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			Chapter 1

			Presidential candidate Carlton Chomp loved foreigners. He loved their food, architecture, and women. He loved ripping them off in business deals. But he wanted them out of his country. He scoffed at those who called for a wall across the Mexican border. Walls were for losers, he said. America should be defended by men with guns. At his rallies, he loved to point out that our country had thousands of virile young men stationed in peaceful allied countries like Germany, South Korea, and Japan, where they passed their time waxing their Humvees, playing Xbox, and wasting their virility on foreign women. Why not, he asked, have them spend their pay at American bars, GameStops, and strip joints? Chomp wanted them stationed at the Mexican border, on ships in the Gulf and off the east and west coasts, even at Canadian border crossings. In their spare time, they could venture into America’s interior to conduct deportation raids on factories, corner groceries, and ethnic restaurants. Critics pointed out that this was both infeasible and unconstitutional. Candidate Chomp didn’t care. His favorite rhetorical device was outrageousness.

			Most of America voted for his opponent. He won anyway.

			The first eighteen months of his presidency were largely uneventful, but around two years in, just after the midterm elections, Chomp began to cut loose. Agents in a new division of Immigration and Customs Enforcement were given distinctive red baseball caps and GoPro video cameras. Live-streaming the raids seemed to inspire them to action-hero levels of high-handedness and violence. Some of the undocumented began surrendering even before the raids were launched; others simply lived in deeper fear than ever before. Congress was submissive. Protests were massive, constant, and ineffective. Chomp’s supporters—known as Chompians—were ecstatic. In one of his frequent tweets, Chomp had promised to make America hard again, embracing the double entendre, and who could doubt his success? People are as potent as they feel, and the Chompians felt great. That Chomp also, in his own spare time, managed to eliminate several public healthcare programs, corporate taxes, the Environmental Protection Agency, and the Congressional Budget Office, seemed almost beside the point.

			
			There was only one problem. The presidency apparently failed to agree with President Chomp. On the Ides of March, two years and two months after he took the oath of office, Chomp, by tweet, announced his impending resignation. Left activists declared that the president had finally had enough of being protested in the streets and laughed at on late-night television. Administration officials claimed, off the record, that those were the only things that had kept him in office that long. Gossip sites blamed the decision on the first lady, who openly longed to trade such traditional first-lady duties as reading picture books in podunk public schools for pastimes more suited to her supermodel-emerita lifestyle, such as presiding over fashion shows in Manhattan and popping in at acro-yoga classes in St. Barts. Rumors of the couple’s separation were only halfheartedly denied.

			Chomp’s own explanation was different. His resignation speech, like all his speeches, was self-pitying, vainglorious, pugnacious, scornful, and somehow, especially to his fans, heroic. He explained that governing had become boring. Half of what he had wanted to accomplish he had done on election night itself. The true goal of politics, he declared, is not policy, but victory. The media professed to be shocked, but the Chompians were sympathetic. They understood that shaking your fist in the bloody face of the defeated was more satisfying than, say, rallying congressional votes to eliminate federal mining regulations or Medicaid. 

			
			Chomp’s last day in office was June 20—the last day of spring. The reins of power passed to his vice president, a party stalwart who’d been selected solely for his statesmanlike demeanor and obeisance to Chomp. Unhitched from his old master, President Farthing proceeded to govern exactly as his new masters, the party elders, wanted him to. As a sop to the new spirit of bipartisanship, deportation raids were (mostly) relaxed. On the other hand, public health spending was slashed even further, and the top tax bracket was eliminated entirely. But at least, liberals reminded the nation, allegedly undocumented immigrants were no longer getting clubbed live on C-SPAN. Massive victory marches took over the photogenic centers of Chomp-hating cities throughout the nation. Chomp’s wife divorced him anyway.

			Political pundits expected Chomp to slink off to one of his estates in the Mountain West and enjoy a life of revenge-dating supermodels and dominating Fox News panels. This he did—but only for about six months. Then with some fanfare—Chomp adored fanfare—he began to hold rallies again. No one understood what their purpose was. Clearly he loved rallies, and clearly he loved pissing off those television opinion scolds who felt that a failed politician should fade decorously into oblivion. Chompians packed the arenas as eagerly as they had before the election. His fans seemed in on a secret kept hidden from the rest of America. They went wild as Chomp railed against the do-nothing monkeys in Congress, President Farthing, and the emboldened immigrant hordes that were now, he claimed, pouring back into the country. The Chompians’ signs urged Chomp to run again. Winning after quitting would be just as gloriously absurd as winning in the first place, and even more infuriating to their enemies.

			
			One television psychologist claimed to know the truth. She pointed out that Chomp had refused the Secret Service protection to which all ex-presidents, including the quitters, are entitled. He even refused to take the precautions suggested by his own private security team. This legendary germaphobe insisted on glad-handing his adoring fans after every event, sometimes for hours. What he was doing, the psychologist claimed, was trying to get shot.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			Like me, my mother lives alone in a small New York City apartment. Unlike me, she lives very nicely. She makes more money than I do, of course—in a bad year, I qualify for food stamps—and has many friends. They’re all male and all useful in different ways: One is for Knicks games, one for dinner at Jean-Georges, another for a mouse under the stove. She dates online. When she lies about her age, people believe her. In high school, my friends said my mother was a babe, and I accepted their judgment calmly, confident that in a few years she would be old and unappealing. It’s taken much longer than I expected. The truth is inescapable: She is both a talented concealer of her flaws and very beautiful.

			For her fifty-first birthday I met her for blintzes at Veselka in the East Village.

			When I arrived, I found her already seated. She was savvy enough to dress for Veselka like she never went to Jean-Georges, in an old black sweater that was not so bulky as to fail to show off her figure. Her hair—which used to go blond in the summer but now stayed blond year-round—was tied back in a simple knot to show off her emerald earrings, a gift from her current first-string boyfriend.

			As I approached, I saw that her earrings and her face were earning interested glances from Veselka’s male customers, and not just the older ones. She paid no attention to them. Her characteristic expression was one of absent contentedness, as if she were devoting half her concentration to a pleasant reminiscence of social success. Her very manner made people want to struggle for her attention. Even I was a little proud sometimes that I already had it.

			
			She accepted my kiss. “Where’s my present?”

			“It’s a big one this time,” I said, knowing that she would be impressed to the point of suspicion simply that I had one. “But it’s a project. For both of us.”

			“A project. How festive.” She took a long sip of her Bloody Mary. I could see that she had tried to plaster over the dark shadows under her eyes. She caught me looking—she’s not as abstracted as she prefers to appear. “Went out with Clark and his Michigan buddies last night,” she explained. “Fucking Wolverines.”

			“That’s how I want to be at your age, Mom.”

			I meant hungover. She thought I meant carefree.

			“Ha! You think this makes me happy? Charming the middle-aged friends of middle-aged men I hardly know? Pretending to give a shit about a new set of ex-wives and children every few months? If I could have stayed with your father, I would have.”

			“So why do you do it?”

			“Why do anything? Why not just stay home and watch Game of Thrones? Why not kill myself? Would that make me happy?”

			The threat of suicide, however improbable, demanded at least the appearance of concern. I shook my head slowly, a tired soldier waving the white flag. Whenever I see her, I feel a dual surge of affection and exhaustion. After a few minutes, the affection usually hardens to irritation. But today I was determined to remain sweet, or at least polite. I needed her.

			
			She slurped up a piece of ice and crunched it like a cracker. “What’s this new assignment?” On the phone I had hinted that it was something special.

			“A cruise review.”

			“I thought you were done with those.”

			So had I. I had written several cruise reviews a few years ago, and though my work was well received (that is, eventually paid for), the cruises themselves were journalist-only “familiarization” trips in which a majestic new vessel sails off to sea and then sails right back to shore without stopping anywhere. Only superstar cruise writers get berths on real cruises to real places. Any more of those rides-to-nowhere seemed likely to inspire an existential crisis, so I quit the cruise game entirely. Latin America, my first love, became my professional specialty. It isn’t the most glamorous region of the planet, but at least my work there takes me to places inhabited not solely by fish.

			“This one’s different.”

			“How so? I’m guessing there’s a woman involved.”

			“Right as always. They’re giving me a plus-one, all paid for.”

			“And who is she? Another one of your beautiful catastrophes?”

			“Not quite.”

			“Good for you, Jacob. Sometimes an ordinary bimbo is all any of us really needs.”

			“It’s you, Mom. I’m inviting you.”

			She picked up the menu to hide her surprise. “Where’s this cruise going? Somalia?”

			“The cruise line is Regal Majestic Britannia. Departs Miami, first afternoon at sea, then two days at Elysian Island. That’s RMB’s private island in the Bahamas. All the cruise lines have private islands these days, but this is the one the closest to Miami. What are you looking at?”

			
			“I thought I saw Alec Baldwin.”

			“At Veselka? Mom, listen. I’m offering you a free luxury cruise. All excursions and meals paid for.”

			“And I’m wondering why. You’re already in my will. Why do you want me along?”

			“I need you.” Words most mothers are dying to hear.

			“What for?”

			“It’s the Carlton Chomp comeback cruise.”

			A busboy came to refill my water. My mother watched his face carefully. Just the name Carlton Chomp was, in some neighborhoods, as offensive as a racial slur. After the busboy left, she said, “Don’t lie to me on my birthday.”

			“My old friend Will Kooser called me. RMB is giving Kooser’s Cruisers an exclusive review of this cruise, and he wants me to write it. It’s a one-off sponsored trip for Chomp fans only. By contract, Chomp has to mingle with the passengers. He also has to give one interview to promote the cruise line. And I’m the one who gets it.”

			“I just hope you survive to write it up. I’ve seen video of these rallies on the news.”

			“This will be way less dangerous. Passengers are strictly forbidden from boarding with fireworks or firearms. Plus it’s on a highly secure cruise ship, so there won’t be any brawls with protesters. Mom, rumors have been flying about this cruise for weeks. Chomp’s PR people say he’s giving some kind of landmark speech on the island. They want the networks to chopper in and cover it. I hear the networks aren’t buying it. They say Chomp’s had his day. But everybody knows Chomp’s dying to get back in the spotlight. He’s going to do something crazy. The Times and The New Yorker are both begging for a berth on the cruise to do an in-depth on the Last Days of Chomp. But he denied them. And everyone else. Except me.”

			
			“Why you? Ah—because you’re not a journalist. You’re a travel writer.”

			She was right, of course. Chomp demanded complete control over his publicity. He allowed some latitude to television reporters, but not to print journalists. He would permit nothing more than a fluff review of the cruise itself. RMB had come to Will because of his site’s unique combination of popularity and loyalty to its corporate advertisers, which included every major cruise line. Will’s own online column, “High Jinks on the High Seas,” was funny and casually outrageous, but the site’s cruise reviews were all the same—reliable rehashes of the cruise line’s press packet, lightly spiced with uncheckable personal details, perhaps an offhand description of hooking up with a beautiful Slovenian bartender known for, among other things, her mai tais.

			“Will told them they’ll get final approval on the review. But he says I can write another piece at the same time. He wants me to interview Chomp’s fans and staff. He thinks he can run a multipart series that will dominate the Web for a week. RMB will never work with him again, but that’s okay—everyone knows RMB sucks. Will thinks this piece could be important. Mom, look at me.”

			
			“Sorry. I thought we were going to talk about my present.”

			I had genuinely thought she would be grateful and excited. “This is your present, Mom. Let’s do something together. Something important.”

			She lifted her eyes and beamed her smile, like a laser, over my shoulder.

			Clark was coming up behind me. “Eleanor!” he cried, and added, with the dregs of his enthusiasm, “Jacob.”

			She was already angling her cheek for his kiss. Clark, her boyfriend, was a year out from bariatric surgery. The skin on his neck was as rumpled as a backpacker’s shirt, and he was unable to eat any portion of food larger than his thumb. At meals he often glanced down wistfully at his thumb before he started his sad slow chewing. Like many of her boyfriends, he was in finance. In the mid-2000s, he’d been a senior vice president on the mortgage desk at Lehman Brothers, at the very epicenter of the national financial meltdown. He’d once, when he was drunk and my mother in the bathroom, admitted to me some misgivings: “You should have seen the shit contracts we shoveled onto the government. I felt dirty.” It was the most honest moral self-assessment I’d ever heard from an investment banker. Like so many of the really catastrophic Wall Street failures, Clark had resumed his career without much difficulty. It helped that his old boss at Lehman was now an assistant secretary at the Department of Housing and Urban Development. Appointed by Chomp.

			Clark possessed three cars, two houses, one ex-wife, most of his hair, and no sense of humor. When the three of us dined together, my mother would resort to toying with him, ostensibly for my amusement. It just made me want to leave early. Perhaps that was what she wanted me to do too. I could hardly regard Clark as a likely stepdad, but then, I never thought Chomp would be elected. Still, I assumed Clark had already achieved the status of buffoon, a favorite term she had for a lame-duck lover. She often kept them around for months while she organized the successor.

			
			An ungainly waitress, obviously hired for Eastern European authenticity rather than charm, brought us our order of pierogies and blintzes. Clark ordered nothing; he preferred to limit himself to a few bites of my mother’s food, for metabolic reasons.

			“My son’s been invited on the Carlton Chomp cruise,” my mother announced.

			The waitress, more attentive than the busboy, dropped us an unreadable glance. She might despise us as immigrant-bashers, or approve of our presumably ethnonationalist politics, or just dread a potential argument.

			“Good for him,” said Clark, looking sorrowfully at the blintzes.

			“He wants me to come along. But he hasn’t told me why.”

			“I’m afraid I’ll fail,” I said. “Chomp supporters hate writers, especially New York writers. They’ll ignore me. They’ll lie to me. But you can help me win their trust. And maybe even Chomp’s.”

			“I see. Because I’m unthreatening. And a woman. And old.”

			“No, because you’re charming and attractive.” My mother is susceptible to flattery, as long as it’s reasonably plausible. “You have a genius for making friends. I don’t.”

			
			Clark cleared his throat before venturing an opinion. “Sounds like fun.”

			“It is tempting.” My mother painted raspberry sauce on a blintz. “Mr. Chomp may be a dangerous authoritarian, but I’ve always found him fascinating. Up until the end, he seemed to find such fun in everything, even his own viciousness. It was like he was roasting America. For me, hate is always such a burden.” She examined her handiwork as carefully as a new draft of her dating profile. “I’m sure he only quit because he knew his wife was leaving him. What’s-her-name, Fellatia.”

			“Hellania,” Clark corrected. “You think he resigned so he could pick up girls?”

			“Oh, no. I think he already had a lover. That’s why she—Hellania—left him. He quit the presidency to save his new girlfriend, this mystery woman, from exposure. I suppose I’m a romantic.”

			“So, will you come, Mom? Without you, I’m afraid Chomp will treat me like just another writer—you know, like dirt. But you can sweet-talk people, especially men like him.”

			“You mean old men.”

			She took a single contemplative bite. I waited. The shameful thing was, I really did want her help. The Chompians were famously hostile to interviewers. And demographically, they were not my crowd. My mother, on the other hand, was brilliant in any crowd, and a middle-aged crowd was her specialty. They would eat from her fingers. They always did.

			“All right,” she said. “I’ll try to swing it.”

			“Try?”

			
			She smiled. “You’re my son and I love you.” She tilted her head, letting the goodwill spill out over the tabletop. “But if I come, please understand that I can’t always be at your beck and call. I’ll need time to enjoy myself. I may be available to help and I may not. Ex-President Chomp is your project, not mine. My purpose is not simply to make your life easy. Your career may be a disappointment, but that’s for you to change, not me.”

			Clark looked at my undoubtedly purpling face and interceded. “I like Chomp. Loved the old TV show. The man understands business. I threw some campaign money his way. Still get the emails. I miss him. We need people like him to stir the pot.”

			“Especially since we deported the kitchen staff,” my mother said. “I don’t miss him. Most of us have had enough of redcaps, and raids, and rallies, and counter-rallies, and police riots. Resigning is understandable, but coming back seems immature.”

			“Do you want to go with me or not?” I asked.

			“Do you want me to? I suppose you need another body in your cabin. And if you’re investigating the greatest political mystery of our time, you certainly don’t want to be distracted by a young lady. You know how you get. Just keep in mind all the other distractions, the cheery little cruise directors, the bartender babes, the acrobats. They’re all very dangerous. Don’t you agree, Clark?”

			“I’d never be distracted,” Clark said, just in case this was some kind of trap. “Not with you around.”

			“Thank you.”

			We fell silent. Clark nodded to himself once, and again, as if gathering some mental momentum. Behind us the cacophony of brunch rose and filled the high-ceilinged room. Clark stopped nodding, opened his mouth slightly, and said nothing. Perhaps he was afraid his plea, whatever it was, would be drowned out, or perhaps he was waiting for me to give them some privacy. But I wasn’t planning to leave my mother unprotected. She might be my nemesis, but she deserved better than Clark.

			
			But when I looked at my mother, I was surprised to see her eyes were wide and receptive, her lips faintly curved in an encouraging smile.

			Clark got up suddenly to go to the bathroom. We never ask questions when eating with Clark.

			“I think he’s going to propose,” my mother said.

			“Please let him down gently.”

			“Why should I let him down at all? I’m tired of dating. If I’d started when I was young, I would have been fine. But by age twenty-two I was trapped. Don’t make my mistake.”

			“The mistake of having a child?”

			“I love children. You of all people should know that. I mean marrying young and staying married too long. I wasn’t meant to be alone and bored. I was meant to sally forth. We’re really the same, you and I.”

			I tried to agree. “I like travel. You like people.”

			“I like you.” She inserted another mouthful of blintz so we’d both have a moment to enjoy her compliment. “Have you seen your father?”

			“I always see him.”

			“How is he?” Her face had shown more concern while the waitress was naming the berries that came with the waffle-and-berries, but I didn’t miss the keenness in her voice. She was always eager to hear the score. She’d been winning for years. “Is he dating anyone?”

			
			“He’s the same. I tried to sell him on Match.com, but he told me he hears enough lies at work.” My father worked in software development, which he considered as corrupt and destructive an industry as drug dealing or investment banking. He didn’t really know any other profession besides his own, just as he didn’t know any other woman besides my mother.

			“Your father wasn’t programmed to be happy.”

			“I remember him happy. All of us happy.”

			“Not me.”

			“But you’re not happy now either. We both know it.

			“Why do you really want me on this cruise? You haven’t asked for my help since you were a child.”

			She seemed afraid my neediness would give me some power over her. “Mom, we’ll never be like other people.”

			“We’d never want to be.”

			“But we still like each other, don’t we?”

			“We love each other.” She planted her elbows on the table, squished her face between her hands, made herself into a kind of tepee of consideration. I felt humiliatingly grateful. If she had laughed me off, I would have had to storm away, maybe forever.

			“Then help me. At the very least, it’ll get you away from Clark for a few days. What have you got to lose? The cruise is free.”

			“Everything’s free, for you. On your trips.”

			“Like on your dates.”

			
			“I wish! Sometimes they’re poor. I give everyone a chance, Jacob. I admit that rich men like Clark get two. You think I could do better.”

			“I think you could be in love.”

			“I don’t want to do better. I like Clark well enough. I trust him, and I’d like to have one thing in my life I can depend on. Besides you, of course.”

			“He’s right behind you.”

			“I know.”

			She winked at me as Clark kissed the back of her neck. She thought money anxiety made a good excuse for her unsettled life, but I knew that she would give any man, rich or poor, a chance if he seemed like the right man. In her mind she had given my dad a hundred.

			“I’m going on Jacob’s cruise,” she announced. “Why don’t you come along?”

			“I wasn’t invited.”

			I said nothing. I realized now that I had hurt her. The last thing she wanted was my pity.

			“I’m sure there are still cabins available for important donors like you,” she said. “And Jacob would rather have his room to himself, wouldn’t you, Jacob?”

			I refused to oblige with an outburst. “Sure,” I said.

			“And maybe,” my mother continued, “we’ll find the romantic atmosphere inspiring.”

			She planned to have her proposal onboard. I’d have to prepare my father just in case.

			Clark beamed. “Guy on Fox says Chomp’s running again. Wouldn’t that be just like him!” He bent over his phone to scroll through his Yahoo account. He thought he recalled a blast email promoting last-minute cruise tickets. There were still a few unsold cabins at outrageous but tax-deductible sums. Chomp, with the help of past appointees in the Treasury Department, had got himself classified as a charity.

			

			—

			
			The night before the cruise my phone rang. I saw that it was my father and assumed he wanted yet more details on our trip. He’d been calling all week. He had wanted to know exactly what ports we’d be stopping at, what sort of debaucheries Chomp had planned for his passengers, and what our escape plans were in the event of a mutiny. He had even pretended to be interested in buying a ticket himself, as if dropping a few thousand dollars to get stuffed, sunburned, and sloshed on the same boat as Carlton Chomp appealed to his sense of whimsy. He had no sense of whimsy. His idea of extravagant expense on personal pleasure was renting the high-definition version of a movie. He used his one major nonessential possession, a digital SLR camera purchased after careful study of Consumer Reports, to snap pictures of potholes and undermown public lawns in his Long Island town. When he bought it, he told me he planned to use its video function to document serious episodes of urban police misconduct. As he never got to the city, the camera’s full potential remained unfulfilled. When I was young, he used to take a much cheaper camera on vacation and snap endless pictures of seagulls, sunsets, and me and my mother. He rarely indulged his aesthetic sensibilities now.

			I had told him that Clark had booked a room to share with my mother. My father was no fool. He scrupulously instructed me to congratulate them if Clark proposed.

			
			“Did you hear about the protest?” my father demanded, as soon as I picked up. “CNN says they’re planning to take over the port. It’s supposed to be the bloodiest one all year.”

			“The port’s on an island, Dad. We’ll be safe.”

			“They’re saying Chomp’s finished. I don’t believe it. He’s got another bomb to throw at America. Just try to keep out of range.”

			“I’ll be careful.”

			“Keep your mother safe too. I was hoping to talk to you before you left. You and your mother. I haven’t seen you both together in, well—”

			“You know she won’t, Dad.” Years ago, I had asked her to cut off contact with him. The briefest conversation with her set him soaring to new heights of hopefulness from which he would plummet harder every time.

			My mother called me soon afterward. She said hello and sighed, as if already overcome by the tedium of our conversation. I assumed she was going to cancel the trip. Perhaps she too was worried about the protest. Or perhaps Clark had already proposed.

			The pause lengthened. I began to worry. It wasn’t like her to manufacture suspense before the story had started.

			“There’s been a change of plans,” she said at last. “Poor Clark. He’s a bit of a moron.”

			“Did you have a fight?”

			“We had a freakout. I had a freakout.”

			“What happened? You never freak out.” Not often, anyway. Other moms screamed or threw dishes. Not her. Even when my father was at his most obtuse, she would do no more than lift her eyebrows and announce that it was time for her book club or poker game or lunch date, and leave.

			
			“I unlocked his iPhone. He’s been flirting with his assistant. You should see the texts. You should see the assistant.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“These days every man I know thinks he’s Carlton Chomp, even Clark. I suppose I should be thankful. I might have avoided the biggest mistake of my life.”

			“Bigger than Dad?”

			I waited for her chuckle. It didn’t come. I felt like a jerk. I wasn’t used to handling her disappointments.

			“I told Clark it’s over,” she continued, “but he insists on coming on the cruise. He says he already paid for our suite. He’s not just a cheater, he’s a cheapskate. Can I stay in your room? I’m happy to serve as your secret agent. I’ll show those Chompians what resentment really is.”

			“If Clark’s really coming, maybe you should keep away. We’ll go on another trip together, I promise.”

			“Oh, I’m coming. I plan to slut it up in front of his face. He claims he never touched the assistant. I don’t believe him. He says he’s never been so miserable. I want to help him set some new records. I swear, I’ll sleep with Chomp himself.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 3

			When I was about thirteen, my mother began behaving mysteriously. She conducted hushed phone conversations in the bathroom, the tight-stretched cord of our old-fashioned phone vibrating like a plucked guitar string. (My father claimed cordless phones could be hacked.) She would indulge in solo evenings out in our little town, where there was nothing to do. She would instruct me never to answer the phone when it rang after 9 P.M., unless I was alone with my father—and then I should always get to it before he did. I pondered this curious behavior but never asked her to explain. I hoped that solving this adult mystery on my own would bring me a step closer to my own adulthood, as well as a step closer to her, whom I revered, and a step farther away from my oddball father, whom I merely loved.

			Eventually I figured out the situation, even down to the most puzzling details. Television and movies didn’t help; they dealt with the subject of infidelity either so obscurely I couldn’t understand or so melodramatically it had no connection with any life I could recognize. But novels were useful. Not the sexless, mid-twentieth-century classics we were assigned in school (To Kill a Mockingbird, A Separate Peace, Lord of the Flies) or the Lord of the Rings knock-offs I devoured by choice, but the adult paperbacks I slipped from my mother’s shelves. I started by skimming them for the sex scenes, so much racier and more informative than TV shows or even R-rated movies, and ended by studying them minutely for the mechanics of adultery. I began to recognize my life, but seen from the wrong perspective—the parents’. Luckily, children’s imaginations are nimbler than adults’, or at least my father’s. My mother had always had friends. My father, suspecting nothing or rather permitting himself to suspect nothing, had encouraged them. He didn’t want her to be lonely. Only I knew the truth. My understanding swelled my sense of significance: I was one of those kids I had seen on television specials, a child from a broken home. I longed to tell my friends about the weight I bore, but was afraid they’d be interested for the wrong reasons.

			
			And then at last, when I was a sophomore in high school, the truth became public. One day, Mr. Caneiro, my art and design teacher, took my mother (with my father’s approval) to an art show in Boston. Somebody else’s dad spotted them not in a gallery but in the bar of a downtown hotel, making out like teenagers. This dad told only his wife, who told only her best friend, who told only the world. I was unembarrassed. Everybody knew about my mother, but nobody cared, nobody who mattered. My father wanted only to hold on to her; my friends were all trying to get laid themselves; those adults who gossiped or snubbed her were contemptible to me and, I assumed, to her. But my father’s gloom deepened. I didn’t know what upset him more, that she was unfaithful or that she was so unhappy. Either way, he had failed. Still, he would have stayed with her.

			The end came the day before Christmas my senior year of high school. I had slept late, and when I got up she still hadn’t returned from last night’s outing. This was unusual. She stayed away all day, while my father passed the time brandishing fake good cheer with embarrassing gusto. All I could do was indulge him in a daylong backgammon binge. A few weeks before, she had confided to me that she was considering a change. I remember the pride with which I accepted her confidence and announced I would always stand by her. But as I watched my dad’s eyes hollow out all that day, while he bungled four straight thirty-two-point backgammon matches, I began to feel overwhelmed. My teen friends got mopey after being dumped, but at least they retained their essential personalities. My father, on the other hand, was like a skeleton some sorcerer had forced to dance.

			
			On Christmas Day, she came only to the doorstep and would talk only to me. She said that she was leaving our home for an apartment in the city—alone. She had no lover. (Not at that moment.) She insisted she still loved my father and always would, but both of us knew she only loved him for my sake. She asked me, with a directness that for her amounted to pleading, to come with her for a few days. To help her move in. I said I understood but I couldn’t leave my father. She nodded, wiped her eyes, and walked back across a dusting of snow to her car, her footsteps redoubling themselves in our yard. I’m often ashamed to think that if I hadn’t opened the door in just my socks, I might have run after her, might have jumped in the car, might have abandoned my father to his depression. But I couldn’t. The rest of that year, I visited her a few times but never stayed overnight. My father needed me more.

			After I finished college and moved to the city as well, I continued to see her, though not nearly as often as I saw my father. Our visits became marked by sarcasm and defensiveness and, all too often, impatience on both sides to finish up and go home. We switched to brunches, often with her latest boyfriend as buffer or referee. On those rare occasions when we talked alone, she often ended the conversation by discussing those boyfriends, or boyfriends gone by, or boyfriend prospects. I didn’t mind. It beat talking about her job as a sales director or about my lack of a steady job. Since, in the stories, she was the one being admired, pursued, or (in the end) wept over, she tended to tell them with a verve and a twinkle that reminded me of the best moments of my childhood.

			
			Clark was the first man, to my knowledge, who had ever betrayed her. A little poisonous part of me thought it was right that she should at last taste what my father had subsisted on steadily for so long. But to my surprise, I was mostly outraged on her behalf. How could Clark have been so reckless with his undeserved fortune, so ungrateful for my mother’s magnanimity? Why couldn’t he at least have had the courtesy to delete his skanky texts? It would serve him right if the assistant sued for workplace harassment, but I hoped she wouldn’t. My mother deserved to enact her own vengeance.

			I realized that she and Carlton Chomp now had something in common: a lifetime of romantic triumph, followed by a late humiliation. They say the only thing that had surprised Chomp more than his wife’s divorce filing was his electoral victory two years earlier. But perhaps my mother was right and Chomp had, in addition to the stunning women he was constantly photographed with, another lover on the side, a secret soulmate. This, I realized, was my mother’s own fantasy. To be loved by all but to give her love only in secret, to the one person on earth who deserved and understood her. I hoped someday she would find him.

			

			—

			
			When we met at baggage claim at the Miami airport (Will Kooser had arranged for me a cheap and inconvenient flight out of Newark that my mother had laughed at), my mother was wearing some kind of a lace wrap over a bikini top and cheerleader shorts. Here in South Florida she wasn’t likely to get any looks, but that wouldn’t bother her—she would be delighted to blend in. I would have to be quick with introductions to prevent people from assuming I was her fashionably younger boyfriend.

			“Dressed to kill, Mom.” A nearby Dade County cop turned to me. His long rifle was pointed dangerously (to my mind) close to his toes. He dimmed his glare when he saw that I was neither a Muslim nor a student, but I smiled apologetically anyway. Airport security agents these days were more aggressive and more humorless than ever. All too many took pleasure in hauling aside insufficiently obsequious passengers. The TSA and Homeland Security in general seemed intent on protecting not so much the nation’s security, but its sense of security. More and more, America’s pride seemed to depend on illusions of massive power and realities of minor aggression.

			“I mean you look good,” I clarified, for the cop’s sake.

			“Thank you.” My mother frowned at my Lands’ End shorts. “And you look ready to play Wiffle ball with the other fourth graders.”

			I should have told her she looked like a hostess at a Señor Swanky’s. Too late now. A troop of flak-jacketed TSA agents marched by. I’d never seen so much airport security. There were even a few television reporters trolling for passengers willing to express their anxieties on camera. The upcoming protest had unnerved the entire city.

			
			“Clark’s a mess,” she went on. “He called me four times this morning. Jacob, a man should never beg. Bad enough to beg for sex, much worse to beg for conversation. He’s lucky I refused him. I might have violated my first rule of breaking up, which is never to belittle a man for his physical or sexual inadequacies. I prefer to stick to his morals. Sadly for me, only married men care about morals, and then only if their wives find out they’ve mislaid them.”

			That she was dwelling on her humiliation, unsuccessfully trivializing it, told me she was suffering more than she had in years. But what if she’d been suffering all along? Until I met Clark, I’d never thought to doubt her contentment.

			“You’ll find another man. You always do. You’re still beautiful.”

			She grunted at still. I couldn’t even get my compliments right.

			Then I saw, in back of her, something stagger forth from behind the chrome of the adjacent baggage carousel, something shocking and bizarre. It was a man with dark, unruly curls that only partially hid the patches of skull underneath, like scrub in the desert. He lurched toward the carousel, then stopped, foiled by a mom pushing a minivan-size mega-stroller in his path. He would have to wait for his bag to come around again.

			The man was my father. Before I could even begin to ponder what he might be doing here, an old memory rushed into my consciousness. I was home alone with him, pretending to read but really peering over the horizon of my book to spy. He would sigh, check his watch, sip at his coffee, flip backward and forward through his novel as if he kept forgetting what the characters were up to. Sometimes he would heave himself to his feet and pace over the carpet, mouthing words to himself. I would say nothing. I knew if he caught me spying he would simply grin and claim he was pondering. What he was pondering was my mother.

			
			What was he doing now? I turned away. He hadn’t seen us. He was intent on finding his suitcase. Was it still the ugly brown one?

			I should never have told him about the cruise, that much was clear. He must have come to surprise us. To talk to us, as he had threatened. To beg her for conversation. As far as he knew, Clark was still planning to propose on this cruise. Perhaps he hoped to talk her out of it. In her current mood, she’d savage him. I had to get her away. But if we left the baggage claim, we’d pass right by his post beside the next carousel. She’d see him; he’d grin hopefully; she’d charge like a wounded bull. I remembered how patiently he would stand up to her rare tirades, with an expression so pathetic it made me want to rage at him with her. As I watched them, I’d feel angry, ugly, ashamed, and resentful. I never wanted to feel that way again. They would make me if I let them.

			But maybe he hadn’t come for her at all. Maybe it was a coincidence. Maybe he had a girlfriend in Miami he’d never told me about. That was about as likely as him having a fishing boat in the Keys.

			“Come on, Jacob.” My mother twitched her nose toward one of the terminal exits. Passengers were assembling around a tired woman clutching the staff of an equally limp Union Jack—RMB’s insignia. She was gathering passengers for the VIP shuttle to the cruise port. Will Kooser had finagled shuttle tickets for us.

			“Hold on. I want to take a few pictures of baggage claim. For the security atmosphere.”

			
			I aimed my cellphone in the opposite direction of my father.

			“You’re just like your father. Nothing like photos of infrastructure to spice up a vacation. Let’s go.”

			“What’s the rush?” I glanced offhandedly behind me. My father had spotted his bag again. It was indeed the ugly brown one. He yanked it off the machine so hard that it toppled onto its side and landed on his foot. He looked to the ceiling, his face aflame with suppressed pain. We would still have to walk right past him.

			“Jacob, please.”

			“You’re worried about the protesters, aren’t you? Relax. Check out all the security.” I pointed to a nearby cluster of baby-faced soldiers in camouflage. I was careful not to snap their picture too obviously.

			“I’ve seen their machine guns. They’re not exactly relaxing.”

			Their rifles were semiautomatics, not machine guns, as any Chompian NRA fanatic would be happy to explain to her at patronizing length; but she had a point. People were staring, especially people with kids. Frequent flyers are used to heightened security, but half the people at airports are vacationers for whom air travel is a rare adventure. Many had never seen an M-16 outside of the movies.

			I glanced again at my dad. He was plodding toward the nearest exit, which thankfully was nowhere near the RMB group. He had his camera around his neck.

			“Jacob!” Her voice was piercing, her eyes pleading, the lines in her face stretching longer and digging deeper.

			“Sorry, Mom. I’m ready.” I took the handle of her suitcase. “But there’s really nothing to worry about, not in the airport. These guards—”

			
			She shut her eyes, as if to hold in an explosion in her brain. “I love you, but you’re a real idiot sometimes. Look.” She pointed behind me.

			My father?

			I turned, feeling both panicked and sick. But all I saw was luggage thumping down onto a carousel, and a crowd of travelers waiting hungrily to receive it.

			“Can’t you read? It’s luggage from the Newark flight. Clark’ll be on it.”

			She suddenly reminded me of so many of my friends in the days after Chomp’s election, not just disturbed, as I was, but sickened with humiliation at the surprise defeat. Nothing could soothe their nausea, not even Chomp’s resignation. What they needed was victory. So did my mother.

			

			—

			We followed the herd of cruise-bound VIPs out of the terminal and into a parking lot where the shuttle bus waited. Chomp’s name ran along its side in gigantic but flattened letters, five hunched Godzillas. Armed men watched over the loading of our suitcases into the vehicle’s belly and checked our IDs and carry-on bags. The lot was curiously empty of other cars and non-RMB passengers. It must have been cleared for us. From some unspecified place in the distance, somewhere far outside the garage, a low steady unceasing chanting rose. The protests had begun.

			As the bus zoomed off down the ramp and onto the airport exit road, I looked through the window and saw my father in line at the taxi rank, his camera hanging heavy from his neck, his unwheeled suitcase hanging heavier from a strap over his shoulder. He’d had that suitcase for decades. I remembered watching him unpack it after one of his business trips to rejigger hospital networks in Sioux Falls. He’d brought me back a stuffed buffalo. I remembered how ecstatically it emerged—my dad must have been making it paw, snort, and rear up—from the suitcase and leaped into my arms. Back when the suitcase was new. Now it was battered and old, like my father. What was he doing here? He turned in place, bewildered, the bulky, out-of-date suitcase an impossible burden over his butt. Another loser unable to accept defeat. I glanced at my mother, who was cleaning her nails with the corner of a New York magazine subscription card. It wasn’t her fault she’d been his only chance.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 4

			The Chompians on the bus were not those nightmare fiends of the liberal imagination, the gun-packing, beer-swilling, slur-slinging lumpenproletariat so often captured on viral videos outside Chomp’s rallies, but instead were ordinary-looking middle-aged white people, only normally lumpy. This being a VIP bus, the riders were donors or friends and family of donors, the kind of people who booked top-deck suites. Their pudgy cheeks had the rosy glow of health, money, and satisfaction. The other kind of Chompian was known for detonating insults at the foreign-born, the poor, the unemployed, liberals, moderates, the government, modernity. In recent months, a roving squad of professional protesters had adopted a strategy of rushing the perimeters of Chomp rallies and peppering the faithful with questions designed to elicit newsworthy racial slurs. I had been expecting to witness such encounters through the bus windows today. But that kind of provocation wouldn’t work with these Chompians. They were mild and world-weary. They might have been the adults I’d known back in my hometown. They would merely shake their heads at hippies shouting insults and murmur sadly about the dangers of indulgent parenting. They would deplore the idea of racism, but at the same time insist it had been effectively eradicated, like polio.

			As the bus slowed in traffic, my mother stood up to stow her bag above the seat. It was a small fake LV she’d bought at an upstairs shop on Canal Street, where connoisseurs buy superior counterfeits. In recent months, since Chomp left and various federal priorities changed, such consumer goods had gotten easier to come by. The man in front of us noticed and offered to help her.

			
			“I think I can manage,” my mother assured him, patting him on the elbow. The man beamed.

			His wife turned to us over her seatback. Her dark face glowered under a cumulus puff of white hair. “He’s not going to steal it,” she told us. “He’s not one of them.”

			“One of who?” I asked.

			“The Stinky Bunch outside. I hear they let half of them out of jail today for this.”

			“The Witch sent ’em.” This from a jittery mustachioed man behind us. He was drumming on his seatback with both index fingers. A few nearby passengers harrumphed in support. Many Chompians believed that Chomp’s old rival for the presidency had somehow maneuvered to force his resignation, either through blackmail or old-fashioned sorcery, and now was secretly conspiring with her underground political allies (including prison wardens, apparently) to prepare for another run. Chomp supporters were said to scare their children with tales of the Witch who would never die, who would snatch them away in their sleep if they talked back to their elders, Googled their homework problems, or failed to stand up to insults to their country’s values.

			“She better be scared,” the mustachioed man said. “We’re about to change history.”

			By taking a cruise? Nearby passengers nodded, thumped armrests in agreement, even thumped spouses to make sure they were listening. One young mother, a toddler’s pudgy face squished against her shoulder like a deflated kickball, turned to face us. Her expression was not so much puzzled as expectant. “How?” she asked, as her child might ask, to prompt the rest of the bedtime story.

			
			The mustachioed man slammed both fingers down at once. “Show those people what it is to live free.”

			That earned a number of yessirs and amens.

			“Show ’em who’s boss,” he added, in what struck me as total contradiction of the previous.

			“What if the media keeps lying about him?” the woman asked.

			“God knows they’re digging his grave every day,” said the mustachioed man. “You want to throw up? Check out CNN. But after this, the lies end. They’ll be ashamed to tell ’em. Everyone will see what he’s done.”

			We passed a mob of protesters just outside the limits of the airport. They stirred to life at the sight of the Chomp bus, like fans at the Tour de France when the cyclists finally come into view, leaping up on the metal barricades, tossing their fists in the air and waving their signs, a great frothing river of fury. Their chant rattled our windows:

			
				We chased out the racist

				We chased out the racist

			

			This had been a favorite since Chomp’s resignation speech. The opposition’s pleasure was hardly warranted—Chomp’s appointees were in place in the courts and the cabinet, Chomp’s budget had been rammed through Congress, former vice president Farthing was proving a reliable assassin of whatever progressive policies and hopes that remained—but activists were desperately protective of whatever success they could claim. They still feared Chomp more than anyone else. If Chomp did manage to return to power, if he dealt them one more unforeseen defeat, they’d be utterly crushed.

			
			When we stopped at a light, protesters hurdled the barricades and flooded the intersection. At the green, the bus was forced to nose through their bodies like a limousine escaping the revolution. I heard screaming and for a moment I thought the bodies outside, mostly young, mostly brown-skinned, were getting run over, and I stood up in my seat—and then I realized that the screams I was hearing were of fury, not pain, and they were coming from my fellow passengers.

			“Run ’em down,” the jittery man pleaded.

			“It’s like they know!” the woman in front of me murmured.

			Through the crack between seats I could see her husband pat her hand. His pale arm was lined with blue veins and red splotches, age’s little injuries. Red, white, and blue—an American flag. “They can’t know.”

			“But if they did—”

			“If they did,” said her husband, “he’d take care of them. The gentleman’s right. The networks are liars. He’s stronger than ever.”

			Chomp could do anything: summon an army, win an election against all odds, bend the nation’s institutions of science, economics, and law to his will. Why shouldn’t his supporters have faith in him? He had already summoned the whirlwind.

			Cops used their riot shields like plows to clear the road, and the bus lurched ahead and gathered speed. The passengers cheered; even my mother sighed in relief. But still the mustachioed man was anxiously drumming, the woman in front of us clinging to her husband. I agreed that these protesters had a right to live without fear, that Chomp was antithetical to American values, that youth and hope deserved to triumph. But Chomp was gone from power. Was he really still so dangerous that it was necessary to terrify these elderly bus riders?

			
			What if he was?

			

			—

			The rest of the route was better fortified, but protesters continued to line the road, chanting, drumming, booing, and snapping selfies of themselves doing all these things. Their signs read STICK TO TWITTER, CHOMP’S A QUITTER; HOPE PREVAILS, CHOMP SETS SAIL; and THESE PUSSIES CHOMP BACK. Instead of merely holding these signs, the protesters shook them, bounced them, and twirled them, with all the superfluous energy of youth, driving us out to sea as they had driven Chomp out of office. My fellow riders were less nervous now, but their faces told clearly just how much the celebration galled them. A few stopped their ears with headphones, but this was not a crowd accustomed to finding refuge in their favorite jams.

			As the bus chewed up the city miles, though, their mood began to improve. Our speed increased. It seemed unlikely that we’d be boarded. And none of the protesters were smashing, burning, or throwing things.

			The woman in front of us muttered to herself. “I’d like to clamp that wiener’s little rat face in my waffle iron.” The wiener she was glaring at was brandishing a YOU’RE WITH STUPID sign that featured a caricature of Chomp cleaning his ear during a debate with the Witch. (She had won every debate decisively and to no practical effect whatsoever.)

			
			Her husband chuckled. “Might taste better than your waffles.”

			As she hooted at him, she glanced back and caught me staring. But she only seemed pleased that I’d appreciated the performance. She wore a glittering white top with oversize buttons. I assumed it was expensive; it was too absurd to be cheap.

			She introduced herself as Marlene Stedley. “We’ve been married thirty years. How long you two been married?”

			I’d anticipated the question but it still rumbled in my gut. My mother was grinning devilishly. I felt certain that she was about to invent some tale about our lavish wedding at the Rainbow Room, where our five hundred guests danced the night away before a wildly expensive one-time-only reunion of REO Speedwagon. I could see her taking my arm and elaborating on the joke at our every appearance on the ship for four days straight.

			But she wasn’t in the mood. “He’s my son,” she explained gently. “I’m divorced.”

			“My daughter’s divorced!” This was a woman who lived to find common ground, at least with supposed fellow Chompians. “From a real jackass. Right, Shell?”

			A young woman across the aisle shook her face out from under a brown leaf-pile of hair. “Good for one thing only,” she affirmed. “At least when he wasn’t drunk.”

			The young woman and her mother shared a laugh. The political right seemed different when I was a kid. Among Chompians, chastity had been relegated to a second-rate virtue, along with humility. Chomp himself, an admitted libertine, confessed to weakness but never regret.

			
			“At least you have your son,” Marlene went on. “We have two children. But our son is no longer with us.” Her husband nodded proudly.

			“I’m so sorry,” I said. “How did you lose him?” I guessed he’d been killed in one of those previously overlooked desert hellholes that had somehow become the new linchpins of American security. Chomp had entered no new wars, but he and Farthing had reenergized several of the old ones. I was hoping I could thank this woman for her sacrifice and her son’s service, which I sincerely honored, no matter what I thought of the cause, and thus achieve my own common ground with her. The two of us were alike in this desire to connect. We were both equally decent, except that one of us held insane political beliefs. I was pretty sure it was her. If there was a God, I hoped first thing in the afterlife he would tell us which side was correct, the left or the right.

			“In utero,” she answered. “I think about him every day.”

			I wanted to express sympathy but had no idea how. My mother reached over the seat and clasped Marlene’s hand. The two found common ground in human touch.

			“We’ll meet on the ship!” Marlene declared. “We’ll share a dinner table! You know, he speaks to me.”

			The divorcée—Shell—groaned and lifted her face through the pile of hair. “Mom, you’re scaring them.”

			“Get out. Am I scaring you? Just because I talk to my son?”

			Shell groaned louder.

			Her mother ignored her. “I just hope he’ll listen now that we’ve moved so far away.”

			
			“Marlene!” her husband warned, and the woman turned around and settled back in her seat.

			The chanting was getting louder. The protest crowds were gaining mass and energy as we neared the port.

			I felt a rap on my knee. Shell was leaning across the aisle. Her pretty face was pale under her rumpus of hair, and her mouth pursed and mischievous. “Cruising with your parents sucks,” she whispered.

			“Right.”

			My mom, her eyes still closed, snorted just loud enough for me to hear and jabbed my side with her elbow. What kind of strange kinship were we developing? She had become my wingman. Wingmom.

			“He signed the back of my neck at the last rally,” Shell confided. “His guards wouldn’t let him sign anywhere else. It’s washed off, but you can see it on Instagram. I needed two mirrors to take the picture. How many rallies have you been to?”

			“This is my first. I can’t wait.”

			I expected a look of pity from her, and maybe even disdain. A virgin at my age.

			“I could tell,” she said cheerfully. “I like it up front, so close you can see his spit.”

			“What’s it like?”

			She leaned closer across the aisle. I had the feeling all eyes in the bus were on me, but I stayed fixed on hers. Her smile was all delight and danger. This was the most deliciously intimate question I could have asked her.

			
			“You ever totaled a car?”

			“No.” I’d never owned a car.

			“I got T-boned at a four-way stop once. My bad. Knocked straight into a ditch. The back door was caved in, the side windows shattered, but me and my friend, we were just knocked around. We were fine. We kicked open the door and crawled out. And then guess what? We went crazy. Hugged. High-fived. Danced like we were in a video. Laughed and laughed and laughed. That’s how I feel when I’m close to him. Everything was a disaster, and then suddenly we’re fine. This time I’m gonna meet him. They say he plays drinking games, even though he doesn’t drink.” She lowered her voice, so that neither mother could hear. “At the island, everything will be different.”

			“Sorry?”

			“You don’t know? That’s okay. Lots of people don’t. You’ll find out.”

			As usual, the VIPs got the news in advance. The remarkable thing was that they had kept the secret.

			“Is he running again?”

			“It’s so much better. I can’t stand all these lame-os here bitching about the TV news. Who cares what they say? Or don’t say. We’ll make them pay attention. Make the whole world pay attention.” She looked out the window. The chanting was even louder. “Those stinkers are planning something too. What do you think it is?”

			She settled back in her seat and popped her earbuds in.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 5

			The Port of Miami occupies a highly secure artificial island between Miami proper and the southern end of Miami Beach. It’s perfect for keeping protesting riffraff far away. But in Miami, as in many cities, local government had protesting riffraff’s back. Most big-city mayors hated Chomp and routinely, even eagerly, granted permits to the scruffiest of activist groups. If these anti-Chomp, anti-establishment renegades felt any qualms about being the darlings of municipal powerbrokers, they kept it to themselves. They could at least enjoy the antagonism of local police departments, which universally loved Chomp, even more so after his martyrdom/resignation. The contrast between permits freely given and security grudgingly provided had led to some of the bloodiest protests since the Vietnam War.

			The Miami protest marchers had been gifted a whole lane of the island’s access road, right along ours. As we entered the cruise ship terminal, I saw that most of an adjacent parking lot was cordoned off, giving the marchers a designated zone in which to gather, chant, unfurl banners, assemble fancy political props, or just chill out and howl at us. Their area was packed already, and more marchers were arriving every minute.

			The bus stopped in a protected stretch of asphalt just between the protest zone and the walkway to the terminal. Helmeted security troops stood by along the metal bicycle-rack barricades. I assumed they were city cops, but they might have been National Guard or Port Security. Their uniforms had no insignia. Their bare half-faces, under their RoboCop visors, looked steely and robotic. Human sympathy flows out through the eyes; block those up, and cruelty and brutality seem to stand unchallenged. As the bus door opened, the cops turned their broad armored backs to us and faced the crowd.

			
			As I stepped off I felt like a vanquished soldier being paraded through Rome. The chanting walloped our ears immediately: “We chased out the racist.” The air was heavy with humidity and hate. Though the protesters’ voices were united, their faces, unlike the cops’, expressed their individuality—some looked almost amused, some thrilled, some infuriated, some disdainful. As I stared at those in the front lines, their chanting seemed to grow lustier, their faces more animated; my gaze was stirring up their anger. I wanted to hide my head under my shirt like a photographed perp, but at the same time I felt a sullen rage. Didn’t these people know that mockery provokes more than it demoralizes? They should; after Chomp’s election, they were mocked by the Chompians often enough. And why were these protesters mocking anyway? They were the ones who had lost. No, we were the ones who had lost. Really I was one of them. But it’s easy to forget which side you’re on when your allies are screaming at you.

			The chanting somehow got even louder. I could hear nothing else, not the idling of the bus, or the instructions of the RMB shepherd, or the voices of my fellow passengers. No one was reasonable anymore. No one cared about improving lives through laws and institutions. Politics had no more meaning than professional sports. Chomp stood for his people the way LeBron James stood for Cleveland. His fans gloried in his victories. His enemies hated him reflexively. Whether his policies improved or damaged people’s lives was beside the point. For the Chompians, glory was enough. Chomp knew what people wanted: not policy but victory. His opponents, on this one point, seemed to agree.

			
			We gathered by the side of the bus as our luggage was hauled out of its underbelly. Porters hovered nearby. The Chompians of the viral videos reveled in facing protesters down with vigor and spittle, but my fellow riders waited silently. I’ve been in protests before, including many in Latin America, where both the police and the rabble expect broken bones, but this was even more distressing. At least there I could sympathize with the downtrodden against their hated rulers. Here my mother and I were standing among supporters of the hated tyrant, or ex-tyrant. We were suffering for a man we despised. At least, I hoped she despised him.

			I stayed close beside her. The heat and confusion seemed to slow the luggage handlers. The crowd, perhaps worn out after the initial burst of excitement, eased up on the volume.

			Shell nudged my arm. She already had her bag. “Will you listen to those donkeys? They’ve been out all morning in this sun. Guess it’s a lot easier when your ancestors spent ten thousand years picking tamales in the desert.” She pulled out a plastic mister and spritzed herself in the face. “Want some?” Without waiting for my answer, she spritzed me too, right in my face and then behind my ears, as if the water were perfume.

			I saw that my mother’s face was beginning to redden in the heat. I asked to borrow Shell’s mister and then spritzed my mother, on the neck only to avoid smearing her makeup. She sighed gratefully and made a show of standing straighter, like a well-tended rose.

			
			I turned back to Shell.

			“What’s Chomp planning?” I asked.

			“You’ll see, bub. How’d you get on the bus anyway? When you’ve never been to a rally.”

			“I’m a writer. I’m interviewing Chomp this afternoon.”

			Her eyes widened. I might have told her I was a spy for Chuck Schumer. “You’re lying,” she said.

			“I review luxury cruises. I’m interviewing him for a promotional piece.”

			“Are you going to his room? You have to tell me what it’s like. What he’s like. I bet he’s way funny once you get him alone.”

			“I’ll tell you all about it. If I’m lucky, Chomp and I will hit it off. That happens sometimes after my interviews.” Mostly interviews with young bored PR minions. I’d never tried hanging out with a former real-estate tycoon, former reality-television star, former president. “I could try to introduce you to him afterward. But you have to do something for me.”

			“What?”

			Her wide eyes seemed to hide the rapid whirring of her brain, as if she was considering all the things she might be willing to do.

			“Tell me what’s going on with this cruise.”

			“Shell!” Her mother was screaming and waving her ripple-skinned arm from about fifteen feet away. Her smile was enormous, toothy, and terrified. “We got to go!”

			“I will,” Shell said to me. “I promise. Find me later.”

			“Where?”

			
			“Anywhere. You can’t miss me.”

			She started trotting off after her parents. I realized too late I still had her mister.

			My bag finally came, but my mother’s larger one required some tugging. Now that most of the passengers were gone, the chanting had fizzled out. A few protesters found a new way to amuse themselves. “I hope you get rammed by a whale,” one of them yelled. “A big fat white one!” Any one of a number of pale, hefty passengers might have been the target. A few of them slumped a little as they plodded toward the terminal. Nothing wins over political opponents like a good fat joke.

			In the distance, I could see cars, taxis, and buses unloading non-VIP passengers at a different unloading zone, presumably less illustrious, beside a side entrance that was farther from the protest barricades. The non-VIPs looked younger and livelier. The remaining passengers around me glanced their way, longing to summon a youthful militia to their beleaguered outpost. One man was indeed coming toward us from their direction, but he was ungainly and middle-aged, no one’s idea of a hero.

			“Lady!” This protester’s voice soared above the others. “You’re making white nationalism sexy again!” He waved his CHUMPS FOR CHOMP sign.

			A few protesters laughed. I realized he was talking about my mother. She smirked as she continued gazing at the bus but otherwise pretended not to notice. I, on the other hand, was ready to strangle someone.

			And then I heard someone shouting her name. How did the protester know it? I turned. Not a protester at all.

			
			The man hustling in from the other unloading zone was Clark. My mother saw him too. “Him,” she murmured.

			He stepped off the walk and into the roadway where we were waiting. He stopped and spread his arms as if for an embrace. His face too spread out, his cheeks crinkling into lines that suspended a tremendous grin. “We found each other!”

			My mother stared at him. Clark’s grin began to quaver and shrink. My mother’s look of loathing is not easily borne.

			“When the gentlemen finally remove my bag,” she murmured to me, “take it to the porters. I’ll be inside.”

			“Okay.”

			But she would have to pass Clark to get to the terminal. She began to circumnavigate him at a considerable distance, like a cargo ship avoiding an iceberg. As we were among the last few bus passengers left, we were all the protesters had to observe.

			Rather than appreciate the dramatic moment, the audience chose to keep heckling. Someone, referring to both my mother’s outfit and her age, asked if she’d been on I Dream of Jeannie. Another shouted, “Shake it like you did for Ronald Reagan!”

			Politics makes everyone assholes. My skin tingled. What kind of movement was this? In that instant I let my country’s hate swallow me. For a brief moment, I became a full Chompian. Bring on the National Guard, gas up the anti-riot Humvees, bulldoze the protesters into the sea. Unlike most Chompians, I had no problem with their ethnicity or immigration status, but there was still lots left over to hate—their snarky cracks, their cheesy rhyming signs, their youth. What did they know about political activism? I had marched against the Iraq War! What did they know about beauty? They pulled duck faces on Tinder, inserted those little cold-sore studs on lips and nostrils, painted each toenail a different color. You couldn’t measure my mother by their absurd standards of beauty, or any standards of beauty, only by her vitality and courage.

			
			I had never admired my mother more. As Carlton Chomp knew, nothing fires up your supporters more than public martyrdom.

			Her bag was finally yanked from the bus.

			“Mom, I’m coming!”

			I grabbed it, but before I could run after her, she stopped and turned back to the crowd. She waved her hand at them regally. Even as they started booing, she crossed her legs, curtsied, and blew them a kiss. A few cheers struggled up through the boos—from women, by the sound of them—and then a few more. My mother was laughing along with her adversaries. No enemy of theirs, no true-hearted Chompian, could be so goofy, so graceful, and so self-aware.

			Clark heard the boos, not the cheers. He set his face for battle and marched to the barricades. He passed right by me without noticing. The cops, who might have protected him from his madness, were all facing the crowd. Only the protesters saw him coming. They whooped. They were finally getting their confrontation.

			But just as he got halfway across the roadway, he had to stop and skip backward—another vehicle was barreling up. This one was a stretch limo. It passed him, passed the bus, and then stopped so hard you could smell rubber. Its back door opened.

			
			Carlton Chomp stepped out. The crowd gave a collective gasp.

			He was only a few limo lengths away from me. He was taller than I expected and also fatter, though his billowing belly was well hidden by an expensive and expansive suit jacket, and further camouflaged by his height and general air of confidence and good fortune. He wore a plain red baseball cap, in honor of the valiant immigration agents now so cravenly hamstrung by the Farthing regime. Just as the cops’ headgear was designed to intimidate protesters, Chomp’s was designed to enrage them. The few Chompian passengers nearby dropped their bags to wave with both hands. Chomp ignored them and instead strode toward the protesters. On the way, he blew violent kisses—the opposite of my mother’s—while security in ties and glossy CHOMP jackets scurried to keep him surrounded.

			“Thanks for quitting!” someone shouted.

			Chomp made a bullhorn of his hands. The crowd hushed. Even those who hated Chomp wanted to hear him speak.

			What emerged from his mouth was a strange kind of mooing. At first no one understood. The protesters looked all around, at the limo, at the terminal, at our bus, as if they thought some machine was causing the sound. Or some cow.

			Chomp took a breath and began again. Our ears were by now more accustomed to the sound. He was saying, “Loooosers!” Now everyone understood, and everyone was outraged. The whole barricaded parking lot churned like a shark tank at feeding time. One protester tried to organize a chant of “Now resign from humankind” but there was too much free-form booing. I watched the tallest of the bodyguards shout in Chomp’s ear and slice the air with his hand, clearly trying to persuade him to shut up and leave.

			
			This was the man I was supposed to interview.

			Clark, almost directly in front of me, and not too far from Chomp, had also begun to approach the barricade. He was gesticulating at a young man who looked like a protester—young, skinny, dark-haired, tanned, T-shirted—but who stood on our side of the barricade. If this kid was a protester, I had no idea how he had been able to hop the barricade and slip by the cops. Perhaps they were distracted by the pandemonium of Chomp’s arrival. Most were now focused on Chomp, some grinning under their helmets, thus revealing their humanity for the first time. A few of them began, unprofessionally, to wander from their posts, zombies attracted by the odor of celebrity. None of them noticed Clark or his antagonist. Neither did the protesters.

			The young man accepted Clark’s abuse for a moment and then rushed at him, his arms flailing like the wings of an angry goose. A backpack careened around his shoulders. My first thought was that Chomp’s long-promised terrorist nightmare was about to become true. But the young man’s face lacked that look of divine inspiration I associate with the suicide bomber. He was merely pissed off.

			He stopped in front of Clark, perhaps ten yards from the barricade, and opened his mouth. He must have been screaming, though I had no chance of hearing him over the crowd. He shook both arms, as if about to club Clark on the shoulders. Even now, none of the cops were paying any attention; the young man was on our side of the barricades, the side of law and order.

			
			My mother was at my elbow. “Help him, Jacob!” she shouted. “Go!”

			I ran. As I closed in on them, I could hear only the protester’s howling, but at the same time could feel a dozen different sensations over my body: the tingle of sweat oozing from every exposed inch of my skin, the heat of the asphalt below my feet, the vibration of my ribs with every heartbeat. I had been in scarier places, even scarier protests. But I had never been so unnerved by mass unrest. People say that watching your country descend into violence is like watching one of your parents clobber the other. Was America becoming one of those countries?

			I finally got close enough to hear Clark: “You aren’t fit to lick her shoes!” The image made me want to leave him to his beating.

			The young man dropped his fists and pointed one long arm back at the crowd. “Do you see her?” His voice and his arm shook with rage.

			“Let’s go, Clark!” I shouted.

			Clark ignored me. “See who?”

			“Are you blind? Now look at him.” He pointed at Chomp.

			To the exasperation of his entourage, Chomp had redoubled his mooing. He was now twisting his torso, like a guy watering a wide patch of lawn with a hose, so that more of the protesters could get soaked in his abuse. Cops were trotting toward him from the far reaches of the loading zone.

			“You hear that?” The young man bounced on his toes, and his arm fluttered like a flag in a gale. “Are you proud of him?”

			“Let’s go, Clark!” I screamed again.

			Clark was unbudgeable. “Look, buddy—”

			“Carlos! Say my fucking name!”

			
			“Look, Carlos! You were yelling at my woman! What did she ever do to you?”

			Carlos shrieked in coherent rage. “Your redcaps took my mother!”

			The word redcaps drove through the chaos around us like a bullet in the storm. Clark, for the first time, dropped his outrage and tried, perhaps involuntarily, to understand. “Took what?”

			“My mother! She’s in detention. What’s my little sister supposed to do?”

			“I don’t know!”

			Clark’s honesty failed to pacify.

			“Now look at her!” Carlos’s swept his arm into his chest, as if to backhand Clark across the face. Instead he shot his arm out again, pointed this time toward the crowd. Clark and I both turned our heads to look. There, across the parking lot, a young girl’s face appeared just over the top of the barricade. She was staring back at us.

			Off to the side, Chomp was shouting, “The redcaps are coming! They’re checking passports! Better swim for it!”

			That was a lie, or a joke (with Chomp, it could be hard to distinguish the two). Since Chomp’s resignation, the Federal Immigration Task Force had retired their red caps and, more importantly, had been forbidden from operating in public places and without warrants. Malicious brutality was now frowned upon.

			But the old ways would never be forgotten. At the word redcaps the crowd erupted. So did Carlos: “Tell that girl why they took her mom! Tell her why you love Chomp!”

			He grabbed Clark by the shirt and started hauling him toward the maddened crowd. Some protesters finally noticed us. They leaped in excitement.

			
			Clark let himself be dragged, shaking his head. His eyes were cloudy and confused. Carlton Chomp’s presence apparently had varied effects on people; it could inspire, enrage, and enervate all at once.

			The cops near us had gone to protect Chomp. The protesters were pounding their fists against the barrier. This craggy-faced plutocrat was about to be fed to the sharks. Only the little girl was motionless, even calm. Her arms made an X over her chest—a shield that looked like a target. The metal barrier before her was hopping on its metal feet.

			“Let him go!” I shouted, uselessly.

			“He’s running!” someone screamed. Several protesters pointed at Chomp.

			We all turned to look, even Carlos. Chomp’s men had finally managed to coax Chomp away from the crowd. He was retreating amid a pack of staff. Cops formed a phalanx around him and his posse. Some pulled clubs from their hips, others canisters; none of them pulled guns, not yet, but then none of the protesters were yet leaping over the barricade. What if they did?

			Except for his bright tuft of hair, Chomp was hidden amid the scrum. His retreat toward the terminal was slow and orderly. I thought I saw him bend his face to his phone, tweeting even as he escaped. Cheers began to rise up from the crowd. To them, Chomp’s march to the cruise terminal—to his vacation—was a victory. Even Carlos now had only one arm around Clark’s midsection; the other was raised high. Protesters began embracing one another in excitement. They had walked all morning in the heat, shouted their throats ragged, stood for hours in the parking lot, and now it was all worth it.

			
			Suddenly, a moan rose up from the crowd. I looked again at Chomp’s withdrawing scrum. In the middle of it one hand was upraised. Chomp’s. He was giving the great Miami anti-Chomp protest the finger.

			Someone far down the barricade threw a mashed-up Gatorade bottle in the general direction of the limo. In response, one of the few cops who had remained stalwart at his post hurdled the barrier to hunt down the villain. Frightened protesters in his path tried to lunge out of his way, but there was no room in the packed front lines. A ripple spread from the rampaging cop throughout the crowd. Cops detached from Chomp’s phalanx and came running to reinforce that stretch of barricade, which was starting to topple. They used both hands to shove against the metal rails. Other cops leaped over them.

			With a new war cry, Carlos again began to drag Clark toward the protesters. There were no cops near our stretch of barricade. The little girl stepped back and was swallowed into the crowd. I hoped someone was protecting her. The protesters on the front line had their arms outstretched over the barricade, fingers spread like claws. They looked ready to grab Clark, pull him up and over the barricade, and trample him to death. Everyone had gone insane.

			“Stop!” I sprinted forward and shoved Clark in the back. He flew out of Carlos’s hold and went stumbling into the barricade. Numerous hands pinned him fast to the metal. Protesters screamed in his face. He flung a terrified look back at me.

			“Let him go!” I lifted Shell’s mister. “Or I’ll spray!” Every protester in American must know by now to fear pepper spray.

			
			But no one heard me in the general commotion. In my peripheral vision, I saw more cops vaulting the barricade into the crowd. Clark kept looking at me, his eyes huge and white-rimmed.

			I shoved the bottle next to Clark’s head and spritzed every face within range.

			Of all the senses, touch inspires the fiercest emotional response. We’re all used to the visual and aural illusions of movies, television, and the Internet. The third sense, taste, is almost entirely absent in normal human activity, except when we’re dining or (sometimes) screwing. Smell, at its worst, merely disgusts. But touch is the nearest to pain and pleasure. More immediately than any other sense, touch activates affection and desire—but also fear. When those grasping, yanking, jeering kids felt the cold spray in their faces, they wailed. Some of them leaped away, their hands frantically swiping at their faces.

			“It’s Mace!” someone yelled.

			That’s not what Mace—or pepper spray, or tear gas—feels like. But this crowd didn’t know that, not yet.

			I dropped the bottle and jerked Clark from the fence. The protesters were still wailing and yelping, still unaware they were fine, panicking those around them who hadn’t seen what had happened, who assumed the cops were sending in gas, as they had at protests in Manhattan, St. Louis, Oakland, everywhere.

			Now at last cops started to run our way. Protesters screamed louder and shoved at the barricades. The madness was about to boil over into violence. The devils that in recent years had been hovering over the American people had been waiting for just this spark—my stupid spritz—to set Miami on fire, as they had in so many other cities since Chomp’s election.

			
			“It’s water!” I screamed, much too late.

			“What did you do?” Carlos’s face was a swirl of fury mixed with confusion. Clark, finally free, struck at his chest. Carlos shoved back. An approaching cop screamed some incomprehensible order at us. Carlos turned to him and thrust his hand in his hip pocket.

			My stomach flopped. All noises seemed to vanish. Carlos had a gun. He was a terrorist after all. It was real, all of it, all the Chompian fears, which are really all our animal fears, fear of the unknown, fear of the stranger, fear of the wolf hidden in the dark. I hoped my mother had got to safety. I had brought her here. This was all my fault.

			Suddenly, my senses returned and the world restarted. The sounds of screaming people, clomping feet, and clanging metal rushed back to me. My body returned to me. I gathered myself to spring at Carlos.

			Then I saw that he was holding up not a gun but a smartphone.

			“I have a ticket!” Carlos held his phone up high.

			The first cop arrived. He didn’t shoot Carlos or gas him—he just tackled him. A kind of groan rose from the crowd, and then a gasp, as the second cop came and leaped on the writhing pair. I hit the deck, pulling Clark down with me—pre-tackling ourselves would reduce the chance of a broken bone.

			But now a gang of protesters, adrenalized by the action both inside and outside the pen, managed to kick over a nearby barricade. More cops were coming. Some had already whipped out their extendable clubs. From the ground, I looked back for my mother. A white-haired passenger, his hair Einsteined in the port sea breeze, was shouting to the cops and windmilling his arm toward the breach. A few protesters suffered a sudden attack of sense and scrambled back to the safety of their crowd and their pen, but two remained. The first raised his arms and skipped triumphantly in place like Rocky. The second dropped to his knees.

			
			The first was tackled; the second, clubbed. Both were swarmed.

			“Stay back from the fence,” a new, amplified voice ordered. “Trespassers will be arrested.”

			No one was attacking me. I eased myself up from the ground. Clark did the same, though much more laboriously. Someone hooked my elbow and tugged me away. It was my mother. When Clark started to follow us, Carlos pointed at him and shouted, “He attacked me!”

			And then Clark too, unprotected by any woman, was swarmed by security.

			My mother and I walked on, past the roadway, up to the cement walk that led to the terminal. Now the howling of the crowd was replaced by the roar of arriving vehicles: not buses, but police cruisers, Emergency Service vans, and big armored BearCats, urban tanks. These last came in a slow procession, like a military parade. Miami-Dade, like so many police departments these days, had happily blown their Chompian security stimulus on militarized crowd-control essentials. The vehicle’s engines drowned out the protest.

			My mother continued to lead me down the path to the terminal. I was a child again, trustingly following her through the dangerous tempest of some town carnival, terrifying teacup rides, and careening adolescents all around me.

			
			I looked back again. Chomp and his entourage were gone. Clark and Carlos were being frog-marched away—combatants now linked in detention. The two barricade-defying protesters, one of them bleeding from the head, were just behind them. Between two police vans, I could see a troop of their bravest comrades cheering the martyrs and taunting the cops.

			Chomp had brought this chaos to life. What was he hoping to do with it?

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 6

			The cool white world within the check-in terminal seemed oblivious—or impervious—to the violence outside, as if an opiate had been added to the HVAC system. Cruisers inside were behaving exactly like cruisers anywhere—chatting up old friends and new, joking about their spouses’ packing skills, checking their phones to hoot at the weather back home. Younger cruisers were sipping from plastic bottles, presumably to save money by arriving pre-drunk. This inhibited the orderly flow of the security line but added to its conviviality. Older female cruisers lamented the effects of the climate on their hair. Their husbands were dressed in loose white shirts and slacks, some even in white belts and white shoes, as if the trip were a 1950s Elks convention. The men’s handshakes were like gunshots. If there were real gunshots outside, nobody could hear them. Hardly anyone even glanced out the windows, where the view was mostly obstructed by armored vehicles anyway. The apocalypse outside might have been rolling by on Netflix.

			Line ambassadors in fluorescent vests smiled and pointed the way to the end of the security line, confident in the obviousness of the system. Determinedly confused cruisers asked questions anyway. But none of their questions were about the disturbance outside. The cruisers all seemed to believe the protesters were gone. Chomp had made them disappear.

			Did Chomp too believe in his powers of sorcery? What did he believe? Even now, no one knew. The opposition insisted that all that mattered was what Chomp achieved, or destroyed, not what he believed or desired in his heart of hearts. Let the biographers slog around in that muck. To the families of the deported, nothing mattered but that their loved ones had been taken away. But now, as my own audience with Chomp was approaching, I was more than ever determined to discover his guiding principles. At some point, just before he quit, Chomp must have considered himself, on his own mysterious terms, a failure. If I could understand why, I might also understand what he was attempting to accomplish now.

			
			I felt ready for our interview. Now that I had personally witnessed Chomp’s childish gestures and heard his stupid insults, it would be easy to convince myself, if only for half an hour, that he was no longer mighty ex-President Chomp, breaker of brown families and avenger of white suffering, mighty force of American history. He was just some guy who had leveraged his charm, knack for outrage, and inherited wealth into popularity and power. I had known bloggers who had used some subset of Chomp’s gifts to achieve Internet fame and even, sometimes, a comfortable living. Chomp wasn’t so different. Just about a billion times more successful. I could figure those bloggers out in five minutes. Chomp might take ten.

			I soon discovered that not all the passengers were blasé about the protest. As my mother and I took our places in line, I could hear scattered bits of nervous chatter.

			“In Venezuela, they’d be cutting avocados in prison camp.”

			“When I was that age, I worked weekends.”

			“They’re lucky he didn’t round them up when he could’ve.”

			“Won’t be our problem much longer.”

			
			At one point, several different people throughout the room all laughed at once. It turned out that Chomp had just sent a new tweet. One man started to read it out loud: “Professional yahoos attacking my Chompians…” A woman finished for him: “Enjoy sunstroke and jail time, losers! We’re on to the beach.”

			Critics said all Chomp was good at was tweets and one-liners. But throughout history, ambitious people have used a knack for the latest information medium (radio, television, now Twitter) to achieve world-altering influence. And not just modern history. Think back two thousand years to the silver-tongued carpenter’s son who was first to exploit the hitherto unappreciated medium of the parable.

			

			—

			The next room in the terminal, equally cavernous but much less sunny, held the security checkpoint. Check-in security on most cruises is a playtime version of an airport’s. Your bags and body are scanned, but the agents are watching mainly for illicit stashes of alcohol, not bombs. Their demeanor is cheery and helpful, their frisks perfunctory. They dispense with the airport TSA’s self-seriousness and racial profiling.

			The Chomp cruise was different. Linebackers bearing hip holsters and glossy CHOMP team jackets—soldiers from Chomp’s private force—stared balefully over the serpentine line. Each soldier nevertheless made it a point to nod at any cruiser who looked their way, to acknowledge shared values and common cause. You’re not under suspicion, they seemed to say, but let’s keep an eye on your neighbors. The devil can take human form to confound us.

			Like most veteran travelers, I disdain security theater, but I couldn’t deny a certain logic to this particular concern. Wouldn’t a cruise ship make a better terrorist target than an airplane? Why would a radical Islamist choose to blow up a two-hundred-passenger Boeing instead of a three-thousand-passenger floating city dedicated to mindless leisure and excessive consumption of alcohol and molten chocolate cake—especially one carrying Carlton Chomp?

			
			“Does he have to pass security too?” an elderly woman asked a roving line ambassador.

			“He’ll be on the ship, ma’am. That’s all I can say.”

			The security men nodded approvingly at her circumspection.

			“He’ll probably swoop in on one of his fighter jets,” the woman’s slightly younger companion said. “He was commander in chief. He has rights. He could land on the top deck.” As if we were cruising on an aircraft carrier.

			“Should’ve brought a B-1 bomber for those animals outside,” said a man behind them, his laughter booming overhead.

			Near the X-ray machine, a man was getting yanked from the line after announcing his carry-on contained a licensed weapon. “You expect me to cruise naked?” he asked incredulously.

			My mother lowered her phone. I saw that she’d been reading the Miami newspaper about the protest outside. “What do you think they’ve done with Clark?” she asked.

			“Detained him for the afternoon,” I said. “They’ll let him go tonight. He’s the wrong demographic for a terrorist.”

			“Oh, Jacob, what if they all betray me, all of them, for the rest of my life? They never used to. This is how the end begins. I wish I had a little notice.” She looked me not quite in the eye and gave me a little smile, a sign that she wanted to be taken seriously. She liked to apply to her deepest feelings a protective coating of irony.

			
			“They’re still falling for you, Mom.” I thought of my father, permanently fallen for her.

			“That’s not what concerns me. As I always say, Jacob, you and I are really the same. We both lose our minds for love. We should try to be more like those lunatics outside. At least they’re losing their minds for a cause.” She picked up her phone again.

			I wondered if my father had lost his mind for a cause. Maybe that’s why he had flown here—to join the protest. Nowadays my father did nothing more political than vote, but once when I was a baby he and my mother packed a picnic and dragged me to some Earth Day rally. I know it only from a picture he took, of my mother and me—her, achingly lovely; me, nauseatingly slime-nosed—sitting on a blanket amid a springtime fiesta of bubble-lettered signs, puppets, and hippie-throwback outfits. More like a folk music festival than the rage spasm I had just witnessed.

			No, my father would have told me if he’d suffered some political conversion. He must have come for my mother and me. But what if, in trying to track us down, he had stumbled onto this crazy protest, so different from the ones he remembered? Crowds always addled him. He would have asked everyone he met if they’d seen his son or his wife (as he still thought of her); they would have assumed he was a narc or an ICE agent in disguise. Or he might have demanded assistance from some hypersensitive cop. No catastrophe was too absurd to befall him.

			
			How many other clueless unprepared people were in the crowd today? How many apolitical types had come along only to accompany a gung-ho roommate or a lefty ecumenical church group or a new boyfriend? Only a fraction of the country was prepared to fight a civil war for its future; the rest watched anxiously as the battle zones widened and more and more of us were forced to take sides and suffer consequences. In some cities, they were once again rounding protesters up with plastic netting, as they used to do in the mid-aughts in New York. They might be doing it right now.

			Our check-in agent took our name and licenses and examined his computer. He took his time. He had to ask for our licenses again. At snazzy hotels, the front desk always knows how to handle the travel writer. Cruise-terminal desks are less adroit. While he puzzled it out, we examined an eight-by-eleven glossy of the master of the ship, Captain Prosti, in full uniform.

			“Okay, you”—the agent pointed at my mother—“are in a stateroom with Clark Wolfson.”

			“We changed all that,” I said. “She’s with me. Separate beds, please. We arranged all this two days ago with your marketing director.”

			“So who’s with Mr. Wolfson?”

			“It probably depends on the bail,” my mother said. “But do keep his room available.” She murmured to me, “We wouldn’t want them offering him a refund.”

			“Okey-dokey,” the agent said. I’d never heard that word uttered so doubtfully.

			“Where’s the marketing director?” I asked. “He’s organizing my interview with Mr. Chomp.”

			
			I hoped the name would finally spark some action. It did.

			The agent signaled to one of the line ambassadors, who took our licenses and walked away. My mother and I had to follow the man down the long line of boisterous passengers and their agents, several of whom glanced curiously at us as we passed. Like so many victims of unreasonable authority, I was perplexed, ashamed, annoyed, and anxious.

			The line ambassador finally halted at an island desk set apart from the rest of the agents. He passed our licenses to a silent woman who wore her hair in a tight ballerina’s bun. She looked like she had recently aged out of the corps and now had to take a job she hated. She examined both licenses front and back.

			“Is something wrong?” I asked.

			A CHOMP-jacketed security guard was leaning against the wall nearby. He watched the room with undisguised contempt, probably wishing he were outside where the action was; but something in my tone, some note of nascent resistance, caught his interest.

			“No.” The woman tapped lightly and efficiently at the keyboard. With a dancer’s efficiency, she had eliminated all extraneous motions, including the smile. She confirmed our room assignment but gave no recognition of my writer’s status beyond pointing out the Commodore’s Club stripe on our cardkeys, which entitled us to a champagne reception. As she handed over the cardkeys, she finally betrayed some emotion by emitting a small look of obvious relief at the end of our encounter.

			“I need to speak to the onboard marketing director,” I said. “No one’s told me where to meet Chomp for my interview.”

			
			As she spoke she opened her lips only slightly, barely enough to whistle: “There is no interview.” Now she seemed neither efficient nor rude, only furtive.

			“I was promised—”

			The agent leaned just slightly over the desk. Even the very furtiveness of her movements was furtive.

			“Everything’s changed,” she murmured. “He canceled the interview. He threw a coffee mug at our publicity director.”

			“Why?”

			“They all dropped him. All the networks. Even Fox! They’re refusing to cover his speech on the island. They think it’s a gimmick. He blames us. He tried to extort better terms on his contract. And today they say he’s even angrier.”

			Was that anger? “Why?”

			“There was a threat.”

			“What kind of threat?”

			“A credible threat.”

			“From a protester?”

			No one, as far as I knew, had ever tried to assassinate Chomp. His adversaries’ tactics had never extended beyond marching, chanting, and obstructing his favorite bills in Congress. They preferred to see him defeated, disgraced, and scorned, rather than martyred. But they’d been waiting a long time.

			“They wouldn’t tell us. But they’re already blaming our security. So enjoy your cruise. Just please leave the president alone.”

			
			She flicked her eyes at the exit, where she obviously wanted me to go. The security guard pushed himself off the wall.

			I spoiled his fun by walking away.

			“I still think you’re important,” my mother said.

			

			—

			The ship wasn’t quite ready to receive us, but there was a lounge in which Commodore’s Club members could luxuriate in free Wi-Fi while they waited. My mother hit the bathroom for an extended facial touch-up. The lounge’s windows looked out only to the harbor, but through the glass I could hear the steady thrum of chanting. The protesters were still out, still permitted to chant. The two sides must have backed off from all-out war. But my heart, instead of leaping up, seemed to hunker down.

			Upon her return, my mother greeted me with a sympathetic, entirely well-meaning smile that filled me with self-loathing.

			“Cheer up,” she said. “Everything’s better after a piña colada. Maybe we can interview Captain Prostate instead.”

			“Prosti,” I said. “He’s an Italian, not a gland.”

			“Not much difference, dear, but I suppose you’ve never dated one.”

			“Chomp will talk to me.”

			“I’m sure he will.” But her sympathy had stretched as far as it could go. “Maybe someday when you’re a successful writer. You know I hate to criticize, but if you want to be taken seriously, you should start writing about things that really matter, like ISIS or cancer, instead of monasteries in Bolivia or water management in the Grand Canyon or whatever hotel your monthly floozy happens to be promoting.”

			
			Luckily for us both, attendants were now telling us to board. We took an escalator to a covered gangway high above the pier. We had to wait for an advance party of the extremely elderly to complete their crossing first. The man at the rear lifted and planted his walker like a giant spiked boot. Through the flimsy walls I could once again hear the low moans of distant chanting. But no one else seemed to.

			We finally crossed the gangway. In the ship’s foyer, a South African assistant cruise director, blond and approachably gorgeous in the manner of her profession, was instructing us early arrivals to sun ourselves by the pool on the Exultation Deck or raid the buffet while we waited for our staterooms. I knew she was South African because she had to explain her accent to almost every arrival. The elderly Chompians nodded their approval. They probably kept old Krugerrands in their desk drawers.

			“Eleanor!”

			We turned. Trotting down the gangway was Clark.

			Only I could hear my mother’s gasp.

			“They cleared me!” Clark stopped and waited for congratulations. When they didn’t come, he pretended he was catching his breath. “Whew! I kept saying I was a passenger. I kept saying I was on the right side! Do I look illegal? I don’t even know what social justice is! Lucky they checked the manifest.” He took a few more breaths to settle his nerves. He must have known that only the bold had a chance with my mother. “Eleanor. They told me you took another room. I get it. But let’s—”

			“I wish my son had let them crush you.”

			
			I looked around for an escape. We were at the back of the mob waiting for the next elevator. Around us, genially resolute Indonesians from ship security stood guard by the forbidden stairs and hallways leading into the ship.

			“I’m from Capetown!” declared the assistant cruise director yet again.

			“Leave her alone, Clark,” I said.

			The elevator pinged. A load of passengers shuffled on.

			“How about a visit?” Clark begged. “Suites are ready first, they said, and I sprung for a suite. Number 1103, right near Chomp’s room, seriously! Please, Eleanor. After my divorce, I never loved a woman. I never had the chance. No one would look at me. Now things are different. You can’t know what it’s like—to be okay-looking when you used to be…you know. But I learned my lesson.”

			If my mother could have vented the insults leaping up in her brain, I’m sure she would have felt better. But she’s not one to embarrass herself in front of a crowd.

			“Just say you’ll listen to me, Eleanor. Please.”

			He was begging her not to act, not even to listen, but just to say she’d listen. He could make the request as minuscule as he wanted, and she’d still deny it.

			“Give up, Clark.” I was surprised by how gentle I sounded.

			“Jacob, listen. You and me have to talk too. It’s about your dad.” He nodded hopefully.

			Something in my face made him press on.

			“Come to my room, and I’ll tell you everything. Look, they gave me an extra cardkey. It was supposed to be for you, Eleanor, but I get it, I understand.” He held the card out gingerly. “You take it, Jacob. Come by anytime. Just knock first. Or whatever. Knock loud so I hear you if I’m, you know. In the john.” A man in his position couldn’t risk ambiguity.

			
			My mother was pretending to examine her nails. I could see how her fingers trembled. I took the cardkey. It seemed the best way to get him to leave.

			“I’m changed.” Clark’s voice crouched low, an athlete ready to move in any direction. “After that shitstorm outside, I’m taking a stand. I’m full bore for Chomp. I’m not just about making deals and watching football anymore. I’m serious, Eleanor. About you too.”

			The elevator pinged again. This time my mother knifed through the crowd, leaving a handful of elderly grumps to squawk almost in satisfaction at her rudeness. I had to piss them off further by following her. She crammed herself into the elevator’s corner.

			Clark was relentless. He followed in the path we had cleared and managed to board the elevator too. He fit himself just beside me.

			“Back off!” I was trying to shame Clark, but no one heard. A tiny, incredibly loud woman was berating the elevator attendant for not pressing the Door Close button.

			“It’ll close on its own, ma’am!” the attendant said, her voice a little shrill.

			My mother offered the rest of the elevator a smile that held, miraculously, most of its usual radiance. The doors finally shut, and the elevator crept up to the next floor. Our destination was ten floors away. Clark leaned forward to stare forlornly past me at my mother. His cow eyes made me want to chuck him into the wall, which I could never do without smashing several brittle human packages. At the same time, I had to admire his loyalty to my mother. He was unafraid to abase himself for what little chance he had to win her back. My father’s morose withdrawal had been more seemly but less satisfying. At least Clark would know he had done all he could.

			
			Clark locked eyes with me. “Your dad, Jacob. You won’t believe it.”

			“What are you talking about?” I said, hoping he wouldn’t tell me, not right now.

			“He wrote me an email. Then he saw me at the airport. He’s got a secret. Bring your mom along and I’ll tell you both all about it.” His slyness was pitiful. He gave it up immediately. “Please, Eleanor!”

			I felt her breathing change. Clark grinned. We were listening to him. He tried again to gaze into my mother’s eyes.

			“Don’t look at me,” she said.

			Everyone heard that. I caught the elevator attendant’s eye. He nodded.

			At the seventh floor, a floor currently off limits to passengers, the elevator doors opened to reveal a room attendant holding a bucket. She sighed when she saw the crowd and waved us on.

			But I grabbed my mother’s hand and slipped through the pack. “Getting out!” I flashed my Commodore’s Club card at the elevator man. He held the Door Open button for us, but dropped a forearm to keep Clark from following. “Commodore’s Club only, sir. Buffet is five floors up, sir.”

			
			“But I have a suite!”

			One of the passengers cackled. “He thinks he’s special!”

			Once the doors had closed, my mother leaned lightly on my shoulder and kissed me on the cheek. I was once again ten years old, and she was rewarding me the same way outside my school playground. She had discovered me playing wall ball with the fat kid who had stayed back a grade and always played alone. (Why was I doing that? Presumably the other wall-ball players had gone home early. I loved wall ball.) The sensation was so gratifying that I had made a point of playing wall ball with Rob Bone the rest of the week, despite the risk to my own popularity. Once I even smacked down (verbally) a kid who told Rob to fuck off. Rob never suspected my dual motive. After his parents transferred him to another school, he sent me a letter, on stationery adorned with printed baseball-player cartoons at each corner. If only my mother had known how much better she could make me if she tried.

			“What was he saying about your father?” she asked. The cleaner had given up and taken the stairs.

			“I wish I knew.”

			“I think you have an idea. Clark’s been talking to him, hasn’t he? I can guess why. Your father tried to warn Clark away from me. Did you put him up to it? I always believe you, Jacob, so it’s not fair to lie to me. You were smart enough to hate Clark from the start.” She was now hoping I had tried to sabotage her relationship with Clark. It would prove how much I loved her.

			“Whatever he meant about Dad, I had nothing to do with it.”

			“But who would have put them in touch? No one else has your father’s contact information. Except perhaps his bookie and his dominatrix.”

			
			“Don’t laugh at Dad. He never laughed at you.”

			“That must be why we so enjoyed our time together.” She looked around the empty hallways. The only activity was on the staircase. “So where do we Commodore’s Club dignitaries go?”

			“You head upstairs to the pool deck. I’ll meet you.”

			“And where are you going?”

			“To Chomp’s room. I’m getting that interview.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 7

			She insisted on coming along. We tripped up the main staircase, keeping to the rails to make way for handymen, vacuum jockeys, and linen-hauling Sherpas, all of them too intent on their tasks to question us. I stopped on floor 11, officially named the Indulgence Deck. This was the VIP floor. But the hallways that led to the staterooms were blocked by full-length sliding doors. Signs read, CHEERS! WE’RE APPLYING THE FINISHING TOUCHES TO YOUR STATEROOM! IN THE MEANTIME THE FUN HAS BEGUN IN THE SUN ON THE LIDO DECK!

			“Now what?” my mother asked.

			Those long-ago familiarization cruises, while boring, had taught me a few things about cruise ships. For example, I knew that, for reasons of safety and efficiency, hallway doors are never locked. I found the little folding latch behind one of the signs, yanked at it, and slid the door open just enough for me to slip through. My mother followed. I pulled the door shut behind her.

			I also knew, from studying the ship’s deck plans, that the specialty suites were farthest forward. We walked on. The hum of manual labor was all around us. In half the rooms we passed, cleaning-crew workers in blue jumpsuits were rushing to gather up buckets and brushes, like magic fairies putting the house back together before the adults woke up. Other workers were trotting through hallways, some barely missing our shins with their carts or mops. No one challenged us; no one seemed even to notice us. Important guests were expecting their rooms to be ready and important ship officials were expecting mountains more work to be done before anyone slept. The floor’s stewards, middlemen between the managers and the grunts, strode quickly by in their black polyester pants and vests, looking as intimidating as any essential mid-level tyrant, any army sergeant, factory foreman, or school vice principal. In one stateroom, a female cleaner was cowering under a steward’s comparatively hulking form. His finger was almost picking her nose. If this fairy didn’t shape up, she’d have her wings ripped off and her body tossed overboard. She glanced at us as we hurried by; the steward, luckily for everyone concerned, was too intent on his harangue to notice her distraction—or perhaps he mistook it for ordinary fear. All the workers seemed to be brown-skinned, though they could have come from any number of warm parts of the world. I wondered what they thought of the Chompians.

			
			My mother kept her eyes fixed on the hallway ahead. If she was still thinking of Clark, she wasn’t showing it. Whenever I was disturbed or depressed, I threw myself into my work. Now she was throwing herself into my work.

			At the forward end of the ship, our hallway intersected with a cross-ship passage. We rounded the corner, and there at the opposite side, a guard stood next to a half-open door. I froze. He was a white man with a gut like the underside of a wheelbarrow. He was looking sidelong down the hallway that ran to his left. I ducked back behind the corner, before he saw me but not before I heard him say, to someone inside, something like “She’s back?”

			“That must be Chomp’s room,” I whispered.

			“How do you know?” She somehow kept her voice low without whispering. Her usual half smile had stretched to three-quarters. She was enjoying this.

			
			“It’s in the right place, and it’s guarded.”

			“So what do we do?”

			“We tell the guard we’re here to interview his boss. He’ll tell Chomp. We’ll say we had no idea it was canceled. Chomp’ll take us now that we’re here. He was just in a snit. He loves interviews.”

			“But he hates writers.”

			“Because he’s never met the two of us. Ready?”

			“Right now?” The smile was beginning to slip.

			“Sure.”

			“Did you bring a notebook?”

			“I’ll use my phone.”

			“I’m not wearing my meet-the-POTUS clothes.”

			She had put a wrap on in the Commodore’s Club lounge. Her outfit was classy yet reasonably revealing. Perfect for Chomp. “You look great.”

			I stepped around the corner, prepared to be challenged by the guard—but he was just then stepping inside.

			“Where’s he going?” My mother’s voice buzzed like a wasp in my ear.

			“I don’t know.”

			I crept closer. Why would a bodyguard leave his post? The door was left slightly ajar.

			I listened at it. There was no sound within, not even the guard’s footsteps. I had a vision of Chomp lounging alone amid his trademark tchotchkes, so often described, or just namechecked, in long-form profiles: his busts of Winston Churchill and Ted Nugent, his replica Paul Revere beer mug, his crystal flask of filthy water from the Rio Grande. Underlings were said to lug these objects along in a duffel when he traveled. A photo of them, even without Chomp, would get my article an additional 50K clicks.

			
			She’s back, the guard had said. Who was she? Instead of some kitschy icons, perhaps there was a bra dangling on the headboard, women’s shoes beside the writing desk, nail polish on the night table. Before his last marriage, Chomp had dated many gorgeous and extremely unpresidential women, several of them still legally attached to their previous lover. Hellania had by all accounts settled him down, but, at least according to the Internet, he had reverted to his horndog ways after their divorce. None of his fans seemed to mind; his supersize passions were part of his charm. Unlike the rest of us, he had the money and the guts to gratify his desires. But I remembered my mother’s more romantic theory, that Chomp had quit the presidency to protect a secret lover. Perhaps she was hidden within this room.

			I put my hand to the door. It gave way slightly. I could walk right in. That would be insane. Chomp’s people were twitchy at the best of times, let alone just after their boss had incited a riot. But still, I had an appointment.

			I should have had an appointment.

			I could hear my mother’s faint breaths just behind me. I was a good talker, and she was even better. I had been so confident just a few moments ago. I could be so again. I could handle this.

			
			I realized I was about to risk my life and my mother’s just to talk to this man. How do people get such power over us? The courageous thing would be to defy Chomp’s allure and walk away.

			“Go back the way we came,” I whispered to my mother.

			“Why?”

			“I’m going in.”

			I engineered an enormous smile and pushed open the door, prepared to greet with pleasure and confidence the esteemed celebrity who I was absolutely sure would be expecting me. Or the girlfriend of the esteemed celebrity. Or the bodyguard.

			What I saw was the hugest room I’d ever seen in a cruise ship, a duplex not just larger than my New York City apartment (most lifeboats are larger than my apartment) but larger than my local branch library. And like the library, it too was dignified by tall stacks of picturesque but little-used books, reaching high into the suite’s second floor. The walls were polished fake timber, like the interior of a pub, but instead of soaking up the room’s quiet light and imparting a warm red-brown glow, they reflected the brilliant sunshine that blazed through floor-to-ceiling windows. The Regal Majestic Britannia’s presidential suite was a cruise ship vision of a Mayfair men’s club.

			No one was inside.

			A blazer was carelessly draped over a chair back, one arm hanging to the floor, like a bored kid picking at the rug. The few tchotchkes in view were British kitsch: a dart board, a ceramic bulldog, a big fake wooden tap handle jutting out from the wall like a deer antler. The only object that might have been Chomp’s—or any passenger’s—was a hulking gray hard-sided suitcase, standing upright like one of the rocks at Stonehenge.

			
			Up a spiral staircase, I heard voices. The scent of ammonia nipped at my nostrils. Cleaners must be working on the room. They had finished downstairs and were now working on the bedrooms upstairs. Chomp had perhaps stopped by but had left so they could finish. That’s why the guard could neglect his post. Perhaps he was upstairs making sure some cleaner wasn’t planting a bomb under the bed.

			Better leave now and not risk surprising him when he came back.

			As I turned, my gaze swept past a mahogany (colored) desk, on which lay an open laptop and a slim stack of papers. I heard a door upstairs shut. The voices faded.

			“Jacob.” My mother was still at the door, her glance shifting between me and the hallway outside.

			“Go back, Mom.”

			Her eyes skimmed up the staircase. “Did you hear someone?”

			“Just some cleaners.”

			My mother, unlike the guard, remained at her post. Her presence lent me the extra courage I needed. I would have to tell her that later; I had so few opportunities to give her a sincere compliment. I went to the desk and peered at the top paper. The print was all in large type, and certain words were in boldface. It was the reading copy of a speech. My eyes scanned the first full paragraph on the page:

			
				They tried to vote us out. They tried to shout us down. Now they want to kill us. Dream on! Today we retake what they stole. We’re here not to make a last stand but to build our best hope, and our children’s best hope, and their children’s. Who can see the future? We can. We have built a fortress in the sea. Let it be a beacon for the brave. And a big wet raspberry to all the whiny losers.

			
Chomp’s prepared speeches generally mixed vague proposals for half-baked policies with highly developed and specific insults aimed at individual enemies. This kind of melancholy doomsday rhetoric was new. What if it was more than just rhetoric? The “fortress in the sea” presumably referred to this ship, and the “last stand” to a kind of battle (though obviously not really a last stand, since Chomp meant to win), but whom was he planning to fight and what was he fighting for?

			“Someone’s coming,” my mother whispered.

			I lifted my head and listened for the voices above.

			“No. From outside.”

			Now I heard the footsteps outside. “Get in the bathroom.”

			She humphed at the idea, but now there was a voice outside too, a man grunting, and no other place to escape to. She darted into the bathroom. Meanwhile, I plopped down on a stuffed club chair and tried to look impatient.

			A man walked through the doorway. He didn’t seem to notice or mind that the door was open; he was tapping at a cellphone with one pogo-sticking index finger. He looked up, saw me, and frowned.

			He was Carlton Chomp.

			Many celebrities in real life seem smaller and more weathered than they do on television. You can see on their faces the lines, freckles, blemishes, and other flaws that makeup and studio lighting obscure. Not Chomp. His skin was so clear it gleamed. His body was imposing. Even his suit was imposing, partly just because he was wearing one on a cruise ship. He was thick in every body part—shoulders, gut, neck, even feet. His breaths made a kind of purring sound, like the idling of a mighty engine. His red hat was now gone, and his hair was thinner than it looked onscreen, a kind of wispy visor combed over his forehead. His small eyes were set in a permanent squint that made him look shrewd even now, when he was obviously puzzled.

			
			This was the man who terrified and infuriated half the country and enchanted the other half. What effect should he have on me? My foreign-born friends feared him as an authoritarian xenophobe. My American-born friends scorned him as a second-rate celebrity blowhard. But so what if he was second-rate? Everyone but Shakespeare, Leonardo, and Michael Jordan was second-rate. This was a second-rater who had won the presidency. And found the position inadequate.

			“Who are you?” His voice was higher pitched than I expected. He glanced down at his phone, thumped one more button—perhaps Send—and shoved it into his pocket.

			“I’m Jacob Smalls. I’m reviewing the cruise. I’m here to get your statement.”

			He frowned. The lines around his squinting eyes tightened into little starbursts.

			“Is that in my contract?”

			“Afraid so.”

			“Talk to my lawyer,” Chomp said. “We’re renegotiating everything. They told us this ship was like the QE2. I call it a shithole. I’ve had better trips for free to Staten Island. Did you see Harvey? What did he tell you?”

			
			Harvey? I tried to imagine the most advantageous thing some smarmy personal assistant might possibly have told me. It wasn’t coming. Nothing was. I envisioned my mother pressing her ear to the door to monitor my confrontation with the great ex-president and sighing at my uselessness. I had to say something. “You take the Staten Island Ferry?”

			His squint, bizarrely, seemed to relax as he looked at me even more intently.

			“I’ve driven the thing. You tell me something. How am I supposed to talk about the quality of the cruise, which frankly is poor to the point of shitty”—his voice dipped dangerously low, just as it did when he was about to tear apart a debate opponent, an idea I found a little flattering—“when my people have been harassed and threatened by elements of the loser counterculture outside? They’re out to kill me. You know what it’s like to be hated like that?”

			“It must be glorious.”

			Chomp laughed. “That’s right! Glorious. My second wife used to tell me I’m too sensitive, which is true even if she did say it to undermine my confidence at certain special moments. It failed to work, believe me! Yeah, I faced down those dead-enders outside. I even made half of them love me. Most of them do, eventually, except the animals and the psychopaths and the terrorists. Don’t write that. We’ll tell you what to write. Who’s upstairs? Is that Harvey upstairs?”

			I could hear the voices once again jabbering above us.

			
			“Just the cleaners,” I said.

			“Still? I thought we took care of that. Where’s Harvey?” He leaned forward, squinting again, but now he looked less dangerous and more nearsighted.

			“I don’t know. Not here.”

			“But you’re here.” He skewered the air with his texting finger. As a debater, Chomp relied on zingers and rhetorical momentum, as opposed to logic. His strategy was obviously effective on television, but now I saw it was just as effective in personal conversations, where there’s no tape and no transcript, just a sense that you’re either winning or losing. Chomp could always convince himself he was winning. He would not, I vowed, convince me. “And I know why,” he added.

			To kill you, I almost said, solely to get his reaction; but I realized the reaction might well be a shout that summoned a man who shot me in the face. “I’m here to talk to you,” I said. Best to avoid the loaded word interview. “Maybe we could start with—”

			“That’s not why you’re here.”

			He stepped closer, leading with his finger.

			“Why do you think I’m here?” I asked.

			“Same reason we all come. Every one of us. Say it.”

			I looked down the length of his finger to his right hand. The skin there, unlike his face, exposed its age with lines and spots, the scars not of war but of time. Those flaws showed his power. He could overcome anything, even the years.

			Upstairs, the voices rose again. Chomp ignored them.

			“Say it,” he repeated.

			
			But before I could think of a response, he stepped back and smirked. Self-satisfaction seemed to squirt out the sides of his mouth. “You came here to get laid.”

			“In your room?”

			The shouting upstairs transformed, bizarrely, into unpleasant laughter. I almost looked up.

			“Not here in this room, asshole. Here on this ship. Don’t think I don’t know.”

			“Ah,” I said, and added, in the sort of philosophical tone I hoped a statesman would appreciate, “People come from all over the world to get laid on a boat.”

			“Are you kidding me? I’d rather get laid on a bus. A London-style double-decker, top floor, tinted windows, cruising through Times Square in the traffic-free bus lane. Which I have done, believe me! With a lady of absolutely the highest class, ninety-eighth percentile in international competition. You don’t want the winners, trust me, the arrogance there is just tremendous. You have to be careful on a bus. Some of those New York City potholes’ll put your back right out if you catch them at the wrong point in your backswing. That’s why I only hire the very finest drivers. On a bus, my friend, you don’t get seasick. Nevertheless, a cruise ship has its advantages, namely the staff. A young man like yourself cannot fail to have noticed the primo opportunities, even on a shithole like this one. Some of those cruise director gals are like Colombian supermodels but without the attitude.”

			Was he joking or an idiot? Older men in the presence of younger will often wax nostalgic about their sexual youth, but surely Chomp had no need for nostalgia. He could get laid whenever he wanted. Why not just devote his whole life to sex? Surely that would be less laborious and more rewarding than political domination. Maybe getting lucky was so easy he felt he needed another occupation to keep sharp.

			
			I wondered what my mother was making of this turn in our conversation.

			Chomp’s smirk was now expectant. Perhaps he was waiting for my reaction. I tried to collect my thoughts, but he was already fidgeting. He pulled out his phone, held it farsightedly low against his hip, where I could easily see it, and pounded home the passcode while I watched: 110816. The date of his election. What a moron.

			He nodded at some text and jammed the thing back in his pocket.

			“Checking the likes on the last tweet?” I asked.

			“Ha! My ratios are extremely favorable, don’t worry about that. No, I am continually instructing my team, which I call the Moron Brigade. Top people, but tend to get full of themselves. Laid on a boat! You know the best place to get laid?”

			“The White House?”

			“Fat chance. Every room’s a gallery of dead guys. You want Abraham Lincoln gawking at your lady’s assets? You think she wants that? Believe me, though I loved having Andy Jackson winking at me while I swindled some banana republic PM in a trade deal, I also discovered that undressed women dislike getting stared at by old guys. I mean in paintings. Where the fuck is Harvey? He’d kill me for talking to you. No, he’d only joke about killing me. The guy he’d really kill is you. I take security very seriously, which I have to, because I’m in incredible danger pretty much always. What I say is, you get afraid or you get laid. Make your choice. We’ve got maybe thirty, forty years of power in this life, maybe ten or twenty more if you’re rich, like those guys in the Senate. They get action well into their eighties.”

			
			A barked command upstairs—and then a new voice, quick and high, and soon silenced. A woman’s.

			“Who was that?” I asked.

			For the first time, Chomp glanced upward. “Nobody.” His eyes plummeted to the stack of papers on his desk. “Those papers were moved.”

			I said nothing. I hadn’t even breathed on them. Or had I?

			“Were you touching”—he lifted one hand in the air, thumb and forefinger together, as if he was plucking just precisely the right word—“my shit?” His voice rose to a squawk. Was it loud enough to bring the bodyguard?

			“No.” How did he know? Somehow he had detected the imprint of my eyes. “What do I care about papers? Papers are useless. I care about action. That’s why I’m here.”

			I sounded like a nerd trying to imitate Captain Kirk. How did Chomp make stupid manly platitudes sound so sincere?

			He knew a faker when he heard one. His face turned as orange as his hair. He pulled out his phone. He was going to have me killed.

			“Jacob.” My mother stepped out of the bathroom.

			The ex-president’s face froze mid-snarl. My mother gave him a look of ironic amusement, just the thing to buy time. A man like Chomp would want to puzzle out the irony on the face of a woman like her.

			“Eleanor Smalls,” I said. “My writing assistant. She was just freshening up.”

			
			“So it’s a tag team.” Chomp grinned, to indicate he had once again seen through me. “Smart. Always a good idea to pick a beautiful assistant.”

			“She’s my mother.”

			“Then no credit for choosing her. In my experience, which is vast, beautiful women make the best reporters. They know where to dig for your secrets.”

			“Secrets are a waste of time.” My mother perched on the edge of the desk, just beside the papers, as if to nudge them out of his mind. “Who cares what people hide? Jacob’s right. All that matters is what people do—especially important people. What are you up to, Mr. President?”

			Chomp looked delighted. From her, platitudes always sounded convincing. As long as I could remember, my mother has understood not just what people want to hear but how they want to hear it. Her manipulative talents work even on me, when she bothers to use them. Her social skills enabled her professional success. Throughout my teenage years, she worked part-time at Swinging Steve Sanovich’s dentist office, greeting patients, haggling with insurance companies, and graciously but firmly fending off invitations to the doctor’s monthly nitrous parties. After she left my father, she had nothing to build a career on but that experience, a fifteen-year-old bachelor’s degree in business administration, and her social powers. She used all three to land a bookkeeping job, and from there eventually became a regional sales director for a hospital supply company. Sounds boring, but her annual bonus was four times larger than any book advance I’d ever earned. Many of my creative friends consider the phrase “success in sales” to be as oxymoronic as “life in death” but I know that what my mother accomplished was success on the grandest scale. Halfway through her life, she had transformed herself. At an age when so many people are flaming out after early triumphs, she was just starting to soar.

			
			“Ah. Now I know you.” Chomp nodded, pleased at having solved a puzzle worth his time. “You don’t write people’s secrets; you keep them. If I’m talking to anyone, I’m talking to you.”

			He twitched his eyebrows at me and nodded toward the door in dismissal. But there was no way in hell I was leaving him alone with my mother.

			“What I am up to,” he said, “to be honest, is having doubts. Last thing you need when you’re facing down a North Korean dictator aiming his nukes at Waikiki Beach, as I have done, but in an operation like this, when one is surrounded by bozos, doubts are unavoidable. I’ll get over them, I always do.”

			“Jacob, this is what’s called being forthright and unafraid. Women find it highly attractive. You might try it.”

			“I should also try being president,” I said. “Women seem to like that as well.”

			“This president was a married man,” my mother said.

			“You want to be president,” said Chomp, “you need to start with fifty million Twitter followers minimum, and you don’t get those writing personal essays about your girlfriends in Men’s Adventure or The New Jerk Times.” He grinned again. “We Googled you, Jacob Smalls.”

			The shout from above was louder than ever, and for the first time, comprehensible. “You tell them the truth!” A man’s voice again.

			
			“What was that?” my mother asked.

			“Who knows?” The ex-president’s shrug was unconvincing.

			The female voice cried out in response: “Please!”

			I shot up the spiral staircase before Chomp could react. At the top, a short hallway led to an open doorway. The broad back of a bodyguard slid out from the doorway like a slab pushed out from a cave. He turned; he was the fat-bellied guard I’d seen outside. His lumpy face first flushed in anger and then sagged in dismay. Both of us heard heavy footsteps coming up behind me.

			Chomp was ascending with the slow, uncomplaining agony of a big man past middle age. When he finally arrived, the guard said, “We were waiting for you, Mr. President.”

			“Yuh.” Chomp needed a moment to catch his breath. My mother tripped up the stairs behind him.

			The guard zipped his eyes back and forth among the three of us. His hair was jet-black but his eyebrows were salt-and-pepper. On the side of his neck, almost hidden by his collar, was an old puckered scar, shiny as wrinkled satin. I imagined him impressing Chomp with tales of knife fights. This was the trusted veteran bodyguard, never caught out of position—until now. “All under control. We found her.”

			“Great,” I said, as curtly as Chomp would have, and slipped past the guard’s protruding gut through the doorway.

			The bedroom inside was as large as a normal cruise ship stateroom. At the back was another open door, this one leading to a bathroom, where a woman was kneeling by a toilet. A male steward stood over her and shouted, “You make it fucking shine!”

			
			“Who’s she?” I asked.

			The guard hustled in behind me. “Terrorist suspect.” He assumed I was someone important.

			“Why is she cleaning the bathroom?”

			“Figured she should do something useful. We’re holding her while we wait for the president.”

			“There! There!” The raging man standing over her wore a chief steward’s vest. I could see his name tag, which gave his first name and country of origin: FERNANDO / EL SALVADOR.

			“What did she do?” I tried to sound official. Chomp had entered too. Luckily he seemed still to be catching his breath. Perhaps he had tried too hard to impress my mother on the stairs.

			“We found her sneaking around the president’s personal space,” the guard said. “Still not sure how she got in. Harvey called security.”

			The woman in the bathroom turned her head to us. It was at the level of the steward’s knees. Her eyes, narrowed by her close, detailed labor, widened in surprise at all these intruders, and maybe in hope. “No,” she said. “I was cleaning.”

			“Keep cleaning! Then you’re fired! Lucky they don’t kill you.” The steward, in his fury, was aware of nothing but the offending woman.

			“Hey, bud,” said the guard.

			The steward quickly woke from his revenge dream. His glare was both guilty and defiant. Then he saw Chomp.

			“What happened,” the guard explained, “was everyone had left. But she came back.”

			
			The cleaner kept staring up at me. Maybe I looked more reasonable than these other men. “They say it’s dirty. I have to come again.”

			The steward stomped one foot, just missing her knee. “We tell you one hundred times, never enter the president’s room! Not without special permission! Which I give, no one else! We are very sorry, Mr. President,” he added.

			“The door upstairs was open,” she said. “I clean the shower.”

			“No one told you clean the shower!”

			“Inés tell me.”

			“Who’s Inés?” the guard demanded.

			The woman looked bewildered.

			“Hey, Jimbo.” Chomp gave a little, Queen-of-England wave. “Shouldn’t you be downstairs? Guarding something? The front door maybe?”

			Jimbo the guard stood straighter, inflated his chest, wiped sweat from his graying eyebrows, and said nothing. 

			“Was there something wrong with the shower?” my mother asked.

			Chomp snorted. “Just a stain the size of a turkey wing.”

			“I see,” my mother said. “So you called to complain.”

			“Harvey called. What else could I do?”

			My mother nodded without agreement or approval. I knew that nod. Chomp’s face hollowed out in a way I had never seen on TV. He too knew nods like my mother’s.

			“I am very, very sorry, Mr. President,” the steward said. “Everyone will be disciplined. Or fired. You do not have to worry. She is not dangerous, just stupid and a terrible worker.”

			
			Jimbo, whose job was also at risk, tried to reassert his own authority. “Not so fast, buddy. Harvey wants to interrogate her. He went to find you, Mr. President, in case you wanted in on it. It was this guy here who decided to make her work while we wait. These little guys, you got to watch out for them. They’re the ones jump down your shirt and eat your guts out while big guys are tying their boots.” He offered up a grin, and quickly dropped it. “No discipline around here. I don’t know who’s running this show.” As if he had just come from Kandahar.

			Jimbo’s apologetic frown encompassed not just Chomp but also, briefly, me and my mother. We were all teammates here. Those two were the enemy.

			Were they all on edge because of the credible threat? Or just because of the worker’s accent and skin tone?

			“I doubt she’s a terrorist,” my mother said.

			The steward nodded violently. “That’s right! Absolutely no!”

			“Tell her to stand up,” said Chomp.

			The steward barked a quick, incomprehensible (to us) syllable. The woman crawled backward, away from the toilet. She paused and, still on her knees, took in the forest of faces around her. With a little grimace that hinted at what she thought of us, she rose up. Her skirt, blouse, and nylons were black, with a yet darker tongue of black over her abdomen, to represent an apron. Her name tag read CARMEN / DOMINICAN REPUBLIC.

			The steward exhaled very slowly. In his ornate vest he looked as absurd as a matador, yet his face had nobility that even the clothes couldn’t undermine. Carmen, his subordinate and scapegoat, met his eyes. For a moment, the two crew members shared thoughts the five Americans failed to comprehend.

			
			“Your bathroom is now cleaned, Mr. President,” the steward announced. “With your permission, we now go and do discipline.”

			“Fuck off,” the guard said. “We’ll take care of her.”

			“Did you find any weapons on her, Jimbo?” Chomp asked. “I mean, besides a mop and a bucket.”

			“Chemicals,” Jimbo said.

			“What kind?”

			“Ammonia.”

			“In a spray bottle?”

			“Yeah.”

			“With a label? Like, say, Mr. Clean?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Anything else?”

			“Windex.”

			“I’m thinking maybe we can take a chance on releasing this woman. I’m thinking maybe she’s not the terrorist we’re looking for.”

			“Just what I was thinking!” My mother did her best to sound relieved, triumphant, and even a little turned on by this Solomonic display of wisdom.

			Chomp beamed at her. “Yeah, she’s obviously innocent, not to mention extremely hardworking, which I respect tremendously. What I do not respect is bullying women. You, my friend”—he pointed at the steward—“would not last five minutes at a Chomp property. You want maximum effort, you treat people with maximum respect. Especially around your guests. Especially around your special guests. This is the presidential suite. Maybe you heard, but I am a guy who is intimately familiar with presidential treatment. Your employee here deserves a medal. Don’t thank me,” he added to the cleaner, who was now gazing at him in some amazement at her change of fortune. “Thank her.”

			
			The cleaner knew a polite command when she heard it. “Thank you,” she said to my mother.

			“You two can leave. No punishing her with the toothbrush-toilet treatment behind my back. I want her to have the best treatment. The best!”

			“Of course, Mr. President,” said the steward.

			Chomp waved them both away. Adjacent to the bedroom was a door to the twelfth-floor hallway, which the steward gallantly opened for Carmen. He scalded her with a hellish glare as they both escaped.

			“It’s women like you”—Chomp nodded at my mother—“watching out with eagle eyes for injustice, that we should all be thankful for. You could learn from this,” he added to Jimbo. “You call those eagle eyes? More like chicken eyes. You flew the coop. Left your post. This lady and her son here might have rolled up on me with a knife. She’s smarter than all of us. Get downstairs. Harvey’ll chew you out later.”

			The guard lowered his head and tromped past us to the spiral stairs, knocking my shoulder with his elbow as he went.

			“I’ll need to see you again.” Chomp stared with awkward intensity at my mother. He was better at intimidation than seduction. “You’ve got compassion, plus unlike most do-gooders you’re not a moron. I value that. You have a place in the new world. So does your son,” he added politely. “And maybe your husband?”

			
			“I’m between husbands, ha-ha.”

			“Huh?”

			“I’m not married,” she clarified.

			“Good. Then it’s you alone on this cruise. Very good. See, I can’t do this all by myself. My trusted advisers are suck-ups, and why not? They’ve ridden me a good long way. We could use some new blood. You and I absolutely need to see each other again soon.”

			“I’d love to.”

			“Done. Right now I have to prepare for my appearance at the Sailaway Party and then my speech this evening, which is probably the most important and complicated of my life, and that includes the convention and inauguration. Not the resignation, that was easy. The whole world’ll be watching.”

			“I heard the networks canceled,” I said. “Even Fox.”

			“Fox’ll be there, believe me. I’ve got a call with Rupe in thirty. And the loser networks”—presumably that included all the rest of them—“will wish they were here. This speech is once in a lifetime. Mine and everyone else’s. Just wait. But I’ll see you before I make history.”

			He nodded at my mother and headed down the stairs, pulling out his cellphone yet again as he went.

			My mother and I left via the upstairs door. We were back in the ship’s hallway, one floor higher than where we started. An overhead voice announced that staterooms throughout the ship were now ready. We caught up to Carmen, who was pushing a tray of cleaning supplies toward the elevator. I thought I could hear its wheels squeaking, but then I realized she was softly whistling.

			
			“What’s that song?” I asked her in Spanish.

			She looked at me, smiled, and obligingly lifted her voice. “I’m gonna be fired,” she sang.

			“He promised not to,” I said.

			She spoke in Spanish too. “Fernando said I have to take Inés’s job on the deck downstairs. She’s replacing me on the presidential suite. Then I’ll be fired.”

			“Maybe not. Will you be cleaning suite 1103? That’s my friend.”

			“I suppose so.”

			So she’d go from cleaning Chomp’s suite to cleaning Clark’s. Quite a falling off. She sighed. Her eyes were red-rimmed and sunken. She looked exhausted. Cruise workers are always exhausted. Cleaners especially. They work two grueling shifts every day and are lucky to sleep four hours a night. Whenever I travel, I can never quite shake the suspicion that I should be the one changing the sheets and scrubbing the toilets. In another few years, when the Internet has fully crushed the travel-writing industry, maybe I will be.

			“My sister will kill me,” Carmen went on. “She recommended me for this job. She’s a dancer, the best dancer on the ship. Everybody loves her. I wish I had her job.”

			“You can’t dance?”

			“I can’t speak English that well. She grew up in New Jersey with her father. I grew up in Santo Domingo. Where soon, very soon, I will return. They’ll drive me straight to the airport. I don’t mind. I’ll see my little boy.”

			
			Even if I were scrubbing toilets, at least I wouldn’t have to live in Santo Domingo.

			My mother spoke no Spanish, but she understood well enough what we were discussing. “I’d like to make Mr. Fernando polish something,” she said.

			Carmen giggled politely.

			“Do you know any secrets about Mr. Chomp?” I asked her.

			“He hates stains. It’s not my fault! They gave me ten minutes in his bedroom, and it was dirty like a zoo, from the six kids sleeping there on the last cruise. This ship is ancient. Everything smells like mildew or Clorox. They say our jobs will be easier on the return from the island. I hope so. Maybe they’ll forget to fire me. Listen. I have a question.”

			“What?”

			“Is that old man really the president?”

			“He used to be,” I said.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 8

			Our stateroom would have fit nicely in Chomp’s bathroom. At least it had a balcony, unlike many of the rooms on our low-rent deck. We also received one unmistakable travel-writer perk: a bottle of champagne in a cloudy plastic bucket, the ice unmelted in the blast of air conditioning. 

			I poured some into a plastic water cup and gave it to my mother. “Here’s the plan, Mom. When you talk to Chomp—”

			“I’ll never see him again, Jacob. Men like him get sidetracked very easily.”

			“Did you see how he looked at you? He’ll be back. Flatter him. Get him to show off. Make him explain what he’s up to. You should’ve seen his speech. He thinks he’s Winston Churchill. It’s some kind of declaration of war.”

			“Against whom?”

			“That’s what I want you to find out.”

			“Your mother is not Mata Hari.” But I could see that the idea tickled her.

			While she showered, I sat on my bed and phone-skimmed news accounts of the protests. The battle at the Port of Miami was over. It had been bloody but not quite catastrophic. No one was killed, only a few hospitalized, a few hundred arrested, half of those already released. Both security officials and activist leaders—those who had avoided arrest—were congratulating themselves. Chomp’s people, unusually, had no comment, so all the reporters just quoted Chomp’s tweet.

			
			Through the thin bathroom walls I heard my mother singing a Taylor Swift song. That was my partner in combat reportage. I hoped she’d left me some towels; she tended to profligacy when it came to personal care. I laid aside my phone and glanced at the room’s other bed. When was the last time we had traveled together? My father hated long trips, but every year he would agree to go to the beach, sometimes just to the south shore of Long Island, but occasionally to the Jersey Shore, and once, but unforgettably, to Florida. In the evenings he would read a 1950s science fiction novel—not just the Golden Age of SF, but the only age, he claimed—while my mother and I had a stroll on the beach. She would wave to the drinkers, the guitar strummers, the s’more-roasting families. The lovers she would merely smile at. We, like them, were scheming to be alone. We would sit on the rocks far down the beach. I would tell her secrets and she would tell me stories. When we returned to our room, she would always kiss my father first thing. Later on, I would lie awake and listen to their cover-rustling and murmuring, trying to catch them fighting, snuggling, whispering their own stories. A few years later, when I was older, I would wonder if they were screwing. As a young teen whose body constantly agitated for sex, I couldn’t figure out why people who had the chance wouldn’t take it all the time, even if they were old and weird-looking. My father hid away all interest in sex—he refused to ogle or even acknowledge the hottest of television swimsuit models—but I was reasonably sure he was human. My mother, on the other hand, celebrated attractive actors and smirked appropriately during the strip-joint scenes in premium-cable movies. But I never caught them going at it. I decided my parents employed some special sexual method, smooth and silent as sharks.

			
			Someone was calling my name. My limbs scattered across the sheets in four separate panics, and my eyes shot open. Standing over me was my mother, dressed in a brand-new Hawaiian-print nylon wrap. “Do you hear something?” she asked.

			“What?”

			“Wipe the drool off your face and get up.”

			I shook the confusion from my head and stood. She yanked open the sliding-glass balcony door and urged me out.

			The ship had not yet left port. Our little balcony, perched almost as far back in the ship as possible, looked out, not onto the protest zone, but onto the trafficky causeway across the bay and the old gray teeth of Miami Beach apartment towers in the distance. I leaned out over the railing and could see below us another, wider—that is, normal—balcony. A man there was throttling a wine bottle in his fist. “I told you a million times!” he shouted. “And what did you do?” A gust lifted the tendrils of his disorderly gray hair.

			“I forgot!” This came from a woman somewhere inside. My mother slotted herself in next to me. We could hear their argument as clearly as if we were sitting in their room. I remembered a line from one of my old cruise reviews: If you have to be a jerk onboard, do it quietly—or at least close your balcony door. Also good advice for lovers.

			“Are you sorry?” the man demanded. “You don’t look sorry. You know how much this is gonna cost?”

			“Ten dollars?” The woman’s answer came with a hint of anger at the outrageous price. She was trying to match the man’s emotions without setting him off.

			
			“Try twenty! They charge twenty for a fucking corkscrew here!”

			The man stepped back, as if giving himself room to charge, and lifted the bottle. Now I could see a swath of his forehead, as red as a brake light. Beside me, my mother shot her hand across my chest, just as she used to when she was driving and had to stop suddenly.

			I cleared my throat as loudly and disgustingly as I could, to remind the man that he was in public. He failed to notice. He roared a single word. I had no idea what it was—maybe his wife’s name. He lowered his head and seemed on the verge of charging into the room.

			“Excuse me!” my mom called out in her loudest and most musical voice. She leaned out over the balcony railing. The man stepped back and looked up.

			“I have a corkscrew,” said my mother. “Is that what you need?” She smiled delightedly.

			The man’s face changed. I remembered a long-ago party at our house. An awkward neighbor knocked over a glass of wine onto our rug, adding a dark splotch to the fantasy of green swirls I had run Matchbox cars over all my life. The poor klutz—Mr. Hamron—apologized abjectly. I remember how his stubbled neck bulged under his cheek, making him look like the swollen puffer fish in my Encyclopedia of the Sea. My mother just laughed and snatched up a few napkins. She murmured something in Mr. Hamron’s ear, something that made his blazing face burst into a smile; then she dropped the napkins on the stain, and laid a hand on his shoulder as she twisted her foot over them. The general drone of the party dropped away and I saw a roomful of men looking at her, all alike, and their wives in turn looking at the men, all in different ways, some wives confused, some resentful, some amused. My mother’s intimate courtesy was everyone else’s distraction. Mr. Hamron wasn’t her type, but, from that moment on, he was forever in her power.

			
			“That’s exactly what we need,” said the man. “We prepurchased two bottles to save money. What’s the point if you got to buy a corkscrew?”

			His wife stepped out onto the balcony beside him. Her cheeks were plump and sagging, and gray roots in her hair were extremely apparent from above. She looked up and narrowed her eyes at us, the eavesdroppers.

			My mother let out a deep sigh. “It’s disgusting what they charge. We found out the hard way. Wait here.”

			Like most people embarrassing themselves, this couple didn’t notice. I looked into the room to see my mother at the minibar, tearing the wrapper off a twenty-dollar souvenir corkscrew. She carried it to the balcony.

			“Can you catch?” She dropped it straight down into the man’s begging-bowl hands. He caught it easily. Then he deftly pulled the cork, which he flipped backhanded into the ocean, and tossed the corkscrew back my way, not trusting a woman to make that catch. He thanked us and disappeared inside. His wife remained.

			“Do you think he knows?” she asked my mother. “I mean, how much it is. How much everything is.” Not everyone on board was a VIP.

			“He can’t control the prices,” my mother reassured her. “The cruise line makes the rules.”

			“Even he can’t own a cruise ship,” the woman agreed. “They should be ashamed. After all we spent.” Satisfied, she disappeared from view. We heard their door slide shut.

			
			My mother let out a breath. 

			“Mata Hari never thought so fast,” I said.

			She nodded but said nothing. Her eyes were fixed on the green pom-poms of the trees lining the distant causeway. As a child, I had never seen her fearful. When I was a teenager, my father was always anxious for me, but I regarded his fretting as a personal quirk. His rules—against certain of my friends, certain friends’ houses, certain friends’ automobiles—were designed not so much for my safety as for his peace of mind. Now my mother too was becoming anxious. Perhaps it was inevitable. She had been growing older alone for the last ten years, which would wear on anyone’s nerves. Maybe she should have stayed with my father. He, at least, gave her nothing to fear.

			Someone knocked at our front door. It was the steward, informing us that the evacuation drill was about to begin.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 9

			The alarm sounded, and all passengers in our area practiced strolling down the hallway and up a flight of stairs to our designated muster station, the Sir John Feelgood Theater, where we sat around to wait for a signal from the safety officer. Meanwhile, servers passed semi-alcoholic drinks and the head cruise director entertained us with mustering jokes: “No booze for me, thanks! I’m driving home.” Chompians, already annoyed at having to ascend stairs for federal regulatory reasons, were unamused. We were finally led out to the deck to visit our lifeboats, and then released. The cruise was under way.

			My mother and I took the elevator to the top deck. The Sailaway Party took place on the topside pool deck, or Lido Deck. This was also the hot tub deck, sunburn deck, ogling deck, kitschy contest deck (hairy legs, beer gut, hairy beer gut), and pan-tropical party-music deck. The water slides were in the back. The ship’s other outdoor facilities included Ping-Pong tables, a putting green, and a basketball cage, but those were out of sight on the Athletic Deck, tucked behind the ship’s funnels. Nobody wanted them now. They represented ordinary rumpus-room kind of fun. Chomp’s cruisers had paid for Making History kind of fun.

			Chompians were already out in force. Many of them, like my mother, had changed for the occasion. The elderly were dressed for comfort, the youthful for temptation, the fancier or more self-important to match the moment’s magnificence. One particularly distinguished gentleman was decked out in white linen pants, a tweed jacket, an Andrew Jackson T-shirt, and a gold-tipped walking cane; his wife had on a sun hat the size of a Diego Rivera sombrero, though if you pointed out the resemblance the man would probably have challenged you to a duel. A few were dressed up as caricatures of their favorite political villains: Pocahontas, Li’l Marco, Leaky Mooch, Betrayin’ McCain, and, of course, the Witch in Chains. Some of those were trying to charge for pictures.

			
			Kids two-fisted from the brownie pyramid and cannonballed into the pool. Adults grabbed incautiously from passing trays, some of which held complimentary champagne-ish drinks and some such elaborations as the twelve-dollar Sailaway Spine-Stiffener, a kind of Long Island Iced Tea that came in a souvenir “Re-Take America” glass. As many of these rip-off drinks were sold to giddy older passengers as to clueless younger ones, but no one really seemed to mind. They were drinking for a good cause.

			The old looked indulgently at the young; the young moved respectfully around the old. Tattooed bros in goatees mingled with tattooed girls in bikinis, while skin traditionalists of all ages eyed the surrounding body art with interest, not scorn. The goodwill seemed like it could last forever, as goodwill tends to on vacation, but here the team spirit was almost overwhelming. Everyone was for Chomp, everyone was having fun, everyone was ready to help him save the world. Did they know they were drinking on a floating fortress?

			My mother and I took an outdoor staircase up to the promenade deck, the sweeping balcony overlooking the Lido. From there, we had a good view of the stage down below, just in front of the pool. An emcee was introducing the Regal Majestic Extraordinaires, the ship’s song-and-dance troupe. They flowed onto the stage, all dressed in puffy wigs that made them look like birds in a Dr. Seuss book. The music was something from Chicago. I thought I spotted Shell pushing her way close to the stage. Perhaps she expected Chomp to jump out of a birthday cake halfway through the number.

			
			I was as interested in the workers as in the passengers. Various uniformed guards kept watch both above and below. Some were ship security and some Chomp’s personal guards. You could easily distinguish between them. RMB guards were Indonesian and Indian; Chomp guards were all white. RMB guards tried to blend into the architecture; Chomp guards grinned, bantered, ogled, spun to take in the view of the city streaming by behind them. I wondered which side would prevail in a fight. The Chomp guards would have the passengers on their side; the ship guards, all the crew.

			My mother and I headed to the promenade deck bar.

			“My son’s a writer,” she told the bartender. “Give him something intellectual.” Thus she simultaneously ordered me a drink and informed everyone in earshot that I wasn’t her date, at the small cost of hinting at her age. The drink I received was a martini, of course, in honor of that noted intellectual James Bond. We made for the seaside view. Clouds had rolled in, providing a respite from the sun’s midafternoon brutality. The city was behind us, and I could start to see whitecaps out in the distance, tiny snow-peaked mountains that rose and avalanched repeatedly.

			“I’m thinking of your father,” she said.

			
			Had she seen him after all? Then I remembered the music behind us. Chicago. “How can we enjoy Fosse without Dad?” I asked.

			“Your father invented razzle-dazzle.” She leaned her head on my shoulder.

			To a stranger the joke would have been meaningless; to anyone who had met my dad, it would have seemed like mean-spirited sarcasm. Surely no one besides us had ever watched my father’s VHS tapes of All That Jazz and Cabaret with him, and surely no one else ever would.

			“I did love him,” she said. “I hated myself for what I did.”

			“You could still apologize.”

			“I did apologize. I was twenty-three when we married, Jacob. Five years younger than you are now. Do you understand that? At the age you spent your time rooting around with flight attendants and chambermaids”—PR reps and fellow writers, but she had the gist—“I was alone with a toddler.”

			“Not alone. You should have just divorced him early on. That would have been honest.”

			“Oh, nobody wants honesty. Least of all men like him.”

			“There’s isn’t anyone like Dad.”

			“If you must know, I mean men with a satisfactory job, reasonable manner, and conventional—albeit reasonably effective—sexual strategies. They all prefer to know nothing. Women have lied to their husbands since long before the Virgin Mary.”

			“I’ve lied to women I loved.”

			“Really? How?” Her eyes brightened at the confession. I was joining her team.

			
			“I once told a girlfriend you were dead.”

			She laughed, as I had hoped she would. “Oh, that’s all right. I let half my boyfriends think you were never born. You haven’t seen Clark, have you?”

			“No. But he won’t stay in his room forever.”

			“Help me look for him.” She preferred to face her fears. We returned to the railing overlooking the Lido. “Jacob, who is that?”

			“Where?”

			“There, by Pocahontas. That woman. She’s looking at us. Don’t gawk! Look near her. Why aren’t you wearing sunglasses?” My mother was, and still she was trying not to look directly. Upon her dark lenses floated a few clouds with gray underbellies, like dogs who’d been crawling in the mud.

			“I’ve never seen her before.”

			“I have. I can’t remember where. Wait. I think it was on a phone. Clark’s phone. She must be Clark’s girlfriend.”

			“She can’t be.”

			“She’s still looking at me. Oh God. At least she’s old.”

			I finally saw the woman. She looked about my mother’s age. “It can’t be Clark’s girlfriend. He obviously came alone. He invited us to his room, remember? And I still don’t see him.”

			“For God’s sake, stop looking. Oh, Jacob. Don’t put up with my insanity. Go find some young woman.” She turned back to the sea.

			I had a vision of her in years to come, old, frail, crotchety, without humor or self-awareness. People would hate her. I would watch them hate her as I visited her in a nursing home.

			
			I continued to survey the crowd below, looking for Clark. 

			And then I saw him. Not Clark—my father. He too had changed his clothes. He was now wearing his clompy brown fisherman sandals and his only pair of shorts—also brown and of a weird kind of canvaslike material that was supposed to breathe. And my mother complained about my Lands’ End. It was hard to tell from this distance but I was pretty sure his T-shirt bore his software company’s logo. He bent his head to fiddle with his camera. His bald spot was a blistery pink. I wanted to tell him to put on his hat. He looked up and grabbed for a glass from a passing tray. He got one on the second try. Party on, Dad.

			“I’m going for more drinks,” I said, and left before she could turn around.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 10

			I dashed down the stairs to the Lido Deck, but on the way, I lost sight of my father. He had been wandering toward the buffet in the enclosed Wannsamore Restaurant. This made sense—alone in a weird crowd, he would resort either, like a normal person, to snacking or, like himself, to snapping pictures of improperly chilled dairy-based desserts. But he wasn’t in the Wannsamore either.

			He was on the ship. He was on the Chomp cruise. Why? I could no more fathom my father’s purpose than Chomp’s. All I knew was that, for the first time in years, maybe the first time ever (or since proposing to my mother), my father had taken action. He had no experience with action. He might do something dangerous or even disastrous. I realized I was not just afraid for him—I was afraid of him. I had come to plumb the mystery of the most dangerous man in America, and here I was baffled by the man I knew better than anyone else.

			I checked the elevators in back of the Wannsamore. He wasn’t there either. I had missed him.

			More Chompians were arriving for the party. I turned and floated with the passengers’ current back to the restaurant. But instead of letting it carry me to the deck, I stepped aside and looked out the restaurant windows. I could see my mother on the upper balcony. She was laughing and hefting a drink in a tall colored glass—not the same glass I’d left her with. She was chatting with a man. Not my father, of course. She was probably hoping Clark was watching.

			I returned to the elevators.

			
			Clark was still missing. He was anxious. He was depressed. He was probably still in his room. He would be pathetically thrilled to see me and pathetically disappointed not to see her. In his weakened state, it would be easy to persuade him to spill everything he knew about my father.

			The down elevator kept stopping in front of packs of impatient passengers, all of whom wanted to go up. The only other occupant, a fidgety crew member—Noel, from the Philippines—kept shaking his head at them, barely remembering to smile. He was slender and inconveniently tall for cruise ship work, and when the elevator was in motion, he kept scratching at his black, stain-proof pants leg. Chomp security would have thrown him against the elevator’s sidewall and frisked him for a gun. Why would a leader of xenophobes have chosen a cruise for his comeback rally? Why not a NASCAR race or an elk-hunting safari or a beach party in Galveston? Maybe Chomp was more complex than I thought. Having met him, I could confirm that he was impulsive, arrogant, boastful, friendly, and a little lonely. But I also knew that a few minutes’ encounter was far from sufficient to reveal more than a few daubs of personality, especially in a man who was flexible enough to charm so many millions of people across a vast and diverse country.

			Clark, on the other hand, I knew through and through. Not as well as my dad, but well enough. I suddenly pitied him. Always to be summed up at a glance, or from a single remark. He was odd-looking and conventional, predictable in conversation, appreciated by his friends mainly for his availability and his money. And he was aware of all these things. My mother had given his days an unlooked-for sparkle. He had seen her as his best chance to enjoy the last robust portion of his life. He wouldn’t give it up easily. He had survived surgery and the collapse of Lehman Brothers. He and my father had more in common than their broken hearts; they had a quiet kind of courage that allowed them to endure disappointment with hope intact.

			
			The elevator arrived at Clark’s floor—also Chomp’s floor. I walked to the forward end, just around the corner from Chomp’s suite. I wondered if Jimbo was back at his post. I decided not to check. I knocked at Clark’s door, suite 1103. The only human in sight was a male steward unloading linens from a closet in the hallway. All the passengers were at the Sailaway.

			“It’s me, Clark!” I called. “Jacob! I came to talk.”

			No sound came from within. I would wait a moment. He might be in the bathroom. What if, after all, he had a woman inside? I had to be ready for that. I had to be ready for anything. A veteran travel writer should appear always interested but never surprised—not always easy in a world where Chomp had become president.

			The steward kept glancing up at me. I couldn’t blame him. This obviously wasn’t my room, and I was refusing to walk away.

			I pretended to fish in my pocket. “Here it is!” I pulled out Clark’s cardkey. If he was out, I could leave a note. If he was in there getting lucky with his new girlfriend—well, he should have told me to go away. I inserted the cardkey.

			Clark was lying on the bed. Blood had soaked through the sheets. His body was sunk deep in the sagging mattress, like a gemstone in its setting. His baby-blue polo shirt had a wide pinkish-blue stain across the middle, a cummerbund of blood. His eyes were closed. The canyons and crags of his face were flat, as if he’d been lying there, eroding, for eons.

			
			Someone gasped. It was the steward. He had pushed his cart to the doorway to see what was going on.

			I lunged for the desk phone and hit zero. Some operator’s voice replied. What were you supposed to say? I cried out: “Code blue!” No, that was Grey’s Anatomy. I used to know all the cruise’s secret codes. Cruise writers like to shout them at bars when somebody’s passed out.

			My ear was in pain. The steward was shouting something in it: “Blue star.” I finally understood, and spoke the words.

			The operator had understood the first time.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 11

			I escaped Clark’s room as soon as the medical team arrived—they wanted me gone anyway. I left my name with the steward.

			The Lido was crammed full of jittery people breathing hard in anticipation of Chomp’s Sailaway appearance, giving the whole place the warmth of a giant throat. The music was done, and Chomp was set to arrive at any moment. I looked for my mother—there, still at the balcony bar. As I inched my way through the crowd to the stairs, I kept my eyes on her. Even from below, I could see her shoulders bobbing in laughter and her mouth flashing. She was making friends. She was happy. What was I going to say to her? Her sorrow in the face of death had always been tightly controlled, her efficiency and good humor unimpaired. She had organized both her parents’ funerals. At her grandfather’s, old Edward Hennrikus, from my grandfather’s bowling team, burst out crying in the receiving line. The man was a widower, a Korean War vet, a churchgoer, and a jerk—a terror to supermarket cashiers, bank tellers, and bowling-lane attendants. Everyone else at the funeral stepped back, as if afraid his tears were a trap. My mother came forward with a tissue. She sat him down, got him a slice of cake, and regaled him with a memory—not of her father but of Mr. Hennrikus’s oldest daughter, who used to babysit my mother on League Night. You would have thought she loved him. Could she recapture that placid grace, that self-possession? I would soon see.

			I zigzagged up the crowded stairs, where clever (or shorter) Chompians had taken up positions to get a better view. Every step in my ascent was its own separate journey. The promenade was somewhat less packed. At the bar, a boisterous gaggle of middle-aged men had gathered around my mother to do shots. I grabbed her non-drinking arm and announced we had to go. I felt like a dad yanking his daughter from a school dance that was just getting interesting. “My son needs me,” she told her friends, less in apology than in explanation of our relationship.

			
			I towed her away toward the stairs. She squeezed my hand. Her face was shining with sweat and pleasure. By taking her on this cruise, I had given her this joy. She’d never remember it now.

			The song “Bad to the Bone” began blasting from giant speakers. Cheers flew in from every corner. On the promenade, everyone rushed to the rails for a better view. My mother and I were crushed against them.

			Two RMB crew members were lugging a podium out from the wings of the stage. Shell was among the ecstatic line of Chompians in the front row. They pounded their palms on the stage. The crew trotted away. The pounding deepened. The cheering swelled. The song faded.

			No one emerged. I resigned myself to waiting there. The deck was packed too tight to move.

			Anticipation stretched to its limit. The crowd was euphoric but also a little drunk. “We want Chomp!” someone screamed.

			A man in a dark suit walked out on the stage, shoulders hunched, head bowed, like a horse pulling a load. The crowd roared, probably just at his suit, a harbinger of the suit they were waiting for. He adjusted the microphone and glowered over the deck. His ears jutted out like bats’ wings. The crowd hushed. Those near us pressed even farther forward. It was useless to try to move.

			
			The man grunted into the mike to silence the last whoops and titters.

			“Sorry, folks,” he said. “No Chomp. There’s been an incident.” He turned away.

			The crowd was stunned, but not quite into silence. Grumbles, groans, and cries popped up and died all around us. People didn’t know how to react—in anger at being jilted, in protest at being swindled, or in fear for their safety.

			“What incident?” someone called out.

			The man twisted back to the microphone. “He’s the one in danger, not you.”

			Gasps and a few shrieks.

			He stalked off the stage. The RMB roadies ran out again, moving quickly to reduce their exposure to the crowd’s anger, and dragged away the podium. Questions were shouted, but there was no one to answer. No one knew what was going on. Chompians were famously intolerant of bullshit, except from their leader. The afternoon was suddenly savagely hot. Fear, anger, and discomfort began to mix dangerously. Chomp’s security men were fidgeting and frowning. They looked ready to grab pitchforks and join the mob.

			The RMB roadies courageously returned. They pushed onto the stage a small black box the size of a mini-fridge. The crowd’s swelling uprising settled back into a drizzly grumble. They wanted to see what would happen next. A slim young woman wearing a short white skirt and a headset microphone hopped up first to the stage and then to the box. Her T-shirt read FUN PATROL. She smiled. A thunderclap of outrage came from the crowd. They wanted Chomp, not whatever this brown-skinned RMB woman was selling. I started to fear for her life.

			
			A chant rose, starting from near the stage: “Chomp, Chomp, Chomp, Chomp!” It spread throughout the Lido, then up to the promenade, like the stomping of some enormous beast. Chomp’s guards joined in.

			The woman on the stage nodded, still smiling, as if the chant were for her.

			“He’ll be at the early dinner, folks!” Her single amplified voice vied with their united legions. “And on the island tonight. Right now we have a job to do.”

			The cannibalistic chant went on, a thousand mallets on a thousand drums. This woman was no match for all of Chomp’s America.

			“A job for him,” she continued. “A job for all of us. And that job”—she paused, and the mighty chant softened just a touch; the crowd was curious—“is to party.”

			The legions missed a beat, stunned by her triviality. Music replaced her voice through the speakers. The music to…“Gangnam Style.” The woman took up a dancer’s ready pose. The crowd gathered itself and its wrath, and the chant returned, mightier than ever, until the music was audible only in gaps between Chomps. A few valiant male staffers in FUN PATROL T-shirts dashed onto the stage to support the dancer and perhaps to protect her. The music was up as loud as it could go. The ship was all in on Gangnam Style. The chanting was unbearable. There was going to be a riot and a massacre.

			But then she began to dance. Her moves at first were gentle, subtle, almost warm-up exercises, but precise and joyful at the same time. Some booed; most kept chanting. But the chant had become somehow richer and more musical, and we realized that the woman was now, softly (but with amplified softness), breathing the word Chomp into her microphone in time to the music. The crowd’s chant began to conform to her beat. A few of them even started, unconsciously, to move their hips. And then she let loose.

			
			She was the Baryshnikov of Gangnam Style. Her every move—every skip-step, lasso twirl, or cross-handed gallop—was a part of a series of artistic performances, each one a masterpiece. To execute a single giddyup foot stomp, her toe would quiver, then her foot waver, her calf ripple, her thigh undulate, and finally her whole body would surge forth with the music. Every other move was equally brilliant and equally joyful. She maintained the full expanse of her smile during every degree of the 360-degree spin-and-lasso-twirl move. Why wasn’t she in Alvin Ailey or the Bolshoi? It was hard to tell from this distance, but she looked to be from Latin America or Southeast Asia—didn’t they have prima ballerinas in those places? Maybe she had a star’s magnetism but lacked something of the necessary talent, background, or luck to be the celebrity she should have been. Instead she made pure joy out of kitsch.

			Since Chomp’s election, I, like so many others, had come to doubt the character of the American people, especially those I disagreed with. For one moment, all my doubts were banished. That first gradual shift in the crowd’s mood gathered momentum, and suddenly all anger, impatience, and dissatisfaction had vanished. People began not just to move, but to do all the moves, even if they didn’t know them. She had them dancing all over the Lido Deck and the promenade. It was Gangnam Style between the deck chairs and on the deck chairs, Gangnam Style behind the card tables, Gangnam Style at the bars, Gangnam Style against the railings. Swimmers in the pool twirled lassos while treading water. Waiters galloped as they sold drinks. Kids concentrating on the moves backed into pillars and walls and one another. Old people grinned and swayed, even if they were in wheelchairs or electric scooters. The guy next to me just missed punching me with his lasso fist.

			
			Popular and folk dance performances are staples of the tourist circuit all over the world. On various assignments, I’ve seen some of the finest local performers in Bolivia, Spain, Thailand, Japan, and countless other places create unforgettable, if ephemeral, works of art. But I’d never seen anything like this. This woman had not just shifted but actually transformed the mindset of hundreds, maybe thousands, of dangerously angry people. Forget the Bolshoi. She should be working for the U.N. Chomp should have hired her to defang the opposition forever.

			At the height of the song, I felt a tingle at my hip. I pulled out my phone, and saw a text from my father. He was in his room. He wanted to see me. I woke from the musical spell and remembered my business. I still had to talk to my mother. I tried to get her attention, but she was Gangnaming too hard.

			When the song was over, the DJ gave the crowd just a minute to roar before punching up “Electric Boogie.” The dancer jumped down and a colleague scrambled up to replace her. This new dancer was shorter and chunkier but even more energetic. Because of the platform, she had to march in place instead of slide. It wasn’t the same, but the party mood was unstoppable.

			
			I was finally able to drag my mother away. The crowd had thinned enough for travel, but we had to dodge dozens of sets of human pistons electric-sliding across the promenade deck. We finally achieved the stairs, which had cleared completely—you can’t electric-slide on stairs—and started down. 

			At the bottom of the stairs stood Ms. Gangnam Style. She was both shorter and more beautiful than she’d appeared on stage. Young Chompian bros were milling about her, in admiration more than lust. Desire for her seemed somehow holy, like worship of Aphrodite. Her skirt was as short as a tennis player’s and her top sleeveless, but this was obviously just to show off her dance moves.

			She looked somehow familiar to me. I veered toward her, my mother still in tow.

			Before I could reach her, a Chompian meat slab shouldered me aside accidentally (I assumed) and howled at her: “What? What?” Clearly short for “What just happened? What planet were you born on? What words could express my admiration?” She laughed, still a little out of breath.

			“Excuse me!” I stopped next to her. My mother pinched my hand, impressed with my boldness.

			Ms. Gangnam Style turned to me. My eyes fixed on a beauty mark beside her nose, just a large freckle but still the kind of thing my father would insist on getting checked yearly for malignancy. It was the only blemish on her satiny, if a bit sweaty, face. I glanced down at her name tag: Erica, from New Jersey.

			
			“That,” the meat slab declared, “was awesome!”

			“Thank you so much!” said Erica, matching and then raising his grin, as if this were the first time anyone had ever complimented her. “I’ll see you out there for the next one!”

			“You’re Carmen’s sister,” I said. “You look like her.”

			Erica turned again. Her eyes narrowed, though her smile held. “Just one sec,” she murmured to the meat slab, and with a loving little push, sent him toward his nearest buddy.

			“My son’s a writer,” my mother announced. “He should interview you. You deserve to be famous.” Then she backed away into the crowd so we could have a private moment.

			“You’re the writer?” Erica asked. “The one in Chomp’s room? I heard about you.”

			I nodded. “I want to ask you about your sister.”

			Still smiling, she leaned closer and said something I couldn’t quite catch. I ducked my head to hear her better.

			The word came again, more clearly now: “Asshole.”

			“What?”

			She kept on with the same low-volume urgency: “They fired her. Three more days and it’s back to the DR. She and her kid’ll have to move in with her shitty husband again. And it’s your fucking fault.”

			“Mine?”

			“Yours, dipshit. You had to walk in when King Fernando was chewing her out. And you brought Chomp in too. He chewed Fernando out. Now Fernando can’t look her in the eye. So he had her fired. Thanks, fuckhead.”

			
			“Chomp said her job was safe.”

			“You think he checks? Probably couldn’t tell us apart naked if we fucked him.” She was clearly going to keep smiling and whispering fuck until my ears fell off. A few passengers were watching but no one was close enough to hear.

			“I’ll help her. I—I know the marketing director.”

			“Get real.”

			“She’s really your sister? Your faces are similar, but you don’t sound alike.”

			“I grew up in Jersey, asshole. She stayed in the DR with our mom. I’m an American citizen. She’s Dominican. I’m lucky, she’s fucked. I got her this job, though. It was supposed to change her shitty life. And her kid’s. Thanks to you, that’s over.”

			“Your sister told me she got a new assignment. The suites near Chomp’s.”

			“That’s what Fernando told her. He even made her clean them until the evacuation drill. Then he fired her.”

			“Look, forget the marketing director. Fuck the marketing director.” I tried to speak her language. “I know Chomp. So does my mother. We’ve got pull.” For once, that claim appeared to be true.

			She narrowed her eyes, but I could see the flicker of hope. “Yeah?”

			“Listen. Do you know if she had to clean suite 1103? If she ever talked to the passenger inside?”

			
			“What?”

			“He was a friend of mine. There was an accident in his suite. Can you just ask her if she noticed anything strange about the passenger? In the meantime I’ll do what I can, I promise.”

			Another Chompian, bro to the meat slab, tried to squeeze between us. “You know ‘Whip/Nae Nae’?”

			“You bet I do!” She turned to glare at me one more time, her grin like a scimitar. “You better do something.” Then she moved away to her fans, snapping her arm—gorgeously—like a whip.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 12

			Back in our room, I asked my mom to sit down on her bed. She did, and also folded her hands in her lap like a schoolgirl, to signal her willingness to mock any chastisement. She assumed I’d be on her case for flirting.

			“Mom, something terrible happened.” I realized I had adopted the tone of a doctor, sorrowful yet composed. I even had my hands clasped behind my back.

			My mother, as usual, put me in my place. “Just say it.”

			“Clark’s dead.”

			She let her ironic smile linger for just a moment, in case this was a joke. The smile faded, but her hands remained clasped, as mine were. Both of us were afraid of making sudden foolish movements. “How do you know?”

			“I found him in his room. I called the doctors. He wasn’t breathing.”

			She turned to look out the sliding-glass doors, but in selecting her last outfit, she had hung several dresses from the curtain rod, so the view was hidden. No place to escape to, even in her imagination.

			Someone knocked at our door. I hesitated. “Should I—”

			“Just open it.”

			Another knock. I opened the door to an RMB security officer. His tag read JOKO and INDONESIA. “Mr. and Mrs. Smalls? Please come with us.”

			“Why?”

			“Please now.” Joko lifted one eyebrow, the smallest, most polite gesture for indicating the futility of refusal.

			
			“Can you come, Mom?”

			“Of course.” She smiled graciously, but Joko was already moving.

			

			—

			My mother and I followed our silent Virgil to the elevator, which brought us down below the passenger floors to the ship’s underworld. Joko then led us along the ship’s artery, a long blue corridor that American cruise ship crews call the I-95 and British the M-1. We passed servers pushing carts of dirty buffet dishes and jumpsuited crewmen hauling clanking pallet jacks. These noisy shades were too busy with their otherworldly duties to acknowledge or even look at us, but they always managed to avoid contact.

			On the way, an overhead voice commanded the air:

			“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Cruise Director Steve Gouda. Welcome again to the Carlton Chomp Cruise on our very classiest cruise ship, the Iron Lady. We are currently on our way to beautiful Elysian Island, in the western Bahamas, less than one hundred silky-smooth nautical miles from Miami.”

			I bent my head against the noise, but it was like trying to dodge an air raid.

			“No cruise is like any other cruise, because each one is so much better than the last. But this cruise is unique in world history. This cruise features the opportunity to meet, hang with, dine with, and even—if we’re lucky—bust a few moves with former president Carlton Chomp!”

			Steve paused. Chompians on the decks above were probably cheering wildly, but here none of the workers even paused to mop their sweat.

			
			“As you know,” Steve continued, “fun, though your highest priority, is not our highest priority. Our highest priority is your safety. And so for the safety of all our guests and for the president himself, we will be instituting bag and body checks at entry points throughout the ship. Please bring along your cruise ID whenever you leave your room. Your president thanks you. And so does your cruise director! Steve out.”

			Joko led us into a room that was like a miniature classroom, with a hulking teacher’s desk looming over a dozen chairs with attached writing paddles. In the back were three computer stalls, a wall-mounted television, and a bookcase with copies of Teach Yourself English, Accounting for Dummies, Win the Customer!, and other titles designed to help you sharpen your inner corporate tool. In my old cruise familiarization trips, this room was where travel writers would be served their propaganda before being let loose at the buffet and bar. For cruise employees, this room served as community center, human resources office, lecture hall, Internet café, and movie theater. On the walls were posters restating, over a tropical beach background, RMB rules and slogans. One of the largest, titled “Anti-Values,” listed attitudes and speech habits prohibited at all times in passenger spaces, including Disdain, Sarcasm, and Constructive Criticism. At the back, waves swished against a porthole.

			A man whose body was all spheres of various sizes—bald head, bulbous cheeks, a beach-ball belly—offered his squishy hand to my mother and introduced himself as Charles Bullinski, the chief security officer. His name tag revealed that he came from New York. He ordered Joko to shut the door. “Nobody comes in. Got it?”

			
			Joko inclined his head. My mother and I sat in the writing chairs.

			Bullinksi leaned his butt against the front of the desk, just like a teacher. His eyes kept flashing toward the door. He began by apologizing for our trauma, then got down to business. “They say you were the one who found the deceased. Is that right?” 

			I nodded.

			“And you were the one”—he turned to my mother—“who was supposed to share his room. Until you switched. Is that right?”

			“Yes.”

			“So you knew him well.”

			“Of course. What happened to him?”

			The security officer pressed his lips together, sucked in his cheeks, and slowly shook his head. It seemed a practiced gesture of sympathy. Cruise ship staff, like any service staff who deal with the elderly, are accustomed to presenting bad news. It’s been estimated that, worldwide, three people die on a cruise each week. “Do you want me to call someone from the Care Team?”

			“No,” I said.

			His cheeks reinflated. “Oh, thank God.”

			My mother took the single deep breath that was all she needed to find her mental equilibrium. “Officer Bullinksi—”

			“Call me Chuck. Short for Chuckles. Not really.” He smiled mournfully. Just because he was used to discussing death didn’t mean he was good at it. Cruise staff are rarely hired for their solemnity and tact. “I’m like you, I grieve on the inside. See, I’m from Staten Island.”

			“Ex-NYPD?” I guessed.

			
			“Retired as lieutenant. Last ten years on the Counterterrorism Bureau.”

			“I live in Brooklyn.”

			Chuckles looked as if I’d just named his favorite deli in Great Kills. I was a member of his metropolitan tribe. We could talk sense together.

			“Are there many terrorists in Staten Island?” my mother asked.

			“Oh, I was all over. Must have had coffee with every imam between Perth Amboy and Yonkers! But cruise ships are fun too.”

			“Tell us how he died, Chuck.” My mother leaned attentively forward, her shock already overcome, her grief—if there was any—set aside. Her mind was always cutting away ballast.

			“Hard to say. We were hoping you two, being so close to the deceased—”

			My mother lifted her hand. “Let me clear something up. As of several days ago, Clark and I were no longer friends. I’m sorry to say he was a bit of a jackass. Nonetheless, I’m the one who will have to call his sister. My son is sweet but useless in these situations. So what I need now from you is information. Why did he die?”

			“I just know he had injuries. The doctor figures he died about an hour, half an hour before his team got there. We’re thinking maybe during the evacuation drill.”

			“What kind of injuries?” I asked.

			“Lacerations. Cuts. Was he, by any chance, depressed? Because we’re thinking—can’t know for sure—can’t ever know—but you can imagine.”

			“Imagine what?” I asked.

			
			“It’s just a theory.”

			“Go on.”

			“He killed himself.”

			The room fell silent. Even the waves splattering against the porthole glass made no sound, as if the ocean too wanted to hear our reaction.

			“That,” I said, “is insane.”

			“Shut up, Jacob.” My mother slapped her palm on the paddle desk. “We’re not talking about you right now. Someone has died. This man’s idea is not at all insane. Clark obviously had issues. His surgery altered his body, and then his mind.”

			Chuckles perked up. “Surgery?”

			“Yes, surgery! Bariatric. It made him lose his mind. This kind of thing happens all the time, I’m sure you’ve noticed. As when some divorcée gets a boob job and spends the next six months rampaging on OkCupid. I should have recognized Clark’s breakdown. Instead I just thought he was a creep. I was unjust. But I never wanted him to kill himself! Do you have to write that down for people?”

			“Chuck,” I said, “I saw a lot of blood. Are you saying Clark slit his wrists in his bed?”

			“I said shut up, Jacob!”

			Chuckles winced. “Not quite.”

			“Then how did he kill himself?” I asked.

			“The doctor thinks—who can say?—we’re not talking a professional medical examiner here—but he thinks the guy probably stabbed himself.”

			“Stabbing,” I said, “is not how people kill themselves.”

			
			“Oh, I’ve seen all kinds. It’s a real cultural thing. You know. Japan.”

			“Did you find the knife?”

			“We think it got lost in the confusion. All that medical staff.”

			Chuckles may have been an ex-cop, but he had the soul of a company man. I could see why he’d risen through the ranks in a high-profile, high-politics bureau of the NYPD. Successful bureaucrats, like PR staffers, are more than good liars. They’re good believers. They meld themselves completely with their institutional mission. A murder on a cruise ship should never happen; therefore, Chuckles refused to believe in it.

			My mother nodded at me, acknowledging my perception and at the same apologizing for blowing up at me. “Clark was not a samurai.”

			“People have mysteries,” Chuckles insisted. “You have mysteries. Also lies. Like pretending our staff sent you up to Chomp’s room for an interview. Nice trick, Jacob. Now, imagine if I told Chomp’s people you lied to them.” He shook his head rapidly. The mask seemed to be slipping from his bulbous face. “Which I would never. Because they piss me off. See, Chomp’s people think they’re cops. It’s a real problem. They’ve got a list of suspects.”

			“Who’s on it?”

			“Everyone who had access to the room.”

			“How many was that? A dozen crew members?” Cleaners, stewards, security would all have pass cards. Chomp’s people would see the list of weird Latin and South Asian names, some of them Muslim-sounding, and see murder and anti-Chomp conspiracy down the line.

			“Maybe. Plus you. You had a cardkey for his room. Why was that? Your mom says you were all no longer friends.”

			
			The room seemed to contract around Chuckles’s face. The slug of his tongue emerged from its shell to lick his lips.

			My mother sneered, an expression I’d never seen from her. Perhaps she’d picked it up in recent years from adversaries in the conference room. “My son was with me all afternoon.”

			“He was alone when he found Clark.”

			“A steward was with me,” I reminded him.

			“Besides that moment, he was never out of my sight!”

			“Sure.” Chuckles shrugged. “And why would you lie? You’re only his mother.”

			I jumped in before she went for his eyes. “You must have cameras in the hall.”

			“Not by the staterooms. We respect passengers’ privacy. We’re questioning all the stewards and attendants on the deck. So are Chomp’s people. Thing is, the crew members belonged there. You didn’t.”

			“I’ve worked with RMB before. People know me. They’ll tell you—”

			“Doesn’t matter what people know. What matters is what they believe. Christ, Jacob, I’m trying to tell you. I like you. I can work with you. But you’ve got to help me out. Otherwise they’ll nail whoever they can, maybe one of our people and maybe you.”

			“It’s your investigation. It’s your ship.”

			“No, it’s Chomp’s. His people want to take over. That goon Harvey wanted to put the steward in the brig. We don’t have a brig! It’s just a closet that locks. They’ve grilled a dozen people so far. The hotel manager’s losing it. We’re already short-staffed because their security geniuses made us leave so many crew members at port. Most of the Arabs. All six guys from Syria. Even some Christian woman from Benin. I think they confused it with Yemen. They’ve got a guy stationed on the bridge at all times, just in case the captain tries something funny. Like what? Launch the torpedoes?”

			
			“Why does Captain Prosti allow it?”

			“Because it’s Chomp’s bridge, Chomp’s ship. He paid for it. He owns it.”

			“He’s got you fooled. Chomp’s not as rich as he says, or he wouldn’t be running around the country doing rallies and cruise ship fundraisers. He lost his power when he quit. That’s why none of the networks are covering his speech tomorrow. Not even Fox.”

			“Tell his friends in the TSA and everywhere else. He’s not president, but he’s got enough power left to keep us all from working again.”

			Someone was pounding on the door. Chuckles shouted, “Don’t let them in.”

			But Joko was already pushing open the door. A titan in a suit sneered at him as he shouldered his way inside. I recognized the titan and his enormous ears from the stage of the Sailaway Party. Behind him came two bodyguards in CHOMP team jackets. One was Jimbo, the big-bellied veteran guard who’d failed to protect Chomp’s suite from me. He moved slowly now, almost wearily. His collar rubbed against his neck scar, as if to give him something to be stoic about. The other guard was younger, leaner, and more eager. He bounced on the balls of his feet as he came in, as if his brain was blasting entrance music.

			Joko gave us the smallest shrug and stood beside the door.

			
			Chuckles greeted them with an expression of barely disguised impatience. It struck me as convincing, but then, much of counterterrorism consists of impressing outside security dignitaries with the urgency of your work. “Mr. and Madame Smalls, meet Harvey Salamone. Mr. Chomp’s head of security.”

			“President Chomp,” Harvey corrected. His ears looked even bigger than they had on stage, flippers you could slap people around with.

			“That’s what I meant.”

			Harvey snorted.

			My mother tapped her nails quickly against the desk. I had been interrogated before, but never with my mother. Would anxiety bring out her sarcasm? I hoped it would. A preemptive verbal attack against an overconfident enemy was just the thing to provoke a revealing response.

			“Want to sit?” asked Chuck.

			Harvey preferred to loom. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said to me and my mother.

			My mother shaded her eyes from the overhead lighting as she peered up into his face. “You don’t look sorry.”

			“That’s because I’m worried about the president. My job is to keep him alive. Before we boarded, we received a credible threat on his life. And now your friend is dead—”

			“Ex-friend,” she murmured.

			“And we don’t know why. But we know a few things. Number one, we know that any number of little Islamic yahoos could have sneaked into his room.” He side-eyed Joko.

			Some people claim to appreciate the honesty of the openly racist. I’d rather they disavow bigotry, however insincerely. Hypocrisy is the tribute we pay to our shame. “Don’t your guards have cardkeys too?” I asked him.

			
			His voice more purr than growl, “Don’t ask questions,” Harvey advised, “that might upset the boys.”

			The two guards were stepping toward me from the door, slowly, to show that I posed no threat.

			My mother rapped on her desk. “Chuck!”

			“Hold on,” said Chuckles. The guards grinned.

			“Stop,” Harvey said, and the men did. “We’re not accusing anybody. We’re just suspecting. That’s our job. No offense intended.”

			But I saw the pleasure he took in our fear, in his commands, and in the alacrity with which his men obeyed them.

			“Number two.” Harvey grinned at having kept his place. “We know your friend was detained outside the port during a security breach. We saw the tape. Guess what? You were on it too. Fighting.”

			“I was defending Clark. No one arrested me.”

			“No. Somehow you stayed out of trouble. You talked yourself right onto the ship and right into the president’s suite. Pretty slick. And then you were discovered with the body. So let’s start with who’s funding you. North Korea? The DNC?”

			“Kooser’s Cruisers.”

			“Funny. New York City prick. I know guys like you. Laughing at Chomp in the debates, laughing at Chomp jokes on SNL and Rachel Maddow, laughing at all the redneck goobers who voted for him. Look at me. Laughing now? I’m no goober. I got all my teeth and all my brains. You fought with the man who later died. You had a key to his room. You found his body. You better explain.”

			
			I felt a drop of sweat streak down my armpit. My body was confusing fear with guilt. This is why the innocent falsely confess. But I remembered my alibi. “The doctor said he died during the evacuation drill. My mother and I were at our muster station all through the drill. We can get witnesses.”

			“That doctor is full of shit.” Harvey laid a huge hand, warm as a heating pad, on my shoulder. “I’m going to ask again. What were you doing in the dead man’s room? And this time I want you to remember where we are. A long way from the mainland. These are international waters. No cops, no courts. “

			“Don’t touch him,” said my mother.

			“Let me touch him,” Jimbo said.

			“We have questions for her too.”

			I sprang to my feet, flinging Harvey’s hand away. The chair crashed to the side. The bodyguards reached for weapons.

			“Hey!”

			Joko’s voice was stern and mighty, the last warning of a cop before he fires. We all turned to him.

			“Someone’s knocking.” He opened the door.

			A young man entered. His nose was short and red, like the beak of an osprey. The guards let their hands fall to their sides.

			“Hey, Harv.” The young man held up an envelope.

			“What is it?”

			“The president has a message.”

			
			Harvey reached for it.

			The young man whipped it away. “Not for you.” His eyes skimmed over my face and settled on my mother’s. “Are you Mrs. Smalls?”

			My mother nodded.

			He smiled. The osprey had found its prey. He shot forward and placed the envelope in her hands. “The president is inviting you for drinks before dinner.”

			“What a lovely idea.”

			“Fuck me,” Harvey muttered.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 13

			Back in our room, my mother lay down on the bed. She draped her arm over her forehead, as if warding off some blow. “Poor stupid Clark. And I would have married him. I wish I was home. You handled that man very poorly, Jacob. You should never laugh at a man like him.”

			“I didn’t laugh at him.”

			“Can you believe that lieutenant called Clark a mystery? He was the least mysterious man I ever met. All his secrets were in his browser history.”

			“Clark had a lot of money, Mom. And friends in the Chomp administration. Maybe you don’t know all his secrets.”

			She sat up. “I’d rather learn yours. What were you doing in his room?”

			“I went to talk to him.”

			“About what?”

			“Dad. Clark told us he talked to Dad. Remember?”

			“Now I do. If only I’d shown Clark a little sympathy. You know that’s not my strong suit. Do you think that’s why he contacted Howard—to save himself?” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard her use my father’s name.

			“How could Dad have saved him?”

			“Use your imagination, Jacob! I had just dumped him. He was destroyed. But he knew that, years ago, your father had suffered the same disaster and survived. Don’t look at me like that! To you, getting dumped is nothing more than a hassle, but to men like Clark and your father—just listen to me!—I mean men of little experience—it’s an overwhelming tragedy. It’s Hamlet. You and I are different. For us, love comes and goes, the same thing over and over again. To Clark and your father, it’s a once-in-a-lifetime miracle. Losing it—losing me—is the end of their world. It’s not our fault. You and I, we understand we’re nothing special. But they don’t. Is it so wrong that I pretended I was?”

			
			I sat down next to her. Was love really the same for her every time? Not for me. Maybe love’s predictability was one of the comforts of growing older. But if it was always the same for her, why did she keep searching for a better lover? Her dissatisfaction was a kind of blessing; it kept her from curling up in her sweatpants, relaxing on the sofa with the remote, and getting ready to die, as so many people seem to do.

			“I wonder if your father helped him. He was never good with human emotion. But I’m sure he tried. He’s always been doggedly, I might say relentlessly, helpful. He’s always out to save somebody.”

			She was wrong there. The only person he ever wanted to save was her. Too bad he turned out to be the person she needed saving from.

			She smiled. “Imagine their conversation! Clark suicidal, your father gruff. He would have hung up convinced he had talked Clark down from the ledge. Your father could never do anything horrible. But Clark could. He was a lawyer. If he had never met me, he would’ve still had his buddies, and his floozies, and his football games, and his bonuses. They would have been enough. He’d be alive.”

			“He didn’t kill himself, Mom. Trust me.”

			“Why? Haven’t you been lying to me?”

			“Yes.”

			“A mother knows! Let’s hear it.”

			
			“It’s about Dad.”

			She groaned. “Please, Jacob. Call your father sometime, it’s always the right thing to do, but I’ve had enough of him for today. There’s too much to think about. I have to call Clark’s sister.”

			“I’ll do it if you want.”

			“I’m not a coward. You never know what I want. I need to rest. I have to be sharp for this evening.”

			“When you call Clark’s sister?”

			“When I see the ex-president. Jacob, I have a request.”

			“What?”

			“Stay with me. We’ll talk later, about your father and everything else. Just not now. Maybe Clark didn’t die for me after all. Maybe the last straw was when his new little girlfriend rejected him. I mean the one we saw at the Sailaway Party.”

			“Ah.”

			She lay down again and closed her eyes. Her breathing slowed, then evened. She was asleep. I changed into the classiest clothes I could reach without unpacking entirely, and then I left the room, closing the door behind me as quietly as I could.

			

			—

			Out in the hallway, a wave of weariness seemed to wash over me. I had to lean back against a wall to steady myself. A passing room steward, grinning, said, “Don’t worry, this is the rough part!” He meant the sea.

			The elevator area was crowded with cruisers. A little girl was jumping and pointing. I heard a rattle and a moan, and saw, approaching the pack from the forward hallway, the grim reaper. It wore a dark robe and a dark hat and moaned again as it drifted closer. It was coming for me as it had come for Clark, as it so often comes for elderly cruisers pushing the limits of their bodies to brave one last vacation. The strange purpose of this particular cruise meant nothing to this specter, because no purpose matters to Death.

			
			Then I recognized the thing for what it was, a woman costumed as the Witch in Chains, a favorite character at Chomp events. Her cheeks were painted snot green, her robe was long and black, her hat pointy, in the grand tradition of witches in thirties movie musicals, but she also had chains draped around her neck and arms, like Jacob Marley weighed down by his sins. Pinned to her gown was a button that read:

			
				Chomp returns

				Witch gets burned!

			

			The Witch raised her arms and shook her chains at me; instead of rattling, they bounced around her crinkly forearms. They were plastic. “Chomp’s coming back!” she cried. “Oh no! He’s going to lock me up.”

			A passenger stepped forward. “Can I have a selfie?”

			The Witch moaned and pointed to a smaller button that read PIX $5, HATS $10, SHIRTS $20.

			I took the stairs.

			

			—

			My father’s text read “I’m on ship too saw you come by rm 653.” At least he made no pretense of celebrating the coincidence. Room 653 was not on the VIP floor, but it would have a balcony, which meant he must have spent a fortune—and this was a man who never replaced a pair of sandals before at least five years. I knocked.

			
			“Yeah?”

			“Look through the peephole, Dad.”

			“Peephole? Oh. Hey. There you are.”

			The door opened just enough to reveal a few degrees of the thin arc of my father’s unnerving welcome smile. It had tricked more than one dinner guest into thinking they were at the wrong house. I was one of the only people in the world who understood that, on those rare occasions when my father smiled, he meant it.

			“I’m not ready,” he said. “You’ll have to come back. Where’s your mother?”

			“In our room.”

			“Good.”

			A family was passing behind me in the hallway. My father’s single visible eye tracked them as they went.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked.

			“Taking a little holiday. You know, quick break from the old totalitarian regime. My company I mean. Not America.” The eye darted about nervously. “Nothing against totalitarians. I thought maybe we could chat. I mean the three of us. The whole family.”

			The other family had formed a huddle three doors down. The father was stabbing his cardkey fruitlessly at the slot.

			“How did you get a ticket?” I asked.

			“The old story.”

			“What old story?”

			
			“A friend.”

			He didn’t have friends. “Let me in.”

			The floor tilted underneath us, a gentle motion perceptible mainly in our stomachs and our minds. The little girl shrieked and threw herself dramatically against the wall. The whole family collapsed into giggles, the best defense against fear.

			“You should’ve called first,” my father said, “or texted, like I did. But you have to shell out for that rip-off cruise-text system. It’s like five bucks to send a message. But hey, we’re family. We make sacrifices.”

			“Why won’t you let me in?”

			“I have my reasons.”

			“What are they?”

			I immediately regretted the question. Appealing to rationality never worked with my father. He was a master at anticipating objection and always had a counterargument ready. If you objected to it, he would improvise a different counter on the spot, and further as needed. His arguments might be glib, foolish, or even contradictory, but they never stopped coming. He could exhaust or madden any opponent.

			“For one thing,” he said, “I’m not dressed.”

			The mother of the nearby family heard that. She flashed me an unsteady grin. She probably wondered whether we were being silly or being gay. She was skinny, with deep hollows on the sides of her neck, below her throat, and the inside of her elbow. Not all Chompians were flabby. Not all were incurious either. If our conversation grew much longer or weirder, she might report it.

			Now her oldest boy was taking a turn with the cardkey. Did anyone in that family know how to use a magnetic strip?

			
			“I won’t look,” I said. “Just open the door. We have to talk. Something happened.” What else could I say with that woman examining me?

			“That what’s things do,” my father said, in one of those flashes of humor I’ve always detested. “I’ll stop by your room later. I’ll show you photos I took of the protest. I’d post ’em on my site right now if the Wi-Fi here didn’t cost like forty bucks an hour.” He was a software engineer but he still hadn’t figured out Instagram.

			“You can’t stop by. I told you. Mom’s there.”

			I heard a tiny chunk beside me. With a lusty cheer, the family piled into their room. The mom lingered for a moment outside, watching me but pretending to fiddle with her lanyard.

			“I don’t mind. Got to go. I’ll text you later. What’s five bucks? It’s your inheritance.” He shut the door. I even heard him snap home the bolt lock.

			The boat rocked again, this time so hard I staggered. The world was wobbling on its axis. My father had always been the only person I knew who held absolutely no secrets. When I was a child, he always answered the most embarrassing questions I could pose, including how many girlfriends he’d had in high school (zero) and why (nerd). I’m sure he would have admitted how often he masturbated or picked his nose, if he thought I had a good reason for asking. He was unable to lie. At his job, he was admired—so he claimed—for telling colleagues exactly what he thought of them. He was never fired and never promoted.

			Growing up, I remembered him being happy and sometimes, though only with me and my mother, even pleasantly goofy. But as the years passed, her growing unhappiness caused his much steeper slide into depression. In the months before she left, he was silent at meals and in the car, sedentary on weekends, subdued even when I persuaded him to join me in a favorite pastime, like playing backgammon or watching Galaxy Quest. He never spoke of his unhappiness. He never had to. Staying home with him was about as much fun as a hangover.

			
			After I moved to the city, I never visited for more than a weekend at a time. In recent years I told myself he must have made peace with bachelorhood. Time may not heal all wounds, but old obsessions can at least make way for pleasanter preoccupations. He’d begun to read historical fiction. He went a few times a year to the Philharmonic. Maybe he had even found someone to share a subscription with. I was always afraid to ask outright how he was doing.

			I could hardly avoid the question now. Clearly he had changed—he was on a cruise—but not every change was for the better. What if his decline had actually accelerated in recent years? What if his orderly mind had finally blown up? America had changed. America had blown up.

			A week ago I had told him my mother’s boyfriend was about to propose marriage. And now that boyfriend was dead, and my father, for no obvious reason, was on the scene. He was the one person on board who had reason to hate Clark Wolfson. Besides my mother.

			She would be awake by now. It was five-thirty, and our dinner seating was at six-thirty. She’d be preparing for Chomp. She’d be wondering where I was.

			
			A whiteboard near the elevator listed upcoming entertainment events. The Stomp for Chomp Dance Mingle was coming up. My mother would have to wait.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 14

			The Admiral Nelson Dance Hall was up on the forward end of the Mediterranean Deck, which the press packet described as “The World Headquarters of Fun.” Since I was at the aft end of the deck, I had to first pass by what appeared to be Satellite Offices of Fun, including the Kid Warehouse, with its cardkey-accepting video arcade and the Shoot Your Sister swivel-mounted sponge-dart guns; the Oxford Don Library, with its vintage collection of 1980s board games and water-soaked paperbacks abandoned by previous cruisers; and the Tea Tyme Pastry Bar, where fancy people, disdaining the pallet loads of free desserts at the buffet, could shell out an extra five bucks for a cappuccino enriched by a brick of fudge. The junior NRA crowd was loving Shoot Your Sister; the library and Tea Tyme were empty.

			Midship, things along the boulevard got funner. I passed the jazz-and-trivia bar, the sports bar, the martini bar, the whiskey bar, and the ordinary bar, all on the left side of the boulevard, to the ship’s interior. Windows overlooking the sea were on the exterior side. Chomp security guards were on both sides, standing erect by the entrance to every bar and in the gaps between outer windows. They were refraining, at this point, from checking bags or IDs or conducting frisks, but their suspicious looks at passing cruisers made clear that they reserved the right to do so.

			A few passengers were avoiding the fun to stare out at the sea. It was the same in every sparkling direction, out to the horizon: innumerable small waves were gathering, building, erupting into white spit, and then collapsing back into the common element, like human lives, briefly thrilling and then forgotten.

			
			“Make way!” someone called.

			A troop of Chomp security men were jogging down the boulevard. They bore no obvious weapons, but the exercise was still sufficiently military to get people cheering.

			“Go get ’em!” people shouted.

			I turned as they passed. The back of their jackets read MAKE OUR NATION NEW AGAIN.

			

			—

			The Boulevard of Fun passed under a neon arch and alongside the casino. The prismatic insanity of the slot-machine clusters began just off the path and extended far into the ship’s interior, attracting the weak-minded with their chirping jungle of neuronal feedback exploiters. The classier and more social enticements of the table games were also temptingly near. The sight of well-dressed cruisers cheering one another on at craps was a common motif in cruise ship brochures. These tables were now mostly idle, though a few neophytes had gathered around the roulette table. Everybody knows how to bet red and green.

			A voice rose up from a group of young men along the back row of slots: “Did you just call the president a dick?”

			And another in response: “No! I said sort of a dick.”

			I stopped.

			“Are you joking?” the first voice demanded. “Are you making fun of us?”

			“He wants to die,” someone else said.

			
			There was no security in sight. The casino’s entry point was too ill defined for bag checks.

			I veered from the boulevard toward the pack of men. As I passed a machine called Devil’s Due, a sweating Chompian raised his hands in victory, almost conking my chin with his Rolling Rock. Three devils’ faces had popped up on his screen. Their red wavy hair and satisfied smirks were like full-color caricatures of Chomp.

			The pack closed tight as I approached. The victim hidden within must have been backed against the slot-machine bank.

			“Take it back.” The Chompian who said this loomed above his posse. His gel-flattened head spoke of the careful preparation it took to be a leader. “Bitch lover.” This was a traditional pejorative, never approved by Chomp but never rejected either.

			“Why should I?” The victim’s voice broke at the end, which made me admire his courage all the more.

			“Take it back,” the leader repeated. “To start.” I heard a smack of fist against fist. The finish would be coughing blood.

			I glanced around for security, or at least a waitress, anyone in a uniform. I saw no one but the croupier at the roulette table, and she had her hands full explaining the various betting minimums.

			“How about I lay out my thinking?” The victim’s voice managed to achieve a tone of friendly cajolery, albeit a quavering one. Had I heard that voice before? I stood on tiptoe to try to get a look at him. “Let me tell you why I believe Mr. Chomp is a—”

			The leader grunted in warning.

			“—a dick,” the victim concluded, undaunted, gathering unwarranted confidence with every word. “Then you tell me why he’s not a dick. We have a back-and-forth. Get it? Maybe you’ll change my mind! Or maybe we’ll just agree to disagree, no hard feelings, I’ll buy the next beer. Whole round of beers, whatever, you just buy me one. Okay? I’ll start. First, everyone take one of these.”

			
			I couldn’t see what he was handing out, but I definitely heard first a smack and then the plop and splatter of something hitting the floor. I started circumnavigating the huddle. I found a gap between biceps, and could finally see the man’s face.

			His eyes were dark and wide. The multicolored lights of the surrounding slot machines reflected off his forehead like a puddle in Times Square. He wiped his skinny arm across his brow, and the puddle dulled marginally. I recognized him: Carlos, from the protest. His limbs looked thinner than they had outside, twigs that these bullies could snap. His eyes drooped down toward whatever they had slapped away from him.

			“You’re not one of us,” the leader said. I could see him too. He wore a gray blazer and a black T-shirt, the old Miami Vice ensemble, perhaps in honor of our port of departure. Here was a cop who broke rules, got results, and scoffed at misconduct cases and civil lawsuits. “You’re a spy. Or a reporter. Go ahead. Tell us how funny we are.”

			A new disturbance rose behind me. I turned, hoping another security troop was marching by, but it was only a new gaggle of cruisers. They were laughing and pointing. The Witch had come to the casino. She laid a basket of merch on an unused blackjack table and sang out:

			
				Buy my hat or buy my chains!

				Just don’t leave me in the rain!

			

			I turned back to the huddle.

			“It’s cool,” Carlos was saying. “I’ve got lots of pictures. Here, just look at one. Look at the face. That’s my sister.” He held out a photo.

			I caught just a glimpse. I could see the girl better in my memory, penned in behind the bike-rack barricade, her face confused and anxious, her arms shielding her chest. She had watched the cops tackle her brother. At least she wouldn’t have to see this.

			Behind me, the Witch cackled.

			
				If redcaps ask you, please don’t tell!

				They want to ship me back to hell.

			

			I turned to see a little boy hide his face in his mother’s skirt. Then I heard a liquid smack and a gasp and turned back to Carlos.

			His face was dripping. His eyes blinked from the sting. “I bet you paid like twelve bucks for that beer.”

			“Now tell me why you love Chomp,” the leader said.

			His posse waited. The slot machines near us chirped and pinged; the Witch and her admirers shrieked and squealed. Carlos remained silent.

			“I’ll find someone else to dialogue with,” he said finally. He took a tiny, tentative step and dipped his shoulder slightly, to gently nudge the nearest Chompian aside.

			The nearest Chompian shoved him hard against the machines. They were all computerized now, so there was no jingling on impact, just the smack of flesh against plastic and chrome, and a little squawk of fear from Carlos. One of the Chompians feinted a punch at him to make him flinch. He cracked his head against the slot machine and they all laughed.

			
			“Security’s coming!” I shouted.

			The man in front of me, whose ears I had assaulted, half turned in annoyance. He was short but elaborately muscled. On his bicep was a tattoo of a bicep. “Fuck security. We got this.”

			The leader turned around completely. He frowned. His eyes, from their high-altitude perch, sought me out. “We are security,” he said. “We’re citizen-soldiers. We don’t leave work for other people. We’re not liberals. Who are you?”

			The rest of the posse, including Mr. Bicep, backed away so the leader could glare unimpeded. A few stepped behind me. Now I was surrounded too. Carlos, momentarily reprieved, craned his neck as he looked around for help.

			“I thought I saw a security guard,” I said.

			“Hey, look!” Mr. Bicep stomped on a fallen photo. “I’m stepping on the little dyke’s face.”

			Carlos ducked his head and tried to burrow between the two nearest Chompians. He didn’t have a chance. He was slammed against a slot machine, pulled back, and slammed again, twice as hard. A dozen copies of his sister’s face looked on in silence from the floor. Still no security, no one even glancing our way. Everyone else in the casino was fully entertained by the Witch.

			
			Carlos groaned. No one but us seemed to hear.

			“Now make it hurt,” said the leader.

			I turned around, waved my hands high over the heads of the nearest men, and shouted, “I’ll buy a hat!”

			Those magical words zinged straight to the Witch’s ears. She cackled in triumph. “A sale! I’m saved!” She grabbed her basket and trotted across the casino with an exuberance that belied the weight of her chains. The confused men behind me stepped away.

			“That’ll be ten million dollars, please!” she said. “Make it out to my foundation.”

			Her fans laughed and cheered.

			I took my time pulling out my wallet and fishing for cash. Everybody was watching me now, not just the Chompian bullies and the Witch’s fan club, but also the roulette players, boulevard flâneurs, and even the slot-machine zombies. Many of them stepped closer to watch what wackiness she’d do next, now that she’d been paid. I requested a picture with her; she announced that I was entitled to a freebie.

			I pressed my phone on Mr. Bicep. “Take the picture?”

			“What?”

			“Come on, a little help,” I pushed the phone on him, wishing I hadn’t said little.

			“What’s the deal with that guy?” The Witch pointed her crooked finger at Carlos. His thin forearms were crossed defensively over his chest, just as his sister’s had been.

			The men all looked to the leader.

			His lips pressed together, then his forehead bunched, as if his face had to convene for a discussion. The onlookers sensed the posse’s suspense. They all stared at him too.

			
			He would surely back down. It’s hard to maintain righteous fury in the face of so much curiosity. On the other hand, the public—especially this public—tended to stand with authority, and this man’s authority was still supreme. If he accused Carlos of espionage, no one would object to a beatdown. And then the moral dilemma would be mine. Do I attempt to defend Carlos, and suffer my own beating, or do I melt away under cover of my new Chompian hat? In Chomp’s America, there are many ways to be a moral failure.

			“Whoa.” The Devil’s Due player had ripped himself from the game. His gait was wobbly, his eyes wobblier, and the hand that held his Rolling Rock wobblier still. He tossed his non-drinking hand over the Witch’s shoulders. “Get me in the shot!” He giggled—he was drunk and merry instead of drunk and ornery.

			I took up the camera. “Kiss her on the cheek,” I suggested, and he obliged, to much hooting, groaning, and cheering from the Witch’s crowd and even some laughs from the posse. I took a few more shots, squeezing in some of the posse, further diluting their anger. Then the drunk decided he wanted to take his own personal selfie, which necessitated much hilarious negotiation with the Witch. One of the posse wanted in on the fun. He started stuffing dollars in the links of her chain as if she were a stripper.

			The leader looked at me once, then decided to forget about me forever. “Hey!” When he had everyone’s attention, he lifted his fist and, not to be outdone in any cause, whether for justice or for comedy, presented to her a twenty-dollar bill. The whole posse had transformed into good-hearted buddies teasing and flattering a middle-aged woman.

			
			Carlos, now given space, edged away along the bank of machines. A few of the men glanced at him, then almost guiltily away. The soldiers for Chomp had been routed by their own humanity. Carlos escaped to the boulevard. So did I.

			Pedestrian traffic was flowing aft, toward the stairs to the buffet, but Carlos was trying to plow his way forward. He Froggered to the exterior windows on the edge of the boulevard to try to make better progress.

			I called to him: “Carlos! Stop.”

			The very name seemed dangerous to say aloud. At least it wasn’t José or Paco. He froze for an instant, just long enough for me to catch up.

			“I remember you,” he said. “You sprayed me.”

			His hands were still trembling, even his forearms. When he saw I was alone, he wiped his forehead again and leaned against a window. There was no safe place for him on this ship, but at least we were sheltered by the massive Chompian feed migration along the boulevard.

			“How did you get on this ship?” I asked.

			“I paid for my ticket. I have a constitutional right to cruise.” He rubbed at his eye. “What you squirt me with? It still itches.”

			“Just water.”

			“Didn’t feel like water. Felt like pee.”

			“It wasn’t.”

			“It stung.” He looked more worried than aggrieved.

			“It mixed with your sweat and dripped into your eyes,” I said. “Pee and sweat are chemically very similar.”

			
			He pondered my biochemistry for a moment. “Okay, I can see that.” I’d never met such an open-minded activist.

			A kid knocked me in the hip as he dashed by. Carlos grabbed my elbow until I steadied myself. He even gave it a little pat after he let go.

			“I’m not a Chompian,” I said. “I’m a writer. I’m covering the cruise.”

			He stared into my eyes, searching for the lie. “Really?” He wouldn’t know what to do with a lie if he caught one.

			“Really. I’d like to talk to you.”

			“I can’t handle a writer. I’m not trained. It should’ve been her, not me.” He lowered his voice still further. “I’m wired. Can I trust you?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Good. We’ll need exposure. We can’t talk here.”

			“Follow me.” I led him back along the boulevard, past the casino, where the Witch was still doing business, all the way to the library. Nobody, of course, was in the library. The mock-oak tables in the room’s center were littered with empty ice cream bowls, cocktail glasses, beer bottles, and plastic plates, plus a copy of The Corrections. I hoped the reader had given up before the cruise part.

			Carlos brushed some crumbs off a chair, sat down, and clasped his hands on the table surface. He was ready for his interview.

			“What did you do to Clark Wolfson?” I hardly expected a full confession, but there was a chance he’d be crazy enough, or unsettled enough by the recent threat, to blurt either something true or something so obviously false as to implicate him.

			Carlos rubbed at the corner of his eye. “Who?”

			
			Did that rub mean anything, or was his eye just still itchy? I usually try to ignore what some writers, and most poker players, consider telltale gestures. People’s physical responses are odd at the best of times; it’s impossible to judge when their oddness is actually consequential. I prefer to judge them by their words.

			“Clark Wolfson,” I explained, “was the passenger you manhandled outside the cruise terminal.”

			“Oh. Is he okay? Those fucking cops. Look, apologize to him from me. I lost my cool. I’m not here to battle. I’m here to dialogue and engage.”

			“How did you get a ticket?”

			“My mom bought it. Well, really it was the Ola.”

			“Hola?”

			“Wish she was here. She knows how to handle writers. And fascist meth heads. She comes from a family of warriors. Her dad was a history professor in Guatemala City. A socialist. She left when she was eighteen. You can’t live down there. You get knifed for your bus fare. Ever been to Guatemala?”

			“No.” Actually, I had, and I’d even glimpsed the country’s dangers. The armed convoy that had escorted me and my fellow junketeers to the ruins in Tikal could have starred in a Mad Max movie. But I was here to interview Carlos, not dialogue with him.

			“Me neither. My mom came on a student visa and got a job in a daycare center. Never got papers. My dad’s a citizen but he hit the road, Jack, ten years ago. Didn’t slow her down, nothing does.”

			I had met people like Carlos’s mom—people of relative privilege in their home countries, but not privileged enough to be safe from their national disaster. So they emigrate, legally or not, and trade their high-status lifestyles in a high-danger setting for a run-down one-bedroom apartment in New York or Miami. They take on menial work, maybe as a waiter, or a cab driver, or a nanny. Their education and cultured accents mean nothing; to the mass of Americans, they’re simply Latin, like their neighbors. Their only compensation is reasonable physical safety and the hope that their children will someday regain, in a richer country, the social status the family used to hold. Only the most dedicated rejoin the political struggle in their new country. Admirable, and honorable, but not easy on their children.

			
			Carlos smiled down at the coffee-ringed table as he thought about his mother. “Now she’s the president of Ola de Mujeres, which, if you know anything about multicultural domestic worker alliances in Florida…” He cocked an eyebrow.

			I had the urge to tell him exactly what I knew or cared about these alliances, but I remembered how he had persisted before the menacing Chompians. Everyone should be so childlike. “Sounds familiar.”

			He grinned with pride. “We’ve had nannies coming over for meetings since I was old enough to pour my own Cheerios. You should’ve seen them screaming at the TV the night of the election. My mom’s friend Meches drove home to tell her kids to sleep in the basement, like the raids would start that night. My mom just turned on the computer and said, ‘Let’s get to work.’ The other alliances wouldn’t show at marches, because the members are scared of ICE undercovers. Not my mom. She could always see them coming. Dopey white guys in stupid blue do-rags like they’re Crips. She’d give out masks or wigs to the scaredy-cats, or let them stay home and paint signs. So they could give them to a friend who’s got papers, or their kids, if they were born here. Like I was. I carried signs for lots of people.”

			
			“So you’re a fighter too.”

			“What else could I be? What would you do, in my place?”

			I wondered the same thing. What I admired about my mother was her success. What if she, like Carlos’s mom, had been fighting all her life for a cause that always failed? “So why did your mom put you on this cruise?”

			“Oh, Jesus, I wish she was here! She always says we need to get the media on our side. We’re not antifa. We reject violence. Violence only works if you’re white anyway. But we’re realists. When Chomp quit, we skipped all the victory parties. We knew we had to be ready for worse. Right after the first comeback rallies, my mom brought a plan to the Ola leadership. That’s her and her two best friends. The boardroom’s our kitchen. It passed. I’m gonna tell you what it is. But you can’t blow our cover. It’s secret. What I’m about to say, it’s— What do you call it when you promise not to write something?”

			“Off the record.”

			“Exactly! See, my mom would’ve known that. So here it is: The plan was to go to Chomp’s comeback rallies. Not hang around the free-speech cages outside, like normal protesters, but get tickets like any ordinary fascist and walk right in. Once you’re there, you don’t argue, or scream, or boo, or cut the microphone, or lay down dead on the stage with a big fake knife sticking out of your back until they drag you out. No. You stay low, hang out in the rear by the hot dog stand, find some reasonable-looking people—you know, unarmed, not bikers—and you introduce yourself. You’re an independent, you’re curious, you want to learn more about Chomp’s plans now that he’s not president. You talk. You listen. You dialogue. Also you bring along a friend with a little GoPro camera strapped to her belt so you can live-stream the encounter.”

			
			“In case they beat you up.”

			“No! So you can document the human connection! That’s what you upload to YouTube. Because when you start talking, you stop hating. You buy that? Me neither, but the funding committees did. My mom gives A-plus presentations. Now at first, I’m just tech support. I’m setting up fake Facebook profiles so we can pass the lame-ass security check to get rally tickets. But one of the ladies turns to my mom and says, ‘Cristi’—that’s my mom—‘Cristi, take Carlos, not me, he’s so blanquito.’ Which I am. Not to mention I can handle a GoPro better than any of them. And she says, ‘Carlos, forget the rally in Pennsylvania. Let’s go on the Chomp cruise.’ Imagine taking a cruise with your mom!”

			“Crazy.”

			“No, it’s brilliant. This is way better than a normal rally. This gives us a chance to embed for days in a normal setting and to dialogue with the big donors, not just the average cracker. Maybe even meet Chomp himself at the buffet or something. It stretches the budget, so we can’t do the ten rallies we planned. We can just do this one. But it’s all worth it if we can dialogue on camera with Chomp himself. We got my aunt to babysit my sister. I’ve got break at school.” He sighed. “The plan was perfect. My mom would do the talking, I’d do the taping. No one ever wants to punch her.”

			
			“That’s why you were on our side of the barricades at the protest.”

			“I was one of you. I had a ticket. My sister and my aunt were on the other side. I was coming over to say goodbye before I boarded. Then your friend showed up. And Chomp.”

			“So where’s your mom now?”

			“In detention.”

			“They arrested her at the protest?”

			“ICE got her. Not at the port, days before.”

			“They heard about your plan?”

			“Probably not. They raid daycares all the time. You hear the stories at Ola meetings. They like to bust down the door during snack time, when all the staff’s in the same room. That’s what happened where my mom works. The one American woman there, the supervisor, had to herd the kids into the finger-painting room while they cuffed my mom and two other teachers. That’s progress. Under Chomp, the redcaps would make the kids watch. So my mom’s in a detention center now. I wanted to cancel the trip, but there’s no refunds, and I knew my mom would want me to go. So I did.”

			“Your dialoguing needs work.”

			“Tell me about it. My mom’s so much better.”

			“Last question. Remember the evacuation drill we had today?”

			“When they marched us out to the lifeboats? Sure. Some crew guy had to wake me up from a nap first. I was sleeping off a headache. Those cops got me pretty good. Some dicks in my muster group were laughing at my bedhead.”

			
			“Do you remember which crew member led the group?”

			“The Ping-Pong instructor. Some smartass from Argentina. I was the only one who laughed at his jokes.”

			“Would he remember you? Could you get me his name?” It would be a decent alibi—better than mine. “If I’m going to profile you in an article,” I explained, “I’ll need perspectives for background.”

			“Wow. So this is serious. Who do you work for?”

			“I write for The New York Times.” I’d written one article for the magazine. But my first hit on Google.

			“Wow. Okay. Then you want to see me in action. Good. I have a plan. Are you eating at the restaurant tonight? Chomp’s supposed to be there. So will I. It’ll be like the Redneck Oscars. Look for me.”

			“Why?”

			“We both know my dialoguing sucks. Time to try a new approach. They can’t shoot me in public, right?”

			Sure they can, I thought.

			After we parted, I had to pass by the casino again. The Witch and her friends were gone, but, off to the side, pictures of Carlos’s sister still lay scattered on the carpet. Several were wrinkled from the spilled beer, like leaves after an autumn rain.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 15

			The Admiral Nelson Dance Hall was dominated by a colossal painting of Britain’s greatest naval hero, shoulder tassels glittering, medals shining. Hadn’t the French sniper sighted on those decorations when he shot Nelson down? The admiral had insisted on wearing them on deck and thus died for his vanity. Or perhaps, as the TV shrink had suggested of Chomp, he had subconsciously wanted to die. After all, what was left to accomplish after Trafalgar? What was left for Chomp after the presidency? Both Nelson and Chomp had conquered their greatest enemies. They might have found new ones, but even legendary heroes understand their limits, usually better than the public.

			The room’s other ornaments included maps of the Iberian peninsula, cross sections of the HMS Victory and Albermarle, a poster from the movie Master and Commander, and, closest to the entrance, a freestanding plaster reproduction of Nelson’s Column at Trafalgar Square, that enormous penis with a statue of Nelson at the tip. Here, of course, someone had taped over Nelson an action figure of Chomp.

			A handful of Chompians were milling about, drinking and waiting for the start of Stomp for Chomp, which was set to run more or less concurrently with the early dinner. Not everyone could score reservations for the Redneck Oscars. A bald Swede billed as DJ Smooth Knut was setting up his equipment. He paused frequently to look over the crowd, perhaps to check whether a Las Vegas talent scout had popped in—it was well known that some of Chomp’s best friends owned casinos. A woman in the center of the floor was dancing by herself to no music. The hair piled on her head flopped around like a palm tree in a hurricane. It was Shell. Behind her a quartet of young men swayed more or less in time to the movements of her body.

			
			The men stared me down as I approached her but withheld objection. She closed her eyes; presumably the music in her brain had reached a crescendo. The spaghetti straps of her top were knotted in little roses over her breasts.

			“I lost your water bottle,” I said.

			She opened her eyes and smiled. “I’ve got lots.”

			Two of the men exchanged glances, already negotiating who would fetch Shell another bottle.

			I lowered my voice. “I spoke to Chomp.”

			She slowed her body, though her bare shoulders continued to sway. “When?”

			“A few hours ago. In his room.”

			“Were you stalking him?” She seemed to hope so.

			“We had an interview. I told you.”

			“What did he say? What was he like? You better tell me.” Her eyes were full of awe, envy, and a little fear, as if I were a mortal who’d slept with one of the gods. “Was that why he stood us up at the Sailaway? Because he was talking to you? Were you the incident?”

			“I’ll tell you all about him, but first you have to answer a question.”

			“Okay.”

			“Not around them.”

			She took my hand and slithered away with me behind the column, not that it provided much shelter. The men exchanged more glances. She shook her head at them with some pity. “They remind me of my husband. All he wanted to do was hang with his cousins and play poker and drink beer or that fancy moonshine that tastes like peed-on iced tea. He never lost much or won much but he always got drunk. When he heard about the cruise, he tried to invite himself, as if that shit never happened.”

			
			“What shit? Your divorce?”

			“No, everyone gets divorced. I mean the shit with the dictionary. Merriam-Webster’s, unabridged. Get me two or six drinks and I’ll explain. Thing is, he pretended to like Chomp, like he pretended to like me. He drank beer at the fundraisers. He voted for him. What I love about you is you need more. So what was he like?”

			The word love worked its spell on me, however casually she meant it, as did her undisguised joy at being in the presence of a man who had been in the presence of Chomp. She took more pleasure in worshipping her earthly hero than most people do in worshipping God. I was charmed. Innocence was a quality I sometimes associated with activists like Carlos but never before with Chompians.

			She squeezed my hand, both coaxing and flirting. She thought we shared a cause. I’m not above seizing on a misunderstanding to win over a good-looking woman, or a potential source, let alone both; but this misunderstanding struck at my core beliefs. After the day’s events, I was more than ever convinced that Chompism was the rabies of American society, capable of converting harmless masses into frothing maniacs. The sportsification of politics, which demanded the exaltation of winners and mockery of losers; the spirit of not policy but victory, which valued self-congratulation over the common good; the elevation of quips, boasts, and put-downs over traditional rhetorical values such as logic—Chomp embodied all these disastrous transformations in American political life. Now that I had watched him incite protesters to riot, brag about his sexual and vehicular exploits (where do you put a mattress on a double-decker bus?), and delay preparation for the most important speech in his life to flirt with my mother, I had no doubt what type of man we were dealing with. One whose self-worth depended entirely on the accumulation of triumphs. I can forgive selfishness, even when it hardens into callousness, since we all, from time to time, turn our faces from suffering; but Chomp’s spirit of unrelenting antagonism, his enduring struggle, not for his own side’s gain, but for the other’s suffering, whether this particular other consisted of Mexicans, Muslims, feminists, liberals, tea drinkers, schoolteachers, rap singers, tree huggers, or any other group of weirdos—it struck me simply as evil.

			
			But Chomp himself wasn’t evil. He had, after all, shown some compassion to Carmen, once my mother had properly nudged him (if only more people in his life were nudging him the right way, were nudging all of us). And Shell was certainly not evil. In misunderstanding our common cause, she misunderstood not just me but herself. She was better than her beliefs. Wasn’t she?

			“Tell me your secret first,” I said. “The one you mentioned on the bus.”

			“What secret?”

			“The purpose of this cruise.”

			She pressed my hand. “Didn’t he tell you?”

			
			“Maybe he was lying.”

			“He never lies.”

			“He does, Shell.” I caressed the back of her hand, to sweeten my blasphemy. “We all know it. He exaggerates for effect. He fibs in public to make people cheer. That’s still lying.”

			“He gets excited. We all do.” Her smile softened into something less brilliant but more affectionate. She had no doubts but forgave mine. We were two people of goodwill, each convinced the other was strolling alongside the brink of hell.

			“He flirted with my mother.”

			“Oh. I’m not surprised. She’s so beautiful.”

			She grinned at her own wistful tone and wiggled a little to her inner music, as if to demonstrate that youth could make up for my mother’s advantage. Which, as Clark’s assistant had proved, it could.

			It seemed to me that Shell was the key to understanding Chomp’s appeal. I wanted to ask directly why she believed in him, but I was afraid of her answer, and not just because it might reveal her as a racist. Measured against my own complicated moral compromises, the straightforward simplicity of Chompian self-interest was bound to be appealing. His rules were so much easier to follow. His philosophy blessed rather than condemned our worst tendencies. The more I listened to her, the greater the chance that I could be persuaded: not to believe in Chompism, but to give in to it.

			“It’s okay,” she said. “You’re just learning. I can’t tell you yet. We have to keep quiet till tonight. I was hoping he’d tweet a hint, but he hasn’t. They say his people delete all the best tweets. And maybe there’s more than I know. More than anybody knows. Like when they say Fox won’t show tonight. I bet they will. Not even my dad knows everything. We had to hear about his resignation from our phones, like everyone else.”

			
			“I bet you all cried for a week.”

			“Not me. He had his reasons.”

			“You should have cried. He gave up on you and everyone else who voted for him.” She shook her head but held on to my hand. I would take my chance: “He quit, Shell. So why do you still believe?”

			There was no point in attacking Chomp for his xenophobia or authoritarianism. After all, most of his followers loved just those qualities most about him. But everyone hates quitters.

			“Did he tell you why he quit?” she asked.

			What if Shell loved him because he quit? “I want you to tell me. I trust you more.”

			She slipped her hand out of mine and shook her finger. The rest of her body shook with it. “You have to learn to trust him.”

			“I’ll tell you what I know already. This cruise is Chomp’s last stand. He wants to save the country from cultural invasion, so he’s gathered his favorite supporters as a show of force. The thing is, Shell, I like other cultures. Look at the workers on this ship. They’re hardworking, accommodating, patient, cheerful, and friendly. And hardly any are American.”

			“Did you say ‘last stand’?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Last stand to save the country?”

			
			“Yeah.”

			“You’re such a goofball! Which country?”

			“Ours. I assume.”

			“Please!”

			Maybe it wasn’t our country. Maybe Chomp was saving a different country. Russia. The opposition was right all along.

			Shell’s body shook in an orgasm of disagreement. “That’s just it!” She’d caught me joyously in her trap. “The workers on this boat, all those busy bees by the pool or the buffet, they all have their own countries. Right? You can read them on the name tags. They’ll tell you all about them if you ask. I’ve met tons of people from other countries. They’re always blah-blahing about the castle in their hometown and what their grandmother cooks on Sundays and what day they get presents on Christmas or whatever they call Christmas in their language. Okay? They have their own history and their own songs and their own food and their own TV shows. It’s what makes their country special. It’s what makes every country special. And what do we have?”

			“Our own country. America.”

			“Yeah! But America is not enough! Not for us. And not for you. We want what they have”—she pointed across the room at Knut, who was frowning down at some recalcitrant dials on his amplifier—“a country all to ourselves, with one language and one kind of people. Where we all watch the same TV shows, sing the same songs in music class, eat the same junk food with the same kind of wrappers, celebrate the same holidays the right way. There are millions of people in this country who eat chips and hot sauce for breakfast, who think Yankee Doodle Dandy must be some kind of porn, who celebrate the twelve days of Christmas in freaking January. And that’s if they’re Christian! Plus we have to celebrate all their holidays too. I don’t even know what Cinco de Mayo is for, only that if you’re at a party at a college, only Mexicans can wear sombreros.”

			
			“I’m a travel writer, Shell. I love different countries. I love trying different breakfasts and hearing different music.”

			“Okay! But we’ve got different shit right here in our country. Colorado and Arizona and New Hampshire and Alabama. Ever been to those places?”

			“Sure.” Had I been to Alabama?

			“Good. Because they’re dying. Most places in our country are dying. The jobs are gone. The schools are half empty. The stores are boarded up. The towns are ruined. There’s nothing to do but give them up. And that’s okay. Because Chomp has a plan. He wouldn’t tell you because he doesn’t know you. I don’t know you either. But I trust you. You goofball. So maybe I will tell you.”

			Music started, low and canned, just ambient pop to test the system. Shell started swaying, not quite to the beat, but like seaweed twisting in its own strand of current.

			“Why do you trust me?” I asked.

			“Because you want to believe.”

			“Chomp’s not God.” Or an alien.

			“I know. He’s Columbus.”

			“What has he ever discovered?”

			She leaned closer. Her voice brushed the side of my neck. “Tell me you want to believe.”

			
			Knut’s voice blasted from the speakers: “Now we welcome the mistress of the ceremonies and of everything else—Erica!”

			Erica’s presence was enough to elicit cheers throughout the crowded room. Everyone expected her to rev up the party with one flick of her hips. Instead, to my discomfort and my pride, she marched straight up to me.

			“I got news.” She glanced sidelong at Shell.

			Shell stood her ground. “Are you gonna teach us another dance?”

			“You bet!” Erica’s grin said, Let’s have the night of our lives! while her eyes, settling back on me, said, Who’s this bitch?

			“You still want to hear the secret?” Shell asked me.

			“Can it wait one minute?”

			“Not for her.”

			Shell let the music carry her away. She rejoined her quartet of men, who were dancing just with their heads, and were obviously relieved to once again have some female companionship.

			“Hope I’m not blowing your chance.” Erica’s grin was now flatter and more sincere. I would have to remember it, so I could distinguish the real smile from the fake.

			I lowered my voice. “Hablaste con—”

			“I can’t speak fucking Spanish up here.”

			“Did you talk to your sister?”

			She pulled me into a sheltered nook with a loveseat, where dancers could rest or snuggle.

			“We got like two minutes before I have to work,” she said. “They’re questioning her. Somebody died in one of her rooms. You already knew, didn’t you? She’s got the shit luck, island luck.”

			
			“Did you get to talk to her? Does she know anything about the dead passenger?”

			“Maybe. They’re saying the guy didn’t just die, he was killed. Is that true?”

			“That’s what I hear.”

			“Okay, but it wasn’t my sister who did it! It wasn’t any crew.”

			“How do you know?”

			“You get a lot of sneaky-ass bitches around here, but no murderers.”

			“What does your sister know?”

			“She saw something.”

			“What?”

			“Maybe—maybe the killer.” Erica looked back across the dance floor at Knut. He was glaring at her. He needed her to start the show. “She saw some passenger banging on the guy’s door. Like he was angry.”

			“When?”

			“Before Fernando fired her. Before the evacuation drill.”

			“What did the passenger look like?”

			“I don’t know, ask her! She just said it was some guy banging on the door like a maniac. She didn’t know him. They don’t wear name tags like we do. I wish they’d put cameras in the hallways. Passengers are freaks sometimes, you got no idea. Did you talk to Chomp about her? She needs your help bad right now.”

			“I haven’t had time yet. I’ll keep on it.”

			“You got to already be on it. I told you, she’s getting questioned right now. They looked pissed, like they were blaming her. Especially after that shit in Chomp’s room. She could be saying anything. She could confess to murder and have no idea. She lived all her life in the fucking sticks in the DR, she doesn’t know shit.”

			
			At that moment, the words Let’s get this party started, altered to sound like they came from Stephen Hawking, blasted from the speakers, the overhead light shattered into a hundred colors, and Knut called out something no one could understand, at least no one who hadn’t recently been to Ibiza. Thudding music shook Nelson’s Column like a flagpole in a gale. The Chomp action figure shuddered.

			I had to lean in and shout. “I need to talk to your sister. I need to know what the passenger looked like. I might know him. I might be able to prove she’s telling the truth.”

			“How can you talk to her? She’s not allowed on deck anymore.”

			“Sneak her up or smuggle me down. It’s the only way I can help her.”

			Erica shut her eyes as she thought. She began unconsciously to nod her head in time to the thud of Knut’s music. Even in distress, she moved with precision.

			“Okay.” She opened her eyes and bent to my ear. “She told me she likes you. And your mom too. I feel so shitty. It’s all my fault she’s here. I’ll try to talk to her. Let’s meet later.”

			We set a meeting place. She cracked her knuckles, set her smile in place, and went to start the party.

			I checked my phone. The early dinner was starting.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 16

			From the outside, the brightest stars at the Redneck Oscars were all security. Every arriving diner, whether a plutocrat or a biker, was frisked, scanned, and bag-checked by a beefy young Chomp guard who looked like he could lift the trailer he grew up in. The scene as a whole did faintly resemble an awards shindig. Cruisers lacking dinner reservations crowded the foyer to snap pictures and catch a glimpse beyond the security checkpoint. Those who had reservations were dressed in their finest, which for the males could range from bespoke tuxedos to leisure suits to T-shirts printed with tuxedo fronts. As for the women, their dresses varied in fit, length, and texture, but tended to twilight hues, black and deep purple, the classiest of colors. Those who failed to meet the dress code (long pants) were turned away by the maître d’. Most accepted their abasement with humble good humor, but a few principled slobs argued their case. “The bikers didn’t have to change!”

			The maître d’ smiled sadly but not sympathetically. His European accent, bald head, and tuxedo gave him the look of a barely rehabilitated soccer hooligan. “They wore jeans.”

			I had left my blazer in my room, but at least I’d put on khakis. I gave the maître d’ my name and room number.

			“Of course, sir.” He snapped his fingers to summon an assistant, while security gave me the tenderest of VIP pat-downs.

			“Is Eleanor Smalls already here?” I asked, but the assistant had already disappeared through the purple curtains. I followed.

			The ship’s restaurant was twinkly with crystal and snow-bright with linen. It was also gigantic and maniacally busy. Busboys dashed between tables and prep stations. Waiters hustled late arrivals into their seats. I tried to ask the assistant again about my mother, but nothing could be heard over the roar and clatter of several hundred people preparing to dine and almost as many preparing to serve them.

			
			As we approached the room’s center, where a curving white staircase ascended to a terrace, the diners’ clothes became fancier and their drinks less sudsy, but their manner was just as loose. The swanky people were having as much fun as the ordinary joes in the room’s hinterlands. A woman’s giddy face turned to me as I passed. I recognized her as Shell’s mother. She waved. I thought I also recognized one of their tablemates, a former CEO who had served as undersecretary of the Navy, until, like so many Chomp appointees, he was forced to resign under investigation. Chomp had never ceased to praise his loyalty. The table was smack in the middle of the room. Shell’s parents must be formidable donors.

			They were not quite the cream of the crop, however (even fancy Chompians refused to say crème de la crème). The terrace above was obviously reserved for even swankier people, who would dine at an altitude befitting their importance. To my surprise, the assistant paused at the base of the staircase. A bodyguard X-rayed me with his eyes and nodded his approval.

			The background noise was quieter up at the summit, the activity calmer. My Sherpa led me to a gigantic round table, a space-hogging absurdity anywhere, but doubly so at sea. Around it sat a dozen people. Rubies shone, diamonds winked, iWatches glowed. I recognized several Chompian celebrities: Oscar Thule, the genome copyright magnate and libertarian philosopher; Cameron Chachkey, once a widely tolerated sitcom star, most recently Chomp’s appointee for chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts; two owners of NFL teams who had landed publically financed stadiums through Chomp’s infrastructure stimulus program; another man whose name escaped me but who looked like a famous comedian; and Harvey Salamone, the chief of security, who pretended not to remember me. Everyone was white except for the much younger Asian companion of one of the NFL owners. No one asked who I was. Standing discreetly back from the table were a half dozen bodyguards, including Jimbo, who kept having to turn aside to remove his gut from the path of a server.

			
			Of the three empty seats, two were together, presumably for me and my mother, who was nowhere to be seen. The lone empty seat had to be for Chomp. I glanced out over the railing at the diners below. Scattered throughout, like daisies rising up from the grass, were faces staring up at me. These people thought they were the audience to our show, but we up on the heights knew we were the audience too, just in fancier seats. The star had yet to appear.

			As I made for the pair of empty chairs, the assistant waiter’s voice rose up for the first time: “Sir!” He pointed to the lone seat, between Thule and Chachkey’s companion, presumably his wife. I took it.

			I gazed at the unoccupied pair. Two seats together, and neither Chomp nor my mother had yet arrived. Good God. How well had their drinks date gone? I whispered to Chachkey’s wife, “Where’s Chomp?”

			“Late.” I could hardly hear her. I wasn’t sure whether she was being standoffish or clandestine. She had a youthful face and hair so starkly gray as to intimidate with honesty. I could imagine my mother: “Of all the feminist battles to fight, dear, you pick this one?” Not what one expected from a Hollywood wife, but then, Chachkey had been done with Hollywood for many years.

			
			Another assistant waiter rushed to fill my water glass. Across the table, the comedian made a Speedy Gonzales joke that all of us, including the waiter, chose to ignore.

			I tried again with the woman: “Is that Jeff Foxworthy?”

			She escaped me by diving into her handbag. I noted both its Prada logo and its un-Prada stitching. My mother wouldn’t have paid fifteen bucks for it on Canal Street.

			Yet another server introduced himself as Headwaiter Peter (his name tag read PEDRO PUYAT and PHILIPPINES). “Cheers! You ready?” He had probably five minutes to get our order in to the kitchen before that enormous machine moved on to the next course.

			“We’re still awaiting the guest of honor,” Thule pointed out, with the coldness of someone forced all too often to suffer morons.

			“Oh, just order,” said Harvey. “He already had his burger.”

			Several at the table, including Chachkey, tittered at this glimpse into Chomp’s daily life; Thule rolled his eyes. Great men are impressed by great things, not hamburgers.

			Meanwhile the nervous headwaiter had been replaced by his superior, the restaurant manager, a huge Serb with a manner and skin tone better suited to the occasion. He asked if we had any questions. No one did, but several had off-menu demands.

			
			My neighbor finally emerged from her handbag. She dropped the ship’s entertainment program in my lap and tapped at a paragraph near the bottom. It was the bio of the onboard comedian. He was not Jeff Foxworthy, but his impersonation of Jeff Foxworthy was so good that he had been chosen as the lead in an upcoming Jeff Foxworthy biopic. Chomp was always better at attracting celebrity businessmen than celebrity entertainers.

			I thanked her quietly and noticed that Chachkey was staring at this faux Foxworthy, eagerly awaiting his next witticism. She noticed me noticing. I caught her eye and shook my head in sympathy. She dropped her hand below the table, so only I could see it, and gave her husband the finger.

			When the headwaiter came, she ordered the Caesar salad and the duck and bent her head. A tear fell from her eye and was swallowed by her napkin.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked, when the waiter was gone.

			“I was expecting this to be so much nicer,” she whispered.

			She was going to bawl when she got her Caesar salad.

			Her husband had finally noticed. “Dear?”

			She waved him off. He turned his attention cross-table, where one of the football owners was explaining, ostensibly to Chachkey but with an eye on Thule, how an NFL-style salary cap might be applied nationwide to hourly wage earners.

			“You call this fine dining?” Mrs. Chachkey whispered. “All the waiters know how to do is smile.” Pedro and his assistants were already plopping down the salads and shrimp cocktails. “See?”

			
			I saw my chance to make a friend. “It’s an essential efficiency tool. It cheers up the passengers. Makes them more manageable.”

			“So every smile is a lie! I guess it’s not their fault. They come from countries where people are used to taking orders and eating slop. Nobody cares anyway. Look at all these Neanderthals. You think they appreciate luxury?”

			I looked out again at the passengers below—all of them, whether in cheap seats or pricey, tuxedo fronts or polo shirts, now happily gorging. Why not? My neighbor’s open scorn surprised me. I had expected elite Chompians at least to try to disguise their disdain for the masses. But then, the whole point of Chompism was never having to hide your prejudices.

			Once again, she read my glance. “I don’t mean them. I mean him.” She glared across the table at Harvey, who had been presented two Caesar salads, one in front of the other, if as they’d arrived on a conveyer belt. He crammed into his mouth a globby slab of lettuce. It took two napkin swipes to remove the glistening sauce from his cheek.

			“He’d be outclassed in an Outback,” she said. “We’re not rich like everybody else. We’re in the arts. You too?”

			She thought I looked as poor as her. She had no idea. I tried a shrimp and almost broke a tooth. “I travel a lot.”

			“I hate travel.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			“For him, of course. The thing is, I thought we’d get a little pampering on the way. This is our last chance. Everyone’s last chance.”

			“What do you mean?”

			
			“What do you think? All those fancy restaurants and spas they promised—that’s bullshit. It’s impossible. Imagine a sommelier on the island! He’d have to be like—well, like…”

			“Like what?”

			“Like them!”

			She swept her hand over the railing toward the masses below. Her husband glanced at her and then quickly away, before she caught him checking up.

			“Is this thing ever going to work?” she said. “I just emailed my friend back home. She’s says no one’s covering this stupid cruise. Just the protest. We look ridiculous.”

			“I never heard about the spas.” I considered my next question. She seemed to like me, if only because she hated everyone else. Maybe spite would make her trust me too.

			But then the table fell silent, because the whole room had fallen silent. Our fellow diners had turned to gaze out over the crowd. I turned with them. I saw nothing. But I heard.

			The chant began softly: “Chomp, Chomp, Chomp, Chomp.” A single word repeated again and again, the sound at first heavy, then thunderous, then deafening. And the word kept getting louder and louder, until the water in the glasses began to quiver, and the silverware to jiggle, and finally it felt like our table would be knocked off its platform and all of us kept aloft just from the intermittent force of its mighty beat. None of our tablemates deigned to take part, but Harvey, the impresario, grinned at how well the moment was coming off.

			Then the chant exploded into a cacophony of adoration: cheers, applause, screams, shrieks, whoops, and whistles. Chomp had entered. My view was obscured by diners near him leaping up on chairs and tables, but I could see well enough. His hair was unmistakable. The narrow carpet he strode upon was a deep maroon with black swirls, colored and patterned to disguise spills, but Chomp bore himself as if it were the red carpet at Cannes. Two waiters led the way, smiling and stopping frequently to glance backward, but always down at his feet, never his face. As he came closer, I could also see the woman hooked to his arm. Her shoulders were bare, her dress shimmered like moonlight on water, her fair hair was tied up in a swirling style that, like the dress, I’d never seen before.

			
			But I’d know her face anywhere.

			As she came closer, I could see that my mother’s smile was not her usual, that slight hint of obscure amusement, but instead a blaze of delight, dazzling enough to hide her amazement at the situation. I leaned over the rail. She glanced up—she knew her destination—and saw me. She couldn’t wink, not with hundreds of ecstatic diners staring her way, but her eyebrow gave a little kick, a kind of secret thumbs-up. It was all a joke, she seemed to say, but wasn’t it fun? But I knew this was no joke. She was the actress who, after so many years, had finally landed the part she was born for.

			I realized I was smiling too, enjoying her success as much as Harvey was enjoying Chomp’s. As they passed a table half full of grade-school kids, my mother slowed, loosening but never losing her armlock on Chomp, and said something that froze one kid in the act of cocking his arm to toss a roll at his sister. The kid dropped his arm, abashed, as his dad ruffled his hair. I could see rather than hear the explosion of laughter my mother had set off. Her face was all the more beautiful for the obvious pleasure she was taking in her success. Even Chomp looked proud of her.

			
			The couple arrived at the foot of the marble staircase. I could see Chomp pause to prepare himself for the ascent. My mother let him go first and only after a moment tripped up quickly to keep pace, as if surprised at his vigor. I glanced at Harvey to see if he appreciated her finesse. But he was again attacking his salad. This was, I realized, his last chance to stuff himself before the long ritual suck-up.

			At the top step, Chomp turned to the room and lifted his hands. The chant rose again, filling the room to the tips of his fingers. He dropped his hands, and everyone was silent.

			“Eat!” he roared.

			After one final eruption, his people hefted their steel and smote their flatiron steaks, beef burgundy, and pot pies.

			My mother went straight to the empty seats. Chomp waved away a server and yanked out the chair for her. A few of the men, including Harvey, remembered to stand; the rest of us, including me, scrambled to follow. Harvey, at a grunt from Chomp, performed the introductions. At every name, Chomp nodded and inspected my mother’s face for her reaction. She managed to look charmed and impressed every time. After they sat, my mother reached back and briefly caressed the small of his back with a window-washing motion that left him grinning at nothing.

			“Who is that bitch?” Mrs. Chachkey whispered to me.

			
			“Hi, Mom!” I called across the table.

			“Hello, dear! I was hoping to see you here. How daring of you to wear that shirt. Take a picture, please.”

			I snapped a cellphone picture of her between Harvey and Chomp, neither of whom noticed. Jimbo glared until I put the phone away.

			Chomp took his own phone out, held it close to his belly like a bridge hand, and started tapping away.

			“Better not.” Harvey reached for it.

			Chomp knocked his hand away. “This tweet is going to be the best tweet.”

			“No.”

			“Trust me, the highest quality, extremely nasty.”

			“Run it by the girl for spelling.”

			Chomp stuffed the phone in his pocket and lifted his head to the table. “Okay,” he said, by which he obviously meant “Shut up.” We dropped our silverware and tried to finish our current mouthfuls with our quietest chewing.

			He gestured to the diners below. “Look at those faces. Listen to all that chitchat and laughter. Let them inspire us as we discuss weighty matters. This is why we struggle and suffer. For them.”

			The councilors around the table nodded gravely. Like superheroes, they expected no more reward for all their worry and labor than the masses’ clueless enjoyment of the peace they maintained.

			It was all absurd. The people above were no more intelligent or capable than any random collection of maroons down below, but somehow, through a combination of luck, foresight, birth, and skill in some esoteric but influential occupation—Chomp’s magnetism on television, Thule’s knack for angel investing, the NFL owners’ persistence in bribing local legislators to support their stadium finance bills—the people around this table had ascended to positions of incalculable power and influence. And why? Most of them weren’t even particularly good at their jobs. Thule’s latest start-ups had bombed; Chachkey’s last movies were turkeys; the owners’ teams never made the playoffs; Chomp had quit. No one cared. Not policy but victory applied to all of them. For having once won in life’s lottery, these people would forever be exalted. And now my mother was enjoying the fruits of her first win. Just by sitting at this table, I was too.

			
			Power isn’t chess; the smartest rarely win. Forget all those dim-witted strongmen like Stalin and Hitler who leveraged a knack for machination and oratory into dictatorship; just think of all the boring nonentities who won obscure elections or inherited minor fiefdoms and served out their terms or their lives unremarkably, except that every decision they made touched (and in some cases destroyed) the lives of dozens or hundreds or thousands of even less memorable people.

			“You, my friends,” Chomp began, “my trusted inner circle, the diamonds among the crap heap of the modern political establishment, you deserve to hear the truth. Don’t worry. Our plans are proceeding. The speech on the island tonight is still on—and it’s still going to be unbelievably spectacular, believe me. Good news. We just spoke to Fox. They’ll be there. All our loser enemies who said otherwise—wrong again! CNN and the rest of the failure networks are begging to come too. Too late! The nation will watch on Fox. They’ll hear all about our plan, our adventure, our creation, our new world. Whatever you want to call it. You all know already. Most of you. But there’s one thing you don’t know. And I’m afraid it’s going to hurt. So get ready.”

			
			He paused. We were all leaning over the table, the better to catch his every word. He was the winner among the winners.

			“A man is dead,” Chomp said. “Died on board the ship, just a few hours ago. Not just any man, not even just any passenger on this magnificent Chomp cruise. For one thing, this man, ladies and gentlemen, was a dear friend of this beautiful woman.”

			The entire table, clear on the importance of this speech if not yet on its purpose, first gasped in shock and then cooed in sympathy, except the libertarian, who famously had no patience for sympathy or death. He had already enlisted a cryogenics firm to freeze his body in ten years on his fifty-fifth birthday.

			My mother modestly flicked at a crumb on the tablecloth.

			Chomp took a bite of salad and grimaced. “This dressing tastes like pancake mix. So this woman and also her son, that man right there, whom I have met and found both interesting and crafty, they are both grieving. Now, take a look at them both. Keep looking, go on, they’re both easy on the eyes, but then we’re all successful people here. See? You wouldn’t know they’re grieving, because people like them understand how to hide their pain, unlike all those weenies at college who protest for sushi in their dining halls and transsexuals in their bathrooms and forty-five bucks an hour plus masseuse services and early retirement for every single cleaning lady in their dorms, or should I say ‘cleaning human’? Okay. So the poor man was found deceased in his room, and by deceased I mean stabbed. Some flunkies who work for this ship tried to tell me he killed himself. Sorry, Charley. I know a felony when I see one.”

			
			The sympathetic murmurs fell away. A waiter deftly replaced Chomp’s salad with shrimp.

			“That’s why we’ve got our private security out tonight,” said Harvey. “To keep big-game players like yourselves safe. Plus,” he remembered to add, “everyone else.

			“Great time to start pat-downs, Harv.” Chomp nudged my mother with his elbow. “And this guy wanted to head up the FBI! But listen, if Angie Merkel and Rachel Maddow can’t scare me, there’s no way some loser murderer will who can’t even afford a firearm. I personally will conduct this investigation. I pledge to catch the culprit, just as I pledged to liberate Long Island from MS-13 and Afghanistan from the MSF. Which I did. Because when disaster strikes on the Chomp cruise, I feel the same awesome responsibility I felt when a U.S. drone took out some Afghani hospital, even though it’s not like I’m flying the damn things, and how many of those so-called innocent Muslim patients would have bombed us? As many as would have murdered this guy.”

			“What do you know about investigating a murder?” I asked.

			Chomp turned to me, with that squint that seemed to say, I see what the losers miss. And now again there were a few gasps around the table, mainly indicating disgust, not surprise. No one, not even Thule, interrupted Carlton Chomp.

			“Jacob, please let the president finish.” My mother bathed him with a look of exaggerated fascination, like a teacher encouraging a child to tell the class a story.

			
			The smile he gave back was about as tender as the shrimp. “No, I’m very happy to answer your son, because that is a terrific question. As head of the executive branch, I was the chief law enforcement officer of the United States, and therefore investigations political, criminal, and international were ultimately my personal responsibility, as more than one terrorist could tell you if he weren’t dead or in Gitmo. Believe me, I know forensics, and not just from watching TV. I’ve endured investigative briefings of absolutely tremendous length, detail, and tedium. Plus I saw this guy’s body. The dead guy’s. It was disgusting. Forget suicide. Punctures like that require a bad guy. Harv, paper.”

			Harvey, accustomed to lightning compliance, snatched the cloth napkin off his wife’s lap and chucked it to Chomp.

			“And pen, Harv, the two go together, maybe you heard.”

			My mother rolled her eyes at Harvey’s foolishness, but then nodded at Harvey, as if to acknowledge to him that they both understood the necessity of indulging this great and sensitive man.

			Harvey dug a Sharpie from his pocket and slid it across the table.

			“We are about to begin the process of solving a murder. What you are going to witness will demonstrate the majesty of the modern investigative method, at least as practiced by a guy who knows his stuff.” All of us, even Thule, listened closely, most of us with wide eyes and open mouths. By all accounts, Chomp’s usual dinner conversation consisted mainly of self-glorifying personal anecdotes. No one had expected this. Chomp grinned at our expressions. (He was, I realized, intelligent enough to know the difference between rapt and sycophantic.) He was performing now, as he had performed for so many years. The showman was his truest self, all others (president, businessman, entertainer, lover, billionaire renegade) merely roles he played. He had triumphed as a real-estate impresario, then a reality show star, then a candidate, and then a politician by being more absurd than anyone before, more true to himself as a performer and not to the part. Above all, he had kept himself entertained. But surely this current role had a purpose beyond entertainment. Surely he himself believed in his higher purpose. What was it?

			
			“The first move,” Chomp said, “is to establish time of death. Isn’t that right, Harv?”

			“It certainly sounds right,” said my mother.

			Harvey shrugged. “How would I know? I wasn’t good enough to run the FBI, remember?”

			“I remember again every time you open your month. Trust me on this one. Did they tell us when exactly this guy got perforated?”

			Harvey frowned knowledgeably. “During the evacuation drill. They think.”

			“Time of death—check! Mystery solved, let’s head straight to dessert.”

			Around the table, mouths closed and foreheads crinkled in confusion.

			“Ha! That is what we POTUSes, or POTUSi, to use the Greek, call messing with the electorate. Next step is to compile a list of suspects. I could do that myself but what do I know about solving a murder? Let us turn to Young Mr. Genius.” He popped off the pen cap and pointed the Sharpie tip at me. “Start.”

			
			“Start what?” I asked.

			“Start listing suspects! You’re a smart guy, right? Well informed. Sneaky. I bet you picked up some clues.”

			He smirked, letting our tablemates know he was mocking me. Chachkey and the NFL owners looked at me with new respect. Most people Chomp preferred to boss around, ignore, or insult directly.

			“Plus,” Chomp continued, “I happen to know how you were brought up with intelligence and good sense and a winning attitude and most of all good genes. This is a woman”—he flopped the index fingers of both hands, like windshield wipers, toward my mother—“who, after a divorce that left her alone and broke, started at the bottom of the corporate ladder and hauled herself up to an executive position, hand by hand, in high heels. Brains are in your blood. Blood is in your blood. I like that.”

			My mother smiled gratefully at him. I’d never been more impressed. Somehow, in the few moments they’d spent together before dinner, she had shut him up long enough to tell him her life story. Or a version of it.

			“So. Any ideas for suspects?”

			“No,” I said.

			He nodded with some satisfaction. “Anyone else? Who wants to show off zee little grey cells? Remember that guy? And they say I’ve never read a book! Harvey, what’s the last book I read?”

			“To Kill a Mockingbird.”

			“Tremendous book, you should all read it. Okay. What’s the next step in the investigation?”

			
			Chachkey lifted his hand.

			“Oh. Okay, what’ve you got?”

			A lesser toady would have been daunted, but Chachkey had done cameos in criminal television. “A murderer needs a motivation.”

			His wife’s sigh was designed to be audible only to me.

			“Motive,” said Harvey.

			“Shut up, Harv,” said Chomp. “Master Thespian is correct. One motive is money, but, though the deceased was reasonably loaded, nothing was missing from his room. Cash, cards, wallet, cellphone. Rule out money. Another motive is hate. So let us ask ourselves, who hated him?”

			“I did.” My mother’s tone was unnaturally steady. “He cheated on me, and I hated him for it. But I’m not a killer.” At the moment, it wasn’t so hard to imagine her as one.

			“Whoa. Let me explain.” Explaining was clearly one of Chomp’s favorite things. “This deceased, he was a jackass, so this woman dumped him. Still, she retains some, I do not say affection, but nostalgic goodwill toward the jackass, as I do for several of my ex-wives and ex-girlfriends, no matter how unladylike they treated me—I don’t mean the alimony, which I can afford no problem, but all those lies to the Daily Snooze, I mean News—despite all that, I retain my affection for them, and do you know why?” He took my mother’s hand. “Do you know why? Because I am full of love. As all of you are too.” He passed his gaze around the table like the bread basket, inviting us to feast on his praise. “Even Harvey. The guy who murdered this poor jackass, however, was not full of love. No. The murderer was full of…”

			
			“Hate?” offered Mrs. Chachkey.

			“Bingo.” Chomp nodded mistakenly at her husband.

			He again surveyed the table, not to wait for an answer but to appreciate the silence that only he among us could command.

			“I hated him too,” I said. “But my mother and I were both at the evacuation drill. There were witnesses. If that was the time of death, we’re in the clear.”

			“Alibis are bullshit.” Chomp shook his head, disturbing not one strand of his hair. Even his toupee had no doubts. “That’s okay. The entire premise is wrong.”

			He stuffed one of the little pink question marks in his mouth, tail and all. We waited for him to swallow.

			“The answer to the conundrum”—the word rolled slowly over his tongue—“is obvious. The murderer was full of hate, but not for the jackass. He meant to kill someone else.”

			His eyes circled the diners.

			“He meant to kill me. My room was just round the corner. There’s no sign directing murderers to the right place. The guy got confused. And now the question is pretty fucking obvious.”

			“The question is why!” cried Chachkey.

			“Huh? No. The question is who. The question is always who. Why is just an on-ramp. But let’s start with it. Why kill me? Remember, most murderers are just like us, only they lack our self-restraint. Yes”—he leaned back and looked out over his adoring masses, many of them now hard at work on their second dessert—“that is exactly what they lack. So the question becomes, who hates me? Look down. Those people are smiling so hard they can hardly eat their sundaes. Watch me wave at one of them, that kid that’s dressed like me, navy suit, tremendous suit. Here we go. See that? Now I do it again. There. I just made the whole table go bananas. I could do the same a hundred times to a hundred different tables. Eleanor here tells me that the dead guy loved me just that much. I might at first prefer not to believe it, because he was such a loser, yet I do believe it, because my appeal is so incredibly wide. So the answer is nobody hates me. No passenger on this ship anyway.”

			
			“What about the help?” said one of the NFL owners. “Lot of Muslims. Lot of Latins.” He glared as Pedro snatched away his empty plate. Pedro was too busy to notice.

			“Or a conspiracy.” This was Thule. “One of those passengers might be an undercover agent who defeated the security check.”

			“Defeated Harvey’s security check? Only some Tom Cruise superspy could manage that, right, Harv? As usual, the billionaire has a point. Most murderers are ruled by ordinary human motives like sexual jealousy, and not your super-complicated James Bond geopolitical motives, like some rogue Canadian paid them ten million dollars to destabilize the pharmaceutical patent system. Believe me, it’s not all maple syrup and moose safaris up there. But this, remember, is no ordinary murder. This is an attempted assassination. And consider the timing. Whoever committed this murder, staff member or secret agent, they knew what we were up to. And we know who was behind them. My enemies. Who are everywhere. Which means I could die at any time.”

			He let the silence gather respectfully around him. We listened for a moment to the sounds from below, the clanking of plates, pushing of chairs, and whining of children. The Serb brought Chomp’s entrée. He stared into it.

			
			“I know what you’re thinking,” he said to the steak. “I’m taking a risk just by eating in public. A risk to my person and to our mission.”

			My mother stroked his forearm. Harvey shrugged and nodded. The rest hummed sympathetically.

			Chomp lifted his head to us, a lion finished with his kill. “But I am not afraid.”

			My mother blinked but refused to let me catch her eye. Any other man—like me—she would have burned alive with mockery.

			“You should be.” It was Mrs. Chachkey. Her face remained calm under gray skies, while her husband’s blazed with anxiety at her contribution.

			This time Chomp noticed her. “Yeah, I constantly ponder my own death. Harvey makes me. It’s my duty. I have become, as they say, somewhat more than myself, and let’s face it, I was already huge. When President Lincoln died—great man, absolutely demolished slavery—they loaded his body on a train and drove it across the country. Every person in every dinky town in America came to tip their hats as it passed. They all had hats then. With me, they’d have to put my coffin in some huge stadium, or maybe a park, a giant one, like Central. Or Yellowstone National. People would want to be with each other. If they couldn’t get tickets, they’d invite their friends and have a party to watch the funeral on TV. It would be the Super Bowl of tragedies. Wouldn’t it, Harv?”

			
			“No doubt.”

			“And two weeks after my death—it would all be over. The park raked up for trash, the beer bottles returned for nickels, the new president free to screw everything up. Because he’d know for sure I’d never run against him now. And there’d be nothing I could do. A dead guy is the ultimate loser. So you know what? I’d better stick around.”

			“Why did you quit in the first place?” I asked.

			Harvey stared at me. Everyone else was afraid even to glance my way, except my mother. She shut her eyes and inhaled deeply, an old gesture of exasperation and warning.

			“I never quit,” Chomp said. “I lost my personal space. I lost my respect for Congress and the bureaucrat pack. I lost my lunch sometimes, because of all the lies the media told. But I never quit. I was elected leader of the people of this country, the best people, and I still am. POTUS changed, but Chomp’s still here. Leaders protect their people. This deceased, he was a jackass, but he was my jackass. And when you threaten my people, you get hurt. I don’t care who you are or what nation or NGO funded you.” His voice rose higher, and he rose with it, standing before the table and the entire room. “I swear that justice will be done!”

			Scattered cries came from below. I turned to see the masses’ reaction to Chomp’s magniloquence, but hardly anyone was looking at him. A man in a scarlet shirt had leaped up on one of the dining tables. He lifted to his mouth what looked like a bullhorn made of cruise activities bulletins and shouted:

			“Time for a toast to the man of the millennium! Carlton Chomp, king of the redcaps, the president who booted four million hardworking people from his country!”

			
			It was Carlos.

			Uncertain laughter crackled below. The passengers, especially those accustomed to cruises, had been expecting goofy entertainment—a waiter chorus line, a rapper in a chef’s hat, a hairy back parade. Chomp, still standing, his body still exposed, turned and squinted out over the crowd. The bodyguards around our table, hitherto occupied mostly in glaring at the waitstaff, started to hustle to his side. Chomp waved them back.

			“Sit down,” I told Chomp.

			He only cupped his hands around his mouth and leaned out over the railing. “Correction! It was five million!”

			His meat bullhorn was louder than Carlos’s paper one. The crowd cheered. Down below, security zigzagged through the maze of tables to Carlos’s. A diner tried to grab his ankle.

			“Let him continue!” Chomp ordered.

			Harvey reached for Chomp’s sleeve and tried to tug him back down.

			“Ease up, Harv,” murmured Chomp, without his usual mean-spiritedness.

			Carlos kicked his foot free from the diner. “The man who ripped the hearts out of four million families!”

			“Five million!” several shouted back. Many more, misunderstanding Carlos’s meaning, cheered.

			Carlos, with the help of adrenaline and his makeshift bullhorn, shouted over them: “The man who every day tweets insults at schoolteachers, feminists, volunteers, diplomats, the disabled, refugees, Muslims, Latinos, and journalists!”

			
			He went on, but by now the cheering was deafening. Chomp blasted his grin to all quarters of the hall. My mother started to reach for his arm, then stopped. Security above and below looked around uncertainly. Was this guy a radical, a cheerleader, or a joke?

			Carlos set his legs, took a deep breath, lifted the bullhorn, and cried out with all his breath on behalf of twenty million frightened demi-Americans: “This unimaginably rich TV jerk who shows no compassion for the poor, no empathy for people of color, no respect for other languages and cultures, no kindness, no hunger for anything but money!”

			At this the crowd went nuts. Everyone at our table was standing, along with the rest of the hall. Even Thule was applauding. The waitstaff, half their job being to nurture enthusiasm wherever it sprouted, clapped too.

			Carlos spun around the table, looking over the crowd in horror. He gathered the last of his strength and shouted: “This man tears immigrant mothers from their children!”

			The roof almost blew off. It was like the last out of the World Series.

			Chomp’s voice boomed just loud enough for those nearest to hear: “Get him, Harvey! There’s your killer.”

			Harvey stood and signaled. Down below, security advanced. Carlos whirled helplessly on the table. This was the time to ignite the bomb if he had one. But he only leaped from the table and fell to his knees in surrender. He was instantly swamped by security men and helpful civilians.

			
			Chomp turned around. Still standing, he picked up his napkin and dropped it over his plate—he was done. My mother, looking up, was pouring all of herself into Chomp’s face. It brightened even further Chomp’s self-satisfied glow. I stood up.

			The waiters moved in to clear the table. I slipped away and headed toward the stairs. Halfway there, I turned back and saw one pair of eyes tracking my escape. Not my mother’s, not Chomp’s, not Harvey’s, but those of Jimbo the bodyguard. He wiggled two fingers at me—Goodbye, my friend, for now.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 17

			I was caught in a crowd of exiting diners. After the security stomping, no one could now mistake Carlos’s speech for praise, but a number took it as satire. I passed one who was flailing his arms in imitation of Carlos as he jumped off the table: “The dude was hilarious!” As if Carlos, like the Witch, were simply another dressed-up caricature of one of Chomp’s enemies. But others were more somber. “This is the enemy we’re facing,” one said. “Thank God they’re so stupid.”

			“Did you see how fast the police were?” a mother asked a lump of five-year-old in her arms. “So fast! That’s how heroes run.”

			But no one was shrieking, or shoving, or cowering under a table. These Chompians were used to harmless political enemies shouting nonsense. They had no idea a real murderer was aboard.

			But Chomp knew. He’d declared to us that his life too was in danger. And still he maintained his customary insouciance in the face of Carlos’s provocation. If he’d truly been afraid, he would have belly flopped to the floor.

			Chomp must have known that Carlos was no murderer. But how did he know it? Perhaps his men had already found the murderer. Perhaps Chomp himself was the murderer.

			All modern presidents have blood on their hands. The killing of innocents is the unavoidable, and not always unwelcome, side effect of that favorite presidential pastime, decisive military action. But no president, in or out of office, has organized a specific civilian murder (notwithstanding those pre-Chompian conspiracy freaks who would cite Vince Foster and Obama’s mother’s Kenyan OB-GYN). Half the country would think my theory insane; the other half would find it eminently plausible. What if I could find enough evidence to convince both sides? What if I could finally unite the country in condemning Chomp?

			
			Poor Clark—his fate to become just another skirmish in the forever war of political popularity, his death no more significant than a dirty text message, a bad joke caught on a live mike, a hypocritical tweet. I would remember the best of him. He had loved my mother. He had publically apologized for screwing up, which Chomp had never done. He deserved better.

			Finally free of the restaurants, I charged up the stairs to the boulevard. The scene had changed. The elderly had apparently gone to bed, leaving behind only the young in body or attitude. The women wore cocktail dresses and heels ill-suited to boozing on the high seas—but then, the seas seemed calmer now. We must be approaching the island. I passed the bars at a half run. Club music thumped, karaoke singers screeched, everyone was drinking. They might all have been murderers celebrating with a night out. Kids darted by, staying low to avoid parental detection. They were fugitives from bedtime, not justice, but to me they looked guilty too. All these people were guilty, if not of murder then of loving Chomp. They supported his vitriol, his machinations, his redcaps. So what if they’d been duped into trusting him? If Chomp proved anything, it was the inseparability of foolishness and evil.

			The Oxford Don Library was, as usual, empty. I took shelter in the duty-free shop across the way and spied through the plate-glass window. It was just past eight o’clock. Erica was late. I pretended to price 144-pack cartons of duty-free cigarettes, specially designed for that sweet spot of smokers with enough foresight to stock up but not so much that they fear lung cancer. The Marlboros were almost gone, but there were lots of Newports left. Poor inventory choice for this cruise. I kept checking my phone for the time. A silver-haired couple was told that the duty-free gallon jugs of rum they’d lugged up to the counter would be delivered only upon the ship’s return to Miami. “Then we don’t want ’em,” said the man. “Who’d be there to pick ’em up?” His wife chuckled and shushed him as they walked away.

			
			The couple wasn’t returning to Miami. Was that the cruise’s secret?

			I turned back to the window. Erica was peering into the empty library. She turned around. Our eyes met through the window, but the glass seemed to repel understanding. She took off down the boulevard. No security was in sight. I squeezed out of the shop and started after her. She was slight, short, shifty, and quick and would soon have lost me but for the barrage of passenger high-fives and daps that slowed her journey.

			A young officer pointed at her as he passed. “See you at the island party, Erica!” he called out.

			“No doubt, Ari!” Erica called out. “Got to get the whole ship moving!”

			“I’ll be there!”

			It was like being at Colonial Williamsburg.

			She flew down the stairs. I followed, but before I could catch her, she was off at the landing, moving down a passage lined with staterooms. As I passed them, I heard televisions, snores, parents pleading with children. No music, no parties, no politics, no higher purpose than winding down and getting the kids to sleep. These were also Chomp’s people.

			
			Erica paused beside an interior door labeled CREW ONLY. I finally caught up.

			“Wait a moment,” she murmured. “Then act like you’re lost.” She pulled the handle and slipped through, leaving the door not quite shut behind her. As graceful a spy as she was a dancer.

			Wait a moment. How long is a moment? Graceful was one thing, but spies should be specific. I counted to ten Mississippi, pushed open the door, and stepped through.

			I was on the landing of a set of whitewashed metal stairs as steep as a fire escape. Attached to the wall above, undisguised and aimed directly at me, was a security camera. I spun around, a confused landlubber, then stopped and frowned angrily at the outrageously disorienting design of this ship. I shrugged and moved on down the stairs. A preposterous performance unlikely to convince anyone watching on a monitor, but Chomp had taught us all to play the fool for deniability’s sake.

			As I descended, gripping the thin tubular rails, I felt like I was climbing through the skeleton of a gigantic creature, cleaned, preserved, and worshipped by a strange people. I was leaving Chomp’s world and entering a fearsome place beyond his reach. I could hear Erica’s feet clattering below me on the stairs. I reminded myself that this wasn’t an alien planet, it was where Carmen and Erica and thousands of their colleagues lived and labored. I hit a landing, curled, and descended again. Another landing, another curl. I was now far below any passenger deck. I assumed we were going to Carmen’s room. The cleaning crew live in the lowest places.

			
			I hit the bottom, where Erica was waiting. The air felt thicker, compressed by the weight of all the decks above. Up ahead, the blue-tiled floor of a long hallway shone like a canal in moonlight. Some cleaner had polished this crew deck hallway, someone who must live in an even lower, more contemptible deck, accessible only through a hidden manhole and a rope ladder. I saw visions of undocumented immigrants in Florida and Arizona hiding in their secret basement burrows like slaves on the Underground Railroad, Jews in occupied Poland, the oppressed and frightened anywhere since the first basements were dug. I knew that “Terror under Chomp” photojournalism was sometimes staged or exaggerated, and the use of such sensational historical analogies tended to drive Chompians into an anti-media fury. The truth was, immigrants mainly chose to hide in churches (which usually had pleasant finished basements), because even the rootin’-tootin’est of ICE agents piously avoided violating federal law to raid them. But some of the worst stories were true, too thoroughly documented even for the most dedicated Chompian trolls to dispute effectively, and those immigrant mothers and children who had escaped to tell them had become stars of the anti-Chomp resistance. What if Carmen, unjustly accused, had been driven to hide amid the engine machinery deep in the ship’s sweltering bowels? I would help her escape and tell her story.

			“There was a camera over the stairs,” I whispered, in Spanish, in case someone was listening.

			“No one watches,” she said, also in Spanish. We were foreign spies teaming up against a common enemy. “Come on.” She started moving.

			
			As I followed, she reached back and grabbed a handful of my shirt to speed me up. No, we weren’t spies, just kids sneaking into a movie.

			She stopped by a door.

			“Carmen’s room?” I whispered.

			“Mine too.”

			The room was half the size of my stateroom. A skinny strip of floor separated the bathroom door and the set of bunks on the left from the desktop and set of drawers on the right. A laptop, a copy of Inglés para Dummies, a TV, and a cacophony of device cables covered the desk’s entire surface. If you wanted to set down a glass of water, you were out of luck. Straight ahead was a closet door; scraps of clothing poked through the crack like prisoners’ fingers. This professional cleaner apparently preferred not to spend her off-hours being tidy. Or maybe, since the sisters apparently shared the room, the mess was Erica’s.

			Carmen was lying on a bottom bunk, her eyes open, her body covered to the chin by a gray sheet. She looked like one of the dead queens lying atop their monument in a European cathedral. A privacy curtain dangling from the top bunk was pulled only halfway across. Pinned to the bed frame were printouts of family photos—little girls, teenage girls, older women, no men that I could see. One of the teenagers looked like Erica with a floppy haircut. She was in a city, a ratty city, the wall behind her mangy with water stains, but it could have been Jersey City as well as Santo Domingo. As an American citizen, Erica would have been able to travel home for the summer or Christmas; Carmen could never have visited her.

			
			Erica squeezed past me on the floor strip, knocking me against a dresser. “Wake up,” she said loudly, in Spanish, and pinched her sister’s shoulder. “He’s here!”

			Blood flowed to the queen’s cheeks. She opened her eyes. “I told you not to bring him.”

			“Don’t worry, love! Jacob promised to help.”

			That she used my name implied they’d discussed me beforehand. I felt a little flattered.

			Carmen rolled toward the wall. “They ordered me to speak to no one. He can’t help me anyway. No one can.”

			“Have faith.” Erica knelt on the floor by the bed and smoothed her sister’s hair. “Yes, he will help. He knows El Chomp. He sat with him at dinner. I saw. He just has to ask, and you’ll have your job again. Maybe he talked to him already?” She looked at me.

			I thought of myself as a crusading writer on a dangerous investigative journey; to them, I was a member of the power elite, a Chomp whisperer.

			“There were too many people,” I said apologetically. “And then that incident…”

			“A young man was arrested,” Erica explained. “It was very exciting. He was screaming at Chomp. They’re calling him a terrorist. Maybe he was the murderer!”

			Footsteps outside sent a shiver through me, but the women were unperturbed.

			I tried to step closer to Carmen’s face without stepping on Erica. “Who ordered you to speak to no one, Carmen?” My Spanish seemed heavy, almost brutal compared to theirs.

			
			“Those fat men who came to ask me questions.”

			“Chomp’s men?”

			“Yes, idiot!” Erica’s Spanish was faster and harsher when she spoke to me. Soothing tones were reserved for her sister. “Why not talk to Chomp at dinner?”

			“I’ll tell my mother to talk to him. She’s better at this than I am. But, Carmen, what did the men say to you?”

			“Tell him, love,” Erica whispered. I was still her sister’s best hope. 

			“They asked about the passenger I saw banging on the dead man’s door. I had already told Fernando, before he fired me. I wanted to be helpful. The men said I should have kept my mouth shut.”

			“I hate them,” said Erica.

			“They said they could put me in jail. For what? For seeing a man in a hallway? For missing one little stain?”

			“Don’t worry, love.” Erica’s soothing tone seemed intended for herself as much as her sister. “Jacob will help. He’ll speak to Chomp. He and his mother together. Right, Jacob?”

			“Carmen, I need to know what you saw. Erica’s right. The man they arrested at dinner, they think he’s the murderer. But I know him. He’s innocent.”

			Erica glowered at me. This was not what she bargained for. I wondered what her swearing sounded like in Spanish.

			“I’m very sorry,” Carmen said politely. “The men commanded me to be silent.”

			Erica turned to me and said in English, “How do you fucking know the guy’s innocent?”

			
			“I met him,” I said, also in English. “He’s some Latin kid from Miami. He came to protest. His mom got hauled off to a detention center. Did you see him too?”

			“Yeah. I had to eat with passengers tonight.”

			“Did the kid look like a murderer?”

			“He looked like a dork.”

			Carmen’s wide eyes radiated the disappointed confusion of incomprehension. I feel that way in foreign countries all the time.

			“Please, Carmen,” I said in Spanish.

			“I can’t.” Carmen reached her hand into the wilds of her sheets and brought out a cellphone. Erica smiled at the image on the screen.

			I tried to lean closer, but Erica’s shoulder blocked my way. “Can I see?” I asked.

			Erica sighed and thrust out her butt, making a longbow of her body to give me space. I dipped my head under the upper bed frame and managed to bark my knee against the lower. This cabin was maddening.

			But I could now see Carmen’s screen. It showed an unsmiling boy about five or six years old. His face exuded a kind of man-of-the-house dignity I associate with an absent father. “Your son?”

			“No.” Carmen extinguished the screen. “My pet iguana.”

			Erica’s reprimand was still just a whisper: “Sister, enough.”

			“Why? Is Jacob your boyfriend?”

			“Please. He’s as ugly as your husband.”

			I hoped this teasing meant they were warming up to me. I tried to summon my most gallant Spanish: “Why would I want some noisy dancer? I much prefer her beautiful sister.”

			
			I would have felt like an idiot saying this in English, but in Spanish I’m a different person—bolder and blunter, because my grasp of the language is too uncertain for subtlety; less self-conscious, because my Spanish persona is so far removed from my core self. My jokes are cruder but also more frequent, which perhaps explains why people like me more in Spanish. I spend a lot of time smiling ruefully at my own words, to indicate I’m not quite as dumb as I sound. It struck me that Chomp’s own speaking style was a more fluent version of my Spanish—blunt, comical, ridiculous, confident, an act but not a fake. Did Chomp too have a truer, more anxious self to revert to?

			“Will the Chomp listen to you?” Carmen asked.

			Erica nodded. “To his mother, definitely.”

			Even my Spanish persona was unable to agree outright. “I can also speak to Captain Prosti.”

			“They said if I tell anyone, they would lock me up for many years. Who will take care of my son? My mother is old.”

			“Poor mami,” said Erica. “I’ll care for Manuelito during all my vacations. He loves me.”

			“Please, God, no.” But Carmen smiled.

			I wondered what the boy thought of his glamorous aunt, invigorating parties all over the high seas.

			Erica slithered by me to slip next to her sister on the bed. As they lay side by side, their differences in cruise ship social class, in years (Carmen was older), in skin tone (Erica spent more time in the sunlight), in circumstances (Carmen’s skin had the shadows and flecks of motherhood), all fell away in the face of what they shared—memories, habits, love for each other. I’d always longed for a brother or sister. As an only child, I had no one but my parents to share home memories with, no one at all who understood what my parents were like. I might have envied Carmen and Erica, but instead I felt grateful for this glimpse at their bond.

			
			“When did you leave the Dominican Republic?” I asked Erica, sticking to Spanish.

			“When I was eight.”

			“And you two were always such good friends?” I wanted to know, but even more I wanted to see the light such a question would surely bring to their faces.

			“Always,” Erica answered. “We talked every week. In the beginning, my dad would fill a new phone card every Sunday. After I got my papers, I visited my sister and our mother in the summers. Her son likes me better than his father.”

			“Erica.”

			“Sorry, your husband is good-humored and funny, at least when he’s not drunk, but even you have to admit he’s as stupid as a chicken. I can see him right now, watching his telenovelas in the afternoon, if he still has a television wherever he’s living, probably in some wrecked car somewhere—”

			“Erica.” Carmen turned away again, and Erica went back to smoothing her now thoroughly smooth hair.

			“Years in jail,” Carmen murmured. “All because I saw a man…”

			
			Erica rapped her on the shoulder. “Pah! What jail?”

			“On the island.”

			“There’s no jail on the island, no police, no courts. How could they arrest you?”

			Carmen sighed. Having lived longer in the DR, she was better acquainted with extrajudicial power. Then again, there was enough of it these days in the United States too.

			“Besides,” Erica added, “they need you to work on the way back. Inés can’t clean every room. Fernando can’t clean any room.”

			“But there won’t be so many rooms to clean,” Carmen said.

			“Why not?” I asked.

			The sisters exchanged a single glance, long enough for a whole silent conversation.

			Now I knew. “Chomp’s staying on the island, isn’t he? Some of the passengers are staying on with him. That’s why there won’t be so many rooms to clean on the trip back. But what are they doing on the island? What are they building there?”

			This was the secret Shell had hinted at. This was Chomp’s fortress in the sea. This was the reason Chompians in the know were stocking up on cigarettes, which they could use immediately, but not rum, which would be delivered in Miami. These passengers weren’t returning to Miami.

			“They won’t tell us,” Erica said. “So don’t ask.”

			Perhaps they planned to kill themselves with poisonous Kool-Aid, like the wackos at Jonestown. But Chomp, for all his destructiveness, believed in life, not death. That is, not his own death.

			
			“Carmen,” I said, “the man you saw banging on the passenger’s door was probably the murderer. I need to know if he was the boy we saw arrested at the restaurant tonight. I don’t think he was.”

			“He was no boy,” Carmen murmured.

			“Good. Can you describe him?”

			“And then you’ll help her?” demanded Erica.

			“I’ll help her in any case. But I want to help the boy they arrested too.”

			More footsteps outside, and voices chatting in a language I’d never heard before.

			Carmen sat up in her bunk. Her T-shirt was an old I LOVE NEW YORK model, familiar to me from the bargain racks outside the tourist shops near the Empire State Building. I imagined Erica mailing them back to the DR as Christmas presents, those years she was unable to visit.

			“And you know Mr. Chomp?” Carmen’s eyes searched my face, touching every part, like an old woman buying a melon.

			“His mother sat next to him at dinner,” Erica said. “She enchants him. Chomp held her hand and stared into her beautiful clear eyes as their feet caressed each other under the table.”

			“Please,” I said.

			Carmen raised an eyebrow. “Ay, virgen.”

			“Dónde?” asked Erica, and the sisters giggled. I groaned at the joke and they giggled harder.

			“Is your mother always so successful with men?” Carmen asked.

			“Always,” I said. “It makes me a little insane.”

			Carmen laughed. Erica backhanded me playfully, mostly to encourage her sister’s laughter.

			
			“What did you see, Carmen?” I would never have a better chance.

			Carmen picked up her cellphone and stared once more into the screen. Her sister tried to take her hand, but Carmen let her fingers lie stiff and dead. Her eyes drifted out of focus. From outside I heard strange music in a strange language—some crew member had opened his cabin door and released a souvenir of his faraway home.

			Carmen shook her head and told us her story. “I was in the hall, counting the sheets in the closet. Inés hadn’t finished stocking them.”

			“Bitch,” said Erica.

			“Shut up, sister. It was my fault we had to switch assignments. A passenger came to knock on the door of suite 1103. The man inside yelled at him to leave. I watched the passenger for a moment. They tell us to watch suspicious types around these expensive suites. The passenger kept knocking.”

			“Did he speak?” I asked.

			“Yes, but I could not understand. He was angry.”

			“You say he was a passenger. You mean he wore no uniform?”

			“Exactly.”

			“And you had never seen him before?”

			“Correct.”

			“Was he white?”

			“Extremely white.”

			“Did the door open?”

			Carmen shook her head. I could hear Erica’s breaths. Short sentences were good for my Spanish. They were beginning to have faith in me. Was it really warranted? If, as I was beginning to suspect, Carmen had seen one of Chomp’s men dressed in civilian clothes, then talking to me truly was dangerous.

			
			“What happened next?” I asked.

			“The passenger stopped knocking. He saw me down the hallway. I was embarrassed, and anyway, the evacuation drill was about to start. I closed the closet and left.”

			“You left through the employee door?”

			“Yes. I went downstairs. I never saw the passenger again.”

			“You never saw him enter the room?”

			“No.”

			“But he could have entered it after you left?”

			“Yes. You really believe he was a murderer? He didn’t look like a murderer. His head was pink from the sun. When he saw me, his head became pinker. So did mine. He made me feel guilty. So I left. Stupid! If I had stayed, I might have saved the victim.”

			“Or you might have been hurt yourself,” I said. “I believe that man entered the room after you left, remained there during the evacuation drill when everyone left for the lifeboats, and then killed the man when no one was around to hear.”

			Erica looked away, but Carmen, at least, seemed impressed with my knowledge of the assassinative arts. “It’s so different in Santo Domingo,” she said. “No one is murdered in ships or in nice hotels.”

			Erica waved her hand. “Just last week they killed a man for shining shoes too cheaply. Mami told me.”

			“That was in Cristo Rey, and he was Haitian. Poor man. We Dominicans hate Haitians,” Carmen explained to me, “like Americans hate us.”

			
			“No one hates me,” Erica said.

			“Because you’re American, stupid. And you dress like a prostitute.”

			“We’re not all like Chomp,” I said.

			Carmen smiled, this time at my naïveté. “Once, it was possible to escape to America, like my sister escaped when she was a girl. Now there’s no place in the world that will take us.”

			“Canada,” said Erica.

			“Do I look like a fucking Eskimo? I don’t even like ice in my Coca-Cola.”

			They were both smiling, relaxed. It was time for the real questions.

			“Tell me, Carmen. The man who knocked, what did he look like?”

			“Normal.”

			“What was he wearing?”

			“Normal clothes. For a passenger.”

			“I need more, Carmen.”

			“Hombre, I wasn’t taking notes.”

			“Okay. Look here.” I pulled out my cellphone and swiped up a photo I’d taken of the gang of Chompians in the casino. I pinched the screen to zoom in on a nauseated-looking young man off to the side. Carlos. “Was it him?”

			“No, I already told you! The man I saw was much older.”

			I felt myself exhale. Good. I would accept whatever ID Carmen could make, but I much preferred the killer to be someone else.

			“How about him?” I called up a photo of our table at dinner and zoomed in on Harvey.

			
			“No. Let me think.” She shut her eyes. “I am back in the hall. I am worried about my job. Also the sheets. Now I hear the knocking. Now I see the man. He has hair only in bushes above his ears. The top of his head was bare and pink, like a pig’s butt.”

			Erica rolled her eyes. “Always country.”

			“Sorry. Bare like the ass of a prostitute, for example my sister. Also, this man has a little belly, but his arms are thin like sticks. He shook his hand after he knocked, as if his knuckles hurt him.”

			The man she was describing was certainly not Harvey, or any of the other steak-fed security goons I’d seen around Chomp. Like Julius Caesar, like all megalomaniacs, Chomp distrusted the lean and hungry, who tended to be dangerously thoughtful. Perhaps the assassin was a contract employee disguised as an unassuming passenger. Unfortunately, Carmen’s description—bald, potbellied, weak—could have fit a number of the middle-aged men on board, even my father. I indulged myself in a vision of my dad kicking down a door and pulling from his camera case a knife he’d filched from the carving station. “What else can you remember?” I asked.

			“Isn’t that enough? Wait.” She shut her eyes again. “I see one more little thing. A detail, but strange.”

			“What?”

			“On his feet. The man wore brown sandals. Thick sandals, very old, very ugly.”

			I saw my father again, this time battering Clark’s door with the full weight of his monstrous sandals.

			
			“What a memory!” Erica exclaimed. “Did you tell all this to Chomp’s men?”

			“All I said was he was an old passenger. They were already angry. Jacob is much more patient.”

			“Jacob, now you can talk to Chomp and the captain. Tell him what Carmen remembers. Tell him she deserves a raise for her helpfulness and excellent memory. Now they can find the real killer.”

			I made myself nod. Fear, like a fly, was crawling all over my skin. I had to slap it away before I could speak, before I could think. I bent again to my phone and hunted among the older pictures archived there.

			“What are you doing?” asked Erica.

			“Did you see this man?”

			Carmen stared at my screen. It displayed an old scanned photo of my father in a cowboy hat, which he had just won, along with a fifty-dollar gift certificate to the local hardware store, at a school Trivia Night. His expression was glum, but those who knew him well—only me and my mother—would know that it was not his customary glum expression but instead a satire on glumness that he’d put on because he was, for a change, giddy with happiness. My mother had convinced him to come to the Trivia Night, cheered and chanted his name with me as he roared off to a massive lead almost from the start, and snapped the picture of him with his trophy-hat afterward, on his own camera, which she had insisted that he bring. It was my favorite picture of him.

			“Yes,” Carmen said. “Maybe.” Erica shoved her head in to take a look the screen too.

			“Which one, yes or no?” I asked.

			
			“No,” Carmen said.

			“Okay.”

			“They look similar, but the man I saw was older. And had no hat.”

			My fingers swiped again at my phone. They seemed to be operating without instructions from my brain—indeed, operating despite my brain’s misgivings. “How about this one?”

			I had called up a more recent picture, of him reading the Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers journal the day after Chomp’s election. I’d posted it to Facebook with the title “Achieve Obliviousness.” It got likes from a number of my friends, only a few of whom truly got the joke—that obliviousness ran as deep in my father as his distaste of chitchat, his passion for backgammon, his love of my mother and me.

			“Yes! That’s him. My God. That’s the man that knocked at the door. That’s the murderer! What do we do?”

			Erica tilted her head to get a better view. “Why do you have so many pictures of him?”

			Carmen held up her hand. “Do you hear something?”

			We all fell silent. I heard nothing more than the same patter of footsteps and voices I’d been hearing all along. But the sisters knew better.

			Erica sprang from the bed, almost knocking me over, and backed toward the closet. Carmen flung off her sheet, squeezed past me, and lunged for the peephole.

			Carmen turned from the door. Her face was pale and her small fists clenched. “He’s here,” she whispered. “Hide.”

			I stepped toward the bathroom door.

			
			Erica caught my shirt from behind. “They’ll look there, idiot!” she hissed.

			I glanced under the bed. The space was full of drawers. There was nowhere to hide.

			Someone knocked on the door.

			Erica grabbed my arm and slung me across her body like a whip. I stumbled to the back of the room but managed to stop myself before knocking into the closet. Then she reached past me and opened it.

			“You’re kidding,” I whispered, in English.

			She moved so decisively I never considered resisting. She curved one hand over the top of my head and inserted me into the closet like a perp into a cruiser. My head bumped against hangers; unseen fabrics slithered against my body. I heard more knocking, louder now.

			I tried to stand straight and conked my scalp on a shelf. I looked into Erica’s face: the whites had spread around her dark eyes like petals opening in a flower. She closed the closet door and everything was dark.

			In Bolivia I once had to write up a historical museum whose star attraction was a hall of colonial torture devices. One of them was an upright cage barely tall enough to fit a man standing stooped over but too narrow to allow him to sit. After an hour or so, the contorted prisoner would start screaming; he would be left there for days. My back was already telling me I’d be lucky to last a few minutes. I had to focus on something besides the pain. I thought of my father. For whatever weird reason, he had come to Clark’s room just before Clark died. My father was no murderer, any more than Carlos was, but he was awkward and cantankerous and hated Chomp. He would make the perfect scapegoat.

			
			What had he been doing at Clark’s door?

			A ringing voice penetrated my dark coffin: “Who is it?” Erica sounded convincingly clueless. She could act as well as dance.

			I heard the click and creak of an opening door.

			“Where is he?” A man’s voice, American. What would he do if he found me?

			“Who?” Erica’s voice seemed to drift toward me. She must be backing toward the closet. To guard it? I imagined her hands on her hips, her head tilted, her body a unified projection of baffled innocence, overdone and yet, in this context, perfect.

			“The writer.”

			“I don’t see nobody.” This was Carmen’s voice, tentative and slow, her usual awkward English voice with extra innocence sprinkled on top. From her more muffled tone, I guessed she’d again taken shelter in her bunk. It was like listening to a radio play.

			Some overtightened muscle in my back suddenly spasmed. I had to grit my teeth to keep from crying out. I tried to quench the pain by bending my knees and slowly readjusting the load of my body. I now could hear Erica’s breathing, slow, deep, and satisfying—my own breaths were highly controlled and painfully brief. If I wanted to speak to my father before they caught him, I had to outlast this visitor. Carmen had only my father’s description, not his name. She had no way to identify him without my help. I would get to his room first to warn him. He would tell me why he’d been pounding at Clark’s door, why he’d kept me out of his room, why he was on the ship in the first place.

			
			How could he explain all that?

			Darkness and distress unleashed my visual imagination. In my mind, I saw my father again, this time not pounding down a door but creeping into a stateroom, a jeweled dagger in his hand. It was an enormous, opulent room, as big as Chomp’s, with twinkling tchotchkes fixed in the walls and an unlit chandelier hanging over a piano. His sandaled feet moved with the silence of a ninja’s, but the Welcome Back, Kotter hair was all his own, spilling out from under his black cap and setting a nimbus of nerddom about his ears. His lips were curled in annoyance, because to him murder was as distasteful as shoddy software development. But it was a living.

			Okay, that vision was bonkers. That my father had gone insane, however, was plausible. Stronger men than him have lost their minds after many years of loneliness and computer coding. What if he, like a piece of software, had over time become corrupt and suffered some system-wide collapse? Maybe his long-running despair had hardened into a mindless fury. Maybe he had followed Clark to Florida, to the ship, to his stateroom, convinced him to open his door, and then, once inside, lost all self-control. Just because his passions had thus far been repressed didn’t mean they could never emerge or explode inside him. I was afraid both for him and for myself. If his genes carried such a capacity for madness, then I must have it too. We could both go insane. Why should we be any different from the rest of America?

			“We were trying to sleep!” Erica protested. “I got like an hour before the fireworks. For fuck’s sake.”

			Erica’s indignation seemed a bit over the top to me, but this was her authority, and not mine, and she would know how to confound him.

			
			“Me too,” echoed Carmen. “Sleep.”

			A click. The man had opened the door again. He was leaving. My muscles tensed further in anticipation of freedom. At last! Not that the ordeal was over. I would have to wait in the closet until I was sure he was gone for good, and even then wait longer inside the room until we were all three sure he had cleared the deck. But at least, while I waited out there, I could stand normally.

			But I heard no corresponding thud of a door closing. The intruder was still there, tormenting me. Perhaps he had just opened the bathroom door. To look for me.

			He spoke again: “O—kay.” The first syllable a long-building boom, the second a little dud of a pop. “I believe you, Carmen.”

			I recognized the voice—it was Chuckles. The ship’s chief of security.

			“Forget the writer,” he went on. “Who cares about him? Tell me about the guy who died.”

			I could hear the change in Erica’s breath, the wind shifting just before a storm. “She already told them everything!” Erica’s voice seemed to swoop. She was stepping away from the closet, leaving me in order to protect her sister. Not that she had more than a few feet to travel. If only I had such room in my coffin.

			“Shut it, Erica,” Chuckles said. “I’m not talking to you.”

			“Screw you.” This, from Erica, counted as restraint. “They threatened my sister. You got to protect her. She wants to speak to the captain.”

			
			“I can make that happen. But first tell me what you saw.”

			“Already I tell,” Carmen said.

			“You told Fernando and those assholes, sure, but not us. Not me. You know what their chief asshole told me? He told me you lied. And that’s okay. Go ahead and lie to him. But not to me. I’m your friend.” I wondered what Chuckles had been before he joined the Counterterrorism Bureau. Maybe a narcotics detective, using his nimble personality to charm potential informants. In my radio play he might have been either a magical snake or a kindly old wise man. You had to stick around past the next commercial to find out. “Fernando says you saw a guy outside the victim’s door. Is that true? Was it one of Chomp’s men? Tell me now, and I’ll keep you safe.”

			“She’ll tell you the whole story,” said Erica. “The real one. But you got to promise to keep those shitheads off her. And give her job back after. She just needs a minute to get dressed. Meet us in the Resources room in fifteen.”

			“No time. Chomp’s men are coming back. They’re pissed, Carmen. Tell me now. What did you see?”

			Another silence.

			“One moment,” Carmen said.

			“No moments, Carmen. They’re coming. Now.”

			I was helpless in my coffin. I was a ghost that could hear and feel and fear and puzzle over mysteries but could take no action. Death being eternal, my pain would forever increase, my obsessions grow wilder.

			Carmen began speaking again. In her lurching English, so different from her light-footed Spanish, she clumsily but effectively replicated her description of my father—his age, his weird hair, his ugly sandals, his thin arms.

			
			My heartbeat seemed loud enough to shake the closet around me. I reminded myself that the description was useless without the name. And only I had the name.

			“Good,” Chuckles said. “But we’re not done. I need you to come with me. We have ID photos of all the passengers. You can look through them until you identify the man you saw.”

			I had to get upstairs. I had to warn him.

			“Now?” Carmen asked.

			“Right now. Before they come back. But they’ll get to you anyway. I warn you, Carmen. I know how these guys work. They’re going to scream at you. Make threats. Kick shit around. They’ll want you to sign some paper. They’ll want you to lie. They’ll want you to say a crew member broke into that room, because they think they can blame us for the murder. Sue us for millions. But you just described to me a passenger, not a crew member. So I know the truth. If you try to fuck us over, we’ll make you sorry.”

			Silence. My knees burned, my back wept, my scalp itched with sweat. Far worse was my fear for my father. I could do nothing but hang on.

			“Why would I lie?” Carmen protested.

			“You lied already,” Chuckles said. “You’re lying now.”

			“What do you mean?” Erica asked.

			He meant me.

			“What’s under the bed?” he asked.

			
			I heard a thump. He was kicking at the bed frame. He was rummaging around in my mind, tossing mental secrets aside and flipping emotions over.

			I pushed open the door. Light scorched my eyeballs. I stepped forward, blinking, right into Chuckles. His pudgy body barely fit on that strip of floor.

			“I followed them here,” I said. “I sneaked into their room, just like I sneaked into Chomp’s. Blame me, not them.”

			Chuckles socked the upper bunk with a meaty elbow and howled at me and his pain. “I should tell them you’re the killer.”

			Erica ducked and scooted onto the bottom bunk beside her sister.

			“The killer was one of Chomp’s men.”

			“How do you know that?” But Chuckles paused to let me go on. He wanted to be convinced.

			“I was next to Chomp at dinner when the protester screamed at him. Chomp just laughed and stared him down. He was never afraid. He knew the guy was harmless. But he told Harvey to arrest him for murder. Did you question the guy?”

			“They wouldn’t let me,” Chuckles admitted. “They wouldn’t even let me watch.”

			“I think they were covering up a murder they committed. Have you heard Carmen’s description? It doesn’t match the protester.”

			“Who does it match? One of Chomp’s men?”

			I paused. “I don’t know.”

			Erica stared at me but said nothing.

			“We’ll show her the passenger photos,” Chuckles said. “Photos of Chomp’s guys too, if we have them. Get an ID. That’s evidence.”

			
			“I’ll bring you something better,” I said. “Proof that it was Chomp. My mother’s been with him all evening.”

			“What does she know?”

			“Everything.” I hoped he believed it. I hoped he’d seen my mother stroking Chomp’s arm at dinner. “But if I bring you proof, will you stand up to Chomp? You’re the one who said Chomp owns the ship and everyone on it.”

			Chuckles smiled condescendingly. He knew I was provoking him. “I just spoke to corporate. The murder’s already national news. Fox is coming to the island after all. Corporate’s terrified we’ll get the blame. They want us to push back. Captain Prosti’s sick of those guys on his bridge. He’s getting his Italian up.”

			I went on provoking. “Chomp’s got two dozen armed guards, with passkeys and the full run of the ship. Your security guys have, what? Maybe one gun buried in a locker under two sets of old handcuffs.”

			“If the captain tells us to, we can change the codes on all the locks. We can close off zones of the ship behind sea-proof doors. We can call the Coast Guard or half a dozen navies, not just the U.S. We can refuse to dock the ship on the island. We’ve got one thousand employees. Twenty-five hick pirates are nothing. But it all depends on the evidence. In the meantime”—he pointed at Carmen—“you and me have photos to look at. Get dressed.”

			Carmen didn’t move. She was still clutching her phone.

			“We’ll keep those men off you,” Chuckles said, a little more gently.

			“And my job?”

			
			“You tell the truth, you keep your job.”

			Don’t trust him, I wanted to say, but then, she shouldn’t trust me either. Her sister definitely didn’t. Erica was scowling at me. But she remained silent.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 18

			I returned to my room on my own. Passing from the suffocating chaos of Carmen and Erica’s room into the plush, carpeted passenger deck, with its indirect lighting, slate-gray walls, and smiling stewards bearing stacks of clean sheets, was like passing from a fever dream into the private hospital where you were dreaming it. The ship’s passage was completely smooth now, but as there had been no announcement, I assumed we had yet to dock.

			Just as I opened my door, I saw, peeking out from around a hallway corner, a woman. For just an instant, her face softened, as if she thought she knew me. Her skin, smooth in the forehead but lined in the cheeks, was that of a good-looking woman transitioning peacefully to middle age, exactly as my mother refused to. She looked like the woman my mother had spotted at the Sailaway Party, the one my mother had claimed, preposterously, to be Clark’s new girlfriend. Somehow this phantom of my mother’s imagination had escaped and was now flitting about the ship in search of someone new to haunt. She darted out of sight. I entered my room and shut and bolted the door behind me.

			Inside were more phantoms. Dresses, skirts, and blouses were stretched flat on both beds, draped tragically over chairs, or hung from the little cow-horn hooks in the wall, where they shivered in the air-conditioned breeze. It was like a meeting of spirits whose bodies had dissolved at sunrise. A whole row of long gowns hung from the curtain rod in the back, a solid wall of Lord & Taylor that obscured the balcony door entirely. Before major social events, my mom liked to choose her outfit by comparing as many as she could at once. Presumably Chomp appreciated women who took trouble. The bathroom door was open, the floor shag-carpeted with towels. She must have used every one we had. Her date with Chomp would have called for the shower of her life. I piled the towels up and tossed them on the floor of the shower for the cleaner to remove.

			
			Propped on my pillow was a note she must have left earlier: “Jacob: Where are you? Going for drinks w/Pres. Buffoon then dinner. Party on the island after. Invite on desk. Meet me at dinner or on island at usual.”

			Buffoon—a favorite term. Usually it meant a zombie boyfriend, one who might stagger on at her side for months more but never had a chance to reanimate in her affections. But in calling Chomp a buffoon, my mother meant something else: that she knew she could never love him, but also that she considered him no more ridiculous than anyone else she’d dated. Once you believe that all men are equals in buffoonery, their inner character crumbles away. What’s left are the ancillary attractions of wealth, looks, and glamour, Chomp’s greatest assets. Together they gave him a formidable power over her—the power to delight. A power he held over many Americans. That she acknowledged his appeal was doomed to fade was to me a small consolation.

			I heard a knock on the door. Through the peephole, I saw my father. I hustled him in and bolted the door. His eyes crawled about the room, over each garment and into each corner. He was looking for her.

			“Mom’s out,” I said. “But we have to talk.”

			“Where the heck am I supposed to sit? I like that one. Matches her eyes.” He pointed at a sky-blue dress upholstering the desk chair. My mother’s style had evolved over the years, but she remained faithful to favorite colors. I imagined this room from his point of view, insubstantial reminders of his wife covering every surface, reaching up to pull him back to the past, perhaps back to their old bedroom as she inspected a dozen dresses before one of their rare nights out. His expression at those times would be all mock distress at the disorder; he preferred to hide the pleasure he took in watching her please herself. I wasn’t fooled. I liked to come in and watch them both.

			
			He pulled the dress gently aside to expose half the desk chair, but he didn’t dare sit. His brown eyes seemed as sensitive as bruises. He was still wearing his boxy brown sandals. He had no idea they could be a fatal giveaway.

			“What are you doing on this cruise, Dad?”

			“Clark didn’t tell you?” he asked.

			He looked sincerely oblivious, but then he always did.

			“No.”

			“I wanted to talk.”

			“To Clark?”

			“To you and your mother. We never talk anymore. I mean as a family.”

			He picked up the dress, folded it lengthwise and then again the other way with almost naval neatness (and no idea of how to actually fold a dress), and placed it over its companions on the bed. For him, this was swaggering boldness. He sat down in the chair.

			“Well, you can talk to me.”

			
			“She should be here. That’s what I came for. Is it too much to ask? After ten years I want this one thing. Maybe after ten more I’ll want one other. Can’t you do me a solid once a decade? I bumped into Clark at the airport. I tried to ask about her, but he brushed me off. Can’t blame him. He’s stubborn, I’m stubborn.”

			“How did you know who he was? You’ve never met him.”

			“I’ve seen his picture on Facebook.”

			“You’re on Facebook?”

			“Sorry I haven’t friended you yet. You know me. High standards. Hey, Jacob.”

			This was his traditional introduction to an unpleasant question, as in “Hey, Jacob. Want to tell me why I found rolling papers in the glove compartment?” Or “Hey, Jacob. Any idea when your mother’s coming home tonight?”

			“What, Dad?”

			“Do you ever—these days—get in love?”

			Not the question I expected. Get in love? He hardly knew the phrase for it, and yet, like everyone else, he couldn’t elude the emotion. I glanced down to avoid his eyes and of course caught a full view of his toes twitching uncomfortably in his sandals. At least he’d skipped the black socks.

			I looked back toward the balcony door, but of course the view outside was blocked. I couldn’t tell if we were near the island or not. All of life had passed my father by like the sea outside, calm, silent, and unnoticed. He had accomplished his daily tasks but never bothered to look through his porthole or step out onto his balcony to see what was drifting by. And yet one moment, many years ago, he had somehow summoned the courage not just to poke his head out and breathe the salt air but to leap into the sparkling ocean. And propose to my mother. What was he like back then?

			
			“Not in love like you and Mom used to be,” I answered, “when I was a kid.”

			“We were kids too. They say only kids take risks. Bullshit. Adults take bigger risks. Or they should. I am right now. So’s your mother. But believe me, I’ve thought through all the risks. Has she? Clark is one animal, but now I see her goofing around with Chomp. That guy’s trying to blow up our country—again—and she’s up there cutting his meat for him.”

			“Were you at the dinner?”

			“They stuck us by the kitchen. I know your mother. She gets dazzled. That’s how I worked my magic on her way back. Just kidding.”

			“I know.”

			“I need to talk to her. I won’t get all hangdog, promise. You can trust me now. I’m taking control of my life.”

			How does a man seize the helm of life after fifty years of kvetching and doing crosswords on a deck chair? He acted like he’d picked up audacity like he’d picked up a new coding language, with a little practice and some online interactives. And maybe he had. But what had he done with his audacity?

			“Dad, what were you doing at Clark’s room?”

			“Huh?”

			“Somebody saw you pounding on the door of Clark’s stateroom, right before the evacuation drill. What were you doing there? You should have been in your room.”

			
			He unconsciously slipped his hands into the tufts of hair around his ear, two little rabbits hiding in a bush. “I was looking for her.”

			“For Mom?”

			“Yeah.”

			“In Clark’s room?”

			“Yeah. I’d just seen Clark at the buffet. He ran away from me. Again! They were trying to tell us to return to our rooms for the drill, but you know me. I take risks.”

			“What did you do?”

			“I followed him down. He’s not exactly Carl Lewis. He got to his room and slammed the door on me. Believe that? Wouldn’t let me in. Yelled at me. Told me they’d broken up. I thought he was handing me the baloney. I tried to tell him I didn’t care. She can putter around with whoever she wants, it’s her right. This was before dinner, before I saw her with Chomp. But I didn’t know then. I thought he was bullshitting me.”

			“So what did you do?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Dad.”

			He dropped his hand to the arm of the chair and stroked it with one finger, as if it might hold some residue of her. “I guess I got a little…annoyed.”

			That was the word he always used for enraged. “Annoyed” was how he got after a security guard caught me and my friend Nathaniel stealing turkeys in the Stop and Shop for a turkey-bowling competition on an icy cul-de-sac. And after I failed the one computer class he made me take because I skipped the final. He only achieved peak annoyance a few other times in my adolescence. His face would turn from pink to red to purple and his arms would tremble like a weightlifter’s. I would step carefully back, since he looked like he was about to explode or get violent, and I didn’t want to hurt him defending myself. But he never touched me. He’d just order me out of his sight, go to his room, and slam the door behind him like it was taunting him.

			
			Maybe Chomp wasn’t the killer. I would never have believed that my father, at this age, could attack another man, but then I never believed that Chomp could win a general election. People, like nations, are not only more creative, resilient, and determined than we can imagine, they’re also stranger and darker. It never occurred to me that my father would have the patience and the enterprise to finagle tickets for the Chomp cruise and the tenacity to follow us to Florida and track down my mother’s lover in his stateroom. But those things he had undeniably done, and now anything seemed possible. I always knew he felt strange passions. Everyone felt them. I did too. But even when I was in their grip, even on those rare occasions when I was shouting with rage or weeping with grief or missing meals for love, even then I almost always remained self-aware enough to think, in one part of my brain, Here I am weeping (or raging, or starving), just like I’ve read about; how strange. Which is to say that, even as I knew those emotions were weird and temporary, so was I absolutely controlled by them. As my father had been controlled by his fury. As I, at this moment, was controlled by love.

			
			“Oh, Dad. Clark’s dead. What did you do to him?”

			“What do you mean, dead? He was giving me guff two hours ago.”

			“Someone killed him. I saw his body. Security’s looking for you.”

			“Why me?”

			“You were at his door. You were seen.”

			Just as I once wondered whether I could ever defy him even to defend myself, now I wondered how far I’d have to go to hide his guilt. A few lies to Chuckles to put them off the case. A loan of a new pair of sandals. I was sure my dad had some reason for what he’d done. He always had a reason.

			“It wasn’t me! He never opened up. I walked away. Might’ve been those other guys.”

			“What other guys?”

			“These two loudmouth security guys. They came running around the corner just after I was leaving. I ducked into some cross hallway. I don’t mess with security guys. But I heard them knocking at Clark’s door, so I stopped and peeked around the corner. To get a look. To see if—you know. If she was inside.”

			“Did Clark open up?”

			“Not at first. Probably thought they were me. So they started banging louder and screaming something about doing spot checks for the evac drill. They thought no one was looking. Jerks. I started to get pissed off. How much you think this guy paid to get screamed at on a cruise? It’s a vacation, not a police state. So what if Clark’s a twerp? Everyone deserves respect.”

			
			“What did these guys look like, Dad? This is important.”

			His eyebrows crowded each other above the nose. By now, he knew it was important. But did he know how important? Clueless was different from stupid. He was never stupid. He remembered every book he read, even if he’d read it in high school.

			“Kind of like Ponch and Jon from CHiPs,” he said. “Jon, mostly. The white guy.”

			“The guards were both white?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Were they wearing uniforms?”

			“I can’t remember.”

			“Then how did you know they were security?”

			“They were acting like assholes.”

			“You said they came around the corner. From the front of the ship or the back?”

			“Front.”

			Where Chomp’s suite was.

			“Did they ever get in?”

			“Yeah. He opened after a minute. They moved right on in. But, Jacob—before they did—I think I did something right.”

			“What?”

			“I shot a picture! I was way back and had a bad angle but I still got some profile. Got the room number too.”

			“You had your camera?”

			“Of course I did. I was taking pictures all day, starting with the protests. You know I like to shoot cops. I was planning to send the pics to the cruise line. Maybe get those jerks fired. Would’ve done it right away but I’m not using the ship’s ripoff Wi-Fi to do the cruise line a favor.”

			
			“I think those were Chomp’s men, Dad. Is the photo time-stamped?”

			“They all are.”

			“And they never saw you?”

			“Doubt it. Would’ve made me eat the camera.”

			“Can I see your photo?”

			“Sure. But I left the camera in my room.”

			“Let’s go.”

			“Yeah, well, I better go and bring it back. My room’s no good.” He looked embarrassed.

			“Fine. But don’t bring it here, in case Mom comes back. Meet me in the library on the Mediterranean Deck.”

			A knock. My father’s face spasmed. He leaped up from his chair. “Is that your mom?” He started for the door, but then stopped. My mother would never knock so loud.

			We heard the little flit and click that meant the door’s automatic lock had been disengaged. A nervous grin stretched over my father’s face.

			Harvey Salamone stepped through the door, big ears quivering with every step. Just behind him was Jimbo.

			“Who’s this guy?” Harvey asked.

			“Howard Smalls,” my dad announced. “Jacob’s father. Who are you? We’re paying passengers, you know! Well, I am.”

			Jimbo stared, puzzled, at the women’s clothes strewn about the place. He lifted up the end of a hanging blouse and peered behind it, as if some assassin might be hiding behind it.

			
			“President’s security.” Harvey pointed to the door. “Say goodbye, Smalls Senior.”

			My father stared at Jimbo. My father’s eyebrows bunched again. He was either considering the most politic way to handle the situation or, more likely, choosing among several verbal slams.

			I interrupted quickly. “Bye, Dad. We’ll talk later.”

			He looked at me in surprise. His face drooped. “I think I should stay,” he mumbled.

			“I can handle it,” I said. “I want you to go.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah.”

			To my surprise, he nodded.

			He lunged forward and embraced me with both arms, so quickly that my own arms were pinned to my side. I rattled for a moment in this fatherly cage. Jimbo laughed.

			“That’s the guy,” my father whispered, “in my picture.”

			He nodded at Jimbo. My father released me and walked out the door without looking back.

			When he was gone, Harvey said, “Wait outside.” Jimbo left.

			Harvey sat down hard on the bed. His wiggled his butt to rumple the folded blue dress and the other garments beneath it. As the mattress jiggled, my mother’s note slipped off the top of the pillow and surfed down its front, just behind Harvey. Pres. Buffoon.

			“Normally, I hate writers,” Harvey said. “You’re like rats carrying the plague. But some dipshits like rats. I knew a kid who kept a couple little white ones for pets. You’re one of those. You might have saved us. You earned a second chance.”

			
			“How did I blow the first one?”

			“You blew like three. Sneaking into Chomp’s room. Mouthing off at dinner. Sneaking downstairs to talk to the cleaning girl. But you brought your mom. That pays for everything.” He shifted his weight, making his big ears quiver and the note behind his wrist spin like a leaf on a rippling pond. “President’s been off his game since the first lady left him. Your mom puts a grin on his face. First time I’ve seen it in months. She might be changing history. Now we just need you to cooperate.”

			The world’s hugest fly buzzed overhead. Harvey put his finger to his lips. Steve Gouda’s voice boomed through the buzz: “Stand by for a special announcement from President Carlton Chomp.”

			The buzz grew until it seemed to fill every corner of the room, every wrinkle in my mother’s clothes. I imagined all the ship’s passengers slowing their strides, lowering their drinks, hushing their children. Bar, hotel, and food services managers would all be signaling their servers to hold on for a second. Enough with the scurrying and clinking.

			A new voice came on: “So typical.” It was Chomp’s. “So predictable. We knew they’d try something, but personally, I thought they’d show some respect. I mean of all places. A cruise. This cruise.”

			His speech was lurching, his pauses unplanned. He was speaking into a microphone in the cruise director’s office, with no audience to perform for.

			“I don’t care about myself,” he went on. “I’m just a guy trying to save civilization. It’s you, my friends and supporters, I worry about, and I do it so often, every day. I hate to say it, but the nightmare is real, folks. One of your fellow passengers is dead. Murdered. Don’t worry. Please don’t worry. We caught the guy. Some of you saw that yahoo at dinner tonight, the little spastic who jumped up on his table and shouted his gobbledygook. Funny guy. Looked harmless. They all look harmless.

			
			“I wasn’t fooled. As soon as I saw the little twinkletoes, I was disgusted. Personally. I just looked at his face. It was swollen”—a pause while you imagined Chomp’s face bulging like a chipmunk’s—“with a special kind of hate, which I immediately understood, believe me, because so very many people hate me. Most of them are no more dangerous than your average liberal snowflake or Frenchman, but others are real monsters. ISIS. Antifa. Black Lives Matter. They’re everywhere. And now they’re here. Thank God I have some tremendous security officers, better than any cruise ship in world history, without any doubt, except maybe the transport ships to Alcatraz, which they closed, by the way, Alcatraz isn’t good enough for murderers these days, no natural light, cop killers need their fancy sheets and Xboxes and Peking duck. Things are different on this ship. We don’t treat the terrorists so sweetly, believe me. Thanks to my men, the guy confessed. To the murder of passenger Clark Wolfson. Room 1103. Take a look, folks, it’s all taped off. But you can still see the mess.”

			Someone in the adjacent cabin cried out in anguish and I heard a muffled but clear command: “Pipe down!”

			“Why did he do it? Oh, we’ll find out. We’re not done with the murderer. He’ll tell us. And he’ll tell us who’s funding him. And if anybody objects to the methods of my interrogators, then I say go join the U.N.

			“Many of you know that I have long had in mind a brave, beautiful plan to remake the world. Some of you have pledged to join me in my dream. Some of you have no idea what I’m talking about. But you will, my friends. You will. Here tonight and on the island tomorrow, you are as safe as in your own home, unless you live in Chicago or Baltimore, and if you do, thank God you got away. But we should all be thanking God. Because this incident proves that, for us, every place is Chicago and Baltimore. Back there on the mainland, half the country, less than half but a very nasty and noisy fraction, they want to kill us. Me and you. They want us to die. But we refuse. We refuse.

			
			“I am calling a meeting of every passenger on this ship. A meeting, a rally, a party, all three. You’re all invited. One hour from now on the island. If that’s too late for you and the kiddos, no problem, we’ll do it again tomorrow morning. But tonight we’ve got a team from Fox coming in on a chopper. This is big. They made a last-minute decision. You see, folks, I’ve got an announcement to make. We’re building a new nation. Guess who’s the Founding Fathers? All of you. All of you. If you choose. I hope you do. Clark Wolfson is the first casualty in our war. And you know, we have never—ever—lost a war. Good night, and God bless our nation, our nation. Not theirs.”

			Steve Gouda came on to explain that we would soon be docking at Elysian Island and that more information on the nationally televised Chomp Nighttime Victory Party was available on Cruise TV Channel 1. And then he and the buzzing were gone.

			“You leaked the murder to Fox,” I said. “That’s why they’re coming.”

			“Murder is news,” Harvey agreed. “He said like half of what I wrote. But not bad for no practice. Your mom gives him confidence.”

			
			Was he lying to me or taunting me?

			“That protester tonight—”

			“You mean the murderer. One of the murderers.”

			“There are more?”

			“We think he had outside help. Some staff member on the ship. Or maybe some passenger, we’re not sure yet.”

			My father was still in danger.

			Harvey leaned forward, and the whole bed rumbled with his body. My mother’s note fluttered behind him. For the first time, he glanced back and noticed it.

			“I don’t believe the protester confessed,” I said quickly.

			Harvey turned to stare me down. “You better believe. We’re not done investigating. This thing goes deep. That terrorist was about to spill the whole plot to us.”

			“Why didn’t he?”

			“Died too soon.”

			Carlos. I closed my eyes, just for a second, expecting to see his sister’s wide eyes there in the darkness. Instead I saw my mother’s. How much did she know?

			“You don’t believe me,” said Harvey. “I know you. I’ve read the bullshit you published. I know what you’re up to. That woman downstairs was lying to you. She tried to feed us the same lies. Your mother’s a good woman. You don’t deserve her.”

			With difficulty, I kept my eyes from flashing to the white lily floating on the tousled bed. Pres. Buffoon was unlikely to go over well. “What do you want?”

			
			“You stay quiet. Chomp stays happy. In two days, you go home with the rest of the pussies who turn us down. In a few weeks, Mom gives you a call. We’ll even let her talk on the record. Then you’ll have the story, the best you’ve ever written, maybe the best anyone has ever written.”

			“The birth of a nation.”

			“Did your mom tell you? She better learn to keep a secret.”

			“I figured it out myself. You’re trying to build a new country on this island. You’ve already got some of the big donors and Chomp cronies to sign up. They’re staying on when the ship leaves. Chomp will try to convince more of the passengers tonight. Maybe you’ll get a few hundred more bros and zealots who want to extend their vacation. But that’s not a nation. It’s a carnival. How long will you be able to feed them?”

			Harvey’s laugh was low, massive, and unsettling, like an earthquake. “You think we planned this last week? He bought the lease from RMB a month ago and paid off the Bahamas for complete autonomy. It’s ours free and clear. We run the government and we make all the laws. We’ve been building for weeks. The first business we’re putting up is a bank. See, there’s no corporate taxes on Chomp Island, no personal income tax either. It’s like the Caymans, but a hundred miles from Miami. For a reasonable fee, every rich guy in American can live tax-free in paradise and stick it to the liberals at the same time. These passengers are just the first pioneers. We’re very in touch with the ultra-millionaire community back home. We’ve told everyone to watch Fox tonight. They’ll come. Tomorrow morning, rip down those dresses and look out the window. You’ll see a fleet of yachts cruising in.”

			
			The very essence of Chompism: half crusade, half tax-evasion scheme. I knew that the government of the Bahamas had for years rented remote islands to cruise lines or other resort businesses who agreed to staff them with Bahamians. They’d even sell them outright to individual tycoons with Oprah-size budgets. From there it was just one more step to granting governmental autonomy. All it took was more money.

			Would people really want to live on Chomp Island? The tax breaks were the hook but sticking it to the liberals was the closing argument. Relocating out here would provide the illusion, priceless to the ultra-millionaire community, of their self-interest serving a noble cause. And as Chomp had always understood, a sense of purpose is mightiest when paired with a sense of triumph.

			“But why,” I asked, “would Chomp resign the most powerful position on earth to run a tropical resort and tax shelter? He had the whole country breathless at his every tweet. Now he wants to be governor of Bermuda.”

			Harvey’s laugh this time was almost kindly. “Watch the speech. You’ll know even more in a few weeks when you talk to your mom. She’s on the island right now, with him. They took one of the tenders. As long as she stays loyal, she’ll know everything.”

			It took an immense effort of will not to glance at her note on the bed. “She will stay loyal. She loves him.”

			“She’d be a fool not to. With him, she gets to be queen.”

			“What do you get? I mean besides Chomp’s shit every single day.”

			
			“You really want to know?” He grinned. I imagined few people took an interest. “I get to hang on to him. I get to keep winning. Better to be a winner than a genius. The guys who think they’re puppet masters get fired. Not me. I was never gonna be in the cabinet anyway.” He opened and held out one hand, as huge and pink as a satin cushion. “Hand me your cardkey. And your phone.”

			“Why?”

			“This is where you stay for the next two days. You’re not one of the Founding Fathers. You’re going home. We want you to stay right here in this room. No more creeping around. No more chatting up dancers or cleaning girls. Or the president. Stay here and catch up on your movies. Spring for the porn and jerk off, I don’t care. We’ll get you room service. But you’re done disrupting the operation.”

			He barked a command. The bodyguard returned. This minion had minions.

			“Be good to him, Jimbo,” said Harvey, “as good as he deserves.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 19

			Jimbo daintily brushed a stringy jumble of halter top off the desk and sat down. From within an inside blazer pocket he pulled out a paperback Sudoku book. He had to hold it down almost to the underside of his belly to read it. His jet-black hair was combed into raven’s wings on each side. The first thing I wanted to do was get rid of that note. Jimbo was less likely to take offense than Harvey, but no use taking chances. I sidled to the bed.

			“Stop right there,” he said, without looking up from the book. “Sit down. Not on the bed. The floor.”

			“Why not the bed?”

			“That’s my bed.”

			“There are two beds.”

			“They’re both mine.”

			This wasn’t the VIP treatment I was led to expect. I sat down, back against the side of the bed, my two legs sticking out like a bored kid’s. Better to obey while I plotted how to shake this murderous curmudgeon and get hold of my father’s camera. Jimbo had to sleep sometime.

			He took out a pen from his pocket and, without changing his expression in the slightest, inscribed a number in the book. He pulled back the pen and examined his work with the concentration of a painter. He was bulky, slow-moving, and apparently farsighted, but I suspected his nonchalance reflected confidence rather than incompetence. He was, after all, Chomp’s personal bodyguard. I should be flattered that I was his special assignment.

			
			“Can we order room service?” I asked. “I didn’t get much dinner.”

			The top half of one eye peered at me over the paperback horizon. “No. You skinny fuck. Know why?”

			“No.”

			He thrust his hands in his pants. My heart stuttered, but, like Amadou Diallo, he pulled out not a gun but a wallet. He unfolded it and pulled from its innards a photo. “That’s my boy. Look at him.” He held it in his palm, to make clear that I wasn’t to touch it.

			Everyone was showing me family photos. This one was creased and dog-eared almost to uselessness, but I could still make out a boy. He was wearing a uniform and holding a bat in the standard Little League baseball-card photo stance. Or maybe it was a Junior Aryan League hippie-beating stance. I had to remember that this man was likely a killer.

			“Good-looking kid,” I said.

			“Yeah? You took food from his mouth, asshole. So you go hungry too.”

			“What did I do? Whatever it was, I didn’t mean it, I swear.” Learn his problem, sympathize, take it on for yourself. Make an ally.

			Jimbo squeezed his eyes so tight his whole face crinkled up, as if it, like the rest of him, were being crushed by some implacable machine. “You knew.”

			“I didn’t. Really. Tell me. Maybe I can make it right.”

			“Sure you can. No problem. Thanks, bud! They tell me you’re a reporter. Guys like you—media assholes—you can always call in favors, pull strings, make threats, jerk some little guy around. Good for you. I’ll tell you what you did. You snuck on the ship early, because why should you follow the rules? Rules are for jerk-offs like me. Then you busted into the president’s room while I was busy chewing out the cleaning cunt. He gets pissed. Harvey says I left my post. You know what? He’s right. And nobody would have cared if it wasn’t for you. I got reamed out. Demoted. Almost got fired. I’m lucky they need me. I’m lucky I’m good.”

			
			I thought I knew how Jimbo had proved his worth. He leaned forward. I retracted my legs so he wouldn’t get the idea to come stomp on them and shatter my shins.

			“Look, Jimbo—”

			“James to you, asshole. You made me sweat. So now you sit. Hungry. And don’t even think about complaining to Harvey. He doesn’t give a shit.”

			“Okay. I understand. Can I just grab a pillow to sit on?” The pillow was next to my mother’s note.

			Jimbo sprang up from the desk. “What do you keep looking at?”

			Once, on a late-afternoon hike in Yosemite, I heard a rustle and turned from the trail to see, halfway up a forested slope, a bear. It lifted its head, and then, as quick and agile as a squirrel, leaped up onto a log to stare at me. The grace, balance, and power displayed in one instant by that fat ungainly behemoth made me appreciate the dangers of the wilderness more than a hundred National Geographic specials.

			Jimbo’s sudden movement was just as terrifying. In an instant, he was at the bed.

			“What is that?”

			
			I watched from the floor as he snatched up my mother’s note. “Just a—”

			“Shut up.” He had to hold the paper down by his crotch to read it, but this time there was no furrowing of the brow. He frowned and nodded. “Your mom wrote this. Pres. Buffoon.”

			I shrugged as best as I could while seated. “She likes to joke around—”

			“She likes to laugh at him. She kisses him on his fucking mouth and then turns to you and laughs at him. She’s thinks he’s an idiot. Let’s see how much Chomp laughs when I show it to him. Oh boy. She’s gonna be sorry.”

			“It’s just a pet name.”

			“The president’s nobody’s pet.” He pulled out his cellphone and held it low to study the screen. “You know what I’m doing? I’m texting the president direct. I’ve still got his number. We communicate. We used to. Fuck. He’s on the island. No Wi-Fi.”

			He put away his phone.

			“She’s screwed. Just as bad as you are. Yeah, Chomp loves getting laughed at. Just like you laughed when you screwed me over. Wait till Chomp sees it. I might even get promoted for sharp investigation.”

			He folded the note and jammed it in his back pocket. Just as Chomp used his enemies’ scorn to rally his supporters, so this man was planning to use my mother’s scorn to get back in Chomp’s good graces.

			His jacket had flapped open as he swooped to the bed, so I knew he had no gun at his shoulders or hips. The gray grizzle at the underside of his chin glittered in the lamplight. He was old. He was fat. The toes of his black shoes were right before me, foothills to a looming mountain.

			
			“Did you murder Clark Wolfson?” I asked. “Or was it your partner? I know it was one of you. I have evidence.”

			“Fuck you. What do you know? I don’t do murders. I do executions.”

			“He was a decent man. He liked Chomp.”

			“He was an agent of the Witch.”

			“They needed a murder. Clark was in a room all alone, close to Chomp. He was the perfect target. Chomp had you kill him for a publicity stunt. The networks were ignoring him. Even Fox. No one would cover his speech. No one cared. He was no agent. They lied to you. They always lie. Don’t let them play you.”

			The black wings of Harvey’s hair fluttered a little. He eyes glazed over in thought. He was thinking. He was a Sudoku player. He had a logical mind. Was he the one Chompian who would let reason challenge his faith?

			“You were the guy’s friend,” he said slowly. “So was your mom. Now it all fits. You want to bring Chomp down. Stand up.”

			Slowly, watchfully, I got to my feet.

			James shook his arms, flinging his fingers like he was sprinkling water. He rolled the grizzled chuck of his head around on his shoulders. This is what thick middle-aged men do to limber up. Apparently we were going to fight. Good. It was my best chance to get out of this room.

			Jimbo—James—finished limbering and widened his stance. I lifted my hands. He was probably stronger than me, but I was younger, slimmer, and quicker. He lifted one hand high, as if winding up for a volleyball slam. I tensed my muscles, prepared to dodge and then strike back.

			
			His body and hand lurched forward, just as I’d anticipated. But as I leaned to avoid the blow, I felt something totally unexpected—his heel landing on my instep. In the instant just after I registered the impact but before the sensation of it zipped up through my nervous system to my brain, I felt an overwhelming horror. This was going to be surpassingly painful.

			It was.

			It felt like my foot had been first ripped open and then plunged into boiling water. James removed his foot and stepped back to rebalance himself. All I could do was peer feebly through the wildfire of pain to watch his next move. He seemed to be extracting something from his pocket. By the time I saw his fist coming, it was too late. The blow on my temple knocked me sideways onto my mother’s bed.

			The explosion in my head added to my suffering. My brain cells now had two centers of conflagration to process. I’d never experienced such an onslaught of pain. This man had done nothing clever or tricky and had still destroyed me so quickly. Where do people learn this? Who teaches them? How many victims had he practiced on?

			“Remember this next time you laugh at us. Remember someday you might meet one of us, face-to-face, alone in a locked room.”

			He pushed me over on my stomach. His hands were as hard as pumpkin rinds. I felt a weight on my ass. He must have sat on it. My head was mashed into some rayon garment. He clamped my left arm to my side. He seized my right forearm and thrust it upward behind my back in a hammerlock. I was helpless. Then he shoved my forearm higher. The bone was about to crack, I could feel it. All the previous pain was forgotten. The present was all there was.

			
			“Keep on wiggling! Just makes it worse.”

			There was no way this could get worse.

			And then that blast of pain in my arm eased, and the weight on my body lifted. All the old pains in the old places finished their breaks and got back to work, refreshed. My mind cleared just enough for me to remember to breathe.

			“This is a new country. We changed the rules. Want a lawyer? Forget it. Want to file a complaint? Just try. There’s no ACLU, no Legal Aid, no loopholes. We are the law. Look at me.”

			I tried to turn my head.

			“I said look at me!” He grabbed me by the hair and jerked my head up. I was staring straight into his eyes, round yellow-brown amulets that gave him all the power he needed.

			The rapid repositioning of my head, combined with innumerable painful pinpricks where the hair met my scalp, finally overwhelmed my system. Panic grabbed the controls of my body and punched Eject. I threw up.

			“You disgusting fuck!”

			James leaped back, shaking his hand as if a bird had shat on it. Flying off his fingertips were red-brown particles of shrimp cocktail. The mass of it was all over the rug and mattress in front of me. I pressed my palm to my mouth, to hold in more puke. To avoid provoking him further.

			
			James ripped some garment off a hook and hurled it at my face. “Clean it up, slob!”

			I wiped my mouth. The slick fabric could do nothing more than smear the stuff. I needed a moment of calm, just a moment to think, to try to master the pain in my body and let the tornado in my brain blow itself out. Just a moment of peace. But James was coming closer. What would he do now?

			“You’re disgusting.” He glowered down at his arms and his clothes. I was saved, for the moment, by his daintiness. “Don’t move.” He shrugged out of his blazer and stalked to the bathroom. I heard water running.

			I tried to move my right arm. It seemed to function. I hoped my foot did too. I dragged a pillow, as heavy as an armchair, over the half-stain of puke on the mattress. The rest of the stuff had jetted onto the carpet, or onto him. The smell roiled my stomach further. I was shamefully afraid to move off the bed, to break his rules. He was making them up on the spot, but to me they were life and death—no, more than life or death, they were respite or agony. He was right. No rules mattered but his. The only rule James had to follow was Don’t Piss Off the President. He had failed once and learned his lesson. He was now terrifyingly confident that nothing he could do to me would piss him off again.

			James returned. “We’re gonna need towels, lots of them. Where are the fucking towels in this room?”

			He hadn’t seen them on the floor of the shower.

			“They took them,” I croaked.

			“What?”

			
			“They took them away. My mom said they were dirty.”

			“What is she, some Jew?”

			“The steward.” I sounded pitifully helpful. “He has more.”

			“We don’t need no stinking steward.” He laughed at his bandito impersonation. “I know where they stash towels. I know everything. Don’t move.”

			“I gotta puke again,” I said.

			He tossed the wastebasket at my face. “Puke there, asshole. Try to run, I swear to God I’ll dig out your fucking eye.”

			He left the door to the room cracked open, not quite wide enough for someone to see in.

			The pain seemed to be worse when I breathed, so I tried holding my breath. I took what felt like the greatest risk in my life and sat partially up.

			I could hear James’s voice from the hallway outside: “Hey! Guy! I need towels. Don’t go in that room.”

			And a cheery, whistle-while-you-work response: “Certainly! How many, sir?”

			I rocked backward to get my body moving, and used the momentum to help me stand up. My foot moaned but took the weight. I set off, staggering, toward the bathroom. I pressed the handle lock on the inside, stepped back into the stateroom, and shut the bathroom door behind me, without turning the handle. If it stayed locked, it might delay him.

			“All you got,” James was saying. “Big ones.”

			My juiced-up brain, perhaps to distract from my pain and my panic, insisted on analyzing the steward’s plight. He was in charge of a dozen staterooms full of couples and families, and this Chompian bozo was demolishing his towel supply. But you could never refuse your guests; all you could do was hope to deflect their requests with politeness and promises and, if they persisted, give in and plot to acquire a new supply, perhaps calling in a favor or perhaps just filching from a colleague.

			
			This rational interlude calmed the screaming part of my brain just enough. I edged around the bed to the curtain of hanging clothes at the back end of the room. Harvey had assumed I had a window, not a balcony. So, presumably, had James, or he wouldn’t have left me alone. I slipped my hand between a pantsuit jacket and a spangly T-shirt, found the handle of the balcony door, and pushed it open a few inches. I slipped through the fabrics and crammed myself out onto the balcony. The hanging clothes swayed from my disturbance, agitated ghosts who were unable to cry out. I pulled the door shut behind me.

			The air outside was cool and moist now that night had come. The ship was still cruising, but the island was so close that I could see the swaying moon-silvered tops of palm trees. Down below, the sea frothed and spat against the ship’s hull. I could no longer hear James’s voice in the hall, but the pressure of his imminent return was at the back of my mind, trying to push me over the balcony and into the churning wake below. I wasn’t much of a swimmer.

			White plastic shields guarded both sides of the balcony. If I managed, with my good foot, to kick through one, perhaps I could leap onto the next-door balcony. But even if I did so, and then managed to smash through the locked balcony door, I would only end up an intruder in the next room over. The inhabitants would scream when they saw me. James would come. The only law was his.

			
			Down was the only way. The balcony railing was topped by a smooth wooden bar about as wide as a car’s bumper. I leaned over it. Was that the sound of the front door opening in the room behind me?

			“Hey!”

			I almost leaped for the sea, but the voice was coming from below. My neighbor, the man who had needed a corkscrew, was staring up at me from the lower balcony. He raised a Michelob Ultra in salute. “Where’s your wife?”

			I tried to arrange my lips into a friendly smile. I felt like I was going to puke again.

			Now I definitely heard the stateroom’s front door slam shut behind me. Jimbo’s voice drifted through the veiled glass of the balcony door, but faintly, as it had to contend with the breeze and the sea. “Are you in there?” He must be yelling at the bathroom. “Finish puking and get out.”

			I leaned farther over the railing. Don’t panic. Don’t make him scream. “She’s watching TV,” I said. “Help me play a joke?”

			“What kind of joke?”

			“Hold on.”

			I planted my hands on the rim of the railing, like a gymnast on the pommel horse, and swung my left leg over until I was straddling it. My aching right arm almost collapsed from the pain. I pressed against both sides of the railing with my legs, as if I were clinging to a real horse.

			My neighbor laughed. “What are you up to?”

			Just please shut up. Both of my feet were suspended, the right over the floor of my balcony, the left on the outside, in the open air. There was nothing below my left arm but an edge of protruding balcony on the floor below and then the night air, the foam of the wake, the depths of the sea. The breeze was hard on my outside leg. It wanted to rip me off the boat.

			
			“You nut,” the neighbor said. “You and your wife. I married older myself. Only way to go. Older meat. Fully seasoned.”

			I heard Jimbo’s voice, fainter in volume but enormous in my mind: “Time’s up, asshole.”

			I picked up my left hand—the less painful one—from the handrail, and smacked it down behind my ass. I leaned back and balanced agonizingly on that back hand. I lifted my front hand, and swung my inside leg over the railing. Now I was seated sidesaddle on the railing, both legs dangling out over the tumultuous wake, both hands on the inside part of the railing. Holding my body in. The breeze was now a roar.

			“What the fuck?”

			I couldn’t look at my neighbor.

			I heard a pounding within my room. James was hammering, or kicking, at the bathroom door.

			I was facing two terrors, the fear of falling and the fear of James. Again I found myself desperately craving time. If only I could slink off for a moment, find some cave in the mountainside or unlit supply closet deep within the boat, and gather my courage. Do this and you can rest, I lied to myself. The pain in my arms was increasing.

			“Hey, buddy, get back!”

			What an asshole. You’re supposed to try to calm people in dangerous situations, not stress them further. Inside my room, I heard a crash and then a roar.

			
			James had kicked through the bathroom door.

			My misgivings were flushed from my mind. I took a deep breath, as if I were diving into deep water, and mentally giggled, because I probably was. I leaned slightly forward. At the same time, I positioned my hands so they were both grabbing hold of the top of the railing to my right, fingers facing in toward the ship.

			It seemed to take forever for my butt cheeks to slip completely off the railing. In the meantime, I heard two things: a deep, almost choking, gasp from below, and a new series of stomps and crashes from above. James was tearing up the room.

			I twisted my body as I slipped off the railing so I faced the ship, and I kept my hands gripped tight to the top of the railing. With every cell of muscle in my fingers, arms, and wrists, I managed to keep hold. My right arm tried to do its share. I knew it couldn’t last long. My stomach was pressed against the bottom of the balcony, my butt and back to the sea. My toes were in space. I was hanging on over the water.

			“Fucking crazy!” the neighbor screamed.

			I heard James howling, closer now. I let go.

			As I fell I kicked my legs in toward the ship, hoping I would land on the balcony below and not plummet to the sea. Something walloped my back, and my ass landed on the lower balcony railing, and somehow I tumbled to the bottom of the balcony, bashing my head and scraping my back in the process. I looked up, and my neighbor stood over me, one foot braced against the balcony wall, his head just inches from mine. He must have shoved me inside as I fell. He had tried to save my life. Maybe he had saved it.

			
			“Ho!” I leaped to my feet. Fire shot up from my bad foot.

			“You’re fucking nuts!” But he was pounding my shoulders, pumped up by his own part of the escapade.

			Above us, I thought I heard the balcony door slide open.

			I stepped through my neighbor’s open balcony door. His wife lay on the bed, already in her nightgown. She stared at me. I shot her a little smile and a what-the-hell shrug. Guys like me jump from balconies all the time. My foot suddenly felt a little better.

			I put my finger to my lips. “I’m playing a joke on my wife.”

			“Pretty funny,” she said.

			And then from outside, I heard a bellow that seemed to shake the frame of the glass doors. It might have contained my name, or just an expletive. It certainly came from above. Both man and wife looked questioningly out to the balcony. The sound had a force that could have halted the ship and the sea itself. But not me. I was already out the door.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 20

			I strolled down the hallway toward the elevators, or rather, I tried to make my body stroll. My foot ached with every step, my head throbbed, and my back felt like it had been flayed with a metal rake. My arm, oddly, was now merely tingling. My ears strained for the stampede of oncoming security men. Would they shoot me on sight, or just toss me back in the cage with James?

			The hallway was stretching like toffee as I walked. No hallway should be this long. In an emergency, passengers would starve before they reached the lifeboats. I had too much time to think.

			James would be hunting for me. But assuming I could get off this floor, he would have to hunt through a huge, crowded ship. My mother, on the other hand, was trapped with Chomp right now. James would tell Chomp about her supposed betrayal as soon as he could. Luckily, Chomp’s phone wouldn’t work on the island. I had to get her off the island before James could inform against her. Unlike my father and me, she had no idea she was in danger.

			But surely James would try to track me down first. I was the one he hated. Somehow I had to get to my father’s room, find his cellphone pictures and either upload them to the Internet or text them to Chuckles. He had insisted that his crew had the courage and resources to stand up to Chomp, but did they really? Though Chomp routinely betrayed his allies, few actually joined the resistance afterward. Instead they merely slunk off the public stage, embarrassed but not quite destroyed. Chomp’s secret was always to leave them with something more to lose.

			
			The loudspeakers buzzed once again, and Steve Gouda’s voice commanded the hallway. I braced for a ship-wide APB: “Be on the lookout for a liberal smelling like puke.” Every closed cabin door hid an enemy—except my father’s.

			“Steve Gouda here. We are about to begin docking at beautiful Elysian Island. Debarkation for the Island Independence Party will begin soon. Those of you with invitations, please make your way to the gangway. Don’t forget invites and cruise IDs, without which you cannot—repeat, cannot!—leave the ship. Steve out.”

			I realized I had forgotten to bring the invite. Then I remembered it didn’t matter—I had no cruise ID either. Harvey had taken it. Maybe my father had one. Maybe he could escape and find my mother.

			There was no security by the elevators. A woman was studying her makeup in the polished chrome elevator doors as she waited, her face a reflected smear of pink. James would make mine the same pink smear when he caught me.

			A storm of voices blew in from down the hall. A woman in a tube top and glittering sandals was leading a troop of young Chompians like Delacroix’s Liberty. “Come on! We’re late for the line!” Typical cruise ship rallying cry. But these cruisers truly were, in their way, preparing to man the barricades.

			They lustily chose the stairs instead of the elevator. I allowed myself to get swept up among them, hoping no one noticed my bruises or my breath or the strangeness of my face in their crowd. A fugitive is like any foreigner—always aware of his peculiarity even as he struggles to look like everyone around him.

			
			On the next floor a costumed Witch—somewhat younger than the last one I’d met—had set up shop beside the elevator. She was hawking T-shirts that read MAKE OUR NATION NEW AGAIN. A crowd had surrounded her. “It’s a first edition!” she declared. “The president said he’ll sign them on the island tomorrow!” The one thing I still possessed was my wallet. As my posse thundered by, I purchased a T-shirt in the largest size available and threw it on immediately. It dangled halfway to my thighs. Bystanders applauded, but a few turned away when they saw my face. One said, “Better wash up, dude.” I accessorized my outfit with a new red baseball cap. Too bad she had no sunglasses. I scuttled down the stairs.

			The next floor was my father’s.

			The hallway past the elevators was filling with passengers. The women wore one-piece bathing suits or skirts shorter than my new T-shirt, but also wispy wraps, for modesty and protection from the nighttime breezes. The men wore khaki shorts and long-sleeved shirts. Some were pushing on toward the elevators; others were mingling in the passage, waiting for friends or family. I struggled against the flow of the crowd. James too would have trouble moving if he were chasing me. But he would have colleagues ready to converge from other points.

			Up ahead was my father’s room. Should I check there first, or would my father have gone to the library already? If he was delayed, he’d text, but I had left my phone behind.

			I slapped myself against the wall to avoid a man carrying, for some reason, a boogie board. After he passed, I could see my father’s door in the distance.

			
			In front of it stood two men in blazers. One of them was yelling at the other, his face red, the muscles on his neck stretched to the point of snapping. It was James.

			He had been quicker than me—he’d skipped the clothes-buying spree. His partner turned his head, perhaps to dodge James’s spittle. He caught sight of me and pointed.

			“Hey!”

			I turned and ran.

			I had to slip between hallway loiterers and swim past travelers moving in my direction, some of whom were also trying to get ahead of the pack, but none trying as hard as me. I listened for shouts from behind. As I approached the elevators and stairs, the chatter around me grew louder; the spaces narrowed; my panic increased. I had no refuge, no resource. Chuckles might protect me, Erica might hide me, but to find either I’d have to roam the ship. Chomp’s men would catch me eventually. 

			The space around the elevators was packed. The doors to one were just closing on a full load of passengers. I heard a growing commotion behind me. Jimbo was coming.

			They say all hunted animals instinctively seek higher places. That’s where most of them die, trapped on some shelterless rock or up a tree. I decided to defy instinct and descend the stairs with the prevailing flow of passengers. “Sorry, sorry!” I mumbled as I pushed by them as delicately as I could, trying for both speed and inconspicuousness.

			The next floor was so crowded that I could hardly step off the staircase. Further descent was impossible. “Line ends here, buddy,” someone said, and I realized that these people were all waiting to leave the ship by the gangway. I could never push through without starting a fight. I edged along the wall and took a second to consider my next move. Maybe I had lost Jimbo in the descent.

			
			I stopped and looked over the crowd. Conversation here was hushed, expressions resolute, postures tall and straight. My red cap and ridiculous T-shirt won a few friendly nods. Mine was the uniform of the lowest class in the Army, the infantry. Everyone knows the lowest class makes the greatest sacrifice.

			I heard a cry from the staircase above me. “Slow down, buddy! We’re all going to the same place.”

			I was trapped. All I could do was pick the best direction to run.

			And then I saw a face I knew.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 21

			She was standing in the mouth of the hallway beside the elevator, amid the accumulating crowd. Her hair was up in a kind of brown bonfire on her head; a single orange lily nestled within it, defying the flames. Once again, an honor guard of young men surrounded her. I pulled off my red cap, in case James had seen it, sucked in my gut, and squeezed through the crowd. People squirmed to make way, knowing that one person’s retreat left them that much closer to their destination.

			I was finally at her side. Also several other people’s sides. “Shell.”

			She turned, and her pale face grew paler.

			“I need your help,” I said.

			One of her men tried to take her elbow. She shook him off.

			More angry voices were rising from the staircase. I hunched my shoulders and permitted a few big men to fill in the space behind me.

			“Could we go somewhere and talk?” I asked.

			She said, “They saw you.”

			Of course they had. And now I was not only surrounded but packed in among them. They would grab me, beat me, trample me. All the Chompians were one beast, and I was one victim. Shell’s men were staring at me. They had been called and would answer.

			“You look like shit,” she said. “Let’s go to my room. I’m sick of waiting here.”

			She lowered her head and slithered back through her posse and down the hallway. I bulled through the slot Shell had opened. I risked a glance behind. James, now at the bottom of the staircase, began to move through the crowd, his head swiveling back and forth, his arms held high, like a soldier protecting his rifle as he forded a river.

			

			—

			
			We retreated to the emptier midship elevator bank and caught an elevator up. I was once again on Chomp’s deck. The hallway held only a smattering of older, better-dressed passengers, all moving for some reason toward the aft, not toward the stairs and elevator closest to the gangway.

			Shell’s suite was large, dark, and freezing and filled with the intermittent rumble of someone trying again and again to start a lawnmower. She hit a switch; the recessed lights above dropped a dull yellow glow, revealing a fold-out sofa that was opened, made up, and turned down.

			“All ready for when I come home drunk,” she said.

			“What’s that noise?”

			“Dad. Whiskey makes him snuffly.” She nodded at a door that barely muffled the rumble. The suite wasn’t presidential, but that it was midship on Chomp’s deck and had a bedroom with a real door meant that it was one of the ship’s top fifty. Shell’s parents made the kind of money Chomp cut taxes for.

			Shell sat on the sofa bed. “My parents saw you. They said you were next to him when the terrorist started screaming. They said you stood up to take the bullet for him.”

			“The guy didn’t have a gun.”

			“You didn’t know that. What do you need?” She patted the sofa mattress and quickly yanked her hand back, as if shocked at her own impertinence. “You can clean up in the bathroom if you want.”

			
			I went to the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. A peninsula of blood had formed over my eye. My hair looked like something from a crack binger’s mugshot. I took off both my new Chomp T-shirt and my old stained shirt, crammed the smelly old one in the wastebasket, stashed the wastebasket in the under-sink compartment, and scrubbed my chest and armpits with a hand towel. I put the Chomp shirt back on, then I washed my face and rinsed out my mouth. I found the source of the blood, a cut mostly hidden by the hair on my temple, and dabbed at it with a wad of toilet paper. The wad kept coming back red, though there was less red every time. I finally mashed a larger clump of toilet paper onto the most painful part of the cut until it stuck, and put my hat back on to keep it in place. I wiped the watery pink stains off the sink with more clumps of toilet paper. Finally, I unlaced my black sneaker, removed it, pulled down my sock, and examined my foot. A pink-purple Easter egg bulged from my instep. I loosened the laces and put the shoe back on. I took a drink of water. I was better. I was all right.

			I left the bathroom and sat down beside Shell. “I have to get a message to my mother. She’s on the island. Can you help me?”

			“Sure.”

			“Thanks.” I felt a tickle at my temple. Another drip of blood? I lifted my hat and tried to swipe the blood off with my arm before she noticed. 

			Her gasp was quiet, almost a coo. She lifted her hand tentatively. I bowed my head. Her fingers, gentle as they were, stung as they touched.

			“It’s a little one,” she said, “but it’s a bleeder. All those head wounds are. Poor thing. And you’re not even drunk. Are you?”

			
			“No.”

			“Does it hurt?”

			“Not much.”

			“Hang on.” She stole away to the bathroom.

			I listened for voices outside, but her dad’s racket drowned everything out. Jimbo would have to pound on every door in the VIP hallway to find me. Pissing off sleeping VIPs is always dangerous. But maybe he’d do it, risk everything, risk his whole career, to take revenge on me. Chomp would approve. He believed in revenge.

			Shell returned with a first-aid kit in one hand and a glass of water in the other. She sat next to me, close this time, and set the kit down on the floor. I bent my head. Her quick fingers set to easing apart strands of blood-clumped hair to expose the cut.

			“You’ve done this before.” My gratitude was both genuine and strategic. A little praise would encourage the nurse to take extra care. My head seemed to take each new sting as a separate insult. My adrenaline had been used up.

			“Lots of times.” She dipped a cloth in the water and started to blot at my wound, much more forthrightly than I had. “The ex was a drinker. Guys who wrestled in college are the worst. They remember how quick and strong they used to be, and forget how fat they are now. Especially when they’re drunk. He’d pick fights in bars. His friends would bring him home for me to clean up. I didn’t mind. He was a lamb those nights.”

			Like any good nurse, she used chitchat to soothe and distract her patient.

			
			“You told me he did something with a dictionary,” I said. “What did he do?”

			“Hit me with it, duh. I know, who has a dictionary these days? My dad sent it over when we were married. With a little stand to read it on. He said every family should have one. I just thought it looked classy. It was right there for Mr. Jackass the night he wanted to chuck something at me. He wasn’t a bad guy. Worked for my dad for three years, and God knows that’s not easy. But people change. Okay, I never change, but most people do. My ex, how he changed was he started to hate me.”

			“Ouch.”

			“Sorry.”

			“That’s okay.”

			“Have you ever been hated?”

			“Sure.” I saw all the people who had ever hated me, passing by me one by one, as in the dream of some Shakespearean villain. Not such a long line, but every face in it was unforgettable.

			“I hope it wasn’t someone you were married to. The ex tried to hide it at first. He’d look away when he saw me. When I asked him a question, he’d answer, but just with one word. How was your day? Good. Want to fool around? Okay. That’s when he was sober. When he was drunk, I’d get two words—Shut up. At night I tried to be extra sweet so we’d go to bed happy, like you’re supposed to. I’d cook him his favorite. I’d act like he blew my mind after we screwed. But then one night I was so sweet I almost made myself puke, and the next morning I woke up and guess what? He was lying there giving me the stink-eye. Six in the morning and he was already worked up to hate me. How do you fix that?”

			
			“I’m sorry, Shell. I’m glad you got away.” As my mother had. My poor father, to be lumped with Shell’s ex-husband. But misery is misery, however well intentioned its administrator.

			“Thanks to Chomp.” She picked through the bandages in her kit. “That’s when I got hooked. I never did anything political in my life, but I loved his attitude. I saw him in Sterling Heights early in the primary campaign, when he was one out of eighteen. They had him booked in the high school gym! It was so packed he had to go out to the football field. That next day I called his state campaign office to volunteer. I worked the phones every weekend for months. But what I loved was the rallies. I drove to Toledo, Akron, and South Bend. I started driving farther, even overnight. My dad put up cash for hotels. He always has money for a good cause. Sometimes he even came along. The butthead wanted to come too, but then it was no fun, so I started going only on days he had to work. Then one morning when I got back from an overnight, he was home. That was something new. And he was already drunk. Before I could even take off my shoes, he was calling me a whore. I told him he was right, I was fucking someone new at every rally, that’s why I went to so many. That’s when he grabbed the dictionary. Slung it at me with two hands. Only time we ever used it. The corner caught me just over my eye. Bled worse than you were bleeding. He didn’t even say sorry. Just got down on his hands and knees, that pussy, to wipe up the blood. So no one would see it. That’s when I knew I had to leave. So I did. There now.”

			She sat back. I carefully pressed my new bandage.

			
			“There now,” she said again, with added satisfaction. “Some girls hate fights. I say, bring on the violence. I wished he had hit me earlier. I wished I had hit him first so he would’ve hit me back. Look, you see the line on my eyebrow where the hair won’t grow? Have to look close, but it’s there. I love that scar better than any diamond. See it now?”

			“Sure. It’s shaped like a smile.”

			“Hey, it’s not that big. So. I took you home, fixed you up. You owe me the story.”

			“What story?”

			“The fight. What was it all about? Some hottie at the martini bar? I hope she was worth it.”

			“It wasn’t a bar fight.”

			“Good.” She took a breath, like the one you take before leaping off the springboard. “Was it for Chomp? You were at his table. You know what really happened. I don’t believe what they’re telling us. I don’t believe he’s safe. Are you security?”

			“Shell—”

			“I saw what you did this morning. You rescued that old guy from a protester—the same protester who attacked Chomp tonight. You were following him, weren’t you? Are you undercover? It’s cool if you can’t tell me. I guessed it back at the dance party when you were talking all that bullshit. Don’t worry, I’ve kept it secret.”

			“I’m not security. I don’t work for Chomp. I’ll tell you who beat me up—Chomp’s men.” Well, Chomp’s man, but that sounded less impressive.

			She didn’t even flinch. “Why?”

			
			“Because I pissed them off. They’re mean-spirited and cruel, just like Chomp, and more brutal, because no one’s watching them. They’re doing their job the way Chomp likes it. I hate them, and I hate Chomp.”

			She had thrown me a perfect cover story, which was also a perfect excuse to win her sympathy and her assistance, and I had knocked it back in her face. I had as little self-control as Chomp, and even less strategy. Why couldn’t I lie for my cause? Chomp did, and his people loved him for it. Unlike him, I was determined to lose.

			“I’m afraid for my mother,” I said, as a kind of explanation for my madness. “She’s with Chomp now. His men hate her too.”

			She stroked my wrist with a finger. Even that gentle touch stirred up some of the old pain from Jimbo’s hammerlock. Shell and Jimbo were fighting for the same team. Her father’s donations helped pay the brute’s salary.

			She grasped my hand. Was she going to kiss my fingers? Apologize wistfully and then call security on me? She turned my hand over, palm down, and examined my knuckles. “Looks like you didn’t fight back.”

			“I didn’t have a chance.”

			“What did you say to those guys? Sometimes you have to back down. Think of how itchy they are. Some terrorist killed a passenger and tried to kill their boss. It’s 9/11 to them. It’s 9/11 to all of us. We’re at war. And you—you’re a soldier too. You were fighting for us outside the terminal. You were there when the terrorist pulled his gun—”

			“I told you, he didn’t have a gun.”

			“That’s not what I heard.”

			“It’s a lie, Shell. There was never any terrorist. Chomp’s team just wanted publicity. Why do you trust these people? Their arguments are nonsense. They win elections only by humiliating their enemies. Why don’t you hate them like I do?” I felt that if I could win some small concession from her, then someday maybe some better debater could come along and convince her, convince the whole mass of Chompians, that they’d been misled. Every liberal’s fantasy. Mine was perhaps more vivid, since my debate opponent was still caressing my hand.

			
			“Easy,” she said. “It’s just like Chomp always says. I’m full of love.”

			I laughed involuntarily. She tugged on my hand, and I leaned forward—obediently but voluntarily—and kissed her. She returned my kiss so hard I had to brace myself against the bed to keep from toppling over.

			“The other side hates us more,” she said when we disengaged. “You saw them this morning. Thousands of them. Screaming at us, laughing at us, wishing we were dead. But you and me are different.”

			“I think you’re right.” I touched her cheek and her scar. “But I have to help my mother.”

			“Stay for a little while. She’s fine.”

			“Could you go take her a message? Her phone won’t work on the island.”

			“Why don’t you take the message yourself?”

			“I can’t get off the ship. I never got an invitation for the island party. I don’t even have my cruise ID. I’d never make it through that line anyway. Chomp’s guys are still looking for me. Could you help me, Shell?”

			“Sorry, Mr. Lazybutt. You’ll have to do it yourself.”

			I had pushed her as far as she could go. We could show off our scars, share our stories, make out all we wanted, but we were still adversaries. For her to aid me would be treason.

			
			“Okay, Shell. Thanks for the first aid. I’d better go.”

			“I like your T-shirt, but you should change if you’re a wanted man. I’ll lend you one of Dad’s. Take that off.”

			She fetched a T-shirt from a drawer. It bore the Yellowstone National Park insignia. “Our favorite trip,” she said. After I took off my shirt, she kissed me on the bare shoulder, but like you kiss your man after a hard day’s work, not like you kiss a cruise ship fling. Then she pulled the Yellowstone shirt down over my head. No lingering. She even popped a new hat and a pair of sunglasses on me.

			“Thanks, Shell. I’m ready.” Maybe I could find Chuckles before they caught me.

			“Me too. We’ll go together.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I can help get you off the ship. You’re afraid for your mom. I get it. But I’m telling you, she’s fine. I’ll prove it. We’ll go to the island and find her together.”

			“Thanks, Shell. Really. But I can’t leave, even in disguise. They’re checking IDs on the gangway—”

			“VIPs don’t take the gangway. I was just there hanging with my buds. There’s a better way.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 22

			We strolled arm in arm down the hallway, looking, I hoped, like any pair of young, newly romancing Chompians, our hookup exalted and intensified by shared political commitment. Shell carried her family’s VIP party invitation and, in addition to her own ID, her father’s.

			Out in the brighter light of the hallway, I looked down at my new Yellowstone shirt, faded and a little threadbare, as befit the souvenir of a favorite trip. I wondered if Shell’s family had ever been to St. Barts or even Bermuda, as I had; unlike me, they could have afforded them. My cosmopolitan travel-writer lifestyle had made me snobby without making me rich, the very combination Chompians hated most. I vowed never again to be scornful of them. I now knew how dangerous it was to laugh at a Chompian.

			VIPs were moving unhurriedly down the hallway as if they owned the place, which they did, in the same sense that stockholders own a company. They feared no hassle and no line. At the aft end of the hallway, past all the decreasingly stupendous suites, was an ordinary, unlabeled door, imposing in its simplicity. Beside it stood a guard in a CHOMP jacket. He nodded and spoke to everyone who opened the door. Most of them nodded back.

			I had my sunglasses, my new outfit, my new date, my borrowed VIP confidence. I’d never seen this guard. He’d never seen me. Where was Jimbo? He might still be searching the line at the gangway, or perhaps he was combing the ship’s public hotspots—poking his flashlight up the water-slide tube, upskirting buffet tablecloths, dredging the swimming pool. Or maybe he was back inside my room, working on his Sudoku, waiting for his men to find and return me.

			
			The guard nodded at the couple ahead of us. “Straight down, watch your step, careful in those heels, ma’am.”

			The female half was a stately woman with a statelier hairdo, topped by a bun that shone like polished chrome. For an instant I thought she was Mrs. Chachkey, but then she spoke: “Is it safe out there?” A younger voice. The bun was platinum blond, not gray.

			“Guaranteed, ma’am. The island’s been checked and cleared, just like the ship.”

			“Thank you for your service.”

			Then it was our turn. The guard’s face was flat and hard, like the surface of a mallet. One stroke would finish me. His eyes seemed to pause at my face, but Shell cried out, “Stay fresh, Frankie,” and gave him her fist. He maintained his deadpan as he bumped it. She waved flirtatiously as we passed, her hand drawing all his attention, and then we were through the doorway and on to the hidden staircase.

			“You know him?” I asked.

			“I know everyone on this floor.”

			Several floors down, we arrived at a fluorescent-lit loading zone, a place clearly meant for no passengers, or no ordinary passengers. The ship’s crew was hard at work preparing for the evening’s and the next day’s festivities. Workers dragged pallet jacks piled with shrink-wrapped mystery goods. Forklifts and golf carts zoomed past. We passenger-pedestrians kept to the breakdown lane on the side. Uniformed workers glanced at our linen shirts, cream-colored dresses, slacks, heels, and boat shoes and tried not to look annoyed.

			
			Up ahead, the carts, the workers, and the aristocracy were veering right. We followed them and turned too, and there it was: a massive rectangular hole in the iron skin of the ship. Through it we had a screen-shaped view of the lights of Chomp’s new island nation: a line of lampposts along the pier, their globes like a glowing string of pearls; the red flow of brake lights from golf carts speeding into the heart of the island; the flicker of moonlight gleaming off the myriad-faceted sea; the stars scattered generously over the palm trees on the horizon.

			But we were a long way from that vision. In front of us a line of passengers, mostly couples, led to a group of security guards. They seemed to be examining invitations and feeding ID cards into a computer. These would be ship’s security, not Chomp’s.

			“They’re checking,” I whispered.

			She patted my hand. “Everyone’s getting through.”

			And they were. But only because everyone, unlike me, was properly documented. I tried not to look at the guards. Some of the couples were whispering and pointing, marveling at the industrial energy around them. The weirdness of the scene testified to the trouble taken to accommodate them. Everyone knew the lines were a lot longer above, at the regular gangway, for the regular passengers. People will put up with any annoyance for the sake of exclusivity.

			The line was moving quickly.

			I whispered, “If I can’t get through—”

			“Strap on a sack, okay? We’re fine.”

			“But if I don’t, please try to talk to my mother. Chomp’s giving a speech at eleven, right? She’ll be in the audience. Tell her to get back to the ship and find the chief of security or one of the senior officers. And tell her to check her texts from me if she can.”

			
			“Is she still with Chomp? Do I just drop her name and we all hang out?”

			We were now close enough to hear the beeps of the card-scanning machine. There were only two couples ahead of us. I kept my eyes on floor. Leave eye contact to Shell. She could get us through.

			“Only you,” a guard said. “You’re okay. Her ID doesn’t match.”

			I looked up.

			The woman with the platinum bun turned, distressed, to her companion, who inflated himself to full height and volume. His bare forearms were speckled with the spots of age and outdoor recreation. I watched him carefully. I assumed he was about to launch a verbal bull-rush against the ship’s security guard, this South Asian giver of injustice. Could I mimic his obnoxious hauteur? 

			Instead the man leaned forward and whispered. He reached into his pocket. The guard listened and nodded respectfully but refused to back down. He pointed to his machine, which had made the decision. Not him. Two other guards, who’d been standing watchfully behind the machine scanners, stepped forward.

			The passengers behind us grumped. We were so close to the island, the stars, and the beach; to be held up by an interloper was not just aggravating but insulting. Finally, the man took his date’s hand and led her back past us, gallantly refusing to abandon her, at least not in front of fellow VIPs. The woman held her head defiantly high. Now I noticed that her dress was bright red and flared in the back, an overturned candle whose flame licked at her calves. A younger date trying to sneak by, perhaps with his wife’s ID. A few Chompians, especially the women, shook their heads. She had tried to steal their status. All illegals are the same.

			
			The next couple stepped forward. Then us.

			“Sorry, Shell,” I whispered. “Just give my mother the message. She’ll leave and you can flirt with Chomp yourself.”

			She whispered back: “Is she in trouble like you are?”

			Shell was right to be fearful. I had no business endangering her. If she stayed out of trouble, she could be a duchess in the new country.

			“Next,” said the guard.

			“I’ll handle them.” A white-shirted officer stepped forward. It was Chuckles. I stepped ahead of Shell and handed him my invitation and my ID. I leaned close to him, as if I too was about to try negotiation or bribery.

			“They’re looking for you,” Chuckles said softly, as he inserted the card in the machine. The monitor displayed an image of Shell’s father. “So was I. Carmen ID’d your father.”

			“He’s not the killer,” I whispered. “But he saw the killers. He took a photo of Chomp’s bodyguards busting into Clark’s room. The one they call Jimbo killed him. He’s the one looking for me.”

			“Where’s your father? I tried his room. Chomp’s guys were there.”

			“He’s waiting for me at the library on the Mediterranean Deck. He has the photo. You have to get to him before Jimbo does.”

			Chuckles said nothing.

			
			I heard murmuring behind me. I was holding up the line. Shell prudently stood a few feet behind me. I wondered if she could hear us.

			“You know they’re lying,” I whispered. “They told me they killed that activist. Did you know that?”

			“I was afraid of it. Okay, smart guy, come with me. We’ll find your dad and check out his story.”

			“My mother’s out there. She told me to meet her. If I’m in trouble, so is she. Can you go and bring her back? I can’t contact her while she’s on the island, but I think I know where she is.”

			“With Chomp?”

			“I hope not.”

			“Only Chomp security and party staff are allowed to leave the ship. And passengers. They’ll stop me.”

			“Then let me get her. In the meantime, you can find my father and check out his photo.”

			The other guards were all staring at Chuckles. So were the passengers. Another illegal, so soon after the last. We should expose them all. Punish them. Frighten off the rest.

			Chuckles returned the ID to me. “Enjoy the party.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 23

			Outside, there were three lanes on the pier: a slow lane for plodding Chompians, in which VIPs and regular passengers were finally mingled; a middle lane for jogging workers; and an express lane for small vehicles. Golf cart drivers slowed only long enough for workers to leap onto the vehicle’s sides and cling to the roof supports, then they pulled away at their whiniest maximum. Those employees who missed their chance jogged on but kept glancing hopefully behind.

			Halfway down the pier, we heard a distant angry grind and looked up—a pair of colored lights were drifting down from the sky. A helicopter. And another far behind it.

			At the end of the pier, we were greeted by a concrete arch studded with irregularly blinking yellow lights, like the marquee of a retro movie theater. A wooden sign, newly affixed, read WELCOME TO CHOMP ISLAND. We passed under it and officially entered the world’s newest country. An old but spirited Chompian knelt and kissed the concrete. His comrades formed a work detail to haul him up. He resurfaced laughing and spitting, the knees of his chinos smudged with dust.

			We entered a paved plaza surrounded by thatched-roofed, faux-native kiosks and closed-up shops, designed to give passengers on normal cruises a chance to spend money immediately upon arrival. But these shops had been given a lightning overhaul. A new sign read MALL OF CHOMP. A smaller read COMING SOON: BULGARI, CARTIER, HARRY WINSTON, AND TIFFANY! So much for T-shirts or snorkel gear. But no new structures had gone up, only new signage.

			
			“Watch out, General!” Two men lugging what looked like a load of balsa wood wanted me out of their way. These workers hadn’t come from the ship; they were black and their dialect of Construction Worker English (heavy on the shout and grumble) had a Bahamian lilt. Chomp had hired locally.

			In the gaps between kiosks, paths radiated in all directions. Above one stood a painted sign festooned with glow sticks like radioactive green beans. It read BEACH AND CHOMP GALA. A different path, wider but lacking in signs and illumination, ran inland to a distant clearing where a clump of stumpy buildings blotted out the low-hanging stars. Perhaps a trailer park for resident workers. Would they too be citizens of Chomp’s nation? Perhaps they’d have guest visas.

			We followed everyone else to the beach. A line of tiki torches stretched across the sand, guiding the Chompian pilgrims toward a glowing white pavilion tent in the distance. Shell and I took off our shoes. The golf carts, now groaning under their heavy loads, stayed far to our right. To our left, closer to the water, a team of uniformed cruise staff was stuffing material into a rack full of upright black tubes. Pyrotechnicians. And there was Erica too, seated on the sand with the other Fun Patrollers. I had another friend besides Shell on the island. Two if you counted my mother. I hoped I could.

			Shell was several steps ahead of me. “Come on.”

			We passed by the older, fatter Chompians quickly and silently. Some had stopped to stare out at the sea, which was glittering not just from the moon’s one light but from the ship’s three zillion. A few sighed. Night and the sea always bring thoughts of death, and all of us, even Chompians, have to ponder it from time to time.

			
			Shell sighed too. “I feel like we’re walking on cotton balls.”

			I knew what she meant. The sand under our bare feet had the soft cake-flour feel of tropical beaches, so different from the beaches of my childhood. I thought of those walks with my mother on the beaches of Long Island and New Jersey, and looked ahead, past the tiki torches and the party tent, to a cluster of rocks far away where the water met the sand. There. She would be there.

			“Feel that breeze,” said Shell. “We’re walking in the clouds. We’re in Heaven. If I see my baby brother, I’m going to freak out. He’d be just eighteen. He’d be voting. Hope he wouldn’t be like you, tricked by the liberals! Coming here would straighten him out.”

			“Here to this island?”

			“No, dummy, here to Heaven. Where you get the truth direct from God. You’ll see someday. Even fatheads like you will get the message.”

			I was a little touched; she assumed I was going to Heaven. Or maybe she thought we were already there. Everyone’s dream—to reach Heaven without being dead. The wealthy these days increasingly expected to achieve it. She took my hand as we walked.

			“Are you staying on the island?” I asked. “I know all about the plan.”

			“I knew they’d tell you! You see? You really are one of us.”

			“So, are you?”

			“Now that I’ve seen the place, I’ve got no doubts. I have to admit, I was afraid it’d be some kind of salt marsh off the ass end of Haiti. But this? It’s paradise. My dad prepaid three years. Some kind of risk, but the bold get lucky, right? You best believe they’ll jack up the prices. Imagine what our villas will look like. They’re gonna be so fantastic, believe me, the most tremendous villas in the history of villas!” She did a pretty good impersonation of the guy on Saturday Night Live’s impersonation of Chomp, which was ubiquitous enough to qualify as tribute, not satire.

			
			The foot Jimbo had stomped was getting sore from pushing through the sand.

			“But, Shell, there are no villas. Look around. There’s nothing. No hotel, no swimming pools, no coffee shop, no pharmacy, no infirmary. The lights in that tent up there run off gas generators. It’s not a salt marsh, but it’s not the first world either. Or even the second world.”

			“There’s stuff,” she said defensively. “You just can’t see everything from the beach. It’s probably on the other side of the island.”

			“There is no other side of the island. Have you looked at a map? It’s all jungle. All these cruise line islands are the same. This beach and that plaza are all there is, plus maybe a snorkel cove and a water-ski lagoon. Those buildings we saw are just trailers for a handful of resident workers. The rest commute by boat every day from nearby islands. If you stay here, you’re sleeping in a tent.”

			“Ha! You, my liberal friend, are living in the land of Wrongovia. Okay, the villas are a little delayed. We got an email update about it. What do you expect? Contractors are contractors. Chomp knows real estate. In the meantime, they built us air-conditioned yurts on the beach. Classy yurts. The best yurts! You’ll see. Even you have to admit, Carlton Chomp is a closer.”

			Like all too many closers, Chomp had the reputation of washing his hands of a project once the check cleared. Could even he really make a nation out of nothing but beach and yurts? A nation that people would believe in as they believed in America? It would require all his immense powers of emotional manipulation. The upcoming speech, I realized, would have to be both magnificent and terrifying.

			
			“I don’t see any yurts,” I said.

			“Guys always want to see my yurt.” She giggled and swung my hand.

			The tiki path curved, and I could now see in profile the procession of pilgrims in their flip-flops, bare feet, and loafers, journeying not to a shrine but to an audience with God. They were laughing, chatting, waving their hands at the beach, the palms, the sea, the stars. They were as giddy as Shell; they had earned this audience. Only God could build Heaven, but they had funded it.

			And then I saw up ahead, beached on a sand dune, an enormous wrecked ship, like Noah’s Ark on Ararat. It was a pirate ship. I knew that because the flag snapping atop its foremast bore the skull and crossbones, and the flag just below that one bore, in scarlet letters, the word HARRR!

			The ship was floodlit as dramatically as any ancient pile in modern Rome, but its mainmast rose up beyond the artificial light, a spear thrust into the heart of the glittering sky. Its hull was thick and graceless, only perfunctorily curved; the thing could no more have floated than a TGI Fridays detached from a strip mall. As we approached, I could see that a handicapped-accessible ramp ran straight up from the sand to a pair of double doors in the hull, over which a sign read THE RUM ’N SCURVY BEACHSIDE BAR. A worker was busy trying to pry the sign off with a crowbar. In fact, workers were scurrying all over the structure. The closer we got, the more the effect of kitschy grandeur was diluted by cheap architecture, cheesy signage, and imported labor.

			
			I kept staring at the mainmast. Halfway up was a fake crow’s nest shaped like a hot-air balloon basket, accessible by a spiral staircase hidden by some fake rigging. Two workers had just finished hauling up a block of wood. They dropped it on the floor of the crow’s nest. Then I understood. The object was a podium. That fake crow’s nest, the high-altitude perch normally reserved for the emcee at RMB’s Party Me Hearties Island Groove (or something), would now serve as the stage for Chomp’s first island speech, his Declaration of Independence.

			“Look!” Shell pointed to the sand beyond the ship’s near end (stern was not the word), where a different group of workers, these as pale as vampires, were unsnapping plastic packing cases and assembling what looked like sound equipment and a satellite dish. Fox News had arrived.

			“They came!” she said. “I knew they would.” Words that suggested their opposite. “Good thing I cleaned you up. You and me are getting on TV.” She carefully patted the sides of her hair arrangement, which was still in place despite the breeze. She added, in a voice as gentle as her fingers, “I mean after we find your mom.”

			The tiki path curved again to skirt the ship. The pavilion tent was now a hundred yards away. The guests up ahead were snatching up champagne flutes from loaded tables that lined the approach. Inside the pavilion, Chomp’s unmistakable head towered over his guests. He was talking to some woman, not my mother. Even at this distance I could tell he was gazing into her cleavage.

			
			I stepped off the tiki path toward the water.

			Shell stopped. “Where are you going?”

			“Down the beach to those rocks.”

			“What about the party?” She glanced at the Chompians passing us by, beating her to the fun. “What about your mom? Chomp’s right there. Can’t you see him?”

			“But my mom’s not. I think I can find her.”

			Shell said nothing. But even through the groaning of the surf and the chatter and huffing of the guests passing by, I could hear the quickening of her breaths.

			“We’re so close,” she finally said. “He’s right there. He’ll talk to you. Give him a minute. He’ll answer all your crazy questions about your fight and your mom and everything else. Explain the b.s. right out of you. Give him a chance. Give me a chance. I want to meet him.”

			“Go up to him, Shell. You don’t need my help.”

			“But I want it.” She smiled shyly. She held out little hope for my conversion, but some hope, despite my obstinacy, for me. Her face reflected the warmth and liveliness of the flickering tiki torches. Maybe I could fall in love with her despite our different opinions on a particular megalomaniac. After all, parents continue to love their children even after they convert, or sell out, or enlist, or otherwise reject the family’s deepest political or social principles. Surely romantic love could also surmount such differences. Shell was a little crazy, but no more than about half of America. Interfaith and interracial marriages worked; this would be an inter-rational marriage. Perhaps she would even, someday, convert for me.

			
			“You’ll come around,” she said. “I know you will. Just talk to him.”

			I grinned at my own naïveté. “Sorry.”

			“Don’t be sorry. Be open-minded. Okay, fine. Go find your mother. Tell her I say hi. Meantime, here’s what I’ll do. I’ll go talk to him. Don’t worry, I won’t mention you. But I’ll get all the answers. I’ll clear everything up. And then afterward, you’ll find me. When I’m done explaining everything to you through and through, just like he’s gonna explain to me, you’ll be satisfied. Just watch. And then you’ll stay.”

			“Stay?”

			“On the island. With me. You’ll see.”

			She kissed me on the cheek and walked away to the tent, her feet pushing hard into the yielding sand.

			She had hidden me from Chomp’s men and smuggled me off the ship. She had betrayed her people for me. What could I do for her?

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 24

			I set off down the wide pewter road of the beach. I refrained from glancing back toward the tiki torches, but I listened for a shout, warning, or whistle behind me. Until now, my date, my clothes, and my path among fellow pilgrims had camouflaged me. Now I was alone and exposed in the moonlight.

			I could now make out individual rocks in the distance. One boulder loomed over the rest, like a mini Mount Kilimanjaro over its foothills. In the note in our cabin, my mother had said to meet her “on island at usual.” I thought I knew what she meant. In those long-ago vacations, when the two of us would take our nightly strolls down the beach, we would always aim for the farthest rocks we could see from our starting place. This set would be far enough.

			To my left the surf sighed as it dragged itself up to the sand, again and again; to my right, at the beach’s frontier, was a jungly murk of sand dunes, grass, and those tall pinelike trees the Bahamians call cedars. If I heard a voice crying out, or a gunshot, I would have to sprint to the trees for shelter. Most of my body felt almost normal, even my head, but my sore foot was aching worse from the long walk. Scrambling through tropical foliage would be a nightmare. I glanced back. None of the passengers still streaming along the tiki track seemed to be looking my way. To those figures, I was, if not invisible, then at least anonymous. Or so I hoped.

			I turned and gazed past the distant boulder to the treasury of stars above it. Nothing could extinguish their glory, not the floodlights or tiki torches behind me, or the giant bauble of the cruise ship even farther behind, or the lustrous half-moon overhead. I always look at the stars when I travel; you can never see them in New York City. I once visited an observatory near the Bolivian side of Lake Titicaca. There, on a moonless night, the stars were so bright you could see their light reflected off the waxy topsides of leaves. It made you understand how jaguars can hunt at night. The stars of Chomp’s island were neither as abundant nor as piercing, but a pale reminder of a greater glory is still a path to that glory. Every place I visit seems to remind me of a better place. Like Chomp, I was mired in nostalgia. He planned to colonize an island to bring back America as it never really was—fully employed, Christian in faith if not practice, reverent of its European colonizers, content with its victories and its virtues. He had weaponized nostalgia. To rally his supporters to his side, he needed to contrast the dangerous new world with the harmonious old. The murder was not just a publicity stunt. It was a reminder, to every Chompian, of the evil that stalked them. The evil of social disorder. Of modernity itself.

			
			A set of footprints crossed my path. I followed them as they angled down to the smoother sand near the water. There they turned to parallel the shore. Only one set. The gentle, self-assured waves fell just short of the prints and my feet. I kept walking. The harder sand was better for my foot.

			Almost there. On one of our nighttime journeys down the beach—perhaps on our one trip to Florida?—my mother described to me a winter vacation she took as a girl to Europe with her wild, charming, relatively young, and prematurely demented grandmother. Late one night she woke up in her hotel room to the sight of her grandmother, hair all Medusa and cheeks and nose a clownish scarlet, arguing in the doorway with two policemen. They had just escorted her home after catching her bodysurfing down the bobsled run with a bellhop. That was the last trip my mother had been permitted to take with her, but it lived on in her memory forever. And in my memory too, because of my mother’s storytelling. I remember telling her that someday I would travel to Europe too. My mother had laughed and said, “Be sure to go with the right person.” I wanted to go with her.

			
			At last I stood in the boulder’s moon shadow.

			Someone said, “You. Who.”

			I stared into the deeper darkness, and finally saw my mother, perched on one of the littler rocks nestled against the huge one.

			“Where have you been?” she asked. “Napping, I suppose.” She was smiling. She was okay.

			“You escaped.”

			“Escaped what? You know I love parties. Say what you want about Carlton’s friends, but they have had experiences.”

			“So why did you leave?”

			“I had arranged to meet you. I could hardly bring Carlton. Besides, I wanted to gossip about him. I was hoping you’d come. And here you are.” She smiled indulgently, as if I’d been fishing for the praise. “This night has been—fateful.” She shrugged, to let a little air out of the word, which just made it sock me harder.

			“Does he know where you are?”

			“I didn’t tell him. He won’t miss me. He has to practice his speech, or so he said.”

			
			“We have to get back to the ship. They’re looking for me. Maybe for you too by now. We’ll wait till everyone’s watching the speech and—”

			“Jacob! I’m not quite ready for bed yet, thank you. I want to stay to see this speech. I want you to see it too. Plus there’s another party afterward, and I’d prefer not to leave him alone with all those starstruck young deplorables. He’ll be expecting me.”

			“I already saw him ogling some girl in the party tent. Come on. I’ll explain on the way.” I held out my hand.

			She resettled herself on her rock to emphasize her noncompliance. “I suppose no one ever told Carlton that discretion is the better part of lust. In any case, at this particular moment, he’s not likely up for more than ogling.”

			“Mom, you didn’t.”

			“Oh yes I did! After dinner, he took me to his private pavilion thingy on the beach. He called it a yurt. You should see how it’s decked out. I felt like Genghis Khan’s concubine. But how could I refuse the ex-president? He had to take a pill. One of those fast-acting ones. You know how it is.”

			“Actually, I don’t.”

			“You will someday. I know it’s a little soon, but he’s a romantic and I’m a pragmatist. Do you know what he said afterward? Will you still like me if I stop winning? It was very touching. I did a bang-up job reassuring him. Of all my talents, I think it’s the one I’m proudest of.”

			She sighed and closed her eyes as she relived the moment. She had come to this rock to share her triumph with me.

			
			“He was so pleased with himself when we were done,” she went on, relentlessly, “but he could still laugh. So many can’t. I know I say all men are the same, but they’re not really. He only did one thing I hated.”

			I couldn’t stop myself. “What?”

			“Grabbed his cellphone while we were cuddling. Can you believe it? I knew he’d been texting his staff, he’s always micromanaging. So I snatched it from him. But that’s not what he was looking at. He’d sent two texts during dinner to guess who? The ex. Hellania. I was wrong about his girlfriend. He’s been hung up on the ex-wife all along. I stuffed the phone under the mattress so he wouldn’t be distracted—from his speech or from me. He laughed, I’ll give him that. He told me Hellania was the first thing he had ever really lost. I said he must have wanted, subconsciously, to lose her, to prepare for the next phase in his life. He liked that. They’re all different, Jacob, but I know the right thing to say to all of them. He kissed me and said he was looking for someone even more terrific than her. That’s me, Jacob. He gave up the presidency to find me. The whole world is nothing compared to the love of a good woman.”

			She finally slipped off the rock and moved out into the moonlight.

			“Really, Mom?”

			“Perhaps that’s a bit much, but he did give up his phone for me. I made him leave it in the yurt when he walked me back to the party tent.”

			“A phone is not exactly the whole world. There’s no cell reception out here anyway.”

			“Don’t I know. Someone from his team had to come to the yurt to get him. But we were ready. We all spent some time in the pavilion tent brainstorming about his speech. One of the Fox producers was on a satellite call. My suggestions were very well received, as they had been in our earlier session, before dinner. I’m getting good at this! But then he told me he needed practice time with his speech coach. I’m beginning to doubt he has one. No worries, Jacob, no one will pull another Clark on me, not even him.”

			
			“Mom, Chomp had Clark killed.”

			“Let’s not argue about Clark, not tonight.”

			“His bodyguard admitted it. We even have a photo of the murderer. I think. It was a stunt, Mom. Chomp needs the world to pay attention to him again. His plan for the island depends on it.”

			“Who has a photo?”

			“Some—passenger.”

			“Have you seen it? I thought not. Sounds like someone’s after a book deal. You’re too trusting, Jacob. And you don’t understand Carlton. Yes, he’s a fool, a buffoon if you will, but he’s only spiteful to political enemies. He’d never hurt someone like Clark. And even if he did…”

			“Then what?”

			She stretched her pale, moonlit arm out in front of her and gazed along that thin runway to the stars for a long moment, as if the evening and all its events had rendered her own body strange to her. Her face radiated pure awe. It was as if all the cynicism she displayed every other moment of her life had existed just to balance out this moment. “Then he did it for me.”

			“Oh. No, Mom.”

			
			“Listen, Jacob. He faces more temptations than most men, so of course I’ll never entirely trust him, but he loves me, I know he does, more than any man has since your father. Clark’s death was obviously a suicide, whatever Carlton’s handlers prefer to tell their adoring legions for publicity purposes. However! Just the fact that you and I both thought, for a moment, that Carlton might have killed someone for my sake—well, isn’t that a testament to his, shall we say, enthusiasm? To the power I possess as the object of that enthusiasm? I plan to use that power, Jacob. I’m not likely to get it any other way. So, no, I won’t return to the ship. I’d rather stay with Carlton and be a queen in his new country. The world will thank me. Especially when they see what he can still do. He’ll have more influence than ever. And I can encourage his sensible side.”

			Are you in love too? I couldn’t ask her. She would lie to spare my feelings, but she would lie perfunctorily, perhaps even with obvious irony, to spare her own. And then I’d feel like a chump.

			“His bodyguard beat me up,” I said. “He’s looking for me. He wants to kill me too, because I know what he did. What Chomp had him do. They won’t trust you anymore. We have to get to the ship. We’ll be safe there.” 

			My mother stepped backward toward the rock, as if to feel its hulking strength behind her.

			“Thank you,” she said formally. “I asked you to come for me and you did. I appreciate that. I now have a new request, which I hope you’ll take seriously. I’m asking you not to abandon me again. Since you were a child, I’ve admired your expectations and your devotion to yourself. I wished I had your confidence and your ruthlessness. I’ve forgiven what you did, but I can’t forget.”

			
			I took a few deep breaths. To my surprise, the fury that she could always light in me quickly died away, choked in the humid evening air. “I don’t understand.”

			“That Christmas when you refused me. After I finally left your father. You had promised to come with me. It was a lie. But I’ve forgiven you.”

			I stepped closer. She was as still as the rock behind her. “I couldn’t leave Dad.”

			“Of course not. You were always so sweet to your father. I didn’t need all your sweetness, just a little of your time. A few days at the most, to help me settle in. That’s all I wanted. That’s all I asked for. I stayed with him for so long. I gave up so many years. For you. You gave me nothing.”

			She had no idea how close I had come to leaving with her. If I tried to explain, she would never believe me. I had always thought of that moment as the end of my childhood. It had never occurred to me that to her it was also an end—the end of something she valued much more than youth.

			“I was just eighteen.” My best excuse; eighteen to her was another country, full of selfish, good-looking, immature snobs. The Italy of the human life-span. “I always loved you.”

			“Do you still? Then this time stay with me. Stay with me and Carlton. He’s giving me the chance I never had. When I was young, like you, I reached for real life, and missed. Not this time, Jacob.”

			
			For a moment, I imagined that I knew nothing more than she did. That Chomp was a charming political has-been; that he nonetheless retained all of his wealth, much of his influence, and many of his friends; that she and her son could stay on the island and be treated like royalty; that life here under Chomp’s protection would be luxurious, glamorous, sunny, and fun. Would I have been tempted to stay? Just for a few weeks? I could canoodle with Shell, gather material for an article or even a book, network with the wealthiest people I was ever likely to meet.

			“Will you, Jacob?” she asked.

			“They found your note, Mom. Where you called him ‘President Buffoon.’ They’re going to show it to Chomp.”

			“Oh, that was a joke, Jacob. He’ll understand. He loves me.”

			Could I ever persuade her otherwise? Maybe only Chomp himself could. Or Jimbo.

			“So will you stay?” she asked.

			“I wish I could. Come back with me, Mom. We’ll take a better vacation together.”

			“Jacob, I’m not talking about fun! I’m talking about building a life that matters. I’m divorced, my son’s grown, I don’t even have a cat. I thought I needed stability and comfort, but I was wrong, I don’t want them, I want to live. You travel, you’ve seen the whole world, you’ve had adventures. I’ve had nothing. I’m middle-aged. I have half my life ahead of me, more or less. Haven’t you ever dreamed of doing something important? I don’t just mean important to you. Imagine if every stupid affair you ever had—every tedious task you undertook at your pointless job—imagine if they were all preparing you for something that mattered. All those hours impressing oblivious dates and dim-witted bosses were all practice for influencing one man, the most important in the world. This is all I want, Jacob. It could be your chance too! At least come hear him speak. He’s not who you think. I helped him with the speech. He’s changing already.”

			
			“All right, Mom. But we’ll have to stay in the back so no one sees us. And you’ll have to promise to leave with me if I say so, maybe partway through.” That would be the time to escape, when everyone was distracted.

			“We’ll see.”

			All the agreement I was likely to get. “Okay. Let’s go.”

			“We’ve got time. He told the TV people he’d start at eleven o’clock, like the local news. And he prefers to be late.”

			I had an idea. “I’d like to see those yurts.”

			“Why not? They’re practically on the way.” 

			We started along the beach but she took me on a parallel path high up from the water, where palms and cedars whispered in the breeze. You could catch glimpses between sand dunes of the island’s interior. In one gap a wooden sign featured the outline of a horse. Stables. I wondered where the horses were now.

			At a different gap between the dunes, my mother gathered her dress in her hand and we turned and hiked up a sandy rise away from the beach. At the top, she stopped and pointed. The wind had died, and the countless folds in her dress became as still as marble. In the moonlight she looked like a classical statue come to life. Below us, spread out across a wide clearing that fronted a lagoon, was a double line of gigantic gray toadstools, some leaning awkwardly into the sand, some with dented caps. Yurts.

			
			“They’re gonna hate ’em,” I said.

			“Not if they’re like his on the inside.”

			“Yeah? I’d love to see it. Show me.”

			“Jacob, what are you scheming?”

			We still had time.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 25

			My mother showed me the wonders of the yurt: the silk tapestries with their portraits of the world’s great military leaders and resort properties, one of which could be pinned back to reveal a television; the world’s classiest chemical toilet; the Louis XIV-style writing desk in which Chomp had stashed his phone; a pile of discarded presidential clothing (he had changed for television); and the futon bed where the magic had happened. She took a moment in private to revive her makeup, and then we hiked back through the mosquito-swarmed prefab fungal neighborhood to the beach. Poor Mrs. Chachkey.

			We continued our sandy slog in the direction of the pavilion tent. Chompians were now flowing out of the tent and toward the pirate ship. Staff standing along the tiki torches pointed the way, but Chompian renegades nonetheless wandered in couples or packs in our direction, toward the isolated and darker parts of the beach, or skipped down toward the water, or plopped down in the sand with drinks. I had to avoid the torches and the staff; luckily, my mother and I fit in among the free-spirited couples.

			In the distance a lone drunk was stumbling toward the plaza. Dark forms scrambled to redirect him back toward the pirate ship. Chomp’s security was standing guard. We would never get through to the cruise ship that way. Perhaps they would reposition when the speech started.

			“I have to see a friend,” I told my mother.

			“Who?”

			“Erica. The dancer.”

			
			She smiled in approval. “If only…”

			“What?”

			“If only we could ask her to stay too.”

			My mother knew that there were limits to even her influence.

			When I could make out the pyrotechnicians, on their own near the water, I skimmed across the sand toward them, moving as fast as I could without running, like a sandpiper.

			Uniformed Fun Patrollers were still gathered near but apart from the fireworks team. Some lounged on their elbows on the sand and stared up at the stars; others clustered together, chitchatting, I supposed, or discussing entertainment tactics. A lone pyrotechnician was squatting below a portable lamp. Beside him an unzipped duffel bag bulged with fireworks, like guts in a ripped-open stomach. He shouted something to his colleagues. I heard a loud fizz and looked up. A red star shot through the sky, burst into a great yellow sea anemone, and then (the slowness of sound) boomed above us. A few whoops and shrieks sounded from the passengers, but the Fun Patrol soldiers remained at ease. This was practice.

			One of the lounging Fun Patrollers spotted us and pointed to the pirate ship. “That way!”

			“I’m looking for Erica,” I said.

			“Sorry, no passengers permitted in this area.”

			My mother came still closer to the Fun Patroller, to bring her face nearer. “We’re looking for Erica,” she said.

			Other Fun Patrollers saw her and knew her. One popped to his feet and pointed to a figure seated apart, her arms wrapped around her shins and her head burrowed between her knees.

			
			My mom waved me on. She crossed her legs and sat uncomplaining on the sand. She had forgiven me, for the moment. My ambitions, particularly romantic ones, always made her conciliatory. She turned from the sea to gaze at the crowd gathering before the pirate ship. Chomp would soon be ascending to his perch. The quiet endlessness of the sea was of no interest to her tonight. She was thinking not of death but of defying it. She had found her hero in the world’s most defiant man.

			“I need a favor,” I said.

			Erica lifted her face to me. “So did my sister.”

			“Is she okay?”

			“I went with her to look at ID photos on a computer. The fucking Chomp guys kicked down the door in the Resources room. They called her a whore and a secret agent. They wanted to take her away.”

			“What happened?”

			“Bullinski stood up to them. They called him a traitor. The guy with the huge belly said they could kill us if they felt like it. There’s no law against it. But you know what they really wanted?”

			“Me?”

			“Yeah. And I think I know why. Before they came, my sister picked out the photo of the guy she saw. She said she was absolutely sure. Bullinski said the guy was your father. Is that why you lied to him?”

			“My father’s not the killer.”

			“Neither’s my sister. Bullinski talked them down. He said he’d have his guys look for you, but they had to leave my sister alone. So they left. Assholes. On the way out, one of them said he’d be looking for me at the island. Said I was pretty hot for a spic.”

			
			“You should’ve stayed on the ship.”

			“Then some other spic would’ve had to dance for them. I hate this job. Wish I could quit. But I got to look after my sister. She can’t handle this place on her own.”

			“They’re the ones who murdered the passengers. I can prove it.”

			“I hope you can.”

			“Want to be a hero?”

			“Your hero?”

			“Everyone’s.”

			She said nothing.

			“Want to stick it to Chomp?”

			Now she was interested.

			“Take this back to the ship.” I gave her a sock embroidered with the presidential seal.

			“What the fuck is this?”

			When I explained, she gave me a look I’d never seen from her. It took me a moment to interpret it: She was impressed.

			“You’re gonna die,” she said.

			A mighty squeal tore across the sand, and then a voice as loud as fireworks made all of us, even the pyros, turn and look: “Ladies and gentlemen, the president!”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 26

			My mother and I settled under the overhang of a deserted kiosk, just behind the back fringe of the crowd. Lights installed atop the pirate ship and in the surrounding palms made everything as bright as a night ballgame. A giant white movie screen, like a square-rigged sail, had been unfurled below the crow’s nest, and speakers the size of storage sheds flanked the hull. The crowd near the ship was packed close, but many toward the back were sitting, screwing their drinks into the sand, to enjoy Chomp’s show like an outdoor pops concert. Perched on a sand dune to the side were some scurrying techies, a camera crew, and a lone beautiful man burdened only with a microphone. No Chompian was giving him the finger, which meant he must be from Fox.

			A few savvy Chompians had mounted the wheelchair ramp, which was slightly closer to the crow’s nest and offered a view over the crowd. There was Shell, learning far over the railing to yell something to a friend below. Had she been able to flirt with Chomp? Back at the plaza, some of the local workers were taking a break to watch the spectacle. One of them stopped, crouched in the concrete, and lit a cigarette. The red laser dot glowed bright, then faded.

			The lights dimmed, and everyone began staring up at the illuminated crow’s nest, like New Year’s Eve revelers waiting for the ball to drop in Times Square.

			A cheer rose from the crowd, first as softly as a gust through the palms and cedars, but then gathering force. A man was ascending the spiral staircase around the mast. As he reached the better-lit heights, the cheering built to thunder. It was Chomp. Toward the top he began planting his hands on the outside guardrail and hauling himself up like a mountaineer. The cheering relaxed. No one knew whether this was a self-deprecatory joke or the painful strivings of an out-of-shape gourmand. The crowd turned to “Chomp, Chomp, Chomp!” to urge him on.

			
			Chomp paused, got his breath, and trotted up the last few steps. He waved from the crow’s nest, gave a few exaggerated puffs, and grinned. His face burst onto the screen. The HD was so good you could see his eyebrow hair quivering in the high-altitude breeze. The light from the screen was enough to make gray shadows fall behind all the Chompians.

			“Hello, Chomp Nation!” The speakers screeched, then settled. The audio was plenty powerful enough to reach the back of the crowd, and probably even the plaza, the pier, the ship, and the fish chewing on the ship’s anchor. Chomp extended and lowered his arms to crush the cheering; the crowd fell silent after just a few more postorgasmic spurts of “Chomp.”

			My mother stage-whispered into my ear: “Guess which lines are mine!”

			“Nothing more beautiful,” Chomp said, “than ten thousand Chompians.” The ship’s passenger capacity was just over three thousand. “I have one question.” He pointed down at the Jolly Roger fluttering below the crow’s nest. “What has only one eye and one leg, because of the unprecedented barrage of unfair attacks launched by the lying media?”

			The crowd remained silent in anticipation. Chomp leaned his arms on the podium, crooked one leg, closed one eye, and bent forward to leer at the crowd.

			
			“Me! Harrr!”

			“That must be yours,” I said.

			“Har,” my mother replied sorrowfully. “He writes the pirate jokes.”

			“But, folks,” Chomp continued, “when I mention the despicable lying media, we all know that I am referring to the cash-strapped lightweights at CNN and The New Jerk Times and not, mostly, our friends at Fox. They put together the incredible story of our cruise, our story, the real story. So tragic. So beautiful. You lived it, and now everyone watching Fox—which must be all of America and a good portion of the rest of the world, maybe two-thirds, three-quarters—they’ll see it too. Here it is, folks.”

			The light in the crow’s nest went out. Chomp’s silhouette blended with the crow’s nest and the mast behind it. The Fox News intro coalesced on the screen, and a new voice announced, with professional sonority: “This is a Special Report: Murder on the High Seas: The Carlton Chomp Cruise. A true story of hope, courage, brotherhood, sacrifice—and terror.”

			The logo gave way to black, and then a phrase expanded from the screen’s center. “Hatred in Miami: Earlier Today.” A video montage followed. The first, silent clip showed Chomp smiling, waving, and upthumbing as he emerged from his limousine outside the port. Then the camera zoomed out to capture the mob rattling police barriers right in his face (seemingly), as audio kicked in with their chant: “We chased out the racist!” Next came a series of close-ups of hate-disfigured black and brown faces, followed by their most brutal and least clever signs: PRESIDENT OF STUPID, AMERICA WAS NEVER GREAT, and CHOMP MY CLIT. The recorded chanting hit a brutal crescendo to accompany an aerial pan revealing the protesters’ terrifying mass. They filled the port parking lot, the access highway behind it, and, for all the viewer could tell, most of the rest of Miami.

			
			“The posters were my idea!” My mother now had to holler in my ear. “Especially the vagina ones!”

			The camera returned to earth to spotlight more signs, more faces, more hate, but now the clips were mingled with the Chomp campaign’s favorite still image of the Witch (the real one), the famous shot of her grinning dopily at some fundraiser, jowls a-quiver and pantsuit askew, as she raised her hand. Forensic analysts had pointed out that the photographer had obviously caught her in some transition between waving and clasping a supporter’s outstretched hand, but even the most evenhanded agreed that the image, however inadvertently, perfectly conveyed a sense of fascistic triumph. Such blunders, the pundits declared, deserved nothing but scorn.

			In these skeptical days, lying with pictures is better than lying with statistics, but lying with video is best of all. The montage had driven its message straight into our brains: The Witch was the diabolic mastermind behind both the protest and the larger plot to undermine human decency, as represented by one good-hearted man, Carlton Chomp.

			My mother refused to look at me. The Witch was not her idea.

			Now the screen darkened, and new words appeared: “The Victim.” As a bagpipe dirge swelled from the speakers, an image of the port protest emerged on the screen in grainy black-and-white. It must have come from one of the terminal’s outdoor security cameras. Chomp and his entourage could be seen off to the side, but the image expanded and shifted to center on a different figure, his face, even in highly pixilated form, downcast and troubled. I remembered that face, that expression, and even that moment. The man was Clark.

			
			I could barely hear my mother say: “All because of me.”

			I knew what she meant: that she was to blame for Clark’s despondency and his fate afterward. But I also knew, as she surely did too, that anyone else watching, anyone with the normal human narrative sensitivity that makes us all choke up involuntarily at children-in-peril movies, YouTube videos of heroic mother elephants, and commercials starring athletes who are finally coming home, would assume that Clark was instead despondent at the reviling of a good man.

			And then the recorded anti-Chomp chant rose and overwhelmed the bagpipes, and the still image was put in motion. Some maniac—Carlos—lunged forward to grab Clark and then drag him toward the maddened protesters.

			The screen went black. The audio cut off. The announcer spoke: “Two hours later, Clark Wolfson, a passenger on the Regal Majestic Britannia ship Iron Lady and a steadfast supporter of President Carlton Chomp, was found in his stateroom. Murdered.”

			The crowd moaned.

			“Mom—”

			“It’s all true! Every word and every image.”

			“Did you ever call Clark’s sister?”

			The indignation in her voice died. “I never had time. Oh dear…to get the news from Fox…”

			
			The screen went black again. Now it showed a close-up of Carlos’s grim face as he hauled Clark away. And a closer, grainier close-up. And a still closer one. The announcer continued:

			“His attacker, Carlos Suarez”—the name itself was enough to provoke howls from the crowd—“was, after a careful investigation conducted by Carlton Chomp himself, arrested and detained. Investigators later found in Suarez’s stateroom a laptop containing instructions from leftist commanders. The next step in his plot was to assassinate the president.”

			It was almost a relief to spot the lie. “There, Mom.”

			“Don’t be a child, Jacob. You saw how unbalanced the young man was. He might have done anything. Now watch this. It’s the climax.”

			A widening still of Abraham Lincoln’s gaunt and soulful face, then brief clips of Martin Luther King orating before the Washington Monument, John F. Kennedy smiling regally in coattails, and Ronald Reagan relaxing with an ax by a pile of wood.

			“All great Americans,” my mother said, “who got shot. Do you think everyone will get it? Carlton loved the concept once I explained it to him.”

			Whether or not they grasped the whole message, the crowd was awed to silence. I was impressed too. Just as our subconscious mind picks up scraps of our real-life experiences and arranges them, with a strange and unassailable logic, into a nightmare, so the mesmerists of the television news, with the help of Chomp’s experts and, apparently, my mother, had arranged the events of this cruise into Chomp’s imagined assassination plot. I felt I had plunged into the collective mind of the Chompians. I was dreaming their dream, which they believed to be the Witch’s guilt nightmare.

			
			I looked back to the plaza. The security men were still in formation. The smoking worker stood up and flicked his cigarette away. It made rings of fire until it settled in the sand.

			And now a pale brilliant light streamed over the crow’s nest, re-illuminating Chomp, and the screen filled with his giant face. We could see both images together, the small and the enormous, the direct and the mediated. Seeing them together, and at the same time watching the eerie coordination of the smiles spreading across both images simultaneously, I understood for the first time the concept of a three-in-one God.

			Chomp lifted his hands, and the cheering slackened enough for him to speak: “Looks like I’m a hard guy to kill.” The response was an explosion of ecstasy.

			Chomp smirked down at the crowd, both spoofing John Wayne and embodying him. He understood the irony of acting, how the greatest stars can at the same time fake and define emotional expression. Just as Chomp learned to look tough from a mid-century ham, so would his fans and staff learn to look tough from him. Being tough—or actually beating people—was a different skill, learned in a different way.

			Chomp let the smirk fade. “Tonight we mourn Clark Wolfson.”

			“A hero,” my mother murmured.

			“A hero, big-league,” Chomp said. “In his honor, we celebrate the birthday of what he hoped for. What many of us have hoped for—a new nation. One full of freedom. Look around. You’re in the place. What should we call it?”

			
			The response was immediate: “Chomp, Chomp, Chomp, Chomp!”

			He laughed them off, but leaned away from the microphone, to give the chant a little space to grow.

			“Mom!” I had to cup my hands around my mouth. “Time to go!”

			“Just listen!”

			“America,” Chomp declared, and the crowd went quiet, “has abandoned us. We have to start fresh like the Pilgrims, very savvy people, look how they soaked the Indians. The Pilgrims, if you remember from history”—my mother nudged me in the ribs—“got fed up with tyranny in Europe. Well, we’re fed up with tyranny in America. Plus the crime. Plus the schools. We love our country, folks, but let’s face it, the place is falling apart. Grade schools in all fifty states are burning flags instead of reciting the Pledge. Teachers in inner-city high schools are selling their students crack. Last year, every single college in America had a mandatory—mandatory!—wear-a-burka day.” Here he stumbled for a moment around the platform, arms outstretched, like a blind zombie, as if burkas were also opaque from the inside. “Meanwhile, statues of our greatest heroes—Andrew Jackson, Stonewall Jackson, Bill Cosby—are every day getting smashed up. History is not dying, my friends. We’re jackhammering it.”

			He nodded and wiped his forehead. On the screen his handkerchief looked as big as a parachute. Whether Chomp was joking or an idiot no longer mattered to his people. The sophisticates would laugh at his satire. The ignorant would relish the new absurd facts with which they could bash liberals.

			
			“The courts are sick, Congress is sick, cities are sick, the highways have potholes the size of sand traps, plus every few miles they suck tolls out of you by camera. I call them vampire cameras. I call this country a vampire country. America—let’s face it—sucks. Time to start fresh. They know it, all our enemies. They’ll do anything to stop us. You know it. First they tried to vote us out. Then tried to shout us down. Today they tried to kill me. It didn’t work! It will never work! We have built a fortress in the sea. And let me tell you: It is beautiful.”

			His face was unbearable. I looked over the crowd. One woman, at the back, not far from me, had also shifted her gaze. She was staring at me. She wore a long, dark gown, unsuited to the beach, and carried a martini glass between her fingers like a flower. She was Mrs. Chachkey. Her celebrity husband was by her side but, as usual, failing to notice her wandering gaze. She wiggled the glass at me. I nodded at her.

			Chomp was now proceeding to a real-estate pitch. His face had vanished from the screen, replaced by images of the gorgeous beach in daytime, kids splashing in the sparkling water, athletes and models sunbathing, fit middle-aged couples right out of Viagra ads drink-clinking in chaise lounges, all images I knew from RMB’s press packet.

			“Have I mentioned the tax rate? It’s zero. Does zero work for you? On Chomp Island, the people are in charge. That means laws that make sense. No flag burning. No making fun of the police or the military. Everybody here speaks English. No gangs, no terrorists, it’s an island. People say you can’t beat death and taxes. Well, we’ve dumped the taxes part. Bring on death! Chomp Island will have the best healthcare, because we’ll have all the best doctors. Best safety pros too. We’re offering housing and citizenship discounts for civilian heroes—cops, firemen, prison guards—and, folks in the military, you are absolutely free. Just get your CO’s permission, we’ll get you a beautiful villa on Chomp Island.”

			
			“What’s this all about?” I asked my mother.

			“He wants the military to come. He’s communicating with the brass. Most of the Joint Chiefs of Staff are his appointees. He’s convinced that each one will bring his whole chain of command.”

			“The island isn’t that big.”

			“That’s why he wants to expand.”

			Chomp now pointed to the camera. “We need you. Every great nation was born in a war. America. Israel. Serbia. Who wants to be Canada and go begging for independence? I’d rather fight. We’ve already had our first casualty.”

			A new image of Clark appeared on the screen, this one from his younger, heavier days. He was standing between two hefty buddies, all of them pulling University of Michigan sweat shirts more or less taut over their bellies. The Wolverines must have been winning.

			“It’s from his Facebook page,” my mother said.

			And now we saw an image of Carlos screaming atop the dinner table, while passengers around the table gaped in astonishment. 

			“But the fight is not over. Someone sent this killer. Someone from the pathetic and dying government of old America. Was it the utterly unfit current president? Was it the last loser candidate? I am close now, so close, to discovering the secret. It’s worse than you imagine. Who wants to live in a country where your leaders are murderers? Come live with us. Come live in freedom. In paradise. You’re all invited, all Americans, all true Americans. Thank you and good night!”

			
			The Special Report concluded, and the screen went blank. But Chomp—the real one—was still both lit and miked.

			“The TV report is over,” he said. “Fox is kicking it upstairs to the experts, who, I’m sure, are in love. But now I have a special message. To you, my beautiful Chompians. We have our own business to settle. We have one more battle to fight, right here. I have discovered, I am sorry to say, that there is a spy among us.”

			“What does he mean now?” I asked.

			My mother shook her head. New to her.

			“And now I’m asking every single Chompian, whether on the island or tucked away in bed on the ship, watching me on TV, maybe, I’m asking you to help find this man. This spy. So dangerous. So violent. Take a look.”

			My face appeared on the screen.

			It was a shot from my author website; I was standing on the ridge over Machu Picchu, with the shark-tooth peak of Huayna Picchu looming over my windswept hair. My chin was scraggly with a half-tended goatee. My face was set in a hard-eyed stare into the distance. I looked—there was no denying it—like a real jerk. Had they Photoshopped it to add extra douchiness? All my efforts to appear rugged and worldly made me look instead pretentious and sinister.

			I couldn’t look away from my own face. A thousand other people were staring with me. Perhaps the image was simultaneously showing on the ship’s TVs too, in which case maybe two or three thousand were staring. Every one of them hated me. The crowd hissed, howled, and swore at me. My name appeared in thick letters over the conveniently clear Peruvian sky. Now they had my name to hate too.

			
			I looked at my mother, who was also staring at the image. Her lips were parted, her eyes wide, her whole expression overflowing with shock and dismay. Her hopes of power, influence, and fun were withering in the gleam of my enormous, ridiculous face.

			She lowered her gaze. I could imagine what she was thinking. Her hopes were not, after all, quite dead. She had one chance to save them. She could give me up. She could call out to the crowd or, more discreetly, find the nearest guard. Maybe she was right now trying to convince herself that doing so would save my life. After performing her duty, she could plead my case before Chomp and try to win my acquittal. This could make Chomp love her even more. Had anyone so beautiful ever sacrificed so much for him? She could retake her place by his side, now more powerful than ever. Even Harvey would fear her.

			I found myself rooting for her to betray me. Shouldn’t one of us live like Chomp, without compromises? What was love to him, or compassion, or guilt? Hurdles you could choose simply to stroll around rather than leap. So do it, I thought. Walk away from me. These days I always bitched about my mother. I found her sarcastic, prickly, and petty. But once she had been better than a god to me; she had been a god who descended to earth to talk to me, laugh with me, admire me, entertain me, bestow her gifts on me personally. People had looked at her with awe, while she had looked at me with love. And where had all that got her? I had forsaken her to live with my father. Why let something as ordinary as maternal instinct kill her ambitions? Why shouldn’t she be queen of an island nation? I would understand. And maybe this was the only way to thwart Chomp’s worst impulses. Maybe we were together sacrificing me for the world.

			
			“That fucker,” my mother said. “I will ruin him.”

			The affection I felt just then would have to compensate for surrendered ambition. We two would never amount to anything. Good for us. The Chompians had chosen their team; we, being family, had been assigned our team, but it didn’t matter. There was no switching sides.

			“Turn and walk slowly away,” I said quietly. “We’ll wander down to the staff by the beach. They’ll hide us.” No stranger would recognize me in the moonlight, as I stood goatee-less and in a hat. What I really hoped was that someone in the crowd would finger some random Chompian who resembled me and we could make a break for the ship in the resulting chaos. Or better yet, that I would see Chuckles hit the beach with his thousand-strong army of RMB crew members, come to rescue us.

			“Look at that face,” Chomp was saying. “Some of you have seen it. I sure have. Makes me want to throw up. That twit sat at my dinner table.”

			My mother grabbed my hand as we turned. “Someone’s staring at us,” she whispered.

			“Who?”

			“Don’t look.”

			But I already had. It was Mrs. Chachkey. She had already recognized me. She knew me. Our eyes met, struck, clanged. I could do nothing to stop her. Running would only make me look guilty. And still I retained some hope. At dinner, we had exchanged words of sympathy and cynicism, little tokens of humanity. Would they be enough to preserve my escape?

			
			Mrs. Chachkey turned away and took her husband’s hand. She pulled him farther into the crowd, out of sight.

			“My God,” said my mother. “She’s going to find Harvey.”

			For once my mother had failed to understand. Mrs. Chachkey was leading her husband out of sight. In case he recognized me too.

			“It’s okay,” I said. “Let’s go.”

			But Chomp wasn’t through: “This man conned his way to my table. How’d he manage that? Like they all do. With a woman’s help. Maybe you saw her too. She played her game perfectly, but I was never fooled. She was trying to sell stories to CNN. We need to find her too. Here she is.”

			My mother and I both looked to the screen.

			It was her cruise ID photo, from earlier that day. A wrap was draped modestly over her shoulders, and her smile was broader than usual. Nothing smarmy, nothing arrogant. At that moment, she was happy. The morning had been difficult, but her vacation was about to begin. The small pleasure she took in being photographed only made her face more appealing. No one could reasonably object to it.

			The crowd of Chompians could. They flung their words like rocks: bitch, whore, slut, cunt. Few had noticed me at dinner, but many had seen and admired her, and their resentment was colossal. She had eaten shrimp by Chomp’s side. She could have knifed him at any moment. That no one but Chomp had suspected her testified to the subtlety of her witchcraft.

			
			“If you know their whereabouts,” Chomp said, “either one, let us know. Tell any guard. Give a shout. Who knows who’s paying them? When we find them, they’ll tell us the truth.” He smacked his fist into his palm. “Five minutes after we get them alone.”

			We turned from the crowd. I remembered my sunglasses and gave them to her. People were buzzing but no one was shouting. They hadn’t yet seen us. Would Mrs. Chachkey have second thoughts? She’d shared no pleasant secrets with my mother.

			I glanced up at the plaza. The security men there were huddled in consultation.

			“Slowly, Mom. We’ll be fine.” Maybe Erica would save us. Like Chomp, I was depending on friends to supply the troops.

			“People are looking,” she said.

			“Just walk”

			“Do you hear that?”

			I turned. Some fresh commotion had bubbled up at the front of the crowd near the ship. People were pointing to the wheelchair ramp. A woman was standing on its railing, one hand braced against some pal’s upraised stiff-arm, the other hand cupped against her mouth. Shell.

			“Listen!” Her voice soared over the crowd’s rumble, even to us. “Listen to me! I saw him!”

			Security guards were jogging down from the plaza across the beach to her. They would see us if we tried to slip away to the fireworks crew.

			
			“I know where he is!” Shell screamed, but it was hard to hear over the sounds of people hushing one another.

			I could see her at this distance. Could she see me? I knew Shell. I liked her. But she was a woman very unlike my mother and Mrs. Chachkey. She was young. She was devoid of cynicism. She believed in Chomp. She had also—I was certain—believed in me.

			What do people live by, their aspirations or their affections? Like my mother, Shell desired a place in the great events of her day. She wanted to be a hero. But in whose eyes? Not mine, surely. Maybe Chomp’s. Certainly her own.

			“She’s looking straight at us, Jacob. Don’t move.”

			I didn’t. As I had rooted for my mother to betray me, so I rooted for Shell to spare me. She could point the men away down the beach. She had already helped me escape. She could do so again. She had chosen her side, my side. But for some people, the battle within themselves is endless.

			The crowd was quiet. Chomp had built a movement on hate and suspicion. Its future depended on the continuing segregation of people by ethnicity, by race, by neighborhood, by politics. But people’s natural tendency is to like other people. The more they mingled, the more Chompism was defeated. Shell looked over the crowd. She opened her mouth, but no words came out. As the silence wore on, I knew Chomp’s day was over.

			“Mom,” I whispered, “she’s going to draw the guards away. When they do, we walk as fast as we can toward the water. If we see the plaza is empty, we run back to the ship. Are you ready?”

			
			“Jacob—”

			“It’s all right, Mom.”

			Forget the beach; she could send them over the dune, toward the yurts. We could escape unseen. This was the key to Chompism after all—to exchange little notes of humanity with your enemies. This is how the nation would survive, in the end.

			“He’s right there!” Shell cried. Everyone heard. She pointed. Everyone turned. Her finger and a thousand gazes were all aimed at the same place—at my mother and me.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 27

			Security surrounded us. Jimbo, his thick eyebrows matted by the humidity, pushed past his CHOMP-jacketed colleagues. He spun me around, shoved me against the kiosk wall, and clamped handcuffs behind my back. But he gallantly permitted my mother to have her hands cuffed in front. “So she can pray,” he said.

			“I want to speak to Chomp,” I said.

			“President Chomp.” Jimbo flicked his finger against the bandage on my temple, remembering just where he’d clocked me before. Unprepared, I gave him the satisfaction of stumbling into the kiosk. It’s hard to balance with your hands behind your back. That Jimbo was still trusted after two screw-ups told me how much Harvey valued spite and cruelty. But then, Jimbo had already redeemed himself by killing Clark.

			“Ex-President,” I said, after I’d settled myself.

			Jimbo’s eyes widened. I braced myself for a battering, but he only smiled thinly, almost shyly, as if he were flirting in anticipation of our next date. He was finding strange new depths to his soul.

			“Shut up, Jacob,” my mother whispered, when Jimbo turned his back. “I have a plan. He’ll listen to me. He already fell in love and I was hardly trying.”

			A dozen guards marched us down the beach. I wiggled my tingling fingers to maintain circulation. A few Chompian gawkers trotted beside us and screamed obscenities.

			A whistle sounded overhead and the sky burst into a weird pink. Startled, all of us—prisoners, guards, and persecutors—looked up to see a hundred squiggly heat trails arcing above us. Our hair and faces were bathed in a glow that reminded me of the diluted bloodstains in the sink in Shell’s bathroom. Then we heard the boom overhead, as mighty as a crack in the firmament, but absurd now that we knew what had caused it. Just some cruise ship frivolity. I looked back toward the pirate ship. The crow’s nest was lit and a woman was dancing on it. Not Erica. I tried to give my mother an encouraging smile but she refused to look at me.

			
			Our persecutors, now fewer in number and farther from the fun than they wanted to be, turned to trudge back.

			We started to resume our journey, but one guard said to the others, “Hold on. Chomp’s got to be first.”

			We stood in the sand and endured a few more sky-mutating explosions. At least I now knew they were taking us to Chomp. If he let me start talking, I could make him listen.

			In an interlude between neon blasts, someone pointed to the sea. Red lights were floating on the water like shooting stars come to earth. Two, three, half a dozen—more the longer I looked. “Ships,” a guard said.

			Jimbo nodded. “Let’s go.”

			We started again down the beach.

			“Just like he said,” my mother murmured. “The Navy, the Coast Guard, the yachts from Fisher Island. All his people coming to him. How can someone so stupid be right all the time?”

			Jimbo stopped and turned around. He’d heard her. He turned to her and lifted his open hand. I had to stop him, and my hands were bound.

			
			“The balcony! I jumped from it, Mom!” I meant to boast of my escape from him. I think my brain was trying to form some ingenious action-man pun, like I dropped in on our neighbors, but panic garbled my cleverness. Rather than James Bond, I sounded like a proud five-year-old.

			But my words did their job. Jimbo, as I had intended, turned to me. The sky overhead transformed silently to green. His face was greener than the Witch’s.

			His smack knocked me to my knees, but my mother was able to grab my forearm with her cuffed hands—good for something besides prayer after all. The fireworks boom obliterated Jimbo’s shout. I stood stooped over, afraid to stand too straight and get knocked all the harder to the ground again. My mother slapped two-handedly at the sand on my knees and shins. Jimbo watched my mother’s work. The rest of the guards, their faces also a sickly green, stared dully at Jimbo. Their eyes seemed to suck away his anger. He refrained from further punishment. Just as some raging policemen will come to their senses when confronted with the gaze of many judging cellphone eyes, so Jimbo was not quite ready to reveal his inner berserker to his friends. He would stow his fury for now. He hoped to have me alone again soon.

			Now at last my mother caught my eye. She wanted me to know that she understood and appreciated my gesture.

			Over the dune. The rows of yurts, gray in the moonlight, now looked to me like old gravestones, their dents and angles marks of age, not sloppy construction. Two figures stood together beside the central monument, the larger laying his hands on the smaller’s shoulder, like one mourner consoling another. A light shone from the yurt’s open flap, and reflected off Shell’s face and up to Chomp. Her hair had come undone in the mayhem of the speech. She was finally having her audience.

			
			My mother sighed. We trudged to Chomp’s yurt. The whole troop of us had to pass by them. We could even hear Chomp thanking Shell for her commitment, as he must have condescended so many times to praise local volunteers. Did he know that she had heroically managed to overcome her sympathy for the enemy? Her eyes darted at me as I passed, as if she worried I might spill the secret.

			Before I entered the yurt, I looked back and saw another group of figures cresting the dune. It was the beautiful reporter, stately in his dark suit, accompanied by a dozen troll-like companions lugging equipment.

			Inside the yurt, Harvey was sitting on a folding chair. He smiled generously at my mother, his defeated rival. My mother, taking his smile for permission, sat on the rumpled futon. Her face was composed. She had, after all, rumpled that futon herself. I dropped myself carefully down beside her; she held my elbow to help me with balance. Jimbo, the only guard who entered, assisted by laying his hand on my shoulder and grinding it into my collarbone. I was ready for pain from his first touch and was able to remain silent, but I must have winced. My mother bit her lip. Jimbo finished his ministrations and stepped away to the curved wall. He had to bow his head piously to keep from knocking it on the outer edge of the conical ceiling.

			I started to speak: “I want to talk to—”

			My mother immediately interrupted. “It went very nicely, Harvey.” 

			
			He wasn’t buying her self-possession. “Just do what I say. You should never leave a guy like that. Makes you look guilty. But you’ll be all right.”

			“I think Carlton has misunderstood my son. I can explain.”

			“Don’t explain. Just obey. You saw the ships? Good start, but not enough. You can help us. Jimbo! Is the satellite TV set up?”

			“They’re working on it.”

			“They better work quick. The president will want to watch. They’ll be featuring him all night, no doubt. But he’s got to get some sleep too.”

			“I have something he needs,” I said.

			Harvey laughed. “No one cares about you.”

			“I do,” Jimbo said.

			“Down, boy. They have a job to do first.”

			My mother nudged my leg with a pinkie jutting from her clasped hands. I suspected the secret gesture was intended to bolster her own confidence under the guise of reassuring me. But I knew she remained hopeful. She believed that her intimacy with Chomp had given her insight into his tender places. She would devote all her talents to exploiting them. She thought she possessed the key to his heart. I doubted it. Chomp had proven himself supremely skilled at changing his mind. His principles were subsumed to the needs of his public persona, to the point where even he failed to understand most of them. How could anyone else hope to know which were real?

			I could. I did. I had found the key, not to Chomp’s heart, but to his mind. To his motivations and machinations.

			Chomp had to stoop to enter his yurt. His face was flushed from the intensity of his speech and perhaps also from the pleasure of his interlude with Shell. He pulled out a chair and poured his body into it. He looked exhausted and extremely pleased. The evening had gone not as he’d planned but as he’d hoped. “Where’s the TV?”

			
			“The nerds are working on the satellite Internet.” Harvey pronounced all the syllables of satellite Internet carefully.

			“Can I hook up my phone? A night like this, a night that will live on in history, calls for tweets.”

			“Why would you—”

			“It was a beautiful performance, Carlton.” My mother’s clear voice sounded over Harvey’s grumbling like the oboe that organizes the instruments. “Mostly.”

			Chomp seemed to notice her for the first time. “Losing is not something you should take personally.” He flashed the grin of a man who wouldn’t know.

			“I admit to being disappointed.”

			“I never get disappointed. I get pissed, I get revenge, I get over it. Lay out the situation for them, Harv.”

			Harvey gripped the arms of his folding chair and leaned toward us to intimidate with sheer bulk. His earlobes swayed ponderously. “All you need to do is confess. We know you tried to steal our secrets. First the B & E in the presidential suite, then the honeypot trap. We’re not saying you murdered anybody. You don’t have to confess to that if you don’t want. Maybe you never knew Suarez the assassin, maybe he was from a different agency. But spying for Farthing—that’s too obvious to deny. The team from Fox is waiting to come tape you. If you confess, you’re okay. If you go rogue—we arrest you. Remember, this is our country. We run the trials. Jimbo runs the jail. So tell the truth. How’s that sound?”

			
			“Crap as usual, Harv.” Chomp thumped a fist like a gavel on his knee. “Listen, Eleanor—and you too, kid—your job is a very tricky one but you are both, after all, extremely crafty, which I admire in people though not particularly in women. You are not just confessing a crime. You are laying out a choice for the viewers, just as we are laying out a choice for you. The war today is not Democrats versus Chomp or Republicans versus Chomp. It is Failing America versus Chomp. The people of this country need to choose between the two. They already went for Chomp once, so another victory should be easy, but now we need—you need—to appeal especially to a particular portion of the people who love me. When you’re on camera, remember you’re talking to regular joes. I always do. We’ve already got the money people. What we need now is the muscle. More than just the military. We need cops, prison guards, private security, park rangers, all those guys with uniforms and guns. They have to sign up to cross the water too. Their wives and kids can wait at home. Because we’ll be coming soon to save them too. We’re not just building a new nation on this island, we’re going to build a new America on top of the old one, with no Congress or Senate or governors or city councils to screw things up. That’s all we want. Our freedom to be in charge.”

			Jimbo smiled as he watched him. The freedom he wanted was the freedom to deal with me.

			“Got that?” Harvey asked.

			
			But Chomp wasn’t finished: “What about documents? I’m thinking we need some. We’ll say we found emails these two sent to Farthing’s private account. Maybe I personally found them on their laptops. Reporters love emails. Very authentic.”

			“The nerds are on it.”

			My mother was eager to show compliance. “I know exactly what you need, Carlton. We’re cooperative by nature. I’ll tell the story, and Jacob will stand by my side and nod. I think you’ll be very pleased. And then we can go home?”

			Two words dropped like stones from Chomp’s mouth: “We’ll see.”

			My mother looked down at the yurt’s plastic floor, as if to see where the words landed. The floor was sandy from all our feet.

			I looked at the blank television. It was my best hope. I needed more time. “I have a question.”

			“This isn’t a press conference,” Harvey said.

			“My mother fell in love with you,” I said to Chomp. “Doesn’t that give me the right to a question?”

			Jimbo grunted. “Try asking me.”

			Chomp spread his arms grandly. “We will hear the question.”

			“Why did you resign?”

			Jimbo and Harvey looked at him, waiting, it seemed, for one of two things: either the signal to tear me apart or the answer.

			“You had more power than anyone in the world,” I added. “Now you’re in a yurt.”

			Jimbo pushed off from the yurt wall, but Chomp extended and lowered his hand, dimming Jimbo’s anger as he might dim the lights. “You really want to know?” Chomp pointed first at me and then at my mother. “And you?”

			
			My mother said, “I thought you quit for her.” Jealousy oozed from every word. She knew he liked being jealousy’s object. She was trying one last time to win his sympathy.

			“For who?” He squinted too hard to appear shrewd.

			“For your wife.”

			“For a woman? Please. No. The explanation is simple. As president, I was—I still am—weighed down by history. So many years, so many men, so many losers. I used to see their paintings every day on the way to breakfast: Millard Fillmore, Martin Van Buren, the Harrison boys, Pierce and Polk and Chester Arthur. Who’s even heard of them? And they were the guys who won! The newer guys, it’s worse, they’re not forgotten, they’re laughed at. Carter was a loser, Clinton a sex fiend, Bush One a pussy, Bush Two a lightweight, Obama the single dumbest guy ever. Reagan, okay, I’ll give you Reagan, even though we all know Nancy wiped his ass the whole second term. But will he be remembered in a hundred years? For what? Conquering Grenada? Cutting taxes? You don’t get a Ken Burns series for cutting taxes. When you’re president, you wake up, eat breakfast, watch the news, take a few meetings, make a few calls, and all day you’re thinking, Will they laugh at me too? Or will they just forget me? That fucking corporate tax reform bill doesn’t seem so important in the grand scheme. 

			“Now, people remember Lincoln and Washington. One of them freed the slaves, the other his country.” His eyes turned dreamy as he stared past the walls of his yurt and down through history. “Lincoln was a very young man when he was elected. No gray in his picture. I can be young. On the campaign, at the rallies. Tonight.” His eyes snapped back to the present and he smiled at my mother. “With you.”

			
			“I remember.”

			“You get old quick when you’re president. In eight years, Obama went from rookie point guard to Tubby Smith. Not me. I left while I could. It’s the outsiders who get in the books. I took a chance on history. That’s a tweet, right, Harv?”

			My mother wiped her brow with her doubled wrists. “It’s a magnificent dream, Carlton. Now take one more chance. Let us go. We don’t belong on this island. We have nothing to do with history. Please, Carlton.”

			And here was where all her efforts led.

			But Chomp shook his head. “We can’t. Wait—not true. We can. We just won’t. Because I know your son. He’s thinking, This Chomp guy had so-and-so dumped off the side of the cruise ship and that’s very upsetting to me, so I better alert the media. Well, here’s your chance. We’re putting you on camera. Kid, you can tell any story you want. Now, I wouldn’t recommend screwing us over, because Jimbo here will have his fingers ready for you and your mom’s neck, but you could. And I’m telling you, it wouldn’t matter. I’m beyond a star. I’m a god, an old-fashioned god, one of those you make sacrifices and beat drums to. Some people love me, some people fear me, but no one can kill me. I could walk down the middle of Fifth Avenue at lunchtime and shoot a guy dead and then go finish my burger. What cop would arrest me? What prosecutor would charge me? So maybe you’ve got some ace up your sleeve. Maybe you discovered something special and you wrote it all down and mailed it to The Washington Post. It doesn’t matter. Because you will never discover”—he pounded his chest—“what I have in my heart. It is beyond you and everybody else.”

			
			“But I did,” I said. “I did discover that.”

			“Good for you. Harvey, can we please now turn on the television?”

			“Jimbo, go see if it’s ready.”

			Jimbo left and returned with a thin, nervous young man whose shirt was mottled with sweat stains. He knelt by the television.

			“I need my phone, Harv,” Chomp said. “I want to send that history tweet, and maybe a few more. A night like this deserves a dozen of my best.”

			“I don’t have your phone,” Harvey said.

			Chomp heaved himself up and opened and closed a drawer in his writing desk. He turned to my mother and gave her—to my surprise—a bashful grin. My mother’s enormous return smile was heartrending in its hopefulness, but Chomp only asked her to scoot aside. After we both did, he thrust his hand under the futon to feel around for his phone. I knew it wasn’t there.

			The nerd stood up and the television came to life. The anchor’s somber intonation told us right away he was performing news rather than analysis. On the screen, a pair of white arrows streaked across a map of the Bahamas, one aimed eastward and one northward, the two converging on a pinprick labeled “Elysian Island.” The anchor said, “Our sources tell us that the special operations craft from Andros Island should arrive within minutes.”

			
			Chomp gave up on the futon. “Did the sources tell you?”

			Harvey shook his head. They were getting the news from CNN just like everyone else.

			The screen changed, and the anchor himself appeared. Now there was space for a header: CARLTON CHOMP WANTED FOR MURDER. The anchor continued:

			“We are following the midnight siege of the island hideout of former president Carlton Chomp, suspected of orchestrating the murder of two passengers on a cruise ship earlier this evening, on what was billed as the Carlton Chomp Comeback Cruise. Gunships from the Coast Guard base at Andros Island as well as mainland Florida are currently en route to intercept and detain the ex-president and members of his staff. The bodies of the two passengers were found in separate staterooms earlier this evening, one stabbed to death and one shot. CNN is in possession of a series of text messages, apparently sent from Chomp’s personal phone, and later forwarded to mainland police and federal authorities by the cruise ship’s security staff. One message, sent to Harvey Salamone, Chomp’s chief of security, reads, ‘Kill him one of those quiet ways like in the godfather before they take the cannolis.’ ”

			Chomp and Harvey were gaping at the screen.

			“I found it,” I said.

			Chomp turned quickly from the screen, desperate for a distraction. “What?”

			“I found your phone. I took it from the yurt before the speech. My mom told me you left it behind to avoid distractions. She wanted to show off your island pleasure palace. It’s one thing to sleep with you, but to know where you stash your phone implies real intimacy. I slipped it into my pocket while she was redoing her makeup. Sorry, Mom.”

			
			“That’s all right,” my mother said.

			CNN was now solemnly displaying another piece of evidence, a photo taken of the outside of Clark Wolfson’s stateroom just before his murder. Two men were in the process of opening his door. Some graphic artist had drawn a virtual circle around the head of the taller one and labeled it “James Breatherd”—Jimbo. The anchor explained that the photographer was a passenger named Harold Smalls who apparently noted the suspicious activity, snapped the picture, and alerted ship security, leading to the investigation.

			Harvey waggled his hefty finger. “That photo’s bullshit. And no one could hack into your phone that fast. You got security. Right? We talked about security.”

			“Absolutely,” Chomp said. “My phone’s protected. This is a fake text, sent to a fake network.”

			The screen was now displaying a yearbook photo of the second deceased passenger, Carlos Suarez.

			“You have a passcode on the phone,” I said.

			“Absolutely.”

			“Eleven oh eight one six. Election Day. I saw you punch it in.”

			“That’s a little arrogant, Carlton,” my mother said.

			“When the hell did this happen?”

			“When I was in your room. Right after you met me and my mother.”

			She smirked. Harvey covered his eyes with his hand. “Tell me that’s not your passcode.”

			
			“No way,” Chomp said, but his ears were turning pink. “Not even close.”

			“The passcode worked,” I said. “I used it and scrolled through maybe two weeks of texts. Half the texts you sent to Harvey were obviously criminal. Most of the rest were ridiculous.” I glanced at my mom. “You think his tweets are stupid. You should see his texts. Now the whole world will.”

			“I can’t wait,” my mother said.

			“After we left the yurt, I unloaded the phone on a Fun Patrol staff member on the island and told her to smuggle it back to the ship. The security chief must have uploaded the contents and sent them to the police and the FBI—and CNN. They know what you’ve been planning. And they’re coming for you at last. You saw it onscreen.”

			“None of this is real,” Chomp said.

			“Those ships outside are real,” I said. “But they’re not your friends. They’re ours.”

			America had finally been frightened into action.

			Chomp kicked over the television. Harvey opened the yurt’s flap. I could see them outside, marching down from the surrounding dunes. Soldiers. Americans.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 28

			The ship left the island that morning. Only Chomp and his staff were missing. To avoid the necessity of providing refunds, the Iron Lady was to fulfill its promise of a four-day cruise by sailing lethargically for two days in Bahamian waters before returning to Miami. Elysian Island was now occupied by the Coast Guard and the FBI.

			Captain Prosti, fearing an eruption of Chompian resentment, requested that my mother and I enjoy the rest of our cruise in Chomp’s suite, guarded at all times by Chuckles’s men. Just as Harvey had proposed, I was confined to my room. But it was an extremely nice room, and I had better company than Jimbo.

			We watched a lot of cable news. Jimbo, whose texts to Chomp had also been exposed, was already cooperating with investigators. Chomp and Harvey Salamone were under arrest, and lawyers were already jockeying to run Chomp’s defense. Rallies were planned in his support. The truth, his backers insisted, would come out, and it would be glorious. Sources close to Chomp suggested that Harvey was the mastermind behind the plot, which Chomp never truly understood, preoccupied as he was with building his new nation.

			Chomp’s problem was the sheer mass of evidence implicating him, all of it available not just to the FBI but also to the media. As insiders had always known, Chomp was a technological enthusiast more than an adept. He had apparently never learned to permanently delete his texts. The treasure trove of messages was perfect for twenty-four-hour news networks. Every fifteen minutes, discussion of Chomp’s legal prospects or recaps of Coast Guard tactical operations could be interrupted with news of some shocking new item dug up by an intern.

			
			In these private communications, Chomp proved to be a different person than anyone (perhaps other than Hellania) had ever known, more mercurial and delusional than any insider had ever suggested, but also capable of unsuspected flashes of self-awareness.

			As usual, the national newspapers did the best and most thorough job in setting the timeline, but the news channels were good for summarizing the newspapers’ labor. From the beginning, Chomp had identified publicity as crucial for his scheme to attract investors to what was, in effect, a massive real-estate development designed to avoid government regulation. That part was nothing exceptional. Establishing a truly autonomous new nation, on the other hand, was both legally and politically problematic. “Farthing will send us to the border camps,” he wrote to one aide, referring to the detention centers Secretary Arpaio of Homeland Security had set up in the Arizona desert. “Or Gitmo. Pick your cellmate, Mexican or Muslim.” The scheme had to be kept secret from the administration until the moment of its launch—at which point, Chomp constantly insisted, the world, or at least the substantial portion of it that loved him, would rally to his cause.

			In the meantime, trusted big-money donors were needed. Chomp’s aides covertly contacted their usual godfathers, but Chomp insisted that they branch out. “We’ll need bipartisan support,” he wrote. “Try Zuck.” When informed that Mark Zuckerberg was neglecting to return phone calls, he replied: “Try Obama. Member POTUS club. Loaded. 60 mil for one book!” But the next text added, graciously: “Deserves it. I get tired after five tweets.”

			
			“Not enough,” Chomp kept texting, when informed of more donors signing on, more tickets sold. “If this fails I’m back in Queens.”

			His staff’s appeals to the military were apparently more effective. None of the Joint Chiefs were sloppy enough to communicate electronically, but news of their support obviously reached Chomp. He and Harvey spent much of an entire afternoon indulging in dreams of conquest. Chomp wrote: “Florida first by sea. Easy. Then Georgia, Alabama overland. Big Chomp states. From there, Miss, Ark, Louisiana. For Texas, first kill Cruz then greeted like heroes.” He told Harvey that an Andrew Jackson documentary on the History Channel had given him useful tips on southeastern military strategy.

			But the urgency of capturing the public imagination was never far from his mind or his texting fingers. “Need all networks at island for Zero Hour,” Chomp told his aides, “even the losers.” He added: “If the media calls it a stunt or a scam, the money bails.”

			To combat the apathy of the networks, he suggested that Harvey promise them violent clashes on the day the cruise left port. But convincing them to cover his speech was another matter. No violence could be expected on the island. The idea of importing a boatload of sacrificial activists was proposed and rejected.

			It was Harvey who brainstormed the ultimate attention grabber: “What if they tried to kill you?” He added, prudently, “You survive.”

			Chomp ran with it: “Good but Chomp is never victim, always hero. I SHOOT BACK.”

			Harvey objected; the resulting inquiry might disrupt the cruise, or even, depending on the political inclinations of the force involved, result in an arrest. Or possibly a trial. No one trusted the FBI.

			
			“Someone has to die,” Chomp complained. “Or who cares?”

			So he himself modified the plan: “Murder on cruise. Killer at large. CHOMP BRINGS TO JUSTICE.”

			The idea struck him as brilliant. He elaborated further: “Guy tries to kill me, kills some loser instead, I investigate. Imagine Lincoln solving his own murder. Great president, totally crushed slavery. But the BEST presidents survive.”

			“So who do we kill?” Harvey asked.

			My mother often switched stations until she found coverage of a fascinating tangential issue. An entire below-the-fold story in the Times had been devoted to the story of Chomp’s one-sided correspondence with his ex-wife Hellania. Wherever Chomp went, he seemed to chew up much of the local Wi-Fi bandwidth begging her to take him back. “Nothing’s fun without my Hell,” he complained to her. “Every other woman seems so ugly.” Other pleas were even more pathetic. The dignified absence of any reply from her threatened to make her a feminist hero. Chomp’s supporters claimed that exposing this kind of vulnerability only made him more sympathetic. The opposition hoped that, even if Chomp survived the murder charge, they would finally be able to ridicule him to death. As they had been hoping since the election.

			President Farthing and congressional leaders had no comment. Like the rest of us, they would wait and see.

			When we tired of TV, my mother and I ordered room service and ate on the balcony. Chomp being responsible for the room charges, we availed ourselves of his lavish minibar. My mother occasionally admonished me to get to work writing the story of the cruise, and especially her part in it, but at the same she urged me to enjoy with her the premixed mai tais and sparkling ocean views. “I don’t suppose we’ll ever cruise again together,” she said.

			
			The suite had Wi-Fi. I tried to ignore my phone. Will, my editor, was messaging constantly.

			“Where’s your dancer?” my mother asked. “Invite her for a visit.”

			“She’s too busy working. So’s Carmen. Chuckles told me to contact corporate PR to set up interviews.” RMB was hoping the world would forget that Chomp ever happened.

			“My son won’t give up that easily.”

			She was right. I planned to track them all down after the cruise. I was less gung-ho about contacting Carlos’s aunt, but I would do my duty to her family’s story as well. I would even contact Shell, though she’d almost certainly shun me; perhaps I could substitute Mrs. Chachkey for the Chompian perspective. That conversation might be fun.

			Others less so. “Dad texted. He wants to come by. Family meeting.”

			“Let him.” My mother swooped her hand grandly. By then she was a little tipsy. “He played his part! He took his photo, that heroic grump. Tell him to come by. I’ll be sweet, I promise. Let’s learn from him, Jacob. Let’s be content in our lives, as he is. Sex and love are unimportant. Sex especially. It occupies so little of one’s day. Instead we can work to improve the world, whether through information technology, as he does, or political comeuppance, as we have. You should devote yourself to your writing, Jacob. Maybe you’ll get better at it. Even better, I mean. We should all be better. What if I took him back?”

			
			I grabbed her bottle. “No jokes, Mom.”

			“It’s more of a threat than a joke. But, Jacob, companionship is important. And after all, your father and I have something very important in common. You.”

			I texted my father.

			When the guard finally opened the door, two people walked in. My father introduced us to Pamela. Her hair was pulled back into a jaunty ponytail. Threads of gray shot back from her forehead, echoing the smaller lines that stretched from the corners of her eyes and mouth. She smiled, and her lines deepened, smiling with her.

			She was the woman I’d seen on the deck at the Sailaway Party and in the hallway near my room last night. The one my mother had pegged as Clark’s girlfriend, and I as Clark’s girlfriend’s ghost.

			“Hell of a vacation,” my father said.

			Pamela squeezed his arm. “It was Howie’s idea. He knows I’m a big fan of Chomp.” She whispered the last part, to muffle the scandal.

			“Nobody’s perfect,” he said.

			Pamela laughed and shrugged in apology. She wanted us to know that our good opinion was more important to her than politics. She and my father sat on a settee. My mother and I both pulled up club chairs. I badly needed to sit. Watching my father make another woman laugh was more shocking than watching election returns on Chomp’s night of triumph.

			“I’m from Buffalo,” Pamela said, as if that explained her imperfection.

			
			“You met on the ship?” I asked.

			Now Pamela laughed at me. “Of course not!” They exchanged glances. She gave him an expectant nod. He seemed to start to say something, then give up. He stared down at his sandals. At least she hadn’t made him throw them out.

			When it was clear he was unable to speak, she said, “Do you think we’ll ever get the real story? About Chomp, the island, and this cruise? There has to be a reason for it all, right? I bet you have stories. We saw you at his table. Now, Howie has his own theory, which is very, let’s say, interesting.”

			My father declined her invitation. “We don’t agree on politics.”

			“We don’t agree on lots of things. Last night he left me alone while he was on some secret assignment. We never even made it to the island. I had to watch karaoke by myself. I hate karaoke.”

			“Really?” my mother said cautiously.

			“In public, I mean. I like it fine in the private rooms. That’s the only way to get Howie to sing. Life is a cabaret, old chum.” She sang it the dignified, mournful way. “And then the news got hot and everyone just watched the tube in the bars.”

			My father, incredibly, was staring at her with undisguised affection.

			“How did you meet?” my mother asked.

			“Match,” Pamela said. “I was on all of them, but Match is the best. He was funny from first contact.” She scrunched up her face and scratched the back of my father’s neck like she was petting a cat. His cheeks flushed, but his goofy grin brought me back to the days long ago, when he would tease my mother during Trivial Pursuit, convince us all to watch Star Trek, take surprise photos of me sorting baseball cards. This woman was the supreme ruler of his moods; we were retired officeholders with little influence. I hoped she was a benevolent tyrant.

			
			“You came on this cruise,” I said, “so we could meet Pamela.”

			“No!” cried Pamela. “That would be crazy! We came to cruise with Chomp. And get some sun. I came a few days early to get in some extra beach time. We met on the ship that morning.”

			That explained why he was alone when I saw him in the airport.

			But my father, always the truth-teller, said, “I did want to introduce you.”

			“Not just introduce,” Pamela said.

			“I wanted a family meeting. All of us together.” He looked at my mother and shrugged. “It’s hard to organize these things. But on the ship, I thought, we’ll be all together.”

			“He was so nervous,” Pamela said. “He wanted everything just right.”

			“Is that why you shut me out of your room?” I asked. “Because Pamela was there?”

			“We’re a family. We used to be. We should do things all together.” He studied my mother’s face with some anxiety but no shame. He was, I realized, apologizing.

			“Keep going.” Pamela nudged him with her elbow.

			He sat straighter. He was ready. “Jacob, I want you to be best man. Next month.”

			Pamela leaned her head on his shoulder. “It’s very small. Only a few friends and family.”

			
			He had to invite us; he had no other friends. She knew that and accepted it. Good for her, but did she feel sorry for him? Did she not understand who he was and how he chose to live?

			Maybe she was the first woman to understand. Or the first to understand and not mind.

			“You have to wear a tie,” my father said.

			“Of course, Dad. I’ll be there. I’m happy for you.”

			“I want you to come too, Eleanor.”

			“You’re very important to him,” Pamela told her.

			My mother’s eyes were unnaturally wide, but she adjusted her half smile to full length. “I haven’t missed one of your weddings yet, Howard.”

			“It’s very small,” Pam said. “But you can bring a date.” She looked thoughtful. “You wouldn’t bring him, would you? I guess you couldn’t, now. With everything. But, if you could—would you?”

			“It’s a very complicated story,” my mother said.

			“I’m sure.”

			“But one I plan to tell in detail. Jacob and I are in the midst of a collaboration. It will be first a long magazine article and later a book. It should certainly sell, don’t you think?”

			They agreed.

			When they were gone, I asked, “Do you mean it?”

			“Pour me another,” my mother said. “And open that laptop. Let’s get to work.”

		

	
		
		
			
			To Manny and Valerie
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