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The following story, Get Slick, is a work of fiction. All names,
characters, places, and events are either entirely imagined or used
fictitiously. Any names, characters, places, or events which bear any
resemblance to an actual name, character, place, or event, is strictly

coincidental.
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G .L. Richter walked into Paradise Printers with a spring in his
step and a whistle on his lips. He had been waiting a few weeks
longer than he had anticipated for his order, but he had been
tied up with business in Dade County and hadn’t had the time to pick up the
posters, mailings, and flyers heralding the third annual Chicken Jubilee.

With great joy he had birthed the first Chicken Jubilee and it had yet to
really take off and grow out of control like many of Key West'’s festivals do, but
it did have its loyal following of fellow chicken lovers and anyone already in
town for vacation generally enjoyed themselves at the Jubilee. G.L. wasn’t in
it for the money or notoriety anyway; he did it for the chickens. He had grown
up on Big Pine Key when it was a haven for rogues and the less conventional.
Most residents of the other Keys viewed Big Pine to be unrefined then, and
G.L’s family fit right in to that mold. His mother, a woman who had come
from money but not looks, met his father while on vacation in the Bahamas.
G.L’s father was a Bahamian farmer and sponger and while he loved his
lady truly, he also loved the islands. G.L.s mother refused to live outside the
United States, so a compromise was struck. G.L.s father continued farming
and sponging, and the missus enjoyed life as a U.S. citizen on an island so far
from any sort of civilization which she was accustomed to she felt that she
might as well have just moved to the Bahamas.
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G.L. was named after his mother’s father, and while the folks on Big Pine
Key didn’t blink at a name like Gaylord, he found that mainland and Key
West folks were not so accommodating. G.L. inherited his mother’s money
and his father’s eleven acres of prime bay front real estate after he had become
a success all on his own. Though he was born and raised on the islands, the
Key West natives rarely deemed someone from Big Pine Key, just thirty miles
and a handful of islands away, a conch.

Conch is the term Key Westers bestow upon anyone born and raised
on the stretch of islands spanning from the end of the Florida peninsula
half way to Cuba. The idea of being a conch is highly-esteemed yet often
disputed. Some feel that after seven years of island living, you are officially
a conch. Some argue that one must be born and raised on the island. Many
think you need multiple generations of ancestors resting just above the water
table at the Key West Cemetery to be truly a conch. Whatever the thinking,
few die-hard multi-generational conchs ever consider those from any island
other than Key West anything but an outsider.

While it may seem romantic to live on a paradise island where many
drop thousands on a weekend getaway, the nuts and bolts of island life are
not always that attractive. Inconveniences and nuisances ranging from pesky
critters and nosy tourists to driving up the single highway to get anywhere are
part of daily life for those who live on the islands full time. Because of such
things, conchs stick together, watching each others’ backs, cutting each other
breaks, and being extra friendly to make up for the grief given by nonresidents.
True islanders are a tight-knit crew, and without being rude or inconsiderate to
outsiders, they don’t go out of their way to make things easy, either.

So for G.L. there were no perks known only to true Conchs. There were
no inside deals, corner cutting, or looks the other way concerning permits,
business deals, or other transactions, and that’s exactly how G.L. liked it. He
felt self-made and strong. When he won the Island Council’s vote for the first
week in November to be set aside for his brainchild, Chicken Jubilee, G.L.
felt like he had finally overcome the local politics and that a lifetime of doing
things by the book, refusing to sell out his beliefs for money, and making
decisions based on what is right, not what is most profitable had finally paid
off. Securing a week of precious Key West time to hold an official event was
huge. Not only that, he would be celebrating something he felt personified
true Keys living. His father had brought many chickens with him from the
Bahamas and the Bahamian birds bred with the fowl already pecking and
scratching all about the island.

The Richter family enjoyed fresh eggs, meat, and entertainment even
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while others were starving. When neighboring families scratched miserably
at their insect bites, the Richters were able to sit outside and enjoy the cool
breeze from their open porch. The chickens kept pests under control and
in G.L’s opinion, were beautiful and fascinating. They were regal animals
and belonged on the islands as much, if not more than the people. Times
had changed, however, and while in the 1940’s and "50’s it was common to
grow crops, own huge swaths of land, and know every single other islander,
the 1970’s brought smugglers and traffickers to Big Pine Key, and the 1980’s
had brought a tourism boom. By the early 00’s, Big Pine was just another
tourist destination with five million dollar homes occupying the parcels
G.L’s friends and neighbors once lived on.

G.L’s own property value was astronomical, but he did little more
than update the interior of his childhood home from time to time, fix the
dock, and repair the chicken coops to protect the ancestors of his father’s
beloved Bahamian birds from native raccoons, feral cats , and the occasional
punk kid that prowled the island at night. During the daytime, G.Ls free-
roaming fowl were more than a nuisance to his wealthy neighbors, but his
parcel and anything that resided on it back in the days of G.L.s parents were
untouchable by new bylaws and neighborhood homeowner association
rules. His property and all it encompassed existed before such silly rules
were drawn up by well-meaning people who had never seen Big Pine in what
G.L. considered her glory days. G.Ls property was grandfathered in and so
were his chickens.

Bob Grosse, the owner of Paradise Printers, felt genuine sorrow when he
saw G.L. walk through the door of his shop. It wasn't that G.L. was ancient.
He didn’t look a day over sixty, though Bob knew better. It wasn't that G.L.
was lonely. He had many people with whom he had strong friendships and he
was somewhat of a hero to the longtime Big Pine residents. But this was Key
West, and G.L. was just another ‘Piner, some old man who was weird because
he loved chickens, an old fart who was not a conch. Bob had to break the news
about the Island Council’s latest vote to do away with the Chicken Jubilee after
just two years. Their official reasoning had been poor profits, but anyone with
half a brain could figure that there was something else brewing.

Bob had learned about the vote just before he started the Jubilee job and
had kindly held off on the printing, saving G.L. a lot of money. G.L. took the
news hard and looked genuinely sad, but he was a good man, and would
never raise his voice at Bob and tried his best to hide his obvious emotion.

“Why in the hell didn’t those good-for-nothing scammers at least call me
about this?” G.L.s voice was wavering, just slightly.
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“l don’t think they made anything official yet. I only figured it out
because I got an order the day after the private meeting for a different
festival the same week as the Jubilee. I called back to make sure that their
dates weren't off and they confirmed it was the first week of November. I
told them I was printing up a pile of advertising for the Chicken Jubilee the
same week and they might want to reconsider having two festivals the same
week and the guy just laughed then he told me Chicken Jubilee was history.
I thought I should hold off on printing your order until it was all sorted out.
It'll only take me a couple of days if this guy is mistaken, but he insisted the
Council had done away with the Jubilee and I've heard it from a couple of
other reliable sources since.”

G.L. pinched the waffled folds of his earlobe, something he did when he
was flustered and needed to think. “Who was it you said that called?”

“A guy by the name of Garcia. Lyle, I think. The new festival is called
Dolphin Days. They have a whole slew of activities planned and the mailings
are in several languages. Sounds like big money.”

“I never heard of any Lyle Garcia. Who is he?”

“I really don't know, G.L. I'm really sorry about all this.” Bob had more to
tell G.L,, but couldn’t get it out. He just didn’t have the heart to break an old
man’s heart twice in one day. “I had a guy Kyle Garcia work for me a decade
back. I'd never forget that guy. All he talked about was baseball statistics. The
guy knew every statistic from every player ever. Herattled them off incessantly,
bothered the heck out of the customers. I really pissed off HARCOM when I
let him go. They haven’t sent me anyone else to train since.”

“HARCOM as in the retards?”

“Yeah, Handicapped and Retarded Citizens of Monroe County. That’s it,
but really, G.L., nobody says retards anymore. It’s not p.c.”

“Did the guy that called you sound like a retard?”

“No, it definitely wasn’t the guy. I'd never forget that one. Give Lennie
a call. He’s supposed to represent Big Pine Key on the Island Council. He'll
tell you what’s up or at least his busybody secretary will. She loves to get into
everyone’s business. Sorry again, G.L.”

“Really, Bob, it’s not your fault. Ijust...“G.L/s voice trailed off when he
saw the flyer, an 8 72 by 11, tan stock with mahogany writing.
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WANTED
CHICKENS ... DEAD

$20 REWARD FOR

FACH KEY WEST

CHICKEN HEAD
BROUGHT

HELP US RID KEY WEST AND THE LOWER KEYS
OF THIS DISEASE-CARRYING NUISANCE
AND MAKE SOME EXTRA MONEY AT THE SAME TIME.

CASH MONEY PAID.

CALL 715-2189 EXTENSION 312 FOR DETAILS

G.L. looked up at Bob, the flyer in his shaking hands, his eyes glassy. He
was a proud man, and all he could manage was, “Who, Bob?”

“Same guy.” And before Bob could apologize again, G.L. was out the
door.

2

aly Thornton lounged in a hemp hammock, enjoying the stripes

‘ of warm sunlit rays making their way between palm fronds onto

her face. Both fronds and Caly swayed lazily in the gentle breeze

of a Florida Keys September. She found it hard not to smile in her current

situation. Caly’s Uncle Thomas was spending the fall and winter in Siam

doing some sort of do-gooding for the locals and his house, though somewhat

unconventional, was hers for at least eight months. She had reluctantly agreed

to house sit for her father’s brother after her dad, who had originally agreed

to the house-sitting gig, had to undergo surgery for a bone spur on his heel.

Caly agreed to stay for a few weeks, not wanting to uproot herself any more
than necessary, especially not for the band of kooks she knew as her family.

Her parents were holdover hippies. They ate only whole foods and lived
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in a straw bale house they had built themselves and when their only child was
born into the oversized bath tub at home with new-age music softly playing in
the background, they named her Calypso Serendipity Thornton. Her parents
had a vision while meditating earlier in the labor and knew Caly was meant
to fulfill a fantastic oceanic destiny. There were, of course, other visions, but
they were mostly violent and angry and directed toward Caly’s father during
the most difficult stages of labor, but those were quietly forgotten.

Caly grew up loathing the fact that her parents were different from her
friends” parents. At a time in life when most kids want nothing more than
to fit in, Caly couldn’t help but stand out like a sore, lonely thumb. She hated
her name. She hated hanging laundry out to dry when her friends all had
clothes dryers then further resented the scratchy feeling the line-dried items
left on her skin. The unperfumed biofriendly detergent didn’t help much,
either. She hated getting picked up in her parents’ electric car, a solar-powered
Volkswagen beetle from an era long before Caly’s. She hated the clothes her
parents picked out for her. She hated the ones her mother made for her worse.
It was excruciatingly embarrassing for Caly when her parents came to meet-
the-teacher night and introduced themselves by their renames, Moon-son and
Wind Daughter. She hated the talks they had with her, and the scenes they
made everywhere they went. There were countless memories of these like
the time her parents protested the AYSO picnic because the team had decided
on matching cleats whose manufacturer ran a sweat shop in Mexico City. Or
the sixteen months the family yard looked like a dump because the town did
not have a recycling provider and her parents picked through trash on the
weekends and during nightly family walks and removed recyclable materials,
stacking them in a wagon they always towed, then sorting it in various places
in their yard. Because of the gigantic trash heap on her front lawn, some of
the meaner kids at school called her Pig Pen and oinked at her as she walked
through the halls. Even her friends hummed the Sanford & Sons theme song
from time to time. Her parents made trip after trip to the nearest town with
a recycling center fifty miles away, always in the solar car, always running
out of juice on the way home because towing the homemade recycling trailer
took its toll on the Beetle’s batteries. They would simply pull over and wait for
the batteries to recharge. Sometimes, when it rained, they didn’t come home
until the next day. Without sun, there was no power for the car, and for such
situations as that they relied on a bug out bag filled with all the things needed
for brief periods of survival such as granola, flint, and a harmonica. There
were many occasions she had to walk, usually in the rain, because the clouds
blocked out the sun and the solar panels on the Beetle were useless.

The worst was probably the hunger strike her parents went on until the
mayor put a stop to a local lawn company who fertilized with chemicals
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which killed the gray Adirondack pill bug which was a threatened species.
This was a particularly embarrassing incident because it made the papers. At
a time when she wanted nothing more than to not be noticed, the attention
her parents’ capers brought to her was unbearable.

Caly enjoyed the solitude of her uncle’s house today. She shifted her
weight in the hammock and the sunrays warmed new swaths of her face. She
wanted an even tan, not tiger stripes, in case there were any eligible bachelors
to meet on her extended vacation. Though the prospect of fine island men
was appealing to her, thoughts of love always pained Caly. No matter what
happened, it always seemed as if love was just not meant to be for her.

During junior high, high school, and even college, Caly turned her back
to the world her parents clung to so fiercely, hoping they would be angry at
her rebellion. After much meditation, her parents explained to her that some
day she would understand and embrace her roots. They never showed even
the slightest hint of disappointment in her. Dialing their number on her cell
phone, Caly feared the worst.

“Hi, Mom, it’s me. How’s Dad’s foot? No, no, don’t worry, let him rest up
as long as he needs to. I've decided to stay at Uncle Tom’s place until he gets
back.” Caly cringed as she held the phone away from her ear.

“No, Mom, it’s not my destiny, I just found a job today and it pays twice
what I make in Boston.” More holding the phone away.

“Of course it's about the money.” Caly shook the phone, pretending to
bash it into the ground causing her hammock to become dangerously off
balance. Regaining her composure, Caly resituated herself in the hammock
and fortified her voice.

”

“No, it is about the money.” After several moments of insisting to her
mother that money really was important to her and her latest turn in life
was not an internal drive to meet her destiny, Caly’s mother ended the
conversation with a simple, “We'll see, honey.” Winning the battle without
even fighting was something her mother was an expert at.

Caly sighed in disgust, feeling as if someone had laughed at her, chanting,
“I told you so, I told you so.” Of course, no one had. Regardless, Caly wouldn'’t
let such a minor thing spoil her eight months of paradise. She breathed
deeply, picturing the heavy tropical air to be pale green, entering her body and
invigorating her senses. Exhaling, Caly felt better. What her parents didn't
know wouldn't affect them, anyway. They didn't need to know she enjoyed
many of their kooky meditation and peace-rendering techniques as her own.
That would be another silent, “I told you so” that she didn’t need to hear right
now. They also didn’t need to know she didn’t actually have that job yet, only a

promising interview. She would see about that tomorrow morning.
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3

omeless would not properly describe the band of men living in
Ha tangle of mangroves just off of Key West. They indeed had a
home, crafted meticulously among the woven root system and
fossilized coral. The men weren’t really bums, as many might call them, either.
Some had jobs in Key West or with the shrimping fleet on Stock Island. Some
had military benefits from their stints in the armed forces. Some had money
in banks in locations as exotic as Costa Rica and as mundane as Dover. The
men called themselves Key West Expatriates, having left the conventional life
of living in a home or an apartment for the rent-free nature and camaraderie
of the mangrove island. Using driftwood and discarded items including
tarps, pallets, and broken appliances, an intricate fortress of living space was
created. Some men enjoyed bug-free and watertight rooms complete with
throw-away mattresses they floated in on their makeshift dinghies while
others, like Carl and Ysidro, slept in hammocks suspended just off the ground
to ward off rats, scorpions, and the dreaded palmetto bugs.

Carl received a pension twice monthly at a post office box in Key West
from Monroe County Public Schools. He was well-respected among the
mangrove men for his infinite knowledge on all subjects, especially during
tax time when he completed the appropriate forms for each of his fellow
islanders interested in filing. It would seem unbelievable to most that a
homeless person would file a tax return, but more unbelievable was Carl’s
record in acquiring refunds to the men. He charged one sixer of Dr. Pepper
per hour of work required for the forms, and as the inhabitants were more or
less all friends anyway, Carl would have done the work for free.

Carl had lived a ho-hum life for decades, working five days a week,
mowing his lawn on weekends, spending holidays with his wife’s family,
and teaching mathematics at a local junior high school. For their twenty-
fifth anniversary, Carl bought his wife, Anna, a purebred cocker spaniel
named Duffy. Duffy had a little problem holding his bladder when he got
excited and for her next birthday, Carl gave Anna a gift certificate to a dog
trainer. By Christmas, Anna had run off with the trainer leaving Carl alone
with Duffy, cleaning up puddles six times daily. At about that time, Carl
started missing work. A lot. Though Duffy was a fabulous companion, Carl
found much satisfaction in making calls to random businesses to discuss
best practices. After numerous complaints, Carl was questioned and some
court official or another Baker-acted Carl, meaning he was sent away for a
three day holiday at the local mental institution. It took Carl three stints at
the local loony bin to realize that he wasn’t crazy. Everyone else was. While
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he actually enjoyed himself at the hospital playing therapist and listening
to patients and offering them advice, Carl knew life in the nut house was
not for him. Though they expected that Carl still had issues, the staff had
no recourse other than to release him upon his request. Carl had been there
voluntarily the entire time. He came back to his former employer, the school,
in the role of his dream job, custodian. He fixed pencil sharpeners, pushed a
broom, and tinkered with the ac units until he elevated himself to the title of
lead custodian. For the first couple years former students would ask why he
was a janitor now and Carl would simply tell them, “I got a promotion.”

Carl didn't care about the pay cut and he didn’t care about making the
administration happy. He made his colleagues uncomfortable, often watching
cable in their classrooms until late at night, sometimes bringing Duffy,
sometimes coming alone. Duffy had eaten the remote which controlled the
cable, and Carl now had a restraining order forbidding him to place further
calls to the cable company as it had been one of his favorites before the loony
bin. The TV sets at school were bigger, anyway, and at night the classrooms
were so quiet. It was the only place he could watch professional wrestling
and feel at peace. Duffy enjoyed wrestling as much as Carl, especially
when Carl let go of the last shards of inhibition he held on to and the two
wrestled together. Duffy’s favorite move was the pile-driver, sending him
into wriggling ecstasy every time Carl picked him up by the hind quarters
and pretended to smash his head into a desk or the floor. Duffy would piddle
all over the place and look guiltily up at Carl who never scolded him or had
an ill word for him. He would just scratch his buddy behind the ears and
clean up the mess like a lead custodian should.

When a few teachers complained about the Dr. Pepper cans left in their
trash cans over the weekend, saying they brought ants and roaches, Carl was
disciplined. The assistant principal drafted a letter and placed it in his file.
It was the first of over fifty. Carl answered each letter with one of his own,
always drafted in wing-ding font, unreadable by anyone. Carl liked sending
Christmas cards he made himself with pictures of starving children or war-
torn countries with messages like, “Happy Freakin” Holidays”, or “Hope you
enjoy your ham, don’t choke on it thinking of these people.” No one really
knew the cards said these things, as they, too were written in wing-dings,
but the pictures themselves were unsettling enough.

Most teachers and staff disliked Carl. Some just felt sorry for him. But
the small core of teachers who had worked with him while he still taught
math had respect and admiration for a man who had made lemonade out
of the lemons handed to him by life. It was hard not to like how he made
others squirm, especially when one knew where Carl was coming from. Carl
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showed up an hour before he was supposed to, unlocking the doors of those
he still respected. After twelve years, there weren’'t many left. It was easy to
lose Carl’s respect. All one had to do was sell out to administration, drive a
Chevy, or lie. Carl hated liars.

Though his work attendance was pretty crappy just after Anna left him,
Carl hadn’t missed a single day of work since becoming a janitor, so when
Mr. Sanchez came in on a Tuesday morning to find his door still locked, he
knew something was terribly wrong. During his lunch hour, he drove out
to Carl’s house. He'd been there fifteen years before for a holiday party, back
when Anna still lived there. Carl had painted the house a bright purple color
with lime green trim. His mail box stood on top of a pile of cinder blocks,
resting there on one side. Painted in neat script, the other side of the box
read, “Carl and Duffy Cooke”.

Inside the home Mr. Sanchez found Carl rocking in a chair, holding Duffy
in a yellow blanket, crying silently. He later attended Duffy’s funeral at sea
with the other half-dozen teachers Carl still respected. Every so often, Carl
was spotted here or there around town, and he would give a nod to his former
colleagues who remembered him the way he was and still didn’t judge what he
had become. As far as Carl was concerned, he had become a better man than the
paper-pushing necktie-clad man whose wife bossed him around incessantly.
By the time he moved out to the island, he didn’t give another thought to his
wife or his former way of life. He missed Duffy like hell, though.

These days Carl spent his time helping out the other guys who had found
life on Key West unbearable either emotionally or financially. With rents out
the roof, a lot of the hard-working folks couldn’t afford to live in a house.
A lot of people had taken to living aboard boats, moored out in the harbor,
until the Island Council kicked them out of the near-shore waters. Carl’s best
friend, the only being other than Duffy Carl had true affinity with, Ysidro
Rasek, was one of the live-a-boards forced from the harbor two years before.
Ysidro had all the qualities Carl felt personified a good person. He was
crafty, intelligent, and foremost, honest. Ysidro never told a lie. When asked
a question he didn’t want to answer, he would just look at the asker right in
the eye and stare silently until the asker looked away. Carl was probably the
only one he had actually told any of his story to.

Carl was cooking a pan full of grunt chunks and papaya over an open
fire when Ysidro entered the mangrove camp. In a thick Cuban accent he
shouted, “Can you believe this?” Ysidro tossed a news paper at Carl.

“It is pretty unbelievable that a refugee like you can read but I already
knew that.”

“Not funny. Look at the paper. It is unacceptable. Do you believe this,
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this,” Ysidro’s gruff voice trailed off in search of the correct word which
eluded him.

“No, I can’t. I had fifty dollars on the Dolphins losing. First freaking time
they cover the spread all season.”

“Not the football. The front page. Look.” Ysidro’s thick brown finger
pointed impatiently at the lead article on the front page of the Key West
Islander. It read,

Homeless Must Leave Mangroves

In a seven to zero vote yesterday, the Island Council
voted in favor of removing anyone taking up residence on
mangrove islands within five hundred yards of shore from
Key West or Stock Island. Council members remained
mum regarding their rationale, but local business mogul
Owen Slick was quoted last week as saying, “Continuing
to allow people to live in what amounts to the woods is a
hazard to the environment and to the community. Public
safety is the first priority of Owen Slick Enterprises, and I’ll
do whatever I can to ensure that the people of Key West and
tourists alike can go about their daily lives unafraid of the
rogues and possible felons living like rats within eyesight of
our homes.”

Slick’s testimony to the Island Council was key in the
removal of live-a-boards last spring. In an ordinance passed
in March, individuals who do not own or rent dock space at
a local marina are not permitted to moor out in any of Key
West’s harbors for more than two weeks. A lawsuit filed by
several longtime boat residents is pending in that decision.

Council members were unable to give a definite time
frame as to the removal date, but Councilman Lennie Britz
had this to say about the method of removal, “We’d like to see
these people leave quietly, but we’ll use force if necessary.
There is no excuse for camping out on public lands with the
homeless shelter available now.” Mr. Britz was referring to
the military tents the Humane Homeless Association erected
last month. Currently, there are less than five residents
daily. The tents have a capacity of 150 persons. Plans to air
condition the tents remain in the drafting phase.

Ysidro was shaking with anger as Carl read the article, twice, and sighed.
“Why does this Slick man want us to leave? We hurt no one. He says we
are criminals. What the hell? We mostly even pay taxes. He probably pays
nothing that . . ” Ysidro finished his thought with some mad ramblings in
Spanish about Slick’s mother and a vial of drug-resistant tuberculosis. He
often made threats like that, and most of the guys on the island just ignored
him, figuring he was another homeless nut. Carl knew that anything and
everything Ysidro said was an entirely possible scenario.
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“Owen Slickis aland developer. His company used to win all the county’s
bids for work at an inflated cost. He doesn’t grease wheels, he slimes them.
I'll bet that he has some plans for building something either on this piece
of land or nearby. We aren't a threat to the environment or to the citizens.
We're a threat to his plans for some condo or hotel or whatever the hell he
has in mind.”

“Can we do nothing?”

“Maybe nothing legal, but I'm sure we can piss some people off.”

4

aly had fallen asleep in her uncle’s backyard hammock and had
‘ the war scars from thousands of hunger-maddened no-seeum’s
to show for it. The tiny bugs appeared to the naked eye as
black specs, but under magnification, they were all teeth. They preferred
fresh blood to that of the salty Keys locals, and Caly’s was as fresh as it got.
Because of the embarrassing welts she hadn't had the restraint to keep from
scratching all night, she had to wear slacks to the interview, and sitting in the
office waiting room on the upholstered couch covered in a hideous hibiscus
pattern, she strained her mental faculties in a losing attempt to not scratch.
She envisioned herself atop a mountain, sucking in the cold air, allowing the
nipping chill to penetrate her body and her bug bites. She couldn’trelax deeply
enough to stop the insane itching because the receptionist kept staring at her
as she typed. It was as if she was showing off her skills, not needing to look
at the keyboard to type the words onto the screen, and she seemed to stare
right at Caly. Caly had sat directly under the wall-mounted television, and
it was tuned to some ridiculous soap opera, something about a man named
Baxter and a harem of women fighting over his comatose body. Caly didn’t
follow soap operas, preferring daytime talk shows. She liked watching the
dregs of society show their asses on television. It made her feel somewhat
superior to the trash on the screen. She especially enjoyed the DNA who's-
the-daddy shows. But today she was forced to sit under a television spewing
out some fictitious dribble and feel the uncomfortable stare of a receptionist
transfixed on Baxter’s plight while she typed much louder than necessary
all the while wanting to pull her pant legs up above her knees and scratch
like hell. The cold mountain scene ebbed away from her consciousness
as she thought about items that would feel good scratching her legs. The
receptionist’s incredibly long fingernails. Oooh. The unraveling leg of the
wicker chair next to her. Ohhhh. A wire cat brush. Aaaah.
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Caly scolded herself for being so mentally weak. She needed this job.
She had already told her parents she had this job. She didn't really know
just what this job was, but she passed the initial screening for drugs, arrest
record, and company security issues and apparently, not many others did.
There was one gentleman who was called in just as Caly had arrived an
excruciating twenty minutes ago. He was wearing a white guayabera shirt.
Caly remembered reading a multicultural story in grade school about the
guayabera, the Mexican wedding shirt, and some kid who wanted to wear
his father’s when he married but some flood carried it away. The horrible
picture in the story showed a shirt just like the guy was wearing. Not many
of those in Boston, in fact, the first time Caly had seen one was at the Key
West International Airport. There she saw lots of them. She was thinking
about the guy in the guayabera and that he must have some local connections,
some inside deal at the office somewhere, and that she was toast as far as this
job was concerned.

She had never been at a formal interview before. Caly always worked
for herself. She still didn't completely trust people not to start telling tree-
hugger jokes or ask her who had thicker pit hair, her mom or her dad.

“Calypso Thornton?” A woman called her name through a cracked door.
Panic arose in Caly. People usually gawked at her when they learned her
real name. They would at least look in curiosity to see whether the name
fit the face, but the only other person in the office was the loud typer. The
receptionist continued to stare at the spot where Caly had just vacated. Caly
let out a quiet sigh of relief. The receptionist was staring at Baxter after all
and not at her as she had secretly feared.

The woman led Caly to a gigantic office overlooking the Key West Bight
and part of Old Town Key West. She had to restrain herself not to stare out
the window and gawk open-mouthed at the neat rows of sailboats, gently
tugging at their lines. She was sure she could hear the sound of gulls and the
rigging on the boats clanging faintly through the closed window. The hustle
and bustle of Old Town was equally as interesting. An Old Town Tram made
its way down one of Key West’s narrow streets, its driver pointing out all
the historic places Caly had read about in a book on the plane from Boston.
“Great view, isn't it?”

Caly was startled by the voice. She did her best not to show it as she
turned to see a man, about thirty, in a loud Hawaiian shirt. He was boyishly
handsome with dark hair that had a hint of waviness, though it was held
tightly in place with some product or other. He smelled good, too. Caly
extended her hand to him. “Calypso Thornton. I'm pleased to meet you.”

The man’s eyes were a chocolate brown with small flecks of gold. His
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skin was tanned and he had a hint of childhood freckles washed over his face.
Caly noticed the treasure coin suspended from a thick gold chain around his
neck. Her gut told her this guy was tacky, at least, possibly worse, but her
eyes said otherwise. “Calypso, eh. What a beautiful name. I'm Lyle Garcia,
the Assistant to the CEO here at Owen Slick Enterprises.” He hadn’t made
some underhanded hippy comment. He didn’t look at her like she had two
heads. He actually liked her name. Caly’s heart skipped a beat. She sat in
the leather chair, back to the magnificent view, uncaring though, because she
was enjoying the view of Lyle Garcia even more.

“Mr. Garcia, I know I don't,” Caly was cut off quickly.

“Lyle. Call me Lyle,” Lyle smiled at Caly reassuringly.

“Alright then, Lyle. I know I don’t have a lot of specific experience on my
résumé; however I have skills that can’t be described properly on paper. I'm
so glad I was called back so I can have the opportunity to talk to you myself.”
She had practiced that in the mirror for a half hour this morning.

“I'm glad, too. Now tell me about your name. Calypso. Isn't that a goddess?”

“Actually, she was anymph. My parents were a little odd by most people’s
standards, but from growing up with them, I learned to have a big heart and
broad shoulders. I can do most any job and do it well. I don't take things
personally, and I'm a work-a-holic. I have no ties here and I am available to
work any and all hours.”

“Wow. Here I am trying to make small talk with a beautiful, mysterious
woman named after a nymph and you are all business. Shame on me. Youre
right. Tell me about your background. How long have you been in the Keys?”

“I've been here a couple of weeks. I'm staying at my uncle’s house
while he’s traveling. I'm originally from Rhode Island but I've been in
Boston since college.”

“Your résumé says you have experience in research. What can you tell
me about that?” Lyle had Caly’s résumé in his hands, gently running a finger
down on side, looking Caly directly in the eyes.

“In Boston I worked on projects which required researching public
records and obscure paperwork and the like. When a client wanted to do
any sort of work on his home or business, I researched the property to make
sure it was clear of any technical, structural, or legal problems. Ialso did a
lot of research on the historical status of buildings. Historical status makes
a building more valuable. You wouldn’t believe how much someone will
pay for a building Paul Revere may or may not have had a beer in. My
clients were very pleased in my ability to tie history into their dilapidated
buildings. I have more references than the ones I listed if you need some.”
Caly embellished only the last little part. She could probably round up an
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additional reference or two, but that was a stretch. She had understated her
skills in public records research, but she didn’t see how they could factor in
to this company’s needs. She had researched the internet for information
about Owen Slick Enterprises that morning. She wanted to do more research
about the company, but she had wasted a few hours in an oatmeal bath that
had done nothing for the bites on her legs.

She had learned that Owen Slick Enterprises, OSE, dealt primarily with
property purchases and conversion. They did some developing but their chief
business was in acquiring buildings and converting them into something
more profitable than what they were. She was ecstatic to find this information
out as she actually had something they could use as far as her skills went.

Lyle smiled. He had one of those way-too-white- to-be-real smiles and
a mouthful of perfect teeth. His smile was gorgeous. “Sounds like you are
somewhat of a private eye. Do you do people research as well?”

“l don't have any formal experience with that, but I know my way
around the internet and the public records system. It's not much different
from researching buildings, actually it’s easier. People’s records are usually
pretty easy to follow. Buildings often have obscure codes and outdated filing
systems. A city as old as Key West is bound to have some interesting gems
hiding in some obsolete folder somewhere. I'm good at finding that sort of
thing. The records for people are usually alphabetical. No difficulty in that.”
Caly had perfected her craft years ago during those awkward teenage years
when all Caly wanted was to be ignored, to fit in, to fade into the landscape like
anyone else. She had her tight group of friends at school but rarely went out
socially. She preferred to spend countless hours at the public library looking at
beautiful rare books from centuries before, pouring through old newspapers,
and eventually discovering her favorite part of the library, the public records
wing. She went there to hide from the rest of society. No one noticed her in the
library and she liked it that way. No one oinked or giggled or said, “There’s
the hippy girl.” Caly also liked all the interesting things she learned about her
neighbors and classmates’ families from the public records. It was like reaping
the joy of gossip without ever having to talk to other people.

“Let me be honest with you, Ms. Thornton. We at OSE could definitely
use your building research skills from time to time, but what we really need is
someone who can do some amateur investigation concerning some threats to
Mr. Slick. I'work directly for Mr. Slick, and this position would answer directly
to me. We need someone with fresh insight into the Keys. It is such a little
island and everybody knows everybody else’s business and everyone has a
cousin here or a step son twice removed there. It's impossible to get anyone
with a fresh view and no ties to others here in town. You mentioned an uncle.
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“Yes, Thomas Thornton. He’s away for months at a time, barely leaves his
house when he’s stateside.”

“I've heard of him before. He was some conservationist who blew up a
bridge or something, right?”

Caly felt her chances slipping away. Damn Uncle Thomas. Freakin’
hippies. Wait, Lyle hadn’t said hippy. He said “conservationist”. Her
confidence returned. “I met Uncle Thomas one time when I was seven. He
came to help us out when my father broke his pelvis falling off the roof.”
Caly left out the part about her father fixing the solar panels and slipping on
some wet mud on the au natural house. “My uncle lives alone in a house on
No Name Key. We're the only family he has and he doesn't talk to us very
often. He really does spend a lot of time out of the country. You don't have
to worry about any ties to the community as far as I'm concerned.”

“What do you know about the bridge thing?”

“You probably know more than I do. I know he got in bit of trouble a
few years back but he’s a peaceful old man. I can’t imagine him intentionally
hurting anyone and certainly he wouldn’t pollute which I imagine blowing
things up would do. He’s kind of a nut but a peaceful nut from what my
folks tell me.” Caly wanted this job more than anything. She wanted to do
something on her own. She wanted to inhale the heavy salt air and sit on
the docks she was intensely aware of behind her, just through the plate glass
window. She wanted to work directly under Lyle Garcia.

“So your uncle is out of the county?”

“Yes.”

“And he is your only relative here?”

“Only one.”

“And you don’t have any friends or acquaintances here in the Keys?”

“None.”

“Then you'll be free for dinner tonight so I can give you the details of
your new job?” asked Lyle.

Caly couldn’t believe it. She had the job, thought she still had only
minimal details, and she would be going out to dinner with Lyle Garcia.
She hadn’t been out to dinner with a man this good looking since, well ever.
“Completely free.”

“How exciting. I've lived in the Key West my whole life and I've never
been to No Name Key. Can I pick you up at your uncle’s house around six?”

“Of course, do you need directions?” Caly heard the inflection of her
voice changing. She hoped Lyle didn’t notice.

”

“I've got your local address right here.” Lyle tapped her résumé, “I'm
sure I can manage.” Lyle got up from his chair and Caly followed suit. He

led her out of his office and shook her hand at the door. “Six o’clock, then.”
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“Six o’clock. It was a pleasure meeting you.”

“The pleasure is all mine.” Lyle winked at her, reassuring Caly that her
original gut feeling was right. This guy was clearly cheesy.

Behind the wheel of her inobscure rental car, Caly answered her
subconscious out loud, “Cheesy but sexy.” She wanted to drive directly to
City Hall to find out what the hell her uncle had done, but she figured she’d
have plenty of time for that later. She wanted to look good when Lyle came,
and she had to do something about the horrible itching which had resumed
in her legs. And there was the problem of her uncle’s house. She hoped Lyle
wouldn’t mind picking her up at the gate.

5

G.L. Richter’s phone calls had yielded the information he sought, yet
clarified little. Lennie Britz’s busybody secretary told him that yes, the Island
Council had voted to eliminate the Chicken Jubilee and that the vote had
been 4-3. She either didn’t know or refused to divulge which way Lennie
had voted and informed G.L. that Lennie was out on business and she would
leave a message for him to call upon his return. When he asked about the
Dolphin Daze festival slated for the former time slot of the Chicken Jubilee,
she could only tell G.L. that she hoped to receive an invitation to the Marine
Mammals Ball through Lennie because it sounded like a lot of fun.

“What could be so fun about it?” G.L. hoped to pump her for more
information because she was obviously holding out.

“I don’t know. It'll be more fun than a bunch of old geezers and weirdoes
dressed like chickens, though. I know that much.” G.L. tried to ignore her
rudeness and the obvious crack at him.

“What I mean is what sort of event is this Marine Mammals Ball?”

“You won’t get an invite anyway, so I guess I can tell you. It’s a first rate
party to solicit funds to protect and conserve all forms of Marine Mammals.
Mr. Slick is very fond of marine mammals, I hear.”

“So this is Owen Slick’s baby then?”

“You didn't hear that from me.”

“What about the Chicken Jubilee, then. If Owen Slick is the man behind
Dolphin Daze, then he’s the reason the Chicken Jubilee was cancelled, isn't he?”

“Come on, Gaylord,” G.L. didn't appreciate her tone, but he couldn’t be
sure if she was on his side, against him, or just a know-it-all receptionist
who loved to babble about confidential information and sound important,
“everyone knows Chicken Jubilee was a bust. It was going bankrupt.”
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“Itold the Island Council I would personally bail the Jubilee out last fall.” G.L.
was, after all, loaded, and he had nobody to leave his money to. The only cause
he really gave a shit about was the conservation of the Florida Keys, especially its
chickens, and preserving their peaceful existence on the island chain.

“Sure, you could bail out Chicken Jubilee every year if you wanted, but it
would never make any money for the Key West coffers. How many tourists
will come to town to celebrate chickens?”

“Lots of people come to celebrate the chickens; they appreciate their
beauty and their complexities.”

“Maybe, but those people are weird and poor, not the sort that like marine
mammals.” Lennie’s secretary scoffed when she said weird and poor.

“I like dolphins like anyone, but who's going to come to town to
celebrate them?”

“Where have you been, old man? Dolphins are all the rage. There’s
swimming with dolphins, dolphin art, dolphin therapy,” she rambled.

G.L. was growing impatient. “What in the hell is dolphin therapy?”

“Handicapped people get better when they spend time with dolphins. I
heard about it on the news,” she answered matter-of-factly.

“Bullshit.”

“Bull true, Gaylord. Now face it, people like dolphins better than chickens
and the island will make way more money from Dolphin Daze than your
Chicken Jubilee, not to mention the money in manatees, whales, and seals.”

“There aren’t any seals in Key West. This is an outrage. Who cares
about money? What about the chickens? I've heard some asshole is putting
a price on the heads of chickens. Is Slick behind that, too? I'm going to alert
the authorities.” G.L. was losing control of his emotions.

“Everyone cares about money. This is America. Really, Gaylord, I don’t
know squat about any chicken bounty, but I don’t blame the guy. Chickens
are a real nuisance. They scratch up gardens, poop all over, they cock-a-
doodle-doo all day long, and they smell.”

G.L. had taken all he could. “They do not smell!” he shouted defensively.

In the same tone, and shouting even louder than G.L. had, the secretary
yelled, “Yes, they do. They smell like shit. Good day, Gaylord.”

G.L. immediately redialed the number and the secretary answered the
phone in the sweetest voice, “Office of Island Council Member Lennie Britz,
how can I help you?”

“You'll still tell Lennie to call me, right?”

The secretary sighed in annoyance into the receiver, her breath causing
the connection to crackle, “Of course, Gaylord.” And before G.L. could thank
her, the phone went dead again.
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6

Lyle felt like the man hauling ass into town in his boss’s new ride. He
knew this would be the only time he would be able to drive it without Owen,
and he planned to take full advantage of the situation. Owen Slick now
owned the largest, least fuel efficient, bullet-proof vehicle in the Keys. Mr.
Slick had placed the initial order but left the details in Lyle’s hands. Lyle
had chosen the birch bark dash board, the space-aged dials and gadgets,
the coffee leather interior, and the retractable running boards. All Mr. Slick
demanded was a converted Brinks truck and window tinting. “Really dark,
Lyle. I mean it” was what Owen Slick had said. Lyle remembered vividly,
not because he was so detail oriented, which he was, but because it was the
first time he had ever heard anything resembling fear in Mr. Slick’s voice.
The Brinks truck was painted a deep charcoal gray with black tinting on each
window. Lyle had worked personally with the folks at Key West Customs
on all the details of the conversion, choosing black rims, off-road tires, and
converting the armored truck into a pleasure vehicle. One of the guys at Key
West Customs made a remark about the truck looking like it was for a drug
lord or something, and Lyle had him fired. Working for Owen Slick had
perks like that. There was a lot of power in his position. But there was a lot of
ass-kissing, too. Lyle had gotten better at the ass-kissing, but after all these
years, he still didn't like it any better than he had his first day on the job.

Lyle enjoyed the trip up the Keys. He didn’t get off the island of Key
West often, and he rarely made it as far north as Big Pine Key unless it was
by company plane. He passed the Saddle Bunch Keys and nearly clipped
a family of portly pale people crossing the highway in a golf cart on their
way back to the Coral Reef RV Park. Other than that, the trip up U.S. 1 was
uneventful. He took a left at the light on Big Pine Key, the only light on Big
Pine Key, and pulled onto Key Deer Boulevard. He grew impatient having
to drive 30 miles per hour, but the Brinks truck wasn’t insured yet and he
couldn’t afford getting a ticket in it. The Island cops hated Mr. Slick and
wouldn’t look the other way if Mr. Slick or any of his employees crossed their
eyes wrong. Luckily for the company, the Pier Police had jurisdiction over
most of Key West and Stock Island, and they were comfortable in the back
pocket of OSE and its proprietor.

Lyle grew even more impatient when he drove all the way past Port Pine
Heights and Key Deer Boulevard came to an end. He knew No Name Key
was pretty remote, but Lyle knew there was at least a road. He stared at the
end of the pavement in dismay. A tiny Key deer no larger than a Labrador
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retriever came meekly out of the woods directly in front of him, walking
onto the roadway looking pathetic. Cuter still was its baby, a third the size of
its mother, following at her heels. It still had spots on its flanks. They came
right up to the door of the Brinks truck, looking for a handout. Lyle fished
around the console for the bag of chips he had bought at the gas station. He
had to lean far out the window to reach the deer with his outstretched hands.
The truck, with the off-road wheels upgrade, was too high for the doe to
reach no matter how hard she stretched her neck.

Lyle was shocked that the little deer actually ate dill flavored potato
chips out of his hand. He was so transfixed on the adorable fawn and its
mother as they chomped away at the chips, he didn’t notice the officer, rather
short with a face upturned like someone who needed to use the bathroom,
approaching on a bicycle.

After writing the ticket for $152, the officer gave Lyle a lecture about
feeding the Key deer and how feeding them makes them comfortable
with traffic and more die that way than naturally and that he was helping
annihilate an endangered species. Better not tell Caly about this, he thought.
Annihilating an endangered species wasn’t the type of thing that turned
chicks on. At least the officer gave him directions to No Name Key.

Lyle turned around and leaned on his horn as he passed the pedaling
officer. He kept the cruise control at thirty-four, not wanting to make yet
another officer’s day. Before he made the seven miles back to the light, he had
spotted at least ten other deer, some darting into the woods at his approach,
some darting from the woods in hopes of a handout. Lyle realized the officer
was right. Some of these little guys were trained to come to the car in hopes
of food. Now he felt guilt.

Lyle was a sixth generation Conch and before that, his father’s roots led
to the Bahamas. The Garcia’s were well respected in Key West, not for any
positive quality in particular, but for their staying power. They still lived in the
small wooden houses tucked here and there about the island, undaunted by
flood, hurricane, smuggler, fire, or even noisy tourists urinating on their front
porches in drunken stupors. Lyle owned the house his grandmother was born
in. He rented it out to a nice couple from New Jersey, as he found it a bit gross
that someone had given birth there. The actual table the blessed event had
occurred on was long since sold at a yard sale. Lyle lived in a condo at Atlantic
Estates, a five story building overlooking the Atlantic Ocean and a gorgeous
private beach. He had a three bedroom place on the top floor, paid for by his
job, kissing Owen Slick’s ass and looking out for his back. Mr. Slick had planned
the building, obliterating a row of little conch houses which had stood through
Hurricane Donna in 1960, some of which had even stood through the unnamed
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storms of 1906 and 1909. The sturdy little homes, constructed by shipbuilders,
as beautiful as they were strong, couldn’t stand up to Owen Slick’s plans for
an oceanfront condominium project. Five of the homeowners sold out to Slick
immediately. The rest stood strong and proud like true Conchs, unwilling to
go down without a fight. If only the fight had been fair.

Lyle had looked at those houses his entire life, often wondering about the
people inside them. Some he knew, some he didn't, but each house seemed
to have a character all its own. They were nice little houses, weathered by
the ocean, but their owners painted them a variety of tropical colors and
maintained their little piers and trimmed the old mango trees, the blue
plumbago, the oleander bushes. They decorated the coconut palms with
Christmas lights every year and one guy had a table out front with a pile of
coconuts and a little metal box nailed to it. For twenty-five cents, a tourist
could buy his or her very own Key West coconut. Lyle had watched his fair
share of folks taking a coconut and never putting a quarter in the little metal
box. The owner didn’t care, anyway. He loved the island and his home and
the tourists that visited there. Lyle had been present the day the little house
was demolished. Some of the homes were moved to Upper Sugarloaf Key onto
new lots. Some of the owners were happy with this move to a quieter island,
farther away from the insanity of a tourist boom town. The little conch house
with the coconut stand was deemed structurally unsound and couldn’t be
moved. Lyle picked up the little metal box from the debris. There were three
quarters inside. He still had the box. He felt the guilt sometimes, especially
when he drank. The old residents in the row of Conch houses were uprooted
and the old man’s coconut stand, which had brought joy to many, was gone so
he and other rich bastards could live in an oceanfront condo. Lyle wondered
how many coconuts sat on shelves in other places, coconuts from one of the
trees which were bulldozed before the concrete was poured.

Lyle felt guilt when he knew he was somehow connected to something
wrong, especially when it was something to do with his beautiful island
home. He could cash a million checks and enjoy living it up all he wanted,
but his family had scratched a living off of a subtropical island generations
ago without air conditioning and mosquito exterminating planes buzzing
by and he somehow felt wrong reaping benefits from the demise of the
island’s charm. The deer were definitely charming, and knowing that he
had something to do to help their demise made Lyle feel sick.

Key deer, which are much smaller than regular whitetail deer, live on a
few of the islands of the Lower Keys, particularly Big Pine and No Name Key.
The deer are endangered due to a lack of habitat and natural food. Each year,
some die from dog attacks. Some eat things from trash which doesn’t agree
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with their fragile little systems and die of gastrointestinal distress. Lately
many die of unusual ulcerations found in their jaws and brains leaving
researchers scratching their heads over what might be causing the lesions.
But a majority of deer die in vehicle related accidents, and now Lyle was part
of the problem.

“Whatever,” he thought, “stupid little deer can’t even forage on their own
for leaves and stuff.” Lyle had almost talked himself out of the guilt when he
turned down the correct road at the light, Wilder Road, and saw the brown
sign proclaiming the number of deer deaths from automobile accidents this
year. The sign serves as a reminder to tourists and residents alike to slow
down and keep an eye out for deer. Forty-seven deer had met an untimely
end thus far this year, and Lyle couldn’t help but wonder how the little doe
and her tiny fawn would fare. “Stupid deer,” he thought out loud. Clearly
for Lyle, the guilt didn’t last that long.

Following Wilder Road to its end, Lyle turned at the sign for No Name
Key. He continued driving past the No Name Pub. He slowed down, looking
for the road Caly lived on. He circled around the neighborhood in vain,
eventually realizing he would have to do the unthinkable. He dialed Caly’s
number and feeling like he had been emasculated, asked for directions. “I've
circled around all over the place and I can’t find Bimini Lane.”

“Where are you right now?” Caly’s voice sounded cute and bubbly over
the phone.

“Just past the No Name Pub.”

“You need to pass the Old Wooden Bridge Fishing Camp and go over
the bridge.”

“Won't the bridge take me off No Name?”

“No, the bridge leads to No Name Key.”

“Then the No Name Pub isn't on No Name Key?”

“No, it’s on Big Pine Key. There is no pub on No Name Key.”

“That’s stupid. It's like false advertising. No wonder no one can find
anything out here.” Lyle was embarrassed, but also a little annoyed. What
the hell kind of place was this with all the no name this and no way to find
that? “Okay, I'm going over the bridge. Now what?”

“I'm five streets, or actually dirt roads, down. If you come to No Name
Road, you've gone too far.”

“No Name Road? You've got to be shitting me.”

“No Name Road. Too far.”

“None of these roads are marked.”

“I know. Turn at the mailbox with the string of yellow and pink buoys.
My uncle’s house is the one about half way down the road with the palm
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fronds woven all through the fence. There’s a sign out front that says, ‘No
Place Special’”

“No Place Special on No Name Road on No Name Key? Is this a
freaking joke?”

“No. It’s on Bimini Lane. If you get to No Name Road you've gone
too far.”

“Freaking No Name,” Lyle thought as the string of brightly colored buoys
caught his eye. He made the turn and proceeded to “No Place Special” where
Caly was waiting outside. Lyle would have been in a much fouler mood if
she hadn’t looked so cute.

7

G.L. Richter pedaled his yellow-feathered bicycle faster than most men
his age drove their cars. He smiled when he passed the local grocery store
with its flock of twenty or so wild chickens pecking and scratching in the
parking lot. “How could anyone think beautiful creatures like that smell?”
G.L. wondered to himself. Some of the birds were pure white. Some had
tropical markings and feathers that shined and looked different colors
in different light. Some of the chickens looked like ordinary hens and
roosters with brown and black markings. G.L. particularly liked the look
of a black rooster with a bright red comb atop its head. They reminded
him most of the Bahamian birds his father kept. None of the birds had
feathers the color of those glued to his bicycle. The bike had been a gift
from Dean O’Donnell, the former Island Council member representing Big
Pine Key before Lennie Britz took over. Dean respected the chickens too,
and gave the bike as a present to G.L. at the first Chicken Jubilee. He liked
that it brought notoriety to Big Pine Key when most of the public eye was
on Key West. Dean died in a diving accident, shallow water blackout, and
the community mourned him still. Lennie was okay, but his agenda was
more with pleasing visitors to the island than the locals who lived there
permanently. He wasnt a bad guy, and G.L. had known Lennie since
Lennie was just a kid. G.L. knew Lennie’s folks. G.L. had taken Lennie out
on boat trips, though G.L. preferred to stand on solid ground, often falling
ill at sea. G.L. had made sure Lennie got a nice scholarship to college from
the Island Restoration Club. The scholarship was only a couple hundred
bucks a year, and it didn't mean Lennie owed G.L. anything, but the least
Lennie could have done was call him when the voting went down, not let
him hear about it at the print shop.
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G.L. arrived at the animal control office in record time. He felt the droplets
of sweat running down his back into his butt crack. The blast of air conditioning
couldn’t have felt better, and G.L. barely noticed the horrid stench of animal
feces, Lysol, and worst of all, nervous cat smell inside the building. He waited
at the counter, pinching his earlobe and checking out the signage. A big poster
of Bob Barker heralding the benefits of spaying and neutering caught G.Ls
eye. He wondered if he looked that old. He pinched his wrinkly ear harder
and sighed. “You aren’t scheduled to volunteer until Thursday, G.L.”

G.L. was happy to see Cheryl. She was hardly the best looking employee of
the animal control office, but at his age, G.L. was able to see inner beauty, and
only true animal lovers like Cheryl caught his eye anymore. “Hi, Miss Cheryl.
I'm not here to walk the dogs. [ want to file a report of animal cruelty.”

“Gosh, that sounds serious. What’s happened?” Cheryl came from
around the counter and sat with G.L. as he told the story. By the time he got
the part about the bounty, he noticed Cheryl was holding his leathery hand.
She understood his heartache.

“Has anyone actually killed a chicken yet?”

“I don’t think so. I called the number on the flyer but the guy was out of
the office. I kept pestering Lonnie’s secretary so much she must have put the
pressure on to call me back. Lonnie tells me that the Island Council thinks
it's a good idea to do this. I asked him why he didn't tell me right off and he
says, “I don't know.” That little punk bastard good-for-nothing jerk.”

“Come on, G.L., The Island Council said it’s okay for people to just go around
killing defenseless animals, paying people to kill chickens? I don’t get it.”

“Lennie says this developer guy talked about all the diseases the chickens
carry and how they are dirty and pesky and ruin landscaping and shit on
cars and stuff. He said that this Slick guy says it’s bad for tourism if there are
chickens running around the city all wild and whatnot, with bird flu killing
people in other countries.”

“Slick. As in Owen Slick?”

“Yeah, Cheryl, I think so. That’s the guy. Apparently he’s the one with
everyone in his pocket, he’s got favors from most of the Island Council,
especially the Key West guys, and he did in the Chicken Jubilee so he could
get his stupid festival. That I could handle, but putting a bounty on the
chickens. The chickens are the island. What am I supposed to do? I cant
fight this guy if all this nepotism talk is true.”

“I hate that asshole. Last year he brought in Sidney, do you remember her?”

“Big black Himalayan cat with the bobtail?”

“Yeah, that’s her. She was really special. If my landlord would let me, I'd
have taken her home myself. A nice old widower ended up taking her the
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day after she came in. Sidney just cowered in her cage. I swear, if cats could
cry, she’d have been bawling.”

“Wha’d he do, hit her with a car or something?”

“No, worse. He surrendered her. She was so gorgeous and everything, 1
couldn’t understand. He just drove up in his big black Mercedes and got a box
out of the trunk. He had her in the trunk! Anyway, he pulls out this cardboard
box with no air holes or anything and brings it in and drops it on the table. I
ask him what’s in there and he says it’s a cat. [ ask him if it’s a stray or a pet and
he said the cruelest thing.” Cheryl was shaking with anger.

“What did he say?”

“He asked what the difference was, like who gives a shit about this
beautiful animal? I hadn’t even seen Sidney yet. The way he was talking,
I expected some rat ball or something. I told him that a stray is held five
days in case an owner comes forward and surrendered pets are available for
adoption immediately, and he said it was his cat. I gave him the paperwork
to fill out and I got a phone call. He left the papers on top of the box and
peeled out as fast as he could. Left a patch of rubber and everything. That’s
when I opened the box and found that beautiful animal. Once I got her
all settled and the nervous shedding stopped, I named her Sidney, after my
grandmother on my dad’s side, she had jet black hair and was pretty regal
looking, too, just like that cat. Later, I remembered the paperwork. I went to
enter the information into the computer system and can you guess why that
asshole surrendered her?”

“No, I can’t. Why?”

“He wrote, “Not a Hemingway cat”.

“I don’t follow you Cheryl. How can any of Hemingway’s cats be around?
He died in 1961

“You've lived in the Keys your whole life and you've never been on the
Hemmingway House tour?”

“I've been to the house, I just never took that stupid tour. Why?”

“If you've been there, you've seen the cats then.”

“There’s cats all over Key West. They’re more of a scourge than my
chickens. You ever smell cat shit?” G.L. said this realizing a moment later
that Cheryl smelled cat shit daily as part of her regular employment.

“When Hemingway lived in Key West, he had lots of cats. For some
reason or another, some of his cats had an extra toe. It's supposed to be
some rarity but I guess they bred amongst themselves quite a bit so most of
his cats ended up having it. Now when a cat has the extra toe, it’s called a
Hemingway cat.”

“I had a cousin who had an extra toe. So what?”
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“So these cats are considered valuable. Lots of snooty people will look
down their noses at regular cats if they have a Hemingway cat.”

“So let me get this right. This guy returned a gorgeous cat because it
didn’t have an anatomical anomaly?”

“That’s it, G.L., and he didn’t even use his real name on the form. He
wrote David Smith. I only knew it was him because I saw his picture in the
paper above some story about condos or something. I even tried to get him
in trouble for using the false name but the boss said I can’t prove it. He even
signed David Smith. I know it was Owen Slick, though, and I'll never forget
him lugging that box from his trunk like it had books inside or something,
not one of God’s creatures.”

G.L. and Cheryl sat for a while in silence, understanding each other
completely, knowing the other’s thoughts. Every so often, each would let
out a sad little sigh. Eventually G.L. rose from the chair and said, “Come on,
Cheryl. Let’s go walk the boys. It'll take our minds off this piece of shit.”

“Wait’ll you see our new dog. His name is Tonka. He just came in
yesterday. The form said mutt, but I think I detect some Great Dane.” Cheryl
led G.L. past the desk to the kennel. He felt a little better already.

8

yle was glad he'd left Key West so early. Even with his wrong

I turn, the lecture and ticket, and the mix-ups at the pub and the

streets of No Name Key, he was only a few minutes late. He'd have

preferred being super early and doing some recon on Caly’s uncle’s place, but

he realized now that he’d never have driven past this place undetected, even
if was able to find it by himself.

Caly was waiting outside the gate. She was wearing a pair of linen
trousers and a periwinkle blue tank sweater. “Interesting car,” Caly said.
Her blue green eyes looked fabulous against the sweater.

“Sorry I'm late,” Lyle pushed the button and a motor whirred from
somewhere in the Brinks truck as the running boards appeared, as if by
magic, from seemingly nowhere, “I had an interesting trip.”

To Caly’s horror, she saw that Lyle intended to come in. “Welcome to No
Place Special,” Caly said in a nervous voice.

“You understand, I have to come check out your uncle’s house. Security
reasons. I just need to make sure he doesn’t have any obvious animosity
toward Mr. Slick. That or any bodies on the property.” Caly was pretty sure
Uncle Thomas was clear in the animosity department, but as far as bodies





