reason under those reasons. She doesn’t want to have to admit to him what she’s about to do.



7:43 p.m., Target Center,

600 First Avenue North, Minneapolis, MN

“Topeka bodega topeka bodega topeka bodega topeka bodega,” Cooper is saying. Mikey and Cooper have been chasing each other around the green room throwing and catching wiffle balls. Cooper has his shirt unbuttoned and Mikey can’t stop giggling. Above them, as random as thunder, comes the boom of twenty-five thousand strangers cheering.

The opening act was Stipe Miocic, UFC fighter and volunteer firefighter. Now Jesse Ventura is talking about Minnesota as a state for independents. The laughter is huge. The applause is even huger. Ventura is killing. He always does.

Nellie has been watching Mikey and Cooper play catch like an amused au pair. The message comes to her headset and she passes it on: “Showtime.”

Mikey towels down Cooper’s sweaty chest, and they throw on his shirt and jacket, and they pin the mic to his lapel and then tuck the cord into his jacket pocket and head up through the backstage area.

Cooper stops Mikey on the stairs. He puts his hand on Mikey’s shoulder, and Mikey taps his fist gently on Cooper’s chest. “You’ve got this.” Then there’s the hot first staccato beats of “Call Ticketron” from Run the Jewels, and the crowd is howling “Kumbaya, bitch!” as Cooper strolls up beaming into the spotlight, the blinding illumination of the world’s attention.

Mikey heads down, underground, to the control center. Above him the roar of the crowd permeates the air, the stomping of tens of thousands of feet. Just before Mikey plunges down the corridor, he hears the opening line: “They told me I’m not supposed to swear.” There’s a huge laugh, then Mikey is alone, all sound swallowed by concrete. He makes his way underneath the arena as secretive and determined as a Jesuit on a mission. The sounds of the wider world, the muffled ecstasies of the crowd, are distant. He is too far underground to hear them climbing up and down stairs used to sluicing tens of thousands of thick Minnesotans.

Nellie is monitoring a bank of screens in the control booth.

“How we doing?” Mikey asks.

“Look at this drone shot.” Nellie is flush with happiness.

The shot passes over a massive crowd all waving Maverick Party signs toward Cooper’s beaming face. The cold makes the air clearer, emptier, and he appears defined, imperturbable, feeding off and feeding into the great wave of mass love. It’s going to look amazing in ads.

Cooper’s speech is majestic, rapturous. “The reason I started down this path,” he is saying, “the reason we began the crazy adventure that is this campaign, is that I see what you see. The system isn’t working. The country works but the system doesn’t. This great country, the most productive country in the world, a country built on openness and frankness, is turning into a country where only guys like me have a shot, where everyone wants to close down the other guy, where our words have been caged in shame. Enough. Enough. It’s time to take a risk, because in politics, just like in life, the real risk is not taking a risk.”

Thirty-six seconds of applause by Mikey’s Timex.

“And let’s be real honest here. Okay, we got one party that has stopped believing in democracy, and you got another party that isn’t willing to do what it takes to defend democracy. And, you know, as I used to say on television, do the math.”

The crowd begins to chant, “Do. The. Math. Do. The. Math. Do. The. Math.”

“This won’t do anymore, man. This isn’t going to work out.”

Nellie is holding Mikey’s hand, gripping it, twisting it. “You feel it?” she asks.

“I feel it,” Mikey answers.

They are feeling the rush of the crowd’s ecstasy overtaking them, spreading through them from this arena to the world. Their ideas are better. Their ideas are registering. It has become obvious that the system, as it is, isn’t working. Universal basic income will spread prosperity to all. The decriminalization of drugs will lead to the demilitarization of the police. The Maverick Party is a spiritual proposal: You don’t have to hate anyone. You can refuse to throw yourself into the punch-and-counterpunch brawl of American politics in its decline. Nellie and Mikey can feel their reach extending. They can feel the onset of power. They share the rush flowing simultaneously into and through them.

“We need to be clear. We need to be clear about our successes as much as our failures. The problem isn’t the American people. The problem isn’t the American spirit. We are, today, as much as we ever were, a nation of strivers, a nation of liberty lovers, of fighters for a cause. We’re the country of innovators. Why can’t we innovate our system of government? We’re riding into the twenty-first century on a dying mule.”

The crowd laughs at this lame joke. They now await his cues.

“And I’m going to tell you something. The moment we get a system that works, we will be untouchable.” Cooper coughs.

Somebody from the crowd shouts out: “Say it!”

And Cooper looks toward the voice, smiles. There’s enough time to throw a wiffle ball. “You want me to say it?”

There are a few more shouts.

“Nah, I can’t. There’s a fine.” He’s still smiling.

More people in the crowd are calling for him to say it.

“All right, you know what? I’m going to say it. The time has come to unfuck America!”

The roar overtakes them all, and it overtakes Mikey and Nellie in their booth. Maybe they’re going to win. Maybe the republic isn’t going to end. Maybe they’re going to build a new America out of the Maverick Party. And there is nothing like American politics for ecstasy, a crowd overwhelmed by a vision of themselves and their country, and by its never-ending dream that a new world is possible.






March 5
SUPER TUESDAY


(321 days until)




9:21 a.m., 1-88 West between Chicago and Tampico, IL

Super Tuesday is roughly the time the great slumbering mass of the American people starts to notice the fact that there’s an election.

Politics never entirely disappears from American life anymore, a perpetual toxic fog everyone must walk through every day of every year. But it is in bright fresh mornings sometime around mid-March that the general nonsense miasma of American politics begins to condense into a choice, and politics moves from the regular season to the playoffs. This is the season in which the love and hatred and fear and hope that rise out of ordinary people in their sense of country take on the outline of a fight, and the trained elite minds of the country shift their energies from raising money for political purposes to spending money for political purposes.

The game is on. The stakes are on the table. The political question becomes the American question: what are my side’s chances, and how do we win this thing?

At this point, the Republican is leading in the polls with somewhere around 39 percent of the national popular vote. The Colorado billionaire is the leading Democrat but stands at an almost equal 38 percent in a head-to-head.

Cooper Sherman is at 15 points in the polls, and gaining, and that means the media have started attacking him. The New York Times ran a series comparing Cooper to Ross Perot. The Washington Post went after old business ties in Cooper’s early days at the tax-compliance software company, finding a disgruntled early partner who had an ax to grind and suffered from mental health issues. The Maverick Party is starting to seem real, siphoning off votes from the centers of both parties, and the edges too. They are starting to scare people.

Which is why Mikey is on his way to prep Cooper’s interview with alt-right YouTuber Andy Ponds in Tampico, Illinois. An alternative campaign needs alternative media. Mikey is driving toward an audience of two and a half million, with five hundred thousand social media followers. Southern Illinois is far more beautiful than it has any right to be, even in March. The stubbly grasslands, dusted with snow, have an archaic sadness to them, interrupted only by whitewashed clapboard farmhouses.

“Are we going to your hotel or to the castle?” the driver asks. The young man, blond and scruffy under a 1619 baseball cap worn ironically, looks up in the rearview mirror. His eyes are close together like a possum’s.

“The castle?”

“Sorry, that’s what we call the studio, or the house where the studio is.”

“It’s that big?”

“Oh yeah, man, it’s like ten thousand square feet. There’s a chicken coop. There’s a half-pipe in the basement. There’s everything you could possibly want or need.”

“I guess the castle,” Mikey says.

“You got it.”

Tampico, Illinois, was famous, until recently, as the birthplace of Ronald Reagan—but now its claim to fame is being the home of Ponds’s studio. Andy Ponds put himself in the middle of nowhere as a show of power: Look how far famous people will come for my attention.

Ponds is alternative both ways. He began as a vlogger at Occupy Wall Street, and then morphed over the Obama and Trump years into an anti-woke anti-vaxxer. He is attuned to American anger the way that certain ferns are attuned to pockets of light on a forest floor, and the Maverick Party needs voters who are willing to reject both sides of the American catastrophe. They need young men like Andy Ponds whose fear and loathing have doubled back. That is the mood of the present.

The American people want from their political system what reasonable people in all Western democracies want from their political systems: the chance at a job and a decent life, to face the ordinary problems of love and money in peace, and to be told that their country is special, that their country has a destiny in history, and that therefore they are special and have a destiny in history.

That’s what they want. But they don’t vote for what they want. They don’t think about what they want when they vote now. The American people vote against what they don’t want.

Fear and loathing are much more reliable vote-harvesters than vision and hope. Fear and loathing rouse. Fear and loathing win—the fear that the system which defined you and sustained you will be upended; loathing for all that has been denied you. Politics has become a way to take revenge on life itself. Americans expect so much from their nation. They dream their country should be a shining city on a hill, so they are outraged and flummoxed when it proves to be a city of gray stone and concrete, run by people whose solutions are partial.

“Hey, this castle,” Mikey says to the driver, “how many people does Andy employ at this moment?”

The blond scruffy beard turns quizzical. “About fifty. A little more. Thirty are writers. They have to write five pieces a day for the website. The rest of us are support. Drivers. Lawyers. Accountants. So on.”

“Fifty people. Jesus Christ. It’s like its own station, its own newspaper.”

“Media empire,” the driver says. “That’s how Andy thinks about it.”

“He’s not wrong.”

Now that the mainstream media fears them, these alternative media outlets—YouTube streamers, podcasts, TikTok channels—matter more than ever to the Maverick campaign.

“How often do you do this trip, man?” Mikey asks.

“Every day, man. Every single day somebody comes to see Andy in the castle.”

They drive south, deeper into the cornfields. Southern Illinois is the South, though it is technically in a blue state.

The strangeness of America, as usual, is its juxtaposition. They were just in Chicago and now a painted Confederate flag disgraces a barn wall. Mikey is driving from one fear and loathing into another.



10:22 a.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

The tip line is all conspiracy theories in the lead-up to Super Tuesday. The Colorado billionaire has accumulated a string of sexual assault allegations, one from a waitress in Dubuque, another from a hairdresser in Chicago.

There are at least a dozen notes describing the assault in Dubuque, but they use the same language in various places, so it’s probably an organized campaign. Still, Martha forwards the notes to the investigations team, with a message pointing out the similar language.

The Black female Democrat is a secret member of the Illuminati and has been involved in making matzah with children’s blood—a few dozen astroturfers have sent lengthy disquisitions outlining their uncovering of this ritualistic practice. These messages could only ever be of interest to scholars of blood libel. The New York Times has no scholar of blood libel on staff.

The pleasant Midwestern candidate has, according to several sources, been involved with high-level negotiations with an alien lizard race to exchange planetary sovereignty for technological development. A woman who writes the tip line at least once a week even uploaded a contract, complete with alien script and English and Chinese translations. It’s shiver-inducing. Martha doesn’t think too much about the psychology of the conspiracists. The insanity is so general that the paranoid style is banal by this point. But the alien contract is new in its detail of expression, and she sends it around to a few friends for a laugh.

One of the friends to whom Martha forwards the alien contract is Melissa McClung, recently promoted to executive editor, who calls her right away. Melissa used to be on the disinformation beat, so Martha knew she would find the contract at least half-amusing.

“What will your role in our new transplanetary order be, Melissa?” Martha asks.

“Sorry, what?”

“When the alien overlords come for the earth, what are your plans? You saw that fake contract I sent you from the tip line about how the Democrats have made deals with alien invaders?”

“Sorry, Martha, I didn’t.”

“Oh, that’s embarrassing. Well, check it out. It’s amazing.” Hold on, though. Why is Melissa reaching out if it’s not about the alien materials?

“I’m actually calling for something else,” Melissa says. “Malcolm asked me to talk to you about these audio clips from high sources.”

“Okay.” The sudden tingle of imminent defeat flutters up Martha’s back. It must be what a gambler feels when he starts to see he’s about to lose more than he can afford. Melissa wouldn’t be calling if it was a yes.

“So, it’s a pass,” Melissa says. “I know that’s not the answer you’re looking for.”

“How can it be a pass?” Martha asks, laughing at the absurdity.

“Look, these are Malcolm’s reasons, not mine, but basically he doesn’t like the anonymity of the source.”

“Deep Throat was an anonymous source. The Pentagon Papers came in anonymously.”

“I know that. You know that. Malcolm knows that. But the feeling at the top is that this just isn’t the right time.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’m just telling you what Malcolm said.”

“Malcolm said it isn’t the right time?”

“I mean, he didn’t say this in so many words, but if we’re going to make an assault on the military leadership, on the last institution in the United States with any level of political trust, we need to have it cold.”

“I have audio. I have their voices.”

“I think Malcolm just doesn’t want to give red meat to the extremists without more reporting.”

Martha doesn’t hear much of the rest of what Melissa has to say, because she knew, without exactly knowing, that rejection was always going to be the result. The story will never be fully baked enough for the Times.

Editors can always reject a story because it “needs more reporting.” It’s convenient and it puts the blame on the writer. How can anyone object to being asked for more information? But it’s just an excuse. This story is simply too dangerous. It doesn’t fit their protocol. And Tanager’s not wrong. The story will lead to blood on the streets. The streets are already bloody. Tanager doesn’t want to be responsible for breaking the back of the republic, degrading the last institution anybody trusts.

But that doesn’t change Martha’s situation. She is sitting on the biggest story in the world, and she is with the biggest outlet in the world, and she can’t run it.

Instantly, with her phone still in her hand, she knows she’s going to leak it. She’ll have to find somewhere else to run it. She’ll have to find another way to inform the American people about the end of their republic.

How? Who?



10:29 a.m., 2480 2600 North Avenue, Tampico, IL

The future of media is a McMansion outside Tampico, Illinois. Andy Ponds’s compound looms over deserted fields, big enough to serve as a resort. A massive electric fence ringed with barbed wire surrounds the compound. A sign reads:

No Trespassing!

We Don’t Call 911

This Property Is Protected by the Second Amendment

“Jesus, you weren’t kidding. This is a castle,” Mikey says.

“The fence isn’t actually electrified,” the driver says.

“You have a lot of people trying to climb over the fence to get to Andy Ponds, do you?” Mikey says it as a joke, but it’s no joke.

“Yeah, we do. I don’t think Andy likes the security, but there have been a few incidents. People sneaking in with security personnel and so on. There’s a lawsuit.”

They pull up into the gravelly walkway. It’s ten thirty in the morning, so nobody’s up yet. The quiet is startling. The castle has the feel of a well-maintained frat house rather than a farm. The show itself runs from eight to ten p.m., and usually anyone who does a show that late needs to stay up into the middle of the night while the adrenaline and cortisol ebb.

“What are you here to talk to Andy about?” the driver asks.

“We’re with the Maverick Party.”

“Oh yeah, Cooper Sherman? Love that guy. I think I’m going to vote for that guy. Love the crypto angle.”

“That’s great.”

“And I guess Super Tuesday. You’re going to talk about Super Tuesday, I guess.”

“It will probably turn into a Super Tuesday watch party in the end.”

The driver leads Mikey through a side door into a sprawling subbasement that serves as a green room. There is a full bar, with a few hundred bottles of whiskey behind it. A jumbled collection of couches encloses a pool table. Off in a corner of the room sits a drum kit. Behind that, in a locked display case, are the guns: a gold AR-15 and a Revolutionary-era breech-loading rifle stand out among the dozen of them.

The decor is what you might expect if a twenty-two-year-old was suddenly given ten million dollars. There’s a Klingon weapon on the wall that’s the height of tackiness, as well as a seventeenth-century katana descended from the hands of some magisterial samurai family, through various catastrophes of history, to this rural Illinois basement.

Mikey can see a room at the far end gleaming in white. He walks over to have a look. It’s an enormous skateboarding half-pipe. “How old is Andy?” he asks.

The driver looks curious. “I have no idea. He must be, what, thirty-five or so? When was Occupy Wall Street?”

“2008.”

“So he would have been around twenty then, I guess.”

“Right.”

In this dark, cheap, plastic castle in southern Illinois, Mikey will have to find a corner to work. He is there to prep the interview between Cooper and Ponds, but Ren has promised him access to the Cooper Sherman oppo book. Today, Mikey knows, is a turning point. After Super Tuesday, they will know who the Democratic candidate is. After they read the oppo book, they will know the scandals they will face. By tonight, Mikey should understand who the enemy is and what weapons they possess.

The real scandals will come soon. Mikey can feel it. The season of political scandal is organic. The temperature reaches a certain level, the crocuses bloom. A politician reaches a certain level of prominence, they unload the book on him. Every politician carries within him- or herself the seed of their own destruction, what we might call the shocking truth of their lives. But nobody knows what is shocking until it shocks people. The market decides what matters when it comes to scandal, and the market is fickle.

Certainly scandal is not what it used to be. George H.W. Bush earned a week’s worth of shame after he checked his watch during a debate. Then he lost. Trump was caught stating that the correct way to treat women is to “grab ’em by the pussy.” Then he won. The first scandal registered; the second scandal didn’t. The question that every politician’s life poses is whether their particular shocking truth will be viewed as a reflection of ordinary human failing or taken up for ostracism as a scapegoat for the country as a whole.

The primal political joy—the source of tribal togetherness—is exclusion. But the basis of that exclusion is never rational.

Mikey goes to set up his laptop near the couches, but trips over something on the ground by the drum kit. It’s a bandolier loaded with shotgun shells. “Are these your bullets?” he asks the driver.

The driver laughs and says he doesn’t know who they belong to. That’s American politics during this election, Mikey thinks. There are bullets on the floor, and nobody is sure whose they are.

Would Ponds shoot Cooper if he had the chance? Mikey wonders. They’ll all find out tonight.



12:21 p.m., 46342 Clear Ridge Road, Big Sur, CA

Balfour splurged. After his spectacular flame-out in Tampa, he went to Vegas.

If you want to connect with the real America, with America at its most honest and genuine, the best place to be is at a craps table in Vegas. Craps is a game of authentic solidarity. It was at the craps table that Balfour received his first message from Max Sevre. He marked it as spam without a second thought. It had to be a scam. There could be no reason for a billionaire tech lord to be writing him.

Weeks later, he received a text: I think my emails are going to spam. This is Max Sevre and I’d like to meet with you.

Balfour went back into his emails and found half a dozen messages. Whoever was sending him the emails was doing a good imitation of the tech billionaire. As a joke, Balfour wrote back: My initial consulting fee is 30K. You should have my PayPal reference.

Then the money showed up an hour later. Balfour still didn’t believe it was Sevre until the private jet picked him up at Harry Reid Airport and flew him, over the course of a bottle of Krug, to a compound in Big Sur.

Sevre is the leading right-wing tech billionaire, who, despite his gay-orgy lifestyle and his infamous experimentation with drugs he has designed in a private lab, has risen to be on the board of many of the most important Republican institutions.

A couple of beautiful young men in white shorts meet Balfour at the plane door and shepherd him into the main building.

A smiling nurse behind a reception desk greets him. “Mr. Sevre is expecting you, Mr. Balfour. His treatment is about to end, and he can see you then.”

“I didn’t know Sevre was sick.”

She smiles condescendingly. “Oh, he’s not sick.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“This is a radical life-extension lab.”

“I thought this was Mr. Sevre’s home.”

“It’s become a home to him. We deal in mitochondrial renewal.”

Balfour vaguely remembers a story in Wired: Sevre, among his vast businesses and political entanglements, is a leading amortalist. He believes he can buy his way out of death.

While Balfour waits, he looks up the story on his phone. Sevre is only a reference in a single paragraph: “The most serious of the ‘anti-deathists’ is Max Sevre, tech billionaire and conservative activist. He owns and operates a longevity campus with a single patient: himself. He pioneered the use of the diabetes medication Metformin and cell-scraping to reduce senescence caused by mitochondrial decline. He fights intellectual as well as physical decline. A team of personal mental coaches create a ‘very difficult’ problem for him to solve which uses a different neural pathway every day.” Money is wonderful, Balfour thinks. It allows the generation of so much astonishing waste.

Twenty-seven minutes later, the secretary-nurse leads him down the hallway. They pass a room filled with bass pumping and men laughing and a wafting tongue of marijuana licking the ceiling out of the door. The hallway opens into an enormously bright room, half-blinding.

As Balfour’s eyes adjust, he is awed by the sudden beauty of the Big Sur coast. It’s paradise. It might be the single most beautiful corner of the earth, lush California luxuriating down to the Pacific.

Max Sevre is staring, snug in a lounge chair like a 1930s recovering dictator. He’s wearing a flat cap, and there’s a woolen blanket draped over him. His face is scrunched in the daze of either recovery or ecstasy. A teenage boy is bringing him a cold lemonade.

There’s another chair ten feet away. Balfour seems expected to sit in it, so he does. On a small table beside him is a large tumbler of scotch and ice. Beside the tumbler is a small plate of kalamata olives. Balfour picks up the scotch and takes a sip. It’s heavy on peat, an old esoteric malt.

Minutes pass. The billionaire closes his eyes to breathe, squirming. Then he reaches over for a sip of lemonade and pulls himself up in his chair. “You think pushing the sex club angle is a mistake?” he eventually asks.

The whiskey is truly impressive. Sevre must have figured out, or hired someone to figure out, exactly what would give Balfour pleasure. It’s like a perfect Christmas gift from a man he’s never met. “I know it’s a mistake,” he responds.

“You think it’s a mistake because people don’t care about old moralities?”

Balfour shrugs. “Not exactly.”

“What is it, exactly?”

“The basic fact of oppo is that it’s not the mud that breaks you. It’s where it sticks.”

“Can you put that in terms of a falsifiable thesis?”

Balfour isn’t sure what the question means, but he takes a stab at answering anyway. “You can’t attack people on the basis of their already-established weaknesses. You have to attack them on the basis of their strengths. Everybody has their weaknesses. Everybody knows everybody has their weaknesses. The public can easily forgive people on their side for their weaknesses. It’s the failed strength they can’t forgive.”

“The souring.”

“Exactly. You want the public to sour on a candidate. You don’t need to convince your own people to hate the other guy. You need to convince their people to hate their guy.”

Sevre shuffles in his seat and moves his arm above the blanket. His skin is slightly red and flaky. “I’m afraid I don’t have enough influence to stop them from playing the sex club angle. What do you think the fallout will be?”

Balfour chews his bottom lip. “It will probably help him. More importantly, it will make him harder to hit later. You only get so many shots at a guy. Each one that doesn’t land means a whole bunch of people who won’t listen to you next time. I personally think it will help his image, especially among non-college-educateds. How many guys wish they could talk their wives into orgies at a sex club?”

“I want you to be my personal retainer,” Sevre says.

Balfour laughs. “What does that mean? Samurai shit? I’m just an oppo guy.”

“Do you understand why Cooper Sherman needs to be destroyed?”

“Frankly, I don’t. I mean, he’s taking just as many votes from them as from you. He’s small potatoes. He’s a third-party candidate. I mean, what the fuck am I doing here?”

“Cooper Sherman is dangerous because he’s an engineer. He’s a real person.”

“The Republican candidate isn’t a real person?”

“He very much is not a real person. He’s plastic and red dye no. 3. He’s mustard gas and vaporware. He’s as real as the light between a projector and a screen: only there if the dust catches it. And we could make government stop existing. Those are the stakes here. Do you understand that?”

“Not fully.”

“The engineers are the real power now, as is our right, as is our destiny. That’s why the world hates us. Everyone talks about conspiracies. You know what the real conspiracy is? Democracy. Democracy means mediocrity. Sheep built democracy, out of fear. Fear of talent. Fear of the builders. Fear of the creators. They need us but they hate us. We have a real chance this election to end the administrative state, so that we may live by what we will for ourselves.”

Balfour takes another sip of scotch. The aftertaste carries forever, beyond the horizon. “If you want to destroy Cooper Sherman,” he says, “you must make him seem old and chaotic. Befuddled. His strength is that he is of his own time. He’s not out of touch. You have to make him look like the world has passed him by and he’s living in the past.”

“Can you do that?” Sevre asks. “I think it’s better if we just do this ourselves. You don’t murder a man by committee.”

“I’ll need money.”

Sevre smiles a yellow smile. “Money is a tool you no longer have to worry about.”

Balfour is in another country now. His profession operates on a single thesis: all politicians are liars and thugs, and the winners turn their lies and thuggery into truth and strength. How else could a family of bootleggers, who used voter fraud to win the presidency and then started the Vietnam War, become icons of American innocence? The American people want pretty speeches so they can pretend they have earned the easy money. They want sermons of equality so they can go on imagining they deserve total impunity.

The man in front of him wants to take it all the way, though, all the way to the end. Can you defraud the suckers so completely that you become the truth? Can you bully yourself past all limits?



2:41 p.m., 2480 2600 North Avenue, Tampico, IL

The castle has been a decent spot to work, it turns out. Mikey takes a corner of the couch near the guns, and sets up his laptop for the Zoom calls of the day. Dominic wants to clarify the ad spends for the dark money, and Nellie is preparing the email blast for the people with the dark money to lift info from.

As he Zooms on the couch, the castle slowly rouses. Various kid writers stumble down from their bedrooms for coffee or pills, chat about how shitty the Democrats are and how the left is destroying the country, then charge back up the stairs to fulfill their daily output of five angry posts.

The longed-for email finally appears. Subject: Ren fucking delivers.

The attachment is a Word file: Cooper Sherman book. She’s found the oppo book.

Mikey pops opens his Slack channel and downloads the file. They will know now how far their enemies have been able to see into the dark labyrinth of the candidate’s life, what flaws they have found to exploit.

Mikey takes his phone outside into the fields to read the document. It’s like the response to a university application: whole futures ride on what’s inside.

Which scumbag sold you this? Mikey slacks Ren.

No price. They know, Ren slacks back.

What do they know?

They know that I’m going to survive all you motherfuckers.

Sarah is right. If everyone in American politics were put in a cage, she would be the one to walk out alive.

The Word document is 737 pages. The table of contents is divided into “Top Hits,” “Key Themes,” and “Personal Details.” The longest section is the financials, but Mikey knows they don’t matter. There’s nothing there that can harm them. The American people expect nastiness from people in business. Whatever the oppo researchers dug up on the early years of Cooper’s tax-compliance software company might be considered at worst fudging your expenses and at best a demonstration of the toughness required to lead the country.

Mikey goes straight to the Top Hit marked “Staff Members,” the section on disgruntled staff. They’ve found six, which isn’t bad. He flips to the page set aside for Katie Danjou. It’s just one paragraph:


Katie Danjou committed suicide before the launch of the Maverick campaign on November 23. The newspapers did not report her suicide in compliance with the psychological health report. She had longstanding mental health issues before joining the campaign. There was no contact between her and the candidate. These facts insulate Sherman himself from the fallout. But the campaign showed a) lack of judgment in hiring her, and b) lack of compassion in firing her. Danjou’s father still feels like major questions about her suicide have been unanswered.



The tension release that floods Mikey is like a long-overdue piss.

These guys ain’t got shit looks to me, Ren slacks.

Any surprises in financials?

Nah, I mean he was something of a piece of shit in the nineties tech boom. That shock you?

Not going to shock anybody.

Mikey scans the section on wokeness. Cooper never could shut up on social media, but he’s a celebrity. He’s already been through this shit half a dozen times. He tweeted something about support for the Freedom Convoy in Canada, and he tweeted something that was pro-trans. The researchers must have been confused. But that’s the point, Mikey knows, it’s confusing.

The architects of the culture wars don’t do nuance. They need evil in its most digestible form: social justice warriors or fascists. They can’t really rile themselves up to a position that’s slightly complex. Ultimately, they’re too reductive to make a stink out of Cooper.

And in the districts where the Maverick Party is close enough to be worth attacking, they’re going for his lack of experience. Which is beautiful. They don’t seem to realize that calling him inexperienced is calling him an outsider, which helps with the right people.

They got the sex stuff, Ren slacks.

I see that.

Mikey hasn’t checked the chapter on sex. He flips over to it. They do indeed have all the names and dates from the Detroit sex club. They’ve spoken to the many freaks Cooper screwed there. An effective opposition researcher has done their job at MTR.

It’s nothing, Mikey writes.

You sure?

This is the thesis of our campaign.

Early on, when he had been discussing the campaign on long walks around Cooper’s Colorado ranch, Mikey learned all about the man’s sexual past. He had worked out his plan then. Mikey’s thesis is that a sex scandal can only help a candidate. If you don’t lie, if you aren’t ashamed, if you’re adult about the whole matter, it will increase your appeal.

Scandal is no longer a barrier to a candidate’s success, Mikey believes. It’s a requirement. Scandal generates attention. Attention generates engagement. Engagement generates power. It’s a gamble, but in a third-party candidacy you have to gamble.

A producer, a frazzled twenty-year-old in sweatpants pulling on a vape pen, is standing in front of him with a sheaf of papers. No doubt releases of various kinds.

Mikey shakes his head. “Sorry, we don’t sign anything, but the good news is that you can ask him whatever.”

The producer shrugs. “Basically, our plan is a Super Tuesday watch party.”

“Sounds right,” Mikey says. On his phone, for some reason, there’s a text from Martha Kass: I’m going to call you in an hour. Pick up a random number.

He texts back: OK weirdo.



4:21 p.m., Hotel Meridien, 1197 Atlantic Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Martha walks over to the Hotel Meridien on Atlantic Avenue to make the call. The place is an empty antiquity. Ten years ago, a staff member let himself into a woman’s room and attacked her. The place has been deserted ever since, except for a few tourists who haven’t bothered to inquire why the online rates are half what other hotels in the area charge.

The Hotel Meridien has kept a feature other hotels have abandoned: a bank of house phones in the lobby. That’s why Martha has walked all this way. As she dials, she realizes that if anyone really wanted to trace her, they would just trace Mikey’s phone. But she has no other choice. Now she must plunge in.

“Martha Kass,” Mikey’s voice says, “where are you?”

She has a moment of panic during which she wonders if Mikey is one of the tracers. “I’m in New York,” she answers.

“You want to know where I am?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“I am in the ten-thousand-square-foot mansion in Tampico, Illinois, where the most popular political YouTube streamer in the world lives. It’s fucked up, Martha.”

“Really?”

“This guy has fifty staff. There’s guns everywhere. There’s a skateboarding half-pipe in the basement. This is the future. Eventually, you guys won’t exist. It will just be Andy Ponds talking to his audience of masturbating rage-aholics.”

“That’s funny,” Martha says. “That’s what I want to talk to you about. You got a minute? You alone?”

“Hold on.” She hears, on the other end of the line, Mikey explaining that he’s stepping outside, then a rustle and the click of a door. “Go ahead.”

“Okay. Can I have your word that this will stay with us?” She is aware of how old-fashioned she must sound. She is from a world where men and women give their word.

“Yes, definitely.” Mikey is from that old world too. She’s relieved.

“I’ve got a story about a coup I want your advice about. So, let’s say, hypothetically, that I had a source coming to me from within the Joint Chiefs of Staff and senior levels of the intelligence community discussing a coup.”

“A coup?”

“They have a way to do it without calling it a coup. They have this mechanism for taking over the country. It’s called a contingent election. It will look like democracy. It will follow the Constitution. But it won’t be democracy. And I have it on audio. It’s the most senior leadership in this country outlining various scenarios. Who they would accept. Who they would not accept. They want to impose martial law. They want to crush the Oath Keepers and Black Lives Matter. They’re willing to support whoever will let them do that. To prevent a civil war breaking out.”

“They openly discuss this?”

“Openly. They don’t want Iraq and Afghanistan to happen here. So they’re talking about military checkpoints in cities. They’re talking about arrests for sedition or plotting sedition. They’re talking, on recordings, about suspending the Bill of Rights. ”

“So when is the Times running this?” Mikey asks.

“They’re not. They think it’s too dangerous. They think it would be a media intervention in domestic political life. They’re telling me some line about not running pieces from anonymous sources—but what about Watergate? What about the Pentagon Papers? They’ve taken up this mandate to support political institutions, and, well, look, it’s embarrassing. But they’re not going to run it.”

“And nobody else has it?”

“Apparently not, Mikey. I mean, I don’t know, but I haven’t seen it anywhere.”

Mikey lets out a long sigh. “And you’re asking me …”

“If you were me, what would you do?”

“Leak it on alternative media. Send it to me and I’ll leak it on alternative media. No one will ever know it came from you. You don’t have a choice. You can’t risk telling anybody else. It was foolish to tell me.”

“I could kill it. I mean, I could just pretend these clips never came into the tip line.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“Because you love America.”

It’s such a stupid answer that they both laugh. It’s the stupid truth.

“I’m being watched,” Martha says.

On the other end of the line, the clockwork of Mikey’s strategic brain is ticking. “You can’t send me anything. You’ll have to deliver it in person. We’ll work it out. We’ll work it out.”

Martha isn’t sure that anything will ever work out again.



8:31 p.m., 2480 2600 North Avenue, Tampico, IL

While Cooper argues with Andy Ponds, Mikey is emailing:

Dear Mr. Danjou,

I just want to send you a preliminary report. I showed Katie’s message to Cooper, and unfortunately he had no recollection of Katie. He was never in Chicago when she was there.

I’m going to talk to her coworkers in Chicago. (If there are any volunteers whom she mentioned, please pass their names on. It would be very useful.)

Her note remains a mystery, but hopefully it will mean more to Chicago offices, and I will have more information soon.

Yours truly,

M

He hits send and returns to the spectacle.

The studio is lined with guns, but you can’t see any of them on the livestream. Andy Ponds isn’t right-wing talk radio, and he isn’t woke vlogging. He’s somehow both. In the studio, he’s there with his watch cap on, looking slightly cartoonish.

He has on either side of the table his two yes men. One is a hippie, a conspiracy theorist surrounded by crystals and maps of the universe. Then there’s a gay farmer. These two occasionally add some insight, but they’re mostly there to nod along and give cover to Ponds’s political shifts as best they can.

Yet on this occasion, the yes men are lying back, silent. Andy and Coop are going at it.

“That’s not it,” Andy is saying in a staccato anger pretending not to be anger but simple clarity. “We have never been a democracy. That’s a lie. America has always been a constitutional republic.”

“What do those words mean to you?” Cooper asks.

“A constitutional republic is a way of preventing democracy from slopping over into mob rule.”

“Mob rule. What are you, a nineteenth-century pamphleteer?”

Andy laughs despite his obvious lack of any sense of humor. “You don’t love the American system?”

“Do you? Does anybody? Listen, multicultural democracy and constitutional republic are not supposed to be opposites. They’re supposed to be the same thing. That’s the idea behind America. Here’s the problem, Andy, here’s the problem. You’ve inherited a government so broken, you take its brokenness for granted. Why don’t we do what grown-ups do? Take the best of the past and make it work for today.”

“You’re a fucking dreamer, man.”

“No, no, no, no, no. I’ve woken up. These are the stakes. We all know the system is broken. You can blame who you want, and I can blame who I want. At the end of the day, the question is how to fix it.”

Mikey is in the green room watching the livestream on his laptop with the producer, who is still wearing pajamas and looks like she just rolled out of bed. “He’s doing well,” she tells Mikey.

“It is his job. One of his jobs.”

“We’ll probably get the Super Tuesday results soon. But I don’t think they’ll matter much.” The exit polls have been lopsided. The Colorado billionaire is romping home. The other candidates are preparing their concession speeches—or at least their campaign managers and consultants are.

The producer is watching the super chat metrics in real time—blue and red lines rising and falling; the algorithm that judges all that is said and done.

Andy wants to talk about a leak from Breitbart that has claimed to find texts between prominent Democrats celebrating the collapse of the stands at the Republican event. “They’re happy, right? It’s almost like they planned it, right?”

“You’re saying Democrats tricked the Republican Party into hiring substandard contractors?”

Andy shrugs. “It has certainly worked out for them.”

“I don’t know why you need these theories, man. You don’t need theories. There is a real conspiracy. It’s called duopoly. It’s two parties that call all the shots. Enough with these secret documents and Illuminati and shit. Look at the US Senate. Look at the fact that only 22 percent of Americans are happy with Congress, but incumbents have a reelection rate of 94 percent. That’s a conspiracy.”

The producer whispers into her mic: “Conspiracy’s good. Keep on conspiracy.”

Mikey can see over her shoulder the red line going up. “Why’s conspiracy good?” he asks.

She looks up, surprised. “See this red line, that’s the super chats, and the super chats spike when they talk about conspiracy theories.”

The audience for Andy Ponds’s show pays to have their comments pinned, accentuated—for five dollars it stays stickied for two minutes, for five hundred it stays stickied for five hours. These super chats are one of their main sources of income. With the graph, they can find the angry engagement and ride the algorithm of profitable rage. This is the new journalism.

“Wait, wait, here we go,” Andy says. The numbers flash up on screen.

The Colorado billionaire has won Alabama, Arkansas, Colorado, Maine, Massachusetts, Minnesota, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Vermont, and Virginia. The Black female candidate took California.

“That’s it then. Three-way race,” Ponds says.

“All billionaires,” Cooper adds.

“You think that’s wrong?”

“Look, I flew here in a helicopter. I’m not going to pretend I have a problem with rich people running for office. I’m not going to pretend I have a problem with rich people in general. I do think that if you have a system where only rich people have a say about the running of the country, it’s a problem.”

“But you are rich.”

“I am rich. And I am actually rich, unlike some rich people I might mention.”

Mikey looks at his phone and sees a slack from Ren: We might win this thing.

Mikey knows what Ren is thinking. They have been blessed by their enemies. The Republican, with his bloated face engraved with anger, is a cross between a mob boss and a street preacher. He is America’s abusive father, feeding the rage and fed on the rage, with all the glamour of the most popular high school bully.

The Democrat is soft, plump, with all the engrained hypocrisies of the Democratic ruling class. He flies to environmental conferences in his private jet. He talks about inequality at Ivy League schools. His faith in the American institutions is oblivious. Of course he loves American institutions, they have served him so well.

It’s hard to imagine two candidates who could indicate with greater force the need for the Maverick Party. The Republican is a monster and the Democrat is willfully blind.

And Ren doesn’t even know about Martha. She doesn’t know that Mikey has the play of the century to make, a scandal beyond scandal.

Even without hearing the audio, Mikey knows that her story might just be the election surprise the Maverick campaign needs to become the leading party in the country. It will make Americans loathe and fear the powers that be as never before. It will make both sides want to change the basis of the system. Martha has the change button. All Mikey has to do is reach over and press it.



8:41 p.m., McBride’s Bar and Grill,

673 Atlantic Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

The taste of the watery beer is just so delicious—the taste of freedom and emptiness. For her first proper drinking session, Martha has picked out a doozy of an Irish dive. A few stools over, a fiftysomething woman in a jean jacket is talking to a small stuffed unicorn. The man beside her has a nose like a Christmas light, and they are whispering together like they’re plotting a bank robbery.

On the screens overhead, the Super Tuesday results are arriving, but nobody is paying attention in this place. They’ll notice the election after it’s happened, if then.

A crew-cutted man in a brown suit is sitting in a corner reading a Sally Rooney novel, staring at her. He doesn’t fit. The murder of journalists is normal in most of the world. In this breakdown, who can say what will happen? Who will survive?

She deserves a beer.

She can’t put up with the story she’s living.

She hates the infertility-support blogs she can’t stop herself from checking. She hates how the story prevaricates in its ending: In one future, she is sitting on a knoll in Prospect Park laying out PBJ and apple quarters on a blanket while Zayn teaches their daughter how to kick a ball. In another future, she is sitting at her window accepting that she’ll never have a baby, trying to forget all the money and all the procedures and all the struggle that came to nothing. She read a study of Danish women once that showed couples are three times more likely to divorce after failed infertility treatments. She tries never to think about it.

Her phone buzzes. It’s a text from a random string of numbers, the source: What are you doing?

Right now I’m having a beer, she texts back.

Do you have any idea the risk I’m running by giving you this information?

I do. I know.

Bullet in the back of the head. I sent this material to the New York Times, not you, and not for you to ship to some random political hack.

The phone bank at the Hotel Meridien was obviously not sufficient. She’s an idiot, out of her depth. There is no hiding. She must remember that there is no hiding. It’s so hard to accept as a way of life.

Martha thinks out her next text. She has all the information she’s going to extract from the source. There’s only one more ask: the Times won’t run the story if it’s from an anonymous source.

You’re going to have to tell me your name.

My name is death, the source texts back. If I gave you my name, I would not be alive ten minutes later, and know this: the risks I’m running, you’re also running.

What does that mean? Martha asks.

What does that mean? she texts again.

What do you mean?

She looks up, and the crew cut in the brown suit has vanished. Panic runs through her like currents in opposite directions. She has to leak the story. She can’t leak the story.






June 9
SCANDAL


(225 days until)




8:12 a.m., Lamplit Inn, 37470 Route 7, Sardis, OH

Balfour wakes up to a long string of texts from his boss. First he goes to the bathroom and vomits.

He must have drunk something with milk in it last night. Milk always cramps him up. His stomach clutches out the filth from his gut painfully at first, hopefully the second time, until the satisfying and cleansing third.

He has brought his phone with him into the bathroom. There is, as usual, a string of texts from Max Sevre. For some reason, Balfour has become the best friend and sounding board for the strange Republican billionaire. The man must not have many friends. But who does anymore?

Sevre must have been high on one of his super-refined Es when he wrote these, Balfour thinks, curled up beside the porcelain.


I’m not sure how familiar you are with the concept of Girardian mimesis and the scapegoat. I’m going to risk giving you a primer because it may help you in your work. The basic premise of Girardian mimesis is the biological fact that we learn by mimicking others. Babies learn basic emotions by registering and imitating their parents’ faces. The individual fact of biology applies not just to individuals but to society as a whole. Imitation drives culture. People do things because other people do things. The imitation is unthinking, which is why collective action is always unjust. Societies need to expel anyone who does not imitate the widespread imitations. Groups create scapegoats whom they collectively punish. The collective punishments are the basis in all societies of their only meaningful component, the tribe. I’m sure you understand this instinctively as an opposition man.



Balfour doesn’t understand, but he also doesn’t care. After the main text, many smaller addenda follow:


This is why I’ve said before that the Maverick campaign matters. If 3rd party voting becomes something that people do, it will explode. Hatred of the other side is currently the only reason people vote for their own parties. That system seems locked and intractable. But a single crack can suddenly blind with its light.

Politicians in general are scapegoats. We give them power exactly so we can blame them for all of our sins. This is the line we must ride.

The appeal of Cooper Sherman and the Maverick Party is that they’re outside of the rancor and stupidity. We must put them inside the violence.

Mission: Scapegoat.



Balfour stopped responding to Sevre’s texts many days ago. The messages didn’t require a response. They were not part of a conversation. They weren’t instructions either. Balfour imagined them as messages tied to balloons released into the air. They all just happened to land with him. Balfour’s trade demands silence. He supposes that’s why Sevre could confide in him.

This morning, Balfour finds himself in a corner of rural Ohio to meet a Mitsubishi dealer. The Mitsubishi dealer is a prominent Republican donor with deep connections to the Oath Keepers. His deep connections to the Oath Keepers are more deeply rooted in movements like the 3 Percenters and others so far to the right that Balfour doesn’t know their names, if they even have names. He doesn’t want to know the names of the far-right movements the Mitsubishi dealer knows. The man’s father was in the Ku Klux Klan, but he’s less traditional in his outlook than his hooded daddy: He wants the destruction of the United States government through violence. He doesn’t much care what you call him.

Balfour doesn’t know any real, live accelerationists. This man does. He would agree to a meeting in person only, which is a sign that he’s serious enough to fear the Department of Justice.



11:39 a.m., Gulfstream G500, between MIA and AUS

The scandal has finally broken, and Mikey couldn’t be happier. He is flying with the candidate to Austin, and he is on top of the world, in all the various senses. His boss is a filthy pervert and it is going to pay off.

The American people are spending their Sunday morning thinking about Cooper Sherman’s midforties sexual escapades, and Mikey’s beaming with such self-satisfaction that his colleagues are growing sick of it.

The 60 Minutes episode will run tonight at seven p.m., but they’ve taken the unusual step of releasing clips in advance, in order to increase the attention.

As Cooper and the team fly to Texas for an appearance on Joe Rogan, the Sunday-morning talk shows are playing nothing but elaborate discussions of the most sordid details. “Will Cooper Sherman’s Sex Scandal Upend the Election?” Face the Nation is asking. “Cooper Sherman’s Sex Club Years, the Fallout,” is the subject of George Stephanopoulos’s show. “America’s Shredded Moral Fiber,” is how Fox News Sunday plays it.

Mikey’s favorite clip from the 60 Minutes episode—he is rewatching it over and over and forcing Nellie and Dominic to watch it with him—is when Cooper leads Scott Pelley into the sex dungeon.

Cooper is smiling. He sometimes looks, during the episode, like a naughty boy who has gotten away with something: pure political gold.

“I have to admit, Scott, we didn’t come down here much. This stuff was a little too crazy for us.”

“But you know what it all does.”

“Oh sure, I think so. This is a glory hole, and this one over here is a Saint Andrew’s cross, and that, I think, is a gibbet cage. It’s sort of a gimp cage.”

“But you didn’t use these.”

“You know, one time Vickie and I came down here to have a look, but it was too much. It was just a bit intense for us. We were mostly upstairs having threesomes.”

“It all seems a bit intense for me.”

“Hey, different strokes for different folks,” Cooper responds.

They approach a low bench in red vinyl with holes in it.

“Now I have to admit,” Cooper says, “I don’t know what this is for. This one’s new. They didn’t have this one when we were here. Do you know what this one does?”

“I do not,” Scott Pelley says.

“Something freaky, I’m sure.”

They laugh together.

Cut to the interview room, where Pelley is playing serious: “I think most politicians, most people, would be embarrassed by having their private sexual lives exposed, especially when it’s so exotic, or, I guess, extreme. Would you say that’s fair?”

“You think it’s extreme?” Cooper counters. “I think a hell of a lot of married Americans are into much more kinky stuff. And, you know, I believe there’s nothing to be ashamed of here. It’s all consensual, between adults.”

“It’s adultery, Mr. Sherman.”

“You know, I suppose so. Technically. But honestly, my wife was with me the entire time. What was that thing President Carter said?”

“‘I committed adultery in my heart’?” Pelley says.

“Right. I didn’t do that. I didn’t commit adultery in my heart. I might have committed adultery in the flesh, but honestly, I don’t think Vickie thought of it that way.”

“But you’re divorced. Wasn’t this club one of the reasons? Aren’t open relationships doomed?”

“We divorced for the reason the vast majority of people divorce, Scott. We grew apart. Our lives started going in different directions. Ask any divorce lawyer. Seriously. We weren’t that different from any other couple.”

“You’ve asked us not to speak to your wife …”

“The poor woman has suffered enough embarrassment for my sake,” Cooper says. “I’m running for office. My life is open for inspection. The American people are entitled to know everything about me. But this campaign isn’t her fault. None of it is her fault.”

Pelley does a small shuffle in his chair, taking Cooper’s point but not all the way. “Still, it’s not, you know, what you might expect from a politician, a tour of a sex club.”

Now the stern look from Cooper. “America is in serious trouble, Scott. I think the American people want somebody to be honest with them. And we’re not in a place where people can afford to care about who I slept with in the nineties with my wife. Honestly, the situation is not one that affords that kind of luxury.”

“Because you’re here to un-bleep America.”

“Is that really appropriate language, Scott?”

They laugh again. The show is turning into a laugh riot.

“So you don’t think the American people are going to care about these revelations?”

“They’re not revelations. I’ve never been anything but totally frank about them.”

“Fine, you don’t think Americans are going to care about your sex life.”

“Oh, they’ll care. I mean, it makes great gossip. I’m sure TMZ will be in here for days scrounging up stuff. I mean, I asked for this. I’m a politician. The scrutiny, the opposition researchers—I knew I was bringing it on myself. People have to talk about something. But after the gossip will come serious thought, and the stakes of this election are the survival of the republic. The stakes of this election are the survival of democracy as a global force. The stakes of this election are the possibilities of total reform along every front of our society. It’s even bigger than that …”

“Bigger than that?”

“Yes, even bigger than that,” says Cooper. “We are on the cusp of our civilization rising to a new level of mass prosperity and renewed dignity for the individual, or collapsing into the horrors of a few secretive rulers holding all the money and all the power and all the say. Elections matter. The next four years matter. So, quite honestly, if somebody’s not going to vote for me because of this sex club stuff, it’s just an excuse. They’re retreating into what they know, even though they know it doesn’t work, and it’s a path to ruin.”

Mikey shuts off the interview. The rest of the half hour is more or less a pure advertisement for the Maverick Party. “We just won Nevada,” he says to Nellie. “They’re all freaks there.”

“Explain to me why this is good,” Dominic says. “I know this was always the plan. I know that this is the result of strategy. But I still don’t understand why something so salacious to the public can be good for us.”

“I’m not 100 percent, either,” Nellie says.

Mikey has explained this dozens of times before, but he loves explaining it. It’s like a chess problem he’s solved that they haven’t. “In the twenty-first century, attention is political currency. Everything else is secondary. And that means scandal works. That means you need scandal. Celebrity is scandal. You need celebrity.”

“But this will hit our numbers,” Dom says.

“Definitely,” Mikey says. “Distinctly. Definitively. We will see a dip in the immediate polls. Today and tomorrow and the week after, and for a little bit of the week after that. If you go and ask people, ‘Are you voting for the pervert?’ they’ll say no for a little bit. But those numbers will rebound and then pass where we are now. Attention is the wind. Scandal is the sail. A candidate without scandal is weaker than a candidate with scandal. Look at the politicians we’ve had. Look at Bill Clinton. Look at W.”

“Obama didn’t have any scandals.”

“Exception that proves the rule. For many people in America, Obama’s existence was a scandal.”

“So what is it?” Dom asks. “Thrill of the illicit?”

“Recognition. Simple, brute recognition. Do I know who this person is? In a week, all this disgust, all this embarrassment, will fade behind the knowledge that everybody does some weird shit these days. You know what kind of twisted sexual deviance the average American indulges on their phone?”

“No wonder this country is so fucked,” Dominic says.

Nellie wrinkles her face like a junior high school kid who’s just found a used condom in the playground. “Now I have to think about Cooper in that club with someone half his age. I’m never going to be able to get that image out of my head.”

“Branding,” Mikey says. “Remember that scandal is inevitable. It has to be something, and it’s better that it’s this. They’re not going to be able to hit us with anything else from here to the election. We’ve passed.”

“Nobody ever notices the real scandals anyway,” Nellie says. “Did I tell you that I found out who gave us that hundred thousand Ethereum? It was Max Silman-Hawkins.” The crypto bro had flamed out three months earlier, siphoning off billions before his exchange tanked.

“It’s funny,” Dominic says, “that was only six months ago, but a couple hundred million seemed like a big number then.”

“That’s what I mean,” Nellie says. “The real scandal is that it’s going to cost us a billion and a half to run this campaign. A billion and a half in dark money, and nobody will ever know who bought and sold this country.”

“Seems cheap to me,” Dom says. “Kanye West lost that much in a day.”

Kanye West had tweeted, a few days earlier, that the Maverick Party was stealing his ideas, but that he might vote for Cooper anyway.

Cooper Sherman is catching the wave of the insanity at the moment of its blossoming. The Maverick Party is touching 25 percent nationally, and starting to scare the people invested in the stability of the system. It turns out that the 49 percent of Americans who say they are political independents are actually serious. Cooper is almost certainly going to win Colorado and Michigan, provoking a series of panicked op-eds in the pages of the Wall Street Journal and the New York Times on various scenarios within the electoral college.

Their internal polling is showing they have real chances in Florida and Texas; a wide swath of voters are exhausted by the Republican Party but cannot quite bring themselves to vote Democrat. Cooper Sherman fits easily into a Texan identity. Their ad campaign there is brilliant, built on a simple slogan that has taken off: The Maverick Party. Don’t be fenced in.

If it were up to Cooper, they would be campaigning only in Florida now. But Cooper is not in control, Dominic is. Dominic’s machines are. Their central AI, Ben (after Benjamin Franklin), adjusts the schedule in real time. Though it seems random at times, its results are beyond question. The numbers keep creeping up, in the places they want and at the times they want. The AI’s parameters are so complicated that no human mind can fathom their workings, but that’s true of the American people too.

Their dark money has its own AI, Deb (after Ben Franklin’s wife), and it bought out significant ad markets in Colorado and Michigan early. They’d gone negative early too, making veiled claims that both their Republican and Democratic opponents were pedophiles. The inevitable lawsuits could be brushed away with money. The opponent as pedophile is the one smear that sticks.

Every few days, Cooper balks, claims he’s going to ignore Ben and Deb and head to Miami-Dade to fight it out. Dominic has to threaten to quit to keep him on the AI track. It’s the drama of a lover’s spat they have to play out. It once reached the point that Dominic packed his bags in the hotel, but Cooper stopped him and they ended up embracing in front of the whole executive team.

Now they’re rolling. They’re pushing on over the clouds on the way to Austin like Vikings pushing into the northern waters. They will take all that stands in their path. The other two parties are doing what they know how to do. The Democrats are scaring their own people with visions of a Republican presidency ending democracy. The Republicans are scaring their own people with visions of a Democratic president telling them they’re evil. It’s the same bag of tricks: They’re coming to take away your dignity. They’re coming to take away your rights. They’re coming to take away your country.

The American people are capricious. They like to make surprising political choices. The Maverick Party is surprising at just the right time.



12:01 p.m., Sardis, OH

The Mitsubishi dealer is waiting for Balfour at a picnic table in a park on the banks of the Ohio River. The Ohio River is oak and painted trilliums and wild columbine, flitted through by tiger swallowtails and monarch butterflies. The man looks like some Baptist preacher, blond and blue-eyed, dressed in white linen, with penny loafers.

If they were not there to plot the overthrow of US democracy, their meeting could be to dunk Balfour’s sinning head in the cleansing waters. The cheerful good health of the far-right lunatics has been startling to Balfour ever since he began dealing with them. But he must look strange too, stepping out of a rented Ford Focus in jeans and sweatshirt, carrying a New Yorker tote bag. It’s not like he looks the part of an agent of chaos either.

“Well met, brother,” the dealer says, enfolding Balfour’s hand in a ruthless grip.

“Well met,” Balfour tries. It might be some white power greeting with which he’s unfamiliar. He wonders, for a flicker, if he’s in the middle of a sting. The Department of Justice has a domestic terrorism unit, he knows. But the DOJ would never dress up like this man, all in white, if they were pretending to be Nazis. It wouldn’t make any sense. It doesn’t make any sense. A clean, healthy, prosperous man of substance and status is devoting himself to the destruction of the system that gave him health and prosperity and status. Balfour is uncomfortable with nebulous motives.

“The thrown stone,” the dealer says.

“I’m sorry?”

“You want the thrown stone,” the dealer says, and then begins a long quotation, which he speaks with complete facility, faster than he could read it out of a book: “‘Thou, O King, sawest, and behold, a great image. This great image, whose brightness was excellent, stood before thee; and the form thereof was terrible. This image’s head was of fine gold, his breast and his arms of silver, his belly and his thighs of brass, his legs of iron, his feet part of iron and part of clay. Thou sawest till that a stone was cut out without hands, which smote the image upon his feet that were of iron and clay, and broke them to pieces. Then was the iron, the clay, the brass, the silver, and the gold broken to pieces together, and became like the chaff of the summer threshing floors; and the wind carried them away, that no place was found for them: and the stone that smote the image became a great mountain, and filled the whole earth.’ You want us to be that stone thrown at the feet of clay.”

“Look, we need to be clear about a few things,” Balfour says. “No more text threads with Supreme Court justice’s wives cc’d. No more Facebook groups. We need secrecy. We need control. We need reliability.”

“We should indeed be clear,” the dealer replies. “The men I’m in contact with are free men. It’s not like I’m the commander. It’s not like I give orders and they take them. I point them where they might strike most forcefully to serve our struggle, and if they see the virtue of the proposal, they agree to it.”

“Then I don’t think this will work. I need guarantees. I need certainty of action.”

“I’m only explaining my own position. You should have no worries. You have no idea how much these people want to do what you want them to do.”

“Who are these people?” Balfour asks.

“The people with my guy.”

“Which guy?”

“The guy who does give the orders. The guy I know.”

“The guy who gives orders.”

“He will order what you want, if you can provide the resources and the specifications.”

Balfour has a choice to make, but he decides he has no choice. Risk is a requirement for insurrection. He removes a couple of bricks of hundred-dollar bills and the blueprints of the Joyce Center at the University of Notre Dame from his New Yorker tote. “Here’s 250K. It’s just a start. If their expenses run further, we are good for them. I am good for them.”

“We shouldn’t give them more money,” the dealer says. “We don’t want them buying what they can buy with more money.”

“No nuclear material,” Balfour says.

“Exactly.”

Balfour unfolds the blueprint and points to a corner of the building. “My insider will open this security barrier here ten minutes after the debate begins. Remind them that the debates sometimes start late. They’ll need a distraction of some kind.”

The Mitsubishi dealer takes a Sharpie out of the front pocket of his linen pants and circles the entrance on the blueprint where Balfour has pointed. He writes beside it, 0+10 minutes. Balfour can feel himself sweating and it’s not all the Ohio heat.

“What you need to tell them, what you need to hammer through to them, is the need for radio silence. Only face-to-face conversations. No bragging. No Facebook. I am going to tell you, and you are going to tell your guy, and he is going to tell his people, and they will carry it. Do you understand?”

“You can tell whoever gave you this money that his service in our righteous cause will bear fruit. And he will not be forgotten when the truth is revealed and the real history of our times is written.”

Balfour leaves his connection on the banks of the Ohio River among the dappled shadows of the magnificent oaks in all their glory. He drives away as fast as he can through the overbrush that cathedrals the road.

Balfour does not know the score when it comes to the man to whom he just gave a quarter-million dollars, and it troubles him.

More mysterious than the Mitsubishi-dealer insurrectionist is that there are many tens of thousands like him. Balfour’s instinct is to cynicism, that their anger is careerism, that they are merely asking themselves, What do I have to do to get to the next level? After all, violence and breakdown are the world now. Every man must make his way in the world.

There is a difference, however, and Balfour feels it. He is plotting terrorism against his political opponents. Now, you could say it’s only a little farther down the road than the usual dirty tricks of electoral politics. You could say it’s not altogether out of the realm of what United States agencies have done in other countries. But the white nationalist preacher man he left on the banks of the Ohio is a believer. Men like him who overlap between the Oath Keepers and legitimate government have a vision and they have a plan. They want power. They want, more than power, drama, to serve as agents of revolution, to be a force in resistance to federal authority. This Mitsubishi dealer wants to be a figure in future history books.

That’s the danger, Balfour knows. The most dangerous men you meet are the ones who want their names in the history books.



2:31 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

“You want a baby,” Zayn is saying. “I want a baby. We have the resources to have a baby. So why aren’t you going to your appointment with Janet?”

“Can you not guess?” Martha replies.

“Look, we had one bad patch. There’s probably going to be others. But, you know, we can do this. We want to do this, and we can do this, and we sort of have the money to do this, so why aren’t we doing it?”

“Do you know what a miscarriage is like?”

Zayn keeps silent and stares into his coffee mug. There is nothing for him to say. She has shamed him into silence, but it’s a shameful silence for her too. She knows, deep in her heart, that he’s suffered with each of those losses too. There is enough pain to go around.

“I know this sounds corny and pathetic, but I would do this if I could,” he eventually says. “I thought you wanted this.”

“I did.”

“What stopped you?”

“It’s not you being poked and prodded like a laboratory animal. Do you know what I’ve had to do? Do you know how many appointments I’ve been to?”

“I know, I know. How could I not know?”

“All you have to do is jerk off into a cup,” Martha says. “This is relentless for me.”

“I know it is.”

“And every month it grows harder. Every month the chance of success diminishes. Every month the struggle is that little bit more futile.”

“Or we get one step closer to the end.”

“But what end?”

Zayn puts his face in his hands. Then he lifts his face up. His eyes are moist. “Do you want to know the truth?”

Martha doesn’t answer.

“The truth is that I want to go all the way. I want to make sure that we try every option so that we don’t have regrets.”

It’s too late for no regrets, Martha thinks. She is too late and the world is too late. She’s thirty-six now and she used her early thirties in service to the New York Times. The chorus of “what ifs” is constant. What if, instead of devoting herself to seventy-hour weeks, she’d had a baby? What if, instead of devoting herself to a profession in decline, at an institution that ended up transferring her to a low-end job because she defended a friend, she had chosen a family?

The beautiful unborn presence she can feel not existing would probably have come to be. The best thing she can do now is go back five years and have a baby then. And what’s true for her is true for her country. The best thing America can do is go back twenty years and not allow the Supreme Court to put Bush in power, and not invade Iraq, and not watch the housing market explode. Or, the best thing for the world would be to go back fifty years and stop poisoning the earth.

There is no going back.

“What is it?” Zayn asks.

She puts her head on her knees. “I guess it’s the tip line.”

“What’s that?”

“The degradation of the world. All the horrible messages. Then the fucking stupidity of the people sending them. And I can’t tell what the problem is. Is the world stupefying people? Or is our stupidity demolishing the world?”

“But we’re not stupid and we’re not mean. The world’s always falling apart.”

“Is it fair to the baby?”

“We’ll never know. It is our job in times of darkness to bring light into the world.”

“I don’t want to bring a baby into darkness.”

All this second-guessing is pure distraction, she knows. Life isn’t fair and regret is vanity. The truth is that blaming yourself for infertility is a form of asserting control. The body has made its decision. The person attached to that body needs to pretend that the body’s decisions, even its most heartbreaking decisions, are hers.



2:31 p.m., Lamplit Inn, 37470 Route 7, Sardis, OH

In the hotel, with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s, a can of Coke, and a garbage pail of ice by his side, Balfour watches the YouTube summary of the Sunday political shows. With professional satisfaction, he sees how right he was.

The sex scandal was only going to lift Cooper Sherman. How many American men wish they were him right now? How many American women are going to have sex dreams about him tonight, like they did with Clinton, like they did with Obama? Opposition research is a graveyard for amateurs. Dabblers need not apply.

More insane messages from Sevre have filled up his phone, and he scrolls through them half-attentively:


We are in the middle of political flux. Our spiritual system is changing and our political system will follow. Our informational system is changing and our spiritual system will follow.

One way of thinking through this transition is the devolution of the federal system. The yokels think the power will devolve to the states. They are wrong. America is four cities, not fifty states. These cities are not even cities. They are just four names for various spheres of power. New York: finance. Washington: military. Los Angeles: entertainment. Silicon Valley: technology. These, like Athens or Sparta or Thebes, are more ways of life than geographical locations.

Silicon Valley is consuming all these cities one by one. Technology is eating finance and the military and entertainment. There will be only technology in the end. We will all live in a big Silicon Valley. You are among us. You are a samurai of the future builders.

I’m not sure this will serve as compensation, but obviously you were right about the Maverick Party and Coop Sherman. Everybody here knows that. Jackson has been reassigned. You are free. I’m your liege lord now.



Balfour is glad to see his professional abilities recognized, though he must admit, if only to himself, that he underrated the Maverick Party. Somebody over there knows what they’re doing. They knew enough to run into the sex club scandal rather than away from it. Sarah Ren is a badass but she surprised him nonetheless. He thought she was a more traditional flack. She’s a killer, plugged in.

He has started to study the Maverick Party now that they are his real enemy, now that he has been tasked with more than finding their weaknesses. They are having a moment at just the right moment. Their contradictions are attractive.

They’re cynical in a way nobody else can afford to be—they swear, they acknowledge the reality that American institutions are broken, they’ve stopped pretending that the United States is the greatest nation on earth. They are also idealistic as nobody else manages to be—they believe that they can change the system, they believe that they can rewrite the rules, they believe that the United States can still be the greatest country on earth.

The other parties are old jokes wearing their exhaustion: the Republicans pretending to clean up the Washington swamp when everybody knows they are con men hoping to achieve impunity under the cover of “limited government”; the Democrats preaching hope when all they offer is the demise of the institutions a little later than their opponents.

The standard play against a third party is that it’s a wasted vote. Once Cooper Sherman looked like he was going to take Minnesota and Colorado, that play evaporated.

Plan B is the fear of risk: say that they’re not up to the job. Yet the age and sheer incompetence of the Republican and Democratic leadership bar that approach of attack. Maverick is the tech party. Their whole appeal is that they can make things work again. They are the IT geeks in the office whose plan is to reboot America by turning it off and on again.

Rule number one of opposition research: take the best thing about your enemy and ruin it. Balfour knows his job. He needs to make the Maverick Party look as unprepared for the coming horrors as everybody else. Saint Mike Tyson has it right: everybody has a plan until they’re punched in the mouth.



3:15 p.m., Gulfstream G500

At thirty thousand feet in the air, the Maverick team is shopping. They’re picking out a vice president. Picking out a vice-presidential candidate is like picking out a fur coat: if you need to have one, you try to pick the least-embarrassing choice, and most importantly, the beast must be dead.

“Which one of these D-listers can keep their mouth shut best?” Ren asks.

Dominic, Mikey, and Nellie are scrolling through the opposition books of the four candidates they’re considering.

There’s Liz Pope, a renegade Republican who turned on her party when they turned on democracy. Anna Sanchez, one of the first female four-star generals, who has the advantage of being a registered Maverick Party supporter. Geoffrey Alberta, a Black charter school activist in Georgia. And Roy Chowdhery, a hedge-fund manager and author of a series of best-selling business books.

“It cannot be Roy Chowdhery,” Ren says. Everybody else nods instantly. Roy Chowdhery and Cooper Sherman are just too similar. Rich guys with smart mouths.

“What do you think of Anna Sanchez?” Dominic asks. “I’ve met her a few times and she’s, um, she’s …”

“Nice,” Nellie tries.

“She needs media training,” Ren says. “When she’s on screen, she looks like she’s literally thinking about every word she says before opening her mouth. It’s awkward and we don’t have a whole lot of time.”

“A few things before we go on,” Nellie says primly. “Anna Sanchez is a) Latina, b) a woman, c) demonstrably competent, and d) she would do it. We need all those things.”

“She’s not a natural TV presence,” Ren says. “We’re in a screened age and she doesn’t pop on screen. Next?”

They review the opposition book on Geoffrey Alberta. This round of oppo, the preliminary round, is sketchy, designed to find only the most glaring flaws. In Alberta’s case, the flaws are peripheral connections to anti-Semitism and a tendency to gamble online. The four of them read in silence, trying to figure out which one is worse.

“He sat down next to some Nation of Islam guys at a banquet. Is that really enough to disqualify him?” Dominic asks.

“Tip of the iceberg,” Ren says.

“What do you mean?”

Mikey explains: “This is just a preliminary oppo report. What Ren’s saying is that if our hacks can find this shit out so quickly, what will they find when we give them real money and they take their time?”

“Yeah, but there’s no evidence he himself has ever said or done anything anti-Semitic or even worked for anybody who has said or done anything anti-Semitic.”

“You might be right,” Ren says. “I don’t know.” The sudden humility shocks the others. It must be a ploy.

“Less likely,” Mikey says. “They’re pretty good at finding out that shit.”

“He’s good-looking enough,” Ren says. “Put Sherman and Alberta together, you got a whole new season of True Detective.”

They turn to Liz Pope, the one they obviously want, the one Cooper will obviously want. She’s one of the great women of contemporary American history, having stood up to the forces of autocracy in her own party, both in public and in the court, who paid by being excluded and ostracized from the only world she had ever known, Republicanism. She would bring in millions of disaffected Republicans who could swing key states.

There’s another question they have to ask all these candidates: how much are they willing to risk their lives? Cooper started this campaign knowing that he was going to face death threats, knowing that the possibility of violence is real. He had no idea how many death threats. He had no idea how real the violence would be.

The VP options will know what dangers they would face. In the last week, a still-at-large gunman fired a .50-caliber rifle into the offices of the Democratic National Committee. A Democratic county official in charge of administering elections in Idaho had his ranch shot up by right-wing insurgents. It was Idaho, but still …

Mikey’s phone rings just as they turn to the section on Liz Pope’s dubious real estate deals in Montana.



3:19 p.m., Brooklyn Bridge, Brooklyn, NY

By the time Martha has walked all the way to the Brooklyn Bridge, and cried for ten minutes, she’s calm. Her heart is empty. The view of the Manhattan skyline is like a view of the mountains or the ocean. The smallness of your problems is self-evident. The city is sublime.

She still hasn’t sent the audio of the senior leadership planning to end the Bill of Rights. She is prevaricating. One day, she decides she won’t do it. The next, she decides she will but not yet.

The source of Martha’s hesitation is unclear to her. For one thing, she might be fired from the Times. If she were fired from the Times, she would lose her income and her benefits. Without her income and her benefits, Martha and Zayn wouldn’t be able to afford IVF. If she’s fired, she might not be able to have a kid.

Then there’s her physical safety. She has been threatened by the source.

Under these fears lies doubt. Malcolm Tanager is a very serious man. He’s the editor in chief of the New York Times. His opinions on most things are probably correct. She is so sure he is wrong. But why does she think she knows best? She is bitter. Bitterness can make you stupid.

On the other hand, Tanager is the representative of a system, a system that has to be considered, by any sensible standard, a massive failure. How smart can he be?

When you’re standing on the Brooklyn Bridge, the thought can strike: Somebody did that. Somebody made that happen. Americans did that. Americans made that happen. That’s why New York is New York. It shows you what’s possible. It dares you.

Martha drinks in the bridge, then thinks, Fuck it, and calls Mikey.

“What would you do with it?” she asks before he knows who’s speaking.

“Hold on,” Mikey says.

Martha hears him take some steps and shut a door. A fan turns on. It sounds like he’s in a plane. But he can’t be on a plane because he’s on a phone.

“What would I do with what?”

“With the audio?”

He answers instantly: “I’d leak it.”

“How?”

“I’m never going to tell you that or anybody else. Leaking requires secrecy. I wouldn’t tell anyone about you either.”

“Why would you leak it? Why would that serve your interests?”

“Now you’re asking the right question. For us, it makes our point for us. Both parties aren’t serving the American people. Both are dangerous. I mean, ‘Only we can solve.’ It’s going to make everyone in the country think about voting Maverick. But that’s not the point. The point is that you’re an American and you believe in democracy, and you’re a journalist, and you have materials that ordinary people don’t know about that point to the end of democracy in America. So this is your job. This is your duty.”

Martha snorts. “That’s an old-fashioned word.”

“Well, maybe duty falling out of fashion is why the world keeps getting worse.”

“Funny how me doing my duty helps you win.”

“Everybody, including me, will lose when those clips come out. But let’s not pretend. Blood is going to flow when we leak that audio. And this conversation doesn’t matter, Martha, because you’ve already decided to give me the audio, because you don’t have much of a choice.”

“I’ll come and meet you at the convention in Philadelphia,” Martha says. “I’m going to come because you’re going to give me dirt. You’re going to be my source. So we have protection. Do you understand?”

“I understand. I’ll be your source. Under protection of deep background.”

This is the deal they’re going to make: If Mikey becomes a protected source, she can refuse to answer questions about their meetings, to her bosses and the police. Her cover for him will be his cover for her.

Once she hangs up, her despair is over. She’s going to the convention in Philadelphia. Before every great story comes to exist, the writer lurches. If you don’t articulate the story, it might not exist. You can cause events never to have been. She just needed to lurch. She thanks the Brooklyn Bridge for the gift of its ambition and heads home.



11:11 p.m., Lamplit Inn, 37470 Route 7, Sardis, OH

Balfour rouses from a nightmare: he was building his own funeral pyre, standing on top of a collection of logs and dry leaves, arranging them so they would burn better, and then he started tying himself to a stake. He woke up when he sparked a match to find himself sitting in the hotel chair with a bucket of melted ice and a quarter of a bottle of Jack Daniel’s at his feet.

On television, the Astros are shellacking the Angels 15–2 in the sixth inning. There are two more texts from Sevre:


The truth is that we are about to enter a new civilization. America has already become very different from other advanced economies. The Europeans no longer recognize us. Never mind China. We are the nation of innovation. We suffer more. We are freer. We are willing to pay the price for the future. We alone deserve the future because we are willing to shred the past.

The point of America is that the future belongs to the people who build the future.



Balfour knows enough not to write back, but he almost should. The future Sevre is dreaming isn’t that different from the past, a country where everybody could grab whatever they wanted, the America of adventure serials, a country built by pirates and robber barons and machine politicians, who covered over the sources of their fortunes with whatever ideals they could cobble together on the fly.

The future would be the same. On Mars, you can take whatever you can find. The eternal dream of the final frontier. What you see belongs to you.

At any rate, Sevre doesn’t seem aware that the future they’re building is much worse than the past they’re leaving behind. This doesn’t matter to Balfour. He’s going to own a piece of that lousier future if they win. At some point during this election season, he stopped fighting for a president. He knows what he’s fighting for now. He’s fighting for a presidential pardon.

Sevre explicitly asked not to be told about Balfour’s work, and Balfour was happy to oblige. They don’t need to communicate because their plan is simple. The plan is chaos. Chaos is simple. All it takes is will and machinery, like being a wrecking-ball operator. Sevre has the will. Balfour is building the machinery.

Chaos is both means and end. Chaos will lead to the destruction of the system. The destruction of the system will lead to chaos. In chaos, the strong and clever can do what they like.

They must win. Balfour must win. Winning means that the sewer he’s crawling through now makes sense. His degradation has a purpose. It was as easy to cross over as to go back. Where is that line from? He tries to remember as he slumps back into the uneasy dreams he knows are coming.






August 24
THE UNCONVENTION


(149 days until)




10:01 a.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

The darkness is cloudy in the vestibule as Martha hides her phone in the slot on the side table where she and Zayn usually keep their scarves and gloves in winter. She can’t, for a moment, understand how she’s going to leave it behind.

She reminds herself that she’s a journalist. She’s supposed to go out into the world. That’s the job. You go out into the world and you look at it. It’s not supposed to be sitting at a desk, sieving the Internet for outrage.

She’s told Zayn active lies, not just lies of omission. She’s told him that her phone needs to be repaired, so she’ll be out of contact. She planned a trip to the Catskills with friends then canceled at the last minute, so only Zayn went.

She feels guilty leaving the SecureDrop server, like a dairy farmer must feel when they leave their cows. But abandoning her phone—there it sits on the side table, and she must go on without it—that is like leaving the fingers of her left hand home. Leaving her phone behind is truly crossing over.

If she dies on the street, the police will have to figure out who she is. A woman without her phone is not the same animal as a woman with her phone. She is capable of things the other isn’t capable of.

But she must go. She must go and she must not be traceable. She will go to Philadelphia for the convention, drop off the USB key she’s loaded with the audio clips, and come home. She can do this. She has to.

Walking to the elevator, she itches for the place where her phone should be. The USB key with the audio clips in her pocket is like a ring out of a fable leading her into dangerous territory, a quest. Today, at least, she is a woman with a destiny.

Things could not be going any better.



10:23 a.m., Philadelphia Convention Center,

1101 Arch Street, Philadelphia, PA

They call it the Unconvention, which is cute, and they want it to be somewhere in between a political convention and Coachella. Half the attendees seem to be in an altered state of consciousness, so they’ve succeeded.

The beautiful thing about a third-party convention is that it doesn’t have to bother with the procedural nonsense of the other conventions, the dreary traditions like pledge allocations and the reading of the rolls. Rather, it is pure political spectacle and an actual good time.

Cooper has cashed in all his celebrity trading tokens, and the green room looks like a combination of the world’s greatest cocktail party in a bunker and a wax museum with displays that have all magically come alive. Arnold Schwarzenegger is hanging around after giving the keynote address in the morning. That evening, the Rock is giving his speech. A steady stream of celebrities have filled the suite underground: Aaron Rodgers is talking to Rachel Siegel about crypto. Chris Rock and Shane Gillis are comparing notes on jokes. Kim Kardashian is offering advice to Matthew McConaughey about his gun-responsibility social media strategy. Finally, Chamath Palihapitiya and Elon Musk are arguing over artificial general intelligence. Anna Sanchez sits among them with a goofy grin on her face, but in her full Air Force uniform she projects gravitas. She will speak just before the Rock, in her first appearance as their vice-presidential candidate. It’s not all mushrooms and crypto, her presence announces. Real adults are in the room. Christina Aguilera is performing upstairs.

The Unconvention is a trip, on a number of levels. There are the drugs. There is the utopian political vision of America restored to technologically enabled mass prosperity. Cooper Sherman’s policies, which neither of the other parties even consider, resonate as both common sense and radical innovation. A universal basic income is the only way to prevent the spiking inequality from turning the United States into nothing but the tech lords and the people who give them massages. There has to be a better way to deal with drugs than jailing everyone who’s just unfortunate enough to be caught doing what everybody else is doing. Only the Maverick Party has figured out these obvious realities. Only the Maverick Party is dealing with them.

And that frankness and mood of cool they’ve managed to cultivate has brought in the celebrities. The dreamworkers, the conjurers and navigators of the mass entertainments, have overwhelmed the American mind. No one in the United States can resist celebrity. Mikey is no less susceptible than anybody else. When he saw Kim Kardashian in the green room air-kissing Matthew McConaughey, his heart beat faster. He felt himself lifted out of reality, apart from the scene, watching himself watching Kim Kardashian and Matthew McConaughey. Ridiculous as it is, he knows the scene will remain branded in his memory forever.

Mikey doesn’t want to leave, but he heads up to the backstage entrance, where Nadav is removing weapons from members of Travis Scott’s entourage.

Nadav usually says nothing, tries not to be there. When security professionals deal with even the insane, they rarely use their hands. They angle their bodies, filter the threat to the edges. Nadav is important. Nadav did not approve of the Unconvention. But nobody listened to Nadav. Now he is dealing with hundreds of targets to protect, dozens of interlocking security details. Mikey is embarrassed to be bothering him.

“Yes?” Nadav says.

“It’s important,” Mikey insists. “There’s a woman named Martha Kass coming. Her name is not on the list. There’s a reason her name is not on the list.”

“Who’s she with?” Nadav asks, writing down the name on a yellow legal pad on a fold-out table. Mikey rips the paper off the pad and scrunches it up in his fist. Nadav looks up. He realizes Mikey means it.

“She isn’t a celebrity or part of an entourage, but she matters more than they do. Text me when she arrives. Text her name. Be sure to do it.”

“What does she look like?”

“She looks like a real person. Remember what they look like?”

“Only by looking at you.”

Nadav is maintaining his composure but Mikey can see he’s in battle mode. At the Republican convention in Milwaukee, anarchists threw Molotov cocktails into a group of attendees, burning alive an insurance adjuster from New Mexico. The Proud Boys opened fire in response. The subsequent riot, pacified by the National Guard, left three dead and seventeen wounded. The Democratic convention in Chicago happened under a daze of tear gas used to clear protesters. Half the audience were rubbing their eyes during the final address by the Democratic candidate.

The candidates of both parties had very different reactions. The Democrat gave a tearful address at the press conference afterward, shouting, “What’s this country coming to?” with upraised hands. The Republican declared, in a calm undertone, “When we get into office, we are going to find out exactly who is responsible and they will feel the wrath of the truth of this republic.” His mouth, in these moments, tends to smile in a vicious open-toothed way that always reminds Mikey of a werewolf in a black-and-white movie. The Republican compared the violence in Milwaukee to September 11, and promised, “The radical left have our attention; now we’re going to erase them from the planet.”

The Maverick campaign, and the Cooper candidacy, appear increasingly vital and rational in comparison.



10:33 a.m., Amtrak, New York to Philadelphia

Without her phone, Martha has only her thoughts. It must be so easy to kill journalists, she thinks. They have regular habits and go out into the dark corners of the world.

She must stay positive. The cult of positivity that loomed over the infertility club depresses and infuriates Martha. She hated, more than anything, being told to stay positive, all the women who’d already had kids telling her that the best way to get pregnant is to “just relax.” The elders who assumed life would work out were the ones who let the world fall apart. They should have been less relaxed.

There’s no better option than hope, though. That much she knows. Infertility causes stress, studies show, but the studies can’t tell if stress causes infertility, if the cortisol rushing through her after each procedure prevents nature from taking its course.

The real danger of stress, Janet assured her, is causing patients to quit treatment.

On the train, Martha feels like she’s part of a historical recreation. She had sort of imagined, alone in her apartment processing information, that the era of men and women taking trains from one place to another was over. It seems so pitifully twentieth century. She bought her ticket with cash and bought herself a physical newspaper with the change. She is part of the pantomime: reading a newspaper on a train and out of contact.

There is a man with white hair in a gray suit who looks too young for either the white hair or the gray suit. If she were to imagine what an assassin looks like, it would be him. He is also reading a physical newspaper. The train is full. She is safe. She must stick to the facts. Paranoia is a disease right up to the point that it’s prevention.



12:23 p.m., Philadelphia Convention Center,

1101 Arch Street, Philadelphia, PA

The control booth in the Philadelphia Convention Center is in the basement, directly across from the green room. Ren watches the coverage on one bank of screens, and the action inside the venue on security footage.

In between the performances and speeches, the crowd tunes out and the media interviews the mushroom-addled supporters. The Maverick Party has found a particular aesthetic: post-hope hackers, the #toofar angry middle who hate the outraged fringes of both parties, and UFC libertarians.

Underneath the feel and the look of the Maverick Party, rising up, lifting them in a lot of American places they never expected to connect, is an appeal nobody foresaw: they have a plan. Neither of the other parties has a plan.

The Maverick Party has a plan for electoral reform which could, at least in theory, lead to real practical change. Get money out of politics and get rid of party primaries, replace them with races where everyone can vote for everyone via ranked-choice voting. Make democracy real. Listen to the people. The others want to drift the way they were already drifting, or just claim victories in a culture war with no end.

A Politico reporter had asked Cooper why anyone should vote for the Maverick Party when they didn’t even possess party infrastructure in over half of US counties. “At least we got a plan,” Cooper answered, opening his eyes and spreading his hands like an old lady in an SNL skit. Somebody put the clip to the theme music from Curb Your Enthusiasm and it went viral. It’s Cooper’s gift, this ability to make viral moments. There are shirts saying Do the Math, and hats saying Unfuck America, and now We Got a Plan is being tattooed on people’s biceps.

Unfuck America remains the most popular, though. Unfuck America is as big as MAGA was. People wear pins with UA on them, and everyone knows what the letters mean. It’s nearly as big as the Drake sweater meme. But all of the Unfuck America merchandise had to be removed for the Unconvention. That was their promise to the networks. The FCC can fine a network up to $325,000 for each usage of a curse word. The Maverick Party set up an Unfuck catcher to run through the crowd finding people who slipped past the door check.

“How are we looking?” Mikey asks.

Ren points to the bank of security cameras. “The good news is that the FCC doesn’t like images of drug consumption, so that prevents the networks from showing just what a collection of freaks we’ve managed to assemble.”

“Haven’t you heard that we have a plan?” Mikey says.

“I think Cooper’s got a plan to hook up with a celebrity tonight.”

“You can have more than one plan at the same time.”

“America,” Ren says, then turns up the volume on CNN.

It’s John King reporting from the convention floor. He’s interviewing Christina Aguilera. “You know, for many years you’ve supported Democratic candidates. You’ve sung at Hillary Clinton rallies. You’ve worked with Barack Obama. What made you switch to the Maverick Party?”

Christina Aguilera looks momentarily confused by this obvious question. “I mean, I met Cooper backstage at ‘Build It and They Will Come’ many years ago, and he was telling me about his plans with the prison system, and he’s so smart.”

“Would you say you were disappointed by the Democratic Party?”

“I love Hillary and Obama. I still do. I really do. But it’s time for a change. It’s time for new ideas in this country, because the path we’re going down, like, we have to get off that path. And we have to start bringing people together.”

“So you’re afraid for America.”

“Aren’t you? I’m worried about America. I think everybody’s worried about America. I’m like the worried mom of America. If you’re not worried about America, you’re not paying attention. But also, I think, look at this party. Look at this Unconvention. American politics can still be a good time.”

Ren switches to Fox. It’s Greg Gutfeld, doing his best overwhelmed-dad impression as he talks to Sean Hannity.

“What we’re seeing here, Sean, is the Hollywood-industrial complex on full display. I have to say that I’ve never personally seen such a display of Orwellian groupthink. These celebrities are like geese heading south for the winter. The Maverick Party is cool and so they go with cool, Sean.”

“They got big names, did they?”

“The biggest. Christina Aguilera just sang, and I must say, she’s a good singer. They liked her songs. Also, Sean, we’re not allowed to show drug use on television, but this room is high. High AF, if you know what I mean. The Maverick Party is riding high in a lot of ways. Hollywood will never stop telling us what to think.”

Ren switches to MSNBC, where Katy Tur is reporting. Unlike the other stations, they’re shooting from outside the convention hall. “It does look like the violence which disturbed the Democratic and Republican conventions is making its presence felt here, Rachel.” The camera pans over the parking lot. It looks like a prepper convention, with bands of armed cadres in camouflage or black, wearing gas masks, holding black guns, and waving American flags and Gadsen flags and other flags of lesser, more violent factions. “The worst fears of the organizers are being realized. Inside is basically one big party, with Christina Aguilera and the Rock. But outside it’s getting pretty serious. These are many of the same far-right and Antifa groups that are disrupting political events across the country.”

“Who are the people taking up arms against the Maverick Party, Katy?” Rachel Maddow asks.

“You know, there are both sides here, just like there were in Milwaukee and Chicago, Rachel.” Katy Tur steps back so the camera can see the riot troops who have arrayed themselves behind barbed gates leading to the backstage entrance.

“But what are they against?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure they know anymore. These crowds that are gathering, I’m not sure they’re even thinking much about the Maverick Party. They hate each other, and I think they want to go where there’s energy and an opportunity to send a message.”

“Did we hire those?” Ren asks, pointing at the riot police on the screen.

“The city hired them,” Mikey says. “By the way, I’m going to have to step away for a while.”

“Something more important than this?”

“Yes.”

“You’re serious?” Ren says, then laughs. “It’s a girl, isn’t it?”



12:34 p.m., Philadelphia Convention Center,

1101 Arch Street, Philadelphia, PA

Martha’s plan is to show up at the backstage entrance. Security will have her name on a list. Mikey will come down and meet her. The plan makes sense for a different country in a different time.

It’s only just past noon, but the rage is already in full effect, a demonstration on the brim of a riot. Martha didn’t think there would be horrific protests at the Maverick Party convention like there were at the Democratic and Republican conventions. It didn’t make much sense to treat the Maverick Party as a power to rage against.

One look at the rioters shows her that making sense is not their business. Rage is their activity now. It’s something they do for their sense of identity and purpose. Political violence gives structure to their weekends. In Real Life isn’t that different from the SecureDrop, it turns out. The human movement is the same—faceless rage moving wheels within wheels of fracturing exploitation, with humanity chewed up in the gears. Martha is wandering the wasteland of the digital world made flesh.

Under their masks, somewhere around a quarter of the men have the dead-eyed murderousness of losing warrior prophets. Another half are in a state of angry glee, like frat boys on some dare who know their times of impunity are arriving.

The politics has become real simple here. Their calls to freedom have splintered into a few separate obsessions, but they are clear that nobody is going to take anything away from them anymore.

The insurgents—is that the right word for them? Is that what they are? If they aren’t insurgents, what are they?—are masked and wearing black, helmeted. They are defined by their armbands, not that Martha knows what the armbands mean. The blue-and-yellow armband probably has something to do with Ukraine. Plain yellow with Don’t Tread on Me is for Second Amendment absolutists, black-and-blue for Blue Lives Matter, red, white, and blue, a single star, so many others.

She starts to walk through, toward the security forces where the backstage entrance must be, but the crowd is dense and she rubs up against guns before she can even see the entrance. It curdles her skin, and a thin silver stream of lucid anxiety pours down her spine.

A man wearing a Viking hat like the January 6 shaman fires a machine gun into the air beside her, takes a swig of Red Bull, and shouts, “Freedom!” Martha is the only one startled. She backs away. The rest of the crowd is yelling. Tonight is going to be crazy. It’s going to be intense. They’re going to love it.

Martha loops around to see if the other side might work. The military, or the National Guard, or some governmental force, stands outside their Humvees behind the blast-proof gates they’re patrolling, their hands on their M4s, fingers on their triggers. They seem to sense they could be killing their fellow citizens in a couple of hours.

Protesters on either side are growling at them. No one has thrown a stone yet, but a stone is going to be thrown. The US military may be the last institution anyone in America has any faith in, but that faith is fraying. The USB key in her pocket will break that final bond of trust.

The left-wing side appears to be half hippie, half anarchist. Some are in tie-dye. Some are in black. The ones in tie-dye have beards. The ones in black wear masks. The ones in tie-dye have drums. The ones in black have guns, mostly pistols but a few AR-15s. Martha pushes through a group who appear to be having a collective bad trip, with a woman in white linen curled in the fetal position and three men lying on their backs, their faces stuck in terror.

“Who are you with?” a man entirely in black with a black gas mask asks her. He is carrying an AK-47. By his eyes, he looks at most twenty.

“I’m with nobody,” Martha says.

“Police? NSA? Press?” This last word is sneered.

“I’m supposed to attend the convention. I’m a guest of the Maverick Party.”

“So you’re a Maverick voter then?”

“Who are you with?” Martha asks.

“Go back,” he answers. “We’re not letting any fucking billionaire bitches into their fancy fucking party.”

Martha considers a confrontation but she’s barely at the beginning of the crowd. How many twenty-year-olds with guns will she have to confront if she presses forward?

She retreats into the streets of Philadelphia.



12:45 p.m., Philadelphia Convention Center,

1101 Arch Street, Philadelphia, PA

The sound of gunfire outside has driven all the celebrities to the green room. Their entourages are surreptitiously trying to gauge, from each other, if they can flee.

Kim Kardashian is talking anxiously to Matthew McConaughey, the Rock is fidgeting with his fingers while discussing the situation with Elon Musk. Is this what it looked like in the Parisian salons during the French Revolution? Mikey asks himself.

The only one among them who seems immune from terror is Anna Sanchez, who has been in combat before. She is on her phone, communicating with the security personnel on the periphery. She’s asked for a blueprint of the building, and Nellie is desperately trying to find her one on a laptop.



1:56 p.m., Days Inn, 1227 Race Street, Philadelphia, PA

America has overwhelmed the lobby of the Days Inn. Both sides of the madness are represented. At the coffee station, a man in camo with an AK-47 strapped around his shoulder politely offers milk to a man wearing a God Hates Priests shirt.

The concierge has let Martha use the phone four times, but Mikey isn’t answering. The concierge is a sweet, plump man used to dealing with business travelers stranded by canceled flights, not the onset of anarchy in the United States. He must be wondering, as so many must be wondering, whether the violence he’s read about, the violence he’s seen on the news, is about to come for him.

“Do you have a business center?” Martha asks. Maybe she could write an email. Maybe Mikey would respond to it. She would have to send it by her Hotmail account because both her work and Gmail accounts require two-factor authentication. It might go to spam. Her hope is that since she used that Hotmail account back in college when they were friends, it might go through.

“We do,” the concierge says. “But I’m afraid it requires a room number to access.”

“Do you have any availabilities?”

“Um …” He looks at his screen. “You know what? We just had a cancellation.”

“Somebody get arrested?” Martha says.

The concierge grants her joke a soft snort—he’s trying to suppress his terror at what’s taking over the lobby—as she fishes in her purse for her Visa. She didn’t bring enough cash. So much for being off the grid.



3:45 p.m., Philadelphia Convention Center,

1101 Arch Street, Philadelphia, PA

The show must go on. Every now and then, during the speeches and performances, there’s a faint clatter of gunfire. Cooper has told his celebrity pals that it’s firecrackers, but they’re watching the gathering mobs on Twitter, and they know. An email from Martha comes in:

Hi Mikey,

So I couldn’t manage to get into the convention center because of men with guns. I’ve checked into room 601 at the Days Inn on Race Street for now. Tell me what you want me to do.

All best,

M

Mikey doesn’t tell anyone he’s leaving. They wouldn’t let him go if he told them where he’s going.



4:15 p.m., Days Inn, 1227 Race Street, Philadelphia, PA

Mikey shows up at her door, and she immediately wants to throw herself at him. In the spreading ocean of insanity, Mikey is a piece of floating wreckage she might cling to. Her room has a view of the parking lot outside the convention center.

Somebody on the right-wing side has started shooting regular red flares up. Machine guns are firing into the air. Ambulances circled the scene for a while but they have stopped circling. The military have held their line but they can’t do more.

“I didn’t think it would be so difficult,” Mikey says. “I didn’t think it would be so dangerous. It’s good to see you. Come with me.”

“Come with you where?”

“To the convention. We have security there. Ex-Blackwater. Linemen who’ve killed people.”

“Mikey, there’s no way to get there. Look at the streets.”

Out the window, the chaos is panoramic. Men in black are running in groups or alone to and from other men in black alone or in groups. It’s like an anthill after the queen has died: pheromonic hysteria driven by a sudden lack of purpose.

“I just came from there, Martha. Nobody even noticed me. I’m with the party. They’ll have to let me in.”

Martha wants to believe Mikey. He’s from the past. He’s from the sensible and humane past. Everyone must cling to something.

In the elevator, two men with AR-15s and full tactical gear are chatting in between sips of Red Bull and vodka in red plastic cups.

“Expect a kettle,” says one of the men.

“You think they’ll try that after Milwaukee?” responds the other.

“I think the cops are so fucking dumb they wouldn’t know tactical engagement from a Tic Tac. And besides, you remember when all our strategies kept changing in Afghanistan?”

“Not really.”

“That’s exactly my point. No one knows how to fight an insurgency.”

Mikey feels Martha’s arm slip into his. He tries to force a smile onto his face. With the right pose, they might look like a couple of Canadian tourists who have taken a wrong turn.

The hotel is like the backstage area of a theatrical performance of civil war. Groups of young men in armor put on gas masks and check their weapons. The Days Inn has attracted the right wing more than the left, but still, a party of anarchists wearing riot helmets and truncheons with shields heads out the front door unmolested. Some unstated rule, still alive despite the lunacy, holds the two sides back from violence inside the building.

“Mikey, I tried,” Martha says. “I couldn’t get through.”

“We’ll go through the hippie side,” Mikey says.

The streets around the Days Inn are largely empty. Only the partisans are drifting along them. The police, or some other authority, must have blocked traffic. Martha has not taken her arm from Mikey’s. They’re in some movie about the end of the world, walking along a broken, empty city filled with rageful zombies, going somewhere they don’t understand because at least it’s going somewhere.

Mikey calls Ren. “Where the fuck are you?” she barks.

“I’m trying to get back in the building. I had to run an errand.”

“Need to get some milk, did you? Or did you step out for a Subway sandwich?”

“Just tell me how I can get back in, will you?”

A big boom from the convention center. A blossom of rust. A rising black cloud. Mikey’s phone goes dead. Martha is clutching his arm. They both hear staccato gunfire.

A crowd panicking doesn’t move in a burst. It’s like a car starting in a drag race. The acceleration, at first, appears calm, manageable. A few scared faces, fleeing, looking back. Then the gunfire doesn’t stop and there are small groups running flat out, past Mikey and Martha, and then there are armed men turning around and firing into the crowd. And then Martha and Mikey run back toward the Days Inn, holding hands so they will not separate.

The hotel lobby has an aura of disappointment and confusion. The mob came all the way for revolution and missed it. They are hurrying their preparations, clicking off safeties and rushing away for a piece of the action.

The elevator up to the room is empty. It’s only when they arrive in the room that Martha and Mikey realize they’re still holding hands, and let go. They’re panting. They say nothing, each as coiled and tense as an animal backed into a corner.

Beside the bed, she grabs his neck and pulls him close for a death-resistant kiss.

Sex comes on like a crowd panicking, almost imperceptible movement, then a rush outward, everywhere, all at once. She takes off her blouse as if it were wet. He undresses like a kid about to jump in a summer lake. This business isn’t personal. They need skin on skin the way a smoker needs a cigarette.

Mikey pulls the curtain across the window. He doesn’t want to look out anymore. As Martha straddles him over the shitty hotel chair, the action is somewhere between a massage and stress-relieving exercise, like cutting wood on a cold day to warm yourself. Each is throwing themself, through the body of the other, against the encroaching darkness, the senselessness, the alienation and dissolution of their lives and their country and everything they have ever believed about their future. It is contact, necessary but insufficient.

They lie in the bed after, looking at the drawn curtain. There’s a roar on the other side. How long can they lie there before pulling it back? How long can they pretend the world isn’t there?

“You remember Air Force One?” Mikey asks.

“That old movie with Harrison Ford?” Martha says.

“Yeah.”

“I remember it. What made you think of it?”

“That was, like, twenty-five years ago.”

“So?”

“The president, in that movie, is like the most important human being in the world,” Mikey says. “The president then was like a god among men. Invulnerable. He has the best people around him and he speaks for the American people. He wants to do right in the world, like the American people want to do right in the world. You know?”

“There were a bunch of those movies, weren’t there?”

“Clear and Present Danger.”

“Clear and Present Danger. The American President. Dave. Fuck, The West Wing. Remember The West Wing?”

“Clear and Present Danger happens before Ford becomes president, but same thing.”

“Would it be rude if I asked you what your point is?” Martha asks.

“Did people really believe that?” Mikey answers. “They seemed to. You got Glenn Close saying whatever the president needs. You got ‘Get off my plane!’ The president, not that long ago, was the good guy. Not just a good guy. The good guy. Do you see what I mean? That was only twenty-five years ago.”

“Where have you gone, Harrison Ford?”

They can hear, past the curtain, another rattle of distant gunfire. Then there’s a closer sound, like crystal shattering.

Martha is now in possession, fully, of a secret life. It’s interesting. The only person who understands her, the only human being who recognizes the nature of her choices, is a string of numbers on a secure network. The only eyes to see her, to see her for real, are those of the surveillance state. She won’t even tell Ross.

Mikey knows that this isn’t what he wanted. He needed touch. He touched wrong. He needed wrong. “I guess it’s over,” he says.

“What’s over?”

He gestures to the window. “This. American democracy.” He stands up and draws the curtain open. The streets are a war zone, a battle for nothing, for the sake of battle. On the window, Mikey notices, there’s a small hole in the top right corner, haloed by spiderweb cracks. He looks up. There’s a bullet hole in the ceiling.

Mikey pulls the curtain back so that Martha won’t notice.
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5:30 a.m., Summit of Springer Mountain, Fannin County, GA

THE LAST MORNING IN AMERICA

The words are printed on a landscape: Andy Ponds overlooks the stunning autumnal forests of the Appalachian Mountains. The orange of dawn rises through the navy-blue sky.

The crisp air reveals his breath, as Ponds, crouching on a patch of moss between two boulders, looks wistfully over the region. “This is the morning America ends,” he says. “This is the morning we all realize that the powers that be don’t want America anymore. They want to take away the right to protest. They want to take away the right to carry guns. They want to take away the right to say what you want. They want to remove from the American people the ability to express themselves politically. To put it as simply as possible, they think we’re not worthy of our freedom, and they want to put our freedom in the teacher’s desk until we’re grown up enough to deal with it like responsible adults.”

Ponds holds up a USB key with stars and stripes decaled around it. “Somebody leaked this recording to me. Somebody who is a patriot. Somebody who understands what is at stake now, in this election, and we should all be grateful.” He plays three clips while staring angrily into the camera.


“The first rule is: don’t call it a coup. The American military will have to decide. Sooner or later. The voters are too crazed with hatred. They want a civil war and they’ll have one if we let them. You know, I don’t think the voters want to decide anymore. They want us to take over. And let’s be honest, real honest here, the US military is the only institution left in the United States that isn’t overrun by careerist frauds. We’re the only ones the people trust. It’s natural that we decide the presidency. We may have to suspend the Constitution.”

“It seems to me that if we learned anything from the past seventy years of spilling our blood and wasting our treasure on civil wars in the rest of the world, we can learn one goddamn lesson of our own. Stop this shit before it starts. Break these assholes. I want to round up the Oath Keepers now. I want them all in black sites now. And I want to crush Black Lives Matter too.”

“I am increasingly uninterested in the sordid details of what you call the constitutional requirements. The public’s faith is already broken. How can you fuck up something that’s already gone? If the Constitution worked, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. I swore an oath to the Constitution, but what did I swear to? Remember Iraq? Remember Afghanistan? The only way to win at counterinsurgency is not to play.”

“At the very least, we’re going to need plans to control the country in January and possibly afterward, and possibly for an indeterminate amount of time.”



“You hear what they’re saying? You hear it? I don’t have the answer to this one, folks. Here, I guess, is the question you have to ask yourself: do you deserve rights? And if the answer is yes, if you do deserve rights, what are you willing to do to make sure you have rights? I mean, maybe it’s time to vote for Cooper Sherman, because I’ll say this, he is the one guy the powers that be aren’t talking to. I mean, I don’t know where we all come out on this, but I for one am not going to vote for anybody who wants to end the Constitution. Here, I’ll play them again.”

As the clips repeat, Ponds bends and picks up an old Revolutionary-era rifle from the ground and begins cleaning it with an oilcloth.

“It was a beautiful country while it lasted,” Ponds says at the end. Then he slowly pans his phone across the Appalachian hills, just as the sun crests, spilling sunlight over the mountain lip, blinding the camera.

This short video, slightly under three minutes, goes mega-viral. Politico picks it up first, but it’s carried everywhere. It accumulates thirty-seven million views in its first three hours.



9:30 a.m., Embassy Suites by Hilton South Bend

at Notre Dame, 1140 E. Angela Boulevard, South Bend, IN

The training center, which is the top floor of the hotel, smells of stale testosterone. The Maverick debate team has been there for almost three weeks, prepping. They can see the small park beside the Joyce Center at the University of Notre Dame and the stadium and parking lot.

The entire point of the campaign—all the lunches with bundlers in fancy apartments, all the rallies in middle America, all the desperate begging for cash, all the legal filing from $800-an-hour lawyers to fulfill arcane jurisdictional requirements—all of it is to arrive here. Somewhere around a hundred million Americans will see their candidate at the debate or in the clips afterward, and he will be younger and smarter and cooler and more competent and funnier and more human than the other candidates. Tonight is their chance to show the world that they can win.

In most elections, debates don’t matter. They move somewhere around 3 percent of the electorate. But this year, the debate is real. The Democrat stands nationally at 39 percent, the Republican at 35 percent, and the Maverick candidate at 26 percent.

Those numbers are less meaningful than the state battles. In Texas, the Maverick and the Republican are even at 39 percent of the polling. In Florida, all three candidates are hovering in the low thirties. The number of states the Mav is predicted to win is five.

Training for a debate is somewhere in between training for a prize fight and training for an appearance on American Idol. For the candidate, the shift from an atmosphere of love to an atmosphere of hate is abrupt. It’s like going from a spa to a boot camp. Inside a campaign is, for the most part, a lovefest. You’re with people who want to be around you. You’re at the center of massive crowds there explicitly to worship you and what you represent. You hire a small army to hype you. That’s what a campaign is: convincing other people to tell you how great you are.

At the debate, you face opponents who want to destroy you. You also have to face a small team of assassin-journalists who work literally for months to develop the nastiest questions they can ask you, questions tailored to your weaknesses and foibles, questions designed to discombobulate you.

For three weeks, six hours a day—three hours in the morning and three hours in the afternoon—Cooper Sherman and the team have been working out how not to answer the questions they will be asked. The first rule of a debate is to ignore the questions: you say what you have to say no matter what. Cooper will probably have forty minutes to speak. Each minute of those forty must be on his own ground. So when a candidate is asked, “What do you have to say about all those women you assaulted?” the candidate responds, “The problem in this country is political correctness.” They ask, “What would you do about the price of gas?” and the candidate says, “America has always led the world in innovation.”

Cooper has been working with two consultants for the three weeks of preparation. The first is the speech consultant, Terence, who has been honing Cooper’s tone and manner. The second has worked out the answers together with Mikey and Cooper. They use the triangle system, a common debate technique. You aren’t allowed to bring notes into a presidential debate, but the organizers give you five sheets of paper. On the top left of the first page, Cooper will write the acting advice: Breathe, talk to a single person in the crowd, be calm, and smile. The rest of the pages are for triangles on every issue he might face.

For each issue—economy, health care, abortion, electoral reform, etc.—they work out answers with three twenty-second components that can each be fed into the other. Thus, depending on the approach of the questioner, Cooper can begin an answer one of three ways while hitting all the points he wants to make. “What kind of judges would you appoint?” the questioner might ask. And Cooper will have a prepared triangle.

[image: ]
You simply move through the legs of your triangle, starting with the leg that is most relevant to the question. So in this case, Cooper would answer as follows: “I would look at judges on a case-by-case basis, but who any of us appoints doesn’t matter nearly as much as how we would appoint them, and the terms of their appointment. I would select judges from either party who have shown true judicial independence. They would also need to agree to eighteen-year term limits. Seventy-two percent of Americans want this. The problem isn’t the judges. The problem is that Americans are losing faith in their legal system because of the selection process. We know that our legal system has been held hostage by partisanship on both sides. It is time for institutions to listen to the American people, not the other way around. The legacy of this country is equality under the law. The other two parties have betrayed that trust. The Maverick Party will restore it and it will be my pleasure as president to deliver.”

Cooper is also being instructed on an approach to each opponent. The Democrat radiates smugness. Cooper needs to wade into him, attacking on all points. The Republican is explosively angry. Cooper needs to laugh him off, make fun of his teeth and hair. Poke holes in one, and expose the other as impotent. Be confident without crossing over into asshole territory.

The substantive questions are easy enough. They aren’t much harder than preparing for an exam. It’s the screwball questions that can wreck a campaign. Like when they asked Governor Walker of Wisconsin whether Obama was a Christian, or Bobby Jindal if he would attend a gay wedding, or Palin which newspapers she read. So they have ended their afternoon sessions the same way, with the whole team ganging up on the candidate to ask the weirdest questions they can think up. “What’s your favorite verse of the Koran?” “If you had to choose between fucking an octopus or a hole in a maple tree, which would you pick?” “If you were going to kill one of your opponents, which weapon would you choose?”

Today, they’re supposed to be on a break. Before you run a marathon you train intensely and then you pause for a week so that your body can recover. Before a debate, you stop talking for a day or at least a number of hours. Cooper has been watching baseball, catching up on the play of the team he owns. But the Ponds video is an emergency. They need to build a new triangle. The whole team has gathered, in their utter exhaustion, to build another triangle.

Sarah Ren is flush, and the gloss on her hair makes her look like a racehorse on a track. She’s a woman built for emergencies, built for the roadie life of campaigning. The others have aged ahead of their time.

Dominic’s face has taken on a permanently appalled look, as though he just can’t believe what he’s seen. The stupidity is wearing on him. A rational approach to inherent irrationality is unsustainable for men with engineering souls. You can only endure so much institutional insanity before your soul starts to crack.

Nellie has taken on the look of a mother with a terminally ill child. This is what a successful campaign does to people. People on failing campaigns are much more relaxed.

“It’s great for us,” Ren says, not looking up from her phone. “Great for us! Fucking great!”

Dominic smooths the papers on his lap. “You think it’s good for us that this country’s about to descend into martial law?”

“Good for this campaign,” Ren says. “We’re the resistance. We’re fucking Luke Skywalker and they’re the Evil Empire and the Imperial Senate.”

“Should we put that in a triangle?” Dominic says.

“I think this is an opportunity for us to show that we are more than a game,” Nellie says. “This matters more than personal feelings. It is about the survival of the country. It is about the breakdown of the structure of government. And we are the only ones who can do anything about it.”

“Sincerity,” Mikey chimes in.

“If we’re not going to be sincere now, for this, when are we ever going to be sincere about anything?” Nellie says. She seems sincere herself.

Cooper strolls in while putting on a shirt. “I think I got it,” he says. “Gimme a piece of paper.”

Dom hands him a yellow legal pad.

Cooper writes, Leg 1: Protect. Leg 2: I am the only one. Leg 3: Reform. “Go,” he says.

“Mr. Sherman,” Mikey says, doing his best Kristen Welker impersonation, “what do you think about the military’s plan to clamp down on political violence and hate speech?”

“I’m glad you asked, Kristen. I’m going to start with the obvious. We need wholesale reform of our electoral systems. Everybody knows that our political order is on its last legs. Reform is coming. The Maverick Party is the party of reform. But let me make one thing perfectly clear. The American people are not going to reform into a people with fewer rights. What we need, first and always, is to protect the rights we already have. These tapes could not be clearer. Large forces within the established power structure are worried that the way things have always been done are changing. I am the only one not in the pocket of the powers that want to take away your capacity for self-government. Don’t let them do it. Don’t let them do it. I won’t let them do it. We won’t let them do it.”

“Perfect,” Ren says. “I can hear the applause.”

“Couldn’t be better,” Mikey says.

Cooper finishes buttoning his shirt. He needs to talk as little as possible this afternoon, to save himself for the contest that’s coming. He goes back to the dark room where the baseball game is playing on an enormous screen and a platter filled with exotic fruits takes up a large coffee table.

“What do you think?” Ren asks, once he’s gone.

“It’s shit, but it will have to do,” Mikey says. “It’s debate night.”



10:01 a.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

LEAK UPENDS DEBATE

That’s the headline on the Times’s home page. Martha is sitting in her apartment waiting to be fired. She watched the Ponds video once, but no more. Ponds did a good job. The clips playing over the calm mountain scene are jarring, conflicting. The virality was inevitable, constructed, achieved. The Times wouldn’t have reached more people. It couldn’t have.

Because she knows she’s going to be fired, Martha is scrupulous at her job this morning. The tip line has lit up after the Ponds video. It’s chum to the conspiracy sharks. New theories, with new bits of manufactured evidence, arrive several times a minute. Martha just deletes them as they arrive. If they were true, the paper wouldn’t publish them anyway.

Instead of Malcolm Tanager calling to fire her, Ross calls.

“I’m starting to get the appeal of ignorance,” she announces before he can even say hello.

“There’s always a dark cloud when the story ends,” Ross responds. “It’s always depressing even when it works out for the best.”

“You know of any waitressing jobs up there?” Martha regrets the remark instantly. She is speaking to Ross like he’s a dead man. He isn’t dead. He just can’t tell stories anymore.

“It’s not so bad,” he says. “You know what the best part of a quiet life is?”

“What’s that?”

“The quiet.”

She wants hope but she cannot draw it from this well. Everybody’s hope well is running dry. “When they assassinate me, at least I won’t leave behind anyone but Zayn.”

“Stop it,” Ross says. “No pity parties here. There’s no mercy for hunters. Think of yourself as a historical figure, which you now are. You are the anonymous source who leaked those tapes. That’s the role you were given. You didn’t seek it out. You played the role you were given as well as you could.”

“What role do you play?” she asks.

“Intellectual in exile. That’s obvious. Now, you know what you should do with the rest of today?”

“What’s that?”

“Go spend the afternoon in bed with your husband.”

“What would the point be?”

“To spend the afternoon in bed with your husband.”

After the call, Martha checks the tip line again, and deletes the several dozen messages that have accumulated. She tells herself that the information is now out there, that she has done her job. But what kind of job is it where the end result is some fucking blogger sitting on a mountain playing the clips you gathered?

Nobody ever likes how a true story turns out—not the writer, not the subject. Nobody ever recognizes themselves in the mirror you hold up. But there is a relief Martha cannot help feeling as well, that even though it didn’t go her way, she’s done with it. There is nothing more for her to do. She bears no more responsibility. Martha is delivered of this story, and it’s no longer hers.



1:15 p.m., Embassy Suites by Hilton South Bend

at Notre Dame, 1140 E. Angela Boulevard, South Bend, IN

Ren and Mikey tuck Cooper into bed for a pre-debate nap. The hotel room is dark and soundproofed. Cooper must rest now. He is, after all, not a young man. He is to emanate energy for several hours to a global audience. He’s sixty-four.

He’s not quite as old as the other two candidates, but American politics is in a state of advanced decrepitude, a gerontocracy. Cooper puts on an amazing front. Nobody ever sees how vulnerable he is, with the plastic surgery, the workout routine, the teeth whitening, the hair dye.

But a sixty-four-year-old man aches at the best of times. A political campaign is like having two jobs and a dozen kids. It’s like grabbing a live wire. It’s so exhausting you don’t have the energy to recognize the exhaustion. Every now and then, Cooper cannot help but allow himself to be seen. He is careful that it is only Mikey and Ren. The exposure of his vulnerability is strictly for the innermost of the inner team.

Ren and Mikey grip Cooper’s liver-spotted arms as he guides his thin legs onto the bed. Mikey is talking to him like he would to a child: “One more push over the hill, buddy. Have a little rest and then you’ll be ready to go, champ. You’re going to sleep deeply and wake up like a refreshed giant.”

“A refreshed giant?” Cooper mumbles.

“A giant refreshed.”

From the bed, Cooper grips Mikey’s hand in his. “Mikey, thanks for everything.”

Mikey loves Cooper. He must love him. He’s devoted the key years of his life to the man, and it’s not just the work. Cooper convinced him long ago that together they could save the republic. They’ve crossed the country two dozen times in each other’s company. Mikey has raised Cooper, taught him how to be the person he now is. Cooper has raised Mikey, shown him the world. Ren beams down. They are like some perverse family, a mommy and a daddy and their sixty-four-year-old celebrity infant. Mikey and Ren tiptoe out and close the door behind them.

Ren takes Mikey by the hand and leads him down a long hallway. “Come with me,” she says. “I’ve got to show you something.” She leads him away from their hotel rooms, down the long, anonymous hallway with its chessboard-patterned carpet.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

They go down three floors to a large emergency exit. Ren pushes it open and guides him through. They’re outdoors. Across from the hotel, they can see the stadium parking lot, which is starting to fill with the partisan mobs screaming at each other, their red flares like small suns setting over the surging foam of placards. The military has prepared for violence, for the damage that the conventions witnessed. But the Ponds video is starting to reverberate already. A fresh batch of rage is starting to bloom.

“What are we doing out here?”

“Give me your phone so I can show you something.”

He hands over his phone.

“You’re fired.” Ren says it the way a butcher might say that he’s out of prime rib.

“What?”

“I’m firing you.”

He’s too stunned to say anything for a moment.

“We know you fucked Katie Danjou,” Ren says. “We know that you insisted she have an abortion. You paid for it anyway. Never pay for these things, Mikey.”

The circuits of Mikey’s brain churn with strategy, but it’s pointless. He knows. He’s up against Sarah Ren. “Listen, if they knew, they would have already unloaded the book. If you fire me, they might figure it out. You’ll bring attention. You’ll bring scandal.”

Ren smiles. “It’s debate time. All scandals have passed their due date. You know that. It was the old man.”

“Katie’s dad?”

“The old Midwestern fuckers. Don’t mess with them when they’re on the war path. They’re the real Sicilians on this earth. He put it all together from Katie’s phone. He said he wouldn’t go to the press if we dealt with you.”

“So you’re dealing with me this way? You think that will satisfy him?”

“You’re talking to me, Mikey. You know I’ve thought through every angle, right? Listen, you’re going to be fine.”

“You’re not actually going to keep my phone, are you?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“You should have confiscated my dick instead.”

Ren shrugs. “You’re better with your phone, to be honest.”



3:41 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Ross was right. An afternoon in bed with her husband at least distracts from the imminent phone call from her editor in chief. Sex reminds her she’s a person and that Zayn’s a person. It’s easy to forget when you think of yourself as egg and sperm attached to a couple of bank accounts.

Sometimes she can almost see the baby they’re going to have. She can sense the presence, a package of lovely wonder. The vision is not so much a face as a small tender body, a new human, their human. And this vision of a daughter—it is invariably a daughter—is always so close. All Martha has to do is reach over to gather her up, but she can’t or she won’t.

And a terrible guilt floods her: she cannot bring her daughter the first thing her daughter needs. She has a mother’s guilt before she’s a mother. Along with the guilt comes the envy, a palpable existential envy. She hates every new mother she sees, the yoga-panted Karens sipping their lattes as they push their Bugaboo strollers through the park, the expensive hippies with their front-facing slings taking their Australian shepherd COVID dogs for a walk, the old friends on Facebook posting shots from the delivery room.

She hides her bitterness from everyone, even from Zayn, but in private other people’s pregnancies make her angry: Why should they be so lucky and not her? What do they have that she doesn’t?

“Ever think about getting out?” Zayn asks.

They are lying naked next to each other. A ripple of panic courses through her body. Getting out of the marriage? Getting out of the apartment?

Zayn runs his hand through his coal-black hair. “A couple of students of mine have gone all digital. They’ve moved to Portugal.”

Relief: he’s thinking about getting out of the country.

Then her phone is buzzing and she reaches for it.

I guess it’s in the Times, her source has texted.

What should she write back? It would be so much easier if she was already fired. As it is, she’s still part of the Times.

I need you to know that I tried my best, she texts back.

We’re all doing our best out here and it’s not enough.

I know. I couldn’t make them run it.

No. We both did what we could. I wish I could have done more.

You gave me everything I could have asked for. You did your part.

I’m going to miss America. BTW, I’d listen to your husband. Portugal is beautiful this time of year.



4:23 p.m., Embassy Suites by Hilton South Bend

at Notre Dame, 1140 E. Angela Boulevard, South Bend, IN

In the daze of his downfall, Mikey watches the crowds amassing outside the Joyce Center among the rather lovely trees beside the parking lot, each side screaming at the other a vague inchoate version of, “You’re not going to take away our freedoms!”

Is he part of the machinery? At some point he must have been proud to enter politics. He loves America and he has no idea what to do with his love.

On a campaign, more than in any other work, you meet America. You smell grease in gun-loving Texas towns, and you eat dry bagels in New York penthouses. You hear JPEGMAFIA blazing from the speakers outside an Amazon center, and you shake hands with Black ministers in front of churches pockmarked with bullets, and Iowa farmers usher you into barns to talk with them about the situation in Ukraine. You walk the tent cities of Los Angeles, and you warm yourself in factories rolling steel, and you refresh yourself at watermelon farms, and you amuse yourself in 3D animation studios where they’re planning AI interactive characters. You see the sheer weirdness of charged freedom. Mikey has seen it, and now he sees it reduced to gangs in black masks who see and hear and smell and taste nothing but loathing and hatred.

Somewhere out of Mikey’s dark corners bubble up his memories of Katie Danjou. Mikey met her right after she dropped out of her poli-sci PhD at Northwestern to work on the campaign. She was a beautiful soul, fragile and sensitive, but even for Mikey she had bought into the campaign too much. She pleaded with people on the street, warning of great dangers to the republic. Not that she was wrong. Katie Danjou was sweet. She was—in a true sense—idealistic. In the natural way she wore her hair, he should have known she was out of step, that her uncut face was un-social-media-ready. She didn’t even have an Instagram account. He should have known it would all end in catastrophe.

He needs to find an Apple store. He has no phone and so no way to find an Apple store.

And then Nellie is standing there, holding something out in front of her. It’s a new iPhone.

Mikey can’t hide his gratitude. “They think of everything,” he says.

“No, this is just from me,” she says.

He rips the box open greedily. “Nellie thinks of everything.”

“I want you to know that I’m the one who found out about Katie Danjou.”

“I always thought it would be Ren.”

“I became friends with Katie’s dad. Good guy.”

“Yeah, really good guy.”

Nellie cocks her head slightly to the side. “What are you going to do now?”

He nods in the direction of the angry mobs in front of the Joyce Center. “I’m going to sit on the sidelines and watch my country burn to the ground.”

Nellie leans over and grabs the back of his head and pulls him in for a kiss on the cheek. “Enjoy it,” she says. “Soon enough you’ll have to get back in the fight.” She walks away, that most American of things, the killer with a heart of gold, a winner who wants to win the right way.



7:23 p.m., Comfort Suites, 52939 Route 933, South Bend, IN

Balfour turns the volume up on the debates as the candidates make their way to the stage. He hasn’t been drinking today. He wants a clear head to see what he’s done.

He wanted to know if he was willing to go all the way. Now he knows. He is.

He texts Max Sevre, even though his calls have been made, the connections drawn, the plans put into action.

You still want me to do what I’m here to do?

Absolutely, the master texts back. Now is the time when violence has the maximum leverage. Give them a little push down the hill, so they’ll run the rest of the way on their own.

It’s done.

Wonderful. Returning to Darwinian precepts. Everyone will once again return to the real question of this species.

The crowd inside has been handpicked not to be angry. You can tell as the camera pans over them. It must have taken the producers weeks to find two hundred and fifty Americans who don’t want to assassinate the leaders of the other parties.

Everyone already believed it would be a debacle, even before Balfour’s contribution. Presidential debates are always just people talking past each other. But now, what does one side have to say that’s even meaningful to the other?

How many times has he watched the theater of presidential debates? It’s always seemed so pointless, the competitive lying, the journalistic grandstanding, the inane questions followed by nonanswers.

As they come onstage, the three old men who want to be president, they seem like the most useless of all the useless old men who have wanted to be president. He hates their useless suits. He hates their useless smiles. He hates the way they wave their useless hands. He hates the stage they’re gathering on. He hates the podiums they stand behind, the bullshit of the red, white, and blue bunting, the bullshit of the eagle seal. But now all the bullshit possesses the grandeur of an antique ritual. Somewhere, hidden inside all the bullshit, lies the belief in talking through problems, an assumption that isn’t bullshit, that the powers in this world, to be legitimate, must submit to being called to account.

Kristen Welker sits between the three men. After welcoming the candidates and explaining the debate protocol, she asks the first question: “We’ve seen some disturbing footage today claiming that members of the military and intelligence services are preparing to exert control over the country to deal with growing violence. Let’s start with you, Mr. Sherman. How would you deal with the violence?”

Cooper looks at the camera and begins: “I’m glad you asked, Kristen. I’m going to start with the obvious. We need wholesale reform of our electoral systems. Everybody knows that our political order is on its last legs. The good news is that reform is coming. The Maverick Party is the party of reform. But let me make one thing perfectly clear. The American people are not going to reform into a people with fewer rights. What we need, first and always, is—”

A howl pierces the room. It’s coming from offstage. Sherman looks across with shock in his eyes, and the words die in his throat. Then a mob streams through the Joyce Center firing—bright flashes of automatic weapons, screams, and the camera shuts off.

American debate is over.






November 5
THE ELECTION


(76 days until)




8:17 a.m., Equinox Hotel, 33 Hudson Yards, Manhattan, NY

Voter turnout for the last election in the United States is 51.2 percent, not quite as low as 1996 when less than half of eligible Americans showed up, but in 1996 voter turnout was low because American politics didn’t seem to matter all that much. During the last election in American history, voter turnout is low because American politics matters too much.

After the raids at the debate in Notre Dame, which killed seventeen and injured fifty-four, the threat of violence keeps the public away. An early voting site in a largely Black district in Georgia is firebombed. The solicitor general of Oregon is assassinated at her doorstep when leaving for a morning run. A gunfight breaks out in a line of voters in Arizona, an open-carry state.

But every election is a miracle, including the last election in the United States. The premise is beautiful even when the results are ugly. People count in an election. Everyone has a say, even if they don’t want a say. Modern democracy began in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment in the United States, but its roots can be traced to the religious ideal that every soul is equal in the eyes of God, and that this truth of our basic dignity should find political reflection on earth.

Every election, aside from being a miracle, is also a nightmare. As a piece of work, it is a vast, inchoate, nearly impossible act of communication. Everyone of voting age, on roughly the same day, ticks a box beside a secret name. These secret boxes with their secret names must somehow, at once, be collected and collated and verified and tallied.

The election is not the process of voting. The election is an information system. And as Stalin said, “Those who cast the votes decide nothing. Those who count the votes decide everything.” An election is not over when the votes are cast. An election is over when the media decides how the votes have been counted. The political class calls this “media certification.”

The results come in like a traffic accident: a burst of sharp shock, then a lot of officials trying to trace out the mayhem and reckon with the causes. The chaos is exactly the expected chaos, the intentional chaos. Every state is subject to challenges. Any win by a Democrat or the Maverick Party in a state with a Republican legislature is being challenged. The right-wing solicitors general are lining up. Schoolyard stuff works. You justify your theft by shouting, “He stole first!” American politics is a schoolyard without teachers. Some children believe in the rules and some don’t.

Mikey is smart—he goes to sleep at a normal time. The media won’t decide who is president for at least a couple of days.



In the afternoon of the second day, Nellie shows up at Mikey’s hotel door, her hair wet with November rain. He looks at her and thinks, Like in the movies. Cooper, she tells him, is flying to Hawaii to recover. The sheer volume of death threats has convinced him he isn’t safe in New York.

“It’s the end,” Nellie says.

“You’ll have to be more specific. The end of what?”

“The end of our ability to do anything.” She comes into the hotel room.

They sit together for sixteen hours, like junkies of story, narrative addicts snacking with the television on, unable to sleep and then passing out in shallow rest that rustles over them like chop until another wave wakes them and they reach for the television remote or each other’s hand, before the next pseudo-announcement of a pseudo-result to a pseudo-election in a pseudo-democracy. They sit on the bed, holding hands for hours on end, watching in silence.

“CNN is about to call it,” Anderson Cooper finally says, and Mikey’s hand squeezes Nellie’s. Politics happens to everyone alone, no matter who they’re in the room with.

Ten minutes later, Anderson Cooper gives an update: “Our call is inconclusive. I know that’s not what any of you who have been waiting up want to hear, but the election is too close to call, or, John, is that really even the word?”

John King looks burdened by the information he has to impart; his mahogany voice is permeated with considered sadness. “We are at the point, Anderson, where we know what we know and what we don’t know.”

“So what do we know?”

“We know that the Democratic candidate has taken 38 percent of the national popular vote, and the Republican has taken 32 percent, and the Maverick Party has 30 percent. That’s what we know. But none of that will matter much because …”

Here a map is rolled out.

“My Lord,” Anderson Cooper says, “that looks like a quilt or something.”

“Let me talk you through it.”

“Please.”

Nellie leans into Mikey’s body, preparing for horror. She has a small frame. Her skin is white like the flesh of a poplar when you pull back the bark. Martha’s skin was so soft, Mikey remembers, before John King pulls him back to the screen.

“So the red states here are, you know, like in other elections, red states, and the blue states are the same. You have California and New York that went blue and you have Idaho and Montana and the other Midwestern states that went red.”

“So those are the easy ones?” Anderson says.

“These are the states that voted Republican with Republican legislatures and will send Republican electors to the electoral college, and states that are Democratic with Democratic legislatures that will send Democratic electors to the electoral college.”

“So what are these green-and-red and green-and-blue ones?”

“So those are states that Cooper Sherman took.”

“And why are they divided between red stripes and blue stripes?”

“Some of those states have Democratic legislatures and some of them have Republican legislatures.”

“And why does that matter?” Anderson Cooper asks.

“Because, technically, legally, it is the state legislatures that approve the electors for the electoral college,” John King answers.

“And whether they send Sherman electors is up in the air?”

“Everything’s up in the air, Anderson, because if we look at these final bits here …”

“The purple in red and the purple in blue?”

“The purple in red is states where CNN has called the election for a Republican but there are claims of fraud or intimidation or recounts.”

“And the purple in blue is states we’ve called for Democrats but with disputes?”

“You got it.”

“Those are like old-fashioned Florida-recount states.”

“Yes. Well, Florida was a straight recount. Some of these, like Georgia, are too close to call. Others, like Florida, are reporting illegalities and fraud. So it’s …”

“It’s a mess.”

“It’s a mess, Anderson.”

Anderson Cooper blinks his eyes. The exhaustion, though carefully suppressed, is starting to show in a few slower eye movements, a tiny hesitation now and then. “John, do you think this is what the Founding Fathers intended?”

John King inhales deeply as his eyes narrow. This is the question that he has wanted to answer but hasn’t been asked. “You know, Anderson, I would say no, but it’s also fair to say that there have been chaotic elections in American history before.”

“Like 2000. Like 2020.”

“Like 1824 and 1828.”

“Turn it off,” Nellie says.

Mikey mutes the screen. History is disappointing when it happens. There you are, in a quiet room, in a changed room, lying surrounded by empty bags of pretzels and peanuts, confounded, wondering. Mikey looks at Nellie’s raincoat, which hangs where it was tossed over a chair. There’s a small silver brooch, an antique, Mikey thinks. It bears the slogan, Though she be little she be fierce.

Nellie looks dazed, like she’s been punched in the mouth. Her gift for anticipation is morphing into torture. She tries to figure out where the world is going so she can improve it. Mikey wants to hold her close. What will happen? What can she do about it? A wheel in her mind is spinning. She can no longer process the future. If she can’t figure out what will happen, what can she do about it? Her mind is fluttering as desperately as a pinned butterfly. The question she asks is not the one Mikey is expecting.

“Do you think we messed it all up?”

Who is the “we” in that question? Mikey thinks but doesn’t say.

She means the Maverick Party because of her blossoming sense of guilt, but her question is the one the future will ask of the whole country. When the history books of this moment are written, they’ll ask how a single generation of Americans managed to mess it all up. They had America. They had the most beautiful, powerful country in the world. America was theirs. And they squandered it—in the name of what? What did they sacrifice their country for? That part is unclear right now, a mystery for historians.

Mikey taps Nellie’s back. “No,” he eventually says. “It was already messed up.”

“That map,” Nellie says. “That map wouldn’t look like it does without us. Without what we did.”

“You mean the campaign?”

“What else?”

Mikey is unfocused. He needs proper sleep. He needs proper everything. He needs a proper meal. He needs a proper shower. He needs to call his mom. He needs something more than this shiny hotel room blued with flashes of talking heads. He doesn’t know much at this point, but he knows he wants Nellie to stay. He knows that the moment she leaves the room, he will be utterly lost. She’s going to leave, and soon, and it panics him.

“It was already messed up, Nellie. We fought against this. We fought against the absurdity of the system, we fought to recognize that the system is absurd. We lost but we fought. Besides, without us there’d just be two sides fighting over who won, not three.”

Nellie sits up straight and pulls herself away from him.

Mikey is afraid to move.

Nellie turns and faces him like a warrior, firm in her movements, deliberate. “I want to live in a democracy,” she says, staring at him. “I want to live in an American democracy. I’m going to live in an American democracy.”

Mikey realizes that she is perhaps his favorite person in the world. It is bizarre but utterly natural that they have spent hours alone holding hands. He is falling in love at first sight with a woman he’s known forever. “Yes, you will. We both will.”

CNN is playing scenes of open violence now, street battles between masked gangs in black and masked gangs in camo. The closed captioning describes it as a street battle in Seattle, but Seattle merely provides the best footage. There are similar struggles in every major American city. The death toll is mounting. A member of the America First group mowed down five Black people in line while they were waiting to enter their church for a meeting. The Wilshire Boulevard Temple in Los Angeles was fortunately empty when it was bombed.

If there is to be no America, can there not, at the least, be Mikey and Nellie? Yet he also knows he could easily lose her. Is the threat of loss the source of love? Can we act before we lose everything rather than after?

Nellie doesn’t look at him as she grabs her coat and slides into her shoes and walks out of his suite like an agent on a mission.



11:08 a.m., Wyndham French Quarter,

124 Royal Street, New Orleans, LA

The sex worker Balfour hired is from Laos or Cambodia or somewhere around there. He hasn’t asked. The violence of the rioting on television doesn’t seem to bother her. She is in the bathroom cleaning up.

Maybe she’s used to political violence wherever she’s from. Or maybe it’s just part of life as a New Orleans hooker.

Gangs in black hoodies against gangs in camo—for the rest of the world, that’s normal. That’s the way things have always been, violence as a basic condition of human existence. Balfour is excited. The shit is finally going down.

“Did you ever go to rehab?” Balfour shouts to the bathroom.

“What?” the sex worker calls back.

“Rehab. Did you ever go to it?”

The young woman does not respond. He hears only the sound of running water. When she comes back, she is fully dressed in what he picked her up in: a short neon-pink skirt, a black leather jacket, hoop earrings. She can’t be more than five feet, he figures. She has already taken the money from the dresser. She sits down beside him on the bed, watching the scenes of the riots in Chicago on Fox with cool indifference.

“In rehab, they tell you that there are low-bottom drunks and high-bottom drunks,” Balfour says, “and it’s basically a matter of taste, of character. It’s not really high-functioning or low-functioning alcoholics. It’s more a question of how much degradation you can take.”

The woman whose time he has purchased does not acknowledge him, but there is a way she turns her body toward him that implies that she is listening.

“A high-bottom drunk realizes when they drive drunk the first time that they have a problem and have to fix it. A low-bottom drunk has to wake up naked and robbed in an alley to stop drinking, and sometimes not even then.”

Balfour sits up in bed, splintering the back of his neck into a vast world-consuming headache, and looks around the floor for a place to throw up. There isn’t a place so he doesn’t throw up. He drank everything last night. The sex worker ups the volume on Sean Hannity.

“… One thing for sure is that this election is far from over. Far, far from over. And, you know, people on the left, sneering liberals, you know they are going to say: ‘Well, the Republican candidate, he didn’t win the popular vote.’” Hannity slaps the desk in front of him. He looks like he might explode. He shouts, “That’s not how this works! We have never been a democracy. Mob rule was not the vision the founders had for this country. We are a constitutional republic. And if that means that some people’s votes count for more than other people’s votes, then suck it up, that’s the way it is. There are reasons for that.

“We have become the greatest country in the world not because we are a democracy, but because we are a republic. So remember that in the struggle ahead, when liberals tell you about how many votes their guy got, or how many votes Cooper Sherman got, it doesn’t matter. We are America. You and I are America.”

Fox cuts to an ad for Carl’s Jr., erotically fatty hamburgers filmed in the highest possible definition.

“Which are you?” the sex worker asks.

“Which what?”

“Which kind of drunk, low-bottom or high-bottom?”

Balfour considers his worst moments. The car crash in that mall in Dallas. Punching his father in the face. That time he woke up in a park in Tulsa. He lost women and friends, but they had been women and friends worth losing. He has always been grateful to booze for giving him the strength to punch his father in the face. Balfour has mostly hurt others rather than himself.

“I’m a lucky drunk,” he says. “Blessed by God. Like America. Things always work out for me. Things always work out for America. Don’t know why.”

The sex worker switches the television over to BBC. Rory Stewart, with his goofy British face, all concern and ears, is speaking on Zoom. He has the calming distance of a civics teacher explaining the basics of the democratic system. “The American system doesn’t properly possess a mechanism for redoing a presidential election. So I’m afraid that on January 3 a new Congress will be sworn in. On January 6, they will have to certify the election if at all possible, and on January 20 they will inaugurate a new president.”

Reeta Chakrabarti looks down at a page of notes. These are not ordinary political questions she is asking. “And what does that certification process look like, Rory?”

“That’s hard to say, Reeta, when so many factors are in play. There are so many competing claims of illegitimacy in individual cases and nobody knows how that sense of illegitimacy will spread. If a Republican state legislature decides not to count a Democrat’s electoral votes, does a Democratic state legislature do the same in retaliation? How many of these recounts and legal cases will even be completed by January 6?”

“I mean, I don’t mean to push, Rory, but I actually need answers to those questions,” Chakrabarti says.

“I just don’t want to speak about what we don’t know, Reeta. One thing we know is this: the Republicans will have a slim House majority, so they will set the terms of the certification. I also know that the Twentieth Amendment spells out the line of succession relatively clearly, so that if, God forbid, they can’t certify on January 6, which they have to do, the Speaker of the House will have the nuclear codes.”

“We’re hearing, Rory, about the possibility of a contingent election.”

“Ah yes, a contingent election. I’m afraid I know very little about that, and I say that because nobody knows much about contingent elections. The last one was in 1824.”

“How did that end?”

“Well, I will say that the man who won the popular vote didn’t become the president. That was Andrew Jackson. But it does look increasingly possible.”

“Uncharted waters.”

“Uncharted waters at night,” Rory Stewart says.

The sex worker turns off the BBC and smiles at Balfour, the smile of a busboy cleaning off a table.

“Hold on.” Balfour fishes out another hundred-dollar bill, which she accepts with a look of skepticism. “Go,” he says. “I’m feeling lucky.”



3:48 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Martha hangs up the phone. She half staggers into the kitchen, where Zayn is doom-scrolling. He hasn’t even turned on the kitchen light. Martha is vibrating. Her soul is crackling. She is a traitor, the traitor who got away with it. She has what she has always wanted and it couldn’t be worse.

“They fired you,” Zayn says, sensing her discomposure.

“They promoted me.”

He laughs. “The New York Times gets it right!”

“They’re putting me on democracy watch.”

His brow furrows. “What democracy is there left to watch?”

“It’s Enterprise,” she says. “Big stories. I think Malcolm has decided that we’re going to chronicle the end of American democracy.”

“But this is a promotion? More money?”

“No, but I’m not going to be on SecureDrop duty anymore. No more tip line. They’re going to bring the hardware back to the office. I’ll be a reporter again, you know, like out in the world.”

Zayn nods but doesn’t move from his phone. Martha goes into the bedroom and turns on MSNBC. She can’t keep track of how many secrets are in her possession, who she is keeping them for, on whose behalf, and why. It is hard to keep track of things collapsing. Somehow she’s won. She doesn’t know how she’s won but she’s won. The idea that she won, that this, today, this is what she had craved, is so ludicrous she laughs.

Rachel Maddow has her head in her hands. She has a stack of law books beside her, like props. Laurence Tribe is suffering with her. He looks like a man whose house just burned down.

“Talk me through this one more time, Laurence.”

“Okay, so, there is a provision in the Constitution for exactly this scenario, the Twelfth Amendment, for when nobody has taken the electoral college, when nobody has the 270.”

“Okay, and we’re pretty sure nobody’s going to get there.”

“And at this point, because the Republicans control the House, they will control certification, and they will probably propose a contingent election. So, even if, somehow, Cooper Sherman decides to throw his votes to the Democrats, or if he threw his electoral college votes to the Republicans, it might work, because the House would possibly vote to certify. But I don’t think they will. I think they’ll insist on a contingent election. It will look fairer.”

“Fairer?” Maddow throws her hands up in desperation. “What’s fairer got to do with this?”

“It will look fairer, Rachel, because it corresponds to the actual words of the Twelfth Amendment. Nobody has the numbers, so it would be unfair to Maverick Party voters. So—”

“Okay, okay, okay. I think I understand this. I think I’m okay to that point. So tell me about the contingent election.”

Laurence Tribe takes a deep breath. He’s embarrassed for the legal system he has spent his life studying. “Okay, there hasn’t been a contingent election in two hundred years, but the rules are still in place. There are two elections—one for the president in the House, and one for the vice president in the Senate. In the House, they take the top three winners in the electoral college and then it’s a vote by state.”

“And each state has to call its electoral college roll?”

“No, Rachel, this is really crucial: each state delegation gets one single vote.”

Maddow’s eyes widen in horror. “So …”

“That’s right. Wyoming has as much say as California.”

Maddow quickly grabs a map. “So it will be a Republican landslide on those terms.”

“Unless you can convince Republican legislators to vote against the Republican candidate.”

“Which you can’t.” Rachel Maddow looks straight into the camera. “So, America, that is how you get a president who didn’t win the popular vote and who didn’t even win the electoral college.”

Martha turns off the screen. She finds herself thinking that it’s going to be a good year to be a scholar of the election of 1824. She wonders if any of them are television-ready.

Zayn in the next room shouts: “You read this about a contingent election?”

What a job I have, Martha thinks. Americans need democracy explained to them like toddlers or Alzheimer patients: This is your country. This is how it works. Illusions are dying. And she is one of the explainers. She’s late.

She shouts back: “Am I a bad person?”






January 6
THE CONTINGENT ELECTION


(14 days until)




7:21 a.m., Washington Plaza Hotel,

10 Thomas Circle NW, Washington, DC

The Battle of Portland is still raging, even though the National Guard has stepped in to restore order. Police forces and employees from the Department of Corrections and even bands of veterans have joined forces. Often it is unclear which side is which, or if there are any sides. It’s less a battle for control over the city than a prolonged urban riot. The suburbs have emptied into the country.

Portland is only one flashpoint. There are street battles everywhere in America. As Frank Bruni puts it in the New York Times, “The mass shootings are linking up.” An official number of deaths from political violence since the election doesn’t exist, but the Times’s best estimate—a running tally on its home page—is 857. If the violence continues at this rate, America will pass the technical threshold for a civil war—a thousand deaths a year—by the time of the inauguration.

Chinese jets are testing Taiwanese airspace, and huge naval forces are amassing on their manmade islands in the South China Sea. The president shipped out fifteen hundred RQ-11 Raven drones in the last gasp of his lame-duck presidency, but China knows, everybody knows, that the world is about to be lonely.

Meanwhile, the Republicans will soon complete their entirely legal, entirely constitutional takeover of the US government, without a popular mandate or an electoral college victory. Ordinarily, today would be the date of the certification. It’s not. It’s a rare but not unique moment in American history. It’s a contingent election.

Mikey finds himself, as everyone who ever enters politics eventually does, lying on a random bed in a random hotel, utterly powerless, watching history unfold without the ability to alter its unfolding by a fingernail. He decided, for reasons even he doesn’t understand, to be in Washington for the end of American democracy, though like everybody else in the world, he’s watching the decline and fall on television. Politics in the twenty-first century is something that happens to you when you’re in front of a screen, alone, in a room.

Still, Mikey’s glad the room he’s in is in Washington. The destruction of everything he’s ever loved is making him sentimental. The fall of the republic brings out strange schoolhouse dreams and his awareness of his own failure to live up to those dreams. All the men who died in World War II—the Americans of Mikey’s generation have failed to live up to that sacrifice. Lincoln at the graves of the Union dead, preaching that government of the people, by the people, for the people, should not perish from the earth—Mikey’s generation has failed them. As Benjamin Franklin left the Philadelphia Constitutional Convention in 1787, he is said to have met a lady in the street who asked him, “What kind of government do we have, a republic or a monarchy?” and he answered, “A republic, if you can keep it.” The Americans of Mikey’s generation haven’t kept it. The wound is real.

He has the phone Nellie bought him, but she won’t take his calls. He’s worried. There’s a mass democratic resistance forming, filling up with educated idealists, educated idealists like Nellie. The offices of Palantir, two days after they announced the sale of general-surveillance artificial intelligence software to the Department of Justice, had a bomb set off in their lobby. Two employees were killed and three were wounded. Mikey’s first thought was of Nellie and Dom. He couldn’t shake the suspicion that they were involved.



12:15 p.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

Martha steels herself to make the call. It’s her job. She must be professional. Like any salesperson, working up to the call is the work of the call.

Zayn’s in the kitchen, so she’s making the call from the bedroom. In the background, Fox News plays the breakdown. To procrastinate a little further, Martha turns to C-SPAN. She can’t bear to listen to the news anymore, but she can’t stop watching it either, so she turns the volume off and leaves the screen on. The cameras are outside the House of Representatives. They are filming the stream of happy Republicans entering the chamber. Mitch McConnell is smiling and talking. The closed captioning reads: Well, this has happened before, and Andrew Jackson conceded gracefully, so we should take a lesson from our ancestor on this one.

The end of democracy became normal quickly. Its possibility, and then its inevitability, seeped into the fabric of life with little to slow it down. The moment it became clear that the election would never be resolved, and the will of the people would not determine the leadership of the country, the justifications kicked in.

The contingent election has at least a patina of legitimacy. Nobody believes that it is fair. Nobody believes that it is democratic to select your leader from the votes of individual states’ congressional delegations. Everybody understands that the process of the contingent election is an absurd holdover from a rural eighteenth-century society that should have no bearing on twenty-first-century urban society, but at least it’s a system. And nobody has a better system to suggest.

As long as there is a system, if you don’t think about it too much—if you keep your eyes firmly half-shut, if you forget that your vote doesn’t count, that your rights are evaporating, that your control over the people who control you has vanished—you can accept almost any outcome. In a state of lulled half forgetting, a suspicion ripens: that democracy isn’t working anyway, that all politicians are filth, that maybe, in the end, given the circumstances, it’s better this way.

And so the soul heals around the scar as the wound bites.

But to see it happening, to see it taken away in front of your eyes, is another matter.

On C-SPAN, the reporter, whose face is off-camera, asks a question about the lone Republican who opposed the contingent election, Beth Link. She was assassinated two days ago by professionals outside her home in Georgetown.

“It is a tragedy, part of all this liberal chaos that has overwhelmed the country” McConnell says. “And the first thing that this new administration will do is restore order.”

The phone call is less grotesque than the news, so she makes it.

Mikey answers: “Nellie?”

“No, it’s Martha.”

“Oh, sorry. It said Unknown Caller.” He sounds sad at the other end of the line.

“New phone,” she says, and she’s not lying. The Enterprise section has given her a new phone with better security settings. They are operating under the assumption of government surveillance now. “Who’s Nellie?”

There’s a sigh on the other end of the line. “She’s a friend of mine and I’m trying to get in touch with her. What’s up?”

Martha needs to warm him up: “I was hoping you could explain all this to me.”

“End of the republic,” he says. “Obvious to everyone.”

“No, but this contingent election. What do you think is going to happen?”

“We’ll never know. That’s the brilliance of it. The House’s jurisdiction committee has set the terms. It’s a cakewalk now. They’ll just walk in the votes state by state.”

“Why can’t we see it?”

“The jurisdiction committee set the rules. They’ve decided that the media is the enemy, in agreement with the bulk of the American people. So they set two rules. The first is that the contingent election will be held behind closed doors, and the second is that the vote will be confidential. So there will be no record of what happens in that room. That’s by design.”

“Democracy dies in darkness,” Martha says.

“That’s your competitor,” Mikey reminds her.

“So why are the Democrats going along with it?”

“What can they do?”

“Well, one thing I heard”—she tries to render this as casually as possible—“is that Cooper could shift his electoral college votes to the Democrats in exchange for, I don’t know, secretary of state or something.”

“He couldn’t do that, and besides, the Republicans are setting the rules of the game, so it doesn’t matter. There is no electoral college anymore. As stupid as that system was, it reflected some kind of popular will. Now it will be the state delegations who decide. But that’s not why you called, is it?”

“Sorry?” She tries to act confused.

“You called to see if I still know anybody on Cooper’s staff and if I know anything about the backroom machinery.”

She thinks about denying it, then says, “Yeah, that’s why I’m calling.” It’s one of the reasons she’s calling.

“The Democrats aren’t putting up a fight. Their only chance to make a rush for power was not to appear, so there wouldn’t be a quorum. But look, you’re watching C-SPAN, right?”

“I am.” On the screen, Chuck Schumer arrives with his bodyguards. He is surrendering his phone outside the doors of the Senate. “Why is he going along with it all?”

Mikey laughs chokingly. “To preserve the value of the institutions. Sorry, no info here on any last-minute backroom deal. I’m sorry to be rude. Everything I love is dying today.” He hangs up.

Martha watches the screen. There is in her, against all reason, a measure of hope. It’s like when a ship goes down and as you’re drowning, you must think that some miracle is coming on the horizon.

On her new phone, a text arrives from someone she thought she would never hear from again. It’s her source: I tried to tell you.



1:33 p.m., 1029 Vermont Avenue NW, Washington, DC

Balfour is back at Stan’s. Stan’s is different. Balfour is different. America is different. The world is different.

Washington is in lockdown, and negotiating the streets requires tact and courage. It’s unlikely that an American soldier would shoot him, but the troops are keeping their badges covered. They let him move around, though. In his rumpled suit, left on a bunch of floors over the past few days, and his briefcase, he looks the full Washingtonian: part bureaucrat on the way up and part politician on the way down.

The bar at this hour is confirmed drinkers only, he and two Black men, one older, one younger, both in suits as rumpled as his own. They’re watching the locked door of Congress on a screen over the bar playing CNN with the volume off. Behind that door, Balfour’s side is winning. He sips his brandy and coffee. He’s a winner. He doesn’t yet feel he’s a winner, but it’s the only word that suits him. He’s a winner. He’s winning. Soon the leaders of the free world will come out and tell him he’s won.

Meanwhile, a string of texts from Max Sevre arrives:

I need you to come to Washington.

Come when I call, for the rewards are at hand.

We’ve won and the Emperor will require ninjas as well as samurai.

It seems ridiculous to watch a closed door, though it would be ridiculous to watch a meteor hitting the earth too.

“I’m glad they’re doing it like that,” the older Black man says to the younger. “It’s like a slaughterhouse. I don’t want to know where my fucking sausage comes from.”

“We gotta know, don’t we? We’ve got to know what our government is made up of, what’s done in our name.”

“It’s not done in my name.”

“Still, I want to know how they’re ripping me off.”

“You’ll never know. Not you and a dozen like you. You think they let the likes of you and me know they’re ripping you off, or how, or why?”

“I suppose that’s right.”

They drink their drinks. They aren’t hiding. They’re having gin and tonics. Balfour orders a Dewar’s and soda. Why not? Why ever not?

“Can I ask you?” the younger man says. “Was it always this shitty, or is this normal? As an older man to a younger man, tell me. Give me the measure of your wisdom.”

The older man clears a space at the bar in front of him. He points down as he makes his argument. “You read how much more a white vote counts than a Black vote in this whole contingent-election scheme?”

“I didn’t,” the younger responds.

“1.7 times. A white vote counts 1.7 times more than a Black vote, and the president isn’t the president the people of the United States chose.”

“Three-fifths clause.”

“Worse. They made it worse, man.”

“Point?”

“If it ever changes, they just change it back.”

The younger man receives a notification on his phone. He reaches over the bar to the remote control and raises the volume on the television.

“So it’s the decision we all expected,” Wolf Blitzer is saying. “The Republican delegates have selected the Republican nominee as president and he will be inaugurated on January 20.”

The two Black men look at each other with nothing to say, then peer down at their drinks.

A small jolt passes through Balfour. It is the winning rising up in him. The power and the glory are his. He fishes in his pocket for a hundred-dollar bill, which he slams on the bar. He needs to go outside even more than he needs that Dewar’s and soda.

To the frosty Washington air, he opens his chest, he opens his throat, he opens his mouth, he releases a howling war whoop. The sound reverberates into a silent, terrified city that is his.






January 20
THE INAUGURATION


(the day)




10:01 a.m., 360 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, NY

The modern inauguration ceremony is not a requirement of the Constitution. The Democrats do not need to be filtering onto the stage outside the Capitol building. They are, though. They still believe, to the point of their permanent irrelevance, in the rituals of American public life.

Washington is still in lockdown, as it has been since the contingent election. The police and the military have asked for people to stay home, but the man who is about to be president went on Twitter the night before and, under a picture of the Capitol, declared, “It’s time to celebrate America becoming great again. Patriots, come join me! Tell them I sent ya!”

Martha has been crying, off and on, since the contingent election. How is she supposed to live in this country with all that she’s done, with all that she’s carrying? She watches the pre-inauguration on Fox, which is in effect a state broadcaster at this point. Since the certification, it has been the only reliable source of information on the inner workings of the Republican Party. They are the only press the Republicans will speak to. The Republicans are the only ones in Washington who matter.

Ainsley Earhardt is smiling on the screen as she describes the expected arrival of the president-elect. Sean Hannity pops up and Martha raises the volume. Hannity looks almost nervous. On his alabaster block of a face, there’s a look of, if not shock, then How did it come to this? He is making an attempt at beaming, like he’s happy, but one of the reasons he’s so good on television is that he can’t hide his emotions, even though he tries to.

“So I hear you’ve seen an early draft of the president-elect’s speech?” Earhardt says cheerfully.

“I have, and I have to say, Ainsley, that this is not a speech that is going to please our liberal countrymen, and I emphasize that they are our countrymen, because now is the time for everyone to acknowledge that we are one country and we have one president, as a constitutional republic, even if you don’t like the way he became president.”

“So what’s in the president’s speech?”

“It is a call for unity, but it’s also a plan for strength, Ainsley. The president has recognized that strength is what we need in order to oppose these liberal gangsters and their enablers in the Democratic Party, who are against the rule of law, and who are ripping this country apart. This country has decided that it’s a constitutional republic, not a multicultural democracy, and that question, if you listen to the speech carefully, has been answered for good.”

“For good?”

Hannity nods gravely. “The time has come for peace at any price. That’s in the speech. Peace at any price.”

Ainsley flashes a fake smile. “Well, peace sounds good.”



10:59 p.m., 1029 Vermont Avenue NW, Washington, DC

The Mall is lined with military checkpoints, but all of Washington is broken up by blast-proof gates. The US Marines are in control of the city, though under whose command is unclear.

Balfour has two all-access tickets. A twenty-three-year-old blonde is with him, but he holds her pass. If it was around her neck, she might walk away into the small milling crowd. The only people allowed on the Mall for the inauguration have passes. The RNC has been selling them on its website, but the president-elect has been selling them on his website too. The technical distinctions between the RNC and the president-elect’s businesses are no longer relevant. The lines between his persona and his businesses and the Republican Party and the US government are blurring further with every passing hour.

Balfour didn’t buy his tickets. They are political gifts—that’s why they’re red. The president has asked that everyone wear red. Balfour’s been drinking Coors Light with lime, and with Coors Light with lime you don’t count how many beers you’ve had but how many times you’ve had to piss, and he’s had to piss three times. The young woman at his side is a student at George Washington University Law School. She might do well in the administration, depending.

“You want to get inside the halls of power, don’t you?” He puts his unwelcome arm around her waist as they lean over to have their badges scanned.

“I’ve always wanted to attend an inauguration.”

“Come with me, come with me.” Balfour half dances around the men with guns, into the addled empty space of the Mall. There are usually so many people at inaugurations, but now only a thousand or so are crammed near the stage.

Balfour whispers something into the woman’s ear.

“That’s gross, and besides, you’re too drunk.”

“I may be drunk, madam, but I’m integrated into this administration,” he says. “And in the morning I shall be at least somewhat sober.”

“Can you really get inside the Capitol?” she asks.

“All the offices are empty. It will be cool. We’ll have a story. What we were doing on the day America was restored to strength.”

He giddily drags her through the crowd by the hand. Her reluctance is only partial. She seems to understand that in the new system, if you want to go where the guy with the pass is going, you play along.

The Democrats shift in their chairs. They agreed to attend the inauguration “for the good of the country,” and in the hopes that the ceremony might lead to a decline in the violence that is wracking the nation.

The street violence is still widespread. No city is untouched. The riots in Chicago grow every day. Small groups have taken to raiding small towns in Illinois. A white power group organized a “Triumph of European Civilization” rally in Austin, in which a convoy of trucks drove into the heart of the city. Protesters met the convoy with machine guns and Molotov cocktails. Eight people were killed.

The military has been ordered to barracks in Texas and California. Nobody can say who is in control of either the police or the military, and many of them have disengaged. They’ve been sent to secure certain public sites, but the crowds are too big.

The physical violence is only a portion of the disorder. A digital underground, DUX, has already formed. Images of ducks are now symbols of resistance. “They have the guns and the electoral college,” their only communiqué states, “but we have the machines.” The RNC website never stays up longer than a few hours. DUX attacks businesses that are pro-Republican. Publix has had its entire logistical chain annihilated. Seniors in Florida have started shoplifting from food depots. The governor of Kentucky takes to publicly begging for the restoration of their water-processing plant. A number of Democratic members of Congress have declared themselves part of the resistance and have gone underground, appearing primarily in darkened social media videos.

The promise of a return to order is faint.

The president-elect has already announced through Fox that he plans to make his daughter-in-law attorney general.

The Democrats onstage had imagined that their presence at the inauguration might lower the temperature. It hasn’t. The crowd has one last chance to own the libs, and the thousand or so partisans allowed near the stage are shouting, “Lock ’em up!” at the Democrats who have decided to go down with the ship of US institutions. The crowd keeps chanting even though they’ve already won. They have nostalgia too. They will miss the institutions they are destroying, and part of them realizes this.



12:01 p.m., Hilton Garden Inn,

2020 Richmond Highway, Arlington, VA

In a hotel by the airport, Mikey prepares himself a massive drink and watches CNN. Jake Tapper is speaking: “The day of an inauguration is always a solemn day. But this inauguration is more solemn than most. The tradition of the peaceful transition of power has united Americans for centuries, yet now it seems that even this has been consumed in the partisan fires. Oh, and here, here is the president-elect, who is …”

Mikey mutes the television. He cannot stand sound with the sight of the president. It’s either one or the other.

On his phone, a message from Cooper: Fuck.

He texts back: Fuck.

Cooper is in Hawaii with Ren, broken by the loss. Candidates, in defeat, are destroyed in a way that few people are ever destroyed. At a minimum, he won’t be able to get out of bed for three weeks. Ren can only help so much. Eventually Cooper will find something else to do. That’s money. If there is no US anymore, Cooper’s situation won’t change much.

There the new president stands, shaking hands with the last elected American president. The face of the incoming president has changed since the election. The etched fury that had stamped its presence across a couple billion dollars’ worth of advertising is resting now in self-satisfied assurance. The man now has, Mikey thinks, the same face of the dictators and pseudo-dictators of this world, the Putins, the Erdoğans, the Kims—oddly relaxed, saturated with entitlement, complete in the knowledge that only his desires register. These men have placeholders for faces. Now the world is seeing the American version. There is the old order shaking hands with the new regime, the republic welcoming in a king. The new president is America’s abusive father, and like so many abused children, Americans have rallied to their abuser. Maybe America was always a dysfunctional family, ever since Thomas Jefferson and his kids. Jefferson looked at his own offspring and submitted them to be property.

The president is the lord commander now. His family is beside him, gleeful, weighing up all the goodies they’ll be able to enjoy. The new president has changed the meaning of the past as well as the future: the people driven to the new world, wretched and rich alike, had come for the chance at free land on which you could do what you like. The new president represents impunity. That is what liberty has come to mean to its loudest defenders—the ability to do what you want to other people without consequences. That’s what America means now.

Two hundred and fifty years isn’t bad, Mikey texts Martha. The scene reminds him of their time together. The best years of his life are over. He doesn’t have a job. He’s not married. He doesn’t have children.

We should talk, she texts back.

We are talking. How’s your end of the country going?

Don’t joke, Martha writes.

A part of me is relieved. Nothing to fight for anymore. Hope was misplaced.

That was always your problem. You were always too proud for hope.

Mikey watches the old ritual eviscerating itself. The Supreme Court justice holds out a holy book. The leader of the free world puts his left hand on it and raises his right. The crowd behind him is trying to smile. Everyone must smile to please the new president now. The old words come out rustily, ridiculously. The man whose word means nothing is swearing an oath to end the stretch of American history when oaths meant something. “So help me God”—will anyone ever hear those words again?

Mikey looks down at a new text from Martha: I’m pregnant with your child.

Life goes on, inconveniently.

The last elected president of the United States steps to the podium. “My fellow citizens, our long national nightmare is over. The time has come for strength and unity.”
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