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				Praise for Mark O’Connell’s

			

			NOTES FROM AN APOCALYPSE

			
				“Smart, funny, irreverent, and philosophically rich.”

				—The Wall Street Journal

				“A fitting travelogue for our stationary moment….O’Connell’s ‘future-dread’ haltingly yields to faith in humanity’s resilience, resourcefulness, and capacity for cooperation.”

				—The New Yorker

				“Anyone with open eyes lives today bound by apocalyptic fears for the future and the maddening sameness that defines the present day. Notes from an Apocalypse is a penetrating investigation into that new uncanny, which shapes both our collective indifference and our climate rage.”

				—David Wallace-Wells, author of The Uninhabitable Earth

				“Notes from an Apocalypse is such a fantastic book. It’s harrowing, tenderhearted, and funny as hell. O’Connell proves himself to be a genius guide through all the circles of imagined and anticipated doom.”

				—Jenny Offill, author of Weather and Dept. of Speculation

				
				“A gonzo travelogue meets philosophical meditation on the impermanence of human life in the age of climate decline….Deeply funny and life-affirming, with a warm, generous outlook even on the most challenging of subjects.”

				—Esquire

				“O’Connell’s tender, amused evocation of fatherly love is one of the best things about the book and a vivid reminder of how high the stakes are….Imagine a cross between Bill Bryson and David Foster Wallace.”

				—The Times (London)

				“Smart and surprisingly fun….A thoughtful reflection on why we prepare for the end of everything.”

				—GQ

				“O’Connell’s book reaffirms something that feels endangered—it’s still worthwhile to reject nihilism and turn toward joy.”

				—Wired

				“An eerily prescient mix of confession, political critique, meditation and comic monologue on living in the face of death….In this reflective, hilarious and disturbing page-turner, O’Connell makes a compelling case that connecting with nature and each other is the best way to calm our apocalyptic dread—and it might even increase our prospects of avoiding the worst.”

				—Nature

				
				“O’Connell is a wry and skeptical stand-in for the reader. There is a comfort in his prose. You get the sense this writer is taking time to order his experience, to bring coherence to his anxieties—and, by extension, to some of mine.”

				—Sebastian Stockman, The Boston Globe

				“Delightful….A wryly amusing tour of the end of the world.”

				—Financial Times

				“The brilliance of the book…lies in the analysis. O’Connell is bitingly clever….[But] the best parts of the book…are the personal ones….This is ultimately, surprisingly, a hopeful book….It is brilliantly done.”

				—The Sunday Times (London)

				“A fascinating insight into a species obsessed with its own demise—and into the ways humankind is trying to confront the hard-to-bear reality of climate change….Oddly uplifting.”

				—The Economist
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			Adults keep saying: “We owe it to the young people to give them hope.” But I don’t want your hope. I don’t want you to be hopeful. I want you to panic. I want you to feel the fear I feel every day. And then I want you to act. I want you to act as you would in a crisis. I want you to act as if our house is on fire. Because it is.

				—Greta Thunberg

				These times of ours are ordinary times, a slice of life like any other. Who can bear to hear this, or who will consider it?

				—Annie Dillard
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			NOTES ON THE MOST RECENT APOCALYPSE

			This book’s timing was, from a purely mercenary perspective, impeccable. When I decided in 2016 to write a book about the end of the world, its premise was that it was always, in one way or another, the end of the world somewhere. But, surely––surely!—spring of 2020 was some kind of special case. In the month before my book was due to be published, the world, though it could not be said to be outright ending, was undergoing convulsions of such strange totality that the language of the apocalypse seemed the only way of expressing the confusion and foreboding that thickened the air. Everything seemed unprecedentedly weird and terrible. There were persistent rumors that the army was going to be called in to enforce social distancing on the streets of Dublin, where I live. The Internet was awash with footage of empty supermarket shelves, of outright thuggery in the toilet paper aisles. It was announced that the Irish Museum of Modern Art was to be closed down so that its premises could be used as a temporary mortuary. That one, I have to admit, really got me. Because the unequivocal message was this: the future is here, and there is no space in it for art, because that space is needed for corpses.

			
			So yes: a wonderful time to be publishing a book about the end of the world. Interviewers, and some reviewers, half-jokingly insinuated that I must have known something the rest of the world had not. To be clear: I knew no such thing. Despite having written an entire book about apocalyptic anxieties, I was no more prepared for whatever this was than the next person. There were moments, in the early days of the pandemic, when the dramatic ironies surrounding the book’s publication seemed excessive in their forcefulness and their profusion. For instance: the moment when a UPS guy wearing a mask left a box containing my author copies of the book on my doorstep, which I opened wearing plastic gloves. (At this point, you may remember, the conversation around the virus was all about surface rather than airborne transmission.) As I held my book for the first time––a moment every author anticipates as one of both closure and beginning––I tried not to breathe in too deeply and wondered what the likelihood was of my getting the apocalyptic virus from my own book about the apocalypse. Bad enough to die, I thought, but to die one of those ironic and therefore ultimately trivial deaths? No thanks.

			That book I held in my plastic-gloved hands, which you now hold in yours, is about the anxieties of just such apocalyptic scenarios, and the men and women––though mostly men, for reasons that we will get into in due course––who are preparing to encounter the end of the world. It’s about the fear of apocalypse, and the desire for it. When you read the chapter about a visit to the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone, you will note a fascination with empty streets and abandoned buildings. I linger, in these pages, on deserted playgrounds and shuttered schools. In late March last year, about a week into Ireland’s lockdown, I was adapting this chapter for publication in, of all things, a special travel issue of The New York Times Magazine. One evening, after finishing work for the day, I went for a walk around my neighborhood, a densely populated community in Dublin’s north inner city that a few weeks previously had been a thriving urban village echoing with young voices in many languages, with music and life. I walked for fifteen minutes, and the only living creatures I encountered were an old woman warily putting her bin out on the street and a tomcat on a high wall, emitting a weird and lonesome keening. It was as though the themes I had spent years exploring had suddenly emerged out of the murk of abstraction, and into the harsh light of what we must now call reality. It was not the Zone, but neither was it the world I knew. It might not have been the end of the world, but it certainly felt like it.

			
			There was a time, in those early days of the pandemic, when it seemed as though the doomsday preppers I write about in this book might have been wiser than I had given them credit for. It seemed, for a time, as if we might all be about to go full prepper (or to wish we had already done so). People were talking about supply chains, distribution networks—worrying about whether they would hold up and what would happen if they didn’t. In the years I was writing Notes from an Apocalypse, I had bought quite a few prepper books––practical guides to surviving doomsday scenarios, filled with information on stockpiling foods, water filtration techniques, and so on. I had read these books at the time in a spirit of more or less scholarly interest, and at a more or less ironic distance. But in March 2020, I found myself taking those books down off the shelf and scanning through their indexes––“immune response, raising,” “looting (see home security),” “pandemics,” “panic, avoidance of”––in a manner that felt remarkably different to how I had scanned through them in the past. The ironic distance had closed. Perhaps there was more to be learned from these books than what contemporary apocalyptic anxieties, and ideas of planning and preparation, can tell us about our current civilizational malaise. Perhaps I might actually need to know how to filter water or not be eaten by cannibals.

			
			In the years I spent seeking out groups of people who held deep anxieties about civilizational collapse, I encountered visions of the world that were unapologetically bleak. Many of the people I write about in this book view society as a fragile edifice, a thin veneer of behavioral norms over the abyss of greed and violence that is the truth of human nature. Among preppers, a preferred way of reacting to crisis is to batten down the hatches and retreat to one’s home, lavishly stocked with food and supplies and, in many cases, weapons. This is referred to as “bugging in,” a measure taken to protect oneself and one’s family. For much of that spring, when toilet roll seemed like it might be about to become a de facto currency, there was an obvious sense in which this was precisely what many of us were doing.

			But there was a crucial difference between how most of us responded to the pandemic of 2020 and the vision of the preppers, one that is ethical and deeply political. Preppers—like the superrich who plan to fly to secure and remote locations in their private jets—isolate themselves out of pure self-protection, a belief that other people are fundamentally threatening. The truth revealed by the pandemic roundly contradicted this premise. Those of us who were bugging in, keeping a wary distance from one another, were doing so not because we saw in other people a threat to be avoided, but because we understood that our fates were inseparable from theirs. If there is one thing a viral pandemic makes painfully clear, it is that we do not exist in isolation from other lives. If we have to keep our physical distance from one another––if our bodies have become biohazards––it is because the virus recognizes no boundary between one individual and another.

			
			Near the start of the lockdown, my son turned seven. We made the most of his birthday, but the fact that none of his friends could be there was the first experience, for him, of the ways in which the virus would diminish his own life. It was trivial enough in the scheme of things, but it seemed sad to me in a way that went beyond what I’d felt up to that point. That afternoon there was a knock on the door, and on the doorstep when I answered was a bag containing a walkie-talkie and a birthday card. It was from his friend who lives across the street from us and who had gotten her dad to drop the bag outside our house. She had made the card herself, and she had drawn a picture of him and her in their separate houses speaking into their walkie-talkies, with a long line of text stretching across the street that read “HI HI HI HI HI HI HI HI HI.” Intermittently throughout that day, and throughout the days that followed, my son was to be heard stomping about the house, roaring into the walkie-talkie to his friend about what they were having for dinner or what cartoons they were watching on Netflix. At one point, I overheard the following extremely loud and vigorous exchange:

			
				
				Him: Hi! Do you miss your friends? Over!

				Her: Yes, I miss my friends! How about you? Over!

				Him: I miss my friends, too! I’m standing at the window! Over!

			

			It would not be true to say that, having overheard this exchange, I no longer felt sad. I still felt sad, but I was also laughing. And when I think about that time now, along with all the other sad and bizarre things I think about, I also think of the walkie-talkies on the doorstep and the line of greetings––“HI HI HI HI HI HI HI HI HI”––stretching across the street like a festive bunting. Whatever this was, it was not civilizational collapse. It was not, whatever it was, the end of the world.

			Like everyone else, I found those early days of lockdown painful and uncanny. Often, I felt as though I was dreaming an unsettling dream from which I couldn’t seem to awaken, a dream in which a mysterious force had hollowed out the substance of human life, where people had to keep their distance from one another at all costs. The world felt empty, and strange, and wrong. But no matter how much it might have seemed like it, it was not the end of the world. It was, in fact, exactly the sort of thing that has always tended to happen to humans. Perhaps the more painful thought was not that we were witness to the end times, but that we were just on the business end of history’s business as usual, that we were in no way special.

			
			Throughout 2020, the standard email greeting was the expression of hope that the recipient was “doing well in these strange times.” But nothing is more ordinary, in the grand historical scheme of things, than to live in strange times. Not for us, of course; not for the generations now living. But the history of human civilizations is a catalogue of crisis and collapse. History is a record of strange times. The apocalypse, as such, is best understood as an idea, a story, that allows us to make sense of this chaos and uncertainty. This business of making sense is, in a way, the point of this book.

			I began writing Notes from an Apocalypse at a time when the idea that it might be published in the middle of a pandemic had not remotely occurred to me. Even then, though, the future seemed dark and unknowable. I was burdened by a sense of impending disaster, a sense of all-pervasive but nonspecific foreboding about the world my young son would be forced to live in. All that I knew was this confusion and foreboding, and it seemed to be the only subject at the time worth exploring. It seemed to me that my unhealthy interest in the apocalypse, and in the people preparing for it, might be a way for me to put some shape on my own formless anxieties. In some mysterious sense, writing this book helped me to live with those anxieties and uncertainties. This is not to suggest that the darkness on the horizon somehow dissipated for me in the time I was writing the book. If you want to hear that everything is going to be all right, you’ve started the wrong book. (When, after all, was anything ever all right?) But neither did I find much space in these pages for nihilism. One good thing about the future is that it has not yet arrived. Although the future seemed no less dark to me when I finished the book than when I started it, I did learn, along the way, that it is possible to step out of its shadow and into the present, where we live.

			
			As I write this, it is early autumn, and the virus is surging again in Dublin after some months in remission. This morning, having walked my son to school, I walked back alone through the streets of the city, and as I did so, I was struck by how many of the people I passed were sitting on footpaths, begging or merely staring into space. Dublin’s inner city has had serious problems with homelessness and addiction for a long time now, but the pandemic has cleared the bustle and movement from the streets. It is impossible now to ignore what remains. I couldn’t get over how literally low all these people were. Crouched in doorways. Slouched against walls. There were the people who were upright and going places, I thought, and there were the people who were stationary and low to the ground. And the ratio of the former to the latter was much higher than it had ever been before. I thought: things are so much worse now. And then I thought: things are the same as they always were, only more visible.

			There are, I think, two main ways of being afraid of this virus and its effects. There is the fear that it will change everything and the fear that it will, in the end, change nothing. At the very beginning of the pandemic, when his country was suffering in a way that no other Western country had yet suffered, the Italian novelist Paolo Giordano wrote: “I’m afraid of everything that the contagion can change. Of discovering that the structure holding up civilization as I know it is nothing but a house of cards. I’m afraid of annihilation, but also of its opposite: that fear will eventually pass without leaving any trace of change behind.”

			
			Despite having written two books about it now, the future has always primarily interested me as a screen onto which we project our fantasies and terrors. I am interested in what those fantasies and terrors tell us about the world as it is. The various levels of apocalyptic preparation I write about in this book—the YouTube preppers, the builders of survival compounds, the billionaires buying land in New Zealand, the would-be Mars colonizers––are all manifestations of a kind of isolationist individualism that is, in some ways, the real subject of this book. The apocalypse is, in these pages, a means of examining the present.

			And that present is the only place I can be, the only place I can write from. But you, reader, are in the future. I hope it’s okay there. I hope it’s better in more ways than it’s worse. And if it isn’t, I hope this book brings some clarity, or companionship, or hope. I’m standing at the window. Over.

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			TRIBULATIONS

			It was the end of the world, and I was sitting on the couch watching cartoons with my son. It was late afternoon, and he was sprawled across my lap, looking at a show about a small Russian peasant girl and the comic scrapes she gets embroiled in with her long-suffering bear companion. I was holding my phone over his head, scrolling downward through my Twitter feed. The bear and the girl were involved in some kind of fishing-based slapstick escapade, in which the bear was doing a lot of stumbling about and falling over. My son was giggling happily at this, turning his face periodically upward to ensure that I was aware of the amusing pratfalls unfolding on our television screen.

			On the smaller screen of my phone, I came across an embedded YouTube video on which, precisely because its accompanying text advertised it as “soul-crushing” and “heart-wrenching,” I clicked without hesitation.

			As my son watched his cartoon, I held my phone above his line of vision and watched an emaciated polar bear dragging itself across a rocky terrain, falling to its knees and struggling to lift itself again, hauling its tufted carcass onward toward a cluster of rusting metal barrels half filled with trash, from which it eventually managed to paw out what looked like a knuckle of raw bone, more or less totally devoid of meat. The animal was a pathetic sight; because of the wasting effects of malnutrition, it looked more like a gargantuan stoat or weasel than a polar bear. As it slowly chewed whatever it was that it had managed to scavenge from the trash, its eyes half closed in deep and terminal fatigue, a white tide of saliva frothed slowly from its mouth, while over this footage a cello played a slow and mournful glissando.

			
			I turned down the sound on my phone so as not to attract my son’s attention, his inexorable questions. He was three then, and our relationship in those days took the form of an endless interrogation.

			A text at the bottom of the screen explained that the footage was shot near an abandoned Inuit village in the northern Canadian tundra, where the bear had strayed in search of food, the population of seals, its usual food source, having been drastically diminished by the effects of climate change.

			My soul remained uncrushed, my heart more or less unwrenched. I felt instead a creeping disgust at the footage itself, at the manner of its presentation—the lachrymose music, the stately pace of the editing—which seemed designed to elicit in me a recognition of my own contribution to this terrible situation, together with a virtuous and perhaps even redemptive swelling of sorrow, of noble sadness at the ecological destruction in which I myself was playing a role. It occurred to me then that the disgust I felt was the symptom of a kind of moral vertigo, resulting from the fact that the very technology that allowed me to witness the final pathetic tribulations of this emaciated beast was in fact a cause of the animal’s suffering in the first place. The various rare-earth minerals that were mined for the phone’s components in places whose names I would never be required to learn; the fuels consumed in the course of its construction, its shipping halfway across the world, its charging with electrical current on a daily basis: it was for the sake of all this, and in my name, that the bear was starving and dragging itself across the rocky ground.

			
			The slapstick capering of the cartoon bear my son was watching on the television screen and, above his head, the awful distress of the real bear on the smaller screen: the absurd juxtaposition of these images, simultaneously summoned from the ether and vying for attention, generated a strange emotional charge, a surge of shame and sadness at the world my son would be forced to live in, a shame and sadness that I in turn was passing on to him.

			It seemed to me that I was being confronted with an impossible problem: the problem of reconciling the images on these two screens, or at least of living with the fact of their irreconcilability. The bears in his world were always hanging out with kids and having adventures, living in cabins, enduring comic mishaps, coming good in the end. The bears in mine were all rummaging in bins and starving to death. I wanted him to live in that first world, that good world, as long as possible, but I knew that soon enough he would have to leave it and live in the future. And it was not obvious to me how a person was supposed to raise children, to live and work with a sense of meaning and purpose, in the quickening shadow of that future.

			
			It didn’t take much, in those days, to set me off on a path toward the end of the world. There were frequent opportunities to indulge my tendency toward the eschatological. Cartoons, viral videos, radio news bulletins, uneasy exchanges with neighbors about how it never used to be this warm in February. So many things felt like a flashback sequence in the first act of a postapocalyptic movie, like we were living right before the events of the main timeline kicked in. I knew that this kind of thinking was as old as human civilization itself, that imagining the apocalypse was immemorially a response to times of rapid change and uncertainty. This recognition made it no less oppressive, no less real.

			What did I feel when I thought about my son and his future? I felt a kind of abstract but all-consuming melancholy. My love for him felt like an insoluble moral problem. The smart money seemed to be on apocalypse, but as a parent I felt I had some kind of moral duty to be deluded about the future, to avert my gaze from the horizon. I was by no means living up to this duty.

			

			—

			We are alive in a time of worst-case scenarios. The world we have inherited seems exhausted, destined for an absolute and final unraveling. Look: there are fascists in the streets, and in the palaces. Look: the weather has gone uncanny, volatile, malevolent. The wealth and power of nominal democracies is increasingly concentrated in the hands of smaller and more heedless minorities, while life becomes more precarious for ever larger numbers of people. The old alliances, the postwar dispensations, are lately subject to a dire subsidence. The elaborate stage settings of global politics, the drawing rooms and chandeliers, are being dismantled, disappearing off into the wings, laying bare the crude machinery of capital. The last remaining truth is the supreme fiction of money, and we are up to our necks in a rising sludge of decomposing facts. For those who wish to read them, and for those who do not, the cryptic but insistent signs of apocalypse are all around.

			
			Another browser window, another omen of the end. A UN report detailing how one million species are at risk of imminent extinction. An image of a waterfall cascading into the Arctic from the sheer cliff face of a melting glacier. The proliferation of antibiotic-resistant diseases. And all of it subject to the great flattening effect of the online discourse.

			Listen. Attune your ear to the general discord, and you will hear the cracking of the ice caps, the rising of the waters, the sinister whisper of the near future. Is it not a terrible time to be having children, and therefore, in the end, to be alive? This question is not a rhetorical one. I myself go back and forth on it, obsessively, helplessly, talking myself in and out of different kinds of answers. And if it is now a terrible time to be alive and having children, you have to ask when, in the scheme of things, it was ever a good one.

			Having children is the most natural thing in the world, and at the same time among the most morally fraught. During the time I am talking about here, I was consumed—pointlessly, morbidly consumed—by the question of whether having brought a human being into the world was a terrible ethical blunder, given what seemed to lie ahead. The last thing the world needed, after all, was more people in it, and the last thing any hitherto nonexistent person needed was to be in the world. It was of course a little late in the day now, the deed being well and truly done, to be giving serious attention to these fundamental questions, but then again it was precisely the day’s lateness that brought the questions themselves into absolute focus.

			
			Because the first thing to be said about becoming a parent, whether it happens by choice or by chance, is that it is one of only very few events in life that are entirely irreversible. Once you’re in, existentially speaking, you’re in. And so the real question, the only question—given what the world is, how dark and uncertain its future—is that of how to proceed. How are we supposed to live, given the distinct possibility that our species, our civilization, might already be doomed?

			Should we just ignore the end of the world?

			Again, the question is not wholly ironic: on a personal level, I’m open to the suggestion that such a response—by which I mean no response at all—might well be the sanest one, given the situation. It’s certainly the easiest response, and therefore by some distance the most tempting. The problem, our problem as a culture—which, I may as well admit, neatly dovetails with my problem as a writer, and to some hopefully limited extent yours as a reader—is one of boredom.

			
			Because let’s at least be honest about this: the apocalypse is profoundly dull. I for one am sick to death of the end of days. I’m sick, in particular, of climate change. Is it possible to be terrified and bored at the same time? Is it possible, I mean, to be bored of terror—if not of the kind of literal terror that privileged people like me rarely experience, at least the kind of abstract terror that is released like a soporific gas from the whole topic of ecological catastrophe?

			The threat of nuclear war that hung over much of the twentieth century at least had the advantage of focusing the mind. Nuclear war, for all its considerable flaws, you at least have to admit was gripping. It adhered to certain established narrative conventions. You had near misses, global panics. You had mutually assured destruction, game theory, mushroom clouds, total and instant annihilation. You had plot, was what you had: you had drama. And even more crucially, you had characters. You had protagonists and antagonists, guys with fingers on buttons who either did or did not choose to push them. And when it came to protestors on the streets calling for complete nuclear disarmament, you had an entirely rational and achievable demand. As imminent as it surely seemed for so long, nobody actually wanted nuclear war. Everyone understood that it would have been an act of madness, an obvious moral grotesquerie, to punch in the codes, to launch the warheads, to cause annihilation of an unprecedented swiftness and scale.

			And the important point in this context is that we ourselves were not among the protagonists and antagonists. We were not going to be punching in any launch codes either way. We were bystanders, whose role was limited to cowering in terror, maybe holding the occasional placard, partaking here and there in a chant if called upon to do so. We didn’t want to go to our graves, but at least we knew that if we did, we would do so more or less passively, more or less without blame.

			
			“Once people saw in the apocalypse the unknowable avenging hand of God,” as the German writer Hans Magnus Enzensberger put it in an essay from the late 1970s. “Today it appears as the methodically calculated product of our own actions.” The apocalypse, he writes, “was also once a singular event, to be expected unannounced as a bolt from the blue: an unthinkable moment that only seers and prophets could anticipate—and, of course, no one wanted to listen to their warnings and predictions. Our end of the world, on the other hand, is sung from the rooftops even by the sparrows; the element of surprise is missing; it seems only to be a question of time. The doom we picture for ourselves is insidious and torturingly slow in its approach, the apocalypse in slow motion.”

			This slowness is something new in history. The apocalypse, in both its religious and its secular modes, has always appeared in the form of a blinding flash, a sudden intercession of divine or technological power. There is no mythological template to help us make sense of the current mutated form of the end times. We don’t know how to think about it, how to give it the form of myth and story, and so it metastasizes and spreads, a blood sickness in the culture. The slow and insidious doom identified by Enzensberger takes multiple forms, insinuating itself into the most unlikely of places. There is no one cause, no single locus of apocalyptic unease. It’s all horsemen, all the time.

			
			And there is a deeper register to this truth: I don’t know that I would have it any other way. I want my toilet to flush. I want streaming music. I want to buy what I want to buy, eat what I want to eat, go where I want to go. I want to be able to leave my tiny island in the North Atlantic when I need to, or just when I feel like it. And if polar bears are going to be starving to death due to habitat destruction, I want to be able to watch deeply upsetting YouTube videos about it.

			You will note that this book about the apocalyptic tenor of our time features a great many interludes of travel to distant places—to Ukraine and California and South Dakota, to the highlands of Scotland and to New Zealand—and that I neither walked nor sailed nor took a train to any of these places. And let the record further show that during the time I was traveling for this book, I was also traveling to many other places to talk about my previous book. My footprint is as broad and deep and indelible as my guilt.

			My days are a procession of last things, seals opened. I myself am the apocalypse of which I speak. That is the prophesy of this book.

			

			—

			The origins of my own obsession with this topic are buried deep in the submerged civilization of childhood. One of my earliest memories pertains to the end of the world. I was in the kitchen of my grandmother’s house. My grandmother was at the stove, and I was sitting at the table with my uncle, who was explaining to me the likely outcome of a nuclear exchange between the United States and Russia. I don’t know why he was doing this, other than that it was the mid-eighties and the chill of the Cold War could still be felt in the air, and he was in any case very much that kind of uncle. I’m guessing I was five, maybe six.

			
			From a fruit bowl in the center of the table he selected first three apples, and then two small clementines. The apples he spread out on the table at equal intervals; then he carefully positioned the clementines on top of the rightward and leftward apples, leaving the middle one untouched. The apple on the left, he said, was the United States, while the one on the right was Russia. And the apple in the middle, he said, was Ireland, where we were. Its location, he explained, was more or less exactly halfway between the United States and the Soviet Union, gigantic countries of which there were two important things to be said: that they despised each other for reasons too complicated to get into with a child, and that they were both armed to the teeth with nuclear missiles, bombs so powerful
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