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Of the nearly two thousand unmarried and childless applicants, all 
Democrats, only about half passed the medical exam. After a psychological 
screening, only 114 of those deemed healthy were deemed perfectly sane, 
or perfectly sane in the right ways, and of these 114, only twenty-three 
passed the deep background security check, and of these twenty-three, 
only Chapman was chosen. “Congratulations,” said the Director of Special 
Operations. She was sixty, with the set gray hair of a schoolteacher. “You are 
uniquely unremarkable, Mr. Chapman.” 

“Thank you. Although actually that makes me remarkable,” he pointed 
out. “By logic, there can’t be a uniquely unremarkable person, because that 
person is then remarkable for his unremarkableness. The next most unre-
markable person is also remarkable for being the most unremarkable, and 
so on.”

“I just mean medically,” she said. “And psychologically.”
He was nervous, which meant he would say things he might otherwise 

have avoided saying.
They did the surgery the following week, embedding the nuclear launch 

codes in a piece of plastic mesh and tucking the mesh into the lining of his 
aortic arch. Four days later he was out of the hospital, six stitches beside his 
left nipple, hard black whiskers that itched and poked him for the next two 
weeks before they came free on their own.

Neither the doctors nor the codemakers nor the manufacturers of the 
mesh nor anyone else in the world knew the sequence of eleven numbers 
now hidden in his heart.
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“This is yours to carry around,” the Director of Special Operations in-
formed him. 

It was a slim black case with a small keypad embedded in it. In this case 
was, apparently, a knife.

Only the president knew the code that opened the case.
“You will carry it at all times,” the DSO said.

It was a new program, long-argued over, newly implemented. Before a pres-
ident, any president, could launch the weapons that would kill a billion hu-
mans, he, or she, would have to murder Chapman and extract the mesh 
from his aorta. To kill billions impersonally, the president must first kill one 
man in person.

Liberal lunacy, the Republicans had cried. A security vulnerability of 
the highest order. 

A moral proposal, the Democrats insisted. 
No taxpayer money will pay for this, the Republicans declared.
A private fund was assembled to pay for the surgeons, the hospital, the 

recovery drugs.
He cannot sleep in a government facility, the Republicans decided.
Ah, but the East Wing of the White House is a private residence, the 

Democrats pointed out, and a Special Executive Finding was produced that 
showed exactly this, enough to pass muster with the Supreme Court, any-
way, and therefore Chapman’s bedroom was fifty feet from the President 
and First Lady’s. He was in the Queen’s Room, with its own bathroom and 
sitting room, which offered a view of the north lawn and Lafayette Square 
and beyond that the low, humble skyline extending north toward Silver 
Spring.

There was a salary. Meals were provided from the private fund. He 
would always be within sixty seconds’ reach of the president—this presi-
dent, and maybe future presidents too, as long as they were Democrats. The 
mesh would not degrade, the launch codes would never change.

The president was briefed, Chapman gathered, on exactly how to insert 
the knife, exactly where the mesh was secured.  The president had practiced 
on a dummy. Possibly a cadaver. The DSO was not forthcoming on this 
detail.
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“He’ll know just what to do,” the DSO assured him. “It’ll be quick, if it 
happens.”

“Otherwise, I’m just around.”
“Just around,” she said, “and also representing all mankind.” 

The president insisted he call him by his first name: Leonard. “It just seems 
fair,” President Holt said, at their first meeting, just before inauguration day.

“I think I’d prefer to call you Mr. President, Mr. President.”
“Let’s make it an order, then. Just don’t call me Lenny and we’ll get along 

fine. You’re living in my house, after all, I guess you can use my real name.”
“Yes, sir. Lenny. I mean, Leonard. Sorry, sir. I’d be honored to call you 

Leonard. Thank you.”
“Did you vote for me? I think you must have or they wouldn’t have 

picked you.”
“Yes, I did.”
“Why?”
“You’re a Democrat.”
“Did you vote for me in the primaries? Where are you from again?”
“Virginia. Arlington. Yes, I voted for you in the primaries.”
“Why?”
“How much detail would you like, sir?”
“Just the executive summary.”
“I agreed with you on global warming, and withdrawal from the Middle 

East, and mass transit and high-speed rail, and I thought you could win, be-
cause you’re tall and handsome and funny and you don’t seem like a robot.”

President Holt regarded him from under his dark eyebrows. He was 
handsome, he was funny, he was more or less exactly what you wanted in 
a president, and he had won by an almost embarrassingly wide margin. 
“What did you do before this? I guess there’s a file on you somewhere, but 
honestly I haven’t looked at it.”

“That’s all right, sir.” Of course it was all right. “I mean, of course it’s all 
right.”

“You were some sort of government employee.”
“Yes, sir. In the Department of Agriculture.”
“I see. Doing what?”
“My field is soil science. I have a Ph.D. from the University of Illinois. 
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My particular field is erosion reduction. Farming without plowing is my 
specialty.”

“We can do that?”
“We did it for eight thousand years before we invented the mechanical 

harrower, and then we started plowing at depth and then we got the Dust 
Bowl. And we’ve been losing topsoil ever since. The pioneers were working 
with topsoil that was eight and ten feet deep. Now it’s down to inches in 
most places. We don’t have any left to lose.”

“Is that so?” 
“Yes sir.”
“Where does it all go?”
“Well, it just blows away. Eastward from the plains. It mostly lands in 

the Appalachians, actually. Eventually it washes down the Mississippi and 
into the Gulf of Mexico and then, pfft, gone.”

“And why did you want to do this, Chapman?”
“Because I believe it’s the right thing to do. To make you kill a man 

before you kill the human race.”
“I’m not going to kill the human race.”
“No, sir, I know. But I agreed with the thinking behind the policy.”
“A symbolic protest against blind, murderous indifference,” the presi-

dent suggested.
“Something like that.”
“So now there’s a knife you carry around that I’m supposed to use to kill 

you, if it comes to it.”
It seemed the thing to do to lift the case and offer it across the desk.
President Holt examined it, pressed a series of numbers into the key-

pad, and the case snapped open. The president turned the case around. 
“There it is.” A slim steel blade, a thick black handle. 

Perfectly unremarkable, in fact.
“Thank you for showing me. I was wondering what it looked like.”
“It looks like a knife.”
“Have you ever killed anyone, sir?”
“Well, not that I know of,” said the president. “Not yet.”

When the president was in Washington, which turned out to be most of 
the time, the very large majority of business was conducted in the White 
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House, which meant Chapman spent most of his time there as well. He 
settled in. The Queen’s Room was spacious and comfortable, with a four-
poster canopy bed. The adjacent sitting room, also Chapman’s, had bright 
blue floral wallpaper chosen by Jackie Kennedy. He grew to admire the 
changing view, the shifting colors of the leaves. The window glass was bul-
letproof, which meant a great silence prevailed. The silver darts of planes 
from Reagan National split the air without a sound. He was not allowed in 
the West Wing without permission, but he could roam freely through the 
kitchen and the staff areas and the basement, though only in the company 
of the rotating security detail that followed him everywhere, two big agents 
in dark suits, all interchangeable, all sleek and lethal under the direction of 
Antonio Paz. Chapman was a shadow, and the agents were the shadows of 
the shadow.

First Lady Marilyn Holt was a warm, short, fluffy-haired Italian from 
New Jersey, bright-cheeked and loud and unshy. She had been the other 
reason he had voted for Holt. “You slightly creep me out, Chapman!” she 
exclaimed one evening, encountering him in the ground-floor library, where 
he had taken to spending a good deal of time. 

“Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry.”
She fed him a manic grin, full of teeth. “The constant specter of death, 

ever warning us back from the precipice!”
That was the idea, anyway, he admitted. 
She performed a little shiver in her blue satin gown. “You were a 

professor?”
“No ma’am, I was in the Ag Department.”
“That’s right. No kids. But an ex-wife, right?”
“Right.”
“What’s she think of this?”
He had no idea. They had not been in touch in ages. 
“I don’t want my husband to have to murder you.” She extended a 

stubby, warning finger. “Just so you know. I think him having to kill you 
would be bad for our marriage.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Not to mention the planet.”
“Not to mention!” she cried. “Like an organ donor! You’ve donated your 

heart to the cause of peace on earth!”
“I wasn’t using it for much,” he said.



1 4     |    M Q R     W I N T E R  2 0 1 9

“Ha! Well, good for you, making yourself useful after all.” And she 
turned and sent up a great weary laughing sigh as she went away toward the 
stairs. She had been a prosecutor in her old life, putting away white-collar 
bad guys, and was beloved by anyone with a functioning brain, at least in 
Chapman’s opinion.

“You’re wonderful, ma’am!” Chapman called after her, surprising 
himself.

At which she turned, shot him a saucy look, and laughed again.

There were several possible ways things could go haywire. The criminal 
cartel now running Pakistan might be tempted to sell a functioning device 
to a brother Muslim for the right price, and this person might target the 
Russians for their backing of Assad over the years, among countless other 
crimes, and if a bomb went off in Moscow, the Russians, after analyzing 
the characteristics of the weapon, would likely retaliate against Pakistan. 
Or North Korea would, in a mad spasm, attack Seoul or Japan, prompt-
ing some action from the Chinese. Or the Russians, feeling emboldened by 
their recent successes in the U.S. elections, would engage in some barbarian 
field-clearing operation in Syria, which would then require some kind of 
international response . . .

Anyway, once the birds started flying, as one general had remarked 
during the hearings on Chapman, you couldn’t predict what the hell might 
happen. 

He kept abreast of the news. But it was his suspicion that President 
Holt would never launch a nuclear weapon, not even if the U.S. were at-
tacked, no matter the political or military pressures involved. The obstacle 
represented by Chapman barely mattered: Holt was simply too kind a man 
to do such a thing. On the other hand, Chapman had been wrong about so 
many things in his life that he was by no means sure of this. At least, if it 
came to it, he would be murdered by a man he admired, in person, rather 
than vaporized by an indifferent flash of cosmic lightning. He would be the 
last man murdered in the civilized history of mankind. Some consolation, 
that it would not in the least be an unremarkable death. 

“You must be at least a little afraid,” Mrs. Holt insisted, on a trip to 
North Dakota, seated beside him on Air Force One. “It must weigh on you 
somewhat.”
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He reflected. “If I had children. But I’m just me.”
“So you get to ride around the world next to the President and all you 

have to do is be there.”
That about summed it up.
“But you must be—are you enjoying it at all?” She gestured to the com-

forts of the cabin, the ample, ready food and drink. Herself. “You have to 
admit that in addition to being hectic and busy and endless and scary it is 
kind of fun.”

“I guess that’s not exactly my strength,” he admitted. “Having fun.”
She gripped his forearm and squeezed. “You are an unusual person!”
He wasn’t, though.  
“What about your love life? Tell me about your ex!”
“Oh,” he demurred. “You don’t want to hear that stuff.”
Mrs. Holt closed her briefing folder, fixed him with her prosecutor’s 

gaze. “Speak,” she said.
Well—a short speech. Just Carol. Lost, beloved Carol. A nine-year 

marriage now more than twenty years over. So long ago! Fellow scientist, 
fellow lover-of-the-plains, they’d camped on the tall tan bluffs above the 
Platte River in Nebraska, awakened to the humming of a trillion prairie 
insects as the first sun hit the grasses. The river glinting in its snaking bed 
below. And once they knew they would be childless, long trips north, across 
into Canada, the turf rolling and plunging, pressing northward to the tun-
dra line.  One last summer during which all the force of their several years 
together, all the unwanted sadness and frustration, had propelled them for-
ward into one glorious day after another, the sun appearing on the flat hori-
zon before five o’clock, whereupon it began embodying a series of improved 
versions of itself, first a flat, wavery smudge and then a deformed disk and at 
last an enormous orange circle, the very definition of sun. Shadows reached 
them from a dozen miles away. Underfoot the infinite earth, overhead the 
infinite sky. A perfect circle of both, meeting at the circumferential horizon. 
Even after the divorce he had remained semi-expert on the pre-Columbian 
tribal cultures of the American Midwest, traveling to the great mounds 
at Cahokia one summer and seeing in his mind’s eye, with the help of his 
guidebook, the great temples and avenues that had once stood there. Oh, 
they had walked on such great wealth, on that ages-old carpet of glacial 
loess into which the blazing star and buffalo grass sent their deep roots, 
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eight and ten and twenty feet deep sometimes, these noble grasses gripping 
the earth. An invisible wonder no one had understood they were destroying 
with their mules and plows until it was almost too late. And where was 
Carol now? Baltimore, or so he thought. He had not heard from her even 
when he’d been in the news so much, so he thought it best not to reach out 
from his end. The past is past.

He had not talked about himself in any detail for a while, not since 
the selection process had ended, in fact, but Mrs. Holt was pleased with 
this recitation, patted his arm in satisfaction. “Well I, Chapman, was in love 
with a banker from Germany—he worked for Deutsche Bank—and not 
only was he cheating on me, he was also engaged in one of those terrible 
fraudulent schemes through the Bank of Cyprus! You can bet I kicked him 
to the curb. I should’ve known better. But love is blind, isn’t it?”

“And then you met Mr. Holt.”
“Oh, I’d known him forever, I was just waiting for him to get going be-

fore I made my move.”
“I love him,” he said, without thinking. 
“Oh, well, of course you do, Chapman. Everyone does.” The First Lady 

took a deep gratified breath. “That man was made to be loved.”
The plane banked, began its long heavy descent. They were in North 

Dakota for eleven hours, most of the visit dedicated to visiting farmers 
and ranchers, Chapman’s favorite kind of trip as he was still susceptible to 
the lure of barns and livestock, rich with their odors of benign fecundity. 
Possibly it had been just this scent that had seduced him in the first place, 
led him to the agricultural sciences. But once they left the farms behind, a 
new item was introduced to the itinerary, the motorcade plunging north 
into nothingness along the two-lane blacktop for forty minutes before ar-
riving at a Minuteman Missile installation. It looked like zero from the 
surface, only a square concrete bunkhouse, but as they traveled down the 
elevator shaft into the hardened underground chamber, an aura of dread 
anticipation overtook them all. Only twelve of them on this excursion, 
the rest remaining up in the daylight. The missile operators were shocked 
to find themselves visited by the actual president, the man on whose sole 
command they would be asked to end the world. One young soldier with 
white-blond eyebrows began to cry, a welcome sign of humanity, at least so 
Chapman thought. Almost an albino buried here beneath the prairie. He 
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and the other operators looked Chapman over with respectful curiosity, as 
the man the president would be forced to murder. He wanted to bear his 
tiny scar to them as a sort of badge of belonging, but clearly they thought 
he belonged already. He shook their hands. Mrs. Holt looked on, her cus-
tomary air of amusement dampened, and then they were all admitted into 
the actual silo and Chapman stood with Holt in the chilly gray tower, the 
gray-white rocket suspended before them like a baby submarine, emitting a 
faint hissing, the sound of fuel being eternally circulated within its slender, 
vigilant torso. “There it is, Chapman,” Holt said. “What on earth we still 
have these things for, eh?”

“Yes, sir.”
Holt squeezed his shoulder. “Don’t worry,” the president said, probably 

joking, “you won’t feel a thing.”
Despite the drama inherent in such a visit he would have thought noth-

ing much of it, trips to military installations were commonplace, but before 
they left the site there was an impromptu meeting during which Chapman 
was made to wait in the operators’ break room, the meeting lasting much 
longer than anyone anticipated. Chapman read his New Yorker from cover 
to cover, including the theater listings, until finally Holt emerged looking 
grim and unwell and took his wife’s hand without a word. And on the next 
leg of the flight, to Santa Fe, Chapman was not invited to sit next to anyone.

What it meant he hadn’t a clue. But probably nothing good.

In the second year of the Holt Administration there were many consecu-
tive days and sometimes even weeks of travel, Chapman always dressed, 
as had been decided, like one of the Secret Service guys, the goal being 
to not seem too conspicuous. He even had an earpiece, though it was not 
connected to anything. Turkey, Korea, the southern tip of India for a con-
ference on Sri Lanka. Then Vilnius for five days of strenuous peace negoti-
ations with the new Russian autocrats, Putin’s picayune and dangerous suc-
cessors, most still dedicated to funding one another’s murders. Chapman’s 
days were spent confined in the decaying gold rooms across the hall from 
the Presidential Suite where the talks were held. He read, he took in the 
views of the Neris River beneath its castellated bridges, he eyeballed the 
Lithuanian television presenters, all so pale and formal they might have had 
guns aimed at them just out of camera range. Then it was on to Scotland for 
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a visit to the president’s ancestral homeland, the windstruck gray-sea Isle of 
Skye, where Holt stood on a cliff as the wind supported him, agents ready 
to clutch him back from the leaning edge, their jackets flaring. A week later 
it was Quito, where the altitude made Chapman gasp even as the president 
went striding along the city’s teeming hills without a pause. 

“All right, Chapman?” Agent Paz asked, urging him to keep up. To stay 
within the sixty-second perimeter.

Never better, in fact. Because observe these dipping valleys dappled 
over with little houses and avenues! Admire this triangular snowcapped 
volcano! Look at this reaching sky! His heart opening and closing behind 
his ribs like a flower, like a flame.

He realized what was happening only slowly. Maybe, he thought, be-
cause he was so close to things. It was several months before he recognized 
that they were visiting a lot more military bases, that Holt was spending a 
long time with generals and admirals behind closed doors, and that at the 
same time certain peace talks had reached a critical point, so critical in fact 
that they could no longer accurately be called peace talks at all. A multi-
lateral conference between the U.S. and the Russians and the Turks and 
Saudis and the new civilian leadership in Syria had lately come to a myste-
rious, shuddering halt— two days early—and now nobody on any side was 
saying anything. And it occurred to Chapman that in fact all the traveling, 
in one way or another, had been about building a coalition that resembled 
a complicated piece of origami, unfolding from and transforming as one 
faction shifted and intersected with another. At fundamental issue was the 
ancient question of the Baltic states, the bulwark they represented against 
the Russians, the slipping factions therein, the landscape prickled like a pin-
cushion with missiles. The new Russian oligarchs had warmed quickly to 
the idea that they owned the power to destroy the world and were pleased 
to let the president know about it, not in the most promising terms.

It struck Chapman for the first time that kindly, generous President 
Holt might not be up to his task.

He began, for the first time, to be afraid.
“Do you know, you’re starting to look like him a little bit,” Mrs. Holt 

told him. 
“Marlo cuts both our hair,” he pointed out. “And I have to wear a suit, 

so.”
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“No, it’s something in your face,” she persisted. “You’ve taken on his ex-
pressions. I guess that makes sense. You’re around him almost constantly. 
You certainly see him more than I do.”

“Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”
She rewarded him with a sly smile. “Should I be?”
He held his tongue. It was bright May, they were at Camp David, on 

the rustic back deck that overlooked the long wooded hillside. Mrs. Holt 
was standing, smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. He was sitting in one of the 
Adirondack chairs, shielding his eyes from the sun, observing her profile. 

“There’s something going on, isn’t there?” he asked.
She drew on her cigarette, tapped its ashes away into the breeze. Offered 

the minutest shrug. “Have you got a will, Chapman?”
He said, “Uh-oh.”
She looked over her shoulder at him. That fond cool knowing gaze, a 

little smile in it. “Well? Do you?”
He did. It left everything to the Soil Conservation Society, of course. 

What little there was: cash, mostly. “What about you?” 
She exhaled a long savoring sigh before she screwed the cigarette out 

against the rail. “I’m not going with him,” she said, toward the trees. “If he 
has to go into that fucking bunker, I’m not going. I don’t want any part of a 
life after—after whatever.”

“I can’t tell,” he said, “if you’re serious or not.”
“It’s going to be a close thing, Chapman.”
“Well, but—he would never.”
She faced him frankly. “If it happens, I’ll be with you. If he has to mur-

der you. I’ll help it be all right.”
The world spun a little on a new axis, righted itself. 
“Thank you,” he said. And then, “I’d like to do it outside, if we can.”
“I’ll see what I can manage.”
“Thank you.” 
This settled, she turned away and lit another cigarette. “If you have any 

interest in doing so, you should probably call that Carol of yours sometime,” 
she said, after a minute. “Now or never, maybe.”

It took no time at all for the powers of the federal government to unearth 
Carol Lampsky’s cell number and current whereabouts. She was not in 
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Baltimore but Atlanta, where she worked as a fundraiser for an environ-
mental education firm. Of course: sweet, slight, open-hearted Carol, whom 
you trusted at once, who could turn her down? She lived alone in a third-
floor apartment in Buckhead, nearby an assortment of restaurants and 
shops and civilized urban activity. That was new. Always, always, she had 
wanted to move to the country, had begged him to take a post somewhere 
far from everything even when none had been offered him. Why hadn’t he? 
Some sense of duty to his work— stupid, when anybody could have done 
it in his place. But now she was reconciled to the city’s pleasures. Obscurely 
this pleased him. She had developed in some way without him, maybe that 
was it. Their parting had permitted this. 

It took him a few days to convince himself to get in touch, but when 
he finally did one late afternoon from the White House library—under the 
watchful eye of Antonio, current head of his security detail—she answered 
at once, as though expecting someone else. “I’m sorry to bother you,” he said. 
“If this isn’t a good time, I can call back.”

“No no no!” she cried, in her old soft declamatory way. “No, it’s really 
nice to hear your voice.”

“Yours too.”
A moment’s suspension. “How are you, Harry? I’ve been thinking about 

you a lot. I still dream about you!”
“Really?”
“I guess because I see you all the time on the news. I tell all my friends 

that’s my ex-husband and they don’t—they don’t even believe I was ever 
married! But there you are.”

“Lurking in the background.”
“Not lurking. Waiting.” She considered. “Or not waiting, just being 

there. I think a lot of people find you a very reassuring presence. You’re like 
all of us. You are all of us. And he never gets to forget about you. Holt, I 
mean. He never gets to forget for a second that he has all our lives in his 
hands.”

“He doesn’t,” Chapman said. “Forget, I mean.”
“What a strange life for you.”
“Fairly remarkable,” he said.
“Something like that.”
The line hummed open between them.



M I C H A E L  B Y E R S     |    2 1

“I wanted to get in touch because I just wanted to make sure I had a 
chance to talk to you,” he said. 

“Well, I’m glad,” she said, after a moment. If she detected something in 
his voice, she wasn’t letting on. “I’m very glad.”

“I mean, we’re not getting any younger.”
“No.” She hesitated again, seeming to choose her words. “Just as long as 

we all have a chance to get older.”
So she had indeed heard it, whatever was there. And he was getting 

signals from Antonio now, a hard, warning look. “I’ve been thinking about 
you a lot too.”

She made a pleased, gentle noise. “Oh, that’s nice.”
“Actually, the First Lady told me to call you,” he said. “Maybe that’s 

something you can tell your friends.”
“Does she know my name?”
“Yes.” He savored saying it aloud: “Carol Lampsky.”
“Really! I always liked her.”
“She’s tremendous. You’d like her in person, too.”
Another pause lengthened.
“So,” Carol ventured, “there’s a lot going on in the world that’s sort of 

scary, and, you know, should I be, sort of, concerned about things?”
Under the ferocious glare of Antonio he found himself speechless. 

“Not at all,” he managed. “I just wanted to reach out. Maybe we can meet 
up sometime.”

But she heard his evasion clearly and said, in a neutral tone, “That would 
be very nice. I’d like that a lot.” The message had been sent. Get to safety, or 
prepare for the worst, whatever she preferred. To stand outside and accept 
the end. “We can catch up in person, I hope,” she said, her voice faltering, 
“sometime soon,” and in another moment she closed the connection and 
was gone.

And so he waited. Watchful. The summer came and went, autumn an-
nounced its arrival in a glorious long clear song of blue sky and orangeing 
trees. 

A piercing final note, the world’s last aria. 
He could hardly bear to watch the news, but he could not help him-

self. How did you make a deal with maniacs unless you became a maniac 
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yourself? The Holt he saw now resembled no man he knew: pounding his 
fist on the podium, his face twisted into an angry snarl. Passing in the halls, 
Holt barely looked his way anymore except to give him a speculative glance. 
A sizing up. Deciding where the knife would enter.

And still, maybe, a hint of empathy, too. If Chapman was not just imag-
ining it. The faintest possibility that it was all just an act intended to ac-
complish the larger goal, whatever that was now, not peace but at least not 
all-out war.

The briefcase always at hand. 
Chapman had not recognized until it was almost too late that for so 

many years he had been cocooned by—what? Not sadness, but by limits 
and loss, most of them self-imposed or at least accepted too blandly. And 
now all that was wisping away like morning fog and leaving him alight and 
alive. The pure source of being now revealed, activated, shining like chrome, 
like bright water. Even as the project he had volunteered for, risked his 
life for, been isolated by, was proving increasingly, maybe, a failure. Now it 
seemed he saw the world in its glory again, shining in the backthrown glow 
of the coming blast.

When the first strike came it was a portable battlefield bomb, low-yield, set 
off in the mountains outside Sevastopol, home of the Russians’ Black Sea 
Fleet, minimal casualties, the Russian ships scalded and scarred but still 
operational. Video of the moment showed how the sky flared and dwindled 
to a pinpoint. Then the picture stabilized to reveal the rolling fist of fire as it 
punched up, up, up at the sky. Georgian separatists, it was believed, reviving 
their old dispute. A strange start to a war, a strange act, but a show of force 
before a new campaign. Or maybe the rebels just wanting to demonstrate 
the weakness in the oligarchs, who were folding in several places at once, 
fighting one another. And all the more dangerous, unpredictable, for that. 
Possibly the attack had been ordered by one of the oligarchs themselves, 
in some indecipherable internal play. Chapman only caught slices of the 
conversation as at once the president was brought into the underground 
command center via emergency elevator. And Chapman, now with doubled 
guards, his ears popping, head swimming with the speed of the descent, 
was secured in a nearby anteroom, the briefcase on the tabletop before him. 

So the end of the world would begin at a conference table. 
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He had been promised light and air. The open ground. But Marilyn 
Holt was nowhere to be seen.

His gut dropping away, away.
It was almost five hours before anyone even checked on him, let him use 

the bathroom, handed him a sandwich which he devoured: crunchy lettuce 
and thick sweet ham, maybe among the last of its kind in the world. No 
notion what might be happening three hundred feet overhead. A thousand 
feet? He had no idea, no sense of what the elevator’s speed had been. Silence 
apart from the low breath of the ventilation system. Not a flicker from the 
lights. No shattering booms.

More hours passed. 
He fingered the scar on his chest and waited. 
It was dawn when he was shaken awake. President Holt. Leonard. 

Lenny. A hand on his shoulder. “Come on, Chapman,” he said, his face calm 
and full of love. “Let’s go upstairs.”

He stirred, stood. His heart pounding. “What happened?”
“It’s going to be all right,” Holt said.
“Where’s Mrs. Holt?”
“She’s upstairs. Waiting.”
“You don’t—you shouldn’t do this,” he said. “You’re not like this. No 

matter what’s happening, you shouldn’t. You shouldn’t, sir. Respectfully.”
Holt only kept a hand on his shoulder and guided him to the elevator, 

out into a back hall of the West Wing. No guards in sight. No one with 
them at all. No phones ringing, a subdued and vacant feel.

“Where is everyone?” 
“Gone home,” said the president. “We sent them all home. To be with 

their families.” Everyone scattering before the end.
The sky was just opening to the sun. The healthy, hearty tang of a 

mid-autumn morning, the browning soil swelling with muck and life before 
contracting for the winter. The last such morning in human history. Mrs. 
Holt was there in the portico, smoking a cigarette, flashing him a wan, shal-
low smile when he appeared. “Hello, Chapman,” she said.

“You’re here.”
“Of course I’m here.”
“Oh, Chapman,” Holt said. A look of sudden mad elation breaking 

across his face. “Chapman, I’ve actually done it.”
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“I know, sir.” He had wondered whether in the moment he would feel 
the urge to fight. But he had no fight left. He closed his eyes. That red rising 
sun, that morning on the bluffs. All that life enveloping him. And Carol in 
the tent beside him, sleeping. Blond hair on the inflatable pillow. 

An eternity in that moment.
He handed over the briefcase. 
“For me?” the president said, mildly. In a moment the president had 

keyed in the code, snapped open the briefcase. The knife was in his hand. 
He tested its weight. 

Chapman unbuttoned his shirt, bared his chest. “I’m ready, sir,” he said.
“Oh, no, no, Chapman,” said President Holt, laughing. He tossed the 

knife away onto the dewy lawn. “No, no. You don’t have the codes in you. 
You’ve never had them. What a cockamamie idea that would be!”

Was the president joking? No. “Oh,” he said.
“Just good optics, friend. Just a story. But an important one.”
“But the scar?”
“Just a scar.” The president grinning from ear to ear. “Just enough to 

convince you, too.”
“Then—what have you done?”
“Well, Chapman, I’ve gone and saved the world,” said the president. 

“Yesterday was just the last move. The final piece of the operation. They’ve 
agreed. Everyone. All our travels these past few years? We’re going to get rid 
of them all. All the weapons, every last one. The Russians wanted to take the 
hit so they’d have the moral upper hand, the moral authority to be in charge, 
so they could take the credit for dismantling their arsenal, and therefore 
we’d have to follow them, yada yada, and, yeah, you know, money-wise, it’s 
going to cost us all plenty. Plenty. But it was us. Me and you, Chapman. You, 
trailing along behind me. It worked! You, as my ghost. Everybody’s ghost. 
Or so everybody thought.” Holt bonked him on the shoulder. “You, buddy. 
It worked!”

Birdsong in the fading oaks.
It was going to be a beautiful day.
“Oh, Chapman,” Mrs. Holt said, touching his elbow. “What’s wrong?”
Well, it was nothing—only that for the briefest moment his heart was 

utterly empty, emptier than it had ever been. A huge expanding bubble of 
vacancy. His life a joke, a deception. And then, all at once, at the speed of 
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sound, of light, his heart was filled in again, filled to overflowing, because he 
saw that he had been of use after all. He had not lived in vain. Just the oppo-
site. He had mattered, mattered immensely. To everyone. Most remarkable 
indeed. And it seemed a mighty roar sounded in his ears. And the red light 
of morning came flashing through the trees.


