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      It’s my birthday! Okay, that isn’t nearly as thrilling as it was 25 years ago, but it’s still somewhat exciting. At least I no longer get pinched if I’m not wearing an abundance of kelly green. A St. Patty’s Day birthday kind of limits your special-day outfit choices in your youth. I remember one year, in particular, when Grandma gave me a beautiful, pink, frilly dress to wear to my birthday party. Mean Jimmy (as I used to call him) pinched me hard on the arm, and that started a barrage of pinching from my so-called friends. I ended up hiding in the bathroom for a good portion of my party. I must have forgiven Mean Jimmy because less than ten years later, I started calling him James, and I let him slide into third base with me in the back of his souped-up, cherry-red Mustang. How’s that for not holding a grudge?

      What am I thinking? That’s no way to start this year’s diary. I haven’t even introduced myself. What if some handsome stranger finds this book several years from now and wants to track me down? I’m sure I’d be happy to meet you, Big Fella. <Wink, Wink>

      My name is Fern Burns. Yes, I am well aware that it’s a ridiculous name. Anyone who has met my scatter-brained, flighty mother gets it. Mean Jimmy had his fair share of fun chanting my silly, rhyming name, as well. ‘Fern Burns never learns’ or ‘Fern Burns makes my stomach churn.’ Thinking back on it now, I’m amazed that I was able to forgive him so quickly. That must be part of the magic of youth. Now, I would probably hold a grudge and plot diabolical revenge against him.

      Since my middle name is Mable, it’s not really much help in cutting the unusual factor down in my name. Sometimes I throw the ‘M’ in when I state my name aloud, hoping that I’ll be taken more seriously. I don’t think it helps very much.

      I have kept journals of my day-to-day life since I was 12-years-old. On my 12th birthday, my grandma gave me a beautiful, sequined diary that locked. In one of my mother’s few serious moments, she told me that I shouldn’t write anything down that I didn’t want the whole world to see. Being a rebellious pre-teen, I started writing everything down in my new journal, mostly because my mom thought it was a bad idea.

      I’ve started a new diary on my birthday every year since then. The quantity of past diaries is becoming embarrassingly large. I keep them in my squatty, fireproof safe because my memories are pretty much all that I have of value, except for some savings bonds that I received for my high school graduation, which are tucked away in the safe as well.

      Occasionally, I like to read back through my past journals. It’s amazing how much has slipped my mind. Without my written record to remind me, so much would be completely forgotten. It’s not just the actual events, but also how I felt about them—my ideas, dreams, and fears at various stages of my life. Besides, when I become famous, these works will be worth big bucks. LOL.

      Anyway, writing in journals has become an ingrained habit for me. Sometimes things don’t seem real until I’ve written them down. It’s like talking to my very best friend. So, I’ll detail a year of my life in here. Most likely, no one else will ever read it; but if you do, I hope it brings you joy, or at least minor amusement. My life is a bit of a train wreck right now; so if nothing else, it will likely make you feel better about your own life.

      Let’s see, I’ll start with the good. I live in beautiful Key Largo in the Florida Keys. It is sunny and gorgeous here the vast majority of the time. Our little island is surrounded by some of the most crystal clear, turquoise-blue water I’ve ever seen. Scuba divers come from all over the world to check out the coral reefs that are teeming with marine life just off the coast. Since I don’t work for the Florida Keys tourism board, I’ll also mention that the humidity sometimes feels like being wrapped in a warm, wet blanket, and we have mosquitos that are the size of small birds. For the most part, though, the good outweighs the bad, and I like the idea of living here.

      Another positive aspect of my life is that I scored a job at The Keys Yacht Club (known by members and locals as TKYC). You’ve probably never heard of it, and that is the way the uber-rich people that belong to the club want it. Most of the jobs in Key Largo are at scuba diving shops or restaurants, so getting a full-time job with real benefits, like health insurance and a 401k, is a real privilege in this area.

      On the not so great side is my actual position at TKYC. My official title is ‘Outdoor Recreation Specialist.’ It sounds fancy, but I’m basically a glorified cabana girl. I work at the club’s pool and lagoon area. The lagoon is my favorite because they truck in tons of pristine, white sand. I’m not sure where they ‘borrow’ that from, but it’s one of the only sandy beach areas in Key Largo. I know that is surprising, since it’s an island, but this island has mostly rocky or mangrove-covered shoreline. As I’m circling the lagoon, picking up trash, beaching water toys, and repeatedly straightening the same lounge chairs, I tell myself that all of this sand-walking is going to make me have killer calves. I try to look on the bright side of things.

      Working the pool areas is significantly less fun. There’s the members-only pool where I’m constantly stopped during my rounds to take a snack or drink order, even though my blue polo shirt indicates I’m with the Recreation Department. The members know that the Food and Beverage Department workers wear red polo shirts, but they think that the staff is completely interchangeable. To some degree, I guess they are right, because I always manage to get them what they want. It’s my job to keep the members happy.

      On my pool coverage days, I usually volunteer to cover the guest pool, where any riff raff (as the members call them) who are lucky enough to score an invitation from a member are permitted. The other staffers don’t like it because the guests don’t tip as well, but I enjoy it because they at least seem grateful to be here. Many of the members are jaded by constantly being catered to and given whatever they want. The guests are in awe of the natural beauty that surrounds them here and seem, in general, more appreciative of my service. At least they look me in the eye.

      The worst part of my job is working the stand. The stand is a small booth where we sell a few beach basics like sunscreen, tanning lotion, bottled water, and sunglasses. We also hand out clean, bleached-white beach towels and put any soiled towels into a large rolling bin. Frequently, when I’m working the stand, someone will refer to me as ‘the towel girl.’ A father will turn to his young child and say, ‘Give your wet towels to the towel girl.’ I feel like screaming, ‘Look at me! I am a grown woman! I have real dreams and unique thoughts and ideas! I’m not just a towel girl!’ Instead, I smile, say thank you, and silently fume. It’s probably not great for me to keep all that annoyance cooped up inside, but at least I get to write about my frustrations. Besides, everyone hates their job, don’t they? It could certainly be a lot worse. I could be cleaning up elephant poop for a living. Elephants are beautiful, but I bet they have really big, stinky poop.

      Back to the plus side of my life, I have a wonderful best friend. Her name is Marina West. It’s a unique, but cute name for a one-of-a-kind, adorable person. She took me under her wing right after I moved to the Keys (about three years ago), and I’ve never been so grateful for anyone in my life. Marina is gorgeous, spunky, funny and loyal, and I love her to pieces. Her piece-of-shit husband, Frank, is another story. He is a player and will sleep with anything in a skirt. Marina knows about his indiscretions and chooses to turn a blind eye. I just don’t get it, but who am I to judge? It’s not like my love life is anything to brag about.

      I guess we are flipping back to the negative if I’m going to describe my non-existent love life. In high school, I did the typical, starry-eyed relationship with one of our class jocks. (This was after my quick, almost-tryst in the backseat of Mean Jimmie a/k/a James’s muscle car). Ryan was tall, lean and handsome. We fumbled through taking each other’s virginity in my bedroom while “Love Bites” by Def Leppard played on my boombox. It didn’t last the entire song, but we spent the next couple of years exploring our bodies and improving our technique. We started growing apart as two years turned into three. When it came time to either get married or break up, we mutually decided that we would prefer to break up. It was all very civil. My relationship with Ryan had been a glorious, happy time, and I remember him fondly. We are Facebook friends, so I check out his profile periodically. He’s married, with two kids and a dog. His hairline is seriously receding, and he has a significant belly pooch; but he still has kind eyes, and I wish him well.

      Fast forward to my next relationship, which started right after I quit college. Yes, I quit college without finishing. Sometimes when I’m dragging a lounge chair back up to its aligned spot in the sand, I wonder if that might have been a mistake; but that’s neither here nor there. I was waiting tables at a diner when I met David. He was a dark, brooding artist, and I found him to be completely irresistible. I always had the feeling that I was more into him than he was into me, but I tried to ignore it. Turns out, I was right. The last time I heard from David and his husband, Erik, it sounded like they were doing great. To be fair, I don’t think David even knew he was gay when we were together. Or maybe he knew, but wasn’t ready to admit it to himself. Whatever the case, it took me a long time to get over him. In fact, I still wish that things could have turned out differently, but I’m glad he found happiness.

      Sadly, that’s pretty much it for my love life. There has been a smattering of random dates here and there, but nothing that went anywhere serious. Maybe this will be my year to find someone.

      That’s it for today. It’s time to go out into the world and enjoy my birthday!
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      I had an awesome birthday, thanks to Marina and our other friends. My mother failed to call me. No surprise there. I’ll call her later in the week. When I mention my birthday, she’ll find some way to blame me for not reminding her about it.

      Kent called to wish me a happy birthday, of course. He is one of my mother’s many past husbands, but he is the only one who matters to me. I still wish he could be my real father. Of all the men my mother fooled around with during my childhood, he is the only one who made me feel loved and important. He even offered to adopt me during their brief marriage. I refused, because even at the tender age of eight, I knew from past experience that my mother wouldn’t stay tied to one person for long. Although I was right about that, Kent made a point to keep me in his life, even after he remarried and had a son of his own. Since my mother doesn’t know (or simply isn’t willing to tell me) who my real father is, I used to pray every night that Kent could be my dad. Ironically, he is one of the few men on earth who I can be certain is not my father, since they met when I was six years old. It doesn’t matter, though, because in my heart, he’s my dad.

      My ragtag group of friends decided to take me out to celebrate my birthday at the local Mexican restaurant. It is so nice to feel like part of a cohesive group. We have all moved away from our family and the lives we knew before moving to the Keys, so we have formed our very own makeshift family. People come and go from the group, but we care about each other deeply. What started as a quiet evening quickly changed into a raucous laugh-fest upon the arrival of our food. The waitress warned us that it was very hot. Frank’s know-it-all best friend, Rick, failed to listen to her and immediately dug in. We could all tell by the wide-eyed look on his face that the food was burning his mouth. Frank asked him if it was hot, and when Rick opened his mouth to say “no,” a plume of smoke rose from his lips. He looked like a steam locomotive. The entire table saw and erupted into hysterics, even Rick finally had to chuckle before mumbling that the waitress should have told him that she really meant it. What a dork.

      For the first time ever, the Keys witch joined us for dinner, and I had the pleasure of sitting right next to her. Her real name is Glinda. Yes, just like the good witch on the Wizard of Oz. She’s not really a witch… I don’t think… but there is no shortage of folklore and rumors that surround her. She has long, dark hair that falls almost to her knees. It is always perfectly straight and tangle-free. That alone makes me think she must have some mystical powers. No one seems to know when she arrived in the Keys or exactly how old she is. I would guess that she is somewhere between forty and sixty years old, but even that wide range could be off by ten years in either direction. She knows everything about everyone, and it’s said that if you get on her dark side, she’ll put a hex on you and your family. I hope I never personally find out about that. I’ve been fascinated by her since I moved down here, but this was the first chance I ever had to speak directly with her. Of course, I froze up on my big opportunity and couldn’t think of much to say, except that I liked her flowing dress, which was true. She nodded and looked at me like she could see into my soul. It was very unnerving. Witch or not, she exudes a powerful aura.

      I sat across the table from Jared. He’s a newcomer to our group. He has curly, brown hair and chocolate brown eyes. While he’s not drop-dead gorgeous, he is kind of handsome in a boy-trapped-in-a-man’s-body kind of way. But, who am I to judge? It’s not like I’m a blonde bombshell. I think he is younger than me. I would guess that he’s 30-ish. I’m pretty sure that he likes me because sometimes I see him gazing at me. He always smiles shyly and looks away when I catch him. My heart does a little pitter-patter at the thought that something might be brewing between us. I can definitely use a little romance in my life. I think I’ll explore this further.

      As is usually the case with a large group of people, when the bill came, we all threw in ‘our share,’ and the pile in the middle came up short. I tossed in an extra $10 to make up the difference, and I was happy to do it. This group is fun and full of life, and they mean the world to me. What’s an extra ten bucks in the big scheme of things?
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      OMG! My own body just gave me the worst birthday-week present ever. I don’t even know how to write about it, but I need to get it out, and I’m sure not going to discuss it with anyone. It’s embarrassing and appalling, and I just don’t want to deal with this sort of thing. How is this happening to me??

      Okay, here goes, I’m just going to have to write it. Deep breath…I have a gray pube! Ick! I hate that word, and I’m not a huge fan of what it represents either. To see a wiry, white one poking out from the group was absolutely devastating. Am I that old? Is this what I have to look forward to?

      Now, the big question becomes what to do with it. I don’t want to leave it. If I’m ever lucky enough to be in a situation where I’m intimate with a man again, I certainly don’t want him to see that. Jared would probably run away screaming from the old lady with the gray bush.

      My first instinct was to pluck it. I just want rid of it. I had the tweezers at the ready when I remembered some saying about pulling one gray hair out and seven more replacing it. Is that just an old wives’ tale or is it true? I really don’t want to take the chance. I yanked out the first couple of gray hairs on my head, and they have since multiplied. It’s easy to color those, though. Can you color your pubic hair? It seems like too sensitive a region for harsh chemicals. I don’t want to burn anything important down there.

      Maybe I should just remove all of the hair. It is rather unsightly anyway. I have tried shaving it a few times in the past, but then it itches like having a thousand mosquito bites in your undies when it grows back. I’m waaaay too big of a wimp to go to a waxing salon and have the hair ripped out from the follicles. They’d probably get one side done, and I’d run out of there. I doubt that I can make a half-hairy, half-bare trend work. I have considered laser hair removal, but that’s so permanent. Do I want to look like a bald, pre-pubescent girl when I’m in the nursing home? I guess it’s almost as ridiculous on someone my age, but then again, so is a gray bush. Ugh!

      I guess I’ll just pluck it and hope that no more come in. Maybe I’ll give myself a nice trim too, so that any new ones won’t be so prominent. Be back in a sec.

      I just got back from removing the offending stray-gray and giving myself a nice, short haircut. Did you miss me? Ha ha!

      I’m going to have to start doing some yoga stretches. Maneuvering to see all of those deep, dark places (so that I didn’t cut myself) was not an easy task. It wasn’t helped by the fact that someone banged on the bathroom door twice while I was in there. I jumped and nearly slit my clit. (Sorry to be vulgar, but it’s true. At least I think that’s what I poked with my sharp, little cuticle scissors.) Sharing an on-property, employee-housing unit with three other female TKYC employees is cheap and makes for an easy commute to work, but it definitely has its disadvantages. It’s not like I can talk about this with my roommates either. The oldest of them is 23, so they wouldn’t even be able to comprehend the idea of the horrors I was dealing with in there.

      I feel much better since that issue is taken care of, for now, anyway. I’ll try not to be so graphic when writing future posts; but I needed to hash that out, and this is how I process things.
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      Worst. Day. Ever. I certainly don’t want all of my entries in this year’s journal to be negative, but I can’t let this hideous day go by without writing about it. Besides, things can only go up from here, right??

      I didn’t have to be at work until noon, which is normally fantastic because I get the whole morning to myself. My twenty-something-year-old roommates don’t get up until mid-morning, so I got up at 7:00 am and enjoyed some quiet, alone time. That is a precious commodity when you have three roomies and their various boyfriends coming and going at all hours of the day and night.

      Speaking of the various boyfriends, one of them started my day off wrong. When I went to use the bathroom first thing this morning, I found the toilet seat up and pee sprayed all around the rim. Lovely. (I used my sarcastic penmanship for that last word.) What kind of disgusting pig does that and leaves it for someone else to deal with?

      Determined not to let it ruin my day, I decided to take a walk for some fresh air. I tried to enjoy the beauty that surrounds me at the club. TKYC is pretty much like its own little city. It has restaurants, a grocery store, a huge marina, a hotel, tennis courts, golf courses, a small airport, member mansions, etc. All of it is securely guarded and gated to keep middle-class (or heaven forbid, lower-class) people out. Being of the low-to-middle class myself, I am lucky to be here, even if I am ‘just’ an employee.

      I ended up walking all the way to the scuba diving shop where Marina works. Normally, I would have taken a golf-cart because that was quite a hike, but I had been enjoying my stroll. Since it was close to 8:00 a.m., I decided to hang out and wait for Marina to arrive at work.

      They have a beautiful macaw parrot that lives in a cage just outside the shop, so I went over to check him out. I peeked in at him, admiring his beautiful, brightly colored feathers. When I said, “Hi, pretty bird,” he looked right at me and said, “Hey, Shithead.” That’s right. Clear as could be, the parrot called me a shithead! I stood there in shock. I mean, I’ve never been insulted by a bird before. I tried telling myself that he couldn’t know what it meant, but he said it at the appropriate moment and with such vehemence, all the while glaring right at me with those beady, black eyes. I’m quite certain that he knew he wasn’t being nice.

      Rather than wait around with the demon bird, I decided to go check my mailbox at the post office. I only pick up my mail once a week or so. The few bills I receive are delivered electronically, so I usually only ever get junk mail anyway. Today, I was pleasantly surprised to see a card from my mother. I excitedly thought that maybe she hadn’t forgotten my birthday after all. The excitement quickly waned when I ripped open the card. It was a birthday card, but the generic kind that you can buy a box of ten for a dollar. I didn’t care about that, since it’s the thought that counts. The inside was a huge disappointment, though. Below the typed ‘Happy Birthday,’ she had signed it simply, ‘Mother.’ There wasn’t an expression of love, or miss you, or any other kind note. The newspaper clipping that she had painstakingly cut out and inserted in the card was what really got to me, though.

      It was the engagement announcement of a girl that I had gone to high school with. We weren’t really friends, even in school, more like acquaintances; and that was many years ago. So, why had my mother felt the need to send this to me? Was it to let me know that I was the last one from my class who hadn’t bagged a husband? Did she want to remind me that my life was not at all what she had wanted for her daughter?

      I decided to try to let it go. Maybe she truly does just want to keep me up-to-date on what is happening at home. I don’t really believe that, but I’m trying not to be hurt or annoyed about it. If she sent it for unkind reasons, that is exactly the reaction she was hoping for, and I refuse to give her the satisfaction.

      After looking at the time on my phone, I realized that Marina was probably at the dive shop, so I headed back down there. I didn’t see her inside the shop, so I wandered out the back door towards the boats. People in various forms of water wear were milling about, waiting to board the dive boats. It smelled like neoprene and sunscreen out there, and everyone seemed relaxed and happy.

      I was basking in the glory of it. After all, I could be stuck in a stuffy, boring office somewhere. That’s when it happened.

      Captain Petey has lived in the Keys, driving dive boats, for as long as anyone can remember. You never see him without a beer in hand, and for some reason, no one questions why he is allowed to drive a boat full of divers and snorkelers out to the reef while under the influence. I have found that the rules are sometimes bent a little (or flat-out ignored) in the Keys. He rides his bike everywhere, presumably because he lost his driver’s license. His wrinkled skin is permanently tanned, and his body type would best be described as wiry. My guess is that he drinks his breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

      Anyway, Captain Petey was out on the dock getting his boat ready for departure when he suddenly yelled back at the crowd waiting to board, “Hey, y’all!” Then he doubled over on himself and dropped his tiny, red shorts down to his ankles, mooning the entire group. His white, bare ass wouldn’t have been so bad, except his feet were in a wide stance, and he bent over so far that his giant, saggy balls could be seen dangling almost down to his knees.

      If I never see old, droopy testicles again, it will be too soon. I don’t want to be mean, but the sight was truly horrifying. It’s one of those things that you wish you could un-see, but no matter how hard you try to oust the mental image, it just won’t go away. I was so traumatized that I gave up on seeing Marina and came back home to relax for a while before work.

      My work shift went okay until the heat really started setting in. Normally, it doesn’t bother me, but for some reason, I was especially hot and sweaty today. It was so bad, in fact, that I offered to trade posts with Cyndi, who was working the stand. She gladly agreed, so I spent the rest of the day working in the shade of the stand’s thatched roof with the ceiling fan slowly swirling a hot breeze down on me.

      When we were getting ready to close the water area, a family led by a large man approached the stand. I looked away for a second to glance at the time on my phone. The man chose that moment to throw a giant wad of his family’s sweaty, wet, sandy towels at me. Since I wasn’t looking and able to protect myself, the damp ball of towels nailed me directly in the face! Asshole-dad and his trailing, meek-looking wife and kids didn’t even give me a second glance as they sauntered off, and I attempted to clean the sticky sand and devastating humiliation off my face.

      I came home, showered, and started writing in here. Writing about this wretched day has helped a little, but I think I’m going to sleep now. Tomorrow has to be better.
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      I was off all day today, and I stumbled upon an awesome rummage sale. Anyone who knows me knows that I love a great bargain. Well, guess what?? I scored a leather Coach purse for five bucks!! I think it’s real too because the house having the sale was beautiful and on a canal. People who have houses like that don’t buy fake purses, do they? I really don’t even care if it’s fake. I still love it.

      The purse wasn’t even my best purchase at the sale. WHAT?!? That’s right. I am so excited. I bought a copy of the book The Secret. I have wanted to read that book (and transform my life) since I heard Oprah talking about it many years ago. I never got around to actually buying the book, even though I intended to. I almost couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw it sitting at the top of a box of books for a quarter each. My luck is already starting to turn around.

      I stopped for conch fritters and sweet tea at a hidden, little hole-in-the-wall restaurant that doesn’t even have a sign on US 1 (the main road in the Keys). The lack of signage means that tourists don’t generally find this gem of a spot. Locals take pride in these tucked-away eateries, and there is an unwritten rule not to tell anyone who doesn’t live down here about them. I even splurged on a piece of key lime pie to reward myself for my great finds.

      After lunch, I walked down to the dock outside the restaurant and found some empty Adirondack chairs looking out over the water. The bright pink one was practically begging for me to sit in it, so I gladly obliged. I dug my new book out of my purse, and before I knew it, the sun was setting out over the water. I had spent the entire day relaxing in a beautiful location. I hadn’t seen another living soul, other than the tarpon who kept peeking up at me to see if I had brought them any leftover bread from the restaurant. Fish have souls, right? I’m assuming every living thing has one. Well, maybe not mosquitoes. The giant, blood-sucking mosquitoes that plague the Keys might very well be soulless creatures.

      I was able to read most of The Secret before the soulless pests mentioned above started attacking. This book is going to change my life. I wish I hadn’t waited so long to buy it, but that doesn’t really matter because I have it now, and I am going to attract all kinds of wonderful things to myself. I had no idea that I was bringing negativity into my life by thinking and talking about unpleasantness. From now on, I am going to focus on being grateful and positive.

      My life is filled with abundance. There, I have proclaimed it out loud and in writing. Now, how long does it take to come true? Haha! I’m just kidding. I am healthy. I have wonderful friends. I live in an amazingly beautiful location. I have a great job. I have a roof over my head and a warm, comfy bed. My life really is incredibly abundant, and now that I’m focusing on it, I am overflowing with gratitude.

      There, take that, Universe. I have a fabulous life. As I will it, so mote it be. I better stop writing for the night. I’m starting to sound more like the Keys witch than Glinda does.
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      I really need to move into my own place. I’ve been trying hard to only focus on the positives of my living situation, but that becomes extremely difficult when you are awoken from a deep sleep—the way I was in the middle of the night last night—only to find a completely disgusting surprise waiting for you in the bathroom.

      There are some great benefits to living in TKYC employee housing. I can walk to work and bask in my tropical surroundings. I have access to a fleet of employee golf carts that I can use to motor anywhere on club property that I need to go. (‘Anywhere’ being all of the places that aren’t members-only or member-owned, of course.) I can utilize the employee workout room, laundry facilities, and game room at my convenience. My rent comes directly out of my check, so I don’t even have to think about it. Best of all, it costs about a third of what any off-property rental would.

      All of that is great, but living with three roommates who are almost two-thirds my age is starting to take its toll on me. I let it slide when they steal my food from the refrigerator. I even smile and shake my head as I pick up after them. It seems that I have managed to become the unofficial mom of the group. I listen to all of their ups and downs and rants and raves. I hug them and pat their backs to console them when their latest boyfriend has broken their hearts. I bite my tongue when they take the afore-mentioned heartbreaker back. I ignore it when they are loud late at night when they know I’m trying to sleep.

      I really do care about the girls. If it were just the three of them in our living quarters, I would be fine with my situation. Unfortunately, they all too frequently bring men home. Okay, calling these boys ‘men’ is a stretch, but legally they are adults. Somehow, these sweet young ladies all manage to find incredibly disrespectful, sloppy, rude guys to date.

      I know it makes me sound old, but I really don’t think men acted this way when I was in my twenties. I’ve already mentioned the problems that they seem to have with toilet etiquette. These pigs are also loud and obnoxious, and they treat our home like it’s their own. They come in with their pants hanging down almost to their knees. They take over our common areas like they live with us. They commandeer the living room television, which is our only TV. They put their feet up on our furniture. They leave their stuff wherever it drops. They are driving me crazy!

      I really try not to let it get to me. Lately, when I start fuming, I close the door to my room and open The Secret to a random page. Then I read until I’m calmed down. It normally seems to help, but last night was just too much.

      Cassie, my favorite of the girls, has started dating a complete punk. I’m not even sure what his name is because he merely gave me a half-hearted, uninterested head nod before shuffling away when Cassie tried to introduce us. He has been hanging out at, and stinking up, our place for about a week now. Last night, they got in really late. I know this because Cassie and I share a paper-thin bedroom wall.

      I woke up when they slammed Cassie’s bedroom door, rattling our entire unit. They barely even had time to walk across the room to her bed before I heard him start ramming into her. I wanted to shout, “Way to preheat the oven, Dipshit,” but I somehow managed to refrain. The banging lasted less than a minute, which was no surprise at all to me. Then the snoring started almost immediately. It was maddening. I turned my ceiling fan on high and put my pillow over my head in an attempt to drown it out, but it was of no use. I seriously considered sneaking into Cassie’s room and suffocating him, but the logical side of me decided that this punk wasn’t worth going to jail over. Although, I am pretty sure that I could convince a jury that he had driven me insane. After all, I was feeling on the verge of insanity. For some reason, my emotions seem to run much higher in the middle of the night, when I’m supposed to be asleep.

      I ended up putting in my earphones and listening to some old-school 80’s tunes while reading The Secret for most of the rest of the night. It calmed me down, and I was feeling much better by the time I decided to get ready for work.

      So, I was in a pretty good state of mind when that slob of a punk managed to ruin it AGAIN! I had my bathroom caddy and clothes for the day in hand when I opened my door to head into our shared bathroom to get ready. He opened Cassie’s door at the same time I opened mine, obviously heading to the same spot. Even though his shaggy mop of hair was hanging down in his eyes, I know he saw me. He didn’t bother to acknowledge me at all before walking right into the bathroom and slamming the door, likely waking everyone else in our apartment.

      I said, “Oh no, you go right ahead,” to the shut door, my voice dripping with sarcasm. I had no choice but to go back to my room and wait. Well, I guess there were other choices, but they mostly involved violence and the risk of seeing that idiot’s dong. I wasn’t willing to take that chance.

      I took a few deep breaths in my room and tried to tell myself that he was probably just peeing around the rim of the toilet, and that I would have the bathroom soon. When I heard the shower start I almost came unglued. By the grungy looks of him, he probably only takes a shower once a week or so, and he chose my shower when I wanted to use it?!? Unbelievable.

      I went back to my music and book for a bit. After some meditative breathing and a couple of chapters of The Secret, I turned my music off. All was quiet in the bathroom, so I re-gathered my stuff and peeked out of my room. The bathroom door was open, so I locked myself in there. That’s when I saw it. The shower curtain was open and annoying punk had left me a big, disgusting message.

      It’s hard to even write the words because what he did is so appalling and gross, but here goes. He had smeared a giant, blood-streaked booger on our shower wall and left it for someone else to clean up. I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. What kind of person would do that?

      I should probably thank him because that was just the incentive I needed. I whirled around to head to Marina and Frank’s to take my shower and decided right then that I am getting my own place. I am way too old to be dealing with that kind of childish rudeness.
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      Apartment hunting is turning out to be harder than I had anticipated. It turns out that a cabana-girl doesn’t make quite enough money to live on her own in Key Largo, Florida. Marina had suggested finding some more mature roommates, but I really had my heart set on my own spot. Besides, most women my age have a significant other that they cohabitate with.

      Maybe I need to look for a new job at the Club. I’m not sure what else I’m qualified for, but I’ve been working here for three years, so that should give me some seniority over outside applicants. There must be something else I can do there. Besides, all of this intense sunlight probably isn’t good for my skin. I slather on the sunscreen, but I still have a farmer’s tan in all of the places my khaki-shorts-and-polo-shirt-uniform doesn’t cover. People always say that tan skin is damaged skin. I like how my skin looks with a bit of a glow, but I’m getting to the age where I need to start being a little more cautious, I guess.

      So, why should I limit myself to a new apartment? I’m going to get a new, better paying job, as well. There, I sent that positive intention out to the Universe. I think tomorrow I’ll stop by the Human Resources office to check out the Club’s available job postings. I don’t want the Universe to think I’m not doing my part.

      That reminds me of some silly joke that Kent used to tell. It was about a man who kept praying to God to let him win the lottery. After weeks of waiting and not winning, the man complained that God wasn’t answering his prayers. God spoke to him in a booming voice and said, “Buy a ticket!” I’m probably not remembering the joke exactly right, but that was the gist of it. Kent loves to tell jokes and his infectious laughter makes his audience laugh, even though his jokes usually aren’t overly funny. I love that man so much.

      Anyway, I better get some rest because I have a big day tomorrow. I just know I’m going to find a new place to live and a new job. I’m so excited!
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      I applied for an Administrative Assistant position in the Club’s Food and Beverage department. I don’t have a lot of qualifications for the job, but I hope that they’ll give me a shot. What am I saying?? I am bright and enthusiastic, and I will give 100% effort in this job. They will hire me, and I will knock their socks off with how great I do. There, that’s more like it. Think positively, Fern. Sometimes I have to remind myself.

      I’m going to look at a studio apartment on Thursday morning that might actually be in my price range, even at my current job! I hope it’s not a dump. If I get this place and the new job, I’ll be floating in cash! Well, not quite floating, but it will kind of seem like it.

      I’m not thrilled about looking at the apartment at 7:30 a.m. but the owner wanted to meet before she has to be at work. Oh well, that will get me up and moving early. Besides, if this lady is going to be my new landlord, I want her to like me. She said the apartment is in their house, but has a separate entrance. I need to be sure to check the family out while I’m there. They require a one-year lease, and I don’t want to be living adjacent to a crazy family for the next year.

      I did learn something rather unfortunate today. When I was at the H.R. department applying for the administrative job, I saw Jared’s name on a list of employees who’d just completed their 90-day probationary period. His last name is Greene. I’m not sure how I hadn’t heard his last name before. He was just sort of absorbed into our group a couple of months ago, and I only ever heard him referred to as ‘Jared, the new dive master.’

      Greene is one of the few last names that I can think of that is actually worse than Burns for someone named Fern. Fern Greene sounds pretty ridiculous. On official forms, it would be listed as Greene, Fern. People will think it’s some kind of a joke. I know that Jared and I haven’t even been on an official date yet, but the seventh grader in me likes to think ahead, and she hears wedding bells. Jared and I have been doing some serious flirtation with each other, and it really is perfect because we already have the same friends. I guess I can get past the name thing. It’s not like I have enjoyed an un-ridiculous sounding name thus far.

      [Note to self: Be sure not to mention anything about Fern Greene to Jared. I don’t want him to think I’m crazy because I’m already jumping ahead in my mind to marriage. I need to keep those thoughts and comments under wraps until we have dated for at least six months.]

      Our entire group of friends is going on a night dive next Tuesday. The owner of the dive shop where Marina works has agreed to let us take one of the boats out for free, as long as the boat isn’t chartered, and Tuesday is usually a slow night for charters. All we have to pay for is the fuel we use. He’s not normally that generous, so we gladly agreed. I’m excited because Jared will be there. I’m also a little nervous, though. Of all of our friends, I am the least experienced scuba diver. Most of the others work at dive shops and go out on the boats on a daily basis. They are seriously hard-core divers who then choose to dive on their days off, as well.

      I don’t love diving as much as the rest of them do. Diving in the ocean is amazingly beautiful, and I can’t deny that it’s a completely different, colorful world down there. My problem is that I find myself constantly wondering what sea creature is behind me, watching and waiting to swallow me whole. While the others are blissfully peaceful, I am constantly whirling around, certain that something is eyeballing me as its next meal.

      This will be my first night dive, which makes me extremely nervous. The ocean will be dark, except for where my dive light is shining. That leaves a lot of dark places for predators to lurk. I know it is illogical for me to fret like this. People go diving all the time and don’t get eaten, but the possibility is always looming in my thoughts. It’s a big ocean. What are the chances that I’ll be the tastiest morsel some sea creature can find for dinner? Slim, I hope.

      I can’t miss out on this opportunity for several reasons, though. The number one reason is that it will be a fantastic time for Jared and I to bond. Another reason is that it will be my first chance to see phytoplankton. The rest of the group is always raving about how cool it is to wave your hand around in seawater at night and see the microscopic creatures glow. Secretly, that kind of freaks me out, but I would never admit that to the others. Finally, I need to face my fears, and what better place is there to do that than the Christ of the Abyss statue?

      That statue is the main reason why I now live in Key Largo. When I came down here on vacation three years ago, I had just gotten my diving certification card, and I wanted to do a dive at the statue that I had seen in a picture in the free scuba diving magazine I received with my C-Card. The charter boat that I stumbled upon was performing an underwater wedding at the statue that day. The happy couple invited me to be one of their witnesses, so I gladly signed the waterproof clipboard and fell in love with the Keys' lifestyle that day. The bride was oddly striking in her white wetsuit with her hair floating around wildly as she wrote, “I do” on the slate.

      They invited me to their wedding reception that was held at an outdoor tiki bar. This wild, funny, crazy group of people treated me like family. I had never met anyone like them, and I didn’t want the amazing feeling of belonging, that I was overwhelmed with, to stop. I spent the rest of my vacation securing a job, and the rest is history. I still exchange occasional emails with the happy couple from the wedding that day, and I am looking forward to their return vacation to the Keys that they keep promising will happen soon.

      Thinking about that unique wedding always makes me smile. Sometimes when I get caught up in day-to-day problems like annoying boyfriends of roommates, I forget that I live in such a relaxed and wonderful place. I need to work on letting the little things go and keeping my ‘island attitude’ more constant.

      ‘Don’t worry. Be happy.’ That’s me from now on.
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      The apartment I looked at this morning is absolutely amazing! I so hope they accept my application. <Fingers and toes crossed> For starters, it’s a section of a pink stilt house that is directly on a canal. I almost peed my pants from excitement when I saw that it is on the water. I know that my friends up North would think the pink part doesn’t sound great, but it’s the Keys, and we have different rules. It fits right in down here.

      The apartment is up a set of stairs on the same level as the main house, but it has its own entrance. It’s basically one room that has a bed, couch, kitchenette, small closet, and bathroom. What more do I need, though? It’s a mansion compared to where I have been living.

      The landlady, Karen, seems really nice, but a bit reserved. She has a precocious 7-year old daughter named Maddie. Maddie’s enthusiasm makes up for any of her mom’s standoffishness. The little girl seemed to take to me immediately and grabbed my hand several times to lead me to different things she thought I should take note of, like the cabinet in the bathroom and the ‘secret’ cubby in the closet. I didn’t get to meet the father, but I got a really good vibe from both mother and daughter.

      The house has amenities that I couldn’t even have imagined. There is a screened-in, wrap-around porch that encircles the entire place. Karen said the tenant would be welcome to utilize the side that the apartment is on. I wish she had said ‘you,’ rather than ‘the tenant,’ but I’m hoping that wasn’t a bad sign. She also indicated that the washer and dryer on the ground level would be available to the tenant, as long as it was on a regularly scheduled day, so it wouldn’t conflict with their family’s laundry days. No more collecting quarters and lugging my clothes to and from the laundry mat?? I would feel like I had died and gone to heaven!

      I haven’t even gotten to the best part yet… They have a little, thatch-roofed hut out by the canal that looks like a tiki bar, along with a dock and small motorboat. The tenant is free to use any of these, as long as they check with the family first. Their tenant is going to be one lucky person. I sure hope it’s me!

      Our tour of the apartment ended out on the dock. Karen indicated that she needed to leave in order to drop Maddie off at school before going to work. She handed me the rental application and indicated that I could slide it under their front door once I completed it. I waved goodbye, then plopped down in a comfy chair on the dock to do my paperwork.

      As if I needed more of a sign that this place is perfect for me, two manatees floated slowly by in the canal as I was filling out my form. One was smaller than the other, so I’m not sure if it was a male and female or a mother and calf. Their kind eyes peeked up at me from their gray, whiskered faces. I took their calm presence as a terrific sign of great things to come. When one of them dove under the water, I was horrified to see the scratch marks and scars across its back, obviously caused by boat propellers. Leave it to humans to torture a slow-moving, completely docile, vegetarian creature. It was not a proud moment for me, but I was still so happy to have seen them.

      I stayed for a while after I completed my paperwork, just enjoying my surroundings. I can totally envision myself living there and loving it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Friday, April 17

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Karen called this morning, and I got the apartment! Yippeeeee!! I am so excited that it almost overpowers the feeling of dread that is starting to creep in over our upcoming night dive. Karen gave me instructions for dropping off the first month’s rent and security deposit, which I am happy to do. I’m so glad that I managed to save up a little extra in my rainy day fund, so that I am able to make this work.

      My lease doesn’t start until May 1st, but she said that I am free to start moving stuff in now if I want to. Wow, I have a really good feeling about this. Momentum seems to be building. Good things are starting to happen in my life. I’m putting The Secret to the test, and it is passing with flying colors.

      We went to the cheap, comfort-food serving restaurant on US 1 for dinner tonight. King's is tiny and always packed, but it is worth the wait. It was just Marina, Frank, Jared, and I. We had invited the others, but most of them were working. Friday nights are busy in tourist areas like the Keys. Our days off end up being Tuesday and Wednesday or other mid-week days, so our ‘weekends’ are different than most of the world.

      Anyway, since it was just the four of us, it almost felt like a double date. Jared was funny and even gently teased Frank over his cocky attitude. Frank didn’t take it very well, but Marina and I both hooted with laughter. I thought Jared winked at me across the table once, but I wasn’t positive. At the end of the evening, when we walked out to our cars, he gave me a sweet peck on the cheek. Now I’m quite sure it was, in fact, a wink.  How sweet is that??

      Marina and I are going to my new apartment tomorrow after work. (I love saying MY apartment!) She has a talented eye for colors and decorating, so she is going to help me find pretty (but inexpensive) curtains and linens.

      I’m so excited that I don’t know how I’m going to fall to sleep. Guess I had better try…
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      I almost died tonight on the night dive, and Jared saved my life! My heart is still pumping from all of the excitement. Geesh, I think my whole life flashed before my eyes. That rather ho-hum review of my life thus far felt rather insignificant, by the way. I definitely need to start doing a lot more potent living.

      The evening started out great. Our group gathered and dined at a little, hole-in-the-wall restaurant that has the best cheeseburgers I’ve ever tasted. It was so delicious, and I was having so much fun chatting with the gang, that I was almost able to relax and forget about our impending dive.

      The others were all so excited, and I didn’t want to be a Debbie-Downer, so I smiled and tried to act like I was enthusiastic about it too. In all honesty, the adventure portion of our evening did start out fun. It was a gorgeous, clear night, and it looked like there were a million stars twinkling over the dark, slightly choppy ocean. Frank captained the boat, and we zoomed quickly over the water towards our first dive location, the Duane.

      The Duane is a 327’ Coast Guard vessel that was intentionally sunk in the late 80’s to create an artificial reef. The wreck sits at a depth of one hundred and ten feet. It was my first dive on a shipwreck and my first dive below one hundred feet. I had a bad feeling about it. I should have listened to my gut.

      As the group divided up into pairs, Jared and I became dive buddies by some unspoken agreement. It seemed like he had just assumed that we would be together on the dive, and I kind of liked that. Okay, I really liked that.

      Jared is a much more advanced scuba diver than I am. My concern that he might ridicule me for my lack of skills quickly dissipated when I saw the patience and kindness he exhibited while we were suiting up. Yes, even getting into the wetsuit is a challenge for me, which made it apparent that I was the novice of the group before we even touched the water.

      When I tightened the buoyancy compensator (b.c.) with the scuba tank on my back and stood up, I teetered backwards from the added weight and the rocking of the boat. Jared grabbed me by the tank valve and kept me from falling flat on my butt. He gave me a sweet smile, which I returned with duck lips because I already had my mask on and it was suctioned to my face. I had to look ridiculous; but rather than making me feel like a buffoon, he gave me a sweet wink.

      I let that wink give me a burst of confidence and quickly jumped into the water. I failed to hold onto my mask (even though that is Basic Diving 101), so it flew off when I went under. When I surfaced, I couldn’t see, and I was a little panicked at having already lost my mask. I forgot to give the ‘ok’ signal back to the boat as I was flailing around looking for my mask, which was probably rapidly sinking to the ocean floor.

      Suddenly, Jared was there, holding my shoulders and asking if I was okay. I looked into his calm, puppy-dog eyes and nodded. He pushed the button on my b.c. to fill it with air, so I could relax and hold the line from the boat while he searched for my mask. I watched the others gracefully entering the water. They made it look so easy. If I had a hundred years to practice, I probably still couldn’t become as adept at scuba diving as the rest of the group. It just isn’t my forte. Of course, I’m not sure what my forte IS, but there must be something.

      Jared went under and surfaced with my missing mask in-hand. He helped me get it situated before asking, “You sure you’re up for this?” I nodded in answer to his question because I already had my regulator in my mouth. I pushed the button to release the extra air from the b.c. to confirm my answer.

      At the Duane, there is a rope attached to a buoy that you grab ahold of and follow down to the wreck. Should be a piece of cake, right? Ummm, not so much. I was going hand-over-hand down the rope when I realized what Marina meant when she had told me that there could be a ‘pretty strong current in this area.’ What she had really meant was there is a demonic current from hell that is going to sweep you away to Cuba if you don’t have the upper-body strength of Arnold Schwarzenegger.

      I have never felt anything like it. I have never even imagined anything like it. Whenever I heard anyone talking about an ocean current, I would nod my head sympathetically, all the while secretly thinking that I am a strong enough swimmer to have gotten out of it. Boy, was I ever wrong! That water was whipping past me so fast, it felt like I was caught in a water tornado.

      We were in what the others like to refer to as a ‘flagpole’ current. Each of us was holding onto the rope with our arms outstretched while our bodies were parallel to the ocean floor. We were like flags blowing in the wind. As my hands and arms started to tire from clenching the rope, I prayed that my ‘flag’ would stay on the rope pole.

      If I lost my grip, I really didn’t think there was a way for me to get back to the boat. I also had serious doubts if the others would ever be able to find me. The more I thought about it, the faster I started sucking in air through my regulator. As my breath became quicker, I started envisioning running out of air in over one hundred feet of water. Being a good dive buddy, Jared would share his air with me, but what if I sucked down all of his air too?

      I stared at the death grip my gloves had on the rope. I didn’t know how much longer I could hold on. My arms were shaking with the effort. I had stopped moving hand-over-hand down the rope. Suddenly, all I wanted to do was get back up to the surface. We were only about halfway down, so I decided to go back up to the boat.

      My panicked eyes looked up at Jared. I was scared to take a hand away from the rope to give him the thumbs up symbol to let him know I needed to surface, so I just started skimming my hands carefully back up the rope. I figured he would get the hint when he felt me nudging him back up.

      I have no idea how he did it without floating off into oblivion at a high rate of speed, but Jared made his way down to where I was. He wrapped his legs around mine and put his hands over mine on the rope. It was a fantastically sweet “You go, I go” gesture.

      I immediately felt safer, wrapped in his strong embrace. I’m not crazy, though…I still wanted to surface. When I started to move my hands up, Jared gestured up with his head, and I looked up to see several of our friends above us on the rope. Letting go of the rope to go around them wasn’t an option in that wild current. I was afraid that I was going to put us all in more danger by trying to get everyone above us to reverse directions and go back up.

      Apparently, I had gone too far to turn back. My eyes were still huge with fear, but I nodded at Jared and started moving my hands slowly down the rope to let him know that I understood we needed to go deeper. Oddly enough, as we went deeper, the current started to dissipate. The ship’s superstructure was blocking the current enough for us to be able to release the rope and swim freely about. Several of the others explored the inside of the ship. I was concerned about getting lost, so Jared and I kept busy by checking out the outside of the wreck.

      It felt so strange to be swimming around a ship that had once been on the surface, charging through the water, but was now at the bottom of the ocean, alive with reef creatures. The ocean had claimed this vessel as its own.

      Jared and I didn’t stay down long since I had used so much of my air on the way down. When we reached the rope to make our ascent back to the boat, he automatically assumed
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