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Chapter 1: The Binder Falls Open

At eight o'clock in the morning, President Dean Humbert entered the White House Situation Room believing three things with absolute certainty.

First, that he had won the morning because a cable host had used the phrase commanding presence while showing him walking across the South Lawn in a coat that did not quite fit.

Second, that inflation was probably a good sign, because things that rose were usually improving, and because the president had always preferred any chart that went upward to any chart that went downward.

Third, that no president in American history had ever been treated more unfairly by binders.

Binders, in President Humbert's view, were where enthusiasm went to be murdered by tabs. Every time a crisis became a binder, it stopped being a crisis normal people could understand and became a crisis for men named Miles, women named Valerie, and generals who spoke of geography as if geography had personally insulted them.

The Situation Room was full of binders that morning.

This was not unusual.

The Situation Room was always full of binders.

There were binders marked IRAN - OPTIONS, IRAN - OPTIONS IF OPTIONS FAIL, IRAN - OPTIONS IF OPTIONS SUCCEED TOO MUCH, INFLATION TALKING POINTS, INFLATION TALKING POINTS FOR PEOPLE WHO BUY EGGS, MIDTERM STRATEGY, MIDTERM STRATEGY IF THE FIRST STRATEGY IS DISCOVERED, and one small white binder marked simply:

DO NOT USE.

No one knew what was in the white binder. This made it the most respected document in the room.

The first rule of the Situation Room was that nobody was supposed to create a situation.

The second rule was that every situation was to be described as a process until it became too large to fit in a memo.

The third rule was that if the president asked about the first two rules, the answer was operational continuity.

No one knew what operational continuity meant. This was why it worked.

Clara Wexley knew all three rules and had written them in the back of her notebook during her first week on staff.

She had not been told the rules officially. Official rules were rarely useful. Clara had learned them by watching exhausted people avoid responsibility with the grace of monks avoiding sin.

Clara was twenty-seven, Harvard educated, dangerously observant, and recently promoted to deputy assistant for strategic narratives, a title that meant she wrote sentences for more important people and then watched them misunderstand the sentences on television. She had once written for The Harvard Crimson, then for a magazine no one in power read but everyone in power claimed to respect, and finally for the White House, where she discovered that history did not happen in chapters. It happened in panicked footnotes.

She was not supposed to be in the Situation Room that morning.

That was how she knew she would remember it.

She had been sent in with a revised polling memo, two corrected pronunciation cards, and a sticky note from the communications director reading: DO NOT LET HIM SAY SPIRITUAL ECONOMY AGAIN.

The him was the president.

The note was already too late.

Clara stood against the back wall near the credenza, trying to look like furniture. She had brought a small black notebook, the kind with an elastic band and cream paper, and she had told herself she carried it for work.

This was mostly true.

It was also the kind of truth that left room for a future advance from a publisher.

The president sat at the head of the long table and placed his breakfast sandwich beside a folder marked REGIONAL ESCALATION MATRIX.

"Good omen," he said.

Nobody spoke.

This was because nobody knew whether he meant the sandwich, the matrix, the morning, or war.

In the Humbert administration, silence was not always agreement. Sometimes silence was loyalty. Sometimes silence was fear. Usually it was both, placed in the same folder and sent upstairs without initials.

Vice President Marla Quince sat to the president's right with a yellow legal pad, a sharpened pencil, and the calm face of a woman who had already imagined being sworn in during several weather conditions.

Across from her sat Miles Rook, the national security adviser, whose job was to advise the nation on security despite being personally unsecured by revolving doors, staplers, and unexpected applause.

Beside Miles sat Valerie Knox, White House counsel, with three phones, six legal pads, and the expression of a woman who had spent her adult life saying, I would not phrase it that way.

General Buck Strapper sat near the wall beneath a large map of the Middle East. He believed every map looked better with arrows on it. He also believed every arrow should point somewhere loud.

Evelyn Sharp, the press secretary, sat closest to the exit because she was responsible for explaining whatever escaped the room.

Tad Bixby, political adviser and national disgrace in waiting, sat beside her with two phones, a donor list, and the optimism of a man who could see a constitutional crisis and wonder if it might perform well in suburban Ohio.

Secretary of State Roland Pike sat in the middle, where he could say nothing from several directions.

Nobody sat near the white binder.

Clara wrote that down.

Nobody sits near the white binder.

Then she underlined it once, because some lines know they are chapter titles before the writer does.

"Where is the Iran thing?" President Humbert asked.

General Strapper straightened.

"Mr. President, the Iran briefing is before you."

The president looked down.

There were seven binders before him.

"This one?"

"No, sir."

"This one?"

"No, sir."

"This one says eggs."

"That is inflation, sir," Miles said.

"Eggs are inflation?"

"Eggs are a component of inflation."

President Humbert looked thoughtful.

"I always suspected eggs were involved."

Evelyn wrote on her pad: DO NOT LET HIM MENTION EGGS.

Clara wrote: Eggs are a component of inflation. President suspected this.

Tad leaned over and whispered to Evelyn, "Eggs poll well."

Evelyn whispered back, "So does silence, but we never try it."

General Strapper slid the correct binder toward the president.

"Sir, the Iran options are here."

The president opened the binder upside down.

Miles Rook closed his eyes.

This was not because the president could not read upside down. Nobody knew whether the president could read upside down. Nobody knew whether the president could read right side up under pressure. It was because the map inside the binder, when turned upside down, made Iran look closer to Florida than anyone was emotionally prepared to accept at eight in the morning.

President Humbert tapped the map.

"Is this us?"

"No, sir," said General Strapper.

"Are you sure?"

"Yes, sir."

"What is us?"

The general hesitated.

"Sir?"

"On the map. Which part is us?"

Valerie Knox inhaled gently, as if preparing a statement for a court not yet convened.

"Mr. President," she said, "we are not on that map."

President Humbert looked wounded.

"Why not?"

"It is a regional map."

"America should be on all maps."

"Symbolically, sir, it is."

That satisfied him.

Symbolism often did.

Clara wrote: America not on map, but symbolically present. Possible title: Symbolic America.

She glanced up and saw Evelyn watching her.

Evelyn's eyes narrowed.

Clara stopped writing immediately, which was the least convincing way to appear innocent.

The secure phone rang at 8:03.

Everyone looked at the phone.

There were four secure phones on the side console. The black phone was for routine emergencies. The red phone was for serious emergencies. The gray phone was for emergencies nobody wanted to admit were emergencies. The blue phone was left over from the previous administration and had a label taped beneath it that read:

NORWAY?

No one had ever answered the blue phone.

No one had ever unplugged it either.

The red phone was ringing.

Miles Rook made a sound that caused Evelyn to look at him with professional concern.

"Was that you?" she asked.

"Yes," Miles said. "That was my body expressing classified anxiety."

"Answer the phone."

"I don't answer red phones before coffee."

"You are national security adviser."

"That is precisely why I know better."

The red phone rang again.

President Humbert brightened.

"I'll get it."

Six people shouted, "No!"

The president froze with one hand in the air.

He looked around the room.

"People shout no at me too quickly in this job."

Valerie Knox stood.

"I'll answer."

"No," said Vice President Quince.

Everyone turned to her.

Marla Quince had spoken softly, which made the no heavier than the others. The vice president did not waste volume on words that could succeed through temperature.

Valerie sat.

Marla crossed the room and lifted the red receiver.

"This is the White House Situation Room."

She listened.

Her face did not move.

That was her greatest talent.

Once, during a debate, a stage light had exploded over her head, and she had continued describing dairy subsidies as though sparks were simply another form of rural outreach.

"Yes," she said into the phone.

She listened again.

Then she covered the receiver and looked at the president.

"It's Moscow."

The room became very still.

General Strapper smiled the way some men smile at thunderstorms.

Miles Rook reached for a water glass and found Evelyn's coffee.

Tad Bixby began typing.

Evelyn took his phone without looking at him and placed it face down on the table.

"Hey," Tad said.

"No war fundraising until noon."

"That's not a rule."

"It is now."

Clara wrote: No war fundraising until noon. Evelyn invents rules faster than law can catch up.

The phrase pleased her, and pleasing phrases were dangerous in rooms where other people had clearance.

President Humbert leaned toward Marla.

"Moscow Moscow?"

"No, Dean. Moscow, Idaho."

"Good city."

"It is not Moscow, Idaho."

"Then why did you say it?"

"I didn't."

The president frowned, then turned to the others.

"We need clearer cities."

Marla uncovered the receiver.

"Yes. Put him through."

Valerie Knox stood again.

"Madam Vice President, with respect, we should establish whether this call was scheduled."

Marla covered the phone.

"It was not scheduled."

"Then we should not take it."

President Humbert frowned.

"Why not?"

"Because unscheduled calls from foreign leaders during regional military escalations can create legal, diplomatic, and constitutional exposure."

The president considered that.

"Exposure is good. People need to see strength."

"Not that kind of exposure."

"What kind?"

"The subpoena kind."

The president sat back.

"I dislike that kind."

The line clicked.

A heavily accented voice filled the room through the speaker.

"Good morning, Mr. President."

President Humbert leaned toward the console.

"Vlad?"

There was a pause.

"This is interpreter."

"Oh," said the president. "Very strong voice."

"Thank you."

"What is your name?"

"Igor Petrovich."

"Good morning, Igor. You sound historic."

"Many have said."

Miles put both hands over his face.

Clara wrote: Interpreter sounds historic. President admires enemies for vocal quality.

The interpreter said something in Russian.

Then another voice came on.

Lower.

Colder.

Amused by its own patience.

"Dean."

The president smiled.

"Vlad. Big day. We've got Iran, inflation, and some files people are very jumpy about."

Valerie Knox dropped her pen.

Evelyn Sharp stopped breathing.

Tad Bixby whispered, "Files?"

General Strapper whispered, "Iran?"

Miles whispered, "I'm going to pass away in public."

Vice President Quince stared at the ceiling with the blank serenity of a woman picturing a headline and deciding whether she looked good in black.

Clara did not write anything for three seconds.

This was because she had already written the sentence in her head.

Big day: Iran, inflation, and some files.

It was not merely a note. It was a jacket quote from hell.

The Russian president spoke in Russian.

Igor translated.

"President Volkov says he hopes you are organized."

President Humbert nodded gravely.

"We are extremely organized."

At that exact moment, his breakfast sandwich slid off the inflation folder and landed open-faced on the Iran options binder.

Egg spread across LIMITED STRIKE SCENARIO B.

No one moved.

The president looked down.

"That's unfortunate."

General Strapper stood.

"Sir, if I may, Scenario B was already soft."

Evelyn whispered, "Do not make egg-based military commentary."

Valerie Knox reached for the binder.

The president reached for the sandwich.

General Strapper reached for Scenario B.

Miles reached for the water glass again and again found Evelyn's coffee.

Tad reached for his phone, which Evelyn had placed under her elbow.

Clara reached for her notebook, stopped herself, and then reached anyway.

There are moments when a writer learns what kind of person she is.

Clara Wexley learned at 8:07 a.m. that she was the kind of person who, during a possible international incident involving eggs, Russia, Iran, and an unstable president, wanted the exact wording.

The binder slid.

Not the Iran binder.

Not the inflation binder.

Not the midterm binder.

The red binder.

No one had noticed it before because no one wanted to notice it, and in Washington, the ability not to notice something dangerous was considered experience.

The red binder had been resting at the edge of the table beside Valerie Knox's legal pads.

When the president lunged for the sandwich, his elbow struck the inflation folder, which struck Tad's second phone, which skidded into Valerie's coffee cup, which tipped into General Strapper's briefing book, which caused the general to snatch the book upward, which hit the red binder, which flew open and slid across the table toward the president.

It came to rest directly beneath his hands.

On the front page were the words:

EPSTENE FILE REVIEW

NAMES, REFERENCES, AND ASSOCIATED MATERIALS

NOT FOR PRESIDENTIAL FREE ASSOCIATION

Clara saw the spelling first.

EPSTENE.

Someone in legal had misspelled the most explosive file in Washington.

That, she thought, was the whole government in one word: dangerous, classified, and misspelled.

She wrote it down.

The president read the top line.

Then the second.

Then the third.

He looked offended.

"What does free association mean?"

Valerie Knox lunged across the table.

"Sir, please do not read that."

That was the wrong thing to say.

Everyone knew it at once.

Telling President Humbert not to read something gave the document an erotic charge it had not possessed before. He might ignore intelligence assessments, legal warnings, troop estimates, inflation data, ethics memos, condolence letters, and elevator safety notices, but a page he was told not to read became, for him, the founding document of liberty.

He lifted the page.

Evelyn closed her eyes.

Tad whispered, "Can I see if there are donors?"

Evelyn kicked him under the table.

On the speaker, Igor said, "In Moscow, we hear paper."

President Humbert smiled toward the phone.

"Just documents. Very normal. We have many documents. Tremendous documents."

The Russian president spoke.

Igor translated.

"President Volkov asks whether these are the files."

"No," Valerie said loudly.

"Yes," said Tad quietly.

"Which files?" President Humbert asked.

"Nobody said files," Evelyn said.

"You said files," the president said.

"I said no files."

"That includes files."

Miles whispered, "Logic is collapsing."

Secretary Pike spoke for the first time.

"In diplomacy, what matters is not whether there are files, but whether the perception of files becomes file-like."

Everyone stared at him.

He nodded, satisfied, and returned to silence.

Clara wrote: File-like perception. Pike may be useless or a genius. In this building, difference unclear.

The red phone beeped.

A light flashed.

Miles looked at the console and turned a color between oatmeal and resignation.

"What now?" Marla asked.

Miles swallowed.

"Iran is calling."

General Strapper smiled again.

"There we are."

"There who are?" the president asked.

"The Iranians, sir."

"They're calling us?"

"Yes, sir."

"On the red phone?"

"No, sir. The gray phone."

The gray phone rang.

The red phone remained occupied by Moscow.

The black phone began blinking.

The blue phone, for reasons no one could later explain, lit up once and displayed NORWAY?

Nobody touched it.

This was rule four.

Do not involve Norway unless Norway involves itself.

The gray phone rang again.

President Humbert held up one finger to the red phone.

"Vlad, hold please."

"No," said everyone.

Too late.

The president pressed a button.

The Russian call went on hold.

Music began to play through the speaker.

Not official hold music.

A cheerful instrumental version of Yankee Doodle.

The room listened in horror.

Miles whispered, "Why do we have hold music?"

Evelyn whispered, "Why is it patriotic?"

Tad whispered, "This could be merchandise."

Valerie said, "Nobody speak."

Clara wrote: Russia placed on hold to Yankee Doodle. Strong opening for Chapter 3 if I survive.

Then she crossed out if I survive.

Not because she felt safe.

Because it sounded melodramatic.

The gray phone rang again.

Vice President Quince picked it up.

"This is the White House Situation Room."

She listened.

Her expression changed for the first time all morning.

Not much.

Enough.

"What?" asked the president.

Marla covered the receiver.

"They want to know whether we intentionally sent them a sandwich emoji."

Everyone looked at Tad.

Tad lifted both hands.

"I did not."

Everyone looked at Miles.

Miles looked betrayed.

"I don't know how emojis work on secure phones."

Everyone looked at the president.

President Humbert looked at his sandwich.

Then at the Iran binder.

Then at the gray phone.

"Which sandwich?"

Evelyn stood.

"Mr. President, please stop asking clarifying questions."

"I'm trying to understand foreign policy."

"That is what frightens us."

Marla spoke into the gray phone.

"No. No sandwich was intended. No, not symbolic. No, not a threat. No, not breakfast aggression."

She listened.

Then said, "Yes. We regret the confusion."

She hung up.

General Strapper frowned.

"You apologized for a sandwich?"

"I de-escalated breakfast."

General Strapper sat back, disappointed in the republic.

The red phone beeped.

Yankee Doodle stopped.

Igor's voice returned.

"President Volkov asks if he has been placed on American folk music."

"No," said Evelyn.

"Yes," said the president.

"No," Evelyn repeated.

"Technically," said Miles, "yes."

Valerie pointed at him.

"Do not be technical."

President Humbert leaned toward the phone.

"Vlad, small technical issue. Nothing serious."

The Russian president said something.

Igor translated.

"President Volkov says all
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