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			Chapter One

			In Atlanta, a few minutes before the midday news update at CNN, two anchors sat in their chairs getting last-minute touch-ups by the makeup department. They had both been rushed upstairs to deliver what would become “the biggest story of this century.”

			The female anchor, a pretty Asian-American woman, named Meghan Carter, had just turned forty-two but looked ten years younger. She sat frozen, staring ahead, while one of CNN’s premier hair-and-makeup artists finished the sharp line on her mascara. Sitting next to her, getting similar eye treatment over his darker base, sat Jim Malloy, fifty-three, African American, also a decade younger in appearance.

			Without moving, more because she was petrified about delivering this story than making sure her makeup did not get smeared, Meghan asked Jim, “Are you ready for this?”

			He said clearly, “No.”

			Seven hundred miles to the north, in the otherwise calm neighborhood of South Akron, Ohio, just below Akron proper, a line of ATF cars, vans, and trucks lined a tranquil street as a CNN field vehicle whipped up and parked, already raising its antenna. A reporter and her cameraman leapt out and hurried for the cops, doing camera and voice checks as they went.

			In the studio, a voice came over the loudspeakers from the booth. “All right, people. We’re on in ten…nine....”

			The makeup folks did final cursory checks of their anchors’ faces then cleared the set. Cameras locked in place. Not a word was said in the studio, though in the booth, controlled chaos ruled “the roost,” as the news team called it.

			“How’s my remote?”

			“Sinclair and Hastings are both in place and ready.”

			“Signal is up.”

			“And…cue the stage.”

			A producer off camera said, “We’re on in five…four….”

			Meghan Carter and Jim Malloy tensed up more than they had been seconds earlier. Each took a steadying breath as the count got to “two,” and the floor director pointed at them.

			Meghan counted to one in her head and said, “Good noon, America. Well, it has happened. Outgoing President Nestor E. Navarro signed legislation sent to him by the 115th Congress before their final recess.”

			Jim took over: “The eleventh-hour bill passed both houses before ten o’clock this morning and was on the president’s desk by ten-fifty. He signed at precisely eleven-fifteen, just forty-five minutes ago—”

			Meghan could not wait her turn. She said, “Outlawing—” as Jim said, “Outlawing all—”

			Both paused to look at each other, tense and apologetic, and said, together again, as one, “I’m sorry.”

			Jim said, “Go ahead, Meghan. Please.”

			Meghan said, “Yes, Jim. Thanks. It is exciting and dangerous news.”

			They shared another nervous glance, flashing uncertain smiles as….

			***

			Somewhere in central Ohio, a family of five sat clustered on their sofa. The paternal head of the family urged Meghan to, “Say it.”

			Angelo Miller was solidly middle-American—white, fifty-nine, and chronically unemployed. Six years without a real job. A third-generation factory man, he loved his Hamm’s beer and red meat and went by Big Angie because he was large and hated being called Angelo. Lots of other guys kidded him, calling him Angela, which had led to more than one altercation.

			After the auto parts plant closed, laying him off with 672 other skilled UAW workers when it moved to Mexico, Big Angie become bitter. After three weeks as a “sweeper” at Burger King—he had no idea how to work a register or take orders from drive-up—he quit in disgrace. A series of other small and meaningless jobs served only to humiliate the once-proud union man and throw him into a deep funk that only got worse with time, his sense of self and self-worth unravelling faster than his old cotton robe.

			When his unemployment insurance ran out, Angie was forced to admit he was free-falling. His kids were grown—Eric, thirty-two, married to Allison, thirty-two, with two kids; and daughter Erica, thirty, married to a terminal loser everyone called Ferdie, twenty-eight, a bastardization of his name Fred/Freddie, with three kids—so Angie afforded himself “forced early retirement,” as he preferred to call it.

			Two years before, Big Anj had given up trying to find work and settled into his La-Z-Boy for the duration. He found FoxNews and never left—all day, every day, every show. His world view changed, becoming “limited,” as his wife Twyla told her few friends patiently. Twyla had hoped Angie would “snap out of it” at some point and find work. Instead, he gave up.

			And got angry.

			His rage grew over the years to the point that even a commercial for a real estate company would set him off. “Goddamn fuckin’ real-a-tors! Who do they think can buy a fuckin’ house in this market? Goddamn spic president.”

			In truth, the market was the best it had been in a decade. But on Fox, not so much. They had been too busy hating on President Nestor Navarro to bother with any facts that might make him look not so awful.

			Twyla had been given her name because her mother hoped she would be a dancer, and, as a small child, Twyla did dance. She was not the star of her class, but she loved it. Little Twyla-Anne felt a freedom in dance class as nowhere else. By the time she made it to high school, her parents had divorced, her mother had died, her father had married a semi-illiterate whore from his favorite bar, and Twyla was left to fend for herself. No more dancing—except for that month in Exquisite Kittens. But one forced blowjob from the owner, and she quit. On to greater things near the end of the car parts line as a trainee in quality control.

			A few years later, Twyla met Angelo “Big Angie” Miller outside the factory. He worked in assembly. They hit it off. Twyla would later get promoted, but giving birth to Eric, then Erica less than two years later, put her back at home, mothering. All that was fine until the kids were grown and Twyla got itchy to do something again. Big Angie, being “traditional,” as he liked to say of his 1950s misogynistic tendencies, was against it. But Twyla’s “whining” finally got to him, and he relented. She was forty-eight at the time.

			Her first excursion back into the workforce was as a sweeper at the same Burger King, from which Angie would later take “early retirement” after three weeks of contentious employment—mainly endlessly grousing about the “punk” high school kids who did know how to work a register and take orders at the drive-thru. A decade before, Twyla had done better. She learned to work the headset, trained on the register and, in a corporate push to promote women, quickly became an assistant manager.

			When her pay did not increase to suit Angie’s demands, Twyla looked elsewhere and found a better job at a Cracker Barrel. The commute was longer—twenty-six miles each way—but she enjoyed the job and alone-time in the car. Her coworkers were “more like me,” she said—her age and background—and despite the fast, demanding work, they all got along.

			Twyla thrived away from home.

			Then Angie got laid off, could not find real work, and descended into the work-free hell of too much time to criticize the world while picking up a new hobby: gun ownership. Angie Miller had always liked guns, but now, thanks to FoxNews and endless NRA commercials, he needed them—for “personal protection.” He clarified, “From the blacks.” It claimed his “goddamned Second Amendment right, goddammit,” and he planned to exercise it—repeatedly.

			To Twyla’s memory, Angie had never been overtly racist. The factory had a diverse workforce, and Big Anj was known for his ability to get along with everyone—even if he couldn’t take a joke about his name. Otherwise, he was a “go along to get along” kind of guy. He would tell you that himself—sometimes twice in one day. But all of that changed when Big Anj found O’Reilly and O’Hannity and those two former New York judges who seemed less impartial judicial experts than kangaroo court jesters. He started blaming “the blacks” for everything that was wrong with America, like Archie Bunker reborn. “Them and the spics.” And the “damned Muslims,” of course. He only bitched about the “chinks” when the price of electronics went up on rare occasions.

			Ramen.

			Twyla held her tongue. Her favorite coworker was a black woman named Sheila, from twenty-six miles in the other direction. They were a great team, both assistant managers with overlapping shifts at lunch, their busiest time next to the interstate. The work proved hard and fast, but steady—and rewarding. Customer compliments ran high.

			Twyla was happy for the first time in close to two decades.

			Then Angie started complaining about her hours. Twyla did not get home until nine most nights—or a little later, depending on the dinner rush—by which time Angie lazed, well-sauced.

			“Where’s my beer?” was about the only greeting he ever gave his wife anymore. Twyla’s “one job,” as Angie saw it, was stopping for his twelve-pack of Miller Lite on her way home every night. She paid for it out of her tips so it would not show up on their credit card. Twyla was afraid the government might check on them at some point, and the IRS might see that Angie spent a lot of money on beer instead of looking for work. Unemployment might show up asking for their money back—ideas put in her head by Angie, who had come to distrust the government.

			Distrust that morphed into abhorrence.

			At first, Big Angie Miller hated all government; then, he got more selective. “Goddamn fuckin’ liberals ruining this goddamn country right and left. Every goddamn time you turn around, they’re givin’ more of our hard-earned tax money away to more no-good, worthless, lazy, shiftless…”

			Fill in the blank.

			Sitting in his La-Z-Boy drinking beer paid for by his wife’s tips, Angie was mad as hell, and he wasn’t going to take it anymore—whatever it was. And he had never even seen that movie. He didn’t like movies, just wrestling and Fox—and occasionally CNN to see what “the enemy” was up to.

			“Say it, goddamn it, you Chinese fucking cunt!” he shouted from his La-Z-Boy at the television, choosing CNN to harangue over breaking the bad news.

			Twyla said, “Angie. The kids.”

			Their grandchildren sat wide-eyed, staring at their fat, angry grandpa, then looking quizzically at their parents for answers.

			Eric said, “It’s all right, Mom. They’ve heard it before. They gotta grow up sometime. This crap with the government has to stop somewhere.”

			“Yeah, well, this is it, right here,” his father said.

			Erica took a more palliative approach. “Dad,” she said. “It’s just…kinda watch the cussing in front of the kids, okay? Please?”

			Since she was a daddy’s girl, Angie grunted something like approval as one of the grandkids—he didn’t care which one—said, “Can we watch something else?” and one of the parents—Angie didn’t listen to which one—said, “No dear. This is important. It’s history.”

			That much was true. The Millers had not paid attention to history in 2017 and nearly lost the house. This time, the entire extended family had been sitting in front of the television for two hours, waiting for history to happen.

			To Big Angie, two hours represented nothing. He had been waiting six years for this moment—in his head, his “whole damn life”—thereby rewriting his own history. But who was counting? If anyone in the Miller clan was, they were not saying.

			Wise caution or cautious wisdom—either worked with Dad.

			Twyla watched her husband and wrung a towel in her hands, deeply concerned over what was about to happen in the nation and her home. She still had her job at Cracker Barrel and did not want to lose it to “those damn crazies,” as even she called them.

			Whoever they were.

			At CNN, Meghan and Jim finished their awkward niceties and prepared to move on with the big news. Meghan said, “It’s a big story, Jim. The biggest this reporter has ever brought to the American people.”

			Jim said, “I understand.” His smile was genuine. He had broken big stories before. He was older. This was her moment.

			Angie could not wait. “Say it, goddammit!” he dared the TV lady, challenging her to spill on what he already knew she was going to say.

			The grandkids twisted on the floor, bored, and Twyla twisted her towel, mortified, as on the small flat-screen television, Meghan Carter said, “Guns, all guns…guns in America…all of America…”

			Angie rocked his La-Z-Boy up and shouted at the television, “Goddammit, SAY it, you fucking cunt! Say it, or I will personally come down there and make you say it, China Girl!”

			Twyla pled, “Anj, please. Calm down.”

			“Calm down? Why?!” Angie shouted at her. He knew what Meghan Carter was about to say. He could feel it coming—the loss of his personal religious freedom.

			Erica said, “You’ll bust a vein, Daddy,” and the kids laughed.

			Big Angie ignored them all and, for the last time, ordered Meghan to, “Saaaaay it.” He wanted closure—and purpose.

			Meghan said it. “…Illegal.”

			As the screen image went to the White House, Angie came out of his chair. “Goddamn spic, I knew it!”

			He left the room.

			At CNN, Jim Malloy said, “That’s right. As of seventeen minutes ago, all guns are now illegal in the United States of America.” He turned to his co-anchor. “I never thought I’d see this day, Meghan.”

			“Neither did I, Jim. It’s a big day.”

			Angie screamed from another room, “Turn that damn thing off! Let’s go! Move it!”

			Dutifully, everyone jumped up, grandkids and all, and scurried to where Angie had slid open a “secret” panel at the end of the hall. Behind the false wall stood a steel door with two safe-style tumblers. Angie was already spinning the numbers.

			He had it down. He had been practicing for a decade.

			With the heavy door open, everyone poured inside and down the steps into the fortified basement, followed by Angie, who shut and locked the door on their prepper vault, which had a thousand gallons of water in hermetically sealed drums, a composting toilet, tight bunks like on a submarine, shelves full of food, hundreds of rolls of toilet paper, thousands of rounds of ammo. And guns—hundreds of guns. 

			Twyla was only now aware. So, that was where all the money had gone!

			Eric had looked for the remote but couldn’t find it, so no one had turned off the TV in the living room, which now held on an exterior shot of the White House.

			Expectant.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Video of the People’s House was old—stock footage of an average, calm day provided by the administration. Everyone for ten blocks around, including reporters—especially reporters—had been cleared out hours earlier. In truth, Pennsylvania Avenue lay surreally empty and quiet, not a tourist to be seen. But the number of armed troops made the White House look more like a tin-pot dictator’s haunt—one expecting armed insurrection.

			Not far off the mark.

			Inside the Oval Office, chaos blended with panic. Everyone knew what was coming and what needed to be said to prepare the nation. The president’s cabinet had been brought in for the announcement, as well as committee chairs from Congress—at least those who agreed with the new law. Everyone else had gone home to their respective states or were in hiding. One Senator took his entire family to Europe for a “long-planned extended vacation.”

			The president, Nestor E. Navarro—who went by Ed, shortened from his middle name of Eduardo—was getting his own last makeup touches in preparation for the historic address. Aides ran around like headless chickens, carrying glowing tablets and phones, sheaves of papers, overstuffed folders, and several versions of the words written by the president’s speechwriters.

			Other aides worked the shredders.

			As black-ops looking Secret Service agents took posts every three feet around the roof of the White House, hundreds more combat-ready Marines took positions around the grounds, while five fully armored loud combat helicopters landed in the Rose Garden, surrounding Marine One, the president’s ride.

			Someone in the Oval Office freaked out. “Tell them to shut down! We’re on in two minutes!”

			Someone else ran outside and was immediately tackled by guards. The president watched, shaking his head, as the poor woman waved her hands excitedly and shouted complaints and orders, which were then transferred by a calmer Marine into his encrypted radio. The helicopters shut down.

			A little over a minute later, a White House producer asked the president if he was ready, and he said, “Yes.”

			“Clear!” someone shouted, and everyone left the frame. 

			President “Ed” Navarro cleared his throat, reviewed his notes, then looked up into his teleprompter as an A.D. counted down: “Three…two….”

			The president had thought about smiling as a signal of comfort but ultimately chose a look of somber reflection, consolidated power, acceptance of great change in the face of greater fixed resistance, and overall presidential confidence.

			Steady at the helm.

			“My fellow Americans,” he said, as had every televised president before him. But there, custom and tradition ended. “Today, Congress passed, and I signed, a bill outlawing the ownership or possession of any and all guns in America. We will begin the collection of those now unlawful weapons immediately under the close scrutiny of the ATF and the FBI, as well as local and state police, to search for and seize all firearms of all types from all Americans. National Guard troops are also on the ground in key cities in the event of any large-scale disturbances, which are not anticipated.”

			Now, he smiled, both as a calmative and acknowledgment of a lie.

			There was not a sound in the oval office—or anywhere else in America. Bars were packed.

			Life stood still.

			“I know this is controversial legislation with which many of you, my fellow Americans, do not agree. ‘I feel your pain,’ as another great Democrat once said. I feel…your pain.”

			A centrist Republican congressman rolled his eyes. Around the country, the silence ended. Moans and shouts were heard, and more than one TV set took the brunt of the country’s displeasure with a shattering beer bottle.

			President Ed went on. “This great country has always had a proud tradition of gun ownership, as mentioned in the Second Amendment to our glorious, old, and honored Constitution. However, the Second Amendment does not, could not have anticipated the types or volume of guns and the onerous uses to which these weapons would be put on a near daily basis some 260 years later. Last year alone, we had a new high of 62,453 deaths from guns in America. Injuries related to gun use added another 97,214 Americans to this awful SARS-6 pandemic.”

			President Navarro paused. Several advisers who knew the speech word for word drew a heavy breath. He then said, “Those numbers, those acts, are intolerable and can no longer be accepted. This is why I signed this legislation into law today.”

			The aide exhaled.

			Navarro said, “My fellow Americans, we are no longer free. We have become slaves to our own dangerous self-interests. I contend that we are better than that, and we must take care of our own.”

			The president looked down at his notes, a way of adding a moment to build tension as much as to gather his courage for the punchline.

			He looked up. “I foresee a coming age of peace and good fortune for our great nation, one in which every man, woman, and child may walk any street of any town, at any time of day or night, with no fear of assault from a deadly loaded weapon. That our children will once again feel safe in their schools, with no need for unsettling drills aimed at lessening the number of young deaths during a senseless, coldhearted attack. That our malls and churches will again be places for peaceful gathering and prayer, our parks and night clubs again free from the malignant threat of death for simply being in that place at that time.”

			Now came the clincher—the hardest part.

			“To this end, I ask each and every one of you, my fellow Americans, to willingly and peacefully surrender your weapons when asked so that we may all walk together into this new era of peace and prosperity at home in this country we love, but that has sadly slipped off the rails of sanity.”

			His aides shuffled nervously, restless to leave the room and head to a nuclear bunker. Across America, drunks and half-drunks and cold-sober citizens were deciding whether they would comply with the president’s request. The not-my-president types had already decided before they heard the speech that they would not give up without a fight. What that fight might look like was the question in their and everyone else’s minds.

			The president ended with, “Good afternoon and good luck.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			In bars and grills across the land, a stampede for the doors was fully underway. Americans wanted to get home to their guns—or go hide from those folks who had guns. Having no idea how bad it might be, Congress called a recess.

			Rumors abounded that some had applied for citizenship in Canada.

			In Fishhook, Alaska, just north of Anchorage, with a population of just over five-thousand—forty-nine hundred of them gun owners—every officer and reserve officer had been called in and issued full riot gear. Nerves held taut. Everyone knew everyone else and generally did not fear each other. But with the president’s announcement, fear was the predominant, if only, emotion in Fishhook.

			In Delray Beach, Florida, retirees in a Golden Corral on US-1 stuffed even more dinner rolls and muffins into their purses and pockets than usual, left their fifty-cent tips, and headed home to put up the hurricane shutters.

			A gun range outside Baton Rouge, Louisiana, had been packed all morning and was forced to hand out numbers for those waiting for a lane. By ten-thirty, they had to set fifteen-minute time limits of target practice to avoid a riot.

			It almost worked.

			And in a massage parlor along the I-75 corridor in Georgia, the scantily clad Asian masseuses had a run of last-minute needs to satisfy, while across the country in the Central Valley of California, below Sacramento, a Hispanic field worker told her friend that she was going back to El Salvador, “Donde sea mas seguro.”

			“Where it’s safer.”

			Only Connecticut saw no reaction, as that state had already outlawed gun ownership, and no one cared. Anyone who did had already left. So, Greenwich was as calm as any other weekday. Connecticuters were happy to have been early to the trough.

			In the Oval Office, the television crew wrapped their gear as quickly as they could to get the hell out of Dodge. In less than a half-hour, the White House would feel like a graveyard at midnight.

			Only less safe.

			During that last surge of chaos, President Ed Navarro stepped over to a tall and handsome black man named Roger Pinkins—President-Elect Roger Pinkins—fifty-two, relaxed, sardonic. 

			“Thanks for leaving me with that,” he said.

			Navarro said, “Your people pushed it through. I just signed it.”

			“Now I get to deal with it.”

			“I’m sorry. I really am.”

			As Pinkins looked around at the receding madness, Ed Navarro asked him how the transition was going. “Terrifically,” Pinkins said. “Your people have been gracious, efficient, and forthcoming. I had no idea it could go so well.”

			“Until this.”

			“Until this.”

			“CIA has filled you in on security issues to your liking?” Navarro asked.

			“Couldn’t be more thorough,” Pinkins said. “As to my liking….”

			He left it at that.

			Navarro grinned and asked, “Learn anything new?”

			“More than I wanted,” Pinkins joked back.

			“Every day,” Navarro said.

			“Well,” Pinkins allowed, “I guess I knew that going in. Still,” he admitted, “Daisy asks me every morning why I accepted when the DNC called and asked me to run.”

			Navarro chuckled. He knew the feeling and those questions well. That he had managed to stay married and only go a tad greyer was the major accomplishment of his life as he saw it.

			Pinkins said, “Feel free to check in anytime.” 

			To which Ed Navarro said, “I’ll be sportfishing in Panama. Good luck.” He shook hands—sincerely and warmly—and turned to leave, with, “I’ll see you at the inauguration tomorrow—if security will let me in.” He grinned again and left.

			Relieved.

			“Yeah,” Pinkins said darkly as the last of the TV crew and Navarro’s aides fled for cover. He caught a monitor with Wolf Blitzer saying, “Outrage in America: Guns are gone, but will gun owners go peacefully?”

			Pinkins wanted to believe they would, but he—and he suspected Wolf—knew that was nigh to impossible. Maybe he wouldn’t run for a second term.

			Maybe there would be no country to run.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The night before the inaugural ceremonies felt excruciatingly long in America. Countless shootings erupted across the land, mainly to inanimate objects—billboards supporting gun control, road-rage incidents having to do with unappreciated bumper stickers, and Democratic campaign offices, even though most of them had closed, post-election—but some four-hundred plus people were injured in multiple melees.

			Miraculously, no deaths occurred.

			In the following analysis, police would discover that nearly as many Democrats had guns as Republicans, something no one had ever suspected because no one had ever polled the folks who favored gun-control. The major difference was that Democrats generally had one or two guns “for protection,” while Republicans had hundreds of guns and as many reasons.

			Greater fury.

			The inauguration turned out to be the least-attended in modern history other than 2021, with more police and military than attendees, it seemed—though it seemed likely that many of the “citizens” were plain-clothes cops and federal agents. So, there was no accurate count.

			The new president was instructed not to get out of his limo and walk down Pennsylvania Avenue. He accepted the direction happily, and the opening ceremonies went without incident—for a few minutes.

			As newly-elected president Roger J. Pinkins approached the podium to be sworn in behind tripled layers of bullet-proof glass—the Secret Service had decided to err on the side of caution; way on the side of caution—boos were heard rippling through the crowd. For, though Pinkins himself had not signed the proclamation
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