
Chris Thompson thought his youthful dreams of being a 

secret agent had long ago been put to rest. He has a wife and child, 

a stable job with the US Customs Department, and—aside from a 

minor incident involving outsourcing American apple pie produc-

tion to Bangladesh—no real worries.

This  all  changes  when  Chris  receives  a  phone  call  from  the 

president of the United States, Oscar I. Wright, regarding a secret 

invasion of America from Canada and Mexico—an invasion some-

how  tied  to  the  “Big  Mac  Party,” a  cultish  political  party  that 

worships the legacy of the notorious Communist-hunting Senator 

Joseph McCarthy. Soon, Chris is equipped with firearms, designer 

suits, government helicopters, and an array of gadgets worthy of 

any  top-notch  spy.  His  mission:  infiltrate  the  mysterious  “Emer-

gence” program founded by McCarthy within the shadowy halls of 

the US government—and, ultimately, save democracy as we know 

it from the xenophobic demons of America’s past.

A unique, bubbling combination of Christopher Buckley-esque 

satire, political farce, and espionage comedy, Happy Utopia Day, 

Joe McCarthy reveals—through  encounters  with  a  hilarious  cast 

of hallucinating politicians, Border Patrol commandants, crew-cut 

torturers, stuttering computer wizards, supposedly immortal pilots, 

and more—just how frightening a contemporary abuse of govern-

ment power can be, and just how much we sometimes stand to lose 

when we decide to pursue our dreams.
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I wonder how ridiculous we can get here.

—senator joseph mccarthy

“mr. thompson. It’s the White House!”
I shoot up from my official United States Customs Office 

chair and look over my cubicle wall toward the administra-
tive assistants, where Glenda has a phone to her ear and looks 
directly at me. Glenda and I are not on formal terms; normally, 
she calls me Chris. Her shout though, brings the occupants of 
the entire cubicle pond, and the cubicle sea beyond, to their 
feet. Heads bob out of the powerful window offices, and people 
on the move come to a stop.

My jaw drops. “The what?”
Glenda’s mouth forms the words with exaggeration. “The. 

White. House—for real. Line two.”
I look at the telephone and see line two blinking next to the 

stack of immigration files on my desk. The weighty stares of my 
nosy office mates press me slowly into my seat. I wet my lips 
and reach for the phone. “Chris Thompson.”

A gravelly voice barks. “This is Vance Slater, President 
Wright’s chief of staff.”
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“Hello, Mr. Slater. How can I help—”
“Are you the Chris Thompson who graduated Georgetown 

with a not-too-shabby 2.37?”
Why does the president’s chief of staff know my GPA? “Yes, 

well, I had some trouble my freshman year,” I say.
“No excuses,” Slater bellows. “Hell, round it up to a 2.4. I 

would. Chris, President Wright wants to see you straight away.”
I stand at attention. “I don’t understand.”
A recording beep sounds in the phone. “There’s a car out 

front. Don’t mess around. I’ll see you in ten minutes.”
I look around the office and feel like I’m balancing on a life 

raft. All is calm but for me. “I need to tell my boss.”
“National emergency,” Slater says. “I’ll take care of your 

superiors. You’ve got two bosses now—the president and me. 
Now get in that car.”

The phone goes dead.
I sit down and hide from my staring coworkers. I tap the 

desk. My knee bounces. Why would the president be interested 
in me? Could it have to do with the resume I sent to the CIA 
in college? Those spooks did give me a series of interviews, 
though none of them came to anything in the end. I didn’t 
put my GPA on my resume. I didn’t think the government had 
a minimum, which was fine, because without the grades or 
gumption for grad school, I’m lucky to call the United States 
Customs Service home. 

I hear the rumble of a truck passing outside. Is there really 
a car waiting to take me to the White House? My throat is dry. 
My water bottle is empty. I pick up the phone to call my wife, 
Karen. No. I have to go right now. 

The file shelf shakes. I look up and see my coworker 
Archie’s long face hanging over the brown wall from the 
adjacent cubicle. “What was that all about?” His mustache 
twitches with curiosity.

“I don’t know.”
“Oh, stuff it. What the hell’s going on?”
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Archibald Lamb III is an East Coast blue-blood flunky sit-
ting on the sidelines of the fast track like myself. He can be a real 
pain in the ass, but I count him as my only friend in the place. 
Vance Slater didn’t say I couldn’t tell anyone, but I feel reluctant 
to divulge the conversation, as if it’s top secret or something.

“Nothing, Arch.”
“You mean to tell me that Glenda yells out ‘The White 

House, line two,’ and you say it’s nothing?”
I feel guilty. We’re friends. I should trust Archie, and besides, 

we both have security clearance. “All right, if you must know, 
the president wants to see me.”

Archie slaps the top of his bald head. “Holy shit. The pres-
ident?”

I stand up and run my hands over my baggy khaki pants in 
a vain attempt to press them. I’m sporting a blue button-down 
shirt and scraped-up burgundy penny loafers. Technically I 
should be wearing a coat and tie, but I’ve been in violation 
for years.

“Think you’re in trouble?”
“Why would you say that?” What if I am in trouble? I can’t 

afford trouble. I have a wife and kid. I see Archie’s blazer hang-
ing on his wall. “I don’t know, Arch. He did say that they were 
my bosses now.”

“Who said?”
“Vance Slater.”
“That was Vance Slater? Double damn.”
Archie and I are about the same size give or take; five foot 

ten, medium build, a hundred and eighty pounds. “Hey, can I 
borrow your blazer?” I ask.

“No,” Archie says. He strokes his mustache. “Maybe it’s 
about those apple pies from Bangladesh. I bet that’s it. They’re 
going to give you a medal for good relations or something.”

The apple pies. Last month the deputy ambassador from 
Bangladesh requested my assistance establishing approval for 
Grandma’s American Pie Company to import apple pies. The 



4 j.t. lundy

good old boys running Grandma’s American Pie wanted to out-
source their labor, and the idea was that baker boats would 
sail from Bangladesh filled with Bangladeshi workers baking 
apple pies to be delivered fresh for distribution in New York. 
I felt bad about outsourcing apple pies, but all was in order, 
and I efficiently filed and approved the paperwork, for which I 
received a sincere letter from the ambassador commending me 
on a job “well done.” I duly framed the letter and hung it in my 
cube between the photograph of my lovely wife and my won-
derful son and my autographed mini-poster of Sean Connery, 
the ultimate James Bond.

“Seriously, let me borrow your navy blazer.”
“No. That’s my Brooks Brothers one.”
If the White House wants to know about the apple pies, the 

meeting might not be as pleasant as Archie thinks. Either way, 
I need to look decent. I walk into Archie’s cubicle. He stands 
up and positions himself between his jacket and me, folding his 
arms like a nightclub bouncer.

“Just let me try it on.”
“No.”
“Slater said there was a national emergency. This could be 

the biggest meeting of my life. I can’t be demoted because I’m 
not in proper attire. Karen’s hours have been cut in half as it is.”

“A fine-looking woman like Karen never has trouble find-
ing a job.” Archie chuckles. “If she’s looking for extra hours, 
I’ve got some things she could do.”

Archie sometimes gets this hound dog look on his face that 
makes him appear stupider than he really is and you can’t help 
feel sorry for him. That look added to a childlike smile lets 
him get away with offensive statements like this about people’s 
wives. “I don’t think you’re her type,” I say.

I step left to get closer to the jacket, but Archie blocks my 
way. I quickly step right, which he counters as well.

“That hot redhead sure thought I was her type last night,” 
he says.



happy utopia day, joe mccarthy 5

Archie and I had hit a bar after work yesterday, which we 
do once every month or so. I laugh. “She was hitting on me the 
whole time.”

Archie raises an eyebrow in a victory arch. “But she went 
home with me.” He smiles and twirls a finger. “Hook, line, and 
I sunk her.”

“Good for you, Ahab.”
I try for the jacket again. Archie and I shuffle left, right, left. 

His shoulder bumps into mine.
“I’m going to see the president, you oaf,” I say. “I’ll be rep-

resenting the Customs Department. Have some pride. Give one 
up for the team.”

Archie releases his grip. His face relaxes as he reconsiders. 
“Maybe you could put a good word in for me.”

“You think the president is looking for an expert on pirated 
tennis shoes?” 

“Who knows?” Archie says.
“Who knows?” I say.
“Who knows?” Archie says. He shrugs and steps aside.
I reach for the jacket and put it on. Perfect fit.
Archie brushes a piece of lint off the lapel. He pats my face 

with a good-luck slap. “They say Slater is one of those Big 
Mac guys.”

Archie’s always full of conspiracy theories. “I never heard 
that.”

“Big Mac is more than just a movement. They’ve turned 
into a real political party with congressmen and everything.”

“A couple representatives is all,” I say. “Trust me. They’ll 
disappear in an election or two.” I straighten out the jacket. 
“How about your tie?”

Archie reluctantly unfastens the knot from his solid brown 
knit tie. He pulls it through his collar and hands it to me. 
“That’s it.”

I wrap the tie around my neck and twist it into a double 
Windsor. “What’s this tie, like, from ’82?”
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Archie’s mustache scrunches irritably into his nose as he 
talks. “You’re looting me and have the nerve to complain about 
the quality of the merchandise?”

My phone rings and I backstroke around the worn fabric 
wall into my work area. Perhaps the White House is calling 
again—Vance Slater checking up, or even the president himself 
unable to wait for my sage advice. I always wanted to be a 
spy like James Bond, and even though the CIA was less than 
impressed by my resume, I’d still like to be a part of something 
exciting, something big. Maybe this White House meeting will 
be my chance. I clear my throat and answer the phone with 
patriotic zeal. “This is Chris Thompson.”

“It’s me,” my wife says crisply, confident I will recognize 
her from the other me’s in the world.

I’m dying to tell her of my meeting with the president, but I 
play it cool. “What’s up?”

“Just checking. You’re still leaving early, right?”
“Three o’clock. I’ll be there.”
Archie’s face plops over the wall like a lazy catfish. “Is that 

Karen?”
“Scotty was so cute this morning. He’s excited for you to be 

at his concert,” Karen says.
“Tell Karen I said hey,” Archie says.
I wave at Archie to go away.
“He practiced his violin before school without being asked. 

I can tell he’s nervous to be playing in front of all the kids at 
the assembly. He’s never had a solo before. At breakfast he—”

“Tell Karen I said hey.”
“Archie says hey.”
“Hi, Archie. He’s so sweet.”
“No. He’s not.”
“Now you absolutely cannot be late.”
I lean back in the chair importantly and put my feet on 

the twenty-gauge-steel-topped desk. “Listen to this, honey.” I 
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pause. “I will be there right after my meeting with the president 
of these fine United States.” I put my feet down and lean for-
ward, excited for her reaction.

“Okay, perfect. Oh. I have to go. See you at three.”
Oh, well. Karen is on autopilot and all wrapped up with 

Scotty. We both are. He’s our center, our creation, our connec-
tion to life beyond us. Still, I’m disappointed, but it’s okay. I 
can tell her the details about the presidential meeting later. 

I stand up and push Archie’s face back over the wall. I grab 
my black plastic briefcase, textured to appear leatherlike, and 
traipse triumphantly past dumbfounded coworkers and salute 
the row of bosses who are menacingly mulling the improba-
bility that I have indeed received a call from the White House.

I descend in the elevator, bewildered by the preceding events 
and irritated that Archie has cost me five minutes. Surely Slater 
had been flippant; it would take thirty minutes to fight through 
DC’s traffic. I push open the entrance doors I like to imagine are 
bulletproof and emerge into a God-forgiving sunshine and mild 
spring day. A lanky chauffeur stands next to a black Cadillac 
limo, and a pair of motorcycle police escorts wait fore and aft. 

“Mr. Thompson?” A clean-cut dark-suited man wearing 
the special Secret Service sunglasses that imply he packs multi-
ple firearms has sidled up to me unnoticed as I stare at the limo. 

Bond, James Bond, I think. I’m all about 007.
“Thompson, Chris Thompson,” I say.
He puts his hand on my back and guides me toward the 

limo. He opens the rear door, and I scoot across the black 
leather seat. Sunglasses sits next to me, and we are off.

“Identification, please.”
I produce a laser-engraved polycarbonate Virginia driv-

er’s license portraying me with an eight-year-old photograph 
of pre-gray-streaked short black hair parted to the side, baby-
sleep-deprived-let-me-sleep-in-once-this-year eyes, and I-am-
no-longer-the-important-man-in-the-house frowning lips. Not 
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that I’m complaining. Scotty’s our world. But if I hadn’t almost 
flunked out my freshman year, I could have ended up a pay 
grade or two higher—like at the CIA or the State Department—
and had the spare coin for a nanny when he was a baby. Karen 
and I could have gone on a date or two, or slept in more. As it 
was I had to scramble for nearly perfect grades my final years 
to end up with a C+ average. Damn Slater for busting my balls 
on my GPA. One year of partying still haunts me. I look out 
the window as we wail along through red lights while traffic 
guards, used to the drill, hold back less important citizens and 
wave us on our way.

Slater knows his business. In less than ten minutes we 
drive through the side White House gates and a car wash full 
of nuclear sensors, coming to a perfectly placed stop in the 
middle of more dark-suited sunglasses-wearing heat-packing 
clones. I step out and am immediately patted down and vio-
lated as never before with wands, brushes, swabs, needles, and 
a Geiger counter. On cue, the clones disperse, and another plas-
tic-faced man steps forward. “Welcome to the White House, 
Mr. Thompson.”

I reach out my hand. “Thank you, Mr.—”
Plastic Face shakes his head in disdain. “No need for shakes 

or names. Security, you understand.”
I feel like a neophyte. “Of course.”
“Follow me, sir. This is the West Wing.” Plastic Face leads 

me down golden-rug-surfaced marble hallways, turning left, 
right, left, left, right, until finally he spins me around twice and 
pushes me through a door. “The Roosevelt Room,” he says. “A 
shortcut.” He leads me around a long conference table and past 
a row of flags. A painting of Native Americans riding horses 
bareback hangs on the wall. 

We exit the Roosevelt Room out an opposite door to a mar-
bled-floor reception area. I find myself standing in front of a 
meticulous-looking aide sitting at a desk. A presidential flag is 
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posted left of the desk. The United States flag is posted to the 
right. Two wide dark-stained doors are behind the man. Above 
the doors it says “Oval Office” in some old Yankee-style letters.

“Have a seat, Mr. Thompson.” Plastic Face steps back and 
stands against the wall. I sit down and watch the man at the 
desk work, too nervous to look anywhere else.

The man types on a computer and talks into a Bluetooth 
headset. He says the same things over and over in an abun-
dance of ways. “No. He’s not. President is out. Three thirty 
in the Rose Garden. Not in. Out. No. Three thirty. Rose Gar-
den. This afternoon. Busy. Not available. No. Don’t know 
when. Out.”

The man looks like he could keep it up forever. The passing 
time only increases my nervousness. I twiddle my thumbs and 
continue to stare at the president’s unflappable gatekeeper. It 
seems everyone wants access to the most powerful man of the 
most powerful country on earth. Why the hell am I here? Am I 
going down for selling America out to Bangladesh? Or maybe 
the Bangladeshi agreement is spreading goodwill and helping 
repair our relations with the Muslim world. My hopes rise for 
a second, but I know I’m being unrealistic.

An hour passes. I am in severe danger of missing Scotty’s 
concert. Karen is going to kill me. 

A buzz sounds from the man’s desk. He picks up a phone. 
“Yes, sir.” He sets the phone down and looks at me. “Any 
moment now.”

I’m going to see the president. President Wright’s public 
persona defines sophistication. He’s polished, professional, and 
articulate. He presents critically acclaimed speeches, and when 
asked a question, he always has the appropriate response. I 
should be respectful, but confident: a take-charge guy. I can 
accomplish whatever he needs done. I need the president to see 
that I’m intelligent, too. I need the president to know that I’m 
his man. I take a deep breath.
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The Oval Office door opens. Vance Slater fills my vision. 
I’m tense and alert. The old University of Michigan linebacker 
barrels toward me wearing a gray pinstriped suit, power red 
tie, and white Hermès pocket kerchief, all of it calculated to 
make someone like myself extra insecure. On television Slater is 
oily smooth, and in person it’s doubly impressive, like a grease 
slide in an alley behind a Waffle House. There’s a pin on his 
lapel: two blue letters, BM, superimposed over the American 
flag. He’s never worn this pin before; surely the press would 
have covered it if he had. Archie was right. Slater is a part of 
the Big Mac Party.

“Thompson! What the hell took you so long?”
I try to explain that I’d been waiting. “Sorry, but—”
“Don’t let it happen again.”
“No, sir.”
Vance Slater walks me into the Oval Office. It smells like 

fresh flowers. A blue oval carpet with a presidential crest covers 
most of the room. President Wright sits at his desk, hunched 
over a mini arcade game like a scientist examining a petri dish. 
He shouts at the game, “Bring it on, sucka!”

I look closely at the president. He looks strange playing 
a game and shouting. I look at his gallant photograph on the 
wall. He has an unmistakable bump at the bridge of his nose. 
I look to the man playing the game. Same bump. Same man as 
the photograph. This man is the president of the United States. 
Maybe he’s sick.

I step with Slater onto the carpet and he guides me to the 
president. We stop five feet in front of his desk. “Let’s hope this 
round is a good one,” Slater whispers.

Out of the little game a throaty movie-tone voice roars, 
“Are you ready to play Bulls-Eye Ball?” At the same time ener-
gizing carnival music pulses.

The president has four marble-size steel balls in his left hand 
and one perched ready to go between his thumb and finger in 
his right. He stares intently at the round yellow rubber pad, 
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placed before a skee-ball like concentric circle target. “Thirty 
seconds and . . . go!” says the voice. Quickly paced go-as-fast-
as-you-can music plays, and the president begins bouncing the 
steel balls off the launch pad into the target.

I look at Slater. He stands calm, looking on as if all is normal.
The voice calls out the escalating score, and the balls return 

to a tray in front of the launch pad for the president to grab 
and shoot again. “Two, five, ten, thirteen, fifteen, twenty, 
twenty-two . . .” The president shoots a ball over the target. 
It rolls off the desk and onto the floor. Vance Slater picks it 
up, reaches over and places it into the president’s left hand. 
The president transfers it to his right hand and shoots with-
out looking up. The spectacle of him playing Bulls-Eye Ball is 
surreal. My eye twitches. I put my hands inside my pant pock-
ets. I return them to my side. The president is under extreme 
pressure. Many powerful men have quirks. I take a silent deep 
breath.

Ding, ding, ding. “Time is up. You scored seventy-two 
points, a new record.”

The president jumps up and raises his fists toward the ceil-
ing in an Olympic victory salute. “Yeeow!” He double-punches 
the air, places his knuckles on the desk, and glares at the game 
mockingly. “Take that!”

Vance Slater clears his throat. “Mr. President, allow me to 
introduce Special Customs Service Agent Chris Thompson.” 
The president looks at me for the first time. My heart thumps 
quickly against my chest. Slater continues, “Chris, the presi-
dent of the United States, Oscar Wright.”

The president straightens up to his full five-foot-four height, 
smiles to reveal the pearly whites that enhance his movie star 
good looks, and transforms into the respectable-looking man 
whom I recognize from multiple forms of media, though in per-
son his short stature is much more apparent.

“Oh, yes. Special Agent Thompson. It is a pleasure.” The 
president scoots around his desk nimbly and sticks out his 
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hand. I try but fail to swallow in preparation for saying some-
thing intelligent at this momentous occasion. My limbs feel 
numb. President Wright has to reach for my hand. He shakes it 
and my arm waves like a Slinky. I attempt to say, “Pleasure is 
all mine, Mr. President,” but I get stuck on the “Pl” part and, as 
my face turns red in a strenuous attempt to speak, I say some-
thing like “Plisss” before coughing.

“Water,” the president calls unnecessarily, for a man places 
a bottle of Hawaiian volcanic-filtered water in my hand within 
seconds. Embarrassed, I take a drink and hand it back. The 
president slaps my back. “No worries, Thompson. This room 
humbles even the most important people. I could barely speak 
the first time I waltzed in here. Ha, and remember Schwarzeneg-
ger, Vance? Tough guy passed out cold from fear.”

President Wright guides me to a couch and sits down next to 
me. Our knees touch. Vance Slater sits on the opposing couch. 
A cherry-finished coffee table separates us. George Washing-
ton in his general’s uniform stands regally in a painting, sternly 
looking down, as if threatening us to do the honorable thing.

“I love that little skee ball game; calms the nerves, reminds 
me when I used to take my second set of kids, from my third 
wife, to Chuck E. Cheese’s when I was a junior congressman. 
Those were the days . . . I love skee ball. The kids turned out for 
shit though, just like the first. Damn hooligans nearly cost me 
the election. Thank God for my last baby. She’s a great kid—
graduating Arizona State this year with straight As. I couldn’t 
be more proud.”

My mind is thinking so many things. I imagine telling friends 
about this White House visit and how they’ll react. I’m not fol-
lowing everything the president is saying, something about his 
kids. I feel slightly more comfortable, though far from ease. I 
hadn’t noticed before, but several men stand stationed around 
the room, silent and staring straight ahead, blending in with the 
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wainscoted walls and gold-colored drapes. “The whole country 
is proud of your kids, Mr. President,” I say.

“Yes . . . they’re a great asset. And I understand you have a 
nice little family to be proud of, Chris.”

“Karen is great, and Scotty will be turning ten—he can be a 
troublemaker at times, but he’s—”

The president interrupts. “Chris, look. We could talk all 
day about kids, but we need to stay focused on what’s import-
ant to the country. All kids turn out to be troublemakers sooner 
or later. Mark my word.” The president looks up and points at 
Vance Slater.

Slater writes something in a notebook. “Marked.”
I smile and feel out of place. I gather my courage and say, 

“I’m a little curious what this is all about.”
The president looks at me matter-of-factly. I worry I’ve been 

too forward. “Chris, do you remember that CIA interview you 
had as a senior at Georgetown?”

I’ve always dreamed of working as a CIA foreign intelli-
gence officer. I wanted to be an American-style 007, but they 
wouldn’t give me a chance. “I had a series of interviews with 
the CIA,” I say.

“Yes, I know. But the final one—do you remember that 
final day at headquarters in Langley?” The president looks at 
me expectantly.

“I remember they never offered me a job.”
The president waves his hands in impatience. “Yes, yes, but 

do you remember that analyst exercise they gave you?”
Boy, do I ever. I’d had a half hour to respond and I’ve 

always regretted my answer. “I do. I was supposed to brain-
storm a scenario not yet conceived that could be a threat to 
the United States.”

“Exactly.” The president snaps his fingers. “What was his 
analysis titled, Vance?”

Vance Slater brings out some sheets from a folder. “‘The 
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Two-Phased Stealth Invasion Threat to the United States from 
Mexico and Canada.’”

My face feels warm as I confront this failure from my past. 
As best I can recall, my response had highlighted our preoc-
cupation with Russia and the Middle East to the neglect of 
our friendly neighbors to the north and south. In the scenario 
I projected, Mexico and Canada used computers to “stealth-
ily” steal control of our industrial infrastructure and military 
capabilities and divide up the land of the United States between 
them. So maybe it was my fault I’m not a spy. “I think my 
response ruined my chances for a job.”

“It did,” the president says. “But it’s brilliant, and it’s now 
officially classified as a top-secret security analysis paper.” 

They don’t care about the apple pies. The president said 
brilliant. He looks at me with a smile of cheerful expectation. 
Slater stares like he’s assessing me. “Are you sure?” I ask. 
“Classified? My paper? I don’t see how my old analysis applies 
to anything.”

President Wright looks at his chief of staff and nods. 
“Vance?”

Vance Slater nods back importantly and stands. A sly smirk 
escapes his stoic countenance, and I think he might laugh, 
but then he recovers. “Please stand, Mr. Thompson, and raise 
your right hand.” I comply like an eager immigrant taking the 
citizenship oath. “Special Agent Chris Thompson, with your 
duties in the Customs Service you have already been granted 
top-secret clearance.”

“Yes, sir. That’s correct,” I say.
“I am now about to grant you the highest-level security 

clearance possible: the Delta Delta Delta—or Tri-Delta clear-
ance.”

“I’ve never heard of that.”
“I just created it.” The president strokes his chin. “I named 

it in honor of my first wife. She was a Tri-Delt back at Indiana 
University. I have fond memories of that sorority house.”
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Slater continues, “Anyway, there are three people who have 
this security clearance: you, me, and the president. Tri-Delta 
documents are for our eyes only.”

“Hoosier president?” shouts the president. He slaps his 
knee and laughs.

I’m not sure what is happening. I think they are trying to 
fluster me. “This is all very confusing.”

“It will be clear in a minute,” Slater says. “But first you 
have to take the Tri-Delta oath.”

My right hand is still raised. The president places a musical 
triangle in my left. “Here, hold this. It’s one of my relaxation 
devices, but it’s appropriate, don’t you think?”

Slater reads from three purple Post-it notes he has stacked 
on top of one another. “Do you, Special Agent Chris A. Thomp-
son of the United States Customs Service, hereby agree to abide 
by the absolute Secret Code of the Tri-Delta security triangle, 
consisting of the White House chief of staff, Vance R. Slater; the 
president of the United States, Oscar I. Wright; and yourself?”

The president can barely contain himself. “And I’m in 
charge, right Vance?”

“Yes, Mr. President, you are in charge.”
President Wright grabs my wrist. “We want you to be a 

part of our inner triangle, Chris.”
Images of chartered jets and power dinners with world 

leaders flood my mind. “I do,” I say with pride.
“Do you agree to maintain security and not communicate 

any confidential material, or anything you have ever heard, 
seen, learned, or imagined, whether secret or not, regarding 
anything to do with Tri-Delta security information, whether 
written, coded, taped, videoed, texted, emailed, hologrammed, 
or implied, to any other person living or dead, or partially dead 
but not really dead due to a near-death experience, no matter 
what law, judge, or means of coercion, or extreme torture, may 
fall upon you?”

“Um, what?”
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“Just say ‘I do,’” the president says. “We both did. Hooyah!”
I look at Slater. He looks like he might laugh again.
Okay. I’ve been ignoring it. The president is off his rocker. 

He’s a total nut. I’m being set up. I’m the fall guy for the com-
ing apple pie outsourcing scandal. I look nervously around 
the room and feel like the smallest guy in the jail yard. Slater 
regains his stern expression. The president smiles. “Ain’t Amer-
ica great? Bet you thought it was going to be another ordinary 
day.” The president says this with such good nature it’s wor-
risome. They’re still trying to shake me. This must be one of 
those high-stress interviews to see how I will react. I stay strong 
and vow not to let them faze me. Maybe this is a legitimate 
ticket out of my rubber-stamp job.

President Wright opens his hands in a welcoming gesture. 
“Well?”

I’m due for a lucky break. And it’s not like this opportunity 
will ever come again. This is it. I’ve got to take the chance. “I 
do,” I say softly.

“Hooyah!” the president says.
Slater hands me a glossy laminate identification card that 

displays three red triangles, my picture, and the words “Spe-
cial Agent Chris Thompson, Tri-Delta Security Clearance.” 
I’ve seen better fake IDs in college. I flip it over and see an 
embossed sketch of a large sorority-looking house. On the bot-
tom in small red letters is a toll-free phone number and the 
name “Indiana University.”

“What is all this?” I ask.
Vance sits down and motions for me to as well. “Your con-

tact number.”
The president slaps his hand on my knee. “What this all 

is . . . is that right now you’re the only man in the government 
to have predicted what happened.”

“What happened?”
“Your CIA security analysis paper. It’s come true.”
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“My security analysis paper? You don’t mean that Mexico 
and Canada have invaded us?”

“Phase I, exactly as you predicted, has happened,” the pres-
ident says with all seriousness.

“I’m sorry, I forget Phase I,” I say.
“Mexico is invading us as we speak,” Slater says.
I’m flabbergasted. “I haven’t heard a thing.”
“It’s a stealth invasion. Simply genius how you foresaw it,” 

the president says.
“A stealth invasion?”
“Your term, Chris, but yes, a stealth invasion,” Slater says. 

“In the past three weeks, a hundred thousand Mexicans have 
stealthily invaded this country. We think millions more plan to 
enter soon.”

“Millions?”
“Could be as high as ten million.”
“Ten million? I can see a few dodging the border patrol, but 

ten million?”
“The border patrol lets them through,” the president says.
Slater stands up and starts pacing. “Somehow the Mexicans 

hacked into our computers and obtained a shitload of tourist 
visas. It’s all perfectly legal to the border patrol.”

“They give ’em a handshake and tell ’em to take what they 
want,” the president says.

“All very peaceful,” Slater says.
“Just like when that Gandhi dude made ’em sit around all 

peaceful-like, and the British had to leave Mexico,” the presi-
dent says. 

“That was India, Mr. President,” Slater says.
The president’s lips quiver. “I saw the movie, Vance. It 

was Mexico. And to think the British would get up and leave 
because a lot of people just sat around acting like hippies is 
plain absurd.”

Vance Slater takes a deep breath and sighs. “Well anyhow, 
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this is what we believe.” He closes his eyes for a moment as if 
in an attempt to add credibility to what he is about to say. “The 
Mexicans plan on implementing an electronically enhanced 
version of what the president likes to call the Gandhi scenario, 
until they get what they want.”

I look back and forth between the president and Slater. 
They both appear sincere, seriously so. Could it be real? “What 
do they want?” I ask.

“They want to enter our country illegally without any has-
sles,” Slater says.

“They want their land back,” the president says.
I chuckle. “Like the Alamo?”
The president looks at me without a hint of sarcasm and 

says, “Yes, the Alamo! And everything else we snatched fair 
and square, out in the open, with guns and cannons and bayo-
nets back in the Civil War.”

“Mexican-American War,” Slater says.
I can’t help but laugh it seems so unlikely. “That’s a lot of 

territory,” I say.
The president does not think it so funny. He jumps up. 

“From El Paso to San Francisco, and everything with a Los, La, 
Las, El, or San in between.” He slaps his forehead. “My God. 
They probably want Las Vegas.” He looks petrified.

Slater tries to pacify him. “Mr. President. I don’t think 
they—”

“Damn, we can’t lose Vegas. That’s as apple pie as we get. 
Thompson, you’ve got to stop this.”

I put my hand to my chest. “Me?”
“Yes, you. Why the hell do you think you’re here?”
I have no idea and that’s the truth. “It all seems unreal.”
“It is all unreal!” the president says.
“Perhaps we should break for lunch,” Slater says.
“Taco Bell! Who’s up for Taco Bell?” the president asks.
Vance Slater clears his throat. “I should remind you, Mr. 

President, that Taco Bell food is un-American.”
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The president holds up his index finger. “One last time.” He 
shouts out to nobody in particular. “Two Nachos BellGrandes 
to start, Cheesy Bean and Rice Burrito for Vance, a Volcano 
Burrito for me, and how about you, Thompson?”

“No, thank you.”
“And get Thompson the half-pound Nacho Crunch Bur-

rito. He’ll love it.” The president, using the trademark ending 
he employs after all his campaign promises, points at me and 
winks. “I guarantee it.”

I stand to join them and throw my arms in the air. “Mr. 
Slater, Mr. President. Mexico—Canada—invasion—Nachos 
BellGrandes—with all due respect, it’s a bit much.”

“All at once, a little overwhelming,” Slater admits.
“Ass-toot of you not to forget the Canadians,” the presi-

dent says.
An efficient woman with black rectangular glasses enters 

the room. “Excuse me, Mr. Slater, the speaker of the house 
has arrived.”

Slater looks uneasily back and forth between the president 
and me. “I’ll take care of the speaker. Back in five.”

Slater leaves the room. As soon as he’s gone, the president 
rushes to his desk and sits down. “Come here, Thompson.”

I pause.
The president calls me over. Suddenly he’s looking at me 

with a seriousness he had yet to display. “Hurry. It’s time for 
the truth.” 

He motions for me to take a seat. I sit down in one of the 
two wingback chairs in front of his desk. The president ruffles 
through some papers and looks around. His gaze stops at the 
painting of George Washington. He begins to say something, 
but a tornado-like roar from outside vibrates throughout the 
room. Out the side window, I see a presidential helicopter land-
ing on the lawn. The president waits for the noise to die down. 
Then he looks me in the eye and speaks with gravity. 

“Chris, do you remember Senator Joseph McCarthy?”
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