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‘A civilization that began with the cathedrals has to end with the hermeticism of 

schizophrenia.’ 

 

 

 

-Emil Cioran 
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1. 
 

The apocalypse doesn’t announce itself the way you think it will, in hurricanes and alarms and 

breathless news reports. It arrives as a steady accumulation of seemingly unrelated incidents and facts. 

By the time you realize what is happening, what has already happened, there’s no chance to escape, no 

way to get out. 

 

At least that’s how things unfolded in Key Abismo, Florida—a region with its left foot, even in the best of 

times, already planted in hell’s driveway. The end days might have gone down differently for people in 

New Jersey or Colorado. I’ll be sure to ask them if I ever get the chance. 

 

I was staying at Manatee Point when it happened, a hotel/condominium resort filled with empty bottles, 

both plastic and glass, and endless surgeries, both life-saving and plastic. My wife’s grandparents owned 

a yacht docked in the marina, a horseshoe-shaped inlet of water that housed nearly a dozen boats. And 

even though I was still sore from yesterday’s flight, the back-and-forth hassle with the rental car 

people1, as well as the trafficky shitshow drive from Miami down to Key Abismo—the highways had 

shed their lanes so quickly along the route that they resembled a funnel—I still got up at 7am, bright and 

early enough to hit the pool before any of the other guests woke from their collective tropical hangover.  

 

Manatee Point provided two pools for its guests. A lower pool stretching the length of a football field 

around an unstaffed cabana had been designed to resemble an ocean the way its water ran right up to 

the recessed concrete, its ankle-high waves trickling against a manmade shore. Tiny stereo speakers 

placed around the deck, hidden amongst the iceplant shrubbery, blared instrumental steel-drum 

versions of once-popular hits like ‘Play That Funky Music White Boy’ and ‘Fun Fun Fun.’ It was laughably 

surreal, at times horrific.  

 

I preferred the upper pool—a smaller, more low-key place without any music.  

 

The morning was already humid enough for the rocks along the path to be moist with sweat. The rising 

sun behind me painted the sky a deeply clementine-like shade of orange. Sand and strategically placed 

plants lined my path to the pool. A small family of palm trees towered overhead. Years ago there used 

to be a hammock strung between two of them where I would go read whenever I needed to escape my 

wife’s family, but the hammock frayed over time until it eventually collapsed. Manatee Point wasn’t 

what it used to be. And while the rest of the world wasn’t what it used to be either, it seemed MP 

already had a bit more ‘apocalyptic momentum’ going for it than most places. 

 

The pool towered above me as I ascended the marble steps, its black fence a series of thin vertical 

prison-like bars rising up out of the concrete. My heart swelled slightly with excitement—a minor 

engorgement, but more than I’d felt in months. In my anticipation, I didn’t notice the sign until I had 

already pulled on the gate several times. By the time I looked down and noticed the padlock and its 

attendant chain, I had nearly worked myself into a frenzy. 

 

POOL CLOSED FOR REPAIRS 

 

The sign was worthless. How long was the pool going to be closed? An hour? A week? A month? And if it 

was closed for repairs, where the hell were the workers? The entire area was completely deserted, and 

more annoyingly, the pool looked exactly the same as the last time I’d been here. It was even filled with 
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water, beautiful blue water sparkling in the early light. A contented seagull bobbed listlessly along its 

surface. There had to be some misunderstanding. I set off immediately in search of a groundsperson, 

some official who could straighten this out. 

 

I headed into the clubhouse2, but only heard my shouts echoing back off the tile. Walking around to the 

front of the building, I set out up a paved road that led towards the resort entrance—a manned gate 

where the security guard on duty sits inside a little shack no bigger than a tollbooth. But when I got 

there, I found a sign on the door. 

 

BACK IN FIVE MINITES 

 

Once an hour, the guard was supposed to make his rounds and scan his badge at a series of twelve 

checkpoints scattered throughout the resort to make sure he wasn’t sleeping on the job. Doing the 

math, I calculated there had only been a one-in-twelve chance of missing him. This did not bode well for 

the rest of my day. 

 

I didn’t have my phone; I never carry a watch. There was no way of being sure how much time passed 

while I waited, but it felt like ten minutes had gone by with still no sign of the guard. Then a car pulled 

up to the entrance gate, an oversized BMW—probably a rental. After a few seconds the driver started 

nudging his horn and gesturing with his hands for me to come over and open the gate. Despite the fact I 

wasn’t wearing white tennis shorts, or a green polo shirt with a yellow MP intertwined just above the 

left breast, the driver seemed to think I was the guard. I avoided eye contact and hoped the guard would 

return quickly, but then the driver rolled down his window and shouted for me to get my ass in there 

and open the goddamned gate before he had me fired. 

 

I decided to just get the hell out of there. On my way back to the boat I decided to swing by the pool one 

last time, as if maybe the sign had been a hallucination I could just shake out of my head. 

 

But it was still there. The seagull had left though. It all made sense later, once I had found out what had 

happened, but in that moment I just stood there dumbfounded, my world thrown into chaos by an out 

of commission swimming pool that would turn out to be the first sign of the apocalypse. 

 

Lifting my head to the sky, I could breathe the unmistakable smell of approaching sulfur. 

 

But at this point I knew nothing of the end times; I only knew that my morning was ruined. Hoping that 

the sick churning feeling in my stomach might be related to hunger, I grabbed my keys and wallet and 

hopped in the rental car—a red two-doored Ford Fiero—and decided to head into downtown Key 

Abismo to get some breakfast.  

 

The exit gate opened automatically when I reached it. The BMW, now abandoned, still sat blocking the 

entrance gate to my left. The misspelled sign still remained in the window of the guard’s booth. I 

shrugged my shoulders at the hopelessness of it all and pulled out into traffic. 

 

As perilously thin as a popsicle stick across a bathtub, the Florida Keys are a strip of islands that run 

southwest from Miami for about 150 miles, sticking out into the Gulf of Mexico like a timid finger 

beckoning an unseen watery g-spot, with Key Abismo sitting about a third of the way down.3 The 

Atlantic Ocean borders the south side of the Keys, and to the north sits the Gulf of Mexico. Despite the 

fact that these islands are emaciated, geographically speaking, to the point where you can see both 
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bodies of water at once in most places, people down here still have ugly, irrational biases concerning the 

northsiders vs. the southsiders. 

 

Key Abismo is the widest of all the Keys, nearly four miles across in its thickest parts, and so it’s been 

built up into the largest shopping and residential area between Florida City (the southernmost point of 

mainland Florida, about 15 miles south of Miami) and Key West. The stink of illicit trade, hustling its way 

up and down the islands in black Escalades with tinted windows and out of state plates, hangs over the 

community like a kidnapping victim unable to speak. It’s a region of open veins and tired eyes, though 

you’d have to look closely—past the pleasant tourism surface and into the faces of the people who 

actually live there—in order to notice. 

 

Strangely enough there’s no McDonald’s in Key Abismo, but there’s nearly every other American fast-

food chain. You’ve got your Burger King, your Arby’s, your Starbucks, even a KFC. There used to be a 

Taco Bell as you headed south out of town towards Islamorada that sat on a grassy median between the 

split north-south routes of US 1, but it had closed one day without warning. The parking lot was now 

several years overgrown; weeds had cracked through the pavement while otherworldly vines now 

twisted in and out of the restaurant’s stucco exterior. It seemed tragic, in an ironic-fate-of-the-cosmos 

sense, that the residents of Key Abismo—the non-itinerant ones, the people who spent their lives 

working here and raising their children—never got to sample the Doritos Loco taco, a recent innovation 

that substituted the traditional Taco Bell corn shell for one made out of nacho-cheese flavored Doritos. 

Not a series of loose Doritos stitched together either, but something that looked like the Taco Bell 

people had climbed into a vat of pre-cooked Dorito dough to stretch and fashion it until they finally had 

something that resembled a taco shell, something that could pass for the real thing.4 

 

There were also a number of family-owned food places, most of them started up by expatriates from 

the northeastern US lured down here by the promise of unending tourists and an absence of snow. They 

tended to have names like Tommy’s Bagels or Jimmy’s Seaside Crabs. My personal favorite was Mike’s 

Rarefied Sushi Hut—based entirely on the name, the food was nearly inedible. My wife’s grandmother 

left a note for us on the boat when we came down here on our honeymoon listing the best places to eat 

in the area. Next to Mike’s she had gone back and written ‘Important: Must Like Oriental Food.’ That’s 

her way of being helpful, though it would have been more helpful if she had written ‘Important: Must 

Like Stomach Cramps That Last Into the Following Day.’ Based on our honeymoon, a disaster rooted in 

food poisoning and unfulfilled expectations, I should have guessed even then that my marriage would 

consist of one adversity after another.5 But as we have already determined, I am not one to spot 

revelation, even when it’s staring me in the face. 

 

Wanting to keep my human interactions to a minimum, I decided to go through the Burger King drive-

thru and order a sausage/egg/cheese croissanwich. Each of its three main ingredients tasted exactly 

alike, flavorless except for the obscene amounts of salt. Pulling back onto the road, I managed to eat 

half of it before I threw the rest out the window. Despite my breakfast’s biodegradable qualities,6 I was 

lucky not to get a ticket. The Keys had some of the harshest littering laws in America, and with 

decreased property values sapping the community’s tax base, the local police enforced them with 

enthusiastic vengeance.  

 

Key Abismo only had two traffic lights, one to the south where US 1 split into outgoing and oncoming 

traffic, and one to handle all the cars turning in and out of the Publix Shopping Center—the local 

teenagers, along with a handful of adults who didn’t mature the way society hoped they would, 
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pronounced it ‘Pube-Licks’. As the only grocery store for 50 miles in either direction, shopping at Publix 

could be a real nuggety little cluster of fuck, but slightly less so at 8 in the morning. 

 

I have two rules when it comes to grocery store parking lots. One: never drive past the entrance of the 

store. And two: always park as far away from the other cars as possible; it’s worth the walk. Both rules 

are designed to minimize frustration, to prevent getting stuck dragging along behind the old man 

pushing his groceries—usually a family-sized pack of chips, two cases of beer, and a sugar-free cherry 

pie7—in the middle of the lane, or a housewife leaving the store and crossing the street diagonally at an 

angle so acute as to be in the single digits. It’s bad enough inside the store: Hey, why not just put your 

cart sideways while you look at the canned vegetables so you can block THE WHOLE AISLE. I just need to 

grab a loaf of bread but I guess this guy standing in front of the one I want has never seen bread before 

and it’s going to take him FIVE MINUTES TO MAKE UP HIS MIND.  

 

Outside the store, you’re at least able to exercise some degree of control. 

 

But the downside of parking so far away is you have to walk that much further to get to the doors. I 

don’t mind the physical effort, or even the heat, but it does allow way too much time to interact with 

the crazies. With a place like Manatee Point awash in all kinds of pharmaceutical damage—powdered, 

liquid, herbal, and synthetic8—it almost goes without saying that the regular population is ingesting 

cheaper and rattier stuff, and in even more destructive quantities. This doesn’t always play itself out in 

public like crack or heroin does, with people staggering around looking like death and stealing 

everything in sight. Drug use in Key Abismo tends to manifest itself in dropped dishes and slurred 

speech, pock-marked skin and long-sleeved shirts. Like everything here, addiction prides itself on being 

laidback. Even the junkies are living on island time. They don’t cook up and shoot; they just pop their 

pills in ever-increasing handfuls and try to keep on smiling.  

 

And occasionally people cross over the double yellow line and kill a family coming back from Key West, 

along with themselves. Did I mention that Monroe County, which encompasses the entirety of the Keys, 

had the highest vehicular fatality rate in the nation? 

 

I parked under a palm tree—even in April the sun is unbearable. Pressing the keychain lock button, I 

suddenly jumped backwards at the sound of bicycle tires skidding to a halt behind me. I turned to see an 

emaciated shirtless man with psychopathic eyes and, judging by the way he was breathing, suspect 

lungs. His haircut looked like he had been shaved by a blind malicious chimp. He straddled his bicycle, a 

yellow-brown fixed gear number several sizes too small, and grinned at me. 

 

‘The Feds are moving in!’ he shouted in a brown rasp covered in phlegm. ‘Grassin on the grassers, as 

they say in merry old England. Getting their jollys off the jolly ranchers yes sir old chap.’ I tried to avoid 

eye contact and walk away, but he got off the bike and jumped in front of me with a surprising dexterity. 

Blocking my path to the store, he continued, ‘Yes sirree old bob! Bobbin for bobbies. Pavements and 

sidewalks. Elevators and lifts!’ He was beaming from earlobe to earlobe and nodding his head as if we 

understood each other. 

‘Anything else?’ I asked. Schizophrenics don’t faze me that much. I used to live in a city.  

‘Oh there’s loads more!’ he shouted. ‘Loads more. But you already know what it is, don’t you?’ 

And something about the way he bent towards me, the mad conviction in his eyes, the stale beef jerky 

under his breath, made me curious. I didn’t think that he knew anything necessarily, I just wanted to 

know what he thought I knew.  
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‘Oh you don’t know,’ he smiled, no longer shouting, almost whispering in my ear. ‘You don’t know that 

you know…but you know. You know everything.’ He turned and gestured to a woman in green 

sweatpants loading her groceries. ‘They don’t know. They have no idea. But you—you’ve already seen 

it.’ I grimaced and shook my head, and then he started to laugh, calmly at first but escalating rapidly into 

wheezing hysterics. I pushed past him, actually making contact with his chest and its filthy matted 

blonde hair. This only made him laugh harder. 

 

‘See you later man! Enjoy your fucking groceries!’ 
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2. 
  

Say what you want to about the end of the world, it has a way of lending some much-needed 

perspective to one’s problems. 

 

I had come to Key Abismo in the midst of an avalanche, a personal one, with my outlook towards the 

world locked in an endless cycle of violence and ice, all of my emotions buried beneath the skin. 

Although I was still perfectly capable of thinking clearly, at times maybe too clearly, I was able to feel 

next to nothing. According to the people closest to me, this was a problem that needed to be solved. 

They found my lack of empathy troubling, if not outright disturbing.  

 

But as those doors inside me shut, I found other doors opening. After a lifetime spent in confusion, ping-

ponging from idea to idea, from belief to belief, from person to person, desperately trying to make any 

kind of connection, I now gained a distance that allowed me to see myself and those around me—my 

wife, my co-workers, my neighbors—as they truly were, as if I were seeing them for the first time, 

without the bias of any personal relationship getting in the way. 

 

As my feelings continued to recede into what I called a frozen lake and the psychologists (there were 

three different ones over the course of a year) called depression, I found myself becoming less tainted 

by sentiment and able to see the world with greater and greater clarity. I realized that I didn’t actually 

like football, college or professional, that I didn’t think what people called comedy was truly funny, that 

youth and perfection were two entirely unrelated things, that celebrity was a mask that ate into the face 

of everyone involved—those who lived it and those who watched them live it, that it was absurd to own 

more than seven pairs of pants or shirts or underwear or socks, that driving a car is the single most 

dangerous thing we will ever do in our lives and no one seemed to realize it, that capitalism and 

christianity had no connection besides the tendency towards self-righteousness that each one created in 

its adherents. And lastly, there wasn’t a single thing I believed that someone else, at some point, hadn’t 

told me to believe.  

 

On those rare occasions when I saw a healthy woman walking, or even jogging, along the street, I 

couldn’t help but see the eventual cancer that would devour her body from the inside, that would leave 

her screaming in a hospital bed and cursing her god while half of her loved ones wept and the others 

calculated the resale value of the jewelry around her bony fingers and what was left of her neck. 

 

My whole life I had been afraid—of many things, but mainly of being alone. I was no longer afraid. I was 

particularly not afraid of being alone. I now found that I relished it. 

 

As I became more unaffected by other people’s thoughts and beliefs, I found my powers of perception 

becoming more powerful. If I sound proud, or triumphant, about this, let me assure you that it was the 

bleakest transcendence imaginable. Soon, it seemed, I would be juggling skulls in graveyards. I cracked 

cruel jokes, without remorse,9 at the expense of the only woman who had ever loved me, even as I 

drove her towards what would have been, had I not left when I did, a dutiful and self-inflicted death. 

 

It appeared there was no way for me to grow stronger without my wife growing weaker. The way we 

were going, she might eventually shrivel to the point where she ceased to exist at all. And though I was 

consumed with myself, with my own needs, for the first time in my life, I could still recognize that my 

wife was innocent. She was dying because of me, and nobody should ever die for the sake of another. 
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Mankind tried that one over 2000 years ago and we’re still living through the (stupid, cruel) fallout of its 

aftermath. I couldn’t live with myself knowing I’d created yet another martyr, that I’d perpetuated and 

given dignity to a myth. 

 

My morals, when they surface, still shame me. Moments of sentimental weakness. Vestigial shakings of 

the virtuous tail. Ethics as a phantom limb. 

 

But I did not come here to save myself. I did not come to Key Abismo looking for an angel, earthly or 

otherwise, to lift me out of the darkness, or melt the glaciers that enveloped me. I had come here simply 

to be alone, to enact a willful abandonment of my life and everything surrounding it. I managed to 

arrange my escape without burning any bridges behind me only by suggesting that my condition might 

be temporary, that some kind of unforeseen change might still occur. 

 

Of course there’s a greater degree of uncertainty, about myself and my future, than anyone cares to 

admit. Or maybe I have come to the realization that all existence is tenuous, that nothing lasts forever—

no life, no marriage, no deliverance, no freedom. You never know where you’ll end up in this world.  

 

Aside from the grave, of course. Which is fine with me. People always complain that life isn’t fair, but 

they never recognize that the opposite also holds true:10 Death is always fair. 

 

Which reminds me, there’s another reason that brought me here, a twinning of coincidences (the first 

being a freely available family yacht) so unlikely that it, coupled with my own lethargy, urged me to drop 

everything and come to Key Abismo at once. The second coincidence involved a Facebook message I 

received from the woman who used to be my stepmother. A shrewish, petty woman with no redeeming 

value, my father had loved her because he could control her, and once he could no longer control her he 

promptly moved on.  

 

It still pains me to call him my father. He’s as tangible to me as the Easter Bunny, though at least the 

Easter Bunny has a reputation for fidelity and kindness towards children. In her message she said that 

my Uncle Tommy had called her to say he’d heard rumors that my father was ill, seriously ill, and was 

probably living somewhere in the Keys in god knows what kind of condition. I thought you might want to 

know, she wrote. I didn’t bother responding to her. The marriage happened long after my father left my 

mother and I, and though it would take a few more years of open hostility before he and I finally 

decided to cut our losses and stop acknowledging the other’s existence, I had no patience for the 

woman when she was his wife, and I doubted that becoming his ex-wife had improved her personality 

any. Furthermore, she had kept his last name (and mine) despite the fact they’d been divorced for 

nearly 20 years now, and despite the daily cruelty he had once inflicted on her. This speaks of a 

masochism, of a complicity in one’s own pain, a warm nostalgia for one’s torturer, that is almost 

frightening in its implications. I erased the message immediately and blocked her from ever contacting 

me again through that particular social medium. 

 

But I did not come here to remonstrate with my father, to exchange sentimental kisses and hugs, to 

build some shared understanding between us before he passed from the world and it was too late. I 

wasn’t interested in any of that. It was too late for both of us a long time ago. No, as it concerns my 

father, I came to Key Abismo for one reason only. Because no matter the relationship, whether it be 

rancid or healthy, every son inherits a debt from his father the day he is born. And that debt remains 

unpaid as long as the father shall live—measuring his son’s accomplishments against his own, scoffing at 

his opinions, taunting him, competing against him, until the day finally arrives when the competition 
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ends and the father lies spread out before his son helpless and enfeebled, terrified and frail. On this day, 

at last, the son finally wins the battle. 

 

I came to Key Abismo because I believe that every son is entitled to the gift of watching his father die.  
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3. 
 

For the next week I did nothing but sleep. I had been plagued by chronic insomnia before I fled—it had 

been months since I’d slept for more than a couple of hours at a time. Typically, I’d worry my way 

through the night playing out all the possibilities of sleep, every position imaginable—of body, of pillow, 

of blanket, of sound—before eventually heading into the spare bedroom. Usually around five in the 

morning, with the first lightening of sky, I’d doze off only to suddenly jerk awake on the bed (or on the 

couch, or on the spare bed, or sometimes on the rug in the living room) with my pulse racing wildly like 

a trapped, hunted rabbit, sweat on my neck and my face on the verge of tears. 

 

When I say I slept for a week straight, I don’t mean to imply that I was asleep the entire time. But I was 

definitely lying down, usually watching something—more accurately described as nothing—on a 

television encased within a fake wooden cabinet11 near the rearmost, widest part of the boat. 

 

I did sleep a great deal though, as often as possible, with an aggressiveness I hadn’t known since I was a 

teenager caught in the grip of chaotic growth spurts, emotional turmoil, and the constant 

surging/crashing of blood sugar levels. The first couple of nights on the boat weren’t anything special, 

but I soon found myself able to sleep well past noon, then past 3:00, past 5:00, until I eventually 

managed to escape the daylight entirely. I would stir with the onset of primetime television and drift off 

somewhere around the end of the late night talk shows—a vapid descent from a fictional abyss into a 

non-fictional abyss, though the second world felt no more or less real than the first. It was wonderful. 

 

If I ate at all, it was nothing more substantial than chips or cereal washed down with water or milk, my 

desperate attempts at self-medication behind me for now. 

 

But you can only sleep for so long without wanting to die, without learning to love sleep so much that 

you find yourself no longer able to function in the world, no longer wanting to wake up. And though I 

still had no desire to live, I found I at least had the desire not to die, or at least to not be an active 

participant in my own death. 

 

I shuffled out of the bedroom and plopped myself down on the couch—in this case my journey literally 

began with a series of single steps—to watch some shitty television. As it turned out, there were more 

than enough options. 

 

The local doormat Miami Dolphins and their born-again quarterback were playing on channel 11. Every 

victory was a confirmation of god’s strength, every setback a testing of one’s faith. All of life was a 

confirmation of the lord’s presence, even on—especially on—a professional football field. I switched 

over to MTV and spent nearly three hours watching a marathon of classic12 16 and Pregnant episodes 

when I heard voices screaming outside accompanied by what sounded like a small barking dog. I ran out 

onto the deck of the boat to see a small, mean, thrushlike old lady with an even smaller chihuahua 

straining at its leash. A large dark-skinned man with a foreign accent stood just out of reach, pointing 

with one hand at the woman and the other at the ground—he made a shadow on the grass that 

suggested, in the positioning of his arms, that it was ten minutes until 4:00.  

‘What have I told you about that dog? What have I told you?’  

‘You can’t tell me anything. Jim already said. Or are you too dumb to remember that?’ 

‘Don’t you talk to me like—’ 

‘Javier needs to be walked, and so I’m going to walk him. And that’s all there is to it.’ 
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‘I do not care about your walks. That is not an issue. This is about cleaning up after your dog.’ 

‘Oh, you are such a no good pain. I do clean up after him. How many times do I have to—’ 

 

He bent down and picked something up. I recognized the woman from one of the other boats.13 She 

tended to walk around the marina with a brittle fierceness that made me look away whenever we 

passed each other. The man shook the object in his hand at her and shouted, ‘Oh you clean up, do you? 

Then tell me what is this?’ 

 ‘I was going to come back for that.’ 

‘No you weren’t. You never come back.’ 

‘Don’t tell me what I was going to do.’ 

‘This is every day. Every day I see this.’ 

‘That’s not true. You’re making that up. I tell you, I am getting so fed up with all of your…your 

damned…crap.’ 

‘Look at this. Who is stupid now, I ask you?’ 

‘You can’t tell me what to do. Jim said so. Everyone on the board said so.’ 

‘You boat people make me sick. You think you can just come in here and—’ 

‘Don’t you talk to me like that! You’re just mad that you paid out the ass for that condo of yours 

and now it’s underwater. But that’s not my fault so don’t try to take it out on me and my little Javier!’ 

‘If I see your little Javier shit anywhere in this resort again, I’ll take him by his collar and toss 

him—’ 

‘Don’t you threaten me you son of—’ 

‘Well if you can’t control your dog then that is exactly—’ 

‘If anything happens to him I’ll have the cops in here so fast it’ll make your head spin!’ 

‘I am not scared of you! You do not scare me!’ 

‘Well you should be scared!’ 

 

A stalemate followed, neither of them knowing what to say next. Finally the woman asked, ‘What 

country are you from anyway?’ 

‘I live in America.’ 

‘I didn’t ask where you live. I asked where you’re from.’ 

‘I was born in Venezuela.’ 

‘Well I don’t know where that is but why don’t you go back there.’ 

 

They continued to exchange insults, but once I realized nothing else was going to happen, I headed back 

inside where the parade of jailbait moms on tv didn’t seem so funny anymore. Turning to the news, I 

saw a young woman reporter standing in a field somewhere between Orlando and Miami. Behind her, a 

forest billowed black smoke into the sky—a monumental fire, one that historians were already calling 

the largest in Florida history, was incinerating a path southward towards Miami. Already, she said, the 

skies over the city were turning black with soot and ash. I stepped back out onto the deck and looked to 

the northeast where I could see a collection of dark clouds on the horizon. The wind was still; the air was 

thickening. The man and the woman had gone off to their respective corners of the resort, presumably 

without incident. 

 

I felt suddenly uncomfortable, suddenly hungry, and despite my groceries and the easily microwavable 

options on the boat, an unfamiliar surge of pent-up energy drove me back into Key Abismo to go looking 

for dinner. I was halfway to the car when I remembered something and headed back inside to grab a 

picture of my father, downloaded off the internet a few years back when a Tampa newspaper ran an 
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article about a tarpon fishing competition—deep sea tarpon, I believe—from which my father had 

emerged victorious.  
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4. 
 

There was a time in my life, in my late teens/early 20’s, when the idea of eating alone in public filled me 

with dread. I’d imagine people laughing at me, laughing at my aloneness. Or even worse, maybe they’d 

feel sorry for me because I was so unattractive14 and they thought I had a long life of lonely dinners 

ahead of me.  

 

It’s not that I’m less self-conscious now. I just don’t give a shit. Always keep in mind that surrender can 

be a form of empowerment. 

 

Also, I’m not one of these people who believe that eating food is an ‘experience’ or some kind of 

‘adventure.’ It’s merely an addiction that needs to be satisfied—that’s all. And thank god for that 

because the food around Key Abismo is, from an epicurean’s perspective, a disaster of overpriced swill 

geared towards middle-American tourists. Think Red Lobster at twice the price and with mayonnaise 

instead of tartar sauce.  Sure, a trip to Jimmy Buffett’s Margaritaville can be fun in a hilarious, laugh-at-

the-stupidity way—if someone else is paying—but you’ll find a better hamburger in the food court of 

any shopping mall in Indiana. 

 

With a parking lot filled mostly with used pickups and old cars, Las Barandas sat almost exactly halfway 

between mile markers 99 and 100.15 This was good; you wanted to avoid the places with the brand new 

SUV’s outside. The name suggested Mexican food, but down here it just meant that your fish would be 

served in taco form as opposed to sandwich form. The meal itself was dry and uneventful, which in Key 

Abismo qualified as good. Getting up, I left a tip of exactly 18% and decided to hit the bars. 

 

I wasn’t looking for booze so much so much as looking for clues about my father. I don’t believe in god, 

or destiny, but I do believe that coincidences, voluntary or not, can generate infinite possibilities. 

 

The first place I went to was a reggae-themed Irish place called Ziggy Mahoney’s. My timing was perfect. 

It turned out I had missed the dinner rush but managed to get there before the party crowd showed up, 

so the place was more empty than full, which suited my father’s disposition perfectly. A gaggle of 

waitresses stood just inside the kitchen, their voices lowered in ferocious gossip, while a lone 

bartender—like the rest of the front-of-house staff, female and large-breasted—took care of the 

customers. She stumbled from spot to spot, repeating herself and bumping into sink compartments as 

she moved. When she leaned in to take my order, I could see the whites of her eyes had turned a glassy 

kind of salmon. When I asked for whatever was the cheapest thing they had on draft, she executed 

several uncomprehending blinks before shuffling off.  

 

To her credit, she did eventually return. Watching her walk back down the bar, I estimated her age to be 

somewhere between 23 and 50. 

 

I found myself surrounded by old men staring into the condensation on their once-frozen mugs, stern 

men with faces as gray and similar as nickels. I raised my Budweiser to no one, in a sort of pointless 

solitary toast, and joined them in their silent contemplation. A man at the far end looked a little worse 

than the rest; his right eyelid kept twitching like an insect in agony.  

 

I sat like that for nearly an hour. Eventually, I got a second beer.16 A couple of stools to my right, a man 

introduced himself to me as Walter. He wore a baseball cap with the name of a US Navy ship on it—I 
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can’t remember which ship exactly, but it was definitely named after a state. I was just about to ask him 

about my dad when I was interrupted by the high-pitched screaming of blenders and the dull crushing of 

ice that could only mean a party of frozen margarita drinkers. As the bartender placed a dozen paper 

umbrellas in a dozen filled glasses,17 Walter sneered, ‘Might as well put some whipped cream on there 

while you’re at it.’ Refining his disgust, he continued, ‘People in this county nothing more than a bunch 

of goddamned chickens.’ 

 

Walter looked at the picture of my father. ‘Nope, never seen him,’ he said. ‘But I wish you luck.’ 

 

Then a noise startled me, the loud glottal pop of a large PA system being switched on, followed closely 

by loud tropical steel drum music played at an ear-splitting volume. A disco ball descended over an 

empty dance floor and began to spin, accompanied by a man’s voice—I couldn’t locate where it was 

coming from—shouting at us, asking if we were ready to dance. 

 

Music began to play—a type of vague, slightly funky banality that you usually only hear when fat white 

people have just gotten married. I downed the rest of my beer and gave Walter a wave as I left. My 

father would never eat, let alone drink, let alone die, in a place like this. And though I’m sure all kinds of 

debauchery and darkness took place in these people’s lives on a regular basis, I wasn’t going to get 

anywhere near it at Ziggy Mahoney’s on this night. Not right now. 

 

I kept traveling down the Overseas Highway, out of Key Abismo, through Tavernier and into Islamorada. 

The highway leapt from island to island, key to key, with stunning alacrity. Water would approach the 

road and then retreat. The Keys were a coastline with few beaches, just coral reefs and mangrove trees 

that formed rough borders between water and land. At every bar I stopped in, I tried to ask a few 

questions. Sometimes it only took one to realize the situation was pointless. It was tedious; it was 

boredom. It was worse than boredom—it was boredom with a stutter. 

 

My father’s name is Michael, a good Irish Catholic name though neither of us are men of faith. 

 

I drove past the last bar before I even noticed it was there. Turning around and looking across the 

highway to my left, I could make out a dim red neon sign in the window of a building that looked more 

like a house than a bar.  

The Reluctant Nun 

 

It was my 9th bar of the night. I thought I had seen it all—employees dropping glasses, drifting into the 

bathroom for fifteen-minute visits, nodding off mid-sentence, the corners of every mouth turned 

downward18— but The Reluctant Nun was an entirely different galaxy of weird. 

  

The floor space wasn’t much bigger than a travel stop men’s room, yet somehow they had managed to 

cram six long tables into the center of the floor so close together that I had to turn uncomfortably 

sideways and slide along the wall just to reach the bar. There was only one customer in the whole place, 

but it still took the bartender nearly five minutes to stop staring into space—a soundless TV flickered to 

his left with the sound off but he paid it no attention—and take my order. I had to repeat it three times; 

the last time I enunciated Co…ro…na… like I was teaching Spanish to a partially deaf five-year-old. I 

noticed the whites of the man’s eyes had turned the color of freshly boiled lobster meat.19 
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He placed a mug in front of me covered in some moist, fingernail-sized clumpings of brown dirt. When I 

pointed out the dirt, he informed me, logically enough, that you don’t drink the outside of it and 

resumed his stare. The woman to my right, the only other person in the bar, chuckled at his joke without 

looking at either of us. She wore a turquoise, thick-ribbed, turtleneck sweater with sparkles sewn into 

the throat. She stared, not at her drink like the men at Ziggy’s, but at a spot on the counter six inches in 

front of her drink. The bar was made of real wood, unfinished—you’d get a splinter if you weren’t 

careful.  

 

I was about to say something to her when she suddenly evaporated, sweater and all. ‘Hey!’ I shouted at 

the bartender, waving a hand frantically to try and get his attention. ‘Did—did—did you see that?’ 

Everyone stutters when confronted with the traumatic. I pointed dumbly at the vacant stool. 

 

He took a couple of steps towards the bar, then stopped and shook his head.  

‘Another one? Man, that’s the third one today.’ 

‘The third one?’ 

‘I don’t know, man. People just—‘ His hands moved in unarticulate circles. ‘I don’t know. One 

minute they’re here, the next minute they’re  gone.’ 

‘Gone?’ 

‘Gone. You know…poof.’ 

‘Don’t you find it a little strange that people are disappearing into thin air?’ 

‘Hey, as long as they pay their bill, who am I to judge? Oh yeah, that reminds me. You owe me 

three bucks for that Corona.’ 

 

I put a five on the counter and told him he could keep the rest. This time he didn’t walk away from me. I 

placed the picture of my father next to the five and asked if he looked familiar. 

‘You a cop? A detective or something?’ 

‘I’m his son.’ 

‘A little late for christmas, don’t you think?’ 

‘Nothing that sentimental. I heard he might die soon. And I’m hoping to be there to see it.’

 ‘Thinking you might get an inheritance?’ 

‘I doubt it. Honestly, I’ve spent most of my life trying to unload the stuff he gave me.’ 

The bartender smiled a little and looked back at the picture. ‘Nah. Can’t help you. Looks like a 

boat guy to me and they all kind of look the same.’ 

‘Boat guy?’ 

‘Yeah. There’s a lot of old men around here who live out on boats, maybe a few hundreds yards 

off the coast.’ He gestured with his thumb towards the back of the bar, but I assumed he meant the gulf. 

‘Don’t have to pay any rent. No cops out there. They just sit out there waiting to die in a kind of,’ he 

struggled to find the words, ‘a kind of spent hermeticism.20 The ocean, like, functions as the biggest 

fucking “Keep Out—Trespassers Will Be Shot” sign you’ve ever seen, right? Like who needs a guard dog 

when you have a bottomless watery pit outside your door filled with barracudas and sharks?’ 

‘And these people just live out there on their boats?’ 

‘For the most part. When they need to come into town they row in on a dingy, or a raft. Just tie 

it up out back and come in here and get drunk. Maybe talk someone into giving them a ride up the 

highway to pick up some groceries.’ He scratched at the stubble on his neck. ‘I suppose there’s worse 

ways to live.’ 

 

This sounded promising. I nodded and asked if he got a lot of boat people in The Reluctant Nun. 
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‘Around the first of the month usually, when their checks come in—you know, government 

checks. Most of these guys have a generator on board to get electricity, so they don’t come ashore 

unless they have to. I came up pretty close on them one time on my way out to fish. Didn’t see anyone 

on board, but you could hear the occasional radio. Hell, there’s at least a couple dozen or so right in 

back of us, but you find bunches of them all up and down the Keys. The ones we get in here aren’t too 

bad. At least they aren’t southsiders.’ 

‘Southsiders?’ 

‘Yeah. South side of the Keys. People over there are hardly better than animals.’ 

 ‘First of the month, you said?’ 

‘Yep.’ 

He could see me trying to calculate and interrupted to say that today was the 13th. 

‘Well then I guess I’ll see you in a couple of weeks.’ 

‘You calling it a night after one beer?’ 

 

I informed him this was my ninth stop, and he warned me to watch out for cops on the way home, 

checkpoints and all. I thanked him and headed back to Manatee Point. There was a guard on duty at the 

gate just like there was supposed to be. I pushed all the recent strangeness—the closed pool, the fires, 

the strange smells, and the spontaneous disappearances—out of my mind and fell asleep right there on 

the sofa.  
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5. 
 

Back in the real world, breathless reports about the sudden disappearances of people, just like the lady 

in The Reluctant Nun, dominated television news. What had been a trickle in the Keys turned out to be a 

bursting deluge in other parts of the country: pile-ups on the interstates, stores closed or understaffed, 

even the newscasts were now being shot from one angle, implying a lack of multiple camerapersons. 

 

Everyone seemed confused, unable to comprehend what was happening, But looking out the window, 

at a sky that was, despite the absence of clouds, still overcast and gray, I had to wonder if there might 

be a more divine explanation. 

 

And it wasn’t just the local news, either. Even the national cable outlets were devoting special coverage 

to the ‘Unexplained Disappearances.’ At one point, someone actually floated the possibility of mass 

alien abductions, which just proved that people in this country had a hard time accepting reality, even 

when it dovetailed neatly with their dominant religious beliefs. Because from where I was sitting—

laying, if I’m being 100% accurate—it seemed to me there was only one plausible explanation:  maybe 

all that stuff in The Bible about the end of the world—the rapture/apocalypse/endtimes/whatever—was 

actually happening. And sure it was unlikely and unexpected,21 but it made a hell of a lot more sense 

than aliens, or cult-induced mass suicides, or—as one particular news channel speculated—a 

government-led internment of gun owners into secret camps. 

 

T.S. Eliot once mused the world would end with a whimper. ‘Dipshit confusion’ seemed to be closer to 

the truth. 

 

And maybe if I had been a true believer, one of the sheep-like faithful who draped themselves in cross-

stitch homilies and pious bleats, I would have gone straight to heaven—just like every dog in a 

Hollywood movie. I would have been immediately whistled off into the clouds for all eternity as a 

reward for my obedience. But what then? You got to spend an eternity being told to clean up after 

yourself, to give your grandmother kisses and say thank you to your inferiors? And eternal peace? After 

millenniums of selfishness and war, all of a sudden a brotherhood? Yeah, right. Count me out. I was glad 

I would get to be here and see how it all played out. Would the sky split open in a fiery red inferno? 

Would the clocks run backwards and all the faucets gush with blood? 

 

Besides, who wants to go to heaven anyways? It’s probably just filled with aborted fetuses. 

 

Anyway, I couldn’t have asked for a better place to watch the apocalypse play out. During my time in 

Key Abismo, which apparently was going to mean the remainder of all human existence, I would learn 

there were ways of living, whole entire worlds that I scarcely could have imagined, that I thought only 

existed in fantasies and nightmares, or unpopular art. 

 

But for now I needed to find out what was happening back home, and that meant getting on the 

internet. Manatee Point was so stuck in the past, so swollen with elderly people who didn’t know any 

better, who had yet to join the rest of us in the 21st century, that it didn’t even have wireless. I needed 

to find a coffee place. And in Key Abismo that meant going to Starbucks. 

 

The roads and the drivers were both strangely serene. I had expected a mass exodus, a highway 

clusterfuck. Instead it was a morning just like any other morning—a more general, less frenzied 



17 

 

clusterfuck. Even the drive-thru line at Starbucks seemed to be proceeding in a more or less orderly 

fashion. I parked my car behind the store, underneath a row of palm trees in case the sun came out 

later, and went inside. 

 

I asked the guy behind the counter, an absurdly muscular, absurdly tan young man, his skin an almost 

protestant shade of orange, about the wave of disappearances. The look on his face told me he had no 

idea what I was talking about. I mentioned what I had just seen on the news. 

‘The news? Man, I can’t even remember the last time I watched the news.’ He turned towards 

the espresso machine, where a young woman was blowing hair out of her face as she steamed some 

milk in a stainless steel pitcher the size of a hubcap. ‘Hey Lucy, you see anything weird on the news 

lately?’ 

‘The news? Like on TV?’ 

 

He gave me a look that said well there you go. I thanked him and took my coffee over to an unoccupied 

leather chair. At the table next to me, a man in his sixties was conducting what looked like a job 

interview with a college-aged kid in ill-fitting dress clothes, something about real estate. A shit-eating 

grin stayed on the older guy’s face for the conversation, his fingers interlaced like a child at prayer, legs 

crossed with a bouncing foot blocking the aisle as people tried to get by. 

‘You spend a year in Boston on the Charles. Or six months in Madison. Hell, even Columbus has 

a river. I’ve heard of people waterskiing right there on the river. You wouldn’t think it would happen but 

it does. An idea I would like to propose for you to consider is the idea that—’ 

 

I tuned him out; it wasn’t hard. Online, the rest of the world was experiencing a crisis far greater than 

anything in Key Abismo. More disconcertingly, there was no word from anyone back home, just an e-

mail from last night’s bartender at The Reluctant Nun suggesting I check out a few more places in my 

search—a residency hotel just outside Key Abismo called the Royal Conch Motor Inn, the local VFW, and 

a strip club called The Scrotum Pole. He also told me I should come see his band play next Friday at Ziggy 

Mahoney’s—a CCR cover band called Creedence Clearwater Revival Revival. The bartender played bass. 

At the end of the message, I learned his name was Dennis. 

 

Inevitably, I had to go to the bathroom. Say what you want to about the corporate US service industry 

and all its economic savagery, they at least know how to get their employees to keep the bathrooms 

clean. So I was shocked as I approached the urinal to see a dinner-plate-sized puddle of dried urine on 

the floor. Spreading my legs far enough apart to avoid standing in it, I was halfway through the process 

when I noticed a dried booger in front of me just above eye level. It had a weird immaculateness to it. 

Flat and stretched out, the booger resembled a hyphen, or an unbent staple, and ran parallel with the 

floor, precisely aligned in the center of its particular tile. Someone had obviously gone to a great deal of 

trouble to get it positioned exactly—this wasn’t the result of a casual wipe—but at the same time, it was 

hard to imagine such an extreme bi-polarity, of OCD and unsanitariness, in one individual.  

 

It was impossible to tell how long the booger might have been there. It looked dried out, so it could’ve 

been an hour. But it also could’ve been a year. It might have been even longer. 

 

Returning from the bathroom I noticed artificial light the color of pancake batter emanating from the 

ceiling. I decided to stop messing around and get to work. I looked up the address of the hotel—10246 

Overseas Highway—then left and headed south towards the Royal Conch Motor Inn.  
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The building turned out to be a two-story stucco series of rooms, the exterior of which (and probably 

the interior, this was Florida after all) was painted a horrendous shade of wilted flamingo pink. Pulling 

in, I decided to avoid the lobby altogether—the guy in the window working behind the counter looked 

like an asshole—and just park around back. I saw a housekeeping cart parked on the upstairs walkway 

outside an open door and ran up the stairs two at a time, nearly scaring the crap out of the maid when I 

knocked on the door to get her attention. She cowered behind the bed, two almond-shaped eyes 

looking out at me. Coupled with her long gangly frame, she reminded me of a frightened deer hiding 

behind a rock. 

 

I held my hands up in innocence and promised I wouldn’t hurt her. She sized me up warily before asking, 

in unexpectedly clear English, what I wanted. I told her about my father and held out the picture. 

‘Can’t say I’ve seen him,’ she said. ‘Kind of looks like a drifter, you know?’ 

I nodded and asked her what kind of guests they got here. 

‘All kinds, I guess. But mainly we get people who come to Key Abismo to die.’ 

‘Die?’ I considered the possibilities. ‘Like terminally ill people?’ 

‘No. Maybe mentally ill.’ 

 ‘What do you mean exactly?’ 

‘They come here to kill themselves.’ 

‘Kill themselves?’ 

‘Yeah, you know, kill themselves. Suck a tailpipe. Shuffle voluntarily off this mortal coil. ’ She 

smiled slightly. ‘Permanently delete their off-line profile.’ 

‘But right here in the rooms?’ I looked around as if a dead body might unexpectedly jump out at 

me. 

‘Yep.’ 

‘But why come to Key Abismo? It doesn’t make any sense.’ 

‘Since when do people make sense?’ 

‘Is it just that they want to go somewhere beautiful before they end it all?’ 

‘I don’t know. Maybe it’s beautiful for them, but what about the person who has to clean it up? 

And some of these guys, and let me tell you it’s almost always guys, they don’t go out clean, oh no way. 

Taking a handful of pills, or shooting some drugs into their arms, that’s not good enough. No, some 

people have to blow their brains out against a mirror, or in the bed. Tell me, have you ever had to clean 

clotting brains out of a carpet?’ 

I told her I hadn’t. As I looked down at the gray/green shag carpet, the stains now seemed more 

ominous. 

‘Suicide tourism, I think they call it. I saw an article about it somewhere on the internet. 

Apparently Key Abismo’s one of the prime destinations. And I’ll bet the Royal Conch’s the primest of the 

prime.’ 

I said if we were talking about the primest of the prime, I’d imagine Room 137 must be really 

popular, but my math joke just went over her head. To break the awkward silence, I asked her to call me 

if she learned anything about my father. Not wanting the conversation to end, I asked her another 

question.  

‘This is going to sound a little weird,’ I said. ‘But have you noticed people disappearing at all?’ 

‘Did you not just hear what I was telling you?’ 

‘I mean, no body or anything, just…poof.’ I snapped my fingers for emphasis, and giggled slightly 

at the way my description echoed the bartender’s at The Reluctant Nun. 

She told me she hadn’t. ‘I wish they would though. It’d be a nice change. Maybe then I could 

take the rest of the afternoon off.’ 
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I smiled and thanked her, hoping desperately she’d smile back at me, but when she did it was too 

forced, too professional, for me to interpret as anything meaningful. There seemed to be a genuine 

sweetness in this girl, an innocence that didn’t belong in this slow drugged haze of a town, where 

everyone was a tourist, temporary and selfish. My heart ached for her slightly as I walked back to the 

car. Feeling exhausted, nearly feverish, I decided to head back to Manatee Point and postpone the rest 

of my search until tomorrow. 

 

Despite my tiredness, nagging questions still persisted and troubled me into the night. What exactly had 

happened? Was I in danger? Were all of us? Was there something I should be doing? And if I knew what 

it was, would I even be willing to do it? 

 

That night, the boat thrashed about as if it head rejected my presence, trying to vomit me out of its hull. 

My sleep was sporadic and plagued by nightmares. I tried everything—milk, television, mild 

pharmaceuticals, reading, masturbation, going for a walk. Nothing worked. In the morning I didn’t wake 

up so much as surrender. Still feeling haggard and weak, I got out of bed around noon the next day in no 

mood to make breakfast. Instead I headed straight to Starbucks for coffee and more internet, maybe a 

cinnamon crumb cake as I needed to eat something and I do not like chocolate and I don’t like fruit. 
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6. 
 

Despite the chart attached to the bathroom door displaying handwritten employee initials that indicated 

it had been cleaned every hour on the hour since the last time I was there, the booger in the Starbucks 

bathroom was still in the same place. Walking back to my table, I considered my options. I decided to 

check out two more leads—the VFW and the strip club. 

 

My father had served in Vietnam. He volunteered for the Air Force when he got his draft number, 

figuring if he was going to go in, better the Air Force than anywhere else. I guess it made him feel a little 

more in control, not that he ever experienced anything close to autonomy while serving, or joining the 

Air Force instead of, say, the Marines did anything to abate the constant nightmares and insanity that 

continued to plague him long after he returned home. 

 

Nevertheless he was a veteran, which made it possible he could have stopped into the VFW hall at some 

point. The nearest one was located out past Tavernier, just off the Overseas Highway,22 a white four-

walled concrete cube—even the roof was flat—about the size of a fast-food place. The instant I walked 

in I could see, through a dotty flashing blindness caused by walking into an underlit room, a dozen or so 

vets, some in uniform, staring at me. I was obviously not a veteran, a deliberate choice on my part not to 

emulate my father,23 but I had money and like everyone in the Keys they were willing to tolerate 

outsiders if they had money to spend. 

 

I ordered a Bud Light, gaining a dismissive snort from the bartender, and sat down at the end of the bar. 

An argument was taking place around me. The way it sounded, it had been taking place for a while. 

Possibly days. Possibly months. 

‘Well nobody sure as shit ever called you the greatest generation.’ 

‘I’m telling you, Frank. If anything they were the worst generation.’ 

‘Oh give us a break, Tom. Not this again for christ’s sake.’ 

‘I’m serious. You baby boomers were the biggest pussies that ever lived. We won World War II, 

and these guys here got their asses kicked in Vietnam. We built this country up in the 50’s and 60’s, and 

they tore it down in the 90’s and afterwards. Worst president of all time? George W. Bush. A baby 

boomer. They were the most self-absorbed bunch of pricks you could ever imagine. If it wasn’t the 

conservative ones screwing over everyone else to get a bigger piece for themselves, then it was the 

liberals who couldn’t help an old lady across the road without taking a goddamned picture of it so they 

could tell the whole world what a wonderful person they were. Me and my buddies fucking liberated 

Dachau, you got me?—and we never asked for a damn thing in return.’ 

‘Now Tom, if you’re going to mention Bush, then you gotta mention Clinton getting his pecker 

sucked in the White House. It’s only fair.’ 

‘Damn, almost forgot about Clinton. Thanks Jerry.’ 

‘Tom, we’ve been over this. It’s not a fair comparison, World War Two to Vietnam. You guys 

fought a just war. We fought in an illegal police action.’ 

 ‘This goes beyond wars, Eddie. You baby boomers ran the economy into the ground. All of you 

got divorced the second you weren’t happy, never mind what it did to your kids. You didn’t give one 

thought to anyone besides yourselves and your own selfish needs.’ 

‘Anyway, Korea was just as muddy, ethics-wise, as Vietnam. How come those guys didn’t come 

back all fucked up?’ 

‘I don’t know, man. Ben over there seems pretty fucked up to me.’ 
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Groans reverberated throughout the room. Someone pointed to me and asked what I thought, ‘to try 

and get an outside opinion.’ I told them it didn’t seem like the baby boomers were putting up much of a 

fight, but then why should they start now. The WWII guys erupted in laughter as a few of the Vietnam 

guys shot me nasty looks. A rough, biker-looking guy got up and walked over to me. 

‘Motherfucker, I’ll show you putting up a fight,’ he snarled. ‘I’ll show you so hard you won’t walk 

for a week.’ 

‘Hey, you’re fine. I’m not talking about you. I’m talking about my old man. He was over there in 

’68.’ 

‘Oh yeah? What branch?’ 

‘Air Force.’ This set off more derisive laughter around the room—the AF being regarded within 

military circles as the least manly of all the branches24. ‘He worked as a company clerk in Da Nang.’ 

 

The biker guy pounded me on the shoulder, roughly enough to send a message but not rough enough to 

hurt, and sat back down. Someone asked if my Dad lived here in the Keys, and I told them everything I 

knew as I produced the picture.  

‘Nope. Never seen him.’ 

‘He looks a little Mexican if you ask me. You Mexican?’ 

‘No, Irish.’ 

‘Hm. Maybe black Irish.’ This was all the prompting he needed to deliver an impromptu speech 

on race relations in Key Abismo. ‘This here’s about the only place left in this country where you ain’t 

gonna find any Mexicans. Hell, you can go to Maine and find whole herds of them without even having 

to look.’ 

I gave a half-hearted nod. 

‘Bet you’re wondering why, right?’ 

‘Um, not—’ 

‘Cause there’s no crops to pick.’ He thumped me in the chest with the bottom of his hand for 

emphasis. ‘No buildings to build. There’s no work for them!’ He raised his hands up and held them out in 

triumph as his face broke out in a full, intermittent-toothed grin. ‘See, that’s all you’ve gotta do is stop 

them from finding work.’ 

‘Willie, get the hell out of the way.’ A guy pushed past the immigration expert and gave me a 

nod as he picked up the photo. ‘He could have come in here a couple of times. Doesn’t make much of an 

impression, y’know what I mean?’ 

‘That’s your old man?’ Another guy shook his head.  ‘That’s a damn shame dude. I’m sorry for 

you. 

‘Just one more pussy trying to be a tough guy, that’s what he looks like to me.’ 

‘I’ll tell you what though, he does look like an alky. Who knows, maybe he’ll pop in here one of 

these days. Leave your number with Teddy over there and we’ll call you if anything comes up.’ 

 

They resumed talking amongst themselves. I took my time finishing my beer and let the conversation 

wash over me. The sound of easy laughter reminded me of being a kid, overhearing my parents and 

their friends—during the brief time I had an actual set of parents, as opposed to two separate snarling 

entities on different sides of the country—through my little boy walls. Give it enough time and even 

your bad memories can turn warm and rosy.  

‘Now see, some of your politicians, your Romneys and your Rockefellers, might call me a 

parasite, but I killed more than my damn share of foreigners, and I deserve what I’ve got coming to me. 

And what I’ve got coming to me right now is another Budweiser.’ 

 ‘Me, I came here to hide from God. And so far it’s worked, heh heh. Old bastard hasn’t found 

me yet.’ 
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 ‘I say fuck Oliver Stone. And fuck Bruce Springsteen. And fuck Rambo.’ 

 ‘And fuck John Wayne.’ 

 ‘Yeah, and fuck Ronald Reagan.’ 

 ‘Don’t none of those guys speak for me. If they think war’s so great, how come they didn’t go 

when they had their chance? Huh? Answer me that?’ 

 ‘Pretty sure Oliver Stone did go, Harry.’ 

 ‘Yeah, I think he was a marine or something.’ 

 ‘Well fuck the rest of them then.’ 

 

Always men, always alone when they arrived, alone when they left.  It was coming up on 3 o’clock when 

I finally headed out, and I was alone as well. I still had a bit of time to kill before the strip club opened so 

I decided to stop and get something to eat. The hostess at the restaurant—a non-descript piece of beige 

tourism whose name escapes me—asked if it was just me; I told her it was and that I’d like to sit out on 

the patio if it was possible. She frowned and shook her head. ‘Oh no, it’s about to rain any second.’ I 

looked up incredulously at the cloudless blue sky. She cut me off before I could say anything. ‘Oh it’ll be 

alright over on that side of the island, but it’s going to hit us something fierce here on the southside.’ I 

shrugged and followed her to my table, where she left to get me an icewater25. The room turned dark, 

and suddenly I shivered as chills ran all over my flesh. The room turned dark, and then a strong wind 

rose up out of nowhere and sent all the patio furniture scattering wildly across the deck where it 

collected in piles against the floor-length windows. Watery streaks then painted the windows as the sky 

opened up and it began to pour. 

 

When the waitress, who I could now see was named Tammy, brought me my water, I asked how she 

possibly could have known. ‘A girl learns a few things living around here.’ She said this with no joy, a 

weary post-traumatic resignation in her voice. As she walked away I noticed one of those plastic display 

frames on the table, an extremely squished parabola with a piece of paper stuffed inside suggesting I try 

a glass—or even a bottle—of ‘Jimmy Buffett’s Margaritaville Wine – Get Drunk ‘N’ Screw!’ The ad went 

on to assure me that the wine was of the finest vintage and that great care went into each bottle. 

Because I’m sure quality is the number one concern when one orders a glass, or a bottle, of Get Drunk 

‘N’ Screw. 

 

Despite the waitress’ meteorological alacrity, I could still see spaghetti pinwheels swirling in her eyes 

when she brought me my food. The burger was, like most of the food around Key Abismo, nondescript 

to the point of barely existing. Down here though, you weren’t paying for the burger, you were paying 

for the atmosphere. And in the restaurant’s defense, it was one hell of an atmosphere. The place had 

enough impending death to fill a university. 

 

After I finished eating, the rain relented a little, downgrading from torrential to a steady drizzle, and I 

made my way out to the car. 

 

The Scrotum Pole sat precisely 2/3 of the way between mile marker 66 and mile marker 67, out past a 

series of abandoned housing developments—victims of the economic collapse, they never even made it 

to the foundation stage. Now they were just rows of white plastic pipes extending vertically out of the 

earth, like the area’s main source of agriculture were these series of PVC farms.  

 

Recently I had gone to great efforts to clear my head of lustful thoughts, mostly directed towards my 

wife’s youngest sister—a thinner, prettier and altogether more vivacious version of my spouse. The idea 

of being with her, if only for a night, or a few stolen minutes, had wiggled into my head like a cancerous 



23 

 

worm, and once planted had continued to grow. You can push ideas out of your head for a time, but as I 

got older it occurred to me that one never truly forgets anything—we exist in a state of constant 

sublimation. Pulling into the parking lot of The Scrotum Pole, I took a few minutes to remind myself that 

I was here to find my father, that I was still, for now at least, a married man. 

 

It was early enough in the evening that the club was more empty than full. A vacant stage, horseshoe-

shaped with a silver pole in the middle running from stage to ceiling, dominated the room. I went over 

and sat down at the bar. Above me, a blue neon light ran from one end to the other, bathing everything 

around it in a sickly vein-ish color. 

 

I had barely ordered my beer before a man came over and sat down on the stool next to me, sweating 

profusely and sucking at his gums—he made a sound like a small mouse being tortured. Noticing my 

discomfort, he removed an electronic cigarette from the pocket of his hawaiian shirt. 

‘Hey man. Would you say you’re an open-minded kind of guy?’ 

I’ve dealt with people like this before. You can’t avoid talking to them. All you can do is try to 

keep the conversation short by being as boring as possible, so I said sure. 

‘I mean, you’re not one of them hardcore christians or anything like that, are you?’ 

‘Not really, no.’ 

‘Because you seem like someone, you seem like someone who understands things. By the way 

you carry yourself, I can kind of tell.’ 

‘Really?’ 

‘Yeah. I’ve got a knack for that kind of thing. I’m real good at spotting people.’ 

 

I scanned the nearly-evacuated club and told him sarcastically that he had a real gift. He continued as if I 

hadn’t said anything at all. 

‘So listen, I need someone to do a little work, nothing too hard. And you’ll make a little bit of 

money for your trouble. What do you think?’ 

‘What kind of work?’ 

He slapped me on the shoulder and laughed. ‘Nothing you can’t handle, a guy like you, am I 

right?’ He considered for a moment as he bit down on the e-cig, causing it to raise up like a semi-erect 

penis suddenly called to attention. ‘I mean, you do like money, right?’ 

‘As much as I like anything else, I guess.’  

‘Good. That’s real good.’ 

 

I extended my hand to introduce myself and his smile vanished instantly. 

‘There’s no need for anything like that,’ he snapped. ‘No need for names. Hell man, this is Key 

Abismo, am I right?’ He managed a tight chuckle. ‘We’re just going to lie about who we are anyway.’ 

 

I said nothing. I didn’t trust this guy at all, but the fact that he didn’t care whether I trusted him or not 

made him seem, in a weird way, more trustworthy. And the way he talked, he seemed like someone 

who had connections on the islands. He seemed like the kind of person who might know my father. 

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I’ll do it.’ 

He beamed a broad grin. ‘That’s excellent partner, very excellent indeed. I’ll tell you what I’m 

going to do. I’m going to give you an address for a place up in Key Abismo. You can come by tomorrow 

and meet the Judge. I’ll be there most of the day, but try to come by around 10 or so.’ 

’10 at night? 

He laughed, shaking his head at my apparent stupidity. Before he spoke, he looked around the 

room to see if anyone was listening, even though I couldn’t imagine who would possibly be interested in 
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the information he was about to give me. ‘No way, man,’ he whispered. ‘The Judge is an early to bed, 

early to rise kind of guy. He’s usually lights out by 9pm, period.’ He tapped the paper with his middle 

finger as he got up. ‘You just come by tomorrow. We’ll see what he has to say and then we’ll take it 

from there.’ 

 

It occurred to me that his mouth seemed to function as a sphincter, regulating the outpour of shit, solid 

or otherwise. Then, as if on cue, like this whole experience was being orchestrated by an unseen 

creator, the lights went down and the music came up—some classic rock song I couldn’t quite place, like 

Van Halen only not as good, without the freedom and hysteria of a David Lee Roth. A lone spotlight 

illuminated the center of the stage, everything else around it shrouded in darkness. Finally the song 

surged into its chorus and a woman with fiery red hair, almost certainly dyed, burst through the curtain 

with unlikely grace26 and began strutting around the stage like she owned it. Unable to help myself, I 

rose out of my seat and walked closer. It was a spectacle that eclipsed the line between commerce and 

art. The song kicked into a higher gear, or maybe the DJ just turned up the volume, and the room gained 

20 people. The show began, and though I had been with dozens of women in my life27 she resembled 

none of them—her hair, her confidence, and yes even her profession, set her apart.  

 

The weird guy on my right got up to leave, but I barely noticed. She straddled the pole, right leg tucked 

over the left, and reaching down beneath her, slowly rotated her body until her head was pointing 

towards the floor. Then she did something completely unexpected. Releasing her arms from the pole 

and holding them out like an inverted christ figure, she began to climb towards the ceiling using only her 

legs. It was stunning. You could hear a gasp from the uninitiated, myself included. No one took their 

eyes off her for the rest of the performance—a traditional dance of disrobing and jiggle, dollar bills 

folded enthusiastically into her garter, a process which I did not participate in. When it was over, she un-

disrobed and walked over to the bar and sat down next to me. Not because she had any interest in me, 

the girl had simply taken the shortest path from the stage to a drink. 

 

I continued to marvel at her poise. Even the way she ordered, and then held, her drink seemed wrapped 

in preposterous amounts of charisma. Maybe it was the awe I felt—something between boyish and 

ragingly adolescent—that compelled me to speak to her, every word tumbling out at once in a mad 

confused rush. 

‘I’m sorry to bother you but I have to just say that wow, that was just absolutely amazing. I 

mean it too, and not just as a physical thing, but your command of the stage, and that thing you did 

where you climbed the pole upside down? That was incredible, the work of a true artist.’ 

‘An artist?’ She couldn’t help smiling a little. ‘That’s a new one. I’ve never heard that before.’ 

 

I asked her name, and she cocked her head slowly from side to side before answering, ‘Marigold, but 

you can call me Mary for short. Everyone else does.’ I asked her what she did when she wasn’t working. 

‘Try to keep myself entertained. If I can’t be entertained, then I try to keep myself distracted.’  

‘And what if you can’t be distracted?’ 

‘Sweetie, I live in Key Abismo. There’s always some kind of distraction.’ 

I could feel the conversation teetering. If I didn’t say something quick, something intriguing, she was 

going to wander off. ‘You know, I’ve always been a big fan of—‘ 

 

A sudden surge in music cut me off as the next girl took the stage. Marigold leaned in and whispered 

something I couldn’t hear. Frowning, I shook my head and pointed towards the speakers above the bar. 

She leaned in closer and shouted for me to follow her, then got up and walked down a thin hallway 

beside the stage that led towards what looked like a series of dressing rooms. The back area was 
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underlit and covered entirely in dark red wallpaper the color of deoxygenated blood. I eventually caught 

up to her, but in the dim light I could only see the brightest part of her eyes and the outline of teeth. As 

she took my hand and led me into one of the rooms28 I vowed to try and be the best distraction possible, 

a distraction my Marigold would never forget. 

 

She put two hands firmly on my shoulders and pushed me down onto the wooden bench.29 Then she 

turned away from me and, still standing, slowly spread her legs until her feet were out wider than her 

shoulders and began to lower herself down towards my crotch. Instinctively I reached out for her, but 

the instant my hands found her hips a large, bearded monster of a man kicked the door open and 

ordered me, in no uncertain terms, to keep my goddamned hands off the merchandise. My hands shot 

upward, open-palmed like he had just pulled a gun on me, which for all I knew was about to happen. 

Good,’ he barked. ‘Now keep it that way or you’ll be out on your ass.’  

 

He slammed the door shut. Marigold smiled at me and whispered ‘You’re too much’ before she resumed 

lowering herself. Once she made contact, she began to move her pelvis in clockwise motions, gently at 

first but with increasing speed and friction. It took me less than a minute to finish. My eyes bulged as it 

happened and I pressed my palms against the sides of the stall until I thought they would burst. As I sat 

there gasping, she demurely tussled my hair and turned to leave.  

‘Stick around,’ she said. ‘I’ve got two more sets, but I should be off a little after midnight. Maybe 

then you can do me a favor.’ 

 

When I was finally able to collect myself, I went off searching for a restroom. The semen had already 

begun to dry and tangle in the hair along my legs, pulling painfully against my skin as I tried to walk. 

Once I found the men’s room I commenced cleaning myself off with copious amounts of warm water 

and toilet paper. Fluorescent light surged and ebbed around me, creating a half-assed strobe effect. 

Making eye contact with my mirrored self, I examined my reflection for some sign of familiarity. What 

the hell was I doing? I didn’t hang around in strip clubs, even before I was married. Now here I was not 

only getting…whatever that was…but I’d apparently decided to hang around and wait for this woman to 

get off work. And to do what? I hadn’t even mentioned my father, let alone shown anyone the 

photograph. 

 

My hands were shaking in the mirror. I bent down and splashed several rapid handfuls of water on my 

face, soaking the collar of my shirt in the process. I walked out of the restroom and out of The Scrotum 

Pole without even bothering to see if Marigold was around, without making eye contact with anyone. 

Walking out to my car, I looked to my left only to be blinded by the setting sun, an eye-level intense 

blend of red and orange. I threw my arms over my eyes, staggering in the flash, groping for balance.  

 

It took nearly a minute for my pupils to adjust, for the black spots to fade from my blinking eyes. 

Locating my car, I got in only to find that some residual post-ejaculate had caused the tip of my penis to 

attach itself to a section of my boxers. A ripping occurred as I sat down, and jamming my hands down 

my pants as I screamed, I felt stray threads still stuck to my flesh. As I set about releasing them, I winced 

with each separation. It was agony. Composing myself, I drove back to the boat. As I entered the gates 

of Manatee Point I continued to tell myself that from now on I would only be seeing The Scrotum Pole 

from the safe distance of the Overseas Highway, if at all. 
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7. 
  

I wasn’t back on the boat more than an hour before I was disturbed by the sound of screaming voices. I 

rushed outside to find the man from Venezuela arguing with that same old woman—I had learned her 

name was Beulah during a chance encounter with a Manatee Point security guard on an insomniac trip 

to the coke machine.30 

 

At the most extreme bend of the keyhole-shaped sidewalk that lined the marina, I could see Beulah 

working herself into a state, dressed  in sweatpants that, when the wind blew, revealed legs no thicker 

than aluminum bats. 

‘You give me back my Javier you goddamned son of a bitch!’ 

‘I tell you I do not have your dog! Please leave me alone!’ 

‘You hated Javier! You always hated Javier! And now he’s…he’s gone!’ 

 

She wagged a finger in the man’s face, standing on tiptoe to reach him. As I scanned the area for some 

security, or police, some kind of authority to take charge of the situation, it never occurred to me—

whether through direct intervention or using my phone—that I could/should do something. 

‘I’m going to give you to the count of three. And if you don’t tell me where my Javier is, you’re 

going to be sorry you son of a bitch.’ 

‘Lady I’m—’ 

‘ONE!’ 

‘—trying to tell you—’ 

‘TWO!’ 

‘—I don’t know—’ 

‘THREE!’ 

 

At which point Beulah pulled out a gun, a pocket-sized snub-nosed number that was the opposite of an 

assault rifle in size, and pointed it at the man’s chest. He gasped and instinctively31 stepped towards 

Beulah with his arms outstretched like a sleepwalker, reaching for the gun. Threatened, she squeezed 

the trigger and a shot rang out; the man dropped to the ground, hands to his chest, retching in agony. I 

scurried back inside and watched the rest of the scene unfold through a window. Over the man’s groans, 

Beulah began to scream. 

‘You saw him! You all saw him!’ she shouted to the empty marina. ‘He was coming at me! First 

he killed my Javier and then he was going to kill me!’ 

 

She scanned the marina for a response. The man was no longer making a sound, no longer moving. All 

you could hear were boats rising and falling on the water with the attendant jingling of wind chimes. 

Beulah tucked the pistol back into the waistband of her sweatpants and headed back inside her yacht. I 

went down into the belly of my own boat to try and forget what I had just seen, maybe take a shower 

and change my clothes. Still feeling antsy, I decided to go back out. And though I had no specific place in 

mind, it was probably inevitable I would end up back at the club, searching for Marigold. 

 

It turns out there is something to be said for distractions after all. 

 

But first I needed coffee. Starbucks was closed so I pulled into a Hess station a little further up the 

highway that had a Dunkin Donuts sign embedded just below the gas prices.  As I entered I could see 
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that it wasn’t an actual DD, more like a glorified kiosk built into a corner of the Hess convenience store 

just beyond the beer cooler. 

 

There was no one behind the DD counter, just a kid, barely out of high school, sitting over by the 

window. He spun slowly back and forth on his stool—one of three metal seats covered in fake orange 

leather. I craned my neck to look behind the counter. 

 ‘I think he went to the bathroom,’ the kid said without looking over. 

 ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’ 

 ‘All that free donuts and coffee. Figure a guy’s gotta go sooner or later.’ 

 ‘That makes sense, I guess.’ 

 ‘It’s science. It’s supposed to make sense.’ 

Still standing, I bounced gently in place. After a minute or so I began to whistle, and the kid 

abruptly cut me off. 

 ‘Don’t do that.’ 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘Whistle. It’s rude.’ 

 ‘Sorry. Just killing time, that’s all.’ 

 ‘Time’s not going to go any faster just because you start whistling.’ 

 ‘Right.’ 

 He gestured behind the counter. ‘You should just go and take what you want. Fuck that guy. 

He’s probably reading a magazine.’ 

 ‘I’ll give him another minute. It’s fine. I’m not in that much of a hurry.’ 

 ‘One time a friend and I were out at K-Mart buying a bookcase. You know the one in Florida City 

right after you hit US 19?’ 

 ‘I’m not from around here. Sorry.’ 

 ‘Right. Of course you aren’t. Well anyway, this K-Mart had a snack bar—nothing fancy, just 

popcorn, soda, rolling hot dogs, that kind of thing—and I was hungry. So we go over and there’s nobody 

there. We’re talking deserted. All the food’s there, the hot dogs are rolling, the nacho cheese is 

bubbling, the disproportionately large cup on top of the Icee machine is spinning, but there’s nobody 

working. So my buddy and I decide to wait—not unlike the way you’re waiting now, I might add—and 

we wait for, oh I don’t know, ten minutes or so, but nobody comes. So finally I just say fuck it. I go back 

behind the counter and make myself a couple of hot dogs. Figure I’ll pay for them if anyone comes over, 

but y’know, at a certain point it’s just humiliating to wait more than ten minutes just to eat a K-Mart hot 

dog. Anyway, nobody ever came. My buddy and I even went back for seconds. We must have been 

there for over a half-hour and never once saw a single person.’ 

 

At this point he sighed and got up from his stool. ‘Anyway, what can I get for you?’ 

 ‘Huh?’ 

 He walked behind the counter. ‘I’m the guy that works here. I wasn’t in the bathroom. Just 

sitting down for a bit. Clearing my head. Anyway, since you were cool about it, your coffee’s on me. But 

if you’re here to get like two-dozen donuts for your shuffleboard club or something, I’m going to have to 

charge you for it.’ 

 

The kid looked barely five-feet tall. He wore the beginnings of a moustache, thinned-out and blonde, or 

it could have just been a lazy few days of not shaving coupled with an inability to grow any facial hair 

beyond his upper lip. The counter was small enough for him to reach either end of it simply by extending 

his arms. Shelves of donuts rose up behind him until they reached the menu suspended from the ceiling. 

 ‘I just wanted a large coffee.’ 
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 ‘Cool. Here you go. On me. Like I said.’ 

The transaction took less than a minute.  I asked him when he worked next. 

‘Oh, I’m here every night. From 10 to 6 usually.’ 

‘Which nights are you off?’ 

‘None.’ 

‘You’re actually here every single night?’ 

‘Sure.’ 

‘But why?’ 

‘Why not? What else am I going to do?’ 

Thinking about Key Abismo, I could see his point. ‘Alright then…’ I leaned in to get a look at the 

name on his shirt, ‘Josh—’ 

‘My name isn’t Josh.’ 

‘But your shirt says—’ 

‘Who are you going to believe, my shirt—which is a piece of fabric, or me—who is a human 

being?’ 

‘Fine. Then what is your name?’ 

‘I’d prefer not to tell you that. I don’t think it has any relevance to our customer/employee 

relationship.’ 

 

It was nearly past midnight by the time I reached the club. I still didn’t know what I wanted, what exactly 

I was searching for, but part of me felt relieved not to see Marigold anywhere. I went to the bar, same 

stool as before, and ordered another drink. I could see the bartender trying to place me, figure out 

where he’d seen me before, but I chose not to enlighten him and turned to watch the show. 

 

The scene bordered on the grotesque. A young girl was dancing onstage with her hair in pigtails, 

presumably to attract the perverts—the arrested adolescents, the fathers and stepfathers who had 

successfully, or perhaps not so successfully, sublimated any overt sexual attraction to their offspring. At 

one point she produced a lollipop and, after thrusting it down her pants, pulled it out and proceeded to 

lick until the candy fell off its white paper stem. It bounced twice on the stage and rolled off onto the 

floor—whereupon it was fought over like a foul ball at Wrigley Field that had drifted into the stands. A 

man in overalls and workboots won the battle. Sporting a pencil-thin moustache and hair that looked 

soaking wet, he picked up the candy and popped it in his mouth before sitting back down and kicking his 

boots up on the table triumphantly. 

 

I turned back to the bar disgusted. The room smelled like a cross between rubber cement and the lifting 

of an enormous damp tarp. I wondered for the thousandth time what I was doing here—not just in The 

Scrotum Pole, but here in Florida, in Key Abismo, in Manatee Point—when the sudden disappearances 

came flooding back to me. One can escape their dark thoughts for a while, or at least put them in 

quarantine, but holding areas are always temporary, and when darkness returns it comes back like a 

motherfucker. My mouth abruptly went dry. Not just dry, but like there was some kind of suction 

removing the moisture from my mouth, as if my palate and my uvula and my teeth were about to 

implode into a space no larger than a chickpea. The countertop turned into what felt like sawdust in my 

hands, as if I were feeling the surface all the way down to its most subatomic level.32 It was completely 

disorienting and totally real, like realer than real. I lowered myself off the stool and somehow managed 

to stand, arms outstretched for balance and swaying slightly. The bartender turned his attention from 

the stage and sized me up warily.  
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‘I’m okay!’ I shouted. ‘Everything’s fine!’ But what I heard coming out of my mouth sounded foreign and 

slurred, a made-up language like you’d find with twins or something. The bartender shook his head 

slowly, disappointed, and snapped his fingers in the direction of the door. I was now sweating and bent 

over, my ass the vertex of a right angle formed by my torso and my thighs, with my hands on my knees 

like a football player who’d run too many summertime laps and was about to vomit.  

 

I could feel shadows moving towards me, large beefy shadows. A thick forearm wrapped itself around 

my throat and I immediately began gasping for air. Everything turned a bright gray, like an incandescent 

mop, and I heard a female voice shout, ‘Jeff! Davy! Get off him for christ’s sake!’ And then again, closer 

but not as loud, ‘It’s okay, I’ll take care of him.’ The arm flew away from my throat, and a thinner, 

weaker hand replaced it as I hit the floor. I could smell Marigold—or was this just another hallucination?  

‘I’ve got you sweetie. What’s going on?’ 

‘Marigold?’ The voice coming out of my mouth sounded closer to the English language than 

before, which I took as a good sign. 

‘What happened to you? I thought you disappeared.’ 

I shook my head, attempting to convey confusion. 

‘And look at you. What happened?’ Standing up, she dragged me to my feet. ‘Come on let’s get 

you some air.’ We staggered towards the door, my arm draped around her shoulders for support, close 

enough for me to smell her hair—a deliciously overpowering blend of strawberries and lavender. The 

people I could discern around me were either laughing & pointing or clapping sarcastically. 

 

Outside, the night air, atypically cool and thin for this time of year, filled my lungs. It tasted delicious; I 

could feel stability returning. 

‘You alright there, champ?’ 

I flexed and unflexed my eyes several times before speaking. ‘I don’t know what happened.’ 

‘If I didn’t know any better, I’d think somebody slipped you something.’ She looked back 

towards the door of the club with suspicion. ‘But I don’t think Jason would have done it. Not after he got 

caught last time.’ She placed her hands on my shoulders. ‘Have you been anywhere else tonight?’ 

‘Nowhere. I was here and then I left. On my way back I stopped at the Dunkin Donuts—’ 

‘Whoa, not the one inside the Hess station?’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

‘Listen, you don’t want to be going in there. That kid who works there is crazy.’ 

‘He did seem a little eccentric.’ 

‘No, you don’t understand. He’s worked there every night for like the past three years, ever 

since his parents died. The whole thing was totally fucked up. His mom killed his dad—apparently he’d 

been abusing her for years. One morning she woke up real early, like set the alarm and everything, then 

folded the sheets over him and stapled them up so he couldn’t get out. She poured gasoline all over him 

and tossed a match. Dude went up in flames like foil in a microwave.’ 

‘What happened to the mom?’ 

‘She went straight down to the police station. Put a gun in her mouth and fired. Right there in 

the lobby. There was a note on the kitchen table talking about how the police hadn’t believed her—

apparently one time she reported a rape to the sheriff and he said that it couldn’t be rape if they were 

married.’ 

‘What? But that’s bullshit.’ 

‘Well sometimes the world is bullshit.’ 

‘It’s also illegal.’  

‘Just because something’s illegal doesn’t stop it from happening.’ 

‘No, seriously, they passed a law back in 1983.’ 
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‘Well if you haven’t noticed, some parts of Florida are still kind of stuck in 1982.’ 

I nodded. 

‘So anyway, that kid, he still lives there in that same house. He had already been working at the 

Dunkin Donuts, but after the thing with his parents he asked to get put on as many shifts as possible. 

He’s been there ever since. Dude’s fucking weird if you ask me. Can’t say I blame him. But anyway, I 

wouldn’t put it past him to spike your coffee with something. Whole world’s a game to him, you know 

what I mean? Like what’s the word—annihilistic?’ 

‘Nihilistic.’ 

‘Don’t correct people. It’s rude.’ 

‘Sorry.’ 

‘And don’t apologize either.’ She smiled slightly. 

 

We stood there for a minute without talking; the only sound came from kids leaning out the windows of 

their trucks and screaming. 

‘So you came back here,’ pointed out Marigold. ‘What did you come back for exactly?’ 

‘I’m not entirely sure.’ 

‘Our delicious buffet? The bartender’s winning personality? Our award-winning restrooms?’ 

‘Look, Marigold—’ 

‘Mary.’ 

‘Mary, fine. Wait. I thought you said your name was—’ 

‘When I’m onstage my name is Marigold. When I’m offstage my name is Mary.’ 

‘Right. Any other names I should know about?’ 

‘There’s one more, when I’m outside the club, but I haven’t decided whether to tell you that one 

yet.’ 

‘And how exactly does one make it out of…the Mary zone?’ 

‘If you need me to tell you, then you don’t deserve to get there.’ 

 

I felt stupid, like I was back in high school and any second now Marigold (or Mary, or possibly Martin for 

all I knew at this point) was going to start laughing at me and pointing.33 

‘So you really want to know why I came back here?’ I asked. 

‘I already know why you came back. I just want to hear you say it.’ 

‘Well I guess I came back for you.’ 

‘Good. Now tell me why.’ 

I hesitated. ‘That’s a little more complicated.’ 

‘Actually it’s very simple. You’re just making it complicated so that when you finally get around 

to doing what you want to do, which is what you’re going to do anyway because you’re a selfish asshole, 

you can use the fact that you struggled before you did it as evidence that you aren’t completely morally 

bankrupt.’ 

I thought about this. Eventually I realized she was right. ‘Wow. How were you able to—’ 

‘Remember my job? I deal with ethically-challenged men on pretty much a daily basis.’ 

‘Well either way I’m impressed.’ 

‘Let me guess. You’re married?’ I nodded. ‘Wife back at home?’ Another nod, this one 

prompting a sigh from Marigold and a shake of her head. ‘That’s too bad. I thought you were better than 

this.’ 

‘Better?’ 

‘Yeah, better. I didn’t think you’d be so quaint. For someone who doesn’t look like a middle-

manager from Cincinnati, you sure act like one.’ 

‘Hey, I—’ 
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‘You just seemed a lot more interesting at the bar. Maybe I’m not as good a judge of character 

as I thought I was. Maybe I’m losing my touch as I get older.’  

 

You could hear a handful of green emaciated lizards scurry through the sand several parking spaces 

away.  

 ‘Well I think you’re incredible,’ I said finally. 

 She rolled her eyes. 

 ‘Okay, you asked me why I’m here. Well I’m in Key Abismo because I’m a coward. And I’m at this 

club because I don’t want to be a coward anymore.’ 

Marigold smiled. ‘That’s what I—‘ 

‘No, wait. That’s bullshit. That sounded good but it was bullshit. I said it because I wanted to give 

you a good answer.’ My words fell out in a tumbling, hesitant rush. ‘The truth is I think I came here to 

die…or to decide if I should die…and I’m just here at this club to kind of postpone the inevitable, to 

distract myself from this kind of internal crisis I’ve been experiencing. Because I can’t figure out what to 

do and maybe that’s the whole problem—like if I had any kind of clarity I’d know what to do, but the 

lack of clarity, the not-knowingness of the whole thing, is what makes me feel like it’s all pointless in the 

first place. So when you ask me questions like why or what, specific questions that require a specific 

answer, it’s like you’re asking me to solve some kind of riddle that I already know I can’t figure out, like 

I’m trapped in some cycle, some kind of psychological mobius strip, where I’ve never been less sure of 

what I wanted, but I’m like cursed to have people everywhere I go ask me what I want over and over 

again.’  

‘Well that didn’t sound very Cincinnati at all.’ 

I sighed. ‘I feel like some character out of Greek mythology that they never got around to 

naming.’  

 

She patted me on the head, like I was a child. ‘I think, in light of your existential crisis, it’s probably best 

if you just go across the street and get a room at the motel. You’ve been drinking and the DUI traps will 

get you for sure.’ 

‘DUI traps?’ 

‘The cops will be out tonight. Key Abismo High’s playing Florida City. If they win they’ll be district 

champions.’ 

 Seeing my hesitation, she continued, ‘Your wife wouldn’t want you to get a DUI, would she?’ 

 

I had never been comfortable with the word wife. Dealing with the implications of that word had been 

my biggest hang-up about getting married in the first place. 

‘The marriage is practically over,’ I said. 

 ‘Don’t know why you’re telling me that. The only person in this situation who cares about your 

marriage is you.’ 

‘I’m not sure what I care about.’ 

‘It’s funny. I don’t understand why someone like you—who is obviously intelligent, and 

obviously well-read—still believes that being a good person depends on the location of their genitals. I 

mean think of all the presidents who ordered planes and drones and troops and bombs to kill thousands 

and thousands of people and injure countless more, but didn’t cheat on their wives. So it’s not like 

putting your dick in the right place automatically makes you a good person.’ 

‘…’ 

 ‘What’s the matter? Are you scared?’ 

‘It’s not the sex I’m afraid of. It’s the intimacy.’ 

‘You weren’t afraid a few hours ago.’ 
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‘That wasn’t intimate. That was just body parts.’ 

‘It’s because you have a little bit of money. You can afford to be virtuous. People like me have to 

shift around and get by as best they can. Your fidelity isn’t the result of some moral decision. It’s a 

sentimental response to a world of cruelty and indifference. I’m willing to accept that survival and virtue 

rarely share the same bed. That’s why I’m a lot freer than you are.’ 

‘I shouldn’t have come here,’ I said turning to go. ‘This was a mistake.’ 

‘Mistakes have created a lot of great things in this world. Scientists have cured diseases, 

governments have invented mind-expanding drugs, to say nothing of artists. Without mistakes there’d 

be no progress. Haven’t you ever heard of genetic mutations? Evolution?’ 

‘I seriously doubt that if I go off with you, we’re going to create a great work of art.’ 

‘Oh, I think you underestimate yourself,’ she purred. ‘And you definitely underestimate me. 

Anyway, you seem like a smart guy. Do you really think there’s a connection—any connection at all—

between our intentions and the results?’ 

‘I—’ 

‘Even if you wanted to say, take me across the street and fuck me, taking the shortest distance, 

as quickly as possible, who’s to say I wouldn’t change my mind once we got there? Or you might not be 

able to function? Or you might see a child about to fall to his doom, dangling from a railing outside a 

motel room, and you’d be there to catch him, just because you went across the street to do something 

you thought was naughty?’ 

‘I think I see your point.’ 

‘You know I’m right. You can sit around all day worrying about the consequences of your 

actions, but you still don’t control anything. None of us do. Worrying about the future is just a 

superstition we use to fool ourselves into thinking we’re in control of our lives. It’s a symptom of our 

fear.’ 

‘I still don’t see how any of this benefits you.’ 

‘That’s because you’re always thinking about yourself.’ 

‘…’ 

‘Give it time. You’ll figure it out.’ 

‘…’ 

‘But if you give it too much time you’ll be alone when you do.’ 

‘I don’t understand. There’s probably a hundred guys back there who would take you over there 

in a second.’ 

‘I don’t want to go with any of those guys. I want to go with you.’ 

‘But why?’ 

‘You intrigue me. I don’t get that often.’ 

‘And it has to be sex?’ 

‘It has to be something. But I’m pretty sure at this point it’s not going to be sex.’ 

Despite my ambivalence, I couldn’t help flinching. ‘Really?’ 

‘Yep.’ 

‘How come?’ 

‘Because I imagine that sex with you, tonight at least, would be like trying to fuck a pedantic fire 

hydrant.’ I must have looked hurt, because she added, ‘Of course, I know all kinds of things we could do 

that would spare your precious ethics and still satisfy both of us.’ 

 ‘Like what?’ 

 ‘I swear, it’s like you’re determined to forget what I do for a living.’ 

 ‘Well now I’m intrigued.’ 

 ‘Good. Let’s go before I change my mind.’ 
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It took nearly ten minutes to drive a distance that, were it not for the traffic, I could have covered in less 

time crawling backwards on my belly. The Overseas Highway was swollen with cars shooting 

southwestward coming back from the game, forcing us to pull out of the parking lot heading right and 

drive a half-mile back towards Key Abismo, then navigate a U-turn into what seemed like a thousand 

oncoming headlights. Even once we were headed in the other direction, I was forced to pull into the 

parking lot still going 30 miles an hour because of a tailgater on my ass honking his horn and flashing his 

lights. As we came to a stop, dust rising all around us, its visible thickness illuminated in the light, a 

passenger hung an extended middle finger out his window and I could hear a shouted ‘Asshole’ 

dopplering away into the night. 

 

There was something familiar about this parking lot, even the sound of the gravel as we walked. My 

neck strained wildly as I looked around trying to figure it out. 

 ‘What’s the matter?’ asked Marigold. 

 ‘I can’t help feeling like I’ve been here before.’ 

 She smiled. ‘Wait here while I go to the lobby.’ 

 

I asked her if she needed money, but she didn’t answer. A minute later she walked out the door with a 

keycard in her hand, holding it aloft in triumph. 

 

‘That was fast,’ I said as Marigold grabbed my hand and pulled me towards a set of stairs that ascended 

back and forth fire escape style along the furthest corner of the building. Looking up I saw a sign in 

pink/blue neon that read Royal Conch Motor Inn.  

‘Hey wait a second, isn’t that—’  

At that moment, grabbing my lower jaw with her left hand, she leaned in and kissed me quick 

and hard on the mouth with what felt like the entirety of her tongue. The world swooned, my eyes 

closed, and the lights from the motel sign oozed colors towards me like some kind of roadside dream 

machine. Pulling away, she took a couple of steps backwards and scratched at the back of her neck, 

acting shy and guilty.  

‘There’s something I need to tell you,’ she said. 

‘Yeah…sure…go ahead.’ 

‘So Marigold’s my stage name…and Mary’s my off-stage name…’ 

‘Right.’ 

‘You know how you said you felt like you’d been here before?’ 

‘Uh-huh.’ 

‘Well you have. You were here yesterday.’ 

‘Of course! The Royal Conch!  I must have—’ It all began to dawn on me. 

She nodded as if inside my head and removed her hair—her wig, as it turned out. ‘You can call 

me Maria.’ 

 

It was the maid. Her hair wasn’t red at all; it was everyday mousy brown. I had no idea what to do. 

Dumbfounded, perplexed. no longer sure if I even wanted to— 

‘Look, I’m in no mood for any more of your stuttering, or your shifting, or your bullshit concerns. 

I’m going to run for that door. It’s room 227. Second floor. If you’re not up there in five minutes you can 

go home for all I care. But if you leave, don’t bother ever—’ 

 

I scooped her up in my arms—if onstage she had seemed larger than life, possessed by superhuman, 

stadium-inciting amounts of charisma, in the everyday world she turned out to be barely much bigger 

than a little girl—and carried her up the stairs into the room.34 I tossed her down onto the bed, each of 
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us now giggling madly, but as I climbed on top of her and we became a flurry of limbs and loose clothing, 

grasping and pulling, rolling and wrestling, she put both her hands firmly on my chest and told me to 

stop. Having attended a liberal arts school in the northeast during the hyper-PC mid 90’s, I instantly 

complied. 

‘What?’ I asked, panting heavily. 

‘Not here.’ She gestured to the other bed, the second double. ‘Go sit over there.’ 

‘But why?’ 

‘So you don’t hang yourself tomorrow for being such a horrible horrible person.’ She said the last 

part like a lisping toddler, going so far as to jut out her lower lip for effect. ‘I have to be at work by noon, 

and I’m already going to have enough corpses to clean up.’ 

 

I went and sat on the other bed so we were both facing each other, our feet on the floor no more than a 

meter apart. With everything slowing down, the adrenaline began to wear off and I could notice the 

room around me—the once white walls now gone a smoggy yellow, a brown carpet both lighter and 

darker in places depending on the amount of stain and attendant bleach that had been added to it. An 

interior decorating book would have described the furniture as ‘late 20th century impoverished spartan.’ 

A television bolted into the wall in three different places sat atop the barest of dressers. Towards the 

bathroom, there was no closet, just a shelf someone had installed with a thin metal bar running 

underneath that held your standard hotel room theft-proof hangers, the ones that—instead of a hook—

had a bar with a metal nub at the top to slide into the groove along the rod. Behind me, a curtain 

covered the entirety of the window and a good extra foot below—the thickness of which suggested vinyl 

or some other plastic derivative. Let’s go ahead and say you could have used it as an X-Ray shield and 

probably still come away with your chromosomes fully intact and unmutated. A table and chair sat in 

the corner—the table’s round top barely big enough to accommodate a notebook, let alone a dinner 

plate. I noticed a mold/mildew smell, but only when I strained to detect it, and a hint of something more 

sinister underneath that was impossible to place—a particularly foul strand of used dental floss maybe. 

‘Now I want you to do everything that I do,’ said Maria35 with a nearly telemarketerish lack of 

emotion in her voice. As she leaned back to unbutton and remove her jeans she quickly added, ‘And for 

god’s sake don’t say anything.’ 

 

She rolled back onto the bed and thrust her legs towards the ceiling in the pose of a misdirected olympic 

diver and briskly whipped off her jeans. Tumbling forward she planted her feet on the floor. As she 

began to move her knees apart, she stopped and looked at me. Inclining her head, she raised her 

eyebrows to remind me I was supposed to mirror her actions, which I proceeded to do up to and 

including the legs-in-the-air thing.  

 

My underwear were standard navy blue boxer-briefs. The air-conditioning below the window kept 

turning on and off, clanking and rumbling with each new exertion. Maria slowly parted her legs, 

revealing purple underwear, cotton most likely, that had a free-floating green rabbit face splayed across 

the pubis. The bunny had two rectangular white patches, meant to be teeth, that jutted down past its 

lower lip.36  

 

I accelerated as she accelerated, each of us shedding our underwear in the process. Her orgasm arrived 

only seconds after my own, as if she’d been spurred on by my ecstasy. It felt extraordinary, one of those 

moments in your life you wanted to hold onto forever, even if less than a minute later I was already 

feeling guilty that Maria would be the one having to clean up my (substantial, high viscosity) mess when 

she started work the next day. 
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The whole operation was ingenious the way it skirted around issues of cheating. Married people 

everywhere think of someone else while they masturbate and nobody, possibly for reasons of 

expediency, a mass agreed-upon convenience, would ever dream of calling that infidelity. Hell, if you 

were in divorce court and accused your partner of fantasizing about someone else while they 

masturbated, you’d get laughed out of the building. So what if the person I was fantasizing about was 

sitting in the same room? How was that any different from watching pornography? 

 

That night I slept as if encased in stone, Maria flush against my back with her arm around my waist, 

pressing into me like she was one side of a coffin. Dim light leaked into the room from outside. It swept 

against the wall-length mirrors and made our reflections look like ghosts, or parallel selves from another 

dimension attempting to push their way into our own. 
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8. 
 

I awoke to find her gone—no note, no means of contact besides showing up at one of her jobs hoping to 

see her. I decided to take a shower despite the lack of shampoo, or any other toiletries besides a white 

generic bar of soap half the size of a saltine cracker. I cranked the water within an inch of scalding hot 

and ran my sudsy hands through my hair to at least dilute some of the accumulated grease. 

 

Arriving back on the boat I immediately emptied my pockets. In amongst the receipts and loose change I 

noticed an unfamiliar piece of paper with an address on it and the words ‘Judge Albrecht’ scribbled 

underneath. Not even bothering to shave, I got right back in the car and headed towards the Judge’s. 

 

Only one road led in or out of Key Abismo and that was the highway. In the city center, roads jutted out 

one at a time from US 1 only to dead end once they reached the water. My GPS had stopped working so 

I needed to stop at a couple of places to ask directions.  

‘Dolphin Canal Road?’ repeated an incredulous old woman behind the counter of the Shell 

station.37 ‘What you wanna go out there for?’ 

‘I’m supposed to meet someone.’ 

‘Don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what for now are you?’ 

‘To be honest, I’m not sure. I guess I’ll find out when I get there.’ 

‘Oh I bet you will.’ Her face broke into a wide mocking smile, dotted with yellow calculus, and 

then faded. She lowered her voice. ‘Now you listen here. It is up to each man to decide for himself which 

path he will walk in the world. I don’t judge no one, and I don’t want no one judging me. But I’ll be 

damned—and I mean this in the most literal sense—if I’m going to help someone else on their journey 

into darkness. That place you’re trying to get to is no place for—’ 

‘Just forget it.’ I cut her off. As I walked out of there she amplified her voice into a shout, but I 

could no longer understand what she was saying. 

 

The guy at the Circle K had no moral qualms about giving me directions. A couple of turns off the main 

road and soon enough I saw a sign for Dolphin Canal Rd. (although some prankster had scratched away 

the ‘C’). The street ran alongside the water for a good ¼ mile with no other houses except the one at the 

end—unusual for an area with so little buildable land.  Finally I saw an apricot-colored concrete 

monstrosity in front of me. Flanked by 20-foot-high palm trees standing sentry over the compound, the 

house was far longer than it was tall. A countless number of rooms extended back from the cul-de-sac 

and a twisting labyrinth of hallways ran parallel to the ocean. Despite my countless visits there I doubt I 

ever saw them all. An air of danger hung over the place, a dark sense of unease that made you reluctant 

to explore too freely—not because I was afraid someone would catch me seeing something awful, but 

because I was afraid they wouldn’t. 

 

Thick vines, allowed to fester in the humid sunless section of the yard, rose along the north side of the 

house reaching up and over the windows. As I walked up the four coffin-sized concrete steps to the 

door, I debated whether to ring the doorbell or knock. I chose the latter; it would sound stronger. Only 

salesmen and girl scouts ring doorbells. I banged out three solid knocks and then waited. After a minute 

or so the door opened—slowly, as if on its own accord—and I leaned my head into a large front room 

not unlike a basketball gymnasium with its hardwood floor and high ceilings. I took a couple of hesitant 

steps inside and spun around when the door closed behind me to see a mousy looking girl with braces—

they framed her mouth like barbed-wire, or prison bars—wearing an orange tank-top that exposed the 

sides of her barely-developed breasts. She couldn’t have been more than 12 years old. 
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We stared at each other as I waited for her to speak. She didn’t smile, or nod, or even make direct eye 

contact, her eyes focused on a spot just beneath my adam’s apple. Finally I said, ‘I’m looking for a guy. I 

met him last night at this club and he asked me to come by.’ 

‘You mean Alan?’  

‘Maybe. Kind of a big guy? Shirt not buttoned all the way to the top?’ 

‘That sounds like Alan. Did you see him at the strip club?’ 

‘Yeah. The Scrotum Pole. Is he around?’ 

 

She shrugged her shoulders without moving her head and then shuffled past me. I noticed her feet were 

bare and filthy. She sat down in the middle of the room in a lotus position, and with her eyes closed 

began making wide upward circles with her arms and bringing her hands in close to her chest. I 

remained where I was for a few seconds before deciding to just poke around and try to find Alan myself. 

Walking through the room, I noticed there must have been nearly 50 people in there. It looked some 

kind of gypsy carnival had taken place and I was now strolling through the aftermath—a front room 

dominated by the ugly and the damaged, the fucked-up incarnate. Nearly all of them were lying down, 

and most of them were still sleeping, but I could feel their eyes watching me as I crossed the room. 

 

I heard a worn-out voice behind me mumble, ‘It appears the cat is experiencing a deficit of attention,’ 

but when I looked over my shoulder I couldn’t see where it had came from. I also didn’t see a cat. A 

cluster of balding dudes with ponytails—one hung from a guy’s chin held together by a series of 

different-colored rubber bands—sat by the far wall. They formed an elliptical shape around a series of 

rune-like symbols painted on the floor in red and black. I stepped over a man wearing a dress slumped in 

the middle of the floor. His body stank of vinegar and he was covered in shallow cuts. 

 

By the time I reached the kitchen I was convinced that half the room behind me was filled with 

transvestites and tweens. The kitchen, on the other hand, was immaculate—black marble tile 

countertops laid out meticulously with this beige-colored grout-type cement the color of oyster 

crackers. I was leaning in toward the refrigerator, considering maybe opening the door and examining its 

contents, when I heard a fierce, violent ‘HEY!’ behind me. 

 

I nearly jumped right out of the room. I turned to see Alan walking angrily in my direction, but when he 

realized it was me his features softened and he started to laugh. 

‘Oh it’s you. Wasn’t sure if you were going to come or not.’ 

‘I figured it couldn’t hurt, right?’ 

‘Well, you know, there’s no guarantees in this world.’ 

‘So what’s going on in there?’ I indicated with my thumb back over my shoulder. ‘It’s a little 

early for a party, isn’t it?’ 

He laughed heartily and put a hand on my shoulder. ‘Early? Late? What’s the difference? You’re 

in Key Abismo my friend! The only time here is island time!’ 

 

Alan then proceeded to do the talking, responding so enthusiastically to whatever I said—no matter 

how misguided or obviously brain-dead—that I quickly became convinced this entire project, whatever 

it was, must be some kind of scam. Probably a pyramid scheme—albeit a pyramid overlooking the water 

instead of the desert. As he continued to talk, giving me reassurances that I hadn’t asked for,38 I was 

able to take note of his unkempt hair, jutting out like pieces of loose, unbaled hay, contrasted with his 

professional dress sense.39 He also had on a pair of clean, black New Balance sneakers that were most 



38 

 

likely being worn for some kind of orthopedic benefit, a need for arch support heightened by his passage 

into middle-age and the added weight from a suddenly slowing metabolism. 

 

After nearly a half-hour of talking around the actual nuts and bolts of what he wanted me to do without 

getting anywhere, I began to lose patience. Finally I asked him to just cut the shit and tell me what he 

wanted me to do. And then he smiled, wide and open like a tv preacher.  

‘Just make a little money man, that’s all.’ 

‘Give me some specifics or else I’m out of here. I don’t need this. You’re the one who asked me 

to—’ 

‘Whoa whoa whoa man. Settle down. Easy there. You need to be a little patient.’ 

‘Alan, I’ve been talking to you for almost a half-hour now, and I still don’t know anything more 

than I did when I came in here. If I didn’t know any better I’d think you were trying to hide something.’ 

His smile faded. ‘You know, the problem with going around thinking you know everything is that 

you don’t.’ He walked over to a bowl of fruit sitting on the kitchen table, pulled out an orange and began 

to peel it, calm and methodically, while he talked. ‘Now you come in here and you’re all eager to know 

about this thing. You’re not even sure you want to do it or not, but you just assume that I’m going to 

want you to do it no matter how you act. You think I must be desperate for people? Is that what you 

think?’ 

‘I don’t really—’ 

‘Because I don’t know if you noticed this, but I’ve got like 50 people in that room you came in 

through. Not to mention the other people all over this property. You think I couldn’t find someone to do 

what you can do? You think you have some special talent? You think the ability to drive less than 25 

miles and deliver a trunk’s worth of stuff makes you some kind of genius? Some kind of hero?’ 

‘Look,’ I sighed. ‘I wasn’t—’ 

‘Because maybe I’m not going to ask you to do this job after all. Maybe you standing here in this 

kitchen listening to me run my mouth is part of your interview, kind of a test. And right now, my friend, 

it doesn’t look you’re doing all that well on the test. That must be hard for a guy like you—graduated 

college, am I right?’ 

At this point I was chewing my lower lip and weighing the option of just turning around and 

walking out. 

‘Must be hard,’ repeated Alan, ‘not passing a test, not getting a job for once in your pampered 

little life.’ 

‘I don’t even know what the job was, so what do I care?’ 

‘You don’t care about money, bro?’ 

‘Not really… To be honest, I don’t care about anything.’ 

‘Yeah, right. Then why did you come here today?’ 

‘I had to be somewhere, didn’t I?’ This didn’t feel like the right time to mention my father. 

 

Alan laughed, but it felt false from where I was standing, part of a show. It occurred to me that all of this 

had been a show—the conversation, definitely, but possibly even the scene in the front room. So I 

decided to put on a show of my own. 

‘You want to know what I really think, Alan? Hey, is it okay if I call you Al? Of course it is. I think 

this is all a big joke, Al—a big joke at my expense. I think you’re full of shit. I think all this vague talk of 

delivering stuff, of needing someone trustworthy, is all just one big joke. I think you’re just a big fat 

fucking clown, that’s what I—’ 

 

For a large man, Alan moved fast. Before I could blink he had twisted my arm behind me, planted a hand 

firmly around the back of my neck and slammed me into the refrigerator, where he continued to hold 
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me solidly as he hissed the following into my ear. ‘If I have kept the conversation light up till now, if I 

have been smiling and laughing, it is only out of politeness, to put you at ease in a potentially 

uncomfortable situation. But let me assure you right now that despite any levity I am not someone to 

fuck with. And I do not take insults lightly.’ If he’d been smaller than me, I might have fought back, but 

having no choice I apologized. 

 

‘Now that’s better.’ He took his hands off me and backed away. ‘Now you want to talk turkey? Let’s talk 

turkey. It’s not important that you know what you’re delivering. I’m not trying to keep secrets from you. 

It’s just that you don’t need to know. It’s a little fucking box no bigger than a 24-pack of Coronas, so you 

don’t need to worry about lifting it. And I can tell from looking at you that you ain’t interested in what’s 

inside it. And if you ever decide to get interested in it then we no longer work together and you owe us 

for anything that’s missing. And if you can’t reimburse us for what’s missing, then you’re missing, you 

got it?’ 

I nodded wearily. ‘I’m assuming it’s illegal?’ 

‘Now that is a good question. And a good question deserves an honest answer.’ The smile 

returned. ‘You won’t ever go further south than Marathon or any further north than Key Largo. The 

Judge is an important man in these parts, and if the Judge does it then it isn’t illegal.’ 

‘But I’m not the Judge, am I? I’m me.’ 

‘True, but let’s just say that he casts a mighty big shadow. And you’d be finding yourself under 

that umbrella, with all the attendant privileges and benefits.’ 

‘I don’t understand. Why don’t you just do it yourself then if it’s so easy? Put a big sign on your 

truck that says Deliveries From The Judge?’ 

‘It’s not that simple. See, the people who normally do this kind of work, they spend enough time 

around here and they start getting bold, you know what I mean? And they always start getting bold. 

Start thinking they deserve this, thinking they deserve that. Maybe start holding a bit aside for 

themselves. They try to get in on the action. It’s nothing we can’t handle—it’s just a fucking pain in the 

ass to deal with, that’s all. A waste of my valuable time. So the Judge, being the brilliant man that he is, 

suggested we simplify things and bring somebody in from the outside, a non-resident. Nobody around 

here knows who you are. Nobody knows your vehicle. You’re gonna be here—what, a month tops? You 

leave and then we get someone else.’ 

‘What’s it pay?’ 

‘You get a grand every time you make a trip. If it goes well after a week, maybe we’ll talk about 

getting you some more.’ 

I let out a slow whistle. 

‘Yeah, that’s a lot of fucking shellfish, am I right?’ 

‘I’m allergic to shellfish.’ 

This time Alan’s laugh felt genuine. ‘Of course you fucking are! You’re a nut, you know that? So 

listen, you ready to meet the Judge?’ 

‘I guess so.’ 

‘No, not I guess so. This guy’s a big deal. Probably the biggest deal a pissant like you is ever going 

to meet. And if he says you’re in, you’re in. But if he says you’re out—’ 

‘Then I’m out, right. So is he really a Judge?’ 

‘Retired. He used to live somewhere up north.’ The way people used that phrase—up north—

irritated me, like it never occurred to them that just about everything in this country is up north when 

you’re standing in the Keys. Alan pulled a phone from his pocket and typed out a text message with his 

thumbs.40  
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‘He’s on his way,’ he said, putting the phone back in his pocket. Alan no longer seemed as confident, and 

his hands were overtaken by a slight sort of scribbling panic. He started and stopped a couple of times 

before walking briskly into the other room and announcing, ‘Okay you sons of bitches! The Judge is on 

his way down here!’ 

 

The less bleary-eyed immediately began moving, putting on sandals, buttoning up shirts. Those more 

zonked seemed to flail at the air in desperation. A man covered in garish amounts of red lipstick and 

purple nail varnish, dressed in nothing except a plain white t-shirt that hung down to his thighs and a 

pair of fuzzy pink slippers with dual Minnie Mouse heads sticking up at the toes, rushed over and asked 

Alan how long until the Judge arrived. 

 

‘You’ve all got about ten minutes!’ Alan shouted so everyone could hear. And though this seemed like 

more than enough time for everyone to collect themselves, the information only increased the amount 

of panic in the room. Some people just dashed out the front door in whatever disheveled state they 

happened to be in—the ones who had cars got into them, the ones who didn’t took off running up 

Dolphin Canal Rd. into god knows what kind of future. 

 

Those remaining began pacing quickly and rubbing their hands, muttering servile platitudes under their 

breath.41 Oddly, most of the young kids stayed, which led me to believe that their presence was normal 

around here. 

 

A door slammed shut a few rooms away and everyone froze. Several more door-closings followed. Thin 

and wooden, they echoed like the slap of a ruler against a wrist until eventually we heard the tapping of 

foot on tile in the kitchen and a man appeared in the doorway, looking like a hermit the way he stood 

hunched inside a billowing navy blue terrycloth bathrobe. 

 

His head was hairless as a marble but not nearly as smooth, covered in scattered places with mini-crater 

indentations like bugs had taken little bites out of it in his sleep. Seeing me across the room, he began 

walking in my direction, only to be intercepted by acolytes and those seeking favor. 

‘Good morning, Judge.’ 

‘You’re looking beautiful this morning as always.’ 

‘Nice to see you again, sir. I’m Adam. Do you remember—’ 

 

He walked past all of them, his eyes on me the whole time. Despite his clothes, which were one step 

removed from homelessness, there was something intimidating in the way he carried himself, a certain 

magnetism, a way of walking through the world that set one apart. 

 

Even the most fucked-up hillbilly evangelist can convey a certain power. Spend enough time on a stage 

successfully, and you develop an ability to get people to pay attention to. Same way that if you spend 

enough time in a corner hoping desperately not to be noticed, you start to become invisible. 

 

He looked me straight in the eye and began speaking. His eyes were gray, the color of loose change left 

out in the rain. 

‘So you’re the man Alan’s told me about?’ 

‘Probably.’ 

‘Probably?’ 

‘I can’t say for sure what Alan’s told you and what he hasn’t.’ 

‘But you are the person who is going to be doing some deliveries for me?’ 
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‘I guess at this point that’s up to you.’ 

Even as he nodded, his face remained expressionless. He looked up towards the ceiling behind 

me for a moment, squinting, but when I turned in that direction all I saw was unbroken white plaster. 

‘Let’s go for a walk,’ he said. 

 

The Judge led me out a glass door onto what I imagined was one of many patios. Unlatching a waist-high 

black iron gate, he beckoned for me to follow him out towards the water. I could feel my t-shirt 

beginning to stick to my back. It was so humid even the rocks along the sand were coated in sweat. 

‘It’s not even noon yet,’ I grimaced, ‘and already it’s hot out.’ 

‘Folks down here always trying to change the air.’ 

‘Excuse me?’ 

‘Air-conditioning…fans…space heaters. Nature is nature—let it be nature.’ 

‘But nature doesn’t leave us alone. It kills every one of us. Why not try to return the favor?’ 

The judge smiled weakly. ‘An eye for an island? Is that it?’ 

 

We walked a little further along the shoreline. Whitecaps on small, pathetic incoming waves had begun 

to take on a rusty tint, even without the assistance of a sunset. 

‘I usually only have to meet people once to know everything about them. So this may be the 

only talk we ever have.’ 

‘That’s quite a talent.’ 

‘Most people are fairly simple, especially these days. There’s no such thing as individuals 

anymore. Mass-communication means everyone knows what other people are doing. They can’t wait to 

conform to whatever they think they’re supposed to conform to. The only question is which pre-

determined identity a person will decide to align themselves with. Wouldn’t you agree?’ 

‘I have to say, that of all the pre-determined identities, I find the authoritarian know-it-all to be 

the most fascinating.’ 

‘So tell me, what do you think about all this end of the world business?’ 

I hesitated. 

‘You have noticed it, haven’t you?’ 

‘Nobody else seems to be aware—’ 

‘I’m aware of everything. And I’m especially aware that you don’t believe me when I say that. 

But that’s your problem to work out, not mine. So tell me what do you think? I’m curious. Are the end 

days upon us?’ 

‘It certainly seems that way. Although…’ 

‘Although what?’ 

‘Well you’d think more people would have ascended, or whatever it is that’s happening. I’m 

talking about here specifically. On the news it seems like the rest of the country is in chaos, but in Key 

Abismo life seems to be going on as if nothing had happened at all.’ 

The Judge chuckled. ‘It’s not that strange. According to scripture, the only ones who go to 

heaven are those who are right with God.’ 

‘And?’ 

‘And look around you.’ He made a sweeping motion with his hand that implied he was talking 

about more than just the patch of land we were standing on. ‘Would you describe Key Abismo as right 

with God?’ 

‘Well there’s certainly enough churches—’ 

‘Goddamit boy!’ The Judge’s cool demeanor instantly vanished. ‘You aren’t stupid, so don’t act 

like it. Not around me. Go play your games with Alan. Go play them over at Widow’s Peak. They’ll love 

your act over there. But you know good goddamn well that going to church doesn’t have a turd to do 
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with being right with God, never mind spending eternity in heaven. So don’t insult my intelligence. You 

do that again and I’ll have some of my people throw your ass so far out in the ocean, you’ll be begging 

for a barracuda to come along and eat you. Got me?’ 

‘Sure.’ 

‘Now explain to me why Key Abismo would remain so heavily populated in spite of the rapture. 

And don’t beat around the goddamn bush.’ 

I exhaled softly. ‘Because this whole area is filled with violent, self-righteous, drug-addicted 

fucking lunatics who have a better chance of getting three cocks into a nun’s asshole than ever getting 

within sniffing distance of heaven.’ 

‘Good,’ smiled the Judge. ‘Except the part about the nun. But that’s a common misconception 

among those lacking hands-on experience with the Catholic faith.’ 

I asked if he was a believer. 

‘I tried…once or twice in my life. It turned out I just didn’t have the hate.’ 

‘A man of love, are you?’ 

The Judge turned and looked at me. ‘Oh, I was very good at hating.’ He lowered his voice to a 

whisper, his old low voice turning almost frog-like. ‘I still am. But I wasn’t good at hating the things the 

church told me to. No, I wanted to be free to hate what I wished the way I wished to hate it. And there’s 

no place for that kind of hate in the church.’ 

I nodded. ‘So how does all this make you feel? Are you sad to see the end of the world? A 

successful man like yourself?’ 

The Judge turned and spat into the water. A series of advances and retreats from the tide 

gradually took it out to sea.   

‘I’d rather see an armageddon,’ he said, ‘filthy or otherwise, than continue watching this mess 

the world’s turned itself into.’ 

‘Is it really that bad?’ 

‘It’s pure evil is what it is. Mankind is a virus, a malignant one at that.’  

‘Do you really think people are evil though? Or are they just careless?’ 

‘Not much of a difference the way I see it. If you don’t tend to your garden, all that fruit is going 

to go rotten and die just as surely as if you killed it yourself.’ 

‘But do you consider yourself a good person then? A man of ethics? Guided by a moral code?’ 

‘No such thing,’ smiled the Judge. ‘America isn’t about what’s right and wrong. It’s all about 

what you can get away with.’  

‘I have to say I agree with you on that one.’ 

‘There is no justice in this world, boy. The wheel lands on all of us eventually. The rest is just 

dice.’ 

‘Right, but don’t you think there’s still some kind of—’ 

‘Goddammit boy!’ snapped the Judge. ‘Don’t ask to have everything explained to you. The drive 

to understand every damn thing on this earth is the drive to eliminate god, to eliminate the unknown.  

‘God?’ 

‘I don’t mean god in the evangelical sense. I’m referring to the spiritual. I’m referring to god as 

the unknowable, a concept that stirs the passions of man in a way that science, or mathematics, could 

never do. Don’t you see? Mystery is what’s important. It’s where the poetry lives. That’s why every 

romance dies. A fantasy can inspire lust, passion, desire. But once you learn all about a person there’s 

nothing left. Total knowledge of something, or someone, only inspires the urge to move on to 

something new and different, to seek out more knowledge. Only a fool would think otherwise.’  

 

As I racked my brain for something to say, it occurred to me that a small, vain part of myself wanted the 

Judge’s approval. 
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‘That which we can’t understand must exist,’ he continued. ‘Or else why else would we try so 

hard to understand it?’  

 

He let out a sharp sudden groan and clutched his forehead at both temples. Then he lurched forward 

and remained there for several seconds, not speaking. 

 ‘Are you alright?’ I asked. ‘Judge? Sir?’ 

 He stood abruptly straight up and exhaled deeply, staring into the sky as if he were about to ask 

it a question, or pull out a gun and shoot it. 

 ‘Come on,’ he said finally. ‘Let’s go inside.’ 

 

He started off, and having no real choice I decided to follow him. We came back in through the kitchen, 

surprising Alan, who snapped to attention as the Judge slid open the glass door, spilling several ice cubes 

out of his cup as he flinched. 

‘Settle down, Alan. It’s just me.’ 

‘Sorry.’ 

‘But it’s nice to know you’re prepared in case we ever have an intruder.’ He looked down at the 

floor, where the ice was already melting and forming a puddle. ‘Planning to use the old hope they slip 

and fall defense, I see.’ Alan grinned awkwardly as the Judge continued, ‘Anyway, this one will be fine 

for now. Start off by sending him out to Widow’s Peak. We’ll see how it goes from there.’ 

‘Widow’s Peak. You’ve got it. That’s exactly what I was thinking.’ 

‘Well try to keep the thinking to a minimum in the future, Alan. The more aware people are of 

their strengths and weaknesses, the better the group will function as a whole. Don’t you agree?’ 

‘Absolutely, Judge.’ 

 

And with that he was gone, off into another room, and then another, and then another, until his 

footsteps vanished and Alan and I were left alone, once again, in the kitchen. I felt slightly dizzy in the 

Judge’s absence, or maybe it was dehydration. A conversation with the Judge was a little like playing 

inter-dimensional chess with a bruised dolphin. 

  ‘He’s really something, ain’t he?’ grinned Alan. 

 ‘Yeah. He sure is.’ 

 ‘Man’s a genius if you ask me. I’ve read all kinds of philosophy, but I never met anyone who 

could think things through like the Judge. The guy can just play with an idea in his head and get right to 

the heart of it, you know what I mean?’ 

 ‘He’s a piece of work alright.’ 

‘So Widow’s Peak then,’ said Alan, replacing the ice in his drink—some magenta-colored 

concoction with green flecks floating in it. 

‘Widow’s Peak?’ 

‘It’s a trailer park. Exclusive to those who have lost their husbands.’ 

‘Is it dangerous?’ 

‘Nah. No different that working for UPS really. In fact, that’s a good way to think of it.’ 

‘But don’t UPS guys have to deal with angry dogs all the time?’ 

‘Well yeah...that might be true… I hadn’t thought of that. Well I guess just watch out for dogs 

then.’ 

‘Great.’ I thought for a second. ‘Do you think I should bring a gun, maybe?’ 

‘Oh definitely not. All of them ladies out there are going to be armed. And they tend to shoot 

first and brag about it later. Typical crazy fucking southsiders if you ask me.’ 

‘So it is dangerous then.’ 
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‘No, no, no.’ His smile returned. ‘They’re harmless. But I wouldn’t antagonize them if I were you. 

Also probably shouldn’t make any sudden moves.’ 

‘Is it far? I don’t like to travel. I especially don’t like to drive.’ 

‘Don’t like to travel?’ he repeated. ‘Well how did you get here? You weren’t born here. Nobody’s 

ever born here—not even the kids that grow up here.’ 

‘Just because I did something doesn’t mean I like to do it.’ 

‘Well you’ll like this. Trust me.’ He gestured towards a shirtless man slumped against a 

doorframe and shouted, ‘Hey, Ronnie! Take this guy out to the second garage and load him up.’ And 

Ronnie did exactly that, gesturing for me to open my trunk and then dropping the aforementioned box 

in there—exactly the size the Alan described it as—and walking away without once saying a single word. 
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9. 
 

According to Alan, Widow’s Peak was filled with gaudy parrots and stuffed women. Or was it the other 

way around? Either way, the endless talking had done nothing to pacify my hunger. Since it was past 

10:30—the cutoff time for nearly all fast food breakfasts—that meant returning to the dark shadows of 

the combination Hess/Dunkin Donuts. Pulling into the parking lot, I saw a sign in the window 

announcing PAGES TORN OUT OF THE BIBLE GETS YOU 20% OFF ALL FRITO-LAY PRODUCTS.  

 

I was surprised to see the overnight kid working behind the counter. When I asked him what he was still 

doing there, he replied nonchalantly, ‘The morning chick never showed up. Probably tweaking again and 

lost track of time. 

 ‘Did you try calling her?’ 

 ‘No point. Her phone got turned off like a week ago. One of those pay as you go things, you 

know? I guess she stopped paying…and so it stopped going. Anyway, it’s cool. At least I’ll get some 

overtime—I already talked it over with Kevin, the manager.’ 

 ‘How come he isn’t covering the shift?’ 

 ‘Because he’s never here. That’s the deal. Kevin stays home while we all work. It’s like we’re all 

subcontracted or something. Corporate pays him $10 an hour to work here, and then he turns around 

and pays us $7 to work for him. So every day, if you figure 24 hours, that’s $72 a day he makes just to sit 

at home.’ 

 ‘And corporate doesn’t care?’ 

 ‘Why would they care who works and who doesn’t? As long as the donuts get served.’ 

 ‘Isn’t it bad for morale?’ 

 ‘It’s Dunkin Donuts. Everything’s bad for morale. I mean, the job itself is like, inherently morale-

destroying. Anyway, Kevin says we should be happy to have a job at all, which is pretty typical attitude-

wise among the 21st century USA ruling class. It’s not like I can take my talents somewhere up the road 

and find something better.’ 

 ‘Well,’ I struggled to think of something supportive to say. ‘At least it’s easy, right?’ 

 ‘Believe me, there is nothing simple about human interaction.’ 

‘I bet. Hey, you don’t have to give away any trade secrets if you don’t want to, but I was 

wondering, do you ever mess with people’s stuff?’ 

 ‘How do you mean?’ 

 ‘Sabotage. Spit in someone’s coffee. Wipe your dirty hands on their donut.’ 

 ‘Nah. That’s the coward’s way out. Passive-aggressive shit. And there’s already enough of that in 

our society if you ask me. I prefer direct assaults through language, through the power of words. People 

won’t notice a cluster of bacteria, but they’ll notice words.’ 

 ‘In that case, you might be interested in this website. It’s got all these service employees telling 

stories about annoying customers. Occasionally someone posts a video from a security camera.’ 

 ‘What’s the address?’ 

 ‘whatnewfreshcustomerhell.blogspot.com.’ 

 ‘I’m never going to remember that. Can you just e-mail it to me?’ 

 ‘Yeah, sure. What’s your e-mail?’ 

 ‘babyfuckkker69@gmail.com.’ 

 ‘You’re kidding.’ 

 ‘I use g-mail because it’s classier than yahoo.’ 

 ‘Of course you do,’ I said, writing down the address. 
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 ‘Wait a second.’ He leaned forward and pointed to the paper I was writing on. ‘There’s three k’s 

in babyfucker.’ 

 ‘Right.’ I handed him the paper and ordered a chicken biscuit/large coffee combo. When he 

handed it to me, I put a dollar in his tip jar and he just rolled his eyes. Not knowing what else to say, I 

turned and left. 

 

As I traveled south along Overseas Highway, I found myself besieged by a series of disconnected 

thoughts: 

 

—Reality is elastic. And language even more so. 

 

—A parade of vehicles winding snakelike down along the bridges and roads of the extreme southeastern 

US. Once they reach the end, they have no choice but to turn around and retrace their path. 

 

—Sometimes it seemed like Florida was nothing more than a serpentine peninsula of buttfucks & 

fingerbangs. 

 

—Since coming here, I’d sometimes found myself anxious for dry land, longing to be surrounded by 

fields of corn and wheat, mountains and prairies, and other such patriotic musical bullshit. 

 

—In McDonald’s recently, I overheard someone say, ‘There is an Arabic saying, the arch never sleeps.’ 

 

—The key to infidelity is to be bad at the sex. Leave your partner so thoroughly displeased and 

underwhelmed that they never bother you again. People don’t get obsessed or spiteful about the 

promise of future disappointment. Aside from your spouse, of course. 

 

—If California is like America, only more so, good and bad qualities amplified out of all proportion, it 

follows that Florida is somehow less—a hedonistic backwater devoted to material indulgence, not even 

bothering to pay lip service to ideas like community, let alone a city on a hill. For an area that had 

already been playing enthusiastically in the nihilistic sandbox, the realization that the end times were 

upon us amounted to little more than a permission slip for people to pursue every desire, no matter 

how immoral, no matter how frowned upon. 

 

—Or maybe it was just a more honest version of America, a world built out of money, the worship of 

dead trees covered in dead faces that proclaimed trust no one but God. 

 

—There were no black people in Key Abismo. Whether that was by design or not, I couldn’t say for sure. 

It’s not like a black person would feel comfortable here. I sure as hell didn’t. 

 

—The people who drive the fastest are the ones with no place to go. 

 

I couldn’t pass the Royal Conch without stopping in to see if Maria was around. Better to try and find her 

there than at The Scrotum Pole. I had to circle the parking lot a couple of times before I saw her maid 

cart parked outside a room on the 2nd floor. She must have heard me coming because she poked her 

head out the door before I reached her. Without thinking, I smiled and waved awkwardly in her 

direction, causing her to frown and go back in the room. 
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I knocked on the still-open door and shouted hello. Leaning in, I could see her making up a bed. Finally 

she said, in a barely audible voice, ‘That didn’t take long.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ 

 ‘I mean, it’s only been what?—six hours since I last saw you? And already you can’t live without 

me?’ 

 ‘I just realized there wasn’t any way for me to contact you. You forgot to leave your number.’ 

 ‘That wasn’t an accident.’ 

 ‘I don’t understand. I thought—‘ 

‘We sat in a room across from each other and masturbated. That’s it. I’m sure it wasn’t the first 

time you’ve masturbated.’ 

‘Well, normally I’m alone.’ 

‘I’m sorry to hear that. You’ve led a very uninteresting life.’ 

 I thought about this. ‘You’re probably right.’ Seeing she wasn’t going to say anything else, I 

walked over to the nightstand between the two beds, pulled out the complimentary pen/paper set42 

and wrote down my phone number. In order to preserve my dignity, I didn’t bother handing it to her, 

just left it on the table without saying a word. 

 

The lack of visible signage meant it took me longer than expected to find Widow’s Peak. Thankfully it 

turned out to be the only group of mobile homes between MM 60 and MM 53. Remembering the 

importance of not startling anyone, I parked a good distance from the trailers and walked across a dirt 

lot illuminated by a sunset the color of weak urine.  

 

Having seen my share of popular television, I had expected to see a collection of lives spent in degraded 

dust, sifting through impoverished and food-stamped dirt, but it felt odd there weren’t any children. You 

expected to see at least one running around without shoes, or shirtless, or with charcoal-colored 

smudges on either side of its mouth, always on the verge of tears, barely able to speak. But any children 

the Widow’s Peak ladies might have birthed had long ago grown up and gone forward into whatever fast 

food or Wal-Mart-based existence they’d unwittingly stumbled into the day they crawled through the 

wrong birth canal, pulled back the exposed folds of their mother’s cunt and blinked their eyes into the 

bright light of a new temporary extended hell. 

 

A shirtless man burst out of a trailer to my right, the siding of which was the color of a particularly hard-

smoked cigarette filter. It took him a second to notice me, but when he did he headed straight over and  

began ranting about how he had just perfected the chemical process by which you could transform 

normal everyday cough syrup into morphine.  

 ‘You just gotta piss in the mixture, just whip out your wang and BOOM—secret recipe like 

Kentucky Fried Chicken.’ 

 ‘I don’t understand how that helps.’ 

 ‘Damn boy, it ain’t supposed to help. It’s the sulfate that does all the heavy lifting. The piss is just 

there to…it’s just there on principle. For decoration.’ 

 ‘Like parsley?’ 

 ‘Yeah! Yeah! Exactly like parsley.’ 

 He slapped me enthusiastically on the shoulder with a dirty hand encrusted in actual layers of 

filth, and I no longer wanted to pursue the matter. 

  

I was then accosted by an old woman with nectarine skin selling a collection of used celebrity condoms. 

‘The ones on that wall over there, I bought them off the internet,’ she said. ‘But over there, 

those are the ones I obtained personally.’  
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I could hear static-y AM radio sounds coming from one of the trailers. The abrasive shouting suggested it 

was talk radio, but even though the voices were speaking in English, I was unable to make out precisely 

what they were saying. 

 

The would-be chemist reappeared and grabbed for my upper arm, with more enthusiasm than violence, 

and led me past a couple of trailers until we reached a clearing where a half-dozen folks were sitting in a 

warped, broken circle of folding lawn chairs and chaise lounges. 8-10 more empty chairs lay strewn 

around the area with their plastic seat parts rising up from the ground like a family of misdirected 

sundials, or some kind of fucked up plastic Stonehenge. 

 ‘This here is the Judge’s new man,’ he said to the assembled ladies. ‘What do you all think?’ 

 ‘I think we should get to know him.’ 

 The chemist told me his name was Richard and introduced the rest of the crew, all women. 

Shelia, Bethany, Alice, Maggie, and Nora—I couldn’t help noticing that, excepting Richard, at least one 

section of each of their bodies was clothed in purple. 

 

It was quite a collection of humanity, every set of teeth in various stages of snaggle.  

 

One of the ladies mentioned it was nice to have a visitor, especially one so young and healthy looking. 

‘Most young people today look like they’re falling apart, but you look very clean-cut.’  

Richard interrupted with a loud and exaggerated coughing fit.  

‘Goodness gracious Ricky, what’s gotten into you?’ 

‘Clean-cut! Well jesus christ on perpendicular popsicle sticks, if that don’t beat all. I swear, 

Alice.’ 

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ 

‘Of course he’s clean-cut. He probably has people in his life who are responsible, folks who 

follow through on their promises. God knows I’ve been needing a haircut since about three weeks ago. 

Not that any of you care. 

 ‘What do you mean, Richard?’ asked Shelia. ‘Your hair looks fine.’ 

 ‘You’re just saying that because you’re too lazy to cut it, that’s all.’ 

 ‘That’s nonsense. See the way it flips over to the left up on top there? It really looks 

distinguished, doesn’t it Maggie?’ 

 ‘Lies!’ shouted Richard. ‘You and your damn slothful lies!’ 

 ‘Well either way I don’t see how it matters what your hair looks like now, what with everything 

else going on.’ 

 ‘Dammit woman, I told you I didn’t want to talk about that.’ He turned to me, pleading, ‘You see 

what I have to put up with?’ then turned back to her. ‘Well now let’s just suppose that I did end up going 

off to heaven. Should I have to spend all eternity looking like this?’ 

 He grabbed a forelock of his hair and held it aloft like some kind of woodland creature he had 

found there by mistake. 

 ‘It can’t be the endtimes, dammit. How many times do I have to keep explaining this? We 

wouldn’t be here if this was the goddamned rapture. We’d be up in heaven where we belong.’ 

 ‘That’s true,’ said one of the ladies sweetly. ‘Shouldn’t be nothing left down here when the 

rapture comes except niggers and queers.’ 

 ‘And Europeans,’ added another. 

 ‘Most of them anyhow.’ 

 ‘True. There’s bound to be some good Europeans.’ 
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 ‘You all are crazy,’ said Richard. ‘All of you old bitches. If God cared about mankind he would 

have intervened long before this.’ 

 ‘Richard, we don’t know if he’s involved or not. He’s mysterious—we can’t fathom the depth of 

his ways. He’ll bury a believer’s daughter without a second thought and lift a heathen’s up into paradise. 

There ain’t no logic to it.’ 

 ‘His ways are mysterious, that’s true,‘ added Shelia. 

 ‘He doesn’t give a shit about any of us,’ insisted Richard. ‘Y’all are just a bunch of abused old 

fools. No better than a battered wife who can’t admit the truth.’ 

  

The moon now hung in the sky. I pointed out it was a waning gibbous and someone replied gibbous this 

day our daily bread. 

 ‘So why is this called Widow’s Peak?’ I asked, looking to steer the conversation away from the 

rapture. ‘It must be a thousand miles to the nearest mountain.’ 

 ‘It’s a joke.’ 

 ‘A play on words.’ 

 ‘Because our husbands all died.’  

 ‘And this is the highest elevation of any point in the Keys.’ 

 ‘Ain’t much more than a sliver of a hill, really. But it’s enough.’ 

‘Well I can feel the difference plenty trying to get around in my wheelchair.’ 

‘And widows only, that’s the park policy.’ 

 I pointed at Richard and asked, ‘But what about him?’ 

 ‘Oh, he has to be out by sundown.’ 

 ‘It’s more about no sleepovers than no men ever.’ 

 ‘Yeah, that would just be insane.’ 

 ‘Speaking of insane,’ said Richard, now scratching at his collarbone like a flea-infested collie, ‘I 

hate to uh…rush things, but in a couple hours I’m gonna be getting a little crazy myself if I don’t get a 

hold of what all you’ve brought for us.’ 

 ‘Oh yeah. Sure. Hold on.’ As I headed to the car, I could hear laughter echoing behind me. I got 

paranoid for a second, imagined they were laughing at me, that they knew something I didn’t. Maybe 

they were planning to rob me, or rip me off somehow. 

 

But there wasn’t much I could do about it. Alan himself had told me not to bring any kind of weapon 

with me. I was just going to have to trust in the Judge—even if they weren’t scared of me, they were 

probably scared of him. 

 He casts a big umbrella over this part of the Keys. 

 Hopefully that umbrella would protect me from bullets as well as the rain. 

 

I grabbed the package out of the trunk, two shoeboxes wrapped together in duct tape. Tucking it under 

my arm, I headed back to find everyone in the same place where I left them, legs jiggling and twitching 

slightly in the excitement. Nora clapped her hands together quickly like she had just spun the big wheel 

on The Price is Right. 

 ‘So who should I hand this to?’ I asked. 

 ‘Shelia here handles all the business,’ said Richard. Shelia then smiled and handed me a thin 

manila envelope sealed with sticky glue and fastened with the clasp. 

 

We sat there wordless for nearly a minute—it wasn’t until my drive home that I realized they kind of lost 

interest in me once I gave them the package. A darkness passed over us, casting a vast shadow across 

the dirt. I said it looked like a storm was coming and got up awkwardly to excuse myself when Shelia 
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said dismissively, ‘Don’t worry, it won’t hit us on this side of the island. It’s those cocksuckers over on 

the northside who need to worry.’ 

 I shook my head, still incredulous at this weird prejudice. ‘Come on. There can’t be more than a 

couple of miles separating one end of this island from the other.’ 

 ‘Dammit son.’ Shelia gripped the stainless steel arms of her chair for emphasis. ‘I’ve lived here in 

this park for going on 15 years now. And I know when it’s gonna rain and when it ain’t. Now don’t you 

sass me again. Or stuff or no stuff you won’t be coming back here. I’ll see to that.’ 

 

I apologized with enough fake sincerity to defuse the situation. Silent lightning illuminated the sky to our 

left somewhere over Cuba. ‘Striking down the godless,’ reckoned one woman, loose aging folds of skin 

tumbling out of her lime-green tanktop through every opening.  

 

As I drove back to the boat, it seemed the night was filled with shapes emerging from the trees and the 

thick tropical air. 
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10. 
 

I awoke the next morning confronted by the mirror and my dried cracking lips, my hair twisted and 

unkempt. I couldn’t bear the thought of going outside and interacting with others. I felt dead inside. 

Dried-out and numb.  

 

All I felt was the absence of desire—unable to make a decision on anything, whether or not to shower, 

what clothes to wear, what to eat, the merits/drawbacks of shaving. I wanted to do nothing except lie 

on the sofa numbly watching television, which continued to broadcast its shows with jarring regularity. 

Or maybe they were just running repeats. Or maybe it was just the same show and it was getting harder 

and harder to tell the difference. The tragedies on the Miami local news—hit and runs, senseless 

murders, another loss by the local pro basketball team—no longer fazed me. At least not today, as 

morning turned into afternoon and I remained on the couch, still not having eaten, or ventured outside, 

spending the day in an empty and flavorless existence. 

 

The abrupt thought of my father made me sit up so quickly I almost fell off the couch. What the hell was 

I doing? Delivering packages of god knows what to a bunch of octogenarians? Sparring verbally with the 

Judge and his slick, simple-minded assistant? Masturbating in motel rooms with a girl who was a 

housekeeper by day and a stripper by night? This wasn’t what I came here for—whatever that might be. 

And it wasn’t who I was—whoever that might be. 

 

Looking down, I could see my hands were shaking. The skin was rough around the knuckles. I got up to 

splash some cold water on my face, through my hair, all over the back of my neck. 

 

At this point I had been in Florida for less than 200 total hours. 

  

And didn’t that woman, Beulah, shoot a man yesterday just outside my boat? What happened to her? 

For that matter, what happened to Javier? When I first arrived, that dog never shut up. Now everything 

in Manatee Point was silence. 

 

There was also that whole end-of-the-world thing to worry about. 

 

I needed some food, some normalcy. I decided to go grocery shopping. I needed water—the clean 

bottled spring kind, something with an animal on the label like a deer or a penguin. A polar bear would 

be even better. 

 

Despite the fact nighttime was still hours away, the streetlights in the Publix lot were already shining 

brightly. I got out of the car and inspected the lights for some kind of switch to turn them off, but all I 

found were dark stains of dogpiss along the base of their towers. 

 

Concrete slabs separated the rows of parking spaces. They resembled coffins, little squirrel-sized coffins. 

 

A collection of palmettos, arranged like the beginning of a chess match, lined the area between the 

sidewalk and the parking lot. Their fronds fluttered in the wind like ventricles forced to work in tandem 

with a mismatched aorta. All kinds of flora and fauna grew beneath them in planters, none of which I 

could name. The thought sent me into a dizzy panic. How could I have spent so many years existing on 

the planet and not know anything about the world around me? I remembered a couple of books I had 
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once owned as a kid—pocket-sized field guides, one for trees and one for flowers43—but I couldn’t 

remember anything in them. Had I ever known? Could my six-year-old self have once stood in this 

parking lot and identified the plants? 

 

I teetered under the weight of lost knowledge and leaking memory. I don’t know why, after all these 

years, it bothered me so much, this not knowing, but all of a sudden it felt vitally important that I know 

more about my surroundings. Maybe because they might be gone soon? I decided to ask some of the 

people walking towards the Publix. Surely some resident of Key Abismo would know something about 

the indigenous vegetation. 

 

Not the palm trees—everyone knows what a palm tree is. Even a 3rd grader in Alaska knows what a 

goddamn palm tree is. 

 

The first person I saw was a woman in her 30’s44 wearing University of Miami sweatpants and returning 

her shopping cart to its corral after unloading her groceries into her Hyundai. I tried to be polite. 

 ‘Excuse me, I was just wondering if you could—’ 

 ‘No. I’m sorry.’ 

 ‘But I just need to know—’ 

 ‘Look I already told you—’ 

 ‘the names of those trees and—’ 

 ‘I’m going to have to ask you—’ 

 ‘plants over there. Hey, you’re not even—’ 

 ‘to get away from me right now or else—’ 

 ‘listening to—’ 

 ‘GODDAMN IT MOTHERFUCKER!’ She took three furious steps towards me and thrust a furniture 

polish-sized canister of pepper spray in my direction. ‘I WILL FUCKING SPRAY YOU! DO YOU 

UNDERSTAND ME?’ 

 I took several conciliatory steps backwards. ‘I’m sorry. I just wanted to know—’ 

 ‘I DON’T GIVE A FUCK WHAT YOU WANTED TO KNOW!’ People were starting to look now. Most 

averted their eyes and tried to pretend nothing was happening to avoid getting involved/being 

implicated,45 but a few brave souls—probably jacked up on testosterone, natural or artificial, and hoping 

for a chance to come to someone’s rescue—started slowly walking over. 

 ‘You know what, lady?’ I said wearily, ‘Why don’t you go fuck off.’ 

 She gasped, actually raising a hand to her mouth like you see in silent films. For a brief instant I 

imagined her as a lonely adolescent spending Saturday nights watching Turner Classic Movies, scarfing 

down microwave popcorn and Mountain Dew (probably Diet) and wondering how early was too early to 

go to bed on a Saturday night without seeming pathetic, and possibly already wondering what she was 

going to tell her classmates Monday morning when they inevitably asked her What did you do this 

weekend? 

 

I felt a hand on my shoulder and spun back to see a man who looked like a pro wrestler—albeit one 

wearing a black Hawaiian shirt covered in pot leafs46—glaring at me. I raised my hands for protection, 

but he didn’t hit me. Instead he got up close and whispered in my ear, ‘Driftwood is the bones of the 

mangroves brought forth from the ocean.’ 

 The woman took this as her opportunity to get the fuck out of there, and I decided to ask the 

man if he knew the names of the trees behind us, seeing as how he was an expert on mangroves. 

‘People pretty much keep to themselves around here.’ He winked, then added, ‘If they know 

what’s good for them of course.’ 
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At this point I decided it was best just to let the trees be trees and the plants be plants. Some 

philosopher once said that to name is to kill—it would have been catchier, but dumber, to have said ‘to 

name is to maim,’ but you don’t get to be a big-shot philosopher by sounding catchy and/or dumb—and 

so I decided just to leave it alone and go get some groceries. 

 

The checkout line was interminable—some old lady ahead of us was writing a check and so the line had 

backed up into the cereal aisle, forcing me to stand beside massive walls of poor nutrition and cheap 

toys. A conversation started up behind me between two young guys, probably just out of their teens, 

with no discernible accent in either of their voices.47 

 ‘Hey man, you ever still hang out with that French chick?’ 

 ‘Huh? Nah. She went back to Belgium.’ 

 ‘Belgium?’ 

‘Yeah. Not France, you dipshit.’ 

 ‘Oh…’ 

 ‘See? That’s why you can’t ever score with a decent chick—someone with class.’ 

 ‘Dude, what are you talking about? There aren’t any decent chicks in Abismo. The only way 

someone classy ends up here is if they’re an exchange student, like your girl was.’ 

 ‘I guess.’ 

  ‘So what was she like?’ 

 ‘How do you mean?’ 

 ‘Was she freaky? I bet she was a total freak.’ 

 ‘You mean in bed?’ 

 ‘Yeah.’  

‘I guess. I mean, she liked it when I slapped her. Not so much when I’d choke her… She didn’t 

like it at all when I punched her.’ 

 The line still had yet to move. An old man in front of me began tapping his cane impatiently 

against the gridiron frame on the bottom of his shopping cart. 

 ‘But what about hanging out? What would you guys do, like on a typical night?’ 

 ‘Honestly? We’d just do shitloads of blow and then fuck all night.’ 

 ‘That’s it?’ 

 ‘Sometimes take some X. Sometimes smoke some weed. One time we both dropped acid and I 

hallucinated that I was some kind of Aztec god or some shit, and all these slaves were carrying my dick 

into this huge temple that was shaped like a pink hairless pussy.’ 

 ‘Whoa.’ 

 ‘Tell me about it… Oh yeah, that reminds me. Blake’s having a party tomorrow night. Supposed 

to be a rager. You should totally cruise by.’ 

 ‘Are there gonna be any chicks there?’ 

 ‘Come on man, listen to yourself. You’re so traditional, you know that? And you wonder why 

you never get asked to hang out at the Judge’s.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ 

 ‘You’re too rigid all the time, too hung up, too goal-orientated. You need to relax. Just chill out 

and go with the flow.’ 

 ‘And how exactly do you do that?’ 

 ‘It’s not something you do. It’s like the opposite of doing. The absence of wanting. You just see 

what happens. You say yes to everything.’ 

 ‘Huh. But what all goes on out there anyway? Like what would I be saying yes to?’ 

 ‘Come on, you really think I’m going to talk about that here? Around all these people?’ 
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 ‘But you’ll tell me later?’ 

 ‘I don’t know, man. Don’t take this the wrong way or anything…but you’re kind of stupid.’ 

 The line had slowly, incrementally, begun to move, and as I reached the cashier I couldn’t have 

heard the rest of their conversation even if I wanted to. 

 ‘Hey how you doing welcome to Publix,’ she said. ‘You find everything alright today?’ 

 ‘Everything I was looking for.’ I forced a smile. ‘Wow, that’s a pretty loud scanner you’ve got 

there.’ 

 ‘Pardon?’ 

 I gestured down towards the assemblage of laser light, metal and glass beneath us. ‘Your 

scanner. It’s like an air raid siren going off.’ 

 ‘It’s the same volume it always is.’ 

 She went back to ringing me up, an irregular EKG bouncing off the tiles all around us loud 

enough to startle someone out of a coma. 

 Finally she finished. ‘That’s $44.92.’ 

 I swiped my card, entered the PIN. 

 ‘Thank you for shopping Publix,’ she said, handing me my receipt. ‘Where shopping is always a 

pleasure.’ I was still fumbling with my wallet when I heard one of the guys behind me answer her 

scripted question with ‘I found everything I was looking for except your phone number you hot little 

piece of ass.’ 

 ‘Oh my!’ she grinned. ‘Aren’t you fresh.’ 

 The kid bagging my groceries took hold of my cart. ‘Can I take these out to your car, sir?’ 

I told him no, but when I reached out he pulled them away from me. ‘Please?’ he asked, nodding 

towards the register. 

 ‘Oh, yeah. Sure. Fine.’ 

 

The kid seemed almost unbearably sincere—he insisted on walking the groceries all the way out to my 

car. On the way, he asked about my t-shirt, a plain white number with the reproduction of a record 

sleeve on it. My wife had bought it for me early in our relationship, in an attempt to prove she 

understood me. 

 ‘Lie Dream of a Casino Soul?’ he asked. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 

 ‘It’s a record. By this band called The Fall.’ 

 ‘Never heard of them.’ 

 ‘I’m not surprised.’ Seeing him frown, I rushed to explain myself. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. 

It’s just that this record came out a long time ago and they’re not very well-known.’ 

 ‘But what does that phrase mean? Lie Dream of a Casino Soul?’ 

 ‘Well I think it’s open to interpretation, but my take on it has always been that a Casino Soul is 

someone who believes in gambling as a way of life—that something better is always just around the 

corner. And that their dream of winning, the thing that gives them hope, is just a lie. I picture people 

feeding change into slot machines, thinking the big jackpot is coming their way.’ 

 The boy stopped as we reached my car and thought for a moment. ‘Yeah,’ he nodded, ‘that 

makes sense… What’s the music sound like?’ 

 ‘It’s kind of an angry mess, but in a good way. Really fast and out of control. The singer sounds 

like he’s trying to cram as many words as possible into the song, like he’s going to die tomorrow.’ 

 ‘I’ll have to check that out.’ He gave an awkward little wave as he walked away to head back 

inside into whatever horrors awaited the rest of his afternoon. 
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I got in my car but the instant I started to move I heard this loud banging sound from the back, like 

something heavy had fallen on my trunk. I stuck my head out the window and saw the man from before, 

the WWF looking guy with the potleaf shirt, slamming his hands down on the back of my car. 

 ‘What the hell are you doing?’ I shouted. 

‘A lack of empathy for your human beings is a disease. And like any disease, it’s contagious.’ He 

then smiled and walked away, chuckling under his breath and wiping his hands. 

 

Driving back I noticed the preponderance of apostrophes in the names of Key Abismo restaurants. A sign 

on a gas station marquee portended the end of the world.  

 

ALL ROLLER GRILL ITEMS 99¢ 

 

At first I thought it had said all roller girl items, which would have signified a different, though no less 

complete, apocalypse. The more I looked, the more I noticed. All the signs were about us if you were 

only able to read them. The righteous had abandoned the planet, leaving behind only callous nihilism, 

arrogant preening, and smug decadence.  

 

Key Abismo itself seemed to exist in a particularly malformed desolation, an electronic unhappiness, the 

unwinding of gears, the deletion of screens, the absence of accounts.  

 

A line of cars forced me to slow down. Some kind of traffic accident—as I got closer I could see the 

carnage as we all slowly passed. 

 

Then there were the recent sightings of feral deer sprinting across the highways, sometimes eight to a 

pack. 

 

The other night at Widow’s Peak, I forgot to mention this, but a pig dashed out of the bushes, squealing 

and grunting, followed soon thereafter by a wild boar the size of a dining room table. Not one person 

around me blinked an eye. 

 

The strangest thing of all: no baby announcements in the paper. But there were a rash of miscarriages 

taking place, as if all at once the world had gone infertile and reproduction had—in all its forms, for 

every beast—become impossible. Hens no longer laid eggs. Even earthworms perished in their tracks 

without producing an heir. Yet inexplicably bacteria and plague still continued to spread. This strange 

barrenness, it seemed, did not extend itself to disease. 

 

Late evening scatterings of smoke drifted southward until they blotted out the stars over our heads. 

Were it not for the lights from the gas stations, the entire area would have been cast in a thick, closet-

like darkness. 

 

I scanned the radio looking for distractions. The only station playing music was WRIF, the local Key 

Abismo station that played nothing but tropical-themed music—steel drums, Jimmy Buffett and the like. 

The playlist kept looping, repeating itself, I would eventually calculate, every 4 hours and 33 minutes, 

implying that some kind of computer automation was at work. I pictured an empty abandoned control 

room somewhere in the vicinity. What would happen if I found it? Could I reprogram the station to just 

play one song over and over and what song would it be? 
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‘Don’t Worry Be Happy’ by Bobby McFerrin, I decided. The instrumental steel drum version. What better 

way to watch the world burn. 

 

 All I could find besides WRIF were these odd scratchy signals coming from the Miami stations. A flat, 

passionless voice slowly and evenly repeated what seemed like random strings of numbers and words. 

 

Four 

Seven 

Seven 

Three 

Foxtrot 

Alpha 

Foxtrot 

 

Wind chimes consumed by static played in the background. Low-fidelity bugles caked in all kinds of 

reverb sounded like they were being beamed in from another planet that had, in the interim, ceased to 

exist. 

 

I felt despondent. The futility of communication, the impossibility of connection, all of us alone and 

constantly frustrated. Words in our ears that alternated between needles and mud. 

 

I decided to swing by the Judge’s. Maybe find out a little about my father. I didn’t feel comfortable 

showing up unannounced though; I was going to need an excuse. I wasn’t due to make my next delivery 

until tomorrow morning.  

 

The parking lot was filled with cars but there were only a few people hanging out in the foyer. Alan was 

engaged in conversation with a skinny surfer-looking kid,48 but he broke it off mid-sentence when he 

noticed me. 

 ‘Hey man!’ he grinned, crossing the marble floor with a flourish. ‘I wasn’t expecting you back 

until tomorrow.’ 

 I pulled a hundred dollar bill out of my pocket and handed it to him. ‘I found this in my pocket 

earlier and didn’t want to hold on to it any longer than necessary.’ 

 ‘What’s this?’ 

 ‘One of the Widow’s Peak folks gave it to me separate from the rest yesterday, and I forgot to 

put it in the envelope. Didn’t want you to think I was trying to rip you guys off.’ 

 Alan thought about this for a second. ‘Well I’m impressed. No shit.’ 

 ‘Just trying to do the right thing. That’s all.’ 

 ‘Well I appreciate your honesty. It’s a rare thing in this day and age.’ He spread his arms wide 

and high like a game show host. ‘Why don’t you hang out for a bit seeing as how you came all this way? 

Go and make yourself a drink if you’d like.’ 

 

I thanked him and headed into the kitchen where two absurdly tan adolescents in mall-brand t-shirts 

and cutoffs were standing by the counter arguing furiously in hushed voices. They ignored me as I 

brushed past them on my way to the bar. Pouring myself a drink, a purposefully absurd combination of 

three different liquors grabbed at random and mixed in a pint glass with some coke and ice, I was about 

to head back to the foyer when I observed a guy standing in the corner with his arms folded. Even 

though he was staring at the floor, you got the feeling he noticed everything going on in the room.  
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His name turned out to be Grady Caldwell, an ex-Miami Dolphin who hung around the Judge’s place for 

what I assumed were security reasons.49 Every time I saw him he was wearing these ultra-snug black 

tights, the kind usually only worn by intensely artistic females at cold-climate colleges. They looked even 

more incongruent in the sticky Key Abismo heat and had to be all kinds of uncomfortable for Grady, so I 

walked over and asked him what was up with the tights—as a conversation starter. 

 

He gave me a withering look, then lowered his eyes back down towards the marble and grunted that 

they were comfortable. 

 ‘Comfortable?’ I repeated. ‘In this heat?’ 

 ‘Yeah, motherfucker. Comfortable.’ 

 I had obviously said something wrong. He cut me off as I tried to apologize. 

 ‘You really want to know? Huh? Do you?’ 

 ‘I guess—’ 

 ‘I used to play football, right? We’re talking the NFL, jack. As in the National Football League. 

And from time to time I get this swelling, see, in my joints, especially down around the knees. And these 

tights here keep everything in place. Keep my knees from filling up with fluid and distending like those 

bellies you see on them African kids, the ones dying of famine.’ 

 

I felt a quick surge of sympathy. My body, unaccustomed to these kinds of emotions, responded by 

emitting a layer of frost down my skin the length of my spine. I told him I was sorry.  

 ‘It’s cool.’  And then he looked up. ‘I made my decisions, just like any other man. And I have to 

live with the results. Shit, most guys I played with they’re dead today, or can’t even walk if you can 

believe that shit.’ 

 He told me his name, a bit about his career, victories and losses, triumphs and tragedies—most 

of which I already knew about. I told him weakly, ‘I saw you play once…in person. You were incredible.’ 

 He broke out in a smile so perfect it must have cost him thousands in reconstructive dental 

surgery. ‘Yeah, I was pretty hot shit wasn’t I?’ 

 I returned his grin as best I could.  

 ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘You hungry? Nothing happening around here right now that I need to stick 

around for—not for a few hours anyway. I need some food, and I’m sick of all the shit the Judge keeps 

around here. Plus I’m not able to drive so well in my…condition. You mind giving me a ride? If you do, 

your meal and your first drink’s on me.’ 

 ‘Sure. Let’s do it.’ 

 

Following Grady’s directions, I pulled into a parking lot up the road from the Judge’s.  

 ‘Clam Stanley’s?’ I asked, seeing the sign.50 ‘Are you kidding?’ 

 Grady shrugged. ‘It ain’t all that, but they fry up a pretty good burger and they tend to leave 

people well enough alone. Not a whole lot of tourists either, which is a nice bonus around here. No 

offense.’ 

 ‘None taken.’ 

 

We got out of the car and headed inside. The restaurant was nearly pitch black—the wood-panelled 

walls, the black leather seats and the dim lighting, along with my eyes’ slow adjustment coming in from 

the bright daylight, all formed a conspiracy of darkness, alleviated only slightly by the sporadic neon 

beer lights hung on the walls. 

 

Grady waved away the hostess and pointed towards the bar. We sat there in silence for a bit—I was 

unable to think of anything to say, and I got the feeling Grady didn’t care whether we talked or not. 
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 Eventually I said, ‘I just can’t get over that name. Who would call their restaurant that?’ 

 ‘I know, right? I used to call it Klan Stanley’s for a while. Brought a friend here once, an ex-

teammate, and they wouldn’t even serve him. Told him maybe he’d have better luck back in Miami. ’ 

 ‘You’re kidding? When was this?’ 

 ‘Oh, it was a while ago. A couple of years, I guess.’ 

 ‘A couple of years. That’s it? I would’ve expected 1960 or something.’ 

 ‘Oh, don’t act so surprised. You can’t tell me you’ve never noticed the lack of, um, color down 

here in the Keys.’ 

 ‘Well, I can’t say I really—’ 

 ‘Didn’t notice at all?!’ Grady started rocking back and forth in his seat laughing. ‘Oh you’re too 

much, man. I bet they could take every black person in the whole country and put them all in camps and 

you probably wouldn’t even notice the difference—not unless you were into basketball or hip-hop.’ 

 ‘It’s not like that. I’ve just had a lot on my mind lately, that’s all.’ 

 ‘Look at Mr. Grand Wizard over here with a lot on his mind! Yeah, I bet you’ve got a lot on your 

mind. Driving around saying to yourself oh how I just love these white sidewalks. And all these sandy 

white beaches. Mm-hm.’ 

 ‘Well there’s no beaches in the Keys. I at least know that much.’ 

 Grady looked genuinely hurt. ‘I know. It’s part of the joke, man… No need to go and ruin a 

perfectly good joke.’ 

 ‘Yeah, good joke. I’m a white supremacist, ha, ha, ha.’ I said this last part with as little inflection 

as possible. 

 ‘Damn, you’re a sensitive dude. I can tell that right now. From here on out, no jokes around you, 

no sir.’ 

 ‘Our food’s here. Let’s just eat, alright?’ 

  

Once we’d finished eating Grady asked me what brought me to the Keys. 

 ‘Honestly?’ I asked. 

 ‘Well it would take less time.’ 

 I told him about my life back home, my feelings of hopelessness. Then I mentioned my father. I 

pulled out the picture and placed it on the bar. Finally, with this, he reacted. 

 ‘Oh, now I see what’s going on.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ 

 ‘Why you’re coming around the Judge’s. Why you’re poking around. You trying to find your 

daddy because you think he’s going to leave you some money.’ 

 ‘It’s not like that.’ 

 ‘The hell it isn’t.’ 

 ‘You don’t know me. You have no idea—’ 

 ‘I know a lot more than you think I do.’ 

 ‘Fine. You know everything.’ At least he had seen the picture. Either he’d tell me about my 

father or he wouldn’t—there was no point in pushing the issue. 

 ‘Now see, there you go getting all sensitive again.’ 

 ‘Well you’re the one getting all up in my business. What about you? What are you doing down 

here?’ 

 

Grady leaned up on his stool and pointed with his pinky finger, gnarled and flaking with psoriasis, 

towards a sign behind the bar that read NO TRESPASSING. 

 ‘What about it?’ I asked. 

 ‘That means you.’ 
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 ‘Fine.’ I went to stand up. ‘Why don’t I just go ahead and—‘ 

 ‘I’m not talking about the bar, I’m talking about you and me. See, we’re all trespassers, man—

you in my life and me in yours.’ He took a sip of his scotch & soda and swished it between his teeth. ‘Just 

bear all that in mind. We can’t eliminate trespassing, but we can at least be respectful about it and try to 

keep it to a minimum.’ 

I had no idea what the hell he was talking about. ‘I’ll try to remember that,’ I said. 

‘Just be careful. Our memories, they conspire to deceive us.’ 

 ‘What is that supposed to mean?’ 

 

Just then the house lights flickered, illuminating a stage at the far end of the bar that had been 

previously unglimpsable in the darkness. A man dressed in a horrific nylon hawaiian shirt tapped loudly 

on his microphone and thanked us all for coming. I looked incredulously around the empty restaurant 

and wondered who he was talking about. He said his name was Barry Clark,51 and then pressed a button 

on a machine behind him that triggered a moronically simple drumbeat, quickly joined by a flurry of pre-

programmed instruments. 

 

And then Barry began to sing ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy.’ 

 ‘Oh good god no,’ sighed Grady. ‘What does this man think he’s doing?’ 

A litany of crap was certain to follow—once-popular songs interpreted through the medium of 

suitcase-sized digital keyboards and electronic steel drums.  

 ‘Let’s pay up and get the fuck out of here,’ said Grady. ‘I want another drink, but not bad enough 

to sit through this joker. You mind driving up the road a bit? Ain’t no more than a mile.’ 

 ‘Where to?’ 

 ‘A place called The Magenta Starfish.’ 

 Grady directed me up US 1 to a dilapidated parking lot with as much weeds as asphalt. The sign 

above the door had faded and splintered—warped by years of sun, humidity, and storms—until the only 

letters left read AGENT STAR. 

 ‘So what’s the deal with this place?’ I asked Grady. 

‘Dude named Marvin Appleton is doing a residency this week.’ 

 ‘Never heard of him.’ 

 ‘Goes around calling himself the Pharaoh of the Farfisa—the farfisa, that’s an organ in case you 

didn’t know. Supposedly he used to play with all these Motown guys back in the day.’ 

 ‘Supposedly?’ 

 ‘Man, you ever hear any farfisa on a damn Motown record? Shit. Go look up Marvin Appleton on 

the internet. Only thing you’re gonna find is a Wikipedia page. Thing is though, all the links on the page 

are from after the page was created, and all of them link back to the page itself. You follow?’ 

 ‘So he’s a fraud?’ 

 ‘More than likely.’ 

 ‘So then why are we here? Are you conducting an investigation or something?’ 

 ‘Nah. I just like to go and watch the suckers, the ones who fall for the con. Plus the beer’s 

cheap.’ 

 ‘I can’t believe nobody’s figured out his scam.’ 

 ‘Well more power to him, I say. Besides, the way it works out, everyone’s happy. Appleton 

makes some money. The Magenta Starfish gets a packed house. And the tourists leave thinking they saw 

a bit of Motown history.’ 

 ‘I wonder what his story is, though. His real story.’ 

 ‘Pretty fucked up, I imagine. Same as you, same as me, same as all of us.’ 

 ‘What makes you say that?’ 
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 ‘He’s human, isn’t he?’ Grady shook his head, impatient with my lack of understanding, before 

he continued. ‘Son, if you could look inside people’s hearts, if you could see the damage that has been 

done to their souls, peel back the skin and inspect their scars the way you might look at their haircut, or 

the thickness of their eyebrows…’ He paused as if rehashing some distant memory. ‘You would spend 

the rest of your life just weeping at the sadness of it all.’ 

 

I let this sink in for a few minutes, each of us sipping our beers. 

 ‘Thing is, right,’ he continued, ‘we’re all connected to each other. All of us. That’s why we can 

feel it when someone’s watching. Here, I’m gonna stare at our bartender here and see how long it takes 

her to look over.’ 

 The girl had her back to us, counting out some ones from her drawer. It took less than five 

seconds for her to turn around. 

 ‘Did you guys need anything?’ 

 ‘Another beer for my friend here, and one for me too. And a couple of shots of your un-finest 

whisky as well if you don’t mind.’ He turned to me and said ‘See?’ 

 ‘Wow.’ 

 ‘So it’s important that we try to be good to one another.’  

 

It was getting dark as we walked back to the car. And though there were still countless questions I 

wanted to ask—about my father, the Keys, the Judge, the compound—I dropped Grady off saying 

nothing more than goodbye and take care. 

 

Back aboard the boat, it was still too early to go to bed so I decided to do something I’d been putting off 

for too long. There was a better than average chance she’d be asleep, but it was time to call my wife. A 

necessary—let’s not call it evil, but there certainly wasn’t anything angelic about it either. Neither 

generous nor vile, it was simply necessary, like taking a shit for the constipated, or a junkie calling his 

connection looking for a score. 

 

Though by now I was convinced she no longer had anything to offer me. It seemed this particular craving 

had finally run its course. 

 

She answered sleepily, but I knew she hadn’t been asleep when I called. Spend enough time with a 

person and one learns to notice these differences. Just because you stop talking to someone doesn’t 

mean you stop understanding them. 

 ‘Hello,’ she said. 

 ‘Hi.’ 

 ‘I was wondering if I was going to hear from you again.’ 

 ‘I told you I’d call. Eventually.’ 

 ‘Things have a way of changing. Especially where you are.’ 

 ‘I’m not the kind of—’ 

 ‘To say nothing of your history of broken promises. Not that you don’t have the best intentions 

at the time, I’m willing to concede.’ 

 ‘Thanks.’ I struggled to think of something I could say that wouldn’t immediately provoke an 

argument. ‘So how are things up there?’ 

 ‘You’re referencing the disappearances, I assume?’ 

 ‘I’m referencing a lot of things. But that would be one of them, sure.’ 

 ‘A couple of days ago this woman got out of her car, right in the middle of the intersection, and 

put her arms in the air. She was in full-on hysterics, crying and screaming, begging Jesus to take her.’ 
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 ‘Wow. Did it work?’ 

 ‘She got hit by a truck coming the other way. Died instantly.’ 

 ‘So you’re saying the jury’s still out regarding which afterlife team she’ll be playing for?’ 

 ‘It’s as open to interpretation as anything else, I suppose.’ 

 ‘Do you miss me?’ 

 She sighed. ‘Right into the big questions...’ 

 ‘You’re a busy woman. I wouldn’t want to waste your time.’ 

 ‘Oh, and funny too.’ 

 ‘What’s wrong with big questions anyway?’ 

 ‘Because it’s pointless. So what if I miss you? I missed you before you even left. I’ve missed you 

for what feels like years now, even when you were right next to me. Even when you were laughing, or 

crying, or telling me your deepest most personal secrets. In some ways, it feels like I’ve been missing you 

since the first week we met, like you’re a vivid photograph that’s been fading and decaying until there’s 

nothing left but the memory.’ 

 ‘I’m trying. I really am.’ 

 ‘Yes you are. And like most things in your life, while you struggle I get reduced to being a 

spectator, forced to play the role of distant observation.’ 

 ‘Well if it makes you feel any better, Key Abismo’s become, if anything, even more squalid and 

depressing since the last time we were here. You aren’t missing much.’ 

 ‘You keep mistaking proximity for intimacy.’ 

‘Well if I were you I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near me.’ 

‘Please don’t do that.’ 

‘Do what?’ 

‘Pretend like you care more about me than yourself. That you’re doing me some kind of favor. If 

you had any idea what it felt like to be me in this relationship you’d do anything to try and alleviate my 

unhappiness, you’d talk to every therapist in the world, read every book you could get your hands on, 

take any pill you could keep down—just to see if it might help.’  

‘We’ve been over this.’ 

 A sigh, followed by silence. 

 ‘Well we have,’ I continued. ‘I’ve never met a person on anti-depressants who wasn’t depressed. 

Or a person on anti-anxiety meds who wasn’t scared of his own shadow and incapable of having a 

conversation without staring at the floor.’ 

 ‘...’ 

 ‘Anti-depressants are the electroshock therapy of our age.’ 

 ‘Don’t knock electroshock, it’s making a comeback.’ 

 ‘So is slavery.’ I waited for a laugh that never arrived. ‘Anyway, I’m going to try and make it 

through this on my own, without the help of chemicals.’ 

 ‘You’re a real inspiration. Someone should make a documentary about you.’ 

 ‘I wasn’t expecting this much sarcasm. Not from you.’ 

 ‘What can I say? I’m full of surprises.’ 

 I bit my tongue to keep from saying she was definitely full of something. 

‘It’s possible,’ she continued, ’that maybe I’m experiencing feelings of bitterness, or even 

resentment. I don’t really feel like putting mental energy into coming up with the most appropriate 

word at the moment. I’m not sure you deserve it, and I think it would only increase the resentment, or 

whatever it is, which wouldn’t be good for either of us.’ 

 ‘I’m sorry.’ 

 ‘Pretty sure you mean that in the I’m-sorry-that-this-situation-exists-and-I-have-to-deal-with-it 

sense. Not in terms of any real remorse, or a desire to try and rectify the situation.’ 
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 ‘You know, my dad used to say that any girl majoring in psychology was automatically crazy. 

Who could have guessed that you’d turn out to be the exception?’ 

 ‘Well we both know your father wasn’t exactly the brightest tulip bulb in the botanical garden.’ 

 ‘True.’ 

 ‘So if you didn’t call to fix things, why did you call?’ 

 ‘Just to stay in touch. To let you know I was still alive. To make sure you were still alive.’ 

 ‘If you’re talking about the recent disappearances, then no, it would appear I am not one of the 

chosen ones.’ 

 ‘Do you really think that’s what’s going on?’ 

 ‘How the fuck am I supposed to know? It’s not like—’ 

‘You know, maybe it’s your foul language that’s doomed you to hell for all eternity.’ 

She giggled despite herself. ‘But on a serious note, it does seem that some of the stuff going on 

aligns with prophecy. But then again some things don’t. What’s happening down there in the Keys?’ 

 ‘The only people disappearing are tourists. Which, you know, is kind of what they’re supposed 

to do, otherwise they wouldn’t be tourists. So no, there aren’t a bunch of hysterical people running 

around, no more so than normal anyway.’ 

 ‘So that means, what, 90% of Key Abismo?’ 

 ‘Again, you’re the one with the psychology degree.’ 

 ‘I still appreciate a layman’s perspective now and then.’ 

 ‘I bet you do.’ 

 ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 

 ‘Nothing. Forget it.’ 

 An extended silence followed, interrupted only by the knocking of the boat against the side of 

the pier, a dull hollowed-out thump. Eventually she continued, prefaced by a long dry breath. ‘This has 

been discussed. We have discussed this.’ 

 ‘I know.’ 

 ‘Rehashed countless times, over and over again. A continued infinity of apologies and blame.’ 

 ‘I know.’ 

 ‘Ad infinitum. Ad tedium.’ 

 ‘I know.’ 

 ‘If we want to start pointing fingers at each other, exposing our personal shortcomings into the 

harshest, most unforgivable light...’ 

 ‘I know.’ 

 ‘This might be a good time for me to repeat my earlier question—why exactly did you call?’ 

 ‘I told you. I was concerned.’ 

 ‘It feels like you were more curious than concerned.’ 

 ‘Oh, now word choice matters to you.’ 

 ‘What can I say? My motivation, it ebbs and flows. Advances and retreats.’ 

 ‘This motivation, would you describe it as mercurial?’ 

 ‘Quicksilvery?’ 

 ‘...’ 

 ‘So you seem determined to keep ignoring my question.’ 

 ‘You seem determined to argue with my answer.’ 

 ‘Would you rather I just come out and say I think you’re full of shit? God, do I always have to be 

the one to make things easier and simpler for you? Still? Even now? Am I condemned to spend this 

relationship, no matter what form it takes, carrying this burden, this insane responsibility, to try and 

save you? Even if it means drowning myself in the process?’ 

‘I think you’re being a bit dramatic.’ 
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‘No, you wish I was being a bit dramatic.’ 

‘Aren’t things better around the house without me there?’ 

 ‘Do you want me to be honest?’ 

 ‘Once upon a time I prayed for it on a daily basis.’ 

 A pause, the crackle of cellular silence—an absence that is not an absence—on the other end of 

the call. ‘Yes, it’s better,’ she said, finally. ‘For now. But not forever.’ 

 ‘My coming down here, in part, was meant to make things easier for you.’ 

 ‘I’m glad you added in part—because at least it shows that you’re attempting to be honest—but 

it hasn’t made things easier. It’s just put me in an emotional holding cell, a temporary one, a delay of 

some very difficult and very serious decisions. Given all that, what difference does it make if my life is 

easier for a week or two?’ 

 ‘...’ 

 ‘Your indifference, your controlled vacillations—you have to know that the only difference 

between choosing to end our marriage and doing what you’re doing right now is the question of when it 

happens. And convenience for you, of course.’ 

 ‘I know. I’m—’ 

 ‘Go ahead and give me a plausible scenario where this works out well and we make this 

marriage work.’ 

 ‘...’ 

 ‘Envision a happy ending. Describe it to me. Indulge this vivid imagination of yours that I’m 

always hearing about.’ 

 ‘...’ 

 ‘To your credit, this silence communicates a lot more than you could ever accomplish by 

speaking.’ 

 ‘It isn’t like—’ 

‘Look, Mom and dad will be coming down in a couple of weeks. On the 8th, I believe. I’d advise 

you to be gone, not just from the boat, but from any place in the area where they might encounter you, 

before they arrive there.’ 

 ‘Listen to me, I—’ 

 ‘Where you go after that is your own business. And since you don’t know what you want, there’s 

no point in us talking about what you may or may not do.’ 

 ‘But—’ 

‘Goodbye. The next sound you hear will be the voice of your weak, enfeebled conscience 

echoing in your head.’ 

  

In this wireless age, I still miss the finality of hearing a click on the other line that signifies the call has 

ended. 

 

And she wondered why I felt uneasy calling her, why I had needed to escape in the first place.  

 

Before I left for Key Abismo, the dwindling number of people around me saw every action on my part as 

the result of my own internal suffering. If I disagreed with a waiter, contradicted the girl behind the 

counter at Rite Aid—one night a guy at a party provoked me into an argument about abortion and after I 

called him ‘a fucking redneck dipshit moron’ my wife became silent and remained that way for the rest 

of the drive home. ‘I just hate to see you like this,’ she later told me. ‘It just makes me so sad.’ 

 

Who’d want to live with that? I hated her middle-class way of always complimenting people on their 

clothing when she met them. I pointed out that regardless of how she meant it, it was still an act of 
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judgment that inevitably made the recipient feel self-conscious, aware of being watched, and as a result 

slightly less free. 

 ‘But I’m praising them,’ she would insist. 

 ‘It’s an exertion of power, a form of control.’ 

 She would huff, ‘I see your point. Or at least how it could be interpreted that way, but I think it 

depends on how you intend it. And I intend it as a compliment.’  

 ‘Intention?’ I nearly leaped out of the passenger seat. ‘What does intent have to do with it?’ 

Recognizing the question as rhetorical, she chose to remain silent. ‘You know goddamn well that people 

misunderstand each other all the time, regardless of their intentions. Hell, you and I have known each 

other over ten years now and our conversations are still plagued by misunderstandings.’ 

 ‘I’m well aware of that,’ she mumbled, no longer making eye contact. 

 ‘So why risk it then? If you care so much about other people? Why bother saying anything at 

all?’ 

 This particular question wasn’t rhetorical but still she said nothing. 

 ‘What’s more,’ I kept going, determined to push her into some kind of reaction, no matter how 

cruel I’d have to be, ‘it’s not like you’re doing it on their behalf, as some kind of suburban confidence 

booster.’ 

 ‘Oh I’m not?’ 

 ‘You’re just doing it so they’ll think you’re nice. So they’ll like you.’ 

 ‘And what’s so horrible about that?’ she asked near tears. 

 I shook my head, for effect, to amplify the blow. ‘Those people don’t deserve your kindness. You 

don’t even know them. Meanwhile here I am standing right next to you, suffering, dying inside, and all 

you can think about is whether some vapid suburbanite thinks you’re nice or not.’ 

The tears came; she buried her face in her hands as I delivered my conclusion. 

‘You know, for someone who tries so hard to make people think you’re nice, you sure are really 

terrible at it.’   

 

It wasn’t my proudest moment. If I had a video recording, I wouldn’t rush out and post it on YouTube or 

anything, but you have to understand that this particular event occurred well into our relationship, with 

all kinds of emotional/physical cruelties behind us. 

 

I had been disingenuous in that conversation, attempting to win an argument on emotional grounds 

rather than factual. My wife really was a kind person—a kindness that may have been infantile and 

parasitic at times, but kind nonetheless. It was hypocritical for me to take shots at her; I had benefitted 

from her sweetness as much as I’d suffocated from it. 

 

For years we maintained a peaceful relationship That is to say, a sympathy existed between the denier 

and the denied, each of us swapping roles as the situation demanded in order to satisfy our own 

particular needs. 

 

The mother/son/wife triumvirate, as documented in clinics and art, can create all kinds of psychological 

turmoil. And most right-thinking people try to keep those relationships as separate and clearly defined 

as possible, but life doesn’t always allow for such clean divisions. Unexpected events create chaos, and 

chaos can create a blurring of definitions that has the power to subvert even our best intentions. The 

world we try to create (rational, clean, happy) vs. the world we actually live in (a total fucking mess) 

makes fools of us all. 
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Shortly after meeting the person who would become my wife, my mother died. Her death had been 

inevitable for some time. Don’t get me wrong, everyone’s death is inevitable, but my mother’s pursuit of 

death had a ferocity and momentum behind it that rendered her last suicide attempt, the successful 

one, as kind of an anti-climax. If anything her death came as a relief—the anticipation of a thing is 

always worse than the thing itself. But I still had one last obligation, to attend the funeral and try to sort 

out the final logistics of her time on the planet. 

 

The drive up to Waterbury was gray and uneventful. The small western CT city had no emotional 

significance for me—my mother’s job had forced her to relocate there a few years back. She hadn’t 

been any happier in Waterbury than she’d been in Scranton, or Youngstown, or Harrisburg, or 

Manchester.  

 

And my future wife was there beside me every inch of the way, comforting in one breath as she sought 

to control with the next. At the time I was grateful to have her there—a rock that stood beside me with 

a strength and compassion that looking back I can only see as manipulative in the ways it bound us 

closer together.  
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11. 
 

 After completing my Widow’s Peak delivery the next day, I drove past the entrance to Manatee Point 

without stopping, not wanting to return to the boat but not wanting to go anywhere in particular, and 

continued down the only road in the Keys longer than a mile, the Overseas Highway—crossing a series 

of islands that even were it not for the rapture would surely have ended up underwater within the next 

20 years anyway, submerged by the rising oceans and tides.52  

 

I drove through desolations both internal and external, abstract limbo oblivions made visibly and 

inescapably concrete. Or stucco, at least. 

 

The ringing of my phone startled me; I saw it was Maria and picked up, a little surprised she was calling 

so soon after yesterday’s cold exchange. 

 ‘What’s up?’ I asked. 

 ‘I need you to come down here right now. I need your help.’ 

 “Where? The motel?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘But why? What’s going on?’ 

 ‘Just do it. Just trust me.’ 

 I paused to think. 

 ‘Tell me you’re coming,’ she said. 

 ‘Yeah, I’ll be there. But it’s probably going to take me 15 minutes or so to get there. Right now 

I’m at—’ 

 ‘Good.’ And with that she was gone. 

 

Maria was standing in the parking lot waiting for me, and she practically ran to my door, pouring out 

words before I was even out of the car. 

 ‘I can’t do this, not anymore. You have to do it. There’s this guy. He’s willing to pay 10 grand. 

He’s fucking crazy I tell you, the way he wants to go, but I need to do something and you’re the only 

person I could think of who might be able to—’ 

 ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa.’ I put my hands on her shoulders and squeezed. ‘Slow down. Tell me 

what’s going on.’ 

 

She took a breath before continuing, only slightly more composed than before. ‘The guy in 227—he 

needs me to kill him, but I can’t do it.’ 

 ‘He what?’ 

 ‘To kill him. Remember when I told you that a lot of people come to the Motor Conch to die? 

Well some of them don’t have the guts to do it themselves. Or they have this insanely precise way they 

want to go. Well this guy wants me to shoot him.’ 

 ‘Jesus.’ 

 ‘Which wouldn’t be a big deal except he wants me to do it with an assault rifle. A 66 round clip 

and I’m supposed to shoot every last one of those fuckers into him.‘ 

 ‘That sounds like it could get messy.’ 

 ‘It’s not so much the mess—I’ve seen worse. It’s just the idea of inflicting that kind of pain on a 

person…directly…with my own hands.’ She swallowed hard and looked to the sky. ‘I’m just a little 

burned out, that’s all.’ 

 ‘But I don’t understand. How am I supposed to help?’ 
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 ‘I was hoping maybe you’d shoot him for me.’ 

 ‘Hey, hold on, I’m not going to—’ 

 She grabbed me hard around the wrist and started off towards the room anyway, dragging me 

roughly behind her. The feel of her flesh against mine, the determination in her steps, compelled me to 

follow. No way I was going to kill this guy, but who knew, maybe I could talk him out of it.  

 

The door to his room was open and a soundless television showed some sort of nature reality show with 

a charismatic host gesticulating in the direction of dangerous animals. The man snapped ‘Who the hell’s 

there?’ as we walked in. He had a salt/pepper goatee and hopped off the bed with surprising agility for 

his size. As he took several agitated steps towards me, I stopped where I was and raised my hands up to 

my side like I was being crucified on a cross several sizes too narrow. 

 ‘He’s a friend,’ said Maria. ‘Don’t worry, you can trust him.’ 

 ‘I didn’t want there to be three in the room. I wanted there to be two. That number is very, very 

important to me.’ 

 ‘You have to understand, Mr. Perry. What you’re asking me to do, I’ve never even shot a gun 

before—let alone a gun like yours.’ She pointed towards the wall on the far side of the bed where I 

could see an almost comically large machine gun—the kind usually only seen in films designed for short 

runs at the multiplex—propped in the corner, presumably loaded. 

 ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I can do this all kinds of ways, but this is the way I want to go. And it’s the only 

way where you stand to make a profit out of it. Now there’s $10,000 in cash in that nightstand over 

there underneath the bible. You can go and look if you want to.’ 

 Maria shot past him and pulled open the drawer. She looked back at me and nodded, then 

walked over to the gun. It was heavier than she expected, and her first attempt to pick it up went 

nowhere. Planting her feet, she managed to drag it across the room and hand it to me. The gun felt 

surprisingly natural in my hands considering I’d never fired one before. 

 ‘Well damn, little girl,’ he said. ‘I guess if you can’t even lift the damn thing…’ He looked at me 

for a while, taking stock. ‘I guess you’ll do fine enough.’ 

 ‘But wait. I don’t understand. Why do you want to do this?’ 

 ‘I have my reasons. Trust me. You’ll be doing the world a favor.’ 

 Oh god I could relate to that logic. ‘But why does it have to be here?’ I asked. ‘Couldn’t we go 

someplace where it would be less…messy?’ 

 He shook his head. ‘If this is all I have left of my life then I don’t think it’s asking too much to 

have it done a certain way.’ 

 ‘But why?’ I asked. 

 ‘You ain’t never wanted to die?’ 

 My silence and squirming were answer enough. 

 ‘Exactly. So just imagine it’s you being shot if that makes it any easier. Imagine the worst misery 

you’ve ever known. And then imagine it all being ended in the blink of an eye. Just like that.’ 

 As I bit my lip, he continued to speak, the words spilling out. 

 ‘I just—I just want to die. I want to die like all those animals died, like my wife died. They were 

so defenseless…crying…begging me not to hurt them.’ His chin began to quiver and then the quivering 

turned to tears. ‘I want to be turned into meat and returned to the earth. I want to feed the soil with my 

nutrients and blood and make this world a better place for once in my blasted godforsaken life. It’s the 

only way—the only way I can make amends. You have to understand.’ 

 

In my head, it actually made sense. Sure the whole thing was insane, but no more insane than the rest of 

the world. Hell, if anything, the man—in his certainty, in his rationality—at that moment made more 

sense than most people ever make in their lives. 
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 ‘Will you please,’ he wept, ‘just do me this one favor? It’s all I can—’ 

 I raised the gun and fired. It kicked and jerked in my arms like a ferocious shark, spraying bullets 

all over the place, putting 66 thin deep holes inside the man and the wall, the bed and the ceiling. Blood 

sprayed like a wave, crashing against the far side of the room. 

 ‘Oh wow,’ whispered Maria, her hands still over her ears even after I’d finished. 

 ‘Sorry about all the damage,’ I said. 

 ‘Couldn’t be helped really. I can give some of the cash to Nick for repairs.’ 

 Blood continued to flow from the man’s countless wounds; the carpet was already saturated 

and the red stain began to spread outward at an alarming rate. 

‘That’s a serious mess right there. What do you think we—’ 

She grabbed me firmly around the neck and pushed me into the closet. Slamming the door 

behind us, she unbuckled my jeans and ripped them to the floor. Confirming with her hand that I was 

already hard, she turned away from me and hiked her skirt up onto her back, deftly removing her 

underwear with the lift of a leg. Bracing herself against the wall with one hand and guiding me into her 

with the other, she slowly backed herself towards me. Once I was safely inside, she began to thrust 

backwards more and more violently, grunting and mewling as she pushed. A few seconds later she 

began to scream. It sounded almost like she was crying; it sounded primal. 

Just like last time, I wasted no time following her. I came so hard that it hurt; white lights flashed 

before my eyes like a squadron of paparazzi were taking my picture. My legs buckled but I remained 

standing, though gasping. Maria—my Mary, my Marigold—was the first to speak. 

‘You and I, we’re bound together now. We’ll never be the same again.’ 

 She was right. I was beginning to think she was always right. 

 

The paramedics collected the body with a weary professionalism, like they had done this before. No 

questions asked, no police presence. When I got back to the car, there was a message on my phone 

from Alan complimenting me on another job well done at Widow’s Peak. He said there was going to be a 

party at the Judge’s tomorrow night and I’d be a fool to miss it. 
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12. 
 

The day lasts forever when you don’t have a job, when there’s nowhere to be. Finally, once the sun 

began to go down, I decided to head over to the Judge’s. But first I needed coffee. At Dunkin Donuts the 

kid behind the counter was complaining about what he called ‘the syphilitic free marketplace of 

opinions.’ 

 ‘What’s that?’ I asked. 

 ‘You know, the internet.’ 

 ‘Ah. Yeah, it can feel that way sometimes.’ 

 ‘Everyone walks around thinking they’re an expert about everything just because they saw it on 

the internet. Then these self-educated would-be coffee snobs come in here asking me where our coffee 

comes from.’ He picked up a cup and filled it with coffee. ‘It comes from the big Dunkin Donuts truck. 

The one that delivers all our fucking stuff.’ 

 ‘Sure.’ 

 ‘You ever work a job like this?’ 

 ‘I’ve worked jobs that I didn’t like, but I don’t have any Dunkin Donuts experience to compare it 

to. Not really.’ 

 ‘Yeah, I kind of figured.’ 

 ‘Oh, I meant to ask you, what do you know about the Judge?’ 

 ‘The Judge? I assume you mean the old man who pretty much runs this shithole?’ 

 ‘That’s the one.’ 

 The kid shrugged. ‘I hear stories, but in a place like Key Abismo just because you hear something 

doesn’t mean it’s true. You wouldn’t believe the stuff I hear about myself.’ 

 I thought of what Maria had told me about him. 

‘Anyway, I’m a curious guy, but I think there’s some doors that are best left closed, you know 

what I mean?’ 

 ‘I guess so.’  

 ‘But how does an old guy like you know about the Judge? I thought you were supposed to be a 

tourist.’ 

 ‘I am.’ 

 ‘Nah. Not a chance. The Judge doesn’t make himself visible to tourists.’ A thought suddenly 

struck him and he smacked his hands down on the counter. ‘You’re a cop, aren’t you? Oh shit. Of course 

you are. That explains all the donuts and coffee. It totally makes—‘ 

 ‘I am definitely not a cop.’ 

 ‘Maybe you are and you just can’t remember because your superiors have programmed you to 

forget, using these totally advanced brainwashing techniques, because it would be jeopardize your 

safety if you knew you were undercover.’ 

 ‘Tell me, when was the last time you slept?’ 

 ‘Um…it’s been a while.’ 

 ‘Right.’ 

 ‘Well cop or no cop, you’re messing with some weird dangerous shit when you get involved with 

the Judge.’  

 ‘I’m a big boy. I’ll be alright.’ 

‘Suit yourself.’  He chuckled softly. ‘You only get to leave this world once, I guess. Might as well 

make it count.’ 
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I figured he wouldn’t understand about absent fathers and adult despair and so I just left and headed to 

the Judge’s, deciding to leave my DD cup in the car when I got there just in case there was a connection I 

didn’t know about. Something about the kid’s demeanor—the Judge was the first thing I’d seen him take 

seriously, the first thing to shake him—made me wonder if they might have a history. 

 

Maybe I was acting paranoid, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t acting smart. 

 

I nearly gasped as I turned onto Dolphin Canal Rd. The road was jammed entirely with cars—a half-mile-

long bumper-to-bumper parking lot with no way in. And though the Judge’s house was far away, I could 

still see a bright, white football stadium kind of light at the end of the road illuminating the palm trees 

into silent-movie ghosts. I was about to turn around and head off to find someplace else to park when a 

teenage boy in bermuda shorts and a tuxedo jacket came running towards me yelling for me to wait. 

 ‘Sorry,’ he wheezed, slightly bent over with both hands on the top of my door for support. ‘Kind 

of in the middle of a rush.’ He pulled a ticket out of his pocket then tore off the bottom part and handed 

it to me. 

 ‘What’s this?’ I asked. 

 ‘Claim check. I’ll be here all night. Just come to the front door. If you don’t see me, I went to get 

a car. But I’ll be right back.’ 

 Valet parking. I was impressed. As I got out of the car, I could hear loud music and a cacophony 

of voices shouting and laughing. The sensory overload was just beginning, but even here I was already 

dazed enough that I almost forgot to tip the kid before he drove off. 

 ‘Thanks,’ he said, taking the five and shoving it into his jacket pocket. ‘Did you need the shuttle 

bus?’ 

 ‘The what?’ 

 ‘The shuttle bus. To the house. I can call the driver if you need me to.’ 

 ‘It’s a nice night. I think I’ll just walk.’ 

 ‘Suit yourself.’ He floored it, peeling out slightly in the gravel as he took off. 

 

The powerful aren’t like you and I. They live without clocks; they make their own time. This was my 4th 

visit to the house, but I had never seen it like this. The compound overflowed with luxury—martini 

slides, gin poured down the ice by bartenders and caught cold in the back of the throat by whoever 

knelt at the bottom; slurpee machines spiked with tequila in the sweetest, most decadent margarita 

you’d ever tasted; a ping-pong table-sized grill with its surface divided into sections of meat 

(chicken/ribs/burgers/dogs) and veggies (corn on the cob/potato/squash); multi-colored lights running 

everywhere, through the trees, along the railings, a christmas with flamingos instead of christ; a string 

octet playing Michael McDonald songs. It was overwhelming. 

 

I counted nearly a dozen hastily assembled bars all stocked with foreign liquors so expensive that only a 

handful of guests could have been expected to know the difference. The Hamptons in the Keys—it was 

both ridiculous and glorious, a reminder that in America the only limits were your bank account and 

your imagination, and it seemed like the Judge had plenty of both.  

 

In my cynical moments that night—they still appeared, however fleetingly—I thought it resembled a 

Vegas casino more than anything else, but classier, without the rednecks and Midwestern tourists. It 

was as glamorous as a party can get and still be in Florida. So though it was dazzling, it existed in a state 

of shallow opulence, along with a troubling number of kids skittering on either side of 18 years old in the 

early/late stages of intoxication.  
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But most of the time I thought it was glorious, in way I hadn’t found anything glorious in years. There 

was more fun happening here, more smiles, more laughter, than I had ever seen in the parties of the 

New York aristocracy. The Judge’s party combined the exuberance and unselfconsciousness of the poor 

with the access and wish fulfillment of the wealthy. It was an outstanding merger. 

 

Or as a friend once put it in college: The more educated the guests, the duller the party. 

 

Despite the fact there must have been close to a thousand people there—laughing, dancing, yelling, I 

was able to move through the crowd with ease. I didn’t see a single person not having a good time. 

Usually at a party, any party, there’s at least one person sitting in the corner worried about something. 

Not here though. The joy—and that’s exactly what it seemed to be, pure unfettered joy—was so 

ubiquitous it almost felt scripted, like there might have been a bunch of armed guards training their 

sights on the partygoers, under explicit instructions to shoot if they saw a single frown. 

 

The patio was gaudy with tropical colors, washed out blues and pinks and oranges and greens. The noise 

of music and voices continued to rise in pitch as the night wore on. A sense of unease crept over me as I 

wandered among the tanned and the beautiful, the wealthy and immaculate, all of them things that I 

wasn’t. I headed to the bar to get myself good and unselfconsciously drunk and bumped into Maria. 

Already tipsy, she greeted me with squealing enthusiasm and threw herself into my arms. 

 ‘You’re here!’ she screamed. 

 ‘I know! What are you doing here?’ 

 ‘Everyone’s here! What are you doing here?’ 

 My reply was interrupted by a man onstage—a massive assembled stage out on the lawn with 

the ocean behind it—about to introduce someone. 

 ‘Oh my god,’ whispered Maria in my ear. ‘I can’t believe it. He’s about to start.’ 

 

And then the music began, a DJ flown over from Spain whose most recent mixtape had received 

international acclaim from critics and audiences both mainstream and underground.53 His beats took 

apart time and reassembled it in a way that made more sense of the world. It wasn’t that his music was 

easy to dance to, it’s that it literally taught you how to dance in ways you had never imagined. You 

would never walk the same, in such tight arrhythmic binaries, ever again. It was genius. 

 ‘Isn’t he great?’ shouted Maria. 

 I nodded and grinned stupidly. 

 ‘A couple of weeks ago, one of the girls at the club, I can’t remember who, came out to his 

music. As she was dancing, she started moving slower and slower until finally she just sat down right 

there on the stage and started crying.’ 

 ‘Wow.’ 

 ‘When I asked her what happened, she said she’d started thinking about her grandmother and 

how she used to take care of her when she was little. She said something in the music unlocked her 

memories.’ 

 

Maria then turned and kissed me hard on the mouth. Smiling, she slowly backed away, staring at me the 

whole time, before abruptly turning and sprinting into the crowd. 

 

I moved back inside the house, away from the music, feeling comfortable enough now to mingle with 

the assembled crowd, engage in small-talk, make conversation, make jokes that people laughed at and 

then laugh when those people made jokes. I had never learned how to be the life of the party, but I had, 

after many frustrating years, at least learned not to be the death of one.  
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People’s number one topic of conversation was the Judge—who I didn’t see anywhere. They spoke 

about him in hushed tones. Men and women who would spend the entire evening, if not their entire 

lives, shouting inanities into the air, felt compelled to whisper when they said his name. It was 

impressive, the spell he cast over the night. Even city officials, including the Key Abismo mayor, looked 

around in all directions before they spoke about him. The Judge seemed to exist as an abstract vision, 

more myth than man. In the span of a half-hour alone I heard the following: 

 

-The Judge was a CIA spook back in the 80’s who worked with the Contras trading arms and drugs. 

-The Judge was from Texas—another person said somewhere in New England, but a second added a 

specificity, District Court Judge in Fort Worth, that lent support to the Texas argument. 

-He had run for congress and been defeated by a black preacher who was forced to resort to voter fraud 

in order to defeat him. 

-He was a Vietnam Vet. Another person said Green Berets. One said he deliberately allowed himself to 

be captured by the NVA in order to liberate a POW camp. 

-He knew who shot Martin Luther King. 

-The Judge owned a bundle of Del Tacos scattered across southern New Mexico. 

-During his time as an actual judge, he had sentenced over 500 people to death. 

-He knew what really happened on 9/11. 

-Monica Lewinsky was his grand-niece. 

 

Eventually I found Maria sitting at a round table large enough in circumference to accommodate 30 

guests. Two dozen tables exactly like it extended down the lawn, all filled with people enjoying 

themselves in a mass ecstasy that seemed to shift, as the night wore on, into something more 

elemental, beautiful, and profound. 

 

Alan came over and said hello in the process of making his rounds. When he addressed Maria by name, 

she responded with tight-lipped civility. I asked Alan about all the rumors I’d heard about the Judge. 

 ‘You have to understand,’ he said, ‘we live in an age when people believe everything but trust 

no one. Everyone’s just out for themselves. Who knows what the truth is? If it came from the Judge’s 

lips, would that make it any more truthful?’ He patted me on the shoulder as he prepared to move on. 

‘Just enjoy the night. Try to have a good time.’ 

 Once he left, Maria and I resumed talking. 

 ‘I love huge parties,’ she said. ‘It’s the only place I can feel invisible.’ 

 ‘Marigold, you couldn’t be invisible if you tried.’ 

 She smiled despite herself. ‘You’re drunk.’ 

 ‘Yes, but I’m not a liar.’ 

 ‘That’s not true. That isn’t true at all.’ 

 I thought for a moment. ‘Well just because someone’s a liar doesn’t mean they never tell the 

truth. Right?’ 

 

I had no idea what either of us was trying to communicate to the other. 

 

The music subsided and the master of ceremonies announced the Judge’s arrival. From the stage, his 

skin looked tan and taut, not slackened through age or stiffened through surgery. He looked healthy and 

20 years younger than the man I’d met a week ago. And though he was dressed formally in a pinstriped 

suit, top button done up on his pressed white shirt with a thin black tie, there wasn’t a trace of sweat 

anywhere on him. 
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He thanked us for coming. He was charming, his words graceful. He kept the speech short and left us 

feeling slightly more energized when he finished—but slightly disappointed he was no longer with us. In 

short, he was the perfect host. As he descended the steps of the stage, it was fascinating to watch the 

Judge move through the party. Women lined up to compete for his attention, and in some cases 

affection. Men of great importance, and men of scurrying sideways servility, each genuflected before 

the Judge, clamoring for his approval. The smaller men laughed a bit too loudly at his jokes. A man who 

Maria told me was a senator from Maryland leaned in close and whispered something in the Judge’s ear, 

then grasped him solidly around the upper arm and smiled. 

 

I thought about the way people responded to power, or even the perception of power. I wondered 

whether it was actual charisma that emanated from the Judge, or something projected onto him by 

others. 

 

The party wore on, past midnight, then past two, and the conversations around me began to deteriorate 

into chaos—the inevitable end-of-night entropy that suggested it would soon be time to leave. Every 

sentence became a fragment, indignant in tone. 

 ‘But honey…’ 

 ‘You know I wouldn’t do that.’ 

 ‘Settlements are for pussies…and refugees.’ 

 ‘I’m telling you Mike, I saw her.’ 

 ‘Well fuck me then if that’s how you feel.’ 

 ‘He’s just saying that because I’m having a good time for once.’ 

 

I saw what could have been hundreds of celebrities—or dozens, or possibly none at all. They looked too 

indistinct, in beauty as well as status, to verify with anything close to 100% accuracy.54 I looked over at 

one point to see that Maria had left without saying goodbye, presumably not to return. 

 

People dressed in expensive clothes that looked cheap, or cheap clothes that looked expensive—

Abercrombie/Hollister knockoffs on the teenagers, Ralph Lauren on the grownups, the upscale end of 

the outlet mall. I observed everything; I spoke to no one. I saw the universal wish, futile and shattered, 

for people to be seen by others as something they weren’t, an uncomfortable dismay in their own skin, 

an unmutable desire to appear richer/poorer, taller/shorter, happier/sadder than they actually were, 

along with the vain hope that they might manage to spend/consume their way out of themselves. 

 

Whatever magic had existed earlier in the evening was beginning to wear off—on all of us. And speaking 

of consumption, aside from the alcohol, I was unable to confirm any other substances on the property. 

Or maybe my newfound access only extended so far.  

 

I went and found Alan, to say goodnight and thank him for the invite. While we were talking, a heavyset 

white girl in dreadlocks came up and began to lecture me about the war—I can’t remember which one. 

At some point her rant veered into personal health—the benefits of homeopathic medicine v. western 

pharmaceuticals—and I asked her if she had ever tried Full-Immersion Hydrotherapy. 

 ‘Um, I’ve heard of it, but I haven’t had a chance to like try it out yet, you know?’ 

 ‘Right, right.’ 

 ‘It’s still kind of new and all.’ 

 ‘Of course it is. Here, hold on one second, I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.’ 
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I dashed off to the nearest bar and asked for the biggest glass of water they could give me. Returning, I 

told the girl that if she closed her eyes, I’d perform it on her. 

 ‘What’s this called again?’ 

 ‘Full-Immersion Hydrotherapy.’ 

 ‘That sounds amazing.’ 

 ‘Oh, it is. Once you’ve experienced it, you’ll never forget it.’ 

 She closed her eyes and I poured the entire glass of water over her head. She screamed—at the 

surprise, at the coldness—and slapped me in the chest several times before running off. Everyone 

around us was laughing. Alan, in particular, had tears in his eyes. When he finally recovered, he said, ‘For 

a second there, you had me worried. I was afraid you were going to throw her in the pool.’ 

 ‘Too much trouble,’ I said. 

 ‘It’s just that we’d have to get it cleaned, that’s all. And it’s a pain in the ass getting the pool guy 

to come out on a Sunday.’ 

 

I said my final goodbyes and left. As I drove home, only slightly unsteady, I realized I had again somehow 

forgotten to mention my father, or to even look for him. I tried to console myself with the idea there 

was only one way these people would have seen my father—if they’d run him over one night while 

driving home and fled the scene drunk and terrified. 

 

Back at the boat, I opened one of the several hundred bottles of water on board—there were cases of 

them stocked down below in some kind of weird Rime-of-the-Ancient-Mariner-prevention-scheme—and 

proceeded to drink as many as possible before I passed out, in an effort to at least dampen the 

inevitable hangover that would be arriving in the morning.55 
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13. 

 

My hangover arrived with the violence of a hundred Norse hammers. I spent the day in bed hiding from 

the world, drifting in and out of consciousness, my condition not helped at all by the constant 

lift/descent of being on the water.  

 

Eventually the pain subsided and I headed out into the night, to drive and attempt to clear my head. As I 

passed the various mutilated forms of roadkill, I noticed the strangeness of their shapes—extra 

appendages, hooves and heads, more physical manifestations of deep, mysterious events making 

themselves known.  

 

Everything was well and truly over. The planet as epilogue, a series of deliberate chess moves and how 

many more days until the king was trapped? And which moves should I make until then? How would I 

finally embrace the inevitable? 

 

I passed bar after bar, each one filled with grotesque flutes and inbred saxophones. Packs of men, 

unnaturally cocky in their beige cotton khakis. Women who saw prescription medication as a lifestyle 

choice, with all the attendant saggy flesh and vacant gaze, corners of the mouth turned upward in a 

hideous joyless grin, which it entailed.  

 

 A bright-lit sign that said Rosie’s caught my attention—I remembered a story a young girl at the Judge’s 

had told me about the place. She said it was a lesbian bar with a particularly randy bartender who 

blackmailed underage girls into eating her out underneath the bar, bathed in the flickering light of Keno 

broadcasts and sports highlights, in exchange for letting them drink there. When I expressed my 

outrage, the girl rolled her eyes at me. Well I have to drink somewhere, don’t I? To be fair, the girl later 

described her teacher at the local college56—and I am quoting verbatim, here—as ’the kind of guy who 

has to put on a mask and a cape or some shit before he can get his dick sucked...a rich guy, basically,’ so 

she may have been more jaded than the average Key Abismo teenager. 

 

I passed a billboard for the Islamorada Brewing Company. Their featured microbrew of the month was 

called Osama Bin Lager. The joke sounded familiar, felt tired. 

 

I drove on, but there was no doubt where I was headed—to The Scrotum Pole and hopefully Maria, but 

when I got there she was nowhere to be found. I ordered a drink from the bar and debated whether or 

not to ask questions about my father. 

 

A grotesque carnival was taking place—carnival as in carnage. Incarnate. Carnations. Carnivorous. Out of 

nowhere this woman, a yellow-skinned skeletal wretch with a stretched red wig on her head, came and 

sat down next to me. I looked the other way, pretending to be preoccupied. 

 ‘You’re Marigold’s friend, aren’t you? The cute one?’ 

 ‘She has more than one, I take it?’ 

 ‘Hey, she’s a friendly girl. The Keys are a friendly place.’ It was impossible to tell, in her 

unaffected deadpan, whether she believed any of what she said. Then she smiled. ‘And from what I 

hear,’ she purred, ‘you’re a friendly guy.’ 

 I rolled my eyes and pulled out my father’s photograph. 

 ‘You ever see him before?’ I asked. 
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 ‘Looks like a boat person to me. And those guys all look alike. Worn out, beaten down. Too 

many substances and not enough substance, y’know?’ As I looked closer, I could see she wasn’t actually 

wearing a wig. 

 ‘Is that your natural color?’ I asked. 

 ‘Please for the love of God don’t make a joke that involves the words carpet or drapes.’ 

 ‘I wouldn’t dream of it. I’ve just never seen that shade of red before. It’s so bright, like a 

McDonald’s logo or something.’ 

 ‘But McDonald’s is yellow,’ she said, frowning. ‘Not red.’ 

 ‘Well yeah, sure, the arches. But the rest of it is red.’ 

 ‘But the arches are like the whole thing—you talk about McDonald’s iconography you’re talking 

about the arches, not the stuff around the arches. The red part, that’s just the background,’ 

 ‘Right, but the sign is like 98% red, and that’s the color red I’m talking about. Which, since you’re 

obviously familiar with it, is a totally valid comparison to—’ 

 ‘Look, I don’t want to argue.’ She gestured to the bartender and two drinks quickly appeared in 

front of us. Mine was lime-colored and had bubbles rising slowly to the top. ‘I had it dyed, okay. I just 

don’t remember the exact name of the color—you’d have to ask Jenna, she’s the one who did it.’ 

 ‘Well either way it’s very lovely,’ I smiled. It felt good to lie, to try and charm the charmless. 

 

Over several more drinks, she told me her name was, improbably, Cathy Aspirin. As we continued to 

talk, the lack of light and abundance of alcohol began to turn her, if not attractive, then at least 

bearable. I had to admit there was something erotic, even downright arousing, about the wrongness of 

it all. If I was unable to escape the desperate nihilism all around me, why not embrace it? 

 ‘I’ve been really into Yoga lately,’ she said. ‘I’m a very spiritual person so it agrees with me. My 

teacher, he’s kind of like Yoda, you know?’ 

 ‘Yoda?’ 

 ‘Yeah.’ 

 ‘You mean he can’t talk unless someone shoves their hand up his ass?’ 

 The joke went over her head. I rushed to change the subject and asked her what she did for a 

living. 

 ‘I’m a sublimatrix.’ 

 ‘A sublimatrix?’ 

 ‘Yeah. People pay me to passively agree with their opinions, no matter how weird they might 

be. Conspiracy theories, moral justifications, messy ethical dilemmas, extreme political positions, that 

kind of thing.’ 

 ‘You’re kidding.’ 

 ‘Not at all. We live in very argumentative times. I think I provide a valuable service. Anyway, it 

sure beats working the register at Taco Bell.’ She pressed her tongue against her teeth as she thought. 

‘Actually, it’s not all that different when you think about it.’ 

 ‘I’m an agreeable kind of guy. Where do I apply?’ 

 She laughed. ‘Sorry, you have to be a lady.’ 

 ‘That seems kind of sexist, don’t you think?’ 

 ‘Don’t blame me. Blame the marketplace. Folks don’t like a male sublimatrix. It makes them 

uncomfortable seeing a man so acquiescent, like it goes against the natural order of things.’ 

 ‘So do you have a hard time being agreeable outside of work? Like after spending all day with no 

choice in the matter, you find you can’t agree with anything once the day’s over?’ 

 ‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ she smiled. ‘Under the right circumstances I can be even more 

agreeable. There’s a certain perverse quality in just giving away something that you’d normally charge 

for, don’t you think?’ 
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Her tone insinuated she was talking about something specific, and I wondered if she knew about my 

deliveries for the Judge, if this whole conversation might not be a setup to try and rip me off. For an 

instant it felt like I had stumbled into a spy movie—a particularly unglamorous and humid one. But like 

most American men, I find myself irresistibly attracted to anyone with the body of a woman and the 

mind of a child. 

 

After another hour, we were both too fucked up to walk straight and she insisted on driving me home. 

Her car was parked in the furthest part of the lot, but it seemed like we arrived there in an instant. No 

stars, no moon, were visible through the layers of ash and low clouds and night. 

 

She helped me into the passenger seat, brushing lightly over my crotch with her wrist as she buckled my 

seatbelt. 

 ‘Can you do me a favor and grab my tape out of the glove compartment?’ she asked from the 

driver’s seat. 

 ‘Tape?’ I asked, wondering what cassette she could possibly want to listen to. 

 ‘Yeah. You know, scotch tape?’ She pointed to the glove compartment. 

 ‘Oh, sure. Fine.’ 

 It was right there in front. I handed it to her and she ripped off two pieces half the length of a 

finger and attached them to the top outermost corners of her eyelids, pulling upwards as tightly as 

possible before applying the other end of the tape. 

 ‘Botox’ she said. The look on my face seemed to require further explanation. ‘Damn doctor 

messed up my injections so now I have to do this when I drive in order to see. Otherwise my eyes droop 

so bad it gets dangerous.’ 

 

She only lived a few miles down the highway. Her house was small, like beach cabin small, and feebly 

built considering the hurricanes that come tearing through here every decade or so. Despite the fact 

that bricks made more sense, meteorologically speaking, in light of their substantiality, most residences 

in the Keys were made out of stucco and drywall—maybe an occasional house built out of wood years 

ago, before developers seized on the opportunity to utilize the region’s preternatural abundance of 

water and dust. 

 ‘We have to be quiet,’ she said, unlocking the door. ‘I don’t want to wake up my son.’ 

 ‘You have a son?’ 

 ‘Yep. Little guy turned 9 last Saturday.’ She grabbed a couple of empty pizza boxes off the couch 

and tossed them on the floor,57 a thin green-brown carpet which somehow managed to be neither color. 

‘I had a bitch of a time finding an alligator for his party.’ 

 ‘Really? I’d think finding an alligator costume would be a breeze down here.’ 

 ‘Not a costume silly.’ She slapped me in the chest, flirtatiously. ‘An actual alligator.’ 

 ‘A real live alligator? Isn’t that dangerous?’ 

 ‘Hey, it’s his birthday. Anyway, what was I supposed to do? Get a clown? I don’t want to 

traumatize the kid for christ’s sake.’ 

 She pulled her shirt over her head and draped it across the handrail of a motorized treadmill 

sitting in the corner, a late 80’s model that looked like it hadn’t been used in years, probably an 

impulsive craigslist purchase brought on by a low-self-esteem Saturday night. 

 

I could see that her underwear, each element upstairs and down, were the milky white color of 

undercooked scallops, and her mouth had been rendered, through the passing of years and attendant 

cosmetic surgeries, into something less human-like and more akin to a freshwater bass. I had a weird 
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compulsion to toss handfuls of tiny near-microscopic fish in her direction to see if she might suddenly 

dart towards wherever they landed. 

 She leaned in closely towards me, smiled, and whispered in my ear. 

 ‘I’m going to suck so much cum out of your dick, you’re going to look like Gandhi when I get 

finished.’ 

 

Which she then proceeded to do exactly as she described. But despite her enthusiasm, the whole thing 

felt unreal, like she was a ghost trapped in a prison of cartilage and bone with very little keeping her 

attached to the earth, from floating away into the ether. Nevertheless, nerve endings are nerve endings, 

and I soon found myself rising on the waves of oblivion bliss. As for Cathy, despite our continuing 

efforts, tears would be her only ejaculate on this night—every bit as salty & wet as my own, though 

significantly less viscous. 

 

In the morning, despite my vision continuing to blur as my corneas engaged in a particularly brutal 

flex/unflex, I could make out more of the house, such as it was. Cathy had replaced the curtains with 

christmas wrapping paper, keeping the room in a state of perpetual darkness, with cartoon images of 

snowmen and reindeer wherever you looked. The sound of running water drew my attention to the 

bathroom. Cathy turned around to say hello and revealed what I could see were the puffy under-eyes 

from a late night and early morning of cocaine-induced fornication. 

 ‘Thanks for last night,’ she said to me sweetly. 

 ‘Don’t thank me, thank my generally apathetic nature.’ 

 ‘Huh?’ 

 ‘Forget it.’ 

I put my hands around her waist, as a gesture of kindness, and jumped back when I saw the thin rows of 

blood on her upper arm. 

 ‘Are you okay?’ I asked, trembling slightly. 

 Cathy laughed and held up a thin, microchip-sized razor blade, the kind you’d insert into an 

exacto knife. ‘Cutting releases the darkness in one’s blood,’ she said. ‘Allows it to escape.’ 

 I backed away slowly, taking careful steps towards the door. 

 ‘You’ve never tried it?’ she asked. 

 ‘Can’t say I have.’ 

 ‘You want to?’ She offered me the blade like it was a stick of gum. 

 I shook my head. ‘I need to go. I’ve got some deliveries to make.’ 

 ‘That’s cool. So I’ll see you around?’ 

 ‘Sure,’ I lied, not wanting to rub salt in the wounds of her next brand new pair of tits. 

 

As I walked out to my car, I could see several flocks of black albatross whirring high over my head like a 

just-scrambled pack of police helicopters. The sky was a purple bruise tinted with mascara. I started 

driving, but when I saw the Dunkin Donuts sign I couldn’t help myself and had to go in. Besides, there 

was nothing left to eat on the boat. 

 

A sign was taped to the register reading ‘NO LIDS SORRY.’ I tapped it with my finger and asked the kid 

how people were taking the news. 

‘I feel the sign conveys the necessary amount of professional regret.’ 

 ‘Not much you can do about it, I suppose.’ 

 ‘I don’t place the orders. That’s Hannah’s job.’ 

 ‘Must make your job harder though, all those people complaining.’ 
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 ‘Personally, I kind of like it when we run out of stuff. Gives me an excuse to ruin people’s day. 

Watching them get upset about trivial things kind of reaffirms my faith in humanity. Or lack thereof.’ 

He leaned down and pulled a sandwich out of the fridge without taking my order. Seeing the 

wrapper, I asked how he could afford sandwiches from Publix on his meager salary. 

 ‘Because I don’t pay for them.’ 

 ‘How do you avoid getting caught?’ 

 ‘It’s a long walk from the counter to the register. A lot can happen.’ 

 ‘You do this often?’ 

 ‘I don’t know the exact number of—’ 

 ‘Because sooner or later someone’s bound to notice.’ 

 He gave a petulant shrug. ‘I guess I’ve done it every day for the past year-and-a-half.’ 

 ‘Every day?’ 

 ‘Every single goddamn motherfucking day.’ 

 ‘Wow.’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

‘Hey, while I’m here, any chance you could work a bagel for me into your schedule?’ 

 He set down the sandwich and gave a long, heavy sigh. 

 ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘It’s a blood sugar thing. I’m kind of lame that way.’ 

 ‘It’s fine. I’ll make your bagel. Just don’t do that.’ 

‘Do what?’ 

‘Self-deprecation is the lowest form of apology.’ 

 

Regardless, he still made me my bagel, and did so in accordance with the high standards associated with 

the Dunkin Donuts brand. Over-abundant amounts of cream cheese and everything. 

 

I swung by the Judge’s to pick up my latest delivery only to find my route had been expanded. Think of it 

as a promotion, grinned Alan. Not so much. I was hoping to go by City Hall later and check their records 

for signs of my father—his life and/or death. I had spent too much of my time down here feeling sorry 

for myself and fucking around. Distraction after distraction, but now it was time to get moving. 

 

I saved Widow’s Peak for last, as they liked to talk. Some people just care about the stuff; others want 

some actual face time. For your hardcore users, the ones whose addiction had reduced their lives to an 

endless cycle of ingestion/expulsion, someone like me might be the only person they talk to all week 

outside of the people living in their house.58 

 

I could hear Richard shout ‘It’s party time!’ as I pulled into the lot, rocks dirt & dust kicking up all around 

the car as I got out. The folks not already sitting outside came out of their trailers—some more 

staggering than others—and sat down in their lawn chairs. 

 

I handed out each individual package right away. This was my fourth trip to the trailer park, and it 

seemed like we had developed a certain amount of trust. I had spent about five minutes listening to 

people’s stories—gossip about those not present, health concerns, family members who were far 

away—then I noticed an elephantine cyst growing out of Rhonda’s left shoulder, like some debauched, 

flesh-colored parrot. 

 ‘I see you looking. No need to pretend like you’re not.’ 

 ‘Sorry.’ 
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 ‘No need to be sorry neither. Everybody’s got something remarkable about them somewhere, 

physically speaking. Mine just happens to be where you can see it. Anyway, I’m sure you get some stares 

of your own walking around with a nose like that.’ 

 ‘What are you talking about? My nose isn’t—’ 

 ‘Isn’t what? Can’t say I’ve ever seen that big a nose on a fella as pale as yourself. Normally you 

gotta find a jew, or an arab, to get a glimpse of something like that. Hell, a big honker like that isn’t fit to 

be shown to Victorian ladies.  

‘Look, I’m—’ 

 ‘You’re a goddamn freak, that’s what you are son.’ 

 I was tempted to pull out my car keys and lance her cyst right there on the spot. 

 ‘Now you two settle down,’ said Shelia, popping out her door with a tray of brownies. ‘Here, 

take one of these and make your mouth useful, Rhonda.’ 

 Richard walked over and grabbed a brownie. ‘Don’t mind if I take one myself.’ Then he asked me 

how my day had been going. 

 ‘Not too bad,’ I said. ‘Alan added some extra stops to my route so it took a bit longer than I 

expected. Had to go way down past Islamorada to someplace called Safety Key—I’m pretty sure that 

was it anyway, it was hard to tell on the GPS. It seemed like there was another island near there, a big 

one that didn’t show up. Unless that was—’ 

 ‘Oh that was Key Encaja,’ grinned Richard. A couple of the ladies shushed him. 

 ‘Key Encaja? That wasn’t on the map at all.’ 

 ‘I bet it wasn’t. Ain’t gonna see it on no map. Not on that google earth neither.’ 

 ‘Weird. What’s the story with that?’ 

 Richard shifted in his seat as he looked at the widows. 

 ‘Well hell Rich, you might as well tell him now. You already done let the whiskers out of the bag, 

can’t put the cat back in now.’ 

 ‘I suppose you’re right.’ He shook his head before continuing. ‘It’s a camp. Well...camp’s not the 

right word. Not unless it’s preceded by the word prison.’ He grimaced. ‘Aw hell, I’ll just come out with it. 

It’s a place they send kids who’ve broken the law. They’re kept there until they turn 18. After that, who 

knows what happens to them.’ 

 ‘And everybody around here knows about it?’ I was incredulous. 

 Shelia interjected, ‘Can’t speak for every single person on every single goddamn island, but I 

know about it.’ 

 ‘It sounds awful.’ 

 ‘Well them kids must have done something or they wouldn’t be out there in the first place. And 

a bad kid is just gonna end up turning into a bad man. Only a matter of time before they end up in some 

kind of prison. At least down here they’re providing a service.’ 

 ‘A service? How does a prison camp provide a service?’ 

 The residents looked awkwardly at each other, none of them wanting to speak. Finally Shelia 

cleared her throat and said one word—Harvestin’. 

 ‘Harvesting?’ I asked. “Harvesting what?’ 

 I imagined such horrible things—organs, embryos, drugs, god knows what—that I almost burst 

out laughing when Shelia whispered key limes. 

 ‘Key limes?’ I repeated. ‘Like the fruit?’ 

 She nodded solemnly. ‘Yep, them kids are just out there in the fields every day. And the ones 

who aren’t outside sweating in the sun are kept inside a processing factory, packaging all them limes to 

go out into the world.’ 

 Rhonda interjected. ‘Don’t let the key limes fool you. It’s a bad place. The closest thing to hell 

I’ve ever heard of—worse than hell itself, because it’s right here, right next door to us.’ 
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 ‘Now Rhonda honey, you don’t know how much of the stuff you hear is true and how much of it 

is just rumors.’ 

‘If half of what I’ve heard is true, that place should be burned to the ground, the whole entire 

godforsaken island.’ 

I asked Rhonda for specifics. 

‘Boys taken from their families, some no older than 11. In some cases for nothing worse than 

stealing candy from a Lucky Mart. And then to be tortured, literally tortured,’ Rhonda fanned herself 

with a paper plate as she continued. ‘Put in solitary confinement—hot boxes, they call them. Hell, this 

whole area’s already enough of a hot box, don’t you think? But then to lock them in these tight confined 

spaces, it’s just too horrible to think about.’ 

‘I thought I had it bad in the Navy,’ said Richard, ‘but the stories I’ve heard about Key Encaja 

beat all that to hell.’  

I asked if anyone had ever been there, and they recoiled in horror.  

‘Oh goodness no.’ 

‘Can’t get there except by boat. Roads pass right by it—don’t even come within three miles of 

the place. No exit ramp or nothing. And that’s by design.’ 

‘Everything, and everyone, comes and goes by boat.’ 

I asked how they knew so much about it. 

‘You hear stories.’ 

‘Some of the guards come up now and then, on their time off. They tend to drink themselves 

stupid more often than not. And you know what they say about drinking: right before we vomit up our 

dinner, we vomit up our secrets.’ 

I asked how many people in the Keys knew about the camp. 

 ‘Can’t imagine anyone not knowing.’ 

 ‘Not unless they deliberately didn’t want to know.’ 

 ‘Even then, they’d have to put forth a lot of effort.’ 

 I stroked my chin. ‘It seems almost impossible to believe, that people would just allow this to 

happen in their own backyards.’ 

 ‘You might want to re-familiarize yourself with American history, to say nothing of the rest of 

the world. People are capable of tolerating all kinds of cruelty. If you make it possible for them to ignore 

something bad, they’re probably going to.’ 

‘On some subconscious level, they probably feel grateful for being let off the hook.’ 

 ‘All you gotta do is make people feel helpless, and then they’ll turn around and use that 

helplessness to excuse their own apathy.’ 

 I shook my head. ‘Even in all this, with the disappearances, with what might be the end of the 

world, those kids are still going to spend the last days harvesting key limes?’  

 Shelia raised her glasses and pinched her nose with a thumb and forefinger. ‘Look honey, we’ve 

all got to do something. I baked a pie today. I wouldn’t exactly call that making the most of my time.’ 

 I asked her what kind of pie it was. 

 ‘Key lime,’ she whispered. It was the first time I’d seen her blush. Seeing the angry looks from 

her fellow widows, she gripped the metal arms of her lawn chair and leaned forward. ‘Oh, screw all of 

you! None of you would even care if we hadn’t just been talking about it. Polly, you didn’t have no 

problem with my pie when you were going back for thirds earlier. And all of you damn sure knew about 

Key Encaja while you were eating it.’ 

 

I realized it was time to go. An opportunity had presented itself to exit the conversation, and it might be 

an hour before another one came. If I left now, I still had a shot at making it to City Hall before they 
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closed. Richard pulled me aside as I reached the parking lot and whispered, ‘You don’t want to be 

messing around with Key Encaja. It’s a bad place. Best thing you can do is just forget about it.’ 

 I looked down at the ground and said nothing. 

 ‘I’m telling you, I’ve heard stories, stuff way worse than what we were just talking about, stories 

about what they do out there, genetic experiments and what have you. It’s bigger than these islands, 

bigger than the Judge even. We’re talking CIA levels of corruption and interdependency.’ 

 ‘It’s not right, Richard. You know it isn’t.’ 

 ‘Hell, the whole world’s not right. Can’t change the world.’ 

 ‘One shitty island isn’t the world.’ 

 ‘Now, I think I know what you’re doing here. You’ve got no direction in your own life. You’re 

worried that you might not be a good person. So you hear about Key Encaja and think to yourself, Here’s 

a way for me to solve my problems. I can fight for this cause and give myself direction and reassure 

myself I’m a decent person.’ 

 ‘Maybe you’re right about Key Encaja. Maybe you’re even right about me. But there’s nothing 

wrong with caring about something, whatever the reason.’ 

 Richard frowned. ‘Now see, it ain’t even been fifteen minutes and already you’re talking a bunch 

of dumb shit that’s liable to get you dead.’ 

 ‘Well that is what I came here for.’ 

 

He was still trying to process what I said as I got in my car and drove off. A plan was taking shape in my 

brain, but first I needed to go by City Hall before it closed and visit the records department. 

 ‘Yep,’ said the clerk, ‘I’ve totally got the file right here. Looks like the dude died a little over a 

month ago, right around St. Patrick’s Day. Did you know him?’ 

 ‘Sort of. He was my father.’ 

 He flinched. ‘Oh wow, hey bro. I’m sorry.’ He removed his visor, the turquoise-colored plastic 

kind you see on beach volleyball players, as a sign of respect. 

 ‘It’s fine. We weren’t close’ 

 ‘I know what you mean. My old man and I, we fight all the time. Cody, clean your room. Cody 

stop stealing my weed. Cody, stop hanging out at that crazy-ass Judge’s house. It’s a total hassle.’ 

 I decided to ignore the mention of the Judge. ‘Are you allowed to tell me the cause of death?’ 

 ‘Don’t see why not. Says here complications from liver disease.’ 

 I nodded. ‘A true irishman to the bitter fucking end.’ 

 

I thanked him and left. And while I was a long way from being an alcoholic, I was still my father’s son. I 

headed to The Reluctant Nun for a night of elegiac drinks—an irish wake, party of one. 

 

Dennis was working the bar. The instant I walked in he said, ‘I wondered what had happened to you. 

Saw a guy in here the other day, reminded me of that picture of your father.’ 

I shook my head. ‘Wasn’t him.’ 

‘How can you be sure? You haven’t even—’  

 ‘Just came from City Hall. They had a death certificate on file. Looks like I missed him by about a 

month.’ 

 ‘No fucking shit.’ Surprisingly, Dennis looked like he might cry. ‘That’s a shame right there.’ 

Regaining his composure slightly, he wiped the bar with a dry towel and said, ‘Tell you what my brother, 

first one’s on me. Anything you want.’ 

 ‘A beer’s fine,’ I said. ‘Doesn’t have to be anything fancy.’ 
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 ‘Yeah, that’s probably for the best. Beer selection kind of sucks in these parts. I tell you, they can 

manufacture and sell a gun that will kill 30 elementary school children in less than a minute. You’d think 

we’d be able to get a decent microbrew down here in the Keys.’ 

 ‘Couldn’t have put it any better myself,’ I said, accepting the Corona gracefully. 

 

It was still early; I was the only person in the bar. To give me some privacy, Dennis focused his attention 

on a soundless television playing sports highlights on a 30-minute loop. The doors and windows were all 

propped open. The breeze tapered off, and the mangroves grew so quiet you could hear a placenta 

drop. 

 ‘Storm’s coming,’ said Dennis, without inflection. 

 ‘Feels that way.’ 

 ‘Normally the sky would darken first, but it’s been dark for so long now it’s hard to tell.’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘It’s funny. You’d think the end of the world would hurt business, all of these people 

disappearing, but it hasn’t. Or you’d think it would help business, people saying fuck it and just deciding 

to get plastered every day until the rapture. But that hasn’t happened either. It’s like Key Abismo is 

immune to the whole thing. Like there’s a shield around us—a shield of unconsciousness.’ 

 ‘Ignorance is bliss?’ I wondered. 

 ‘Maybe. One thing I know for sure though, all the ignorance in the world isn’t going to make a 

damn bit of difference in the end. When the shit comes, it’ll come for the knowing and not-knowing 

alike.’ 

 ‘It’s not too late. You could still repent.’ 

 ‘Ah, it wouldn’t do any good. We had our chance.’ He replaced my beer and opened another for 

himself. ‘I’ve got no regrets. I’d rather have lived my life the way I did than spent it surrounded by a 

bunch of annoying christians. And the idea of having to then spend eternity surrounded by those self-

righteous fucks just sounds too horrible for words. Hell can’t be as bad as that, am I right?’ 

 ‘Well, you and the boss down there do have a lot in common, philosophically speaking.’ 

 ‘Amen to that.’ 

 It made me laugh a little, hearing him mix his theological affirmations. 

 ‘Still,’ continued Dennis, ‘it’s kind of a shame. I’m going to miss it here. The company of other 

people has its drawbacks from time to time, but there’s something lovable about us, you know, like as a 

species.’ 

 ‘Some of us are more lovable than others.’ 

 ‘True that. But as a whole, like as a collective entity, I think we’re adorable. The way we muddle 

through life trying to do the right thing, sometimes for ourselves, sometimes for others. People screw 

things up from time to time, but I think they’re doing their best, you know?’ 

 ‘Anne Frank said she believed in her heart that most people were essentially good.’ 

 ‘See. Even Anne Frank—’ 

 ‘Of course given the jewish tradition of humor—Groucho Marx, Woody Allen, Mel Brooks, 

Ecclesiastes—it’s possible she meant it ironically.’ 

 

The storm began. Watching the patio furniture bounce across the porch and then into the parking lot, I 

wondered why so many people down here buy plastic chairs in the first place.  

 

The storm receded slightly and a woman came in, an older woman—with reptilian skin and reptilian lips, 

a reptilian tongue that spoke in reptilian lisps. She insisted on paying double for everything, ‘in order to 

support local businesses.’ After she left, Dennis told me he just pockets the extra money. 



84 

 

 ‘The owner of this place is one of the worst assholes I’ve ever worked for,’ he frowned. ‘He’s just 

going to spend it all on coke anyway.’ 

 

I got drunker and drunker as the night continued. At some point a group of men in uniforms came in. I 

was too blurrily inebriated to make out what their uniforms signified—could have been EMT’s, could 

have been Marines, could have been McDonald’s—but I remember hearing one of them say, ‘Jesus 

Christ is the real terrorist if you ask me. He’s gone and done what no Taliban, no Bin Laden, no Hitler, no 

Robert E. Lee, could ever do. He’s managed to destroy America.’ Someone else in the group added, ‘Say 

what you want to about Bin Laden. At least he made the planes run on time.’ 

 

There are times when the entire country, if not the entire universe, seems made up of people so 

incurably stupid that the very idea of our continued existence becomes painful. 
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14. 

 

It was 2am when I finally made it back to the boat, grateful for the absence of police checkpoints along 

the way. Scanning my phone, I saw a text from Alan sent 6 hours earlier. Communication of the 

wired/wireless variety was becoming more and more difficult. 

 

epic party going on right now. pre-Summer blowout. should last through the weekend. come anytime, 

stay as long as you want. sleep is 100% you’re choice. your family now and family gets the perks. 

 

I shuddered at his grammar—the transposed contractions, the possessive misuse—and considered my 

options; I thought about the last party I’d attended there, the magic, the feeling of being, if not at the 

center of something, then at least having a poolside seat. On the other hand, I’d gone nearly 20 minutes 

now without a drink and was starting to crash. Whatever I decided to do, I needed to decide quickly. I 

thought about Key Encaja. Maybe I could recruit some people at the party to help with my plan. 

 

It was all the rationalization I needed. With the light traffic at this time of the night, I could be at the 

Judge’s in five minutes. Six, since I wanted to brush my teeth before I left. You never knew who you 

might meet at this time of the night, officially or otherwise.  

 

Besides, if humans were able to be content just sitting alone in their rooms, then the history books 

would be empty and art never would have existed. 

 

Despite his shaky command of standard english grammar rules, Alan could not have chosen a more 

appropriate word than ‘epic’ to describe the party taking place at the Judge’s. Tonight’s event made last 

week’s seem like a warm-up. Cars were lined up all the way back to the highway, not so much parked as 

abandoned. Unable to imagine a spot much closer, or safer, I parked in the Publix lot and decided to 

walk—it couldn’t have been more than ¼ mile. The lights from the party, even at that distance, were 

brighter than the shopping center’s. Noise echoed, music and shouting in equal measure, off the empty 

spaces. 

 

I found myself seized by a tremendous optimism, the sort of pre-party excitement you rarely experience 

outside contemporary pop music.59 Tonight’s going to be a good night. I just know that something good 

is going to happen. I’m coming out so you’d better get the party started. 

 

I passed a handful of people heading away from the compound, most of them delirious and lurching, but 

way fewer than you’d expect for a party past 2am. I imagined beautiful girls ahead of me. I imagined 

bizarre, impossible-to-imagine sights. I imagined adventure and intrigue. I imagined that in a situation 

like this, with so many people, I was bound to connect with somebody. 

 

It’s safe to say I was still feeling the effects of all the alcohol I’d consumed at The Reluctant Nun, and the 

news of my father’s death had filled me with a mix of anger and elation. With no goal in front of me, 

with nothing left to focus my attention towards,60 I felt an almost overwhelming sense of possibility, an 

ocean of potential rushing towards me. And because I hadn’t felt much inside except for vague anxieties 

and brittle skin, I began to get a little excited. 
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I actually felt—for the first time in god knows when, so long now I couldn’t remember when it started—

glad to be alive. It was so unexpected, happening in a place like Key Abismo, on my way to a party at 

2am on a Friday night at some retired Judge’s mansion, that I began to laugh right there on the spot. 

 

I stopped to collect myself, not wanting to show up on the doorstep looking like a complete madman, 

then walked up the driveway and opened the door like I owned the place. I was family now. Alan had 

said so in his message. I’d never really had a family before. 

 

Of course it would take the end of the world, and impending armageddon, for me to finally find one. But 

while we were all still here, I resolved to make the most of the time I had left. It’s all I could do. It’s all 

any of us could do, all we could ever do, to make our time on this planet as bearable as possible. 

 

The front entrance, the gymnasium-sized foyer, was crammed with people talking and laughing. Unlike 

the last party, I was by far the oldest person here. It was difficult to guess anyone’s age precisely. Once I 

passed 30 I lost the ability to perceive the difference between high school kids and college kids, but the 

vast majority of people here seemed to fall somewhere within those categories. Handfuls of boys were 

sitting around in baseball caps and jeans, plaid shirts with unnecessarily long sleeves, clean faced and 

sullen, their facial emotions ping-ponging between indifference and scorn. 

 

I saw a set of black security cameras up in the beams of the high ceiling that I’d never noticed before. 

More of them materialized as I made my way through the house. In the kitchen I saw a hand-written 

note taped to one that said We’re only as sick as our secrets. Everyone around me seemed oblivious to 

the cameras. The rooms were so packed I had to raise my elbows to clear enough space to walk through 

the house. At this point it seemed like everyone was having a good time, shouting and laughing and 

drinking. I was almost disappointed by the wholesomeness—I might as well have stayed home and 

watched movies on basic cable. 

 

From the kitchen you walked down a long, straight, unadorned hallway and passed a half-dozen closed 

bedroom doors on either side of you before reaching an intersection. From there the doors on your right 

opened out to the patio/courtyard/pool, an area easily covering a half-acre with a sort of mini tropical 

gardens out there beyond the pool. I need to be clear about this point, in order to convey the true 

vastness of the Judge’s compound.61 The place was massive. And I never came close to seeing all of it. 

 

Two large men blocked the main hallway to the left, denying further access to the rest of the house and 

making sure all the partygoers headed outside—which made sense when you were throwing a massive 

party in a community62 like Key Abismo. So when the shaved-head guy with folded arms and fluorescent 

yellow t-shirt tilted his head in the direction of the patio, staring knives into my eyes, I smiled sweetly 

and did exactly as I was told. 

 

Tiki lamps lined the pool, spaced every ten feet or so, extending back out of sight. The deck was 

crammed with bodies barely still in their swimsuits. A dozen or so grills, most of them shut down for the 

night, sat off to my left under the wooden canopy continuing to grill god knows what kind of meat on 

their lowest setting. 

 

I teetered for an instant, unsure what to do. I suddenly felt old—paunchy and slow compared to these 

kids. They talked a mile a minute even while operating their phones, sending out messages with their 

thumbs. Their conversations, as far as I could tell, consisted of nothing.  
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I considered leaving right then, turning around and heading back to the boat. Get a good night’s sleep 

and all that. But then I saw Alan over by the pool talking to some people, wearing a navy blue hawaiian 

shirt and laughing. He must have felt me looking at him because he turned and immediately made eye 

contact. He stood up on tiptoe and gave me a little wave. There would be no going home for me now. 

 ‘What’s up, big guy!’ he slapped me on the shoulder with his free hand. The other held a beer 

jammed into a soft foam coozy. 

 I’d never seen him so friendly before, so unguarded. I smiled and told him this looked like one 

hell of a party. 

 ‘Oh, you have no idea, my friend. No idea at all.’ He laughed, then turned to a guy in his group 

and introduced him to me. ‘This is Marat. He’s from Antarctica.’ 

 ‘Canada,’ corrected Marat. 

 ‘Aw hell man, it’s all up north to me.’ Everyone around him laughed except for Marat and I. Alan 

turned back to me. ‘Marat’s a filmmaker, one of the best in the business.’ 

 ‘Oh really? What have you—’ but seeing Marat’s sudden shifting discomfort I backed off and 

decided not to press the issue any further. Instead I just shook his hand and said it was nice to meet him. 

 

The talk ebbed and flowed for a half-hour or so. Everyone in the group seemed interesting and relatable 

enough, but still I felt a little nervous when Marat whispered in Alan’s ear and Alan announced they 

were all heading back inside. I wasn’t ready to be left alone, didn’t trust myself to carry my end of a 

conversation. 

 ‘Is it cool if I tag along?’ I asked Alan. 

 He chuckled a bit. ‘Sorry kid, we’ve got some business to attend to,’ then made several quick 

tugs at one of the buttons on his shirt, like he was trying to tear it out, before adding, ‘of a personal 

nature, I’m sure you understand.’ 

 ‘Oh yeah. Sure. No problem.’ 

 ‘But hey, I heard you did real good today. Keep up the good work.’ 

 Marat jolted as if someone had poked a fork in his back. Composing himself, he leaned in and 

whispered something in Alan’s ear, who frowned at first before his face slowly blossomed into an odd 

smile. 

 ‘You know,’ he said, ‘that might not be a bad idea.’ Then he asked me to wait right there—he 

and Amir needed to discuss something. 

 

They walked over by the grills, and though I couldn’t hear them, I could see their gesticulations. Marat 

was pounding his first into his open palm, emphatically making some point, while Alan stroked his chin 

and bounced up and down on his short thick feet. Finally they walked back over to me. 

 ‘So how would you like to be in a film?’ Alan asked me. 

 ‘A film?’ I asked. ‘But I’ve never acted before.’ 

 Alan laughed again; it seemed to be his favorite mode of communication. ‘Never acted before! 

Isn’t this kid great? Don’t you love this kid?’ 

 Marat said he thought I’d be perfect. 

 

We headed back inside and the two guards blocking the hallway parted instantly for us without changing 

their expression. My heart began to beat faster. We passed countless doors on either side of us, all of 

them closed. The halls, lined with unadorned plain white paint, were all empty except for the occasional 

straggler walking towards us in a daze.  

 

We changed direction several times, each hallway indistinct from the last, until finally we reached a door 

and everyone stopped. This particular door, unlike the others we passed, had a lock mechanism 
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attached to it like you’d find in a motel. Alan removed what looked like a tied shoelace from around his 

neck that held a plastic key with an off-center hole punched through one of its corners, which he then 

used to open the door. 

 

I had expected a normal-sized bedroom. What I found instead was a large banquet-sized hall partitioned 

off by a series of temporary six-foot-high office cubicle-creating walls. The space had been arranged to 

make a large open area in the center with a series of smaller ‘rooms’ jutting off from the main area. A 

handful of leather couches that seemed to have been placed around the room at random were the only 

furniture. 

 

The room stank ferociously of pennies and bleach. Young kids, even younger than their poolside 

counterparts, lounged on the couches and stared at their phones. 

 

I noticed an area in the far corner that looked like a classroom from 20 years ago—school desks with the 

arm welded to the seat,63 actual slate blackboards with trays underneath holding erasers and chalk. I 

assumed this must be the set. A movie about high school kids, it explained so much. 

 

My mind must have been wandering because Alan tapped me on the shoulder to get my attention. 

 ‘Okay, so you ready to do this?’ he asked. 

 ‘I guess so. I’m still not sure what—’ 

 ‘You’re playing a teacher named Mr. Johnson.’ Alan snickered a little. ‘You’ll be working with 

Angela, she’s—’ he scanned the couches but didn’t see her. ‘Hey Angela! Where—where the fuck is 

Angela? Does ANYONE know where Angela is?’ 

‘I think she’s in the bathroom, man,’ said a guy without looking up. ‘Getting ready.’  

 I asked Alan if I could see a copy of the script. 

 ‘The script!’ Alan laughed. ‘This guy wants to see the script. Can you believe this guy? You’re 

hilarious, kid. You really are.’ 

 I noticed Alan was the only person laughing. 

  

Just then Angela appeared. She was gorgeous, with the kind of porcelain innocence you normally only 

find on TV channels like ABC Family. Long dark hair and eyes the color of sparkling cherry coke. Alan 

introduced us and she extended a limp, apathetic handshake in my direction. 

 ‘Change of plans, honey. You two will be doing the next scene together,’ said Alan. 

 She jutted her hips sideways in an adolescent pout. ‘But I thought it was supposed to be me and 

Leah next.’ 

 ‘Marat wants to do this one first.’ 

 ‘But this guy’s so...’ she lowered her voice, but I could still hear her, ‘so...old.’ 

 Alan turned and looked at me. ‘But he’s cute, right? I mean, considering.’ 

 She sized me up from head to toe, her tongue lodged in the side of her cheek in what I assumed 

was an unconscious gesture. 

 ‘Hmmm.’ 

 ‘I’ll tell you what. We’ll get you an extra fifty. I’ll sort it out with Marat. And if Marat won’t do it, 

I’ll sort it out with the Judge, okay sweetie?’ 

 ‘Well he is kind of cute. For an old guy.’ 

 ‘You know,’ I said, ‘despite my age, I can totally hear you right now.’ 

 ‘Oh sure. Yeah. Right. Sorry. Just thinking out loud.’ 

She smiled for a few seconds, then grew concerned. 

 ‘You’re not going to put it in my ass, are you?’ 
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 ‘What?’ I had no idea what she was talking about. 

 ‘Because if you are, I need to go tell Alan it’s going to be a hundred.’ 

 

I heard the sound of moans coming from the other side of the room, behind one of the cubicle walls. 

They echoed off the high ceilings, surrounding me, and all at once I realized what was happening. 

 ‘Angela?’ I asked. 

 ‘Yeah?’ 

 ‘Are we? Is this? I didn’t know...’ 

 ‘What’s the matter?’ 

 ‘I don’t think I can—’ 

 ‘It’s because I’m fat, isn’t it?’ She pinched her belly and shook it. ‘I kept telling Marat I needed to 

lose another 6 pounds before we shot. It’s those damn Little Debbie cakes.’ 

 ‘No, it’s not you. You’re...you’re beautiful really you are.’ She smiled when I said this in a way 

that made me uncomfortable, what it said about her self-esteem.64 ‘I just didn’t understand the 

situation, that’s all.’ 

 ‘Wait, nobody told you we were shooting pornos back here?’ 

 ‘No.’ I felt pale and shaky. ‘They just said movie and I didn’t think that—’ 

 ‘Oh my god!’ she shouted. ‘You didn’t know?’ 

 ‘No.’ I shook my head for emphasis. ‘Nobody told me anything.’ 

 ‘That’s amazing!’ She started laughing. Then she considered, ‘Well, actually it’s not that 

amazing. Those guys have been up for a while now. They might not be thinking like totally clear, you 

know what I mean?’ 

 I nodded. 

 ‘Well I understand if you don’t want to do it. I was nervous my first time too, but it’s not as 

weird as you think it is. It’s fun. It’s like playing a role.’ 

 ‘I think I need to leave.’ 

 ‘Look at you! You’re scared, aren’t you? You’re terrified.’ 

 ‘No, I’m not.’ 

Something about my awkwardness gave her more confidence. She started poking me in the 

chest and trying to tickle me. ‘Look at the scaredy-cat!’ she squealed.  

‘Stop it!’ I couldn’t help giggling. 

‘Look at you! Look how sensitive you are!’ 

I grabbed her arms just above the wrists to stop her from tickling me and wrestled her playfully 

to the floor, climbing on top and pinning her down with my legs while I held her waist firmly between 

my knees. 

 She leaned up until she was next to my ear and whispered, ‘I think you’re going to do just fine.’ 

  

Just then Alan came back, trailed slowly by Marat. ‘Hey, break it up you two. Save a little bit for the 

cameras.’ Pausing to swipe at his nose, he continued, ‘So here’s the story. Angela, you just failed a big 

test that you needed to pass in order to graduate. You wait for the other students to clear out, and then 

go tell Mr. Johnson here about your problem. Be sure to mention how your father is going to kill you. 

Specifically mention how—’ Marat interrupted to whisper in Alan’s ear. ‘Yeah,’ said Alan. ‘That is better. 

Angela, tell him your stepfather is going to kill you. It’s hotter that way. So you ask if there’s anything 

you can do for extra credit. Be real seductive. You need him to fuck you. Your education, your future, 

depends on it. You guys understand?’ 

 

Angela did. She understood completely.  
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The world was ending. We were all going to die soon anyway, and most likely long before this movie 

ever made its way out to the public, so what difference did it make really, in the grand scheme of things 

if I did it? Besides, it wasn’t like I’d ever gotten a chance to be with a girl as outright beautiful as Angela. 

I should do this for my younger self—acned and underweight with greasy hair and dull clothes, a 

complete lack of self-awareness coupled with no self-confidence. I’d been a social disaster back then. In 

some respects, I still was. And Angela seemed willing enough. If her enthusiasm seemed a little 

unrealistic given my age and my build, well she was just trying to be the best actress she could possibly 

be. I suppose we all had our roles to play. 

 

Alan asked me if I was going to do this shit or what. 

 ‘On my way,’ I told him. 

 ‘I know it’s getting late. If you’re running out of steam, we can get you something. A little pick-

me-up.’ 

 ‘No, I’m fine. Let’s do this.’  

But I wasn’t fine, not exactly, and so I stood there hesitating a little bit. Sex is always desirable in 

the abstract, but the outright suggestion of it, like any sort of kindness, can make cowards of us all. 

 ‘Come on,’ insisted Alan. ‘Money’s time. Time is money. You know the score.’ 

 ‘I’ve just never—’ 

 ‘Relax,’ he said, then clapped a hand on my shoulder that made me do the exact opposite. 

‘Everyone’s a little nervous the first time. Don’t worry, Angela’s a pro. I envy you a little, I really do. I still 

remember her audition.’ He smiled wistfully and looked at the ceiling for several seconds. 

 Marat shouted he was ready. There was a high-frequency ringing in my ears, a thousand crickets 

singing soprano, as I began to walk slowly onto the set. 

 

Alan was right. Angela really was a pro. Dialogue-wise, all I had to do was respond to her lines. You 

wanted to see me?, she asked. And I responded yes. 

 ‘You said there was a problem with my grades?’ she continued. 

 ‘Yes, yes, they’re not good.’ 

 ‘I’m not going to fail, am I?’ 

 ‘It looks that way… I’m sorry. 

 ‘But isn’t there anything I can do to help my grades?’ 

 ‘I—’ 

 ‘A little extra credit maybe?’ 

 I didn’t get a chance to answer her. Angela handled everything, fondling first my crotch and then 

herself. And something in the way she kissed me—one of the oddest conventions in adult film, this 

quaint display of romance and affection—spurred me on. Her enthusiasm, her youth, even her lust—

performed or otherwise—allowed me to lose myself in the moment. A lifetime of watching porn65 

meant I knew the ritual, the meta-sexual dance steps: oral on me, followed by oral on her, followed by 

intercourse in several different positions which culminated with me ejaculating somewhere on her body, 

the higher above her waist the better. 

 

Thankfully, the late hour combined with the earlier drinks to weaken my sex drive enough to allow me 

to last longer than usual,66 to bring Angela to an (external, at least) climax twice during the actual sex.  

 

I completed the act as expected, each of us groaning/screaming/squealing as I finished.  

Marat shouted, ‘Nice job everybody!’ and people began to clear the set.  

Angela walked over to get a towel, and not knowing what else to do I followed her. 
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 ‘It’s funny,’ she said, still naked and wiping my cum from her chest. ‘You kind of remind me a 

little bit of my actual English teacher.’ 

 ‘Oh yeah? What was he like?’ 

 ‘Pretty cool, I guess. We have a paper due Monday on The Scarlet Letter, but I guess I’m going to 

need to ask him for an extension.’ She giggled at the double entendre. ‘Don’t think I’m going to have 

much time this weekend.’ 

 ‘Well I’m sure if you give him enough notice, maybe e-mail him tonight, then he’ll—’ I stopped 

short as my brain connected the dots. ‘Wait, are you saying you’re reading The Scarlet Letter right now?’ 

 ‘Yeah. Well I’m supposed to be reading it.’ 

 ‘Please tell me this is for a college class.’ 

 She grinned. ‘Sorry, champ. High school.’ 

 ‘Senior?’ 

 She shook her head, still grinning. ‘Nope.’ 

 ‘Oh my god.’ 

 ‘You’re so adorable,’ she said, her grin turning into a laugh. ‘Where did they find you?’ 

 I now felt uncomfortable on so many multiple levels it made the room spin. Not only was I a 

pervert, I was the kind of pervert whose underaged conquests made fun of him. 

 Angela saw my discomfort and took my hand in hers. ‘It’s okay. I think it’s sweet. But you 

shouldn’t feel bad, really you shouldn’t. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be.’ Seeing the horror still 

on my face, she added, ‘I’m a junior if that makes you feel any better.’ 

 

It didn’t. Not at all. 

 

I’d been so stupid. Earlier I had seen boys, just outside this room, wearing t-shirts that read Property of 

Key Abismo High, leaning listlessly against the wall, and didn’t even think about it. I’d always prided 

myself on being aware, more aware than most, of what was going on around me. But here I was, way 

out of my depth. I immediately began racking my tired brain for some kind of way out. 

 

Just then, Alan came to get us. ‘Okay, Leah’s ready. Now this scene, there’s no introduction, no plot or 

anything. Just two girls going to town on you. It opens with Leah by herself and then you two come in 

together. First Angela starts getting it on with Leah. And then you, ah, insert yourself into the situation, 

shall we say.’ 

 ‘Look Alan, I’m not sure I can—’ 

 ‘Don’t worry old man, this is just them blowing you. No penetration necessary. You’re new at 

this, and the MFF thing can get complicated, so we’re going to keep it real simple for you.’ 

 ‘MFF?’ I imagined an acronym like MotherFucking Fantastic. 

 ‘You serious? Male, Female, Female. You are too much, Mr. Johnson.’ He shook his head. ‘Just 

too much.’ 

 ‘Alan, listen, I need to tell you something.’ 

 ‘Sure, man.’ He put on his serious face. ‘What’s up?’ 

 ‘That girl, Angela. She’s still in high school.’ 

 ‘No kidding. Why do you think we’re doing this on the weekend?’ 

 ‘But she’s not 18.’ 

 ‘You’re absolutely correct. And I appreciate you thinking of things like that, I really do. It means 

you have a good head on your shoulders, and that you know how to stay out of trouble. But don’t worry, 

the people really breaking the law are the filmmakers and distributors. Me and Marat, we’re the ones 

who should be worrying.’ 

 ‘But you’re not?’ 
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 ‘Not in the slightest. And keep in mind, I know way more about this operation than you do. So if 

I’m not worried, then you can be pretty sure there’s nothing to worry about.’ He chuckled. ‘Anyway, you 

worry too much and—’, he slapped me delicately in the crotch, ‘it’s going to affect your performance.’ 

 ‘Yeah, speaking of my performance...I’m still a little, um, tired. From earlier. It might be too soon 

to—’ 

 ‘Hey! Say no more! I understand completely.’ He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a 

small amber vial the size of a AAA battery. 

 ‘That wasn’t what I meant,’ I said. ‘I’m just—’ I paused to think for a second. Then I asked Alan 

how much longer we were going to be here. 

 ‘Honestly, this is probably the last scene we’re going to use you for. There’s only so much 

demand for someone your age. No offense.’ 

 ‘Right. And how much am I getting paid again?’ 

 ‘I’m not sure we ever got into specifics. I was thinking $150. Not bad for a couple hours work, 

am I right?’ 

 ‘Let’s make it $300.’ 

 ‘$250?’ 

 ‘Fine.’ I pointed to the vial. ‘And that’s included?’ 

 Alan gave his best, that is to say his worst, grin. ‘Of course it is. Take what you need now. Keep 

the rest. Consider it a gesture of good faith.’ 

 ‘Faith…’ I repeated to no one particular, then snatched the stuff out of his hand and headed 

straight for the bathroom. 

 

I returned, nasal passages still reddening and inflamed, and went over to the filming area. Leah was 

already sitting on the sofa, hands resting demurely between her thighs. She wore extremely short denim 

cutoffs and a fluorescent yellow-green bikini top. Her hair was cropped short and bleached blond, which 

made her eyes and lips seem preternaturally large. 

 

Marat gave a signal to Alan, who asked Leah if she was ready. Angela and I stood off to the right, just out 

of the frame. Casually she reached over and ran her fingernails softly up and down the small of my back. 

I began to stiffen despite myself. My internal psychic barometer mumbled something about father 

issues, referring, I’d imagine, to both of us. 

 

Leah said she was ready; Marat counted down on his fingers from five. The scene opened with her 

looking into the camera like a pro and licking her lips. She purred softly and leaned back into the leather 

sofa, parting her legs slightly as she did so. Leah then undid the top button of her shorts and began to 

gyrate the lower half of her body. She leaned forward and asked the camera—and by extension anyone 

viewing—if they wanted to see her titties.67 

 

Seeming to take the lack of response as a provocation, she undid her top and exposed an upper torso 

pulled tight like the skin of a snare drum. She began rubbing her nipples in slow, narrow, quarter-

circumferenced circles. Her purring began to increase in volume; the orbit of her gyrations began to 

widen. She reached back and pulled a toothbrush from her rear pocket, then placed it on the couch and 

removed her shorts, leaving her underwear on.68 

 

The toothbrush was an electric one, and as she switched it on I leaned over towards Marat to get a 

better look in the monitor where I could see a Hello Kitty electric toothbrush with a replica head of the 

cartoon feline at the top of its base. Leah pulled her panties69 to one side and slid it into her crotch, 

slightly muffling the sound of its faint electric hum. Leah’s purring turned to groans; the gyrations 
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became more forward/backward thrusting in nature. Angela grabbed my hand and pulled me into the 

frame. 

 ‘Hey bitch,’ she asked Leah casually. ‘Whatcha doin’?’ 

 Leah pretended to be surprised. It wasn’t the worst acting I’ve ever seen. She was no Lena 

Dunham, but then who is? 

 Angela continued, ‘You don’t need that thing. Not when you’ve got friends around.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ asked Leah. 

 ‘When you have friends, anything is possible.’ And with that Angela got down on her knees and 

began to lick Leah’s clitoris, softly at first, then gathering in intensity. 

 

My role in the film called for me to watch, at least initially, and that’s what I did. It took less than two 

minutes for Angela to bring Leah to climax. Or maybe they were just following the script. Anyway, as 

Leah collected herself, Angela said to her, ‘And now maybe you can help me.’ 

 

I assumed this meant Leah was going to do something with Angela, but instead they both walked over to 

me as if they had known something I didn’t. The camera swiveled to follow them and brought me into 

frame, then they unbuckled my belt and removed my pants. I stepped out of my fallen clothes 

automatically, without thinking. As the girls took turns licking and stroking me, I tried to let myself go 

with it. I had never experienced anything like this before. It felt incredible. 

 

Too incredible. Looking down and seeing the girls pause to smile up at me, then at each other, before 

they engaged in some ferocious french-kissing, the whole thing seemed a little unreal. Desire as a role. I 

couldn’t help wondering if they actually enjoyed this, enjoyed me, or if they were just playing a part. As 

Leah put my cock back in her mouth, she placed my hands on either side of her head and then gagged 

down hard, making it look like I was forcing myself into, and deliberately choking, her. It was too much. I 

threw my hands in the air and took several steps back. ‘I can’t do this!’ I shouted for everyone to hear. 

 

From an artistic standpoint, I imagine my outburst must have made for gripping cinema. It’s a shame 

there’s no market for films with that kind of realism. 

 

I continued, ‘I just—I can’t do this. The age thing, it’s too much for me.’ 

 Leah smiled, ‘But there’s two of us. If you add our ages together we’re 31.’ 

 ‘Oh my god,’ I said, doing the math. ‘One of you is 16 and the other’s only…fifteen.’ 

 ‘Close,’ said Angela, demurely. ‘I’m actually 17.’ 

 31 minus 17…‘Holy shit,’ I said. ‘I need to get out of here. Now.’  

 

I fled the studio, confused voices shouting after me. Just pulled up my pants and got the hell out of 

there, not even bothering to close the door. I was halfway down the hall when a frantic Marat caught up 

to me. 

 ‘Just what do you think you’re doing?’ 

I shook my head. ‘It’s too much. They’re too young.’  

 ‘You didn’t have a problem with the first scene.’ 

 ‘I can’t do this. It doesn’t feel right.’ 

 ‘Listen man,’ he grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled hard, turning me around. ‘I could give a 

cipher of a fuck how you feel. Do you think you’d be getting paid like this if they were 20? Or even 30? 

People out there want to imagine girls like these sucking their cocks, putting it into their sweetly 

unfucked underage mouths.’ 

 ‘I don’t. That’s not me.’ 
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 ‘But when they turn 18, then that is you?’ 

 ‘I’m not saying it makes sense. What about you? Doesn’t it bother you? How can you do this?’ 

 ‘Not at all. I’m just a journalist, recording events. Whether you like it or not, whether I like it or 

not, this is a part of the world. Even if I were to leave, it would still continue to exist. You’ve left, and it 

still continues to exist. That’s what film is all about. To be able to see and hear what surges beneath our 

everyday lives, to tap into our unchecked passions, this is the magic of film.’ 

 ‘I don’t see it that way.’ 

‘Well you don’t get paid until this is all over. You leave now, you get nothing. Scene or no scene. 

And just so you know, we’ll be using that first scene whether you like it or not.’ 

 ‘That’s fine. I don’t care.’ 

 I continued down the hall. Marat shouted after me that I was a very silly, selfish man and then 

went back inside. 

 

My mind staggered—along with my body, drugged and already fading under the weight of it all. The 

impoverished kids locked up and tortured in Key Encaja. The privileged kids filming underage porn in the 

underworld of the Keys—for kicks, for revenge against their parents, as a blow against the older 

generation’s materialism,70 who knew really? Whatever their reasons, it was too much for me to take, 

too sick to process. 

 

I continued down the hall, passing countless doors, some of them opening to reveal empty rooms, trying 

to find my way back to the party and eventually my car, when a door flew open and out jumped a girl 

breathing heavily. She wore a long pink t-shirt that hung down to her knees and read Key Abismo: A 

Drinking Town With A Tourist Problem. Seeing me, she nonchalantly gasped, ‘Hey,’ and slumped to the 

floor, sitting with her knees up around her chin. 

‘You okay?’ I asked. 

‘Yeah.’ She started laughing. ‘I’m fine. Jerry just about bit the big one though.’ 

‘Anyone need any help or anything?’ 

She took a second to size me up. ‘How’d you get back here?’ she asked. 

‘Alan and Marat brought me back.’ 

She smiled and stood up. ‘Cool. You want to come inside and play with us?’  She went to take  

my hand but I froze. 

 ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘How old are you?’ 

 ‘I’m nineteen, sweetie. Relax.’ 

 ‘Sorry. Weird night.’ 

 ‘Come on. It’ll be fun. We’re playing Cut the Rope.’ 

 I hesitated. 

 ‘Come on,’ she squeezed my hand. ‘It’s more fun with a big crowd.’ 

 

This room was slightly bigger than the other bedrooms, and had vaulted ceilings as well. Remembering 

the slight lift along the roof I had noticed when the Judge and I were walking along the water, I figured 

we must be close to the back of the compound. Nearly twenty people were crammed into the room, a 

handful had their faces covered in brown stuff that smelled like shoe polish. Oddly, the scent jarred 

loose all kinds of childhood memories of my father, who used to make me shine his shoes for a dollar. 

Needless to say, I was terrible at it. Shit job, was his standard appraisal. Not nearly good enough for the 

military. 

 

I had known of his death now for less than twelve hours. Impossible to believe. 
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I felt a tugging on my arm. It was the girl from outside. 

 ‘Oh sorry.’ I said. ‘I sort of spaced out for a second’ 

 ‘I’ll say you did.’ 

‘So um, what’s going on, um...’ 

 ‘Zooey.’ 

 ‘Zooey,’ I repeated. 

 ‘I already told you,’ she said. ‘Haven’t you played Cut the Rope before?’ 

 ‘No. This is uh, tonight’s my first night here, in this part of the house.’ 

 ‘Oh, you’re going to love it. But since you’re starting out, you should probably just be part of the 

angry mob.’ 

 ‘The mob?’ 

 ‘Just watch. You’ll get the hang of it. It’s hilarious.’ 

 

Towards the back of the room, someone placed a slack noose around one of the shoe-polish people’s 

neck, and holding the end of the rope, led him past us towards the couch. The people around me began 

to stir, angry about something, when a skinny little girl—probably, given what I was learning about 

tonight’s party, closer to graduating middle school than graduating high school—shouted, as loud as she 

possibly could: ‘HANG THE NIGGERRR!’ 

 

I flinched. Then I took a closer look at the guy in the noose. They weren’t going to actually hang him, 

were they? He wasn’t even actually— 

A chant broke out around me, echoing the girl’s scream in measured, even tones. 

‘Hang the nig-ger! Hang the nig-ger! Hang the nig-ger!’ 

 

The guy with the rope tossed the end of it over a rafter in the ceiling. A chair was then placed in front of 

the shoe-polish guy. The chant continued, gathering in intensity. What the hell was happening? The rope 

guy raised his arms up in a wide V and called for quiet. The room instantly went silent.  

 

He began to speak in a southern accent so exaggerated it had to be fake. ‘Brothers and sisters, the man 

you see before us, Tyronius Jackson, has been accused of raping a white woman. Now I don’t know how 

they do things up north, but down here in Mississippi we believe in justice. And when a nigger steps out 

of line, we don’t coddle them. We don’t supply them with food stamps and wasteful government 

allotments. And we damn sure don’t waste precious time and money with a slow, tedious, drawn-out 

legal process.’ 

 A flurry of booing flew out from the crowd. Scattered cries of ‘Hang him!’ forced rope guy to do 

the V thing again with his arms. 

 ‘Down here in Mississippi, justice is swift. It is instant. And here in Mississippi the punishment 

must be every bit as cruel as the crime itself. As we all know, the bible said an eye for an eye. It did not 

say an eye for an iris. Or an eye for an eyelash.’ He rested for a second to collect himself. ‘Brothers and 

sisters, this man is guilty, and this man is GOING TO HANG!’ 

 

The room erupted in cheers. I wondered what the fuck was going on here. Were they actually going to 

hang him? And why did they keep saying he was black?71 And why did Jessica say this was funny? Was it 

all some kind of weird game? Cut the Rope? But then why go to all the— 

 

My thought process was stopped short by rope guy’s shout. ‘Tyronius Jackson! You are hereby 

sentenced by the good people of Mississippi to hang for your crimes against humanity! You may now 

take the stand.’ 



96 

 

 Shoe-polish guy stepped calmly onto the chair. He was now about a meter above the floor. 

 ‘Tyronius, please remove your pants.’ 

 Shoe-polish guy unbuckled his belt and undid his pants. They collected, along with his 

underwear, in a ruffled bunch around his shoes. 

 Rope guy asked him if he was prepared to die; he shook his head no and began to weep. The 

tears were real, only adding to my confusion. The noose tightened around his neck and the rope was 

pulled taut against the rafter, forming a narrow isosceles triangle with the floor as a base. 

 The chant began again. ‘Hang the nig-ger! Hang the nig-ger!’ Jesus, was I about to see a man 

die? I stepped towards the back of the room, still unable to look away. Two of the girls and two of the 

men, seemingly at random, approached the victim and began to take turns fellating him as he continued 

to weep. One girl pulled back, gasping for breath, and moaned, ‘God your black cock tastes so good,’ 

which was singularly odd considering the shoe-polish was only on the victim’s face and his cock was 

completely white.72 

 

The victim’s penis became erect and his hips began to twitch. The crowd continued to chant and cheer 

and scream. Then rope guy shouted hoarsely, ‘Boy, do you have any last words before you die?!’ The 

victim shook his head and screamed, in an exaggerated house negro dialect, ‘Oh nawsir! Nawsir! Please 

don’t kill me, master!’ 

 Rope guy pulled hard and the noose tightened around the victim’s neck. He was no longer being 

fellated, but instead jerked off vigorously by one of the men while the girls massaged his testicles and 

licked his anus. The screaming around me intensified. Even I was yelling now, albeit shouting no as 

loudly as possible, but any sound I made was submerged by the crowd and the ringing in my ears. It was 

like being plunged into a waking nightmare where one has been rendered mute. 

 

Then one of the men stepped forward and kicked the chair out from underneath the victim. He began to 

spasm and jerk, twisting around the room like an arrhythmic pendulum. His eyes bugged out large and 

white, contrasted even further by the paint on his face. Semen began to shoot from his cock in long high 

white arcs. Several of the spectators had their hands on him. Then suddenly the victim crashed to the 

floor, landing roughly on the ground. The rope guy had released him; the victim lay there struggling for 

air, his face flushed red and sweating profusely. 

 

The noise began to subside, and I noticed everyone around me breathing heavily. Zooey was slumped 

against the floor with her eyes closed, left handed tucked underneath her skirt. She must have felt me 

looking at her, because she opened her eyes and said oh hey in a dreamy kind of voice.  

 ‘So what did you think?’ she slurred. ‘Pretty cool, huh?’ 

 ‘Cool?!’ I was incredulous. ‘That was disturbing on so many levels I can’t even begin to—’ 

 She rolled her eyes at me. ‘God, we’re just having fun. What’s the big deal?’ 

 ‘I—I need to leave.’ I realized I was covered in sweat; my skull felt like it was being squeezed. 

Zooey stared at me like I was from another planet. ‘How do I get back to the pool? How do I get out of 

here?’ 

 She sighed and pointed towards the door. 

 ‘Then what?’ I asked. 

 ‘Go left. Next hallway take a right.’ She dismissed me with a wave of her hand, the one not still 

between her legs. 

 

Despite my spinning brain, swirling in alcohol and frantic powders, her directions led me out of the 

house. I received stern disapproving looks from the two bouncers guarding the hallway, but passed 

without incident out into the night. I took a dozen shaky steps down the road before dropping to my 
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knees and crawling off into the iceplant to rest, whereupon I promptly vomited all over my shirt. One 

last thought blasted through the synapses of my brain just before I lost consciousness. 

 

I never once mentioned Key Encaja to a single person. 

 

The palm fronds laughed at me as I continued to vomit into the swamp. 
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15. 

 

I awoke to find the drugs wearing off and two separate chemical hangovers hitting me at once—to say 

nothing of the despair, the futility of everything. The sun was already up but I could tell by its benign 

heat that it was still morning. I buried my head in my arms and, not knowing what else to do, continued 

to lie there.  

 

I heard footsteps approaching but didn’t bother to look up. Good, I thought. Call the police. Throw me 

out of here. I don’t care. 

 ‘Well look at the state of this man right here. Looks like somebody had himself a rough night.’ It 

was Grady. I looked up through squinting eyes to see him standing over me slightly crouched with his 

hands on his knees. ‘Come on, kid.’ He reached down and wrapped his arms around my chest to help me 

up. ‘Let’s get you inside. Get you some water.’ 

 ‘Man, I had the weirdest night.’ 

 ‘Oh, I bet there’s some folks around here did a lot weirder shit than you could possibly imagine.’ 

 

Entering the house reminded me of the first time I ever came here, with all the people passed out on 

the floor. Grady and I traced a path around the bodies on our way to the kitchen. I noticed him walking 

gingerly, like gravity was his nemesis, the bringer of pain. The water tasted delicious; I could feel it 

descend my throat. 

 ‘That feel good?’ he asked. 

 ‘Feels great.’ 

 ‘You gotta take it easy, an old man like you. Can’t be running with the kids the way some folks 

do around here.’ 

 ‘Yeah, you’re probably right. Listen Grady, can I ask you a question about something?’ 

 ‘No harm in asking. Just keep in mind I may not be able to answer the way you want me to.’ 

 ‘I was just wondering what you could tell me about Key Encaja.’ 

 A brief flicker of something passed across his face, a mix of surprise and recognition, but he 

composed himself quickly. ‘Now Key Encaja, that’s a big subject. That’s like asking me, Grady what do 

you know about the bible. I could give you a simple answer, but then again I might just talk for hours.’ 

 ‘A couple of hours is fine,’ I joked. ‘I don’t have anywhere better to be.’ 

 ‘Yeah, well I do.’ 

 ‘Sorry.’ 

 ‘So maybe you want to try being more specific with your question.’ 

 I considered my options. ‘Is it really bad over there? As bad as everyone says?’ 

 ‘Look,’ Grady sighed, ‘I like you well enough. And you seem like a good guy. From what I 

understand, you’re not a parasite like most of the people that hang around here. But even with being a 

good guy, it’s important to know where to draw the line sometimes. If you’re too good, well that can be 

kind of bad, you know what I’m saying?’ 

 ‘So you’re saying Key Encaja’s pretty bad.’ 

 ‘Worse than you can imagine,’ he said. 

 ‘Torture?’ 

 ‘Now look, I’ve never set foot on the island myself. So all I know is what I’ve heard. Now 

understand, what I’m about to tell you is only getting told because I want you to know exactly what 

you’re dealing with. Because I can see all these damn foolish ideas knocking around in your head and I 

want you to know exactly how powerful that place is so you’ll stay the hell away from it.’ 

 ‘I’m just curious,’ I mumbled unconvincingly. ‘That’s all.’ 
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 ‘My ass,’ he snapped. ‘Anyway, let’s just say that place is armed to the teeth.’ 

 ‘So are half the pawn shops in America. I’m just wondering what it’s all about. Like what’s the 

worst thing that goes on there.’ 

 ‘The worst thing? That would have to be the experiments, I’d reckon.’ 

 ‘Experiments?’ 

 ‘Yeah. Genetical stuff. Like splicing off DNA samples and growing them into embryos. Human 

cloning experiments. That kind of shit.’ 

 ‘Like stem cell research? Well that isn’t too—’ 

 ‘No, man. You don’t get it. They, like, alter the genetic code and then reintroduce it back into 

the host, like into the original body. To try and see if they can change the way people are. I’ve heard 

they try to change simple shit like people’s eye color, or skin color, but then I’ve heard about weird shit 

like trying to get people to grow a tail, or get sharper teeth.’ 

 ‘You’re kidding.’ 

 ‘I wish I was. I’ve heard more, but it’s hard to follow. I feel like even what I’m telling you right 

now is kind of filtered through my own limitations, science-wise.’ 

 ‘Right.’ 

 ‘So now you know. You need to know more?’ 

 ‘I think I’ve got it, thanks.’ 

 ‘But I still see them wheels turning, like you’re trying to solve a problem.’ 

 ‘Not really.’ 

 ‘Not really. Listen my man, you need to come back to reality and join the rest of us in the real 

world. You’ve got some rose-colored eyes going on, is what you have.’ 

 ‘I think I’m going to go now, Grady.’ 

 ‘Oh yeah? Where you heading exactly?’ 

 ‘Home. I mean, back to the boat. I just need—’ 

 ‘I’ll tell you right now, you don’t need to ever go out to Key Encaja. I’ve met lots of tough guys in 

my time. And you ain’t one of them.’ He smiled. ‘Nothing personal, you understand.’ 

 ‘I just can’t believe nobody would do anything. The Judge is supposed to be so powerful, why 

doesn’t he—’ 

 ‘I’m going to cut that train of thought right off at the fucking knees for you boy. You don’t know 

what you’re fucking around with. Do you think you and I are friends? You think you and the Judge are 

friends? Shit man, this isn’t high school. This is my job. And if my job calls for me to waste your stupid 

ass, then I’m going to do it without a second thought. I like you and all, but not that much. Not enough 

to fuck with my own situation. You follow?’ 

 I nodded my head, but that wasn’t good enough for Grady. 

 ‘Shit, I ought to kill you right now. Just to be safe. Do you think I won’t do it?’ 

 I could hear bottles being noisily collected out by the pool. The clean-up crew, I imagined. 

 ‘Answer me, motherfucker.’  

 The seriousness in Grady’s voice startled me. And in the time it took me to formulate an answer, 

he took three steps towards me and pulled a jet-black pistol from his waistband which he pushed 

against my temple. 

 ‘Fucking answer me,’ he repeated through gritted teeth. ‘Now.’ 

 ‘I believe you.’ I said it quietly, though inside I was suddenly screaming. ‘I fucking believe you, 

okay.’ 

 He lowered the pistol and backed away, shaking his head slowly with disappointment. ‘It never 

pays to be nice to people. I always forget, like I don’t want to believe it.’ He was talking to himself more 

than me. ‘In a mean fucked-up world, you gotta be mean right back. Every time.’ 

 ‘Grady?’ 
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 ‘Can’t go around carrying flowers when everybody else be holding rocks.’ 

 ‘Listen Grady, I’m going to go.’ I continued to talk as I backed away, in the hope that he’d remain 

calm until I made it safely out of there. ‘Don’t worry. I swear to god I’m not going to worry about Key 

Encaja anymore. It’s just been a weird few days, and I wanted to do something. I wanted to help. But 

you’re right, I’m not a tough guy.’ I was almost to the front room entrance. He wasn’t looking at me 

anymore. Instead he just leaned against a counter, setting his pistol on top of the coffee maker facing 

the wall. ‘I’m gonna go get some rest,’ I said. ‘I’ll see you around.’ 

 

Within seconds I was back outside, walking to my car. I felt overwhelmed and exhausted, overpowered 

by my worn out nerves and a bursting brain unable to shut up, unable to process. The car was right 

where I left it, unchanged except for a couple of flyers placed underneath a windshield wiper. One 

advertised a gym called Rocky’s. Get the body you deserve today. Little did they know that the body I 

had right now—hungover, aging, and exhausted—was exactly the one I deserved. The other flyer 

promoted three-hour fly fishing trips on a boat called The S.S. Minnow. I have no clever comments to 

make about that one. 
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16. 

 

Events in Key Abismo were coming to a head. My wife’s grandparents would be here soon. And despite 

the sizable amounts of money I had made working for the Judge and slaughtering a hotel guest, 

investing in a place of my own down here, no matter how temporary, felt like a violation of my 

principles. It would make me, no matter how tenuous my residence, a legitimate citizen of Key Abismo. 

I’d no longer be a tourist, someone just passing through. And it was this limited status, in part, that had 

made the past month bearable. 

 

The world was ending. My time in Key Abismo was ending. My marriage was ending. My father’s life had 

ended before I even got here. 

 

I needed to think but first I needed to sleep. I passed the Dunkin Donuts and made a mental note to 

come back later tonight to ask the kid some questions. By the time I reached Manatee Point my brain 

felt like it was going to either explode or ooze out my ears. I parked and walked hunched over towards 

the boat, my hands buried deep in my pockets despite the heat. A crowd of people were gathered on 

the other side of the marina, over by where the pier began. I ignored them and headed inside, 

desperate for a shower and some sleep. 10 minutes later I was clean and in bed, drifting gently along 

with the waves, when the shouts and yells from across the water woke me up. 

 

I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but it sounded important. I mumbled something about how 

the fucking bastards needed to shut up, rolled over and pulled the pillow over my head. Then I noted the 

hysteria in their collective tone. I considered the possible explanations, what might be happening in the 

water near the marina’s mouth.  

 

All of the scenarios seemed bad, and possibly apocalyptic. I leaped out of bed in a flash and put on some 

clothes. I practically flew down the plank leading to land and began a quick trot towards the pier, tracing 

an arc along the sidewalk from 7 backwards to 12 as it would’ve read on an analog clock.73 

 

People were staring into the water, or attempting to call on their cellphones. An aura of concern hung in 

the air. I pushed past people to try and get a closer look. And there beneath me I saw a large manatee 

floating motionless on its side, a pale-gray placid beast the size of a public restroom stall.  

 ‘Somebody needs to do something!’ shouted a woman. More voices followed. 

 ‘Looks like it’s dying.’ 

 ‘Probably just needs to get back out to the ocean. That water he’s in right now isn’t fit for man 

or beast with all the oil in it.’ 

 ‘I was able to get service! Who should I call?’ 

 ‘I reckon you’re right about the oil. Probably came in here by mistake and now he can’t get out.’ 

 ‘He looks scared.’ 

 ‘Tom, why don’t you get your little four-stroke? Maybe we can get him out of here.’ 

 ‘What you wanna do, tow him?’ 

 ‘We’ll get a net, a big fishing net, and maybe just drag him. Real slow and gentle-like, in case 

he’s hurt. Get him out to the ocean and see what happens.’ 

 ‘Who should I call? Why won’t anyone answer me?’ 

 

The man named Tom ran off to get his boat. He turned out to be my neighbor, parked one dock away 

from me on the starboard side. Using a pulley system, He lowered a small two-person boat down off the 
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top of his yacht and, grabbing a net, puttered over near the manatee, slowing as he approached the 

creature. 

 

Everyone stopped what they were doing. Cellphones were put away, the talking ceased, and people 

stood back to watch the men set about trying to help. They attached some weights to one end of the 

net, allowing it to cover the manatee and sink down around him. Then they used long wooden sticks 

with metal hooks on the end, the kind my teachers would use to pull down the screen when we were 

going to watch a movie, to drag the net towards the boat, encircling the manatee. One of the men 

hopped down off the dock—landing squarely in the middle of the boat, he created a minimum of 

turbulence—and helped bring both ends of the net together. Then he gestured for another man to 

come aboard and help him. Once the manatee was effectively contained, the boat began to move. 

When the initial tug occurred, the tightening of the net, the two men almost flew into the water. 

 ‘Stop, Tom! Cut the throttle!’ 

 Tom did as he was told. The net minders moved further towards the front of the boat, crouching 

behind a bench so they could tuck their feet underneath and use it for leverage. 

 ‘Okay, Tom! Again!’ 

 And at the point of contact, as the manatee commenced its drag, everything bulged—the net, 

the veins and the muscles of the men, even the bolts holding the bench in place. Everyone on the dock 

held their breath, desperately hoping for the beast to move.  

 

One of the net-minders screamed the type of yell you hear from an NFL middle-linebacker after a sack, 

or an NBA center making a ferocious dunk. The boat paused. For a moment it appeared to be vibrating. 

Then suddenly the manatee began to show signs of motion. A few of the ladies around me let out a little 

cheer. 

 ‘It’s moving!’ 

 ‘They’re going to do it!’ 

 

That last part remained to be seen. Movement was not the same thing as a journey. But then something 

incredible happened—the manatee slowly rotated within the net until it faced forward, weakly 

swimming with the boat and easing the burden on the net-minders. As they puttered towards the 

ocean, we walked alongside the boat, some folks leaning over the railing and shouting encouragement. 

Sure enough, as the water color thinned from murky polluted brown to slightly-less-polluted blue, the 

manatee seemed to gain strength. The last hundred meters out of the marina were more like a victory 

lap, as if the boat were pulling a minnow and not a two-ton mammal. 

 

Once they were safely out in the ocean, surrounded by houseboats with their owners down below deck, 

the driver cut the engine and the manatee swam off to the side before diving deep below the water 

where we could no longer see him. For a brief moment, the group of us on the pier held our collective 

breath, unable to tell if its immersion was 100% voluntary. 

 

We waited—it felt like forever, but was probably no more than thirty seconds—for the manatee to 

return. Finally, it rose to the surface of the water, its skin already healthier than before, then it turned 

until its tail was facing us and began swimming swiftly back towards wherever it came from. 

 

The men on the boat high-fived and turned to head back towards the marina. Cheers erupted all around 

me, and I found myself smiling and hugging complete strangers as everybody talked at once about what 

we had just seen. Under the circumstances, after the past few weeks, the successful rescue seemed like 

a miracle. I felt better about humanity than I had in years. I felt inspired. I realized being alive was about 
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helping people; it was about saving lives. I decided then and there that Key Encaja needed to be 

liberated, even if I had to do it alone. Those kids mattered, and if no one else was going to save them, I 

guess it was up to me. Even if I failed, at least I could say I tried. 

 

The only thing to do now was to go buy a gun. A big gun, the biggest gun they sold, with the highest 

quantity of magazines and the greatest capacity to kill. Shoot all the fuckers on sight. I intended to cover 

the entire island of Key Encaja in the blood of the corrupt. 

 

I continued to think as I walked to the car. I shouldn’t buy one here though, not on the Keys. Information 

seemed to have a way of traveling, and I would need the element of surprise to pull this off. I figured 

Florida City would be far enough, the southernmost subsection of the Miami-Dade metropolitan area. It 

would be easy. This is America; they sell killing machines everywhere. 

 

But a little companionship wasn’t out of the question. I swerved into the Dunkin Donuts to try and 

recruit the kid. Three other customers and I reached the door simultaneously, and I let them all go 

ahead of me. When I finally got to the front of the line, I pointed out the strangeness of us all arriving at 

once. 

 ‘That was weird,’ I said. ‘Like some kind of synchronicity, an expression of the collective 

unconscious.’ 

 The kid shrugged. 

 ‘Does that happen a lot?’ I asked. 

 ‘I don’t pay attention… It doesn’t seem that mystical to me.’ 

 ‘Four people all having the same thought? That doesn’t seem strange?’ 

 ‘It’s an unusual confluence of events, sure, but it could just be an anomaly. Maybe it’s just your 

perception, your need to find order and meaning in the randomness of the universe that makes you see 

it the way you do. Me personally, I think the incident, and your reaction to it, says way more about our 

species-wide fear of chaos and indeterminacy than it does about any goddamned collective 

unconscious.’ 

 

I decided not to press the issue and shifted the conversation to Key Abismo. 

 ‘Why are you asking me?’ he said wearily. 

 ‘You’re the closest thing I have around here to a friend.’ 

 ‘I think you overestimate our relationship. Anyway, you wouldn’t want to be friends with me. I 

have incredibly high standards.’ 

 ‘But don’t you care about those kids on Key Encaja?’ 

 ‘Shit, in this country, every poor person’s in a prison. At least those kids can see their bars. 

Anyway, I’m useless. Asking me to help is like asking a cripple to help you win a three-legged race.’ 

 I bit my lower lip. ‘That’s fine. I don’t need your help.’ 

 ‘Give me a break,’ he laughed. ‘That place is a fucking fortress. You might as well try and liberate 

all the CIA recruits from Fort Benning.’ 

 ‘No. You just have to kill the right person. You kill the head and the body will die. The Wicked 

Witch theory, like in the Wizard of Oz.’ 

 ‘Yeah, well you’re not living in a movie.’ He thought about this, then added, ‘Well maybe you are 

actually, but either way I’m not looking to be your sidekick.’ 

 He handed me my coffee—a Great One, 32 ounces, with two Turbo Shots. 

 ‘No charge,’ he said, pulling his hands back as I reached for my wallet. ‘Seeing as how you’re a 

man on a mission and all.’ 
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I thanked him more than was necessary and headed off towards Florida City to buy a gun, to lay waste 

to Key Encaja, to cut the cancer from these islands. 
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17. 

 

Heading out of Key Abismo along Route 1, the Overseas Highway swings directly north and essentially 

functions as a bridge while it crosses 15-20 miles of swampland that holds, in places, enough water to be 

categorized as a cove/lagoon/bay but is more typically called a sound. In the key/mainland region, these 

sounds have ominous names like Blackwater Sound or Long Sound.74 

 

Out of the swampland and into the strip malls—bait shops and Denny’s, Best Westerns and KFC’s—the 

Wal-Mart Supercenter parking lot bordered a Golden Corral and a Dollar Tree. I decided Wal-Mart was 

the perfect place to buy my weapons, in the heart of capitalism, of exploitation, of organized wage 

violence, of a mass-production/mass-consumerism, bottom-dollar/lowest-common-denominator 

American fuckfest. The guy behind the counter, gutted from the eyes back by a lifetime of minimum 

wage abuse, probably wouldn’t even ask me what I wanted it for. What did he care? Seven dollars an 

hour no matter how you sliced it. Buy a gun, buy a ceiling fan, what was the fucking difference. 

 

I parked as far away from the entrance as possible.75 The only downside to this afternoon’s parking lot 

walk was the sweat that formed on my shoulders and back, causing my shirt to stick gauzily to my skin. 

 

The doors parted and the a/c hit me like a wave—I nearly stumbled. The greeter greeted me with what 

seemed like genuine enthusiasm. Despite my mood, I made eye contact and attempted to smile. It’s the 

guy who tries to be avoided that people always remember, the one who makes people uncomfortable. I 

headed towards the sporting goods, in the back left corner just beside the automotive section. 

 

A woman who looked way too old for her age stood at the counter ahead of me, sallow skin around her 

eyes so sunken into her face that it resembled a skull. I imagined an insane music box embedded behind 

her eyes playing long-forgotten showtunes. The guy working seemed to miss all this, or maybe he was 

just so used to it he didn’t notice, and asked how he could help her. 

 ‘I’d like a Sig Sauer semiautomatic, please.’ 

 ‘The M400?’ 

 ‘I think so.’ She pulled a piece of paper from her pocket and slowly unfolded it. ‘Yes, the M400.’ 

Then she added quickly, ‘Do you sell magazines for it here as well?’ 

 ‘We should,’ he said. Then added cheerfully, squatting down behind the counter, ‘We’ve been 

kind of busy lately, what with everything going on.’ 

 She smiled the most hollow joyless smile I have ever seen. 

 He emerged with two boxes. ‘These are all I have left. I recommend getting both magazines… 

We’ve had a lot of trouble keeping them in stock. Thirty rounds may seem like a lot for a semi-

automatic, but with its firing speed, it’ll dispatch those in less than a minute.’ 

 ‘Okay,’ she said. And something in her voice, a detached lack of hinges, made me consider 

wandering around for a few minutes and coming back later. 

 ‘Anything else for you today?’ he asked, facing directly towards us so I could see his name was 

Brad.  

 ‘No. That’s all.’ 

 ‘Okay, one Sig Sauer automatic and two magazines. He fumbled awkwardly trying to scan the 

weapon’s large box. ‘Ah, there we go,’ he said finally, dragging it several times across the counter before 

the register finally, mercifully, beeped. ‘These things are heavy. Gift for your husband? Wedding 

anniversary?’ 

 ‘Yes. That’s it exactly. A gift.’ 
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She removed her wallet, pulled out a card, and exchanged money for goods. He asked if she needed a 

bag. The woman politely refused, then took the gun out of its box and began to fiddle with it right there 

on the counter. 

 ‘Ma’am, what are you doing?’ 

 She assembled the weapon and began to open the ammunition. 

 ‘Ma’am? You’re not allowed to—’ 

 ‘Tell me,’ she asked without looking up, still focused on the task at hand, ‘have you ever heard 

of Little Gator Preschool?’ 

 He looked nervously around the store. ‘Yes—yes, of course I have.’ Still holding the pen she’d 

used to sign the credit-card receipt, he began to tap it rapidly against the glass counter. 

 ‘My son was one of those killed.’ 

 ‘I’m truly sorry, ma’am. For your loss.’ 

‘He would have been 5 next month.’ 

 ‘Ma’am  I’m afraid I have to ask you—’ 

 ‘Did you know this is the same weapon that killed my son?’  

 ‘Is it—is it really?’ 

 ‘Not only that, but I understand the person who shot my son, along with three teachers and 26 

of his classmates, purchased the weapon right here at this counter.’ She looked down at the metal and 

glass as if it might be able to explain the secrets of human nature. ‘I’m here today because I want you to 

stop selling guns like these to people.’ 

 ‘I—I can assure you I will make your feelings known to my superiors.’ His words were now 

tumbling out in a panicky rush. ‘But I don’t have the authority to decide—’ 

 ‘No. You don’t. That’s true.’ She raised the weapon and pointed it directly at his chest and his 

face turned the color of sickly ash. He looked like someone who had just stumbled upon a bone in a 

mouthful of donuts. 

 ‘But I am about to get the attention of whoever does have the authority.’ 

 She squeezed gently, almost lovingly on the trigger. The clerk flew backwards into the upright 

glass cabinet behind him as she emptied the entire magazine into his chest. I scampered behind the 

nearest fixture, not wanting to run off in case I drew her attention. Peering out from behind a six-foot 

high wall of generic glass candles, I saw him slump to the floor. The woman pulled out a piece of paper 

and slapped it down conspicuously on the counter. People were already arriving on the scene, but 

nobody had the guts to do anything as she loaded in the second clip.  

 

She then placed the gun in her own mouth and fired. 

 

Taking into account the nervous system’s complexity, the interconnectedness of brain/nerves/muscles 

and how they communicate, the woman was able to empty the entire magazine even after her brain 

had ceased to exist as anything more than grotesque store decoration. The clerk and the woman each 

laid in individual puddles of blood so thick that were it left for eight days it would have turned into 

pudding. 

 

Sirens are the sound of our suffering. And I heard a cacophony of them approaching the store. Not 

wanting to be identified, not wanting to get involved, I took advantage of the chaos and confusion to slip 

away unnoticed, but not before stepping in close enough to see what I imagined to be her suicide note. 

And though I couldn’t make out the words, I saw her handwriting resembled the sharp sudden strokes of 

lightning bolts.  
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I left the Wal-Mart still determined to get my gun and drove around the corner to a pawn shop I’d seen 

a couple of blocks earlier called A Pawn in Their Game. All the guy had for sale were pistols. 

 ‘Hell man,’ he told me, ‘can’t keep nothing in stock lately. You’ve seen what’s been going on. It’s 

every man for himself out there. Folks trying to arm themselves to the fucking teeth, brother.’ 

 

I bought it. I asked for every clip in the store that would fit in the damn thing. I was almost out the door 

when I remembered I needed binoculars. And hand grenades. All he had was four. I paid for them with 

cash. Pulling out the bills, I was surprised to see I had nearly $10,000 in my money clip. Doing business 

with the Judge, to say nothing of Maria, had turned out to be very lucrative indeed. 

 

For all its horrific bloodshed, the murder/suicide at the Wal-Mart turned out to be a minor disruption, a 

mere skittle in an avalanche of sugar. Driving back, the mangrove trees stood erect out of the water like 

maritime sentries. I passed a cemetery just before I left the mainland and the Dixie Highway changed its 

name back to the Overseas Highway, and I remembered how there were no cemeteries in the Keys 

because the bodies would float away. Dig six feet deep and find nothing but watery sludge. 

 

As I reached Key Abismo, my plan was to stop into Starbucks and look up a boat rental place on the 

internet where I could get something small enough to get me onto Key Encaja without drawing 

attention, but my phone rang as I pulled into the parking lot. It was Marigold. I hadn’t spoken to her in 

days, so I decided to answer. 

 ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Kind of busy right now.’ 

 ‘Well you need to unbusy yourself. I need you to help me with another guest.’ 

 ‘I just told you. I’m busy.’ 

 ‘There’s a thousand dollars in it for you. This one’s easy. No shooting, just a ritual 

disembowelment using a samurai sword the guy brought back from Vietnam. He’s a vet, apparently.’ 

 ‘That’s a damn shame. Sorry I can’t help.’ 

 ‘What are you doing that’s so important anyway? None of those people on your route will care if 

you’re an hour or two late.’ I could hear her smile over the phone. ‘And there’s also some fringe benefits 

in it for you, beyond the money of course.’ 

 ‘Still no.’ 

 ‘I can spell it out for you if you need some kind of explicit x-rated incentive.’ 

 ‘I’m flattered, but I really need to go.’ 

 ‘Come on. Please.’ 

‘I’m hanging up now.’ 

 ‘No don’t!’  

She paused, waiting to see if I was still there. 

 ‘What?’ I finally asked. 

 ‘Tell me what you’re doing. You at least owe me that.’ 

 I sighed and figured why the hell not. ‘I’m on my way to Key Encaja. I’m going to try and free all 

those kids.’ 

 She laughed abruptly and then stifled it, presumably for the benefit of my feelings. 

 ‘Well I’m going to try to,’ I said. 

 ‘Jesus, you’re not kidding, are you?’ 

 ‘Nope.’ 

 ‘I don’t believe it. You’ve finally gone crazy.’ 

‘I bought a gun.’ 

‘You’re going to need a fucking nuclear bomb. That place is an arsenal. There aren’t enough 

bullets in all of Key Abismo, and probably Miami, to take that place out.’ 
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 ‘The way I’m thinking, I only need one bullet. It’s just a question of finding the right person to 

shoot. Kill the head and the body will die.’ 

 ‘Come here first then. Think of it as target practice.’ 

 ‘With a sword?’ 

 ‘Fine. Killing practice.’ 

‘No way. I’m inspired. I’m feeling like I can do this. I’m afraid that if I stop, even for a second, I 

might change my mind. I might chicken out like I always do.’ 

 ‘I’m not sure that would be a bad thing. You’re sounding kind of insane right now.’ 

 ‘Really? I’ve never felt saner.’ 

 ‘That doesn’t mean anything.’ 

 ‘What’s so crazy about wanting to help people?’ 

 ‘Because your whole plan consists of shooting the guy in charge. Like the Judge isn’t going to 

just replace him with somebody else. Hell, they probably already have a whole chain of command set up 

in case something actually did happen to—’ 

 ‘Wait. Did you say the Judge?’ 

 ‘Yeah.’ 

 ‘You mean to tell me the Judge runs Key Encaja?’ 

 ‘You didn’t know?’ She sounded genuinely surprised. ‘Look, I probably shouldn’t go into this.’ 

 ‘Oh, I think you should.’ 

 ‘Well if I tell you, do you promise to come over here and help me?’ 

 ‘Yeah. Sure.’ 

 ‘You promise?’ 

 ‘Absolutely.’ 

 ‘Okay. Well he doesn’t exactly run things—there’s too many outsiders involved for that to 

happen. But he does make sure things run smoothly on the local end. Imagine, say, a dictator who exists 

under the tacit approval of an outside imperialist nation. In theory, yeah, they’re in charge, but if they 

don’t run things a certain way, if they don’t keep things organized on the ground level then they’ll be 

disposed of. Does that make sense?’ 

 ‘Yeah.’ I tried to think. ‘Yeah it does.’ 

 ‘Good. Now I’m in room 112. It’s on the ground floor to the left. When you pull in, be sure to—’ 

 

I hung up and turned my phone off. I had no intention of going to the hotel. And I no longer had any 

intention of going to Key Encaja. Maria was right. Even if I did succeed in killing whoever ran the place, it 

still wouldn’t accomplish anything. But I wasn’t giving up necessarily, just heading back to the boat to 

rest. As my enthusiasm for storming Key Encaja began to wane my exhaustion returned. During the rest 

of the drive home, I nearly fell asleep twice, my head nodding down until my chin touched my chest. By 

the time I reached my bed I was delirious, on the verge of hallucinations both real and imagined. The 

nerves around my eyes ached and throbbed to the point where even closing them became painful. I 

don’t know how it happened, but somehow I eventually fell asleep. 
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18. 

 

I awoke with the sunset, a solar inversion. I hadn’t slept for long, maybe a few hours, but it was all my 

body needed. Clarity had returned, a new sense of purpose. 

 

The vague atmosphere of lawlessness that had always surrounded Key Abismo seemed to have turned 

finite and ugly. The only sensible thing to do was kill the Judge. Here I’d been talking about killing the 

head and all along ignoring the real head—the brains, the fist behind Key Abismo. His depravity covered 

the region; it tainted all of us. Maybe I’d make it out of the compound alive. Maybe I wouldn’t. But one 

thing I knew for sure, I’d have no trouble getting to him. 

 

It would be the first truly selfless thing I had done in my life. So what if it might be the last? 

 

But I would wait until tomorrow, sixteen hours from now. In the late morning, my usual arrival time, it 

would all be so easy.  

 

For now, I decided to prepare myself—physically and emotionally. I needed sustenance. I headed to 

Publix to get some food, something healthy. Along the way, it struck me how sick I was of driving this 

goddamned highway back and forth, the only route in or out of, from any one place to any other, in this 

entire chain of god-forsaken islands. I couldn’t imagine what it was like for people who actually lived 

here all their lives. The same road over and over, always and forever until you finally died. 

 

No wonder people came here to kill themselves. 

 

Inside the Publix, I headed towards the produce section to look for oranges, some citrus, some vitamin 

C. It was there where I saw the key limes, on sale naturally, with a big bright handwritten sign taped 

above them on that clear plastic sneeze-guard stuff that runs along the top of the produce display, 

advertising them three for a dollar.  

 

I thought of the boys who had harvested them, the lives they lived, the lives they would continue to live, 

and felt so crushed by the weight of all the inescapable misery and anxiety of my time that I fell to the 

ground right where I stood. I laid there on my back, blinking into white fluorescent light with my legs 

splayed out beneath me, twisted like mismatched 7’s. A crowd gathered around me. Despite my open 

eyes, the rise and fall of my chest, they spoke like I was unconscious. 

 ‘What happened?’ 

 ‘Let’s move him. Get him some air.’ 

 ‘No! Don’t move him. It might injure him.’ 

 ‘Well we can’t just leave him here.’ 

 ‘Someone should call a doctor.’ 

 ‘Has anyone called a doctor?’ 

 

I leapt to my feet and took off running for the door, not even bothering to grab my basket, to bring my 

citrus. There was a Winn-Dixie further south on Plantation Key, right when you entered Tavernier. It was 

a bit of a drive, but that was okay. I needed to think. 
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I decided to avoid the produce section there altogether—orange juice was a totally acceptable 

substitute and located on the other side of the store, far away from limes local and otherwise. Back 

home, I tried to get some rest before my big day tomorrow, just splay out on the sofa and watch tv.  

 

I placed my loaded gun on the counter. Just in case. No clouds outside, only a stark black starless sky 

 

Television had continued to broadcast its shows with a jarring regularity—no sign of anything different. 

Or maybe they were just running repeats. Or maybe it was all the same show and I just couldn’t tell the 

difference. 

 

The programs might still be the same, but the news reports were breathless. Due to its icecap proximity, 

Brooklyn was now underwater. The Williamsburg Bridge looked like a series of concrete islands, already 

turned into nesting places by the area birds. As apocalyptic images went, this one conveyed a certain 

amount of comfort and peace. I drifted off to sleep uneventfully. If dreams came to visit me that night 

they did not linger long enough to make an impression. 
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19. 

 

Obviously if I was going to kill the Judge, I’d need to get out of the Keys as quickly as possible once I did 

it. I wasn’t planning to escape the compound alive, necessarily—I wasn’t even concerned about my 

survival, but I’d feel pretty stupid if I somehow pulled it off and didn’t know where to go next. So I 

figured I would drive north, the only real choice. Not knowing how far the Judge’s influence extended—

people like him sometimes had friends in high places—I figured no place in Florida was safe. The rest of 

the US south didn’t appeal to me, but I thought New Orleans might be worth taking a look at.  

 

All of this was conjecture of course, as hypothetical as winning the lottery. I was going to leave this boat. 

I was going to enter the compound. I was going to kill the Judge. Anything that happened afterwards 

would be a question of instinct and circumstance. 

 

I turned my phone back on to see if Maria had called. For a moment I wondered if she could have tipped 

the Judge off about my plans—it wasn’t completely inconceivable. The screen came on but there was no 

service. I seemed to remember something about this on the news last night, that the constant satellite 

disruptions were about to make our cellphones about as useful as a conch shell. It seemed like it had 

finally happened—the end of cellular service. We might as well shout into each other’s assholes for all 

the good it did us now. 

 

The world really was coming to an end. Stepping outside, I saw ominous black jets flying overhead with 

no discernible markings. It was time to go. Alan would be expecting me soon, and I didn’t want a late 

arrival to create any suspicion. I had toyed with buying a holster, putting it under my shirt. But then I 

realized a tight shirt would reveal the gun, and a loose shirt, confronted with a stiff headwind, wouldn’t 

be any better. I decided to tuck it behind me into the waist of my jeans me and drape a long t-shirt over 

the weapon. As long as I kept Alan in front of me, there was no way he’d notice it.  

 

Sliding the boat’s glass door shut, potentially for the last time, I felt oddly calm. I didn’t care if I lived or 

not. As long as the Judge died, that would be enough. I turned on the car radio; the odd static felt 

reassuring. It reminded me there was nothing left, just a crumbling of unreceived messages. Now for 

one last act of love—a murder, a breaking of spells, a lifting of darkness. Let us die in the light. Let Key 

Absimo’s last moments be filled with freedom and peace. 

 

Driving down Dolphin Canal Rd. and pulling into the compound’s long driveway, I realized I had never 

felt more confident in my life. Then I saw an ambulance parked beside the main house, accompanied by 

a police car. Its sirens were silent, but the lights continued to flash, turning the front steps into a mute 

red/blue disco. I exited my car warily and tapped against the open front door lightly with the back of my 

fist. 

 ‘Hello?’ I shouted. ‘It’s me! Everything okay?’ 

 I could hear voices in the kitchen speaking at a low volume, like late-night parents not wanting 

to wake the children. I shouted hello again and this time I got a response. 

 ‘We’re in here.’ It was Alan. He sounded exhausted. 

 

I entered a room of red eyes and raw throats. Alan stood with his back to me flanked by two policemen 

and the ambulance guys. I could see the Judge in silhouette a little ways down the hall, facing the 

countless corridors and rooms contemplating god knows what. I considered pulling out my semi-
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automatic and shooting him right there, police be damned, but I didn’t see any point in rushing things. It 

wasn’t like he was about to suddenly teleport out of the room. 

 ‘It’s going to be a few minutes,’ Alan said to me. I’d never heard him sound so gentle before. 

‘You can wait in here if you want. Or you can wait in there. It doesn’t matter.’ He lowered his head and 

squeezed the bridge of his nose, eyes clenched shut. 

 ‘Sure, no problem,’ I said. ‘If you don’t mind me asking, what’s going on?’ 

 Alan looked over to the Judge who, despite the fact that he couldn’t have seen him, responded, 

‘No harm in telling the boy, I suppose.’ 

Alan sighed, ‘It’s Grady. He died last night.’ 

 I felt an entire ribcage of air leave my body all at once. Struggling to collect myself, I asked what 

had happened. 

 ‘Self-inflicted. He left a note.’ 

 ‘What?’I imagined a game of Cut the Rope gone horribly wrong. 

 ‘Shot himself.’ Alan thumped himself in his ribcage. ‘Shotgun to the chest.’ 

 ‘The chest?’ 

 ‘Note says he wanted his brain examined. For signs of deterioration. All those years of playing 

football, they say it takes a toll.’ 

 I stood there like that for a while, folding my hands in and out of fists and sucking my teeth. I 

remembered the times I saw Grady play when I was younger. Usually some guy took me who was dating 

my mom—or wanted to, at least. I remembered a stadium full of people cheering for a man who was 

taking repeated blows to the head, doing irreversible damage to his body. The depression, the darkness, 

the drinking, the limp. It all made sense now. I staggered slightly under the weight of this sudden 

knowledge. 

 

‘He left this for you,’ said the Judge, lifting an envelope in his right hand, still not facing us. Alan and I 

looked at each other in an attempt to figure out who he was talking to. 

 ‘For you,’ he repeated. And for some reason it became obvious he was talking to me. I walked 

towards him slowly, overcome by a sudden feeling of dread. I put my hands on the back of my hips as I 

walked, in case I needed to grab my gun quickly, in case the fix was in. 

 The Judge didn’t move, just held the envelope aloft like a mail carrier in a wax museum. It 

wasn’t until I reached for it that he brought it down to his side and whispered to me that he had already 

read it. ‘Just so you know,’ he added. 

 

He allowed me to take it from his hand, and I was about to look at it when the fear hit me and a voice in 

my head told me don’t look down, just get out immediately, as quickly as possible. I took several slow 

steps backward until I was flush in the corner of the kitchen. Nobody seemed to notice me. I asked Alan, 

in my calmest least-quivering voice, if I should load up. 

 ‘Nah. Not today. Why don’t you take the day off? I know you and Grady were close.’ 

 I no longer felt a desire to kill the Judge. I now felt a desire to not be killed. I didn’t know what 

was in Grady’s note, but I knew the Judge had read it, and something in his voice made me fearful. And 

something in Grady’s death, one more suicide on this island of suicides, made me feel more hopeless 

than ever. The worst lack all conviction while the best are full of self-directed shotgun blasts. This land 

was cursed, buried in the blood of men and women both good and evil. Killing the Judge would just be 

one more death in a land, in a country, that stank of death. One more person killing another because 

they wanted to create a better world in the name of Goodness and Truth and Justice and Freedom. 

 

I didn’t bother telling Alan I’d be back tomorrow. I’m sure nobody would have believed me anyway. It 

began to rain as I walked back to the car. It fell in thumbnail-sized drops, with great violence, leaving 
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small tiny craters in the earth as it transformed the dirt into mud and sent glowing lizards and dark 

insects scurrying for cover more deeply below the surface. By the time I reached the car, I was running. 

 

I pulled the rental car into the Publix parking lot and took out the note. It read: 

 Hey man. Just wanted to tell you to be careful around here. Judge knows that you aren’t happy. 

He’s been doing this a long time and he sees more than you think. A man like yourself, someone with 

morals who cares about his fellow man, ain’t too long before they get kind of down on the whole scene, 

and down on the Judge. I’m not going to be around to see what happens with you, but if you’re capable 

of getting crazy ideas in your head like cleaning up Key Encaja who knows what else you might decide to 

clean up. Best thing you could do is get out of here. I got a feeling that if I wasn’t checking out now I’d be 

needing to take your ass out in the next few days or so regardless. Don’t be thinking just cuz I’m gone 

you can come after the Judge. I might appreciate your humanity, but I’m the only one in that damned 

place who will. 

 

Be smart, 

Grady 

 

My hands began to shake and spasm. If the Judge had actually read this, and wasn’t just playing a mind 

game with me, then it was a miracle I made it out of the house alive. And if guns had been pulled, would 

I have been able to pull mine? Assuming I had the time? Would I have shot him? Would I have really 

been able to do it? 

 

I shoved the driver’s door open and vomited into a puddle, a thin sour puke that dangled in threads 

from my lip. I sat like that for a while, gasping for air. My time in Key Abismo was finished. The Judge 

cast a long shadow, and that shadow would no longer serve as my protection—it had now become a 

danger. 

 

I felt weary, beyond weary. I didn’t want to drive; I didn’t want to do this anymore. All I wanted was to 

sleep. All I wanted was to be alone. I thought of getting out of the car right then and walking. I would 

just go until I couldn’t go anymore. It didn’t matter where. It didn’t matter what happened. Hell, the rate 

things were deteriorating, life on earth would be lucky to last the summer. 

 

A residual wet vomit bubbled up in my throat. It hurt as I swallowed it, and I decided to go into Publix 

and get some water. My brain continued to stew as I walked, mulling over my options. 

 

One thing was certain. 24 hours from now I would no longer be in Key Abismo. The thought made me 

slightly giddy—a familiar kind of joy, the liberation of fleeing one’s life. 

 

I wanted to go away, as far away as possible. I felt like I had been, for the past several weeks, spectator 

to an unending number of accidents. US society had become a particularly malformed desolation, an 

electronic unhappiness, the unwinding of gears, the deletion of screens, the absence of accounts. 

 

As for Florida, maybe it was the saltwater, its common properties with our blood—the proximity of the 

former manifesting itself in the spilling of the latter, an attempt to achieve some kind of elemental 

equilibrium. 

 

I needed to leave. Not just Key Abismo, the entire country. It wouldn’t be easy—all commercial flights 

had been grounded in the wake of satellite disruption and panic within the general public. Not everyone 
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was riding out the end times with the same mix of ambivalence & incomprehension seen here in the 

Keys.  

 

But there was an entire ocean right just up the road from this Publix, easily accessed via the beach in 

Goldwater State Park. 

 

Cuba was the closest, easiest place to get to, but if I was looking for isolation I needed to find a place 

where the maximum number of people would have ascended to heaven. And Cuba, despite its 

proximity, was an island of atheists. If scripture was to be taken literally, it could be even more 

populated than Key Abismo. I need to find a place that had been saturated with religious believers. Salt 

Lake City might work—the area was certainly devout enough. But in the end I decided it was too risky, 

given the interfaith debate about whether Mormons counted as Christians. 

 

Had I really been in McCaffrey’s Tuna Shack on Karaoke Night? Watching a woman perform Olivia 

Newton-John so wasted she could only sing in guttural hums and grunts? 

 

I tried to mentally scan the map of North America that hung on the wall in my high school geography 

class. Working my way outward from southern Florida in all directions, I eventually got to Mexico. And 

though I didn’t make the connection right away, I was standing in the checkout line drinking my still-

unpurchased water when it hit me that Mexico was a country full of pious Catholics, a place where they 

named their child Jesus for christ’s sake. It was perfect.  

 

Had I really met a woman who handed me a business card that said she worked in Applebee’s Dept. of 

Leisure Services? 

 

There were two ways to get there. I could drive 2,000 miles around the gulf, tracing a path through the 

bowels of the US south. But even after entering into Mexico, who knew how far I’d have to go into the 

country before I made it further than the other border crossers? 

 

The barrenness of crops and wombs made it seem as if nature had been the first thing to die. 

 

Or I could go there by boat. It was only a hundred miles to Havana, and then from the tip of Cuba only 

50 miles or so to Cancun. I could complete the first trip in two days, and the second trip in one. It would 

all be so easy if I had a boat. Unfortunately, the one I’d been living on was out of the question. End times 

or no end times, laws were still in effect, and theft was still theft. With the boat’s owners due to arrive in 

Key Abismo any day now, what good was escaping if I only ended up getting arrested?  

 

I decided to just build my own boat, fashion it out of pallets abandoned behind the grocery store. Bind it 

together with bungee cords like some kind of 21st century Huck Finn. 

 

wraithlike, sculpted, thinly brittle 

 

I could barely contain my enthusiasm as I continued to wait in the check-out line. If the materials were 

there, I could just leave right now. Who needed a change of clothes? There would be stores in Cancun 

filled with them. Maybe I’d go live in a mansion on the beach and watch the end times unfold like a 

Corona commercial. Watch the sun explode over the water and extinguish all life on the planet. Maybe 

I’d be drunk when it happened. Or I’d break into an abandoned pharmacy and load myself up on 
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morphine to watch the greatest narcoticized lightshow of all time. I’d be so numb I wouldn’t feel 

anything except bliss. 

 

One philosopher’s plague is another one’s cure. 

 

It all sounded wonderful. I left the line and went back to buy some materials—several cases of bottled 

water and armfuls of pre-packaged snacks. After I paid for them, I practically sprinted out the door to 

my car.76 I drove so quickly around back of the Publix that the tires squealed slightly when I stopped. I 

left the car running and approached the pile of detritus strewn around the store’s loading dock. I 

squinted briefly, blinded by the recognitions. Everywhere I stepped I heard the scurrying of rats, the 

crumbling of paper, the snapping of wood, the shuffling of spiders. 

 

a gray so powerful and oppressive that it drained the color from everything around it 

 

The bungee cords and pallets were back there, exactly as I hoped. The first pallet squirmed out of my 

hands, and when I reached to catch it a splinter lodged itself in the web between my index finger and 

thumb. I pulled it out and sucked hard at the cut, barely enough blood for me to taste. 

 

I grabbed a few milk crates to turn into a chair and tossed all the materials in the back of the car, at one 

point having to take everything back out and put the seat down in order to fit it all.  

 

I still needed an oar. Thankfully, I found a discarded plastic snow shovel in one of the dumpsters—a 

meteorological anachronism, probably tossed away by a recent transplant convinced they wouldn’t be 

needing it anymore. Though who was to say that, in the face of armageddon—clocks running backwards 

and beasts with multiple heads—south Florida snowfall was completely out of the question? 

 

I never once saw a Laundromat in Key Abismo, and no washers/dryers in the houses and trailers I visited. 

I wondered how people did their laundry, if they even did it at all. 

 

The beach at Goldwater State Park was like the surface of the moon—rocky craters and abandoned golf 

balls, a barren silent absence of life. An American flag had been planted in the dirt, meant to 

represent…something. 

 

It took less than thirty minutes to assemble my raft. The milk-crate chair proved the most difficult part. I 

then cut across a field bathed in dog biscuit shadows, dragging my makeshift raft behind me. A canal ran 

up to the beach that, through a series of negotiated turns, would take me right out to the ocean. The 

exertion and sweat forced me to stop and drink two of my 48-pack bottles of water and I hadn’t even 

left yet.  

 

I pushed the end of my shovel perpendicularly into the dirt, against the island, and slowly the raft began 

to move. Once adrift, I continued to row, using the shovel as an oar, until I was out on the ocean drifting 

past the houseboats, one of which might have once upon a time housed my father.  

 

Eventually I made it out past the incoming tides and the rowing became easier. It was peaceful out 

here—the waves and wind calmer than I had expected. Who knew if it would last? But I didn’t care. I felt 

a lightness I hadn’t felt in years. Everything was behind me. I had hated the world in its entirety and now 

that entirety was about to be gone.  
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Soon, I was able to stop rowing altogether. The currents of the ocean would take me where I needed to 

go, so for now I could drift. The sun descending to my right assured me I was moving in the proper 

direction. Even if I didn’t land directly in Havana, it was nearly impossible to head south from Key 

Abismo and not end up in some part of Cuba. When the sunset finally arrived, it was magnificent—the 

totally convincing optical illusion of an engorged sun coupled with a fiery color that surged past orange, 

into mandarin, and eventually grapefruit. 

 

No moon arrived with the night. It was impossible to know whether this was cyclical or apocalyptic. I 

was simply grateful for the handful of stars with powerful enough light to break through the clouds and 

slightly alleviate the pitch-blackness around me. My hand was quite visible in front of my face. 

 

I was dozing off, stretched out over the pallets, when I heard a rustling noise beneath me, the parting of 

water. The raft lurched upward a bit, then back down, continuing to move in a rising/falling motion as I 

knelt down to look over the edge—to see what was happening. 

 

Down in the water, a swarm of light was moving 10-20 feet below me. As my eyes adjusted, I could 

make out a flurry of tiny fish, glowing all kinds of purple and orange in an unearthly fluorescence that 

was potentially, for all I knew, radioactive in origin. 

 

There must have been thousands and thousands of these fish rushing towards the surface from 

somewhere deep and dark below me. Once they ran out of space, they then swerved away, swimming 

southerly away from me as fast as possible. The tiny little fish kept coming and coming. It looked like a 

projection of christmas lights as filmed from a speeding rollercoaster, or making the jump to hyperspace 

without actually moving. 

 

It was so beautiful I nearly forgot to breathe. An alien encounter, but one from below rather than 

above—with the same attendant surgings of light and extra-terrestrial awe. I looked across the water 

and saw an arrow of light extending along the surface that extended nearly to the horizon. 

 

Then they suddenly ceased to appear.  

 

The water turned pitch black, and I saw an emerging gray presence that continued to spread beneath 

me. The air grew silent and thin. I realized there was something moving down there, something so large 

that it dwarfed my tiny raft, drifting slowly just below the surface, like a confused fleshy battleship. 

 

It was too magnificent to terrify. I could only lean over the edge, awestruck, as I watched it trace a 

straight path beneath me, never once bothering to pause, or even acknowledge my existence, as it 

began to displace water, and then eventually air, each of us now continuing to rise. 

 

Into the sky. Into the night, into the stars. Into the gods. 
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20. 
 

The ending was entirely unexpected, the manner in which it eventually arrived. 

 

 

 

NOTES 

                                                           
1
 Always, always, always rent a car from a company you’ve heard of before. Whatever money you save by going 

with the cheapest online option will always be offset by hidden charges that will still continue to accrue even after 

you’ve returned the car. This, in turn, will lead to three months of counseling sessions to help deal with the 

ensuing psychological issues that recur—namely a difficulty controlling one’s anger and a near-pathological 

inability to trust—to the point where even ordering a pizza becomes a battle against one’s endlessly replicating 

dark thoughts. 
2
 The clubhouse was a majestic two-story building decked out in the kind of expensive gaudiness typical of the 

region. The ground floor housed a spacious exercise room with six elliptical machines—this despite the fact I’d 

never seen more than one person in the gym at any given time—along with a set of gender-specific 

bathrooms/showers. The upstairs, furnished in sleek marble and leather couches, seemed designed to entertain 

large groups of people. One could imagine a grander, more luxurious time in Manatee Point’s past when there 

were parties here every night, catered affairs with bartenders pouring drinks while the guests compared fishing 

stories and diamond sizes into the night. Now it just sat empty, a flat-screen tv mounted onto the wall 

broadcasting ESPN around the clock to an audience of none, in perpetuity, advertising infinitum.  
3
 If we’re going to follow this finger/map analogy all the way to the end, K.A. sits just above the second knuckle, 

and Key West sits at the end like a calloused fingertip. 
4
 I use the term ‘real’ here as loosely as possible. Although in retrospect it’s possible that a closed swimming pool 

might have actually been the second sign of the apocalypse. 
5
 It is safe to say I was not put on this earth to be a decent husband. Most days, it seemed I was barely put on this 

earth to be a decent human being. 
6
 I grant that my faith in the ecological benefits of a BK sandwich may be a little naive, but salt has a way of making 

me hopeful—I think the primordial link to our blood reminds me, even subconsciously, of our potential for 

evolution, the determination of life to endure. If some shared amphibian ancestor could adapt to life on land, 

could morph gill into lung, then surely mankind might one day figure out how to, you know, not starve each other 

to death for profit. 
7
 Because of his diabetes, obviously. 

8
 Especially synthetic. You can abuse as much of that stuff as you want as long as you’re able to get a prescription. 

And the great thing about being rich, probably the biggest incentive to even try and become rich, is getting to live 

in a world where someone will always give you a prescription. 
9
 Pity yes, but no remorse. At least not as anything more than a dull echo, the way February sunlight suggests a 

warmth that isn’t actually there. 
10

 And is way more sound on an epistemological level. 
11

 It should be noted, in the interests of metaphysical precision, that it was the wood which was unreal, not the 

cabinet. 
12

 MTV’s appraisal, not mine. 
13

 These ‘boats’ I keep referring to are actually yachts—larger than most NYC apartments, hell the one I’m staying 

on is so big it has two tv’s—but I have a hard time dropping the word ‘yacht’ into conversation without feeling like 

a dick due to all the class signifiers involved, especially since I don’t own it. But calling this, or any of the other 

yachts docked in the marina of Manatee Point, a boat is like calling a Harley-Davidson an exceptionally low-grade & 

rusty tricycle. 
14

 This wasn’t true in any objective sense. I’m not any uglier or handsomer than anyone else, but everyone feels 

this way sometimes, especially when they’re young. 
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15

 Mile Markers, or MM’s as they’re more commonly known, are the preferred local method of navigation. The 

numbers refer to how many miles north one is from Key West—the terminus of Florida, US 1, and the entire 

southeastern United States. Interesting note: Key West is closer to Cuba than it is to Miami.  

 
16

 It wasn’t easy. Jessica—I was able to catch her nametag when I got the second beer—was not doing too well in 

her battle to remain upright. I hoped for her sake that her shift was almost over. The thought of Jessica attempting 

to deal successfully with the nighttime tourist rush, in light of her recent struggles w/the force of gravity, made me 

shudder involuntarily. 
17

 The involved hand-eye coordination difficulties were, believe you me, something to see. Had I a video, it would 

have gone viral, which—given the potential infestations behind the scenes at Ziggy Mahoney’s, would have been 

appropriate. 
18

 Turns out conventional wisdom is wrong. It actually takes more muscles to smile. 
19

 This contrasted with the salmon-colored eyes that Jessica had back at Ziggy Mahoney’s, I don’t know if I’d 

consider lobster an improvement, complexion-wise, but it is slightly more expensive than salmon, so I suppose it 

does have that going for it. 
20

 I was as surprised by his eloquence as you were. 
21

 Though to be fair, the subject had been covered extensively in The Bible, and in exasperatingly specific detail. 

And there’s one of those in every hotel room, if not every home, in America. 
22

 Of course due to the narrowness of the individual Keys, pretty much everything was just off the Overseas 

Highway.  
23

 For a brief period during my teenage years I walked with a slow-moving limp in an effort to set myself apart from 

my father, who had been an excellent high school athlete. 
24

 Not counting the Coast Guard. Despite its technical status as one of the military branches, the CG sits so far off 

the map perception-wise that making fun of its personnel is considered just plain mean. 
25

 No lemon. You don’t even want to know what kind of bacteria festers in those sliced lemon pits. If they’ve been 

sitting out for more than two hours, it’d be less toxic to shove your own feces in your mouth after coating them in 

lead paint. 
26

 That she managed to come out in high heels without tripping or getting any part of her costume, scant as it was, 

entangled in the curtain fabric was nothing short of inspiring. 
27

 Two dozen if we’re being exact. But I think that still entitles me to use the plural. 
28

 They reminded me of going to JC Penny as a kid. Our feet were visible underneath and everything. The club 

probably got them on sale during a mall closing, one more example of the US economy’s continuing downshift.  
29

 The one part of the area not covered in wallpaper, presumably for hygienic, easier-to-clean reasons. 
30

 His exact words: ‘That old bitch in slip 7? Yeah, her name’s Beulah and she’s crazier than shit. Don’t know how 

her husband puts up with her.’ He considered for a second before adding, ‘Actually he’s kind of a prick himself. 

They deserve each other.’ 
31

 It can be argued, contra Gladwell’s Blink, that acting instinctively isn’t always a smart move. 
32

 Chaotic, churning, always in flux. 
33

 In this high school scenario, Marigold would be some sort of head-cheerleader archetype. 
34

 After a series of poorly-negotiated interactions with the electronic lock mechanism. (It turns out the trick is to 

remove the key quickly, with a snap of the wrist). 
35

 No longer my Marigold, or even my Mary, now merely my Maria—though it must be said that her skill in 

navigating the complex labyrinths of fidelity had given me a new & deep respect for her mind. 
36

 I have no idea whether actual bunnies have lips, but this one’s were pink. 
37

 Not to be confused with Shell World—a two-floor souvenir store just up the road from Manatee Point that 

straddles a particularly thick section of median and, according to its youtube video, specializes in ‘high-quality 

home furnishings, cd’s of local music, shells, cards, resort clothing, jewelry, and yes, tacky souvenirs.’ You have to 

admire their honesty, and also the way they hid ‘shells’ in the middle of that list. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=WMFB4NzTn1A 
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38

 When someone keeps insisting there’s nothing to worry about, there’s almost always something to worry about. 

When they do this after you haven’t expressed a single worry or concern, there’s definitely something to worry 

about. 
39

 In Key Abismo this meant he wore a sportjacket over his Hawaiian shirt. 
40

 Every bit as thickly sausage-like and calloused as you’re probably imagining. 
41

 I was far enough away to avoid direct olfactory contact, but it couldn’t have smelled good. Even Alan had a, like, 

rotten egg covered in spearmint stench on his breath, and he appeared to be the Judge’s right-hand man. 
42

 Instead of saying Royal Conch Motor Inn like you would expect, the pens had Ramada Inn printed on them—

presumably stolen by someone from the RCMI—which someone had doctored to read No Ramadan In The USA. 
43

 They were part of a series—I also had one for birds and another for rocks. 
44

 Although with the layers of makeup and hints of plastic surgery/surgeries all over her skin you could have added 

or subtracted a decade in either direction w/o sounding stupid. 
45

 You see this same phenomenon in aggressive drivers, as well as aggressive shopping cart pushers, or people who 

jump the checkout line when another register opens—the idea that if you don’t make eye contact with someone 

you can just do wherever you want and somehow your (intentional, deliberate) failure to acknowledge the other 

person’s existence means you don’t have to feel guilty for treating another human being so shittily, since even if 

they did say something to you, you could just pretend you didn’t notice them in the first place. 
46

 Not like literal pot leafs. Just the image, about the size of a playing card, running up and down the shirt in 

mismatched repeating vertical rows. 
47

 Or enthusiasm. Or inflection. Or emotional investment. 
48

 Barring the handful of times each year an approaching hurricane creates winds strong enough to get the waves 

up higher than their typical 1-2 foot swells, surfing in Florida is way more fashion than sport. 
49

Nobody would ever directly answer my questions about Grady, which seemed downright bizarre given the 

number of illegal/immoral/unethical things people at the compound unsolicitedly rushed to tell me during the 

time I spent there. 
50

 The sign had a picture of a clam on it done up cartoon style all anthropomorphically with bulging eyes and a kind 

of zig-zaggy smile that suggested the clam had ingested a few too many bloody marys. 
51

 ‘But you can call me Barry,’ he said with an awful, nausea-inducing grin—the kind of smarminess you typically 

expect to find on cruise ships, along with sub-sub-Vegas casinos in the sadder, more desperate parts of the 

country. 
52

 The fact that roughly 40% of pre-rapture US residents would have disputed this projection makes me think 

humanity got off easy with the whole Eternal Damnation thing. 
53

 Someone told me this so I’m taking it on faith. I had never heard of him, but then I wouldn’t have. Like most US 

adults, the only music I listened to now was the music that once moved me in my youth. 
54

 I may or may not have seen the following: Juliette Lewis, Reggie Bush, Lindsay Lohan, Channing Tatum, Matthew 

Perry, Adam Duritz, James Franco, Downtown Julie Brown, Jonathan Franzen, Christina Aguilera, Harmony Korine, 

Richard Simmons, Adam Levine, Howard Stern, and at least two of the Kardashians. And that’s just scratching the 

surface. 
55

 In the afternoon, let’s be honest here. 
56

 Florida University-Central Keys 
57

 Some crusts made a rattling noise as the box landed, like bones left after a feast. So the boxes weren’t 

completely empty. 
58

 They still have to eat once in a while, which creates some interaction, but there aren’t many pizza delivery guys 

willing to hang around and shoot the shit, time being money and all. As for the Circle K/7-11 clerks, let’s just say 

that the Dunkin Donuts kid is exceptionally chatty for this part of the country. 
59

 It’s interesting to note that 21st century pop is most comfortable describing pleasure in the future tense. You 

rarely hear anyone sing about pleasure as something that is happening in that instant. Today’s pop contains two 

subjects and two subjects only: anticipatory joy and retrospective disappointment. Future tense and past tense, 

but never the present. Coincidentally, this mirrors the current consumerist debacle with its promises of fulfillment 

followed by confused disappointment once the thing has been attained. Of course this may not be a coincidence at 

all, and popular music—like all popular art, whether it’s good or not—is simply mirroring the way we live our lives. 
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Whether it knows it or not, songs about love (its acquisition/possession, pursuit/loss) are songs about commerce 

and songs about commerce are redundant when every song is about love. Seen in this light, 21st century Pop 

becomes the extended metaphor to end all extended metaphors. The question remains, Who will blink first? The 

artists or the capitalists? Or are they just different sides of the same nickel?  

The question’s rhetorical by the way. The fact is subversive art only becomes popular when 

subversiveness already exists in the culture. Like some sterile narcissus, it can’t create; it can only reflect. But what 

a reflection. What art. 

(SUBNOTE: Even a song as seemingly different as Macklemore’s “Thrift Store,” a song that ostensibly 

subverts materialism and wealth accumulation, still has a chorus whose first two words are “I’m gonna,” i.e. it’s 

looking forward to the experience rather than experiencing the thing itself. And considered further, it’s still a song 

about shopping (or imagining shopping if we’re being rigorously exact), and defining yourself by your purchases 

only reinforces the validity of the whole consumerist gang-bang no matter how you slice it. Or approached from 

another angle, there’s nothing revolutionary about shopping at Whole Foods, or local food co-ops. Nothing wrong 

with it. But it ain’t going to change shit. 

Notice that the occasional exception to this rule , like say, The Lumineers song, the one that goes I belong 

to you / You belong to me, while expressing a real present-tense scenario, phrases its satisfaction in the language 

of possession, or acquisition; which in a consumer-based universe also happens to be the only time we feel 

satisfaction, albeit a temporal, fleeting kind of satisfaction that’s impossible to maintain. 
60

 I had, for the moment, temporarily forgotten all about Key Encaja and its prison of suffering. The brain has a way 

of regulating thought; it rations out the bleakness on a need-to-know basis, sublimating the really bad shit. It 

doesn’t seem that way sometimes, given the pretty much constant amount of negative stuff we think about on a 

day-to-day basis, but if you stop and think about all the REALLY bad stuff you could be thinking about instead, you 

might want to take your brain out for a nice dinner to show your appreciation for all its dread-filtering hard work.   
61

 A word like house seems impossibly quaint, like the boat/yacht schism back at Manatee Point. Even a term like 

mansion feels understated. Ranch implies a disproportionate amount of land, farmable or otherwise, relative to 

the size of the house, and the Judge’s property was too vast for that comparison. Imagine the design of the US 

Pentagon—on a smaller scale, granted—and you get the general idea. 
62

 I use the term here in its least sentimental sense. 
63

 No left-handed desks of course.  
64

 The idea that a compliment from someone she had just met, who as far as she knew was about to have sex with 

her for money, would make her feel good about herself seemed profoundly sad. Like calling LeBron James a good 

basketball player and finding out you just made his day. 
65

 Massively disproportioned towards the earliest part of my lifetime, though the last couple years of marriage 

disintegration had brought about a slight resurgence. 
66

 Conventional wisdom says that alcohol is a sexual hindrance, inhibiting erections, etc., but I’ve found in my 

experience, as with most things drinking-related (flirting, playing pool, performing onstage), that it can actually 

improve your performance as long as you don’t overindulge and get sloppy. 
67

 Her word, not mine. 
68

 It should be obvious by this point in the story that I detest the word panties. 
69

 Fine. Have it your way. 
70

 Or to help support their own materialism. Say what you want to about the adult film industry, it pays a hell of a 

lot better than Burger King and is only slightly less soul-destroying than Wal-Mart. 
71

 Technically, I suppose they weren’t calling him black. But the word they actually used was vile and repugnant 

enough that I prefer not to use it. 
72 More of a grayish-purple if we’re being technical. 
73

 If you went the other direction, that is to say clockwise until 10, the sidewalk ended at a six-foot-high chain-link 

fence draped in a green tarp that had faded and begun to drily flake around its edges. On the other side of the 

fence sat what a seafood restaurant that had been closed for years. The name escapes me. 
74

 Of course in typical Florida fashion, an area that has little use for logic—or long pants—Blackwater Sound is 

actually longer than Long Sound. However, in a minor concession towards syllogistic reasoning, Blackwater is at 

least slightly bigger than Little Blackwater Sound. 



121 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
75

 My logic for this had nothing to do with my mission, just a continued adherence to those parking lot principles 

laid out during my first visit to Publix. I once spent ten long, rage-filled minutes stopped in front of a Wal-Mart 

entrance while folks wandered/waddled out of/into the crosswalk at all kinds of indirect angles. Never again. 
76

 I also left $1000 in a greeting card at the Customer Service desk to give to the kid who bagged my groceries that 

one time, the one who liked my Fall t-shirt.  


