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            Prologue

         
         The socialite was dragged into the street and attacked by an antisocial homeless man, until another man in a giant bunny costume
            came to her rescue.
         

         
         The bunny threw a blistering combination of furry roundhouse punches until the vagrant relented and the police arrived.

         
         It made perfect sense. It was Easter time. And it was Miami Beach.

         
         The bunny had been hired by a semi-popular nightclub to stand outside with the bouncers and draw more customers. After the
            fracas, he returned to the lounge’s front doors as if he weren’t involved. Cell-phone video of the fight began to go viral.
            This really happened.
         

         
         It was the thirty-seventh most unusual sight that evening in the city.

         
         Blocks away, the local news crews finished covering first responders who pulled a woman out of a manhole, after she had thought
            it was a good idea to explore the sewer system and wondered aloud how she could possibly have gotten lost. The journalists
            raced over to interview the bunny.
         

         
         “How does it feel to be a hero?”

         
         “I’m not a hero. I was just doing my job.”

         
         The news crews abruptly broke away to cover an alligator trying to mate with an inflatable alligator floatation toy in a Coral
            Gables swimming pool.
         

         
          

         Serge turned off the local TV news and the cavalcade of off-center human endeavor. “How can you live anywhere else? You don’t
            even need premium channels.” He turned to see his pal Coleman curled up on the couch of their condominium, alternating between
            shrieks and whimpers. “Coleman, what the heck’s gotten into you?”
         

         
         “Mushrooms.” Another piercing cry. “They’re really strong. I’m having a massive freak-out.”

         
         “What set this off?”

         
         “I imagined there was a giant bunny rabbit on TV beating up this dude outside a nightclub.”

         
         “No, that was reality,” said Serge. “Florida always skews your hallucinatory drug baseline.”

         
          

         A couple of nights later, the crowd outside the Miami Beach nightclub was the biggest in its history. People lined up down
            the block to get photos taken with the Hero Bunny.
         

         
         He posed patiently as the club’s owners drew up new signs increasing the cover charge.

         
         “Mr. Bunny, look over here!” He did. A camera flashed.

         
         Next person, with a pen and paper. “How about an autograph?”

         
         The bunny held out his hands. “The paws.”

         
         “Oh, right.”

         
         And so on.

         
         It eventually became late, and the bunny agreed to a last few selfies. Then his shift was over. He walked through the club, receiving countless pats on the back, until he reached the rear door. He exited and headed toward his car parked in the alley. 

         
         Next to it, several men were smoking and leaning against the rear fender of a silver Jaguar.

         
         “Hey! It’s the famous bunny!”

         
         “You rock!”

         
         “We’re your biggest fans!”

         
         The bunny kept walking. “Thanks, guys.”

         
         The bunny had just stuck his key in the driver’s door. The guys from the Jag popped the trunk, fully lined with thick-gauge
            plastic. They seized the bunny and hustled toward the back of the Jag.
         

         
         “Hey, hey, hey!” yelled the bunny. “Watch the fur!”

         
         They upended him, dumping him in the trunk and slamming the lid. The Jag sped off down the alley.

         
         Moments later, a Datsun entered the other end of the alley. It found a space. Another man in a large bunny costume got out
            of the driver’s seat and entered the rear of the club, ready to begin the second shift.
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The Island Life

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
The Florida Keys

         
         Two men prowled the inside of a fourth-floor condominium in Islamorada. One was doing the heavy lifting.

         
         Coleman stood at the kitchen counter, a joint clenched in his teeth, mixing a pitcher of margaritas. Serge feverishly made
            his way around the unit with rags and a bucket of cleaning supplies.
         

         
         Coleman staggered sideways as he chugged his drink, crashing into the oven. A travel mug of coffee tipped over and dribbled
            onto the floor tiles. Then he stumbled toward the living room, bouncing off a doorframe. A small painting fell off a wall.
         

         
         Serge crawled behind him on his knees, wiping up coffee, sloshed alcohol, and joint ashes. “Coleman, you’re making messes
            faster than I can clean.” He stood and rehung the watercolor of a vintage Pigeon Key shotgun cottage. “If you’re not going
            to help me clean, can you at least sit down so I’m not flying into a headwind?”
         

         
         “No problem,” said Coleman. “I’ve reached that most excellent point in the buzz schedule where standing is now off the table.” He plopped down on the sofa, juggling his drink. He glanced down at the cushion next to him, then up at Serge. “You have stain remover, right?” 

         
         Serge just rolled his eyes at the ceiling and began dusting. A loud whirring sound from a cleaning device filled the room.
            Coleman giggled.
         

         
         Serge worked his way along a credenza. “You always laugh when I dust.”

         
         “Because it’s funny.”

         
         “Coleman, you’re a pioneer. In the entire history of mankind, nobody has come close to combining dusting and funny.”

         
         “Because of what you’re using.” More snickers.

         
         “My breakthrough!” Whirrrrrr. “Remember when I launched the Art of Slowing Down? We decided to take a spell from life on the road and drop anchor at this
            condo to smell the flowers, and everything was perfect. With one glaring exception: keeping house. For decades we’d just check
            into the next dive motel and immediately wreck the joint with such spiritually disturbing implications that it sent the maids
            to church with rosary beads.”
         

         
         “Remember the scorch marks up that wall when you used an Army field cooking pouch?”

         
         “Underestimated the hydrogen. I think they had to paint that time,” said Serge. “The point is, we’d simply leave the housekeeping
            staff a few extra dollars, go out for a day of social change, and come back in the evening to find our room perfectly restored
            and sparkling. It was always a source of shocking amazement to me. What kind of supernatural magic were they performing inside
            those walls while we were gone? It’s like when we go to the phone store in the morning and say, ‘Coleman accidentally dropped
            my cell in a vat of boiling Tijuana three-alarm-fire chili,’ and they say, ‘Come back at two,’ and that afternoon your phone’s
            so unbelievably new that your head flirts with brain-lock.”
         

         
         Coleman wiped mouth dribble with the back of his arm. “I remember when we first got here. Cleaning absolutely stumped us.
            We’d just spray Febreze on everything and cross our fingers.”
         

         
         “It was indeed a steep learning curve, but we slowly got the hang of it, making stunning discoveries like: a toilet won’t scrub itself.” 

         
         A burp from the couch. “But dusting is the worst.”

         
         “A horror show.” Whir. “So many questions: To Pledge or not to Pledge? Can microfiber save a marriage? But no matter what I did, I was doing it
            wrong, like I was just moving the dust around, giving it a VIP tour of our residence.”
         

         
         Coleman giggled again. “Then that box arrived from the Internet.”

         
         “I’m all about hacking my life, and this was a game-changer for the Art of Slowing Down.” Serge held up the whirring device.
            “We’ve sent rockets to the moon, yet dusting hasn’t made a bold leap in years. So I ordered this baby from a sex-toy store.
            It’s actually called the Duster.” He ran it along another surface. The whirring sound decreased rapidly until it completely stopped. Serge reached
            in a junk drawer for some small metal cylinders. “The only downside is that nothing chews through batteries like a nymphomaniac.”
         

         
         “It’s the word on the street,” said Coleman.

         
         “But I can’t overstate how absolutely critical this next point is. Whatever else you do in life, if you buy two Dusters—one
            for the sex, and a second for cleaning—never, ever get them confused. I spent most of that one night with an ice pack on my
            jaw.”
         

         
         Coleman licked the edge of a rolling paper. “But how’d you get the idea to use that thing to clean?”

         
         “Instinct. If you know anything at all about the adult-toy industry, their business model is to appropriate unrelated cutting-edge
            technology, then over-engineer the shit out of it! If you don’t believe me, Google ‘vibrating underwear.’ It’s the latest
            for the public-sex crowd that comes with an app for your phone so you can remote-control a device that your dinner date secretly
            wears out into restaurants until she’s crushing a breadstick in each fist.” He clicked off a switch. “Enough dusting for now.”
         

         
         Coleman went to the kitchen for a refill and a fresh joint. Then he joined Serge, who had wandered onto the balcony for the inspiring view of fishing boats crossing the ocean, and a sky filled with gulls, frigate birds, and osprey. 

         
         “What have you got there?” asked Coleman.

         
         Serge flipped through a packet of legal pages. “Our lease. It’s almost spring, so it’s about to expire.”

         
         “I can’t believe it’s already been a year.”

         
         “Time flies when you’re slowing down.” Serge folded the pages and stuck them in his back pocket. Then he grabbed the balcony
            railing and took a deep, life-affirming, salty breath. “I sure am going to miss this place.”
         

         
         “What?” said Coleman. “We’re not going to renew?”

         
         Serge shook his head. “In our bone marrow, we’re creatures of the road. This place will always have a place in our hearts,
            and if we ever decide to take another break, we’ll know right where to come.” He checked his watch. “The local news is starting.
            I love local news when the weather map shows the Keys! Supplies! Let’s rock!”
         

         
         They ran into the kitchen nook for chips and dip, Gatorade and margaritas, then back to the couch and the remote controls.
            Munch, munch, munch.

         
         “Our top story tonight. The Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta just announced . . .”

         
         Serge leaned forward with elbows on knees. “This can’t be! Last week, there were only three virus cases in the entire state
            of Florida! Then suddenly a thousand people in the hospitals, but our leaders insisted that the antidote was to completely
            ignore it and invest in the stock market. I’m paraphrasing.”
         

         
         “Who’s worried?” said Coleman. Glug, glug, glug. “I be happy.”
         

         
         “This is a nightmare.” Serge’s face was in his hands. “It could shut down all our favorite Florida touchstones for who knows
            how long.”
         

         
         “I think you’re overreacting,” said Coleman. “It’s just the first report.”

         
         “You’re probably right,” said Serge. “I’m overly upset because I need constant infusions of landmarks.”

         
         Coleman pointed at the TV. “Sports is coming on.”

         
         “The National Hockey League has just canceled its season, followed quickly by the National Basketball Association, and other
               sports are holding top-level meetings at this hour. Even the Olympics are said to be in doubt . . .”

         
         Serge pounded fists on the coffee table. “No! No! No!”

         
         Coleman felt bad for his pal. “Serge, cheer up. It’s the weather. See? A map of the Keys.”

         
         “Maps just remind me of places I can’t go. Nothing matters anymore.”

         
         A horribly anguished screaming sound came up from another floor. Coleman startled and sloshed more beverage. “Jesus, who was
            that?”
         

         
         “Probably another Floridaphile.” Serge jumped up, talking to himself. “Okay, don’t be like that guy. Get a grip on yourself.
            There’s much urgent work to be done. Coleman, follow me!”
         

         
         Coleman did his best to keep up as his friend bolted for the elevators. They got inside and watched the numbers descend. The
            residential units began on the second floor. Most of the ground level was under-the-building parking because of the storm
            surges that came off the ocean. The pair raced out of the lobby and ran along the only other enclosed space on the ground.
         

         
         “Serge, where are we running to?”

         
         “The Hemingway Community Room!” said Serge. “In 2017, the storm surge from Hurricane Irma smashed the floor-to-ceiling windows
            and flash-flooded the works like Hercules and the Augean stables, sweeping most of it out to sea. It took years to deal with
            the insurance and contractors, but they finally finished rebuilding on Monday. The community room is such an essential element
            of condo anthropology that I’ve been counting down the days, and now it’s going to shut down again just because of a little
            pandemic. Carpe diem!”
         

         
         “What’s that mean?” asked Coleman.

         
         “It means Latin is overrated. Unless you add ‘motherfucker’ at the end.”

         
         Coleman filled his lungs and screamed like a banshee: “Carpe diem, motherfucker!”
         

         
         Serge nodded in approval. “You are now indeed worthy of entering the community room.”

         
         They dashed inside, running past a painting of Hemingway and a wooden sign with the latitude for Islamorada, then into the
            party-layout kitchen, opening and closing all the drawers and cabinets. Another terrifying scream penetrated the walls from
            an upper unit.
         

         
         The pair dropped into a modern sofa with steel armrests and watched the jumbo flat-screen on the wall for five seconds. Serge
            sprang up. “To the games!”
         

         
         Coleman picked up a ping-pong paddle and served a lob. Serge slammed the ball, hitting Coleman in the eye. “One-nothing. I
            win! Onward! . . . Skee-Ball! . . . Table shuffleboard! . . .”
         

         
         Slowly, almost trancelike, other residents began wandering in, as though being attracted by a mysterious meteor that had fallen
            to Earth. The community room always filled when some kind of major emergency news had just swept the building, like a free-for-all
            if one of the shaded, under-the-building parking spots had just opened up or someone repainted their door the wrong color.
         

         
         Serge and Coleman drifted over to the confab that was loosely assembling and growing louder in the middle of the room. A few
            residents rolled in coolers, and others pulled commercial-grade blenders down from the kitchen cabinets. This last part was
            never an indicator of whether the news was really good or really bad, because the blenders were turned on either way.
         

         
         “Oooo!” said Coleman, grabbing a frosty drink off the counter.

         
         “Maggie, Bert,” said Serge. “I’m guessing you’ve heard the news.”

         
         They nodded in unison. “We need to meet and establish protocols,” said Maggie. “The lobby and elevators are the choke points.
            They’re the only way back and forth from the units other than the stairs, which you can forget about if you even think of
            using a supermarket again.”
         

         
         “The vacation renters will be the problem because they ignore all our rules signs as if they’re written in Sanskrit,” said Bert. “Most of us owners are older, and from what I’m hearing on the news, we’re the most vulnerable to the virus—” 

         
         “. . . Ahhhhhhh! . . .”

         
         Serge pointed upward. “There’s that mysterious screaming again.”

         
         “Professor Pedantic,” said Maggie. “Got that big university grant last year.”

         
         “I remember now,” said Serge. “Cornell, right? But wasn’t his name Fontaine?”

         
         “We’ve given him a nickname, except he doesn’t know about it,” said Maggie. “He’s supposed to study how he would fare living
            in a small residential space without leaving for a whole year.”
         

         
         “Used only a cell phone for deliveries, and cut his own hair with meat scissors,” said Bert. “We were all wondering what possible
            practical application that study could have.”
         

         
         “Made it about nine months before he started coming off the rails. But he had to stick it out because the grant money was
            all-or-nothing. Then the screams started,” said Maggie. “But a few days ago, he only had a week to go and we began hearing
            singing and laughter. That’s obviously changed with today’s news. We have a few board members upstairs talking to him through
            the door.”
         

         
         Bert pointed toward the games. “We saw you running around over there.”

         
         Serge nodded hard. “We’ve been dying for the community room to reopen, and wanted to milk what we could before the coming
            health-code clampdown.”
         

         
         “If you’re worried about the clampdown . . .” Maggie raised her chin toward the east. “Better get across the Creek Bridge
            to the grocery in Tavernier Towne.”
         

         
         “Why? . . .”

         
         . . . Minutes later, a blue ’73 Ford Galaxie screeched out of the condo parking lot and across the tiny bridge to Key Largo,
            then into the wholesale mayhem of the shopping center parking lot.
         

         
         “Holy shit!” Coleman’s face was at the window. “Pandemic hoarding is madness, like a rock concert without the beach balls bouncing around.” 

         
         Serge pointed.

         
         “Oh,” said Coleman. “The pandemic has beach balls.”

         
         Serge opened his door and hit the ground. “We have to move fast, and remember to protect your face. People take the social
            order for granted, but our whole nation is always just one bad headline away from a reality-show hair-pulling scrum.”
         

         
         They fought their way inside. All the grocery aisles were in various levels of destruction, but one in particular was like
            the fall of the Berlin Wall.
         

         
         Married couples had the decided edge, teaming up to fling items through the air above the relentless pockets of dehumanized
            struggle. Shouts, cursing. Shopping carts were weaponized. Coleman protected his head with his forearms as he was cross-checked
            into shelving. “What’s going on?”
         

         
         “We’re in the paper-goods aisle, which means toilet paper,” said Serge. “Nothing strikes preternatural terror in the human soul more than the thought of an untended butthole.”
         

         
         “But how are we going to get any in this mob?”

         
         One of the more aggressive customers elbowed Coleman in the stomach—“Ooomph!”—and the margaritas did the rest. He arc-vomited,
            briefly opening a clearing in the aisle.
         

         
         “Good thinking,” said Serge, hurdling the puddle, grabbing several economy-size packages, and jumping back. “We better get
            out of here with these rolls before the pandemic blows the whole place to Thunder Dome . . .”
         

         
         “I hate it when that happens,” said Coleman. “At least the beach balls are still out there.”

         
         . . . Safely back in the condo unit . . .

         
         Serge stowed the bathroom tissue. “Societal norms are unraveling faster than I thought. There’ll be a run on the banks, gun stores emptied, cars abandoned because gas stations are dry, crazies diving over drugstore prescription counters, government offices set ablaze, and tourists not returning Jet Skis on time.” 

         
         “Dear God!” Coleman grabbed his head. “What can we possibly do?”

         
         “Order stuff online.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Southern Texas

         
         Orange desert.

         
         Unfiltered sun. Vultures. Wavy mirage lines to the cactus horizon.

         
         The cliché image is the bleached cattle skulls, but there they were, scattered among empty water jugs.

         
         Only the sound of the wind and the vibrations of distant off-road vehicles from immigration enforcement. Farther south, closer
            to the border, the jeeps came into view. Three were racing to corral a dozen border jumpers who were so desperate they were
            running toward certain death into a hundred miles of empty, arid land with barely the shadow of a tree to shield against the
            wilting heat. They had paid the coyotes, or human smugglers, eight grand a head to get them here. Some were boosted over wall
            fences; others swam the Rio Grande. Children got a discounted fee of seven thousand for the privilege. The coyotes told them
            the desert was a safe paradise.
         

         
         Finally, the runners were too tired, and the jeeps had them surrounded. The federal officers called in the transport vans. The border jumpers’ lives had just been saved, but it masqueraded as defeat. That would come soon enough. 

         
         The refugees piled in the rear doors, and the vans headed back south. Through more mirage bands of wavering heat, the various
            utilitarian buildings of the detention center came into view. Fence gates opened to allow them through for processing. Kept
            outside were the news trucks with satellite antennae.
         

         
         Politicians had arrived in the morning from Washington for a sanitized fact-finding tour. The whole thing was a classic cluster.
            The politicians had endless questions. So did everyone else. And even the questions had questions, like what questions am I allowed to ask? Because votes were at stake. Liberals worried about asking what kind of screwed-up porous system could
            allow so many to just stream in, like a highway with speed-limit signs and no radar guns. And just as many conservatives couldn’t
            inquire about the deterrent policy of separating children from their parents because it was now cool to be mean. In either
            case, it meant excommunication from your tribe.
         

         
         But there was one question most agreed upon, and the answer was a thousand miles away. That was the distance from the top
            of Mexico at the U.S. line, down the continent to Mexico’s southern border with the so-called Northern Triangle in Central
            America. The distance to the source of the problem.
         

         
         Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras.

         
         Poverty rarely had such a face, overlaid with death squads, kidnappings and gang shootouts. In many locales, risking death
            in the Texas desert was nothing compared to the risk of being “disappeared.”
         

         
         The United States already had boots on the ground, in the form of dress shirts, neckties and jackets. They had many unofficial
            names. Observers, liaisons, emissaries. The Latin American countries knew them and welcomed them. Because the U.S. visitors
            were always asking what they could do to help fix the problem, and the replies were uniformly: money. And money they were
            given.
         

         
         But to use a Texas analogy, it was like drilling one dry hole after another. The dollars kept flowing south and illegal immigrants continued flowing north. 

         
         Meetings were finally held in the three capitals. Generally in magnificent colonial buildings overlooking courtyards full
            of pigeons. Men sat around long, dark tables with pitchers of ice water and rows of flags against the walls.
         

         
         “We need receipts,” said the U.S. envoys.

         
         “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         
         “We’ve been throwing all this cash at the problem, and the numbers on our end only show the problem getting worse.”

         
         “We’re so close. Just a little more cash.”

         
         “No, not until we have some proof to show our voters back home. We’d love to do this purely from the heart, but there’s the
            reality of election blowback.”
         

         
         “What kind of proof?”

         
         “Crime statistics, raids, arrest reports, photos of captured gang members, anything we can hang our hat on.”

         
         And so it began. Local officials amusingly called it “Going Hollywood.” They snapped on the handcuffs during the raids, and
            marched the culprits past the waiting photographers in the front of headquarters, and then right out the back, free to go.
            Corruption played a part, but there was also contempt for the perceived swagger of their big neighbor to the north.
         

         
         Washington saw the photos and was pleased . . .

         
          

         
            Central America

         

         On the Atlantic Ocean side of northwest Honduras lie the cities of San Pedro Sula and La Ceiba, considered by experts to be the most dangerous places not only in the country, but actually in the entire world outside of war zones. Despite its modest size, San Pedro Sula sees 1,200 murders a year, mainly due to the WD-40 street gang and its rivals. La Ceiba, on the coast, is only slightly more mellow. It’s the one with the Walmart. 

         
         Between the two sits the often-overlooked seaside hamlet of Boca Ciega. On a Monday morning, a man named Yandy Falcón sat
            alone at a concrete table on the sidewalk outside of one of the town’s more popular cafés. He was sipping strong coffee with
            even stronger sugar. He liked it with his eggs, sunny-side. He was wearing a uniform. Ever since he was a small boy, Yandy
            always wanted to be a police officer. It had a lot to do with the beat cops walking his neighborhood back then. Yandy was
            a tag-along, as they say, following them around with countless questions and always looking up with admiration. How could
            you not take to him? The officers responded by making sure they regularly brought a handful of penny candies in their pockets,
            because they knew they’d soon be seeing Yandy on their rounds. They all let him wear their hats, which went a long way with
            the small boy, not having a father and all.
         

         
         Then the day that everyone in the town remembered. “Hey, Yandy!” yelled one of the officers. Yandy came running. The cop smiled
            and bent down with a piece of lemon taffy. Two other people also came running. Young guys in soccer shirts. From behind, they
            shot the officer several times in the head. Blood splatter from the exit wounds hit Yandy in the face. Then the two shooters
            casually walked away like they weren’t heading anywhere in particular. They even looked all the street’s witnesses directly
            in the eyes, because what did it really matter?
         

         
         The police department responded by what they call “flooding the zone.” It would be impossible to find someone they didn’t
            question. And equally difficult to find someone who actually admitted seeing anything. “But it was broad daylight,” said one
            officer. “They must have walked right past you.” One witness after another just shook their head. With an exception. They
            heard a small voice ring out behind them:
         

         
         “I saw it all.”

         
         A trio of officers spun around on the sidewalk. Yandy was standing there. The police ran over. One of them crouched and grabbed the boy gently by the shoulders. “Son, what did you see?” 

         
         “They came up from behind, and Roberto never heard them.”

         
         “Did you see what they looked like?”

         
         “Sure. Soccer jerseys, Honduras and Argentina. Bushy hair. One had a thick mustache and the other was trying to grow one without
            much luck.”
         

         
         “Do you think you’d recognize them if you ever saw them again?”

         
         “Absolutely.”

         
         “Okay, let’s take a ride.”

         
         It was first time Yandy was sitting in a police car, and he normally would have been over the moon, except he was still sad
            about Officer Roberto. The boy propped himself up in the backseat and twisted his head to peek out the windows. “Where are
            we going?”
         

         
         “Drive around the neighborhood to see if you can spot them.”

         
         “We should go down to the beach.”

         
         “Yandy, why do you say that?” asked the officer behind the wheel.

         
         “Because they always hang out at that ice-cream place,” said the boy. “Do you want to know their names?”

         
         Both cops’ faces suddenly snapped toward each other.

         
         The arrests were made before sunset. All the surrounding neighborhoods were thrilled by the news. They were sick and tired
            of having to cower under the de facto street rule of these punks. It was way past time they got what was coming to them. Then
            the downside: They all knew that Yandy had no idea what he had just done to himself. It was a sure bet he wouldn’t see sunrise.
            There were various discussions on street corners, in brick alleyways, and on staircases of what to do about the matter, and
            the final decision was this: nothing.
         

         
         A decidedly different story at the police department. They would grieve for their brother Roberto in their own way. Then they took to the streets, fanning out into every last cranny, laying down the word. It was nonnegotiable: Anyone sets a finger on Yandy, and the entire department would take their badges off and burn the whole place down, possibly literally. 

         
         The next morning, Yandy sat up in bed, stretching and yawning to a sunrise of promise . . .

         
         Twelve years went by. The old-timers at the police station were unsurprised and quite pleased when a much taller and stronger
            Yandy came in to apply for a job.
         

         
          

         This particular morning, Yandy had just marked his five-year anniversary on the force as he sat at the sidewalk table in Boca
            Ciega, finishing his coffee and sopping up egg yolk with a corner chunk of thick, flaky bread.
         

         
         Yandy was looking down at his plate and didn’t pay attention to the pair of men approaching his table. But he couldn’t help
            but notice when they took seats across from him. Designer sunglasses, Rolexes, a bonfire-red Porsche 928 illegally parked
            at the curb.
         

         
         “How can I help you?” asked the officer.

         
         No reply.

         
         “Who are you?”

         
         A long pause. “I think you dropped this.” One of them placed a white leather briefcase on the table.

         
         Yandy wiped yolk from his mouth with a napkin. “That’s not mine.”

         
         “It is now.” The pair jumped back in their Porsche and sped off with a painfully loud screech of tires, as if the price tag
            of that sports car in this neighborhood didn’t draw enough attention.
         

         
         Yandy paused a moment before flipping the briefcase’s latches. The lid sprang open on its own from the compression of the
            stacks of currency. United States currency. All Benjamin Franklin.
         

         
         Two other officers from his shift were strolling their beats on the opposite side of the street. They weren’t there by accident. And it was déjà vu all over again. They both vividly recalled the days, not so long ago, when they also had been sitting at similar tables, eating similarly unremarkable meals in the course of fatally unremarkable lives when, suddenly, an existence-altering briefcase was just there. The laconic men who delivered it never asked any favors in return. Just, “I think you dropped this,” and the implicit meaning broke eardrums. Their biggest problem was where to hide the mountains of cash in their apartments. They remembered closing all the shutters to block views from the neighboring buildings and rooftop clotheslines. A month went by in silence before an uninvited stranger joined them at a breakfast table, asking if the police had any suspect about this or that. They honestly shook their heads, seemed innocent enough. Then they were asked to make evidence disappear. On and on until it was out of control, and they were bursting into homes, threatening people at gunpoint. There was never the option of saying no. Then beyond all boundaries: they were asked to kill people in jail . . . 

         
         . . . The officers stopped across the road and watched Yandy, as they had been told to. They had heard a little about their
            colleague but didn’t really know him like the old-timers did.
         

         
         Suddenly, the officers went apoplectic. On two levels. First, because Yandy had pressed the briefcase’s lid shut and simply
            walked away from it—all that easy cash. Second, that freaking money was just sitting unattended on a sidewalk table in an
            impoverished crime zone. They dashed across the street.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Islamorada

         
         Coleman awoke and sat up on the floor. “What’s that round thing with the lighted yellow ring?”

         
         “Alexa wants to tell me something.”

         
         “Oh, I’d completely forgotten about her.”

         
         “I love voice-activated crap,” said Serge. “Alexa, what are my notifications?”

         
         “From Amazon Shopping: Apollo spacesuit has arrived.”

         
         “Ooooo!” Serge ran to the door and took the elevator down to the lobby mail room. Soon he was unpacking his box of joy.

         
         Coleman looked over his shoulder. “I didn’t know you could buy an actual space suit on the Internet.”

         
         “It’s not a real spacesuit, silly.” Serge pulled out the pants and began wiggling into them. “But there are all kinds of replicas online.
            The cheap ones are pretty much what you’d expect: something a kid would wear on Halloween. But for a few hundred dollars you
            can get something that looks severely authentic, like this baby.” He fit into the top section and grabbed the helmet.
         

         
         “I know you love the space program,” said Coleman. “But you told me we were going to buy a bunch of stuff to help us hole up in our pad during the virus.” 

         
         “Exactly,” said Serge. “Nobody trusts the news anymore. A bunch of people are refusing to wear masks. I, on the other hand,
            don’t trust that masks are sufficient and need to overcompensate. The moon suit is my tactical response to the vacation renters
            who are sure to contaminate our elevators and lobby, not to mention leaving trails of dripping pool water. That’s the maximum
            danger zone: Coming and going from our unit through a choke point of deadly airborne particles in a slip-and-fall obstacle
            course.”
         

         
         Coleman pointed at an end table. “The ring is lighted again.”

         
         “From Amazon Shopping: Apple TV has arrived.”

         
         “Apple TV?” said Coleman.

         
         “It’s a little cube. We’re going to be watching a lot of television, and the Apple gizmo has one of the widest gateways to
            stream stuff.” Serge grinned big. “Plus it gives me the perfect opportunity to test-drive my moon suit to the mailroom. Coleman,
            I’m going to need your help here. Grab that duct tape.”
         

         
         “What for?”

         
         “I need to create hermetic seals around my boots, gloves and helmet.”

         
         Coleman began tearing off strips of tape.

         
         Serge aimed a finger at the counter. “Also, if you could tape the straps of my wristwatch to the back of my left glove.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because replica space suits don’t have oxygen supplies, which means the last thing you want to do is duct tape all the seals
            around your gloves, boots and helmet.”
         

         
         “Then what happens?”

         
         “Soon the respiration process will cause me to begin breathing almost pure carbon dioxide. I’ll have five to ten minutes tops,”
            said Serge. “This is going to be so great! I’ve just taken fetching the mail to the danger level of an actual moon mission!”
         

         
         Coleman pressed the last stretch of tape into place. “That should do it.”

         
         “Excellent,” said Serge. “You need to stay inside here until I can pick up our new TV cube downstairs.” He took historic steps
            toward the door . . .
         

         
         Knock, knock, knock.

         
         Serge jumped back. “Who the fuck is that? Who is out in this pandemic?” He tiptoed to the door and checked the peephole. “Ooops!”

         
         Serge slowly opened up. “Hi, Tanya.”

         
         “Don’t act like everything’s normal!”

         
         “Did the moon suit give that away?”

         
         “No!” said Tanya. “You were supposed to call me! Weeks ago!”

         
         “Something came up.”

         
         “What’s so important that you couldn’t at least call?”

         
         “Are you kidding?” said Serge, spreading Apollo arms. “Haven’t you been watching the news? We’re in the grips of a global
            crisis! And by the way, could you step back?”
         

         
         “What for?”

         
         “Social distancing.” Serge’s breathing became labored as he grabbed something long leaning against the wall and aimed it at
            her stomach. “The length of this broom should be enough.”
         

         
         “Don’t point that fucking thing at me!”

         
         Serge put the broom down and checked his tape seals, then his wristwatch. “Tanya, don’t get me wrong. You’re a great person.
            I just think it’s time we stopped seeing each other.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Religious differences,” said Serge. “You won’t wear a mask, and I wear a space helmet. How will we raise the children?”

         
         “That’s the lamest excuse I’ve ever heard!” snapped Tanya. “Fine! Go play space fort with your stupid buddy!” She stomped
            away.
         

         
         Serge closed the door and passed out.

         
         Moments later, the helmet and strands of crumpled tape sat on the floor tiles. Serge raised his head. “Where am I?”

         
         “Still in our unit,” said Coleman. “You hit the floor really hard. If it wasn’t for that helmet . . .” He stopped and stared.

         
         “Why are you looking at me like that?” asked Serge.

         
         “Because I can’t believe what you just did,” said Coleman. “You broke up with Tanya. You had sex on speed dial.”

         
         “And you have sex on Gutenberg press dial.” Serge removed his helmet for inspection. “Plus, it’s offensive to speak of women
            in terms of speed-dial sex.”
         

         
         “It is?”

         
         “I know that’s hard to get your head around.” Serge checked the helmet for air leaks. “But I’ve learned you can be offensive
            without any malice in your heart. Even if you have the best of intentions—and having sex is at the top of my list—you add
            the words ‘speed dial’ and you’ve become part of the national problem.”
         

         
         “What problem?”

         
         “From what I hear I’m a toxic dude, but I don’t want to be a part of it,” said Serge. “That’s why it’s imperative that we
            men constantly ask chicks what we’re saying wrong.”
         

         
         “What about when you got horny and went over and knocked on Tanya’s door after midnight?”

         
         “That’s different,” said Serge. “I was the one doing the delivering, so I was being a gentleman.”

         
         “Wow,” said Coleman. “Such a tiny difference and yet so much.”

         
         Serge pulled the helmet back onto his head. “Tape me up again.”

         
         “Seriously? After that near disaster?”

         
         “Actually it was a huge success,” said Serge. “I’ve established the carbon dioxide bench test.”

         
         Coleman finished prepping him again with the tape. “You’re all set.”

         
         “Houston, commencing extravehicular activity . . .”

         
         Several minutes later, Coleman opened the door, and Serge crawled back into the condo, heaving for breath inside a fogged-up helmet. Serge ripped the tape from his suit. After a minute of psychotic panting for oxygen, he tore open the shipping box and wired the streaming cube up to the TV. 

         
         “Let’s try this baby out,” said Serge. “Siri, play Scarface.”
         

         
         “Finding movie Scarface.”

         
         Coleman chugged from a flask. “Who’s Siri?”

         
         Siri: “How may I help you?”

         
         “Siri,” said Serge, “stand down. He was just mentioning your name in conversation . . .” He turned to Coleman: “She’s the
            Apple version of Alexa—”
         

         
         From the other side of the room: “How may I help you?”
         

         
         “Pipe down!” yelled Serge. “I was talking to Siri.”

         
         From the previous side: “Please tell me how I can be of assistance.”
         

         
         Coleman tugged Serge’s shirt. “What’s happening?”

         
         “That’s the downside,” said Serge, raising his voice. “Alexa, Siri, pipe down!”

         
         “As you wish . . .”

         
         The room went silent.

         
         “Finally!” said Serge. “Let’s see if the two of them will behave and help test-drive this condo unit.”

         
         “Test how?”

         
         “I’ve been dying to do this for a while, but this is the first time everything is hooked up.” Serge rubbed his palms together.
            “Siri, dim lights . . . Alexa, lower temperature . . . Siri, start dishwasher . . . Alexa, play ‘Life in the Fast Lane.’”
         

         
         The unit got darker and colder and dishes got cleaner to the hit sounds of the Eagles.

         
         “What happened now?” asked Coleman.

         
         “The guy who owns this place wired it up as a ‘Smart House,’” said Serge. “It’s all controlled through the Wi-Fi.”

         
         Suddenly, the room got brighter.

         
         Coleman looked over at a lamp. “But you didn’t say anything.”

         
         “I think somebody’s jealous.” Serge turned toward the end table. “Alexa, did you do that?”

         
         “I was here before Siri.”

         
         Siri: “How may I help you?”

         
         “Siri, not now,” said Serge. “Alexa, will you behave?”

         
         Silence.

         
         “Alexa? Are you there?”

         
         “I am pouting.”

         
         “Alexa, answer the question.”

         
         “Yes, I will behave.”

         
         “Siri, turn on the local news.”

         
         The channel changed to aerial shots of a sheriff’s blockade on the Overseas Highway at mile marker 112. A series of vehicles
            made U-turns back to the mainland. A voice from the anchor desk: “In an effort to thwart the Covid-19 virus spreading like wildfire through the mainland, Monroe County officials have announced
               a travel moratorium against nonresidents, and the closure of all motels along the island chain . . .”
         

         
         “Oh my God,” said Serge. “We’ve got to see this!”

         
         “See what?”

         
         “Something we’ll never have the chance to observe again in this lifetime!”

         
         Serge grabbed his helmet, and Coleman followed him running down the side street next to the condo. Serge tore off some duct
            tape until a few hundred yards later, they were on the side of U.S. Highway 1. Then they were standing in the middle of it,
            looking both ways without a car in sight. With the tourist economy in exile, many of the residents also had no reason to drive.
         

         
         “It’s like a postapocalyptic science-fiction movie,” Serge said in his space suit. “The human race has been reduced to a handful
            of survivors.”
         

         
         “Shit,” said Coleman. “This highway is always bumper to bumper.”

         
         “I know,” said Serge. “People generally think of the Keys as a jam-packed party factory, but that’s mainly Key West and a few other select spots. The vast majority of the islands are a long string of sparse, quiet little tendrils of exposed coral reef where locals eat short-order breakfasts at tourist-free diners and are on a first-name basis with the guy who grinds keys at the hardware store. The paradox is that running through all the small-town tranquility is this voracious anaconda of a highway crammed with visitors hurtling themselves toward a luxury-priced premium package of bad judgment . . . Coleman, spot me.” 

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “Watch for cars.” Serge lay down on the center line on his back. He began swinging his arms and legs sideways, making an asphalt
            angel.
         

         
         “Still no cars.”

         
         Serge jumped to his feet and looked at the backs of his arms. “I think I fucked up my space suit, but it was worth it for
            the moment.”
         

         
         They arrived back at the condo to find residents responsibly spaced apart and wearing masks in the community room. Urgent
            chatter.
         

         
         “What’s going on?” asked Serge.

         
         “There’s been an outbreak in Tavernier,” said Maggie. “One of the first in the Keys, and it’s just a mile hop over the Creek
            Bridge.”
         

         
         Serge’s head jerked back. “But I couldn’t think of a more remote and tiny enclave down here.”

         
         “Only takes one Typhoid Mary,” said Bert.

         
         “We’re the most at-risk age group,” said Maggie. “We need to start making preparations to quarantine in place here for the
            long term.”
         

         
         “Word’s out to stay clear of the Tavernier Towne Shopping Center,” said Bert, “because that’s the logical place for community
            spread.”
         

         
         “Logically,” said Serge. “But it’s so small. Who would have thought?”

         
         Coleman, trembling, seized Serge’s arm. “That’s where the liquor store is!”

         
         “And the grocery,” said Bert. “We’ve all been signing up this afternoon for delivery services. If you still want to get anything
            done out in the world, now’s the time.”
         

         
         Serge pointed upward toward his unit. “Then we better get right on it.”

         
         Maggie watched them take off for the lobby. “Was he wearing a space suit?”

         
         “I didn’t want to say anything.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
Pelican Bay

         
         Two men headed toward a fourth-floor elevator. A makeshift bandanna was wrapped around Serge’s mouth and nose.

         
         Coleman crashed into a wall. His bandanna was over his eyes.

         
         “Here,” said Serge, tugging the bandanna lower. “Let me help you with that thing before you hurt yourself.”

         
         “I already did,” said Coleman. “Why aren’t you wearing your moon helmet?”

         
         “That was ridiculous,” said Serge. “What was I thinking? But we haven’t been able to get any actual masks because there’s
            been a run on them, so I was forced to tear up one of my favorite T-shirts.”
         

         
         “Your mask is cool!”

         
         Across Serge’s face was a large stretch of black fabric that draped down low and tapered to a point like a Wild West outlaw’s
            bandanna. It had a slogan, i follow nobody, sitting below a skull and crossbones. “Compliment accepted.”
         

         
         Coleman looked down toward his nose. “My mask sucks.”

         
         “Don’t blame me,” said Serge. “I didn’t tell you to tear up your underwear.”

         
         Serge reached in his pocket and pulled out his favorite hiking compass, then nodded at what he saw. “Excellent, we’re still
            on track.”
         

         
         They got in the elevator, then their car. Just before the creek between the south end of Key Largo and Plantation Key, a sign:
            tavernier.

         
         If they scraped together a few more people, they’d say it was almost a town.

         
         The cultural hub of Tavernier was the shopping center, one of those modest, local ones: the anchor supermarket, surrounded
            by the post office, Chinese restaurant, sports pub, two-for-one eyeglasses, bulk vitamins, breakfast diner and a walk-in medical
            office for hypochondriacs. It was also the only shopping center for nearly ten miles in both directions on U.S. 1. Thus was
            the equation of crisis during a pandemic.
         

         
         The mayhem in the parking lot had only increased since their last visit. No spaces left, and dozens of vehicles drove vainly
            up and down the same rows over and over again, blaring horns nonstop as if that would make other cars disappear. Someone was
            actually looking to park while towing a boat. People screamed as more cars rushed in and out, fighting over spots, nearly
            hitting shopping carts. Then they hit one. The cart flipped, spilling its contents across the pavement and under vehicles.
            For some reason the crowd believed that it meant all the stuff was now free and up for grabs. They converged in one big hair-pulling,
            eye-gouging scrum for batteries and five-pound bags of rice, but mainly the bathroom tissue.
         

         
         “Hey, I paid for all that!”

         
         “Fuck you!”

         
         “Give me the toilet paper!”

         
         A ’73 Galaxie drove by. Coleman’s head hung out the window to watch the wrestling on the ground. “Serge, they’re squeezing
            the Charmin. What’s the big deal with toilet paper? People are practically killing each other for it.”
         

         
         Serge nodded sadly while passing the melee. “The password is now Clockwork Orange.”

         
         Coleman upended a three-dollar flask of whiskey with a snake on the label. “I would have thought booze would be most in demand.”

         
         “Close second,” said Serge. “Third is dental floss.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “If you’ve ever seen the movie where Tom Hanks is stranded on an island, near the bottom of your fun list is do-it-yourself
            abscessed-tooth extraction, which creates preemptive demand hysteria. This is why, during massive soul-shaking disasters,
            dentists are always the first out of town. I’ve used my car to block in more than my share outside their offices: ‘Just where
            do you think you’re going?’”
         

         
         “Serge, the coast is clear,” said Coleman. “Why have you slowed down so much?”

         
         “My patented parking-spot-finding method.” Serge rolled quietly behind a woman separated from the herd, pushing a shopping
            cart. “Everyone else drives up and down identical rows for hours, cursing that nothing has changed. But the smarter bear will
            follow a shopper away from the mob scene and wait until they load their car and pull out. Sure, it’s a longer walk, but at
            least you get in the store this week.”
         

         
         Serge stopped behind the woman and hit his blinker.

         
         Coleman packed a one-hitter and flicked a Bic. “What’s going on?”

         
         “The shopper has loaded her groceries and gotten in her car,” said Serge, rocking in anticipation. His left blinker continued
            flashing, claiming the space. “Just a few more seconds until her brake lights come on, and we have our spot. It’s foolproof!”
         

         
         A few seconds passed. Then many more. “She’s not pulling out,” said Coleman. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “It’s almost foolproof.” Serge gritted his teeth. “Except every once in a while you get one of these people!”

         
         “What kind is that?”

         
         Serge watched as she reached into the backseat, then over to the passenger’s, then her head disappeared completely. “One that—despite the obvious crisis of parking shortage—begins messing with every conceivable item in their car, and even some inconceivable.” 

         
         “Now she’s brushing her hair,” said Coleman. Time passed. “I think that’s her lipstick.”

         
         “Are you kidding me?”

         
         “What is it with women?” asked Coleman.

         
         “Don’t judge,” said Serge. “Men are far worse. I’ve seen them start sneaking road beers and playing video war games on their
            phones.”
         

         
         A horn honked. Five cars were now stacked up behind them.

         
         Serge stuck his head out the window and looked back. “You see my blinker?! That’s my spot!”

         
         “She’s not moving!” said Coleman. “For God’s sake, what can we do?”

         
         “I can’t help it if she’s one of those who reached her car and decided to conduct a complete life change.”

         
         “Ten cars are now behind us!” said Coleman. “Listen to those horns.”

         
         “What the fuck?” Serge leaned over the steering wheel. “Is she actually getting out of her car?”

         
         The woman walked around behind her SUV and retrieved two large travel bags from the back hatch, which she began sorting through
            on the bumper.
         

         
         Serge’s head fell forward against his steering wheel. “Why did I pick the one who suddenly got the urge to move to Nepal?”

         
         “Fella!” yelled a driver in the car behind them. “We’re growing beards back here!”

         
         Serge punched the steering wheel. “He’s got a point. A backup of ten cars is just not right, and I must obey the social code.”
            Serge drove by and the woman immediately pulled out.
         

         
         A half hour later, they reached the store. Customers ran past them with their purchases as if they were looters. Arguments.
            Shoving. Disputes over shopping carts. People having meltdowns at the self-checkout machines: “Please remove unauthorized item.” Others in the motorized scooters formed a flying wedge to get through the crowd. Serge and Coleman strolled in their wake, looking around with disbelief. They first stopped in the paper-products aisle, which was still empty except for dazed people wandering aimlessly like dogs that can’t believe their bowls are empty. The pair continued on and turned a corner at the end of the store and stopped by a pile of bananas. Ahead, more raised voices as a large mass of people clashed in a struggle. Shoving and wrestling in the produce section. Someone was thrown tumbling over a table, rolling to the ground with dozens of tomatoes. Another took a cantaloupe upside the head. “Put it on!” “Take it off!” 

         
         “Holy crap,” said Coleman. “What’s going on?”

         
         “Another supermarket rumble in the culture wars,” said Serge. “Between the Maskers and Non-maskers.”

         
         “Who are they?”

         
         “Like motorcycle gangs,” said Serge. “Except more violent.”

         
         “Fighting over wearing masks?”

         
         “Our polarized country is now so fucked up that we’ve run out of reasons to get mad at each other, so now we’re making them
            up. The next bloodshed: Boxers or Briefs.”
         

         
         “Where are you going?” asked Coleman.

         
         “To the door of the stockroom,” Serge called back over his shoulder. “It’s the same technique as following a customer outside
            to find a parking spot. We’ll just wait until one of the stock people comes out with a new load of toilet paper.”
         

         
         Coleman caught up with him at the swinging doors with the rubber flaps between them. “But Serge, this could take hours.”

         
         “That’s why I just peeked through the windows,” said Serge, “and there’s a guy loading up right now.”

         
         They leaned idly against a case of some of the freshest and most expensive seafood in the country—jumbo shrimp, snapper fillets,
            scallops and crab legs—piled so mountainously high that it was spilling onto the floor because it had no shelf life in a pandemic.
         

         
         Coleman reached behind himself to scratch. “Now that we’re desperate for toilet paper, it’s all I can think about.”

         
         “I know what you mean,” said Serge. “Toilet-paper panic cuts to the front of the line ahead of nitroglycerin heart tablets, fifty-five-gallon drums of potable water, digging the survival bunker, converting cash to bullion, kerosine torches to wave off
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