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“What’d you think?” I asked the bouncer—a gargantuan brother named Pinky; I didn’t ask—on the way out, even as the jukebox began to play and the room began to return to normal, meaning loud.

“Hmph,” he hmphed, staring straight ahead, keeping an eye on the boys in the MAGA hats. “I think you’re lucky to be getting out of here alive.”

“That’s live comedy,” I said—a little dickishly, now that I remember it. “It’s no country for snowflakes. This brother brings it.”

Call it a manic response to the thrill of the kill—because that’s precisely what I’d done, killed it—though not so manic that I didn’t ask him for an escort to my car.

He lingered, seeming pensive, as I got in and started the engine—enough so that I rolled down my window and asked him, “You really didn’t like it, did you?”

He shrugged his massive shoulders. “My job is to spot trouble and eliminate it. Not to stir it up. But I do think ... you said you were from New York?”

“I live there, that’s right. Going home to visit family. Thought I’d line up some gigs along the way.”

The man laughed a little. “That’s right. You mentioned that in your routine. ‘Haven’t left my borough since those Mexicans flew them planes into the towers’—that was good.”

I looked at him expectantly, wanting to know what it was he thought.

“Oh. It’s just that ... Well, you should get out of New York more. See the country. Be good for your comedy.”

I wasn’t sure how to take that. “Yeah. Well. Keep an eye on those rednecks. At least until I’m down the road?”

He nodded as I put the car in gear. “There won’t be any more trouble. That I can guarantee.”

I gave him the Peace sign.

And then I was off—into the Kentucky night which sweated and lay silent across the fields. Into a damp fog which reminded me of New York—and was at the same time completely foreign.
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IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG to start comparing the bucolic beauty of the state by day, with its rolling horse farms and verdant, bluegrass pastures, with its indistinctiveness at night. It was like driving anywhere, even upstate New York (except for the complete lack of other vehicles and the plethora of Donald Trump campaign signs, which seemed to stand sentinel in every other field). To tell the truth, I was beginning to nod off when a headlight appeared in my rear-view mirror—just one, a motorcycle, maybe, or a car with a burned-out lamp—and began closing the distance between us. It’s funny because I remember thinking distinctly that it was moving too fast—a cop, maybe—which bore out quickly as the little sun grew—resolving itself, at length, into the working headlamp of a dirty 4x4 pickup. A pickup now tailgating me at sixty-five miles-per-hour.

You got anything else to say, Lib-tard? Maybe you’ve got something to say about my girlfriend. Don’t be shy. I’m sure we all want to hear it.

I thought that was your wingman.

Keep talking ...

There was a pronounced jolt as the bumper of the truck hit my car, hard enough that it skewed a little on the damp pavement, and my heart leapt into my throat. Jesus, was it possible? It had been two hours since that exchange, two hours and a junction, there was no way—

Again the bumpers collided, and again there was a jolt.

Tell her you’re sorry.

The truck veered into the oncoming lane suddenly, accelerating, and I was forced to do likewise—I didn’t want them beside me. Didn’t want to know if they had weapons or not. Didn’t want—

Who? Your service animal? Or its mother?

I floored it as the truck’s battered quarter panel appeared outside my open window, hoping the little Camry’s V6 would open up, hoping it had more power than it seemed. It did—and I launched forward, causing the front of the truck to slide back, and the scenery to blur past with dizzying speed. I recall slapping the steering wheel like a pimply kid in his first car. Eat my dust, suckers! I’ll see you in Hell!

But the old pickup only roared forward like a rocket, instantly drawing alongside. That was the moment, of course. The moment I realized just how much trouble I was in. For what I saw outside my window was not just some car full of idiots. Rather, it was like something from a horror movie—Duel, maybe, of fucking Birth of a Nation. What I saw outside my window was a truck full of hooded men—like KKK members, only wearing brown instead of white—like scarecrows having sprung to life from the fields. Or executioners. 
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THERE WERE SIX OF THEM in total, more than had been present in the bar (not that it mattered, they would have rounded up others, I was sure). The important thing is that it was them—the MAGA crew—of that I had little doubt. Three of them were crowded into the cab while three others rode in the payload—all of them wearing crudely-stitched burlap hoods—and each brandishing some form of weapon, whether that meant a pistol or a rifle or a rusty pitchfork. The truck, meanwhile, was right out of central casting—I’d seen others like it in the red states I’d already passed through. You’ve seen them too: those jacked-up tanks with the huge tires and pig-ear smoke stacks (their way of saying “fuck you” to the environmentalists), and the twin flags crackling in their payloads—usually an American and a “Don’t Tread on Me,” but sometimes a bona fide Confederate Southern cross, which is what this one had, along with one I couldn’t clearly see. All I can say for certain is that the men in the back put down their weapons as I watched and appeared to fiddle with something in the payload—I really couldn’t say because I had to look away in order to focus on the road.

Meanwhile it didn’t exactly surprise me to see that I—we—were going about 90 miles-per-hour—the fastest I’d ever traveled in a moving vehicle, and a speed at which the Camry had become dangerously unstable. I thought then of my decision when I was young to never own a firearm, and laughed a little at my own expense. Only then (and how I’d managed to not think of it until that instant remains a mystery) did it finally occur to me: my bloody phone was right there on the passenger seat!

The truck’s engine roared and its flags crackled as I snatched the thing up and dialed 911, putting it on speaker so that I might better focus on the road, not to mention re-grip the wheel firmly in both hands.

A moment later it came: “911, what’s the address of your emergency?"

I stammered and babbled before managing, “Old State Route 51—yes—Old State Route 51, between Danville and Tomlinson. I’m being pursued by a truck full of masked men, h-heavily armed. Let me repeat that; they are heavily arm—”

“What is the make and model of the truck?”

I glanced out the window. “I—I don’t know. A Ford, maybe. Yes, a Ford, I’m certain of it. It’s dark green and has flags flying from the back. One of them’s a Confederate. I—”

I noticed movement and focused on the man nearest me—by the window in the truck’s passenger seat—saw him training his pistol on, on ...

My tire. My fucking front tire!

I let off the gas immediately and slowed down before veering into the lane behind them, even as the operator asked calmly, “Are you able to see the license number? If so, read it to me—as carefully as you can. Are they Kentucky plates?”

I was distracted by the men in the payload, who appeared to be lifting something heavy, but quickly focused on the plate. “Yes. Kentucky 527 CXS, Franklin County.” I squinted in the fog. The lettering didn’t look right. “I—I think it’s been altered. I’m following as close as I dare, and it looks like—”

“You are behind them?”

“Yes. One of them was—”

“Sir, be advised that units are on the way and that you are not to pursue. Repeat, do not pursue. Pull over immediately and wait for officers to arrive. What is the make and model of your vehicle?”

“I—it’s a blue Toyota—a Camry. 2004, I think. I’m—I’m slowing down. But so are they. There’s men in the payload. It, it almost ...” 

I was about to say that it looked like they were lifting, well, a trough, to be frank, one of those big aluminum vats used to water horses, when the men heave-hoed the thing twice ... and sent its contents hurling toward my windshield. At which point the thick, viscous stuff hit the glass like a hammer—exploding everywhere—and turned the world black.

Black and blood red.
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I MUST HAVE WAITED there on the shoulder of the road for an hour, at least, during which time I fetched a road flare from the trunk—the closest thing I had to a weapon, sadly—as well as the 5-gallon plastic gas can (which was full, like the Camry’s tank, because the car’s fuel gauge didn’t work), although as to why I grabbed it I can’t really say. Maybe I just wanted it close so I could refuel quickly if it became necessary. Maybe I already had some divination of an outcome—whether I was consciously aware of it or not.

What I was certain of is that no cops had shown up, nor whirred past through the fog with their lights flashing chaotically, in the entire time I’d been waiting. Likewise, my phone had remained silent—as if my call for help had simply fallen through the cracks, or never happened at all. One thing, for sure, had happened: a trough full of blood—animal blood, presumably—had been hurled at my windshield, and it had made one hell
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