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CHAPTER


1


On the afternoon of September 20th, dishwater-gray and rainy, a man named Dale Figgo picked up a hitchhiker on Gus Grissom Boulevard in Tangelo Shores, Florida. The hitchhiker, who reminded Figgo of Danny DeVito, asked for a lift to the interstate. Figgo agreed to take him there after finishing an errand.


The distance to the highway wasn’t far, and the hitchhiker would have walked if not for the pounding thunder and wild lightning. As a boy he had witnessed a neighbor’s gelded llama struck to the ground by a bolt that lit up the small Wisconsin pasture like Lambeau Field. The llama had survived the shock, but from then on yipped day and night like an addled collie. The hitchhiker shared this anecdote with Dale Figgo, who agreed that lightning was a thing to be avoided.


Soon they entered a manicured subdivision called Sanctuary Falls, where Figgo eased his Dodge Ram 1500 quad cab to the curb and told the hitchhiker what was about to happen. The hitchhiker placed his backpack on the floorboard and pivoted warily toward the back seat, where he saw an assault rifle, a can of bear spray, a sex doll made to look like the lower torso of a woman, and a pile of clear Ziploc bags. Each bag contained a handful of what appeared to be beach sand and a garishly printed flyer. Reading upside down, the hitchhiker saw that one of the words was “JEWISH.” Figgo began sorting and stacking the bags on the console.


“I’ll drive,” he said. “You throw.”


“Do what?”


“The sand is for weight. Also, so the baggies won’t blow away.”


The hitchhiker said, “I’m pretty sure ‘Holocaust’ isn’t spelled with a k.”


“And I’m pretty sure I didn’t tell you to proof-teach my business.”


Slowly Figgo began driving up and down the tidy streets, the hitchhiker reluctantly lobbing the slur-filled Ziplocs onto driveways of multimillion-dollar properties lush with bougainvilleas, black olive trees, and hybrid palms.


When the hitchhiker noticed a shamrock painted on one of the mailboxes, he asked Figgo if they were in the right neighborhood.


“Never question the mission,” Figgo said.


“What mission exactly?”


“Community outreach, dumbass. To enlight the motherfuckin’ citizenry!”


“ ‘Enlight’?” the hitchhiker said. “For real?”


Figgo reached across and popped him in the jaw.


“What the hell?” cried the hitchhiker, rubbing his chin. It was the first time he’d been slugged by a driver. Propositioned? Sure. Robbed? Too many times to count.


But never once punched—and he’d thumbed his way from coast to coast.


Figgo said, “You want a ride to 95 or not?”


The rain was falling harder, the thunder more ominous.


“Why’d you hit me? For Christ’s sake, I’m old enough to be your dad.”


“Just keepin’ it real,” said Figgo, grinning. “That’s what I do. My top forte, you might say.”


What’s wrong with this fuckwhistle? wondered the hitchhiker.


After all the bagged tracts were distributed, Figgo made a phone call to somebody named Jonas and reported that the run had been completed without incident.


But then, as Figgo was navigating an exit from Sanctuary Falls, a gangly, middle-aged blond man stepped into the road. He wore orange Crocs and a terrycloth robe, and he was clutching one of Figgo’s baggies. Heatedly he waved both arms, signaling for the pickup truck to halt. The hitchhiker perceived that this particular citizen was rejecting Figgo’s version of enlightenment.


As soon as Figgo hit the brakes, the man in the robe lurched closer. Figgo grabbed the can of bear spray from the back seat.


“Aw, don’t,” the hitchhiker said.


“Self-defense. You’re my fuckin’ witness.”


“Seriously, the dude’s wearin’ a damn robe.”


“So did Mike Tyson!”


Figgo rolled down his window. The man in the street was cursing in a wheezy, irate voice. He called Figgo a lowlife racist and scumbag Nazi. Then he reared back and hurled the plastic bag, which, because of the sand, made a thwap when it bounced off Figgo’s forehead.


“Game on!” Figgo crowed, aiming the nozzle of the bear spray at the maniac.


But when he pulled the trigger, nothing happened, not even a squirt. The hitchhiker reached over and snatched away the can.


“It’s empty, bro,” he said.


“Viva,” Figgo muttered. “That stupid bitch.”


The angry homeowner was now endeavoring to spit, through a slanting sheet of rain, at Figgo’s prized Ram. When Figgo stomped on the accelerator, the man tried to jump out of the way but ended up splayed across the hood of the quad cab—robe unhitched, Crocs airborne, the back of his skull spidering the windshield.


“Stop the truck!” the hitchhiker shouted.


“No way.” Figgo sped up and began to weave erratically.


“You killed him, man!”


“He ain’t dead. He’s hangin’ on like a damn gecko.”


Figgo made a screeching swerve and the pedestrian slid off the hood, landing in a heap on a bike path. Figgo sped away, nervously checking the rearview.


“How come that asshole got so pissed?” he muttered when they were back on A1A. “He sure didn’t look Jewish. Do they even make blond Jews?”


“Let me out,” the hitchhiker pleaded.


“See what he did to my truck?”


It wouldn’t have been necessary for Figgo to hit-and-run the man if only the bear spray had worked. The container was empty because Figgo’s tenant, a woman named Viva Morales, had in a moment of panic mistaken it for Raid and blasted the blinding contents at a cockroach, rendering the townhouse apartment she and Figgo shared uninhabitable for thirty-six hours. Thrifty by nature, Figgo had saved the bear spray can, trusting it was good for another shot or two.


“That shit ain’t cheap,” he groused to the hitchhiker.


“Seriously, I’ll get out now.”


“Chill, brah. That old geezer’s fine,” Figgo said.


“You need to call 911.”


“No way. He flipped me the finger when we took off.”


The hitchhiker, who had observed no such gesture from the man crumpled on the bike path, fell silent. Soon the fleeing pickup truck got stuck in traffic, inching through the downpour.


“So, where you headed for?” Figgo asked.


“Austin, Texas.” The hitchhiker gathered his backpack onto his lap, prepping for departure.


“What’s the woke situation down in Austin? I heard it was bad.”


“Austin’s cool,” the hitchhiker answered. “Great music.”


“But mostly country, right?”


“All kinds of music.”


“That rap shit, too?”


“Hip-hop, sure.”


“See, that’s what I’m gettin’ at. The rotten libtards, that’s the whole crust of the problem.”


“Ah.” The hitchhiker stole another worried glance at the big gun on the back seat.


“Sorry about the punch in the face,” Figgo said.


“Yeah, I’m not sure why you did that.”


“Wanna make some money?”


“Thanks, but I’m set,” the hitchhiker said.


Traffic had come to a stop. The hitchhiker figured there was an accident somewhere up ahead.


Figgo said, “It’s easy work. I’ll pay ya fifty bucks cash.”


“To do what?”


“Stuff more baggies. I got the carpy tuna bad, so I could use some help.” Figgo extended one hand for inspection. It appeared totally functional.


“Plus there’s some people you should meet,” Figgo went on. “Good dudes. Colleagues of mine.”


He pronounced it “collig-yoos.”


“We’re workin’ up somethin’ so freaking big it’ll blow your mind. You can crash at my place, downstairs on the sleeper sofa.”


“Sweet,” said the hitchhiker, a millisecond before he flung open the door, rolled out of the truck, and ran.
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The flight to Orlando was packed. Twilly Spree felt lucky to score an aisle seat. The man and woman sharing the row told him they were going to Disney World for their honeymoon. At first Twilly thought they were joking, the Magic Kingdom being as romantic as a food court. But it turned out the young couple wasn’t kidding. Twilly felt bound to warn them that they were doomed to return to Disney every time their family expanded, the woman seeming to absorb this forecast with less cheer than her husband. They were a gregarious duo, however, with numerous questions about Florida in general. Was it safe? What about the alligators? When’s the next space launch? Where’s the best place to swim with a manatee?


His patience soon sapped, Twilly faked an asthmatic episode and turned away to drag on a realistic-looking inhaler. It was a prop he carried at all times in public. Across the aisle sat an attractive woman in her early forties, auburn hair pinned up. She was wearing tortoiseshell glasses and reading a New Yorker magazine, which made Twilly self-conscious about the USA Today on his lap. Seeing no wedding band on the woman’s ring finger, he uncharacteristically made a stab at conversation.


“Do you live in Orlando?” he asked, pocketing the mock inhaler.


“Hush,” she said firmly but gently, as if speaking to a child in church. She didn’t look up from the article she was reading.


Twilly wondered if she’d purchased the magazine on the trip or brought it from home. In any case, her surgical concentration on the contents was alluring.


He folded his newspaper into the seat pocket and opened a book on his iPad. It was a biography of a poet he’d never heard of, a supposedly volcanic talent who remained obscure and unappreciated until his tragic death at age thirty-two. Twilly assumed that the misunderstood soul had taken his own life, but it turned out that he’d perished in an electric skateboard accident after partying all night with Lululemon models. Death by suicide would have been a cliché, his biographer wrote solemnly in the foreword, and the rebellious young poet was a sworn enemy of clichés. Evidently, skating into the path of a Coors truck on the Pacific Coast Highway had certified the stature of his untamed genius. Twilly deleted the remainder of the book, having no idea how it had gotten downloaded in the first place. Perhaps the prankster had been Janine, back in happier times.


The flight got bumpy, and the honeymooners clutched each other’s hands. Twilly waited for the auburn-haired woman across the aisle to put down the magazine, which the plane’s bouncing would have made impossible to read. After a time she gave up trying, took off her glasses, and closed her eyes.


“You okay?” Twilly asked.


“What?”


“I’ve got a Valium if you need it.”


“Behave,” the woman said, still with her eyes shut.


The pilots were weaving around one of those towering mid-Florida thunderstorms. Twilly could see deep purple clouds through the aircraft’s windows on one side, bright and deceiving sunshine through the other.


“I think we’re in a holding pattern,” he said to the woman.


“The plane, you mean.”


“Yes. Of course.”


A few minutes later, the woman said, “So, I actually have your book.”


“Wow, which one?”


“How to Let Happiness Find You.”


“And?”


“Did nothing for me,” the woman said. “Completely useless.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“Are you working on a new one?”


“No, I’m not.”


“Good,” the woman said, putting her glasses back on.


Twilly had never written a book, and had never heard of the one she was complaining about. Still, he was intrigued that she thought she recognized him from a photograph on a jacket flap—and without seeming to even glance in his direction.


“I’m not qualified to do a self-help guide,” he said.


“No kidding.”


“Do you want your money back?”


The woman sighed and said no. He liked her attitude. She wasn’t going to smile, no matter what.


“Was that albuterol?” she asked.


“Sorry, what?”


“Your inhaler.”


“Oh. Right,” Twilly said, patting his pocket. “For my asthma.”


“I had a husband who used that stuff. Kept him up all night.”


“That’s when I do my best writing.”


“Maybe switch to cocaine,” the woman said.


The plane found smooth air again, on final approach, and the young newlyweds sitting beside Twilly began reciting one of the lesser-known Psalms. He was impressed by the couple’s courage to pray out loud in front of Florida-bound strangers. After the landing, he allowed the devout duo to file out ahead of him and—not wishing to further annoy the cool, pretty woman across the aisle—remained in his seat until all the passengers had debarked.


Right away Twilly noticed that the woman had left her New Yorker behind, so he put it in his backpack before leaving the plane. On the Uber ride from the airport he took out the magazine and smiled when he saw an address label on a bottom corner of the cover; she wasn’t just a casual reader, she was a subscriber.


The name printed on the mail sticker: V. Morales.


And her address was an apartment in Tangelo Shores, another pleasant surprise.


Twilly had assumed that she was visiting the state on business or a vacation, but she was actually coming home.


It was encouraging. Twilly felt that way whenever he crossed paths with a potentially intelligent person. Perhaps she was even registered to vote.
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Viva walked in and found Dale Figgo seated at the kitchen table filling sandwich baggies with flyers and what appeared to be novelty key chains. They looked like ping-pong balls stamped with crooked swastikas and a website address. Figgo wore a Velcro-strapped brace on his right wrist and hand. A bucket half filled with beach sand was positioned on the linoleum floor between his bare hairy feet.


“Yo, how do you spell ‘Fauci’?” he asked, waggling a red Sharpie.


“Nope,” Viva said.


“Aw, come on.”


She was renting a room in Figgo’s townhouse. The kitchen had been designated a neutral zone. In return, Viva had agreed to remain out of sight during the meetings that Figgo occasionally held. Recently he’d formed his own white nationalist group, the Strokers for Liberty, and Viva’s scalding derision had already run off several prospective members.


“The deal,” she said to Figgo, “was that you keep your crazy bullshit out of the common area.”


He bristled and scowled. “We’re at war against the enemy within! What’s crazy about that? This comes down from the president himself.”


“Sure. The enemy within. They’re everywhere.”


“Open your eyes, missy.”


“All I see is a messy kitchen,” Viva said. “Kindly clean off the damn counter.”


At first she’d regarded her landlord as repugnant but harmless—an empty pointed hood, as it were. He had no leadership skills and a pliant philosophy. When she’d asked him why a white supremacist would rent space to her, a progressive Hispanic woman, he looked puzzled.


“Why the hell wouldn’t I? You pay on time,” he’d said. “Also, two of my best bros in the Proud Boys were Cuban dudes from Miami.”


“So basically you draw the line at Blacks and Jews.”


“And illegals, by God.”


“Thanks for clarifying, Dale.”


It was nothing Viva hadn’t heard before. One of her ex-husband’s uncles was a slobbering white zealot who had ruined every family gathering until a coral snake bit his ankle while he was on migrant patrol with his homegrown militia in an Arizona desert. The man didn’t die, but he claimed to experience apocalyptic visions. Soon after being discharged from the hospital, he joined a doomsday cult and disappeared off the grid. Dale Figgo seemed destined for a similar obscurity, though his growing collection of semiautomatic weapons had caused Viva to reassess the threat level that he posed.


As Figgo transferred his flyer-stuffing operation to the living room couch, Viva asked what topic he had chosen for this week’s screed.


“The rise of the international Zionist cowbell,” he said.


“You mean ‘cabal.’ ”


Figgo sneered. “I ain’t fallin’ for that.”


“Are you bozos still throwing Ziplocs in people’s yards?”


“Hey, it works.”


“You know, there’s this thing called the internet.”


“People can block your emails,” Figgo said. “They can’t block a bag full of truth from landing on their driveway.”


He handed her one of the leaflets, which was titled “EVERY SINGLE ASPECT OF THE EVIL COVID AGENDA IS JEWISH.”


Viva yawned and said, “Again with the Jews?”


“Them and the Chinese got a new germ in the hopper. Just wait.”


“Dale, you told me you got vaccinated last time.”


“Only to spare someone innocent that might not be as tough as me.”


“But then you had your boosters, too.”


“Shut up,” Figgo snapped. “I got one a them high-risk conditions.”


“Which is . . . ?”


“I’m a type 2 diabolic.”


“Oh dear,” Viva said.


Figgo grabbed the flyer away and glowered as Viva made a show of scrubbing her hands at the kitchen sink. She asked why there was a blue hurricane tarp over his truck.


“To keep the crows from shittin’ on it,” he lied.


“That won’t fool ’em.”


“Who? The damn birds?”


“The repo guys, Dale.”


“No, no, I got all that nonsense straightened out.”


“Liar,” Viva said, and started up the stairs with her carry-on.


“By the way, you owe me forty-nine bucks,” Figgo snarled after her.


She stopped on the landing and turned around. “Do tell, Dale.”


“For the can of grizzly mace you wasted on that puny little roach.”


“I wouldn’t call it a waste,” Viva said.


“Add it to your next rent check.”


“Fine, Dale. When are you going to fix the drain in my tub?”


“I’m still waitin’ on a part.”


“You truly suck,” Viva said.


This was her eighty-ninth day in rental purgatory, with nine months left on an ironclad lease. She’d found the room on Craigslist; it was the only place she could afford, having been not only dumped but also cleaned out by her husband of four years. Four fucking years! An embarrassingly long time to have overlooked so many red flags—the day drinking, the aversion to salaried employment, the multiple cellphones, the mysterious “hot springs meditation retreats” to which she was never invited. Her humiliation was compounded because her professional background was human resources, and still he’d snowed her completely.


His name was Malcolm, and he was younger than Viva. How he’d hacked into her private money market account she had no clue; he’d already moved out by the time the bank notified her. The thieving jerk also racked up eleven thousand dollars on one of her credit cards before he got busted, driving a newly leased G-Wagen due west across South Dakota. He was returned to the Twin Cities in handcuffs.


Viva had flown back to sign the divorce papers and reclaim her laptop, a charm bracelet that had belonged to her grandmother, a red sports bra, and other items that Malcolm had taken when he moved out. The bra had been hanging from the rearview mirror of the G-Wagen when he was pulled over by the cops. Viva stuffed it into a trash basket at the police station in Minneapolis. Detectives placed the odds of recovering her life savings at approximately nil, Malcolm having wired the modest balance overseas.


For a fresh start, Viva had chosen Florida because her sister had once lived there and raved about it. So far, the enchanting aspects of the state had eluded her. Dead broke and deep in debt, she’d found a job that paid just well enough to begin reviving her credit rating. Her title was “wealth director” for a nonprofit called the Mink Foundation, which gave away millions of dollars with the goal of getting as many buildings as possible named after Claude and Electra Mink. The couple, not yet deceased, made a souring appearance in the office almost every day.


And every evening Viva would go home and deal with Dale Figgo—bigot, slob, conspiracy nut, and hatemonger. She had known none of this when she’d rented the room at his townhouse. On the plus side, she had the washer-dryer all to herself, Figgo believing the machine was equipped with software that could read and report the seditious slogans on his tank tops.


Viva got in the shower and stayed there until the backed-up water rose to her ankles. Afterward she put on granny pants and a pullover, and went downstairs for a sandwich. So far, only one of Figgo’s fellow white supremacists had arrived for the meeting, a rat-eyed brute named Jonas Onus. He was tall but bottom-heavy, with chipped brown teeth and a long wild beard dyed red, white, and blue. Although Viva had met him twice before, he reintroduced himself before joining Figgo at the baggie prep station. The men were seated shoulder to shoulder, whispering in serious tones, when Viva headed back to her room with a flat Sprite and a tuna salad on rye.


Later she picked through an unpacked box of books and found How to Let Happiness Find You, another unforgivable gift from her sister. Viva had made it only midway through the third chapter (“How to Let Yourself Let Yourself Go”) before tossing the book aside. Now she studied the author’s photo on the jacket flap and saw that he wasn’t the man on the airplane, who’d had a dent on the bridge of his nose and a leaner, more weathered face. She felt foolish, and hoped the stranger on the flight had played along because he was polite, not predatory.


Downstairs, the meeting had started and the music was cranked up loud—heavy metal, as always. The bass lines pounded through the floor; Figgo believed that blasting Iron Maiden or Korn at painful decibels would thwart any eavesdropping devices the government might have installed. However, he kept the volume level so high that the Strokers for Liberty were unable to converse normally; they communicated mostly using Sharpie-scrawled notes, which Figgo would later rip into pieces and flush down the toilet. It was a practice that exacerbated the myriad plumbing problems in the townhouse. Viva had suggested that the men take their team building to an outdoor venue—a firing range, for example—but Figgo feared drone surveillance.


The notion that federal agents were spying on the Strokers struck Viva as far-fetched; from what she’d seen of the members, they were too disorganized to be taken seriously. That they all carried firearms prompted Viva to be watchful, but she wasn’t afraid, having grown up in Texas where everyone’s packing. Occasionally she used Figgo’s paranoia to her own benefit, on one occasion scoring high-end Levolor shades for her bedroom after convincing him that trench-coated prowlers were aiming laser pointers at her window late at night.


As Figgo’s playlist blared from the first floor, Viva lowered the shades, put on her noise-canceling headphones, and fell asleep. Some time later she was awakened by a talking-coyote dream, not her first. It wasn’t a humorous cartoon coyote, unfortunately, but a smaller and more cynical one.


The townhouse was quiet, so she took off the headphones and slipped down to the kitchen for a glass of ice water. She saw that the living room lights were still on and the front door was ajar. A tow truck was backed up to the driveway, where Figgo and Onus stood supervising the treatment of Figgo’s prized Ram 1500, still tarped. The two seemed unusually calm and cooperative, leaving Viva to conclude that both men were familiar with the icy protocol of vehicle repossession.


She was still in the kitchen, eating seedless grapes out of a bowl in the refrigerator, when Figgo reentered the apartment alone.


“What’re you doin’ up?” he said irritably. “Don’t be creepin’ round my personal shit.”


“Did Avatar Sasquatch go home?”


“Shut up,” Figgo said. “Dude’s got a master’s from Valdosta State.”


Viva closed the refrigerator door. “So, which of you is the boss?”


Figgo looked peeved. “Just wait. We’re gonna make some big moves, and then you won’t be laughin’.”


“Good night, Dale.”


“Hang on. I wanted to ask could I use your car for a little while tomorrow after work.”


“That would be a hard no,” Viva said.


“My truck’s gonna be in the shop. Torque converter locked up.”


“You definitely cannot borrow my car.”


“I’ll top off the tank when I’m done.”


“Under no circumstances, Dale.”


“Why you gotta be such a c-word?”


Viva thumped him between the legs and said, “I’m telling your mother.”


Figgo stumbled back, clutching himself. “Leave Mom out of it!” he said. “Don’t get her all jacked up again.”


“Then let’s hear an apology.”


“I’m sorry, ’kay? Jesus Christ.”


“And fix the drain in my bathtub.”


“Yeah, yeah.”


“I’m not kidding. I’ll call her first thing in the morning,” Viva said. “Swear to God.”


Figgo retreated to his room, thinking he could hardly wait for the day when Viva and especially his mother saw him differently, the day when the Strokers for Liberty stormed into history.









CHAPTER


2


Twilly still lived alone a year after his best dog died, two years after he sank a city councilman’s party barge, and three years after his divorce from Janine. Gone, finally, was the electronic ankle bracelet that had been an awkward impediment to new relationships. His court sentence had been more lenient than expected, considering his record. It had played out in his favor that no one was aboard the pontoon boat on the night of the sinking, that the vessel had been purchased with bribery proceeds, and that the crooked councilman who owned it fled the country in advance of a federal RICO indictment. Twilly was now permanently banned from the city of Bonita Springs, but other than that he was free to roam.


He kept small first-floor apartments all over Florida, seldom spending more than a few nights in one place. The inheritance from his land-raping grandfather evidently would never run out, as Twilly continued receiving sizable interest payouts from bond funds into which he’d blindly dumped the money decades ago. He didn’t know how much he was worth because he never looked at the quarterly statements. He communicated with his tax accountant only once a year, on the 14th of April.


Twilly had no children of his own due to a precocious realization that he was unfit for parenthood. On his twenty-second birthday he’d flown to Denver for a vasectomy after telling his parents he was at a dude ranch, learning to ride Western.


As usual, a key part of his latest plea deal was anger management counseling. At Twilly’s request, the judge had allowed him to attend a rehab-slash-retreat center near the Boundary Waters in upstate Minnesota. The spacious cedar lodge was comfortable, the lake was full of walleyes, and his eleven fellow “pathway seekers” steered clear of him between sessions, apparently having been forewarned. Once again Twilly proved resistant to the trendy mindfulness therapy that was supposed to quell reckless impulses and tame tempers. He had no desire to peel back his own emotional layers, or anyone else’s. He was mercilessly self-aware, and his understanding of why he did the things that he did was crystal clear.


Still, thirty days at Placid Valley wasn’t a total waste of time; Twilly caught lots of fish, reread Ed Abbey, and heard enough stories at the group meetings to verify that he wasn’t the most fucked-up person in the program. He’d flown back to Florida in relatively solid shape, a trip highlighted by his encounter with V. Morales. Once he had her name and address, finding the phone number wasn’t difficult.


“Hi, I’m the asthma guy from the plane,” he said when she answered. “I owe you an apology.”


“You definitely owe me an apology—for calling.”


“That, too. You left your magazine on the plane. I got your information off the mailing label.”


“And my cell number?”


“Found it online. One of those reverse directories.”


“That’s not creepy at all. And your name is . . . ?”


“Twilly Spree. What does your V stand for?”


“Viva,” she said. “Mr. Spree, where shall I direct the police to pick you up?”


“I didn’t really write that book you mentioned on the flight. I should’ve told you the truth.”


“That one was on me,” she said. “Actually, you don’t look much like the author. He’s way younger around the eyes.”


“Nonetheless, I apologize for letting you think I was him.”


“And that’s the only reason you called?”


“Also, I don’t actually have asthma,” Twilly said. “It’s just a phony excuse for not engaging with strangers.”


“Except women who read.”


“A weakness of mine. It’s been nice talking with you, Viva. Thanks for not hanging up on me.”


“Wait a second,” she said. “After all this, you’re not even going to ask me out?”


“God, no. That would be stalker-y.”


“It would be more stalker-y if you didn’t.”


“You might be right,” Twilly said. “Let me sleep on it.”
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Dale Figgo watched the early-morning news on TV, anxiously flipping between stations. There were no media reports about a hit-and-run at Sanctuary Falls. Ditto for the county sheriff’s Facebook page.


Maybe that skinny old dork wasn’t hurt too bad, Figgo thought.


Viva agreed to give him a lift to work. On the way she asked again if his pickup truck had been repossessed and not towed off for repairs. That pissed Figgo off, though he held his tongue. The last thing he needed was another blunt lecture from his mother, and Viva wouldn’t hesitate to contact her. She’d done it once before, when the issue was galloping bedbugs.


Figgo worked in a large unmarked warehouse owned by a company called Bottom Drawer Novelties. His job was packaging soft polymer sex toys that were manufactured in China and sent in bulk on container ships to the port of Tampa. The top-selling item was a “wheat-hued” female trunk that was graphically lifelike and supposedly cast from the body of a popular porn actress. It was called Darcy’s Dream Booty and weighed thirteen pounds. On an average day Figgo boxed four dozen units, each having to be manually unstuck from a shipping pallet, wiped clean, and inspected for defects such as extra orifices. Every Dream Booty fit into a cardboard box measuring 15 × 15 × 10 inches. The retail price was $89.95, and occasionally Figgo would steal one and gift it as a recruiting enticement to a prospective Stroker for Liberty.


He’d landed the warehouse gig late in the pandemic. The pay was eighteen bucks an hour and he didn’t mind the hard work, though the repetitive packing motion aggravated the carpal tunnel pain in his right hand. Initially the condition was caused by a brutish masturbation regimen that Figgo had commenced on the day he was expelled from the militantly anti-wanking Proud Boys. Figgo had then applied to join the Oath Keepers, who took no stance on self-pleasuring, but he was flatly rejected. Other high-profile hate groups shunned him, as well.


This rare blackballing by the white-supremacist establishment followed a humiliating blunder that occurred during the January 6th siege in Washington, when Figgo had posted a video of himself flamboyantly smearing feces on the statue of James Zachariah George of Mississippi. A Confederate war veteran, state supreme court justice, and rabid secessionist, James George had been a lifelong crusader against equal rights for Blacks. He’d also happened to have a beard, causing Figgo in the fog of zeal to mistake the head on George’s statue inside the Capitol for that of Ulysses Grant, whose memorial famously stands outside the building, at the reflecting pool.


Later Figgo explained to fellow insurrectionists that it was an honest mix-up, and that the fecal matter wasn’t his but rather canine in origin, scooped from a sidewalk during the rowdy march down Pennsylvania Avenue after the president’s inspirational rally. Yet, as soon as the James George defacement video went viral in the Deep South, the Proud Boys disowned Figgo. He’d hoped to regain their favor by getting indicted and making a defiant anti-government speech at trial, but the fucking feds never charged him. Not for the poop, not even for trespassing! Meanwhile the Oath Keepers accused him of being an infiltrator sent by the FBI, and blocked him from their chatter on the dark web.


The following election had required no uprising, which was just as well because Figgo hadn’t been ready. A stretch of personal turmoil—mostly spent running from bad checks—had delayed his plan to fund and organize his own white nationalist group. Now, with the government in safe hands, enthusiasm for the movement seemed to be waning. Still, Figgo refused to give up on his dream.


Recently he and Onus connected in a chat room for fuming white people who believed their ambitions had been steamrolled by affirmative action. Onus’s story was that he’d been passed over for a promotion at the Houston fire department because a firefighter of mixed race had applied for the same job. Figgo, meanwhile, claimed that his dream of a college education had been dashed when the University of Miami had rejected his application, undoubtedly to make room for a Jew or a Black. He didn’t mention the manifest deficiencies in his high-school transcript, which in his mind had nothing to do with him being passed over by the college.


Eventually he and Onus met up in person, at a Denny’s, to share prejudices and complain about their respective plights. In Figgo’s view, Onus was not only a brother warrior but a potential friend. He verbally committed to the Strokers for Liberty on the same morning that Figgo presented him with one of Darcy’s Dream Booties.


The men didn’t hang out as much as Figgo wanted due to Onus’s complicated domestic situation. Still, Onus usually found time to answer the call of duty, even on short notice. He was waiting at the townhouse when Figgo returned from work.


“Hop in the back of the truck,” Onus told him.


“Why?”


“It’s easier to throw the baggies from there. Also, Himmler’s up front with me.”


Onus drove an older white Tundra pickup with a single bench seat. Himmler was his dog, a pit-mastiff mix that weighed a buck twenty and refused to be muzzled. Figgo was sensibly terrified of the animal. He also wasn’t thrilled about riding in the open bed of a truck, but he was grateful to Onus for agreeing to be the wheelman. Unlike Figgo, Onus had no job responsibilities to interfere with clandestine activities. A spurious disability claim had enabled him to retire at age forty-one from the fire department, despite the fact that none of his fellow firefighters recalled seeing a smoldering beam strike his head on the night the Sleepy Angel baby mattress factory burned down. A lifetime income assured, Onus immediately moved to Florida and gained forty pounds.


“What’s the target?” he asked as Figgo climbed over the tailgate.


“Blue Mallard Run. It’s a gated deal, but I got the code from a guy I know sprays for lawn fungus out there.”


“Mallards aren’t blue.”


“Who cares,” Figgo said.


“And they don’t run. They fly.”


“All of a sudden you’re the fucking Discovery Channel.”


“I heard some PGA pros live out there,” Onus said. “Ballers, too.”


“Doesn’t mean they’re all sold on the Holocaust.”


“The golfers I’m not worried about. It’s them brothers from the NBA can cover some ground when they want.”


“That’s why God created V8s,” said Figgo.


He informed Onus that the tracts to be dispersed on today’s mission focused on the unholy influence of Jews, not Blacks. (Figgo had recently finished writing a leaflet called “The Demonic Disgrace of Critical Race,” but a Haitian clerk at Kinko’s had pulled the plug on the printer after peeking at the first draft.)


When the men arrived at the main gate of Blue Mallard Run, Figgo hopped down from the truck bed and tapped in the entry code he’d been given. Four times he tried the sequence, and four times it failed. Onus squeezed his shaggy gourd of a head out the truck’s window and advised Figgo to start with the asterisk key, but Figgo couldn’t find one on the keypad.


“Then fuck it. Let’s bounce,” Onus said.


“No way. Not yet.”


Himmler spotted an elderly woman walking a cocker spaniel and began barking dementedly, flinging drool all over the interior windshield.


“We gone,” Jonas Onus called out to Figgo.


“Just wait, goddammit!”


Figgo hastily snatched up the Ziplocs—a total of three dozen—and began lobbing them one by one over the closed gate. It was a slow process due to the brace on his dominant hand. Not wishing to be memorialized on security video, Onus sped away in reverse. Figgo was so focused that he didn’t notice he’d been abandoned. As he launched the last bag, the gate beeped twice and began to slide open. Looming on the other side was a county garbage truck, its driver and crew waiting to exit Blue Mallard Run.


Figgo hid behind a tree and morosely listened to the sound of twenty-five tons crushing thirty-six plastic balls, the key-chain tokens popping like cheap firecrackers inside the baggies.


Afterward he went searching unsuccessfully for Jonas Onus. Eventually he took a taxi back to the townhouse, where a note had been taped to the front door. An investigator from the Florida Highway Patrol wanted to question him about a “serious incident” that had occurred the previous day in the community of Sanctuary Falls.


Figgo groaned and said, “Well, fuck me with a fence post.”


He hurried inside, shredded the note, and flushed it down the toilet in his bathroom. Then he sat down to clean his newest AR-15, following a simple instructional video on YouTube.
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It was a table for four—Claude and Electra, Viva Morales, and a mystery guest who was running late. The Minks were already half bombed.


“Have some wine, dear,” Electra kept saying to Viva.


“Or don’t,” her husband would say. “It’s ninety-six bloody dollars a bottle.”


Viva ordered a Pellegrino. They were seated in a private dining room at a French restaurant that had received slavering reviews on Yelp. Claude and Electra practically commanded Viva to order the peacock terrine, but she declined. Her stomach was a mess—all day coping with the Minks, and now dinner, too. The ancient couple was diminutive and pinch-faced, with matching complexions that suggested a two-for-one exfoliation coupon.


“I’m done waiting for him,” Claude Mink grumbled.


“He’s a busy, busy man,” his wife said. “And, most important, one of us.”


Yikes, Viva thought.


She excused herself to go to the restroom. When she returned, the tardy guest had arrived. He was tall and long-necked, with wide-set eyes, a sharp chin, a high-cliffed brow, and jet-black hair spiked sharply in the front. The effect was that of an anime woodpecker in a pinstriped suit. The man took Viva’s hand and introduced himself as Clure Boyette.


“The congressman, of course,” Electra Mink cut in.


“Viva knows who he is,” said her husband. “She damn well better.”


“Of course I do,” Viva said, though she didn’t.


“And what’s your name?” Boyette asked her.


“Viva Morales.”


“Love it.”


Clure Boyette was wearing an American flag pin on one lapel, a state of Florida flag pin on the other, and a red necktie featuring the entire text of the Second Amendment. He made no apology for being late, and told the Minks that he didn’t have much time.


“Can we get down to business?” he said, taking a chair at the table.


Viva was distracted by his teeth, which looked like dentures for a Clydesdale.


“I came to ask for a donation,” he began. “And don’t worry—it’s not for my re-election committee.”


“Good, because we’ve already got that covered,” Claude Mink cut in.


“This money is for a charitable foundation I’m starting,” the congressman continued. “It’s called the the Wee Hammers. We’re a 501(c)(3), so it’s—”


“Tax exempt,” Electra said. “We get how that works.”


Boyette smiled greasily at the Minks. “I just wanted you both to know that this cause is dear to my own personal heart.”


“I’d love to hear more,” Viva said.


“And I love that you speak so well—and no trace of an accent.”


“My family’s been in this country for four generations, Mr. Boyette.”


“Now, that’s the kind of narrative I like to hear,” the congressman said. “Hard work, assimilation, then citizenship.”


“Oh, we’re a proud folk,” Viva said.


“Cuban, I assume?”


Electra interrupted, telling Boyette to finish his pitch.


“So, my foundation is modeled on Habitat for Humanity,” he said, “except all our houses will be built by kids, not grownups.”


“Normal-sized houses?” asked Claude Mink.


“Seventeen hundred square feet, give or take.” Boyette smiled. “Of course we’ll have licensed subs overseeing the work. Each construction site will be like a Bob the Builder fantasy camp for boys and girls!”


A server brought a double vodka tonic for the congressman and another bottle of Merlot for the Minks. Viva requested a gin martini.


“This is such an admirable idea,” Electra told Boyette, “keeping at-risk youths off the streets. Even better, they’ll be learning a trade.”


“And of course we’ll provide hard hats in junior sizes,” the congressman said.


“Wait—you’re serious?” Viva asked. “What about the child labor laws?”


Boyette smiled patiently. “The Wee Hammers aren’t getting paid, dear. They’re volunteers. And it goes without saying that safety comes first. For instance, no youngster under thirteen will be allowed to run electrical wiring.”


Viva, dumbstruck, said, “You’re pulling them out of school?”


“Only Thursdays and Fridays.”


Claude Mink had another question. “What happens to the houses when they’re finished?”


“We give them away to deserving families that enter a lottery. They’ll have to pay for their own window fixtures, sod, hurricane insurance, et cetera. I mean, there’s only so much we can do as an organization.”


Electra nodded in approval. “It’s still a cutting-edge concept, Clure. Throw us a number to chew on.”


“I was thinking three million to start.”


“Think again,” Claude Mink said. “We’ll do two.”


“Done.” Boyette raised his glass. “Thank you both very much. Here’s a toast to the future Wee Hammers!”


“Well, wow,” Viva said.


The congressman rose, pecked Electra on both cheeks, and turned to do the same to Viva. She ducked under the table, pretending to retrieve a napkin.


Later, after Boyette was gone and Viva had finished her martini, she asked the Minks if she could speak frankly.


“What a question!” Electra said. “Your input always has value, dear.”


“Funding the Wee Hammers is a truly terrible idea.”


Claude Mink shrugged. “How so?”


“First-graders shooting nail guns?” Viva said.


The Minks assured her that Clure Boyette would never put a child in harm’s way, and said she should process his grant request as soon as possible. “The application will be arriving by email tomorrow morning,” Electra added. “Check your inbox, first thing.”


She and her husband alternated trying to stand up. Eventually they locked chicken-wing arms and teetered toward the door. Viva waited beside them in front of the restaurant until their ride pulled up. Carefully she helped the driver tilt the drunken millionaires into the back seat of their pearl-colored Maybach.


Afterward she drove home mumbling to herself. Dale Figgo didn’t hear the door open. He was snoring at the kitchen table surrounded by the disassembled parts of his AR-15. Viva took the trigger and walked up the stairs to her room.
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The hotel kept a junior suite reserved for Clure Boyette, booked under the name “Dylan Cash.” It was an ideal location—five hundred and five miles from his home in Carpville and the conservative Panhandle district that continued re-electing him to Congress. There were no young women like Galaxy in Carpville.


“Sugar, we gonna do it or not?” she asked.


“Hang tight. This is important,” Boyette said.


“So am I.”


“Sweetheart, please.”


Standing hunched over his iPad, the congressman was nude except for an ermine collar attached to a rhinestone leash, a Doberman muzzle, and snowshoes. The email he was studying had been captioned “Talking Points for Tomorrow.”


Galaxy sat up in bed, turned on the television, and placed the remote between two empty champagne bottles on the room service trolley.


“You play pool?” the congressman asked.


“I could kick your ass any night, Spanky.”


“Well, listen to this. The woke police are trying to get all the eight balls changed from black to rainbow-colored!”


Galaxy rolled her eyes. “Who said that?”


“Fox.”


“Who on Fox?”


“Judge Jeanine,” said Boyette.


Galaxy let out a hoot. “I’m going to pretend you know that’s total bullshit.”


“No, it’s not. She says they’ve got Washington lobbyists putting pressure on all the billiard companies.”


Galaxy said, “You find more dumb ways to kill a vibe than any guy I’ve ever been with.”


She grabbed Boyette’s leash and jerked him into the sheets. Clinging to his iPad, he said, “Wait! I gotta tweet about this right now. Before any of the others.”


By the time he finished posting the woke eight-ball bombshell (including his disdainful commentary) on social media, Galaxy was putting on her clothes in the bathroom. The congressman knocked and said he was ready to play Good Dog, Bad Dog. She told him she was no longer in the mood.


“Don’t be such a child,” Boyette said through the door.


“But isn’t that why you picked me?”


“Not so loud, G.”


When she emerged—Gator hoodie, cutoff jeans, sandals—he tried to hug her.


Deftly she ducked past, saying, “You missed the launch window, Spanky.”


Reminding Boyette that her father worked for SpaceX at the Cape. An actual rocket scientist, of all things.


“Don’t go yet,” he implored, but she did.


He unclipped the leash, shed the muzzle, kicked off the snowshoes, and opened the Venmo app on his phone. Five hundred dollars was Galaxy’s regular fee, which he always listed as “pastry.” Now, in a sulk, he sent only two-fifty.


Boyette had been looking forward to a celebratory romp. The Wee Hammers scam finally was in motion; a cheap fake house would be built while the rest of the Minks’ “donation” got diverted to jump-start the forces that would ensure Boyette’s re-election—and perhaps a legacy beyond. The old couple had not only kept their promise, but had also played along convincingly in front of their unsuspecting new director of wealth, Ms. Viva Morales.


Whom the congressman would definitely have hit on, had Claude and Electra not been present.


He phoned his father, who, though not a rocket scientist, was very smart in other ways. Clay Boyette was the only reason that Clure Boyette had a law degree, a sanitized rap sheet, and a seat in the U.S. House of Representatives.


“Don’t you ever check your voicemail?” he asked his son.


“Sorry, Dad. I’ve been in a meeting.”


“You mean Dipshits Anonymous? I left three goddamn messages.”


“What’s wrong? Is it Nicki?”


“She went to see Fistman today.”


Oh fuckeroo, thought Clure Boyette.


Harold Fistman, the most ruthless divorce lawyer in northwest Florida, was also the most expensive.


“This could be a disaster for your campaign,” Boyette’s father said.


“Why? What’s she got?”


“You tell me, boy. Texts? Video? Amex receipts? Last time it was those dick pics you sent to that married weather gal in Panama City.”


“Dad, I’m not an idiot. I don’t do that stuff anymore.”


“First off, you are an idiot. Second, get your ass home and make this right.”


“How?”


“I don’t know, Clure, she’s your wife. Go buy her something huge.”


“Like a new car?”


“Like a dealership,” Boyette’s father said. “Whatever the fuck it takes.”


The line went dead. Clure Boyette rolled into bed, found a pay porn channel, and fell asleep with his mole-faced cock in his right hand. When he awoke early the next morning, he felt rough and foggy. He stood with his crusty eyelids closed under a steaming shower for ten minutes before realizing that the ermine collar was still around his neck.









CHAPTER


3


The hitchhiker who resembled Danny DeVito waited until he made it across the Georgia border before calling the Florida Highway Patrol. He was put on hold and then transferred to the investigator assigned to the hit-and-run at Sanctuary Falls. The investigator informed the hitchhiker that the victim was expected to recover, though a head injury had muddled his memory. The hitchhiker told the investigator that the vehicle involved was a black, late-model Ram 1500 pickup with a lift package.


“Yes, we got it on video,” the investigator said. “What can you tell me about the driver?”


“White guy, mid-thirties, lumpy face.”


“Beard?”


“He was trying,” the hitchhiker said. “Looked like ginger pubes.”


“Big dude?”


“Not small. Super-hairy arms. He had on a tank top that said ‘White Lives Madder,’ but spelled like ‘M-A-D’ mad.”


“Where were you when the victim was struck by the truck?”


“Sitting next to the asshole that was driving,” the hitchhiker said.


“Do you know his name?”


“Didn’t ask. He had a gun and a can of bear spray on the back seat.”


“A firearm?”


“Yup, an AR.”


“Was it loaded?” the investigator asked.


“Didn’t ask about that, either. There was a bunch of plastic bags he made me throw in people’s driveways. He weighted ’em down with sand.”


“Yes, the neighbors turned in a few.”


“One other weird thing,” the hitchhiker said, “the dude had a life-size rubber ass in the truck.”


“A what?”


“It was tan-colored and looked like the real deal.”


“You mean a sex doll,” said the investigator, who was a woman.


“Not a whole doll, no. Just the butt cheeks, with the lady parts in the front.”


“I see.”


“You know. Where they’re supposed to be,” the hitchhiker said.


“Got it.”


“Hell, all I wanted was a ride to the interstate.”


“Can you come to our office for an interview?”


“Too late, ma’am. I’m long gone from your jurisdiction.”


“Then at least let me get your name,” the investigator said.


“I’ll pass on that, too.” The hitchhiker didn’t want to end up in a courtroom testifying against the psycho pickup driver. “No offense, but I won’t be back in Florida anytime soon,” he added.


The investigator delivered her pat lecture about leaving the scene of an accident with injuries, a serious crime.


“Runnin’ for your life is against the law now?” the hitchhiker said. “The truck fled the scene, so I fled the truck.”


“Sir, this process doesn’t have to be hard. Now that we’ve got your cell number, it would be easy to track you down if we wanted.”


“You’ve got a cell number, that’s true. The preacher here at the Bible camp where I’m stayin’ is lettin’ me use his phone to call long distance. He said Jesus Christ would have done the same thing, no matter what plan he was on.”


The investigator sensed that the interview had stalled.


“Is there anything else you recall about the hit-and-run driver?” she asked. “Any detail that sticks with you?”


“Yeah,” said the hitchhiker. “The dumb shit can’t even spell ‘Holocaust.’ ”
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Dale Figgo was on his hands and knees searching for the trigger of his AR-15 when Viva Morales left for work. She dropped the crucial gun part into a dumpster behind the bank building where the Mink Foundation leased its office. In her view, the theft was a public service because Figgo was the opposite of a responsible firearm owner.


Waiting among Viva’s incoming emails was Clure Boyette’s application for the Wee Hammers grant. Electra called in to make sure that the two million dollars would be wired before noon. Viva reiterated her doubts about the congressman’s project, diplomatically choosing the term “high risk” instead of “fucking batshit.” Electra told her to stop with the worrying.


After completing the paperwork and transferring the money, Viva phoned Twilly Spree to ask if he’d reached a decision about asking her out. He offered to meet for lunch at a seafood restaurant on the beach. They both arrived ten minutes early and shared a laugh about it. Viva commented on Twilly’s attire—old jeans, flip-flops, and a faded gray tee shirt with a dime-size hole in one armpit.


“You’re making quite a statement,” she said.


“The grilled mahi is good. That’s my statement.”


“Relax. This doesn’t count as a date.”


“Another winner is the fried hogfish,” Twilly said, pretending to study the menu.


“You seem cautious, so I’ll go first. How far back?”


“Five years?”


“All right. That’s easy,” Viva said, and told him the story of Malcolm, the larcenous heartbreaker, and how she’d ended up in Florida.


Twilly used his turn to recap his relatively bloodless divorce from Janine, the party barge sinking, the chafing caused by the court-ordered ankle bracelet, and the loss of his old dog Keith. It didn’t cover a full five years, but there was plenty for Viva to consider.


She whistled and said, “All that, and you read The New Yorker, too.”


“Only the cartoons.”


“Tell me again why you tracked me down.”


“I couldn’t live with the idea of you thinking I was a writer.”


“That’s not the reason. That’s the excuse.”


“Okay, busted,” Twilly said. “I’m actually searching for a life partner.”


“Me, too! I’m desperate to get married, lied to for years, and lose my life’s savings again.”


Viva ordered the mahi with a spring salad. Twilly selected the hogfish and a bottle of Stella. Before the food arrived, they watched a lineup of surfers in the water and discussed the reason for the big waves, a late-season storm that had nicked the Bahamas. Hurricane Kayden.


“Who’s going to take that name seriously?” Viva said. “ ‘Kayden’ is the guy who shows up early for Sunday Pilates, humming to himself.”


“A sensitive young fellow,” Twilly agreed, “and misunderstood.”


“I need to ask what you do. When you’re not sinking politicians’ boats, I mean.”


“My rich grandfather foolishly prioritized me in his will,” Twilly said, “leaving me with no adult responsibilities. How about you?”


When Viva told him about her position with the Mink Foundation, he chuckled and leaned back. “Would that be Mr. Claude Needham Mink?”


“And his wife, yes.”


“Have they mentioned where all their wealth comes from?”


Viva hung her head. “This is going to ruin my appetite, isn’t it?”


“After lunch we’ll take a ride.”


Twilly drove a mud-crusted Suburban, the satellite radio tuned to Underground Garage. He put on aviator sunglasses and a faded Florida Marlins cap. Viva half expected him to top off the stereotype by lighting a Camel, though the SUV smelled like coffee, not cigarettes. In the back was some sort of empty metal cage.


“I’m still not sure about you,” she said as he headed west, beyond the interstate. “You could be wanted for murder in Alaska.”


“As could you.”


“Where are we going?”


“Wait till you see this place,” Twilly said.


It was halfway to Yeehaw Junction—two thousand acres bulldozed to a moonscape. Twilly parked in front of a padlocked double gate.


“What used to be here?” Viva asked.


“Oranges and grapefruits. What the Minks do, they buy groves from old citrus farmers, rip out the trees, then resell the land to developers. Correction: They buy groves from the bored young heirs of old citrus farmers. What you see now is the product of a well-greased zoning board—the future site of forty-five hundred houses, a couple of golf courses, ten pickleball courts, a strip mall, who knows what the fuck else.”


“Pretty much the story of Florida, right?”


“Which makes it no less nauseating,” Twilly said.


“Shall I quit my job on principle?”


“I’m unfamiliar with the philanthropic habits of the Mink family, but I do know something about tax write-offs. My soulless grandfather had a foundation, too. It’s a shame he never hired someone like you to run it.”


“Speaking of which,” Viva said, “I should get back to the office.”


“Of course. Largesse awaits distribution.”


“Tainted largesse, according to you.”


“If they’re actually helping the poor and hungry, then hooray for them.”


“Medical wings,” she said. “That’s mainly what they fund.”


“Neonatal? Oncology?”


“You name it.”


“Then no, don’t quit your job,” Twilly said.


On the ride back to town, she asked about the cage-like contraption in the back of the Suburban.


He said, “It’s a live-catch trap. I bait the tray with sardines.”


“What kind of critters are you trapping?”


“Feral cats. They eat too many songbirds.”


Viva wasn’t a cat person, but, fearing the worst, she had to ask:


“What do you do with the ones you catch?”


“The cats?”


“Yes, Twilly.”


“I put collars on ’em, then I let ’em go. Collars with little bells.”


“So the birds can hear them coming and fly away.”


“That’s the idea,” Twilly said. “You look relieved.”


Viva smiled. She rolled down her window and tried to imagine the scent of orange blossoms.
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The man that Dale Figgo struck with his truck wasn’t Jewish. He was a Scandinavian agnostic named Noel Vale Kristiansen. From his living room he’d witnessed trash being hurled from a truck onto his property, and had stalked outside in the rain to confront the culprits. What Kristiansen had first thought was an instance of annoying but casual littering turned enraging when he emptied the sandy contents of the Ziploc. Even inaccurately drawn, the swastika set him off.


But now his memory was in puzzle pieces. The doctors told him he had a concussion, two broken ribs, and a bruised tailbone, all of which he could have figured out for himself from the pain. A female police officer showed up at the hospital to question him about the incident. Kristiansen remembered that the color of the pickup truck was black but didn’t remember the make or model. The driver was a white man, but his face was a smudge. Same for the passenger, the baggie thrower.


Kristiansen had no recollection of his own skull smacking the vehicle’s windshield, but he recalled being flat on his back on the wet ground, craning his neck in hopes of seeing the fleeing cowards’ license plate. But then the sky had turned dark and settled on him like a shroud.


The investigator said, “We already got the make of the vehicle and tag number from a street cam.”


“So, go arrest those goons!”


“First we’re interviewing witnesses.”


“I’m more than a witness. I’m the damn victim.”


“You’re lucky you weren’t killed.”


“Can you tell me the license plate?” Kristiansen asked.


“That’s not how this works,” the investigator said.


The second person to visit Kristiansen at the hospital was a breathtaking Black woman he recognized as his wife, though her name eluded him. She was accompanied by a small, sharply dressed white man with rodentine twitches and an improbable ostrich briefcase. Evidently he was a neighbor of theirs at Sanctuary Falls, a lawyer who happened to specialize in traffic-related injuries. Kristiansen’s wife introduced him as Fred Something Jr., and right away the man began chattering about how he intended to structure the settlement. Kristiansen shut his eyes and squeezed the morphine pump.


His wife was alone at his bedside later, when he peeked. Her name was Mary, right? She confirmed it. They’d been married thirty-four years. Two grown daughters—one a senior flight attendant for JetBlue, the other a Chicago bond trader.


“What about me?” Noel Kristiansen asked hoarsely. “What do I do?”


“You’re retired, sweetie. From the pharmaceutical sector.”


“Pfizer?”


“No, Moderna.”


“Was there a stock plan?”


“We’re doing just fine,” Mary Kristiansen said.


Noel had left the company when he turned sixty-five, in the midst of the pandemic. He was a senior vice president in the marketing division, yet had stoically volunteered for the first vaccine while it was in early trials. Mary had waited for her shot until they relocated from Massachusetts to Florida, where the emergency rooms were overflowing with gasping deniers.


“The girls are flying in to see you tomorrow,” she said to her husband.


“I’m sorry, tell me their names again.”


“Julia and Jill.”


“So they’re twins?”


“No, sweetie. Julia is four years older.”


“Can you please write all this down?” Kristiansen asked.


“Get some rest and you’ll feel much better,” his wife said. “Fred has generously agreed to represent us. Tomorrow a few more doctors will be coming to see you. Doctors that Fred works with regularly.”


“Who the hell are we suing? Those clowns that ran me down probably don’t have insurance.”


“We’re suing the HOA, Noel. Our homeowners association. There was a dire security lapse, obviously.”


“Don’t they have cameras on our street?”


“They do. Fred’s already demanded copies of the videos.”


“Good. That’s all I care about,” Kristiansen murmured woozily.


“Speak up, Noel. I can barely hear you.”


“I don’t give a damn about suing anybody,” he said. “All I want to do is find the shitbirds that tried to kill me.”


Mary bent down and kissed his forehead, simultaneously creeping one hand across the bedsheets toward the morphine pump.


“You need your sleep,” she said.


“To hell with the HOA,” Noel Kristiansen sighed, floating off again.
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Jonas Onus had three children, all boys, with three different women. The kids had been born within a week of each other and Onus was the confirmed father, though he no longer bragged to strangers about his stallion-like fertility. The firefighter pension checks that once made him feel flush now seemed stingy and late-arriving. Having devoted his days of unearned retirement to the cause of white supremacy, he felt increasingly constrained by the demands of parenthood. He remained bitter about missing the January 6th insurrection—one of his brats had swallowed a baby turtle out of the terrarium and required emergency transport. The mother was on a girls’ trip to Universal, the cold bitch posting selfies from fucking Hogwarts while Onus stewed in front of the television in the ER waiting room, watching his brethren beat on the Capitol Police. That most of the rioters wound up indicted, jobless, and dead broke from legal bills did not diminish Onus’s remorse. He should have been up in Washington fighting side by side with the others! In fact, his bag had been packed and he was halfway to the door when the sitter had come flying down the stairs yelling that Jonas Jr. had inhaled that little river cooter like it was a goddamn Jolly Rancher.


Four years later Onus was speeding up I-95, halfway to Philadelphia for a freelance siege of an election supervisor’s office, when he learned on Rumble Red Radio that no mob action would be necessary this time around. The libtards had been stomped! Onus feigned relief, but privately he was bummed that history had failed to repeat itself and given him a chance to participate.


Since that day, he had hewn to a domestic routine that mimicked laziness but was actually him conserving energy for the next patriotic storming, which was bound to come. Mornings began with a pop-in at each of his three chaotic households, followed by a period of contemplative isolation. There was a tall shady oak on Elm Street under which he would sit in his Tundra for hours, listening to dark-state conspiracy news on talk shows and podcasts.


His favorite host was the viciously persecuted Alex Jones, who’d made a triumphant return to the airwaves. Although Onus wasn’t a prepper, he made sure all his young children were being raised on deliquesced servings of the tasty doomsday rations that Jones hawked on his show. There were other useful products, too, and Onus loyally stocked up. He didn’t consider himself a gullible boob, and he yelled at the ICU nurse who called him that. However, after his fourth serious bout with COVID, Onus quit drinking the two-hundred-dollar “silverized” elixir that Jones swore would fend off the virus. Believing it was his own weakened metabolism that prevented the potion from working, Onus did not seek a refund.


In what now seemed like the distant past—during a spell when the fire-breathing Jones was on trial and away from his talk show—a substitute host had delivered a harrowing monologue about the supposed side effects of Chinese-made condoms, which in addition to impotence included a florid edition of genital eczema for which there was no discreet treatment. Onus had gotten so freaked that he threw away all his Durexes and switched inexpertly to the pullout method of contraception, resulting in the simultaneous trio of pregnancies that had altered his life. Still he never blamed Jones, who later informed his listeners that the substitute host had turned out to be a ringer, a Soros-backed prankster who had duped the program’s producers.


On some afternoons, glued to the bellowing pundits, Jonas Onus became so infuriated by the libs’ relentless assault on decency that for self-soothing he turned to his Darcy’s Dream Booty, the jacked-up Tundra jouncing on its custom struts. The vehicle’s tinted windows created a deep blue pod of privacy, while curious pedestrians were frightened off by the sight of Himmler, chained somewhat loosely in the bed of the truck. During such reveries, Onus would turn up the volume so all he heard was the clarion voice of Jones, Hannity, or whoever, and not the weird rabbit squeak of flesh against sculpted polymer. Onus went at the Dream Booty purely by instinct, Dale Figgo having assured him that no instructions were necessary.


Naturally Onus was curious about Figgo’s job packing such porny merchandise, but Figgo didn’t seem keen to talk about it. The default topic of discussion was Figgo’s unfair banishment by the Proud Boys and Oath Keepers following the mistaken defilement of the segregationist’s statue at the Capitol riot. Onus surmised that if he’d been with the freedom mob in Washington—not eight hundred miles away, stuck at a hospital with an omnivorous brat—he might have prevented Figgo from committing such a mistake. Then again, Figgo was a certifiable blockhead, and it would have been a pain in the ass to babysit him for the duration of the uprising.


Onus himself hadn’t been born spring-loaded with hatred, though his old man was a rager who used family dinners as a soapbox for his xenophobic grievances, master-race theories, and white-man-as-victim monologues. No minorities escaped blame for the elder Onus’s recurring business failures. And while Jonas himself had never formally joined any of the established white nationalist groups, he’d accompanied his dad to a few rallies and enjoyed the barbecue food-truck fare.


Initially he was skeptical about throwing in with a start-up like the Strokers for Liberty, but Figgo kept alluding to a pending windfall that would fund a nationwide groundswell and future tactical operations—presumably something more ambitious than lobbing Ziplocs crammed with handmade leaflets and cheapo key chains.


Onus was under the familiar shady oak, scrubbing the Tundra’s upholstery with sanitary wipes, when Figgo called.


“Is your fat ass sittin’ down?” Figgo asked with a cackle.


“Whassup?” Onus said, turning down the radio.


“Good news. I got that payload we been waitin’ on!”


“Sweet.”


“I’m talkin’ about the money, dude.”


“Yeah, I know,” Onus said. “How much?”


“It was the man himself that called.”


“What man?”


“The congressman, dude.”


“Okay.” Onus assumed that “congressman” was the code name for somebody rich and highly placed. “How much?” he asked Figgo again.


“How does two mil sound?”


“Like you’re baked outta your goddamn mind.”


“I’m serious as a dick wart. Two million bucks.”


“Jesus Jackson Christ.” Onus tossed the box of wipes behind the front seat, next to his damp Dream Booty. He heaved himself behind the wheel and said, “If this is a joke, I’m gonna boil your balls and feed ’em to my dog.”


“Ain’t no joke, man. The Strokers, we be strokin’.”


“I’ll meet you at the townhouse,” Jonas Onus said. “One hour.”


Figgo laughed on the other end. “Bring your imagination, brother.”
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