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For KK






Those things do best please me

That befall preposterously.

—A Midsummer Night’s Dream








CHAPTER 1


He shuffles to the bathroom scale and steps onto it with the enthusiasm of a man mounting the gallows. He imagines metallic groans, the sound of springs straining to their limit, the creak of timbers about to crack. But how can this be? It’s a high-tech scale, probably engineered by people whose native language is German and wear white laboratory gowns. It was a hint-hint present from his wife, Peaches. It tells you not only how much you weigh but also how much you weighed yesterday, and how many calories you can consume today in order to weigh less tomorrow. But all this is academic, for he cannot see the numbers, owing to the protuberance of his belly. Nor can he see his toes. Are they still there? He wriggles them. It feels as though they are, but that could be phantom limb syndrome, where you think you feel body parts no longer there. He cranes his head forward, as if trying to peek over the crest of a hill. Good news. The toes are there. But leaning forward on the scale shifts his weight, causing havoc in the scale’s delicate high-tech sensors. His weight fluctuates like a stock price on a day of wild market volatility.

Finally, the number stabilizes. Cue auto fat shaming. Did you really eat an entire family size bag of Reese’s peanut butter cups? After eating an entire supreme frozen pizza? You disgusting person. You pig.

“Family size,” “supreme”—labeling of distinctly deceptive American coinage. The embedded falsehood in “family size” is that this rucksack-like bag will be shared with the family. “Supreme” meanwhile connotes excellence and mastery, as in the Supreme Being, the highest court in the land, Julia Child’s signature chicken. Why shouldn’t a pizza loaded with pepperoni, sausage, prosciutto, onion, black olives, anchovy, jalapeño, and mushroom take its rightful place in the Valhalla of Supremacy?

On the bathroom floor by the scale, he sees an empty plastic wrapper perforated with bite marks. This sad relic contained the urgently needed Pepto-Bismol chewable tablets. This, too, has become a daily ritual: the 3 a.m. ingestion of pink bismuth to calm the roiling gastric seas. How has it come to this? Can everything be blamed on the pandemic?

He descends the staircase in a bathrobe and slippers. The day’s next defeat awaits him in the kitchen, but already he can feel the pounding rhythm—if it can be called that—of hip-hop booming from the Sonos speakers. SONOS. The name connotes a Greek deity, though he suspects it stands for “Sporadically Operating Network of Sound.” Whenever he wants it to play Bach or James Taylor, it refuses to cooperate. When his stepchildren want it to play rap, it works. At the moment, it is bellowing at him:

“Oop, oop, we in da poop. Don’ wanna be, don’ lookit me, oop, oop…”

His stepson, Themistocles, has yet again neglected to turn his music off before tumbling into the arms of Morpheus. Themistocles is, yes, an unusual name for an American lad; as are Clytemnestra and Atalanta, as two of his sisters are called. Another sister is more prosaically named Polly. Peaches’s first husband was Greek. On the arrival of their fourth child, Peaches finally put her foot down.

Now begins the ritual search for Them’s iPhone, from which the hellish din is issuing to the eight or however many Sonos speakers. He decides that the name cannot be an acronym. Sonos was surely a god of the underworld who tormented mortals with eternal unrest.

There is no point in attempting to roust Them from his sleep to ask him where his iPhone is. Them is uniquely gifted. He cannot be awakened by human device. As a child, he slept through a 7.4 earthquake. An exchange of nuclear weapons would not disturb his slumber.

A concavity in the sofa cushions indicates with a high degree of probability that the iPhone might be wedged between them. It is. Success. But such swift victories as this are rare. One morning, it took him half an hour to locate it. Them had left it in the freezer while rooting for a midnight snack.

He silences the hip-hop. He knows Them’s passcode, thank God. He briefly contemplates deleting his hip-hop playlist of 2,204 songs, but decides against it. Them can be very creative at payback. The last time he deleted one of his playlists, Them programmed his stepfather’s iPhone to shriek “Allahu akbar!” Them dropped him off at the airport, waited ten minutes, then phoned him. Caused quite the sensation as he was going through the TSA line.

Blessed silence. His rattled tympanic membranes make out the early morning chitter of birds, larks of varied feather rising from sullen earth at break of day to sing hymns at heaven’s gate.

But now comes the day’s third defeat. Lifting the carton of orange juice, he feels an unbearable lightness. Someone has drained it dry and replaced it, empty, in the fridge. Even the most impartial jury would convict Them on grounds of circumstantial evidence. Or would they, if they knew of his talent for retaliation?

Normally, he wouldn’t care about the OJ. But he’s reading a book on the Napoleonic Wars and last night came upon a lurid description of scurvy: rotting gums, teeth falling out, skittering about the deck like pebbles. The admiralty solved the problem by giving ship crews limes, from which we get the word limeys. He wonders if its near homonym blimey, Brit for expressing surprise or alarm (“Blimey, not another story in the paper about Brexit”), is a variant. He must look this up.

Etymology is a passion with him. He is known to accost strangers and ask, “Did you know that mayonnaise is one of the few words in the English language of Carthaginian origin?” Peaches and the four children have heard the etymology of mayonnaise so many times that they have developed an aversion to the real thing. He is aware that his wife and stepchildren do not share his ardor for word origins. He does try to restrain himself, but it’s not easy. Only yesterday, he learned the word petrichor and had to epoxy his lips shut, he so wanted to share it with them. The pleasant smell that accompanies the first rain after a dry spell. From the Greek petros (stone) and ichor (the fluid that supposedly flows in the veins of the gods in Greek mythology). Is this a great word, or what?

The day’s fourth existential defeat presents itself at the mailbox, where he goes to fetch his morning paper. A snake of impressive dimension has coiled itself around the post of the mailbox. He gets that this is South Carolina. Still. Until he married Peaches, he lived in latitudes where retrieving the paper did not entail risk of reptilian envenomation.

He cannot discern from its markings what variety of snake it is. South Carolina proudly boasts all five of North America’s venomous species. Whichever it is, this one appears to have a theatrical bent. It has coiled itself around the post, head facing out, forked tongue protruding, as if posing as a caduceus, the ancient symbol of healing. (From the Greek kerux, “herald,” but this is not the time for etymology.)

Honestly. The news these days is depressing enough without having to risk your life getting it. Nor does he relish becoming an item of local news himself.

RETIREE DOING BETTER AFTER COPPERHEAD BITE

Their friend Stonewall was bitten by a water moccasin. By the time he got to the ER, his leg was “so swole up” they had to cut his pants off. They injected him with antivenom (cost: $10,000), but this had the unfortunate side effect of stopping his heart. (The ultimate undesirable side effect.) Turned out Stoney is allergic to antivenom. Nearly a decade later, his leg still occasionally throbs. Stonewall has become a more reliable predictor of rain than Weather.com.

“Shoo,” he says to the snake, a feckless choice of words that moreover, makes no impression on it.

“Look,” he says in a manly way, “fuck off.” More assertive than “shoo.” But the snake remains unimpressed.

He is acutely conscious of the absurdity of his situation, standing here rotundly at the end of the driveway in slippers and bathrobe, trying to get a dialogue going with a passive-aggressive serpent of theatrical bent. Right about now the guys working on the new house down the street will be arriving. He must resolve this situation before they show up. How humiliating would that be: an old Yankee fatso in slippers and bathrobe dithering before a snake? One of them will drive up in his F-150, festooned with NRA, Nam Vet, Semper Fi, and MAGA decals. He’ll slow, take in the absurd spectacle of fatso Yankee and snake; grin, ask, “Y’all need some assistance with that?” He’ll rummage in the back of his pickup for the appropriate tool—machete, nail gun, M-16—and efficiently dispatch the snake. “Mind if I keep it? My dogs love snake.” Please. By all means.

But no one comes. He decides there is no dishonor in ceding the field of battle to a potentially lethal three-foot-long snake. This surely falls into the category of “pick your own fights.” He can read the news on his iPad. Still.

As he turns to begin his craven retreat, he notices that a sign has been planted on the neighbor’s property. He walks over to see what it says. A public service announcement, perhaps? “Danger: Snakes!” But no:

REELECT BOBBY BABCOCK CORONER

He was not aware that coroner is an elective office. He does know that the word derives from the Anglo-Norman French coruner. The coroner was the officer who safeguarded the king’s property, most important, his crown.

Since marrying Peaches and moving in with her here in Pimento, he’s made an effort to keep up with local elections for mayor, sheriff, country commissioner, and such. He takes democracy seriously. Look what happens when you don’t. Jury duty can be a bore, but it’s the least we owe the men who froze at Valley Forge during the bitter winter of 1777–78.

As he walks to the house, he wonders: What qualifications does one look for in a coroner?

He can’t recall seeing any other coroner-related campaign signs. Perhaps this Babcock person is running unopposed, but feels he should have some signs so folks won’t think he’s taking reelection for granted. Or maybe Mr. Babcock likes seeing his name in big letters on people’s lawns.

He continues his way to the house, keeping an eye peeled for other uliginous creatures. (Very useful word down here, uliginous: “swampy,” “slimy,” “slithery.” Faintly onomatopoeic.)

What qualities would he look for in a coroner? Some medical knowledge would be in order, so the coroner could determine if the deceased died of foul play. Doesn’t the smell of bitter almonds suggest cyanide poisoning? (Or is it arsenic? He must look this up. Just the sort of thing a coroner should know.)

What else? Punctuality. In TV crime shows, they’re always saying, “We mustn’t move the body until the coroner gets here.” So punctuality would definitely be an asset. Who wants to sit there all day with a body, waiting for a dilatory coroner? Not him.

“Where the heck is that coroner? It’s been over three hours now.”

“He doesn’t appear to be in any great hurry.”

“Serves us right. Everyone said, ‘For God’s sake, don’t elect Bobby Babcock. Ol’ Bobby would be late to his own inquest.’ ”

The more he thinks about it, the more he realizes you don’t want just anyone as coroner.






CHAPTER 2


Pimento is excited to have its own Hippo King. It opened a few weeks ago, and ever since, the line for the drive-through has stretched out onto the highway. Aged Boomers are quipping, “Just like Woodstock!” Sheriff’s deputies are out every day, directing traffic and putting up cones. Not to detract from HK’s excellence, but the lines are in part due to all the restaurants closing because of the pandemic, or as folks here call it, “the Kung Flu.” He himself calls it “the coronavirus.”

He takes his place at the end of the line. There must be thirty cars ahead of him. Today is the first time he’s been back. He was here on opening day, but it was a disaster. When it came his turn to pick up his order at the window, the man handing it to him sneezed. The man was not wearing a face mask. Neither was he himself wearing a mask, because why would he need a face mask in the drive-through lane? This was no ordinary “achoo”-type sneeze. This was a “thar she blows!” Icelandic geyser–type nasal eruption. He had never seen a human being sneeze with such violence. How careless of him not to anticipate that being showered with millions of lethal airborne droplets is part of “the HK experience.” This week only, Hippo King customers will receive a fatal side order of coronavirus—at no extra charge!

He thought, Well, that’s it. I’m a dead man. And what will they say at my memorial service? “He died as he lived, stuffing himself with Hippo burgers.”

All thought of food abandoned, he screeched into an empty space in the HK parking lot, pulse pounding, and called Dr. Paula, his concierge doctor. Another uniquely American concept: fork over a $7,500 annual retainer, in return for which your doctor will actually take your call. Imagine—a doctor who’ll take your phone call. What’ll they think of next?

His wife, Peaches, is disdainful, indeed contemptuous of the arrangement. She views concierge doctors as mercenaries in white coats. He thinks this may have to do with her upbringing. Peaches is the youngest of eight. Her mother is not a Christian Scientist but might as well be. The children had to go to school unless they had fevers of 101 or were vomiting or bleeding. Mother did not believe in allergies. “Nonsense!” she declared. Then one of her kids was stung by a wasp and turned blue and couldn’t breathe. Even years later, she insists that his brush with death was “probably due to something else.” Peaches inherited her momma’s stoic ethic. When her own youngest, Polly, came home from soccer one Friday with an oddly angular forearm, Peaches ignored it until Polly’s whimpers became unignorable. At the ER, the nurse took one look at the arm and said matter-of-factly, “It’s broken.”

It must be stressed that despite this incident of appalling negligence, Peaches is a loving and attentive mother. Since that unhappy episode, she has moderated her “Put on your big-girl panties and deal with it” philosophy. Of the four children, Polly is the one who comes home least often. But she lives in Boston. The restaurant where she worked had to close owing to the pandemic. She’s writing a cookbook based on the television series Game of Thrones. On her last visit home, she made a lamprey pie. It was not improved by his launching into a detailed description of how Romans punished their servants by throwing them into pools full of lamprey, to be slowly nibbled to death.

Another reason Peaches disdains Dr. Paula is her website.

“Why shouldn’t she have a website?” he said. “Everyone has a website. Our plumber has a website.”

“She looks vampy,” Peaches sniffed. (Translation: Dr. Paula is an attractive woman of a certain age.)

“Darling,” he said, “I’m not paying Dr. Paula seventy-five hundred dollars a year to have sex with me.”

“You better not be, or she’ll be treating you for missing testicles.”

His darling is very feisty and possessive. He finds this endearing. Peaches is all he ever wanted in a wife. He hasn’t had an adulterous thought since they found each other a decade ago on the set of Swamp Foxes. Stipulated: fidelity comes easier in one’s sixties now that the command center has relocated back to the brain after a half century’s residence in the aforementioned testicles.

“She was the chief resident at Baptist Memorial,” he pointed out.

“Uh-huh,” Peaches said. “And now she takes care of rich retiree golfers for seventy-five hundred dollars a year.”

“I’m not rich and I don’t golf,” he says, mentally appending a “touché.”

He found Dr. Paula through Jubal Puckett. The Pucketts are their best friends here. Jubal had been to one specialist after another for a back problem. “I had so many damn CAT scans, PET scans, MRIs I was radioactive. I was setting off the damn alarms in airports.” He was about to go the Mayo Clinic when someone told him about this concierge doctor in nearby Purrell’s Inlet. Jubal had never heard the term “concierge doctor,” but Purrell’s being a lot closer than Minnesota, he figured he’d give it a shot. By this time, he’d spent more than $7,500 on co-pays alone. And what do you know: Dr. Paula had him back to deep-sea fishing in two weeks.

So when his own doctor dropped dead of a heart attack while training to run a marathon, Jubal pressed him to try Dr. Paula. Outside her office he saw the gleaming, late-model Mercedes S-Class with a Keep America Great bumper sticker. He reminded himself that he had not come to debate politics. He has long despaired of his adopted state’s unquenchable devotion to President Trump and has learned never to initiate a political conversation.

Dr. Paula turned out to be even more attractive than her website photo, exuding a MILFy sexuality.

“I thought Swamp Foxes was great fun,” she told him.

He sighed. Swamp Foxes is his least favorite topic of conversation.

“Isn’t that how you know Jubal?” she asked. “Wasn’t it filmed at his plantation?”

“It was, yes.”

“Well, I thought it was a hoot and a half.”

“Kind of you to say so.”

He refrained from launching into his usual lamentation about the villainy of the producer and director who sabotaged his screenplay. Over the years, he’s become a local version of the Ancient Mariner, buttonholing strangers to tell them the saga of Swamp Foxes.

“You need to let it go,” Peaches has told him more than once.

Jubal had correctly praised Dr. Paula’s warm bedside manner. And he very much appreciated her nonjudgmental attitude when it came time for him to mount the scale. She did not say, “Whoa!” or start humming Henry Mancini’s “Baby Elephant Walk.”

“Are my toes still there?” he asked, by way of signaling his awareness that his body mass index was less than ideal. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen them.”

Dr. Paula laughed. She took out an expensive-looking Montblanc pen and poked each little piggy. “One, two, three… yup, all ten, present and accounted for.”

He braced for a lecture about diabetic amputation, blindness, and other assorted horrors associated with obesity, but she did not reprove. During the prostate exam, he asked what had brought her here from Charlotte. (He did not particularly care, but he finds that making mundane conversation with the person whose finger is inserted in his rectum mitigates the inherent awkwardness.) She replied that the “rat race” and “traffic” had gotten to her. And she had always wanted to be a “country doctor.” Between the Mercedes and her office suite, which resembled an airline first-class lounge, Dr. Paula is a different breed of “country doctor” than, say, Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman.

“So,” she said, snapping off the latex gloves. “Do we want to address the weight issue, or are we okay with it as is?”

“I didn’t always eat this much,” he said. “But with the pandemic, I seem to have defaulted into comfort-food mode.” He thinks: Defaulted? Dude. You did a swan dive into the deep end of the mac and cheese.

Dr. Stone nodded sympathetically. She said that in her opinion, much of the research into “so-called obesity”—so-called! He could have kissed her—is grant driven and frankly politically motivated. She smiled in a cheeky way and said, “Well? Do we want do something about it?”

He felt he should at least pretend.

“I guess we could.”

He left with prescriptions for several “promising appetite suppressants.” He recognized the prefix in one: “amphet-.” He hadn’t taken speed since writing the screenplay for A Bubble Off Plumb, the movie that launched his career. But maybe appetite suppressants would give the current screenplay a boost. It’s been moving at the pace of a Galapagos tortoise.

A week later, he was in the Hippo King parking lot, hyperventilating and wiping nasal jetsam off his face.

“He was handing me my Enormo Burger Combo and sneezed all over me! I’m covered in aerosol droplets!”

“Okay, let’s calm down,” Dr. Paula said. “Take a deep breath.”

“That’ll make the droplets penetrate deeper into my lungs!” he moaned.

“What it will do is make you relax. By the way, I love that you’re calling me from Hippo King.”

“This is not the time for a lecture!”

“Are you taking those meds I prescribed?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re still going to the HK. Interesting.”

“Dr. Paula,” he said. “I did not enroll in a field study. I’m calling to tell you that I have been assassinated by a food handler!”

“Got it. Okay, I’m going to call in a scrip for you. For Lysoloquine. It’s very effective. It’ll be ready for you at the pharmacy by the time you get there. Do not drive there at ninety miles an hour. Promise? Everything’s going to be fine. If you start to show any symptoms, call me and we’ll deal with it. Okay? I’ll call the manager of the HK and see if their employees are Covid tested.”

Dr. Paula reported back that the HK manager swore on the Bible—“up, down, and sideways”—that all his staff had been Covid tested. And that he would instruct them henceforth not to sneeze on the customers.

Two weeks have gone by, and he’s still among the living. He hasn’t developed symptoms. And by gum, he’s hungry. So here he is, back in the HK drive-through lane, finger on the window up button in case the guy in the window so much as twitches.

It does seem strange that Dr. Paula’s appetite suppressants haven’t suppressed his appetite. His mouth is watering like a monsoon. His mask has become a face diaper. But no wonder, for word on the street is that HK’s new Hippomongous-Burger Combo is to die for. (Maybe literally.) And that the forty-eight-ounce Mudshake is a thing of beauty. Each one contains three pints of ice cream and an entire package of crushed Oreos. And get this: they serve it to you upside down. To demonstrate how compacted it is. Themistocles said that a drive-through lane server accidentally handed a customer his burger combo upside down, with calamitous result. The HK drive-through A-team strikes again.

Twenty cars between him and mouthgasm. This must be what it was like waiting to get the last chopper out of Saigon.

The nightmare thought intrudes: What if they run out of Mudshakes? This cannot be dismissed as mere paranoia. If someone had predicted, “There won’t be toilet paper,” he’d have laughed. Now he’s ordering toilet paper from Amazon. And where is it coming from? China.

He said to Peaches, “Let’s hope it’s not made from repurposed bat wings.” He thought this witty, as the pandemic is thought to have been caused by Chinese bats at a “wet market.” (Horrible concept.) But it could have been a plot by the odious Chinese—and the Deep State—to make President Trump lose the election. Fox News is not discounting this theory.

Peaches did not find his remark witty. She said, “Can we please not talk about toilet paper at the dinner table?” Peaches masks her ukases as questions, to make them sound less like czarist edicts.

He responded that currently, 90 percent of conversations in America concern either toilet paper or bleach. You can’t keep up with the TP memes on the Internet. Bathroom tissue now qualifies as breaking news on TV. He’s tracking his shipment of Chinese toilet paper from Guangzhou to South Carolina.

“It just left Oakland,” he says.

“What did?” Peaches said.

“Our toilet paper, darling.”

Peaches groans. But she’s played right into his hands.

“You scoffed when I ordered those N95 masks in February,” he reminds her. After hearing the word “pandemic” on the news for the tenth time, he went on Amazon and ordered a box of twenty N95 masks. Peaches rolled her eyes and accused him of being hysterical. A week later, she was doling them out to her inner circle like communion wafers. Now he’s monitoring a shipment of toilet paper as it makes its way across the Pacific. Who knew? Even at the height of the Cuban Missile Crisis, there was toilet paper. Which was a good thing, since everyone was having digestive issues.

The HK line is moving, but oh so slowly. These are the times that try men’s stomachs.

He finds himself thinking about the coroner election and wondering what other qualifications one looks for. Bedside manner. You don’t want a coroner with attitude. Someone who breezes in and grunts, “Where’s the stiff?”


	
BEREAVED PERSON (sobbing): In the bedroom.

	
CORONER (petulantly): Which bedroom? Look, I don’t have time to play Clue.



At the same time, a coroner shouldn’t have to act as though Grandpa’s death is the worst tragedy to befall mankind. He shouldn’t have to moan, “Why? Why?” and shake his fist at the ceiling, as if expressing existential rage at an indifferent deity. But he should at least feign sympathy. You don’t want someone who shrugs and says, “He’s toast.”


	
BEREAVED PERSON: Shouldn’t you at least examine him?

	
CORONER (shrugging): I’d say it’s pretty obvious he offed himself. His head’s in the oven.

	
BEREAVED PERSON: But… it doesn’t make sense. He was such a cheerful, happy person. Only yesterday he sounded so excited about the party next week for his sixtieth birthday.

	
CORONER: Just goes to show. You never know what’s really going on inside someone’s head.

	
BEREAVED PERSON: But what about that bruise on his forehead?

	
CORONER (expressing mild curiosity): Eh, he probably banged it stuffing himself into the oven.

	
BEREAVED PERSON: But—

	
CORONER (visibly annoyed): Look, if it’s that big a deal to you, I’ll give him a once-over at the morgue. Jesus Christ!

	
BEREAVED PERSON: What?

	
CORONER: Is the clock over the sink right?

	
BEREAVED PERSON: I think so.

	
CORONER: I’ve got a massage at one thirty. I gotta go. Sorry for your loss.



Also, you wouldn’t want a coroner who drums up business for himself on the side.

“You can pick up the death certificate at my office. Or for thirty bucks, I could mail it to you. I don’t take American Express. Cash would be best. Have you picked out a funeral home? I wouldn’t trust my loved ones with some of them. They sell the bodies and put mannequins in the coffin. Gallagher’s on Broad is the only reliable one. Tell them I sent you and they’ll knock ten percent off burial, fifteen off cremation.”

What a nightmare! The more he thinks about this, the more he realizes how important it is to have the right person in that job.

But, whoa—he’s now just three cars from the Order Here kiosk. Time to concentrate, he tells himself. Focus. He reminds himself to take his meds. Dr. Paula said to take them with food so they won’t make him jittery.

How many Mudshakes can he order without self-disgust? He calculates. One for right away, here in the parking lot. One for the ride home. Two to put in the freezer. Themistocles will want one. He’s got 24/7 munchies. How many is that? But wait—Atalanta is here for the weekend, and she’ll want one. (She moved to Atlanta, causing address confusion. Her mother keeps sending her mail to Atalanta, Georgia.)

The line inches forward. He rehearses his order out loud. As a screenwriter, he often says lines out loud.

“Good afternoon,” he says to himself. “I will have two Hippomongous-Burger Combos. And five, no, make it six Mudshakes.” He adds, “And that’s all,” to make it sound less gluttonous.

Only one car in front of him now. Show time. In the rearview mirror he sees a lawn sign by the HK exit, wobbling in the slipstream of passing cars. It’s hard to read backward, but he makes out:

HARRY CHAMBLESS FOR CORONER

So, someone is running against Bobby Babcock.

“The race to decide who will be Pimento County’s next coroner got down and dirty last night during the third of five planned debates between incumbent Bobby Babcock and challenger Harry Chambless.

“Chambless accused Babcock of being ‘terminally tardy,’ saying, ‘By the time Babcock arrives on the scene, rigor mortis has set in and you’re lucky if the corpse doesn’t smell.’

“Babcock fired back that Chambless, who owns a local funeral home, has ‘the bedside manner of an Ostrogoth.’ And further charged that Chambless ‘typically shows up at the deceased’s home, reeking of ardent spirits and humming Chopin’s funeral march, off-key.’

“Chambless attempted to deflect that charge with humor, saying that Babcock was ‘dead wrong. Get it?’ He did however admit that occasionally he’ll hum Chopin’s funeral march, saying, ‘most folks find it kind of soothing.’ As for the ardent spirits, he said it was embalming fluid. ‘Which indeed does have a strong smell.’ ”

Boy, they play rough down here. He wonders what kind of campaign ads they’re running. Will Babcock go for a soft-focus “Morning in America” tone? The Babcock family holding hands as they walk through a field of tobacco—wheat might be safer—bathed in golden, late-afternoon sunlight, their golden retriever, Styx, scampering after them?

“Growing up, I used to dream about being Pimento County’s coroner. Thanks to y’all, that dream became a reality. Over the last four years, I’ve signed the death certificates of, gosh, must be over four hundred Pimentoans. Each one of them was a loss to our community. Well, most of them, anyway. In some cases, I determined there was more going on than what met the eye. That led to some folks going to jail. Reckon I won’t be getting their votes on November 3. But I’m hoping I can count on yours.

“I’m Bobby Babcock, and you bet I approved this message.”

“Good afternoon. Welcome to Hippo King.”

A female voice is asking if he wants to try their grits and gravy.

“No!” he says vehemently, as if she’s offering a sheep eye or testicle. “I have not come for grits and gravy!”

“All right, sir,” says the voice, professional despite his violent rejection. “What would you like, then?”

The HK menu is four feet wide and seven feet high. It’s—encyclopedic. How is he supposed to process all this? He feels a vortex of anger building in the cars behind him. Focus, he tells himself.

He locates the Extreme Burger. Now his eyes are drawn to an immense amount of fine print beneath. What’s this—footnotes? “Nutrition Facts.” Nutrition? Right. Who thought that up?

“Calories: 1,700.” Oh dear.

He feels a telepathic cyclone of hatred for him gathering in the cars behind. Any second now, someone is going to honk. In his rearview mirror, he sees cigarette smoke being furiously exhaled out windows, like dragons’ breath.

This could get ugly. But he reminds himself: this is the South. People are nicer here than up north. They’re polite. These folks would stop their car and deal with a minatory snake for you, asking only in return to keep it for their dog.

Fine, but how long before their patience runs out? How long will they wait uncomplainingly in an already interminable HK drive-through line for an obese Yankee to make up his damn mind about what he wants to eat? (His Connecticut plates will give him away. He must get around to reregistering the car.) They’re probably thinking: Those Yankees sure take their time deciding how many Extreme Burgers they can stuff down their gullets before their bellies balloon into the steering wheel and pin them there like stuck hogs.

The nightmare unfolds in all its ghastly vividness. He’ll become another of those sad, morbidly obese people who live out their pointless lives recumbent on the sofa, their flesh eventually melding with the upholstery, requiring them to be surgically separated from it before they can be hoisted—by crane—from their dens of gluttony. The ignominy. Won’t that make Peaches and the children proud?

EMTS SUMMONED TO HK TO REMOVE RETIREE FROM CAR AFTER HIS STOMACH EMBEDS ITSELF IN STEERING WHEEL

Not the kind of media coverage to gladden the hearts of HK’s corporate suits. They doubtless prefer Hippo King–related news items, not to mention paramedics and morbid obesity. They’ll issue a statement apologizing for the inconvenience to the customers in the cars behind him, and point out that HK’s menu features a “wide variety of tasty low-calorie salads.”

“As it happens, next week we’ll be unveiling a highly nutritious new menu item we’re calling our ‘Green New Meal’—a delicious, heart-healthy smoothie made from kale, spinach, kelp, and pine bark nuggets. It’s colon-cleaning good!”

“Sir? May I take your order?”

The voice in the kiosk has taken on a sterner tone. But so has the coroner’s race.

“We’re talking to Bobby Babcock, who’s running for reelection this November as Pimento County coroner. Thanks for coming on WPIM.”

“My pleasure. Tickled to visit with y’all.”

“So, Bobby, I guess you’ve seen all sorts of things in your time as Winyah County coroner.”

“You can say that again, and twice on Sunday.”

“Tell us about some of them.”

“Heck, hardly know where to begin. Well, there was this one fella, a Yankee retiree. He must have done his clothes shopping at the big ’n’ tall stores. But we love our Yankee retirees, whatever size they come in. Anyhow, this individual, well, I guess he just liked to eat. But don’t we all? Anyhow, he was going through the drive-through at the HK and he musta had himself a hearty lunch, ’cause his stomach just… expanded into the steering wheel. Pinned him good. That was something, I tell you.”

“Lord, that sounds just awful.”

“It was not pleasant; I will say that much. The EMTs—I can’t say enough about our paramedics here in Pimento. They are flat-out the best in the business. That’s not to take anything from our EMTs up in Purrell’s Inlet or Itchfield. Anyhow, they did what they could. They finally managed to pry the guy out, using those Jaws of Life, those hydraulic deals they use. But the poor fella’s organs got compressed. It was a sad thing. You do see sad things in my line of work. But you can’t let ’em get to you. It fell to me to call his wife and inform her what had happened. You can imagine how she felt, poor woman. That was one tough phone call.”

“I bet it was. Okay, let’s take some calls from our listeners. Purrell’s Inlet, you’re on the line.”

“Sir? Would you like to order at this time?”

“Oh. Sorry. Sorry. Salad. Do you have salad?”

“Yes, sir, we do. Would you like the chicken BLT salad or the side salad?”

“The side.”

“Creamy ranch or balsamic vinaigrette?”

“No dressing.”

“That’ll be one dollar and twenty-nine cents. First window. Thank you for choosing Hippo King.” She sounds relieved to be done with him.

On the drive home, he wonders what tone Chambless’s ads take. Is Harry going high or low? He’ll have to address the “Ostrogoth” bedside manner thing. (What is an Ostrogoth? Were they the ones who sacked Rome? He must look this up.) He’ll also have to address the “ardent spirits” business. That embalming fluid explanation sounded a tad glib. Pimentoans aren’t likely to vote for a lush who staggers into the place of bereavement stinking of bourbon and humming Chopin.


Scene: family gathered around Grandpa’s deathbed. Quietly weeping.

Gentle doorbell chimes.

Harry Chambless enters the bedroom, hat in hand, tiptoeing, face drawn, the very paragon of empathy.




	
HARRY (whispering): I am so very sorry for your loss. Please accept my most heartfelt condolences.

	
BEREAVED WIDOW: Herbert was a wonderful man.

	
HARRY (putting his arm around the widow’s shoulder): He was. Pimento has lost a giant.

	
WIDOW: Can I offer you a drink? Highball?

	
HARRY: Bless you, no. I have not partaken of alcoholic beverages since the first Bush was president.

	
WIDOW: But they say you…

	
HARRY (smiling, shaking his head): No, no. Those were lies. Terrible lies, told by a terrible man. Now, darlin’, why don’t you sit down and let me go about my duty. I won’t take long, I promise. How peaceful he looks. Rarely have I beheld such serenity in all my years of coronating.

	
WIDOW: He does look serene, doesn’t he?

	
HARRY: Now, I’ve got to put this here thermometer up his rear end, so’s I can determine how long he has been deceased. Then I’ll just have a sniff to see if there’s a smell of bitter almonds, so’s to establish he wasn’t poisoned. Not that I have the least suspicion of that. Who would poison a man so beloved as him?

	
WIDOW: You do whatever you have to do, Harry. We all love and admire you so. I’m just grateful it’s you and not that hot, steaming mess, Bobby Babcock.

	
HARRY: At times like these, wouldn’t you prefer to see your dear departed in the hands of a competent, sober professional, instead of those of a chronically tardy, inept drama queen like Bobby Babcock?
I’m Harry Chambless, and I sure as heck approved this message.





One thing’s for sure. It’s going to be an exciting campaign.






CHAPTER 3


Five rivers flow into the Atlantic near Pimento. That’s a lot of confluence. The place has seen more than its share of history.

The nineteen-year-old Marquis de Lafayette landed here in 1777 to join in the American fight for independence against the British, who had killed his father during the Seven Years’ War. Francis Marion—“the Swamp Fox”—was from near here. Pride in him runs rightly deep. Every other street, square, and (aptly) swamp is named for him. His hit-and-run guerrilla tactics kept General Cornwallis pinned down in South Carolina, preventing him from joining up with Clinton in the north and annihilating Washington’s army.

It’s said that the very first European settlement in the New World took place here. “It’s said” invariably guarantees that what follows is in fact not the case. And sure enough, the very first European settlement in the New World did not take place here. Pimentoans nevertheless continue to aver that it did; or at least that it might have. If you can have “alternative facts,” why can’t you have “alternative history”? At any rate, he’s now lived here long enough that he, too, wants it to be true.

Driving across the bridge over the Greater and Lesser Pimento rivers, he’ll say, “The very first European settlement in the New World might have been right there.” He’ll wait a beat and add, “Though to be honest, we’re not a hundred percent sure. Still, kind of cool, huh?” People generally don’t know how to respond to this theoretical Möbius strip, but to be polite, they’ll sometimes grant that, yes, it is, indeed. Kind of cool.

Now that he’s warmed them up, he’ll point to another spot on Whohah Bay, into which the five rivers debouch, and say, “Now there—over there—is where Lafayette landed, in 1777. And that we do know for a fact.”

This will elicit an “Oh?” or “Huh,” a signal that he must now explain who this Lafayette person was. Alas, surveys routinely reveal that two-thirds of high school students think Adolf Hitler was Winston Churchill’s vice president. After Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln, more places in America are named for Lafayette than anyone: seventy-five cities, towns, or villages; seventeen counties; eleven city squares; and twenty-five avenues or streets. When General Pershing arrived in France in 1917 at the head of the American army, he went to Lafayette’s grave in Paris, where the marquis reposes beneath earth from Bunker Hill, and declared, “Lafayette, we are here.” Lafayette is probably the only French person Americans have wholeheartedly loved, other than Brigitte Bardot.

Now that his passengers are wondering why they agreed to come for a weekend, it’s time for the pièce de résistance, as the marquis might say.

“See that house? There?” he’ll say. “That was the home of Bernard Baruch.”

Silence. “Who?” No matter. Now he can launch into his précis about the great financier. (Still with us?)
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