
  
    [image: Big John and the Island of Bones]
  


  
    
      BIG JOHN AND THE ISLAND OF BONES

    

    
      
        DUKE TATE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Pearl Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Big John and the Island of Bones

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2022 by Duke Tate

      

        

      
        First edition published 2020.

        Second edition 2022.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof

        may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN 978-1-951465-38-4 paperback

        ISBN 978-1-951465-39-1 Kindle ebook

        ISBN 978-1-951465-40-7 ebook

      

      

      

      
        
        Pearl Press

        407 Lincoln Rd

        Ste 6H, PMB 522

        Miami Beach, FL 33139

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Rum and Habanos

      

      
        2. A Fiery Affair

      

      
        3. Throat Problems

      

      
        4. M.M

      

      
        5. Mr. Delgado

      

      
        6. The Visitation

      

      
        7. Maggie and Hank

      

      
        8. The Voodoo Queen of Duval Street

      

      
        9. Temptation

      

      
        10. Bedazzled

      

      
        11. Miller

      

      
        12. Dexter is Back

      

      
        13. Ghosts Again

      

      
        14. A Gift from Above

      

      
        15. The Hip Abduction

      

      
        16. The Beach

      

      
        17. Round Two with Miss Anne

      

      
        18. Something in the Air

      

      
        19. Cigar Smoke

      

      
        20. The Hazy Keys

      

      
        21. Morning at the Marina

      

      
        22. Returning to Caroline

      

      
        23. Count Cosel’s Grave

      

      
        24. The Catman of Key West

      

      
        25. Vermont

      

      
        26. Leaving the Keys

      

    

    
      
        Glossary

      

      
        Untitled

      

      
        Notes

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Duke Tate

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            RUM AND HABANOS

          

        

      

    

    
      Thursday, October 22nd

      Big John arrived at the Cuban Coffee Queen’s eatery stand, a thatched gray wooden shack with a black menu over to the right. He ordered two shots of bucci (espresso) with sugar – the classic Cuban coffee. The woman, as cubana as the coffee, with smooth olive skin and a low-cut shirt, served him the buccis in two small plastic sauce containers – one for each shot. He took the shots back slowly and went to sit on the old weathered wooden bench nearby to smoke a Cohiba Habano he had tucked in the pocket of his midnight-blue linen shirt. A dark-red chicken walked by, pecking at the ground.

      The October sun was a steaming 81 degrees – fall in the Keys. His friend, Eduardo, scored him the Habanos by the box once a month from Cuba, and although John had mainly received donations for his healing work over the last four years, his extensive list of patients had left him with quite a pile of cash, so he could afford the luxury.

      Key West, Cayo Hueso or Bone Key – or even better, the Island of Bones, as it was also known to the locals – was called the Cigar Capital of the World in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Over one hundred million cigars were hand-rolled there in one year. A place of the senses where rum flowed like water and everything was always in bloom, the 103-mile proximity to Cuba made the small island a popular spot for rum-running in the Prohibition years, and the Conchs (a name given to the natives) had gotten a taste for the sweet liquor that never left their palate.

      Since moving from Big Sur to Key West three months ago, Big John had taken pride in his share of the stimulants. He was taking three or four coffees a day, a cigar or two in the middle and Ron Zacapa dark Guatemalan rum in the evenings, poured over a single, fat square of ice.

      His lovely wife, Angela, whose smooth Thai skin now glowed with a sweet richness from the hot Key West sun, took a little rum and a bucci or two a day, but nothing like John. She preferred the island’s coconut water served in the nut with a straw, and key lime pie – the luscious concoction of sugar, eggs, and condensed milk sent her to the moon. Always paranoid about his weight, John rarely touched the pie, but did take his share of the coconut juice. Angela loved running her fingers over his rock-solid abs these days and he wouldn’t change that for all the pie in America.

      After finishing the coffee and smoking the Cuban slow and hard, John walked over to the docks where he found Dan, his saltwater flats fly-fishing guide. A chubby guy sitting on his fishing-boat chair, Dan was a brown-bearded man with mocha skin, black matte sunglasses with blue reflective lenses, and a sea-green trucker hat with a baby-blue tarpon on it. He had migrated south to the Keys six years ago from Ocean Springs, Mississippi, in search of warmer weather, driven by the lure of his own salty piece of land and too many Jimmy Buffett songs.

      John shook Dan’s hand and the guide welcomed him aboard. They set off into the blazing sun and in under an hour reached the mangrove bushes. John started sightfishing on the fly for small tarpon and bonefish using a double haul cast. His left hand pulled the slack out of the line before his right hand raised the rod up, and then he pulled back up and down on the line again when the cast was in the air.

      Through the crystal-clear water, John could see down to the rocky bottom. Enormous brown stingrays floated mysteriously underneath the rippling water, appearing like undulating rocks as they moved. Being bold and hungry for the sun, John removed his Grateful Dead khaki-colored hat with the blue dancing bear stitched on the front. He was wearing midnight-blue swim trunks patterned with lime-green palm trees. Stubborn as a mule, John hated sunscreen and only used coconut oil on his skin. Within four hours, his face always turned a smooth red hue, which he loved.

      Dan and he spotted many bonefish, barracuda, stingrays, permit, and even a hogfish – a local delicacy – but got skunked on the take. A cold front had moved in three days before and the temperature had dropped to a cool 68 degrees in the daytime, and although the weather was warm again, the fish hadn’t moved back in. At the docks, John paid Dan, slipping him a roll of hundreds for his troubles and giving him a fist bump for the outing.
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            A FIERY AFFAIR

          

        

      

    

    
      After John left the marina, Dan wandered over to Alonzo’s Oyster House at the Key West Marina with a face full of sun from fishing, ordered a dirty gin martini and a three-tiered tower of oysters, and started drinking. He lit a Lucky Brand unfiltered cigarette – he only smoked Luckys because he was obsessed with the 1948 movie Key Largo, in which Edward G. Robinson’s character was loosely based on gangsters Lucky Luciano and Al Capone – and smoked it slowly while flirting with Donna, the waitress with no last name whom he was hoping to take home that night. But she wouldn’t budge. He kept drinking, hoping to get her number. By 6:30 pm, he was drunk and loading his boat into his trailer.

      Thirty minutes later, he was driving down the highway with just the illusion of Donna, listening to “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown” by Jim Croce while smoking another cigarette.

      Up ahead, standing in the center of the road, he swore he could make out the faint image of a man. He squinted to get a better view and sure enough, right as he passed through the visage, he saw the phantom image of a tall, bald, black man dressed like a pirate. At that moment, the wind forced the cigarette out of his left hand, which was resting on the driver’s side window, and carried it around to the back of the boat, near the engine.

      “Holy hell!” he cried.

      With the movement of the truck, the butt rolled toward a patch of leaked fuel, igniting it and catching the boat on fire. Dan was so drunk, it took a moment for him to notice it, and by that time the whole thing was ablaze behind him.

      Officer Hank Thomas saw the flames sear past him in a flash as the truck drove by at fifty miles per hour. He flipped his siren on and roared after Dan, who was already making his way to the right side of the road up ahead.

      Officer Thomas waited behind the parked truck, where he called for backup and a fire squad. Meanwhile, Dan hopped out of the truck stomping his feet on the ground, paranoid he might be on fire also.

      A moment later, two fire trucks arrived and extinguished the fire on the boat. All the while, Dan sat there shaking his head, wondering how in the hell his boat could have caught fire from a cigarette butt. Lucky no more, he thought, staring at the stupid, empty pack of cigarettes.

      By Hank’s squad car, Dan was interviewed at length.

      “I swear it was a ghost in the road! A big, tall black man!”

      “A ghost?” Hank asked, befuddled.

      “Yes! I swear!” Dan waved his arms around like a lunatic. “He looked like a fucking pirate, for goodness sakes.”

      Hank smiled. “How about we take a little field sobriety test?”

      “Okay, okay,” Dan said, stumbling over to walk the line. He was all over the place, and after falling head-first on the concrete on his first attempt, Hank arrested him for drunk driving: Dan’s fourth DUI offense.

      He put Dan in the back of his squad car and got in the front, shaking his head at the idiocy of the whole event. Before the car pulled out, Dan’s head had slooped forward and he was snoring like a freight train.

      Hank’s phone beeped and received an emoji from Maggie May with a wink and a tongue sticking out. He smiled in disbelief. Maggie of all people – his high school crush.

      She and Hank were both members of the junior acting ensemble in Brentwood together – at twenty-six, they were the same age – but he hadn’t spoken to her in three years since the last time they met up in L.A., where he got too drunk and recounted all his stories from their glory days. They did hook up the next day for ice cream near the Venice boardwalk, which led to an excellent night of midnight aerobics in the bed.

      “Hank, babe, what you doing? It’s Maggie.”

      “Not much, this guy just lit a boat he was towing on fire after seeing a black pirate in the road and I’m watching the fire department put it out. Crazy times down in the Keys.”

      “Seriously?” she texted.

      “Oh yeah, and just the other day, someone hit a yard bird driving down Duval Street. Knocked its head clean off.”

      “Lol,” she replied. “I would love to see those wild chickens down there again, pecking on the streets. Been a while since I’ve been to the Keys. What are you doing next week? I was thinking about escaping this gloomy weather in Vermont.”

      “I got to work some, but sure, bring it on down to Key West and crash with me for the week.”

      “Nice. I would love that.”

      “Sweet. Send me your flight details when you have them.”

      “Okay, will do!”

      “And Maggie…”

      “Yes?”

      “I have really missed you. More than you know. That night in L.A. was special for me.”

      “Aww, that’s sweet of you, buddy. I had fun too.”

      “Gotta run. Talk soon! Love ya, girl.”

      Maggie replied with the sideways kiss emoji.

      “Just fun…geez, I can’t ever get started with you, girl.”

      Hank tossed his phone on the seat beside him and sped off to book Dan at the station.
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            THROAT PROBLEMS

          

        

      

    

    
      On the way home from the marina, the tropical rain moved in as John snaked his jet-black 1995 Land Rover Defender through the streets of downtown Key West. Halloween was in full flush, and houses were decorated with the typical pumpkins and skeletons, one wearing old sailor fatigues along with a captain’s hat.

      When he pulled into the white clapboard rental cottage at 121 Caroline Street’s crushed-shell drive, he unloaded the two warty pumpkins he had just bought onto the front porch. Their Northern Inuit puppy, Howlin’ Wolf – named after the legendary Mississippi blues musician – greeted him. They had bought Howlin’ because the breed looked vaguely like John’s white wolf spirit guide in Big Sur. John pet Howlin’ Wolf, calling him “big man,” and then strutted into the kitchen.

      John received a text from Angela, claiming she had taken the Jeep into town for groceries. “Ah,” John thought. “Delicious Thai food tonight, wonder what it will be… yummy.”

      He turned on the coffee maker and loaded it with Jamaican Blue Mountain for a change. He drank half a cup and sat down in front of his iMac by the window in his home office overlooking Caroline Street, and began typing faster than he had ever typed in his life.

      After ten minutes, he paused to sip the black coffee out of his favorite thermal white mug lettered with bold, black script – “Coffee or Bust” – while the Key West rain nailed the tin roof of the cottage.

      For the last couple of months since moving to Florida, Big John had been writing a “How To” book to help others channel energy through their palms to help patients with their health, just like he did. His ability to cure people from all manner of illnesses with his palms, even from a distance via video call, had made him an anomaly for the last four years for clients all over the world.

      Angela and he had been living at an off-grid address in Big Sur, California, that few people – even their closest friends – knew about, so they could protect John’s gift in privacy. In many ways, he had become a hermit over the years – a recluse due to his notoriety – and many people had even forgotten what he looked like.

      Three months prior, his spirit guide – the white wolf that he and Angela had come across that day on Nepenthe Beach many years ago – had darted off into the redwood forest, never to return. They had left L.A. to avoid the paparazzi attention following his miraculous cure of the crippled boy on the 3rd Street Promenade.

      Heavyhearted, he decided to take a sabbatical from working on patients, buy a Northern Inuit puppy, and rent a little cottage in Key West – an enclave for artists and writers alike – to work on a book to help others find their own gift.

      He thought that perhaps just by walking the very streets where writers like Silverstein, Hemingway and Tennessee Williams had lived, he might catch the writing bug. And it worked. The words flowed out of him in such a staggering ensemble that he estimated the book would end up being a tome of a thousand pages.

      Since he had started writing, black coffee had become John’s best friend. Lately, he even dreamed about it. Coffee had become an obsession; his favorite hobby was creeping down the aisle at Sandra’s Organic Market up the street to whiff all the various beans from different countries. He knew them all by smell, each one unique: Jamaican, Italian, French, African, Brazilian, Peruvian. Then there were the different notes of chicory, such as dark roast and espresso. He liked strong, bold aromas. It was why he loved his wife Angela’s Thai food – because of the robust flavors.

      Starbucks’ nitro cold brew was his newest kick when they were crawling Duval Street (known as the longest street in America, stretching 1.2 miles from the Gulf of Mexico to the Atlantic), especially after a drink or two, because the nitrogen caused the caffeine to process more slowly in his body. The Duval Crawl was what the locals called a drunken bar hop from one end of the street all the way to the other.

      Most of all, John loved his Cuban buccis in his white rocking chair on the front porch, with a real Cuban cigar. In a pinch, such as on a long road trip to Saint Augustine near the Georgia state line, he happily slurped
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