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One



On the afternoon of November 25, a woman named JoLayne Lucks drove to the Grab N’Go minimart in Grange, Florida, and purchased spearmint Certs, unwaxed dental floss and one ticket for the state Lotto.


JoLayne Lucks played the same numbers she’d played every Saturday for five years: 17-19-22-24-27-30.


The significance of her Lotto numbers was this: each represented an age at which she had jettisoned a burdensome man. At 17 it was Rick the Pontiac mechanic. At 19 it was Rick’s brother, Robert. At 22 it was a stockbroker named Colavito, twice JoLayne’s age, who’d delivered on none of his promises. At 24 it was a policeman, another Robert, who got in trouble for fixing traffic tickets in exchange for sex. At 27 it was Neal the chiropractor, a well-meaning but unbearable codependent.


And at 30 JoLayne dumped Lawrence, a lawyer, her one and only husband. Lawrence had been notified of his disbarment exactly one week after he and JoLayne were married, but she stuck with him for almost a year. JoLayne was fond of Lawrence and wanted to believe his earnest denials regarding the multiple fraud convictions that precipitated his trouble with the Florida Bar. While appealing his case, Lawrence took a job as a toll taker on the Beeline Expressway, a plucky career realignment that nearly won JoLayne’s heart. Then one night he was caught making off with a thirty-pound sack of loose change, mostly quarters and dimes. Before he could post bail, JoLayne packed up most of his belongings, including his expensive Hermès neckties, and gave them to the Salvation Army. Then she filed for divorce.


Five years later she was still single and unattached when, to her vast amusement, she won the Florida Lotto. She happened to be sitting with a plate of turkey leftovers in front of the television at 11 p.m., when the winning numbers were announced. JoLayne Lucks didn’t faint, shriek or dance wildly around the house. She smiled, though, thinking of the six discarded men from her past life; thinking how, in spite of themselves, they’d finally amounted to something.


Twenty-eight million dollars, to be precise.


One hour earlier and almost three hundred miles away, a candy-red Dodge Ram pulled into a convenience store in Florida City. Two men got out of the truck: Bodean Gazzer, known locally as Bode, and his companion Chub, who claimed to have no last name. Although they parked in a handicapped-only zone, neither man was physically disabled in any way.


Bode Gazzer was five feet six and had never forgiven his parents for it. He wore three-inch snakeskin shitkickers and walked with a swagger that suggested not brawn so much as hemorrhoidal tribulation. Chub was a beer-gutted six-two, moist-eyed, ponytailed and unshaven. He carried a loaded gun at all times and was Bode Gazzer’s best and only friend.


They had known each other two months. Bode Gazzer had gone to Chub to buy a counterfeit handicapped sticker that would get him the choicest parking spot at Probation & Parole, or any of the other state offices where his attendance was occasionally required.


Like its mangy tenant, Chub’s house trailer emitted a damp fungal reek. Chub had just printed a new batch of the fake emblems, which he laconically fanned like a poker deck on the kitchen counter. The workmanship (in sharp contrast to the surroundings) was impeccable—the universal wheelchair symbol set crisply against a navy-blue background. No traffic cop in the world would question it.


Chub had asked Bode Gazzer what type he wanted—a bumper insignia, a tag for the rearview or a dashboard placard. Bode said a simple window tag would be fine.


“Two hunnert bucks,” said Chub, scratching his scalp with a salad fork.


“I’m a little short on cash. You like lobster?”


“Who don’t?”


So they’d worked out a trade—the bogus disabled-parking permit in exchange for ten pounds of fresh Florida lobster, which Bode Gazzer had stolen from a trapline off Key Largo. It was inevitable that the poacher and the counterfeiter would bond, sharing as they did a blanket contempt for government, taxes, homosexuals, immigrants, minorities, gun laws, assertive women and honest work.


Chub never thought of himself as having a political agenda until he met Bode Gazzer, who helped organize Chub’s multitude of hatreds into a single venomous philosophy. Chub believed Bode Gazzer was the smartest person he’d ever met, and was flattered when his new pal suggested they form a militia.


“You mean like what blowed up that courthouse in Nebraska?”


“Oklahoma,” Bode Gazzer said sharply, “and that was the government did it, to frame those two white boys. No, I’m talking ’bout a militia. Armed, disciplined and well-regulated. Like it says in the Second Amendment.”


Chub scratched a chigger bite on his neck. “Reg’lated by who, if I might ast?”


“By you, me, Smith and Wesson.”


“And that’s allowed?”


“Says right in the motherfuckin’ Constitution.”


“OK then,” said Chub.


Bode Gazzer had gone on to explain how the United States of America was about to be taken over by a New World Tribunal, armed by foreign-speaking NATO troops who were massing across the Mexican border and also at secret locations in the Bahamas.


Chub glanced warily toward the horizon. “The Bahamas?” He and Bode were in Bode’s cousin’s nineteen-foot outboard, robbing traps off Rodriguez Key.


Bode Gazzer said: “There’s seven hundred islands in the Bahamas, my friend, and most are uninhabited.”


Chub got the message. “Jesus Willy Christ,” he said, and began pulling the lobster pots with heightened urgency.


To run a proper militia would be expensive, and neither Chub nor Bode Gazzer had any money; Bode’s net worth was tied up in the new Dodge truck, Chub’s in his illegal printshop and arsenal. So they began playing the state lottery, which Bode asserted was the only decent generous thing the government of Florida had ever done for its people.


Every Saturday night, wherever they happened to be, the two men would pull into the nearest convenience store, park brazenly in the blue handicapped zone, march inside and purchase five Lotto tickets. They played no special numbers; often they were drinking, so it was easier to use the Quick Pick, letting the computer do the brainwork.


On the night of November 25, Bode Gazzer and Chub bought their five lottery tickets and three six-packs of beer at the Florida City 7-Eleven. They were nowhere near a television an hour later, when the winning numbers were announced.


Instead they were parked along a dirt road on a tree farm, a few miles from the Turkey Point nuclear reactor. Bode Gazzer was sitting on the hood of the Dodge pickup, aiming one of Chub’s Ruger assault rifles at a U.S. government mailbox they’d stolen from a street corner in Homestead. An act of revolutionary protest, Bode had said, like the Boston Tea Party.


The mailbox was centered in the headlight beams of the truck. Bode and Chub took turns with the Ruger until they were out of ammo and Budweisers. Then they sorted through the mail, hoping for loose cash or personal checks, but all they found was junk. Afterwards they fell asleep in the flatbed. Shortly after dawn they were rousted by two large Hispanics, undoubtedly the foremen of the tree farm, who swiped the Ruger and chased them off the property.


It was some time later, after returning to Chub’s trailer, that they learned of their extraordinary good fortune. Bode Gazzer was on the toilet, Chub was stretched on the convertible sofa in front of the TV. A pretty blond newscaster gave out the previous night’s winning Lotto numbers, which Chub scribbled on the back of his latest eviction notice.


Moments later, when Bode heard the shouting, he came lurching from the bathroom with his jeans and boxer shorts bunched at his knees. Chub was waving the ticket, hopping and whooping like he was on fire.


Bodean Gazzer said: “You’re shittin’ me.”


“We won it, man! We won!”


Bode lunged for the ticket, but Chub held it out of reach.


“Give it here!” Bode demanded, swiping at air, his genitals flopping ludicrously.


Chub laughed. “Pull up your pants, for Christ’s sake.” He handed the ticket to Bode, who recited the numbers out loud.


“You’re sure?” he kept asking.


“I wrote ’em down, Bode. Yeah, I’m sure.”


“My God. My God. Twenty-eight million dollars.”


“But here’s what else: They’s two winning tickets is what the news said.”


Bode Gazzer’s eyes puckered into a hard squint. “The hell you say!”


“Two tickets won. Which is still, what, fourteen million ’tween us. You believe it?”


Bode’s tongue, lumpy and blotched as a toad, probed at the corners of his mouth. He looked to be working up a spit. “Who’s got the other one? The other goddamn ticket.”


“TV didn’t say.”


“How can we find out?”


Chub said, “Christ, who gives a shit. Long as we get fourteen million, I don’t care if Jesse Fucking Jackson’s got the other ticket.”


Now Bode Gazzer’s stubbled cheeks began to twitch. He fingered the Lotto coupon and said: “There must be a way to find out. Don’t you think? Find out who’s this shitweasel with the other ticket. There’s gotta be a way.”


“Why?” Chub asked, but it was a while before he got an answer.


Sunday morning, Tom Krome refused to go to church. The woman who’d slept with him the night before—Katie was her name; strawberry blond, freckles on her shoulders—said they should go and seek forgiveness for what they had done.


“Which part?” asked Tom Krome.


“You know darn well.”


Krome covered his face with a pillow. Katie kept talking, putting on her panty hose.


She said, “I’m sorry, Tommy, it’s the way I’m made. It’s time you should know.”


“You think it’s wrong?”


“What?”


He peeped out from beneath the pillow. “You think we did something wrong?”


“No. But God might not agree.”


“So it’s precautionary, this church visit.”


Now Katie was at the mirror, fixing her hair in a bun. “Are you coming or not? How do I look?”


“Chaste,” said Tom Krome. The phone rang.


“Chased? No, sweetheart, that was last night. Get the telephone, please.”


Katie put on her high heels, balancing storklike on elegant slender legs. “You honestly won’t go? To church, Tom, I can’t believe it.”


“Yeah, I’m one heathen bastard.” Krome picked up the phone.


She waited, arms folded, at the bedroom door. Krome covered the receiver and said, “Sinclair.”


“On a Sunday morning?”


“I’m afraid so.” Krome tried to sound disappointed but he was thinking: There is a God.


Sinclair’s title at The Register was Assistant Deputy Managing Editor of Features and Style. He relied on the fact that nobody outside the newspaper business understood the insignificance of his position. At smaller papers it was one of the least nerve-racking and lowest-profile jobs. Sinclair couldn’t have been happier. Most of his reporters and editors were young and unabashedly grateful to be employed, and they did whatever Sinclair told them.


His biggest problem was Tom Krome, who also happened to be his best writer. Krome’s background was hard news, which had made him impossibly cynical and suspicious of all authority. Sinclair was scared of Krome; he’d heard stories. Also, at thirty-five Krome was older by two years, so he held the advantage of age as well as experience. Sinclair realized there was no possibility, none whatsoever, that Krome would ever respect him.


His fear—in fact, Sinclair’s most serious concern as the ADME of Features and Style—was that Krome might someday humiliate him in front of the staff. Figuratively cut off his nuts in front of Marie or Jacquelyn, or one of the clerks. Sinclair felt he could not psychologically endure such an episode, so he had resolved to keep Krome away from the newspaper office as much as possible. To that end, Sinclair committed ninety-five percent of his meager travel budget to assignments that kept Krome safely out of town. It worked out fine: Tom seemed content to be gone, and Sinclair was able to relax at the office.


The most challenging of Sinclair’s responsibilities was handing out lame story assignments. Calling Tom Krome at home was particularly trying; usually Sinclair had to shout to make himself heard above the loud rock music or women’s voices in the background. He could only imagine how Krome lived.


Sinclair had never before phoned on a Sunday. He apologized numerous times.


Tom Krome said: “Don’t worry about it.”


Sinclair was encouraged. He said, “I didn’t think this one could wait.”


Krome had no trouble containing his excitement. Whatever Sinclair was calling about, it wasn’t breaking news. Breaking fluff, maybe, but not news. He blew a kiss to Katie and waved her off to church.


“I got a tip,” Sinclair said.


“You got a tip.”


“My brother-in-law phoned this morning. He lives over in Grange.”


Krome thought: Uh-oh. Crafts show. I will murder this fucker if he makes me cover another crafts show.


But Sinclair said: “You play the lottery, Tom?”


“Only when it’s up to forty million bucks or so. Anything less is chump change.”


No reaction from Sinclair, who was deep into his pitch: “There were two winners last night. One in Dade County, the other in Grange. My brother-in-law knows the woman. Her name is—are you ready for this?—Lucks.”


Inwardly Tom Krome groaned. It was the quintessential Sinclair headline: LADY LUCKS WINS THE LOTTO!


You had your irony. You had your alliteration.


And you had your frothy, utterly forgettable feature story. Sinclair called them Feel Goods. He believed it was the mission of his department to make readers forget all the nastiness they were getting in other sections of the newspaper. He wanted them to feel good about their lives, their religion, their families, their neighbors, their world.


Once he’d posted a memo setting forth his philosophy of feature writing. Somebody—Sinclair suspected Tom Krome—had nailed a dead rat to it.


“How much she win?” Krome asked.


“The pot was twenty-eight million, so she’ll get half. What do you think, Tom?”


“Depends.”


“She works for a veterinarian. Loves animals, Roddy says.”


“That’s nice.”


“Plus she’s black.”


“Ah,” said Krome. The white editors who ran the newspaper loved positive stories about minorities; Sinclair obviously smelled a year-end bonus.


“Roddy says she’s a trip.”


Krome said, “Roddy would be your brother-in-law?” The tipster.


“Right. He says she’s a character, this JoLayne Lucks.” The headline dancing in Sinclair’s brain actually was: LUCKS BE A LADY!


Tom Krome said: “This Roddy person is married to your sister?”


“Joan. Yes, that’s right,” Sinclair answered, edgily.


“What the hell’s your sister doing in Grange?”


Grange was a truck-stop town known mainly for its miracles, stigmata, visitations and weeping Madonnas. It was a must-see on the Christian tourist circuit.


Sinclair said, “Joan’s a teacher. Roddy works for the state.” Sinclair wanted to make clear they weren’t nutcases but were responsible citizens. He noticed his palms had gotten damp from talking to Tom Krome for too long.


“This Lady Lucks,” Krome said, in a tone designed to cast scorn on the inevitable headline, “is she a Jesus freak? Because I’m in no mood to be preached at.”


“Tom, I really wouldn’t know.”


“She says Jesus gave her those lucky numbers, end of story. I’m coming home. You understand?”


Sinclair said, “Roddy didn’t mention anything like that.”


Solemnly Krome played his ace. “Think of the letters we’ll get.”


“What do you mean?” Sinclair hated letters almost as much as he hated telephone calls. The best stories were those that produced no reaction, one way or another, from readers. “What kind of mail?” he asked.


“Tons,” Krome replied, “if we do a piece saying Jesus is a gambling tout. Can you imagine? Hell, you’ll probably hear from Ralph Reed himself. Next they’ll be boycotting our advertisers.”


Firmly Sinclair said: “So let’s stay away from that angle. By all means.” After a pause: “Maybe this isn’t such a hot idea.”


On the other end, Tom Krome smiled. “I’ll drive up to Grange this afternoon. Check it out and let you know.”


“OK,” Sinclair said. “Go check it out. You want my sister’s phone number?”


“That’s not necessary,” said Krome.


Sinclair experienced a small shudder of relief.


Demencio was refilling the fiberglass Madonna when his wife, Trish, hurried outside to say that somebody in town won the lottery.


“I don’t suppose it’s us,” said Demencio. “Rumor is JoLayne Lucks.”


“Figures.”


Demencio removed the top of the Madonna’s head and reached inside the statue to retrieve a plastic bottle that had once held the wiper fluid in a 1989 Civic hatchback. These days the jug held tap water, lightly scented with perfume.


Trish said, “You’re almost out of ‘Charlie’.”


Demencio nodded irritably. That would be a problem. It was important to use a fragrance the righteous faithful wouldn’t recognize; otherwise suspicions would be stirred. Once he’d experimented with Lady Stetson and there was nearly an uprising. The third pilgrim in line, a buzzardly bank teller from Huntsville, had sniffed it out instantly: “Hey, Mother Mary’s crying Coty tears!”


The woman was discreetly whisked away from the shrine before trouble started. Demencio had vowed to be more careful. Scenting the Madonna’s tears was a fine touch, he thought. The devout souls who waited so long in the hot Florida sun deserved more than a drop of salty water on their fingertips—this was supposed to be Jesus’ mother, for heaven’s sake. Her tears ought to smell special.


Trish held the plastic bottle while Demencio poured the last of the Charlie perfume. Again she marveled at how small and childlike his brown hands were. And steady. He would’ve made a wonderful surgeon, her husband, if only he’d had the chance. If only he’d been born in, say, Boston, Massachusetts, instead of Hialeah, Florida.


Demencio replaced the plastic bottle inside the Madonna. Clear thin tubes ran upward from the bottle’s cap to the inside of the statue’s eyelids, where the clever Demencio had drilled pinprick-sized holes. A thicker black tube ran internally down the length of the statue and emerged from another hole in her right heel. The black air tube connected to a small rubber bulb, which could be operated by hand or foot. Squeezing the bulb forced the phony tears out of the bottle, up the twin tubes and into the Madonna’s eyes.


There was an art to it, and Demencio fancied himself one of the best in the business. He kept the tears small, subtle and paced at intervals. The longer the crowd was made to linger, the more soft drinks, angel food cake, T-shirts, Bibles, holy candles, and sunblock they purchased.


From Demencio, of course.


Most everybody in Grange knew what he was up to, but they didn’t say much. Some were too busy running their own scams. Besides, tourists were tourists and there wasn’t much difference, when you got down to the core morality of it, between Mickey Mouse and a fiberglass Madonna.


Trish liked to say: “All we’re really selling is hope.”


Demencio liked to say: “I’d rather peddle religion than a phony goddamn rodent.”


He made decent money, though he wasn’t rich and probably never would be. Not like Miss JoLayne Lucks, whose astounding and undeserved windfall he now contemplated.


“How much she win?” he asked his wife.


“Fourteen million, if it’s true.”


“She’s not sure?”


“She’s not sayin’.”


Demencio snorted. Anybody else, they’d be hooting and hollering all over town. Fourteen million bucks!


Trish said, “All they announced is there’s two winning tickets. One was bought down around Homestead, the other was in Grange.”


“The Grab N’Go?”


“Yep. The way they figured out who, the store only sold twenty-two Lotto tickets all last week. Twenty-one is accounted for. JoLayne’s is the only one left.”


Demencio fitted the fiberglass Madonna back together. “So what’s she up to?”


Trish reported that, according to neighbors, JoLayne had not come out of her house all morning and was not answering the telephone.


“Maybe she ain’t home,” Demencio said. He carried the Madonna into the house. Trish followed. He set the statue in a corner, next to his golf bag.


“Let’s go see her,” he said.


“Why?” Trish wondered what Demencio was planning. They barely knew the Lucks woman to say hello.


“Bring her some angel food cake,” Demencio proposed. “It’s a neighborly thing on a Sunday morning. I mean, why the hell not?”










Two



JoLayne Lucks didn’t expect to see Trish and Demencio on her front porch, and Demencio didn’t expect to see so much of JoLayne’s legs. She appeared in a peach-colored jogging bra and sky-blue panties.


“I wasn’t ready for company,” she said in a sleepy voice.


Trish: “We’ll drop by another time.”


“Whatcha got there?”


Demencio said, “Cake.”


He was transfixed by JoLayne’s perfectly muscled calves. How’d they get like that? He never saw her running.


“Come on in,” she said, and Demencio—shaking free of his wife’s grip—went in.


They stood, each holding one side of the cake plate, while JoLayne Lucks went to put on a pair of jeans. The small tidy house showed no signs of a post-lottery celebration. Trish remarked on the handsome piano in the living room; Demencio eyed an aquarium full of baby turtles—there must have been fifty of them, paddling full tilt and goggled-eyed against the glass.


To Trish he said, “I wonder what that’s all about.”


“You hush. They’re pets is all.”


JoLayne returned with her hair under a baseball cap, which Demencio found intriguing and sexy—the attitude as much as the style. JoLayne told Trish the cake looked delicious.


“Angel food,” Demencio’s wife said. “My grandma’s recipe. On my mother’s side.”


“Sit down, please.” JoLayne carried the plate to the kitchen counter. Trish and Demencio sat stiffly on an antique cherrywood love seat.


He said, “Those your turtles?”


JoLayne Lucks gave a bright smile. “Would you like one?” Demencio shook his head. Trish, by way of explanation: “We’ve got a jealous old tomcat.”


JoLayne peeled the plastic wrapping from the cake and broke off a chunk with her fingers. Serenely she popped it in her mouth. “What brings you folks by?”


Trish glanced at Demencio, who shifted in the love seat. “Well,” he said, “here’s the thing—we heard about your good fortune. You know . . . ”


JoLayne gave him no help. She was savoring the angel food.


Demencio said, “About the Lotto, I mean.”


One of her fine brown eyebrows arched. She kept chewing. Demencio fumbled with a strategy. The woman seemed slightly spacey.


Trish came to the rescue. “We stopped over to say congratulations. Nothing like this ever happens in Grange.”


“No?” With a lizard flick of her tongue, JoLayne Lucks removed a crumb from one of her sparkling cobalt fingernails. “I thought miracles happen all the time around here. Most every Sunday, right?”


Demencio reddened, perceiving a dig at his Madonna concession. Trish, courageously: “What I meant, JoLayne, was nobody’s ever won anything. Nobody I can recall.”


“Well, you might be right.”


“It’s just a shame you’ve got to split the jackpot with somebody else.” Trish spoke with true sympathy. “Not that fourteen million bucks is anything to sneeze at, but it’d be nice if you were the only winner. Nice for Grange, too.”


Demencio shot a glare at his wife. “It’s still nice for Grange,” he said. “It’ll put us on the map, for damn sure.”


JoLayne Lucks said, “Ya’ll want some coffee?”


“So what’s next, girl?” Trish asked.


“I thought I’d feed the turtles.”


Trish chuckled uneasily. “You know what I mean. Maybe a new car? A place at the beach?”


JoLayne Lucks cocked her head. “You’re losing me now.”


Demencio had had enough. He stood up, hitching at his trousers. “I won’t lie. We came to ask a favor.”


JoLayne beamed. “That’s more like it.” She noticed how Trish’s hands had balled with tension.


Demencio forced a cough, to clear his throat. “Pretty soon you’ll be all famous, in the newspapers and TV. My idea was maybe when they ask where your Lotto luck came from, you could put in a good word.”


“For you?”


“For the Madonna, yes.”


“But I’ve never even been to the shrine.”


“I know, I know.” Demencio held up his hands. “It’s just an idea. I can’t promise hardly anything in return. I mean, you’re a millionaire now.”


Although he sorely hoped JoLayne wouldn’t ask for a commission on his take, he was prepared to part with ten percent.


Trish, quietly: “It’d just be a favor, like he said. Pure and simple. A favor for a neighbor.”


“Christmas is coming,” Demencio added. “Any little thing would help. Anything you could do.”


JoLayne Lucks walked them, one on each arm, to the door. She said, “Well, it’s surely something to think about. And, Trish, that’s glorious cake.”


“You’re so kind.”


“Sure you don’t fancy a turtle?”


In tandem, Demencio and his wife edged off the porch. “Thanks just the same,” they said, and walked home in silence. Trish pondered the possibility she’d gotten some bad information, as JoLayne Lucks didn’t behave like a woman who’d won a free toaster, much less a Lotto jackpot. Demencio, meanwhile, had concluded JoLayne Lucks was either a borderline psycho or a brilliant faker, and that further investigation was necessary.


Bodean James Gazzer had spent thirty-one years perfecting the art of assigning blame. His personal credo—Everything bad that happens is someone else’s fault—could, with imagination, be stretched to fit any circumstance. Bode stretched it.


The intestinal unrest that occasionally afflicted him surely was the result of drinking milk taken from secretly radiated cows. The roaches in his apartment were planted by his filthy immigrant next-door neighbors. His dire financial plight was caused by runaway bank computers and conniving Wall Street Zionists; his bad luck in the South Florida job market, prejudice against English-speaking applicants. Even the lousy weather had a culprit: air pollution from Canada, diluting the ozone and derailing the jet stream.


Bode Gazzer’s accusatory talents were honed at an early age. The youngest of three sons, he veered astray to develop a precocious fondness for truancy, vandalism and shoplifting. His parents, both teachers, earnestly tried to redirect the boy, only to hear themselves lashingly blamed for his troubles. Bode took the position that he was persecuted because he was short, and that his shortness was attributable to his mother’s careless dietary practices (and his father’s gluttonous complicity) during pregnancy. That both Jean and Randall Gazzer were genetically slight of stature was immaterial to young Bode—from television he’d gathered that humans as a species were getting taller with evolution, and he therefore expected to surpass his parents, if only by an inch or two. Yet Bode stopped growing in eighth grade, a fact lugubriously chronicled in the family’s bimonthly measuring ceremonies, conducted at the kitchen doorjamb. A multicolored sequence of pencil slashes confirmed Bode’s worst fears: His two older brothers were still ascending positively, while he himself was finished, capped off at the ripe old age of fourteen.


The bitter realization hardened Bode Gazzer against his MSG-gobbling parents, and society at large. He became “the bad element” in the neighborhood, the cocky ringleader of misdemeanors and minor felonies. He worked diligently at being a hood, taking up unfiltered cigarets, public spitting and gratuitous profanity. Every so often he purposely provoked his brothers into beating him up, so he could tell friends he’d been in a savage gang fight.


Bode’s schoolteacher parents didn’t believe in whippings and (except for one occasion) never laid a glove on him. Jean and Randall Gazzer preferred “talking out” problems with their children, and spent many hours around the supper table “interacting” earnestly with the insolent Bodean. He was more than a match. Not only had he acquired the rhetorical skills of his mother and father, he was boundlessly creative. No matter what happened, Bode always produced an elaborate excuse from which he would not budge, even in the face of overwhelming evidence.


By the time he turned eighteen, his juvenile arrest record filled three pages, and his weary parents had put themselves in the hands of a Zen counselor. Bode had come to relish his role as the family outlaw, the bad seed, the misunderstood one. He could explain everything and would, at the drop of a hat. By the time he turned twenty-two, he was living on beer, bold talk and a multitude of convenient resentments. “I’m on God’s shit list,” he’d announce in barrooms, “so keep your damn distance.”


A series of unhealthy friendships eventually drew Bode Gazzer into the culture of hate and hard-core bigotry. Previously, when dishing out fault for his plight, Bode had targeted generic authority figures—parents, brothers, cops, judges— without considering factors such as race, religion or ethnicity. He’d swung broadly, and without much impact. But xenophobia and racism infused his griping with new vitriol. Now it wasn’t just some storm-trooper cop who busted Bode with stolen VCR’s, it was the Cuban storm-trooper cop who obviously had a hard-on for Anglos; it wasn’t just the double-talking defense lawyer who sold Bode down the river, it was the double-talking Jew defense lawyer who clearly held a vendetta against Christians; and it wasn’t just the cokehead bondsman who refused to put up Bode’s bail, it was the cokehead Negro bondsman who wanted him to stay in jail and get cornholed to death. Bode Gazzer’s political awakening coincided with an overdue revision of his illicit habits. He’d made up his mind to forsake burglaries, car thefts and other property offenses in favor of forgeries, check kiting and other so-called paper crimes, for which judges seldom dispensed state prison time.


As it happened, the hate movement in which Bode had taken an interest strongly espoused fraud as a form of civil disobedience. Militia pamphlets proclaimed that ripping off banks, utilities and credit-card companies was a just repudiation of the United States government and all the liberals, Jews, faggots, lesbians, Negroes, environmentalists and communists who infested it. Bode Gazzer admired the logic. However, he proved only slightly more skillful at passing bad checks than he was at hot-wiring Oldsmobiles.


Between always-brief jail stints, he’d decorated the inside of his apartment with antigovernment posters purchased at various gun shows: David Koresh, Randy Weaver and Gorden Kahl were featured heroically.


Whenever Chub visited the place, he raised a long-necked Budweiser in salute to the martyrs honored on Bode’s wall. Through television he’d acquired a vague awareness of Koresh and Weaver, but he knew little about Kahl except that he’d been a Dakota farmer and tax protester, and that the feds had shot the shit out of him.


“Goddamn storm troopers,” Chub snarled now, parroting a term he’d picked up at a small but lively militia meeting on Big Pine Key. He carried his beer to a futon sofa, where he plopped down splay-legged and relaxed. Quickly his thoughts drifted from the fallen patriots to his own sunny fortunes.


Bode Gazzer hunched at the dinette, a newspaper spread under his nose. He’d been in a spiteful mood since learning from a state lottery pamphlet that he and Chub wouldn’t be receiving the $14 million all at once—it was to be dispensed in equal payments over twenty years.


Worse: The payments would be taxed!


Chub, who wasn’t bad with numbers, attempted to cheer Bode Gazzer with the fact that $700,000 a year, even before taxes, was still a very large piece of change.


“Not large enough to outfit a patriot force,” Bode snapped.


Chub said, “Rules is rules. The hell can you do?” He got up to turn on the TV. Nothing happened. “This busted or what?”


Bode smoothed the wrinkles from the newspaper and said: “Christ, don’t you get it? This is everything we’ve been talkin’ about, everything worth fightin’ for—life, liberty, pursuit and happiness all rolled up in one.”


Chub thwacked the broken television with the flat of his hand. He wasn’t in the mood for one of Bode’s speeches yet it now seemed inescapable.


Bode Gazzer continued: “Finally we hit it big and what happens? The state of motherfucking Florida is gonna pay us in drips and draps. Then, whatever we get is snatched by the Infernal Revenue!”


Listening to his friend, Chub’s high feelings about their good luck began to ebb. He’d always viewed the lottery as a potential way to get tons of free money without doing jackshit. But the way Bode explained it, the Lotto was just another sinister example of government intrusion, tax abuse and liberal deceit.


“You think it’s a accident we gotta share this money with somebody else?”


With the mouth of the beer bottle, Chub massaged the furry nape of his neck. He wondered what his friend was getting at.


Bode rapped his knuckles on the dinette. “Here’s my prediction: The shitweasel holding the other Lotto ticket, he’s either a Negro, Jew or Cuban type.”


“Go on!”


“That’s how they do it, Chub. To fuck over decent Americans such as you and me. You think they’re gonna let two white boys take the whole jackpot? Not these days, no way!” Bode’s nose angled back toward the newspaper. “Where’s Grange? Over near Tampa?”


Chub was stunned at his friend’s theory. He didn’t understand how the lottery could be rigged. If it was, how had he and Bode managed to win even half?


During the brief span of their friendship, Bodean Gazzer had invoked conspiracies to explain numerous puzzling occurrences—for instance, how come there was usually a big airplane crash at Christmastime.


Bode knew the answer, and naturally it involved the U.S. government. The Federal Aviation Administration was in perpetual danger of having its budget slashed, the crucial vote customarily coming in December before Congress adjourned for the holidays. Consequently (Bode revealed to Chub) the FAA always sabotaged an airliner around Christmas, knowing politicians wouldn’t have the nerve to cut the funding for air safety while the world watched mangled bodies being pulled out of a charred fuselage.


“Think about it,” Bode Gazzer had said—and Chub did. A government plot seemed more plausible than grim coincidence, all those plane crashes.


Corrupting the state Lotto, however, was something else. Chub didn’t think even the liberals could pull it off.


“It don’t add up,” he said sullenly. Plenty of regular white folks had won, too; he’d seen their faces on TV. Speaking of which, he wished the goddamn thing wasn’t busted so he could watch football and not have to think about what Bode Gazzer was saying.


“You’ll see,” Bode told him. “You’ll see I’m right. Now, where the hell’s Grange, Florida?”


Chub muttered, “Upstate.”


“Big help you are. Everything’s upstate from here.”


From his studded belt Chub took a Colt Python .357 and shot several holes in David Koresh’s cheeks.


Bode Gazzer leaned back from the dinette. “What’s your damn problem?”


“I don’t like the way I feel.” Chub tucked the gun in the waist of his trousers, the barrel hot against his thigh. Without flinching he said: “Man wins fourteen million bucks, he oughta feel good. And I don’t.”


“Exactly!” Bode Gazzer charged across the room and seized Chub in a clammy tremble of an embrace. “Now you see”—Bode’s voice dropping to a whisper—“what this country of ours has come to. You see what the battle is all about!”


Chub nodded solemnly, withholding his concern that a battle sounded like damn hard work, and hard work sounded like the last damn thing a brand-new millionaire ought to be doing.


*


The downsizing trend that swept newspapers in the early nineties was aimed at sustaining the bloated profit margins in which the industry had wallowed for most of the century. A new soulless breed of corporate managers, unburdened by a passion for serious journalism, found an easy way to reduce the cost of publishing a daily newspaper. The first casualty was depth.


Cutting the amount of space devoted to news instantly justified cutting the staff. At many papers, downsizing was the favored excuse for eliminating such luxuries as police desks, suburban editions, foreign bureaus, medical writers, environmental specialists and, of course, investigative teams (which were always antagonizing civic titans and important advertisers). As newspapers grew thinner and shallower, the men who published them worked harder to assure Wall Street that readers neither noticed nor cared.


It was Tom Krome’s misfortune to have found a comfortable niche with a respectable but doomed newspaper, and to have been laid off at a time when the business was glutted with hungry experienced writers. It was his further misfortune to have been peaking in his career as an investigative reporter at a time when most newspapers no longer wished to pay for those particular skills.


The Register, for example, was in the market for a divorce columnist. Sinclair had made the pitch at Krome’s job interview.


“We’re looking for something funny,” Sinclair had said. “Upbeat.”


“Upbeat?”


“There’s a growing readership out there,” Sinclair had said. “You ever been through a divorce?”


“No,” Krome had lied.


“Perfect. No baggage, no bitterness, no bile.”


Sinclair’s fetish for alliteration—it was Krome’s first exposure.


“But your ad in E & P said ‘feature writer.’ ”


“This would be a feature, Tom. Five hundred words. Twice a week.”


Krome had thought: I know what I’ll do—I’ll move to Alaska!


Gut salmon on the slime line. In winters, work on a novel.


“Sorry I wasted your time.” He’d stood up, shaken Sinclair’s hand (which had, actually, a limp, slick, dead-salmon quality), and flown home to New York.


A week later, the editor had called and offered Krome a feature-writing position at $38,000 a year. No divorce column, thank God—The Register’s managing editor, it turned out, had seen nothing upbeat in the topic. “Four-time loser,” Sinclair had explained in a whisper.


Tom Krome took the feature-writing job because he needed the money. He was saving for a cabin on Kodiak Island or possibly up near Fairbanks, where he’d live by himself. He intended to buy a snowmobile and photograph wild wolves, caribou and eventually a grizzly bear. He intended to write a novel about a fictional actress named Mary Andrea Finley, based on a true person named Mary Andrea Finley, who in real life had spent the last four years successfully preventing Tom Krome from divorcing her.


He was packing for the Lotto story when Katie returned from church.


“Where to?” Her purse hit the kitchen table like a cinder block.


“A place called Grange,” Tom Krome said.


“I’ve been there,” Katie said testily. A place called Grange. Like she didn’t even know it was a town. “That’s where they have the sightings,” she said.


“Right.” Krome wondered if Katie was one of the religious pilgrims. Anything was possible; he’d known her only two weeks.


She said, “They’ve got a Mother Mary that cries.” She went to the refrigerator. Poured herself a glass of grapefruit juice; Krome, waiting for more about Grange. “And on the highway,” she said, between sips, “in the middle of the highway, the face of Jesus Christ.”


Tom Krome said, “I heard about that.”


“A stain,” Katie elaborated. “Dark violet. Like blood.” Or possibly transmission fluid, Krome thought.


“I’ve only been there once,” Katie said. “We stopped for gas on the way to Clearwater.”


Krome was relieved to hear she wasn’t a Grange regular. He tossed a stack of clean Jockey shorts into the suitcase. “What was your impression of the place?”


“Weird.” Katie finished the fruit juice, washed the glass. She slipped out of her shoes and took a seat at the table, where she had a good view of Tom packing. “I didn’t see the crying Madonna, just the road-stain Jesus. But the whole town struck me as weird.”


Krome suppressed a smile. He was counting on weird.


Katie asked, “When will you be back?”


“Day or two.”


“You gonna call me?”


Krome looked up. “Sure, Katie.”


“When you get to Grange, I mean.”


“Oh . . . sure.”


“You thought I meant for you to call when you get back.


Didn’t you?”


Krome marveled at how, with no effort, he’d gotten himself into a downward-spiraling conversation before noon on a Sunday morning. He was simply trying to pack, for God’s sake, yet he’d apparently managed to hurt Katie’s feelings.


His theory: It was the pause between the “oh” and the “sure” that had tripped her alarm.


Surrender was the only option: Yes, yes, sweet Katherine, forgive me. You’re right, I’m a total shit, insensitive and self-absorbed. What was I thinking! Of course I’ll call as soon as I get to Grange.


“Katie,” he said, “I’ll call as soon as I get to Grange.”


“It’s OK. I know you’ll be busy.”


Krome closed the suitcase, snapped the latches. “I want to call, all right?”


“OK, but not too late.”


“Yes, I remember.”


“Art gets home—”


“At six-thirty. I remember.”


Art being Katie’s husband. Circuit Judge Arthur Battenkill Jr.


Krome felt bad about betraying Art, even though he didn’t know the man, and even though Art was cheating on Katie with both his secretaries. This was widely known, Katie had assured him, unbuckling his pants on their second “date.” An eye for an eye, she’d said; that’s straight from the Bible.


Still, Tom Krome felt guilty. It was nothing new; possibly it was even necessary. Beginning in his teenage years, guilt had played a defining role in every romance Tom Krome ever had. These days it was a steady if oppressive companion in his divorce.


Katie Battenkill had poleaxed him with her fine alert features and lusty wholesomeness. She’d chased after him, literally, one day while he was jogging downtown. He’d gotten tangled in a charity street march—he couldn’t recall whether it was for a disease or a disorder—and clumsily slapped some money in her hand. Next thing he knew: footsteps running behind him. She caught up, too. They had lunch at a pizza joint, where the first thing out of Katie’s mouth was: “I’m married and I’ve never done this before. God, I’m starved.” Tom Krome liked her tremendously, but he realized that Art was very much part of the equation. Katie was working things out in her own way, and Krome understood his role. It suited him fine, for now.


Barefoot in her nylons, Katie followed him out to the car. He got in and, perhaps too hastily, fit the key in the ignition. She leaned over and kissed him goodbye; quite a long kiss. Afterwards she lingered at the car door. He noticed she was holding a disposable camera.


“For your trip,” she said, handing it to him. “There’s five shots left. Maybe six.”


Krome thanked her but explained it was unnecessary. Sinclair would be sending a staff photographer if the lottery story panned out.


“That’s for the newspaper,” Katie said. “This is for me. Could you take a picture of the weeping Madonna?”


For a moment Krome thought she was kidding. She wasn’t. “Please, Tom?”


He put the cardboard camera in his jacket. “What if she’s not crying? The Virgin Mary. You still want a picture?”


Katie didn’t catch the sarcasm that leaked into his voice. “Oh yes,” she said ardently. “Even without the tears.”










Three



The mayor of Grange, Jerry Wicks, complimented JoLayne Lucks on her cooters.


“My babies,” she said fondly. Her blue fingernails sparkled as she shredded a head of iceberg lettuce into the aquarium. The turtles commenced a mute scramble for supper.


Jerry Wicks said, “How many you got there?”


“Forty-six, I believe.”


“My, my.”


“There’s red-bellies, Suwanees and two young peninsulars, which I am told will grow up to be something special. And see how they all get along!”


“Yes, ma’am.” Jerry Wicks couldn’t tell one from another. He was impressed, however, by the volume of noise made by the feeding reptiles. He was quite certain the crunching would drive him insane if he lingered too long.


“JoLayne, the reason I came by—there’s talk you won the Lotto!”


JoLayne Lucks dried her hands on a towel. She offered the mayor a glass of limeade, which he declined.


“It’s your own private business,” he went on, “and there’s no need to tell me yes or no. But if it’s true, nobody deserves it more than you . . . ”


“And why’s that?”


Jerry Wicks was stumped for a reply. Ordinarily he wasn’t nervous around pretty women, but this afternoon JoLayne Lucks possessed an uncommonly powerful aura; a fragrant dazzle, a mischievous twinkling that made him feel both silly and careless. He wanted to run away before she had him down on the floor, howling like a coon hound.


“The reason I’m here, JoLayne, I’m thinking about the town. It’d be great for Grange if it was true. About you winning.”


“Publicity-wise,” she said.


“Exactly,” he exclaimed with relief. “It would be such a welcome change from the usual . . . ”


“Freak shit?”


The mayor winced. “Well, I wouldn’t . . . ”


“Like the road stain or the weepy Virgin,” JoLayne said, “or Mister Amador’s phony stigmata.”


Dominick Amador was a local builder who’d lost his contracting license after the walls of the Saint Arthur catechism school collapsed for no good reason during a summer squall. Dominick Amador’s buddies advised him to relocate to Dade County, where it was safe for incompetent contractors, but Dominick wanted to stay in Grange with his wife and girlfriends. So one night he got hammered on Black Jack and Xanax, and (using a three-eighth-inch wood bit) drilled a perfect hole in each of his palms. Now Amador was one of the stars of Grange’s Christian pilgrim tour, touting himself as a carpenter (“just like Jesus!”) and assiduously picking at the circular wounds in his hands to keep them authentically unscabbed and bloody. There were rumors he was planning to drill his feet soon.


The mayor said to JoLayne Lucks: “See here, I’m not one to pass judgment on others.”


“But you’re a religious man,” she said. “Do you believe?”


Jerry Wicks wondered how the conversation had drifted so far off course. He said, “What I personally believe isn’t important. Others do—I’ve seen it in their eyes.”


JoLayne popped a Certs. She was sorry about putting the mayor on the spot. Jerry wasn’t a bad fellow, just soft. Thin blond hair going gray at the sides. Pink slack cheeks, a picket line of tiny perfect teeth, and sparse guileless eyebrows. Jerry ran an insurance business he’d inherited from his mother; homeowners and auto, mostly. He was harmless and chubby. JoLayne kept all her coverage with him; most everyone in town did.


Jerry said, “I guess the point to be made, it’d be good for Grange to get a different slant of publicity.”


“Let the world know,” JoLayne agreed, “there’s normal folks who live here, too.”


“Right,” said the mayor.


“Not just Jesus freaks and scammers.”


The blunt words caused in Jerry Wicks a pain similar to an abdominal cramp. “JoLayne, please.”


“Oh, I’m sorry to be such a cynical young lady. Don’t ask how I got this way.”


By now the mayor realized JoLayne Lucks had no intention of telling him whether or not she’d won the Lotto. The rhythmic munch of her hungry cooters had become almost unbearable.


“You want one?” she asked. “For Jerry junior?”


Jerry Wicks said no thanks. He eyed the teeming aquarium and thought: Look who’s talking about freaks.


JoLayne reached across the kitchen table and tweaked him in the ribs. “Hey, cheer up.”


The mayor turned to gooseflesh at her touch; he smiled bashfully and looked away. He beheld a fleeting impure fantasy: JoLayne’s blue fingernails raking slowly across his pallid, acne-scarred shoulder blades.


Teasingly she said, “You came here to tell me something, Jerry. So let’s hear it already, ’fore we both die of old age.”


“Yes, all right. There’s a newspaper reporter coming into town. From The Register. He’s got a reservation at the bed-and-breakfast—Mrs. Hendricks told me.”


“For tonight?”


“That’s what she said. Anyhow, he’s looking for the lottery winner. To do a feature story, is my guess.”


“Oh,” said JoLayne Lucks.


“Nothing to worry about.” As mayor, Jerry Wicks had experience dealing with the press. He said, “They love to write about ordinary people who make it big.”


“Really.” JoLayne pursed her lips.


“Human interest, they call it.” The mayor wanted to reassure her there was nothing to fear from giving interviews. He hoped she would be cooperative and friendly, since the image of Grange was at stake.


JoLayne said, “Do I have to talk to him?”


“No.” Jerry Wicks’ heart sank.


“Because I’m fond of my privacy.”


“The man doesn’t have to come to the house. Fact, it’d be better if he didn’t.” The mayor was worried about JoLayne’s turtle hobby, and what cruel fun a snotty city reporter might have with that. “Maybe you could meet him at the restaurant in the Holiday Inn.”


“Yum,” said JoLayne.


The phone on the kitchen wall rang. She stood up. “I’ve got some errands. Thanks for stopping over.”


Jerry Wicks said, “I just thought you should know what’s ahead. Winning the Lotto is very big news.”


“Must be,” JoLayne Lucks said.


The mayor told her goodbye and let himself out. As he walked from the porch to the driveway, he could hear JoLayne’s telephone ringing and ringing and ringing.


*


Chub said they should drive directly to Tallahassee and claim their half of the $28 million jackpot as soon as humanly possible. Bodean Gazzer said nope, not just yet.


“We got one hundred and eighty days to pick it up. That’s six whole months.” He loaded a cold twelve-pack into the truck. “Right now we gotta find that other ticket before whoever’s got it cashes in.”


“Maybe they already done it. Maybe it’s too late.”


“Don’t think so negative.”


“Life is fucking negative,” Chub noted.


Bode spread a striped beach towel on the passenger half of the front seat, to shield the new upholstery from the gun grease and sweat that was Chub’s natural marinade. Chub took mild offense at the precaution but said nothing.


A few minutes later, speeding along the turnpike, Bode Gazzer summarized his plan: “Break in, rip off the ticket, then split.”


“Happens we can’t find it?” Chub asked. “What supposed they hid it too good?”


“There you go again.”


“I ain’t interested in felony time.”


“Relax, goddammit.”


“I mean, my God, we’s millionaires,” Chub went on. “Millionaires, they don’t do b-and-e’s!”


“No, but they steal just the same. We use crowbars, they use Jews and briefcases.”


As usual, Bode had a point. Chub hunkered down with a Budweiser to think on it.


Bode said, “Hey, I don’t wanna go to jail, either. Say we go up on charges, who’d take over the White Rebels?”


The White Rebel Brotherhood is what Bodean Gazzer had decided to call his new militia. Chub didn’t fuss about the name; it wasn’t as if they’d be printing up business cards.


Bode said, “Hey, d’you finish that book I gave you? On how to be a survivalist?”


“No, I did not.” Chub had gotten as far as the business on eating bugs, and that was it. “How to Tell Toxic Insects from Edible Insects.” Jesus Willy Christ.


“I didn’t see no chapter on prime rib,” he grumbled.


To ease the tension, Bode asked Chub if he’d like to make a bet on who was holding the other winning Lotto numbers. “I got ten bucks says it’s a Negro. You want to take Jews, or Cubans?”


Chub had never met a white supremacist who said “Negro” instead of “nigger.” Is they a difference?” he inquired sarcastically.


“No, sir,” said Bode.


“Then why don’t you call ’em what they is?”


Bode clenched the steering wheel. “I could call ’em coconuts and what’s the damn difference. One word’s no better than another.”


Chub chuckled. “Coconuts.”


“How about you make yourself useful. Find a radio station plays some white music, if that’s possible.”


“S’matter? You ain’t fond a these Negro rappers?”


“Eat me,” Bode Gazzer said.


He was ashamed to admit the truth, that he couldn’t speak the word “nigger.” He’d done so only once in his life, at age twelve, and his father had promptly hauled him outside and whipped his hairless bare ass with a razor strop. Then his mother had dragged him into the kitchen and washed his mouth out with Comet cleanser and vinegar. It was the worst (and only) corporal punishment of Bode Gazzer’s childhood, and he’d never forgiven his parents. He’d also never forgotten the ghastly caustic taste of Comet, the scorch of which still revisited his tender throat at the mere whisper of “nigger.” Uttering it aloud was out of the question.


Which was a major handicap for a self-proclaimed racist and militiaman. Bode Gazzer worked around it.


Changing the subject, he said to Chub: “You need some camos, buddy.


“I don’t think so.”


“What size pants you wear?”


Chub slumped in the seat and pretended he was trying to sleep. He didn’t want to ride all the way to Grange. He didn’t want to break into a stranger’s house and steal a Lotto ticket.


And he sure as hell didn’t want to wear camouflage clothes. Bode Gazzer’s entire wardrobe was camo, which he’d ordered from the Cabela’s fall catalog on a stolen MasterCard number. Bode believed camo garb would be essential for survival when the NATO troops invaded from the Bahamas and the White Rebel Brotherhood took to the woods. Until Bode opened his closet, Chub had had no idea that camo came in so many shrub-and-twig styles. There was your basic Trebark (Bode’s parka); your Realtree (Bode’s rainsuit); your Mossy Oak, Timber Ghost and Treestand (Bode’s collection of jumpsuits, shirts and trousers), your Konifer (Bode’s snake-proof chaps) and your Tru-Leaf (Bode’s all-weather mountain boots).


Chub didn’t dispute Bode’s pronouncement that such a selection of camos, properly matched, would make a man invisible among the oaks and pines. Having grown up in the mountains of north Georgia, Chub didn’t want to be invisible in the woods. He wanted to be seen and heard. He especially wanted not to be mistaken for a tree by a rambunctious bear or a randy bobcat.


He said to Bode Gazzer: “You dress up your way, I’ll dress up mine.”


Bode peevishly scooped a fresh beer off the floorboard and popped the tab. “Remember what the Constitution says? ‘Well-regulated militia.’ Regulated means discipline, OK? And discipline starts with uniforms.”


Bode took a slug and wedged the beer can in the crotch of his Mossy Oak trousers, to free both hands for steering. Chub leaned against the door, his ponytail leaving an oily smear on the window. He said, “I ain’t wearin’ no camo.”


“Why not, goddammit!”


“ ’Cause it makes you look like a fuckin’ compost heap.”


Bode Gazzer jerked the truck onto the shoulder of the highway. Angrily he stomped the brake.


“You listen—” he began.


“No, you listen!” Chub said, and was upon him in a second.


Bode felt the barrel of the Colt poking the soft part of his throat, right about where his tongue was attached on the inside.


He felt Chub’s hot beery breath on his forehead. “Let’s not fight,” Bode pleaded, hoarsely.


“Won’t be a fight. Be a killin’.”


“Hey, brother, we’re partners.”


Chub said, “Then where’s our ticket, dickface?”


“The lottery ticket?”


“No, the fucking laundry ticket.” Chub cocked the pistol. “Where’s it at?”


“Don’t do this.”


“I’m countin’ to five.”


“In my wallet. Inside a rubber.”


Chub grinned crookedly. “Lemme see.”


“A Trojan. One a them ribbed jobbers, nonlubricated.” Bode removed it from his wallet and showed Chub what he’d done the night before—opening the plastic foil with a razor and folding the Lotto ticket inside the rolled-up condom.


Chub returned the gun to his pants and slid back to the passenger side. “That’s pretty slick, I gotta admit. Nobody steals another man’s rubbers. Steals every other damn thing, but not that.”


“Exactly,” Bode said. As soon as his heart stopped skipping, he put the truck in gear and eased back on the turnpike.


Chub watched him in a neutral but not entirely innocuous way. He said: “You understand what coulda happened? That we wouldn’t be partners no more if I blowed your brains all over this truck and took the Lotto stub for m’self.”


Bode nodded tightly. Until now it hadn’t occurred that Chub might rip him off. Obviously it was something to think about. He said, “It’s gonna work out fine. You’ll see.”


“OK,” said Chub. He opened a beer: warm and fizzy. He closed his eyes and sucked down half the can. He wanted to trust Bode Gazzer but it wasn’t always easy. Negro, for God’s sake. Why’d he keep on with that word? It troubled Chub, made him wonder if Bode wasn’t all he claimed to be.


Then he had another thought. “They a whorehouse in Grange?”


“Who knows,” Bode said, “and who cares.”


“Just don’t forget where you hid our ticket.”


“Gimme a break, Chub.”


“Be helluva way to lose out on fourteen million bucks, winds up in the sheets of some whorehouse.”


Bode Gazzer stared straight ahead at the highway. He said, “Man, you got a wild imagination.”


The brains of a goddamn squirrel, but a wild imagination.


Tom Krome didn’t wait to unpack; tossed his carry bag on the bed and dashed out. The owner of the bed-and-breakfast was pleased to give directions to the home of Miss JoLayne Lucks, at the corner of Cocoa and Hubbard across from the park. Krome’s plan was to drop in with sincere apologies, invite Miss Lucks to a proper dinner, then ease into the interview gradually.


His experience as a visiting journalist in small towns was that some folks would tell you their life story at the drop of a hat, and others wouldn’t say boo if your hair was on fire. Waiting on the woman’s porch, Krome didn’t know what to expect. He had knocked: No reply. He knocked again. Lights shone in the living room, and Krome heard music from a radio.


He walked around to the backyard and rose on his toes, to peer in the kitchen window. There were signs of a finished meal on the table: a setting for one. Coffee cup, salad bowl, a bare plate with a half-nibbled biscuit.


When Krome returned to the porch, the door stood open.


The radio was off, the house was still.


“Hello!” he called.


He took a half step inside. The first thing he noticed was the aquarium. The second thing was water on the hardwood floor; a trail of drips.


From down the hall, a woman’s voice: “Shut the door, please.


Are you the reporter?”


“Yes, that’s right.” Tom Krome wondered how she knew. “Are you JoLayne?”


“What is it you want? I’m really not up for this.”


Krome said. “You all right?”


“Come see for yourself.”


She was sitting in the bathtub, with soap bubbles up to her breasts. She had a towel on her hair and a shotgun in her hands. Krome raised his arms and said, “I’m not going to hurt you.”


“No shit,” said JoLayne Lucks. “I’ve got a twelve-gauge and all you’ve got is a tape recorder.”


Krome nodded. The Pearlcorder he used for interviews was cupped in his right hand.


“Sure is tiny,” JoLayne remarked. “Sit down.” She motioned with the gun toward the commode. “What’s your name?”


“Tom Krome. I’m with The Register.” He sat where she told him to sit.


She said, “I’ve had more company today than I can stand. Is this what it’s like to be rich?”


Krome smiled inwardly. She was going to be one helluva story.


“Take out the cassette,” JoLayne Lucks told him, “and drop it in the tub.”


Krome played along. “Anything else?”


“Yeah. Quit staring.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Don’t tell me you never saw a woman take a bath. Oh my, is it the bubbles? They sure don’t last long.”


Krome locked his eyes on the ceiling. “I can come back tomorrow.”


JoLayne said, “Would you kindly stand up. Good. Now turn around. Get the robe off that hook and hand it to me—without peeking, please.”


He heard the slosh of her climbing out of the tub. Then the lights in the bathroom went out.


“That was me,” she said. “Don’t try anything.”


It was so dark that Krome couldn’t see his own nose. He felt something sharp at his back.


“Gun,” JoLayne explained.


“Gotcha.”


“I want you to take off your clothes.”


“For Christ’s sake.”


“And get in the bathtub.”


“No!” he said.


“You want your interview, Mr. Krome?”


Until that moment, everything that had happened in the house of JoLayne Lucks was splendid material for Krome’s feature story. But not this part, the disrobing-at-gunpoint of the reporter. Sinclair would never be told.


Once Krome was in the water, JoLayne Lucks turned on the lights. She stood the shotgun against the toilet, and knelt next to the tub. “How you feeling?” she asked.


“Ridiculous.”


“Well, you shouldn’t. You’re a good-enough-looking man.” She peeled the towel off her head and shook her hair.


Tom Krome roiled the water to churn up more soap bubbles, in a futile effort to conceal his shriveled cock. JoLayne thought that was absolutely adorable. Krome fidgeted self-consciously. He reflected on the difficult and occasionally dangerous situations in which he’d found himself as a reporter—urban riots, drug busts, hurricanes, police shootouts, even a foreign coup. Yet he’d never felt so stymied and helpless. The woman had thought it out very carefully.


“Why are you doing this?” he asked.


“Because I was scared of you.”


“There’s nothing to be scared of.”


“Oh, I can see that.”


He laughed then. Couldn’t help it. JoLayne Lucks laughed too. “You gotta admit it breaks the ice.”


Krome said, “You left the front door open.”


“I sure did.”


“And that’s what you do when you’re scared? Leave the door open and wait buck naked in the bath?”


“With a Remington,” JoLayne reminded him, “full of nickel turkey load. Gift from Daddy.” She ran some hot water into the tub. “You gettin’ chilly?”


Krome kept his hands folded across his groin. There was no sense trying to act casual, but he did. JoLayne put her chin on the edge of the tub. “What do you want to know, Mr. Krome?”


“Did you win the lottery?”


“Yes, I won the lottery.”


“Why aren’t you happy about it?”


“Who says I’m not?”


“Will you keep your job at Dr. Crawford’s?” The lady at the bed-and-breakfast had told him JoLayne Lucks worked at the veterinary clinic.


She said, “Hey, your fingers are pruning up.”


Krome was determined to overcome the distraction of his own nakedness. “Can I ask a favor? There’s a notebook and a ballpoint pen in the pocket of my pants.”


“Oh, no you don’t.”


“But you promised.”


“I beg your pardon?” She picked up the gun again; gonged the barrel loudly against the tub’s iron faucet, which protruded from the wall between Krome’s feet.


OK, he thought. We’ll do it her way.


“JoLayne, have you ever won anything before?”


“Bikini contest at Daytona. I was eighteen, for heaven’s sake, but I know what you’re thinking.” She rolled her eyes.


Krome said, “What was the prize?”


“Two hundred bucks.” She paused. Puffed her cheeks. Propped the shotgun against the sink. “Look, I can’t lie. It was a wet T-shirt contest. I tell people it was bikinis because it doesn’t sound so slutty.”


“Heck, you were just a kid.”


“But you’d put it in the newspaper anyway. It’s too juicy not to.”


She was right: It was an irresistible anecdote—yet one that could be retold tastefully, even poignantly, as JoLayne Lucks would appreciate when she finally saw Tom Krome’s feature article. In the meantime he could do little but gaze at the glassy bubbles that clung to the wet hair on his chest. He felt disarmed and preposterous.


“What are you afraid of?” he asked JoLayne.


“I’ve got just an awful feeling.”


“Like a vision?” Krome was fishing to see if she was one of the local paranormals. He hoped not, even though it would’ve made for a more colorful story.


“Not a vision, just a feeling,” she said. “The way you can sometimes feel a storm coming, even when there’s not a cloud in the sky.”


It was agony, hearing one good quote after another slip away untranscribed. Again he begged for his notebook.


JoLayne shook her head. “This isn’t the interview, Mr. Krome. This is the pre-interview.”


“But Miss Lucks—”


“Fourteen million dollars is a mountain of money. I believe it will attract a bad element.” She reached into the water—deftly insinuating her hand under Tom Krome’s butt—and yanked the drain plug out of the bathtub.


“Dry off and get dressed,” she told him. “How do you like your coffee?”










Four



Demencio was carrying out the garbage when the red pickup rolled to a stop under the streetlight. Two men got out and stretched. The shorter one wore pointed cowboy boots and olive-drab camouflage, like a deer hunter. The taller one had a scraggy ponytail and sunken drugged-out eyes.


Demencio said: “Visitation’s over.”


“Visitation of what?” asked the hunter.


“The Madonna.”


“She die?” The ponytailed one spun toward his friend. “Goddamn, you hear that?”


Demencio dropped the garbage bag on the curb. “I’m talking about Madonna, the Virgin Mary. Jesus’ mother.”


“Not the singer?”


“Nope, not the singer.”


The hunter said, “What’s a ‘visitation’?”


“People travel from all over to pray at the Madonna’s statue.


Sometimes she cries real tears.”


“No shit?”


“No shit,” said Demencio. “Come back tomorrow and see for yourself.”


The ponytailed man said, “How much you charge?”


“Whatever you can spare, sir. We take donations only.” Demencio was trying to be polite, but the two men made him edgy. Hicks he could handle; hard-core rednecks scared him.


The strangers whispered back and forth, then the camouflaged one spoke up again: “Hey, Julio, we in Grange?”


Demencio, feeling his neck go tight: “Yeah, that’s right.”


“Is there a 7-Eleven somewheres nearby?”


“All we got is the Grab N’Go.” Demencio pointed down the street. “About half a mile.”


“Thank you kindly,” said the hunter.


“Double for me,” said the ponytailed man.


Before the pickup drove away, Demencio noticed a red-white-and-blue sticker on the rear bumper: MARK FUHRMAN FOR PRESIDENT.


Definitely not pilgrims, Demencio thought.


Chub was intrigued by what the Cuban had said. A statue that cries? About what?


“You’d cry, too,” said Bodean Gazzer, “if you was stuck in a shithole town like this.”


“So you don’t believe him.”


“No, I do not.”


Chub said, “I seen weepin’ Virgin Marys on TV before.”


“I’ve seen Bugs Bunny on TV, too. That make him real? Maybe you think there’s a real rabbit that sings and dances dressed up in a fucking tuxedo—”


“Ain’t the same thing.” Chub was insulted by Bode’s acid sarcasm. Sometimes his friend seemed to forget who had the gun.
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