Burton Fastgate lit a cigar and watched the White House grow smaller in the rear window of the limousine as sweet-smelling blue smoke filled the leather interior.


“I want that motherfucker,” he said.


“Oh come on B-Ray, this is his last term,” Arnell Davis, Fastgate’s Chief of Staff and oldest friend said.  “I wouldn’t even….”


“Not the President.  The place.  The White House.”


“Well, that is the plan,” Arnell pulled a mineral water from the small refrigerator under the clanking bottles of the wet bar.  “And the polls are definitely breaking in our favor.”


“But we ain’t gonna stop now are we?”  Fastgate poked the cigar at the other man.  “You need to start bein’ an earth-scorchin’ mother from now on.  I want you to burn ‘em all to the ground.  I don’t even care if you have to set ‘em up.  When the smoke clears I just want it to be me standin’ there with my Armani overcoat and my cigar, you know?  Like I was on the cover of GQ.”


He saw the uncertainty in Arnell’s eyes and laughed, baring all of his teeth.


“The ends always justify the means, my friend.  The ends always justify the means.”


Burton Ray Fastgate had grown up on the narrow streets of southern Chicago, stealing cars and running kites for a local bookie that everyone just called Chopper.  When he was seventeen his leadership skills and ruthlessly opportunistic nature caught the attention of Rabin Poughkeepsie, a University of Chicago professor who consulted for a non-profit organization that championed the plight of Chicago’s working class poor and inner-city minorities.


As a member of the Chicago chapter of the Workers Brotherhood of America, Fastgate quickly realized that there was much to be learned about American society – and the power structure that fought for its soul – and that stealing cars and delivering gambling chits were obscenely small-minded endeavors that were very much below his potential.


“I want more.  How do I get more?”  He had asked, sitting across from Poughkeepsie in the elderly man’s cluttered office on the university campus.  Fastgate had leaned forward, prepared to mentally record everything that came out of the old man’s mouth – that trembling, white-haired sage who spoke of uniting workers and equality, racial harmony and inner city strife and the immorality of big business.  Of course, mixed up in all of those concepts, Fastgate only ever heard one blaring thing: power.  

“I want to run this shit, Rabin.”  Fastgate picked up the glass globe paperweight from the old man’s desk.

Poughkeepsie chuckled and smiled approvingly.


“How about we first work on running this,” Poughkeepsie had pointed a trembling finger at Fastgate.  “Your language, although endearing and appropriate for a struggling black youth in the heartless inner city, hides your intelligence and your potential.  Think about it Burton, which is going to work better…honestly…’I’m aiming to step up in here and run this motherfucker’ or ‘Your policies are inherently racist and I believe that the only way to convince a skeptical public otherwise is to promote people of color’?”


Fastgate smiled.


“But never forget where you come from, Burton,” the old man tapped on his desk.  “The struggles of your people in this bourgeoisie society.  That’s your ticket.  For instance, where’s your father?”


“Dead.  He died when I was four.”


“How?”


“He was workin’ on an oil rig in Louisiana and somethin’ broke or somethin’.  Killed a few guys.”


“No, no, no!”  The old man stood and paced, his Cardigan buttoned to the neck.  “Your father was killed by the unsafe and unfair practices of a corporation, a big oil company that regularly took advantage of the poorest workers and habitually placed minority workers in harms way.  What about mom?”


“My moms was a teenager livin’ out in California and workin’ at Disneyland when she had me.  I got sent here to live with my pops’ mom.  I get letters from her sometimes.  Don’t know much, though.”  He sat and looked at his hands for a moment.  “She’s white.”


At this the old man stopped pacing.  “Okay.  So you can honestly say that you don’t know your mother.  That’s good.  Her being white may muddle things a bit.  But let’s keep that in the back of our heads.  There may be a time when it will be useful to us…you.”


Fastgate had always secretly felt that there were plans and blueprints behind everything around him; like the invisible hands of faceless committees were always in the act of building the world around him moment by moment.  But he never suspected that he’d actually meet anyone who was in on it…and he certainly had not anticipated that the committees were made up of people like Poughkeepsie, an ancient college professor who was not much more than an animated skeleton with a small white beard.  And still he couldn’t figure out why he was so enthralled by a guy who he had absolutely nothing in common with.  But the old man spoke to him, you know?  Spoke to something deep inside that nobody on the streets or at the evening pick-up basketball games under the buzzing sodium lights or at the throbbing parties had ever touched.  It gave him a vision and a purpose that was so elusive that he had to focus his thinking on it constantly or it would fade into the world around him, leaving him wondering if it had been there at all – and yet, at the same time, it was so amazingly simple.


There were two distinct worlds in the Chicago that he had grown up in.  One was the façade of inner-city life, full of alcohol and drugs and sex and ego-fueled violence and bleak futures dominated by concrete gutters, dimly-lit police stations and bright, foul-smelling hospitals.  That world was small and cramped and made you feel like you couldn’t stand and stretch your back and feel the sun on your face.  It was a world of running footfalls echoing in alleys late in the night, gunshots, mother’s wailing in the damp streets and the rumbling claustrophobia of prison bars.


But now that other world – the world that had opened up to him the first time that he had climbed into the passenger seat of Poughkeepsie’s Ford Tempo and listened to the man’s slow and hypnotic way of speaking – was a world where everything was coordinated, directed and planned extensively.  A world where everything was protested, petitioned, twisted, promoted, condemned, created and destroyed with the goal of pushing unease, distrust and confusion on the masses who clogged the freeway tollbooths and the coffee shops.


It was a world where multitudes of people like Poughkeepsie – teachers, councilmen, writers, critics, reporters, editors, lawyers, artists, doctors, socialites, even housewives – all worked tirelessly to bend the sensibilities of society first one way, and then the other, until finally they would break on an issue or an assumption or an idea much like a stiff metal bar can eventually be broken.


All with the clear and very intentional focus of creating fear, confusion, apathy and angry selfishness, wrapped in hopelessness as sticky and overwhelming as quicksand.


“And at that moment,” Poughkeepsie had smiled, tapping the tobacco ashes from his pipe.  “They are isolated even in their bustling crowds, alone in their towering cities and you have them by the balls.  You will own every man, woman and child and they won’t even know it.  They’ll no longer have the capacity to know it.  They’ll welcome you taking over their lives, Burton.  They’ll shake your hand as you walk by and kiss your cheek and say they never knew how anyone could have lived any other way.


“They will willingly give you their dreams and their individuality.  You’ll see.  They’ll give up their faiths, their truths…even cherished concepts like beauty and love and justice will fall away and be replaced what you tell them is beauty, love and justice.”


Fastgate ran his hand over his short, thick hair.  “Why would they give up like that?  I wouldn’t.  I don’t get it.”


“Don’t you see, they already have Burton, they just haven’t realized it yet?” The old man had laughed.  “We, you and I, are following years and years of purposeful deterioration.  Carefully planned destruction.  The moment that this nation first set out to build itself on a foundation of individuality and liberty, the forces of the world – the natural forces of human dynamics – began to descend on it.  To attack the obscenity that those dead white men were attempting to create…had the audacity to even attempt.  Our job is to simply blow on the empty shells that fill our streets and office buildings and factories.


“Listen, Burton, nothing is quite as directionless and foundering as a man left to search for his own happiness.  Like a sailboat on a smooth, windless ocean, where the canvas just hangs like sagging skin and the sun beats it relentlessly.  And there, on the deck is a man – growing more sunburned by the minute – who is so confused about which direction to move in.  At its most basic level, free will is plain cruelty and at its most complicated…it’s pure torture.  It creates disparity, inequality and, worst of all, jealousy.


“The moment that one man says to another man, ‘I want what you have,’ society begins its collapse.  Don’t you see?  On the most elementary level, we must desire for everyone to be fully, totally and completely equal.  We must stamp out individual achievement, fame, the concept of ownership…anything that sets he apart from they.  That’s the key.


“Have you ever watched crabs in a cooking pot, Burton?  It’s an important lesson in sociology.  If one crab tries to climb out, what happens?  I’ll tell you.  The others will pull it back into the cluster of shells, legs and claws.  That’s nature, my boy.  That’s a perfect society at work.  One that is self-sufficient and truly self-governing.  When our communities reach out and pull those back who dare to insult us all by thinking they are better or more capable…then we’ve arrived.  Then people like you and I will have success.”


Fastgate had sat for a long time, confusion darkening his features.  The old man’s concepts seemed to fade in and out of his ability to grasp and fully comprehend them.  As soon as he thought that they might be making sense, they were gone again.


“But,” He paused for a long time before continuing.  “Somebody has to put those crabs in the pot, right?”


Rabin Poughkeepsie’s smile stretched from one ear to the other, opening his face into a disquieting Jack-o’-Lantern-like gash.  “That, my boy, is why I’m taking you under my wing.  You’re a natural.  I recognized your abilities right away that day at the Boy’s Club over on 54th Avenue.  You’re different and you’re special, Burton.  You remind me of me at your age.  And it’ll take people like us, like you, to fill those crab pots.  You can help your fellow man in immeasurable ways by killing his free will…killing absolute truth…killing his belief in the goodness of our society…and in god.  Man – not men like you and me mind you – but man in general can only truly experience happiness and inner peace – real serenity – when they have no choices and are the same, one neighbor to another…one neighborhood to another…across the nation and around the world.”


Fastgate tried to hide the glow of pride, an overwhelming sense of importance and a deep and growing affection for the other man.  And he saw that Poughkeepsie saw what he was thinking, but thankfully didn’t acknowledge it.


“I think,” The old man said, still showing two rows of amazingly false teeth.  “That you need to start preparing to be on the Chicago City Council.  It’ll be a fitting start.”


He then took a small From the Desk of Rabin Poughkeepsie notepad, scribbled a list of names on the top sheet and handed the paper to the young Fastgate.


“Figure out how to find a library, get as many books by these people as you can and read them.  Read them until you understand them.  And then come back and see me and we’ll work on the next step.  You are going to be one of the most important men in the world, Burton.  But it’s going to take a lot of work on your part.  More effort than you have ever expended on anything.  But when it’s over, when the smoke clears…I guarantee you that it’ll be worth it.  Now go and don’t come back until you have done what I’ve asked.”


Fastgate had carefully folded the note, slid it into the pocket of his jeans and left without another word to the old man.

*
*
*


Karl Marx

Friedrich Engels

Vladimir Lenin

Thomas More

Francois Babeuf

Mao Zedong


Ernesto Geuvara

Burton Fastgate had found and stolen the books, reading and rereading them all; an ever-shortening pencil clenched tightly between his teeth.  He made small, purposeful notes on countless sheets of blank paper, attempting to structure the arguments and concepts into a form that he could grasp.  Quotes from Marx, circled heavily, were connected by lines to scribbled ideas found in the writings of Lenin, Zedong and Guevara.  There was a common thread that ran through the writings – one of societal ownership and absolute equality – that was to be achieved by any means necessary.  Dishonesty, terror, sleight-of-hand, re-education.  Even murder.


The ends justify the means.  The young man found himself writing it over and over under his boldly scrawled diagrams. 


At first Fastgate was changed.

He imagined a world of splendid and peaceful equality and whole-heartedly strove to be a part of it.  With Poughkeepsie’s assistance he started publishing a weekly newsletter called The Youth Worker and passed it out everywhere he went.  They created the Chicago Citizens United organization, for which Fastgate was the entire staff and membership.  The CCU, and his name as Executive Director, began appearing regularly in newspapers in the Chicago and metro areas.  The CCU supported Terrence Moore, a janitor who had kidnapped and raped three secretaries from the same insurance company and then killed a police officer during his arrest.  The CCU pushed hard, claiming that the Chicago Police Department had set the man up and arrested him illegally.

“We have been shown absolute proof,” Fastgate had thundered at a hastily called but well attended press conference.  “I tell you, without a doubt, that not only did Chicago police officers intimidate those secretaries, but they also killed one of their own during the arrest in an embarrassingly clumsy friendly-fire accident.  The only thing Mr. Moore is guilty of is being black in Chicago.”

His claims made headlines in Illinois and appeared in the Around the Nation sections of newspaper across the country, bringing a flurry of angry editorials and letters to newspapers where it seemed that America was debating the case and, specifically, Fastgate’s statement.

The nation was now talking about Chicago Citizens United and its Executive Director, Burton R. Fastgate.  But incredibly, he was not the focus of the support or the anger – he was the messenger.  The man who was watching out for everyday Americans.

At this Fastgate and Poughkeepsie had clapped each others’ backs and snipped the ends from large, handmade Cuban cigars.

“Now you see how it works, my boy,” the old man had held up a trembling flame for Fastgate’s cigar.  “Of course, it’s now time to close up the CCU and open American Citizens United.  Use the same address if you like, it doesn’t matter.”

Fastgate hooked his thumbs under the lapels of his jacket, the cigar clamped in his teeth.  “Burton R. Fastgate, Executive Director of American Citizen’s United.  Yeah.  I like that!”  He turned to Poughkeepsie.  “And we can focus all of this publicity and really save Moore.”

“Forget Moore,” The old man waved his hand.  “Haven’t you been learning anything from me?”

Fastgate lowered his hands and looked at the older man.

“Yes, Burton, you heard me correctly.  Forget Terrence Moore.  He’s guilty.  Let him rot.  He served his purpose.  You must see it, my boy.  This isn’t about saving the Terrence Moores of the world.  This is about promoting unease, distrust, paranoia…and you Burton.”

Fastgate remembered his hand on the glass, adjacent to Moore’s own hand, in the Main Adult Detention Facility’s visitor center.  We’re gonna get you out of here, Fastgate had promised over the stinking phone handset.  The grateful look on Moore’s stupid, guilty face had made him feel like a savior…like a superhero.  And now Poughkeepsie was telling him to forget Moore.  Forget the guy on the other side of the glass, who was depending on Burton Fastgate for his life and his freedom.

“I don’t know,” Fastgate set his cigar in the large glass ashtray.

“This is your moment, Burton,” Poughkeepsie smiled slyly.  “This right here is when you decide if you have the intestinal fortitude to run the world…or if you are going to end up as just another Jesse.  Pimping your race and selling your stupid soul to any cause that will put money in your pocket.  You decide, Burton, if you want real power…or if you just want some money and name recognition in the newspapers.

“Because you, my boy, are at the crossroads that we all get to at some point in the course of this struggle.  I’ve been there.  We all have.  Just know that if you choose the shallow fame and money route…you and I are done.  And I would have to admit that I grossly misread your abilities.”

The old man poured Brandy into a large snifter and sat next to the crackling fire, ignoring Fastgate as he stood, his shadow rippling and flashing on the hardwood floor.

There was a long silence, broken only by the sound of the wood popping in the fireplace.

“Yeah, okay,” Fastgate’s shoulders dropped; the old man heard it in his voice.

“Very well, Burton.  You should be happy about a job well done.  You have proven yourself worthy of the next step.  Now go home.  Tomorrow, close the CCU…start the ACU…and I’ll call one of my colleagues downtown and get your name added to the City Council ballot this November.  You will win.  Good night.”

Fastgate retrieved his smoking cigar, turned and left the old man’s house without another word.

As he walked home, his overcoat flapping around him and the cigar smoke rising and sticking in dense puffs in the cold evening air, he became unchanged.

He realized that he had always been selfish, that all of his schemes as a youth on Chicago’s streets had been about benefiting himself.  Of course.  And even now, as the “respected” Executive Director of an almost wholly fictitious organization, he had somehow convinced himself that he was going to be making a difference in the world.  He would become the New Man promoted by so many of Poughkeepsie’s writers and would help society to realize the inevitability of that new thinking.  It was the closest that he had ever come to selflessness.

And now, with a simple statement uttered by an old man, a hastily tossed off forget Moore, Fastgate finally saw the monster for what it was.  A soul eating beast that crept across the landscape of modern world history disguised as progress, equality and humanitarianism.  A deceptively clothed wolf creeping through fields fat with sheep bleating about the latest baseball scores, anorexic movie stars or mysteries of global warming.

Fastgate saw, through eyes lensed by the books that he had memorized and the concepts that he had diagramed in dark pencil lines on bright white paper, that there was a darkness descending on the world.  And it was truly a dark genius that fueled it.  It was an idea that had started with mislead but good intentions and had been transformed by darkly intelligent men who intimately understood group dynamics even before that term was coined.  It had been improved and solidified by men with a certain type of bored genius – men with nothing in their lives but the quest to think themselves beyond their parlor couches – to think themselves into history.

Over time the concepts had made such deep and sinister roots in American society that even though many saw the coming sickness – usually cloaked as human-rights protests, progressive media reports, judicial activism and the like – it was already too well fed to destroy it.  It was carried on the backs of apathetic human nature – which was the true genius of its design.  In order for it to be stopped once it had gained a foothold in a society, it would require the individuals in that society to voluntarily stand up from their comfortable nests of womb-like recliners, turn off the twenty-four hour news channels, disconnect from the world wide web, stop memorizing the statistics of professional athletes, bring their children back into the embrace of unbroken families, rediscover God and actually stand together – as a solid unit – against the approaching evil.  And that was just never going to happen.

Many men who were much better and smarter than Fastgate – men with truly good hearts and noble intentions – had been broken against that oncoming storm.  Cast off into the dust bin of history and politics and popular culture.  And Fastgate knew it.  That was perhaps the most important lesson that he had learned from Poughkeepsie; none of them mattered.  It would happen with or without them.  It was the natural order of human societies and was as inevitable as the sun rising each morning.  Fastgate would either learn to surf the on the foreshadowing wave of it or get pulled into the undertow – into obscurity and eventual ruin.

“Fuck it,” Fastgate said to the empty street.  “Fuck you.”

He flicked the glowing cigar and it flew in a lopsided arc, smashing into a burst of embers on the frosted windshield of a parked car.

“Fuck all of you!”  He had yelled at the top of his voice at the darkened windows of the apartments that lined the street.

A dog barked in distance and Fastgate had turned down an alleyway as the windows lit up nearby, soon to be filled by sleepy faces not used to late night yelling on their street.

*
*
*


Arnell and Fastgate had ridden in silence most of the way back to the Capitol Building when a cell phone rang.


“Hello?”  Arnell answered his personal phone.


Senator Fastgate’s Chief of Staff then spent the next minute nodding silently, looking at his watch and making “uh-huh’ sounds with a dry throat.  When he finally hung up he covered his mouth with one wide hand and squeezed his lower face as his large eyes looked around the interior of the limousine.


“What is it Arnell?  You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


Arnell took a deep breath and rubbed both palms together before looking at Fastgate.


“That was Senator Hirsch…he was inviting you over to the Beirbaum House right now.  That means….”


“It means that I’m going to be the next President Arnell.  That’s what it means.” Fastgate leaned back into the leather seat.


“Not necessarily B-Ray,” Arnell took a drink from his water bottle.  “It means that they are going to ask for your soul in exchange for the Presidency.”


“And I will gladly serve it up on a silver platter, Arnell.  I’m not using it.  And I have no plans to use it anytime soon.”


“I just don’t like it.  What happened to doing this our way?”


“Screw it, Arnell.  I mean, really, what could they ask for that I’m not willing to give up anyway?  I’m the one in charge here because I’m the one who doesn’t give a shit.  What’s the worst they could ask for?  That I initiate a war with some pissant country?  That I prop up some pedophile dictator?  That I look the other way while they slice off a piece of the tax revenue?  I hope they at least give me a challenging one, you know?”


Arnell could still see the boy who he had gotten into a fistfight with outside of the Rexall Drug store by the park over thirty years ago.  Back then neither would back down and neither would give up and finally, after they had both collapsed on the sidewalk...no longer even able to raise an arm…they had laughed great globs of blood onto the concrete.  And they had been inseparable friends ever since.  But now a man had taken up most of the boy that he once knew…and he wasn’t nearly as fond of the man.  The B-Ray that he knew would never have bowed down willingly just to get ahead.  Fight his way – yes – scratch and kick his way – yes – lie and cheat his way – yes – but not just give in to whatever request this secretive organization could make.  The old B-Ray would have declined the meeting out of principle alone…just to give that group of fat, white guys the old Southside Fuck You!


“Do you want me to go with you?”  Arnell didn’t look at the other man.


“No.  I’d better go it alone.”


Arnell was relieved and he swallowed the rest of the water in one gulp.  “Okay.”


The limousine pulled up to the curb in front of the Capitol Building and spilled Arnell out onto the grass, coat hastily hung over one arm and empty water bottle in his hand, and then disappeared back into the steady stream of traffic moving off to the east.


The Beirbaum House, located within rock-throwing distance of the Washington Monument, was a plain white building on the outside, as old as anything else in the historic city but twice as significant.  As the official meeting place of the simply named International Club, it was well known and well feared by those who had never walked on its rich, red carpets or sat beneath its five thousand pound crystal chandeliers.


Fastgate had done neither.


“Welcome Senator,” the Beirbaum’s doorman – an older gentleman with a meticulously formed handlebar mustache – said as he pulled open the heavy iron door, inviting Fastgate into the dark interior.  The smells of cigar smoke and expensive alcohol wafted out onto the sidewalk but quickly disappeared as Fastgate entered and the door swung shut behind him.


Once his eyes adjusted to the dark interior, he began walking down the long entryway.  The walls and ceiling were darkly carved and highly polished Rosewood and the thick, rich red carpet underfoot was amazingly comfortable and totally silent.  Fastgate straightened his posture as he moved, fully understanding that he had never before been in such a hallowed place with this much inherent power.  It was as if the very essence of the greatest nation on earth was shut up within these dark wooden walls and deep carpets.

“This way, Senator Fastgate,” the most beautiful women that Fastgate had ever seen walked out into the hallway to greet him.  Her dark eyes glowed like liquid amber in the dim light and her short skirt and square-shouldered jacket framed a body that was absolutely flawless.  She smiled at both his open-mouthed admiration of her appearance and of her complete and utter expectation of his reaction.

“I would’ve joined up a long time ago if I’d known about you,” He said.

She ignored his compliment and continued through the labyrinthine halls, knowing very well what he was thinking of doing with her body, which moved with clock-like precision and radiated an overwhelming femininity that was intoxicating to anyone around her.  She stopped before large frosted glass double doors and pushed them open.

“Gentlemen, may I present the Honorable Senator Burton R. Fastgate,” she said in a clear, strong voice and then disappeared down an adjacent passageway with just the quickest hint of a smile curving her red lips.

“Come on in Burton,” Senator Ben Hirsch stood from the long, crowded table and waved Fastgate into the room.

The room was smaller than Fastgate was expecting but still large enough to be respectable.  The furniture was of dark, polished wood – like the walls, which were adorned with oil paintings of people.  Fastgate thought the paintings looked like how people wished themselves to be.  Strong, beautiful and smiling.

The long table was surrounded by some faces that Fastgate knew from congress, a few he had seen in newspapers, at least one from international politics and half a dozen or so that he didn’t recognize at all.

No introductions were made.

“Have a seat at the head there, Burton,” Hirsch motioned and then sat back down, picking up a cigar and returning to a conversation that he was having with the anonymous man next to him.

Fastgate removed his jacket and sat very straight with it on his lap.  His stomach hadn’t burned like this since pulling jobs as a youth in Chicago…when he knew that he could be killed at any moment.  Now, as a wealthy and powerful man, he did not enjoy the feeling at all.  Much like he didn’t enjoy being ignored by this large group who seemed to have returned to whatever conversations they were having prior to his arrival.

He shifted his jacket on his lap several times and cleared his throat.

The conversations continued undeterred.

“Pardon me, Ben,” Fastgate finally said after several more minutes.  “You asked to see me.”

The talking at the table slowly subsided in uneven fits, eventually leaving everyone looking unemotionally at the uncomfortable senator at the head of the table.

“Yes, Burton, I said I wanted to see you,” Senator Hirsch patted the arm of the man who he had been talking to – apologizing for the interruption.  “But I fear you have quite miscalculated your importance to the people in this room.”

Fastgate’s stomach dropped and he could feel his heart beating rapidly in his teeth.  He was thankful for his dark skin so that the burning skin of his face wasn’t obvious to anyone.  An embarrassed anger rose in him, tensing his arms and stiffening his jaw, and he suddenly wished that Arnell had come along – at least then he wouldn’t be so alone in this powerful room.

“Have I?”  He forced his voice to sound easy, relaxed.

“Yes, Burton,” an unknown man who looked vaguely familiar to Fastgate spoke.  It’s as if he had seen the man in newspapers or on the political shows…but couldn’t place him.  “You no doubt rushed to this meeting hoping that we wanted to talk about the Presidency.  No?”

“Of course I did,” Fastgate replied after a thoughtful moment.  “I know the power that you all hold.  Collectively.  That you can fill the White House…and that you usually convene for only that purpose.  I also know that the polling shows that I’ve got as good a shot as anybody at this point.  So, why don’t you tell me why you called for me and we can stop playing games with each other.”

There were some quick glances flashed around the table before Senator Hirsch stood and addressed everyone present.

“Fine.  You want to get to the point?  We can all respect that to a certain degree, I’m sure.”  There were sinister grins.  “You are quite right in saying that we…this collective…decides who gets into the White House.  This room has been filled for that purpose since the beginning, Burton.  George Washington sat in the very chair that you’re in.  And frankly, I’m surprised that it hasn’t dumped you out just by sheer comparison.”

There was a round of laughter that Fastgate didn’t join in.

“You’re nothing but a thug, Burton.  You’re just the little black pawn of some old communists who are very patient and, unfortunately, very good at playing chess with live pieces.  Nothing more.”

Fastgate bit the inside of his cheeks and tasted blood on his tongue.

“You’ve no doubt read enough about communist and socialist ideals to teach a college course.  I can imagine that the concepts were quite a struggle for a lug like you, were they not?  They are highbrow and complicated and grand sounding…but also quite wrong.

“There can never be a Utopia, Burton.  Not when human beings are involved.  You’ve probably already reached a point where you regret the time that you spent internalizing the concepts that your old fool college professor seared into your brain.  You will realize how futile it all is.  Socialism is the fantastic bastion of the lazy and the jealous, promoted by circus barkers and swallowed by the great unwashed masses looking for handouts.

“Now…you, no doubt, have already come to a similar conclusion, even though you may not have been able to verbalize it quite so succinctly.  Which means that you are in what I like to call the socialist letdown stage.  This affects people in one of two ways.  A person either turns his back on the whole stupid paradigm and becomes conservative just to the right of God Almighty…or he decides that it is the perfectly designed vehicle to gain personal power and continues to push the concepts, knowing full well that they are fatally flawed and that if successful, they would be brutally enslaving millions.  As long as it’s not you, eh, Fastgate?”

“With all due respect, Senator, you can save me the civics lesson,” Fastgate’s anger was quickly bolstering his ego.  “We are all men here.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Burton.  You are nothing at this table.  Less than nothing.  You are what we have consciously let you be.  By yourself you are nothing but a bastard car thief who learned how to make others do the dirty work.  Yes, we are very familiar with everything about you.  And before you start in about your constituents and your campaign prowess, let us be crystal clear.  There has not been a single honest election in the State of Illinois in the last fifty years.  You are a puppet who thinks he’s a man, Burton.  The sooner you realize that, the sooner we can get to the point of this meeting.”

“Fuck you, Senator!”  Fastgate stood and shouted.  “Don’t you ever talk to me in this way.  I’m nobody’s Goddamn puppet!  I’ve built my career…me!  I am gonna be the next President of the United States with or without you.  Any of you!”

A grey haired man at the other end of the table clapped softly – the clap of a golf spectator.  “Very nice, Fastgate.  You have the whole righteous rage thing down very well.”  The man waved his hand at Senator Hirsch, who sat back into his chair and regarded Fastgate coldly.

“I have no need whatsoever to convince you of what we can or can’t do.  Suffice to say, we can put you in the White House and we can just as easily keep you from it.  Now, I am not threatening you.  That is not my style.  So here’s our offer.

“You, Burton Fastgate, can be the first black President in the history of the United States.  In exchange, we will tell you what stand you have on most issues.  You will immediately cease with your progressive equality claptrap.  We will also staff your cabinet for you and….”

“Done,” Fastgate smiled and pounded his open hand on the table once.  He needed to get out of this room, have a drink, find an easy woman and forget everything for awhile.  “That’s all that needs to be said, right?  I’m cool.  You got me.  I agree.”

“I’m pleased with your sudden agreeability, but you’d do good not to interrupt me,” the grey-haired man spoke quietly.  “And not for the sake of my ego.  But because you haven’t heard the rest of the offer.”

Fastgate’s shoulders tensed and he could feel sweat trickling down his back.

“The President gave us a great idea this morning,” Hirsch grinned through the smoke from his cigar.  “We also want you to sit with the Oracle.”

The Oracle was somewhat of an urban legend in Washington circles.  Sometimes a man, sometimes a woman, sometimes even an alien captured from a crash-landed spacecraft, the Oracle was either a mind-reader; a psychic; an angel; a demon; or someone who could start fires with nothing more than thoughts – like Drew Barrymore in that old movie.  In any case, everyone knew of someone who had seen the Oracle, but nobody ever actually knew someone who had seen the Oracle.

Fastgate had acquired enough of his grandmother’s superstitions to believe in the possibility of a person like the Oracle – whether human or extra-terrestrial – but he had lived long enough on the streets of Chicago and the halls of Washington to know that the chances were pretty slim.  He looked at the serious faces around the table – without a doubt the most powerful and well-connected group in the world – and began to laugh.

“Yeah okay, whatever,” he smiled.  “Oracle…Tooth Fairy…goddamn AquaMan.  I’ll meet with whoever you want.  Is that the whole deal?  Is it?  If it is, I’m still in.”

The group exchanged glances and looked back at Fastgate with something like pity – which bothered him greatly.  The grey-haired man gently shook his drink, making the ice clink against the crystal sides.  “Then we’re all agreed,” he said finally.  “We’ll be in touch.”

Senator Hirsch raised his hand and flicked two fingers in the air and the beautiful woman reentered the far end of the room, holding the frosted doors open.  “I trust that you can find your way out, Senator,” he said.
