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Key West was never so weird as when seen through the eyes of a young street artist with charity in his heart and an errant cellphone in his head. The artist has nearly nothing himself, yet pledges to help those who have even less. His plan is noble but soon at risk from a beautiful woman with the most innocent eyes and a bank that sees more condos as the answer to any question.
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Key West

Some look, some even stare, but no one seems to recognize me as I find myself back once again in the carnival atmosphere of Key West’s Mallory Square.

Maybe it’s because I’ve been away for a while, or because of the spectacular fire-red sunset lighting up the entire western sky, but most likely it’s because of this rubber Wicked Witch of the West mask I’m wearing. Whatever the reason, it’s nice sometimes not to be recognized since when people don’t see you, you can often see them more clearly.

I know most of the vendors and performers here at the historic dock area. There’s Hooman making change for a tourist. The tourist is wearing shorts in spite of the cold breeze coming off the water. In the winter it’s easy to spot the locals, but the same weather that has them digging out sweaters and jackets doesn’t seem to have much affect on the constant hordes of shorts-wearing tourists from all over the world who come here.

The man in the loud, new tropical shirt looks anxious to receive his change from Hooman and get to more important business. Like snapping pictures of the sun setting over the heads of other tourists standing along the area between the row of booths and the edge of the water. Many of the tourists are already holding up cameras with little lighted color screens showing miniature flaming sunsets. As the tourist rushes away Hooman cracks a smile, which reminds me to never get change from Hooman.

And there’s my old friend, Juan Ponce, casually juggling cats while a blonde hottie watches closely from a few feet away. Looks like since I’ve been gone Juan has yet another new girlfriend – cats aren’t the only things that dude can juggle.

RING!!!

I step quickly behind a lamppost and give myself a covert pop to the side of my head and the ringing stops. No time for distractions – I’m on a mission.

Snowy Joey is taking a picture of the colorful sunset from his Sno-Cone stand as big, bald Ted, who looks like an extra in a bad biker movie, puts the final delicate touches on a caricature of a woman holding a cell phone. It seems she’s giving the folks back home a blow-by-blow of the beautiful sunset in progress. There’s a drink in her other hand and every third word is, “awesome.”

Who is this? Someone I do not know! A very fine young lady wearing stripey knee socks and a ball cap sitting with some locals on a bench across the plaza. She’s giving me a curious look. I give her one back but she can’t see because of the mask. I must remember to trade this mask. Must remember my mission.

Oops, here’s a cop looking my way – a big, young cop I also don’t know. But I’m cool, at least I think I am. Let’s see, I stashed my traveling satchel of questionable contents in my secret hiding place on the way from the bus station just now, so I only have what’s in my pockets: an orange, a first-aid kit, a can opener, several plastic bags of sand, leaves, and trash, a lump of orange chalk, a handful of silver dollars, and a chrome .357 Magnum.

Wait! I traded the .357 to that little Cuban dude on the bus for the cool mask I’m wearing. I love to trade, and I found out on the bus that another of the secrets to smooth and successful bartering is proper presentation, especially if you’re the one with the gun.

But now I have a mask, so I smile at the cop and wave. He can’t see my smile under this mask, and just gives me a hard look before going back to checking out the good-looking tourist women.

RING!!!

I make sure no one sees me pop the noggin again to stop the ringing. I see a young woman dumping buckets of what looks like broken glass on the ground and walk over that way for a closer look. Now what is she doing? She can’t! She is! She’s walking barefoot on the glass! A couple of tourists look away from the burning star disappearing into the sea just long enough to snap a picture of the girl walking slow and careful on the glass. I can’t look, but I do. She gets to the end and I pull the first aid kit from my pocket to bandage her bloody feet. But somehow her feet aren’t bloody, and she smiles at the first-aid kit in my hand.

“Don’t worry, I’m a professional.”

She flips over an empty bucket and sits. I get down on my knees and closely examine the glass shards, then the bottoms of her feet. If I had my satchel I could use the magnifying glass.

I am flummoxed speechless at her lack of injury. She smiles again while putting on her shoes and socks – stripey knee socks! I see now it’s the same girl! A small but growing grain of lust compounds my flummoxedness, as I am a hopeless sucker for knee socks. I am still kneeling in front of her as I finally manage to croak out a weak, “How?”

She gives me a heart-melting smile and tilts her head to the side. She’s about to say something when a big blond guy wearing a nearly-black tropical shirt and a frown appears and says, “Come on, Carla, let’s go.”

The girl stands obediently and starts sweeping up the broken glass and collecting the tips from her ball cap on the ground without giving me so much as a passing glance. The big guy scowls in my direction, which I take to mean it’s time to move along.

So I do.

There’s my friend Sammy, the talented black acrobat dude, banging on a drum and shouting to the crowd now that the sun has gone down and the lights are on.

“A show, over here!”

Sammy innocently asks for volunteers and cleverly baits a few self-important victims from the crowd to humiliate during his show. I catch his eye and flash him the Vulcan hand sign for prosperity but he doesn’t respond. I am obviously still wearing this silly mask. But why? Now I remember.

Through the crowd I spot a cluster of psychics and palm readers. They aren’t nearly as much fun since they all had to join the Teamsters. As a responsible adult of just over thirty years of age, I don’t believe in psychics. However, I do take considerable stock in the wisdom of palm readers. I slap a silver dollar down on the table in front of a reader with seriously droopy eyes that I don’t know and ask for a full dollar’s worth of guidance. He looks unsure, but after inspecting the coin and testing it with his teeth, shrugs and sagely delivers, “Timing is everything.”

I can’t wait to share this incredible insight with my all my friends, but I need to remain anonymous, at least until the mission goes down.

Over there is Weird Nancy, the old artist babe with her brightly colored prints and crazy eyes. Her flat butt and saggy boobs look surprisingly better when I remember that she lives alone in a house on the water and that I have no place to stay.

But next to her is Robert the Drunken Writer and his little dog, so I have to concentrate now for the mission is upon me. I use the high voice I practiced for seventeen hours non-stop on the bus and point to a book on his table.

“I’ll give you this rare and valuable mask for this one here – signed.”

He gives me an inebriated, suspicious look, but goes for it. I knew he would as soon as I saw the mask on the Cuban kid on the bus.

He speaks as he signs the book. “There’s a character in here called the Wicked Witch of the Key West.”

I say nothing, as I am so close now and don’t want to pooch it. He lights up his writer smile and holds out the precious book in one hand. His other hand opens for the mask.

RING!!!

The worst timing in the world! The palm reader was right! I cannot slap my head to stop the ringing for Robert would instantly know who’s behind the mask!

RING!!!

I panic but somehow recover enough to grab the book and throw the mask in Robert’s face as I bolt from the table.

RING!!!

I give myself a good shot to the side of the head as I sprint through the crowd and across the plaza holding the book tight like a running back on fourth and long. Behind me I hear Robert eloquently cursing my name. I duck behind Hooman’s booth and giggle like a schoolgirl.

Hooman notices me and quickly concludes a transaction with a tourist buying a framed fish skeleton.

“Dali! When did you get back?” I am still lost in a giggle fit but manage to triumphantly flash my treasure. “Whoa! Don’t tell me you got Robert to sign it?”

I nod and giggle and smile.

Hooman looks at the book again. “So you have them all? Signed?”

I recover enough to speak. “Yes! The whole set! Now, if he ever gets famous I can trade them for incredible riches!”

Hooman looks dubious, but I slip into another gaggle of giggles. I am so elated from at long last having my very own complete set of signed first edition books by a famous unknown writer that I’m about to wet myself. What can life possibly hold for me that could be any better?

As this last thought sinks in the giggles begin to sputter, then stop. Maybe this is as good as it gets, and it’s all downhill from here? A cold, damp gust of sea air brushes my face, and I feel a dark cloud slowly seeping into my subconscious. There is great emptiness. An abyss opens before me, and I look down into it while Hooman explains to a tourist couple the artistic significance of an avocado seed with seagull feet and sprinkled with dried rat turds. I feel the overwhelming pull of the abyss and begin to lean forward.

RING!!!

I automatically give my head a hard pop.

Too hard.

My vision goes fuzzy for a few seconds, but then things clear and the abyss is gone. I remember the other, greater undertaking ahead of me still. The glimpse into the dark void has reminded me of the importance of always having a goal – a mission.

I take a moment for reflection on the next, greater task. Though it is a worthy quest, it is not without peril, and enough of an undertaking that I should seek council from someone more attuned to the ways and dangers of the world. Preferably someone who does not have a defective cell phone in his head.

When I look up I see the girl in the stripey socks alone and pushing a cart filled with buckets of broken glass across the plaza towards the darkening streets of old Key West.
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Dream

Ten thousand trumpeters with elastic faces and wooden crutches herald the opening of my new art museum as nubile, naked, sixteen-year old virgins toss rose petals into the air. The mayor with the face of a fish is wearing a tropical shirt covered with melting clock faces and palm trees, but his speech is thankfully hard to hear over the drone of beating wings as the air fills with hummingbirds and pterodactyls. The virgins break into celestial song as the mayor’s speech ends, and the ribbon is cut with a pair of rubber scissors the size of a Buick. I float to the slowly opening front doors of the museum and bow deeply in my supreme moment of glory as millions cry out “DALI!” and ten thousand cymbals crash, and then crash again.

For a moment I think I am suffocating but then realize it is only a pillow over my head and I’ve been asleep and dreaming. I should have known it was a dream when the sixteen-year old virgins showed up.

The cymbals crash once more, and I know then that Weird Nancy’s dog must have gotten into the trash again and is scattering empty tin cans across the kitchen floor. Somehow this will all be my fault.

I leap from the bed and fall directly to the floor. I am naked and remain on the floor while I check myself for injuries. Nothing broken, but my ankle is scratched. Now I remember the night before – making it with Weird Nancy on the bed, while her yapping dust mop of a dog bit me on the ankle before staging a preliminary assault on the kitchen trashcan.

So I get the broom and rescue the tin cans from the pillaging dust mop by opening the back door and dispatching the yapper with one clean sweep. Now he is yapping outside.

I stumble back to the bedroom to put on my clothes and go before Nancy comes back from wherever it is that weird, sex-starved old ladies go in the morning. I pause briefly to gather a few dried flies from a windowsill. Flies make great numbers on melting clocks.

I’m out the front door into cool air and warm, mid-morning tropical sunshine and take a deep breath to savor the fragrant ocean breeze. This is why I keep coming back to Key West. Well, that and the grunt fishing.

Luckily, Ms Nancy’s house is only a few blocks from my secret hiding place. Once there, I nonchalantly case the area before carefully stepping into the bushes by an old warehouse on a quiet side street. I check the area for lurking iguanas before bending down and opening a big plastic trashcan I buried once while trying to work off some kind of weird drug Stoney gave me. Inside I find my satchel and secret cache of personal items. Here is my signature Dali Cape which no one would ever suspect is actually an old plastic florescent orange rain poncho I salvaged from a dumpster. Down deeper is my damp and stained but still wearable signature Dali Fedora. Now dressed stylishly for any occasion, I twirl the ends of my signature Dali Handlebar Mustache before digging into my satchel for the Pocket Fisherman. I kiss my first-edition book acquired just the night before and carefully put it with its triple-bagged kin before grabbing a few plastic sandwich bags for my pocket. After carefully securing my secret cache, I set out onto the streets of Key West in search of adventure and grunts.

While walking the streets of Old Town, I dig into my pocket for a breakfast orange. I eat the orange but save the peel for later. On Duval Street I see the historic old homes and the restaurants and bars and shops pretty much just as I left them months ago. It’s late enough in the morning for the joggers and street cleaners to be gone and the first waves of tourists to appear in the bright sunlight, just as they do everyday. The air is filled with the smell of Cuban coffee, and in the distance I hear the whine of scooters and the clanging bell of the first tourist trolley of the day.

I stop in front of a drugstore window and check my person in the reflection. Satisfied with my dark eyes, strong brow, and crooked smile, I take a step back on the sidewalk to get the full effect and am almost run over by a waitress. She’s obviously on her way to work, all dressed up wearing stockings and heels and riding a skateboard. She gives me the finger without looking back and runs the light at Angela Street. A local on a bicycle out in the light of day looking to make a semi-honest buck calls out and waves.

“Hey, Dali!”

I throw a small wave his way before ducking down an alley. I’m delighted to find my favorite unlocked dumpster patiently awaiting my return.

“Hello, my old friend.” I give the lid an affectionate pat and take a look. Five minutes later I am on my way to the Secret Grunt Spot that few know of, and only one other frequents on a regular basis.
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Grunts

I pass by a young black man selling seashells and make a quick detour to a small beach for a few handfuls of sand. When I arrive at the Secret Grunt Spot that few know of and only one other frequents, I see that someone is there.

But it is the other who frequents, so no big; there’s plenty of room and grunts for two on the little pier.

“Hey, Dali. When did you get back in town?”

I remove my hat and bow deeply, for there is great camaraderie among fisherman.

“Only yesterday evening, Taco Bob. Tell me, amigo, are the grunts biting today?”

My tall, thin, middle-aged acquaintance smiles and proudly shows me several handsome grunt fillets already in his small ice chest. I am impressed and politely ask for his expert advice on the latest grunt catching techniques, for fisherman would rather talk about fishing than anything, except for perhaps gas-mileage or available women.

I bring out my Pocket Fisherman and offer him some of the half-eaten shrimp cocktail from the dumpster. He readily accepts the primo bait and we both bait up and fish in silence to better concentrate on the business at hand.

The tropical winter sun warms the day nicely, and before long there are several more freshly cleaned grunt fillets in the cooler. Only then do I dare speak again, and then softly, as grunts are known to bite better when there is silence.

“How are things with you, Taco Bob?”

“I’m right as rain, Dali.”

“Do you still live on a houseboat?”

“Sure do. You still have a phone in your head?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“I kinda figured as much, what with the way you pop yourself in the head every once in a while.”

“Yes, it helps with the ringing. Sometimes it’s not so bad, but lately it is. It will stop again soon, it always does. But I don’t want to talk about phones, my friend.” I have to ask this next without letting Taco Bob read too much interest in my face, so I hold the brim of my hat down while I’m talking. “How expensive are those houseboats?” By his slight hesitation I suspect he has glanced my way.

“Not too, but the slip rental can be pretty dear.” I chance a peek and see he has tilted back his straw hat and is looking out over the water now. “Going to be even more expensive if the bank gets its way.”

I have no idea what this means, but am glad he hasn’t asked me why I would want to know about houseboats. I venture another query to keep the discussion going, as it is well known that grunts also bite during good conversation.

“What do you mean about the bank, Taco Bob?”

He sighs big.

“The marina has been having a tough time lately, and the Greater Keys National Bank, which most of us refer to as the Bank of Greed and Indifference, has its foreclosure lawyers circling like buzzards over the Tamiami Trail on a hot August afternoon. Word has it there’s a big foreign consortium wanting to build luxury condo towers on the property, but Big Jim and his family have been holding out, trying to keep the marina going. No one doubts what the bank will do if they get their hands on the marina.”

“More condos?”

“Yeah, and no more old houseboats, just yachts.”

“I’m sorry to hear this, my friend. But you are doing okay otherwise?”

“Actually, my only other problem is things are going almost too smooth for me these days. But I figure that’s a good problem to have.” I get a quick wink from an eye that has seen plenty of hard times as well.

“Taco Bob, do you ever see the sisters who own the hotel?”

The man rolls his eyes before answering.

“Oh, I see them plenty, especially Consuelo. That girl has a powerful crush on me and can be persistent to the point of being a nuisance. I like her as a friend all right, but among other things she’s only half my age.”

Taco Bob is looking straight ahead out over the water again and frowning. His friendship with Consuelo is obviously a problem, so I try to steer the conversation elsewhere.

“Her mother? Wiola? Is she still in Key West?”

Taco Bob reels in and checks his bait.

“Sara, the oldest, is off to tracker school up north, and Wiola went back to California not long after you disappeared, as I remember. You were staying with her, weren’t you?”

“Yes.”

Wiola in California makes me sad, as she was the woman who first taught me that older women can be great lovers.

We fisherman sit on the little pier, lost in our own thoughts for a while. As a favor to my fellow angler, I decide I will talk to Consuelo the next time I see her. Maybe if I tell her as a mutual friend how she is obviously causing poor Taco Bob a lot of anguish she will give the man a break. What harm could that do? She might even thank me.
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Old Town

After a leisurely lunch at Dog Park – also known as Bum Park – where Taco Bob and I employed a couple of handfuls of charcoal in one of the park’s grills to cook up some savory grunts, I feel ready to face the world and my legions of adoring fans. That is, if they still remember me.

I am humming an ancient, sacred Tibetan tune I just made up while strolling along in one of the few cities in the US with abundant and often unusual daytime wildlife. As I turn onto Duval Street a brown chicken and four little chicks scurry across the road while an orange tabby cat watches their every move from behind the tires of a parked car. Nearby I hear dogs bark, seagulls screech, and roosters crow. Key West roosters crow all day and all night. I don’t presently see any big, scary iguanas, but I know they are in the palms and bushes, watching.

The tourists are out on the streets in full force now, and the sidewalk cafés are doing a brisk business. I see a bald man wearing a biker’s leather hat sitting near the sidewalk looking over a menu and holding hands with another man at his table. They are sitting directly under a palm tree that is prime iguana habitat. I pause in my journey just long enough to warn them of the dangers of iguana poop and get only vacant stares back. The man with the biker’s hat hands me a dollar to buy my silence as though I were a common street crazy. He obviously doesn’t know that I am a gifted artist and iguana authority, but I pocket the dollar anyway and invite him to come to Mallory Square for sunset.

Walking along Duval, I offer more iguana warnings to tourists in addition to delivering a couple of impromptu lectures as to why there aren’t any manatees on land (there actually are, that sing) and where to see flying snails (there aren’t, unless you count throwing them). I collect a few more dollars and a couple of angry phrases and hand gestures that I memorize, hoping to work them into conversation the next time I’m at the bank.

I ignore the t-shirt shops displaying all the latest in tasteless wit, but poke my head into every bar with live music for a second or two to see who’s playing. On a street corner I find a lovely young lady with a cart of shells with every conceivable name written on them you can possibly think of except, of course, mine. She winks and shows me a black ledger from inside her cart, so I invest one of my newly acquired dollars in a bolita ticket instead, then invite her as well to come to Mallory later.

I pass a gay bar with signs boasting of live theater on stage, but it’s still early and the only action is an early shift of trannies out front on the street practicing provocative poses across the hood of an old Lincoln convertible with suicide doors.

I am enjoying the familiar feel of Key West – like putting on a comfortable old shoe – when the mood is shattered by the sight of my arch nemesis. Across the street, a crowd is gathered around a small man wearing a beret and sketching wildly at an easel. I make my way quietly around to the back of the small crowd of people who obviously have no appreciation of true art, and am not surprised in the slightest to see the nearly completed crude sketch is once again of a woman with one large, oblong eye and triangular boobs. I look over the assembled throng and shake my head in pity, for these are the kind of people whose imaginations are totally captivated by things like mini-van air fresheners shaped like pine trees and James Patterson novels.

I am about to put my nose in the air and attempt to strike from my mind this sad scene when I notice that closest to the so-called artist – who has had the unmitigated audacity to nickname himself Picasso – is a young woman whose eyes are filled with wonder and awe, and that the young woman is none other than the girl in the stripey socks.

I am mightily flummoxed once again, and stagger away in shock and disbelief. I must seek something to erase the memory of the disturbing scene from my mind.

Before long I find myself at the World’s Smallest Bar and order an appropriately small glass of tequila for its medicinal and mind-numbing properties. A drunken shrimper is piloting the only other stool at the bar. The tiny glass of liquor, combined with my stool-mates erratic and slurred tales of the sad state of the shrimping game and why everything is the fault of the government, helps to ease my mind of recent events.

Fortified, and no more bewildered than usual, I step into a cigar shop the size of a closet and breathe in the wonderful aroma of premium cured tobacco, hand-rolled into some of the world’s best cigars. I inquire as to the pricing for a box of the best stogies. An old Cuban man with skin the color and texture of tobacco looks me over and frowns before pointing to the door and giving me free of charge yet another handy phrase, this one in Spanish, to use during my next visit to the bank.

Back on the sidewalk with the overwhelming aroma of the cigar shop still wafting from my clothes and making my senses tingle, I’m at last beginning to fully feel the familiar charge Key West gives my artistic soul. I’m nearly ready to create except for one last thing – something that has inspired artists for centuries – and that thing will be up these stairs, if I’m lucky.

On the rooftop clothing-optional bar I am just in time to catch a loud young woman with a body like a Venus and a mouth like a longshoreman telling a dirty joke while paying for her body painting session. She turns to leave and catches me staring at her chest, which is completely covered with swirls of color. There are even flowers with tiny faces across her boobs. She raises her arms and slowly turns around, giving me the full view of a perfect body wearing only shorts and a thin layer of paint. I am spellbound.

“Well, shit, what do you think, Dali?”

I look at her face closely for the first time. I am horrified to recognize Consuelo, daughter of my former lover Wiola and dogged pursuer of my friend Taco Bob, whose judgment my lust-fogged mind immediately questions.

“Uh, very nice, Consuelo.”

She smiles the briefest of smiles and shrugs. “Yeah, I know.”

Before I am able to even consider mentioning Taco Bob’s name or how Consuelo’s unwanted advances are causing the man considerable distress, the blonde angel is gone. Her boots clop loudly down the steps two at a time until she disappears into the crowds on the busy sidewalks of Old Town.
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Mallory

I have determined that my foray down Duval has not only stimulated my senses, but stirred my artist’s mind and shaken and awakened my body and soul as well to the point where I am now ready for my professional return to Mallory Square for the Sunset Celebration.

But first I have a call coming in, which I decide to listen in on while walking towards Mallory. Sometimes after enough raps to the side of my head the ringing stops for a few hours and the calls just go to mailbox. Fortunately, the mailbox in the phone in my head stopped working long ago, but people still leave messages from time to time.

I listen to an incoming message that is a long tearful apology from a woman to what appears to be either her lover or cat, I’m not sure which. I check a few trashcans along the way and soon arrive at the old shipping docks, which these days are a spacious plaza and the most popular place in the country to watch the sun slowly fall into the ocean.

It seems I’m early at the check-in kiosk for vendors and performers, so I sit on a bench in the sunny plaza and watch a gigantic cruise ship pulling slowly away from the dock. The passengers along the upper decks are as tiny as ants. Some of the ant people are waving, so I wave back. I think to flash the Vulcan hand signal in case there are any Trekkies or space aliens aboard, but the ants have all gone down inside the giant mound of ship, probably to check their cabins for towel animals.

Only a few straggler tourists wander the plaza at this hour, and a couple of early vendors are coming in from the streets pushing or pulling loaded carts. The sea breeze is cool, but the sun is warm. I take some deep breaths of the fresh, tropical air, and stretch mightily – all gangly arms and elbows at weird angles.

I sit contentedly for a while, glad to be back in Key West. But before long I start feeling exposed, sitting alone on the bench, so I scrunch up and wrap myself completely with my cape so as not to attract attention. Now I am nearly invisible, thanks to my florescent orange plastic poncho, and not subject to the probing and judgmental stares of strangers. Closing my eyes seems to help even more, but I peek through a tiny pinhole in my cape when I hear an angry female voice coming across the plaza.

“You’re bothering the wrong person, Copper!”

Shee-it. It’s Consuelo, still wearing just body paint and shorts, coming this way, with boots clicking loudly on the brick pavers of the plaza. And there’s the young cop I saw out here last night, walking right behind her.

“Hold on, Miss, I need to talk to you.” He looks pissed and has one hand on his baton as he’s trying to keep up. From what I’ve heard about Consuelo, showing her that baton would be a very bad idea, especially if she’s been drinking. Sure enough, I see in one hand the sturdy young woman is carrying a bottle wrapped in a paper bag.

Normally I am a strong believer in not interfering with the natural order of life’s ebb and flow, but I feel something coming over me. Just as the angry pair are almost upon me, I explode from my hiding place and, holding my fedora above my head with one hand and pointing like Moses at the Red Sea with the other, I stand directly in front of Consuelo and loudly proclaim, “I MUST PAINT THIS WOMAN!” This stops everyone in their tracks, and thoroughly startles the shit out of not only Consuelo, the cop, and a nearby tourist couple, but myself as well.

Before the shock can wear off I quickly overturn a nearby trash can and fall to my knees and frantically begin to tear tiny bits of paper and trash and assemble them into a scrap-art painting of a beautiful woman with short white-blonde hair with another painting on her naked chest. I jump to my feet only long enough to turn Consuelo’s head slightly and raise her chin a fraction of an inch. She holds the pose as I go to my knees again and close one eye while holding up a thumb for perspective before again frantically ripping and tearing and placing bits of trash as well as some of the sand from the plastic bags in my pockets. Soon the two dimensional form of a painted woman begins to magically appear on the bricks of Mallory Square. People gather around and, as usual, all eyes are on the artwork as my two hands fly as though with a mind of their own. The only sounds are of awe and astonishment as pictures are snapped and the crowd grows. The cop, who has been transfixed along with everyone else, takes a few steps back when he gets a call on his radio. Consuelo is proving to be a perfect model and holds absolutely still except when she frowns briefly at a chubby guy in a red tropical shirt rudely pushing through the crowd to take extreme close-ups of her chest. The young cop turns away briefly and my model uses the bottle in her hand to give the camera guy a quick warning pop to the forehead.

I finish with a flurry, using tiny bits of orange peel for the sunrays, and stand to a smattering of applause, which rapidly spreads and grows through the crowd as I bow deeply. With as much humility as I can muster, I drop my fedora to the ground to receive the generous donations from the crowd as they continue to take pictures. I allow myself a small smile, acknowledging that I do, indeed, still have it. Consuelo is among those bending down to more closely examine my work.

“That’s pretty good, all right.” She looks again and the frown is back. “But my boobs aren’t that big.”

I take advantage of the opportunity to freely stare and compare, and come up with a crooked smile. “Artistic license?”

Soon I can see some bits of green sticking out of my hat, so I produce a small house-painter’s brush and quickly sweep the artwork onto a piece of cardboard and dump it back into the same trash can from which it came. As usual, there are gasps of disbelief as the crowd slowly breaks up, one still rubbing his forehead. I see the cop now walking quickly across the plaza towards a rental scooter in a NO SCOOTER zone while talking into his cop radio.

I retrieve my hat and place it on my head without removing the offerings. A quarter falls to the ground and Consuelo deftly scoops it up and hands it over. She flashes me a quick, hard look.

“I could have handled that cop.”

I just smile slightly, as I strongly suspect that anything I say will be wrong. She takes a long pull on the bottle in the paper bag while giving me a parting, squinty-eyed glare. Thankfully, she saunters away in the opposite direction as the cop and does not look back.
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Stoney

The vendors and performers are showing up now, hanging around the kiosk and waiting for the drawing that will determine which spots we each will have for the evening. I go back to the bench to wait and pull knees to chest and once again use my cape to wrap myself like an orange bat. In a few minutes I begin to relax. Then as I often do, I think of ideas for making huge sums of money. In my fertile mind I’m working out the minor design details for a home phone that looks like a stone crab when I smell something. It’s a bad smell, like burning plastic. I take a peek and see Weird Nancy holding a lighter to my cape. I jump to my feet.

“ARE YOU FUCKING NUTS?!”

I yank off my cape and stomp on the smoldering plastic. Weird Nancy is laughing her crazy old lady head off, but I am thoroughly un-amused. Somehow I have come through the traumatic ordeal unscathed, though my cape has sustained serious personal injury. There is now a hole the size of a pumpkin on one side. The sight of my wounded cape brings brief thoughts of counterattack, but Nancy is already pushing her cart filled with overly colorful paintings across the plaza while making a shrieking, laughing sound. Why can’t she just scream in my face about where did I go and why didn’t I at least leave a note like any normal crazy-person would?

I again consider giving chase, but notice a pair of stripey socks coming around the corner, headed in my direction. I fold my damaged garment into a caplet and drape it across my shoulders as the pair of socks filled perfectly with girl draw near. I am about to doff my hat and bow politely to the captivating glass-walker, when out of nowhere, the so-called artist who goes by the name Picasso materializes and intercepts her, not ten feet from where I stand. I can hear his every word.

“Good afternoon, my dear. I didn’t get a chance to formally introduce myself earlier. I am Picasso, painter of beautiful women.” At this, the worm sweeps the beret from his head and bows deeply. Socks has stopped dead in her tracks and is smiling and blushing. I am nauseated by the display and look away before I am sick in public. As the vermin leads the lady away I hear him droning on about her alluring eyes and perfect chin, and asking if she has been painted recently. I am seething as I again take a seat on the bench.

“Dali! Mi amigo!” It’s Stoney. The bushy little man affectionately slaps me on the shoulder as he plops down beside me. “When did you get back?”

The little worm is now holding my precious Socks by the hands as he talks. I drag my dagger eyes away from the appalling show and focus instead on Stoney.

“About this time yesterday. Twenty-three hours from Jax on the Hound, man.”

Stoney nods his head sagely. “Yeah, with all the stops they make, Greyhound is only a little faster than walking. You been in Jacksonville all this time?”

I have no idea where I’ve been and tell him so. My short-term memory goes only as far as standing in the ticket line at the Jacksonville bus station. I know better than to waste too much time trying to remember beyond that, so I don’t. But Stoney is a good friend and I’m glad to see him.

“So, what’s the word, Stoney?”

His beady little eyes narrow as he looks around carefully. “Word is Islamorada One Toke, man. You interested? I can get weight.”

“No thanks, I’m saving my money for something special. Besides, I think I’m still high from that last stuff of yours I smoked a few months ago.”

Stoney says nothing but nods as though he hears this often. A thought flies by and I grab it just in time.

“Stoney, what happened to that woman you were engaged to? The big girl, Cindy?”

“Cindy?” Stoney looks down and shakes his head wearily. “We broke up, man. Decided I couldn’t afford a woman like that.”

“That’s too bad.”

“Nah, it was for the best. You know she’s a cop, right?”

“Uh, no. You were dating a cop?”

“We met online on one of those dating services. Went out a few times and were really hitting it off, you know? Then one day we were coming back from Marathon. I was driving her car and she was snuggled up against me and we were just grooving on the radio and colors of the sea as we hurried back to Key West for Sunset.

“I remembered reading on her online profile how she felt honesty was the most important thing in a relationship, so as we’re coming up on the Seven Mile Bridge I start telling her how I’ve also been seeing her sister, Ruthie. You know, the girl with the big boobs, tends bar over at the Parrot? Anyway, we’re going across the bridge and Cindy doesn’t say anything, so I think I’ve scored some major points by being Mr. Honest. She leans over closer and I’m thinking here comes a big kiss, or who knows, maybe even a Bridge BJ. But instead she looks at the speedometer and is suddenly all, ‘Pull over!’ and shit. So I stop in the middle of the fucking bridge and she pulls out this big pad from her purse and writes me a two hundred dollar speeding ticket!

“I can’t believe it and call her some things I realize later maybe weren’t such a good idea, under the circumstances.”

I hold up a finger at the opportunity. “Timing is everything!”

“You got that shit right, Dali. Anyway, she slaps the ticket against my chest and tells me to get out of her car, and I’m all, ‘You can’t leave me here on this bridge like this!’ and she says I’m right and pulls this big black cop gun out of her purse and tells me to take off my pants. I start to say something and she cracks off a round by my head so I’m pulling off my pants as fast as I can and end up standing there in the middle of the world’s longest bridge wearing just a t-shirt and holding a speeding ticket while watching the back of her car getting smaller in the distance.”

“So you broke up?”

“Well, besides that little incident, I found out later that she’s married. So I guess it just wasn’t meant to be.”

Stoney jumps up and gets in line when the lady at the kiosk starts rattling a can full of washers to get everyone’s attention for the lottery.

But I stay on the bench while spots are assigned for the evening show. I’m feeling creatively drained from painting Consuelo and am a bit unhinged from the Weird Nancy assault and the little fraud moving in on Socks. Not to mention that, as usual, I’m feeling a bit stoned just from Stoney’s mere presence. I need to recharge and become centered before I can go to my assigned spot to create.

I face the setting sun and breathe in the cool sea breeze. There is something in the air – a change in the weather coming?

After a few minutes of deep breathing and quietly chanting the ancient magical lyrics of early Doors songs, my calm returns. I realize my energy level had been somewhat restored momentarily by the earlier Socks sighting so, after checking in at the kiosk, I decide to wander over for another dose.

But first I must detour by the psychics and palm readers. As usual there are plenty of tourists lined up to waste their money on psychics, but hardly anyone around the palm readers. I will never understand people. I spot the guy with the droopy eyelids.

“Today’s horoscope, my good man.”

He shakes his head.

“Union rules, man. Only psychics can do horoscopes.”

I hold up a silver dollar. “I’ll bet you a dollar that someone truly in tune with the stars can do a horoscope reading without even looking at my palm.” I never let mystics look at my palm anymore since the last few couldn’t find my lifeline, which is something I try not to think about. The reader takes a quick look around.

“Okay, what’s your sign?”

“Trojan.”

“Trojan? What kind of sign is that?”

I show him a condom from my pocket and smile. “The universal sign of a man in love.”

The reader rolls his eyes, then closes them for several seconds while he connects with the spirit world. After allowing enough time for the spirit to enter his mind until he is full of it, he speaks.

“Lucidity comes in waves, interrupted by moments of chaos. Your romantic connection is likely to be strong but muddled. It is a time for challenges and showmanship while knowing the satisfaction of helping others is the best possible reward.”

As these are all things I already know, I suspect the man is a scammer and consider stiffing him on the buck until he surprises me with one last bit of information.

“And your spirit animal is the grunt.”

I flip him the dollar and float off in deliberation of the implications of my past relationships with grunts. I think perhaps I should reconsider my spiritual connections with not only grunts, but with all my favorite recreational foods.

Speaking of foods, since my last meal consisted entirely of what I now know as a spiritual being, I purchase a Soft Pretzel with mustard to fully reestablish my link to normal consciousness through indigestion.

Spiritually enlightened and grounded by small, sharp burps, I am now ready to seek the world of glass walkers.
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Socks

I casually check a few trashcans for art supplies while walking across the plaza. The sun is still hovering over the horizon, giving a few wisps of flaming clouds enough time to soak up some last-minute shades of vibrant color, and giving the tourists ample opportunity to jockey for the best positions along the seawall so their cameras can enjoy the view.

There’s the girl glass walker at the far end of the seawall, set up off to the side of the main throng. I don’t want to draw attention to myself, so I take the long way around a brick tree planter. Where I stand the sea is a perfect backdrop for her performance.

The ball cap is gone and in its place a dark scarf is tied around her head. The headband goes well with her black hair. She’s also shed a baggy men’s jacket and now looks just a bit like a gypsy. She stands on one leg at a time, casually pushing the long socks down with her other foot. The lady has both grace and balance.

Buckets of glass are already spread out and the last rays of the sun have them glistening like spiked jewels. On the next spot over, a worn-looking man and dog team is keeping a decent crowd of sunsetters happy while they wait for the big event. Socks, now No Socks, is sitting on a bucket, gazing out to sea while waiting for her turn. I take in the view of the lovely lady casually gazing out in the direction of one of the distant islands as the sun slowly sets fire to some clouds just off her left shoulder. A sailboat full of sunset watchers passes slowly behind her. It is quite a scene. I look out over the water for a few seconds myself and sigh at the immensity of it all.

But since everything is in a holding pattern, and I’m a man of action, especially when I’m nervous, I’ll just ease over here to a nearby art supply receptacle and take a poke around for any Specials.

I’ve just retrieved a very colorful empty cigarette pack from the trashcan when a glance up gets me No Socks just looking away and turning back towards the sea. Shit. I wanted to be looking at her when she first noticed me. Not to mention I’m dying to see how that headband sets off those dark eyes.

There’s applause for the man and dog, and the lady gives it enough time for some bills to float down into the bucket next door. Then she begins.

“OVER HERE! A SHOW!”

She’s got a set of lungs on her, that’s for sure. And having studied human anatomy in school, I can easily visualize the strong and curvy body under those loose clothes she wears.

The headband is gone, and she’s doing a bit of a swirling and spinning dance now as she moves over to the glass. The dancing makes her long dark hair flow out at times and is quite enchanting. Like I needed any further enchanting.

I’m watching from the back of the crowd, but she never looks my way. In fact, her eyes are closed most of the time, even when she stops her dance directly facing the waiting carpet of glass.

The scarf reappears and goes around her head again. Her hands shoot straight up as she holds rigid, staring straight ahead at the glass. If ever an act needed a drum roll, it’s this one.

I can’t help but cringe as her right foot approaches, then hovers over the bed of glass shards. The crowd spread around three sides seems to be holding its collective breath as one foot, then the other, carry the lady glass walker ever so slowly and carefully across the long layer of glass to the safety of hard, smooth ground once again.

Applause, and well deserved. Of course, I’m the most fervent clapper in the crowd, and hoping my enthusiastic applause will grant me a front row seat for the upcoming donning of the socks.

The crowd breaks ranks as the dark-eyed young woman bows to the applause and smiles. Bits and pieces of money find their way into her tip bucket. I drop in a silver dollar and see she has done quite well.

Though I sense she is aware of my presence, the lady still hasn’t looked my way again and has now retaken her seat on the bucket. As I approach, she nimbly removes a sliver of glass hanging from her foot and flips it over the seawall into the sea.

“Doesn’t that hurt?”

She looks up at me with those dark, innocent eyes and I am a goner.

She shrugs. “No, not really.”

The socks make an appearance and I immediately go to my knees without even checking for stray glass. I notice for the first time that the bottoms of her feet are heavily callused.

“Have you been doing this long? Walking on glass?” Not the most original line, but the best I can come up with since most of my being is riveted to long socks easily sliding up soft, shapely legs. I hope I am not drooling.

She runs her hands from ankle to knee for a final smoothing of the socks right before my eager eyes just as the crowd breaks into applause for the successful setting of the sun. Without looking away, I applaud as well.

Big, sad eyes gaze into mine for just a moment before they blink slowly and she looks back down. “I haven’t been doing it long, less than a year, and for only a few days here.” Obviously not her favorite subject. Her eyes come up to meet mine again. “You are Dali? They say you’re an artist, and that you have a phone in your head.”

Since the socks show is for the most part over, I stand.

“Yes, I am Dali, and I am at your service!” I whip off the fedora and bow as though to a queen. “And you, my dear, I don’t believe I caught your name?”

There is no smile, but I detect a hint of mischief in her eyes. “Oh, I have no name. People just call me what they like. Do you have a name for me?”

Without thinking I hear myself say, “Socks, of course.”

Now the smile is there.

She asks again about the phone thing and I offer to tell the tale when she is packed up. I help sweep the glass into the buckets and then we have a seat along the brick tree planter that looks out over the water. There’s an occasional smattering of applause and laughter for the other performers as the lights come on for the final hour of the sunset celebration.

The lady is truly beautiful in the twilight, and the gentle sea breeze is doing nice things to her hair. Perhaps she is somewhat clairvoyant, for at that moment I believe she senses the purity of my intentions to screw her.

“So, you have a phone in your head?”

I tell her the story of a young man studying art at Juilliard, and she asks isn’t that the school for musicians, actors, and dancers? I say the very one, but at one time they had a small trial program for artists as well. She asks how small and I reply by pointing to myself.

I tell her how the gifted, but poor, young artist would sign up for lab experiments to make money for tuition. He often participated in drug research and new product testing. Some of the stuff was pretty weird and even dangerous, but he was young and strong and learned to live with the various rashes and hallucinations while he exclusively studied the art of the master surrealist, Salvador Dali. Since his own work was so obviously influenced by the great artist, it wasn’t long before everyone called him Dali. He took this as the ultimate compliment and before long had taken to wearing floppy hats and twirling the ends of his long, waxed mustache with his face locked into various poses of astonishment.

I give her my best mustache twirling astonished look, then continue my story. I tell her how one day the young man called a number he’d found on a subway wall to take part in a revolutionary new concept in implantable cell phones. The job paid well and came with a free phone, so he went for it. The doctor put him under and when he awoke he had the ultimate hands-free, onboard telephone. After a few hours of successful testing the young man left the satisfied doctor and hurried to his next job so he could be sprayed with roach killer.

Unfortunately, it was winter. In his rush, the young man slipped on an icy New York sidewalk and took a bad fall. He landed on his head – directly on the spot with the freshly implanted experimental phone.

It was several days before he regained consciousness in the hospital and learned some interesting things. X-rays showed the fall had not only damaged the phone in his head, but caused it to shift to a place where the surgeons couldn’t remove it without risking serious damage to his brain. He also learned the doctor who did the phone implant not only gave him a rubber check, but wasn’t even a doctor. The phony doctor was by then in jail with no bond, awaiting trial for numerous crimes including illegal sex-change operations on plants. It seems the budding artist had not only been the madman’s first experiment in telecommunications – but the first human subject as well.

The young man was soon released from the hospital, as there was nothing they could do. But the fall had left him too disoriented and confused to resume his studies at the prestigious school. Plus, none of the labs hiring test subjects would give him a job because of his injury, so he had to drop out.

Over the next few weeks he slowly remembered things he’d been told by the bogus doctor about possible side effects like nausea, blackouts, and memory loss. And that would be with a fully functional, undamaged, phone in his head.

I pause in my tale and sigh mightily while looking out over the water. A warm hand gives one of mine a gentle squeeze.

“So, you still have the phone? In your head?” I nod. “Does it work?”

“I can’t call out, but I receive calls, random calls that are out there on the airwaves.” I gesture with my hand. “Sometimes I hear both sides of a conversation, sometimes just one side. There are tapping noises as well, which is think is texting.”

“Wow. How long has this been going on?”

I shrug. “I don’t really know. A few years.”

“What about your family?”

“Orphan. No family.”

Though I’ve never been one to turn down a good healthy sympathy screwing, I don’t really like the way the mood is going.

“But it’s not so bad. I can usually stop the ringing by popping myself in the head, and I have listened in on some interesting conversations in the past.” A wink. “My life is not really so bad at all. For example: I’m currently sitting in a picturesque spot in Key West on a very pleasant evening with a beautiful lady beside me. I have no bills to pay, and no one to answer to.” I stand and turn once with my hands swirling in the air. “And best of all – I have my art! Would you like to see?”

“Of course!”

“Come along, then, and I’ll show you. It’s about time for me to give the tourist money tree a good shaking anyway.”

“Great! Let me stash my stuff and I’ll catch up to you!”

“I have E-10 tonight, over by the pretzel stand.”

She’s all smiles and waving as I turn to go across the plaza to my spot. I’m looking forward to my first official performance since returning to Key West. Plus it seems I always do my best work when there’s a beautiful woman involved.

I nearly float across the plaza. I’m so happy I don’t even want to acknowledge that the man watching me from behind a palm tree is the same one I saw the night before with the glass walker.
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Performance

My energy level is near its peak as I work my way through the crowd of vacationers enjoying the street party atmosphere of Mallory on a beautiful cool evening. With the sun down, the main area around the vendors and performers is packed with people. I see Hooman and wave to Ponce who is about to start his amazing cat juggling performance.

I’m nearly at my designated area before I notice that the little fraud himself is occupying the spot next to mine. He has several of his feeble attempts at art on display and is in the process of pushing one off on a plump woman in brightly colored tourist clothes who obviously must have the artistic comprehension of a catfish.

My spot, however, is bare to the bricks, except for a small pile of dog excrement. I notice on the other side of my spot, next to the pretzel stand, is Robert with his little yapper dog and a table of books. His devious smile leaves no doubt as to the origin of the poop.

Unlike this fraudulent Picasso, I have none of my work to sell. Although I do the occasional work in chalk or charcoal, my favorite medium is trash. Which is a statement on our society itself, as trash is sadly the most abundant, free, manmade thing in this country. And since part of my artistic signature is to always clean up after myself, the only record of my work is photographs and, more importantly, tiny specks of memory in the minds of those who see it.

But as I prepare to demonstrate to those gawking at the fraud’s one-eyed, sharp-boobed women what real art is, I find the handy trashcan – the only trashcan in the area – is totally empty.

I see Robert’s devious smile has now relocated itself to the little fraud’s face. I also see that one of the gawkers of his so-called art on display is Socks. The fraud’s face is barely-contained joy itself as he takes a couple of steps in my direction.

“So, you have come back to Key West, have you, Dali? If you are not too rusty, perhaps you would be interested in a small challenge?” I hold my ground, nose in the air to show my disapproval of his very person, and say nothing. He continues. “How about a little contest? Fifteen minutes in the medium of our choice, and the tips determine the winner? Winner takes all?” He gestures toward his tip bucket, the one Socks is now standing directly behind while looking this way.

A solid challenge indeed. The empty trashcan puts me at a disadvantage, but with that set of innocent eyes above stripey knee socks now focused on me I would probably accept any challenge. Though this competition sounds fair enough, I know to be cautious.

I lock eyes with the beret-wearing little faker and nod once. He turns and immediately begins slashing colors at the canvas and easel he had at the ready.

I grab a Seagrape leaf from a planter to quickly dispatch the dog crap so I can get to work. A couple of handfuls of mulch and plant debris from the same planter and I’m on my knees, ready.

I may be a bit crazy, but I’m not stupid. In spite of the handicap of an empty trashcan I have the contents of my full pockets and I am now setting things out on the ground before me. I glance up only once and see in the gathering crowd the stripey socks close by, toes pointed my way.

Robert appoints himself official timekeeper, mediator, and announcer.

“A challenge! Over here!”

After dropping my fedora to the ground to accept offerings from those enlightened souls able to appreciate true art, I find my lump of orange chalk and quickly mark a wide frame two feet by four feet on the hard surface in the center of my designated spot. With my hands I carefully arrange the planter debris and contents of my pockets outside the frame so that I can see all the textures and colors I have to work with in my palette. I close my eyes, steady my breathing, and see images. I do not pick one of the images I see, it picks me, so that when I open my eyes again we are one. Now I am ready.

“Ten minutes to go!”

Robert’s bellowing to the crowd startles me, and I have to close my eyes once again to find the image. When I again open them the image comes into full view, fitting perfectly inside the orange outline on the ground. To my eyes it is as if a vibrant, crystal-clear picture were under a thin sheet of glass. Now all I have to do is place objects the right size, texture, and color on top of the glass. Simple!

“Five minutes to go!”

My hands are selecting, tearing, spacing, pushing, mixing, and creating. My mind relaxes and my fingers take over. Bits of brown leaves flow into white sand next to black crushed charcoal with tiny tinfoil stars and a melting watch made of banana peel, mulch, and tiny flecks of paper napkin. I am so focused I am barely aware of a rumbling in the distance. I pay no attention to the ohs and ahs of the crowd now watching and dropping money into my hat, or even to the breeze beginning to blow through my hair. The breeze!

“Two minutes!”

A gust of wind comes through the legs of the crowd and scatters half the nearly-completed painting. I panic, but my fingers fly across the ground frantically scraping and placing and – 

“One minute!”

My fingers are pushing and pinching and suddenly I feel it coming and try to cover my painting but the cold gust of wind finds my painting and blows it across the shoes of the spectators. Another strong gust and my work is all but gone. I look and see only smudges on the ground.

“Time!”

I sit back on the hard ground in defeat and see Robert handing the meager contents of my battered old fedora to the grinning little fraud just as a big raindrop hits me square in the forehead like a wet marble. The crowd stampedes as vendors scramble to close up and performers scatter. In no time I’m the only one left, sitting alone in the rain. At least the ringing in my head has stopped.

Ring!
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Green Motel

Ring!

Where am I, man? And what the hell am I lying in?

Ring!

I pop myself on the side of the head and the ringing stops. I try to go back to sleep, but can’t. It’s dark, so I open my eyes. Oh, bad move. Wherever I am, I’m definitely sporting a serious hangover. It’s dark inside this room, and it smells bad.

Let me just lay my head down again on this pillow.

Wait, it’s not a pillow. It feels like a plastic trash bag and smells like it’s full of garbage.

That’s it! I remember now. I’m in Key West, in the Green Motel – the name I gave my favorite dumpster. Ah, yes, many pleasant memories there.

But I must remember why I am here. I push up and the lid opens enough so I can see daylight, but it’s raining. Oh shit, now I remember.

I remember sitting alone at Mallory. In disgrace. In the dark. In the rain.

I remember walking the wet, cold streets of Key West wrapped in my poncho with the hole in it while half-listening to conversations in my head. Sometimes they are a comfort.

I went out on the empty Grunt Pier with the waves slapping the pilings and for a while looked out across the black water at red and green lights flashing in the distance. I had hoped to receive a message from my Spirit Animal, but only received a message from my stomach. I made my way to the Parrot for a dinner of peanuts and beer, and perhaps some companionship.

As usual, the place was busy with locals and I was happy to find Stoney camped out at the bar putting a move on Ruthie of the healthy chest and crazy cop sister. In spite of the hole in my rain gear thanks to Nancy the Pyro Witch, I’d managed to stay surprising dry until almost to the Parrot, when a mini van caught a big puddle just right and soaked me from the waist down.

Ruthie and Stoney were holding hands across the bar and looking into each others eyes when I slogged in. They turned at the same time.

“Holy shit! Look what the cat dragged in!”

I pulled myself up onto an empty stool next to Stoney. Ruthie went back to work behind the bar and Stoney frowned big while looking at me just sitting there dejected and dripping.

“Damn, Dali, what happened? You look like you just lost your last friend.”

Ruthie glided over with a tentative smile, a draft beer, and a basket of peanuts in the shell. Over the course of several more beers I related to Stoney the sad story of the evening’s events at Mallory. Bolstered by my friend’s sympathy, and the beers, I was starting to feel a bit better when Robert walked into the bar.

The place was packed by then and the only vacant seat in the house stood in a puddle of water next to a disheveled man wearing an old orange poncho. Robert reluctantly took the stool next to me.

Actually, Robert and I are old friends; we just have the occasional strong disagreement from time to time. The current, long-running difference of opinion centers around the writer Carl Hiaasen and is the reason Robert had sworn not to sell me any more signed editions of his own books.

And it didn’t take long for the two of us to renew our ongoing argument over whether or not Hiaasen has lost his edge from too many years of wealth and fame – those twin evils nearly every struggling writer or artist vehemently detests, unless it happens to them. It was the kind of argument no sane sober person would care that much about. Luckily, by then I was a little drunk, and Robert is always a lot crazy, so we had a lively discussion.

I don’t remember much after that, though. At closing time Stoney offered to let me stay the night at his place since he had other plans. I politely declined, as I’d gotten a bad crick in my neck the last time I’d stopped by his place for a visit.

I don’t know what happened to Robert, but I remember Stoney leaving with his well endowed other plans, and once again I found myself alone, walking the wet, dark streets of Key West in the middle of the night.

But things are much better now. Now I’m in a dumpster.

Time for a situation assessment.

Overall, I figure things could be worse. At least I’m out of the rain and cold, here in my snug dumpster, though it does smell a bit. And smells different than it used to. Perhaps a new menu at the restaurant?

I seem to somehow still have a few dollars in my pocket. I hate to spend money on myself, except in emergencies – and the depth of depression I was falling into after leaving Mallory definitely required drastic action involving beer and camaraderie to take my mind off things.

But the thought of my disgrace at Mallory and Socks slipping away is still painful today.

Though tired and hungry, I am comfortable. Being careful to avoid thinking any more about the prior evening, I take in the Big Picture and decide the best course of action on this drizzly day in the tropics is to snuggle down and try to unwind before I continue on. Perhaps this all is a sign that I should get serious about my mission.

But as soon as I get situated and fully relaxed, I feel as though I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks. I decide to just rest my eyes for a few minutes before I get up and get busy with my life.
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Laundry

Wow, I’m waking up again. I’ll just push up the lid here and take a peek.

Whoa, didn’t need to see that. I must have been so tired and slept so deeply that I went into a dimension where time runs backwards. I mean, it was mid morning when I fell asleep, and now it’s dawn. What other explanation can there be?

Wait, I hear voices. They’re close, but I can’t understand a word. It must be because they’re talking backwards in this backwards world I’m in!

Okay, don’t panic. Best thing is to go back to sleep and wake up again – this time in the right dimension. Just get comfortable and drift off to dreamland.

Wait, someone is opening the lid of the dumpster. I peek out from my nest of garbage bags and see two sets of Asian eyes, and they’re looking right at me! I still can’t understand what they’re saying, but they’re definitely pissed.

Oh shit! Now they have a water hose! They’re hosing me down, man!

“AAAAUUUGGGHHHH!”

“You hippie out now or call cops!”

More water and then the lid slams down.

So that sucks.

Since I’m fully awake now, another situation assessment might be a good idea. A quick one.

Those guys must have been speaking Chinese, not backwards. Is it possible I slept all day and all night? I do feel rested.

And that would explain the funny smell in here. The restaurant must have new owners and Asian cuisine. I realize now it’s soy sauce I’ve been smelling.

Speaking of smelling, my current thoughts are that a casual morning stroll in the direction of the Truman Laundromat might be a better way to start the day than a tense conversation with cops. Time to check out of the Green Motel.

On the sidewalk and it’s a beautiful morning in Key West. But I really am grubby, and a trip to the Laundromat is indeed in order.

I’m so dirty I decide to take the back streets shortcut to the Truman. Walk past the rows of tiny old wooden houses so close together. A batch of baby chicks dashes across the street up ahead with the mother hen right there and, as always, a cat slinking along not far away. I wave to an old black man having his morning coffee on the front porch. Here comes a Queenie walking his trio of yappers on tangled leashes while he does a passable job of ignoring me. But the two girls heading to school give me hard looks like they’re practicing for careers in banking.

At the laundry I get change for the machine and buy soap and a large black trash bag from the attendant watching morning TV. Slip inside the men’s room and take off layers of ripe clothes and after carefully tearing holes for legs and arms, put on my new trash bag. It’s a bit tight between the legs, but otherwise a good fit, and the yellow drawstring pulls up just right around my neck.

Clothes, poncho, hat, and sneakers are all jammed in one washer, so while waiting I take a good sink bath with some laundry soap in the restroom. The warm air from the wall-mounted hand blower feels good and gets me dry just as my load of clothes finishes.

I’m feeling fresh as a daisy as I put my clothes in the dryer while again wearing my spiffy new crotch-conscious trash bag with the yellow bowtie. However, neither the attendant nor the tourist couple doing a load of shorts and t-shirts seems to appreciate my attire. I keep the wet fedora out of the dryer so I can reshape it after the cleansing, though traumatic, ordeal of the washing machine. A few minutes in front of the hand dryer and my trusty hat is on the road to a full recovery.

I pass the clothes dryer time by half-listening to some phone conversations while gazing at the traffic passing by on Truman Street on a beautiful day in paradise. I am content. I have so many things to be thankful for, most notably my friends and artistic abilities. I sigh deeply. I have so much it is no wonder that lately I’ve such a strong desire to help others.

My thoughts eventually drift towards how things would be even nicer if I had a girlfriend, just as the dryer buzzes and stops.

♦

It is indeed a glorious day to be alive. Again walking the streets of my favorite city and wearing clean clothes still warm from the dryer, I smile and wave to everyone I see. The rain clouds have completely pushed through and the sparkling bright blue tropical skies I love so much have returned.

But it is time to feed the angry beast that is growling in my stomach. I don’t have much money left, so I’m walking towards New Town to score a tasty and filling submarine sandwich from the giant chain grocery store. But now that I’m thinking of food, especially a giant overfilled sandwich made with fresh-baked wheat bread, I’m about to faint from hunger. By the time I get to the grocery store my whole being is locked on getting straight to the little ticket machine at the deli.

Luckily it’s still early enough that there’s no line yet at the deli counter. Before long I’m giving the girl at the cash register the last of my damp, crumpled dollars, and happily feeding my inner bear as soon as I’m out the door.

While savoring a few after-dinner burps, I’m once again on the sidewalks of Key West.

I strike a course for Old Town and before long spot my friend Ponce up ahead. With him is his usual entourage consisting of several trained cats and one beautiful woman.

“Hola, Ponce!”

I wave and have a big smile for my friend.

“My Dali!” I get a big hug. “You are just the person I am looking for!” The blonde girlfriend is talking on a cell phone, but edges closer to Ponce in a protective manner while giving me a wary look. Ponce turns to the girl.

“Sherrie! This is my friend I told you about! He would be perfect!” The blonde’s eyes narrow down to an even more suspicious mode, but she doesn’t say anything. Ponce is excited, as usual. “Mi amigo, I am about to leave once again on my search, and this time Sherrie is to come with me! Isn’t that right, my love?” The girl shrugs while still eyeing me and whispering into her phone.

Ponce takes me aside and does some whispering himself. “She’s a bit high-strung and doesn’t like cats, but her parents are quite rich and buy her anything she wants, including a very nice condo. In fact, that is why I was hoping to see you, and here you are!” I get another hug. “You see, my friend, we need someone to stay at her luxury condo while we are exploring some interesting areas of the Green Swamp that I have just recently seen in aerial photos. The manager of the condos is, how do you say, a bit nosey? But it is no big thing to take care of the condo; mostly she just needs someone to feed her fish while we look for the Fountain of Youth.”

I get a big, warm smile. Ponce is such an open and friendly person there’s no way anyone could turn down a chance to help him out, and given my current uncertain guest status at the Green Motel, I allow him to take me to see the condo.

An hour later – after several lectures from Sherrie concerning her condo, fish, and alarm system – and I’m helping Ponce load the last of their gear into Sherrie’s SUV. I wave goodbye as they leave for the Florida swamps with a load of camping equipment and several cats. As I turn to go back inside a small, frowning man is standing in the way. He gives me a good looking over and frowns even more.

“Who the fuck are you?”

I patiently explain that I am going to keep an eye on my friends’ place for them, but he doesn’t like anything I say. I get the impression he is the type who resents many of the laws in this country, especially the ones against shooting someone just because you don’t like their looks. After an obscenity-laced rant on condo rules, including never to touch the security system, the man who I decide looks a lot like a troll grudgingly lets me go back inside while giving me hard looks.

In exchange for using the fourth floor condo with every conceivable modern appliance and a killer view of the water for the next few days, all I need to do is feed the fish. It’s a sweet deal indeed, except for the fish. Actually, what’s in the big glass tank don’t even look like fish.

When Sherrie showed me the things suspended in the tank I thought someone had dropped several black sausages into her aquarium – until I noticed the sausages had fins and predatory eyes that watched my every move. Sherrie cooed and blew air kisses to her babies and I tried not to be horrified when she showed me how to feed them. Like talking to a three year old, she informed me her babies are Chinese Lump Eels and twice a day need their favorite food. Which turned out to be the beautiful goldfish in a nearby fishbowl, and which the black sausages ripped to shreds while Sherrie giggled with delight.

The alarm system is pretty much a joke, so I called upon my two years experience working after school and weekends at my foster father’s security system company and made a few changes. Not many people know that you can not only run a test of the entire system on a Vanguard 311 at will, but even set it to automatically test at any time of the day or night. Amazing how I can remember something like the schematics and codes of various security alarms from years ago and apply them to the updated systems, but can’t remember what I did, or where I was, last week. Working on the security made me wonder what happened to those foster parents who had eventually sold the business just before trading me for a matched set of ten-year-old Korean twins.

After taking care of a few small problems with the ambience of the condo’s interior, I decide it will do nicely. I am smiling as I ride the elevator down, then bounce out the front door into glorious sunshine ready to do some fishing.
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Fishing

“Hey, Dali! You look ready to do some fishing.”

I was hoping to see Taco Bob again sitting on the little pier, and there he is. I have a small paper bag and my Pocket Fisherman from a hiding place in some weeds near the park. I stop a few feet from my friend and before speaking, remove my hat and perform a sweeping bow all in one move.

“And hello to you, Taco Bob! How are you this beautiful day?”

“I reckon about as good as a man can possibly be in paradise, which ain’t bad at all. How you been?”

I shrug as I have a seat on the old wooden bench. “I have been up, down, and up. Currently, up.”

While carefully checking over my fishing rig I learn my friend has only recently arrived at the pier himself and hasn’t caught any fish yet. He seems to be in an even better mood than usual, and explains how his life as a recreational fisherman and semi-professional boat bum living on an old restored houseboat sometimes is a bit demanding. I’m not sure if he is putting me on or not, but he gives me a wink when he tells me he aspires to become a true professional boat bum someday. To this I can relate.

“Yes, it is good for a man to have goals.”

I bait up with a piece of the shrimp offered by my fellow fisherman and cast out a short distance. Which is about as far as my Pocket Fisherman can manage anyway, since it is less than a foot long, unlike Taco Bob’s rods, which are as long as a man is tall. I am happy to see he has an extra, heavier pole today. I know that sometimes he will try to catch one of the big barracuda that lurk just off from our little pier. He’s never caught one, but like all die-hard fisherman, he is eternally optimistic.

I hold up my paper bag. “I have something for you today, my friend.”

I hand it over and his face lights up in surprise as he takes a look at the plastic container inside. “What in the world?”

A few minutes later the big rod is set. We don’t have to wait long until it bends over hard and the reel screams. Taco Bob is on his feet grabbing the distressed fishing pole and grinning.

“You’re damn sure right, Dali, those are great bait! What did you call them again?”

“Chinese Lump Eels.”

An hour later and we’ve taken turns getting several barracudas that look like toothy torpedoes up to the pier and then released.

After the excitement of the big fish we two settle down into some moderately serious grunt fishing, though it is such an outstandingly beautiful day, I find it hard to get too serious about anything. Talking quietly so as to not disturb any grunts in the vicinity, I tell my fishing companion about how I have learned that grunts are my spirit animal and that I will be doing catch and release from now on. We also discuss important topics like the latest crises in the Mid East, the economic pros and cons of offshore oil drilling, and the comparative value of different submarine sandwiches offered at the big grocery store. We differ on Mid East solutions, are close on offshore drilling, and heartily agree grocery store sandwiches are one of the best values in Key West.

Taco Bob recounts a recent enjoyable day trip by ferry to the nearby old fort and beautiful beaches of the Tortugas – a part of the US even further south and west than Key West. This is followed by the kind of comfortable silence that is known only to fisherman who have reached that almost magical point of enjoying themselves so much they don’t really care if they catch anything else the rest of the day or not.

For a while I’m perfectly content to sit quietly looking out over the gentle waves, and don’t even pay attention to the nibbling I feel on my line as grunts are surely stealing my bait.

There’s something important I need to talk to Taco Bob about, but in the comfortable silence my mind drifts back to the recounting of the recent ferry trip to the Tortugas, which included mention of an unnamed female companion. This has me wondering if it was Consuelo. Just as I’m trying to figure out how to put this into a non-invasive question, I get my answer.

“You know, the next time I do the ferry trip I suppose I should see if Consuelo wants to go.” My companion gives me a quick glance. “I saw her yesterday and she told me about the picture you did of her at Mallory, and the cop. Knowing her as I do I’m thinking there might have been more to the story.”

Oh, boy. I am not sure how to answer my friend.

“The cop, I think he was going to ask her about her clothing. I just offered to do her picture before he had a chance.”

“Her clothing? She wasn’t going around naked with just body paint again, was she?”

“She had on some nice shorts.”

Taco Bob shakes his head sadly, but I see a bit of a smile. “That girl does like to show it off.”

“She’s very attractive.”

“Yeah, no doubt. She also has a temper, and doesn’t do well with law enforcement types. I’m thinking you might have saved her some trouble. She’s a pretty tough cookie and would likely never admit to anyone helping her out, much less thank them, but I will.” I get a slap on the back and a wink. This makes me smile. I feel like maybe I should share.

“Consuelo’s mother told me once those sisters had a lot of special training when they were young. After school they had tutors who gave them training in practical things, like the fine art of fighting dirty. She said Consuelo was a star pupil in that one.”

“Yeah, I heard some of that. The version I heard, those sisters didn’t know until recently that the woman who raised them wasn’t their biological mother, and those special teachers were Wiola and their father all along.”

“They were raised in an unusual way, no doubt, but they are pretty amazing sometimes.”

“True enough, though Consuelo can be plenty hard-headed about certain things.”

I can see this is about to go south, so I chance an inquiry hoping to find out a couple of things.

“How’s it going at the marina where you have your houseboat?”

Taco Bob reels in a nice grunt. Just as he raises the fish up it flips off the hook, lands back in the water, and swims away. He smiles and shrugs.

“Marina isn’t so good. Besides the bank trying to bury the owners with paperwork, someone has been sabotaging the place. A couple of boats that bought gas there have had engine problems lately, so we’re thinking someone put something in the underground fuel tank. There’s a big lock on it now, but they’re going to lose a lot of gas customers, not to mention they’ll probably be paying for some motor repairs. The folks who own the marina are having enough financial problems already and this sure isn’t going to help.”

Taco Bob reels in to check his bait and casts out again.

“Found out this morning the ice machine is down because someone took an ice pick to the compressor lines, and suddenly the toilets in the restrooms aren’t working. Plus the whole marina smells bad, like someone threw dead fish up in the weeds.”

Indeed, this did not sound good at all.

“I am not a fan of banks, myself. It seems to me the economy tanking was because too many people borrowed more than they should, and yet loans are how banks make their money. When I was coming here to Key West on the bus, the few new buildings I saw under construction were mostly banks.” We both shake our heads at this depressing fact. “I suppose the owners of the marina have tried to talk to the bank?”

“Oh, yeah. But the local bank got bought out by one of those big banks that the government had to bail out a while back. So they probably wouldn’t cut them any slack even if the marina property wasn’t such a hot ticket right now.”

I don’t say anything, since what can you say to that? Plus I’m getting some calls and have to give myself a really good pop to the head to disconnect. I don’t know any other way to say what I have to say, but I need advice. So I just say it.

“I want to buy an orphanage.”
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Duval

I feel even better after the stimulating barracuda fishing and relaxing grunt fishing. And I also learned a few things talking business with Taco Bob out on the pier.

After his initial surprise, he listened to my plans and came up with some good suggestions, so I was glad I’d taken him into my confidence. Everything is clear to me now: all I need is a way to save the doomed marina from the giant bank and its lawyers, and an incredible amount of money.

I do have some cash hidden away in my secret cache, but since I’m down to less than a dollar in my pocket, I’m thinking maybe I should work on the money thing first.

A short walk in the sunshine and here I am at the Southernmost Point in the Continental US for Making a Few Bucks Off Tourists. Just have a seat here on the bench and wait a few minutes. Ah yes, here comes a couple of happy vacationers now. First he takes a picture of her standing next to the giant concrete Southernmost Point marker, and then she is taking his picture. Now they are looking around. They see a man with a magnificent mustache, a big hat, and an orange cape.

“Excuse me! Could you take our picture?”

A couple of snaps and here’s a generous donation for services rendered. After all, as an artist I have an eye for such things and do take a mean photo. I thank the tourists and return to my seat.

As thoughts about Socks and the debacle at Mallory Square are still pretty painful, I’ve been avoiding letting my mind wander off in that direction. But as I sit on the bench gazing out over the Atlantic Ocean towards Cuba – which the writing on the monument reminds everyone is a mere 90 miles away – my thoughts again drift until they bump solidly into an image of those innocent dark eyes. I decide it’s time to man up and do an updated and wholly objective situation assessment on the glass walker. After a quick pop to the head to quiet the latest ringing, I’m ready to tackle the pros and cons.

Due to her fawning over the so-called art of the little fraud, it is unfortunately obvious the woman has no taste in art, which would have to go in the ‘con’ column. Also in that column, and of more immediate concern, is the big, shady-looking guy lurking around. This could be a problem if he’s a boyfriend, or even an ex.

But I also let myself dwell on the good stuff. Like, the lady does have some seriously tough feet, a fine body from what I can tell, a matched set of big sad eyes that could soften the blackest heart at twenty paces, and absolutely impeccable taste in socks.

I sigh heavily as I look out over the water, as there is no doubt that I am hopelessly smitten. But with my disastrous performance at Mallory, could she even be interested? If the next time I see her she’s with the little fraud again I may wither and die of a broken heart right then and there.

After a couple of hours at the monument my pockets are not so empty, so that and a passing cop car full of hard looks cast my way has me deciding on a stroll. I leave the Atlantic Ocean to its gentle lapping of the seawall only a few feet from my bench and head for Duval Street.

Duval is only a mile long, but at the other end is the Gulf of Mexico. The Atlantic end is pretty quiet, but as you walk along it gets busier and weirder as you get further into Old Town. Anyone who wonders why this place is called Key Weird only has to spend some time exploring the busy end of Duval.

I pass by the Hemingway House before cutting over to Duval and get hit with an idea that’s so good I stagger for a moment under its impact. Even with all the great adventures and even greater books that Hemingway wrote, it seems as though he’s best known these days for the six-toed cats that are descendants of the ones he had back when he lived here. But there are actually six-toed cats all over Key West. Why not just gather up a few, maybe name them after the great man’s books, and sell them to tourists for big bucks? I make a mental note.

I wave to a few people I know and a few I don’t. It’s always seemed to me that on the streets of Key West the visitors smile and the locals frown, unless you’re buying something from them.

As I’m walking along the sidewalks of Duval I see a young man on a high-handlebar bicycle that’s painted all over with pink polka dots, and there’s Hooman standing by an art gallery in deep negotiations with a couple of anxious cruise-shippers over what appears to be a winged coconut. The usual mobs of tourists are walking and gawking at the t-shirt shops, or on bicycles and scooters weaving unsteadily through traffic. I hear the obligatory rumble of motorcycles in the distance and catch a whiff of pot coming from the parking lot behind a bar. Talking to the girl with the seashell cart is a weathered old dude with his beard done in braids and an iguana on each shoulder. This creeps me out no end and has me walking faster down the sidewalk, but it also reminds me to relay some iguana warnings. I approach some snobs looking down from the front porch of a chic Duval Street café. They are wearing resort casual wear that costs as much as a used car, and once again I receive compensation for not only passing along important information, but also for moving along.

“Hey, Dali!”

It’s Stoney coming out of an alley, his eyes looking all around while he talks. “Hey, man, could you take this package to someone for me?” He hands me a sealed manila envelope full of something soft and squishy.

“Sure, no prob.” He points down the street and tells me which bar and what the guy looks like.

I tell him about my idea to sell six-toed cats to tourists for big money, but he just scratches at his bushy beard while beady little eyes nervously scan the street. Stoney being good at financial matters, I give him a quick rundown of my conversation with Taco Bob. I tell him about my plans for helping the orphanage, and when I get to the marina and bank part of my story, those beady eyes lock onto mine. He slowly nods.

“Let me make a couple of calls, see what I can do.” I get a friendly slap on the shoulder as he turns to go. “Don’t forget that package!”

I assure him that it’s as good as delivered as I jam it into a big pocket and again join the throng on the Duval Street sidewalk.

A group of squealing teenage girls on scooters racing down the street catches my eye, as does a kid looking away just as I notice him standing behind a bicycle rack across the street. I’m used to people staring and looking away, but just a couple of blocks back I saw this same skinny kid with jet black hair hanging in his eyes and wearing a black death-metal t-shirt.

I consider it a good sign that the first trashcan I check has a page from a magazine with a lot of bright blue on it waiting there for me. I hold it to the sky – a perfect match – then fold it neatly and into a pocket it goes. Sure enough, the next few cans I check also have some very nice colors as well. It’s such a beautiful day I’m sure there will be a good crowd at Mallory for the sunset.

The same cop car I’d seen at the Southernmost monument cruises along Duval with the same hard looks for moi, which is a great reminder to do that little errand for Stoney.

Sloppy Joes is getting crowded, but I spot a guy with a red shirt and shaved head sitting at the bar. I also notice the guy who’d been lurking around Socks sitting by himself at a table in back where he can see the door. Baldy says the right things and I slip him the package, then slip out the door. I count to ten and peek in the side door for another look at the lurker. He’s still in the same place, but now he’s got his head down talking with the man sitting across from him – the man with the red shirt and shaved head.
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Mallory

I look for Hooman but don’t find him on Duval Street, so I head for Mallory. There’s a few early vendors hanging around the kiosk and Hooman with his cart off to the side, holding something up for a couple of tourists. I politely wait until he’s free, then roll up on him.

“Hooman, I got a trade for you, man.”

Hooman not only has the dirt on anyone and everything to do with Mallory, he’s also the consummate cash-only businessman – never a freebie. But the man has been known to barter on occasion. He gives me a suspicious eye. “What you got, Dali?”

I tell him about my idea with the cats and propose a standard 60-40 agreement on proceeds. He digs into a bucket on his cart and holds up a small, moldy, gray thing.

“I already got a lucky cat foot with six toes.” I take a look, but don’t touch. “It’s actually a lucky rabbit’s foot, and I just glued an extra toe on it. Hasn’t been selling for some reason.”

He tosses the thing back in the bucket full of oddities and narrows his eyes, thinking. Hooman is even thinner than me, has wild hair sticking out in all directions, and like most locals his skin is a deep brown. He scratches contemplatively at a prominent Adam’s apple. “You might have something, though, with the live cats. I’ll give it some thought.”

I’m sure one of the first thoughts will be how to glue an extra toe on a regular cat, but I say nothing. Hooman is waiting to hear what I need.

“I just need information. The big guy hanging around the glass walker? You know who I mean?”

“Guy calls himself a benefactor? Sure, I know about him.”

So I get an earful about the lurker. Hooman tells me the guy offers to help new vendors and performers get through the jury process that all prospective Sunset Celebration participants are subject to. He also loans small amounts of money to the newbies. Hooman says the guy is just your basic garden-variety slime-ball out to take advantage of anyone he helps, which is about what I’d thought. I figure Socks is probably into the guy for some money.

It’s about time for the lottery at the kiosk, and Hooman is about to head off in that direction, but he has something for me.

“The girl? The glass walker? She’s been asking around, about you.”

This is possibly good news. I try for details but only get a shrug from Hooman as he walks away.

I decide to take a quick stroll around the plaza before going to the kiosk, but when I turn, there’s Consuelo’s older sister, Lydia, standing right there.

“Hey, Dali. Got a minute?”

I’m a bit startled, but shouldn’t be since I know those sisters can all be pretty sneaky when they want to be. Lydia has probably been watching me.

“Oh, hi, Lydia. What’s up?”

“Just wanted to thank you for what you did for Consuelo the other day. The thing with the cop.” I give her a shrug, but she keeps on. “I got a couple of different versions, but knowing my sister, she would never admit to someone helping her out like that, much less thank them.”

I start to say something but she holds up a hand and gives me a really nice smile and a sincere thank you, then slips into the growing crowd before I can say a word.

“What was that all about?”

I turn around and now Consuelo’s angry face is right there in front of me. I may be a bit off at times, but I can be a passable liar with certain people. However, this is not one of those people. Looking into those angry eyes I instinctively know that this young woman is not only the kind who can instantly tell if you’re lying, but would also not hesitate to pound the snot out of you if she didn’t like what you were saying.

“Hi, Consuelo. Lydia? She was just thanking me for something.” I try a tentative smile.

Her eyes narrow, and I can feel them burrowing into me for a second before she relaxes.

“Yeah, probably just the cop thing again.”

I nod. Consuelo puffs out her cheeks before releasing a long breath. Her bright blue eyes dart around the plaza before landing back on my face. I notice she is back to her usual shorts and t-shirt look. “Okay, so maybe you did help out some.”

The tourists are getting thick with sunset only a little over an hour away, so Consuelo grabs my arm and pulls me behind one of the planters for a private chat.

“Look, I saw you talking with Taco Bob.”

“You saw us out on the pier?”

Her face flushes with anger. “I am NOT stalking the man!”

“I didn’t say you were, I just – ”

“Okay, whatever, maybe I was stalking, a little.” I get a warning look. “Dali, when you were with him, did he say anything about me?” There’s an iron grip now on my shoulder and two eyes that are all business boring into my soul. I tell the truth, or at least part of it.

“Sure, he said you and him were worried that maybe the bank was behind whoever was sabotaging things around the marina.” Those hard blue eyes ease up for a second, but then the anger is back.

“Yeah, some sorry shit is really doing a number on poor Jim and his wife Maria. They’re about to lose the marina they’ve put the last twenty years of their lives into. Not to mention Taco and a lot of other people living there are going to be screwed.” The ferocity in those eyes is pretty scary. “Whoever is working for the bank doing those things better be careful. There’s people around who still remember the old Key West ways of dealing with vermin like that.”

I’m not about to ask, or say anything else that might set her off. I’d told myself if I ever got the chance, I’d tell her to ease off on my friend – and this is probably the best opportunity I’m going to get – but every ounce of cowardice I’ve ever possessed picks that moment to surface, so I just nod politely.

The iron grip relaxes and turns into a hand absently and delicately stroking my arm. The lady with the short blonde hair steps close. Her eyes go amazingly soft and her voice is barely a whisper.

“So, he doesn’t mention me?” Her hand and head drop as she takes a half step back. When those eyes come back up they’re wet. “Just because I’m a few years younger.” She glances to the side then back. “Okay, a lot younger. Anyway, he seems to think I’m not mature, but I am, and it wouldn’t hurt for him to hear it from someone else.”

I remain silent and let the lady continue.

“Look, you probably know my sisters and I ran a hotel in California on our own for years while we cared for our other mother, Rosa. Besides going to public school and running the hotel, Wiola and our father trained us pretty hard, and we experienced more as kids than most people do in a lifetime. They took us down to Mexico to see real poverty, taught us how to scam and cheat and steal so we would know how to avoid street predators, then took us inside a prison to see up close the ones who thought they’d never get caught. When we were little those two would let us get separated and lost in big cities just to sharpen our survival skills, then they did the same thing with us in the mountains.”

I realize my mouth is hanging open and close it.

“But we also learned things like charity, compassion, and the importance of gift giving. Like knowing when even something as small as a flower or two snatched from an unaware front yard garden can brighten someone’s life, or maybe just help to give them the strength to make it through another day.”

A small rose appears in her hand and she pushes the stem through a buttonhole in my shirt, then gives my chest a couple of soft pats while smiling sadly.

“The next time you see Taco Bob?”

And she melts into the crowd leaving me pleasantly perplexed.

I can see a group of people gathering around the kiosk and set sail in that direction. I’m keeping an eye open for Socks when I see the dark-haired kid again. And again he turns and walks away.
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Kid

The kid is quick, moving through the crowd like he knows his way around Mallory. But I also know my way around the plaza and manage to keep the little guy in sight. Before he turned, I got a better look at him this time and make him to be ten or eleven. A bit small for his age, but it’s hard to tell with the shock of long black hair in his eyes. From behind I can see some streaks of bright blue in his hair.

I take a shortcut around some planters and get ahead of him. The kid is moving with the crowd still, but looking down at a phone in his hand. For once my timing is just right as I step in front so he walks right into me. He looks up, startled, but his face goes dark when he sees who it is.

“Okay, kid, give it up. What’s the deal?”

He turns to flee but I’ve got him by the arm. He faces me all defiant and ready to fight.

“Hands off or I yell for a cop!”

I turn him loose, but I’m checking this kid out. Most likely a local, so I shake my head.

“I doubt that. I’m thinking the cops know your story, or I can find out what you’re up to pretty easily.” I gesture towards the vendors and performers now starting to set up. “You want me to hear your version first?”

The kid has the defiant look down, but it eases a little.

“Father Murray told me to keep an eye on you.”

Now I know who the kid is. This is the one the Father told me he’s had so much trouble with. I nudge the boy over out of the flow of vacationers so we can talk.

“You’re Tim, one of the kids staying at his place. Why did he tell you to watch me?”

The kid still holds some of the hard look, but talks.

“He says you helped him out before, you know, with money. He says you promised to help again, but I guess he’s worried something might happen.”

Father Murray is a good old soul. I’d met him the last time I was in Key West and immediately liked the man and did what I could to help when I learned about his work with orphans. I’d seen him again briefly at the bus station when I hit town and told him I’d be in touch.

The good Father is also practical, it seems. For some reason I seem to have a rep in this town as a space-case. Probably thinks I’ll pooch the money before I can get it to him. But other than a few beers, I rarely spend money on anything other than the bare essentials. And I have a very good hiding place, which makes me wonder what this tough little guy has seen. But I’m so careful about my hiding place I’m pretty sure he hasn’t seen anything. As I look at this street-smart kid I get an idea.

“So you’re a spy, then?”

He must like this, as the eyes behind the flip of hair go sneaky and look side to side. He nods his head.

“Yeah, pretty much.” The kid is glaring at me now. “I heard you think you’re that famous artist guy, Dali, and that you suck up to tourists to make money.”

My, what a lovely child. I consider a good old-fashioned throttling, but instead explain to the frowning street urchin that I am a mere admirer of the man’s work, and if he somehow avoids a public strangulation long enough, he will learn that nearly everyone sucks in some way at one time or another. Young Tim, of course, ignores this valuable counsel and instead focuses on my person.

“What’s up with the mustache? Do you really put wax on it? Can I touch it?”

“Wax, yes. Touch, no.” I lift my head slightly and give one end of my mustache a slight twist. “You can tell Father Murray I won’t let him down, and I’ll try to get by to see him tomorrow afternoon. How is he doing?”

The kid looks down and shrugs. “Not so good. He’s a pretty old dude and tries to do too much sometimes, you know?”

I do know, which is one of the reasons I’m trying to help the man.

“Look, Tim. With your background in undercover work, I might have a job for you, if you’re interested.”

The kid is looking up at me, all suspicion now.

“What’s it pay?”

“Nothing. But it might help Father Murray out – a lot. Let me check on a couple of things and I’ll let you know. I assume you’ll be around?”

The kid takes the bait and his eyes go sneaky again. “I’ll be around.” And he slips back into the crowd.
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Work

I finally make it to the kiosk to get my assigned spot for the evening. Time to go to work.

It’s a truly beautiful evening in the middle of the high season and Mallory is absolutely hopping. The plaza is completely full of tourists now and I can feel the undercurrent of excitement building for sunset. It doesn’t hurt that the sun and sky seem to be giving it their best shot to make up for the rainout the day before. Across the western sky, the sun is slowly plowing through a healthy scattering of pink and red clouds on its way to the sea.

The vendors and performers are out in force as well, and all along the historic wharf is the sound of music, laughter, and enthusiastic applause. Hucksters shout out, promising incredible merchandise and astounding acts, and the air is filled with the aroma of local delicacies mixing with the cool salt air.

And my head has been quietly ring-free for a while. I feel very alive.

A large portion of my self wants to go looking for Socks, but since I’ve resolved to focus first and foremost on my quest from now on, I instead go straight to work. I check a couple of planters and trashcans along the way and find my assigned spot is again next to Robert’s and not far from the seawall. The faux Picasso, however, is nowhere to be seen. I take this as a sign – a good one. Robert, however, is looking even more filled with self-importance than usual and obviously dying to tell me something.

“He’s in Miami for a charity event with some very important people.”

This shouldn’t surprise me at all, as I remember how at any opportunity the little fraud will nose up to celebrities and even politicians if it will get him on a stage. Robert isn’t done.

“One of the important people is a certain writer who anyone with even the slightest bit of sense can easily see is at his creative peak.”

Robert must have been about to blow while waiting to lay that on me. But I bet it’s eating him inside that he wasn’t also invited to Miami and the opportunity to hang with his favorite writer.

My mentioning this to Robert makes him scrunch his face up like he’s sucking on a lemon. I can vaguely recall his beer-fueled ramblings at the Parrot about how he’d sell his soul to be as successful as his idol. As it is, his soul seems to be worth just enough on Amazon and a few local bookstores to keep him in smokes and beer. Naked jealousy is an ugly thing to see in the light of day, while sober, and I must make a note to mention this to Robert at every opportunity.

But now I am working.

The absence of the little faker certainly frees up a lot of energy that otherwise would have gone into blowing his doors off with some serious trash art by someone who actually is at the height of his creative talents.

So I’m stoked as I brush off a place on the hard ground and mark a frame in orange chalk.

When it’s sure everyone is watching, the sun slips from the blazing sky down into the sea, which brings out a chorus of ohs and ahs from the crowd, as what looks almost like snakes with lighted screen heads wave and flash above the throng. The sun receives a hearty round of applause for a job well done and thankfully does not pop back up above the horizon for an encore.

As the crowd begins to turn away from the sunset I stand behind the orange frame for a moment with my eyes closed to connect with the energy of the crowd and the calm of the sea. I go to my knees and empty my pockets on the ground to set up a palette of wonderful colors and textures that almost shimmer with life. I concentrate fully on the area inside the frame and when I can feel the weight of many curious eyes, I begin.

My hands fly and fingers pinch and spread and poke and place and trace and before long the form of a lovely nude is melting over a watch with palm trees hands. When I am finished I sit back to applause and survey what I have done. I’m surprised and pleased to see the nude is not totally, as she is wearing knee socks. As I look up for the first time, the pair of shapely legs closest to my art is also wearing knee socks.

The glass walker is wearing green knee socks this time, and a big smile that instantly dissolves all the doubts that had been brewing in my mind. I smile equally, then drop my hat for donations and spring to my feet for a sweeping bow in front of my artwork. Along with the tourists, Socks herself drops something in the hat – it looks like a silver dollar. I step to the side to allow an unobstructed view for the cameras without taking my eyes from her still smiling face.

“Very nice, Dali.”

I continue to grin like a loon, then step back to check the view between the smile and the socks.

“And you are, if not a feast for the eyes, then at least a generous snack. Is this a new look?”

The lady blushes as she turns around slowly for me to get the full effect. Her long, full, dark hair makes me think of gypsies dancing around a bonfire in the woods and the perfect fitting white shorts and green baby-doll t-shirt are having an affect on my breathing. Oh, my. Her eyes tell me there’s room for one more around the bonfire.

I am speechless with desire and feel a tug in my pants. Actually, it’s more of a yank. With superhuman strength I tear my eyes away from the goddess before me to look down. I see a round tourist kid pulling on my pants and pointing at his parents, who are each pointing a camera at me.

“Could we get a picture?”

I shrug and smile an apology to Socks. Got to take care of my fans.

I kneel down next to my masterpiece of trash, twirl the ends of my mustache, and smile for the cameras without taking my eyes from the glass walker patiently waiting off to the side. Cameras flicker in the twilight and money floats down into my hat.

I give it a few minutes, then sweep the ground to the usual startled gasps. My art is quickly deposited into the nearest trashcan and I still have not taken my eyes from the shapely vision in green knee socks and matching t-shirt. The air is cooling and she now has a light jacket over her shoulders, and I see goose-bumps on her tanned thighs between the socks and shorts. She also has something in her hands.

“I brought you something.”

I accept the gift and almost cry when I see that it is a brand new plastic orange poncho from Sears. I pull off the old poncho with the large burn hole, and after quickly tearing off a small piece to go in my pocket for future artwork, I drop it in the trashcan as well.

The new wrap is all square fold-creases around my shoulders, and Socks and I are all smiles. I am at last able to find my tongue.

“It is beautiful! You are not working tonight?”

“I hoped you’d like it. I’m taking the night off.”

There are hundreds of people milling about the plaza, but I don’t notice.

“It’s my favorite color. I’m just getting off work myself.”

“It suits you. Not everyone can wear orange. What did you have in mind?”

Do I hear gypsies singing around a bonfire, or is that a tourist’s radio?

“Orange is my middle name. Hey, I’m a guy, I only have one thing on my mind.”

I glance away from those mischievous eyes for a second and see Stoney walking by a short distance away. Timing is indeed everything. I take her hands in mine for just a second.

“Hold that thought. I’ll be back so soon.”

And I am, holding up a shiny house key and bouncing my eyebrows.
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Stoney’s

“It’s not far from here, just a couple of blocks.”

Walking hand-in-hand, the evening air is filled with sexual anticipation and we are there in no time. She looks at the building.

“Your friend lives here?” She stops in front of the t-shirt shop, then looks up at the second floor apartment. “Upstairs?”

I motion for her to follow around back to a low door behind some trashcans.

“Actually, his place is down here.” I unlock the door and bend down and reach inside until I find the light switch, then step back. Socks bends down for a tentative look inside.

“A basement?”

“No basements in Key West, or the rest of the state for that matter. More of a crawlspace. Go on in, you’ll like it, I guarantee.”

We both crawl in and Socks gets her first look at one of the best-kept secrets in Key West.

“Wow! This is something!”

While I’m busy with the incense bowl and candles by the door, Socks is crawling around checking out the large open room with three-foot ceilings. Against one wall is a sink and stove on the floor next to an apartment-sized fridge that just does fit. There’s a dinette table missing its legs surrounded by pillows, and more pillows in front of a flat-screen television and stereo. The low ceiling is painted wooden floor joists, the walls treated plywood. There are several columns in the big room, and the floor is packed dirt covered with sheet plastic, carpet, and oriental rugs. She sits on one of the mattresses made up as a bed, her head almost touching the ceiling.

“This is pretty cool! Where’s the bathroom?”

I flip off the electric light as I’ve gotten several candles going now around the room.

“The door on the right is the bathroom. More like a head on a boat actually. It’s a bit complicated, but there’s an instruction sheet on the wall inside. The other door is storage. Stoney’s into storage.”

I take a seat next to the bed and lean back against the wall since there’s not quite enough headroom for me to sit on the bed. I find the remote for the stereo and work on some music. Socks’ enthusiasm had dropped when I showed her the low door behind the trashcans, but now she’s all smiles again, looking around the room, taking it all in.

I finally find a radio station with the right soft jazz to cover the sounds of the street outside just as Socks pats the place next to her on the mattress. I bump my head and that gets her laughing. She then arranges me on the bed so I’m lying on my back with my head in her lap. A kiss on my bumped forehead and I can’t think of anyplace I’d rather be as she softly strokes my hair and hums along with the music.

“Okay, Dali, tell me about this place.”

“Well, when Stoney hit town a few years ago he worked cheap doing handyman jobs and slept in his truck at the beach. He did some work on this building back then, and since he was cheap, over time the owner gave him first shot at any of the repairs the old place needed. Stoney got permission to keep his tools under the building and before long he had more and more of his own stuff under here. Stoney never told me right out, but I think the owner of the building had a lot of old business records under here as well.” I pointed to the locked storage door. “I know Stoney’s a curious sort, so I’m thinking he read through the records and found something. Something that made the owner not care what his now former handyman did under the building, or ask about rent.”

“Well, he did a good job on the place. It’s really cozy in here.”

“Stoney’s been living here for years. In fact, he’s kind of the Crawlspace King of Key West since these days he’s managing several other crawlspaces around town. A couple are apartments like this, but most of the others are storage units.”

“Did your friend do all this work himself?”

“He did some of it, but Stoney’s a people person. He’s really good at finding people with special skills and working with them.”

“The mark of a successful entrepreneur.”

“Exactly. Anyway, he met this guy in a bar once who everyone these days calls Mole. The story goes that Mole used to work on a shrimp boat but got caught in a really bad storm once, and when the boat when down he spent three days out in the gulf holding onto an ice chest. He swore he’d never go back on the water, or even near it, and stayed in Key West because he’s scared to death to even go over a bridge. Mole had been looking for construction work and was down to his last dollar when Stoney met him in the bar. The only construction work at the time was as a roofer, and Mole wouldn’t do that because there isn’t a roof in Key West you can’t see the water from. Mole wanted work that put him close to the ground, so Stoney gave him a rake, shovel, and roller to smooth and pack the floor. Ever since then Mole has done all of Stoney’s crawlspaces, and even the maintenance. The man does good work.”

I gesture with my hand at the perfectly level floor. Socks just smiles and shakes her head.

“Amazing. I’ve walked by this place several times and would have never known.”

“Hey, would you like something to drink?” I start to roll over to get up, but a firm hand presses on my chest.

“Maybe later, let’s do something else first.” So I settle my head back into the lady’s lap where I have a perfect view of her jacket, t-shirt, and bra as she smoothly slips them off.
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Pillows

When I wake it takes me a moment to remember just where I am. I dig my way out of the pillows on the bed and see Socks on hands and knees coming out of the bathroom on her way to stage a raid on the fridge. She’s still wearing just the knee-socks I’d begged her not to take off.

“Do you think your friend would mind if I drank this?” She holds up a diet soda.

“Is there any wine?”

She closes the refrigerator to take a look in the cabinets.

“Actually, there’s three bottles in the fridge and several more in the cupboard.”

“Let’s have some wine. Your choice.”

“Sure.”

“And some cheese? Stoney always has some cheese somewhere.”

As Socks rummages around in the kitchen I recline back in the pillow pile. I can’t help but smile a contented smile while enjoying the view of the exquisite nude form in the candlelight kneeling in front of the fridge.

The sex had been great. She didn’t hesitate to pull my pants down and tease with her tongue for a few minutes before getting serious with her mouth and bringing things to a quick conclusion. She made me go to the kitchen to find something sweet, and thanks to Stoney always having a fully stocked pantry, I came back grinning with a can of whipped cream. She made me lie back and went at me again, my only job to lie back and enjoy it and put a line of whipped cream on myself whenever she came up for air. It didn’t take much whipped cream before we were both ready and at each other for a wild ride in the pillows that ended in an amazing photo finish.

“You sure he won’t mind if we eat this stuff?”

Socks is back with snacks and two glasses on a tray in one hand and dragging a bottle of wine in the other.

“Stoney is a very good friend, he told me to make myself at home. Plus he’s off with his bartender girlfriend tonight anyway.”

After I do the gentlemanly thing and make a trip to the kitchen for a corkscrew, we pounce on the food. We drink cold wine and eat cheese on wheat crackers, both of us making little happy sounds. Amazing how sex, especially really good sex, can stimulate your appetite. After a brief discussion on who gets the last piece of cheese, we split it and lay back in the pillows with glasses of wine.

The lady glass walker takes a sip and lays her head with all that hair on my shoulder. “This place is great, but doesn’t it get hot in the summer?”

I point to an air vent across the room. “Stoney ran a duct down here from the T-shirt shop’s air conditioning. He was going to put in a fireplace but thought that might be a bit much. After all, this is Key West.”

I have a call and give myself a pop to the head. Socks sits up and looks over at me.

“Doesn’t that hurt?”

“A little, but I’m used to it, and it hasn’t been happening so much lately.” I shrug to let her know it’s nothing, but now she’s curious.

“What happens when you’re asleep? Doesn’t it wake you up?”

“Sometimes. Other times I sleep through the calls and end up with some pretty bizarre dreams.”

I’m getting a sympathetic look as she gently strokes my head. We sip our wine and listen to the soft music before she says anything else.

“Well, I really like this place, though I don’t know if I could live somewhere where you can’t ever stand up. Do you stay here with your friend?”

“No, I have a condo in New Town.”

Socks snuggles even closer at this news, so I venture a query.

“Where are you staying?”

“Oh, I’m renting a room in a trailer from this woman over on Stock Island.”

“I thought you might be staying with the big guy I saw you leave Mallory with that time.”

I feel her body stiffen for a second at this.

“With Steve? No, he just helped me with the jury thing so I could do my act at Mallory. Though he did offer to let me stay on his boat.”

“He has a boat?”

“A big old thing at the marina. I’ve seen it and it’s not bad actually. He told me it’s his, but I think it’s a rental. Plus he’s kind of a creep, you know?” The hand is back in my hair.

“Did I hear him call you Carla?”

Again she tenses up for a second.

“Carla Castanada.”

“Really? Like the famous fiction writer who wrote those books about Indian sorcerers?”

“It’s not fiction!” There’s a flash of anger in her eyes, but it fades just as quickly. The hand stroking my hair is back. “Do you have a boat?”

“No, but I’m thinking about getting one. It has to do with one of my plans. Would you like to hear some of my ideas?”

“Sure.”

So I tell her about the orphanage, the stone crab telephone, and the six-toed cats. I start to tell her about miniature Key West gravestones with, ‘I Told You I Was Sick’ on them when I sense her interest waning. I pause and she changes the subject.

“I’m thinking about opening a bank account. What bank do you use?”

If I could stand up to rail on about banks I would, but I have to settle on sitting up a little, and then rant on about the evils of banks. I’m on a roll, and about to move on to iguanas next when she interrupts.

“Well, if I don’t put my money in a bank where else would I put it to be safe? With the incredible art you make for the tourists, you must make a lot of money. What do you do, bury it?”

For some reason she thinks this is funny. When I don’t answer, she gets it finally and apologizes. My turn to change the subject.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you where you learned to walk on glass.”

She exhales big and slumps down into the pillows and looks at the ceiling, which is right there.

“I learned glass walking when I was in the military, but there really isn’t much to tell.”

“Well, it really is amazing what you do, I would think there’s plenty to tell.”

“Oh, there is, but I learned it in a country I can’t talk about while involved in an operation I also can’t talk about.”

“I see.”

The anger I’d seen in those innocent eyes earlier is so damn sexy I’m tempted to press for a repeat showing, but decide to see what happens if I stroke a green-socked calf that just happens to be within easy reach instead. It has the desired effect, on us both, and before long we are into the pillows for the evening’s encore performance.
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Marina

There’s something about the morning air in the tropics. In the cool months, the breeze coming off the water can energize a person and sharpen the senses. On such a morning a person walking down the streets of a place like Key West will sometimes stop on the sidewalk just to fill his lungs with the sweet mixture of ocean air and fresh baked bagels.

I stop in the bagel shop just off Duval. In addition to the effects of the invigorating weather, my body is still tingling and hungry from the night before.

“Can I help you, sir?”

“Toasted pumpernickel with everything to go, my good man!”

“Here you are. Will there be anything else?”

“No, thank you, I already have plenty of ocean air waiting outside.”

On the sidewalk I face the breeze and breathe deep, then stick my nose in the warm sack. Can it get any better? Did I mention I’m in love?

Ah, and Key West is looking its very best this morning under crisp bluebird skies as I nibble along the sidewalk on my way to visit Taco Bob.

I walk on air up Truman, past the laundry and quaint collection of motels, parks, scooter shops, small ethnic restaurants, and strip clubs on my way to the marina to visit my friend with some news. I do hope he’s there, as right after parting with my love a short time ago I went by the Grunt Pier and it was empty.

The thought of the glass walker brings a wash of pleasant feelings. I would have been fine with staying with her for the day, or forever, but when she said she had to go I walked with her from Stoney’s to where her bicycle was chained to a light pole.

“I have to feed my cat.”

“Toes?”

“Five.”

“Still…”

She assured me she’d keep her cat safely inside the trailer for a few days, and I watched with the melancholy of separated lovers as white shorts stretched tight above green knee-socks pedaled away towards Stock Island. That vision, still fresh, makes me sigh with longing.

But I also keep an eye open on my way from the Grunt Pier to the marina. I haven’t seen the kid and wonder if he’s given up, or just gotten better at spying on me.

Thinking of Socks feeding her cat reminded me of my own duties and I detour to the condos. I see the manager troll and he looks a bit haggard. I start to ask him how he’s been sleeping at night but don’t want to tip my hand as to who might have set the Vanguard 311 Smoke Alarm Sentinels in his unit to come on at full shriek every morning at 3 a.m.

Goldfish fed, I head for the marina. As I reach the boats I notice a bad smell in the breeze. I also see a plumber’s van by the bathhouse.

Taco Bob has told me on calm days he’ll often be fishing out on the flats in his skiff boat, but if it’s windy he’ll fish grunts off the pier, or hole up in the library or a café, reading and writing. So I hope he’s around. I know the man had enough years as a rancher in Texas eating dust to really appreciate the salt life. Same amount of sun, but a lot more water and a lot less dust. Not to mention much less stress from dealing with everything Mother Nature and government agencies could throw at him.

I’ve been through the marina before, but never really noticed how many boats are here. A lot. Some of the houseboats look more like houses than boats, and many have satellite dishes and gardens of potted tropical plants.

I’ve always enjoyed strolling along looking at boats and daydreaming, and as a man deep in the throes of love, I have an even deeper appreciation of everything, so I’m really enjoying the boats and thinking about life in a marina.

I saunter by the charter boats, taking in the tranquil morning atmosphere until I’m at the area where the odd lot of live-aboards are moored. I read the names as I walk along, trying to remember the name of Taco Bob’s houseboat. I see the boats Strangely Green, Pop Top, High Keels, and Go Away, but none of those names rings a bell. But I do get a ringing in my head just as I see a white-blonde mop of hair up on top of a houseboat. So I pop myself in the side of the head to stop the ringing, and walk over to where a bikinied Consuelo is bending over polishing brightwork on the old boat.

“Hi, Consuelo!”

I get a smile as the young woman stands and stretches, testing the breaking point of the briefest of bikinis. But as a man in love I do not even give a second glance to her well-tanned and perfectly-toned body. However, we both notice the town perv on his three-wheeled bike making lewd gestures and loud grunting noises from further down the dock.

Consuelo gives the perv the finger and a look that could kill small animals. The perv’s self-preservation instincts must kick in, as he gets quiet and backs up a few feet, but continues to stare.

The bright blues eyes soften considerably as they come my way. “What’s up, Dali? Is that a new cape?”

“Why yes, a present from a dear friend.” I twirl once for effect. “Is Taco Bob around? This is his houseboat, right? The Sandy Bottomed Girl?” Though nearly as big as the floating houses in the marina, this one is definitely a boat.

“Yeah, this is his boat, but him and Slip are off on a recon and supply mission.” Consuelo sends another hard look in the direction of the perv, who again moves further down the dock. “Come on aboard if you want, they should be back soon.”

As a man hoping to be in the market for a houseboat someday, I take advantage of the opportunity to give the old boat a good looking-over as I step aboard. I climb the ladder up to the top and join the young lady.

“This boat, she is very nice.”

Consuelo has gone back to polishing the railing with a rag. “It’s okay, but it takes a lot of work to keep these old tubs shipshape.”

There’s a steering wheel and controls for the boat up here, and seats, and even a small roof. “This really is a great boat, and a great view.”

The shapely young woman straightens ups and looks my way, but I am enjoying looking out over the marina, not checking out her ass. This elevated perspective reminds me I must visit the old lighthouse in town again soon.

“Here they come.”

I look where Consuelo is pointing with her chin and see Taco Bob and a shorter, stockier man coming down the dock. As they get closer I see that each man is carrying grocery bags. We go down the ladder to the main deck.

“Hey, Dali.”

“Hello, Taco Bob! This is the first time I’ve seen your houseboat. It is very nice.”

“Thanks. Dali, meet a friend of mine, Slip Hansen – fishing guide extraordinaire.”

The man has a very strong handshake.

“Nice to meet you, Dali. I’ve seen you around. Mallory artist, right?”

I nod and bow, and when I come back up Consuelo is handing me a bottle of water and taking the bags of groceries from the men. I thank her for the drink and notice she has slipped on a t-shirt. Slip notices the drink.

“I could use a beer, Con.”

Consuelo has gone inside the houseboat and yells back, “You both smell like beer already. And in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not your mother. You want a beer, get it yourself.”

Slip rolls his eyes. “What’s eating her this time?”

I shrug. “I’ve only just arrived myself, but she seemed upset earlier by the leering pervert on the tricycle.” All eyes go to the little fat guy who is still hanging around the dock.

Taco Bob shakes his head and does a little eye rolling of his own. “That guy is going to get himself in trouble one of these days.” Taco Bob turns his attention my way. “So what brings you down here, Dali?”

“I may have some information for you, about the problems you told me about here at the marina.”

My grunt-fishing partner gestures towards the ladder and slaps his hand on Slip’s shoulder. “Slip, since you’re going that way, I could go for one of those waters myself if you can grab one without getting into it with Consuelo for once.” Slip starts to say something, but then shrugs and goes inside.

Up top, Taco Bob directs me to one of the two captain’s chairs behind the boat pilot’s console, then takes the other himself.

“Well, Dali, if you’ve got some news about the marina you’re just in time, since we’re about to go over the latest anyway. Consuelo offered earlier to make a batch of her famous stew for lunch if we went to the store.”

There was a loud thump from below a second before Slip came squirting up the ladder to join us. Taco Bob tilted his head at the darkly tanned fishing guide.

“What was that?”

Slip looks embarrassed as he hands over a bottle of water and leans against the freshly polished railing. “Oh, nothing. A frying pan slipped out of Blondie’s hand.” He tries a big grin that doesn’t seem very convincing. Taco Bob asks where the pan landed and Slip motions towards his back.

While we wait for Consuelo, Taco Bob tells Slip how he’d filled me in on the situation at the marina once while we were grunt fishing. Consuelo comes up the ladder and waves off my offer of a seat.

“Stew should be ready in about an hour.” She parks herself against the railing opposite Slip. “You guys find out anything at the office? I assume that’s where you were drinking the beer.” She opens the one she has in her hand and takes a long pull.

Taco Bob takes off his old straw hat and runs his fingers through his hair. “We didn’t find out much. Big Jim wasn’t there, but Maria told us another person who bought marine fuel a few days ago is having engine problems. She also says it’s going to cost them several thousand to have the bad gas pumped out of that tank.”

We all just kind of look down and slowly shake our heads at this.

“She also said they’re pretty sure the smell is shrimp. Not only did someone ruin the icemaker and bait tank pump a couple of nights ago, but Maria says she’s realized since that a lot of the shrimp were missing. They’ve been finding rotten shrimp scattered all over the marina.” Taco Bob is looking at us now. “She’s also been thinking about the timing and says some of the sabotage could have been done during the day, even. So it might be someone who fits right in around here. Someone no one would suspect. Maria says they’re plenty worried. Whoever did this really knew how to hit them where it would hurt them the most in repairs and lost business.”

Both Slip and Consuelo are getting more upset by the minute by all this.

Slip suddenly stands away from the rail and crosses his arms. You can see the muscles in the man’s arms and shoulders tighten. “Well, it’s a pretty chicken-shit thing to do, especially for a bank.”

It doesn’t look like anyone is going to disagree. Especially Consuelo.

“Yeah, the bank is definitely pulling some underhanded stuff on honest working people here. I say sabotage like this calls for some equally dirty tactics.”

Taco Bob is nodding his head, cautiously agreeing with Consuelo. “But it would help to have something to go on, some proof, or better yet, catch someone red-handed.” He looks at me. “Besides seeing the owners of this place getting screwed over, it bothers me no end to see more fancy condos around here. That’s too much like displacing real life and real people with make-believe, sanitized versions of the kind of things that got bulldozed in the first place. This isn’t Disney.”

Consuelo seems angrier than ever. She goes slitty-eyed with fists on hips. She looks about to blow, but abruptly announces, “Beer run!” and is down the ladder and stomping along the dock before anyone can say anything.

Taco Bob and Slip are slowly shaking their heads, but both men watch Consuelo closely. Her path takes her not far from the perv guy, who must have said something because Consuelo stops suddenly and is slowly turning his way. She scans the immediate area and I notice Slip and Taco Bob are doing the same, and have gone to full alert.

The nasty little man on the bike keeps jabbering and pointing at Consuelo as he backs away, but that only puts him closer to the edge of the dock. He’s shaking a finger at her as Consuelo takes another quick check of the area, then turns away. As she turns her leg shoots out in a sidekick so fast it’s only a blur. The perv’s head snaps back and one of the tricycle’s back tires rolls slowly over the edge of the dock before taking the rest of the bike, and the little man with it into the water.

Consuelo is walking away at a leisurely pace by then and my companions remain alert, but seated. We can see some thrashing in the water, but then the perv stands up in the waist-deep water. Consuelo is already to the front door of the marina office and store by the time he’s recovered from the shock enough to start yelling for help. Taco Bob and Slip relax and share a smile.

Ten minutes later, some tourists have helped the perv get himself and his bike out of the water. Several boat owners had responded to the yelling, but none had offered more than some satisfied smiles.

Consuelo is smiling herself as she comes back up the ladder with a fresh six-pack from the marina store. Taco Bob has a wry look for her. “Feel better?”

She hands beers to each of us. “Oh, yes. Definitely.” She winks at me. “Now, where were we?”

Slip clears his throat. “I could pull another stakeout of the marina tonight.”

Consuelo rolls her eyes. “You were snoring within an hour the last time.” Slip shoots her a dirty look, but doesn’t argue the point. “This place is too hard to watch at night, anyway. Too many people coming and going. What we need is a break. A bit of luck wouldn’t be a bad idea either.”

Taco Bob gestured towards me. “I was about to ask Dali here what he had for us when Consuelo ran off to give swimming lessons.”

All eyes go to me.

“There’s a man who offers help to new people at the Mallory Sunset Celebration. He has a reputation as an unsavory type who tries to take advantage of those down on their luck. He calls himself a benefactor and is new to Key West himself. He lives on a boat in the marina here. The people at Mallory think he’s likely got something more going on than just hustling a few broke artists.”

This brings a lot of questions. I tell all I know, including a description of the man. Consuelo seems concerned.

“Okay, I’m pretty sure I’ve seen the guy. Like when I was going around asking people on boats if they’d seen any suspicious activity.” She wrinkles up her face. “So if it is him, I may have tipped him off a bit.” Slip asks what she’d said to the guy. Consuelo thinks hard before answering. “Just that someone had been busting up some stuff around the marina. I didn’t mention the bank or anything.” She gave a small shrug. “I remember my Early Warning System telling me he was about to try a come on, so I moved along.”

Slip nods his head. “Is it that white houseboat with the blue roof down at the end of J Pier?” He gets an affirmative from Consuelo. “That thing’s been there a while, so he must be renting it. Nice-looking custom-made boat. I doubt it comes cheap.”

While everyone seems to be giving this some thought, I have an idea.

“I have an idea. I might know someone who could keep an eye on things around here, at least during the day. He’s young, but smart, and pretty sneaky already.” No one says anything, so I continue. “With a disguise of some kind and a little training I bet he could be the perfect undercover operative.”

We all look at Consuelo, who is obviously interested.
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School

With the knowledge that I’m on my way to helping friends and at the same time losing a pesky shadow, I am once again a man in love gliding happily along the historic streets of beautiful Key West.

I haven’t seen young Tim yet today, but I’m confident he’s around. I keep an eye peeled as I traverse Duval, waving to friends, acquaintances, and the throngs of tourists on sightseeing buses. My thoughts are still predominately of my wonderful night with the enchanting Socks, but as I have resolved to always concern myself with matters pertaining to my quest first, I am actively searching for my shadow. Business before pleasure.

I see the seashell girl looking up from a customer and waving at me, but I only wave back and pass by as I doubt she has a seashell with my name yet. I’ve also resolved to save my money and not to do any more gambling.

My poor love-struck mind is trying so hard not to think of Socks while searching for Tim that I almost think I see her peeking around a building. I shake my head to clear it and notice my little spy behind a parked truck. It’s time to deliver him to the sisters.

♦

Before I left the marina, Consuelo had insisted I try a bowl of her stew. While enjoying the hearty fare, I promised to bring Tim around just as soon as I found him. So upon entering the old hotel, I wasn’t surprised to see the three sisters there by the front desk, waiting.

To get him to come along I’d promised Tim a unique opportunity – a chance to learn things that would likely benefit him for years to come and make him a better person throughout his life. He was totally not interested until I mentioned he might also make some nice cash. Then he couldn’t wait.

The sight of the three vibrant, beautiful young women standing in a row with smiles of anticipation and intense eyes seemed a bit much for Tim, whose initial reaction was to break and run. Luckily, I had a good grip on a thin arm, so after only a moderate amount of flopping around and shrieking, he settled down enough I was able to turn him over to the sisters who quickly surrounded him, cooing and playfully mussing his hair. I bid them all a pleasant day as I turned to go, and paid no heed to my wild-eyed, panic-stricken, former shadow’s tearful promises not to spy on me anymore. I did, however, caution the sisters not to eat him. This brought a chorus of giggles and even a cackle or two from the women, as well as renewed pleas for mercy from Tim as they led him away.

♦

Now I just need to check with Stoney. He isn’t at home, or at the first three places I check, but I spot Mole coming out of a bar just off Duval.

“Hey, Mole! I’m looking for Stoney, have you seen him today?”

“Hey, Dali. He’s right in there.”

I slip inside the bar and find Stoney sitting alone at a table in back finishing off a basket of conch fritters. He’s on the phone, but sees me and waves me over. I munch an offered fritter as he finishes the call and snaps the phone closed.

“Dali, my man. Just the person I’m looking for.” Stoney’s eyes sweep the half-filled bar before locking back on me.

“And I for you, Stoney.”

“Did you stay at my place last night?”

“Yes.” I give him a smile that tells him just how good of a time I had. “Thanks. I owe you one, my friend.”

Stoney is smiling knowingly at my happy grin and shaking his head. “You owe me nothing. I doubt I can ever repay you for what you did for me that time at the cemetery.”

We never talk about that terrifying night, but I know my friend continues to stay well clear of cemeteries, mescaline, and women who make their living with chainsaws to this very day.

I try another fritter. Not bad.

“Stoney, did you have a chance to check on that bank? I’ve done a few small things to help the people at the marina, but I feel it may not be enough. We are only people, and well, banks are banks.”

Stoney’s eyelids go to half-mast and he nods slowly like he does whenever he hears a Great Truth. My friend flashes two fingers at a waitress across the room.

“As a matter of fact, I was just in a meeting with a business associate discussing that very situation, and I believe we have a plan.”

Mole.

“Dali, you know how Mole is afraid of the sea, right?”

“Of course. He used to be a shrimper, ran a forty foot boat by himself for weeks at a time until the boat sank from under him and he ended up lost at sea for several days holding onto an ice chest.”

“Did you know the ice chest was full of coke?”

“Uh, no. I hadn’t heard that part.”

“It’s true. The man sat on that ice chest sticking coke up his nose and used a sandal to paddle the thirty-some miles back to Key West.” My friend leans in closer and lowers his voice. “Anyway, what I was going to tell you is, before he got into the shrimp and import/export game, Mole had a successful career in banking – mostly withdrawals, if you know what I mean. In fact, he was only one short of the state record for one-man bank heists in a month when he got popped. Bank took the opportunity to hang a couple of ongoing internal embezzlement scams on Mole with help from some crooked cops, and in spite of the best lawyers dirty money can buy, Mole ended up doing a full nickel at Starke. Man is fair though, he’s hated banks and cops equally since.”

“Mole’s a big dude, how’d they get him? I can’t see some crusty old bank guard taking him down.”

“Bank didn’t even have a guard. Moral of the story is if you’re going to hit a bank on a Friday afternoon, make sure it isn’t just around the corner from the police detective’s headquarters. There were, like, a dozen armed plainclothes cops standing in line behind him when he handed the teller the note.”

A waitress stops by with a cold draft beer for each of us and takes away the empty fritter basket.

Stoney leans in again.

“Anyway, Mole is up for anything that involves a bank. He put me onto an acquaintance of his from Starke who it just so happens is a former bank computer jockey. They got a lot in common since this guy hates banks as much as Mole after taking a fall for his crooked boss. Boss promised Mole’s computer geek friend a big slice of a multi-million dollar mortgage scam when he got out, then hauled ass somewhere down-island with the whole pie, and no one has seen or heard from him since.” Stoney takes a sip of his beer and checks out a couple of good-looking tourist women coming in the bar before continuing. “So I got a computer man and a guy who can do heavy lifting on board. And they both got a major hard-on for banks.”

I’m impressed, and tell my friend as much. He waves it off and gets down to business.

“So here’s what I’ve found out so far. The Greater Keys National Bank – ”

“I’ve heard it called the Bank of Greed and Indifference.”

Stoney cracks a smirk. “Yeah, I heard that too. Fitting. You probably know that bank is always having some kinda promotion going on with cute little stuffed manatees for anyone who opens an account, lollipops for the kids, and bubbly women with big smiles as tellers. Real squeaky-clean, wholesome atmosphere for the rubes off the street. They have cute television commercials and even opened a couple of branches a few years ago – one in Key West.

“But not many people know the bank’s founder, Rubio ‘Mucho Kilos’ Manderas, was head of one of the biggest and most violent drug cartels in Columbia. He only started the bank in Miami for laundering drug money, and in a big way. But besides being a vicious criminal, the man was also a smart businessman. Not only did they give out stuffed manatees, the bank sponsored charity events and funneled truckloads of money to local politicians. There was even talk among the grateful politicians about naming a new park in Miami Beach after the man when ‘Mucho’ died unexpectedly one night of acute lead poisoning outside Joe’s Stone Crab. The politicians unanimously voted to name the park after one of their own instead, and the bank got snapped up by a local man in the health care fraud field who thought owning a bank would give him credibility. It did, by the way, enough so he’s now in Washington representing District 18 and supposedly a lock for US senator next election.”

Stoney takes a break to sip beer and winks at one of the tourist women going to the restroom.

“So then that guy sold the bank at the height of the real estate frenzy a few years ago to a big bank that gutted it and sold off most of the good paper when the economy tanked. That marina is one of the few decent notes the bank still holds, and worth a lot of money now. Supposedly to some foreign conglomerate for luxury condos. But my guess is they’re also going to try to slip in a casino.” Stoney just shrugs and sips at his beer.

“So, this computer friend of Mole’s found out all of this for you that quick?”

“Nah. I knew some of that already and picked up most of the rest on an Internet discussion forum last night over at Cindy’s.”

“Cindy? I thought – ”

“We’re thinking of getting back together.” Stoney shrugs again and I decide not to inquire further. His eyes lower again. “Anyway, these days banks spend more on computer security than they ever did on armed guards and alarm systems. Mole’s buddy is going to find out the name of the company doing the bank’s computer security, and then I got to figure out how to get Mole over the bridge so he can take care of his part of the plan.”

“Which I probably don’t want to know about.”

“Exactly.”

♦

The only other thing I need to do before I can see my Socks is let Father Murray know that he might not have Tim around for a few days. It’s a beautiful day for a man with love in his heart to take a stroll, but as it’s a very long stroll to Father Murray’s church, I instead borrow a bicycle from Stoney for the trip across the island and over the short bridge to Stock Island.

Father Murray is small, old, and decrepit, and so is his church, which is actually a singlewide in the back of a trailer park just downwind from the shrimp-boat docks. Due to zoning regulations Father Murray can’t put a sign up outside his church, but everyone knows where the Keys Church of the Sun is anyway. It’s early afternoon by the time I pedal my way down the crushed shell road through the trailer park.

Father Murray isn’t an ordained minister, nor is his church recognized by any major organized religion, but the orphans he takes care of are very real. With his background, and since he doesn’t exactly do things by the book, the good Father probably would never have gotten state authorization for an orphanage in the first place if his sister hadn’t taken out the license when she was living with him and the kids. From what Taco Bob has told me it sounds like if Father Murray had a houseboat, he could register it with a foreign country and maybe slip through a loophole or two and be immune to certain US laws, which would get a lot of the social agencies off his back that are always trying to take the license away. Not to mention that living on a houseboat in a marina environment with interesting and well-traveled live-aboards from all over the world would have to be better for the kids than what they have now.

It’s late enough for school to be out for the day and several kids are on the front porch heading shrimp and watching Sesame Street when I knock on the screen door.

The kids recognize me and one little girl scurries off to find Father Murray as I let myself in. I take the chair of the girl who ran off and start carefully pinching the heads off shrimp from one of the buckets on the floor. Cookie Monster is on and all eyes are glued to the television as several sets of small fingers and one set of big fingers clean shrimp. The thin girl I remember, named Lisa, is showing off by popping heads in both hands at once. She gives me a shy smile as Father Murray appears in the trailer’s doorway.

“Dali! How are you, my friend?” The little girl who left is back and ready for her seat, so I wash my hands off in a bucket of clean water and wipe them on my pants as I stand and shake hands with the Father.

“I am well, very well, Father. And you?”

“Oh, don’t ask. But I’m alive and kicking, so I guess it beats the alternative. Come on inside.” Father Murray is a small man with thinning gray hair combed straight back and looks a little like George Carlin. He peers into the buckets of shrimp and the two ice chests nearly filled with cleaned shrimp. “Rachel, get Lisa to help you, and get those clean shrimp in the cooler around back. And don’t lose the key.”

Rachel looks to be the oldest and rolls her eyes. “Yes, Father, I know. As soon as this is over.”

I take a seat on the old couch inside while my host goes into the kitchen for glasses of ice water. The furniture is old but clean and the trailer is filled with well-worn toys. The only church services Father Murray has are at sunrise on Sunday mornings at a small beach when the weather and his health permit. I know he brings in just enough from the donations of his motley congregation and the shrimp-cleaning contract to pay the trailer rent and buy food for the kids.

When I first met the man, he told me how kids are sometimes abandoned in Key West by their low-life parents – usually hardcore dopers on the run, not above trading their children for drugs. Abandoned kids aren’t one of the things you read about in the tourist brochures.

“Here you go, Dali. Specialty of the house.”

I take the offered glass and take a long drink of cold water.

“Thanks, Father. Just what I needed.”

“So, what brings you out here today?”

I am sure he’s hoping I have money for him. Government social service agencies don’t generally fund orphanages run by kooks, no matter how much good they are doing. From what I have seen, and from my own experience as an orphan, I know Father Murray is doing a lot of good. I also know he is a kook, but who am I to judge?

“Do you need money, Father?”

“Always.” I get a wink. “But actually we’re not doing too bad at the moment. Captain Jake paid me for the last batch of shrimp this morning and the rent isn’t due for another two weeks. So we’re in relatively tall cotton around here for a change.”

“That’s good to hear. I’ve been saving my money and may have a little surprise for you one of these days.”

“Oh?”

“But I came by to tell you about Tim.”

Father Murray leans forward. “Is he okay? You know I only sent him to keep an eye on you to give the boy something to do.”

“He’s fine, but you may not see him for a few days. He’s going to be helping with the surprise.”

The look of concern is fading into a smile. I know Father Murray trusts me, but I fill him in a little about the marina and how Tim will be the guest of the sisters for a while to learn some advanced techniques in the art of being a sneak.

“That boy is pretty sneaky already, which is what gave me the idea of having him shadow you. But I know the sisters, at least I know Lydia. I’ll give her a call later this evening.”

Father Murray fills me in on the latest with the kids and life in the trailer park. When we first met I thought Father Murray had most likely grown up an orphan himself and that was why he’d started the orphanage. But he told me it was because of Vietnam. He’d done a tour there during the war and one rainy night his platoon had fired into a shack of enemy soldiers who turned out to be several small children instead. He told me the sight of those dead and dying children haunted him for his many years as a homeless alcoholic. When he finally got cleaned up he found himself in the Keys, which is where he started the church and orphanage.

Before long it’s time to start preparing the evening meal, and I decline the offer to stick around for a bowl of the good Father’s famous shrimp-head soup. I bid him and the kids farewell, for I am a man in love, and my paramour lives in a trailer only a few blocks away.
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Salad Days

It is well known that a man truly in love has little awareness of abstract things like the passage of time, so the next few days floated by not unlike an extended, satisfying dream.

That is, until it rained. And it rained hard like it only can in the tropics. A whole month’s worth of rain in two cold, miserable days and nights. Socks and I holed up in the condo and watched the weather on television and had our first argument, then another. Then she said she was going to feed her cat and stomped out. That was last night and I haven’t seen or heard from her since.

But the rain has stopped now. Maybe I will see her at Mallory this evening.

This thought is a comfort as I relax on a nearly dry part of the couch and flip through the several hundred channels on the condo’s giant high definition television, which I have just noticed, has another crack forming. I have to press hard on the buttons of the remote control, as it doesn’t work quite as well since the incident with the microwave. Actually, with all those sparks and flames and smoke I’m surprised it still works at all.

I’ve just settled on an Asian cooking show where happy, smiling people are crafting a delicious eel pie when I hear someone at the front door. I consider checking it out in case it is Socks, but then again it might just be the manager troll complaining about the noise or the smoke or the chickens or his car being on fire again.

But the door opens suddenly and it is Ponce’s girlfriend, minus Ponce. She looks different, like maybe she has just spent several days tent camping in one of the numerous mosquito-plagued swamps scattered across the Sunshine State. She has a large, mud-splattered travel bag, disheveled hair, and a horrified look on her face. But no Ponce.

I spring to my feet.

“Where is Ponce?”

Instead of answering my simple query, she looks around with the same horrified look on her face at the inside of her condo – which I notice for the first time could probably benefit from a prolonged visit from a large team of professional cleaners, carpenters, and plumbers – and shrieks, “My condo! What have you done to my beautiful condo?”

I repeat my question, slowly this time, as it has been my experience that hysterical people are sometimes difficult to communicate with.

“Where. Is. Ponce?”

She shifts her now incredulous look my way and I sense a certain hostility in her reply.

“Ponce? Fuck Ponce! I hope I never see that crazy bastard again!”

I sigh and glance at the antique wall clock on the floor. If I hurry, perhaps I can still catch the last of the outgoing tide at Grunt Pier.

The woman has suddenly rushed into the bedroom, and I hear another startled shriek. I gather my belongings, which amounts to my orange poncho I’d cleverly used earlier to cover a broken window, say goodbye to the goldfish now happily residing in a kitchen sink filled with water, and head for the door just as Ponce’s now-former girlfriend reappears. This time with a large handgun.

I’m quickly outside and un-shot, however, I’m afraid I can’t say the same for the front door of the condo.

After an invigorating jog in the fresh tropical air, I’m soon at Grunt Pier, relaxing and enjoying the warm sun and rain-freshened ocean breeze. I leisurely cast my fishing line out into the clear blue water and sigh deeply thinking back to the wonderful time the woman of my dreams and I had before the rain and cabin fever set in.

Since my love and I only work for a few hours each evening, we had plenty of time to enjoy Key West and each other. We visited the famous museum and marveled at the incredible treasure, caught a ride on a sailboat, took the Conch Train tour for the fascinating history lessons, swam at the Fort Zachery beach, and marveled at the view from the lighthouse.

We checked out the shops and bars, including the Margaritaville Café. I love the man’s music, but like all starving artists, I am appalled at his wealth. I wonder if he would like to contribute to an orphanage?

But up until the big rain the weather was perfect, and in spite of spending some money entertaining Socks, I still made enough with my art at Mallory for a couple of healthy deposits into my secret cache.

Since I had already told Socks the parts of my past I can remember, and since she didn’t seem inclined to talk about herself, we spent quality time in the evenings quietly watching movies on the giant television. We also enjoyed watching the weather reports of horrendous snow and ice storms across most of the country while camped out in a Key West condo, comparing tan lines and screwing like bunnies.

Whenever we were in the condo, Socks wore little or nothing – often only knee socks to please me – but in public she still favored the loose clothes, sunglasses, and ball cap look. When asked, she told me it was so the Bubbas would leave her alone.

I chanced asking her about Steve the benefactor. I offered that there had been some trouble at the marina and that he was a suspect. She was reluctant to talk about the man, but when pressed told me more than I cared to hear. It seems he had wanted her to repay his help in getting her set up at Mallory by taking some pictures of the inside of a couple of banks with her cell phone, as well as having sex with him and giving him money. She told me she wouldn’t do the bank pictures or give him money, and although he always had great pot, she didn’t have sex with him either, just gave him blowjobs a couple of times over at his place. I told her BJs don’t count as sex only when you’re the President. She didn’t get it and I changed the subject. Come to think of it, it wasn’t long after that we had our first big argument, the one that turned into a lot of name-calling and furniture smashing.

I reel in my line to check again that I haven’t accidentally put any bait on the hook, then decide on a stroll, since the disturbing mental picture of fiery condo-owner’s eyes and a large caliber handgun has faded somewhat. First I will go to the marina, since I have not seen my friend Taco Bob in several days and he has not appeared here for grunt fishing. Then perhaps a trip to the hotel, to see if young Tim has survived his time with the sisters while learning the fine art of spying.
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Marina Check

Here I am again, walking the busy streets of my favorite city on yet another beautiful day in paradise. Sometimes I have to pinch myself or count my fingers to make sure I am not dreaming. The big argument with Socks would likely hamper my good mood if it were not for the strong likelihood of some world-class make-up sex in the near future.

There doesn’t seem to be anyone at home on the Sandy Bottomed Girl, or much of anyone at all around at the marina. I see someone fishing further down the dock and head that way. It’s a kid wearing an old straw hat, sitting there fishing with a hand line. As I get closer I think perhaps this is Tim? The kid looks up at me from under the hat’s brim and one of his eyes is crossed – but it is Tim, I think.

“Tim?”

The kid has a lopsided grin like there’s something wrong with one side of his face.

“You want peanuts, mister?” The kid talks slow, his speech slurred. A moment of panic washes over me. If this is Tim, then those crazy sisters likely did something really bad to him, and Father Murray is going to do something even worse to me, as he is very protective of his wards.

The kid opens a paper bag by his side, which I notice for the first time has ‘PNUTS $2’ written on it and holds up a small plastic sack of boiled peanuts.

“Only two dollars, mister.” I’m standing here looking down at what is left of poor Tim, unsure what to do. Then the kid pinches my ankle and whispers, talking fast. “Buy the damn nuts and meet me behind the office in ten minutes.”

I warily hand over two dollars and get a bag of peanuts and another disturbing grin. I try not to look over my shoulder as I walk away, my mind now full of questions.

Actually, the peanuts aren’t bad. I wander the marina docks and watch a charter boat come in with some sunburned but happy tourists. They hold up a big silver fish from the ice chest for pictures, perhaps a kingfish.

After a few more minutes and the rest of the peanuts, I make my way around to the back of the marina office, and there’s the kid’s head poking from around a rusty old dumpster nestled in some tall weeds. A small hand is waving for me to hurry over, so I do.

“Tim?”

The kid sticks some fingers in his mouth and out comes what looks like a bent plastic poker chip. The smile I get now is large and perfect, and the eyes are straight and shining. I am most relieved, but still wary. Tim has me sit so we are well hidden.

“Had you going, didn’t I, Dali?”

“Yes. The sisters taught you to do all that?”

The little devil is still smiling big. “They taught me a lot of things.” His eyebrows bounce at this. “They also taught me how to limp.” He shows me a small pebble from a worn, dirty sneaker, and then puts it back in. With the rumpled thrift store clothes and his hair now a dirty brown, the disguise is quite convincing.

“So, you got along with the sisters?”

The smile is gone, and his eyes drop. When they come back up his face is serious.

“We didn’t get along so much at first. But they are amazing, the most amazing people I have ever met.” He actually blushes, something I never would have expected from such a hard-case kid.

“Well, your disguise is good. You look like a wharf rat.” The poker chip goes back in and I get the disturbing grin and crossed eye thing again. “How do you do that with your eye?”

“It’s a secret, something Josephine taught me.” Whispering again now. “She’s a little spooky sometimes. I think maybe she’s a witch.” He spits out the chip. “And this is to remind me to do the lopsided grin. Lydia showed me how to do that one.”

“I suppose they’ve got you keeping an eye on the marina. Learn anything?”

I get a wink as the boy produces a small notebook, which he waves briefly before it slips back into a pocket.

“Consuelo told me to answer your questions and fill you in if you came around.”

“Good. So what have you been up to?”

The kid stretches his head up and looks around carefully, and out comes the notebook.

“I’ve been coming over here for three days now, selling peanuts the sisters and I cooked, and fishing some. They taught me to stay out of the way, to act like I’m slow, you know?” I nod and he shrugs, but continues. “People act different to me like this, sometimes it’s kinda sad. Some of the people around here are nice to me and talk to me and buy peanuts, and some won’t even look at me, like they’re stuck up. Or else they just ignore me like I don’t exist, you know?”

I tell him I know exactly what he means. Tim opens the notebook. “The one guy they want me to pay special attention to lives on that big houseboat at J-24. The one at the end of the dock down from where Taco Bob lives.”

I interrupt briefly. “Ah, so you’ve met my friend Taco Bob?”

“Yeah, he’s nice to me and told me some stuff about fishing a couple of times.” Tim shrugs. “He’s cool. Not as cool as the sisters, but okay.”

“Go on with your report.”

“Okay, so this big guy at the end of the dock is a jerk. The first time I saw him, I sold him some peanuts and I couldn’t believe it – he pulls the old short-count change scam on me. Beat me out of ten dollars.” Tim shakes his head slowly. “What kind of turd takes advantage of a crippled kid?”

“You let him scam you?”

I get a sly smile. “Lydia says, when you’re doing surveillance a confident jerk is an easier mark. She’s right too, since now the guy just ignores me. I can sit fishing right by his houseboat and he doesn’t even care.”

“Did you tell Lydia?”

“Yep. She said I did real good.” The kid is beaming. “She made pancakes especially for me the next morning. Father Murray said since I’m home-schooled and all, it was all right for me to stay over there at the hotel for a while. He said something about I was learning some valuable life lessons.”

I think to throw out an ‘I told you so’ but just nod and motion for him to go on instead.

“Anyway, the sisters won’t let me stay out here after nine at night, but in just three days I already know who the potheads and juicers are. There’s a big party almost every night over at S Dock, and the fat guy at S-16 snores so bad it shakes the dock boards.” Tim checks his notebook. “Night before last, I seen the guy from T-3 sneaking around acting suspicious just after dark. He slipped onto the sailboat at T-22 when he thought no one was watching.”

“Oh? What did he do? Was he breaking into a boat? Sabotage? Stealing?”

“Nah. From the sounds I heard a little while later I’d say the night bartender at Kevin’s is liable to have a bad surprise if he ever comes home early to surprise his wife.”

“What about the big guy who did the short-change thing?”

“He’s pretty quiet when he’s around. Seen him bring women home a couple of times. Heard some bad arguing once. I think he likes to slap women around. Like I said before, he’s a real jerk.”

Tim shrugs and the notebook closes.

“It sounds like you’re doing a good job, Tim.”

Another shrug. “Yeah, I know. It’s kinda fun, and I’m learning a lot, but I’m already getting tired of peanuts.”

“Eating all your profits?”

“Actually, I’m making out pretty good.” I get a sideways look. “Father Murray said you might have a surprise for him?”

“I’m working on it. And you’re helping with what you’re doing here.”

The boy likes this.

“Well, just let me know if you need me to do anything, cuz, you know, Father Murray has helped me out, a lot.”

“Just be careful and keep up the good work.”

I get a snappy salute and the kid is on his feet and gone.

♦

I watch a couple more charter boats pull up to the dock, and then one of those boats with the little roof over the motor is coming, and it’s Taco Bob. He’s been out fishing.

I get a quick report on the morning’s fishing while I help my friend tie up the small boat, then we go onboard the Sandy Bottomed Girl.

“Have a seat, Dali. Something to drink?”

“I’m fine, thanks.” My host leaves me in the comfortable living room of the old houseboat and returns drinking from a bottle of water. He motions to a yellow couch and has a seat himself in an old wooden deck chair. Across the room are several fishing poles hanging up flat against the ceiling.

“Taco Bob, I see you have a new watchdog for the marina.”

I get a big smile. “He’s working out fine so far. A good kid, too. Consuelo and her sisters have really taken to him.”

“This is good news. I spoke with him briefly and he seems to be learning a lot from them. He didn’t have any big happenings to report, so I assume there’s been no further sabotage around here. Is there any news with the bank?”

“Jim and his wife haven’t heard anything from the bank’s lawyers in the last few days, but the plumbers finally got the sewer lines cleared. They confirmed what we’d suspected all along: someone flushed potatoes down the toilets to stop up the whole system.”

“I asked young Tim about the big man Steve but he didn’t have much. Any other ideas as to who might have done all these things to the marina?”

“No, Big Steve is still on top of the list. I keep hoping Tim will come up with something or we get a break some other way, but meanwhile Consuelo and Slip are hot to make a move on Steve.”

“Oh?”

My friend looks uncertain. “I’m not sure how far you want to get into this, Dali.”

“I told you of my quest. I am very serious about helping Father Murray, and willing to do whatever I can to get this bank problem taken care of for the marina people.”

“Well, you had some good intel on Steve, and coming up with Tim has sure helped us keep an eye on things around here, but I don’t know what else you can do to help.” He pauses for a moment and seems to come to a decision. “We’ve learned Steve plays poker in town every Tuesday night, and it’s looking like we may try to slip aboard his boat while he’s gone. If he’s our saboteur, a quick look around and a peek at his computer might turn up something. We’ve got a plan pretty much worked up at this point. We just need to take care of one last little problem and we’ll be ready to go. Consuelo is working on that now and I should be hearing from her soon.”

“What is the problem, if I may ask?”

“Well, Consuelo and Slip are planning on keeping an eye on Steve while he’s at his card game so we don’t have any surprises, and Josephine is going to take a look at his computer while I check around in the boat. But we need to find someone we can trust on all this who can take care of the alarm system on Steve’s boat.”

I can’t help but smile.

“I think I might have a surprise for you, my friend. When did you say this is going to happen?”

“Today is Tuesday – if we’re going in, it’s got to be tonight.”
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Mallory

Taco Bob seems somewhat skeptical of my abilities with alarm systems until I tell him about my two years experience in the field while working for my since disappeared former foster father. I also tell him of the fun I had with a condo system recently.

“I didn’t know you could set those things to go off like that.”

“Sure. Just set the automatic test mode for, say 3 am, and it’s plenty of fun for everyone.”

Taco Bob offers to fill me in on the details of the plan for the evening, but first he makes a call while I take another stroll around the marina.

For two dollars I get another bag of peanuts and learn from the diminutive nut seller that Steve uses two keys to unlock his boat. So it’s not a wireless system. Tim says no one is on the big man’s boat, so I ease by, and while eating nuts and admiring boats I can just see it is indeed a keyed alarm system. There’s even a warning sticker on a window conveniently telling me the familiar brand of system – likely an older one at that. No sweat.

I admire a few more boats and before long I’m again at the houseboat, talking with Taco Bob.

“No problem. Most of those old alarms are contact systems on the doors and windows. I’ll need to stop by the hardware store, but it shouldn’t be any trouble to disarm the system.”

Taco Bob shows me his impressive toolbox and some buckets of odds and ends that came with the boat when he bought it. After a few minutes of digging I no longer need to make a trip to the hardware. I find an old dental pick going to rust that I bend and sharpen into a nifty lock-pick, and even some old keys and a Sawzall blade which can all be made into different size bump keys in a few minutes with a file and some black tape.

Slip stops by a little while later, then Consuelo joins us along with her younger sister Josephine. I remember Josephine from when I’d visited the hotel the last time I was in Key West. Their mother had told me that when they were younger, Halloween was the girls’ favorite holiday, and they’d spend weeks making their own costumes. Josephine would usually dress up as Elvira since with her curves and dark eyes and hair she already strongly resembled the popular Mistress of the Dark. While Consuelo is blonde and outgoing, her sister is dark and quiet – no doubt in part because of a bad stuttering problem. These two young women are so different that by just looking at them you’d never know they were sisters. The only thing they seem have in common is that they’re both knockouts.

Taco Bob, Slip, Consuelo, Josephine, and I gather around the low coffee table in front of the couch for the strategy session. Lydia is going to take the front desk at the hotel and be ready at a moment’s notice if her help is needed.

Once everyone is settled, Taco Bob and Consuelo lay out the plan. I listen carefully as they go over everything, then go over it all again.

We set a time to meet back at Taco Bob’s old houseboat and I head for Mallory. I’m anxious to see Socks and on my way I allow myself to entertain thoughts of make-up sex after an evening of fun with my friends at the marina. Who knows, if we hurry, maybe even a quick one before as well.

♦

I’m a little late at Mallory, but only a little. As is usually the case after a rained-out evening or two, the place is jumping. For the entertainment of the large and still growing crowd of tourists, there are the usual food vendors and musicians, artists and psychics, tumblers and stumblers, acrobats and dingbats, and even a few new acts: a sword-swallower in a parrot costume, an all-gold Elvis playing an accordion, and a man chewing the husks off of coconuts with his teeth.

I see Crazy Nancy with her paintings, Hooman with his oddities, Robert with his books, the little fraud with his fake art, and even Ponce with a new girlfriend. I see everyone except for one very troubling exception: Socks.

“Hooman, have you seen the glass walker?”

“Hey, Dali! Today? No. I think the last time I saw her was a few days ago, with you.”

Hooman pulls a white, longhaired cat out of a box and sets in on his small table. He shows me just what I expect to see – an extra toe. I take a closer look and complement him on the excellent glue job. A tourist lady with a big, red hat on her head, and pure, unmitigated cat-love in her eyes, walks up and starts petting and cooing to the feline. I hear Hooman tell her the story of the Hemingway cats and that this cat’s name is Papa. As I’m walking away I hear him telling her he could never part with such a rare and valuable animal.

“Ponce, have you seen the glass walker?”

“Dali! Mi Amigo!” I get a rib-cracking hug. “Sandra, my love, this is the gifted artist Dali I told you about!”

I flee as soon as I politely can and search and query and search some more, but my beloved Socks is not to be found at the Sunset Celebration. Though I normally avoid the things like the Plague, I borrow a cellphone from Hooman, who is swiping a credit card through a portable machine for the smiling red-hat lady now proudly holding Papa.

Using the faded number written in pen on my wrist, I call and get no answer. So I leave a message, then call a few more times, but still no answer. Where is my Socks?

This question haunts me as I find my designated spot for the evening and create my art for the tourists and collect generous contributions from true connoisseurs of trash art. But my heart isn’t really in it.

I search through the throngs of vacationers once again as darkness comes to Mallory, but she is still not to be found and no one has seen her. I would borrow a bicycle to go to her trailer to apologize, to beg if need be, but it is now time. Time to go back to the marina.
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Sneak

Nighttime at the marina. There are lights around the marina office, and streetlights along the road, but out on the docks only some scattered post lamps and the lights from a few of the larger live-aboard boats give any break to the darkness.

A slight breeze stirs the air, and I can hear muffled music escaping from the party boat on the other side of the marina. The only other sound is the usual tapping of steel lines against the masts of gently rocking sailboats. I see a small form sitting on the dock further down as I step aboard the Sandy Bottomed Girl.

Everyone is there and looking stone serious as I come inside the old houseboat’s main room, which I remember now Taco Bob told me is called the salon. Everybody is either sitting on the yellow couch or in chairs close by, except for Consuelo who is standing. She gestures towards the couch.

“Have a seat, Dali. Glad you could make the party.”

She gives me a small smile and dead calm eyes. I take the only seat available, which is next to Josephine, who only nods. Since it had been decided earlier I would be teamed up with the dark-haired beauty, I’m glad she’s now wearing more than shorts and a bikini top. I’m distracted enough as it is with Socks disappearing. But thankfully Josephine’s wearing loose-fitting, all black clothes and, appropriately enough, tonight looks more like a cat burglar than a beachwear model. Taco Bob, Slip, and Consuelo are all dressed for the cool evening in long pants and light sweaters instead of their usual shorts and t-shirts.

Consuelo is not only pacing the floor, but has it as well.

“Okay, we’re all here, so let’s go over it one more time.” No beer in sight. Even Consuelo is drinking coffee. “Slip is going to be leaving soon. He and I are the surveillance team and will be on our boy Stevie like glue tonight. We’ll keep an eye on him and call it in if he does anything unexpected – like leave the card game early.”

The lady checks her watch before continuing.

“Our little set of eyes on the dock will let us know the minute Steve leaves the boat. By then Slip should be sitting in TB’s pickup where he’ll have a good view of the docks. Slip will buzz Taco as soon as he has the man spotted. Then I’m out of here.” Hard, blue eyes are now on me. “Dali and Josey are the operations team. Right after I leave they’ll walk down the dock and go aboard Steve’s boat. Dali will disarm the security system and get them inside. Taco Bob will stay here at command and control and be on standby in case something comes up. We decided the fewer people on Steve’s boat the better.” She does a quick sweep of everyone in the room and gets only nods of agreement. “Josey will find the computer and do her thing. We don’t want to turn on any lights, so Dali will hold a flashlight for Josey as needed. He will also keep watch and help Josey in any way possible. Once the alarm is down and you’re both inside, Josey is in charge. Got it?” I tell her no problem. As organized as they are here, I can’t help wondering if perhaps they haven’t done this sort of thing before.

Consuelo knocks back the last of her coffee and continues.

“Slip and I will call in a report twice an hour. Tim will hold his present location during the operation and only buzz Taco Bob if he sees something he doesn’t like. Once Josey is done with the computer she’ll creep the man’s boat as well before they leave. As soon as the operations team is back here, TB will notify Slip and me, and we’ll break off surveillance and head this way.”

Consuelo gives her watch another quick look.

“Everyone check your phone, make sure it’s on vibrate with the ringer off. Slip, it’s about time for you to go.” And just like that, the burly fishing guide is out the door. Consuelo looks at the rest of us and sighs. “I just hope our man is feeling lucky tonight. It’s going to be a long evening if he stays home.”

♦

Over the next twenty minutes or so I check the contents of the fanny pack Taco Bob has filled with the tools and materials I’d put together earlier. I also test the small but bright flashlight. They make me leave my orange poncho and my hat in the houseboat. I’m wearing a ball cap instead and Consuelo has arranged my mustache into a Fu Manchu.

Consuelo pulls a chair up next to her sister and goes over each step Josephine will take once inside. Next she and Taco Bob go over some ‘what if’ scenarios with Josephine, who in spite of her stuttering seems calm and confident. I’m getting caught up in the energy of the room and a little nervous.

I hear a low buzz and Taco Bob pulls the cellphone from his pocket, opens it, and winks.

“Show time, folks. He’s leaving.”
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Going In

No one in the salon moves or probably even breathes for several minutes. Then the buzz again. Taco Bob checks his phone and nods to Consuelo. She doesn’t say a word, just slips out the door.

Josephine has an incredible set of dark eyes on her. Consuelo had warned me not to look into them for more than a glance. I’m not sure why she told me this, but I’m not taking any chances and look at Taco Bob instead.

“Okay, you two are next. Tim hasn’t buzzed me so it should be clear. Remember, you’re just a young couple taking a romantic walk along the dock.”

Josephine and I step out on the deck of the houseboat, then up on the dock. I’m really caught up in this now and getting more nervous. Once we’re on the dock, Josephine holds my hand and leads me along the dock at an easy pace. We’re both scanning the area but don’t see anyone around except for the small figure sitting by a post light further down the dock.

Josephine plays her part well and points at something in the dark and giggles, bumping my shoulder with hers. Her touch and easy manner have a calming effect on me as we stroll along.

“Peanuts, mister? They’ll put lead in your pencil.”

“No thanks, not tonight.”

“Hey, a woman like that, you can’t have too much lead.”

I make a mental note to strangle Tim when this is over. Josephine leans against me for a moment and laughs softly as we walk on past the grinning little comedian.

We move casually along the dock and, just like the plan called for, step aboard the boat like we belonged there.

The closest lights are from a fancy cabin cruiser several slips down, so thankfully it’s fairly dark. The plan also calls for a quick huddle and kiss for the benefit of any suspicious eyes in the night. This makes me miss my Socks all the more.

But now it’s time for me to go to work. I open the fanny pack and hand my partner the flashlight. She’ll use it only if absolutely necessary; in the meantime, she stays in the shadows and keeps watch. I don’t worry about the door lock just yet and concentrate on the alarm. A tiny red light is right next to the security system keyhole to let people like me know the system is armed and ready to shriek at an ear-splitting level.

The first shaved key is not even close. The second one is nearly it, but too tight, so I go for the cut-down saw blade. It’s thinner than the filed keys, but not as strong, so I have to be careful. If I break it off in the lock it’s going to be a long, disappointed walk back to Taco Bob’s houseboat. And if I set off the alarm, it’s going to be a fast run out of the marina.

With my homemade bump key in the lock I determine which direction has the slightest bit of give, then put a tiny bit of pressure on the key in the right direction and bump the taped-up end once with the back of my hand. Nothing. I try again and still nothing.

I take the flashlight from Josephine and nod to her twice, which is the signal that I think we may be in trouble. She takes a step closer to the dock so she can be ready to run, and I give my key a good one with the flashlight. Still nothing, but no alarm and the key didn’t break. I also think I felt some pins move, so I give it another tap and the key turns and the little red light goes off.

With a tiny screwdriver and the dental pick I have the door lock in under a minute and we’re in. Josephine has the flashlight on and is looking methodically through the darkened main salon of the big boat. I close the door behind me and realize I’m soaked with sweat and shaking. By the time I get myself calmed down Josephine has a laptop computer opened on a small table in one corner of the room.

I hold the flashlight for her as she powers up the laptop, then turn it off when the computer screen lights up. She points to her eyes and the windows, so I go with the plan and take a position off to the side of a window where I have the best view of the dock. It’s a comfort to see the small huddled form a short ways down the dock.

I can see the computer screen from where I stand and it looks like they were right earlier about the likelihood of it being password protected. Josephine’s fingers fly over the keyboard, but no joy. She takes a dark envelope from her shirt and a CD goes in the laptop. A few key taps and she’s in. Out comes the CD and in goes another from the envelope. More tapping and those eyes look up at me while she waits for the CD to download. I check the dock again and now Josephine is bringing up some files. She motions for me to look and I take a couple of steps closer and see the file she is pointing to is ‘Banks’.

My partner in crime winks and I go back to my post. The download completes and she quickly changes CDs once more. Files are copied from the hard drive and the last CD goes back in the envelope, which disappears into Josephine’s shirt. She powers down the laptop and stands, putting the computer back exactly the way she found it on the table, then looks at me and nods once. We’ve got the most important part done – we’re in the bonus round now. Let’s see what else Steve may have laying around.

I stay at my post as Josephine again methodically uses the flashlight. I catch movement out on the dock and snap my fingers once. Josephine freezes and the light goes out. On the dock a big man carrying a grocery sack is walking our way like he knows where he’s going. He shakes his head as he passes the boy on the dock holding up a bag of peanuts. There’s no way anyone can see us inside, but we both duck down anyway as the man gets closer, then walks past and down to the cabin cruiser with the lights. We can hear a greeting as he steps aboard. My heart feels like it is about to bust out of my chest, but Josephine just shrugs and goes back to her search.

I really wish she would find something or give up, as I’m definitely ready to go. Here she comes from one of the other rooms and thankfully the flashlight is off and I can see her pointing to the door. Let’s go.

I go for the door but a hand grabs my arm. Josephine holds up one finger for me to hold on. The flashlight comes on and she’s looking in a trash bin right behind where I’ve been standing. She digs around inside the bin, and a plastic bag with something in it goes on the floor. The bag has writing on the outside and small holes – a potato bag? She turns it over and there are indeed a couple of potatoes inside. Also inside is a pair of rubber gloves and an ice pick. Josephine spreads the items on the floor and takes a picture with her phone, then puts everything back in the trash. One last scan of the room with her flashlight and we’re out the door. I get the door relocked and the alarm reset after only a couple of tries and we are at last again walking easily down the dock.
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Decompress

As soon as we step inside the Sandy Bottomed Girl Josephine turns and gives me a bone-crusher hug. She’s beaming when she turns me loose and pulls out the CD envelope to wave triumphantly for Taco Bob, who is now smiling as well.

“So you two had a good evening?”

“P-p-perfect!”

She gives Taco Bob a big hug as well. I’m still keyed up but we’re all three smiling big. Josephine plops on the couch and focuses all her attention on the laptop waiting for her on the low table. Taco Bob makes a quick call before snapping his cell closed.

“Okay, Consuelo and Slip are coming in.” He glances at Josephine now tapping keys, then at me. “Looks like Josephine got what we were after, how did it go otherwise?”

I tell my friend about the keys and the alarm and the door and Josephine finding the laptop out in the open and the man on the dock and what we found in the trash. He wants to know more about the trash, so Josephine shows him the picture from her phone on the laptop screen.

“A potato bag with a couple of potatoes, an ice pick, and rubber gloves? Slip, and especially Consuelo, are going to love that.” He checks his watch just as the door opens and our lookout comes inside. “Right on time, Tim.”

The kid is smiling ear to ear. “We did good, didn’t we? I saw Dali flash me a thumbs up when they came back by.”

Taco Bob comes over and shakes Tim’s hand. “You did your part just fine, partner. It’s looking like the evening has been a success.”

“And it gets even better. I got something for you, Taco Bob.” Tim reaches inside his satchel. “I caught a snapper and two grunts. They’re already cleaned even.”

We all admire the boy’s catch. Taco Bob decides there’s no time like the present and him and Tim go in the galley, promising fresh fried fish fingers in just a few.

I’m still too wired to sit, so I ease over for a peek at Josephine’s laptop. She shows me some pictures I’m guessing are from Steve’s computer. She flips through a few but they’re just Key West street scenes. Then the door bursts open and it’s Consuelo and Slip.

Neither says a word. Slip heads for the galley – I assume for the beer locker – while his partner immediately sits next to Josephine, who turns the laptop so both sisters can see.

I check with Taco Bob before using the head for a time-out and to wash my face to see if that helps me calm down. It does, and when I come back into the main salon everyone is taking seats around the low table, which is now holding not only the fish fingers, but also slices of cheese, crackers, olives, and several kinds of fruit. I am suddenly hungry.

So is everyone else, it seems, and we load paper plates and get settled. Consuelo is looking pretty satisfied.

“Okay, well done, everyone. Looks like Josephine might have some interesting stuff here. Let’s do the wraps from the teams, then see what’s she’s got.”

Consuelo and Slip tell us Big Steve behaved himself and, after a quick stop for a burger, went into the right house just off Duval and was still there when they left. Taco Bob gives a brief rundown on the evening’s timing and lets us know he gave Lydia a quick rundown right after he told Consuelo and Slip to come in. He mentions the big man with the bag walking down the dock, who it seems got everyone’s heart rate up.

I give a quick rundown of our time on the boat and field a few questions. Consuelo and Slip make me promise to show them how the keys work sometime. Tim gives a brief report including some details of his fish catching, which seems to be of interest only to Taco Bob and myself. Next are several compliments on the snacks, especially the most excellent fish fingers. Tim is beaming.

I can’t believe the change in the young man in just a few days. He even volunteers for galley slave duty and clears the now empty platters off the table and, after Consuelo gets him started, busies himself in the galley cleaning up and washing dishes while the rest of us get down to seeing what Josephine has on her computer.

We move our chairs so we can all see the screen, then Consuelo takes over.

“First off, Josey had to use a disc to bypass the password like we’d expected. I guess with the alarm system on the boat and password he wasn’t worried.” Everyone smiles at this. “She used three discs. The second one is the most important. It’s a software program that hides itself on the hard drive and will allow Josephine remote access to anything on that computer. She’ll be able to check all his files, e-mails, and everything else from her own laptop. She can even put a virus in his computer.” Josephine has an evil smile for this and bounces her eyebrows. “The only problem is that Stevie Dear’s computer has to be on for her to access it, so it may be hours or days before she can do any serious digging around in there.” Everyone seems to be good with that, so she goes on.

“Since everything was on schedule and there weren’t any problems, she went ahead and used the third disc to copy a few files, which is what we’re going to take a look at now.”

We all crowd onto the couch to look at the file pictures, but at Slips insistence we start with the picture of the potato bag. After we study the picture and have a brief discussion, a clearly upset Slip stands up and starts pacing in front of the couch.

“That’s enough for me. There’s no doubt this scumhole flushed potatoes down the marina toilets and used that ice pick on the icemaker and shrimp tank pump. I’ll bet those are the gloves he wore while he did it, too. Then he put something in the fuel tanks.” Slip crushes the beer can in his hand like it was made of paper and slams it in a wastebasket on his way to the door. I see Tim peek from the galley.

Consuelo jumps to her feet, hands on her hips. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Take a wild guess. I’m going to have a word with Mr. Steve.”

Consuelo springs like a gazelle and gets to the door before Slip. She blocks the door and she and Slip are glaring at each other as Taco Bob jumps to his feet.

“Hold on, you two. I like the inside of my home just fine the way it is without bloodstains all over everything.”

Neither Consuelo nor Slip back off and I definitely don’t want to be in the room if these two go at it. Thankfully, Taco Bob cautiously steps over and puts a hand on Slip’s shoulder. He talks softly until his two friends drop their eyes and stand down.

Consuelo and Slip both have their heads bowed as they go back to their seats.

Taco Bob sits down as well, then puffs out his cheeks before blowing the air out. “I can’t blame you much, Slip. I feel the same way you do about someone doing that kind of stuff to honest, hard-working folks like Jim and his wife. But we play this right we might be able to do some real damage to the man with Josephine’s computer and a little patience.”

Everyone agrees, and the anger has passed for the moment. Tim is back to washing dishes and Josephine is bringing up the files from Steve’s computer. A few minutes later Tim comes in the main room but quickly retires to an easy chair on the other side of the room with a comic book. He’s been acting like he doesn’t care about what we found, but I suspect it’s part of his training as a sneak.

The files Josephine copied are mostly pictures. One is street scenes of Key West and even a few of the marina. We study the marina pictures carefully but they seem to be just ordinary tourist-grade images of boats.

One file is internet porn, some of it pretty sick and violent stuff. Another is amateurish porn pictures of several women we decide were taken inside Steve’s boat. Some of the women are tied up and look quite unhappy. I tell everyone I recognize a woman from Mallory. Slip says he may have seen her around town as well. I’m relieved to see Socks is not one of the women.

The most interesting file is the one labeled as ‘Banks’. We soon identify the pictures as both outside and inside shots of several Key West banks. This reminds me that one of the things Steve wanted Socks to do was take pictures of banks, so I pass this along.

We all agree our man Steve has a seriously unhealthy attitude toward women, and is far too interested in Key West banks.

Consuelo stands up as soon as we’ve seen all the files. She takes drink orders and heads for the galley. After handing out the drinks she remains standing in front of the couch.

“Okay, the potato bag is pretty damning evidence,” Slip gets a small nod, “and we’re pretty sure whoever has been sabotaging things around here is working for the bank, but why is he taking pictures of the local banks? In particular, why is he taking pictures of greedy-ass Greater Keys National Bank? He’s scoping out the people he works for?”

Taco Bob is shaking his head before he speaks. “He might be planning on pulling something similar on the banks to ruin their business. But like Consuelo says, why the bank he’s working for?”

“L-lawyers?” Everyone looks at Josephine. “He w-w-works f-for law-lawyers, r-right?”

Consuelo snaps her fingers. “That’s right, sis. He probably doesn’t work directly for the bank – they wouldn’t want to get their lily-white hands dirty. More likely the same lawyers who are squeezing the marina owners got someone to hire a lowlife like Steve to do the sabotage. I wouldn’t be surprised if the lawyers didn’t work it so they pick up a fat bonus if they can close the marina deal quickly.”

Slip’s eyes have gone flat again. “Maybe we need to find out who the lawyers are and pay them a visit – an after-hours visit.”

Taco Bob has an idea and tries again. “Maybe the lawyers aren’t all that loyal to Greater Keys. Might just be testing the waters. They could be planning themselves some kind of similar sabotage scheme on several of the banks and decided to have their man in the field do some re-con on banks while he was at it.”

We all give this some thought until Consuelo looks at her watch, then over at Tim asleep in the big chair.

“Well, I think we did a damn good job. Thanks to Dali, Steve shouldn’t suspect anyone was even on his boat, much less in his computer tonight. As soon as Josey can check Steve’s e-mails she should be able to tell us some details of what’s going on here.” We all get one last serious look from Consuelo for the evening. “Besides Lydia, no one besides those of us in this room knows anything about this, so let’s keep it that way.” She makes a zipper move across her mouth.

Josephine asks if she can tell Ben. Consuelo rolls her eyes and says yes, but to make sure he doesn’t tell anyone else, not even other aliens. I remember that Josephine supposedly has a tiny invisible boyfriend from another planet. The girl is so smart at some things I often forget when I’m around her that’s she’s also a bit bat-shit crazy.

We all say goodnight and the two sisters gather up Tim and head for the hotel. Slip is right behind them and Taco Bob offers me the guest bedroom. But I’m suddenly so exhausted I fall asleep right there on the couch.
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A New Day

There’s a fresh morning sea breeze to greet me as I step off the Sandy Bottomed Girl. It’s another glorious day in paradise made more so by the knowledge that I have helped my friends once again with their efforts to save the marina.

I slept surprisingly well on the old yellow couch. So well I didn’t wake up until my host came back from the marina office and store with coffee and news. The coffee was good, the news, not so.

Taco Bob said he’d told Jim that very soon they might have something solid on whoever had been doing the sabotage. Jim was happy to hear that since it seems he received a certified letter late yesterday afternoon that turned out to be a low-ball offer from the bank for their equity in the marina, and the offer was for a limited time: only one week. So the pressure is really on Jim and his wife.

But Taco Bob seemed confident that things were going to work out in the end. He was calling Consuelo to ask if her sister had found out anything else as I left the old houseboat and stepped into the new day, once again wearing my signature fedora and poncho. Taco Bob’s confidence is contagious and I smile. A few more lucrative evenings at Mallory and I might have enough money deposited in my underground savings account for the down payment on a houseboat for Father Murray. Over coffee I had mentioned this to my friend and he’d generously offered to help pick one out. He also said that if things worked out, Jim might be willing to cut the Father a deal on keeping the houseboat orphanage at the marina. The thought of houseboat shopping with Taco Bob makes me very happy.

I stop on the sidewalk along the water and breathe deep and stretch. I take the feeling of accomplishment from helping my friends, fold it up, and put it in a safe place. Then I’m fully ready for this next day in my life, which I truly hope includes a happy and passionate reunion with Socks.

It’s still fairly early, and a bike for transport to Stock Island and the trailer where Socks lives makes sense, so I head straight for Stoney’s hideaway to borrow a bicycle. No one is home, so since I know the combination to the lock holding Stoney’s bicycles, I’m pedaling across Duval in no time. And there’s Stoney.

“Dali!” My friend is sitting alone at a sidewalk café. He has a phone to his ear, but covers it with his other hand as I pedal over. “How’s it going, Dali?”

“It’s going very good! I couldn’t find you so I borrowed the bicycle to go find Socks. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Anytime, my friend, anytime.”

“Have you seen her?”

Stoney’s smile seems to be having trouble holding. “Yeah, I saw her, I guess it was the night before last. She was with that guy Steve. I saw them leaving Louie’s Backyard as I was going in.”

I thank Stoney and start to go, as he seems anxious to get back to his phone conversation. He covers his phone again and tells me to be sure to stop by later.

I barely have time to begin processing this bit of disturbing information concerning Socks when I hear my name again.

“Dali! Over here!”

I stop the bike, but don’t see anyone, just rows of cars in a parking lot. Then I see a hand waving from the bushes along the edge of the lot. Approaching cautiously, I see Hooman scrunched down in the bushes.

“Hey, Dali, how’s it going?”

“Good. You okay?”

“Sure, fine. Could you do me a big one and go in the store there and buy something for me?” He holds out some money.

“Sure, Hooman. Can I assume the reason you need me to go into the store for you has something to do with why you’re hiding in the bushes?”

“Damn right. I got a disturbing phone call from someone this morning I definitely did not give my number to. Guy on the phone has some crazy story about his mom getting scratched by a cat and one of the cat’s claws coming off. I asked how he got my number and he tells me he’s a bounty hunter, like I’m supposed to be impressed. Well, I hang up on the guy and forget about it, and a half hour later a van pulls up outside my trailer. Two big, nasty-looking Cro-Magnons pile out and one of ‘em starts beating on my front door. The other one is all, ‘The man you just hung up on sent us to learn you some manners, loser. You can give us double the money for the cat right now, but if we got to hit you first it’s going to cost you triple.’ So I ran out the back door and lost them down some alleys in Old Town a few minutes ago.”

“I see. What do you need from the store?”

“Five pounds of beef jerky and a dozen cans of mosquito repellant.” Hooman shrugs. “This sort of thing happens, you know? Occupational hazard. I’ll just lay low under a bridge up the Keys for a few weeks. No big.” Hooman shrugs again and I go into the store for his supplies.

After I bid Hooman farewell and good luck, I continue on to Stock Island. I take South Roosevelt and cut through the long, wide Smathers Beach sidewalk dodging tourists and sea gulls. As I pedal along I’m trying to remember just what it was Socks and I had argued about. Strangely enough, I keep thinking it had something to do with golf.

Socks and I had gotten along so well, for days, until the beautiful blue tropical skies had turned dark and gray and ugly and rainy and cold and miserable and stayed that way for two days straight while we were cooped up in the condo. So perhaps it was the weather, or maybe that tiny faux pas I made about her thighs that set her off into a blind, uncontrollable rage with a golf club.

Yeah, that was it. Now I remember.

Here’s the bridge over the channel to Stock Island, and up ahead is the trailer where my delicate flower with the solid stance and impressive follow-through lives.

Ah, here we are, and here is the old she-wolf that my true love rents a room from, with a lit cigarette dangling from her lip and a permanent scowl on her well-lined face.

“What do you want, freakboy?”

I dismount from my trusty steed, and doffing the hat, bow deeply to the old bag.

“If you could kindly direct me to the whereabouts of the love of my life, that would do for starters. I mean, if you don’t mind.”

“The gypsy bitch? She split.”

This is not an acceptable answer, so I ask for clarification and details. However, things rapidly degenerate into name calling and threats until the crone pulls a butcher knife on me, and I elect to take the search for my love elsewhere while I am still unstabbed.

Luckily, I’m pretty good on a bike and lose the screaming, knife-welding wench after a mile or so. I make a mental note to never underestimate the stamina of the truly insane.

The frantic bike ride has opened my appetite, so I swing by the big chain grocery on my way to the marina – it’s time to splurge on a tasty submarine sandwich. I decide that since my day seems to going progressively downhill, I may want to at least face the answers to my questions on a full stomach.

I bounce into the store, my mind filled with happy thoughts of fresh-baked wheat bread and mounds of cold cuts and vegetables, and leave with only what I think is a raisin bagel from the priced-for-quick-sale rack. The deli section has turned out to be closed for remodeling and the raisins turn out to be mold.

Outside, I notice the sun has given way to a low blanket of gray clouds. I brush the dried seagull crap from the bench in front of the store and get some really good exercise for my jaw muscles by gnawing off the least-moldy parts of my tough, instant-heartburn brunch. As I sit reflecting on my search for Socks, and weathering the first waves of mean little burps, an armored car stops in front of the store so the exhaust pipe of the running truck is only a few feet away and pointed directly at the bench. While I’m holding my breath, a short, round man with a large cloth sack and a large black gun steps out of the truck and gives me a hard stare in exchange for my smile and friendly wave.

A few minutes later, and slightly nauseous from the snack and early stages of carbon monoxide poisoning, I manage to get back on the bike to continue on.

Fully aware that my day is just not going well, I am somewhat heartened by the fact that on the bike ride to the marina I am crapped on by a seagull only one time. But my luck does not hold once I arrive.

So far the only hard, recent news I have on my Socks is that Stoney saw her with Steve two nights ago. So I’m not wholly surprised by the young peanut hustler’s reply to my query.

“I don’t know, it was at night so I couldn’t see much. Just some woman, and she went with him on his boat.”

“Age, hair color, height, clothing, visible scars or tattoos?”

“Hey, like I said, it was dark. But come to think of it, from my view sitting here I did notice she had on shorts and long socks. Socks, like up to her knees.”

This bit of news, coupled with what the trailer park crone told me, forces me to come to grips with the stark reality that my Socks really is gone.

The masticated bagel, which had finally gone mostly dormant in my stomach, decides suddenly to transform itself into full-strength battery acid. I am able to postpone a purchase from the insistent nut merchant by promising to return, money in hand, after I finish chumming the fish at the end of the dock.

So on unsteady legs I’m making my way towards an open place where I wouldn’t be throwing up directly on any boats, but don’t quite make it. It doesn’t take long at all for the poison bagel to reenter the atmosphere, and then I learn the owner of the newly spotted boat is not only on board, he’s also in a bad mood. But the man is as quick with a bucket of cleansing seawater as I am with an apology. He’s also quicker with the second bucket of water than I am at running, and I suffer a wet backside while attempting to flee the immediate vicinity.

I consider giving a quick swimming lesson to the peanut salesman currently lying on his side on the dock – laughing hysterically – but decide against it at the last minute when I hear my name.

“Dali!”

It’s my friend Taco Bob waving me over from atop his houseboat. A small brown hand clamps onto my pants leg as I attempt to slip by, and the only way to get the hand to release its vise-like grip is by buying a bag of nuts. Then I head for the Sandy Bottomed Girl.
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News

I step aboard the old houseboat and climb up the ladder. Consuelo must have been inside as she’s right behind me. I motion towards the open seat but the lady declines and gives me a look that says the seating arrangements are not up for debate, so I slip into the captain’s chair next to Taco Bob. From up here you can see the whole marina, and in the distance I notice a small rain shower leaking from the low clouds out over the water.

While Consuelo frowns against the railing, Taco Bob tries a smile.

“How’s it going, Dali?”

“Best you do not ask today, my friend.” I try a smile of my own. I could certainly use some good news so I venture a query. “Has Josephine learned anything about our friend down the dock?” I nod my head in that direction.

Taco Bob looks over at Consuelo and she takes over. “The good news is Josephine’s been able to get into Steve’s computer when he turns it on, just like we’d hoped. She says from the couple of e-mails he sent this morning that he doesn’t seem to suspect anyone’s been poking around in his stuff.”

Consuelo breaks eye contact and looks down for a few seconds before going on. She does not look happy.

“Steve had his computer on long enough late last night for Josephine to download most of his hard drive onto her computer, so she was up most of the night reading files and old e-mails. It looks like the man is just a common slimeball doing a lot of field research on Key West for someone Josephine thinks is probably a relative. A cousin or something.

“Besides all the pictures of the banks, Stevie Boy has also checked into every possible way to leave the island. He’s got information on speedboat rentals, car and truck rentals, the ferry to the mainland, and private and commercial airplanes. There’s intel on several of the local charter boats for an armed grab. Even scenarios for jacking a cab.”

Consuelo’s eyes are hard as ice. She gives Taco Bob a quick glance before going on.

“We’ve been talking it over and it looks like he’s most likely doing the prelim work for someone planning to knock off a bank in Key West.” There’s real disappointment in her eyes now. “But from his e-mails there isn’t anything pointing to him being the one who’s sabotaging the marina.” She gives a quick shrug. “So we’re back to square one.”

I can hardly believe what I am hearing. It has to be him! “But what about the potato bag and ice pick? And the gloves?”

Consuelo nods to Taco Bob and I turn to him. “We talked about that, too. Man doing re-con on local banks would be wanting to keep a low profile. He might hang around Mallory trying to take advantage of the women there just from habit. But actively sabotaging a marina, knowing you’re going to really upset some people,” he nods towards the frowning young woman at the railing, “is taking a big chance. Especially if you’re living in the marina.”

Consuelo moves closer and puts a hand lightly on my shoulder. “We’re not sure yet what to do with Steve, probably dime him to the local cops.” She rolls her eyes. “But he’s not our man.” The hand gives me a soft pat before leaving. “We do appreciate your help, Dali. We’ll let you know if we learn anything else.”

I fight down my disappointment and put on my best brave face. I consider telling my friends that Socks had likely been on Steve’s boat sometime before our little raid, but I don’t want to bother anyone with my problems.

Even though I’m told Slip is on his way with fresh Pompano, I turn down an invitation to stay for lunch. I shake hands with my friends and only then realize I’m still holding the peanuts, which I give to Taco Bob. I tell him my stomach is having an off day.

♦

My thoughts are not in a good place as I retrieve the bicycle, which I can’t help but notice has fresh seagull poop on the seat and a flat tire. I rescue a paper napkin from a nearby trash receptacle for the poop, but I am in such a disheartened state I take only a cursory glance through the can for art supplies.

As I walk the bike towards the gas station for air, I do a situation analysis. I know there are a few places around the island where houseboats can be moored – like in resort marinas or behind private waterfront homes and businesses – but due to county ordinances these places are few and likely quite expensive. If the marina closes, Taco Bob and the other live-aboards will be causing these moorings to become even fewer, and more than likely even more expensive. So even if I do eventually find a houseboat I can afford to put a down payment on, the chances of an affordable mooring are as small as a tear in the ocean.

My short-term solution to everything is one that I am afraid is not at all original, and in fact has been turned to by men in hopeless circumstances for ages. After my trek to the air station to feed quarters into a machine for air only denser than all the free air all around me, I head off to hole up somewhere where I can seek the age-old consolation of strong drink.

But I do have the presence of mind to visit my cache first, since previous experience has shown that due to my even more generous nature when under the influence, I am more than likely to wake up penniless as well as in a dumpster.

As always I am careful not to be observed as I approach the buried trashcan. I carefully count out enough money from my pocket to buy myself at least temporary solace, if not oblivion, before lifting the lid and finding that my day up to that point had not been nearly as bad as I’d thought.
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Stoney

I leave my secret hiding place in a daze with the siren song of the bus station coming upon me. The ringing in my head that had slackened off considerably in recent days has also returned. I stumble along, zombie-like, in the general direction of the bus station for several blocks before I remember Stoney’s bicycle.

By the time I retrieve the bike from the bushes beside my cache, I have come to my senses enough to decide I must return the loaned bicycle before I see how many bus miles the money I have in my pocket will buy.

Since I’m still in a state of shock and too unsteady to be able to safely ride the bike, I’m walking it through Old Town on my way to Stoney’s. I’m so depressed I can’t even look up as I walk along and only notice it’s still cloudy a few seconds before I see a raindrop hit the sidewalk in front of me. I stop and look up just in time to catch a large number of the billions of cold raindrops immediately behind the first one.

I remove my trusty fedora and stand there looking up into the winter rainsquall for a full minute, which it turns out is just long enough to get thoroughly drenched. The rain brings me back enough to remember the orange poncho folded up in my pocket. I take it out, and recalling the painful memory of who gave it to me, drop it in the closest trashcan.

I push the bike in the rain down deserted Duval Street to Stoney’s and go around back. I lock the bike in its place and knock on the low door of Stoney’s crawlspace home. No answer. No one home. So I’m standing in the rain, thinking about all those years of struggling to survive in orphanages, the uncaring foster parents, working as a laboratory test case to pay for those few months of college, the hospital, and the hundreds of works of art lovingly crafted from trash, just so I could end up standing here shivering in the rain with a few wet dollars in my pocket and my future so empty I don’t even know in which direction my next step will be. Or even if it will be.

“Dali? What are you doing standing there in the rain?” I look around, then down and see Stoney kneeling in the doorway. “I thought I heard someone knock. Come on in, man. I was in the can.”

♦

My friend must sense my wretched mental state as he makes me go immediately into the bathroom. I take his advice and put my wet clothes in the electric clothes dryer and take a long, hot shower.

A quart of chowder from Pirate Jim’s warming on the stove makes the big, low room smell as good as it looks and feels to my frazzled mind, body, and spirit. Before long I am wearing warm, dry clothes, and pouring two cups of the aromatic chowder. Stoney is hunched over his laptop and I don’t want to disturb him, so I carefully crawl across the room and set one of the steaming cups next to his laptop. I have a seat nearby and lean back against the wall.

Stoney taps a few more keys, then looks up at me.

“Been having a rough day?”

“None worse in this lifetime. And yourself?”

“Interesting day. Got a minute?”

Before I answer, I take a sip of the chowder and can almost feel my body instantly begin the process down to the molecular level where the hearty fare transforms into blood and bones and brains.

“I can spare a few minutes.” I give my friend a wink, and he stretches big before beginning his tale.

“Remember the bank? Remember I told you I’d make a couple of calls, find out what I could about the marina? Well, things have kind of snowballed here…”

I only have one thing left, and that is my freedom. Taking into consideration the way my day has gone so far, I decide my best course of action is to eat more of Pirate Jim’s gourmet chowder in case I’m soon to be finding myself taking meals in an environment where the menu is extremely limited for the next five to ten years.

Stoney takes a good sip of chowder himself before continuing.

“I think I told you we wanted to try to find out the name of the company that does the computer security for Greater Keys Bank.” I tell my friend I do remember that. “Well, we decided we didn’t want to tip our hand at what we had in mind to Mole’s hacker buddy from Starke, so we asked him to just run down the names of security companies doing work for each bank in South Florida. I mean, Mole trusts the guy, but hey, the guy is in prison after all.” I get a shrug.

“Anyway, we get the name and everything else we needed to know about the company. Which is in Miami, so now I have to figure out how to get Mole over all those bridges between here and Miami. I decide to try a simple way first, like get him drunk enough to pass out. Unfortunately, years of working on shrimp-boats and building custom crawlspaces has made our man Mole a pretty tough dude, and it took me several bottles of good rum to get him drunk enough he didn’t know what was going on. Sorry to say that by then I wasn’t much better off, and I’m still not sure how I got the man into the rental car and all the way to Miami without getting in a crash or thrown in jail or both. Actually, I may have crashed the car or put it in a canal since we woke up the next day in a Homestead motel with no car and still don’t know what happened to it.”

Another shrug.

“So after a day of recovering out by the motel pool sipping Bloody Marys, we were ready to go to work. We had the names of all the internet security companies’ employees and their addresses, so Mole and I divided up the names of the company that did the Greater Keys work. We put on the disguises I’d had custom made in Key West by that old carnie woman – mostly just wigs and scars and a fake mustache for Mole – and spent a day doing the old bogus survey bit to check out our candidates. Amazing what neighbors and even family members will tell you for a few complimentary scratch-off lottery tickets.” I get a wink.

“We made our selection and that night Mole pays the man a visit. I had other business to take care of back on the Rock, and since Mole didn’t really need me for the next part, I split for Key West.” Now Stoney’s grinning. “I bet you didn’t know Mole’s a big pirate buff? Yeah, always reading books about Blackbeard and all those guys. Anyway, there’s this one old pirate trick Mole’s been dying to try out.

“So Mole goes to the guy’s place that night – we picked a single guy living alone – and forces his way in and gets the guy trussed up and, of course, Mole is wearing a fright mask and the guy is about to wet himself but trying to act brave thinking it’s just some crackhead looking for cash or something to grab and hock. Mole’s sitting there with the guy all tied up at the kitchen table. When the guy finally settles down, Mole tells him he wants to know about how to get into the bank’s computer system. The guy flips out all over again and rambles on for a while about triple failsafe codes and a bunch of other nonsense. Mole wants to let the guy know he’s really serious, so he takes out this big badass Bowie knife and asks the guy if he wants to see an old pirate trick. Guy is shaking now and saying the same things about codes again so Mole real quick puts one of the guys hands flat on the table and whacks off the end of the little finger on the guy’s left hand. It happens so fast the guy just sits there dumbfounded, staring at his hand. The reason it happened so fast is because not only has Mole been wanting to do this for years, but has been practicing on carrots and link sausages and all kinds of things.

“So anyway, while the guy is staring at his finger in total disbelief, Mole tells him that’s what pirates would do to get someone to give up information. He tells the guy the smart ones only lost part of one finger, but before Mole can continue on with his story about what happened to the stubborn ones, the guy is reciting long lists of numbers and security codes and his social security number and mother’s maiden name, and his own bank account number, and every other kind of personal information you can imagine. Some of it real personal.”

Stoney shakes his head and takes a good slug of chowder from his cup.

“So Mole gets the guy’s finger bandaged up and the guy is telling him about the time he cheated on a math test in school and every other secret he’s ever had. Mole is actually a very compassionate guy, just a little twisted, and does a real good job on the first aid. The guy says he understands completely when Mole explains he’s sorry about the finger and it’s just part of the job. Mole even has a couple of pain pills for the guy and after a few beers and a pizza delivery, the fright mask comes off and they’re the best of friends.

“That’s what I meant when I said things had snowballed. We’d originally just wanted to take care of the note on the marina so Jim and his wife wouldn’t lose everything they’d worked for, and some fat cats from Singapore or Munich or Dayton or someplace could come in and ruin another slice of the real Key West.”

I can tell from his eyes that Stoney feels just as strongly about this as a lot of people. The big difference is that he’s doing something more than sitting on a barstool bitching about it.

“But now instead of someone we have to pry every little scrap of information out of, we have a guy who is not only cooperative, but wants to partner-up. Mole calls me and discretely tells me the story and I tell him it sounds like some kind of Stockholm Syndrome, and for him to use his better judgment. So they get the guy’s computer out and go for it.

“The guy really knows his stuff, it turns out. Not only the incredibly intricate technical aspects of computer security and financial accounting, but the inside story on what’s going on with banks these days, which might explain why he’s anxious to go in with us. While he’s powering up his computer he starts this rant about how arrogant banks are since they got all that federal bailout money a few years ago.

“He tells Mole this is like the Golden Age for banks. Not only do the big boys – the banks so big they can’t be allowed to fail – get free federal money if they make a bunch of bad loans, but rates are so low they don’t have to pay much of any interest to their customers for savings and money market accounts while the banks are using that money to play the markets.

“The guy says the first thing the banks did when they got all that government money was go out and hire the best PR firms and get some slick, feel-good advertising campaigns that made them look like something other than greedy incompetents. Then they went out and bought the latest, state-of-the-art computers and security systems, and last but not least, hired the top people in the ever-lucrative business of money hiding.

“Once they had all that going, they didn’t need to worry about government auditors checking on where those billions of dollars went, plus by then the government was hurting from giving away so much cash and had freezes on things like upgrading computers systems and even started cutting the hours on a lot of federal workers. A few of the best and brightest computer people left their government jobs and went to work for the banks. Of course, the big banks also used some of their government cash to buy smaller banks – like Greater Keys.”

I tell Stoney I am amazed to hear this.

“I hadn’t really thought about it myself, but it makes perfect sense when you think about what the car companies did with their share of the bailout money. Did General Motors use that money to design and build better cars so they could sell more cars and get back on their feet? No. Maybe they spent a little of the money for R&D, but mostly they spent the money on slick television ads so they could sell more cars. Sadly enough, it worked.”

The shrug again.

“But anyway, our man says that even before the government giveaway program, the banks were already full of themselves from years of controlling congress with their extensive network of top-shelf lobbyists. Those lobbyists are horribly expensive, but still readily affordable as long as the banks can continue to make a killing in the dark market of unregulated OTC derivatives – and get away with it, thanks to the lobbyists. Plus they knew they would always have plenty of advance notice for any kind of investigation by sluggish, easily bribable government auditors with outdated equipment. So between all this and the latest firewalls, encryption programs, and other security measures, a lot of bank executives have gotten overconfident and sloppy. Which is actually fine, just as long as no one cuts a finger off one of the security people they also pay so well and rely on so heavily.”

We both smile at this. I am beginning to think my dietary choices over the next few years may not be as restricted as I’d feared.

Then there’s a knock at the door.
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Bank

I’m sure my eyes are as big as pie plates, but Stoney is having a laugh while pulling money out of his wallet. “I ordered some sandwiches online while you were in the shower.”

I insist on paying with a few soggy dollars and retrieve the food from the delivery guy. We each get set up with another round of chowder to go with real Cuban sandwiches made Key West style by real Cubans. The first cup of chowder had only awakened my appetite. Now it is time to eat.

We enjoy the delicious fare in silence for a while, but I can’t stand it for long. I don’t even say anything, just lift an eyebrow the next time Stoney looks up. He smiles, but I know he’s dying to tell me the rest.

“Where was I? Oh yeah. So after the guy gave Mole the skinny on what a lot of banks are up to these days, he starts clicking keys on his computer like crazy in spite of being down a finger. At first Mole had him explain what he was doing in each step, but before long he gave up trying to understand the tech talk and just settled for updates on the guy’s progress. Mole made a big pot of coffee and they settled in for a long night.

“After an hour or so of digging, our new partner found what he was looking for: an account separate from the normal accounts a bank has for options, bonds, deposits, income interest, loan interest, and hundreds of other individual, partnership, service, and transfer accounts. In with all that he even found the account for the bank executives’ bonuses. But that wasn’t what he was looking for. Since the big stink about executive bonuses in companies that received bailout money, this account was pretty small. The account he found separate from all the other accounts, the one he was looking for, however, was huge. And it turns out from checking past records, this account had more than enough to not only make up the difference in executive bonuses, but was in the CEO’s name. Which not only made it easy for the CEO to personally distribute the funds, but for our man to do the same. Remember what I said about the bank execs getting overconfident and sloppy?”

I put down the last of my sandwich for a moment so I can concentrate fully on smiling. But I don’t say a word and let my friend continue.

“Trick with this sort of thing is to not leave any footprints, so just to be safe our man spent most of the night accessing overseas servers and setting up a series of accounts for shell companies that don’t even exist. By morning, when the US banks opened, he set up accounts in several Miami banks, then Mole put his fake mustache and wig back on, and over the course of several hours visited different banks to move large amounts of money around.”

Now I had a question. “What about the marina?”

“Our man did some checking on Jim, the marina’s owner, and came up with an idea. He set up an account with a discrete bank out west, a kind of trust fund. Jim and his wife Maria will be informed, most likely today in fact, that one of the guys he served with on a Navy carrier years ago has passed on and anonymously left Jim a lump sum and a monthly trust that should come in very handy for things like payments on the marina. Those carriers are like floating cities with thousands of people onboard, so even if Jim gets curious it’s going to take him years to run down the dead end.”

I cannot think of any better news and tell my friend as much. I take a moment to sit back and enjoy the waves of happiness washing over me and to let Stoney enjoy his sandwich and soup. As soon as he finishes the last morsel he goes on.

“That secret account for the bonuses was so big that taking care of the marina didn’t even put much of a dent in it, so Mole and our new partner decided that not getting any sleep the night before had aged them to the point where they should both retire immediately for health reasons. They divided up the cash they’d collected that morning, and after making a generous deposit to my account with Greater Keys, they shook hands, exchanged e-mail addresses, and went their separate ways, each with suitcases of cash and a few leftover overseas accounts.”

“You have an account at Greater Keys National Bank?”

“Several, actually. Granted, they’re scum, but they do have the best laundering rates in South Florida.”

Stoney crawls over to the bed and holds up a plush manatee the size of a terrier.

“So Mole is gone? I would have liked to thank him for what he did for Jim and his wife, and for all the people at the marina.”

“Yeah, Mole is definitely gone. With the way he is about large bodies of water I’d say Kansas by now, or maybe Arizona.” I get a smile and a wink. “I meant to ask how you’re coming on your houseboat idea for the orphanage?”

I’m sure my face tells the story, but I tell it as well, just in case. I tell him everything, including the secret hiding place that had been cleaned out of every last dollar of the money I had saved for Father Murray’s orphanage. I take from my pocket what I found in place of the money: a pair of green knee socks.

Stoney shakes his head in disbelief.

“Man, that’s low.”

While I’m at it, I mention the sabotage at the marina, and that we determined by remotely accessing his computer that the man we suspected turned out to be a person of very low morals doing re-con for a bank job, but not working for the bank or their lawyers. I also tell him about the potato bag, which I’m now thinking may have been planted by Socks, and which we totally fell for.

Stoney nods like he has an idea.

“I got an idea. Actually, though I don’t know where he is, and don’t want to know, I have heard from Mole. Got an e-mail this morning.”

“Oh?”

“They’re ninety-nine percent sure they covered their tracks, but they’d still like to be able to hang the missing bonus money on someone, and this guy sounds perfect. If you could get the path codes to access this guy’s computer, I could pass the information along to Mole and his partner. They could put the final touch on their little masterpiece.”

This does have a nice ring to it and I assure Stoney I will get the information he needs.

He also has another surprise.

“One of the last things those guys did in Miami was to see what they could find out about the sabotage at the marina. But I guess you’ve probably figured that out anyway.”

I had, though I still was having trouble fully believing it. Stoney nodding towards the long socks I’d set on the floor brought it home though. He had more.

“They couldn’t find much on her, she uses a lot of aliases. But we’re pretty sure she’s a former instructor of sabotage techniques for the Egyptian military, and these days does freelance contract work around the world. The Israelis are looking for her, and those people aren’t known for giving up easily.”

Stoney reaches over and gives me a good-natured slap on the shoulder.

“Come on, man, let’s take a walk. I was just waiting for the rain to stop before going to the bank when you came by. Care to join me? I have a little something for you to give to Father Murray.”
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Orphans

The rain has not only stopped, but the sun has come out as well. Duval Street is shiny wet and crowded with all manner of cars and trucks and motorcycles and tour buses and bikes and scooters. The sidewalks are once again teeming with tourists and locals alike.

It’s not far to the bank and Stoney and I saunter in and walk right up to the teller. As always when in a bank, I am on guard, but Stoney is relaxed and smiling. The teller greets him by name and I give the teller the Vulcan hand sign for prosperity. I get a blank stare in return.

But in a surprisingly short and hassle-free amount of time we are leaving the bank with a cashier’s check made out to Father Murray for an amazing amount of money. Even more than Taco Bob had told me that day on the Grunt Pier we would need for a houseboat. It is all I can do to keep from straining my face muscles from grinning so much.

I tell Stoney I will bring this wonderful gift to the Father right away.

“In that case, come on back to my place, I have something else you can give him.”

On the way Stoney tells me he and Cindy are going to fly down to the Virgin Islands for a couple of weeks and could I stay at his place and keep an eye on it. I tell him of course, and after a round of sincere thank yous and handshakes, I set out. The other gift is large, so I elect to take a cab to Stock Island to make Father Murray a very happy man.

I have the cabbie stop at the sisters’ hotel so I can talk to Josephine. When I walk in the front door of the hotel, Consuelo is behind the front desk and closing her phone. She has a puzzled look on her face.

“Dali? Hey, how’s it going?”

“Amazingly well, and yourself?”

Now she is focused on me and walking slowly my way. She moves like a cat.

“That was Taco Bob. Jim at the marina got some unexpected news today and there’s a big party at the marina tonight.” Now those probing blue eyes under the fringe of blonde hair are mere inches from my face. “You know anything about what the unexpected news might be?” Before I can stammer out an unconvincing lie, she steps back and smiles big. She holds up a hand.

“Save it. Whatever it is, Taco Bob says Jim is so happy it can only mean something has happened that’s going to save the marina.”

Before I know what is happening, Consuelo has her arms around me and hugging me so hard I hear my back crack. When I can again breathe properly I tell the still grinning hotel proprietress that I need to talk to Josephine. I get the probe look again, but only for a second this time, then she’s taking the stairs two at a time and calling her sister’s name.

After I explain everything to Josephine and Consuelo the best I can without telling them anything, they assure me they will send the information to the Hotmail e-mail address I gave them and never go into Steve’s computer again. Josephine doesn’t like this part too much at first, until she learns of the news from the marina. She too sizes up the situation by gazing at me and then her sister, who just gives a quick nod. Then Josephine smiles and also gives me a big hug. Though nearly as strong, this hug is much more sensual to the point my knees are a bit wobbly as I make my way out of the hotel and into the waiting cab.

♦

As I leave Stock Island reclining in the back of the cab, I reflect on how gift giving has got to be one of the best things in life – especially when it involves someone truly deserving.

The first thing I did when I got to the trailer was give the kids the big sack of stuffed manatees from Stoney. They were a big hit with the little ones and I saw a couple of the older girls make off with a few as well.

Father Murray may be old but he’s still plenty tough. He’s been though a lot in his long life but he didn’t stand a chance against that cashiers check. It turned him into a weeping pile of sincere gratitude. I told him about Taco Bob’s offer to help with the search for a houseboat and he said to give him a day to recover from the shock and he’d be ready for anything.

I tell the cabbie to drop me at the marina. Tim isn’t in his usual spot but I find him on Taco Bob’s boat. They’re both up top looking about as happy as two people can look.

Taco Bob tells me what he knows about Jim and the marina, and they both tell me about the big party.

I’m almost out of money after paying the cab, but I’m walking on air, as it’s a special feeling you get when you leave everyone you know with big smiles on their faces.

I feel a strong sense of completion, but also feel the strong pull of the bus station again. I am uncertain of my course. I am certain, though, that with little money I wouldn’t get far, so since it’s almost that time anyway, I direct my feet towards Mallory Square for the Sunset Celebration.
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Mallory

By the time I am on my designated spot, the late afternoon sun has been out long enough to dry the ground and warm the sea air. The throngs of vacationers are milling about and gawking and buying and clapping, and who can blame them? It is a most pleasant day indeed, except for possibly one thing that is sticking to the back of my brain like a rusty tack.

But I am on such a high that I am not bothered in the slightest by trivialities like the little fraud dabbing in his awkward way at a canvas on one side of me, and Robert and his dog both yapping at me from the other side.

And even though there is not a woman involved, I am doing some of my best work. My hands fly and pieces of trash are transforming into art as if by magic. I finish my masterpiece with a flurry, to enthusiastic applause. I remain kneeling and look up for the obligatory photos as my ears pick up the soft sound of money floating into my hat and my eyes find a pair of tanned and shapely legs directly in front of me. My eyes continue slowly up and the view remains extremely nice right up to the smiling face of the seashell girl from Duval Street.

“Hey! I’ve been looking for you.”

“Indeed?”

“Yes, indeed.” She bends down and whispers in my ear. “That ticket you bought? You won bolita. I looked it up and it was, like, over five hundred that day. You can go by the cigar shop in the morning and pick up your money.”

Searching through pockets for my wallet, I find a pair of long, green socks that go straight into a trashcan. This, along with the sight of the still smiling young lady in front of me, seems to help the rusty tack considerably. I locate and carefully pull my old, weathered wallet from my trousers, and after a little digging, hold up the very ticket.

“This one?”

Her eyes tell me I am a winner, and after I tidy up my artwork and collect my hatful of cash, we walk together down the historic streets of Key West to a big marina party where I am quite sure we will have a very, very good time.
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