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			PROLOGUE 

			SOMEWHERE IN FLORIDA

			Motorists watched helplessly as the man in a panda suit was beaten stupid in front of the strip mall.

			His bulbous black-­and-­white head had been twisted around so the eyeholes were over his left ear, blinding him to vicious rib-­stomps. A second, smaller panda had escaped with the aid of a skateboard and a stun gun.

			As they say in the Sunshine State: If you don’t like the weather, wait a few seconds. Same thing with boredom.

			Moments earlier it was normal. A red light turned green. Drivers accelerated and resumed driving duties: painting nails, playing invisible drums, making out, scratching lottery tickets, taking selfies, rehearsing arguments for upcoming pricks, eating pasta.

			The traffic wove around motorized wheelchairs and women pushing baby strollers full of scrap metal and attic insulation. Others wheeled luggage far from any transportation hub. In the highway’s median, ­people sat in lawn chairs selling bags of shrimp in the sun. A prostitute who couldn’t get anyone’s attention took a seat at a bus stop and filled out an application for the Border Patrol.

			Inside a nearby building, a man in a baseball cap and dark sunglasses approached a window and handed a robbery note to the teller, who looked up. “Sir, this is where you pay your water bill.” The man sighed again in a long, imprecise life footnoted entirely by sighs. He went out and took a seat next to the hooker. They both sagged in the humidity and gazed across the road at a cardboard arrow:

			CHINESE BUFFET

			The red-­and-­yellow arrow was twirled by a dancing panda with earphones inside his costume head. The panda was required to learn new choreography to increase his pay, but the mobility of the panda arms was holding him back. The headphones played an audiobook about improving relationships by talking less.

			Next to him was his partner, a smaller panda who wore a kamikaze bandanna and waved his own sign indicating Sino-­Japanese détente:

			SUSHI

			The tiny panda flung his sign in the air and caught it behind his back, worth an extra seventy-­five cents an hour and a growing source of tension with the larger panda.

			Traffic lights continued changing, a hooker licked a postage-­paid envelope with penalty for private use. Shrimp went bad. Such is the milieu of modern inertia.

			Then the Florida un-­boredom switch was thrown.

			A Toyota screeched to the curb. Out poured more costumes: pirate, Statue of Liberty, gorilla, and a large foam pizza with a pepperoni-­colored face in the middle. “There they are!” “Get ’em!”

			The beat-­down had begun. The gorilla wrenched the bigger panda’s head sideways and thrust a knee to the groin. Then they all piled on, clubbing him with his own cardboard arrow. The pirate went for the smaller bear. “Ahhh! He zapped me! . . .”

			Out in the street, a thunderous roar as a massive vintage motorcycle idled up to a red light. High handlebars, low-­slung seat, gleaming chrome forks. The rider wore amber-­tinted hippie sunglasses as he stared at the Statue of Liberty peeing on an advertising arrow.

			Suddenly, yelling from the other three corners of the intersection. “Hey! Leave them alone!” The new ­people all dropped their own arrows and dashed through traffic.

			The gorilla finished dumping a garbage can on the bear. “We better get out of here!” The attackers crammed back into the Toyota and sped off as other sign-­spinners arrived and helped the panda into a sitting position. “Bill, are you okay?”

			The motorcyclist calmly removed his sunglasses and wiped them with a lint-­free cloth. He watched as they pulled off the panda head and opened a first-­aid kit. “Another turf war,” said Serge, replacing the sunglasses and nodding to himself. “The economy is bouncing back.”

			The light turned green, and he cranked up the stereo in his helmet.

			“Born to be wild! . . .”

			The chopper roared away.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter ONE 

			ONE MONTH EARLIER

			The index finger had a nail that was painted pink with a dollar sign. It pressed buttons on a keypad to enter the secret code.

			A tiny compartment opened behind the keypad, and an actual metal key was removed. The hand inserted it into a knob and opened a door.

			“Come on in!” said a bubbly Realtor named Maxine, wearing an aggressively bright orange blazer that suggested self-­empowerment seminars. “You’re going to love this house.”

			A demure ­couple from upstate New York tentatively entered, as if they were intruding. Peter and Mary Pugliese, to be specific. They’d lived their whole lives in the Empire State and had loved it the way you love not stubbing your toe. Then Peter had received a job offer in an exploding new field in Florida that doubled his pay. Can’t turn that down. Mary was a traveling expert trial witness and could live anywhere. It was a job that required specialization, and hers was shoes. She had been the chief tri-­state purchasing agent for a chain of mall footwear boutiques and could now testify to a 95 percent certainty that a plaster footprint mold pointed to the killer. They had a son. Feet were paying for an Ivy League tuition.

			The Realtor’s orange blazer was optional. While showing homes the day before, Maxine had sported culottes and a yellow T-­shirt that indicated she had once run five kilometers to raise awareness. Her energetic pace had opened a distance from the ­couple. There was an empty can of sugar-­free Red Bull in her car. “I see you’re admiring the original hardwood floors. Solid oak. All the wiring’s been updated. Call me Max.”

			The Puglieses exchanged glances. They felt they had been playing catch-­up ever since driving onto the property. It was a modest Victorian clapboard estate built in 1909 that would have been on the historic register, but the town was so small it didn’t have one. It was painted periwinkle blue, with the white gingerbread trim found on many of the older southern country homes in the central part of the state.

			“Check out the kitchen! Look at all the space in these antique cabinets . . .”—­which she opened—­“ . . . and extra-­large windows . . .”—­which she also opened—­“ . . . for exquisite cross breezes. You can almost see an apple pie cooling. And you’re on a hill! You don’t get many of those around here. The view! Where are you from?”

			“Saratoga Springs.”

			“Where’s that?”

			“The Adirondack Mountains.”

			“So I guess this is kind of flat.”

			“It’s fine.”

			She was already running upstairs. “Come see the master bath!”

			They arrived in the doorway.

			“It’s got an old cast-­iron tub,” said Max. “And it’s on claw feet. I don’t know what kind they are.”

			If they were in shoes, Mary would be able to tell her.

			“You’ll never beat the price of this place because it’s a divorce sale.” Max opened more roomy cabinets. “State law says I’m not supposed to tell you that, so I didn’t.”

			Peter turned around. “Where’d she go?”

			Mary pointed. “Down the stairs.”

			They regrouped in the living room.

			“Most ­people who move to Florida want the beach,” said Max. “But there’s much more value in these small inland towns.”

			“We like small towns,” said Peter.

			“The smaller the better,” said Mary. “I see enough cities in my work.”

			“Me, too,” said Peter.

			“What do you do?” asked the agent.

			“I’m a geologist.”

			“What do you do for that?”

			“It basically means I’m one of those white-­collar guys who wears a hard hat.”

			“That’s super,” said Max. “Have you seen enough?”

			“Think so,” said Mary. “But we need to—­”

			“No problem. I’ll let you talk it over in private.” Max went into the next room and hid against the wall to listen.

			“What do you think?” Peter asked his wife.

			“We’ve already looked at eleven others and nothing’s even close. I love how the second story also has a wrap-­around porch.”

			“And she’s right that we can’t beat the price,” said her husband. “But you know the old saying: Never buy property in a small town you don’t know about.”

			The agent barged into the room. “Oh, I thought you were finished. I just wanted to tell you it’s a great small town. Lived here my whole—­ . . . last three years. The charm, the churches, the schools, the annual fair where the farmers—­”

			“What about neighbors?” asked Mary.

			“What about them?”

			She looked down the hill into wooded lots. “Well, the houses on each side look a little . . . Are they trailers?”

			“In this town, even the bad houses have great ­people. Salt of the earth, give you the shirts off their backs. Plus you know how they say that fences make for good neighbors? But even better than fences are acres, and you’ve got over five. You’ll probably barely ever see them.”

			Mary nodded at her husband.

			“We’ll take it,” said Peter.

			“Great.” Max reached in her purse and pulled out a contract with sticky yellow arrows next to blank spots for signatures. She handed them a pen.

			“It’s already got our names and everything typed in?” asked Mary.

			“I just had a feeling about you two.”

			“But it also has the price,” said Peter. “And we haven’t negotiated yet.”

			“My advice?” said Max. “It’s a steal. Can’t tell you how many times other buyers have scooped up a place while someone was indecisive.”

			Mary looked at her husband. “Remember when that happened to us?”

			“Okay,” said Peter. “Where do I sign?”

			“Arrows.”

			They finished up the paperwork and Max told them to keep the pen.

			“When will we know?” asked Mary.

			“It’s a done deal.” The Realtor hoisted the purse over her shoulder. “If you offer the full listing price, they have to sell or else pay the full real estate agent’s commission. It’s state law.”

			“Who got a law like that passed?”

			“Us agents. Welcome to town!”

			MEANWHILE . . .

			A ’72 Mercury Comet sped west across the part of the Florida Panhandle in the gravitational orbit of Alabama. Vegetable stands, Dollar General, John 3:16, TIRE REPAIRS written on a half-­buried tire in a front lawn.

			“It’s all about small towns,” said Serge. “That’s where I’ll find my answer.”

			“What was the question?” asked Coleman.

			“Haven’t you been listening this whole time?”

			Coleman picked at a dried stain on his shirt, then tasted it. “What?”

			“The American Dream! That’s my new mission in life: to find out where it went.” Serge grabbed a travel mug of coffee. “When I was growing up in a small town in the sixties, the American Dream was all around. Back then, if you worked hard and followed the rules under the Declaration of Independence, you got to pursue happiness on the weekend with a Barcalounger and a hibachi. The mood of the middle class came down to one word. Relaxed.”

			“And today?”

			“You do everything right and you’re rewarded with a weekend of dread: Will I get a pay cut? Will I get laid off? What if I get sick? Are we all destined to work part-­time? How will my kids do better than me? Which other Americans did that radio host say I should hate about this?”

			“But what do small towns have to do with it?”

			“They still play lawn darts in small towns.”

			“Darts?”

			Serge nodded. “The sixties were a looser time. Parents remained relaxed enough under the American Dream to give their kids lawn darts to fling around the backyard. What could possibly go wrong?”

			“I remember getting stuck in the foot.”

			“Everyone does,” said Serge. “And nobody thought of shutting down the whole program just because we were all limping.”

			“I had to get stitches.”

			“It’s a kid’s job to get stitches,” said Serge, cranking up the radio. “Since then, cities have evolved with franchised ferociousness, but small towns still preserve the old ways.”

			“ . . . Pulled into Nazareth . . .”

			“It’s like an archaeological dig,” said Serge. “Drive into any tiny hamlet and you can still see what we used to stand for. You can still see hope. Like when I was the lawn dart champion.”

			“I didn’t know they had champions.”

			“They weren’t exactly passing out bushels of trophies for everything like they are now,” said Serge. “Which I blame for the decline of the current generation. Every little kid has a bedroom full of gold hardware. ‘What did you get this one for?’ ‘Showing up.’ ‘And this one?’ ‘So my feelings wouldn’t get hurt.’ But when I was their age, I competed for the love of the sport, which I revolutionized. None of the other children could see the possibilities until I said, ‘Hey everyone, we’re limiting ourselves by throwing darts for accuracy when these babies were built for distance. Give me some elbow room!’ ”

			“What happened?”

			“I set the record, but it was unfairly nullified just because I hit the side of an aboveground pool two houses down. It might have gone better if just the tip poked a tiny hole, but my ballistic arc built up such force that the whole dart went through the pool, fins and all, bursting a seam and spilling water in the house so fast it shorted out a bunch of electricity. And shoddy engineering is my fault?” Serge pulled up to a red light. “I tried to explain that the civil defense siren made me jump at the moment of release.”

			“I remember those sirens, too.”

			“Every Saturday at noon, the Riviera Beach Fire Department would blast a siren that could be heard for miles. And once again the other kids wouldn’t cooperate. We all knew it was a test, but by definition tests are meant to be taken. The rest of the first graders continued playing in the sprinklers, ignoring my commands: ‘We’re under atomic attack! Gather the lawn darts and follow me!’ ”

			“What did you do?”

			“Mustered at the rallying point to take cover,” said Serge. “There was this storm-­water drainage canal on the next street, and since it was the dry season, I could walk right in the big concrete spillway and get myself deep beneath the city. In the event of hydrogen bombs, you need several feet of earth to stop fallout radiation. But the adults instead told children to get under furniture, which I saw as a ploy to thin the herd because food would be scarce in a nuclear winter. During the sixties, it really was us against them.”

			“What did your folks say when you got home?” asked Coleman.

			“Deaf ears again,” said Serge. “I waited until nightfall just in case the Russians heard about our siren and planned their attack at noon to throw us off. I walked in the house after dark, and my parents are like ‘Where on earth have you been all day!’ I say, ‘Obviously under the city.’ My mom says, ‘What were you doing there?’ I say, ‘Fallout buffer. Nobody else is doing the tests right.’ Then she holds something in her hand. ‘Is this your lawn dart?’ I said, ‘You’re obsessing. Where were you during the test?’ That’s the thing about parents: If the kid is right, he gets spanked twice as hard.”

			They rolled up to another intersection. “Something’s going on at the corner,” said Coleman.

			“Looks like that old man is having problems with his electric wheelchair,” said Serge. “The battery’s dead or wires have come loose. He’s rocking back and forth trying to get it to budge.”

			“And he’s got to be a long way from his house because there are just stores around.”

			“Probably his only mode of transportation to get food and medicine,” said Serge. “He’s in a serious jam, stranded out here in the sweltering concrete badlands with a bum wheelchair, no better than if he was floating alone in the ocean.”

			“Why’d you hit your blinker?” asked Coleman.

			“Because we’re coming to his rescue,” said Serge. “Remember in the sixties when there used to be ‘shut-­ins’? You never hear about them anymore. I guess they’re now shut-­outs. Is that progress?”

			“Serge, look at those two thugs,” said Coleman. “They’re going after the guy!”

			“Just when I thought we’d scraped bottom.” Serge reached under his seat for an automatic pistol. “What’s next? Hospice invasions?”

			“Both of them are reaching down behind his chair,” said Coleman. “They’re going to dump him in the gutter!”

			“No doubt to pawn the scooter.” The traffic light turned green. Serge put on his hazard lights. “And I was hoping to cut back on my office hours . . .”

			“Hold on,” said Coleman. “They’re not dumping him.”

			“No, they’re twisting wires together.” Serge stowed his gun. “They’re doing repairs like good citizens. I love small towns!”

			“They got it fixed,” said Coleman. “The old man is rolling away and waving at them.”

			“I’m overcome with emotion.” Serge wiped away tears. “My work in this state might finally be coming to an end—­”

			Bump, ba-­bump, bump, ba-­bump . . .

			“What the heck is that sound?” said Coleman.

			“I don’t know,” said Serge, “but it’s getting closer.”

			Bump, ba-­bump, bump, ba-­bump . . .

			Coleman bent around in his seat. “I still can’t locate it.”

			“Because it’s so loud it’s echoing off buildings from all directions,” said Serge. “And it just knocked my rearview mirror out of my favorite position.”

			Bump, ba-­bump, bump, ba-­bump . . .

			The growing reverberations splashed Coleman’s drink in his lap. “What on earth can it be?”

			“Oh no, not again,” said Serge.

			“What is it?”

			“Take a gander.” Serge pointed at the pickup truck in the next lane. “Another hip-­hop redneck with a tricked-­out audio system. How many have I had to deal with now? Five, six? And I was hanging my hopes on self-­extinction.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Haven’t you heard the joke: ‘What were the redneck’s last words?’ ”

			“No.”

			“Hold my beer and watch this.”

			“Serge, I think he made some kind of mistake,” said Coleman. “His stereo speakers are pointing the wrong way.”

			“I’m afraid that’s no mistake. I think I’ve spotted the biggest voluntary dunce cap in my life,” said Serge. “He flush-­mounted gigantic speakers on the exterior of the pickup’s cab, so they’re pointed out at other motorists. I never would have believed it if I wasn’t staring at it right now.”

			“But that doesn’t make any sense.”

			“To him it does,” said Serge. “First we had jerks who played music too loud. But that wasn’t sufficiently broadcasting their superior taste in tunes, so they started keeping their windows down. And now we have this visionary who thought: Wait, I’ve got a way to let the maximum amount of ­people know my IQ.”

			“My eyeballs are starting to hurt.”

			“Roll your window down,” said Serge. “Hey! Buddy!”

			“He can’t hear you,” said Coleman. “The music’s too loud.”

			Serge leaned on his horn.

			“Still can’t hear you,” said Coleman. “His windows are up.”

			“Probably doesn’t like to be bothered by loud music in traffic . . . Throw some of your M&M’s.”

			“But I’m eating them.”

			“Take one for the team.”

			Coleman began pinging them off the pickup’s glass. The driver finally looked around and noticed Serge leaning across Coleman, giving him the signal to roll down his window.

			“Yeah?” snapped the driver.

			“What do you think you’re doing?” asked Serge.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Your speakers are facing the wrong way.”

			“That’s how I want them.”

			“I hate to be presumptuous,” said Serge, “but I believe I’m on solid ground when I say that’s how everyone else in the community doesn’t want them.”

			“Go fuck yourself.” The driver rolled up his window and increased the volume.

			The light turned green. The vehicles rolled side by side a few more blocks and stopped at another light. Serge stared down in his lap.

			“What are you going to do?” asked Coleman.

			“Nothing.”

			“I’m stunned.” Another beer cracked. “You’ve never let somebody like that slide. Remember what you did to the last guy with a pounding car stereo? It ruled!”

			“And ate up an entire day of my preciously short life,” said Serge. “I must accept that jerks will always be around unless we can get them to live together in special colonies in the salt caverns.”

			Coleman shrugged and drank beer. The light turned green. Up ahead, an SUV pulled out of a shopping center with plenty of time and eased to a stop at the next red light.

			The pickup was right on its bumper, horn blaring.

			Bump, ba-­bump, bump, ba-­bump . . .

			“Just ignore him,” Serge said under his breath.

			“He jumped out of the truck,” said Coleman. “He’s running up to that other car.”

			“And it’s got a mother with her small children in the backseat.”

			The man stuck his face in the SUV’s open window. “Get out of the car, bitch!”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter TWO 

			CENTRAL FLORIDA

			Two cartoon felines were carrying a grand piano. The scene was painted on the side of a truck. The van for MOVING CATS drove away.

			Peter and Mary Pugliese unpacked china and picture frames.

			“I’m so glad we found this place.” Peter set a family portrait on the mantel.

			Mary scattered packing peanuts removing a Tiffany lamp. “She was right about the breezes.”

			Knock, knock, knock.

			“What’s that?”

			Peter began walking. “Someone’s at the door.”

			“But who?”

			“I know a way to find out.”

			Peter opened the door to find an old man in bib overalls. “Can I help you?”

			The man removed a baseball cap with a faded slogan: YOU SAY POTATO, I SAY TATER TOT. He wiped his brow and distractedly glanced at his watch. “I’m here about the water bill.”

			“But we just moved in,” said Peter.

			“You did?” The visitor looked left and right. “Then payment’s due up front.”

			“It is?”

			“Afraid so.”

			Peter always liked to please when he was the new guy somewhere. “Okay.”

			“Okay.”

			They stared at each other.

			“Well?” said Peter.

			“What?”

			“Where’s the water bill?”

			“We don’t use those,” said the visitor. “It’s a small town.”

			Peter took a deep breath. “How much?”

			“Two hundred.”

			His eyed widened. “Water’s that much around here?”

			“How does a hundred sound?”

			Peter stared again. “Who are you?”

			“The mayor.”

			“Pleasure to meet you,” said Peter. “And don’t take this the wrong way, but could I see some identification?”

			“I’m Vernon.”

			“Okay.”

			“Everyone knows me.”

			“We just moved in.”

			Vernon shrugged and opened a billfold.

			“That’s a badge.”

			“I’m also the police chief.”

			“Let me get my checkbook.”

			“We kind of like cash around here.”

			“Can I get a receipt?”

			“No.”

			“But I have a home office, and my tax returns—­”

			“How about this: I can go fifty for a campaign contribution, and get you for water at the end of the month?”

			Peter was off balance. “Is this for real?”

			“You’re not from around here, are you?”

			“We just moved in.”

			“We got a nice little town,” said Vernon. “We don’t like trouble.”

			“No, I didn’t mean . . .” Peter got out his own wallet. “Here’s fifty.”

			Vernon pocketed it and started walking away. “Probably be seeing you around Lead Belly’s.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Everyone knows Lead Belly’s.”

			“We just moved—­”

			Mary tapped him on the shoulder. “Who was that?”

			“The mayor.”

			“What did he want?”

			“I’m still trying to process it.”

			“There’s only a ­couple of sparkling waters in the fridge,” said Mary. “Let’s see where they eat in this town, and you can tell me over dinner.”

			THE PANHANDLE

			Motorists watched in shock at the unfolding road rage.

			“Get out of the car, bitch?” Serge repeated to himself. “Are you kidding me? It’s a mother grocery-­shopping with her kids.”

			“He’s reaching through the window,” said Coleman. “She’s trying to pull away from him and get the window rolled up at the same time.”

			“He’s running alongside the car still trying to grab her,” said Serge. “Now his arm’s stuck in the window.”

			“She’s dragging him through the intersection,” said Coleman. “I’ve heard of ­people doing this at street brawls.”

			“Except she’s not trying on purpose,” said Serge. “That maniac has her terrified out of her mind for her children’s safety.”

			“The window busted out of the car. He’s tumbling in the street.” Coleman winced. “He’s going to need some Bactine.”

			“Another sixties favorite,” said Serge, “but no time to cherish that nugget.”

			“Why not?”

			“He’s running back to his truck and tearing off through the intersection after her.”

			“Doesn’t he have somewhere better to be?” asked Coleman.

			“Of course,” said Serge. “But the latest wave of road-­ragers has an impressive work ethic. They just follow and follow.”

			“I think there’s going to be a chase,” said Coleman.

			Serge smiled and threw his car in gear. “I know there’s going to be a chase.”

			It was indeed a chase, technically, so to speak. Not quite as slow as the O.J. thing in the Bronco. The mom was splitting the difference between eluding the tormentor and not endangering her children. Plus there was a lot of traffic and red lights. The pickup’s driver used those opportunities to pull alongside and scream profanities, but the woman couldn’t hear them because his stereo was too loud.

			Serge followed the pair of vehicles as they turned into a neighborhood. “That mom’s making the classic mistake. She should look for a police station or remain in some other public place with a lot of ­people. But in her panic for the offspring, she’s reflexively seeking the safety of her home. Even if she has time to unlock the door and get everyone inside—­which she won’t—­she’s leading this cretin right to their address.”

			“She just passed that fire station,” said Coleman.

			“Which reminds me of Vietnam.”

			“Go for it.”

			“Remember my hometown fire station with the civil defense siren? I vividly recall them blasting the thing at the official end of the Vietnam War. Where can youth get that today? And now, whenever I hear a siren of any kind, I think about cartoons.”

			“Because of Vietnam?”

			“No, the firehouse siren would wail on Saturdays right after I finished watching the Warner Brothers classics. Kids today need more Foghorn Leghorn.”

			“I’m a chicken hawk.” Coleman giggled.

			“I say that boy needs a talkin’ to,” said Serge.

			“Remember Pepe Le Pew?” asked Coleman.

			“A sexual harassment lawsuit in every episode,” said Serge. “And Daffy Duck.”

			“ ‘It’s fiddler crab season,’ ” said Coleman. “Bang!”

			“But my favorite was the Road Runner,” said Serge. “I was enthralled by the coyote’s irrepressible interest in experiments, which inspired me to conceive my own projects. It also taught me to separate reality from fiction because, no matter how great an idea it may seem at the time, nothing good ever came from igniting model rocket engines on my roller skates.”

			“I liked how the coyote could get whatever he wanted from the Acme company,” said Coleman.

			“That was the best part,” said Serge. “Anvils, foot springs, hot-­air balloons, giant magnets . . .”

			The Mercury Comet turned onto a sleepy street where an SUV had just raced up a driveway, followed closely by a pickup truck.

			“ . . . Please don’t hurt my children! . . .”

			The duo parked at the bottom of the driveway and began walking toward the source of the shouting on the front doorstep.

			“ . . . Bat wings, TNT detonator plungers, iron birdseed, tornado pills, earthquake pills. And all his shit would arrive right away,” said Serge. “Nobody besides me has made the connection, but that’s where Amazon got their business model: wide selection, prompt delivery.”

			The woman’s trembling hands fumbled with her keys as she rushed to get the door open. The pickup driver snatched them away and seized her by the arm. Three little tykes hid behind her legs.

			“ . . . You miserable cunt . . .”

			“Now, now,” said Serge. “Let us all come together at the banquet table of humanity.”

			The pickup driver spun around. “Who the hell—­ . . . Oh, you again!”

			“That’s right. I’m the producer of a famous regional reality show,” said Serge. “I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”

			“What’s it called?”

			“Florida’s Got Dicks, Season Twelve.”

			“What’s that got to do with me?”

			“You’ve heard the saying ‘Too bad stupidity isn’t painful’?” Serge grinned. “I bring tidings of great joy.”

			Zzzzzzap!

			The man fell hard to the ground, twitching and moaning from a Taser.

			“Ma’am, everything’s okay now.” Serge retrieved the woman’s house keys from the assailant and handed them back. “Please be safe and lock your doors.”

			“Are you a police officer?”

			“No, but I am with the state.”

			“I can’t thank you enough.” She stuck a key in the knob.

			“Come on, Coleman . . .”

			They dragged their quarry to the rear of the car.

			The woman turned around before closing the door. “You’re putting him in your trunk?”

			Serge grabbed a pair of ankles. “We don’t have one of those police cars with the cage separating the backseat, but I’ve been doing this for years. Have a nice evening.” The trunk lid slammed shut. “Everything’s back to normal.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter THREE 

			DINNER

			Peter and Mary Pugliese walked arm in arm along Main Street. It was a shaded street. A single traffic light blinked. A striped barber pole rotated. Potter’s Drugs still had Old Man Potter counting pills. There were portable drills in the window of the hardware store, along with a sign saying the local post office counter was in back by the penny nails, but everyone already knew that. A crimson caboose stood in the courtyard of the Railroad Hotel.

			Mary stopped to stare in a window. “They have antique shops. There’s a gumball machine.” She squeezed her husband’s arm. “I already love this town.”

			Across the street, sandwiched between a paint store and a locksmith, was an old red wooden building with a steep roof. VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPARTMENT, EST. 1901.

			“Check out the vintage engine,” said Peter. “All that’s missing is a spotted dog.”

			“They still use something that old?” asked Mary.

			“No, it must be a museum now, to go with the antique stores for the tourists,” said her husband. “Doubt that thing even runs.”

			Suddenly there was a siren and flashing red lights. A locksmith and a paint salesman flew out their doors. Someone else with shaving cream on his face ran from the barbershop. The men piled in the quaint engine. The siren seemed to be laboring for volume, because it was the original model that worked on a hand crank. A dalmatian jumped aboard. They took off into the countryside.

			“That answers that,” said Mary.

			They continued to the corner and Shorty’s Garage. A “Closed” sign in the window, next to a display of fan belts and wiper blades for all occasions. The building sat amid a sea of non-­running vehicles that Shorty had promised he would “get to.”

			“Look.” Peter gestured up the block.

			“Where?”

			“That dirty old neon sign sticking out from the building.”

			“The black one with flickering orange tubes?” said Mary. “Lead Belly’s?”

			“So it’s a barbecue joint.”

			“You’ve heard of it?”

			“I’ll tell you over dinner.” Peter picked up the pace. “I haven’t had good barbecue in like forever!”

			The front of the ramshackle restaurant featured weathered wooden shingles, with narrow horizontal slits for windows. The ­couple entered to the loud gong of a brass bell over the door. “Did we do that?”

			“I can’t see anything.” Peter stopped to prevent tripping as his eyes adjusted. “It’s so dark.”

			“The only light is more orange neon,” said Mary. “There’s a fiddle player somewhere.”

			“Peter!”

			“Is someone calling you?”

			“We just moved here.”

			His name was shouted again.

			“I think someone is,” said Mary.

			Her husband squinted through kitchen smoke at a table in back by the restrooms. Actually it was three tables pushed together, each a sturdy maple square with a half inch of slick lacquer to fight the wear and tear for which the barbecue community is known. There were two pitchers of sweetened iced tea, a basket of biscuits, hand wipes, and racks of giant ribs surrounded by eight men of uncannily similar appearance.

			Peter noticed a familiar person in overalls at the head of the table, waving. “Peter!”

			“I know him,” he told his wife.

			“Where from?” asked Mary.

			“He was the man at our door.”

			Vernon Log stood and shook Peter’s hand. “Guys, this is our new neighbor, Peter Pugliese.”

			“Hi, Peter.” “Pleasure.” “Nice to meet,” etc.

			Peter smiled back, thinking about his now rib-­sauce-­sticky hand he was holding away from his chinos.

			“Who’s that behind you?”

			“Oh.” Peter stepped aside, and all the men at the table quickly stood. “This is Mary, my wife.”

			“Pleasure.” “You’re a lucky man.” So on.

			“Told you we’d meet again at Lead Belly’s,” said Vernon. “Join us.”

			“I wouldn’t want to intrude—­”

			“Nonsense.” Vernon swung a hand to dispel the concept. “Guys, pull up that other table.”

			Peter paused. “But a family is about to sit down at it.”

			“They’ll find another.”

			Soon they were all gathered together. A young woman in an apron arrived with a notepad and pen. She blew a bubble with her gum. “What’ll ya have?”

			“Get the ribs,” said Vernon, gnawing a bone.

			All the men at the table wore plastic bibs. Each bib had a large lobster.

			“They serve seafood?” asked Peter.

			Vernon looked down at the crustacean on his chest. “No, these were just cheaper.”

			Peter handed the waitress their menus. “Two orders of ribs.”

			“Comes with three sides. Coleslaw, hush puppies, mac and cheese, black beans, black-­eyed peas, okra, corn on the cob, off the cob, sweet potatoes, regular potatoes, crinkle-­cut potatoes—­”

			“Dixie,” said Vernon. “These are our new neighbors. Bring ’em a little of everything.”

			Gum smacked, and she left.

			A loud wail from a hand-­cranked siren went by outside the restaurant.

			“Another fire?” asked Peter.

			“No,” said Vernon. “They went the wrong way again . . . You want a beer?”

			“Sure.” Peter turned to look for the waitress.

			Vernon shook his head. “They don’t sell any. No license.” He reached down into a cooler next to his chair and pulled out a dripping-­cold longneck Budweiser. “Here ya go.”

			“Thanks,” said Peter. “Customers are allowed to do this?”

			“We are,” said Vernon, and a wave of laughter ran round the table.

			Peter laughed, too, nudging his wife, who forced a chuckle.

			“Let me introduce the gang,” said Vernon. “This my cousin Bo, the fire chief, and my brother Floyd, the tax collector, and my other brother Jabow, who we call Bo unless the other Bo is around. It’s caused problems. He’s a city councilman, along with everyone else, and so is my nephew Clem, and my son-­in-­law Otis, and the twins, Harlan and Haywood . . .” Each of the men nodded in turn at the ­couple.

			Peter smiled back. “Sounds like you got most of the government here.”

			“The whole government,” corrected Vernon. “We’re actually having a commission meeting right now.”

			Peter looked over his shoulder. “What about the city hall up the street in the town square?”

			“No good,” said Jabow.

			“Tried that before,” said Clem.

			­“People showed up,” said Harlan.

			“Asked questions,” said Haywood.

			“We got us a nice little town here,” said Otis.

			“Take care of our own,” said Vernon. “And at that table next to us are the three young bucks, Elroy, Slow and Slower, the town’s next generation. Still wet behind the ears, but we’ll bring ’em around. They’re not allowed to sit at the main table yet.”

			“What kind of names are Slow and Slower?” asked Peter.

			“Nicknames, because they’re slow in the head, one a bit more so,” said Vernon. “We’re straight talkers around these parts.” He used a desiccated rib to point across the rest of the diner at children and grandparents and more overalls. “Couldn’t ask for a better bunch of neighbors . . .” Then he cupped hands around his mouth, calling out to a man in a crisp plaid shirt sitting alone in back. “Steve! Will you stop with the utensils already?”

			The man smiled back and waved a piece of cutlery.

			Vernon shook his head benevolently. “Still eats ribs with a knife and fork. But we’ll learn him.”

			“Another newcomer like you,” said Jabow. “Bought Old Man Maynard’s farm last year.”

			“He’s a farmer?” asked Peter.

			“No, just a city boy who don’t like the city no more. Has some kind of wholesale brokerage job he can do at home with a computer, so he moved here.” Vernon refilled his iced tea and squeezed lemon, hitting Harlan in the eye. “More and more city folk are discovering what we got here, but we don’t want it too discovered, if you know what I mean.”

			The front door opened, and a disheveled man stumbled over to the table and whispered in Vernon’s ear. The mayor nodded and handed him a Budweiser from the cooler.

			“You know I’m good for it,” said the man.

			“Forget about it, Grady.”

			He staggered out the door.

			Vernon saw the question in Peter’s eyes. “The town drunk. Every small place needs one. Practically an official position . . .”

			The door opened again. Peter expected Grady’s return, but this time he saw the opposite. A trim man in his fifties, hundred-­dollar haircut, khakis and a button-­down oxford shirt. He stood beside the table with extra-­white teeth. “Gentlemen.”

			“Ryan, grab a chair,” said Vernon.

			“No time. I just wanted to check on that thing—­” He stopped when he noticed they weren’t alone.

			“Ryan,” said Vernon, “these are our guests, Peter and Mary Pugliese . . . Peter and Mary, meet our state senator, Ryan Pratchett.”

			He shook their hands with another large smile. “Visiting this fine community we’ve got here?”

			“No,” Vernon interjected. “Just bought a place out in the pines, our newest neighbors.”

			“Even better,” said Ryan. “Two more votes!”

			More chuckles around the table.

			“Vern, I’ll talk to you later about that other thing,” said the senator. “Guys . . .”

			“Take care, Ryan.”

			The front door of the restaurant closed again. The Puglieses were getting dizzy.

			“So what do you think?” asked Vernon.

			“About what?” said Peter.

			Vernon spread his arms. “Everything.”

			“It certainly is a lot different from the big city.”

			“And we mean to keep it that way.” Vernon yanked off his bib and stood. “I have to take a squirt. Welcome to Wobbly, Florida.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter FOUR 

			BORN ON THE BAYOU

			The oncoming pickup truck approached the motorcycle on a lonely country road.

			A shotgun poked out the window.

			Bang.

			The cyclist crashed, and the red-­white-­and-­blue teardrop gas tank exploded in a fireball.

			Serge watched the flames rise on his laptop screen. He turned off the device and dabbed misty eyes.

			Coleman exhaled smoke from a bong he’d fashioned out of a toy airplane. “Why are you so upset?”

			“The last scene in Easy Rider always chokes me up.” He aimed a camera out the window. “Two freethinkers exploring the limitless road of our great nation, and they’re wasted by a pair of mental dead ends.”

			Coleman exhaled again as pot smoke filled a tiny cockpit. “I remember that movie now. It was about those cats doing weed all the time. What a great plot!”

			“Coleman, that wasn’t the plot—­”

			“It most definitely was the plot.” Coleman nodded emphatically as he packed another bowl in the luggage compartment. “I mean morning, noon and night, coast to coast, blazing fat ones with everyone they met, listening to righ­teous music, munching out, then torching up again before driving to meet new ­people with their own weed, passing more doobies until they all finally fell asleep. Then they’d wake up and do the same thing again, day after day. Why don’t they still make movies with great plots like that?”

			“Coleman, Easy Rider was about the American Dream.”

			“Like I just said.”

			“No, not like . . . Never mind.”

			Conversation took a break as the powder-­blue 1972 Mercury Comet sat quietly on a deserted shoulder off Highway 105.

			Serge and Coleman. An unforeseen permutation of the odd ­couple. Theirs was a long-­standing alliance of mutual tolerance with a perpetual sound track of camera clicks and bong bubbles.

			Coleman raised his hand.

			Serge pointed at him in recognition. “Yes, the transfer student from Cannabis County.”

			“Why are we in Louisiana?”

			Serge twisted the camera’s telephoto lens. “Because it happened right there . . .” Click, click, click. “ . . . the shooting location of the final scene from Easy Rider, a few miles north of Krotz Springs.”

			“How’d you find it?”

			“Exhaustive, frame-­by-­frame analysis of the closing aerial shots fading back from the burning motorcycle.” Click, click, click. “That modest bayou out there was the last clue. I studied Internet satellite photos until I located it alongside the Atchafalaya River.” He lowered the camera as a dragonfly flew in the open window. “Except they used a little geographical liberty to choose this filming site because the story line had them heading east out of New Orleans, not northwest.”

			Coleman’s eyes rolled in their sockets as they followed the insect buzzing along the inside of the windshield looking for an exit. “Dragonfly, dragonfly, dragon . . . fly, dra-­gonnnnn-­fly, dragon-­flyyyyyyy, dragon-­ffffffly, dragon! fly! . . . fly! dragon! . . . dra-­fly-­gon! . . .”

			“Coleman, whatever the fuck it is you’re doing, can you please stop?”

			“Hey, Serge, you know how if you keep repeating the same thing over and over, it just becomes meaningless gibberish?”

			“I do now.”

			“That’s seriously messed up. It’s all I’m saying.”

			“Keep those bulletins flowing.”

			“You got it.” He leaned back over his airplane.

			“But here’s the part that really hacks me off.” Click, click, click. “Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper were heading to Florida. That was their ultimate goal. And after they trip on acid in that cemetery and hit the road, I’m rubbing my palms in anticipation: ‘Okay, here comes the best part of all! My home state!’ And then suddenly it’s over. I bought the DVD to scour the bonus material for an alternate ending, but no luck there, either.”

			Serge started up the car.

			“Where now?” asked Coleman.

			“The key to my quest for the American Dream. Those two cyclists were always hitting small towns on their quest for the Sunshine State.” Serge pulled back onto the road. “So we’re going to pick up the baton that Fonda and Hopper dropped right here and head south to create our own alternate ending.”

			An hour later, the Comet rolled east out of Slidell on Route 190.

			“Man, you must really love that movie,” said Coleman. “I remember you swearing you’d never leave Florida again, after that last time.”

			Serge studied the side of the road with intention. “Technically we’re still in Florida.”

			“What are you talking about?” asked Coleman. “We’re not even back to Mississippi.”

			“The sign we passed a while ago said we crossed the Saint Tammany Parish line.”

			“Parish? You mean like nuns and shit?” Coleman rubbed phantom pain from his knuckles.

			“The other forty-­nine states have counties, but because of Napoleonic law and influence, Louisiana has parishes,” said Serge. “The French are a curious tribe.”

			“But what’s that got to do with Florida?”

			“When you say Louisiana, ­people think, sure, Louisiana Purchase, 1803, I was paying attention that day in school.”

			“I was home with the mumps.”

			“But the purchase was mainly west of the Mississippi River. So where did Louisiana get the rest of the land that makes up the eastern bottom of its L shape?”

			“I’d like to buy a vowel.”

			“Florida!” said Serge. “Back then our Panhandle stretched all the way to the Mississippi in a region controlled by Spain. But settlers of British descent didn’t dig it, and in 1810 they successfully stormed the garrison at Baton Rouge and proclaimed independence. It blows the mind! Few realize it today, but in the early nineteenth century, there was actually a separate country within the United States. They drew up a constitution—­which officially referred to the new nation as the ‘State of Florida’—­established branches of government, elected a legislature and designed a flag of a lone white star on a blue field. The president was named Fulwar Skipwith.”

			“You’re making that up.”

			“History has an imagination greater than any writer,” said Serge. “Sadly, the new nation only lasted ninety days. The U.S. government looked south and said, ‘Nice work with the Spanish, boys. Now we’ll take that land, please.’ Then they annexed it to what became the state of Louisiana, but to this day the land is still referred to as the Florida Parishes. There are eight of them, including Saint Tammany. Discovering that kind of insane Florida trivia is so intense that I become temporarily incontinent.” Serge glanced around the empty stretch of road and pulled the car over. “This is as good a place as any.”

			“For what?”

			Serge grabbed a long pole from the backseat. “Just stay alert.”

			The pair headed up a grassy embankment. Serge climbed over a barbed-­wire fence, and Coleman crawled under it. “Ow, ooo, ow . . .”

			Serge reached the top of a small hill and jammed his pole in the ground, unfurling a blue flag with a white star. Then he scanned the horizon. “I don’t see any opposition.”

			“What’s that noise?” asked Coleman.

			“Sounds like a tractor.”

			They turned around. A furious farmer dismounted and stomped up the back side of the mound. “Just what in the hell do you think you’re doing on my property?”

			“We’re from Florida.” Serge raised the front of his tropical shirt to reveal a Colt .45 in his waistband. “You’re welcome to continue plowing this land if you shift your allegiance to my state.”

			The farmer began backing away slowly, then turned and ran.

			“Make that ninety-­one days and counting. And without a shot fired. I always wanted to be president.” Serge handed his camera to Coleman. “Take my picture next to the flag.”

			He grabbed the pole and stared off proudly.

			Click.

			Coleman handed the camera back. “What just happened?”

			“We formed our own country.”

			Coleman froze. “Wait, what? . . . I can’t believe it! This is so incredible! I don’t know what to say! It’s the best idea you’ve ever had! I’ll never forget this day as long as I live!”

			“Uh, thank you Coleman.” Serge rubbed his chin. “I always thought my history stuff kind of bored you.”

			“Shit, no! I’ve never been so excited!”

			“This is an astonishing development,” said Serge. “There still may be hope for you—­”

			“Hold on! Hold on!” Coleman turned to light a mondo joint against the wind. “Pot’s legal here, right? This is going to be so fantastic! I’ll be the drug czar, but like in the cool way. I’ll, you know, sit on a royal throne and point at ­people: ‘Yes, you may get stoned. Let it be written.’ This is so freaking great!”

			“Settle down, Beavis.”

			“When do we plant the crops? I know these dudes who can help. Man, they’ll all flip!”

			“Coleman, there are much more serious issues when you become sovereign.” He gestured back at the flapping blue flag. “You think we’re just playing fort here?”

			“Sorry. What do we need to do?”

			“First, get recognition from another power as a bulwark against annexation. Maybe I’ll back-­channel to establish diplomatic ties with the Conch Republic.” Serge smiled at the notion. “They’ll understand our struggle.”

			“Who’s the Conch Republic?”

			“In 1982, the federal government roadblocked the Florida Keys, searching for drugs and illegal immigrants. This pissed off the chamber of commerce because it choked tourism, so they seceded from the United States, and in short order declared war, surrendered and applied for foreign aid. The publicity stunt worked and the roadblocks were removed.”

			“That’s pretty weird.”

			Serge nodded and headed back to the car. “The second weirdest surrender in Key West history.”

			“What’s the first?”

			“In 2003, four armed Cuban soldiers docked their Coast Guard boat at the Hyatt and marched in uniform past the T-­shirt shops on Duval Street looking for a police officer so they could defect.”

			Serge reached the barbed-­wire fence by the road. “What’s that racket?”

			Coleman pointed toward the Comet. “Banging from inside your trunk.”

			Serge slapped himself on the forehead. “Damn, I completely forgot about him.”

			TWO HUNDRED MILES SOUTH

			An empty chair sat in the noon sun.

			It was the standard folding metal variety found in school auditoriums. Everyone’s seen them a million times.

			This one stood in the middle of the Florida Turnpike.

			Cars swerved around it at the last second because paying attention out the windshield was considered madness. But
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