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  Disclaimer

This story is for entertainment purposes only. 


All names, characters, opinions, observations, places, and incidents in this novel are figments of the author’s imagination. However, they are fabricated using words that often refer to things existing in a world sometimes characterized as “consensus reality.” Plenty of other authors aspire to contribute to the creation of that world. This author has no truck with that  enterprise. Please keep that in mind if you ever find yourself disturbed to discover that artifacts in the world of this story do not correspond to facts in your world, or to facts recorded in history textbooks. 
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  Chapter one
Superbowl Sunday 2024

February 12, Las Vegas


Something in my look triggered Hank to preempt. “That’s need-to-know,” he said. 
I said, “Maybe we have a problem then. I need to know, at a minimum, that the ultimate beneficiary is domestic and not foreign-controlled. Also, of course, that the op is not part of a plot to overthrow our government.”
Hank’s gimlet eye held a glimmer of amusement. “The funds are one-hundred percent from a bonafide legal U.S. entity. Its overarching goal is to protect the U.S. government from all enemies, foreign and domestic.”
“To our Constitution, then” I said, raising my beer and tilting it toward him in salute, “and the oath we swore to uphold it.”
Hank nodded and lifted his flavored mineral water before throwing back a final quaff. With some effort, owing to his girth and the overly deep chair he had sunk into, he staggered to his feet. “One more?” he asked.
“No thanks. I have another question.”
He remained standing two feet in front of me, shifting his weight to steady himself, staring down over his wide nose and several chins. I flashed again on how much he’d grown to resemble Krock’s attorney general, Will Weinstube, that rotund human hedgehog. Maybe it was the roundish spectacles. I flashed on the horrible thought that Hank, as a boy, may have resembled Harry Potter.
“I’m wondering who else you considered for this, and what I don’t know about the risks.”
Hank’s mouth winced ever so slightly into that self-pleasuring wisp of a smile. He nodded as his eyebrows shot up for a second. “I had a list, but it was short,” he said. “Your name was at the top. Relish that thought, or ponder whether it’s really true, while I take a break.”
He turned and waddled across the expansive suite, headed for the bathroom. I finished my beer with a long chug and put the empty on the low coffee table. I stood up and arched my back carefully, fearing my posture in that overly soft chair might have set me up for a lower back attack. I moved clumsily around the table over to the wall-to-wall window. I stared glumly out the sliding glass door, past the transparently illuminated reflection of the luxurious room. I couldn’t imagine paying what somebody was paying for this. All I ever needed was a warm bed, a bathroom with an unclogged toilet, and a roof that didn’t leak. When I’d told Hank where I was staying at breakfast this morning, he nearly sprayed his gulp of weak coffee. 
He’d said, “There’s no per diem, Owen. I didn’t put a limit on the ‘all expenses paid’ for good reason. I know what a cheapskate you are.”
Frugal, I thought to myself, and prudent. The Vegas strip glittered below me. Traffic crept along, the dark shapes of cars and buses nudging through the dimly lit tunnel created by street lights. Even at this hour, the city thrummed. The post-Super Bowl celebrations would go on till dawn. Down there, under mingling pools of neon light, clusters of people moved urgently to the next party. What a game. What a wild climax, and now the winding down: Drinking, gambling, laughing, weeping at slot machines. Fucking too of course. Plenty of that. Lots of guys trying to climax before passing out while their partners wondered which was going to happen first.
“A gold chip for your thoughts,” Hank said, sidling next to me. He gazed out. “She’s gorgeous at night,” he said. “But when you step outside tomorrow, the decrepit old crone will be back.”
“Hoping you’ll put a green chip in her palm,” I said.
“True that,” he muttered. He turned away and lumbered back to the chair. 
I rolled the office chair from the little desk in the corner over and sat down on it, facing him. “Trying to ward off a back attack,” I said. I pressed my lower back against the lumbar support and felt the tense muscles relax a bit.
“The risks?” I said.
He shrugged. “We’ll be operating well within federal, state, and local laws. Wisconsin is one-party consent. And you’ll be deep cover. The least likely to be suspected of anything.”
“No dirty tricks?”
“Absolutely not. Our recruits will be doing what they’d be doing anyway as delegates and volunteers. Schmooze, gossip, eavesdrop, taking selfies, loads of selfies! Also recording convos that seem like they might be worth sending to you. Or just bullet points. Your job to work out the technical details. Intel hunter-gatherers.” 
I stared back at him, letting the skeptical cast of my face soften a little. “Who’s letting them know where to direct their attention?”
“I will. We will. I’ll tell you about my co-director in a bit. The recruits won’t know who you are. You won’t know who they are either, ideally. We’ll know who they are. But once you set up the system, we’ll only communicate about the op through you.”
System? I flashed on a system some tech firm had developed. I’d signed up to be a beta tester. It collected tweets in real time with geolocation markers. You could create a filter and see the text bubbles pop up all over a defined area of a map on your screen. But it quickly became a chaotic jumble. I must have looked skeptical again.
“You’ll have to take my word for it,” Hank said. “This op is the political equivalent of HUMINT. It’s definitely not opposition research. Opposition is futile at this point. It’s opportunity research. We’ll recruit eyes and ears among delegates, volunteers, maybe some host committee staff. You’ll be collecting and curating data, taking a first cut at making sense of it. Possible trends, early warnings.”
“What kinds of opportunity do you have in mind?”
“Who we can work with. Who do we need to fear. What factions are competing in his inner circle. Who has the most time whispering in Caca Grande’s ear. Who should we get behind for VP? I’m convinced Anika will drop out no later than March 6, guaranteed. Right now we expect she’ll be at the convention, fighting the good fight, or kissing his hairy ass with sufficient fervor to be a possible VP pick. Then there’s the platform. The 2016 document has to change, but they’ll want to avoid any possibility of a floor fight. It’s not clear they can pull that off if they plagiarize from the Pilgrim Foundation’s EOP 2025. That will be my focus on the platform committee: keeping that manual for how to impose a dictatorship out of the platform, or with only a few draconian commitments so ambiguously worded the media will ignore them.”
He stopped and seemed to withdraw his gaze inward. “Some have argued we should let the libertarians and theocrats fight it out in the platform committee. You know, if the theocrats win that fight it might just lose Krock the election. Their thinking is that we don’t want him to win. We just want to be ready to salvage and rebuild the party after he loses.”
“I get it,” I said. “I would pray we don’t win. If I still believed in a Supreme Being who cares more about the human race than the planet we’re intent on destroying.”
“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that, brother Owen. I think there’s a better than even chance Krock will pull off another squeaker in a handful of states. So we’re looking for ways to burrow deep and bide our time. Maybe, just maybe, we’ll be able to help save our constitutional democratic republic from the Christian nationalists.”
“I can’t see him picking another Sunday School teacher VP. He couldn’t lose those voters unless they’re all raptured before the election. He needs the do-re-mi. I think he’ll give it to the highest bidder.” 
Hank said, “He might. I’m sure Ramesh has discussed a ballpark figure, and Krock has encouraged higher bids from Dewar and other billionaires backing someone on the short list.”
I said, “One billion, going once. Do I hear two billion? He could get away with it. His acolytes would cheer him on and jeer at the liberals’ outrage. The media would act aghast for one round of Sunday talk shows, and then normalize it like they’ve done with all his other bullshit.”
Hank chuffed disgustedly. “I expect he’ll keep teasing the media with VP possibles. He loves to lord it over his chosen ones at rallies. Put them through their paces. See how the fans react.”
Hank patiently waited for my response. I had none. “So,” he said, “enough of that. If you’re on board, you can start right away. Money is no obstacle, but time is of the essence.”
We both knew I was going to agree.

      [image: image-placeholder]Honestly, I didn’t do it just for the bitcoin windfall. I had a muddled cocktail of reasons. Three years into retirement from a second career and two years after my wife of forty years lost her battle with breast cancer, I had begun to feel moribund as a daily norm. My plan had been to live near the links in San Diego and fill my days with a blend of golfing, sailing, wining and dining at the country club. Oh, and trying out this or that volunteering gig, because Stacy would sign me up. The retirement fantasy vanished when Stacy got her diagnosis. I accelerated my departure from the Fortune 100 firm I was working for in Los Angeles and moved us to Utah to be near Stacy’s sisters and cousins.
For most of my adult life, I identified as a “traditional conservative,” but more the small government, balanced budget type than moral majority, law and order obsessed. For about twenty years, I voted almost exclusively for the Constitutional Order Patriots  candidates but sometimes voted for a candidate from the the Libertarian Party and very rarely for someone put up by the United Diversity Party. As I got older, my split-ticket votes happened more and more often. They became frequent when the COP Party decided to obstruct and undermine instead of reaching compromises with the other team to solve problems. 
After the election of America’s first Black president, it seemed to me the COPP decided it couldn’t win on ideas anymore. It gave up on fair and square and compromise. It focused on leveraging its advantage in the Senate and the Electoral College to seek permanent dominance while fearing it was doomed to become a permanent minority of the population. In the fall of 2015, I watched with dismay and incredulity as the buffoonish orange-faced ringmaster completely dommed the bullshit circus on that ridiculously crowded stage. I ended up voting for Basich in the primary, but I lied about it on the links. Told my buddies I didn’t vote. Acted as though I’d washed my hands of politics. 
In 2016, Stacy declared herself ex-COPP and voted for the UDiv’s nasty woman. Stacy got pissed at me for not voting that fall, nagging me about Kingsley Ernest Krock’s most talked-about “he’s really crossed the line this time” statements. So many of his provocative statements were seriously revolting—worse to my thinking than the zillion little lies that anybody with any brains could see were lies. The sprinkled-in eye-popping opinions revealed what he genuinely believed, showed how deep his hatred and ignorance truly were. But the most reprehensible opinions were eventually shrugged off, put in in the same bucket with all his silly daily lies by the righteously establishment COPP leaders and pundits. Meanwhile, Faux News dropped its lover’s spat with him and became the 24/7 echo chamber of incessant falsehoods and hate mongering.
I’m ashamed to say I joined the millions of disgusted addicts, doom scrolling every spare minute of my day during his first year in office, and then gradually, with Stacy’s help, learning to tune out the daily dread and fascination generated by the media. Emotionally, I felt like a border-line alcoholic cutting back to a couple drinks a day. 
My family roots are in the Church of the Good Shepherd of America’s Other Sheep. I’ve met our once heroic presidential candidate at several social functions over multiple decades. Big whoop. I’m sure he has no reason to remember me. I was so glad he won that Senate seat in 2018, though I couldn’t vote for him. I skipped that election too but got some satisfaction from seeing Orange County, where I then lived, turn blue. I began to hope the UDivs would get their act together, finally, and create a succession plan to replace their geriactic leadership. 
Anybody could see that Krock was going to be hard to beat if the UDivs could not discover another candidate with Berryman’s charisma. I thought our governor might have been Berryman’s heir, but his timeline wasn’t in sync with my fantasies. He stepped up from sub gov to governor in January 2019, so getting into the race for prez would have been premature. And by the end of that year, the COPP had started a recall petition. It would have fallen way short of the signatures required had not the pandemic intervened, giving some judge an excuse to extend the petition’s filing deadline, and giving voters plenty to get pissed off about, what with lockdowns and mask mandates. 
Stacy and I were dealing with a boatload of hard luck about that time. Going to chemo infusions in a homemade mask and counting all the noses sticking over the blue medical masks. Anyway. Easy to get sidetracked remembering our daily stress through 2020, our private mundane struggle overwhelmed at times by the nation’s drawn-out trauma. When I watched the videotape of that hatless uniformed cop with the bootcamp haircut, his knee firmly planted on that Black man’s neck, that fiercely calm murderer’s face staring defiantly right at the citizen-with-a-smartphone, I thought: He fucking knows he’s killing the guy. And he’s daring anyone to do anything about it. Who’s gonna stop me? was the question I saw in his eyes. I swear, at that moment I was sure he was also saying, I’m with Krock. Who’s gonna stop me?
I about converted to libtard wokeism right then and there. What saved me was what some poet called “Love’s austere and lonely offices.” I had to turn off the TV and drive Stacy to her next infusion.

      [image: image-placeholder]I stood before the window in my somewhat less expensive Vegas hotel room, my gaze drawn downward to the mesmerizing light-show of the huge dome-shaped high-definition screen dubbed Sphere. It was the latest eye candy on the strip. I couldn’t stop watching its prest-o change-o visual shenanigans, colored lights programmed to shape-shift in nonstop display of hyperactive animation, a mix of visual artistry and marketing kitsch. 
My mood shifted as suddenly as the images formed by a million LED lights. I imagined Stacy looking over my shoulder. She would have said it was silly, and the perfect landmark for Vegas. It had cost over two billion dollars. An easy number to remember: two billion. A million two thousand times. The most expensive construction project in the city’s history. I had also read somewhere that the Statue of Liberty could fit inside it. 
I felt the heavy pull of nostalgia and grief and wallowed in it awhile. But tired as I was I didn’t feel the gloom had a tight grip. I had committed to a gig that was a good fit for my skillset and experience. I was the right guy in the right place at the right time, with the right friend. And as I stood there, gazing at Sphere, that gigantic half-buried golfball flashing goofy visuals across its million or so lights, ideas for new tech and nifty gadgets I could now purchase and play around with dispelled the familiar fog of depression.
The urge to dive headfirst into a welter of planning Q&A tempted me to open my laptop. But dawn was two hours away, and I knew I needed a few hours of shuteye. I hadn’t drunk much at the game or after with Hank at a bar and then his suite. But I was exhausted. Attending the game was the first time I’d been part of a crowd since March 2020.
I closed the blackout curtains and made my way to the bed. I lay down, willing my mind to stay blank after closing my eyes. But I could still see the ghostly image of Sphere’s shape-shifting light show. It froze into the bright yellow smiley face emoticon. That made me smile, and for the first time in a long while, I felt it might be possible for me to be happy again.






  
  Chapter two
The Faithful Widow

February 15, Park City, Utah


Beth Lindahl peered at me over the rim of her tallboy glass, in her eyes a teasing glint. “So tell me, Owen. Why does our good friend think so highly of you?”  
Over the previous ten minutes or so my brain had hoovered up impressions faster than I could process. She was a lot to take in. Tall, athletically built. Much younger looking than I’d expected. She looked like she’d stepped from the pages of a women’s fashion magazine. Scratch that. More like an equestrian magazine for wealthy widows.
I said, “Drinking buddies and golf partners. Hank’s one of those old friends you don’t keep in touch with but when your paths cross you fall right back into the same rapport.”
“Ah, ‘brother from another mother,’” she said. “If I understand that phrase correctly. Male bonding, when it’s not gay, has always mystified me.” I made an embarrassed moue, and swallowed the urge to match wits. The less I said, the better. For the time being.
She turned to stare contentedly at the fire. I would have rather been sitting in the sofa with a view of the snow-clad, pine-covered mountains. She had nixed that, leading me to a matched pair of strange-looking armchairs angled toward each another. Thinly padded wood, the seat like the bottom of a bowl and the back slanting backwards. Scandinavian Spartan. I sat down gingerly.
We settled into gazing at what I took to be an interior decorator’s attempt to reinvent the hearth: a two feet high by ten wide gap at the base of a fake-stone wall. Behind glass, tastefully fake charred ceramic firewood monotonously modulated gas-fueled flames.
I took a sip of my drink, which she’d had me mix for myself, miming disapproval at the very idea: Campari, sweet vermouth, and rye, with a dash of walnut bitters. The liquor selection was all top-shelf stuff. I’d expected to be offered a beer, best-case scenario. She was drinking some sans-alcohol beverage she’d brought from the kitchen. She explained that the bar was her deceased husband’s. He’d had it installed and equipped for soirees he hosted for non-church clients and business associates.
I poured double the usual amount of rye because it was High West 21-year-old Rocky Mountain. Close to a hundred dollars an ounce, last I knew, which was some time ago. I was planning to make my next drink just rye, neat, and a double. Might as well have fun driving my rental SUV down that slick mountain road into Park City.
Two days previous, she had called me out of the blue. Said Hank thought we should meet and get acquainted. He’d already told me the same.
I assumed she had picked this venue because it was so isolated and convenient for her. But maybe that was a vulnerability too: no one around much of the time. I’d spotted a security keypad in the foyer of the front door but guessed the system was probably not better than Grade 2. This line of thought gave me a sinking sensation in my gut. It wasn’t clear to me at all how much I should be concerned about our being tracked and recorded.
“I understand you’re on the organizing committee,” I said. She corrected, “Arrangements committee, yes. I may regret volunteering. I.e., donating so much that I was offered my pick of ‘opportunities for service.’” She did air quotes with her voice.
“Aren’t the locals doing the heavy lifting?”
“For sure. But the conventions always need more high-level help. They welcome you with open arms when you give generously and have friends with deep pockets. Ever been to Milwaukee?”
“I’ve not had the pleasure. Brew City. Looking forward to it.”
“Also Cream City,” she said, and my bitter-sweet sip almost went down my Sunday throat. I recovered with barely a cough, more a clearing of the tonsils. “I’m afraid to ask,” I said.
“Someone’s been watching too much porn,” she said. My fading blush deepened. “It’s the color of their old buildings,” she said. “A yellowish cream, from the clay they used to make the bricks. Visit the old Schlitz brewery when you’re there. They haven’t aged all that well, I think. No doubt much prettier when they were new. More custardy.”
“You learn something everyday,” I said. 
“So you have no idea yet where you’ll be staying, in Milwaukee. You’ll want to say close by. Call the newest Marriott, across the street behind the convention center arena. It’s called The Trade, the hotel that is. The arena is the Fiserv Forum. Both are quite new and upscale. I know the arrangements committee has already reserved the top two floors of The Trade during the convention, but you might still get a nice room. You can’t beat the convenience. And comfort. Rumor has it the nominee and his inner circle will be staying there.”
Even before she quit talking, I had taken out my phone and found the hotel’s website. She watched with wry admiration while I called. Within five minutes, I had reserved an executive suite for my upcoming trip the following weekend. I kept glancing over at her. When I ended the call, I said, “Thanks for that tip. For the convention, I’ll want to scope out the whole area first.”
“Glad to help,” she said. “I’ll be staying in an apartment a couple blocks away. I’m going to be living there full-time starting in April, and off-and-on between now and then.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I hadn’t had time to do a deep dive on her before our meeting. Hank’s backgrounder consisted of a brief bio copied from the Utah COPP website. When I groused about that, he followed up that email minutes later with some bullet points. He signed off with “Curb your curiosity. Be nice. This is an interview. She has veto power.” 
Bethany Lindahl was the second wife and widow of a billionaire. Her husband had died of complications from COVID-19 two months before the first vaccines became available. He was 86 and in poor health. They’d been married for thirty years. She’d been stepmother to his three children, superintending their journey from grieving, rebellious teens to responsible college grads. They were still loyal to the church and now had families of their own, two living in the Salt Lake area, another in Orem. Beth also gave hubs two more children, and they had done exceptionally well for themselves while still in their early twenties. Beth’s daughter was married to an Australian financier, living in Sydney. Her son was a ski and snowboarding instructor, based in Zurich. Were they also still in the faith? She had shrugged off the question. “That’s between them and Heavenly Father,” she said.
She talked at a leisurely pace, with the air of someone assured that you are going to listen patiently. I got the sense she was measuring out key facts of her life, giving enough to get an equal measure in return. I complied. I provided a well-practiced high-level obfuscation of my time in the military and then as a Foreign Service Officer for the U.S. Agency for International Development. Glossing my most recent career as a corporate security guru was easy and seemed to pique her interest, especially when I mentioned that, yes, cybersecurity was part of my bailiwick, as an executive manager, though, not as a hands-on technical supervisor.
Perhaps to compensate for the lies and omissions about my first two careers, I became more frank and confidential talking about my marriage and family life. She finally noticed. It was getting late. The drive back to my hotel would take an hour. 
“Would you like one for the road?” she said, briskly standing. 
She really was quite a wowzer for a woman in her sixties. I said, “Is there any possibility I might have a cup of strong coffee?”
“Ah,” she replied, smiling broadly. “How about an espresso! I just remembered this kitchen has a very expensive Italian espresso machine.”
Sitting on barstools at a sleek counter in a huge kitchen, we traded accounts of our estrangement from the Constitutional Order Patriots Party, which I referred to as the ConOPPs. It made her laugh, which set my mind at ease a little.  
She claimed she had been apolitical but a reliable COPP voter until her husband passed. She blamed Krock for using the pandemic to divide the nation even more when he could have leveraged the crisis to unify, the way Bush 43 did after 9/11. Her husband had refused to take seriously any precautions, no matter how benign, like simply choosing to be seated on a restaurant’s patio instead of in a crowded and cramped room inside. And, of course, he only wore a mask when it was a general requirement, and even then he never wore it correctly and often let the top edge rest just under his nostrils. “So that was on him. He also thought he’d get the same care as the President when he got sick and had to be hospitalized. He insisted they give him ivermectin, but of course that was not going to happen.”
She had given only scant sporadic attention to the takeover of the COPP by, as she put it, “QAnon kooks, Elmer and Elma Gantrys, Putin parrots, and two-bit grifters.” January 6, 2021, was her wake-up moment. She was still grieving at the time but felt she had to do more than write checks. She cajoled her way into the Utah party’s inner circle. During the drawn-out, slow-motion split within the state party over continued loyalty to Krock, she had positioned herself as a go-between, using friendships fostered over decades to make sure the moderates didn’t lose certain supporters who were vital to keeping their hold on power. More recently, she had come out from a behind-the-scenes mover and shaker. She had jumped at the chance to become a co-founder of the first Moms for Liberty chapter in Utah, seeing it as a way to bolster her bonafides with the Krockers while working to raise awareness about issues she was passionate about. 
“Pulling books off school library shelves?” I said. 
“Absolutely, if they aren’t age-appropriate for the children using that library. Few parents realize what books school libraries are making available to their children. It’s really quite shocking. Wokeism has taken over the public education system by stealth.”
“I take it you supported Florida’s governor. Before he dropped out.”
“I knew he would lose in Iowa,” she said. “His photo should appear in the next edition of Webster’s to illustrate the antonym of charisma. Speaking of governors and charisma, though, I would have supported Virginia’s southern gentleman if he’d gotten into the race. With him or even with Anika, and with parents’ rights as a central campaign issue, I’m confident we’d win back the White House, as well as the House and Senate.”
I didn’t disagree, but I couldn’t feign solidarity. I demurred and dithered my way out of that conversational corner. I harbored a negative bias toward the “joyful warriors” of Moms for Liberty. I wondered how frank I could be with her about my libertarian core. Putting the word liberty into the name of a group hell bent on restricting access to books made me cynical about them from the get go.
That said, I found myself more sympathetic to her arguments than I thought I should be. Beth’s reasonable tone and detailed examples of books her group had found in elementary school libraries of Salt Lake City’s suburbs—not exactly bastions of woke—were eye-opening. I remained skeptical that taking hundreds of books off library shelves in public schools was a winning strategy in purplish states. That’s where the media all agreed independent voters would decide the election for all of us. 
Many of those hard-to-predict swing voters would be women. What would matter more to them? The possibility that a second grader might open an illustrated children’s book in the school library and enjoy an obviously gay cartoon animal’s adventures? Or the possibility that they themselves might suffer a miscarriage and then be investigated on suspicion of murder.

      [image: image-placeholder]I had consumed a second dose of caffeine before leaving, a cappuccino. Beth’s machine truly was a marvel. And she clearly got a kick out of remembering how to work it. She had tossed the first espresso out after giving it a timid taste. “If at first you don’t succeed,” she said. 
The next try was delish. Just the right tinge of bitterness underneath the foamy milk. She had even topped it off by creating a delicate heart shape in the foam. 
“Nice,” I said, taking it from her. “Where’d you learn to do that?”
“Right here. Boredom can be quite the motivator. This empty house was the opportunity. The means had been sitting here daring me to give it a try for some time.”
I savored another sip and raised my cup toward her in salute. “La dolce vita,” I said.
“Oh, that reminds me. I think I still have some biscotti. If I can find where Maria put the jar.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The narrow canyon road uncoiled in pitch dark down to the outskirts of Park City. Once I merged onto the first of several highways taking me back to the City of the Saints, I drove on autopilot. I do my best not-thinking when I’m driving alone, my eyes and brain in perfect synchrony tracking the tunnel of light through the darkness. I was looking forward to my upcoming trip to Milwaukee. Cream City. I had a lot to learn about the place. Couldn’t wait to get started.






  
  Chapter three
Council of the Three Fires

February 25, Milwaukee


I flew business class from LAX to O’Hare and rented a Tesla. I figured Hank would be pleased I was making an effort to spend more lavishly. I felt a twinge of imposter syndrome as I handed the key card to the valet. His “whatever, dude” look brightened. “Would you like me to top off the battery?” 
“You know more about it than I do, believe me. I’ll trust your judgment.” 
He grinned and handed me a numbered ticket and a business card with a QR code on it.
“That’s for the hotel’s tipping website,” he said. ‘No app needed.” When my dumb expression didn’t change, he added, “For customers who don’t carry cash.”
“Right, right,” I said. “As you can guess, I’m not one of those.” I had a five-spot ready and firmly pressed it into his palm while giving his shoulder an avuncular tap with my other hand. 
He exaggerated gratitude, but out of the corner of my eye I thought I detected a snarky smirk as he slipped into the driver’s seat.  
The hotel lobby was a hubbub of hefty older white folks. I fit right in. The young woman behind the check-in counter asked, “Here for the big game or the auto show?” 
“Neither,” I said, “Secret Service.” I winked when she startled. She laughed. “Yeah, yeah.” Then she looked at my reservation more closely, cocked her head as she gave me a naughty sideeye. “I guess you could be a supervisor.”
“Oh, thanks for that,” I said. She grinned.

      [image: image-placeholder]I ordered a burger and a beer from room service. The food and alcohol put me in the mood for a nap. Disturbing the immaculately wrapped bed seemed gauche, so I plopped down and stretched out on the sofa. It was a full-length deal against the tall narrow windows overlooking West Juneau Street, facing the backside of Fiserv Forum. I closed the curtains and got some shuteye. The next thing I knew, my burner phone was buzzing on the coffee table. I didn’t answer. I felt too groggy to deal with Hank. I jumped into the shower, soaked up the steamy for a few minutes then shut off the hot and full-blasted cold. That did the trick. 
I sounded pumped when I called Hank back. I repeated his instructions so my smartwatch would record it and play it back directly to my hearing aids. We weren’t meeting until eight. I opened my laptop and connected to the hotel’s wifi, and then to my virtual private network. The Secret Service had recently released a “general impact map” that the mayor introduced at a televised press conference. The map appeared to be a screenshot anyone could grab from Google Maps. A roughly rectangular shadow had been placed over the downtown area from just east of the Milwaukee River to the I-43 North-South Freeway, and from I-794 to a few blocks north of where I was sitting. This entire area would be affected by convention security measures. A quick AI-guided search informed me that the map was the same one the Secret Service had published in 2020 for the all-but-aborted United Diversity convention. 
The pandemic caused the UDivs to drastically downsize their convention in Milwaukee. A former colleague who was there said that almost all the out-of-towners were Secret Service and other federal law enforcement, and media folks of course. The convention’s fenced-off hard perimeter got reduced to a few square blocks around the convention center. All activities at Fiserv Forum were cancelled. The tall temporary security fences they erected around the Convention Center were really close in—right at the required blast-protection setback. Or so it seemed from photos and videos I inspected online. The Convention Center got used as a recording studio for local speakers and housed the central broadcast studio for what looked to the nation like a cross between a Zoom townhall meeting and a patriotic-themed telethon.
Milwaukee’s leaders complained about losing the convention’s promised economic boost, but it wasn’t a total loss. The planning, preparations, and lessons learned gave Milwaukee a headstart on a winning proposal for the COPP’s 2024 convocation. Tennessee’s legislature had pushed hard for Nashville to be the COPP’s pick, but metro Nashville’s governing council voted down the proposal. Although the COPP site-selection committee had already recommended Milwaukee, Tennessee’s KrockerMob bosses hoped to persuade the COPP national committee to overrule.
I had to believe that more than a few of the naysayers in Nashville couldn’t shake the memory of the blast that had destroyed the AT&T facility in their city on Christmas Day 2020. I’d have voted no too. In fact, I’d have voted no to having the convention in Milwaukee, for the same reason. The crazies were everywhere, thanks to Krock, the king of the crazies, and they were armed and dangerous. I didn’t know anything about the layout and logistics in Nashville’s convention proposal, but my gut told me Milwaukee’s expanded convention district was going to present challenges to the Secret Service far exceeding those encountered in the COPP’s 2016 host city, Cleveland. 
I had studied the security plan and maps for that pre-pandemic convention, and the venues requiring hard security perimeters did not affect anywhere near the number of businesses and public facilities that would be affected in Milwaukee. How far out to extend the hard perimeter was going to be a major source of kvetching by business owners and anti-COPP activists. Not to mention a major source of bullshit by city and convention officials. 
The road closures and hard perimeter wouldn’t be made public until a couple weeks before the convention, so there would be plenty of time for the locals to speculate and vent based on no actual factual anything. Once the details of the security plan finally got published, the powers that be would praise it and tell disgruntled residents and business owners, “Nothing to be done. Deal with it.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Slanted beams of light streaming through my room’s floor-to-ceiling windows nagged me to come out and play. I slapped the laptop shut and put my jacket on. I stopped at the full length mirror on the way to the door. The bold look of my new glasses caught me by surprise again. Maybe they were too eye-catching for someone trying to blend in. The lenses were larger than I would have picked out, and the thick black frames suggested an old guy trying too hard to look virile.
Ko, my gadget guy, had pooh-poohed my lack of enthusiasm. “Think Cary Grant in North by Northwest,” he said. “The frames need to be thick, for the cam.” He tapped one of the sparkly doodads decorating the frame’s front corners. “Perfect camouflage,” he said. My face said, I remain doubtful. “Too feminine?” he teased. “Trust me. People who like the look won’t look closely, and neither will people who don’t.”
To test that theory, I was wearing a clone pair with no camera. I stepped closer to the mirror. They did make me look like a properly put together conservative boomer white guy, definitely an establishment COPPer. I made mental note to ask Ko about getting a pair of super dark sunglasses in the same style. I stood back and posed in profile, lifting my chest a bit with a deep breath. I needed to lose weight, but I wasn’t a candidate, yet, for the weekly Ozempic shots. My haircut was somewhere between military and executive suite, silver gray. I still missed having a goatee, but the KrockerMob graybeards had claimed it as their trademark so I shaved mine off. 
Ko was still perfecting the cam-equipped glasses. He wanted to modify the bluetooth to let me switch from the tiny receiver with an SD card and stream to my burner phone instead. My hearing aids, which were the over-the-ear kind with thin plastic tubes into the ears, could stream whatever I decided to record directly to that phone. From there, the encrypted data would fly by virtual private network to my server on the dark web.
The Trade’s lobby was nearly empty, and I remembered there was a game going on across the street. I walked out the main entrance and paused, struck by Fiserv Forum’s two-block long convex wall interrupted by a few narrow strips of highly reflective windows. The wall bulged out over West Juneau like the edge of a huge bowl. I stared at it. Kind of magical: a frozen-in-place cresting wave seen from the ocean side, but looming eerily overhead. I’d read that the yellowish light brown rectangles were textured zinc tiles. They’d been chemically patinated to produce a color similar to the bricks that were a prized piece of Milwaukee’s heritage.
The impressive arena had rejuvenated Milwaukee’s downtown. The plazas fronting the eastern and southern facades featured awe-inspiring views of the curving wall merging to roofline held up by metal-framed glass walls. In 2021 the Bucks had won the NBA championship playing in Fiserv Forum, only three years after it opened. The plazas during the playoff games had accommodated crowds of over 60,000, masses of people standing in front of jumbotron screens. 
The Bucks’ slogan was “Fear the Deer,” which I thought might easily be edited by social media to “Fear the Deer District,” the new name of the formerly vacant acreage to the east of the arena. It had become Milwaukee’s nightlife hotspot. After a playoff game in May 2022, shootings at the outdoor watch party there sent several people to the hospital.
As the night sky squeezed the last bit of color from the horizon, I stopped at a pub for a beer and chips. I sat at a metal table on the patio because the sports hubbub inside was too much risk for me. I was still Covid careful. Vaxxed to the max, I traveled with rapid tests and Paxlovid. 
I’d had my first positive test in the fall, after a trip to Rome. During my first few days there, whenever I donned my N95, people seemed to assume that I must be ill. They had shied away from me. So I ditched the mask and enjoyed some of the city’s most popular restaurants. I tested positive within a few days. I was a little worried, but I rolled the dice and refrained from taking Paxlovid. My symptoms remained mild: a slight fever, fatigue, some congestion typical of a head cold. I started wearing the N95 again, and this time responded to others’ cautious looks with affirmatively evasive eyes. I changed my itinerary, booked another Airbnb, and resolved to isolate as much as possible until I tested negative. Even though my symptoms were mild, I didn’t test negative until day twelve.
After that, I returned to my risk-reduction routine: generally avoiding crowded indoor spaces; wearing an N95 when avoidance wasn’t practical; taking my daily doses of vitamin D, Pepcid, and melatonin before bedtime. To mask or not to mask, that was always the question, and without Stacy to insist I mask up, I became less inclined to be careful about masking as the memory of my illness in Rome faded. In Vegas for Super Bowl weekend with Hank, I’d left the mask in my carry-on. Hank and I had a lot of talking to get through, and my mask woud have killed the convivial mood. After Vegas, I had purchased an expensive nasal spray not sold in the U.S. Many Covid-careful people online said the spray protected against all respiratory infectants, including SARS-CoV-2.
I decided to stay put and dine at the pub. After all, it billed itself as a bistro pub. I was enjoying the vibe, people-watching, and just letting my thoughts wander. Still thinking about the cut of my jib in the hotel room mirror, I ordered clam chowder and a Greek salad entree. I nixed the offer of another beer and ordered mineral water. I skipped dessert but finished with a double espresso. The waitress thoughtfully provided an almond biscotti to go with it, one of the small ones: enough to dip twice in the coffee.
After paying the bill, I listened to Hank’s directions streamed to my hearing aids. This time, I paused to find the address on Google Maps. The apartment building was only a couple blocks from The Trade. I wondered if it was the high-rise building looming over the Deer District plaza, a block to the east, toward the riverwalk. I remembered thinking, as I gazed up at the only high-rise in the convention district, that it would present a challenge to the Secret Service. Surely, I thought, they would have to put it inside the hard perimeter. The upper floors made for the kind of perfect shooter’s view that Vegas had made famous. And I thought I could make out balconies up there: no need to smash a room’s windows to rain down hundreds of rounds a minute. For the convention, I assumed there wouldn’t be massive crowds on the Fiserv’s plazas. But there would likely be plenty of soft targets walking through, milling about, taking cigarette breaks, chatting over drinks and snacks.

      [image: image-placeholder]The UltraChic was a 30-story building only a couple blocks east of the Trade. Johnny’s, a steakhouse, occupied most of the ground floor, wrapping around the corner of West Juneau and Old World Third. I strolled and took the longer route suggested by Google, crossing the pedestrian bridge to the east side of the river then going north and back across the river on Juneau. I still arrived twenty minutes early. I figured it wouldn’t matter, assuming this must be the apartment Beth had mentioned. I entered the building through its recessed metal-framed glass doors into a room of tiled floors and walls. The wall to my left framed a grid of small metal mailboxes. To my right and only a few strides away was the receptionist’s station, a curved counter tucked into the corner between the lobby’s only furniture—four uninviting chairs arranged around a round glass coffee table—and the small foyer where you waited for an elevator.
Behind the counter, a petite twenty-something brunette looked up from her phone. I must have looked like I wasn’t sure I was in the right place. I was scanning for security cameras. She put the phone down and stiffened into a welcoming but wary pose. Two dome cameras covered the mailboxes, doorway, and waiting area. Another one was situated on the ceiling above the receptionist’s head. I kept my mien serious but beamed benign confidence as I walked toward her. She smiled first. “How may I help you?” 
“I’m here to visit a friend. She said you’d have to ring her. Apartment 2005. Bethany Lindahl.”
“Mrs. Lindahl. All right. Just a moment, please.” A signboard on the wall behind her gave her name as the receptionist on duty.
“Mrs. Lindahl is ready to receive you,” she said primly. “She’ll meet you at the elevator, twentieth floor.”
“Thank you, Esme. Is that short for Esmeralda?” I gave it my best attempt at Spanish pronunciation.
She grinned appreciatively. “Yes.”
“Lovely,” I said. “Have a good evening.”
One of the four elevators was out of order; a handwritten sign apologized for the inconvenience. I looked around to locate the doorway to the staircase that must be close by. It was.
Beth was at the elevator doors when they opened. “Welcome to Cream City, Owen. How do you like The Trade? Classy, isn’t it?”
“No complaints,” I said. She gave the head-tilt cue, and we air smooched with a fakey barely touching hug. She smelled divine. 
“I like your new glasses,” she said. “This way, Mr. Grant, end of the hall, corner apartment. You’ll love the view.”
She was sporting an off-white form-fitting sweater and black slacks that I feared at first might be leggings. They weren’t, but they had similarities, which I had a chance to appreciate as she glided down the hallway a few steps ahead. Our chatting in motion seemed a kind of dancing. She led.
Her corner apartment was perfectly situated to gaze down on the intersecting plazas of the Fiserv, and to admire the iconic curve of the amazing roof. We stood side by side, just looking at it.
“You think the designers were inspired by the Nike logo?” she asked.
“Maybe so,” I said. The rear wall curving outward and then cresting forward into the roofline did resemble the Nike swoosh, but rotated counterclockwise 180 degrees. It was, I thought, a stroke of genius, even if “inspired” by the original concept.
Beth said she had leased her apartment for six months, fully furnished. Such a bargain. Not genuinely classy like The Trade. “UltraChic says its style suggests Paris in the thirties. I’d say it’s more like Miami Beach in the fifties. Good enough for a short-term rental though.” 
After some chitchat about the Deer District and what a brilliant host city pick Milwaukee was, she asked if she could get me a drink. Then quickly added, “Nonalcoholic this time, I’m afraid. Not a drop of alcohol in the house. Except maybe the medicine cabinet. Most of my guests belong to the teetotaler tribe. But if you’re into faux beer from Utah, I stocked up at Harmon’s.”
I named the only brand I ever thought was kind of okay. That lit up a toothy smile. “I have that actually. Wait here.”
Her balcony had a low parapet wall topped with a chrome-look railing, with a plexiglass panel between. I gripped the railing warily. It didn’t look sturdy, but it felt solid enough to lean on, a little. That corner of the building was only half a block from the Deer District plaza on the east side of the Fiserv. I couldn’t help but think about all the threats and vulnerabilities I could see from that vantage point. And this building itself an obvious risk. How would they mitigate? Background checks on every occupant? An armed team in the lobby 24/7 to check the ID’s of everyone who entered?
When Beth handed me the bottle of zero-alcohol beer, I noticed it featured the emblem that was on the new Utah state flag: the honey-colored igloo-like beehive. Seeing it lightened my mood, and the first sip was even closer to real beer than I’d remembered.
We chitchatted and sipped. I mentioned that I’d watched a YouTube of Utah’s moderate COPP governor speaking at the National Governors Association festivity at the White House. “He sounded so reasonable and optimistic,” I said. “I’m sure the Krockers must hate him.”
“Let’s pray he’s the future of the party,” she said. She jerked one ear toward the open balcony slider, hearing something I didn’t. “I think Hank’s here,” she said. “Nurture that spark of optimism I just shared. There’s snacks in the kitchen if you’re hungry. Be right back.”
I watched her urgently slither away through the open-plan dining-and-living room. I turned back to the view of the arena and Deer District. Her spark of optimism died. I felt pissed off that the national press had hardly mentioned the governors association dinner. You could find it online, of course, but still. The prez and the gov from opposing parties had echoed each other’s confidence that comity could be restored. That COPPers and UDivs would once again work together, out-maneuvering the extremists on both sides. Getting stuff done for the good of all.
I found snacks arrayed on the long island in the shiny incredibly uncluttered kitchen. I was munching on mixed nuts and pretzel sticks when their voices abruptly shook me from rumination. When I turned around, Hank was suddenly there, a few feet away. “Hey, man. Good to see you again.” He glanced at my bottle. “I see you’re enjoying one of Utah’s church-approved beverages.”
“In the fridge. Help yourself,” Beth said, coming up behind him. “That reminds me. Our fellow saints will need SodaBeers to keep refreshed and free of temptation. I’ll make sure at least one vendor’s contract requires a selection of Utah’s finest Fassbrause.”
“I’ll drink to that,” I said and tapped my bottle to Hank’s as Beth looked on.

      [image: image-placeholder]None of us was in a hurry to get down to business. When I saw Hank signaling Beth with a look that it was time, I held a finger up to my lips to preempt any reaction and reached into my jacket pocket. I withdrew the device that Ko assured me was the latest and greatest for pros. Nothing, he said, was one-hundred percent. But this came close.
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