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BIRD- DOGGING THE
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Undercover with Florida's Republican shock troops
By Wells Tower

It is late September, and I'm alone
in a room with a young woman who is
saying, over and over again, "This
promises to be a very close election,
and President Bush
needs your vote to
work for a safer world
and a more hopeful
America."

Her name isAman-
da, and she is one of
the regular phone-
bank volunteers here
at the Bush-Cheney
campaign branch in
Winter Park, Florida,
just north of down-
town Orlando. She is
lean and pretty in a
hard-scrubbed way, a
certain industrious
rawness around her
eyes and pale knuck-
les, and she delivers
the calling script with
a winning ease. "Hel-
10," she says in her
pert, sidelong phone manner. "I'm
calling on behalf of President Bush.
You did? That's awesome. Right on,
you rock."

I try to mimic Amanda's brisk yet
personable calling style, but this is
only my second day on the phones,
and I cannot yet recite the campaign's
earnest phrases as though they were

tics from inside the Bush campaign's
grass-roots ranks. This was back when
many of us were holding fast to the
sentimental conviction that the lawsof

moral and political
gravity still obtained
in these United States,
and that the electorate
would surely buck the
burden of a president
whose frauds and
bung lings were so fa-
miliar to the national
discourse that they
had become a species
of exhausted proverb.
If Bush was going to
win another election,
our thinking ran, he
would certainly have
to steal it,

Orlando seemed like
ripe terrain for an elec-
toral malfeasance
hunt. It wasthe critical
city on the contested
Interstate 4 corridor,

the jagged sash of highway connect-
ing Tampa to Daytona Beach, crucial
to a win in Floridaand, therefore, to the
whole shebang. Grim doings were al-
ready at hand. In June members of the
Florida State Police had begun their
own campaign, paying house calls to
black voters and querying them about
their voting habits while portentously
tapping their fingerson their holstered
pistols.Surely, there'd be plenty of mis-
chief to stumble onto.

my own. I'm still morose and wooden
with the script, and tonight a couple of
people interrupt my spieling to ask me,
"Are you a machine?"
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I am, at the moment, one of the
thousands of constituent devices that
make up the most aggressiveand state-
of-the-art piece of campaign machin-
ery the G.O.P. has ever brought to bear
on a presidential race. I'm here because
several weeks ago, as I and a few dozen
million other Americans were fretting
over how we might possibly ward off
another four years of George W. Bush,
I decided to come to Florida and un-
dertake a vigil for election-theft tac-
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Amanda leans back in her chair, and
its unsupple spring makes a sound like
a tree limb breaking. Mortified, she
quickly cups her pale hand over the
receiver to shield the registered voter
on the other end from the soundsof the
headquarters' unluxury. These premis-
es are dutiful and spare: industrial low-
nap carpet, acoustical-tile ceiling, a
motley assemblage of used furniture,
standard civilian-grade telephones
(no headsets or predictive dialing
technology), wallshaphazardlyadorned
with bits of paper and unframed snap-
shots of the President and memos and
interoffice documents and strategy lit-
erature ("every contact and lead ob-
tained through the networking
process," reads a sheet on courting
Christian organizations, "must be max-
imized and bird dogged"). On most
days the offices are crowded with en-
thusiastic young men and women and
congenial staffers who ply you with
compliments and snack foods to keep
your spirits high. Other than Amanda,
essential personnel at the Winter Park
"Victory" headquarters, as it is also
known, include a trio of volunteer co-
ordinators; all personable guys who
share a pleasant, noncoercive man-
agerial style and a convivial excess of
their ideal bodyweight. Amanda hangs
up, jots a note in the margin on her
calling sheet, and places another call.
She gets a prospective absentee voter
on the line and reminds him that if he
later decides to vote at the polls he'll
need to have his absentee ballot with
him, otherwise he won't be allowed to
vote. "So be sure to bring it," she says,
canting her mouth slyly."But of course

if you're a Democrat, that

J doesn't apply."

ohn Kerry is making a campaign
stop in Orlando, and I ask Jason Tea-
man, one of the volunteer coordina-
tors, whether the campaign's sending
over any protesters to make things hot
for the Oems. Jason is a man with an
uri-Floridian lactescent complexion
who's taking some time off from his
real estate career to volunteer for the
Bush campaign. He looks me over for
an instant before he answers. Hector-
ing the Democrats, his silence gives
me to understand, is not an officially
sanctioned activity of Victory '04 but
is rather a sort of gray-cps tactic not to
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be discussed with someone who's just
stepped in off the street. But then he
tells me, yes, "We're gonna have some
people there."

The Kerry rally is taking place on
the west side of town at the TO Wa-
terhouse Centre, a squat sports arena
of concrete and black glass bookend-
ed by a pair of massive concrete cylin-
ders that resemble nothing so much
as giant rolls of quilted bathroom tis-
sue. The early evening sky is gray and
ragged, shedding an aerosolized dank-
ness upon the thousands of Kerry sup-
porters gathered on the TO Water-
house front walk. I hurry past men and
women in Lands' End garb, and death-
metal hoboes with tattooed necks and
big black grommets in their earlobes,
and preteen pamphleteers beetling to
and fro, a man in priest's raiment, and
10,000 or so others, all of whom look
excited to be out here on this clammy
evening, and who seem to be sharing
in something enviable and exalted,
some moment of the heart. It would be
very nice, I think, to share in it myself,
but I brush through all of the com-
radely hubbub, scanning the crowd for
the Bush-Cheney consternation squad.

I find them on a distant reach of
sidewalk, at the southern edge of the
arena. The group numbers about eigh-
teen. They've got someone in a furry
dolphin suit ("Flipper"), someone
dressed as a beach thong, or a "flip-
flop," as it were, and a fewpeople wear-
ing cardboard masks of john Kerry car-
icatured as a sort of toothy demon
horse. They are mostly young Repub-
licans from the University of Central
Florida. The head of the UCF de-
tachment is Chris, a lively, well-
favored hotshot with bright eyes,gold-
en curls, and an I Ching coin lashed to
his neck on an Asiatic lanyard. Chris
shakes my hand and flashes a brilliant
crescent of teeth.

I take a Bush-Cheney placard and
lurk over to a spot behind the rest of the
group. The young Republicans wave
their signs with great intensity, raising
a chorus of faintly nautical, sails-in-
high-wind-type flapping sounds. I can-
not bring myself to do any full-bore
brandishing, so I hold my sign in front
of my face and do an abashed little
wagging move with it, a kind of
sign-waver's equivalent of sullenly lip-
synching one's way through the na-

tional anthem at a baseball game. Af-
ter a few minutes one of the UCF girls
tells me that my sign is upside down.

The small Republican contingent
provokes a substantial outrage. Horns
are honked at them in malice; they are
given the finger by people young and
old and across an array of gestural di-
alects; they are taunted, harangued,
and occasionally asked by passersby to
defend their support of the President.
An elfin young man comes over and
swans around before the group, trying
to coax them into an argument with de-
clarations about the gay life. "Hey, I'm
gay, I'm a homosexual," he says. He
points to a Kerry/Edwards sticker over
the zipper of his jeans. "See this stick-
er? You know what's under there? My
penis, my homosexual penis. I'm gay,
and my penis is a homosexual penis,
and you can't handle that, can you?"

An older man, who announces an-
grily that he fought in Vietnam, asks
the group, If they're so big on Bush
and his war in Iraq, how many of them
are enlisted? The UCF Republicans
are fit and hale and would make fine
conscripts, but no one speaks up.

The heckling tapers off, and the
team tries to pass the time by yelling
"flip-flop"and "four more years."These
are, by any standard, uncaptivating
chants, and before long the Republi-
cans grow restive. So the group's rank-
ing members hold a brief caucus and
then announce a plan to parade
through the throng of liberals. Chris
instructs everyone to smile, to keep
moving, and not to engage the enemy.
Then he does a head-Iem-up-move-
'em-out motion with his hand, and
starts toward the crowd.

A thunderous caterwauling goes up
at our approach. The Kerry supporters
are screaming from the sidewalks and
from up on the steps of the TO Wa-
terhouse Centre. As I walk, I cower
behind my sign, but people swat it
down with angry hands: "Boo!" "Go
home." "Fuck you." A teenager with a
shaved head blocks my way, shuffling
backward like a boxer. "Hey, asshole,
what's your fucking problem?" he says,
sending forth a warm cloud of saliva
motes. "Look at me, you fucking jerk!"

A few of the Republican brigade
pause to indulge in screaming match-
es with seething bystanders. They're
clearly enjoying the raving theatrics
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of the Kerrycrowd as well as their own
status as perverse celebrities here.
When they finally regroup at a safe re-
move, a self-sacrificial glow ispouring
off of every brow. "Did you see how
angry those liberals were?" asks one
girl. "They were so angry. They were
crazy! They were totally insane!" She is
so alive with the abuse she is quaking
with it, beatified, as though she's about
to detonate into a million tiny asterisks
of consecrated light.

Chris is in his own righteous trans-
port, his Adam's apple sliding up and
down, which in tum sets the 1Ching
token trembling in the hollow of his
throat. "Did you see that r' he asks me.
"That liberal? He tried to hit my sign,
he charged me with his umbrella and
tried to tear it up, and I went like,
YOU WANT ME TO HIT YOU?
Like that: YOU WANT ME TO HIT
YOU?" And here he goes into a pan-
tomime of the liberal's craven cringing.

The police are lesspleased with the
ruckus the Republicans have caused,
so they exile them to an outer stretch
of sidewalk on the far side of the park-
ing lot. The banishment does not both-
er Chris, who is coasting happily across
the asphalt, still riding high from the
showdown. I am striding along beside
him, and with the clamor at our backs
and the drizzleputting me in mind of
the spittle just now sprayed into my
face, I have to agreewith Chris that this
is invigorating stuff, being despised by
perfect strangers. The rush of combat
endorphins, the shocking absurdity of
being screamed at and spit on by people
who don't even know my name, the
buoyant feeling of being part of the
team that somehow matters enough to
be hated this way-I find myself help-
lesslyslipping into a pretty good mood.

We take a position at the mouth of
the parking lot and rest a moment.
The dolphin shudders and removes its
head. Inside, there is a small parboiled
teenager, his sweat-moistened hair
plastered across his forehead. "Cooling
fan broke," he says miserably.

After a time, we are chagrined to
see a delegation from the International
Union of Painters and Allied Trades
(IUPAT) striding our way. They are
wide men with arms like cypresstrunks,
and we shuffle off the sidewalk to give
them adequate berth. The union men
outvoice us with a song that goes, "We
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are the union, the mighty, mighty
union." We don't layoff with our
chanting, but we are a little more sub-
dued about it in the presence of these
bruisers.The only remotely tough per-
son on our team is a middle-aged guy
with a huge sloping mound of a head
and a flattop shorn closely to reveal a
pink and seborrheic scalp. He soon be-
gins shouting that his wife is from EI
Salvador, and he bets that those
IUPAT men, many of whom appear to
be of Latin extraction, wish that they
could sleep with her-a puzzlingtaunt
that makes everybody on both sides
uncomfortable.

Besides this guy and the UCF stu-
dents, we have a couple of telecom pro-
fessionals, big saliva-lacquered cigars
jutting from their lips, and also anoth-
er tech-sector employee named David,
who has a dewy tousling of brown hair
and a nose like a miniature shark's fin.
David shakes my hand, and almost im-
mediately he asks me, "Did you know
that 90 percent of abortions are had by
liberals?I don't know why we're against
it." When the union men chant "No
More Bushit," David says to me, "No
more Bush? What, are they gay? We
love Bush over here." He nods at the
UCF girls,all avararsof lo-rise fashions,
midriffs tanned rotisserie gold, and he
shoots me a Mephistophelean look.

We cannot compete with the
IUPA T men, and we're also scared of
them, so we cross the street. Safely
protected by the busy boulevard, we
mimic their union song: "You are
looooosers!" One of the telecom guys
yells, "Paint my house." Someone else
screams, "I make $100,000 a year."

Then the clouds recongeal. The rain
begins in earnest. The dolphin takes
cover beneath a nearby tree, the UCF
girls scamper off. I break awayfrom the
group. As I walk to my truck, one of the
union men steps into my path. "Are
you rich?" he asks me. I say no. Then
how, he wants to know, could I possi-
bly support a president who "doesn't
give a fuck about poor people"?

I stand before him in silence, chew-
ing a gland in my lip. Then I attempt
a timid declaration about Bush's com-
mitment to national security, drawing
on the only time in my life when my
foremost feelings toward our President
were not suspicion and contempt;
namely, when I wasstanding on a side-

walk in lower Manhattan on Septem-
ber II, 2001, watching people jumping
out of the north tower of the World
Trade Center, and for a few hours af-
terward when I was back in my apart-
ment, trying not to imagine what con-
catenation of incinerated things made
up the sweet, chalky odor seeping in
through my closed windows, and tak-
ing comfort in the sound of fighter jets
shrieking overhead, and also in the cer-
tainty that George Bush was going to
make a lot of people pay grievously for
this day.' It's a sentiment I have nev-
er admitted to having had before this
moment, and it appalls me to find my-
self saying these things now. Still, I'm
startled by how irresistibly powerful,
how despicably good it feels to stand
here sanctifying my praise of the Pres-
ident in the lives lost that morning. "I
was there," I say, and to my own hor-
ror I can feel a painful brine building
behind my eyes. "I saw people dying."

The union man clenches his fist,
and I see the cords in his forearm
swell and flatten. "Well, it was your
man who brought that shit to the

table," he says in a voice

N full of fury and disgust.

at far from my hotel is a tall
brown range of mulch dunes. Hurri-
canes Frances and Charley passed
through here only a fewweeks ago, and
the dunes are made of chipper-shredded
live oaks and loblolly pines that the
winds brought down. Nearly everyone
staying in the hotel is an itinerant
chipper-shredder operator from New
York, and the parking lot, which is
crowded with their apparatuses, looks
like the motor pool for a horticultural
jihad. The hotel itself is roughly half in
ruins. The roof is bandaged with an
electric-blue tarp where shingles have
gone missing, and one of the wrecked
halls is inhabited by a quivering translu-
cent tube resembling a giant grub. The
tube conveys a desiccating breeze from
the Dumpster-size dehumidifier in the
parking lot below. My room is suffused
with a scent of scalded moss.

• I was pretty well over my fleeting faim in
the Bush Administration by the evening of
September 12, when I realized the license
this ruin would afford our President,
summed up by an eerie orthographical blun-
der I saw spray-painted on a bedsheet hang-
ing in Union Square: LET US PREY.



I lie down on the stiff coverlet of
my bed and try to sleep. From the wall
behind my head comes a sound like
steel tumbleweeds drifting through the
pipes. I'm also dealing with some lin-
gering self-abhorrence from my par-
ticipation at the Kerry rally, and a non-
specific dyspepsia about my little
project here, which leaves me feeling
tetchy and wakeful. So I go downstairs
to the hotel bar, which is called the
Celebrity Lounge.

I sit down next to a man with a
shaggy, balding head and a beard like
a mat of Florida mondo grass. He has
soil on his Tvshirt and exudes a certain
tropical degeneracy. His name, he says,
isJay. "Are you one of the tree people?"
he asks.

Next to Jay is a man with a hard
red face, a golfshirt, and a tidy pancake
of straw-colored hair. As soon as I sit
down, the man in the golf shirt goes
into a laughing fit about something,
barking out an effortful, peristaltic
laugh: "Uh! Uh! Uh! Uh! Uh! Uh!
Uh!'' Every time he say~ "Uh!" he
clouts me on the arm. The laughing
man's name is Barry. Like Jason Tea-
man and roughly 80 percent of the
people I meet down here, Barry is in
real estate. Jay does landscaping work
for him from time to time.

"He's got about a hundred and fifty
kinds of plants on his property," Jay
says of his sometime boss. "And over
by the orange tree he's got a little brass
colored-boy. It's got one hand reach-
ing up, so it looks like he's trying to
pick an orange."

Barry would like to put more brass
colored-boys on his lawn, but one brass
colored-boy, he tells me ruefully, is all
local propriety will allow. "I just won-
der when the hell we're gonna get all
this bullshit behind us and call it even,"
he says. "Anyway, the blacks aren't
even minorities anymore. They're
done. I'm like, 'You had your chance,
you fuckers, now it's the Mexicans and
the Chinese and these other mother-
fuckers who are gonna take over.' We
need to take this country back. We
need to turn this motherfucker around.
The French stopped letting Muslims
come into their goddamned country.
We rieed to do the same thing. Strap-
ping bombs to their five-year-old kids
and everything. No scruples. They're
a bunch of fucking weirdoes. But the
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way we treat 'em, I swear to God, be-
fore long you're gonna have affirmative
action for terrorists. We need to tum
this country around. Lock the doors
and start kicking ass."

The television is showing a recent
stump speech by George W. Bush. Jay,
who's not planning to vote in No-
vember ("the election has nothing to
do with me"), takes the remote from
the bar and flips to a rerun of Sanford
and Son. "Uhl Uhl Redd Foxx," Barry
says."That's one funny-assblack dude."

Jay notes the sickly gray shimmer
on Redd Foxx's face. "Youcan tell he's
been eating pork chops," Jay

says. "Eating pork makes

H your face shiny like that."

urricane Jeanne, now stalking
the Atlantic coast, has been upgraded
to a Category Three weather event.
The sky is full of dark hollows and gul-
lies and big amber wounds that leak
sunlight.

A skeleton crew at Victory '04 this
morning; only Jason Teaman and an-
other young guy on hand. I'm here to
pull a door-to-door canvassing shift,
which I may have to do alone because
all the other volunteers, I'm guessing,
have stayed home to board up their
windows. But twenty minutes later, a
fellow canvasser tums up, a short rud-
dy man named Dennis wearing a
striped shirt and black tasseled loafers.
Dennis makes his living scheduling
advertisements for a local radio sta-
tion-a fine job, he tells me, except
that it requires him to schedule the
occasional John Kerry spot. He par-
ticularly hates Hillary Clinton, and he
suspects that the Democratic Party is
deliberately making a botch of the Ker-
ry campaign as part of a "big plot to
make wayfor Hillary" in 2008. Dennis
does admire the right-wing talk-radio
pundit Sean Hannity: "He lets us know
so we don't have to."

We park in a neighborhood of low-
lying cinder-block and concrete ranch
houses. This neighborhood took a
grievous beating from the storms, and
the sidewalks are heaved and gabled
from the roots of toppled trees. A crew
with a chainsaw and a truck with a
cherry picker are frantically trying to
amputate weak limbs from the live
oaks shading the streets. Little gray
lizards skedaddle from our path.

We knock on the door of the first
home we come to. An elderly man an-
'swers. "Good morning, sir," Dennis
says. He is a terrifically chipper can-
vasser. "Are you planning on support-
ing the President?"

The man digs his tongue around in
his mouth until he finds a spot that,
judging from his expression, tastes es-
pecially bad, and says, "Kerry. I hate
the sound of his voice."

"We're with you, sir," Dennis says.
"What we'd like is for Mr. Kerry to
wake up on Election Day and already
be behind by a few thousand votes."
Dennis forks over a handful of cam-
paign materials. The man thanks us
and sends us on our way.

A little later we knock at somebodv's
rear gate. A wild-haired woman in an
artist's smock answers. She clutches
the leash of a large dog, which is bark-
ing murderously. "I don't like Bush,
and neither does my dog," she says.
She glances at Dennis in his tasseled
loafersand deeply pleated slacks,and at
me in my brown oxfords and button-
down shirt with the marshy semicir-
cles spreading from my armpits, and it
is clear from her look that we strike
her as a pair of perfect assholes. She
shuts the gate with a clatter. We trudge
off. I feel a vain temptation to double
back to the woman's place and offer
her an apology or a confession, as
though she'd the least bit care. But I
don't, and the rejection puts me in a
vile mood. Our frequent successes-
when people throw their doors wide
and pump our hands and make grate-
ful offerings of bottled water-make
me feel far worse.Dennis maintains an
eager pace, leggingit brisklyfromhouse
to house, but for my part, no matter
who answers the door, it's pretty much
guaranteed to be a big dispiriting drag.

We finish up the shift. I bid Dennis
farewell, and I drive off very quickly

with the winds bullying myrr' truck all over the road.

Le tree people have left the hotel
in advance of Hurricane Jeanne. I find
Jay sitting by the swimming pool ad-
jacent to the Celebrity Lounge, drink-
ing a draft beer with a maraschino
cherry effervescing in the bottom of
the glass. The swimming pool reflects
a moon the color of old buttermilk.
He gazes up at the shabby shreds of
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cloud sneaking through the sky and
says, 'That's what you call spin-off.
The hurricane's a couple hundred miles
away,but that's a bunch of trash clouds
it's throwing our way."

Jay talks for a little while about the
plants around the pool-palms and
bromeliads and mondo grass-and
about how much money that guy Bar-
ry has. He talks about these rich people
for whom he grows tomatoes and pep-
pers and avocados, "but they never eat
them. They just like to see them grow-
ing in their yard." He explains that
Colonial Boulevard, the four-laner run-

.ning past this hotel, isa kind of classdi-
vide in this part of town. On the oth-
er side of it are rich people, he says.
On this side, a little closer back toward
the downtown, are the whores and the
drug dealers, and then to the south it's
regularpoor black people. Around here,
it's just sort of nothing, a bunch of ex-
hausted old malls and husks of hotels
without much going on.

Jay tells me that Alaska's fishing in-
dustry is "no good anymore now that
the Chinks took it over." Then he
talks about sea urchins, and how the
Chinks are into those too, and did I
know that a bunch of famous thor-
oughbred studs have recently gone
missing?Million-dollar bloodlines that
Japanese investors purchased-they
mysteriously disappeared. "What hap-
pened was these rich Japanese guys ate
them," Jay says. "They ate the horses,
man, because they thought it'd give,
them special power."

Soon we're joined by Aaron, a friend
of Jay's in his early twenties, who has
the junky, sun-kissed gorgeousnessyou
see in some of Florida's younger coastal
folk:a healthy thatch of blond hair, un-
naturally largeblue eyes,a broken front
tooth: Aaron appears to be pretty well
zooted on some very potent ampheta-
mine, and his eyes swivel violently in
their sockets, and he talks at a super-
human rate, like the verbal fine print
at the end of car commercials. He tells
a story about how earlier tonight he
was hanging out with a girl in Tampa
who managed to arrange a ride back to
Orlando with some stranger, evident-
ly for the purpose of prostituting her-
self. "But then I pretended I was all
worried about her, so the guy had to
give me a ride too."

Then Aaron starts asking me
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about myself, and a lot of other ques-
tions, like whether I know any wom-
en who'd be willing to sleep with
him. And then he looks at me like
he's getting ready to tell a joke where
the punch line is him stabbing me in

the eye, so I go back to my
~ room and go to sleep.

.len. days before Election Day I am
back in Orlando. I ride over to a strip
mall on the east side of town where the
G.O.P. headquarters has metastasized
into three separate storefronts. The
pleasant young woman running the
phone bank seats me at a table next to
a plate of the strongest-smellingbrown-
ies I have ever encountered. It's crowd-
ed in here today. Almost none of my
fellow telecanvassers fitsan established
stereotype of a Bush supporter. There
are three teenage sisters with glasses
and ankle-length denim skirts and long'
hair and plain faces-homeschool stu-
dents, as it turns out-who are very
sweet and friendly, in a faintly Branch
Davidian sort of way. There's also a
thirty-something guy named Kenny,
who wears long green shorts, socks
pulled up high, and trendy skate-
boarder shoes but who reads the call-
ing script with a feeble, antique voice.
When Kenny comes over to get a
brownie, he drops a tissue over the
stack, lifts the tissue, turns it over, and
then peers warily at his bounty, like
he's picked up a dog turd. The only
real red-American grotesque is a girl
who looks about nine and is' already
conspicuously wearing a bra and make-
up. The most intimidating person in
the room is a baby who looks like the
actor Treat Williams and radiates a
spooky numinousness.

The walls are decked with the usu-
al snapshots and signage, including a
big photo of Bush with a few black
schoolchildren gathered around him.
One of the children is opening his
mouth pinkly and widely, as though
the President has just told him to get

ready because he's about to

I feed him something large.

spend an afternoon combing the
papers for cheap accommodations
where they let you pay by the week,
and the only thing I can come up with
is a boardinghouse for Christian men,
out in Apopka, a semi-rural suburb

northwest of Orlando. Apopka used
to be a land of citrus farms, green-
houses, and ferneries, and was once
known as the Indoor FoliageCapital of
the World, though now it's basically
waiting to be enveloped by Orlando's
ravening sprawl. Downtown Apopka is
essentially a single intersection with
new chain stores and neglected store-
fronts tenanted by down-market or
transient businesses-a pawnshop, for
instance, and a Bush/Cheney cam-
paign office.

The boardinghouse is north of
downtown, past some strip malls and
what appears to be a mound of flaming
dirt. The proprietress, MissLinda Bur-
nett, is standing on the concrete slab
just off the garage when I pull up. She
greets me warmly. "Isn't this a blessed
day?" she asks, and I agree that it is-
sky the color of pool water, a clean
breeze drifting across the yard and
holding the mosquitoes at bay. In the
ample back yard there's a fine old oak
as handsome as the Tree of Life, and
next to the lid for the septic tank a
lemon tree bearing elephantiatic fruit
like huge green wasp galls.

The house is clean and unstately,
comfortable in a 1960s lower-middle-
class sort of way.The walls are made of
grooyed laminate paneling, the low
ceilings are plastered with rough stuc-
co. For $125 a week, I get a snug little
room with a single bed, a desk, and a
spacious bathroom with a black tile
floor. The well draws water from a
fouled aquifer, and the faucets deliver
a mineral broth with such a concen-
trated copper whang that the bath-
room smells like an open wound.

MissLinda is younger and somehow
more contemporary-looking than I had
imagined when I was speaking to her
on the phone. She issixty-two, though
she could pass for fifty. Her features
are creased and rilled, but she has clear
blue eyesand a lovelyface that conveys
much of a former vitality.

In the kitchen, Miss Linda ex-
plains the house rules. No swearing,
no drinking, no bare feet around the
house, shirts must be worn, clean up
after yourself. She explains that a few
of the men have been here for
months or years, but many have
briefer tenures. "We had problems
with some of the men and had to ask
them to leave. You hate to do it," she



says, "but sometimes the Lord wants
people to be here and sometimes He
knows it's time for them to move
on." By way of illustration she tells
me about an argument she had with
one of her tenants. "He was Jewish-
And I love the Jewish people; I hope
I'm Jewish somewhere back in my
heritage. He was laughing at me, and
he started praising Allah. I said,
'That's the last time you'll ever do
that around here. You're outl'"

Linda tells me later that the advent
of the Rapture is "quickening," and
she is eager for it to happen soon. "I
hope the Lord comes during my time.
I'd hate to leave it for my grandchil-
dren; I think they're an ill-prepared
generation." But in the meantime she
will serve the Lord in her own fashion.
She would like to tum her house into
a transitional home and occupational
training center for single mothers, if
the county will allow it. She is also
planning to move to Africa, because
years ago she made a holy vow to go
work among the unfortunates in
Ethiopia. She knows that the mission
may wind up killing her, but she says

she would rather die in His service
than break a promise to God.

"So you're in town working on a
presidential campaign," she says,
which I had mentioned over the
phone. "Which one, if you don't mind
my asking?"

"The Bush/Cheney."
And suddenly the old muscles of

her face start firing and her whole
countenance swells and blooms. "Oh
good," she says. "I pray for him to win.
He is a godly man."

MissLinda tells me that she grew up
in "a good Republican family" in Ten-
nessee, but that she "got away from
the farm and fell away from our Lord."
She spent some time in New York,
modeling and in the theater. Then she
found work with a major investment
firm and moved to Geneva. In Switzer-
land, she says, she worked in interna-
tional finance and some other cloak-
and-dagger business, which she
mentions only vaguely. "I saw a lot of
stuff I didn't want to see. Evil things.
I had guns pointed at my head, bullets
flying at me. When I was involved in
international finance, I saw some

things that were so evil that it stag-
gered me, and I think our sweet, sweet
George Bush sees those same things."

She pours me a cup of coffee,
brewed to the opacity of used motor
oil. She explains that there is almost
alwaysa pot of coffee on, compliments
of the house.

"I thought it was so exciting," she
says of her continental years. "I
thought I was so smart. But it was a
dark time. It was so dark I thought all
the light had gone out of me. Then
the Lord started teaching me. He re-
duced me to working in a kitchen for
a while. Pride and arrogance. Pride
and arrogance."

She rolls her eyes ceilingward
and gives a woozy laugh. Then she
sets her jaw and says in a wondrous
tone, "George Bush has known
darkness, too, but look at what the
Lord had in mind for him: to be-

come president of the
~ United States."

~ he following morning, at the
breakfast counter, Miss Linda asks me
how I liked my firstnight in the house.
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I tell her I slept well, that the place was
silent as a tomb. "Everybody'sreal con-
siderate," I say.. "They all seem like
good people."

"They are good people," she says.
"But I'll tell you something funny. The
other day I was going by this little bit-
ty church. They had one of these signs
out front, you know. And you know
what it said?It said, 'Hell is full of good

people.''' And then she

B starts to laugh.

ush/Cheney-Apopka is no
Bush/Cheney-Winter Park. No Aber-
crombie & Fitch youthsters from the
University of Central Florida, and no
Amanda saying, "Awesome" or, "You
rock" in the most perfect possible way.
It is a dreary suite of empty rooms on
Apopka's desolate main drag, with lino
floors and fluorescent light and a gen-
eral atmosphere of a decommissioned
teen center or an abandoned junk-
bond brokerage.

The wall decor includes bumper
stickers reading JOHN KERRY-GIVE TER-

RORISM A CHANCE and KERRY-FONDA,

as well as some hand-lettered motiva-
tional signage:

Dear Republicans,
I want to thank you for being too

busy and self-absorbed to lift a finger to
help get your President elected. Teresa
and I appreciate your support.

Warm regards,
John Kerry

The core staff at Victory-Apopka is
Ron and Patty Redlich, a married cou-
ple in their middle years. Patty is a
stout, solicitous woman with a scalpful
of stiff blonde plumage; she is in resi-
dential real estate. Ron is tan and large
with carefully combed hair and a cer-
tain unwhimsical postwar paterfamiliar
air. He is in commercial real estate.

Ron and I tuck into our calling
lists, reciting the standard get-out-
the-vote boilerplate, which I've pret-
ty well memorized by now. Presently,
a classymiddle-aged woman in a sharp
red suit strolls in. She wants advice on
how to vote on a few upcoming bal-
lot measures. One would cap attor-
ney's fees in medical malpractice suits.
Another would require minors to pro-
duce signed parental-consent forms
in order to get abortions. Ron Redlich
advises her to vote "Yes" on both of
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these and on another that would
quash construction of a public high-
speed rail system.

Then the woman confesses that
she actually had an ulterior motive
for stopping by today. She is a field
agent for something called
Longaberger baskets, and she wants
to know whether we would like to
buy one of these baskets (which is
just an empty basket the size of a
halved bowling ball that contains no
jars of jam or cheese assortments or
anything) for $82. "They are a collec-
tor item," she explains. "They go up
in value." Ron does not buy one, but
he takes the woman's proffered flyer
and posts it on the wall beside the
latest batch of polls.

Next, a woman storms into the of-
fice, her limbs and torso working in a
blustery, officious stride. She says she
is the pastor of a local church, and she
starts laying into Ron about the pauci-
ty of sign wavers down at the public li-
brary, which is where the early voting
is going on in Apopka. "They had the
Women for Kerry down there. I'm sur-
prised people haven't thrown things
on them, but they haven't."

Ron mentions that it's sure to be a
close one next Tuesday, and the
woman gives a horrified little shriek.
"I just can't believe it. We just have
some blinded, blinded people in this
country. I'm just concerned that if

we lose, our country is go-
rJ"" ing to be run by evil."

.1-aday's news items: a Sarasota man
tried to run over former Florida Sec-
retary of State Katherine Harris, and
another man in Palm Beach County
threatened to stab his girlfriend in the
throat with a screwdriver if she cast
her vote for John Kerry.

In front of the Apopka public li-
brary, a torpid, lollygagging line of
early voters crowds the sidewalk.
There are women in synthetic fiber
pantsuits with keen frontal creases;
old people in shorts that reveal
strangely lovely indigo traceries of
veins on the backs of their knees;
infant twins in a dual-chamber
stroller, broiling under the high,
white sun; a couple of rancher types
with cowboy boots and UV -cured
faces (the only people out here who
don't seem miserable in the awful

heat); women in hats bearing bright
salads of artificial flora.

Inside, the line winds through the
reference section, past an island of li-
brarians' consoles, and down to the
voting booths. The line's making such
sluggish progress that a few of the less
physically hardy voters have to go on
little sitting breaks. A man sitting close
to where I'm writing is carrying such a
phenomenal quantity of surplus flesh
on his upper body that most of it has
slid floorward and rings his waist in a
discrete skirt, leaving his chest and
shoulders comparatively lean-looking.
He talks with a friend about how stand-
ing on line has aggravated a few of his
medical troubles. "I've still got open
soreson my foot. I've had one for three
years. It's where the bone's rubbing
through, so they've gone and cut the
bone off."

Nearby, a woman who could pass
for either sixteen or thirty-five dan-
dles a little girl on her lap. The
woman has a soft, imploded-looking
mouth and is probably toothless,
though I can't tell for sure. She's
dressed in pajama bottoms and a
sleeveless top revealing a pair of
large, unshapely arms. She speaks to
the child in a gurgling baby talk so
unintelligible that she herself seems
prelingual. But from what I can make
out she's saying that if the little girl
doesn't behave she's going to tattle
to her mom and dad, even though
the little girl is just silently perched
on the soft dome of the woman's
knee, feeding herself some Smarties.
Then, with no apparent provocation,
the woman starts shaking the child
by the shoulders and slapping her
face. The little girl raises a breathless
mewling, and the woman immediate-
ly presses the child to her decol-
letage, coos to her, and lips her tears
away in an abstracted parody of
mother-love. Then the little girl
brightens and starts laughing and
poking the woman on the chin, say-
ing in a playful, lilting voice, "I'm 'a
whip you!"

The woman goes back to nuzzling
the little girl, but a few seconds later
her gibberings turn angry again, and
she's smacking the child with curt
little blows. A lady in a sleek black
suit stands a few yards away, looking
appalled. "My God," she says.

,



"What are you doing?" But the as-
sault is already subsiding. The ca-

ressings resume, and once

I more all is well.

return to the library a few days
later. A pair of pollwatchers for the
Kerry side sit in the shade of a molting
ficustree, watching voters feed the bal-
lot vault. They have witnessed no con-
spicuous malfeasance, they say in a
faintly disappointed way. They seem
bored out of their wits.

And that must be the sentry from
the Bush campaign sitting over there:
youngish, with a big blunt instrument
of chin, hair the color of peat moss, and
an expensive-looking blouse striped
in brave Venetian hues. She is in high
dudgeon. Someone has just accosted
her in front of the library, she explains
into her cell phone, because she had
Bush materials displayed on her car.

Her harasser, in fact, is still outside
wandering the parking lot. He is a sun-
stricken old man, a Kerry-Edwardsbut-
ton pinned over his sternum and a
sheaf of campaign literature in his fist.
His name is Murray Weinreb. He says
that he is eighty-two years old, that
he's the CEO of a company with 1,400
employees, that he owns four houses,
and that he has had both a heart con-
dition and two kinds of cancers. He
tells me that one cannot imagine how
singularlyunpleasant it is to sufferfrom
two kinds of cancers unless one has
experienced it firsthand. Similarly, one
cannot convey in words the horror of
getting attacked for one's political be-
liefs, which he claims is what the
woman in the expensive blouse and a
colleague of hers did to him, not the
other way around.

The trouble started, he says, when
the woman parked her car in the fire
lane in front of the library's main en-
trance and accoutred it with flagsand
G.O.P. campaignsigns,breaking the or-
dinance that requires campaigners to
maintain a distance of fiftyfeet from the
polling site. He protested, and an ar-
gument ensued. A man rushed to the
woman's aid, which he did by calling
Murray a motherfucker and threaten-
ing to "sock" him. "He said, 'We don't
want your kind in this country,' who-
ever 'my kind' is. 'Youpeople are gonna
go to hell, because you're for abortion,
and because you're for gays.'''

Now little pinheads of perspiration
are swelling on Murray's brow. He
clutches the campaign pamphlets with
angry might, and they quiver in his
grasp. Then he tells me that yesterday
he was strafed by a van full of Re-
publican volunteers, who also told
him that casting a vote for Kerry
would earn him a spot in hell. When
he woke up this morning, he found
that vandals had gone after his yard
signs and his mailbox with cans of
spray paint. "Those were my neigh-
bors, acting like Nazis!

"If Bush wins-" he says, shaking
his head. "This country is already on
its way to becoming a dictatorship.
It's getting to be a terrible, terrible,
terrible situation. I was in the Army
in World War II. I slit people's
throats myself. I was ready to die

then, and I'm ready to die
~ now."

.thursday before Election Day. A
sinewy retiree named Larry Scotchie
and I are en route to a canvassing de-
tail. We're riding in Larry's car, which
is a little gold Saturn bearing a state-
issued, anti-abortion license plate-
CHOOSE LIFE emblazoned in red just
above the tag numbers. Larry is a for-
mer rocket engineer and was one of
the many designers of the Patriot mis-
sile, which he speaks of fondly. He
tells me about the technical difficulties
of devising missile-defense systems;
namely, the space-based model he
worked on toward the end of his career.
The Saturn surges through a curve on
Interstate 4, and a pair of medallions
on Larry's rearview mirror collide with
a gentle knocking sound. One bears
the face of Minnie Mouse; the other,
the Pope.

Forty minutes later we arrive at a
suburban tract, which is a slightly crud-
dier version of the last neighborhood
I canvassed: cinder-block, trailer-
stature houses painted merry, tropical
colors. The scarcity of streetlights wor-
ries Larry, because this doesn't seem
like the safest neighborhood and the
gloom is already upon us.

Larry assigns me a handful of ad-
dresses and strides into the dusk.

The first house on my list has a hec-
tic weed-swale of a lawn and an open
front door out of which a strong scent
of cat urine is wafting on the autumn

wind. Inside, an old woman in her
nightgown sits watching television,
surrounded by stacks of old newspa-
per, failing cardboard boxes, and paper
bags. "Hello, ma'am," I say. "I'm just
going door-to-door for the Bush cam-
paign, and-"

"I don't want anything to do with
him," she barks abruptly, and I slink off,
chastened.

I reconnoiter with Larry. "How'd
you do?"

"Kerry," I say.
He notes it on his clipboard with a

doleful clucking sound.
Next I visit a house overwhelmed

with plastic yard fauna: squirrels, bun-
nies, frogs, and turtles encircled by a
fence of plastic tulips. I knock. A dog
goes into a high, womanly shrieking,
and then I hear an actual woman
shrieking back at it, and then a petite
lady with gray teeth trimmed in glint-
ing silver opens the door. Another
strong dose of animal scent, and also
potpourri. "Boosh,"she saysin Spanish-
accented English. "I like Boosh."

For the next three hours, I audition
dozens of reprises of this basic senti-
ment, with a few awkward exceptions:
a man who answers the door shirtless,
his face violet with sorrowor rage, who
simply says,"I can't talk now"; an old-
er couple who waves me away because
they're busywatching news coverage of
a family of six found dead in an apart-
ment across town; a disembodied male
voice telling me he was planning on
voting for Bush until people like me
started bugging him all the time, and
would I pleasego to hell; a woman who
comes to the door and informs me that
her father is slowly dying in the back
room and that now isnot a good time.

Larryknocks at one house and an el-
derly white man with an American
flag on his shirt and no front teeth
comes to the door. "Hello, you must be
Mister Diaz Ortero," Larry says in a
trilling, grandfatherly way.

The man gazes back at Larry in
cranky bafflement and explains that
the Orteros have not lived here for
some time. "But I'm not a Bush man,"
he says. "No way, baby."

Larrysays,"Well, remember to vote.
November third."

Walking back to the car, Larry
chuckles. "Maybe that 'November
third' will stick in his mind."
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Later he hands me a crumpled baton
of anti- Bush campaign literature.

He says, "A little souvenir.

A It fell out of a door."

t a saloon in a strip mall in
Apopka I lean against the bar and pe-
ruse Larry's gift. It is a glossy flyer en-
joining its reader to be concerned
over the billion-plus tax dollars we've
spent on health care and education in
Iraq, when 45 million Americans are
without health insurance themselves
and education costs in this country
are on the rise. i flip the sheet.
Health-care premiums in Florida up
59 percent; 168,000 students in Flori-
da unable to afford a college educa-
tion due to cuts in financial aid; $1.3
billion to rebuild clinics and schools
in Iraq, which we spent much, much
vaster sums to ruin. The flyer traffics
in facts and arguments, which in their
essential nature as facts, as arguments,
carry about as much weight in the
matterless void in which this election
has been unfolding as a sprig of Flori-
da crab grass drifting through outer
space. What's important in this elec-
toral climate is the cozy belly-feeling
that our President is a good man, a
righteous man, whose war is a right-
eous war if for no other reason than
that he's the one waging it. This doc-
ument, with its strong, stern numbers,
doesn't make a flyspeck's difference in
the eye of such conviction. And Lar-
ry's interception of it is the closest I'll
get to spotting an electoral misdeed
this fall.

Someone is shouting my name, so I
put the flyer in my pocket, and here is
Richard, who is a roofer from Texas
and an ex-convict reborn in Christ.
He and his son, Bubba, are my fellow
tenants at the Christian home, come
to Florida in search of hurricane work:
They're both drunk as lords.

Richard, who is in his fifties, con-
fessesto me that he's a little bit in love
with Miss Linda, and that last night he
almost tried to kiss her, and he holds
up a pair of clenched fists to show the
intensity of his longing. He saysthat he
did a five-year prison bid in Texas for
DWI and that alcohol has ruined his
life. He tells me that he has put him-
self in the Lord's hands, that he sort of
hates his son, and that as of today, for
reasons unknown to him, a sudden
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blindness has clouded one of his eyes.
He rocks back on his heels and

peers foggily around the bar. He can't
spot Bubba, who he supposes "might
have caught himself a double-breasted
split-tail."

Actually, Bubba is standing by the
bar, leaning over a guy who's telling
him, "My problem is you won't get the
fuck out of my face."

A woman sitting on a nearby stool
has an I VOTED sticker on her shirt. I
ask her how things looked down at the
polls today. "I don't know," she says
solemnly. "There were a lot of blacks
and a lot of liberals."

Then her boyfriend,a man with arms
like a sack of oranges, asks me if Bub-

ba and Richard are friendsof

I mine, and I say no.

t is the Saturday before Election
Day and the President is coming to
town. Tickets are difficult to come by,
but my canvassing labors have earned
me a pair of them: one for myself and
one I'm giving to MissLinda, who said
she'd be delighted to go. When it's
time to leave, she comes out and meets
me in her kitchen. She's wearing a
simple white dress, tall wedge like
shoes, and a little bit of makeup and
perfume, and she looks me straight in
the face and hoists her eyebrows a lit-
tle as she smiles, as if to say, "Isn't this
something," because both of us know
she looks like a million bucks. We get
in my truck and take the back roads to-
ward the turnpike, and the sunset glows
hazard-orange on the ponds and pools
and swamps of Apopka.

The rally is happening west of town
at Tinker Field, which is a baseball di-
amond in the shadow of the football
stadium where the Citrus Bowl is held
each year. More than 17,000 people'
have turned out, and as we inch into
the bottleneck at the security portals,
Miss Linda and I squeeze ever more
intimately against our neighbors, who
are 100 percent white people, though
a high proportion have deep cordovan
suntans, which creates an illusion of
ethnic variety. The only African
Americans in my field of vision are
across the street holding Kerry signs.
Miss Linda frowns in their direction.
"Are they really doing that?"

A woman next to us makes a grumpy
honking noise in the back of her throat.

"Don't they know there are a lot more
of us than there are of them?"

We undergo a thorough frisking and
then follow the herd onto Tinker-Field,
Families have staked off little en-
campments with picnic blankets and
other tarpage and look highly pissed
when Linda and I pause near their ter-
ritory. We find a spot of unoccupied
turf near the swell of the pitcher's
mound, a hundred yards or so from the
stage, behind which hangs a mammoth
vinyl backdrop, a full-bleed reproduc-
tion of a computer-generated flag in
mid-ripple, and the words AMERICA:
SAFER, STRONGER, BETTER in the steely,
industrial typeface you see riveted to
the tailgates of late-model pickup
trucks. The sun has sunk behind the
banner and is throwing twin spars of
pink light into the sky.

There is a tri-prong sacramental
medley in praise of church and na-
tion-the prayer, the Pledge of Alle-
giance, the national anthem-which
instills a tremendous heart-swollen
solemnity in the crowd. During the
pledge, a nearby woman holds her
child's face to her own, stares somber-
ly into its eyes, and enunciates every
word in a careful, private voice.

We hear from George Bush's little
brother Marvin, and professional
wrestler Shawn Michaels (real name
Michael Hickenbottom), whose spiel
isnot so much a speech as a pharyngeal
bombardment in the tradition of the
WWF pre-fight shouting match. "If
your babies were left all alone in the
night," he roars, "who would you rather
have sitting on your front porch? John
Kerry with his surfboard or George
Bush with his shotgun?" Michaels is
one of several of this evening's speak-
ers whose preferred oratorical posture
is a few notches below purple fury.
And people respond to Michaels'
rhetorical throttling with nervous,
electrified grins, the sort of strained
baring of teeth movie astronauts use to
signify a sudden onset of multiple G's.

I nip off to the portajohn to jot a few
things in my notebook. When I get
back, Miss Linda gives me a guarded
smile, as though she isn't quite sure
what I've been up to.

Up on the stage we're visited by
Scott O'Grady, a fighter pilot shot
down over Kosovo, who, we're told,
survived for a time on a diet of leaves



and insects, and also by Orange
County Sheriff Kevin Beary, who
dishes out an apoplectic keelhauling
in a campaign-ravaged voice that
sounds like a damaged kazoo. Then
we enjoy a few tunes from the country
music star Mark Wills, whose work,
from what I can discern, is a celebra-
tion of the petit-bourgeois condomini-
um redneck. He tells us that his music
has made him a good bit of money,
much of which he's been able to hold
on to, thanks to W's tax breaks, and
everyone applauds the solvency of the
Mark Wills estate. He plays a song
called "And the Crowd Goes Wild,"
an up-tempo paean to the concept of
mass mania, which is supposed to be
W's cue to come out onstage. But for
unexplained reasons the President
fails to appear.

A lengthy wait ensues. We are
crammed in too tightly to sit. We shift
from one foot to another as the lactic
acid pools in our knees and spines.
Miss Linda has slipped out of her
wedges and stands in the grasson bare
soles. My own discomfort is com-
pounded by a woman to my left who

keeps moaning, "Ooooh, where is he?
I want to see my president," in the
shrill, petulant tone a child uses to an-
nounce that its bladder is full.

At last her president arrives, flanked
by former HUD Secretary Mel Mar-
tinez, who's running for Senate, and
Laura Bush, her face a lunar Kabuki
white. Miss Linda raises her golden
arm above the crowd and waves.While
Martinez makes a few remarks, the
President stands to the right of the
lectern. His stance is tentative and un-
gainly: chest thrust faintly forward,
arms held out to the sides, hands dan-
gling in a weird limp-fingered way, as
though they've just been dipped to the
wrist in something sticky and he's wait-
ing for them to dry.

Bush begins his address by thanking
the grass-roots activists, and Miss Lin-
da flashes me a proud, maternal look.
The rest of his speech, his standard
stump, is punishingly long. After it
wraps up, and all 17,000 of us stumble
toward the gate in an exhausted press,
we are dismayed to learn that we won't
be let out until the President has safe-
ly exited the premises. Miss Linda and

I stand in the groaning crush, breath-
ing air that is roughly 98.6 degrees
and smells of sweat, cologne, and hu-
man mouths. A woman behind me is
wailing. The wait drags on. An older
man and woman lean on each other
and shut their eyes. Someone promis-
es to vomit.

The gates are loosed at last, but our
part of the crowd doesn't move. Evi-
dently, they're first letting out the
people who were lucky or important
enough to have merited bleacher seats
before releasing the steerage class,
who've been less comfortably con-
signed to the field. "Can you believe
this?"cries the wailing woman. "We've
been on our feet for three hours, and
they let the people who've been sitting
all night get out first?"

Finally, Miss Linda and I struggle
free of the crowd. She looks a little
drawn, but her big pearlescent smile is

.marvelous to behold. "I'm so proud of
him," she says of the President. "I can
still see him, standing up there in his
blue shirt. And you know, when I was
waving, I think he waved back at me."
She recites a little of Bush's speech,
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not really articulating any sentences or
phrases, just sort of humming the mu-
sic of his words.

Then she turns to me. "When you
went off to use the rest room, I
promised myself! was going to ask you
something."

"Okay," I say.
. "If you were in the Secret Service,

would you be allowed to

B tell me?"

y November 1, I have tele-
phoned and trod the doorsteps of so
many registered Republicans that I am
seized with the grandiose anxiety that
George W. Bush is going to win Flori-
da by precisely the number of votes I
myself have solicited. So I drive over
to the Orlando Kerry campaign head-
quarters, just off Colonial Boulevard,
to do some redemptory volunteering,
but the place is crammed with people,
and a woman there tells me they've
got all the help they need. "Don't
worry, Kerry's going to win," she as-

\ sures me frankly, and I want to believe
her. Then I call a guy I know who's
registering voters out in Ohio. He tells
me that he's heard some inside infor-
mation that Kerry's victory is pretty
much in the bag. I drive back to

Apopka and get a good

E night's sleep.

lection Day. I wake up well rest-
ed, and, curiously, full of good portents
about today. I've done as much cam-
paigning for the President as I care to,
but I'm thinking that one more day of
canvassing might be a small price to
pay for the uncharitable thrill of ob-
serving the volunteer corps reexamine
their convictions when America hands
Bush his hat. Also, my election-fraud
sleuthing has turned up approximately
zilch thus far, and if I'm going to witness
anything illicit, it'll have to happen in
the coming hours.

I show up at the Orlando Bush-
Cheney campaign officesa few minutes
after 10:00 A.M. A rented fleet
of gleaming, bulbous minivans for
shuttling canvassers and making
absentee-ballot runs isparked out front.
The office has been open since dawn.
The phone bank isgoing great guns, re-
sounding with a fugue of script chatter.

I am loitering around out front, wait-
ing to be assigned a canvassing unit.
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Jessica, a woman with a blunt, hearty
build and a sort of Bettie Page-ish as-
pect, is briefing me on the walking,
even though I pretty well know the
drill. Today, we're trying to flush out
the last few reluctant voters.

A crew from World News Tonight
arrives. Jason Teaman comes by and
tells Jessica to have me stick around,
because the TV people are going to
tape a little footage and he believes
that I'd be "good for the media." I'm
not sure why this is, exactly. Hanging
around the Bush people provokes in
me a sort of affective compression that
I suppose comes off as a certain air of
quiet capability, or maybe fat-witted
sycophantism or something. It could
also be that I share the same unhealthy
British Isles pallor common to a high
proportion ofRNC typesand therefore
seem like an archetypal team mem-
ber. In any case, my confirmed status
as a broadcast-quality G.O.P. drone
fills me with both shame and a cheap
sort of pride. While Jessica briefs me,
the TV people serum in around us.
Somebody angles a camera into my
face as I get my marching orders.
Someone else, without apology or ex-
planation, starts wanding a big fluffy
coon's tail of a microphone over my
crotch area. r

My canvassingpartners this morning
are Jonathan-a young olive-skinned
guy wearing weathered cargo shorts, a
Third World beaded necklace bearing
a plain wooden cross and punctuated
with sh~rk vertebrae, and a wild black
beard in the Nazarene style-and lin-
da-a friendly woman whose business
as a wedding planner is presently in a
post-hurricane trough and who has
some spare time on her hands.

Neither Jonathan nor Linda has can-
vassed before, which makes me the se-
nior member of the team. We get into
Jonathan's car, a white Jeep Cherokee.
Although the headquarters isjust about
on the shoulder ofIA, Jonathan needs
directions to the interstate, which, cou-
pled with his Third World/Nazarene
look, makes me a little suspicious that
he might be an undercover reporter
from an out-of-town collegenewspaper.
My suspicionsare pretty well confirmed
when he immediately starts interro-
gating Linda and me about our reasons
for voting for Bush.

I tell him national security, but I

find myself unable to elaborate and
instead go on to say that I'm not
sure I understand why the President
keeps telling us how delightfully it's
all going in Iraq when the behead-
ing and suicide-bombing rates are
only gathering steam, and the possi-
bility of a stable democracy seems a
more fantastical prospect with each
new day.

Linda nods equably and admits that
she wasn't actually all that sure she'd
vote for Bush at first. But she found
Kerry too "flip-floppy." Furthermore,
she says, Bush shares her awareness of
the approaching Biblical apocalypse,
which is a comfort to her. "He is a
God-fearing man. He understands that
we are in the End of Times."

Linda asks us what gains for the
Christian faith we'd like to see Bush
pursue in a second term.

"I'm sorry,"Jonathan says,"I hate re-
ligion. What good has Christianity
ever done in politics?"

Linda makes a fewnoises about Rea-
gan, who, she acknowledges, wasn't as
"out there" as Bush in the religiosity
department but who did a great job
nonetheless. Jonathan, unsatisfied,
pressesher to come up with a singlepo-
litical figure whose Christian faith has
really done anybody any good. Linda
goes quiet and then warily concedes
that no one really comes to mind.

Jonathan tells us that he's been to a
few Democrat rallies and has enjoyed
speeches from the likes of Leonardo
DiCaprio, Meg Ryan, and Robert
Kennedy jr., heightening Linda's al-
ready substantial unease. "I probably
would've voted for Kerry, but there's
two things, only two reasons why I vot-
ed for Bush," he says. "It's abortion,
and there's gay marriage. Those things
are very detrimental to our society."

"Those are liberal things," Linda
says,visibly relieved. Emboldened, she
goes on to share her belief that a Bush
loss might prompt God to inflict His
wrath upon the nation. "I just fear that
if Kerry gets into office, and we get
away from our core values, what God
might do."

"Yes, indeed," says Jonathan, who,
as it turns out, is the son and grand-
son of pastors, both with flocks of
thousands. By way of demonstration,
Jonathan disgorges several minutes'
worth of Bible verse at a rapid clip, to



which neither Linda nor I can come
up with a comfortable rejoinder, so

we ride out past the mulch

B dunes in silence.

ack at headquarters, late after-
noon, the phone bank is staffed to ca-
pacity, and I have to wait around
awhile for a cell phone to free up.
Someone finally hands me one, and I
shoulder in among a group of phone-
weary people, some of whom say"shit"
when a call doesn't work out and then
immediately apologize for having said
"shit." I spend about forty-five min-
utes calling people who all have the
last name Hamilton. The majority of
the Hamiltons already have been can-
vassed to a bloody pulp and tell me so
in straight terms.

The coordinators are harried and
impolite. Every so often a short
Asian woman who's jogging around
in a sort of tantrum of efficacy
snatches my phone list and thrusts
another into my hands. Minutes be-
fore 7:00 P.M., when the polls close,
the coordinators tell us thanks for

everything, now please get

A out of here.

11volunteers are invited to a
party at the downtown Marriott to
watch the poll results come in. We've
gotten word that Bush's numbers are
looking strong in Florida, and my col-
leagues' good moods are already giving
me the sick heaves. But a Kerry victo-
ry, I tell myself, isn't yet out of the
question, and, anyway, besides my
cronies from the Bush campaign, I
don't know another living soul in Or-
lando to watch the returns with. I go
to the party just before eight.

Ladies and gentlemen in casual fin-
ery are queued up at the cash bar. In-
side the second-floor ballroom, people
with Styrofoam boater hats and bottles
of beer plastered with damp cocktail
napkins are gathered in claques around
several TVs tuned to FOX News. It's
tough to find a spot with a clear view
of the screens, but the frequent bursts
of cheering keep me pretty well ap-
prised of how things are going: a few
scattered roars and gleeful bellows as
the anticipated states flash red and
news oflocal victories starts rolling in.
When the ballot measure requiring
parental notification for abortion pass-

es, a group of guys in their twenties
high-five each other. By ten or so, the
shrieking is more or lessconstant, ring-
ing in terraced crescendos. I'm stand-
ing next to a guy with a mole that
stands out on his brow a half-
centimeter or so and is knurled on the
sides like a barrel clasp. "You think
Kerry's shitting his pants yet?" he asks
his friend.

"I hope he fucking shoots himself,"
the other guy replies.

I run into David, the outspoken pro-
tester from the Kerry rally, standing
next to a pawky, whey-faced fellow.
David is pop-eyed with elation. Im-
mediately afrershaking my hand, he re-
visits the joke he told me at our first
meeting, about how he's recently
turned a comer on the abortion issue,
because "90 percent of abortions are
had by liberals." He does a little sta-
tistical figuring. "So that's fiftymillion
liberals who'll never get to vote."

"That's so twisted, and I LOVE IT!"
shouts his friend.

Ron and Patty Redlich walk by and
give me a courtly nod. Linda, my can-
vassing partner from today, spots me
and calls my name excitedly, and I
pretend I'm on the phone. Chris, the
University of Central Florida young
Republican with the I Ching coin
necklace, hunches in front of a tele-
vision, and in the few seconds I watch
him his face registers about nine dif-
ferent kinds of effulgent, forceful joy.

All sorts of people are here: men
wearing stiff oxford shirts and huge
watches; younger versions of these
same men in polo shirts; a few
prosperous-looking heavyset guys,
big labial deltas of flesh straining be-
low their waistbands; hourly-wage-
earning types in jeans and T-shirts; a
Latino man with jailhouse tattoos
and Sheetrock joint compound on
his pants; a woman in a tight dress
whose body looks twenty years old
but who has the face of an exhumed
crow; a giant guy sporting a vest
heavy with Vietnam-war-related
patches, including one with a picture
of a Huey helicopter and the word
HUEY embroidered didactically below
it, as though it is very important that
he not forget what a Huey is; Goth
rockers; a young man whose neck is
garlanded with a toilet seat {"Flush
the Johns"}; a George Bush imper-

senator: and a couple who start
Frenching right in the middle of the
floor because the victory has made
them horny.

I was planning on sticking around
through the end of the evening, but
it's tough keeping up appearances un-
der the influence of what's turning
out to be one of the most concussive
despairs I have suffered in my life.
The cheering bangs in the pulp of
my teeth. The sorrow is queering my
equilibrium. It is as though the air, so
thickly freighted with the fanfare and
the chanting, has turned impassably
viscous and is making it hard to walk
or stand up. I lean on a wall and call
a friend in New York. He answers
uncertainly, his voice cloned with
grief. ''Well, they haven't called Ohio
yet, maybe ... " He trails off, and I
hold the phone up to catch the
sounds of the room. Together, we lis-
ten to the quickening explosions of
laughter and applause, and my

friend says, "We're

M fucked."

orning, November 3. Richard
is in Miss Linda's yard as I'm packing
my truck to leave. His eyes are moist
and raw. He tells me he has wreckedhis
life with alcohol, and that his son is
skipping town, and that he's got a de-
tached retina and blood and water are
pooling in his eye,which calls for an in-
jection straight into his eyeball, and
that he is very far from home. "Man,"
he says in a creaking whisper, "I'm in
a tornado."

He asksme about the election. Then
he squints at me with his bad eye and
sees that I don't look so fine myself.
"You okay?" he asks.

I go back inside to tell Miss Linda
goodbye. She is standing by the sink,
slicing a papaya.

"Don't you worry about Richard,"
she says."The Lord's dealing with him
right now." She cleaves off a firm, ver-
milion crescent for me to eat on my
trip. "But I want to talk to you about
the election. I prayed hard for the
Lord's mercy, for the Lord to give us
four more yearsof President Bush. And
He did-He worked through people
like you." She fixes me with a smile as
bright and huge as the dawn. "I'm so
proud of you," she says. "You helped
make history." •
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