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‘But Mr President, I was asked to think the unthinkable.’ The fat guy’s tone was politely defiant. The Oval Office fell silent. Everyone else in the room knew that the President didn’t like being answered back. They also knew that he didn’t like fat guys. The fat guy didn’t know either of these things. The fat guy just sat there with a smile on his face, staring expectantly at the President. Everyone else was staring at the carpet.


The President of the United States reached into his jacket pocket, took out a little silver box, opened it, extracted a toothpick, and began probing the gaps between his molars. It was a technique he’d acquired since coming to the White House six years before. He knew it intimidated people. It also gave him time to think. Fifteen seconds passed in silence. The President paused in his dental assault.


‘It’s not that it’s unthinkable,’ said the President. ‘It’s just that I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.’


The foul language was at odds with the President’s pious public image. People who hadn’t met him before were normally shocked and scared when he talked like this. This time it didn’t work. The fat guy didn’t even blink. ‘I don’t think it’s that difficult to understand,’ he said provocatively.


Jesus, thought Vince, this guy takes risks.


‘Maybe you’re not being very clear,’ growled the President.


‘Would it help if I gave you a case study?’ asked the fat guy.


‘Not sure we have time for a case study, Mr Boyd.’


Vince was grateful. He’d completely forgotten the name of the fat guy. President Fletcher never forgot a name.




‘It won’t take long,’ said Boyd. ‘But I need a volunteer.’


‘Okay. Do it,’ growled the President.


Shit, thought Vince. As the junior member of the team he knew what was next.


‘Vince, I’m volunteering you,’ said the President, and briefly flashed his famous smile.


‘No problem, sir,’ said Vince.


‘Just give me a couple of seconds,’ said Boyd.


Vince hated these Oval Office meetings – something to do with the spurious informality created by the two long sofas. Not that the President ever joined them on the sofas. He preferred to perch on one of the green-and-cream striped chairs. This gave him about a foot and a half height advantage over everyone else. When the President was in a really difficult mood, he’d make everyone sit on the sofas while he sat at the other end of the room behind his big desk, his jaw muscles twitching with tension, his big hands balled in repressed rage.


Vince looked at the sofa opposite. Defense Secretary Skidelski was burrowing into his left ear. He extracted a small lump of wax and examined it. Jesus, thought Vince, Skidelski’s ear, Fletcher’s mouth, this is one choice gathering of human beings.


Alongside Skidelski, the much younger Vice President was hunched down in the sofa, his suit crumpled, his shirt coming out from his trousers. Vince knew the VP wore $2,000 suits, yet somehow he always managed to look like he’d just slept in the back of his car. He provided a dramatic contrast to the only woman in the room, Dolores Delgado, Head of Homeland Futures. Delgado was perched on the arm of the same sofa, looking poised and elegant, her tanned skin set off to perfection by a cobalt-blue suit she’d bought the previous weekend from Saks Fifth Avenue. Tall and slender, with strikingly high cheekbones, dreamy brown eyes and a carefully contrived confusion of black hair, Delgado looked more like a model than a senior member of



the administration. Most men assumed that a woman this good-looking had to be dumb. Most men lived to regret the assumption.


Sitting next to Vince was Jimmy Lombok, the President’s National Security Adviser and fervent born-again Christian. There was always something panicky in Lombok’s eyes, as if he expected the Final Judgement at any moment and wasn’t 100 per cent sure of being saved. Today he merely looked preoccupied, his massive bald cranium showing a light sheen of sweat. Vince had heard rumours that Lombok’s wife liked to pick up young Latinos and bring them back to her house for afternoon sex. Maybe this was one of those afternoons. Maybe Lombok knew this was one of those afternoons.


On the sofa opposite, Vince could see the fat guy struggling to get something out of his ugly plaid jacket. Hell, the guy was so obese he could hardly reach his inside pocket. When it came to obesity, Vince had the self-righteousness of a slim 34-year-old who never put on weight no matter what he ate or drank. With his dark, understated good looks, he regularly got the attention of young (and not so young) women around the White House, all of whom found him frustratingly loyal to his wife. This didn’t make them give up. The strains of White House life routinely put paid to the most committed of relationships.


The fat guy sniffed and wiped his nose with his finger. Vince averted his gaze and found himself looking up at the huge colour photograph hanging on the east wall. Astride the planet, riding it like a bucking bronco, was President Fletcher J. Fletcher, dressed in cowboy chaps and waving a lasso. His campaign manager had handed the picture to the new President on the day of the inauguration, assuming that Fletcher would hang the memento somewhere in his private quarters, maybe in one of the green marble bathrooms in his Idaho ranch. But no, Fletcher had hung it on the east wall of the Oval Office for all to see. In the room



where Harry Truman used to be photographed standing statesmanlike by a giant globe of the world, President Fletcher would routinely receive foreign heads of state right under that goddamn planet picture. Fletcher routinely enjoyed watching his visitors’ eyes creep up towards it; he relished the flicker of shock in their faces, took pleasure in knowing that not one of them would have the balls to say anything about it. How could they? They knew this was the essential truth: that Fletcher J. Fletcher ruled the globe. And Fletcher J. Fletcher didn’t mind who knew it.


‘Okay,’ said Boyd, now with a pocket computer in his hand. He tapped the metal stylus against the screen. ‘I just need to ask you a few questions, Vince.’


‘Sure,’ said Vince, pissed at the fat guy for using his first name like that.


‘How often do you eat meat?’


‘Four times or five times a week.’


‘Okay. Four point five ...’ Boyd tapped the answer into his PDA.


Actually, Vince was a vegetarian, but it wasn’t something to admit to around the White House. Real men ate meat.


‘Would you say your calorie intake is heavy, average, or low?’ asked Boyd.


A lot less than yours, thought Vince, and answered, ‘Average.’


‘When you’re shopping, do you buy local in-season produce?’


‘Hell, no.’ Vince laughed, remembering the times Lucy used to stagger home from the supermarket with bags of exotica from every continent.


‘How many people in your household?’


‘Two.’


‘How many cars?’


‘Three.’ Vince was starting to feel uncomfortable. ‘One of them we don’t really use much.’ Most days Vince used the Buick to drive to the White House, leaving his beloved BMW



in its garage. He knew which he preferred, but these days you had to be careful about driving a foreign car. Only last week a friend of his had been refused service at a gas station because he was driving a foreign car. That’s how things were nowadays. It didn’t do his career any harm to turn up at the White House each morning in a good ol’ American car.


‘How many of your three vehicles give you more than twenty miles to the gallon?’


‘Um ... none of them.’


‘The average American drives about two hundred miles a week. How’s that compare with you?’


Vince considered his daily journey into Washington from Annapolis. Then he ought to add Lucy’s research trips. ‘Well, I’d say that together, me and my wife drive about, well, I guess it must average about eight hundred miles a week, maybe nine hundred.’


‘Okay,’ murmured Boyd, using the stylus to tap more info into the PDA. ‘Do any ride-sharing?’


‘No way.’


‘How often do you use public transport?’


‘Never.’


‘How many hours a year you spend flying?’


‘Oh, that’s a tough one.’ Vince thought about the hours spent in Air Force One with the President, his twice-a-year trips to Europe with Lucy. ‘I don’t know ... a helluva lot. Say, fifteen hours a month? No, better make that twenty.’


‘Two hundred and forty hours a year. Okay, just a couple more questions and we’re through.’


‘Good,’ said the President, glancing at his watch.


‘Yeah, we don’t have all day,’ boomed the VP.


‘How big is your home, in square feet? Happen to know?’


Vince knew exactly. When they’d bought it a year ago the realtor had made a point of emphasising the amount of space. ‘Six thousand square feet.’


The Defense Secretary whistled. ‘You earn more than I thought, Vince.’




‘It needed a lot of work,’ said Vince. It hadn’t needed that much work. He’d been able to pay for it with the money he’d made during his six-year stint working in Hollywood.


‘How many bathrooms?’ asked Boyd.


‘Two,’ lied Vince. Why the hell had they bought a house with four bathrooms? ‘It’ll be useful when we have kids,’ Lucy had argued.


‘Okay. Hold on...’ Boyd tapped a few digits into the PDA. ‘This is a very rough calculation, okay? Right... What I got here is your approximate eco-footprint.’


‘What the hell’s that?’ growled the President.


‘Ecological footprint,’ explained Boyd. ‘It’s the amount of productive land you need to maintain one person at their current level of consumption. The average eco-footprint of an American citizen is twenty-four acres. That’s about four times the global average, by the way. Now yours, Vince, is ... let me see ... it’s approximately seventy-one acres.’


‘Hey,’ said the Vice President ponderously, ‘that’s a lot of acres.’


‘How true,’ said Boyd.


The VP turned pink. He didn’t like sarcasm. His smooth jowls trembled. He was used to being listened to. He was used to being respected. He was the Vice President, goddamnit. True, he had nothing too original to say, but his vacuous pronouncements were delivered in tones of such suave and sonorous authority that people often took him seriously.


The fat guy appeared to be fearless. He looked the VP straight in the eye. ‘If Vince’s standard of living were the global norm, we would need...’ He glanced at the screen of the PDA. ‘We would need 15.2 planet Earths to support everyone.’


Vince had to admit he was kind of impressed. He’d never given his personal lifestyle much thought before.


The VP sat back in the sofa and stared malevolently at Boyd.




It was Jimmy Lombok who spoke first. Holding the big red kerchief with which he’d been mopping his brow, he said, ‘That’s just plain stupid. No way is everyone on the planet ever going to be as rich as Vince.’


‘Maybe we pay Vince too much,’ said Skidelski, with a thin smile. The Defense Secretary made no secret of his dislike for Vince. He thought Vince had too much influence over the President; he thought Vince lily-livered and liable to weaken the President’s resolve on crucial issues.


‘Okay,’ said Boyd, ‘Forget Vince. Let’s take the average American instead. Assuming we wanted everyone in the world to have the same standard of living as the average American, then—’


‘Why would we want that?’ asked the President.


‘Yeah, what kind of dumb idea is that?’ said the Vice President, never one to miss the opportunity of lining up with power. Together both men broke into guffawing laughter. The Head of Homeland Futures gave them a patronising smile. She had long ago got used to being the only girl in a boys’ club, but that didn’t mean she thought men together were a pretty sight.


Boyd frowned. ‘You guys just don’t get it, do you?’


Vince saw that the President was getting mad.


‘Better make your points more clearly then, Mr Boyd,’ said the President.


‘You want it bite-sized? Fine. That’s how I’ll serve it up.’


Vince began to pity the fat guy. He was insulting some very powerful people. People who bore a grudge. People who found it worthwhile taking steps to end another person’s career.


‘Okay,’ said Boyd, ‘here’s how it goes. Globally, the average eco-footprint is 5.6 acres per person. A fraction of the footprint produced by our friend Vince here, right? But here’s the thing: it’s still too much. The only reason the human race is still around is there’s an accumulated bank of resources. But we’re using them up fast.’




‘Does that matter?’ asked Dolores Delgado. ‘Provided we got enough for ourselves?’


‘Yes,’ said Boyd. ‘It matters.’


‘Why?’ asked the VP.


‘Because having enough for ourselves won’t work for much longer. The planet is warming up. The sea-level’s rising. The ozone layer is thinning. The rainforests are disappearing.’


‘Aw, not all that climate-change shit,’ the President groaned.


‘It’s not shit. Within the foreseeable future the planet will be unable to support the present population. Not to mention a much bigger one.’


Vince glanced at the President, marvelling that Fletcher was listening to this kind of stuff. It was a reflection of how serious recent events had been.


‘Think of it as a kids’ party with not enough cake to go around,’ said Boyd, struggling to find simple metaphors. ‘The world population’s now reached 6.2 billion, and they all want a slice of cake. Only the cake’s much, much smaller than anyone realises. Oh, and most of it’s poisoned and polluted and getting close to being uneatable. And nobody’s broken the bad news to the kids yet.’


Boyd looked around. The cake metaphor hadn’t made much of an impression. He tried a different tack. ‘What we have is an ecological overshoot. We’re borrowing our resources from the future. It’s like getting a big loan from the bank. You’ve borrowed massive amounts at a high rate of interest, you’ve had a ball for a few years, spending money like there’s no tomorrow, buying everything you can lay your hands on, dumping all your shit in the yard – or someone else’s yard – and not worrying about how to clear it up, but now the loan’s gone and the guy from the bank is at the door wanting his money. And you don’t have any left.’


Vince realised that inadvertently, Boyd had just described Fletcher’s economic policy.




‘So what do you suggest we do, Mr Boyd?’ said the President, with growing irritation.


‘Well ... You could take measures to reduce the eco-footprint of the average American citizen.’


‘Whoa! Stop right there!’ said the President.


‘Yeah, stop right there,’ said the Vice President dutifully.


‘I know you’re hostile to green issues,’ said Boyd.


‘I’m hostile to dumb suggestions,’ Fletcher retorted. ‘How popular you think that’s going to make me?’ Fletcher leaned forward as if he were making a Presidential broadcast. ‘My fellow Americans. I want you all to be poorer. Thank you. Goodnight. And God bless America. Forget it, Mr Boyd.’ He turned to his Defense Secretary. ‘I thought you said he was worth listening to?’


Right, thought Vince. End of meeting. Great. Today was Lucy’s birthday. Now he’d definitely make it to the restaurant on time, thank God. Might even be able to get home first and pick her up from there. Yeah, that would be best of all.


Boyd was not deterred by the President’s caustic remarks. ‘I’m not saying you should make Americans poorer.’


‘So what the hell are you saying?’ The President was near the end of his tether now.


‘Look, Mr President. Our Census Bureau projects a US population of 403 million by the middle of the century. That’s an extra 115 million people.’


‘More Americans is a good thing.’ Fletcher stood up. ‘Sorry I can’t go green for you, Mr Boyd. Thank you for coming.’


Amazingly, Boyd ignored him. He just sat there. Who did he think he was? ‘I’m not suggesting you go green, Mr President. I’m suggesting you think the unthinkable. Like I was asked to do.’


Fletcher’s face grew grim. ‘The meeting’s over.’


Defense Secretary Skidelski waved a withered hand. ‘Just hang on, Fletcher, just hang on. I want to hear what the man has to say.’ At sixty-three, Skidelski was the oldest



person in the room, and looked it. His skeletal appearance was reinforced by the long, thin nose, which sat in a long, thin, scrawny face surmounting a long thin, scrawny neck.


‘Yeah, but I don’t want to hear what he has to say,’ said Fletcher.


‘Yeah, well I do,’ Skidelski replied.


‘Who’s the fucking President, you or me?’ snarled Fletcher.


Vince was amazed that Fletcher still dared to talk to the Defense Secretary like that. Joe Skidelski had become almost as powerful as the President. Maybe more. The man had spent years assiduously cultivating key figures inside and outside government. Now he had supporters at every level in the Pentagon, some who believed in him, some who were simply smart enough to see which way the wind was blowing. He also had supporters on the Hill, Senators and Congressman desperate to support the arms procurements that brought jobs and prosperity to their home towns. And he had supporters on the boards of the big electronics manufacturers who stood to make fortunes from the latest generation of smart weapons. He even had supporters in academia, especially amongst the young and the personable, those bright clean-cut ideologues who were steadily moving out of the universities and into the television studios where they boosted sales of their latest books by dripping acid on outmoded concepts such as international cooperation and the rule of law. As a result, the State Department had been sidelined and foreign policy was now effectively in the hands of the Defense Department. Now they had really important strategic discussions – like this one – without the Secretary of State even being present.


Boyd struggled to his feet, slowly heaving his vast bulk out of the sofa. Skidelski and the President were glaring spitefully at one another.


Dolores Delgado stood up. ‘Mr President, I’d also like to hear more.’




‘Me too,’ said Jimmy Lombok, stuffing his red kerchief into his top pocket.


The VP said nothing. He was waiting to see which way the argument would go.


Before Fletcher could stop him, Skidelski had turned to the fat guy. ‘Tell us what you understand by thinking the unthinkable, Mr Boyd.’


‘Solving the world’s problems by reducing the world’s population.’


‘Everybody wants to do that,’ said Skidelski.


‘Not in the way I want to do it.’


‘How do you want to do it?’


‘Drastically.’


‘What’s drastically mean?’


‘Getting rid of a lot of people very quickly.’


‘How many?’


‘A lot.’


‘How many’s that?’


‘As many as you want.’


‘You’re not proposing to get rid of Americans?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Is this ... this solution ... is it a practical possibility?’


‘It will be soon.’


Vince looked at Skidelski, then back at Boyd. He had an odd feeling he’d just heard a routine that had been rehearsed.


‘Let me get this straight,’ said the President. ‘Are you suggesting we wipe out millions of people?’


‘No, more than that. I’m suggesting we wipe out everyone except Americans. Overnight.’


The Oval Office went silent. The President stared at the fat guy. It was like nobody dared to break the silence. Shit, thought Vince, I’m in a room with a bunch of people who’re listening to a guy who wants to wipe out six billion people. He waited for the President to tell Boyd to get the hell out.


‘Sit down, Mr Boyd,’ said the President.


‘Yes,’ said the Vice President, ‘sit down.’
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A Few Months Earlier


‘The bald eagle?’


‘Yes.’


‘In danger of extinction?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re kidding me.’


‘I’m afraid not, sir. Take a look at this.’ Vince Lennox laid a graph on the desk. ‘As you see, it’s more or less disappeared from everywhere but Alaska.’


The President peered at the graph. ‘Shit.’ This was bad. This was very bad.


It wasn’t that President Fletcher J. Fletcher had suddenly become ecologically aware. He still found the whole environment issue a pain in the ass. So the planet was heading down the toilet? Hey, he’d be long gone before it became a problem. Some things were just too big to deal with. And he was well into his second term, so he didn’t have to worry about being re-elected. But over the last few months his aides and speechwriters had started putting pressure on him. They were warning him he could go down in history as the President who’d screwed the planet. Fletcher didn’t like the thought of that. He wanted to be remembered as a great president, a heroic president, the president who’d led the fight against terrorism, the president who’d secured American power across the globe for generations to come. That’s why the bald eagle thing worried him a lot. No way did he want to be the president who’d permitted the extinction of America’s national symbol.




Fletcher’s finger traced the shapes of the graph. ‘And now they’re disappearing in Alaska too, right?’


‘That’s how it looks, sir. The best estimate is six hundred nesting pairs left.’


‘What’s causing it?’


‘Probably PCBs.’


The President looked blank.


‘Polychlorinated biphenyls,’ said Vince.


‘What the hell are they?’ That was the great thing about his morning briefings with Vince. He didn’t have to front up. Six mornings a week, President Fletcher would get up at 7.25 am, shower and shave, dress, and take the two-minute walk from the White House residence to the Oval Office, to arrive there at 8 am. For the leader of the most powerful nation on earth it wasn’t the toughest of starts to the day, but Fletcher firmly believed that a relaxed president was an efficient president. Each morning as he sat down at his desk, the door would open and a steward would bring in a pot of black coffee and a bowl of oat bran with sliced apples and yogurt. Fletcher didn’t really like this kind of breakfast; he’d have been much happier with crispy bacon and two eggs sunny-side-up, but the President was allergic to eggs, and bacon without the eggs hardly seemed worth it. Each morning he comforted himself with the thought that the oat bran breakfast helped keep him slim and healthy. Fletcher hated the idea of putting on weight; apart from the occasional burger he stuck to a pretty healthy diet.


Fletcher always ate his breakfast alone, reading the forty-page news summary prepared overnight by staffers. Actually, he skimmed it, rather than read it, because at 08.30 sharp Vince would arrive and brief him. For Fletcher, this was the most valuable part of the day. Vince was a genius at separating the big issues from the small. In any age, Vince would have been useful; in the age of information overload, he was indispensable. Vince could take a complex event and reduce it to its essential components. He could, basically,



take a pile of incidents and make a story out of them. Fletcher could relate to that so much better than all those theoretical ramblings that other people threw at him. And he knew Vince well enough and trusted him enough to ask him basic questions that other people might think were dumb. If Fletcher needed to know what the hell PCBs were, or what was the capital of Nigeria, or where Burkina Faso was, he could ask Vince without embarrassment. He trusted Vince. This meant that by the time Fletcher started his daily meeting of the National Security Council at 09.30, he felt on top of the job.


‘Polychlorinated biphenyls are a kind of toxin,’ said Vince. ‘They accumulate in the food chain. Heavy PCB residues are found in salmon. The bald eagle loves salmon. Or so I’m told.’


‘Hey, I love salmon! Does that mean there are heavy residues of Polly-wolly-doodle-eniols in me too?’


‘Probably, sir.’


‘Well hey, it ain’t killin’ me. I feel just fine.’


‘In the case of the bald eagles I guess there are other factors at work.’


‘Yeah, right,’ said Fletcher vaguely, staring at his schedule. For a moment all that could be heard in the Oval Office was the hum of the air conditioning. This was turning out to be the hottest September in quite some time.


Fletcher’s main duty that day was hosting a State Arrival Ceremony on the South Lawn for the president of an obscure nation somewhere in the Balkans. Apparently this nation was of potential strategic importance, though Fletcher couldn’t imagine why. No problem; Vince would brief him. Vince was the son of his one-time best friend. The poor boy was only eighteen when his dad had gone overnight from Wall Street high-flyer to bankrupt, thanks to a juicy development deal in Wisconsin that went belly-up. Vince had just started college at the time and Fletcher had helped out with the fees, even giving the boy a monthly



allowance. Well, it was the least he could do: ten years before that, Vince’s father had given Fletcher an investment tip that had brought Fletcher a cool twenty million dollars in the space of a week. Technically it had been insider trading, but hey, what are friends for?


The boy was smart; he burned his way through Princeton, astounding faculty members with the brilliance and originality of his intellect. Aware that he had to keep well in with his only source of funds, Vince accepted the many invitations to go stay with Fletcher and Darlene in their mansion outside Boise, back in the days before Fletcher had rebranded himself as a rancher. Mind you, it wasn’t that big a sacrifice. Not every student could spend vacations by the pool ordering cold beers from obsequious men in white jackets.


Vince then disappointed everyone by going off to Hollywood to work in one of the big studios. His professors said it was a waste of one of the best minds of his generation, but Vince didn’t care. He made money in Hollywood, and became known as one of the canniest guys around. He was respected for his extraordinary ability to read a script and assess what was good and what was bad about it. He was brilliant at reducing a whole screenplay to a single paragraph, which he would print out and place in front of the top guys. They appreciated this, especially since Vince’s development recommendations were incredibly good. Vince enjoyed his work, but he wasn’t exactly using every last neuron of his brain, so when the call came from the White House, he didn’t hesitate.


The President had gone back to staring at the bald eagle graph. Suddenly, he had an idea. Fletcher narrowed his eyes and looked at Vince. ‘How much longer does this bird have?’


‘Unless we take action? A few years.’


‘Five years? Ten years?’


‘Nobody knows for sure.’


‘But definitely more than say, two or three years, right?’




‘According to the experts, yes.’


Fletcher brightened. The bald-headed eagle was going to become extinct under some other president. He didn’t have to do anything.


Vince saw the look of relief in Fletcher’s face. ‘This is a serious issue, Mr President. I think maybe we need to take action.’


‘I think maybe we don’t.’


Vince didn’t fight it.


Before getting ready for the State Arrival Ceremony on the South Lawn, President Fletcher had to make a pile of calls to European leaders. The bastards were trying to jerk him around again. They were complaining that America was wrecking Third-World economies by exporting heavily subsidised cotton. They said that Third-World farmers couldn’t compete. This shit got Fletcher really mad. Like it was America’s job to help Third-World farmers? Please. But he knew how to deal with those hypocrites in Europe.


Holding a laminated card listing the key points (thank you, Vince!), he gave the leaders four minutes each on the phone. After two minutes of joshing and casual chat and generally making them feel that they counted for something in the world, which they sure as hell didn’t, they got two more minutes in which he made clear that if they didn’t shut the fuck up he would a) slap import duties on European goods and b) tell the world about Europe’s secret dumping of toxic chemicals in the Third World. That had a result.


The only leader he was nice to was James Halstead, the British Prime Minister. Halstead was Conservative, or so Fletcher’s advisers told him. Fletcher had dealt with a Labour guy before, and couldn’t really tell the difference. They both seemed very keen to please him. Fletcher was nice to British leaders because for some reason they were still taken seriously in the world. More importantly, they were still taken seriously by the American electorate.



Fletcher couldn’t really understand why. But if his advisers told him it was good politics to give a joint press conference on the White House lawn with the British Prime Minister, then hell, he’d do it every now and then. And the current one wasn’t that bad. The handshake was a bit clammy and the breath wasn’t too sweet, but he was friendly and relaxed and easier to talk to than most of the real Europeans.


Fletcher didn’t like Europeans. They always acted so goddamn superior. Fletcher enjoyed putting them in their place. Occasionally, just to show who was boss, Fletcher would put through a call around 8 pm Eastern Standard Time, which made it 2 am in most of Europe. Fletcher liked making some European dickhead rush half-asleep out of his bedroom, terrified that an international crisis had broken, only to find that Fletcher just wanted a little chat about banana subsidies or some such thing. He could almost hear them shit their pyjamas with fear. It was great. Just about the only European leader he hadn’t done that to was the British Prime Minister. The only real problem Fletcher had with James Halstead was the man’s need to keep phoning him. He seemed to think he could influence policy in Washington. But Fletcher took as many of his calls as he could, because these days Britain was pretty much America’s only ally.


There was a small problem about the State Arrival Ceremony: the temperature. From coast to coast, America was baking. By early afternoon in Washington, it had reached 108 degrees Fahrenheit, or as the visitor from the Balkans would know it, 42 degrees Celsius. Washington in summer could be a pretty hot and sticky place, with temperatures in the high eighties or low nineties. But even in July or August, 108° F would have been remarkable. In mid-September it was just plain freaky. None of this bothered the President too much. Like many of his fellow Americans, when it got too hot, he simply upped the air conditioning a notch or



two. If anyone mentioned global warming, the President had learned to act relaxed and to point out that the highest temperature ever reached in North America was in 1913, when Death Valley hit 134° F. Not that he directly rubbished the concept of climate change. Not any more. The official line now was ‘the jury’s out’. This made him sound responsible and thoughtful while simultaneously doing nothing at all to deal with the problem.


On the South Lawn, everything was ready for the arrival of the Obscure Balkan President. The soldiers of the three branches of the armed forces who formed the guard of honour were all determined to put on a good show. Hanging around for hours in the grounds of the White House might be boring, but it was better than being given a transfer to a shithole base abroad where you stood a good chance of being blown up by some homicidal raghead in search of a shortcut to Paradise.


A security alert near the hotel of the Obscure Balkan President had caused a delay. The guard of honour had been standing to attention for a full forty-five minutes in temperatures now approaching 110° F. As the sound of sirens heralded the approach of the visitor’s motorcade, a soldier crumpled to the ground in a dead faint. A moment later, another followed. The chiefs with the ceremonial swords stared straight ahead.


The US Armed Forces Military Band prepared to play. A long black limousine came into view. The President of the United States emerged through the doors of the Diplomatic Reception Room on to the South Lawn just as two more soldiers dropped from heat exhaustion. Fletcher saw it. He was furious. Pretending not to notice the inert figures of the soldiers, he moved towards the limo as it came to a halt. A white-gloved marine opened the passenger door, and out stepped the Obscure Balkan President. Fletcher was appalled to discover that the Obscure Balkan President was only 5 foot 2 inches tall and was actually the Small Balkan



President. Fletcher felt he ought to have been warned. He was just over six foot himself and didn’t think people that small should be President of anywhere, not even of an obscure Balkan state.


Having exchanged a few diplomatic banalities, the two men walked over to inspect the guard of honour. To Fletcher’s relief, the wimps who’d fainted had been cleared away. The ranks had closed up, so you couldn’t tell anything had gone wrong. Fletcher just hoped that no more losers would bite the dust in front of them.


As they walked down the lines of soldiers, Fletcher sensed that he and his visitor looked ridiculous together. If he’d known the guy was a midget, Fletcher would have avoided the ceremony altogether, sent the VP or something. Fletcher didn’t think it looked good, him paying attention to a guy that small.


Later, on the dais, Fletcher made a speech. ‘We have common values,’ Fletcher told the Small Balkan President. ‘We share a belief in freedom, a love of family, and a faith in God. I am proud to call you friend.’ Unaware that he was the third head of state within a week that Fletcher was proud to call friend, the Small Balkan President was deeply moved. As Fletcher concluded his remarks, the Small Balkan President turned towards him with tears in his eyes. Fletcher realised what was coming and tried to avoid it by stretching out his hand. Too late. The Small Balkan President was embracing him. Fletcher knew this would look ridiculous on television. The top of the man’s head only just reached Fletcher’s chest. Any smaller and the guy would look like he was trying to give Fletcher a blowjob.


Later, having gotten rid of his diminutive visitor, Fletcher watched CNN and saw his worst fears realised. That embrace was just plain embarrassing. He dreaded to think what they‘d do with it on Letterman. Fletcher chewed out his media people about the Balkan midget thing on his way through to the East Room. There Fletcher signed the



Alaskan Wilderness (Stage Two) Protection Act, which opened up most of the remaining Alaskan wilderness to mining and logging. He then spent thirty minutes in the Yellow Oval Room meeting Inspirational Moms and Dads. This was part of the administration’s Strong Families initiative, and offered a much better photo-op than all that shit out on the South Lawn. Fletcher moved skilfully among the families, shaking hands and chatting with parents who’d been nominated by their kids as Inspirational Moms and Dads. He particularly took to Chuck and Geraldine from Great Falls, Montana. Chuck told him he worked an eighty-hour week running his one-man windshield replacement business, so Geraldine could stay home and look after their four kids, two of whom were diabetic. Fletcher was genuinely interested in their story. He liked meeting straightforward, decent Americans who embodied straightforward, decent American values. So much easier than all those foreigners. He spent nearly three minutes chatting and joking with Chuck and Geraldine before moving on to the other Inspirational Moms and Dads. Anna Prascilowicz, his media chief, looked relieved; this would play well on the evening bulletins, might even make up for the Small Balkan President incident.
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Nobody in California could remember it being this hot in September. Around LA the heat was buckling the blacktops. On Hollywood Boulevard the terrazzo stonework of the famous sidewalk stars was cracking and turning lumpy. In Santa Barbara a new record high of 119 F was being recorded. In central California’s San Joaquin Valley, a rancher was spraying his dairy herd with sprinklers to cool them off. In downtown San Jose the Cuban who ran the shoeshine stand at the corner of San Carlos and First was telling all his customers, ‘It’s hotter than Cuba.’ In Escondido the third senior citizen to die that day in the Sunnyside Care and Rehabilitation Home was still sitting bolt upright in his chair in the day room. Staff were too hot and tired to notice he was dead. (The Sunnyside Care and Rehabilitation nursing home couldn’t afford air conditioning.) In San Diego, so many old people were dying from heat stress that the city had run out of mortuary space. By 2 pm the dead of San Diego were being stored in refrigerated meat trucks. At 4 pm the Governor of California went on television to assure Californians that the situation was under control and that as long as people showed restraint in the use of air conditioning there would be no power outages. At 4.30 pm the first power outages began.


Cheech Lingaard wasn’t bothered by the heat. His Malibu house was fitted with a reverse-cycle modulated air conditioning system that maintained the temperature at precisely the desired level without switching on and off. Cheech hated the noise made by cheap air conditioning systems switching on and off. The state-of-the-art scroll



compressors that powered his AC were 80 per cent quieter than normal systems. It was definitely worth the forty thousand dollars he’d paid to have them installed. Or was it sixty thousand? Cheech couldn’t remember. Not that it mattered. Cheech could command twelve million dollars a movie. He’d even got himself a back-up generator so that he didn’t have to put up with the power blackouts. The generator was programmed to kick in automatically if the power failed.


Cheech looked up from the new screenplay he was reading, picked up a little brass bell, and tinkled it. He actually relied on his agent to tell him whether a screenplay was any good or not, but he felt obliged to at least read the thing. This one bore a strong resemblance to Dawn Raider, his biggest box office success, but then every movie that Cheech had been in for the last ten years bore a strong resemblance to Dawn Raider. He rang the bell again and made a note in the margin of here, where the hero at the wheel of his car shouted angrily at an old lady crossing the street. They’d have to change that. Cheech Lingaard did not play heroes who shouted angrily at old ladies crossing the street.


Maria finally padded through from the kitchen. It always annoyed him the way she dragged her crummy slippers across his Tasmanian oak timber floors. Those Tasmanian oak timber floors had cost a helluva lot of money.


‘Si?’ said Maria.


‘Glass of cold water with a slice of lime.’


‘Sure.’ Maria trudged off.


‘No ice!’ he shouted after her.


‘Sure no ice,’ she muttered and disappeared.


Cheech grimaced. ‘Sure’ wasn’t the right way to handle a request from your employer. He’d tried to get her to say ‘Right away, Mr Lingaard’, but it never lasted more than a day before she was back to ‘Sure’. It was just too embarrassing to have a shuffling maid who only ever said ‘Sure’.



Recently he’d taken to sending her home when he had guests coming. That was crazy. What was the point in having a maid who wasn’t around when you needed her most? Trouble was, he couldn’t fire her, not really. Not since the incident.


It had happened on a Friday. Maria had gone home at the usual time but returned two hours later because she’d left her house keys behind. She walked straight in on Cheech watching a pornographic film. That might not have been so bad, but Cheech was in the pornographic film. Cheech really liked filming himself in action. He preferred threesomes. Sometimes he did it with two beautiful girls, but what he really liked best was getting it on with a beautiful girl and a good-looking young man. They sometimes took a bit of persuading to let him film them, but Cheech Lingaard was very rich and very famous, and once he’d set up the locked-off camera in the corner they pretty soon got used to it. Cheech had quite a collection of DVDs stashed away in his bedroom, all of them of a highly personal nature.


Thanks to Maria’s damned soft-shoe shuffle, he hadn’t heard her come in. Well, to be honest, he was pretty absorbed in the action. Watching the guy screw the girl was very, very hot. Watching himself watching the guy screw the girl was even hotter. He had to admit, he’d kept himself in very good shape. The eyelid job, the tummy tuck and the deep lift had been worth every cent. It wasn’t easy looking this good when you were fifty-five. Not that it was all cosmetic. His piercing blue eyes were as piercing as ever, even when he didn’t have his coloured lenses in; his hair was all his own; those beautiful tapered fingers that had been seen in a thousand close-ups, those were all his own; and his astonishingly large member, spoken of in awed whispers throughout Hollywood, was completely and utterly all his own.


As the DVD reached the point where he shot his load over the couple, he’d freeze-framed it. That’s when he’d



realised Maria was standing in the room. Her eyes travelled from the screen to Cheech and back to the screen. Cheech had finally leapt up and screamed, ‘Get out of here!’ She went, all right. He assumed she wouldn’t come back. He’d sent a courier over that night with an envelope containing a thousand dollars. The next morning she turned up as if nothing had happened. He didn’t know what to do. Hollywood stars had survived worse sex scandals than this one, of course. The problem was, Cheech Lingaard was a prominent member of Acting for Jesus, a loose federation of actors and actresses who made strong religious stands on major public issues of decency and morality. Cheech had also gained a reputation as an actor who would not play in any movie containing nudity or profanity. His movies contained plenty of violence, of course, but that was different. Acting for Jesus supported Fletcher J. Fletcher, and had given financial and moral support to Fletcher’s re-election campaign. In fact, over on a side table in Cheech’s sitting room was a photograph of Cheech in the Rose Garden, shaking hands with the President shortly after Fletcher had won his second term. Cheech had also lent his support to the President’s Strong Families initiative, and often wished he hadn’t, because it meant having to pretend that he and his wife still lived together.


A couple of weeks after the porno incident, Maria had asked him shyly if he could help with a dental bill for her eleven-year-old daughter. As a single mother she just couldn’t scrape the cash together. Cheech had given her two hundred bucks. Since then, there had been several other requests for money, always with a good story to back them up. Cheech had paid each time. The amounts were escalating. Cheech just couldn’t be sure whether or not he was being blackmailed. He could have called her bluff and just fired her; after all, it would have been his word against hers. But he’d discovered that one of his secret DVDs was missing. He’d searched everywhere for it. The thought that a Mexican



maid was running around with a pornographic home movie starring Cheech Lingaard brought him out in a cold sweat.


Maria finally brought the glass of iced water. ‘Eez very hot outside.’


‘So I’ve heard. Thank you, Maria.’


‘Mister Lingaard. Is about Pablo. He’s not well in the heat.’


‘Pablo? Who the hell’s Pablo?’


‘Is your gardener. Please he may come in and seat in the cool?’


This was too much. He didn’t pay gardeners to sit inside his house enjoying the air conditioning. Anyhow, the gardener was from Mexico too, wasn’t he, or Colombia or El Salvador or some place like that? Those guys were designed to withstand the heat. ‘Just tell him to get on with the gardening, Maria, okay?’


Maria stared at him for a moment. ‘Sure.’


He watched her tramp back to the kitchen, her slippers slapping softly on the polished wood.


Twenty minutes later, Cheech Lingaard’s gardener collapsed from severe heat stroke and dehydration. He was rushed to hospital but pronounced dead on arrival.
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Two disasters were about to engulf the world. One would take the lives of 62,000 people; the other would take the lives of 38 people. One would be in Nepal; the other would be in California. One would get a few articles and a couple of pictures on the inside pages of America’s more serious papers; the other would dominate American newspapers and television for weeks. One would scarcely get noticed in the White House; the other would seriously undermine the President’s belief that he didn’t need to worry all that much about climate change.


In Nepal, there was a lake that ought not to exist. It was 6,000 metres above sea level, 2 kilometres long and 150 metres deep. Thirty years ago, it had been a glacier. Now it was millions of cubic metres of water. The water was held back by a terminal moraine of frozen rock. The ice that held this wall together was melting. A few hundred metres below this wall was a densely populated valley. The people who inhabited the valley had known for years that where they lived was dangerous. They had petitioned the government to do something about the dangerous lake, but theirs was a poor country, and as global temperatures rose, glaciers all over the Himalayas were in retreat, creating hundreds, maybe thousands of dangerous new lakes, and there simply weren’t the resources to do very much about them. Nevertheless, the local people were persistent, and a team of scientists finally arrived. The scientists took measurements and made observations and muttered darkly about the possibility of a GLOF, which apparently meant a Glacial Lake Outburst Flood. They finally decreed that water should be



drained from the lake in order to stabilise it. This seemed like a good plan. The local people were relieved. The director of the nearby national park was also relieved: his national park was a popular trekking destination, bringing much-needed income to the area.


A few months later, the work began. A team of forty engineers gingerly drilled a series of channels through the moraine. They didn’t have much experience of draining glacial lakes, but they knew it was important that the pressure in the channels shouldn’t be so high that it would break up the surrounding moraine. So they started near the top of the moraine, drilling a series of small tunnels that could draw off the water in a controlled manner. It worked. The level of water in the lake began to drop. But as it dropped, it left an enormous tongue of glacial ice suspended in mid-air, several metres above the water. While the engineers were wondering whether it might break off and fall, it broke off and fell. A giant wave swept across the lake, bursting the moraine. Within seconds, a hundred and fifty million tonnes of water was rushing down the constricted valley, taking all before it. Some boulders from the moraine were later found forty kilometres away. The water engulfed fifty-seven villages and a hydroelectric plant, plunging much of Nepal into darkness. In the space of half an hour, around 62,000 Nepalese lost their lives, as well as a bunch of British backpackers who’d been trekking in the national park. ‘Eight Brits feared dead in Nepal flood disaster’ wrote London’s Daily Mail. Other papers quoted a Senator who said the disaster was the result of ‘human stupidity’, by which he meant the mistakes made by the Nepalese engineers in trying to deal with the melting glacier, not the global warming that was melting the glacier in the first place.


The other disaster, the one in California, the one that would create shrieking headlines all around the world, was also caused by human stupidity.




Cheech Lingaard had been upset to learn that his gardener was dead. He didn’t feel it was his fault or anything like that, but obviously it was awkward and unfortunate and so he’d sent a large wreath to the man’s funeral and a small cheque to the man’s widow, who apparently was called Graciela.


Cheech wasn’t there when Graciela came to call late one evening. Her decision to go see him was a spur-of-the-moment thing. Graciela’s grief at the loss of her husband had turned to anger when she learned that her ill husband had been refused entry to Cheech Lingaard’s home. Maybe if Lingaard had behaved like a decent human being her husband would still be alive. A bitter Graciela had ordered Lingaard’s vast wreath to be removed from the funeral proceedings, though she’d kept the cheque; Graciela was a proud woman but she had children to feed. She also had a sister back in El Salvador to whom she sent small but regular payments.


Although the night was warm, the gardener’s widow shivered slightly as she approached the house. She hadn’t given much thought to what she would say to Cheech Lingaard, she just knew she needed to tell him to his face that he had killed her beloved Pablo. Graciela had never been to the place where her husband worked. She stood outside the gates and stared through to the house beyond. Silence. She pressed the intercom button on the gatepost. Nothing. She thought about breaking in and trashing the place. Stupid idea. The whole house was surrounded by a high wall. Winking red lights announced the presence of security cameras. On the stone pillar beside the eight-foot-high metal gates was a sign saying ‘This property protected by Cobra Security Enforcement Inc.’ and the logo of a cobra about to strike. On the other side of the gates she could make out the dull gleam of polished copper lamps along the side of the house. She realised they would be linked up to movement sensors in the yard. Even if she got over the



perimeter fence, she would certainly trigger the lights, maybe set off alarms at the same time.


Graciela pressed the intercom buzzer again, this time keeping her finger on it for several seconds. Again nothing. Frustrated, she turned and took a few steps back down the dirt road. She stopped and rummaged in her handbag, taking out a pack of Marlboro. She lit her cigarette and drew deeply on it. For a few minutes she just stood there, looking at the house and the garden where Pablo had died. She finished her cigarette and threw it into the dry brush by the side of the road. Graciela knew this was exactly what she ought not to do. The long hot summer and the equally hot autumn had made everything tinder-dry. There had already been several wildfires in the area. Only a few days earlier, mandatory evacuation notices had been served on the nearby Encinal and Decker canyons, as a five-hundred-acre fire raged in the Santa Monica Mountains. That fire had now been brought under control, but the situation was still alarming. For the forty-ninth day running, the California Department of Forestry had called a ‘high fire danger day’.


Graciela watched abstractedly as a few blades of wild grass by the roadside began to smoulder. Seconds later, they burst into flame. It was remarkable how fast the flames spread. The Santa Ana winds had started early this year. They dried out the brush and then, once a fire had started somewhere, fanned the flames with horrible efficiency. Graciela took a step back. The flames were spreading along the bank of brushwood now. She saw that the wind was taking the fire towards the house. She hadn’t planned anything like this. There might still be time to put it out. On the other hand, there was nobody in the house. If it burned down, nobody would die. Cheech Lingaard would get a shock, though. In all conscience, it was a modest revenge for the death of a man. Graciela turned and walked crisply away from the house.


Cheech Lingaard’s Malibu house might have survived the



fire if the gardener had removed the dry leaf clutter from the space beneath the decking and swept up all the leaves, dead limbs and twigs that the Santa Ana winds had scattered around the house. But of course Cheech’s gardener was dead, and Cheech hadn’t yet got around to finding a new one.


There’s something relentlessly democratic about a wildfire. A wildfire loves dry brush. A wildfire loves dead pine trees. A wildfire loves a patch of dried grass. But a wildfire, once it’s up and running, will cheerfully consume a fine Tasmanian oak timber floor, no questions asked. Within ten minutes of Graciela’s cigarette end hitting the ground, Cheech Lingaard’s house was ablaze from end to end. Hop-scotching around a few lucky homes in the area, the wildfire roared onwards, fanned by fierce gusts of wind.


At Dave Bruder’s thirtieth birthday party in his very cool Malibu house, the celebrities weren’t thinking about wildfires. When there’s enough charlie on the table to wire a regiment, people are above banalities such as wildfires. Dave Bruder had recently smashed all box office records with Blood and Water, a daring mix of terrorism and the occult, set on an American cruise liner in the Arabian Gulf. Of all the parties to be seen at, this was the party. Dave Bruder was hot. The idea of being directed by Dave Bruder was hot. Just to be in the same room as Dave Bruder was hot. So hot that nobody noticed the red glow in the distance. It even took the two hunky security guys outside the main gate a very long time to notice the acrid smell in the air. That’s because they were both behind a eucalyptus tree servicing a gorgeous blonde starlet. Almost half a gram of coke had led her to believe that a brief session with two real men would enliven the evening.


It was the starlet who first noticed that something was wrong. It still took her quite some time to focus on the



danger, because one security man was tonguing her gloriously erect nipples while another was penetrating her from behind with a vigour that she had rarely experienced before. When she started screaming, the security men assumed she was having a good time, and went to their tasks with renewed energy. By the time they realised what was really happening, a police helicopter was overhead. From a loudspeaker a voice was screaming at them to evacuate the house.


Flash fuels such as dry grasses and light brush burn hot and fast. In the dry conditions of late summer or autumn, a field of uncut grass can produce a ten-foot-high wall of flames travelling at 20 mph. That’s faster than a celebrity can jog. To add to the challenge, the trees around Dave Bruder’s house were mainly pine and eucalyptus. Wildfires just love pine and eucalyptus trees, because the resin burns at incredibly high temperatures.


The wail of sirens announced the approach of police cars and fire trucks. Out of the house poured the guests, none of them in a fit state to make life-or-death decisions, at least not the right life-or-death decisions. Among them was Cheech Lingaard. He ran towards his car, just in time to see it erupt into flame.


Convected air currents caused by the fire were now lifting blazing twigs and branches into the air. Driven by the wind, these were being deposited well ahead of the main fire, starting off new fires wherever they landed. Fire-fighters call this ‘spotting’, and it scares them. What scares them worse is when it turns, as it easily can, into a full-scale firestorm. Tonight, a full-scale firestorm was only minutes away.


Amidst the panicking celebrities, Cheech caught sight of creepy old Anastasia Baker, the doyenne of Hollywood agents. She had her car key in her hand and was struggling to open the driver’s door. Lucky Anastasia, her car seemed to be the only one that was safe from the fire. A blast of hot air hit the back of Cheech’s neck as an SUV went up in flames behind him. Panting with fear, he ran towards Anastasia and



tried to grab the key. She wouldn’t let go, so he tore the key from her grasp, giving her a shove that sent her flying to the ground. The heat was intense. He was afraid his lacquered hair might burst into flames. He opened the car door, put the key in the ignition, turned the engine, and drove off.


When dawn broke the next day, twenty-two Hollywood stars and one Hollywood agent were dead. The toll was terrible: fourteen Academy Award winners, eleven Academy Nominations and seven holders of a Golden Globe. (That still only came to twenty-two, because some of the dead were of course holders of Oscars and Golden Globes.) Two security guys were also dead, but nobody counted them. All over the world, radio and television programmes were interrupted to break the awful news to a stunned world. Many of them ran interviews with a dishevelled Cheech Lingaard, who told of his close encounter with death. Lip quivering, he recounted how he had tried in vain to rescue the aged Anastasia Baker, but had been beaten back by the ferocity of the fire. It was the finest performance of his career.


The blanket coverage of this mass cull of celebrities was so overwhelming that people not directly affected hardly noticed the extent of the fires still raging throughout huge areas of California. With more than 1,200 fire-fighters on the lines in Malibu, the state ordered in another sixty-five engines from as far away as Sacramento and San Francisco Bay. But the Santa Ana winds continued to roar into Southern California, in places gusting to 90 mph. In one blaze near Norco, east of Los Angeles, at least a dozen people were killed, none of them at all famous, not even in death. By the time most of the fires had been brought under control some three days and nights later, a total of 38 people had died, 7,000 homes had been destroyed and 95,000 acres of land reduced to a smoking, blackened wilderness.
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