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Looking back, I don't rightly know why I stayed.

Stubbornness, maybe. Apathy...perhaps. Or possibly just good old-fashioned ass-ignorant optimism, of the nothing can possibly happen to me variety. Whatever the reason, the decision was already made as I leaned against one of the faux vintage lampposts across the street from the largest of our two marinas, watching with practiced disinterest as people loaded their most precious belongings – usually the ones with the biggest price tags, but sometimes stuff that was literally irreplaceable, insurance notwithstanding – onto boats owned, borrowed, begged, and, yes, in one notable case, stolen, in anticipation of fleeing the island almost to the man.

You see, Jamie was coming.

That's Hurricane Jamie, and if you remember Hurricane Jamie now you know what year it was and you can probably guess the name of the island and its sole town too. (Hint: the latter isn't there anymore.) I wasn't the only one staying, of course. Most of the residents were year-round locals, and we were a tad too far off the well-worn path for all but the most dedicated or adventurous of tourists, and they generally left disappointed. There just wasn't much to see. Oh, there were a few shops, all located along the main drag (if a grand total of six vehicles on the island, one of them a tow truck jury-rigged to haul speedboats out of the shallows, a highly-lucrative occupation, as Cordie Strait could tell you, were enough to support a proper "drag"), though they dealt primary in necessities, and we had a bar (singular). But there was nothing of note to see or do that one couldn't see or do on a dozen similar islands that were considerably easier to get to and from. We didn't even have a hotel, just a rooming house, which is where I'd hung my metaphorical hat since landing here nine months ago, having finally stopped running mostly because I was out of money. Fortunately there was some little work to be found here, if people liked you. Not much, but some. Enough.

"They can't shut up about the island life, but first sign of trouble they beat ass for the mainland," a voice to my left said disdainfully. "Too many Jimmy Buffett albums" – she facetiously pronounced it buffet – "giving them unrealistic ideas. Gotta be willing to take the bad with the good, I say."

"The price of living in paradise," I agreed.

Lady Daphne – that's what everyone called her – shook her head at this. She was eighty if she was a day, and a stiff wind, much less a proper hurricane, could've carried her off and effortlessly deposited her on that relatively far-off mainland she detested so much. Nevertheless, she resolutely refused to take even a smidgen of bullshit, from anyone. And that included hurricanes.

"'Price of living in paradise'!" she snorted. "That's what they said when Charley came a-callin'. I was still living in Tampa at the time. My view out one window was a dumpster, view out the other was a Walmart, so basically the same thing. Paradise! Ha! This," she swept one palsied arm to take in the island, "this, at least, approximates paradise."

I laughed and she wagged her finger at me as she went on her way, in approval or to chastise, I couldn't say. In hindsight, I kind of wish I'd asked. I never saw her again.

Well, I couldn't stand here watching people scramble-load boats all morning, especially since I had no intention of being enlisted to help. I strolled back to the boarding house, itself situated on the main drag, marched upstairs to my tolerably serviceable room, ditched my shirt, changed shoes, and went for a nice, long run on the far side of the island.
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I jogged the length of Seashell-Cobble Lane, to the point where it terminated and was replaced with a wooden boardwalk, back to the rooming house, up Seashell-Cobble again, this time continuing along the boardwalk until it deposited me on the deep, white sand of The South Beach, at which point I marched through the deep, yielding sand all the way to the water to wind down, the slow slog through that deep sand near as much a workout as running on solid ground at a steady pace. As soon as the incoming waves dampened my shoes I collapsed, hands on my knees, and allowed myself to catch my breath. The wind off the water was coolish and refreshing, the sky the color of blue overwrought novelists always feel the need to quantify. An unseen seabird scolded me, or maybe was just asking if I'd brought her anything to eat. It sure didn't look or feel like an unprecedented storm was just hours away. But then, it never does, does it?

I sat down hard on the sand, tugged off my shoes and tossed them over my shoulder so they wouldn't get completely soaked, and let the warm surf wash over me. I thought about Caroline, and Hildy – she would've been eight, now – and I thought a lot about the money. I didn't think about what I might've done differently, though. Thankfully, I was past that. "I love you both very much," I whispered aloud, but only the seabird answered me.

Hiking back, a lifted a hand in greeting to old Peters, all hair and tie-dye, headed in the opposite direction on his adult trike.

"Staying?" he asked as he whiz-pedaled by. He was a mite too young to have been a proper, original hippie, but you wouldn't know it from looking at him. Time had done him no favors.

"Yup!" I confirmed at which he was already past me and out of sight. He said something else in response that I didn't catch.

Fifteen minutes later I was back on the drag, and it was like a different world. No boats in the north marina. No one running errands or just aimlessly strolling around. Across from me and to the left, Angelique, her fire engine hair pulled back and up in a tight bun, shirt tied off, shorts high and tight, was unhurriedly boarding up the front window of her tackle shop. Her rear windows, where her tiny little apartment was, were already secure. She smiled at me through a mouthful of carpenter's nails.

"How far out, now?" I asked her, smiling at the fact that this question would've garnered a very different response from old hippie Peters. She mistook my smile for flirting, but that was okay because we flirted often, with the mutual understanding that nothing was ever, ever going to come of it.

"Six-and-a-half hours," she said through the nails. "They've upgraded it to a cat four."

"Really?" I frowned, because frowning seemed appropriate.

"Just by a smidge. I think skirting the mainland is going to take some of the wind out of its sails. A middling three by the time it reaches us. I've lived here twelve years and I eat cat threes for breakfast."

I nodded sagely, as if any of that meant anything to me from a practical standpoint. I'd never ridden out a hurricane, of any category.

"You gonna be okay up there, lording over all of us?" she continued, indicating the boarding house with a jerk of her head. It was the only two-story building on the street.

"If I get scared, I'll mosey on over," I promised.

"Canned goods by candlelight can be deceptively romantic.," she said. "If we're not careful something might happen."

"I promise to behave."

"Unless it's clear we're gonna die," she called after me. "Then I'll expect some panicky, last-minute sex."
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Settling in, I decided to take some inventory. Crackers, peanuts, generic Oreos, canned fruit, bottled water, one big bottle of soda (which I generally abhorred, but it was high caloric and I figured in a crunch the sugar/caffeine kick might come in handy), dry cereal. Everything perishable I'd already cooked into a massive stew which I'd decimated last night and planned on finishing right now. I had plenty of candles, two flashlights, extra batteries, and a stack of reading material I'd snagged from the island's sole Little Free Library. Not sure how invested I would be in a 400-page treatise on radical feminism from 1970, a vanity thriller about transsexual vampires, a heavily-annotated copy of the Book of Mormon, or the second volume in a trilogy about elves and unicorns that I'd never heard of, but it beat staring at the wall for the next 2-3 days. Probably. Mr. Carlos, the proprietor, had been one of the first to evacuate, but he had no issue with my staying. He had lots of books, neatly lined up on a pair of tall, handmade shelves in the living room downstairs, but they were all in Spanish.

With doom, or, more likely, just massive inconvenience, hanging over me, I couldn't quite figure out what to do with myself. So, no different than every other day since I'd arrived on the island. Stretching out on the bed, I flipped through the unicorn/elves book and quickly discovered that the primary unicorn and elf were, in fact, lovers, so I set it aside. Outside, the wind picked up, but only a little. Nothing unusual, yet. I stared at the ceiling, listening to the tap-tap-tap, tap-tap-tappity of Angelique securing her last window.
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The light spilling through my windows grew steadily dimmer until it was quite properly dark, though a glance at the ancient, wind-up Little Ben that had come with the room confirmed that it wasn't quite nighttime. The wind had picked up considerably. Low, ugly clouds roiled above, and atomized droplets of rain were blowing in through the open window. Instead of shutting it I leaned out, to get a better look. First thing I noticed though was Peters, walking down the center of the drag, joint hanging loosely from his mouth, both arms raised, giving the sky a double middle finger. "Fuck you, God!" he shouted over the rising wind. "Eat my ass, Thor, you inconsequential bitch! You too, Zeus! Thor, Zeus, Indra, Perun, you can all suck my semi-functional cock!"

"Get inside you old fool!" Lady Daphne shouted, unseen, from her place caddy-corner to mine. So she'd stayed, too. That made four of us, that I knew of. Probably we should've compared notes, so as to look out for each other, but that really wasn't the way on the island. Self-reliant to a fault.

And then, instantly, it was raining, hard, not so much like someone had turned on a faucet above but more like they'd emptied a massive tub of water. I struggled to close my window against it even as Peters bolted for home. I guess Thor, or one of those others he was openly defying, had won this round.

My floor was soaked so I went downstairs, located a mop, and swabbed the water up. In the scant minutes it took to do this the world outside went from storm-dark to night black. The wind was pillaging us now, carrying off everything that wasn't nailed down. I watched a garbage can lid, one of the old, metal ones, roll almost all the way down the drag before it toppled over and was carried off into the sky like a frisbee. The air was full of leaves and litter and, I swear, at one point, for several seconds, hundreds of tiny little fish, and I watched in awe as our barely-functional in the best of times storm drains almost immediately backed up and a new, miniature river appeared in the middle of the street. This last gave me some pause, but after watching for several minutes it had clearly topped off at about three inches or so and I breathed a sigh of relief. I wondered, then, if the storm had been downgraded back to a three, a category many on the island seemed to scoff at, and only then realized that, for all my prep shopping, I hadn't thought to acquire a radio. There was, of course, barely any cellular service on the island, even in the best of conditions.

My lights flickered once, twice, then went out.

Well, that was it, then. I could continue to watch the storm, which had already played its few interesting cards so far as I was concerned; delve into the erotic adventures of horny unicorns by flashlight; or go to sleep.

Despite the rising chaos outside, I drifted off without too much difficulty.

––––––––
[image: ]


Something woke me up. Not a sound, exactly, although maybe it was partially that. More a feeling. Almost like a premonition, although I hesitate to use that term because I don't really believe in that sort of thing. Whatever it was, it drew me to the window. I swung it open and I gasped.

It was unfathomably black outside, blind man dark, and I assure you you don't know dark until you've experienced the dead of night, in the ocean, with dark, ugly clouds blotting out the stars and every last bit of artificial light effectively snuffed out. Maybe if you were deep underground, trapped, without any source of light, but that's it. Opening the window, I smelled and felt, rather than saw, the water filling the drag now, very high, frighteningly high, lapping against the buildings, constantly in motion but, for that, eerily subdued. Everything, it seemed, was subdued. Calm.

The eye of the hurricane, I realized. I'd heard of this.

And then I could see something, just barely, below and to my right.

A canted light, sickly luminescent, making its way down the center of the drag. A lamppost had been torn loose and was drifting down the street, bent double at the very top, the dangling bulb a dim, dying off-yellow that was almost green. Something splashed feebly alongside it, keeping pace, as if a fish or other small animal had somehow gotten entangled in it and was being dragged along. My stomach sank as it drifted by and I felt an inexplicable terror, an unwarranted fight-or-flight response, and then it was gone, past my building and sinking, sinking, until is disappeared beneath the surface. The world was impossible-dark again.

I don't want to die, I realized, after spending the better part of the last eighteen months seriously pondering that very question. Not like that.

Like what? I was dreaming, I told myself. Half-awake but dreaming, because there was nothing else to impress itself on that most dominant of human senses, the one we relied on perhaps too much, sight.

I don't remember crawling back into bed, but I must have because that's where I was when I woke up in the morning.
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I awoke to another beautiful day in paradise. At least that was my initial impression. The sun was shining, the sky was that perfect shade of blue again. It was unusually humid and cool in my room, but opening the windows would solve that. It's only when I got out of bed that I noticed anything was especially wrong.

My carpet squished.

Soaking wet.

Had I forgotten to close the window when I'd woken up, briefly, last night?

No, it was shut tight. During the night, as I slumbered blissfully away, the water had apparently just reached the height of my second floor bedroom.

Jesus self-correcting Christ.

I rushed to the window, threw it open.

Roofs, and only roofs, as far as the eye could see. Everything else was underwater. The insurance companies were going to wear out their DENIED, FOR REASONS stamp, and Cordie Strait was gonna have plenty of business when he got back, hauling the other five vehicles on the island to his shop to replace their everything (or, more likely, just buying them up for a whistle and a dime and then scrapping them out for parts). His tow truck would be fine. Right now it was jacked up in his two-story garage, lift shored up with old railroad ties as an extra precaution, the engine safely above the water line. The water would have to rise another three feet, or the entire building would have to topple over, to effectively put it out of commission.

"Good morning!" someone called to me from across the street.

Angelique, in (different) tied-off shirt and short-shorts. She was trying, semi-successfully, to cook eggs in a pan over an open fire she'd built. On her roof. Her building had canted slightly away from the street, at least, giving her a somewhat more level surface to work on.

"Good thing I didn't come over!" I shouted back.

"You're braver than I'd hoped!" she laughed.

"I slept through it!" I admitted. "You can come over here if you like! Floor's wet, but the bed's dry!" I immediately realized how that sounded and quickly added, "All the furniture's dry!"

She shook her head.

"Can't swim!"

"You live on an island and you can't swim?!" I chastised her.

"I live on it, not under it!"

Acknowledging this with a forced laugh I took a more careful look up and down the street. Old hippie Peter lived outside of "town" but Lady Daphne lived across from me and one over. If she was all right she'd had to have climbed out onto her own roof, and I didn't see her on her roof.

"Daphne?!" I called to Angelique.

She shrugged, concern on her face. She had no idea, and not being able to swim, apparently, there wasn't much she could do.

"I'll swim over, check on her!" I volunteered.

"Thank you!" Relieved.

This, I realized after some reflection, might be easier said than done. There was no telling what torn-up hazards were potentially obfuscated by the deceptively smooth water, and there was always the possibility of sharks. Okay, that latter, not really, or at least extremely, extremely, unlikely. But it couldn't help but cross my mind. I located my swim trucks, considered swiping Carlos' first-aid kit and maybe stashing it in a waterproof bag, maybe a Ziplock or something, and then decided against it. If Lady Daphne was still in her house, she was dead. Drowned. I was doing this solely to confirm what Angelique and I both already knew. And to be doing something, because in a situation like this a body felt objectionably impotent if they weren't doing something.
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The water was colder than I'd expected, and it seemed to want to suck me down, as if the universe knew that my proper place was a dozen feet below, feet planted firmly on the asphalt, and was trying to correct this discrepancy. I paddled leisurely across, in no hurry to confirm the inevitable, while Angelique low-key cheered me on.

Lady Daphne had an attic, the top half of its circular window peering over the surface of the water like an eye, and this afforded me some mild hope. Maybe I'd find her sitting on top of a big old trunk in that attic, impatiently awaiting rescue, feisty as ever.

I reached the window and peered inside. Rain and lapping water had cleared away any accumulation of dust, but the glass was translucent and this gave a smeary quality to what little I could see. And there wasn't much: just shapes, floating in several inches of water. Working my fingers under the edges, my feet kicking leisurely to maintain my position, I gave it a sharp tug and was surprised to find it reluctantly opening. One more tug did it, and I was able to see...

Oh, God.
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