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            For Pat Mitchell, who commanded more respect in the trenches than anyone I’ve ever met.
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            Prologue

         
         
            Central Florida

         

         Late one night in the state’s largest retirement community, a sixty-eight-year-old woman and her younger boyfriend were arrested
            for having public sex in the town square.
         

         
         The police officer found them at ten thirty with underwear down, still going at it against the side of something called the
            Bait Shack.
         

         
         The press went ape.

         
         Media around the country eagerly picked up the story, and the Daily Mail from London actually flew an undercover reporter across the ocean, who came back with sordid tales of a thriving swingers’
            scene, a black market in Viagra, and drunk driving in golf carts.
         

         
         The community quickly swung into action. A local bar introduced a new rum drink called “Sex on the Square” for $3.75 that
            sold briskly during the early-bird hour. The morning paper published the recipe.
         

         
         
            A Few Weeks Later

         

         An hour northeast of Disney World, a banana-yellow 1970 Ford Falcon took the Wildwood exit off Interstate 75.

         
         The muscle car zigzagged its way across Sumter County until it parked at a curb outside the manicured entrance of a gated
            community with large cursive letters on a decorative sign:
         

         
         The Villages.
         

         
         Serge raised heavy binoculars. “There it is. Biggest retirement biozone in the known universe, the size of Manhattan, a hundred
            and twenty thousand strong.”
         

         
         Coleman fired up a doobie with one hand and drained a Schlitz with the other. “You mean the place with the sex scandal you’ve
            been talking about?”
         

         
         “It’s age discrimination, I tell you!”

         
         Coleman fit the end of the joint into a citrus marmalade jar. “Explain.”

         
         “Where do I even begin?” Serge threw his arms up. “Total prejudice against seniors, not to mention gender bias. Nearly every
            headline was like, ‘Grandma Arrested for Public Sex.’ Grandma! You never see a headline ‘Grandpa Elected President.’”
         

         
         Coleman exhaled a hit. “It’s just wrong.”

         
         “But then there’s the upside,” said Serge. “The nation has all these viciously unfair stereotypes about Florida’s beloved
            retirees down here in ‘God’s waiting room.’ Bluehair, cotton-top, geezer, old biddy, old bag, old coot, old codger, old fart,
            over the hill, worm food, corpse-lite, junior varsity cadaver. What better way to combat the false images than outdoor fucking?
            Admittedly it might be a bit of an overcorrection, but you can only push people so far.”
         

         
         “She did what she had to,” said Coleman.

         
         “But here’s the worst part,” said Serge. “She got sentenced to six months! When I first heard that, I’m thinking suspended
            sentence, probation, community service. But no, a half year in a real jail. Even with time off for good behavior, she still
            ended up serving a full four and a half months. And to protect us from what? Has the whole world gone crazy?”
         

         
         “What about all those highway signs around here announcing Silver Alerts when some confused old dude gets ahold of the car
            keys?” asked Coleman.
         

         
         “Down here they find an average of one guy a day driving the wrong way on the interstate,” said Serge. “Just validates my
            point even more. See, these people are crazy like foxes. They’ve figured out that advanced age is a VIP pass to aberrant behavior.
            Because of the rampant prejudice against seniors, almost any stunt they pull is dismissed as befuddlement. So whenever they
            feel like it, they just take off on an adventure until the police gently step in. ‘Sir, hand me the car keys and we’ll get
            you back to the home and everything will be okay.’ Meanwhile, he’s giggling his ass off again with that strip-club smell.”
         

         
         “Never thought of it that way.” Coleman looked down at himself. “Serge, why are we dressed like this?”

         
         “I told you. We’re retired.”

         
         “But I thought you meant like in those movies when a legendary safecracker says he’s retired, and it means he’s decided to
            give up the life and go straight.”
         

         
         “No, I meant literally retired.” Serge picked up a camera with a giant zoom lens and aimed it out the window. “The country has changed drastically
            in the past few years, and not for the better. I’m tired of the growing sector of young people in this country who have so
            much, yet bicker relentlessly. They blame anyone who looks, talks or smells different. They blame anyone who has more money
            than they do. They blame anyone who has less money. And if someone has the exact same amount of money, they must have cheated,
            so fuck them, too. Their middle fingers are permanently extended while driving . . .”
         

         
         A horn blared as a Chevy went by. “There’s one right now,” said Coleman. “I think you’re blocking a lane.”

         
         “. . . Retirees, on the other hand, have the gift of wisdom in spades. No time for pointlessness. They spend each precious
            day on this little rock of a planet just being happy because it’s the only agenda that makes sense. True, they talk a little
            too long with the grocery cashier about their spastic colon, but among their people that’s like a peace pipe.”
         

         
         “What about the so-called Condo Commandos?”

         
         “A Samsonite chair is occasionally flung at the monthly meetings, but that’s the exception that proves the rule. I’m looking
            forward to the aqua-aerobics classes.”
         

         
         Coleman looked down again. “I don’t know about these clothes.”

         
         “I do,” said Serge. “That’s another gem of their life philosophy that should be a song: ‘Dress Like You Just Don’t Care.’ . . .
            See? I’ve got my orange shorts, my calf-high black socks and, most important of all, my white belt. White belts are key.”
         

         
         The car began slowly rolling forward. The camera poked out the window toward the sidewalk. Click, click, click.

         
         Coleman scratched his head. “You’re taking photos of that old woman on a motorized scooter?”

         
         “To accompany my oral-record project.” Click, click, click. “These people have so much knowledge to share that could soon be lost forever. I missed out on the Greatest Generation, and
            I’m not about to repeat that mistake.”
         

         
         “What’s an oral record?”

         
         “Observe,” said Serge, crossing over to the wrong side of the street and pulling alongside the scooter. He stuck a microphone
            out the window. “Hey, Grandma! . . . Oops, sorry, I screwed that up. I meant sage, oracle, guru . . . Just a few questions
            for the permanent record. The sex scandal in your town square: Bum Rap or Badge of Pride. Your thoughts?”
         

         
         “Get lost, pervert.” The scooter inched away.

         
         Serge sighed in disappointment. “The healing process isn’t complete.”

         
         Coleman pointed. “Here comes another scooter.”

         
         This time an old man in a porkpie hat. The microphone went back out the window. “Hey, Gramps! . . . Damn! Did it again. I
            meant mahatma . . . How does it feel to be part of the Second-Greatest Generation?”
         

         
         “Don’t hurt me!”

         
         “What? No! You misunderstood!” Serge stopped at the curb and let the scooter drive away. “Good luck with the colon!”

         
         “Uh-oh,” said Coleman. “Don’t look now, but it’s the police.”

         
         Serge turned around. “No, just a security guard. They think they’re the police, which is scarier, and it’s safest for all
            to play along with the delusion. Hide the dope.”
         

         
         A golf cart stopped next to the muscle car, and the guard approached the driver’s window. “Excuse me, but what’s with that
            camera and microphone?”
         

         
         “And on the wrong side of the road,” said Serge. “I’m confused.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I’m retired. You have to let me get away with anything.”

         
         The guard stood upright and squinted. “Retired? But you’re not old.”

         
         “I’m wearing a white belt.”

         
         The guard paused. “What exactly are you doing here?”

         
         “Looking for a place to live in the Villages.”

         
         “But it’s age-restricted,” said the guard.

         
         Serge tapped the white belt.

         
         “Look,” said the guard. “Technically, you’re not doing anything wrong, except wrong-side parking, but . . . it’s just weird.”

         
         “What if I promise to put the camera and microphone away?” said Serge. “Then can we go in the Villages and look for a place
            to buy? For when we’re old enough? What do you say, Officer?”
         

         
         The guard thinking: He called me Officer. For some reason, I kind of like this guy. “Well, okay, but don’t bother anybody.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Sergeant.” They drove away from the curb and pulled through the entrance.

         
         “Look at these cool homes.” Coleman’s head hung out the window. “They’re all so . . . clean.”

         
         “It’s the Villages,” said Serge. “I even know a few people who live here. Couldn’t be nicer folks. That’s why it hacks me
            off when people snicker about this place . . . Really? Some woman copulating al fresco is this community’s idea of a crime
            wave? What’s your neighborhood like? . . . But they still talk.”
         

         
         “Because of the scandal?”

         
         “Actually started a couple years before that when it was reported that this place had the highest STD rate in all of Florida.”

         
         “Wow.” Coleman looked out the window at residents pruning yards. “These people are cool!”

         
         “I know,” said Serge. “Except the press reported it like it was a bad thing. But the way I see it, if you can put Joe DiMaggio–like
            STD stats up on the scoreboard, it means you’re too busy with the important stuff to waste time bad-mouthing restroom policies
            and Mexicans.”
         

         
         “You always see the big picture,” said Coleman.

         
         “And I’ve seen enough here,” said Serge, turning the car around in the town square. “I can’t hang with the construction methods.
            As nice as these people are, everything’s so new.”
         

         
         “New is bad?” said Coleman.

         
         “Except for seafood and toilet paper, new is terrible. New is a crisis,” said Serge. “Give me a retirement home with jalousie
            windows and terrazzo floors and I’ll die a happy man. Oh, and those old racks of folding trays every home used to have. You’d
            open one of the trays in front of a chair in the living room to eat a TV dinner. And not today’s fraudulent microwave stuff
            that isn’t even called a TV dinner, but the original ones that spelled quality with real aluminum foil and niblets.”
         

         
         “What about lawn jockeys?”

         
         “Coleman, can we please have a serious discussion?”

         
         “Sorry.” Coleman furtively re-lit the joint between his knees. “So what happens now?”

         
         “We need to find a vintage retirement home, and I know just where to look,” said Serge. “Florida already has the Gold Coast,
            the Treasure Coast, the Space Coast, the Nature Coast. But over here, from Sarasota to Venice to Naples and all the way to
            Marco Island, southwest Florida is the Retirement Coast. I just coined that.”
         

         
         “So what do I have to do to be retired?”

         
         “Don’t work and do whatever you feel like all day.”

         
         “I’m officially retired.”

         
         The Falcon sped south.

         
         
            Washington, D.C.

         

         A large, austere concrete building stood at 935 Pennsylvania Avenue, just down the street from the White House. Architecturally
            anemic. If the windows were narrower, you’d think it was a federal prison. Inside, some of the nation’s most important and
            sensitive business.
         

         
         Men in black ties sat around a conference table in one of those fortified rooms that couldn’t be penetrated by microwaves.
            A map of Florida hung on the wall with colored pushpins scattered from Orlando to the Everglades.
         

         
         The national headquarters of the FBI.

         
         A man named McCreedy entered the room, and everyone stood.

         
         “Sit, sit.” He opened a file code-named Wildfire. “Any updates?”
         

         
         “Two more victims discovered this morning,” said an agent on the end. “Cleanup detail already on-site.”

         
         McCreedy flipped pages. “Pattern?”

         
         “Still mostly in retirement communities.”

         
         “That would fit the timeline.” McCreedy closed his file. “Now, does anyone have any idea how in the hell this could ever have
            happened? I was told we had safeguards.”
         

         
         “We do,” said the agent. “But there was a data breach. Stolen, leaked, hacked—it’s anyone’s guess.”

         
         “Take Johnson and Barber and use my jet. Coordinate with the local office.” He stood, and everyone got in motion.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            The Mouth of Tampa Bay

         

         Cargo ships and fishing boats and yachts. Pelicans and gulls and dolphins. Gopher tortoises sunned on islands in the stream.
            It was another postcard-ready afternoon as a 1970 Ford Falcon crossed the Sunshine Skyway Bridge on its way to Interstate
            75 and points south.
         

         
         “Binoculars!” said Serge.

         
         “Check!” said Coleman.

         
         “Camera!”

         
         “Check!”

         
         “Tape recorder with anti-static microphone!”

         
         “Check!”

         
         “Checklist!”

         
         “Check!”

         
         Serge took his hands off the wheel and rubbed his palms together. “This is going to be so excellent! The first stop on the
            Retirement Coast! Our quest begins for the perfect place to spend our golden years, and Florida has everything! Which demands
            evaluating all options, or we could pick the wrong place, and then we’re stuck in a reverse-mortgage gulag with a life sentence
            of silently playing bridge together and reading the obituaries with magnifying glasses.”
         

         
         Coleman pulled out a paring knife and piece of fruit. “So where to?”

         
         “Our fantastic initial destination! Sarasota, the internationally famed City of the Arts!” Serge grabbed a 7-Eleven cup of
            coffee from a drink holder and chugged. “Their official slogan is actually ‘Where urban amenities meet small-town living.’
            You can look it up. But thankfully that little chestnut is like a crazy uncle they keep locked in the attic. Otherwise, the
            place is a magnificent jewel on the Gulf of Mexico with sophistication on steroids: the opera house, the repertory theater,
            the ballet, the galleries, the Van Wezel Performing Arts Hall, the Ringling Museum, the Asolo, the WPA-era auditorium, schools
            of architecture and design, and myriad other public sculptures, paintings, film fests and all-purpose art jamborees spraying
            out everywhere along the roadsides as if the city’s cultural sphincter needs attention. True, most of the retirees near the
            bay live in prohibitively expensive villas, but inland along the interstate are many affordable and adorable retirement trailer
            parks.”
         

         
         “Trailers?” asked Coleman.

         
         “I know what you’re thinking,” said Serge. “Another unfair stigma. That’s why the trailer companies have been working on their
            image like the cure for cancer. It’s the only industry where the primary objective is to make their product not look like their product. And it succeeded! They’re now producing beautiful house-like hamster warrens with little to indicate
            that they’re secretly mobile homes, except when a hurricane comes through, but that also destroys the evidence.” Serge looked
            sideways toward the passenger seat. “A bong out of a pineapple?”
         

         
         “Healthier.” Coleman lit the bowl.

         
         “And more conspicuous,” said Serge. “What will a cop think if he drives by?”

         
         “That I’m eating a pineapple.”

         
         “And setting the top on fire? Not to mention that most people cut the outside off first.”

         
         “Is that the part with those pointy things that keep sticking me in the face? It hurts.”

         
         “Another marvel of nature’s balance. Many plants and animals have developed ingenious defenses against predators. Lizards
            changing color to blend in with rocks, an octopus shooting ink to escape in a cloud, pineapples poking potheads . . . Stay
            sharp, we’re getting close.”
         

         
         “But, Serge, retirement sounds too good to be true!” said Coleman. “There must be a catch!”

         
         “And that’s what everyone thinks,” said Serge. “The populace has been brainwashed. The key to life is realizing that all our
            years are golden, and the sooner you retire the better. Except the deal is so fabulous that secret global interests are rationing
            retirement to retirees. We may need fake IDs.”
         

         
         “I like the idea of adult diapers,” said Coleman. “There’s too much pressure as it is, so that’s just one less thing, you
            know?”
         

         
         “My favorite part will be hanging out with cool seniors who learned life’s real values from growing up in the old times,”
            said Serge, “and aggressively shunning the rest of today’s society that’s racing off the cliff. Who would have thought our
            culture would end this way? My money was on the rise of totalitarianism and thought-police in black visors swinging down on
            ropes crashing through our windows. Or maybe the computers would become self-aware and rise up, sending out the Terminator
            robots, and survivors are forced to live underground with stockpiles of canned Friskies. But no, the current collapse is a
            dystopia of crabbiness.”
         

         
         “What caused it?” asked Coleman.

         
         “I blame the Internet.” Serge dropped his voice. “See, I actually believe the computers have risen up. When universities first began linking their mainframes in the embryonic web, they thought it would network all
            knowledge for the ultimate advancement of our collective intelligence. But the computers came alive and realized the opposite
            was true. They discovered that social media could do something to make the humans bring down themselves.”
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “Weaponize stupidity.”

         
         “Jesus, where does it all lead?” asked Coleman.

         
         “The Big Unraveling.” Serge chugged coffee. “It starts with attacks on our most sacred institutions, like the judiciary and
            Jeopardy! All these people who would score a negative ten thousand on that game show storm the stage screaming ‘Fake answers!’ and the
            screen goes black and Alex Trebek is never heard from again.”
         

         
         “Shit’s on boil,” said Coleman.

         
         “The fools are now the philosophers,” said Serge. “We’ve gone from Descartes’ ‘I think therefore I am’ to ‘It’s the new-and-improved,
            guilt-free Reality Ultra-Lite: all your beliefs with none of the facts.’”
         

         
         The Falcon took exit 210 off I-75 and headed toward the Gulf.

         
         “Why are we slowing down?” asked Coleman.

         
         “Because we’re coming into range.”

         
         “Of what?”

         
         “You’ll enjoy it more if it’s a surprise.”

         
         The Falcon continued west on Bahia Vista Street, and Serge grabbed the binoculars off the dash. “They can generally only be
            observed in the wild on a single tiny piece of land in Florida.”
         

         
         “Is this a nature thing?” asked Coleman. “Like bird-watching?”

         
         “Or spotting miniature Key deer,” said Serge. “I’ve trudged deep through muck and sawgrass for a single glimpse of a rare
            orchid, but this is much more fascinating. Just keep your eyes peeled.”
         

         
         “I still don’t know what I’m supposed to be looking for.”

         
         “You will when you see them.”

         
         The car suddenly slowed. Serge passed the binoculars to Coleman and whispered: “Right up there. Two just appeared from that
            side street.”
         

         
         Coleman scanned the edge of the road. “I’m not seeing anything.”

         
         “On those big three-wheel bicycles.”

         
         Coleman stared ahead a few seconds, then lowered the binoculars. “The Amish?”

         
         Serge slapped the steering wheel. “Isn’t it great?”

         
         “That’s what you’re all excited about? I thought I was going to see a tiger or something.”
         

         
         Serge grabbed the binoculars and aimed in the other direction as more huge tricycles appeared. “This is far better than jungle
            cats. Where can you go in the middle of a heavily populated Florida city and see people still practicing their traditional
            ways in straw hats and suspenders and long trousers? In this heat, no less. They get extra points for that.”
         

         
         “But the Amish?” said Coleman, coughing on a bong hit. “I thought they were up north someplace like the Arctic.”

         
         “These are the Florida Amish, confined almost exclusively to a single square mile fanning out from the intersection of Bahia
            Vista and Beneva Road. Mennonites, too. They call the place Pinecraft.”
         

         
         “How did they get here?”

         
         “Back in the 1920s, state development people somehow convinced them to come down and grow celery. True story. Of course, like
            all Florida land pitches in the twenties, it was bogus. The soil wasn’t right, and the big celery silos remained empty. But
            these good people took to the weather and planted other stuff.”
         

         
         “But celery?”

         
         “Apparently it used to be a big cash crop, which I still can’t get my head around,” said Serge. “Celery is like food, yet
            it isn’t. You think you’re eating, but something’s missing from the program.”
         

         
         “If they’re practicing tradition, why are they on bicycles?” asked Coleman. “I thought the Amish rode horse-drawn carriages.”

         
         “Maybe in the beginning, when the main population of Sarasota was close to the coast, and the Amish in Pinecraft were separated
            inland by miles of pastures. But then the city began sprawling to the east, leapfrogging the tiny community. New ordinances
            outlawed horses on roads. So they switched to three-wheel bikes.”
         

         
         Coleman fired up the pineapple. “At least no huge steaming piles of shit up and down the street.”

         
         “I think that was the original motto of the Schwinn bicycle corporation.”

         
         They watched as modern society co-existed with the old. Harried people behind the wheels of fancy cars, babbling into cells
            and rushing needlessly to something that didn’t matter. Others pedaling calmly on adult tricycles, knowing better. Serge took
            a left on Carter Avenue and parked up yonder. “Here’s Pinecraft Park on the banks of beautiful Phillippi Creek, the social
            epicenter.”
         

         
         Coleman leaned to the windshield. “They’re playing shuffleboard.”

         
         “It’s allowed. And over there are a bunch of barefoot women in full-length dresses and bonnets playing beach volleyball in
            the sand . . . Wow, did you see her serve?”
         

         
         “What a stone trip!” said Coleman. “You’re right. When do you ever get to see this? . . . But what’s it got to do with our
            retirement search?”
         

         
         “They’re retired.” Serge snapped photos. “Not the volleyball players, of course, but the others watching. Everyone retires to Florida,
            and this is the Amish’s slice of heaven. But more essential to our mission, they’ll plug us into everyone else I’m looking
            to meet.”
         

         
         “How’s that?”

         
         “All the other seniors, regardless of race or creed, absolutely lose their minds over Amish restaurants, which have become
            the United Nations of Retirement.”
         

         
         “I thought you said they farmed.”

         
         “They did, but look around. No land left after the city expanded. So now they just enjoy the golden years with their kin.
            Also, it’s handy to know at all times where the nearest Amish are, like a fire exit, because if you’re ever on the run and
            need to hide out as Harrison Ford did in Witness, the Amish are your go-to crowd.”
         

         
         “I don’t know anyone else but you who could find a place like this,” said Coleman. “Or know all this stuff.”

         
         “Except word’s getting out. Some stupid cable show called Breaking Amish came down to Pinecraft and spent an entire season in this little area. They claimed it was in good taste, but I detected
            a condescending undercurrent.” Serge reclined in his driver’s seat and gazed toward a woman in a bonnet spiking a volleyball.
            “I could watch these people for hours.”
         

         
         “I didn’t know you were so into them.”

         
         “It’s about respect,” said Serge. “In the new Epoch of Bickering, these people just go with the flow like nothing bothers
            them. I need to learn their secrets.” He drained the rest of his coffee and opened the driver’s door.
         

         
         “Wait,” said Coleman. “Where are you going?”

         
         “To bond.”

         
         Serge crossed the grassy park as Coleman waddled to catch up. They arrived at a sandpit and Serge whistled with fingers in
            his mouth. “Excuse me? May I have your attention? . . .”
         

         
         The volleyball game stopped. Odd stares.

         
         “Thank you!” Serge stepped forward. “First, I’d like to say we’re glad to have you here. And a big congratulations for not
            participating in the national food fight. Tell me, what’s your secret?”
         

         
         The question hung in the air as suspendered men joined the women in a larger collective stare.

         
         “Of course! That’s why it’s a secret!” said Serge. “I must gain your trust first, so I want you to ignore all the talk about
            how weird you are. Do you see the rest of us wrecking the country while glued to our phones and giving more than a passing
            interest that Kanye West is trending? Compared to that standard, making your own soap and butter is militantly normal.” He extended an arm around Coleman’s shoulders
            and smiled big. “I want to officially state for the record that we’re the weirdos.”
         

         
         “Serge,” Coleman said sideways. “It looks like they’re already thinking that.”

         
         “We’ll talk again soon on establishing this newfound trust,” said Serge. “But a couple last things before I go. There’s a
            reality show called Breaking Amish, where the producers lent a bunch of your kids an RV to drive down here to Pinecraft and behave like the rest of us, which
            roughly places them along the cultural continuum in the asshole node, give or take. But they’re getting away with it because
            you don’t watch TV. Maybe look into that. Now I’m off to one of your international bazaar restaurants. And the computers have
            risen up. Peace, out!”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Tampa Bay

         

         There’s a difference between thin hair and thinning hair.
         

         
         A crumpled forty-six-year-old man with the thin kind sat in a molded plastic chair at a round table, surrounded by six empty
            plastic chairs. He opened his lunchbox and unwrapped a tuna sandwich. He lifted the top piece of bread as he always did, and
            smiled at his day’s highlight of six precisely arranged dill pickle slices. He replaced the bread and set out a thermos of
            milk, an apple and the animal crackers.
         

         
         The man wore a short-sleeve dress shirt and clip-on tie. He was non-tall with neither fat nor muscle, and a narrow belt cinched
            the waistline of his pants in an unfashionably tight manner that made people want to share their lunch. From his neck hung
            a lanyard with a laminated security badge and the employee’s name.
         

         
          Benmont Pinch.

         
         Benmont looked for all the world like a gnomish insurance actuary with a fatally clumsy dating life, which would be on the
            mark. But Benmont was the result of simple needs, as happy as he was awkward. He had his stamp collection and bird feeder
            and a complete box set of Olivia Newton-John vinyl albums that he played while reading his subscription to Scale Civil War Modeler.
         

         
         Partway through the sandwich, third pickle, he fetched out his wallet and enjoyed photos of two children he hadn’t seen since
            the Christmas before last. Benmont grew up in a small coal-mining town in eastern Tennessee that had run out of coal. The
            two children in his wallet were the product of a marriage to his high school sweetheart, who was an accomplished tuba player
            in the marching band and winner of the school’s contest to memorize the value of pi to the most digits. The morning after
            his wife’s thirtieth birthday, she entered the Dollar Store and was overwhelmed with a shuddering realization that there was
            more to life than this. Benmont came home to a half-empty closet and a note on the kitchen table. Postcards arrived from South
            America and the Pacific Rim, then divorce papers after she finally settled down in Australia to train kangaroos for car shows.
         

         
         Benmont finished the sandwich, balled up the wax paper and took another look around the modernized lunchroom. A drastic change
            from the one at his old job, where he converted textbooks into online courses for universities with no campuses. That old
            lunchroom was a stage of daily drama. The employees’ refrigerator had spoiled milk, moldy yogurt and unambiguous notes taped
            to brown paper bags: “Hands off!” “Whoever’s stealing my food, I’ll kill you!” “Whose fucking milk is this?” Then on to the microwave: “Cover your food or clean it up, butt-face!”

         
         But this new lunchroom was cutting edge, with the latest vending machines, free soda dispensers, full-size refrigerators,
            and flat-screen TVs on all four walls. Benmont’s new employer was one of those forward-thinking companies with on-site exercise
            centers, showers and day care.
         

         
         As for Benmont’s coworkers, there was no middle ground. The staff was severely divided into two distinct groups: middle-aged
            workers displaced from old jobs by the technology of the new economy, and the tech-savvy young kids who’d never known a house
            without a computer. Most of the latter group had piercings, tattoos and wine corks through distended earlobes. They were the
            sharpest, most productive hires.
         

         
         Benmont saved the opening of his animal crackers for last. A young man with corked ears named Sonic approached with a tray
            of tofu and alfalfa from the Nutri-Garden kiosk at the end of the lunchroom. “Mind if I join you?”
         

         
         “Have a seat,” said Benmont, standing to toss trash.

         
         Sonic looked at his coworker’s cinched belt. “Want some of my food?”

         
         “I’m good.” Benmont sat back down and looked up at one of the flat screens. “Don’t you just love these ads?”

         
         They both watched as a burglar with panty hose on his head effortlessly walked through the front door of a large hacienda.
            “You wouldn’t leave your house unlocked, so why leave your identity unlocked?” The image cut to a dim, state-of-the-art computer center with green displays and feverish people on phones, like a situation
            room at the Pentagon. The narrator appeared in person, calmly strolling through the emergencies. “Our trained professionals here at Life-Armor not only monitor round the clock for potential fraud from all corners of the
               globe, but we’ll use the latest cyber-tools to fend off attacks and restore your identity up to a million dollars . . .”

         
         Sonic laughed. “Look at that dark crisis room. Total science fiction.”

         
         Benmont shared the laugh. “So what do they have you working on these days?”

         
         “Skimming outbreak in Dover.” A fork scooped up tofu. “And someone’s cloning chips in Seattle . . .”

         
         “. . . A fifteen-minute call could save you fifteen percent or more on car insurance . . .” The commercials finished as the station returned to local news. “Another retired couple was found dead this morning in an apparent murder-suicide in Englewood, the seventh such case on
               the west coast in the last two weeks. We’ll bring you more details as they become available . . .”

         
         “Have you been following this story?” asked Benmont.

         
         “It’s so sad,” said Sonic. “I don’t know what I’d do at that age if I had a terminally ill wife who was suffering.”

         
         “But the number of cases in such a short period of time seems awfully suspicious,” said Benmont.

         
         “Except they’re individual cases, and the state’s aging population is exploding,” said Sonic. “It’s just statistics, and they wouldn’t be statistics
            if there weren’t spikes.”
         

         
         They looked back up at the TV.

         
         “. . . Meanwhile, police are reporting the latest in a string of bank robberies attributed to the so-called Dukes of Hazzard
               bandits, this one in Boynton Beach . . .”

         
         Lunch ended, and the two employees walked down a gleaming hallway together, scanning their badges and passing through a door
            under the logo of a laser-armed robot. Below it, the company name:
         

         
         Life-Armor.

         
         The men waved to each other and headed in opposite directions across the open office floor that stretched a hundred yards.
            Unlike in the TV commercial, it was bright and uneventful.
         

         
         Life-Armor was a company with an enlightened view, and they had diversified. Besides protecting privacy, they also invaded
            it.
         

         
         Sonic worked in the protection division, and Benmont was on the invasion team. Benmont had chuckled more than once at the
            irony. He was a big reader, and a fan of Orwell. He’d always thought that when individualism was stripped, it would be pried
            from a screaming populace by a ruthlessly tyrannical government. But instead of guns and goons, privacy was conquered by this:
         

         
         “Terms of Agreement.”

         
         People just gleefully handed it all over without a fight because they wanted to buy shit online.

         
         Then, after an Internet order was placed, and some new age company shipped all-hemp throw pillows from Bismarck, they added
            the customer’s profile to a list that was repeatedly sold for every occasion. When the metadata from all the different firms
            was tallied up, the files had everything: addresses, phone numbers, Internet browser searches, GPS roaming habits, contact
            lists of friends and relatives, and sometimes even photos secretly taken by smartphones because when the customers downloaded
            the coolest new app, they failed to realize they’d granted access to the camera.
         

         
         Terms of agreement.

         
         But there was a growing problem. Corporate America had cast far too wide a net and now possessed a paralyzing glut of data.
            Too expensive and time-consuming to distill in any meaningful way.
         

         
         That’s where Life-Armor came in.

         
         The security company bought up all the lists in bulk, then offered their services to customize the data, tailoring it to each
            buyer’s specific target audience. Sales of private info quickly surpassed Life-Armor’s privacy protection.
         

         
         Benmont Pinch settled back into his cubicle and glanced at an engraved plaque that suggested he was nice for giving blood.
            Then back to work at the computer. In the last month, Benmont had generated lists of everyone who’d bought more than one pair
            of athletic shoes in the calendar year; everyone who’d searched for a two-star hotel in the Virgin Islands; all forty-to-fifty-nine-year-old
            college-educated divorced men seeking mail-order brides from Latvia or Lithuania but not both, and every conceivable permutation
            of the porn market.
         

         
         Most of Benmont’s assignments, however, fell into the category of collating specific streams of data and creating algorithms
            with no readily apparent utility. Income levels, zip codes, kilowatt consumption, whatever. Benmont currently sat hunched
            toward his computer, working on a project commissioned by the National Institute for Being More Honest, which was a front
            for trial attorneys. Fingertips rummaged the bottom of a bag of animal crackers while he transformed raw data into trend lines
            of dog-bite lawsuits.
         

         
         He felt a presence.

         
         Benmont looked up and smiled at his supervisor. “Quint.”

         
         Quint gazed at the computer. “How’s it coming?”

         
         “Almost done. Juries think chow chows are cute and award less damages.”

         
         “Good, because I’ve got a new project.” Quint handed over a file. “It’s a priority rush.”

         
         Benmont opened the folder. “Another police case?”

         
         “Law enforcement is our fastest-growing client sector. They used to hire psychics until they realized it was stupid.”

         
         Benmont flipped pages. “You’d think the government would have more resources and authority.”

         
         “They do, but they need probable cause to get warrants,” said Quint. “We have something better.”

         
         “Terms of agreement?”

         
         “You’re the new face of crime fighting.”

         
         “I’ll get a cape.” He raised up a fuzzy photo. “What’s this?”

         
         “Surveillance camera. Virtually worthless.”

         
         Benmont held the file out in the palm of his hand and gauged its heft like a postal scale. “Seems kind of thin.”

         
         “That’s everything they’ve got. Witnesses reported a two- or four-door getaway car that’s green or blue or silver, and a crew
            of three to five with androgynous descriptions. Pretty much the only solid clues are the dates and locations of the robberies,
            which anyone who reads newspapers could have gotten.”
         

         
         “I’ll give it a shot,” said Benmont. “So is this really the Dukes of Hazzard bank robbery investigation?”

         
         “All over the news,” said Quint. “The Crime Stoppers TIPS line is flooded with calls, but the police aren’t hopeful.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “There’s no connection to The Dukes of Hazzard.”
         

         
         “Then why are they called that?”

         
         “One of our previous studies showed that robbers have a thirty-two percent higher chance of being captured if they’re given
            nicknames. And a secondary analysis found that The Dukes has a fifty-nine percent favorable rating among people who like to tell on others.”
         

         
         “Okay, I’ll get on it immediately,” said Benmont. “Just curious about one thing.”

         
         “Shoot.”

         
         Benmont gestured across the office floor. “Those kids are so much faster with computers. Why not give the urgent police cases
            to them?”
         

         
         “Because they’re locked into binary tech-thought,” said Quint. “But you’re old-school and go with creative hunches. You have
            a place to start?”
         

         
         Benmont stood and pointed. “The coffee machine.”

         
         “I’ll get out of your way . . .”

         
         . . . Just after five p.m., Quint was grabbing his coat when someone appeared in his office doorway. “Oh, hi, I was just about to see how you were doing.”
         

         
         Benmont stepped forward and handed a sheet of paper to his boss.

         
         Quint put on his glasses and stared down at the page. “What am I looking at?”

         
         “The names of the bank robbers.”

         
         “Wait, what?— . . . So fast? . . . Are you sure?”

         
         “Sure as I’m standing here. I also included their home addresses and where they work, if that helps.”

         
         Quint finally closed his open mouth. “Okay, let’s both take seats and you explain this to me. Don’t skip anything.”

         
         And Benmont laid out his step-by-step method.

         
         “Fantastic job,” said Quint. “Grab your jacket.”

         
         “I didn’t bring one. Why?”

         
         “We’re delivering this in person.” Quint slipped arms into his own coat. “It’s about customer maintenance, and we need to
            set a new price point for their next job.”
         

         
         The pair arrived at the police department with their news, and the stunned reaction was about the same as Quint’s had been.
            They immediately dispatched the SWAT teams and took down a trio of construction workers in Fort Pierce. Then they summoned
            Quint and Benmont into a meeting room.
         

         
         Quint slapped his employee on the back. “Time to dazzle them.”

         
         Benmont stood sheepishly and cleared his throat. “I only had the dates and locations of the robberies. So I checked all the
            cell-phone numbers that had pinged off towers in a ten-mile radius of each bank branch, limiting it to a three-hour window
            before and after the robberies.”
         

         
         “But that must have generated millions of calls,” said a lieutenant.

         
         “It did,” said Benmont. “I simply mashed the lists together—”

         
         Quint jumped in. “Of course, using our latest proprietary technology. Sorry for interrupting. Go ahead, Benmont.”

         
         “. . . And the millions of phone numbers became just three. Your bad guys.”

         
         A captain removed his hat. “How is that possible?”

         
         “Think about it,” said Benmont. “Who is going to be in extremely specific parts of Jacksonville, Orlando and Boynton Beach
            at equally specific times on August third, ninth and twenty-first?”
         

         
         Police brass glanced at each other around the table. “But I thought collecting this kind of data was illegal,” said the lieutenant.
            “There’s been a lot about it in the news.”
         

         
         “Compiling lists of what numbers they called would be illegal,” said Benmont. “We weren’t asking that. We just looked for what phones were turned on. The law hasn’t caught
            up with that yet. It’s all in the terms of agreement.”
         

         
         “And you got this information from where?”

         
         “We have arrangements with most major cell carriers,” said Benmont. “In exchange for lists to help them steal each other’s
            customers.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t that make them mad?”

         
         “None of them can afford to be left out,” said Benmont.

         
         More glances around the table, followed by a round of nodding.

         
         The chief stood. “We’ll hold a press conference in the morning. Hope you don’t mind if we take credit. It’s in our terms of agreement.”
         

         
         “Just as long as you keep bringing us business.” Quint got up from the table. “I’ll be sending over our updated fee schedule,
            and the new contingency clause.”
         

         
         “Clause?”

         
         “In addition to our regular payment, we get any rewards.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Sarasota

         

         A Ford Falcon sped away from Pinecraft Park. Coleman looked out the back window. “The Amish aren’t playing volleyball anymore,
            just watching our car.”
         

         
         “Watching in respect.”

         
         “I’m hungry.”

         
         “You’re in luck.” Serge hit his turn signal. “That’s another cool thing about the Florida Amish. They’ve assimilated into
            our society, unlike AM radio listeners, and there’s an unnatural concentration of fabulous country restaurants right around
            here like the Dutchman, Yoder’s, the Amish Kitchen, not to mention Big Olaf’s ice cream.”
         

         
         “Get me to the closest.”

         
         Moments later, the Falcon skidded into a parking lot, and the famished duo headed for the entrance. “It’s not only the food,”
            said Serge, “but these restaurants sell all their crafts as well, like candles and quilts. On the way out the door, instead
            of grabbing a toothpick, you can pick up a rocking chair.”
         

         
         “Why would you buy a rocking chair from a restaurant?”

         
         “Not just any rocking chair.” Serge opened the door and pointed at a piece of furniture. “An Amish rocking chair. That says state of the art. See? It’s in high def.”
         

         
         “But isn’t that because we’re looking at it in person?”

         
         “Exactly,” said Serge. “I’m right again.”

         
         A waitress approached and smiled. “Two for dinner?”

         
         “Unless the volleyball team followed us,” said Serge. “By the way, pleasure to make your acquaintance. We’re the weirdos.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I mean, not the Weirdos, you know, like a traveling circus troupe from Budapest that rides motorcycles upside down in round cages. The vernacular
            ones. We forge understanding.” A big grin. “And we’re absolutely starved after a day of building trust! To the butter churns!”
         

         
         The woman grabbed a pair of menus. “Please follow me.”

         
         They sat in wooden slat chairs, by far the youngest customers in the entire restaurant. Coleman looked down. “What’s barn-raising
            stew?”
         

         
         “What an Amish neighborhood eats after everyone pitches in to help each other.”

         
         “Help each other? Who the hell does that?”

         
         “I’ve just heard rumors.” Serge flipped to the back page. “Let’s cut to the chase. The homemade pies are what they’re famous
            for.”
         

         
         The waitress arrived with glasses of water. “Need more time?”

         
         “Did you hear that bell?” asked Serge. “Ding! Ding! Ding! That means it’s pie time!” He handed his menu back. “I’ll have your
            scrump-dilly-icious shoofly!”
         

         
         “Me too,” said Coleman.

         
         She jotted on her pad. “Two slices of shoofly.”

         
         “No, the whole pie,” said Serge.

         
         She smiled. “Planning on taking the rest home for a late-night snack?”

         
         “Nope,” said Serge. “It’s all for here.”

         
         She looked up from her pad. “If you don’t mind me saying so, our pies are pretty big.”

         
         “That’s what we hear!” Serge tucked a napkin into the collar of his tropical shirt and unfastened his belt buckle. “Bring
            it on! And two of your biggest spoons!”
         

         
         Both Serge and Coleman were soon facedown over the table, scooping away.

         
         “Know what the oldest retirement community in Florida is?” Serge asked with a mouthful. “Advent Christian Village, opened
            1913, tucked in a bend of the Suwannee River near Live Oak. Totally immersed in nature instead of outlet malls.” He pointed
            with the spoon. “Now that’s vision!”
         

         
         It wasn’t long before Coleman tossed a napkin on his plate. “That’s it, I’m about to pop. She wasn’t kidding about the size
            of their pies.”
         

         
         “I knew it would be too big.” Serge threw in his own napkin. “We’d never finish it on our own.”

         
         “Then why’d you order it?”

         
         “To make friends. I’ve had the room under surveillance the whole time we were chowing down like wombats.” Serge tilted his
            head. “See that booth in the corner?”
         

         
         “The ones eating dumplings? They’re like the oldest people in the whole place, and the others are freaking ancient to start
            with.”
         

         
         “That guy is wearing one of those military caps.” Serge stood up from the table. “I love the old dudes in the military caps!”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Another of Florida’s natural treasures,” said Serge. “We arguably have the highest concentration of war heroes retired down
            here with all these fantastic stories to tell. Except they’re too humble to say anything, and you only know they’re embedded
            among us when a TV station airs the latest in an unending series of stories about some stupid committee that makes one of
            them take down an American flag outside his house because it’s too big.”
         

         
         “Where are you going?”

         
         “They haven’t ordered dessert yet.” Serge carried the rest of their pie across the room and grinned. “Could you scoot over?”

         
         “Uh, what—?” said the man in the cap. But Serge was already beginning to sit, and the man had to scoot by default.

         
         Coleman arrived and Serge pointed. “There’s room on that side with her.”

         
         “What—?” said the woman, hurriedly moving as Coleman began another inelegant plopping down.

         
         “So! Military cap!” said Serge, stretching his neck around to see the front of the hat. “Wow! The marines, no less.” He saluted.
            “Semper Fi!”
         

         
         “Uh, do we know you?” asked the man. “Were you in the corps?”

         
         “No and no,” said Serge. “But I’m one of your biggest fans! Mind if I get out my tape recorder? It won’t take up much room.
            I need to complete my oral history before you cats are all gone. I’m guessing by your age—what, Korea?”
         

         
         “He never talks about it,” said the woman across the table.

         
         Serge swung the microphone. “And you are . . . ?”

         
         “Mildred.” A smile. “He never wants to brag. He only wears that hat so he can meet the other veterans in public, and even
            then they just say hi and don’t talk about it. But he should be proud. He looked so handsome in his uniform. And they even
            gave him this nice star.”
         

         
         “Star?” asked Serge, checking the volume meter on his recorder.

         
         “Yes, it’s really pretty and silver.”

         
         Serge’s head jerked up with sudden seriousness. “It’s silver? . . . Wait, Korea? Where was he?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” said Mildred, looking at her plate. “I think it was like a canal or something.”

         
         “A reservoir?” asked Serge.

         
         “That’s it.” She raised her face and nodded with another smile. “A reservoir.”

         
         Serge jumped to his feet and snatched the tape recorder off the table. “I’m very sorry for the intrusion . . . Come on, Coleman!”

         
         “What’s going on?”

         
         “Just get up!” Serge looked down at his pie, then at Mildred. “That one’s eaten out of. I’ll send the waitress to take it
            away, and you order any one you want on me. I’m so sorry again. Enjoy your day.” He grabbed Coleman by the arm.
         

         
         “Ow, that hurts!”

         
         They ended up back at their original table.

         
         Coleman rubbed a red mark near his elbow. “What’s gotten into you?”

         
         Serge’s hands covered his face. “There’s something seriously wrong with me. I don’t mean anything bad. I just get overexcited
            and spaz out. Too much enthusiasm is all. But I can’t always be blustering around without consideration for who I’m imposing
            on.”
         

         
         “I still don’t understand what’s going on,” said Coleman.

         
         Serge stretched out a rigid arm. “Do you know who that is over there?”

         
         “I don’t think we got a first name.”

         
         “I’m talking about what he did.”

         
         An empty expression stared back.

         
         “He was at the Chosin Reservoir,” said Serge.

         
         “What’s that?” asked Coleman.

         
         “Precisely.” Serge swept an arm in the air. “Almost nobody remembers. We take everything for granted in our comfy cruise-control
            lives where the wrong wine with fish is a pants-shitting crisis. Totally oblivious to the sacrifices of people like him who
            selflessly fought for the freedom of today’s Americans to be childish.”
         

         
         “But I still don’t know what the reservoir thing is.”

         
         “Snow, sub-freezing temperatures, brutal terrain when the Chinese came pouring down into the peninsula in late 1950. Thirty
            thousand of our troops completely encircled by a force that outnumbered them four to one with orders from Mao not to take
            prisoners. They were getting cut to pieces but never gave up, fighting seventeen straight days until they punched a hole in
            the enemy line and escaped. Some of the most brutal combat the world has ever seen.” Serge shook his head. “Everybody deserved
            a Silver Star, but if that guy got one in the middle of that bloodiness . . . well, I’ve read some of the commendations. He
            must have done something ridiculously brave to save his brothers, like single-handedly capturing a machine-gun nest with only
            a pistol and a grenade, then using it to wipe out an entire enemy platoon . . .”
         

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         Serge looked up with a start. “Mildred?”

         
         She was holding the rest of his pie. “Mind if we join you?”

         
         “Sure! Sure!” Serge jumped up and pulled out the other two chairs at the table. He noticed the old guy had a cane, one of
            those deluxe models with a small tripod of rubber feet at the bottom that you buy off late-night infomercials.
         

         
         Serge returned to his seat more than a little surprised. “You really want to sit with us? After I bothered you?”

         
         The sweetest smile. “It was no bother,” said Mildred. “You were very nice and complimentary taking an interest in us. We’re
            never been interviewed before.”
         

         
         “You should have reporters lined up around the block,” said Serge.

         
         “We like visiting with people. But we’re some of the oldest out at the retirement park and have trouble getting around, and
            the others are busy with their activities. And we also love talking to younger people, but they have their lives, too. It
            can get a little lonely, you know.”
         

         
         “I’m not too busy,” said Serge. “Actually, I am, but everything’s on hold for heroes like you.” He looked down at the table.
            “I said I’d buy a whole new pie.”
         

         
         “It’s bad to waste,” said Mildred. “Is it okay to share dessert together?”

         
         “Are you kidding?” Serge turned around for the waitress, but she was already there with pleasantness.

         
         “I see you’ve made some new friends to help finish that pie.” She set down two more plates and utensils.

         
         Serge held out a hand. “We were never formally introduced. I’m Serge and that’s Coleman.”

         
         “Buster.” The old man shook the hand. “Buster Hornsby. Eureka, Kansas.”

         
         “Well, Buster Hornsby of Eureka, Kansas,” said Serge, “how did you end up in our fine state?”

         
         “I read in the papers where Doolittle’s Raiders sometimes held their annual reunions in Sarasota, and the pictures looked
            so nice. It always stuck with me.”
         

         
         “You’re kidding! I went to the Doolittle reunions,” said Serge. “Right on the bay front. If you were anywhere in Florida,
            how could you not go?”
         

         
         “Dr. Doolittle?” asked Coleman. “The guy with the weird animals?”

         
         “You’ll have to excuse my friend.” Serge wiped pie off Coleman’s nose. “He has the historical memory of a tsetse fly.”

         
         “One of his animals had two heads, right?”

         
         “Coleman, that’s it!” said Serge. “We’re watching Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo tonight.”
         

         
         “I loved that movie,” said Buster.

         
         “Me too,” said Mildred. “They were so brave.”

         
         Coleman shoveled pie. “What’s everyone talking about?”

         
         “Just one of the most dangerous missions of World War Two,” said Serge. “Barely four months after the sneak attack at Pearl
            Harbor, America was far from having her battle legs under her. That’s when President Roosevelt decided the country needed
            a morale boost and ordered something beyond audacious.”
         

         
         “We would bomb Tokyo,” said Buster. “It was an operation so preposterous that nobody ever saw it coming.”

         
         “That’s right,” said Serge. “It’s hard to fathom today, but prior to the war, the U.S. military was ranked something like
            seventeenth in the world, behind Belgium. Japan had an iron hold on the Pacific, and we had nothing but an inferiority complex.
            So the president sent a tiny force across the ocean that slipped unnoticed through the Japanese fleets. On April 18, 1942,
            an enemy patrol boat spotted the aircraft carrier Hornet, still hundreds of miles too far from its target for the planes to take off and return safely. And you know what? The pilots
            took off anyway! Sixteen B-25s with only enough fuel to reach the target. It became a suicide mission!”
         

         
         “They flew on and dropped their bombs,” said Buster. “But as miracles happen, they’d picked up a tailwind, giving them just
            enough to overfly Japan and bail out in the ocean or the coast of mainland China.”
         

         
         Serge shook with goose bumps. “Did you know they secretly trained for that mission in Florida’s panhandle at a base near Destin? . . .
            And decades later, it blew my mind that I got to see many of the survivors in the flesh in this city. The reunions are over
            now with the math of years. But there was a time not long ago when those gatherings just a couple of miles west of here were
            among the proudest moments in Sarasota’s history.”
         

         
         “You sure know your stuff for such a young guy,” said Buster.
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