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            Prologue

         
         
            Palm Beach County

         

         The sun was going down behind the Big Burger when the alligator came flying in the drive-through window.

         
         It scampered past a milkshake machine and scattered teenagers working the french-fry baskets. The manager hung his head. “Not
            again.”
         

         
         The driver of a fourteen-year-old Honda Civic sped away from the restaurant and traveled south on U.S. Highway 1. He wasn’t
            mad at Big Burger. In fact he had never even eaten there, although now he wanted to someday. It was just another aimless afternoon
            that started when he spotted the three-foot gator sunning itself next to a golf course and threw a surf-casting net over it
            without understanding his motivation. The driver had previously used the net for fishing, but he recently began carrying it
            around in his car at other times for the broader possibilities. After the golf course, the driver stopped at a convenience
            store and stared at Slim Jims for a while before buying gum. He got back in the car with the captive reptile on the passenger
            seat and saw the Big Burger across the highway. And he thought to himself, Sure, why not?

         
         Thus continued the Florida epoch of fuck-it lifestyle decisions.

         
         The story of the alligator would make news across the country and overseas, but in Florida it wouldn’t even top the wildlife
            report because a body had just turned up in a nearby motel room with two live spider monkeys dancing on it. The chattering
            alerted police.
         

         
         The Honda continued south, past a man on a riding lawn mower twirling Philippine fighting sticks, then a strip club called
            the Church of the New Burning Bush that would soon lose its tax-exempt status.
         

         
         Back at Big Burger, customers finished clearing out of the dining area with free food and apologies. Employees loitered in
            the parking lot. A small gator with its mouth taped shut emerged under the arm of a state game official. Police got the Honda’s
            license off the surveillance tape, and two officers headed south with discussions of sports and alimony.
         

         
         A sea-green Chevy Nova drove by the fast-food joint, stereo on the Delfonics.

         
         “. . . Ready or not, here I come . . .”

         
         “Serge.” Coleman pointed out the passenger window. “What’s all the craziness at Big Burger?”

         
         Serge glanced over. “Gator. Next question?”

         
         Coleman cracked open a sweaty Schlitz, forgetting the already open one between his legs. “Where are we going again?”

         
         “The next stop on our literary pilgrimage of Florida.”

         
         “Oh right,” said Coleman. “Books. Reading. Ewwww.”
         

         
         Flick.

         
         “Ouch, you flicked my ear again!”

         
         “Cultural reinforcement,” said Serge. “Everyone comes to Florida touring beaches and bars, but few realize the rich literary
            heritage all around that people just drive right by every day. Their awareness begins and ends with Hemingway.”
         

         
         “Sloppy Joe’s Bar!” said Coleman.

         
         Flick.

         
         “Stop!”

         
         “It drives me batty that our most famous author won the Nobel Prize, yet we’ve reduced him to a logo on a line of tank tops,
            shot glasses and refrigerator magnets. What profound quote would Papa utter if he suddenly came back to life and saw what
            was going on?”
         

         
         “Uh . . .” Coleman strained in thought. “‘These new phones are the shit!’”

         
         Flick.
         

         
         The Nova rolled up to a red light between a police car and a lawn mower. Coleman lowered his joint below window level. “So
            what’s our next stop on this reading trip of yours?”
         

         
         Serge checked his watch. “We’ll have to hurry if we’re going to make it to the library on time . . .”

         
          

         Cars streamed into the parking lot from all directions. The lighted information sign in front of the Palm Beach Gardens Library:
            Book Signing 7 p.m.

         
         A green Nova found a spot near the back of the lot, and Serge and Coleman joined the rest of the patrons heading for the doors.

         
         Inside the community room, a grid of chairs filled fast. A long table stood along the back wall with a punch bowl and bags
            of Keebler cookies that produced low-range joy.
         

         
         When the time came, the library’s director made the introduction, and the audience broke into the kind of applause you’d hear
            at a ribbon cutting for a minor historical marker.
         

         
         The author took up a position behind the podium, greeted the crowd with a smile and cleared his throat. He opened a hardcover
            book and began reading:
         

         
         
            Chapter One

            My day had been exceedingly normal—which extended the streak to 9,632 normal days in a row—when the shotgun blast sent my
               life in an entirely new direction.
            

            That’s what shotgun blasts do quite well.

            Don’t ask me who I am right now, or if I’m dead. Even I don’t have the answer to that last one yet.

            It was 1989, just after midnight, down by the docks at the port. There was no moon, only the red and green running lights
               of vessels big and small navigating the narrow channels around Peanut Island.
            

            I remember riding my bike down there as a kid and watching the boats. Some came in from the ocean through the jetties of the
               Lake Worth Inlet, others up the Intracoastal, still more from the canals behind homes on Singer Island. It had always been
               a busy waterway, even at night.
            

            These were the days long before Homeland Security or DEA radar aircraft, and the Port of Palm Beach was still more than a
               bit lawless. Later some officials would go to jail for taking bribes.
            

            I heard a small Evinrude outboard approaching the docks, but saw no beacons. The growl of the motor grew louder. There was
               a yellow light—one of those lamps over the fuel pumps at the end of the soggy wooden pier—and it glinted off the barrel of
               a twelve-gauge.
            

            A shout: “Too late! Run!”

            Blam!

         

          

         The audience at the library formed a signing line that wrapped around the room. Books cradled in arms, anticipation.

         
         One by one they got their autographs.

         
         “You’re the greatest.”

         
         “Love the writing style.”

         
         “I’m you’re number one fan.”

         
         “Remember the time you tied a guy to the bridge in the Keys?”

         
         The author looked up. “That was actually Hiaasen.”

         
         “I’m so embarrassed.”

         
         “Don’t worry about it.” The author handed the book back, and the reader ran away.

         
         The event wound down. The lights went off, doors were locked, and the last of the library staff drove out of the deserted
            parking lot.
         

         
         Hours later, a lone vehicle rolled quietly up to the curb by the front door. Guilty fingers reached from the driver’s window.
            They grabbed the handle of the library’s night deposit box, seeking to return a shopping bag of overdue titles under cloak
            of night.
         

         
         The driver fed volumes through the slot two and three at a time, until his shopping bag was half-empty. Then the door on the
            box wouldn’t budge. He rattled the handle again and again.
         

         
         “Damn, it’s full. Why don’t they empty these things?” He drove off like a thief.

         
         The library was dark and lifeless again, a syrupy red pool of blood spreading out from under the dripping book-deposit box.
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            September 5, 1965

         

         A lifeguard in short blue swim trunks slouched atop an old wooden stand. A silver whistle hung from his lips as he scanned
            the shore of the Atlantic Ocean. There was a teeming, splashing crowd in the water. Par for Labor Day weekend.
         

         
         The Chamber of Commerce was relieved. Hurricane Betsy had threatened to ruin the holiday, but now the Miami tracking station
            plotted it swirling well out to sea north of the Bahamas and, as they say, the coast was clear. It was one of the beaches
            that in earlier times always flew a storm-advisory flag, and today’s color was white. Let the money roll in.
         

         
         Beach umbrellas covered the sand like toadstools, and the breeze carried tinny-sounding music from dozens of newfangled radios
            called transistor.
         

         
         “. . . What’s new pussycat? Whoa-ooo-whoa-ooo-whoa-ooo . . .”

         
         “. . . Hang on Sloopy! Sloopy, hang on! . . .”

         
         “. . . Wooly bully! . . .”

         
         The lifeguard suddenly stood in alarm and blew his whistle three sharp times, aiming a stern arm. A group of children involved
            in horseplay knocked it off. This was back when authority meant something, and lifeguards got laid a little more. He sat back
            down in a suave slouch.
         

         
         Behind the lifeguard and the sand was Ocean Avenue. Avenue. Barely a street. A row of boxy cars sat in angled spaces at steel parking meters. A Rambler, a Skylark, a Fairlane, a Bel
            Air, a different Rambler. Across the road stood a modest line of short, flat-roofed buildings. One named the Beach Shop had
            a coin-operated scale out front that told your fortune, another was simply called Sundries, the next sold hot dogs that people
            ate outside on the kind of concrete benches and tables supplied by a company that also sold birdbaths. Advertising signs for
            Coca-Cola, Coppertone, the Palm Beach Post. A burnt-red panel truck for Wise potato chips arrived at the curb. Some of the people eating hot dogs wore dresses and dress
            shirts.
         

         
         The adults didn’t pay it much attention, but there was a small item along the avenue that fascinated all the kids. Rising
            up from one of the flat roofs was a tall pole and a contraption at the top consisting of three spinning, rounded metal cups.
            In meteorologic terms, an anemometer. Currently the sun sparkled off the cups as they rotated in lazy circles.
         

         
         A Mercury Montclair pulled up to a parking meter. The doors opened. Little Serge pointed skyward. “What’s that?”

         
         “A wind thing,” said his mother.

         
         “What’s it do?”

         
         “Measures wind.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “People want to know.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Just keep up.”

         
         “Why do potato chips come in trucks?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “They’re not heavy.”

         
         “Will you keep up?”

         
         Little Serge took off sprinting.

         
         “Slow down! Come back here!”

         
         Soon the family settled onto the beach with blankets and an umbrella. Little Serge’s face appeared giant and distorted in
            the device he was holding to his eye.
         

         
         His mother looked down. “Where’d you get that big magnifying glass?”

         
         “From the house.”

         
         “Are you going through all our drawers again?”

         
         “Not now.”

         
         It was a small, middle-class town on the north side of West Palm called Riviera Beach. Residents reached the water by crossing
            a short drawbridge to Singer Island, named after a sewing machine heir. The shoreline ran south from the public beach, past
            the regal Colonnades Hotel, where the stars hid out in the working-class surroundings. Bob Hope, Jackie Gleason, the Stones.
            Anyone could stroll through the hotel, and most wouldn’t notice an unassuming local billionaire named John D. MacArthur, who
            conducted business daily from a table in the coffee shop.
         

         
         Finally the island came to an abrupt halt at the jetty. The jetty marked the edge of the Lake Worth Inlet and the entrance
            to the port. Just a golf-ball shot across the inlet, but an economic galaxy away, was another jetty guarding the north end
            of Palm Beach. The Breakers, the Kennedys, Worth Avenue, Gucci, Rolls-Royce, Swiss bank accounts.
         

         
         They were always dredging the narrow inlet between the two islands because of the deep-drafting cargo ships making their way
            into the Port of Palm Beach. This required a rusty sand-transfer station. But there was no way that eyesore would be placed
            anywhere near all that old money on Palm Beach. So back on Singer Island, just behind the jetty, stood a giant, two-story-tall
            metal drum with a crane-arm extending out over the water. It didn’t have an official name. But the surfers called it the Pump
            House.
         

         
         The surfers.

         
         What a pain. At least to the establishment. The Pump House was the favorite word-of-mouth spot to catch waves along Florida’s
            east coast, and the water was always full of boards. Which also meant surfing riffraff illegally climbing the Pump House’s
            crane-arm to dive into the water. Or surfing the inlet through heavy ship traffic. Or paddling all the way across to make
            landfall behind a Palm Beach mansion, triggering a law enforcement response like the invasion of Normandy.
         

         
         But this day nobody was on the crane-arm because a police car was parked nearby to prevent nonsense. Then the cop left and
            the crane filled up again with kids. Jump, jump, splash, splash. The jumping stopped. Everyone silently turned from the Pump House to gaze out at the end of the jetty.
         

         
         Shafts of light from heaven appeared—actually just a cloud break, but there might as well have been angel harps. A faded yellow
            board turned around, and a leathery man stood up. The next wave lifted him leaning forward, focused and fearless, toward the
            beach.
         

         
         The kids along the beach barely blinked as the surfer executed cut after cut, each swish shudderingly close to the waves crashing
            and spraying off the jetty’s jagged boulders that nobody else dared near. But that’s what it took for the maximum ride and,
            unlike the youth watching from shore, the veteran surfer had the instincts of years in these waves that averted peril. Then
            he hung ten—that would be toes—off the front of the wooden longboard before the waves tamed near the beach and he gently eased
            up into the sand.
         

         
         The kids gathered around as the surfer nonchalantly picked up his board, a coveted Yater Spoon. They peppered him with questions,
            praise. “That was incredible.” “You’re the greatest.” “Can you teach me your cutback?” “Should I ride goofy foot?”

         
         The surfer stopped and held court. He always had time for the kids. His skin was bronzed and prematurely aged, but his eyes
            were clear and hazelnut. He wasn’t muscular, because nobody worked out with weights back then, though his stomach was marble.
            They said he almost looked like Sandy Koufax, but not quite. On his left shoulder, a tattoo of an anchor and a ribbon indicated
            service on the USS Iowa. Gunner’s mate, Pacific theater, shelling the Japanese on the Eniwetok Atoll. He never talked about the war. The vintage
            of the tattoo meant he was now long in the tooth as surfers go, almost forty-three. To the kids, that was practically, well,
            dead. If the man had been any other adult, he would have been irrelevant. But this guy was the legend.
         

         
         Word of his conquests leaked down into every local schoolyard, and the teens now surrounding him had been hearing the stories
            long before picking up their first board.
         

         
         The surfer had been riding this coast since he was their age, often the only one in the water. And that was cool. The wartime
            experience had turned him into a spiritualist and a reader. Hermann Hesse, Aldous Huxley, The Dharma Bums. He developed a worldview that people complained too much.
         

         
         “Are you going back out?” asked one kid.
         

         
         “What wax do you use?”

         
         “What’s the tattoo mean?”

         
         “Nothing important,” said the surfer. “And don’t you go getting one.”

         
         Then he noticed a smaller boy behind the others, not talking, arms clutched into himself. Alone in the crowd.

         
         “You back there,” said the surfer. “What’s your name?”

         
         “Me?” Quickly looking behind himself to find nobody. “Uh, Kenny.”

         
         “Kenny, how’s your surfing?”

         
         “Getting better.”

         
         The bigger boys began laughing, and they weren’t laughing with him.
         

         
         “Kenny,” said the surfer, “how ’bout you and me go out and ride the next one together?”

         
         The laughter stopped.

         
         “Really?” said Kenny.

         
         “Sure, come on.”

         
         It was another of the surfer’s life philosophies: always look for those not being included, and include them.

         
         The gang on the beach quieted again as the asymmetrical pair began paddling back out along the jetty.

         
         “Wow, Kenny gets to ride the Pump House with the legend.”

         
         “How cool is that?”

         
         “Someday I want to be just like the Pope.”

         
         Most of the kids didn’t know the surfer’s first name, which was Darby. But his last name really was Pope. They all simply
            called him by his nickname.
         

         
         The Pope of Palm Beach.

         
          

         A black Dodge Dart left the Pump House and headed north on Singer Island. The car’s roof rack held two surfboards. The Pope
            approached the public swimming area, then hung a left onto Beach Court, the shortcut back to the Blue Heron Bridge and the
            mainland.
         

         
         A police car sat on the shoulder near a stop sign, watching for kids patching out. “Hey, Darby,” the officer called out his
            open window. “How’s it going?”
         

         
         “Same old. How’s the family, Frank?”

         
         “Can’t complain. By the way, thanks for coming to talk to my kid’s class. You made my son a hero . . .”

         
         Beach Court was a block over from the shore and the shops. It had its own short row of buildings—the south end anchored by
            the uncommonly tall Sands Hotel, formerly the Beaumont, before they added the fourth story. It was the singular 1940s holdover
            that clashed with all the new low-slung, ranch-style roadside motels popping up along A1A and U.S. 1 with the now-required
            swimming pools that every station wagon full of tykes demanded.
         

         
         Attached to the hotel was a series of connected single-floor businesses, some retail, some office, always changing depending
            on the leaseholder. Like the people inside the address at 2441.
         

         
         The enterprise had started in the fifties as a fancy international magazine headquartered in Manhattan. That changed in the
            1960s. Whether it was the rent or a need for new scenery, they decided to up and move to Florida because—hey, they were a
            magazine, they could plant their stakes anywhere—and of all places they ended up here.
         

         
         Inside, keys pounded a manual Underwood typewriter. Even though it was the holiday weekend, there was always a deadline. A
            young editor yanked a page from the roller and fed another. The editor was starting at the bottom but had ambition. He would
            reach fame in twenty years, but right now it was just another Sunday, and he had the office to himself. The perfect time to
            finish polishing one of his first short stories and see his own name in print between the magazine’s covers.
         

         
         He took a break to fetch notes from his car. A Dodge Dart spotted him and rolled into the parking lot.

         
         “Charles!” yelled the Pope, a ruddy arm hanging out the driver’s window to shake hands.

         
         “Hey, Darby.”

         
         “What are you doing here today?”

         
         “Writing. It’s quiet,” said the editor. “I’d ask what you’re doing, but I already know.”

         
         Darby got out, and they shook hands again, redundantly. The Pope knew everyone in town. Made it a point.

         
         Everyone.

         
         “Oh, I got that book you wanted.” The editor quickly ran inside and returned with the title.

         
         “Thanks. I’ll get it back to you.”

         
         “No rush. But I know it’ll only be a couple days. You read like crazy.”

         
         “You mean for a surfer?”

         
         “You know what I mean. Still welding at the port?”

         
         “Going on fifteen years. Hard habit.”

         
         The two friends stopped and stared east at the water a block away.

         
         “Charles, how come you never go to the beach?”

         
         “I have to write . . .”

         
          

         . . . A block east on the public beach, a skinny little boy lay on his stomach in the sand, digging industriously. He was
            bent over at the waist ninety degrees, and the top half of his body hung straight down into the hole. Handfuls of sand flew
            into the air and onto his mother’s legs.
         

         
         She lowered her copy of Look magazine. “Serge! What on earth are you doing?”
         

         
         “Digging.” Serge pulled himself up out of the hole and stared at the ocean again, gauging the incline to the shore. Then back
            down he went, clawing some more until he hit the water table, and it filled the bottom of his tiny pit. Theory confirmed.
            Check that off the list. He picked up a sand flea and examined it with his magnifying glass, counting legs.
         

         
         A short distance up the beach, a plumper child about the same age ran in giddy circles until he got dizzy and fell facedown.
            He would eventually pick up the nickname “Coleman,” for which he’d ever be known, but right now his parents still called him
            Seymour.
         

         
         “Seymour, what are you doing?” asked his mother.

         
         Seymour stood and took off along the shoreline. Some stuff had washed up on the beach. They looked like funny little balloons.
            Clear and thin with a tint of blue. Seymour gleefully giggled as he ran around popping them all with his bare feet . . .
         

         
         . . . Little Serge looked up from his magnifying glass when the lifeguard blew his whistle three long times.

         
         “Mommy, why is that boy screaming like that?”

         
         “Blessed Mary!” She sat up. “Why is he screaming like that? It’s like he’s being murdered!”
         

         
         Up the beach, lifeguards from three different stands converged on the hysterical crying from a child who had just stomped
            on a whole school of man o’ wars. Seymour had complicated matters by flopping around and rolling in the stinging tentacles.
         

         
         “Somebody grab him!”

         
         “I’m trying to, but he’s got them all over.”

         
         “Be an adult!”

         
         “Shit. Ouch.” The lifeguard grabbed a nearby beach blanket for insulation.

         
         “Hey!” yelled a sixty-eight-year-old retiree from Utica. “I was lying on that!”

         
         “Sorry, emergency,” said the lifeguard. “City will reimburse.”

         
         “What’s going on?”

         
         “Portuguese man o’ war.”

         
         “The Portuguese? Jesus!”

         
         The rescuers eventually applied soothing first-aid balms, and Seymour’s cries dissipated into sobs.

         
         One of the lifeguards capped a tube of ointment and turned to a colleague. “Put up the jellyfish warning signs.”

         
         “Man o’ wars technically aren’t jellyfish, but colonies of zooids.”

         
         “What’s wrong with you? Just put up the signs already!”

         
         A shrug. A stick was hammered into the sand.

         
         Tranquillity returned.

         
         Back up the shoreline, Little Serge sat on the front of a beach blanket, eating Cheetos and examining his orange fingerprints
            with the magnifying glass. He looked at the water’s edge and noticed something. He put the glass down and reached into his
            mother’s beach bag, pulling out a children’s book of sea creatures. It had big pictures and few words. He flipped pages—hermit
            crabs, mollusks, fire coral—until he finally came to a picture he remembered. He looked up again at the shore and nodded to
            himself. He put the book away.
         

         
         Little Serge walked down to the surf and got on his knees. The magnifying glass scanned over his find. From his children’s
            book, he knew not to touch. He found a washed-up stick and slid it under the discovery.
         

         
         “Mom!” he yelled, running back to his family’s blankets and umbrella.

         
         She lowered her magazine. “Serge, what do you have dangling from that stick?”

         
         “It’s a Portuguese man o’ war . . . Oops.”

         
         It fell off the stick and onto her feet. Her head snapped up straight with wide eyes.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            The Present

         

         The noon sun hung high and unfettered over the Florida Keys. Two navy jets out of the air station on Boca Chica roared low
            over the Gulf Stream. Fly fishermen silently cast lures on the backwood flats. A seafoam-green 1969 Chevy Nova raced east.
         

         
         The Overseas Highway was a straight, two-lane shot through the Saddlebunch Keys. A thin ribbon of land surrounded by a canvas
            of emerald and turquoise water, so shallow and intoxicating in spots that it made travelers want to stop and walk out there,
            but they kept going.
         

         
         Screech . . .

         
         . . . Serge and Coleman stood thigh-deep far out in the water, nothing around, looking back at their tiny Chevy coupe parked
            on the side of the highway. The body of water was ringed by mangroves and dotted with little saplings reaching up for life.
         

         
         Serge wore a tarpon hat and nodded from behind polarized sunglasses. “Dig it.”

         
         Coleman raised a can of beer. “Whatever happened to your literary tour of Florida?”

         
         “This is it.” Serge studied a motionless great blue heron, which in turn studied the shallows before firing its long, sharp
            beak down into the water like a spear and coming up with a fish.
         

         
         Coleman stuck the empty can in a fanny pack and pulled out another. “What’s this got to do with books?”

         
         “Florida is all about water, and the authors knew this. Think about it: River of Grass, Cross Creek, Islands in the Stream—the last actually refers to the Bahamas, but the titular Gulf Stream is right over there.”
         

         
         “Here’s what I know.” Burp. “Your reading tour blows serious chunks.”
         

         
         “Coming from you, that means it’s the perfect tour,” said Serge. “The Keys have ignited several literary flash points over the years, and all the greats saw this water.
            That’s why the tour started in Key West, with perfunctory stops for Hemingway and Tennessee Williams. But that’s low-hanging
            fruit I’ve seen a million times, which is why we just sped by taking photos. So now we’re drilling deeper into the 1970s movement
            of Harrison, McGuane, Thompson, and artists in different media like the painter Chatham, not to mention Jimmy Buffett, the
            fierce workaholic who marketed his unemployed-beach-bum persona into the economic might of a small nation. And it all started
            right around here, where he and the others reverently fished off skiffs as if this were a cathedral.”
         

         
         “Even more boring . . .”
         

         
         “It will become exceptionally nonboring this afternoon. An unavoidable errand to correct a moral misunderstanding.” Serge sighed. “Another working vacation.”
         

         
         “Let’s jump to that part now.”

         
         “Coleman, can’t you just stand still in a location of visual bliss and drink in the serenity? Please, join me.” Serge clasped
            his hands in front of his stomach and stared across the rippling water. “That’s enough serenity.” He took off running and
            splashing.
         

         
         “Wait for me!”

         
         The green Nova cruised onto Sugarloaf Key and made a right turn near Mile Marker 17. Serge placed a hand on his buddy’s shoulder.
            “Lucky for you, this next literary stop comes with a theme park ride to penetrate the marijuana tar pit of your brainpan.”
         

         
         “Really? What kind of ride?”

         
         “A natural one, so it’s also free.”

         
         The Chevy reached the southern end of the island, where Sugarloaf Boulevard meets old State Road 4A. To the left, a permanent
            barricade blocking off an abandoned stretch of the road.
         

         
         Coleman gestured with the last beer in the six-pack. “What’s the deal with all the no-parking signs? There’s like a hundred
            of ’em with nothing else around.”
         

         
         “That had me curious, too,” said Serge, parking a quarter mile away with an inexplicable number of other vehicles in the middle
            of the boondocks. “The first time I came here, I was the only person seeking it out for my own particular reasons. Little
            did I know that many young locals regularly visit the same location with completely different intentions.”
         

         
         They walked back to the corner and climbed around the barricade. Coleman stumbled and caught his balance. “So we’re trespassing?”

         
         “One would think, but no,” said Serge. “The barricade is to stop vehicle traffic, but it’s still a public road as far as pedestrians
            go. And believe it or not, this used to be U.S. 1 until they relocated the section a couple miles north.”
         

         
         They hiked down the lonely, bright gravel road. Silence except for rocks under their shoes. The air was still from overhanging
            branches blocking the sea breeze. Coleman wiped his forehead. “It’s damn hot.”
         

         
         Serge pulled down the flap of his tarpon hat to cover his neck. “There’s a great place to cool off up ahead.”

         
         “But you still haven’t explained any of this, and my eyes are stinging.”

         
         Serge swept a hand to the left. “Decades ago, people in boats on Upper Sugarloaf Sound were forced to navigate all the way
            around the island to get to the ocean, so they quarried a channel through the limestone to save time. And up ahead is the
            bridge over it.”
         

         
         “I’m starting to hear something,” said Coleman. “Voices.”

         
         “The locals,” said Serge. “The pass under the bridge has these flat limestone shelves along the edge of the water, creating
            the perfect spot to sun yourself, picnic, party or just hang out. And since there are no homes around, and the road is closed,
            it’s the perfect out-of-the-way place not to be hassled. The police know all about this and look the other way because it
            lets the kids blow off steam away from the rich residents and free-spending tourists.”
         

         
         Voices grew louder. The western end of the small span came into view.

         
         “Does this place have a name?” asked Coleman.

         
         Serge pointed at a sign.

         
         Coleman read it: “No jumping from bridge.”

         
         “So the locals call it the Jumping Bridge.”

         
         Up ahead, two teens climbed onto the concrete railing.

         
         Down below: “Jump! Jump! Jump! . . .”

         
         They jumped, knifing into the deep, cool water with a pair of splashes. Heads bobbed to the surface. “Did you get it?”

         
         Someone on a limestone shelf raised a cell phone and nodded.

         
         The next youth approached the railing. “Jump! Jump! Jump! . . .” Splash. And so on.
         

         
         “This place totally rocks!” said Coleman.

         
         “I knew you’d come around.”

         
         “Absolutely!” He stuck his head inside his T-shirt to light a joint. “No cops to mess with you for weed!”

         
         “Coleman, there’s more to it.” Serge spun around. “All the nature . . .”

         
         “Jump! Jump! Jump! . . .”

         
         Coleman took a long hit. “And you just tripped over this place?”

         
         “Jump! Jump! Jump! . . .”

         
         “A coincidence of the cosmos,” said Serge. “I had no idea any of this was going on out here. My whole reason for seeking this
            spot—”
         

         
         “Will you jump already! . . .”

         
         Serge and Coleman stopped talking. They realized they had reached the crest of the bridge. A line of kids waited impatiently
            behind them.
         

         
         “Serge, I think they’re yelling at us.” Toke, toke, toke. “They want us to jump.”

         
         Serge leaned over the railing and stuck two fingers in his mouth for a shrill whistle. “Everyone, listen up! May I have your
            attention!” He spread his arms down toward the crowds on the limestone lounge areas. “The celebrated jumping will soon resume,
            but first, some news that’s sure to jazz up your day! In 1973, a young author named Thomas McGuane published a groundbreaking
            novel and one of the finest books ever on the Florida Keys called 92 in the Shade. He knew all about this place you have here long before it was a thing. And when they made the movie in 1975, he had them
            shoot a crucial scene here where Peter Fonda, playing the lead role of Thomas Skelton, and Margot Kidder, as Miranda, catch
            fish off this bridge. Isn’t that swell?”
         

         
         “Boring! . . . Jump! Jump! Jump! . . .”

         
         “Hey, you idiots!” yelled Coleman, joint clenched in his teeth. “You need to listen to this man! He’s like really smart and
            shit like that! . . . Whoa! Aaauuu! . . .”
         

         
         Serge lunged to snatch the back of Coleman’s shirt but just came up with a handful of air. His friend was already over the
            side.
         

         
         Coleman executed one of those dives that gets a zero from the judges, like someone accidentally falling backward out a window.
            All arms and legs flailing before a belly flop.
         

         
         He popped to the surface with the buoyancy of beer fat. “I’m good.” Then dog-paddled to a limestone shelf, where teens hoisted
            him out of the water.
         

         
         “Dude, that was insane! Have a beer!”

         
         “Thanks,” said Coleman.

         
         “Man, I’ve never seen a belly that red! Have another beer!”

         
         “Righteous.”

         
         Someone held up a cell phone. “You’re already on the Internet! You’re getting hits! Have a joint . . .”

         
         Serge scrambled down the embankment. “Good Lord! Are you okay?”

         
         “I never want to leave this place!”

         
         “Unfortunately we have that other thing I need to tend to.”

         
         “Let him stay! . . .” “Let him jump again! . . .”

         
         “Guys, he’s in jumping retirement,” said Serge. “Reflect fondly on all he’s given you.”

         
         Coleman drained the longneck Bud in his left hand, then the one in his right. “I’m jumping again!”

         
         “Hooray!”

         
         Everyone else was able to walk up the embankment, but Coleman needed the help of his hands and knees.

         
         “Jump! Jump! Jump! . . .”

         
         Coleman stuck an index finger in the air to gauge the wind. “A cannonball!” He climbed up on the railing but tripped, and
            it was another deranged cartwheel before an even worse belly flop.
         

         
         They pulled him out. “Here are your beers.”

         
         “Right!” Guzzle, guzzle, guzzle. “Jumping again!”

         
         “You da man! . . .”

         
         Dive after dive. Bigger splashes, larger red marks covering his body, until finally . . . well, let’s put it this way: If
            you’re a fan of classic rock, imagine Joe Cocker in the Olympics going off the ten-meter platform.
         

         
         “Coleman! Coleman! Can you hear me?”

         
         “Is that you, Serge? What happened?”

         
         “Professional exhaustion. We have to get you back to the car.” He grabbed his pal under the pits. “Hey, kids, can you give
            me a hand with your hero?”
         

         
          

         
            September 7, 1965

         

         Three rounded metal cups spun like a propeller above a roof on Ocean Avenue. The beach was empty and so were all the spaces
            at the parking meters. The sky churned purple-gray.
         

         
         A steel pole stood out on the sand. The storm-advisory pole. Today it flew two flags. Both red squares with smaller black
            squares in the middle.
         

         
         Hurricane warning.

         
         A lone city truck with a revolving amber light rolled slowly down the street. A worker got out and took down the flags before
            they ripped apart.
         

         
         Everyone had been so busy with Labor Day that they never saw it coming. And why would they? Because nobody had ever seen a
            storm-tracking chart like this one.
         

         
         Hurricane Betsy had indeed been chugging straight out to sea in a steady northeast direction until the storm was so far away
            that it was but a memory. Then, of all things, it simply stopped. Didn’t even make a U-turn, just went in reverse, backtracking
            its course and taking dead aim at South Florida.
         

         
         Crazy time.

         
         All Floridians knew the drill. Batteries, water, food, candles, radios, plywood. But there had always been a few days’ notice
            instead of a few hours. Store shelves emptied in a frenzy. Some of the plywood went up, but the rest—to hell with it. Stuff
            was already going airborne. An empty inflatable backyard pool took to the sky like a flying saucer. Anything else left outside
            was written off. Time to shelter in place and roll the dice.
         

         
         Darkness fell, but it wasn’t night. Little Serge’s grandfather remained outside, lugging a sheet of plywood.

         
         “Dad!” Little Serge’s mom yelled out the front door. “Will you get in here!”

         
         “Just a minute.”

         
         “No! Look what’s going on out there!”

         
         He looked. So did Little Serge, standing on his tiptoes at the window. He’d been told not to go near the windows, but he was
            Little Serge.
         

         
         Earlier in the day, his grandfather had pulled the floor mats out of their car and was hosing them off when the news broke.
            The mats had been forgotten. Now they fluttered on the front lawn before lifting off like Arabian carpets and sailing toward
            the horizon until the two little dots disappeared.
         

         
         “Wowwwwww!” said Serge.

         
         His grandfather ran inside and slammed the door.

         
         “Where’s Little Serge?” shouted his mother. “Serge! Get away from that window! What did I tell you?”

         
         He scampered back to his designated spot in the hallway, the central-most location in the house.

         
         Hunkering began.

         
         It was the era of feckless optimism. Seat belts were optional, people smoked everywhere, and television hailed the miracle
            of DDT. Also, no evacuation-route signs. Hurricanes were just something you rode out. The hallway was tight quarters for the
            extended family: the little boy, parents and grandparents.
         

         
         One thing his folks were good at was not letting Serge worry. They got out the board games. “Little Serge, what do you want
            to play? Trouble? Chinese checkers? How about Candy Land? Candy Land’s your favorite.”
         

         
         “Monopoly,” said the child, sitting with a metal drum of Charles Chips in his lap that was almost as big as he was.

         
         “Really? Why would you rather play Monopoly than Candy Land?”

         
         “Money!”

         
         Serge rolled the dice and moved his tiny metal race car onto Baltic Avenue. “I want to buy a house.”

         
         They intentionally let Serge win.

         
         “Look at all my money!”

         
         Serge stuffed his mouth with potato chips. He stopped and looked around. Nobody else was talking. All paying attention to
            a transistor radio and the storm update from WJNO. Serge slowly packed more chips into his mouth. Something was wrong. They
            never let him eat so many potato chips. Then he looked toward his bedroom door. They weren’t making him go to sleep. Hurricanes are cool!

         
         Suddenly the power went out.

         
         “What’s going on?” asked the boy.

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         They lit candles. With the electricity gone, the wind outside howled even louder. Rain hammered the roof and small debris
            pelted the windows. One of the panes shattered.
         

         
         “What was that?” asked the boy.

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         Little Serge watched his dad and grandfather drag mattresses out of the bedrooms.

         
         “What are they doing?”

         
         “Hey!” said his mom. “Let’s get out the Ouija board!”

         
         His family was devoutly Catholic, but some loophole let them believe in the power of the Ouija. Serge and his mother used
            fingertips to move the plastic triangle and contact late uncle Homer, who reported back that everything was A-OK.
         

         
         Smash!

         
         A tree broke loose and hit the edge of the roof. His dad got up again.

         
         Potato chips filled a mouth. “What’s going on now?”

         
         “Just some noise.”

         
         And so on into the wee hours, radio reports, melting candles, yawns.

         
         Serge finished constructing a glorious stomachache. His young mind processed all the new info: nonstop games, bottomless chips,
            no bedtime, a bunch of stuff breaking outside, talking to dead relatives. This was the best day of his entire life.
         

         
         “Mom, when can we have another hurricane?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            September 9, 1965

         

         Predawn workers in cherry-pickers repaired downed power lines, and city trucks cleared the roads of uprooted palms.

         
         Hurricane Betsy made official landfall in the early hours of the eighth before departing into the Gulf of Mexico. Its strength
            and surprise attack registered it as the first Atlantic storm to top a billion dollars in damage. That was 1965 dollars.
         

         
         A gloomy morning saw residents circling their homes to assess the havoc. Then they got busy with rakes and garbage cans.

         
         Others went down to the beach. It was standard procedure after a hurricane. Storms tended to change things. Chunks of shore
            might be missing. Other chunks were suddenly there. Hotel signs ended up on top of other hotels. You never knew.
         

         
         But the silent crowd that had lined up on the shore of Singer Island never expected this. They all just stared upward in openmouthed
            awe.
         

         
         During the early days of September, a 441-foot Greek freighter called the Amaryllis had sailed from Manchester, England, bound for Baton Rouge. During the height of the storm, the ship found itself literally
            fighting for its life down the coast of Florida. But safe harbor was just ahead. The crew reset their course for the Port
            of Palm Beach. Which meant reaching the Lake Worth Inlet and entering the jetties by the Pump House. The crew began breathing
            easier. Only a mile to go.
         

         
         A mile too far.

         
         If one ever needed to comprehend the power of a hurricane, the only requirement was to see how insanely far into the beach
            Betsy had driven the bow of the massive cargo ship. Which is what all the residents were now doing, loitering behind the old
            Rutledge Motel, staring up at this ten-story metal monstrosity that had freakishly altered their skyline.
         

         
         And while they were paralyzed in amazement, the weirdness intensified. They heard strange twanging sounds. Coming from the
            ship.
         

         
         “Look!” Someone in the crowd pointed up at the deck.

         
         Someone from the deck waved back. Then someone else, and another, until the whole railing was full of sailors and smiles.
            The crew was still on board. And playing Greek instruments. They might not have been so festive if they had known that international
            red tape would strand them on the ship another two months—except for a couple of sailors who secretly hopped ashore and ended
            up in Memphis. Go figure.
         

         
         But for now, it was a celebration of meeting new friends after not having sunk in a hurricane. An interpreter from the Coast
            Guard arrived. The bonding continued.
         

         
         So did the surprises.

         
         The ship’s enormity and placement produced more head-scratching consequences. It completely altered ocean currents and the
            angles of the frothing waves now breaking offshore. And while the crowd’s attention was focused on the deck, a teenager pointed
            in another direction.
         

         
         “Look!”

         
         What the hell?

         
         Nobody realized it at the time, but the youth culture all up and down the coast was about to experience a tectonic shift.

         
         At the rear end of the vessel, behind the giant exposed propeller, something new appeared.

         
         Actually someone.
         

         
         The tiny person stood up on a wooden surfboard and expertly rode the crashing waves down the ship’s waterline.

         
         “It’s the Pope!”

         
          

         
            Back to the Present

         

         “And here’s another sign of the End Times,” said Serge. “The ultra-rich now have something called a social media butler.”

         
         “How does that work?” asked Coleman. “A guy walks around with a cell phone on a silver platter?”

         
         “Who knows?” Serge hit the gas as they climbed another bridge in the Florida Keys. “But this whole plugged-in, scalable, wider-coverage-area,
            texting, sexting, Twitter-verse, twenty-four/seven lifestyle has gotten completely out of hand. The country is now brainlessly
            hurtling toward the day when our entire existence is spent lying in an alkaline-neutral sarcophagus bath capsule wearing a
            virtual helmet that uses eye movements to buy stuff on the hologram Amazon planet.”
         

         
         “What if you accidentally get something in your eye?” asked Coleman.

         
         “Then it’s another shopping spree where drones and hovercraft forklifts descend on your home with pallets of wind chimes,
            tube socks, badminton rackets, orthopedic neck pillows, turkey thermometers, ceramic Siamese cats, and you’ve just downloaded
            the complete works of Shakespeare and Kool and the Gang.”
         

         
         “I hate it when that happens.”

         
         “And I’m sure they have automatic locks on your bath capsule until you pay, the fuckers.”

         
         “Screw the rich.”

         
         “Except it’s unfair to lump all wealth together because it’s the American way. But I’m making the call right now: The ones
            with social media butlers are on the asshole side of the ledger. And what are they posting? ‘Messed over some of the little
            people,’ ‘Ignored the plight of others,’ ‘Gave lobster to my dog in front of the help and giggled,’ ‘Life is so hard looking
            at color swatches,’ ‘Traded a lobster for sex with the undocumented maid,’ ‘Fired my disgruntled social media butler for posting
            all the previous stuff.’”
         

         
         Coleman had his head out the window like a beagle.

         
         Serge looked over and compressed his eyebrows. “What, pray tell, are you doing now?”

         
         “The Seven Mile Bridge totally rocks.”

         
         “That’s a given, but you’re acting really weird, even for you.”

         
         “Yooop, yooop, yooop, blaba, blaba, kareeeeee-nuck-nuck-nuck . . .” Coleman windmilled his arm out the passenger window. “Hey, Serge, I’m making the car go faster.”
         

         
         Serge gave another quick glance. “Did you take some kind of hallucinogen again?”

         
         “You don’t notice air until you’re going this speed. Then it feels like if Jell-O was a gas.”

         
         “Coleman!”

         
         “I only took half a dose . . . I think . . .”

         
         “You think?”
         

         
         “One of the side effects of good psychedelics is you can’t remember how much you took.”

         
         “What’s a side effect of bad psychedelics?”

         
         “You wake up in another time zone.”

         
         Communication broke down until they reached the Long Key Viaduct. Coleman pulled his head back inside. “Whew, glad that awful
            shit finally wore off.”
         

         
         “So you’re not going to take it again?”

         
         Coleman gave him an odd look. “You don’t know anything about drugs, do you?”

         
         “A blind spot that I have made peace with.” The Nova headed out over the water again. “And your trip recovery has perfect
            timing. We’re almost to my next order of business.”
         

         
         “Almost where?” Coleman cracked a beer to smooth out the transition like 120-grit sandpaper.

         
         “Remember that story in the news about this snotty little thirty-two-year-old brat who became president of a pharmaceutical
            company?”
         

         
         “Not yet.”

         
         “Well, his corporation bought another small pharmaceutical firm, which is no big deal. And they inherited the patents, including
            one for an anonymous drug that was taken for granted for half a century.”
         

         
         “Still no bells ringing.”

         
         “This jerk figures out that in rare situations, it’s a drug of last resort with no available alternatives. It fights a protozoa
            infection that is normally harmless in adults. But when a mother passes it to a newborn, the drug is a game-changer. This
            new young president correctly figured that parents of dying children are the most desperate customers of all, so he held their
            babies for ransom, raising the price of the medicine from twelve dollars a pill to seven hundred.”
         

         
         “Whoa!” said Coleman. “I remember that. I’ve got his face in my head right now. He’s mean.”

         
         “An understatement,” said Serge. “He even appeared on talk shows with stupid cowlick bangs, still smirking like he was proud
            and enjoying his celebrity, glibly asserting it was a brilliant business decision that he had no intention of reversing.”
         

         
         “What’s your next order of business?”

         
         “Reversing it.”

         
         “But how? We’re in the Keys.”

         
         “After going on TV, the backlash became too much in New York. He leased a place down here to lay low.”

         
         “If he’s in hiding, how do you know about it?”

         
         “Everyone knows about it,” said Serge. “Unlike other places, hiding out in the Keys depends not on secrecy, but the nature of Keys
            people. Protesters picketed the first day, but being Keys people, the tenacity to protest has the life span of a margarita.”
         

         
         Serge crossed the bridge to Upper Matecumbe and pulled over. “There it is.”

         
         “I don’t see it.”

         
         “That abomination of a beach mansion barely visible through all the vegetation.” Serge started the car again. “Luckily, I’ve
            already scoped it out.”
         

         
         “When?”

         
         “On the way down,” said Serge. “Remember me dropping you off at that bar?”

         
         “The Lorelei!” said Coleman. “Big Dick and the Extenders used to play there.”

         
         “So then I found my way down to the shore and flanked around behind his pad.”

         
         “Weren’t you worried he might call the police?”

         
         “He did call the police.” Serge pulled over again as the sun went down with fanfare. “The hyper-rich constantly try to run you off
            their beaches and deny Florida to the masses. But there’s a little-known Florida law: You can walk all the way around the
            state—even behind private resorts and mansions—as long as you stay below the line of the mean high tide.”
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “It involves math, so let me do the talking if it comes up.” Serge walked back to the trunk. “Anyway, I was strolling along
            the sand at dusk and stopped behind his place to stare in the back windows.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because I don’t like him. And I wanted him to see me.” Serge removed a gym bag and slammed the lid. “It had the desired effect. He finally notices, and I wave happily. He makes
            these angry motions for me to get off his property. I shake my head and continue staring, now with binoculars. So he comes
            storming down his back porch, screaming he’ll have me arrested. I explain the whole mean-high-tide thing, and he says, ‘We’ll
            see about that!’ He pulls out a cell phone and calls the cops. I watch the changing expression on his face as he listens to
            a second rendition of the high-tide rule, and his head is about to explode. He storms back inside yelling it’s ‘unfair,’ and
            I watch with my binoculars as he closes all the curtains in such a fury that he tears one of them down, and then he’s thrashing
            around with the curtain rod and the fabric, getting tangled and falling through a glass coffee table.”
         

         
         “But why did you want him to spot you in the first place?”

         
         “Calibrating his reaction dynamic to negative stimuli for my project. Assholes like him think they can always outsmart you,
            but in reality their arrogance is their weakness, and if you play it with finesse, they’ll follow the bait right into your
            hands. It’s an intricate project, with several compartmentalized steps, each requiring sequential timing. Luckily, this douche-canoe
            is bait-sensitive.”
         

         
         “Why do you need so many steps?”

         
         “I don’t, but each one has so many cool trivia facts that I just had to string them together for a domino effect.” Serge began
            hiking down a sandy path next to a hotel. “They’ve made such lifesaving strides in the field of biochemistry since I was in
            school.”
         

         
         The pair finally reached the shore and turned west. “Stay behind me,” said Serge. “Closer to the water the better.”

         
         “It’s kind of peaceful out tonight,” said Coleman.

         
         “And the stars!” Serge dropped his gym bag and unzipped it. “Can’t buy this slice of heaven. Here are your binoculars.”

         
         “Thanks.” Coleman turned toward the giant glass windows on the back of a mansion. “He’s walking around in a bathrobe at night.
            What’s that about?”
         

         
         “Panache.”

         
         “I’m calling him Panache Boy,” said Coleman, following the young man with his binoculars. “Panache sounds cool if you’re high.
            Panache, panache, panache . . .”
         

         
         “Okay, try not to ruin this.”

         
         “What’s he doing now?”

         
         “Noticing us.” Serge adjusted focus as the executive burst out the back door. “And here he comes now, right on bait-cue.”

         
         The young CEO marched down the dark beach. “You again! What did I tell you about staying off my property?”

         
         “I remember,” said Serge, still using his binoculars even though the resident was only a few feet away. “And what did I tell
            you about the mean high tide? You should trim your nose hairs.”
         

         
         “I’ll destroy you! Your whole families!” yelled the young chief executive. “Do you have any idea who I am?”

         
         “Yes, why?” said Serge. “Forgot your own name?”

         
         “I’m Sterling Hanover, president of Medaxo Pharmaceuticals!”

         
         “Panache Boy,” said Coleman.

         
         “Get out of here! Both of you!”

         
         Serge and Coleman interlocked arms and square-danced at the edge of the surf, singing off-key: “The mean high tide, the mean high tide, everyone loves the mean high tide . . .”

         
         “Stop it! Stop it right now!”

         
         The pair switched arms and spun in the opposite direction. “. . . The mean high tide, the mean high tide, you’d kick us out if you could, but the law ain’t on your side . . . Why? Ohhhhhhhhh,
               the mean high tide, the mean high tide . . .”

         
         Sterling’s face became a deep red as he pursed his lips tight. “You’re going to get it now!” He turned and ran toward the
            mansion. “You don’t fuck with Sterling Hanover!”
         

         
         The pair picked up their binoculars.

         
         “What’s happening?” asked Coleman.

         
         “Looks like he’s trying to find something in a desk drawer.” A door slammed. “He’s coming back. We’ll soon find out.”

         
         Square dancing resumed. “. . . The mean high tide, the mean high tide . . .”

         
         Sterling returned to the shore, and the dancing abruptly ceased. The young man grinned wickedly. “What’s the matter? Not so
            chipper anymore?”
         

         
         “What’s with the Tasers?” said Serge.

         
         “One for each of you!” said Sterling, aiming with both hands like a cowboy movie. “I am so going to enjoy this!”
         

         
         “Serge,” said Coleman. “Part of your plan, right?”

         
         “I didn’t see this coming.”

         
         “What are we going to do?”

         
         “Don’t worry. He’s too much of a pussy to use them.”

         
         “Oh, I am?” Sterling’s grin curled up into a prep school sneer.

         
         “We’re not trespassing,” said Serge. “You’ll go to jail.”

         
         “Look around!” Sterling briefly pointed the Tasers in opposite directions up and down the shore. “There are no witnesses on
            the whole beach! I’ll just say you fell back across the mean-high-tide line after I Tased you. Who do you think they’re going
            to believe? I’m rich!”
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