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PROLOGUE: IN THE HOME OF MR BURNAM.

The moment our van pulled up outside that two-storey house, the one located deep within the interior of a particular ranch, two things immediately struck me as being quite out of place. 

First of all, such a peaceful spot really shouldn’t have been humming with so much excitement, nerves, and everything in between. The fever-pitch expectations had nothing to do with us, even as we unloaded a motley assortment of camera gear and microphones and all the other paraphernalia of a major television shoot. Usually such things drew immediate attention; even my own presence, as something of a “television staple”, usually got some small measure of acknowledgement at these events. Given the circumstances, my crew and I were quite rightly the furthest thing from anyone’s mind. 

Secondly, the enormous amount of very clearly armed security personnel milling about would’ve confirmed what we already knew; someone of the highest importance was in residence. Nothing could be truer than that. The man I’d been sent to interview... he may have been just one of hundreds I’d spoken to down through the decades, but there was something fundamentally different here. Something entirely new. Something...

‘Gentlemen; your papers, please.’ 

A small phalanx of security guards had detached themselves from the main group, approaching our little crew not at all impolitely, but with the sensible blend of self-assurance and wariness that made their formidable abilities absolutely clear. 

My producer handled the formalities, as the rest of us received some thorough pat-downs. I, however, couldn’t help but ask a question or two; once an interviewer, always an interviewer, it seemed. 

‘Mr Burnam spares no expenses, I see! Has the current American political climate caused any troubles for your client?’

‘It’s all purely precautionary, I assure you.’ Again, the security guard wasn’t impolite in the slightest, but his noncommittal tone betrayed a true professional. Our interviewee today, as expected from the man who had Governed his beloved Tennessee for two startlingly successful terms with steely calm and absolute integrity, clearly wasted no time on anything but the best. 

The guard went on, ‘Ok; right this way, Mr Cutler... gentlemen...’

It made sense that he knew my name; Billy Burnam had immediately accepted my network’s requests for an Election Day sit-down, even with the weight of such an unprecedented Presidential race on his back. A three-horse race! Trump versus Harris versus Burnam! Little in American life since 2025 had been predictable, to put it mildly, but a very serious third political party crashing the Electoral hegemony? That took the cake. Somehow, having an incumbent President stand for a third term in office, despite all legal challenges and judicial embargos, wasn’t the most startling thing to have unfolded.

That thing, or rather that man, waited for us somewhere in this house. 

It was quite clear that the entire Burnam entourage, the Libertruth Party, were awaiting the start of the count with their leader; the ridiculously large number of shoes mustering in the foyer proved this beyond doubt. And...

‘Welcome, welcome!’ 

We weren’t alone here. 

A woman bustled down the main hallway, forming something of a welcoming committee; she’d clearly been expecting us, just as I for one had completely expected her. My research had been well worth my time, as always. 

‘Mrs Burnam, I presume!’ I shook the hand of this flaxen-haired and quietly infectious lady, my interviewee’s somewhat riddling wife. A public figure she most certainly was not, despite her husband’s standing, so I hadn’t really known what to expect. It seemed I was in for a pleasant surprise; her face, awash with freckles and sunspots, was unpretentiously eager and inviting.

‘Thank you very much for having us! Especially during all this fuss...’ 

‘Oh dear; don’t be strangers! Come along now! Billy’s taking a break on the back porch at the moment!’ 

This surprised me a little. ‘He isn’t with his putative cabinet?’ Compared to a lot of putative presidents, Mr Burnam had famously kept his political friends very close indeed throughout the campaign.

‘Oh, well, the sitting room’s pandemonium at the moment. Everyone who’s anyone’s in there, I swear. And you probably know how my man gets sometimes, Mr Cutler...’

‘Call me Raymond,’ I chuckled.

‘Only if you call me Martha! Anyway. Billy was all, “Folks will vote for who they vote for; my geographical location won’t change anything”. He’s not wrong, either. Oh! Where are my manners! Do any of you folks need anything?’

The camera crew and producer all motioned that they didn’t particularly have any requirements, even when Mrs Burnam pressed the matter. 

I have to admit, while Martha fussed around them all, I found myself studying the room; it certainly spoke of the owners’ character. It seemed something of everyone in the Burnam family was represented here; the trophy heads of White-Tailed Deer to my right... the chaste cornflower bouquets in rustic metal jugs on the mantle... the well-worn horseshoes hanging to my left... all of it was masterfully coordinated by a deftly aesthetic and fastidious hand. “Rustic, but sophisticated”; that was undeniably the aura here. The only thing that may have seemed slightly out of place, at least to those who hadn’t done even the bare minimum of research, was a particular corner of the mantle devoted to the curious combination of a framed photograph of a very specific young woman, no more than fifteen years old, with a couple of stuffed cartoon-animals, both extremely careworn, flanking the frame...

‘Billy’s happy to see you now, if you want!’

Clearly, Martha had texted her husband to make absolutely sure we weren’t disturbing his rare moment of peace. Such consideration had to be admired... but soon enough she was whisking us through the cozy but handsome stretch of the living room, where it was just as Martha had claimed. It didn’t matter that that was far from a small room, despite the coziness provided by the great, rustic fireplace; it was absolutely packed with every sort of person imaginable involved in the campaign. Some were the behind-the-scenes types who I imagined truly made things tick. Others? Well, Mr Burnam’s meteoric rise had thrust more than just himself into the spotlight; there, grey suited and brightly smiling, was Chad Grayson, as perfectly relaxed, engaged, and engaging as ever in his slick gestures and keen inquiries. The dour, portly man to his right, chomping on a cigar, somehow managing to resemble both a proud Black Churchill and the anthropomorphising caricature of a particularly lugubrious bullfrog, was undoubtedly Mr Waugh Thomas. Other faces were just as familiar, be they clustered around the television or any number of news-tuned laptops, but we were whisked away before any of them could do much more than acknowledge us with nods and...

‘Howdy-hi!’

This remarkably loud salutation drew the crew and myself up short; there, barrelling towards us from the massed crowds, was one of the expected young women who made up the now-famous “Burnam Daughters”. I’d have put this one at nineteen or twenty, maybe twenty-one; presumably she was the middle child. Her beauty was unpretentious, but idiosyncratic, with her hair falling straight but beautifully chestnut. Her eyes were small but remarkably expressive, as cheery as her rabble of tombstone teeth. What’s more, while she certainly wasn’t obese, she was still clearly “larger than life” in both senses of the term, a bouncy personality. 

She grabbed my hand in both of hers, the handshake betraying her calluses.  

‘Ah! Hello there!’ I returned the greeting. ‘It must be an exciting day for you and the family!’

‘I know! It’s basically a party here, right? It’s interesting, for once!’ 

‘I don’t know; having a Governor for a father seems quite fascinating.’

‘More like “quite nothing”!’ She started snort-laughing at her own joke; her absolute whirlwind of amusement so honest that I couldn’t help but join in. 

‘Anyhoo; I’m Montana! As in the place, but also not! I’m not an entire State; I swear! What’s your...’

That exact moment, the air itself seemed to darken; the darkness seemed to emanate from a very specific figure, who approached us rapidly. A striking young woman indeed, poised and deliberate and tall, her height was matched only by those cascading waves of mahogany hair which floated behind her as she hastened closer. Somehow, in her elegant build and perfectly executed composure, she reminded me of Greek statuary... though, if that were the case, such a statue would surely depict the firry wrath of some breathtaking but utterly indignant Goddess.

‘Montana!’ She hissed. ‘Did you listen to anything we discussed? Anything?!’  

‘Awww; I was just saying hi to the...’

The eldest Burnam Sister, since that’s clearly who this was, massaged her brow. I couldn’t help but notice a certain tremor in the gesture, betraying an awful lot of very hard work. ‘We’re supposed to be hosting! At least... please. Please tell me you didn’t help yourself to the drinks table...’

‘I sure did!’

‘Montana! We’re hosting! We have to...’

‘But...’

I burst out laughing; hopefully this was enough to reassure the elder of the two girls. ‘It’s fine, Miss Burnam. Really! Montana was simply introducing herself.’

‘But it always starts like that! Then it’s... and... oh!’ She caught herself. Flushing slightly, she offered her hand. ‘My name’s Charity. Charity Burnam. You’re here for our father, aren’t...’

‘Naw!’ Montana cackled. ‘Raymond Cutler’s actually here to interview the horses; they’re pretty psyched to meet him!’ 

‘Montana; stop...’

I’m sure I registered some surprise, hearing my name being bandied about so readily. ‘You girls watch my show?’

‘Our father does, quite a lot. I don’t mind it, but please; you really need to have more of a stance on what you believe.’

Much as I could feel my producer goggling in shock at such a critique, I honestly didn’t mind at all. ‘Well, that’s fair, Miss Burnam. But I do think the last thing we need is more partisan news media; I prefer to “be the news I’d like to see”, if that makes any sense.’  

‘Ok. Understandable.’ Charity nodded curtly; she seemed eager to delve further, but was clearly feeling something of a time-crunch. ‘Anyway; Montana, get over here right now. Stop bothering the television people...’ 

That was our cue to make a break for it, apparently. We treated it as such, whatever the case, and made good of our escape. 

Stepping through the great glass doors to the back porch, the sudden and near-total silence really was as striking as it was a relief. A certain amount of low, frantic conversation still leaked through; that much couldn’t really be helped, given where the living room sat. But yes... what a remarkable and remarkably peaceful spot this porch was! The crispness of the air as afternoon turned to evening... the chiming the Goldfinches in the dead-of-winter trees... the grandly rolling hillside paddocks where, distantly, the incongruously tiny black dots of Buffaloes grazed in silence...

‘I’m telling you right now, gentlemen; this view absolutely never really gets old.’

I suspect all of us in the television crew startled a little; the contemplative figure to my left had been so serene that I’d barely even noticed he was there. He sat in repose; if his bristling moustache and brown suit weren’t already completely recognisable, the steely gravitas of those deep-set eyes was absolutely emblematic of the man who’d shaken up this country’s politics. 

‘Mr Burnam!’

His smile was quietly proud, a fatherly expression, as he rose to shake my hand. His was a firm handshake, brief but precise; he offered it to the producer as well, and the camera crew.

‘Now...’ he turned back to me. ‘For sure, it was a surprise when your network got in touch, Mr Cutler, but I can’t say I was disappointed. Quite the opposite, actually; your work has spoken for itself for so many decades now... I’m honoured you’d consider me a worthy interviewee.’

‘No-no! The honour’s all mine!’ I exclaimed. ‘You’ve redefined what it means to be a State Governor, and now the whole country awaits!’

‘No need to jinx me before the count’s even begun.’ His laugh was a quiet, one-note chuckle. ‘Look, I could stand here... really, take a seat, Mr Cutler; no need to be shy... there we go; much better. Fancy a whiskey? No? Fair enough. Anyway; it’s funny, isn’t it? Anyone could sit here and make some grand statement about “America” and “sacred duty” and all that, but really; those kinds of folks are pretty much all hucksters. No need to dress it up all fancy. Whether you’re a Governor or a President, you’re still just a public servant.’

‘“Just”? You really think you’re “just” anything?! You’ve ushered in an era where Democrats and Republicans aren’t necessarily the...’ 

‘Mr Cutler; the only measure of a politician’s success is whether or not their masters and mistresses, the folks who voted them in, are living well. I’m doing what I can as a servant, not an egomaniac; simple as that.’ 

I could only nod to this. ‘I must say, I was a little surprised you and your family aren’t waiting out the news at Government House...’

‘Well, look; nothing against the Tennessee Residence. As a Nashville man myself, it’s quite nice to have our Governor’s Residence in my hometown.’

‘I can imagine!’

‘Yes. But, first of all, it’s not even in our State’s capital. Secondly, it’s quite a popular historical site for tours and whatnot; why not let the folks who actually want to be there enjoy it?’

‘A fair point...’

‘Hmmm. Thirdly, I don’t know about you, but what we’re looking at here’s much more my scene.’ He gestured out at the ranch. ‘Now, I don’t know about you, Mr Cutler, but keeping fifty-head of Buffaloes in the city might raise a few eyebrows.’ 

‘Undoubtedly! Could be quite a public nuisance!’

‘If any of those scoundrels got out for some jollies on the town, so to speak, it’d be a lot more trouble for Pest Control than it’s worth, I tell you what.’

Despite the security presence up to this point, despite those steely eyes, my host and his family had made me feel so humbly at home that it was hard to equate him with the pivotal figure of the last four or five years, depending on when you felt Mr Burnam’s influence had really begun to take root. 

‘Sorry to cut you gentlemen both short there, but...’ That was my producer. He motioned to the crew; they were ready and waiting now, primed for the shoot. 

‘So... we’re ready? You’re all good to go, Mr Burnam?’

‘Absolutely. Ready when you are, please and thank you.’ 

The producer counted us in, then flashed us both a thumbs up.

Well, that was my cue. 

‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome back to another edition of the Raymond Cutler Show. I am, as always, your host Raymond Cutler, and with me today is a figure who has been, and will no doubt remain, a figure we shall all have our thoughts and views upon. Such is the nature of his position until last month... ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Mr Billy Burnam, Governor of Tennessee, current candidate for the forty-ninth Presidency of the United States, and statistically the most popular candidate outside of the established two parties in the entire history of our country!’

‘A pleasure to be here.’ His deep, even voice... I only realised in that moment; his voice betrayed only the subtlest hint of its native Southern drawl. It was honestly more of a lexicographic seasoning, or so it seemed to me. He stared down the barrel of the camera with the exact same calm that had reassured so many prospective voters; what you saw of this man was what you got, whether he was out on campaign or on the ranch like today. 

‘So... Mr Burnam... this really is quite the place you’ve got here. A buffalo ranch...’

‘Absolutely. It feels like coming home.’

‘Ah, yes!’ I remembered my research. ‘You’ve mentioned in a few of your speeches that your parents were in the business of buffalo farming.’ I gestured out across the view from the porch; I’d have to make sure the cameraman grabbed some b-roll of that. ‘That childhood informed a lot of your current thinking, didn’t it? Looking out at this... this view! It’s wonderful! So, I can’t say I blame you!’

‘Absolutely, Mr Cutler; absolutely. We had a good life, back in the day. Sure, we didn’t have overly much to our name, but we appreciated what we had, and didn’t really need much more.’

‘Now, it’s a well-known story at this point, but please; for the viewers at home, how did you go from being a Tennessee farm boy to the most powerful man in the nation? Did you always have that taste for civic duty?’

‘Well, yes and no.’ Mr Burnam chuckled, pouring himself another whiskey. ‘Let’s put it this way; as a kid, if I could’ve been anything, I’d have been a sheriff. Yes, a wild-west sheriff.  Probably still got that old tin badge my father made for me lying around somewhere... who knows; hardly matters. It was only when my folks had to sell up the ranch that I started to realise this country could be remarkably callous to its citizens; I suppose I was thinking of “agrarian reforms” at that stage, though it wasn’t as though I could articulate it.’

‘Oh?’

‘Mr Cutler, I was seven years old.’

‘Ahhh, I see!’

He ghosted a smile. ‘Yes, absolutely. Anyway. What happened was that my father ended up trying to make a purchase of a particularly large ranch next door to our own. The owners were getting too old to run it, and had already bought themselves a lovely retirement villa somewhere, so it made sense. Things should have gone smoothly; despite it being an ambitious expansion of the family business, a bit of a risk really in terms of returns, it was all completely above-board. He’d done his due diligence, I tell you what. But then the banks went ahead and managed to lose the property deeds. We gave them ultimatums; four of them, back-to-back. The deadlines were whizzing past their ears, but they didn’t have even the vaguest interest in chasing up those deeds. It wasn’t a legal requirement, for goodness knows what reason. They were under no real pressure. There was no regulations demanding an adherence to moral, rather than simply governmental, laws. Nothing. But when the deadlines at our end were reached as far as the handover of money went, the folks we were buying from took us to court.’

‘Good heavens!’ I exclaimed.

‘They were in dire financial straits themselves; that’s why they needed the deal to go through. Honestly, in hindsight, I feel pretty sorry for them. If the banks had done their job, we’d both have been perfectly happy. But the fact they were forced to by all accounts reluctantly attack us just to make enough money for their downpayments? That’s why I became a lawyer; if no one else was going to put a moral backbone in our laws, it might as well be me, you know? My marks were good enough that I had the very great fortune of studying over in Britain, as far as my PHD went. While I was over there, I soon began to realise that other countries were running themselves considerably better than what I had long considered, and honestly still consider to be, “the greatest nation on the planet”.’

‘Your distinctly cosmopolitan brand of legal service was extremely well received amongst Tennessee locals.’

‘Absolutely. It’d been a long time since folks here in America had seen a lawyer act as anything more than a glorified carrion bird; really, the amount of manipulation, snake oil, and blatant greed in the legal profession has to be seen to be believed. All I did was give folks the kind of advocacy I wish my folks had received back in the day.’

‘Were your legal successes when your first ambitions towards the Presidency came to fruition?’

He shook his head. ‘It was only after several clients independently told me they’d absolutely vote for someone like me in local elections that I even considered becoming a politician at a State level, let alone nationally. Apparently, I’m charismatic enough for what the press called a “meteoric rise on the Libertarian ticket”; I don’t see it, personally. I’m an old stick in the mud, really; I like freedom, honesty, and basic human decency. I felt the Libertarians, at the time, were the best aligned with my beliefs, and my beliefs seemed to resonate with them too. I don’t mind telling you; the National Convention in Reno felt more like a Papal Conclave. A bunch of the moderates were trying to manoeuvre me into a position of leadership, without my permission I might add, but history had other ideas. The Mises Caucus... the general feeling was that moderation wasn’t the flavour of the month, with Trumpism and Leftism and all that nonsense. They felt extremism was a vote-winner. Now, let me be quite frank here; I still have a soft spot for Libertarianism. I have a lot of respect for the Bleeding Heart School, which informs a great deal of my own political positions to this very day. But the mainstream branches of the party? It’s pretty much Republicans with more DMT and less regulation; the Mises Takeover was the political equivalent of sacrilege, if you ask me. They might not be Republican plants; that’s a ridiculous conspiracy without any evidence. But let me tell you, they are absolutely a symptom of American partisanism. If the Republicans and Democrats can manipulate their rivals into becoming “little sister parties” like we became, that’s a sign something’s gone terribly, terribly wrong. Anyway. Once I walked out of the Libertarians, things really started to move quickly and decisively.’

I remembered well hearing Mr Burnam’s firry but remarkably dignified condemnation of the direction taken by the Libertarians after the rise of Angela McArdle, declaring the growing conservatism a “symptom of duopoly tribalism, where the Libertarian becomes the Decaf-Republican, an opportunistic scavenger with no ideology of its own” and “the anarchic underbelly of a society that bends the Constitution to whatever interpretation suits it best, in the heat of the moment, without consistency, due diligence, or basis in the history of this great country”. It had been a major news story, especially with the catastrophic splintering of the Libertarians at the time; few could doubt this was when “Mr Burnam the politician” entered the public conscience, preaching a nonpartisan return to moderation, common sense, and moral values with his typically firm and fatherly brand of homespun wisdom. Within the same year as his walkout, he managed to pull off the unthinkable in the Tennessee Gubernational.   

Whatever my musings may have been, he kept going. ‘I was lucky enough to become State Governor in ‘22, back when this country was really starting to go into absolute partisan meltdown. My predecessor, Mr Lee, had managed to govern with such a blatant degree of ideological dogma, spite, and self-interest that I suspect folks were champing at the bit for any Governor who actually had any desire to enforce a civic rather than personal agendum.’  

‘Very true. Now...’ I straightened. ‘Your time as Governor of Tennessee has spoken for itself. You managed to dismantle Bill Lee’s overly religious bills in record time, while encouraging strong interfaith and faith-atheist dialogues and tolerance...’

‘Folks back then were starting to get a little foggy on “separation of Church and State”. Those foster care laws he came up with... absolutely mediaeval, Mr Cutler. It’s an embarrassment. I’d say it’s pretty clear, looking at all the evidence as well as basic common sense, that gay folks are just like the rest of us, as far as parenting goes. Some are dreadful at it, others are excellent, and each couple should be judged purely on their own merits. Besides, Mr Lee’s patronage of all those bizarre exclusionary religious programs mysteriously seemed to benefit his own religious denomination and very little else. Who’d have thought it? A quick but very firm word with the man about “conflict of interest” was enough for me to earn his rather sheepish compliance, I tell you what.’

‘You managed to create some of the most nuanced protest and hate-speech laws in the country...’

‘Well, Democracy demands that the citizens let their voices be heard. What it doesn’t demand is anarchy, dogma, or tribal factions. State your case with dignity, empathy, and an open mind, and we’ll listen. Go and join some ranting and raving mob, no matter what their alignment, and you’ll be laughed out of town all the way to the courts.’ 

‘And you successfully won people over to respecting various minorities, especially transgender individuals, without ever falling back on Democrat-coded handwringing or equity programs.’

Mr Burnam nodded. ‘I’ve said it a lot, and I’ll say it again; it’s all Ockham’s Razor, pure and simple. There’s no need to go through all kinds of sophistry and mental gymnastics to justify treating everybody decently. Really, there’s only three things that matter: folks’ kindness, folks’ consideration, and folks’ civic duty.’

‘Your “Human Beings Bill” has very notably used education to steer people away from “us and them” mentalities, and more towards common ground and classical, universal human values.’  

‘Absolutely. Because... hmmm... take the transgender nonissue; who cares what’s between someone’s legs? Are those conservatives all perverts? Because I tell you what; it’s not very Christian to get so hot and bothered about other peoples’ privates. Tennesseeans don’t put anyone... gay, straight, trans, cisgender, man, woman... no one gets to sit on a pedestal; not on my watch. Be a decent human being, and you’ll go far. I genuinely think the vast majority were relieved when I told them they didn’t have to think so ridiculously hard about it all anymore. There’s no laws to clamp down on who says what, simply education to put us all on the same page.’  

‘Exactly! The “Bill of Meritocracy” changed the employment and legal sectors for the better, by all accounts. And, most surprisingly of all, you also managed to create some of the most sensible abortion laws in the country, which have somehow satisfied moderates on both sides of the fence!’

‘As a Christian myself, please note, I’m very pleased that “personhood” could be satisfactorily defined as “the ability for cognition and sensory perception” for the foetus. So, Mr Cutler, I’m very proud of how Tennesseeans have pulled together to be a much more sensible bunch than before. The vast majority needed minimal prompting: tell it straight, and folks will respect you. But there’s still a lot this State can improve on. Gun reforms have been about as glacial as you’d expect; I’m not a President just yet.’

‘I’d say there’s a reason only thirty six percent of registered voters in Tennessee voted for either the Republicans or the Democrats in that particular gubernational; it would have been a record low turnout, if so many people hadn’t identified with your common-sense views. So, setting aside your tenure as Governor, I’m keen to ask a few questions about your current election campaign...’

‘Do your worst.’

‘Thank you... do you ever stop and think how remarkable it is that a candidate who was neither a Democrat nor a Republican has managed to secure such unprecedented sway in the polls? I’m sure very few, if not none of us, remember seeing a genuine three-way race.’

Mr Burnam leaned in closer. ‘That’s a question with a couple of answers. Do I think about it? Quite often. I remember how shocked I was to learn, back in the day, that most democratic countries have more than two politically consequential parties. I remember looking at how most of those countries have fared compared to our own, at least in terms of civic unity and average quality of life. And let me tell you; I thought to myself, “there’s got to be a link here”.’

‘An interesting thought,’ I mused. 

‘But if, as I think you might be getting at, you’re asking if I ever feel surprised that I’ve made it here today, then no. I said it before, and I’ll say it again; other democratic countries, with a wider array of options, treat politics for what it is. Round here? Well, these elections feel like a ball game; there’s “our team” and “their team”, and if we’re partisans for whatever party we’ll be danged if our team doesn’t win. I remember the British calling such folks “soccer hooligans”; watching a good ballgame doesn’t matter anymore. Same as our American politics. If you’re a “conservative”, these days, that doesn’t mean you’re fiscally responsible, careful yet meritocratic in accepting new customs, or respectful of the wisdom our ancient forefathers gave us in their writings. No; it means you vote Republican, no matter what, and regard anything outside party norms as “unamerican”, “liberal establishment”, or part of whatever tinpot conspiracy is the flavour of the month. Same goes for a lot of our “progressives”, I believe. They’re not thinking about advancing and upholding absolute universal human truths, the advancement of bold new customs with an open mind, and the erasure of ridiculous double standards when they go to the polling booths. They’re simply thinking “Democrat”, because that’s the most visible soapbox at the moment from which they can bellow their outrages and nihilism, advancing their own little tribe at the expense of everyone else. A government made of these two parts, and only these two parts... it’s just not going to work. The True Conservative and the True Liberal perfectly complement each other, in values, dialogue, and deed. The Liberal is the accelerator pedal, propelling folks towards exciting new ideas, while the Conservative acts as the brake, tempering excitement with tried, true wisdom. Neither wants to annihilate anyone else. Both are absolutely imperative to driving society safely, just like driving a truck. Do you understand me, Mr Cutler?’

‘I certainly do.’

Without once stopping to mug at the camera, Mr Burnam summed up, ‘That right there is a big part of why the quiet majority of Americans are so disillusioned right now. The cost of living, civil unrest, and cultural decay? A country as great as America should be able to take all that in its stride. But, as long as we have this “us and them” attitude within our own borders, at each and every level of society, that’s just not going to happen. I believe that our two major parties have a responsibility to remove ideas of “sport” and “fandom” from politics; it can’t be “gun control versus the Second Amendment”, “pro-life versus pro-choice”, or “teach about sexualities verses censoring sexualities”. It’s not the Superbowl here, with “winners” and “losers”. We’re talking about very real problems affecting, and even killing, real American folks.’

He paused, seeming to remember something. ‘There’s actually an excellent example of just how deeply into absolute nonsense this country has fallen. So, a couple of years back, my family and I had one of our many “movie nights”; we do this once a week, every Friday in the sitting room... we decided, after my daughters had looked up a few potential candidates, to have a watch of that movie called, I believe, “The Joker”. I’m sure you know the one, Mr Cutler.’

‘I think I do!’

‘Well, personally, I thought it was quite good myself. Excellent character work by Mr Phoenix; very immersive stuff. The film made some interesting points about societal apathy that, at least once in our lives, I think we’ve all related to in some way or another. And to my mind, and this is just my opinion, it did the best thing a superhero movie can do, which is have no superheros, and no superpowers or gadgets or whatnot. So, imagine my shock when Charity... she’s my eldest... imagine my surprise when she told me that this movie was a cultural lightning rod, back when it came out!’ 

Mr Burnam shook his head. ‘For whatever reason, it whipped just about everyone into an absolute frenzy. On one hand, you had, quite frankly, left-wing tinpots absolutely slamming the movie as “glorifying white male rage” and “romanticising nihilism and mass violence”. Meanwhile, on the other hand, right-wing tinpots were even further from the mark in their bizarre adulation; there’s a reason you can’t say “we live in a society” anymore without being quite rightly laughed off the street. That’s to say nothing of all those utterly ridiculous “alpha male” or “sigma male” types lauding a non-existent fictional person as “the epitome of man”, or the motivational and entrepreneurial sites with random screenshots of the Joker for goodness only knows what reason.’ 

‘The reactions were certainly visceral and confusing.’ I agreed. 

‘And that’s where the movie, to my mind, encapsulates what we’re seeing right now in this country. It doesn’t matter if they’re left, right, up, or down; folks have been finding all sorts of bizarre ways to take something unrelated to them and shoehorn in all of their own opinions. Funnily enough... and remember, it’s been a while since I watched it... but yes; I don’t really remember the scene where the Joker raged about “snowflakes”, or extolled the virtues of “the manosphere”. He didn’t mention any opinions on anyone’s race, certainly; no idea where those strange critiques sprung from. The movie depicted violence and crime as a horrific and very real consequence of societal neglect, not some great aspiration for “very manly men” or whatnot. If some strange individual sees that movie and takes it as an excuse to shoot up a school, I think that’s what they were going to do anyway, you know. And I definitely don’t recall any character in the movie pitching a crypto-based pyramid scheme to anyone, so that’s probably the strangest interpretation yet. Mr Cutler, I’m not sure what movie “the left” and “the right” saw, or told themselves they’d seen; all I saw was a good comic book film about mental health crises and the absolute monsters created when “the system” loses its way. I don’t care what anyone says... if it hadn’t been that particular movie, all the tinpots absolutely would’ve latched onto something else. Forget which “side” they’re on, or what demographic they fall into. Folks like that are always going to shoehorn their own fears, insecurities, and absolute nonsense onto the biggest and most public billboard around, whatever it happens to be in the moment.’

He turned to the cameras. ‘Folks, when we can’t even have a perfectly adequate movie released without some sort of societal meltdown, then you know we have a serious problem on our hands. And as we’ve seen over and over lately, it’s one thing for non-existent, completely fictional people to cause division and mayhem, but quite another when our own very real politicians are the ones causing that same inflammation.’

I nodded. ‘So, all in all, can you correct me if I’m on the wrong track? You personally believe that the Republicans and Democrats have a responsibility to get rid of partisanism in our country, but haven’t just failed to do so? Have they stoked division, would you say?’  

‘Absolutely. There’s probably someone out there right now wondering “Are they colluding together to dominate all of us, from the depths of Bohemian Grove”? Obviously not. That’s absolutely ridiculous. Like the rest of us, Republican and Democrat politicians are a bunch of human beings, flaws and all; for them, though, the worst of their flaws are existentially necessary for their line of work. Each party wants to keep its hegemony, so preparing for the next election is always going to be more important to them than handling four-years-worth of ups and downs. A two-horse-race, funnily enough, distracts our leaders from their duty; if, like jockeys, they’re racing each other to the next election, how can they pay attention to the specific cries of “the spectators”? If they’re throwing money at their campaigns, how can they fund their communities? If they’re telling everyone why not to vote for the opposition, how will our people know what they’re actually supposed to be voting for?’  

I nodded. ‘This seems like a good place to discuss what you’re offering the American people, as the “third horse” in the race. Do you mind if, for the viewers at home, I ask what informs the Libertruth Party’s policies as an outside force?’ 

‘To be brief, “Liberty and Freedom: The Best of Both Worlds”. It’s our campaign slogan for a reason, Mr Cutler, but that’s hardly the answer you were looking for. As we’ve already discussed, I flirted with Libertarianism before I realised it wasn’t really “liberty” the majority of those folks were espousing, so much as corporatised anarchy with some state-level red tape thrown in. That naturally left me wondering; if that’s absolutely not “liberty” as any normal person would understand it, then what is? We hear the word all the time, day in and day out, but what does it mean?’

‘That’s actually a very good point, Mr Burnam.’ I had to nod. ‘I don’t know I’ve ever stopped to think about it too deeply.’

‘Which is understandable. So, let me tell you: Liberty and Freedom are absolutely not found in some dictatorial crackdown, but they’re not found in some deregulated saloon brawl either. What we in the Libertruth Party aim to give our citizens is, and here’s a takeaway quote for you, “the Liberty and Freedom to live a way which earns no oppression, and begets no oppression”. Do you understand? It’s the Golden Rule. It’s the Liberation of being unfettered from circumstances, situations, attitudes, and words which ruin our lives, our families, and our prospects. Let me put it in my own words now; “Liberty and Freedom are the calm of the herd on a hazy summer’s day, while the ranchers keep an eye out for wolves”.’

‘I see, I see!’

‘If a herd of buffalos, farmed ones at least, were left out in the middle of nowhere, it wouldn’t last a month...’ Mr Burnam gestured to the rolling view before us. ‘It’s not just wolves, though not around these parts. Throw in diseases and grazing management and all, and you’ve got a bunch of animals that need serious shepherding, just like our people.’ 

‘Tell me; am I understanding rightly here? Liberty isn’t the opportunity to do whatever you want whenever you want, but the opportunity to live with as little fear or hardship as possible?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘And in your analogy, politicians are the ranchers...’ 

The moustachioed politician nodded decisively. ‘A good politician doesn’t palm off their duties to their citizens. That’s where even the traditional Libertarians get it wrong, to my mind, and where we in the Libertruth Party hope to do better by America.’
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CHAPTER 1: THE ANTI TRIBALISM ACT.
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‘So, as what we might call the “Rancher of America”, what does your definition of Liberty mean for Americans, should you win today’s election? Listening to your speeches and debates, and of course looking at the precedent of your Governorship, has revealed a few of the policies we can expect...’

‘Absolutely.’ He nodded curtly, perfectly composed, but the eagerness of that glint in his eyes couldn’t be dulled. 

‘However, other than certain televised debates, I suspect most of our viewers will know you for your remarkable proposals outlined in the Anti Tribalism Act, which plans to expand several of your successful Tennessee bills, and implement them nationwide. You’ve outlined in some detail the reasons for, and consequences of, our current polarised state. What are some of the areas you believe to be in need of government intervention, to put a stop to all this division and loathing in America today?’ 

‘Sadly... and it humiliates me to say this... sadly, Mr Cutler, tribalism is an endemic American issue. The Libertruth Party has thus committed to the Anti-Tribalism Act, to legitimise and civilise discourse about race, religion, gender, sex, sexual orientation... abortion, to be completely frank... for people to have differing opinions on these topics; that might be permissible, if we could clear our heads, set our own perspectives aside, and talk things through like adults. But no. “Right wing”, “left wing”, the nihilists on the sidelines... it’s a dang turkey shoot out there, and it’s got to stop.’

I nodded. ‘What are your thoughts on the issues of polarization around race? Is there a root cause of systemic racism in this country?’

‘Absolutely. I believe, Mr Cutler, that what we’re seeing here is a failure of education. Not just in educating those more fortunate than some in terms of the societal luck their ancestry affords them... which, let me stress, absolutely isn’t “all white folks”; the majority of us couldn’t care less what leather someone’s upholstered with. Don’t lump us in with those asinine, bedsheet-wearing imbeciles and whatnot. No; by our estimation in the Party, the issue is a lot more nuanced. The main reason I blame our current education for what we’re seeing now is that a great deal of our systematic inequalities, such as employment and whatnot, don’t stem entirely from judgements of appearance, though I’m sure that’s where it all started originally. Instead, as we in the Libertruth Party see it, the disparity of racial standards of living is due to a vicious cycle in which those folks, having been given worse working prospects back in older and frankly more ignorant times, often can’t afford the kind of education which would set them up for roles of leadership and influence. They could be absolutely the most qualified folks for the job, but without a Yale or Harvard old school tie round their neck? Without “the piece of paper”? Money talks disproportionately loudly, the way this country’s gone.’

‘So, you feel that racial inequalities extend beyond “folks wearing bedsheets”?’

Mr Burnam nodded. ‘That’s absolutely right. The media has quite a lot to answer for, putting racial violence and shock-news in the headlines, rather than methodically and clinically studying how we got to this point in the first place. Normal folks; they don’t tend to have enough time to go hunt down an academic article, so the mainstream media should fill the breach of social service. We need to openly analyse and address the inaccessibility to education, and the frankly appalling quality of education where regulations aren’t prioritised. That’s why part of the Anti-Tribalism Act, in conjunction with our Young Minds Act, will see public schools, colleges, and universities made absolutely free; we have to ensure the American people are free from ignorance. Indeed, for kids coming up from below the poverty line, a small monthly allowance will be provided directly to them at age eighteen and up, to ensure they can focus on bettering this country through study without the distractions of hunger, cold, and fear. Make no mistake here, Mr Cutler; our wider crackdowns on hate-speech will also be necessary to stop racism in its tracks, as will the use of “confessional-style courts” to ensure that potential criminals are being judged on evidence and testimony alone and not appearance...’

‘An interesting idea!’ I exclaimed. ‘I see where you’re coming from, but surely there are some who might accuse you of shaking up the legal system...’

‘I’d say to them, “absolute nonsense”. It’s not a “shakeup” in the slightest, Mr Cutler. Remember, all a “confessional-style court” means is putting private booths in place to protect the defendants from shallow snap-judgements. Now, compared to folks who wish to abolish the police or some other nonsense, I’d say that’s quite a practical solution overall, wouldn’t you? “Defund the police”... it’s quite ridiculous, really. I firmly believe that buzzword to be the most asinine solution to the problem that anyone could’ve come up with; we’d have a whole new renaissance of lynch mobs, hate crimes, and anarchy, without anyone around to stop them. “No police” means “no law”, no matter how many well-meaning but terribly misled pipedreams are put forward. What I can agree with is that our police need greater accountability, or even the prospect of accountability at all. Thus, I propose that internal police matters relating to issues of potential racial discrimination, the prevalence of which isn’t universal but can’t be denied, be presided over by judges, prosecutors, and defenders of the race in question. The prospect of such internal proceedings should make an officer think twice before disgracing themselves, their badge, and their country in the heat of the moment. Also, I think I ought to clarify; if the defence council is made up of the folks relevant to the case, that might also show that no one race is entirely out to stifle another one... anyway; between education and law enforcement, a fundamental shift to this country’s bedrock is absolutely paramount, but that’s not all.’

‘No?’

Mr Burnam was emphatic. ‘We need to make sure that, just because racism manifests as one particular race threatening the Liberties of another, we don’t make the mistake of universally labelling the first group as “culprits” and the whole of the latter as “victims”. We need to stop this ridiculous “us and them” nonsense, no matter who started it. Is the issue of, let’s say, African American hatred towards white folks a major threat to our country, or even to white people themselves? Almost invariably not. But can we allow the few who let their side down, those terminally online rabble-rousers hiding behind excuses of “jokes” and “frustration”, to commit the exact same crimes that beat down their own race? No. You can throw whatever mental gymnastics you want at me, but it won’t be able to overcome the simple truth: two wrongs don’t make a right. Double standards... saying “I deserve to take an eye for an eye”... that’s the brutes’ way out. The law is impartial, and that’s what we’re going to strive towards. I think that, if we all clear our heads, throw out the false equivalences, and remember that we’re all the same species, we can make huge strides in the right direction, in the next four years.’

‘This might be slightly tangential but, thinking back to what you were just saying about the police and the courts, do you think our legal systems have become increasingly political and partisan in their outlooks?’

‘Absolutely, yes. It’s an especially big problem with the Supreme Court Judges. Who on earth thinks an unbiased decision can come from a judge who owes their entire career and livelihood to a single individual, the President at the time of their appointment? We can’t have our judges eating out of the President’s palm. No. What I propose is that we have a system of Supreme Court Judges that functions separately from Presidential mandates; it makes a lot more sense for them to function, strangely enough, more like the Papacy.’

This certainly caught me off guard, and my surprise must’ve shown. Mr Burnam immediately clarified, ‘What I mean by that is this: the Supreme Court ought to be a group of our most experienced, most qualified judges, just as Cardinals are technically the most experienced and qualified Bishops in Catholicism. When one of this group reaches a newly imposed age-limit of seventy-five, which ensures their mental clarity and cultural currency while maintaining experience, or is kicked out for impropriety or crime, the “Council of Judges” will convene to pick a new member from the candidates who match up to very the stringent criteria. I strongly suspect this would see Supreme Court Judges being far less toadying to whoever appointed them; it’ll make them unaligned with partisan ideologies. Instead, their ideology will be the legal system taught to them in academia which, along with practical “front-line service” at all lower levels of the judiciary, is where they will gain the necessary qualifications to take the job in the first place.’  

‘I could see that happening, yes. By the way, I believe another of the tribal divisions in this country you’ve discussed at some length during your campaign is the matter of sexism...’

‘To be frank, Mr Cutler, I struggle to think of a more ridiculous reason for so many folks to disagree so viciously with each other. There hasn’t been a single study by reputable experts that’s discredited the idea that men and women are just as physically, cognitively, and socially competent as each other; a weightlifter for our nation’s women’s team is going to have a dang sight more physical prowess than the average American man, just as many individual single fathers out there will prove far more caring and nurturing than the average American mother. Alternately, there will be frail and weak women, and absolutely hideous brutes of fathers; it’s completely individual. The fact I even have to say this, in this day and age, is fairly embarrassing, but here we go: each of the universally greatest achievements of humanity have been accomplished by men and women alike, while each of the vilest, most out of pocket crimes have also been perpetrated by folks no matter what their sex. The fact this nonissue still has any kind of relevance is completely asinine, isn’t it?’  

‘You would think we would’ve moved on by now. But tell me; where are some of the areas you’ve identified as being riddled with sexism?’

Mr Burnam sighed a ruminative sigh. ‘A while ago, perhaps a year or two, my family and I sat down to watch some of those newer Disney Star Wars movies. It was Movie Night again, and my wife is of a generation where Star Wars is very nostalgic. Well, Charity and Montana... hmmm...’ He paused. With great dignity, he collected himself. ‘Well, Charity, Montana, and Cheyenne; my daughters...’

‘Ah, yes! Montana and Charity introduced themselves to me when I arrived. Very charming young ladies you’ve raised here, Mr Burnam!’

‘Heh. Quite a handful, aren’t they? But, you know, that’s just part of their considerable charms. Anyway; they were complaining quite bitterly about having to watch these particular movies, because they’re “stupidly written” and “the fans are horrible”. The second point they made, or rather Charity made, is where we see the underbelly of American sexism. No one could deny that those films were an absolute turkey shoot, when you look at their almost impressive incoherence. Movie-goers fairly and rationally criticising those aspects are absolutely not the problem here, no matter what some die-hards think. No; I’m more alarmed by the amount of criticism stemming from
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