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    It began as an ordinary day in paradise. 
 
    I had just come in from a run along the beach. My bare feet still tingled from the grains of beige sand and a few painful stabs from shards of some type of seashell. The faint scent of fresh linen mixed with a weak slurry of salt, the smell of the ocean, lingered. In my mind’s eye, I was still watching the circulating sea, almost like an escalator, depositing wave after sudsy wave so close to me that bathtub warm water sometimes filled one of my footprints.  
 
    The sun was out and it was intense. It felt like a June or a July sun in Minneapolis, but it was the middle of January. The sky was a cloudless azure blue. 
 
    I was at home. Or at least at my vacation home. More on that later. 
 
    But what you need to know now is that I came home from my run, and I turned on the TV. For some reason news was almost always on. 
 
    And if you watch the news in that beach community for at least fifteen minutes, you’ll have no doubt that you’re in Florida. The story that confirmed that I was, in fact, in Florida that time started with a question: 
 
    “Is it time to regulate backyard gun ranges?” 
 
    Apparently anyone in Florida with an acre of land and a gun can make their own backyard gun range. And the gun range that they showed on the news just then did not inspire confidence. 
 
    The targets were attached to thin particle board that made them look almost more like an elementary school science fair project than anything that could ever stop a bullet. The targets themselves were crude, misshapen, and obviously hand drawn. Note to backyard gun range enthusiasts. It’s clearly worth it to spend the extra money on professionally made targets. You don’t want to be spending your time preparing to defend yourself by shooting at targets that look like something a mad scientist and Igor stitched together with scavenged graveyard parts into a nineteenth century monster with different sized arms, legs, and an asymmetrical torso only to suffer a meth fueled home invasion by a person with a normal human center of mass that you miss because you’ve been shooting at Quasimodo in your backyard. 
 
    Also, not sure why you drew boobs on half of your handmade backyard gun range targets. I don’t think that boobs alter the way that a bullet impacts the body. 
 
    Of course I guess there might be another reason for the boobs, well okay two other reasons. But the one that’s not absurdly juvenile is that, yeah, he (I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that it’s a he) may be a backyard gun range enthusiast with abysmal safety precautions and hunchbacked, hand drawn targets. But he’s also a feminist. And half of those targets are going to be women. Women can be meth fueled home invaders too. You don’t hear about it much, but it’s true. It’s not the kind of glass ceiling that gets a lot of attention. 
 
    But that’s all the more reason to highlight it in your chipboard, handmade, feminist backyard gun range. 
 
    So I was reminded that I was in Florida. 
 
    But the next story changed the course of my vacation. I remember it exactly. This is what the male newscaster with the slick chestnut hair said: 
 
    “We have some breaking news. Multiple emergency vehicles from both Fort Myers and Sanibel are responding to a call that someone has jumped off of the Causeway. This is a rapidly developing story, and we’ll let you know as soon as we have more details.” 
 
    I almost choked to death on a glass of water. 
 
    The Causeway is the bridge that connects Sanibel and Captiva with the mainland of Florida. Thad and I had crossed over it on our way to Sanibel. It was a pretty high bridge. And it seemed like there was mostly shallow water underneath. 
 
    I couldn’t be sure that the news report was correct. It was possible that it wasn’t. Sometimes networks are in too much of a hurry to break news. But if the report was right, that likely meant that there was a suicide on a bridge while I was on vacation just a couple of miles away! 
 
    I had to learn everything that I could about this. 
 
    I had planned to do my vacation usual. I had planned to go lay in the sun and loll around after my run on the beach. Maybe venture up to some resort/restaurant for a fish or seafood lunch and a drink. Then head back to the beach. 
 
    Now, I knew that I would be tethered to this newscast all day. And during the commercials or the stories about backyard gun ranges, I’d be on my phone scouring newspapers, internet news services, local reporters’ social media feeds, everything. I had to know what happened. 
 
    So I turned up the volume on the news and strapped in. It took several hours to get most of the story, but it was worth it. 
 
    I had expected to learn that the person who had jumped off of the Causeway was a person with a deep, likely untreated, depression. That their act of jumping off of the Causeway was their swan song, their last act, their final statement to the world, and their final verdict on their own personal situation. 
 
    It was none of that. 
 
    A woman, described as Asian or Asian American of medium height and medium build had jumped off of the highest point on the Causeway as a BASE jump. She had a parachute. And that parachute had opened like a circle of a bright yellow and orange tail behind her. She then glided out and landed on a passing commercial ship. She landed on the deck of that ship quite a ways out into the distance. (Eyewitnesses estimated a quarter mile) She appeared unharmed upon landing and was spirited away by that boat. 
 
    The whole thing got compared to something out of a Bond or a Bourne movie. And maybe there was some truth to that.  
 
    I remembered Thad telling me on the way to Sanibel that all kinds of military people and former spies are rumored to live on the island. Thad told me that Porter Goss used to be one of the elected local leaders. Porter Goss used to run the CIA. 
 
    I was beginning to believe that this was no ordinary jump. (I guess that there’s really no such thing as an ordinary jump off of a bridge, but you get what I mean.) And I was fascinated. Almost more fascinated than if it had been just another suicide. There was little involving jumping off of a bridge that I hadn’t heard of before, but BASE jumping off of a bridge onto a passing commercial ship was certainly something that I had never heard of. 
 
    And buoyed by my last (eventually) successful investigation, I decided that maybe I would take a second crack at playing journalist and seeing what I could find out about this. I rubbed my hands with glee at the thought.  
 
    But my tummy rumbled. 
 
    Thad was almost done working for the day, and it was nearly time to go out to dinner with Thad and Morty and Ruby. The whole day had slipped away. 
 
    Thad’s sweat equity was what was paying for my lodging. Thad’s ex-boyfriend owned the place that we were staying at. But to call it a place is to call Disneyworld an amusement park. 
 
    Thad and I were staying in an ocean front mansion in Sanibel. There were at least forty rooms in the house. It was like a game of Clue. There was a conservatory, a library, a billiards parlor, a lounge with a bar and another billiards table, and not just one but two libraries (one for books in English and one for books in Farsi).  
 
    The reason that there was a library for books in Farsi was because Thad’s ex-boyfriend, Farhad, was Iranian-American and had grown up in Iran. 
 
    I have to say that I am totally jealous of Thad. He showed me a picture of Farhad, and the man was a total Iranian-American silver fox. Oh, and he also started his own billion dollar software company.  
 
    I hate to admit it, but I looked at Thad’s pale, short, round, hairless little body and wondered what Farhad had ever seen in Thad. And it was almost as if Thad could read my mind. Because he pulled the phone that he had been showing me Farhad’s picture on back toward himself and began to swipe on it over and over again. 
 
    “You’re probably looking at me and wondering how I ever landed a catch like that,” Thad said. 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “But here’s a picture of us together back when we were an item,” Thad showed me his phone again. 
 
    I looked. If Thad hadn’t told me that he was showing me a picture of himself, I never would’ve guessed. He was thin and muscular in the photo. (He’s still muscular today, but that just makes him look even rounder.) He had a full head of hair. He almost looked like Twin Cities weatherman Sven Sundgaard, a cute, little buff dude. 
 
    “You never know how time is going to treat you. Some of us end up looking like a fat adult baby. And some of us end up as ageless, Persian sex gods,” Thad declared. 
 
    And we were there because of that ageless, Persian sex god. He had hired Thad to put a new floor in the ballroom. (Yes, there’s a full ballroom here too.) That new floor will host the dance for the wedding of Farhad and his fellow Iranian American groom at the end of our vacation in about a week and a half. 
 
    Thad planned to, and was on pace to, easily have the floor finished by the end of the first week that we were down there. Jace and her wife and Dave and his wife would be joining us for the second week. Farhad had given Thad permission to invite us all down. Because I’m really not working, or at least not doing anything that I can’t easily do anywhere with an internet connection, I was the only one of our friends and bar trivia teammates who could get away for the full two weeks with Thad. Although I did have to ask MNDOT’s St. Paul bridge inspector to cover me if Minneapolis needed any emergency bridge inspections. (I cover for her in February.) 
 
    Thad is obviously a good guy. And I would trust him if he told me that someone was good people, but I’m still surprised that Farhad invited all of us to his home and wedding. A wedding that I have to imagine will be as fabulous as his Sanibel beach home. 
 
    But I also think that the wedding will be bittersweet for Thad. And why wouldn’t it be? 
 
    What if I was going to the wedding of a gorgeous ex with a billion dollar company, several multimillion dollar homes, and the kindness to invite strangers into his mansion on my word that they were “good people”? It would be hard.  
 
    Also, who knew that Thad could install a high end ballroom floor? He’s a jack of all trades. 
 
    And Thad would be wrapping up soon for the day, and we would be joining a sweet old couple again for dinner. Thad met the two of them years ago, back when he was with Farhad and Farhad’s company was just beginning to be successful. Back then, Farhad owned a far more modest home on Sanibel over on a road named after a kind of seashell that I had never heard of. (More on seashells later.) The old couple, Morty and Ruby, that we’d be dining with again, were Farhad’s neighbors back then. And Thad and Farhad became friends with them. It was many years before Morty and Ruby learned that Farhad and Thad had been in a same sex relationship. But that hadn’t really seemed to bother them. They kept writing letters to both Farhad and Thad. It’s so cute. In this day of emails and automation, Farhad and Thad still have pen pals. 
 
    So Morty and Ruby come over to pick us up. (Because we have no car.) And they bring us to dinner every night. 
 
    It works great for Thad. I’ve found out that Thad usually only eats one meal a day. He eats an absolute gut bomb at the end of the day. At first I was tempted to say something. But he said it first. 
 
    “Eating like this is probably the reason that there’s more of me to love,” he said. 
 
    Yep. 
 
    It’s hard for me. I usually eat all the time. Like at least five times a day. I always have like a granola bar, or some dried fruit, or some trail mix on me. My biggest meal is usually breakfast. I might just have half a sandwich or a bowl of soup for lunch. Maybe a salad or some steamed veggies and fruit and sometimes a little chocolate for dinner.  
 
    Now that I’m on vacation, though, I’m moving towards Thad’s schedule. He’s not moving toward mine.  
 
    Sure I could go shopping and buy snacks, but what a waste of beach time! So instead I hang out on the beach all day. I go somewhere and have a lunch that’s usually heavier than I would like, and then I have a dinner that’s heavier than I would like. 
 
    Thad walked out into the living room. I was still in my jogging outfit in front of the TV. 
 
    “You might want to change,” he suggested. “Morty and Ruby are going to be here soon.” 
 
    I looked at him. This round, bald little man was covered in dust. It was caked on his face. It had soiled a literal blue collar work t-shirt. His pants and boots looked like they were covered in powdered sugar that had been baked until it had just started to caramelize. 
 
    “You look ready though,” I joked. 
 
    “I’m about to pick one of the five thousand showers in here,” Thad replied. 
 
    There’s more to that joke than you probably realize. Because I guarantee you that Thad picks the same shower every single time. 
 
    One thing that I’ve learned about Thad is that one of us is fat soluble and one of us is water soluble. That’s science talk for two things that are wildly opposite. 
 
    I love Thad, and he has quickly become my best male friend. Well, really my only male friend…besides Dave, I guess. I love Thad, but I’ve learned something in the time that we’ve spent together in this beautiful, seaside mansion. 
 
    Thad is tough to live with. And I barely see him. 
 
    His shoes say it all.  
 
    First of all, he brought more shoes than me. I brought a pair of flip flops, a pair of running shoes, and my sexiest heels. Just in case. Mostly for the wedding. Maybe Farhad has an equally gorgeous, straight, single brother with a billion dollar company who might be aching for a wedding of his own in one of his multimillion dollar mansions. 
 
    You never know. 
 
    So I brought three pairs of shoes. Thad brought seven. 
 
    There are three separate pairs of dress shoes, and I’ve puzzled over why a man, even a gay man, would bring three pairs of dress shoes. Two potentially makes sense. It might be advisable to bring one brown pair and one black pair just in case. So the brown pair makes a small amount of sense to me. But there are two black pairs. And I challenge you to find the difference between the two of them. It’s like a “Where’s Waldo” challenge. And the correct answer is that the heel is reinforced in one of the pairs of black shoes and not in the other. 
 
    Thad also brought a pair of boat shoes. Maybe that would make sense if Farhad had a boat. (He doesn’t.) Or maybe if you and your young, handsome friends were just kicking it on the deck in some commercial for khaki shorts, but we’re not going to do that. 
 
    Thad also brought two different pairs of flip flops. The only difference between them is that the sole of one is orange and the sole of the other is blue. 
 
    Finally, he brought the one pair that he really needs, and that he’s been using almost exclusively. He brought his trusty, dusty, beat up old pair of work boots. 
 
    To my knowledge, Thad has only used his work boots and his flip flops with the blue soles since we’ve been here. 
 
    And it’s not just the gluttonous excess of footwear that’s bizarre. It’s the way that he stores them. 
 
    Thad puts every single shoe that he’s not currently wearing in a tight, single file line along a long rug in the foyer. The heels of each of these shoes are lined up exactly, like he’s the Rain Man or something. 
 
    In fact, I pulled what I thought was an ingenious prank on our second day here. I walked up behind one of his black dress shoes and I moved it an inch. We were late getting out to Morty and Ruby that evening because Thad literally just stared at his row of shoes, with one slightly askew, like the world had suddenly stopped making sense to him.  
 
    I laughed at first. But then I felt bad, because it seemed like I was really harming him. I didn’t expect to see him stare at his shoes for five full minutes like someone in a memory care ward, which he did. 
 
    I haven’t messed with his shoes since. 
 
    And Thad carries that kind of ethos into everything that he does. He wakes up at exactly the same time every day. He starts work at the exact same time every day even though he’s his own boss for this project and could sleep until noon or even install flooring during the graveyard shift if he wanted to. The house is big enough. I wouldn’t hear him. But no, he starts at the same time every day. 
 
    He finishes at the same time every day too. In fact, he was probably silently hating me for still lounging around in my jogging outfit when he knows that I know what time he stops working and when we should expect Morty and Ruby. 
 
    And we go to the same restaurant for dinner every day. It’s called The Island Cow. It is a good restaurant. (And as Thad will be the first to tell you, it’s “kitschy and fun”, with all the cow décor all over the place.) It has good seafood. Which is all I require when I’m by the coast. The prices are reasonable. The service is great. But I’m not like Thad. I haven’t been to Sanibel many times, and I would like to see more of the island than the beach and The Island Cow, as much as I love The Island Cow. 
 
    I’d like some variety. 
 
    Morty and Ruby are no help. They seem to be every bit as anal as Thad. We’re already testing their rigidity by eating so late. They’d like to pick us up at four and beat the rush, but they understand that Thad is working. So they’re willing to wait until six. Although Ruby said it just a little bit like a martyr. Just a little bit. 
 
    So they’re no help. 
 
    I think that they’re just as rigid as Thad. Maybe more so because they’ve been rigid longer. 
 
    So I wasn’t looking forward to the trip as Thad and I piled into the plush, sagging almost to the springs, backseat of their old, lumbering Buick. But that changed fast. 
 
    Morty and Ruby had the radio on. It was talk radio. The news was on. 
 
    Big surprise. 
 
    I listened just because it was honestly less boring than listening to Thad describe in minute detail exactly how he was installing flooring at Farhad’s mansion. I don’t know if Morty and Ruby are just naturally that interested in leveling the base of a floor, or if they are better at feigning enthusiasm than I am. Then again, maybe laying high end flooring was what Morty and Ruby used to do. So maybe it was inside baseball to them too. 
 
    Although I must admit that Thad really has a way of telling a story. He could tell a story about paint drying and keep up the suspense. I think it comes from being a stand-up comedian. 
 
    I can write a story, but I need time to compose it. Thad has a real knack for improv and a real skill for capturing the arc of a story in an oral narrative. 
 
    At a certain point though, not even the best storyteller can keep my interest when the subject is carpentry. 
 
    So I listened to the radio. And I heard something amazing. 
 
    That ship, yes the ship that served as a landing pad for that woman who had BASE jumped off of the Causeway between Sanibel and Fort Myers just a few hours ago. That ship that had conveniently lumbered by right as the mystery woman pulled her rip cord and parachuted out to meet it had been detained. 
 
    This was the report: 
 
    “The ship that captured everyone’s attention by picking up a mysterious, parachuting passer-by has been detained by the Coast Guard. The name of the Chinese ship in question translates roughly into Flying Butterfly in English, and she made news today when a still unknown woman jumped off of the highest point of the Causeway, close to Fort Myers, only to quickly open a parachute, an activity commonly known as BASE jumping, and land onboard the deck of the Flying Butterfly. 
 
    Just minutes ago, the Coast Guard issued this press release regarding the Flying Butterfly: 
 
    ‘The Flying Butterfly was detained by the Coast Guard shortly after the BASE jumping incident off the Causeway earlier today. The captain reported that the BASE jumper landed on the deck of the Flying Butterfly, dropped her parachute, stripped down to her bikini, and then jumped over the side of the Flying Butterfly and swam toward what would have been Captiva. The captain denied having any knowledge about who the BASE jumper might be or why she jumped onto his ship. Coast Guard officials seized the abandoned parachute and outerwear, and, after a search of the vessel failed to locate the woman, notified local law enforcement that a female suspect might be in Captiva.  
 
    As for the captain and crew, the Coast Guard is currently holding them in custody due to an anomaly in the ship’s manifest. The farthest southern port that their paperwork indicates was Jacksonville. Coast Guard officials are working to determine what the captain and crew of the Flying Butterfly were doing in the Gulf of Mexico.’” 
 
    I puzzled over this. Was this part of some elaborate Chinese conspiracy? Maybe to show the former spies in Sanibel just how awesome they were? 
 
    I doubted that almost as soon as I had thought of it. If that was some massive Chinese intelligence display, then what was the endgame? Did they want to show us that they had parachuting technology? That they can BASE jump too? Was it part of some Chinese triathlon where a person walks up to the edge of a bridge, parachutes off of that bridge onto a boat, and then swims the final leg to shore? 
 
    It was obviously bizarre, but what was even more bizarre was making all of the facts fit. Did the Chinese boat detour here specifically to serve as a landing pad for this mysterious BASE jumper? If so, why? Because now the captain of the vessel was in a lot of trouble. And he didn’t seem to know what had happened or why it happened. 
 
    But maybe that was China just using this poor captain. Maybe he got orders to be at a certain place, at a certain time, and he had no idea why. But he knew that the punishment could be sure and swift if he wasn’t there. 
 
    Of course it was also possible that he was just full of hot air. It was entirely possible that he knew exactly what happened. 
 
    Either way, it seemed to me that the BASE jumper was trying to achieve something. If there was an operation, she was at the center of it.  
 
    So I began to wonder what she could have been trying to accomplish. If the BASE jump was part of an operation, what would that operation be?  
 
    It seemed improbable that BASE jumping from the Causeway onto a ship was just a shortcut to get to Captiva to perform one more act of criminal mischief. It was about the least sneaky way to get into Captiva that possibly anyone had ever tried. 
 
    So what could it be? 
 
    The answer was so obvious when it finally came to me. Right as we pulled into the parking lot of The Island Cow and Morty and Ruby lamented again how crowded it was.  
 
    That BASE jumper was an elaborate distraction. Whatever the operation was, it had been happening while nearly every law enforcement officer in the county was on or on their way to the Causeway.  
 
    I hoped that I could convince Thad to watch at least one of the half hours of news this evening. Because something happened. This bizarre BASE jump was all that anybody was talking about, but I knew that something else happened while everybody was distracted. 
 
    And maybe the authorities had only just found out about it. 
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    I ran and spent quality beach time and ate seafood seaside in a bathing suit. I was not going to waste my only vacation for the year. 
 
    However, that curious female BASE jumper, that mystery Chinese ship she landed on that lumbered on well past its final official stop at Jacksonville, and what the BASE jump might have served to distract from was always in the back of my mind. And I took a couple of hours in each of those next two days to scour the news. 
 
    By the end of the second day I had a mostly complete set of facts. 
 
    First, the BASE jumper. There was a fairly high resolution picture of her on the news, on the internet, etc. The Captiva residence that she washed up at when she jumped over the side of the mysterious Chinese ship and swam to shore had security cameras all over the place. 
 
    There were at least two things that were important about the photo. First, the BASE jumper had been described as Asian or Asian American in the initial reports of the jump. For all I know, she may have some Asian heritage. But most people agree (including me) now that we’ve seen the photo. The BASE jumper is clearly African American. 
 
    It’s just another example of how unreliable eyewitness testimony can be. I believe that there are a lot of, especially African American, men in jail on eyewitness testimony that is inaccurate for a number of reasons, including racial animus. 
 
    I don’t believe that the eyewitnesses who described this strange BASE jumper were motivated by racial animus though. I believe that what happened was that they were stunned by someone jumping off of a bridge, opening a parachute, and gliding onto a passing ship. I think that they were distracted by the combination of their own anxiety and the flashy parachute. I’m guessing that they never really got a good look at the woman to begin with. But you know what they did see? They saw that woman jump onto a ship with Chinese characters clearly visible on the sides and back. That, in my opinion, is why they thought that the woman who had jumped was Asian or Asian American. 
 
    The other important thing to know about this black BASE jumper is that the best still photo from the security camera footage of her was posted everywhere in the Fort Myers (and Sanibel and Captiva) area. And no one knew who she was. 
 
    To me that had to mean that she clearly wasn’t from the area. I love Sanibel. This may sound entirely unromantic and the weirdest thing to list as a first reason for why a person would love the place, but I’m an engineer by training. The thing that I love the most about Sanibel is the texture of the beach. It’s not like slick clay, volcanic rock, or sand so loose that I feel like I’m running through six inches of snow. It’s the perfect firmness, like a good mattress, or a cute guy’s body. It’s the Goldilocks of beaches. It’s just right. 
 
    I love jogging on the beach barefoot. I also love the feeling of intense sun on my skin like a Minnesota summer. I love watching the waves curl over and collapse onto the sand with just a milk moustache of foamy bubbles quivering and popping next to the shells they dredged up and ferried in. I love all kinds of fish and seafood that I never eat in Minnesota because Minnesota is oh so far away from an ocean. I love shrimp. I love scallops. I love grouper and salmon. And I can have them every day here. And they’re always great. 
 
    You can’t be a bad restaurant in Sanibel and Captiva and survive. I take that back. You can’t serve bad fish and seafood and survive as a restaurant in Sanibel and Captiva. In my research before I came down here, I saw all kinds of negative comments about a certain pizza place. But there’s only a couple of places to get pizza in Sanibel. So you probably can make bad pizza and get away with it. But fish and seafood are everywhere. And if it’s your stock and trade, and you don’t do them right, you will go out of business. 
 
    So I love, love, love Sanibel. I hope that I have made that abundantly clear. Because I’m going to talk about something that I don’t love about Sanibel. Something that I just can’t help but notice. 
 
    Sanibel is white. I don’t mean the beaches. I mean the people. They are pasty white. They are a powdered sugar donut coated in coconut flakes being dunked in milk by an albino white. It is the whitest place that I have ever been in my life. 
 
    I’d been all over the beaches for days by that time. I had seen precisely two people other than me who weren’t white.  
 
    And I’m not blaming anybody. I know this wasn’t planned. Sanibel has no control over the fact that it’s white Europeans who get fifty-four weeks of vacation every year. So most of the visitors that I have talked to in my time here are from the largely white countries of Western Europe. 
 
    The others are mostly from the rural parts of cold weather states like Minnesota, Michigan, and Massachusetts. Those places aren’t exactly exemplars of racial diversity. 
 
    And certainly no one here has been unkind to me much less done anything racist to me. It’s a strange thing to see coming from a Minnesota winter where almost everyone seems to be pissed off. Some guy gave me the bird a couple of days before I left for Sanibel just because I was walking through an intersection that he wanted to make a right turn in. It’s amazing what medicine there is in those golden rays of a bright sun and warm temperatures. Suddenly everything starts looking up. And we all think that maybe today is the day that I’ll find love, organize my closet, and start being a better person. 
 
    So everyone has been very kind, very friendly. 
 
    It’s just an empirical fact that at any given time Sanibel is overwhelmingly white. Given that, the African American BASE jumper would have stood out like a sore thumb. Someone would’ve known her if she lived on the island. 
 
    I conceded that it was possible that she lived in Fort Myers, or maybe even somewhere else in the Fort Myers area. Fort Myers is a bigger, and certainly more diverse, city than Sanibel. But even that seemed improbable. Unless she was a hermit. 
 
    And BASE jumping didn’t seem like something an introverted homebody would do. 
 
    So realistically she was almost certainly from somewhere else. Which means that she traveled down here for the BASE jump. Why?    
 
    Now let’s turn to the Flying Butterfly, the Chinese ship that mysteriously continued on a course well past its final destination of Jacksonville all the way to the Gulf of Mexico. How did that vessel fit into all of this? Especially knowing that the BASE jumper who landed on their deck was likely not Chinese at all. 
 
    Reporting indicated that investigators initially seemed to believe that the BASE jumper was Chinese, and that the boat was a part of some conspiracy. My guess is that whoever looked into this felt that they had to rule out the possibility that they feared most. That this could have been some kind of Chinese military or intelligence operation that, while certainly bizarre and ostentatious, could also be crazy like a fox. 
 
    And the captain of the vessel acted how I would guess someone who was actually a Chinese agent provocateur would act when caught. He played dumb. First he pretended that he didn’t speak English. That ruse fell apart after the Coast Guard did a more detailed search of the ship and found a U.S. version of a DVD of a certain action adventure movie sequel that pertains to cars that go too quickly and too angrily in the captain’s laptop. 
 
    (Myself, I wouldn’t have assumed that the captain knew English just because he had the U.S. version of that cinematic masterpiece in his DVD drive. I’ve never seen the movie, but I assume that I saw all five lines of dialogue in it when I saw the commercial during halftime of a Premier League game a couple of years ago. Also, I’m really not entirely sure that the U.S. version is actually in English. But I’ll concede that it’s definitely not in Chinese. So it’s clear that, at a minimum, the Chinese captain knows how to tell a beautiful young woman he’s been bedding down, who perfectly understands his destiny, he just can’t stay with her because he’s really in love with velocity and rage in something resembling English. And she knows. She knows. She won’t try to stop him.) 
 
    But the captain did know English. He couldn’t have written Hamlet or anything, but he knew quite a bit of English. He certainly understood what they were asking him. And I imagine that had investigators very worried. 
 
    And they did have some reason to worry. But not about a Chinese military or intelligence operation. 
 
    They had to worry about garden variety lawbreaking. 
 
    Why had the Flying Butterfly made a detour into the Gulf of Mexico? It was because they had one last delivery that wasn’t on their manifest. Why wasn’t it on their manifest? The customer who worked with this particular shipping company wished to remain anonymous. 
 
    Why did they want to remain anonymous? 
 
    The captain eventually confessed to everything. 
 
    They had one last shipment on the boat after their stop in Jacksonville. It was a very large amount of an herb called má huáng. The herb má huáng contains a substance called ephedrine. Perhaps you’ve heard about it. But maybe like me you couldn’t quite remember why you had heard about it. 
 
    You heard about it because it’s an ingredient in crystal meth. 
 
    So the captain eventually confessed that he had delivered a huge amount of that herb containing ephedrine to Tampa Bay. He gave the investigators all the information he knew. Which wasn’t much.  
 
    He had the name of a specific longshoreman to ask for in Tampa Bay. He knew that he had to radio ahead when he entered the Bay so that someone could go out and move another boat that had been saving a parking spot to make sure the Flying Butterfly was able to get into a very specific slip on a very specific dock. That was all that he knew. 
 
    That was why he was so hard to separate from an agent provocateur. He wasn’t just playing dumb.  
 
    He was actually dumb. 
 
    I was impressed with the investigators. With nothing more than the name of longshoreman and the number of the slip that the Flying Butterfly had docked at, the investigators managed to take down a meth lab that was operating like a factory. 
 
    Seriously, they showed video on the news. People were in clean suits with respirators and goggles like they were mass producing legitimate pharmaceuticals in a legitimate factory with top of the line lab equipment. I half expected to see a sign boasting something like “17 days without a safety incident”. 
 
    It was quite a contrast from the one and only time that I had ever seen somebody make meth before that.  
 
    It was on TV. Don’t get the wrong idea. 
 
    I was watching some special report, and I think that they were talking to some guy with like three teeth in Kentucky. (Hard to know how much of that missing dentition was due to meth.) He combined something like an over the counter cough medicine, battery acid, and drain cleaner in an empty soda pop bottle. I remember how volatile that mixture was. It hissed and smoked, and I was amazed that the plastic bottle was able to withstand the intense chemical reaction. (At least I think it was a plastic bottle. Maybe my eyewitness memory is every bit as unreliable as all of those people who described the BASE jumper as Asian.) At the end of that hissing and crackling, there was a tiny crystal that looked like an extremely small piece of quartz, except that it wasn’t quartz. 
 
    The contrast between a three toothed Jessup seemingly throwing every ingredient in his trailer with a Mr. Yuk sticker on it into a pop bottle on his front porch and the slick, commercial crystal meth lab that had just been busted couldn’t have been greater.  
 
    After everyone at the lab got arrested, there was only one question that remained unanswered. 
 
    What was the Flying Butterfly’s connection to the BASE jumper?  
 
    The answer appeared to be that there really wasn’t one. In fact, investigators had even commented to news outlets that the initial eyewitness accounts of an Asian woman BASE jumping onto a passing Chinese ship had led to far too many investigative resources looking into the possible connection between the ship and the jumper. 
 
    The African American BASE jumper had most likely just improvised when she jumped onto the Flying Butterfly. The Flying Butterfly had just happened to pass right under the highest point of the Causeway at that exact moment. So the BASE jumper thought fast. BASE jumping is mostly illegal, and I would think that it’s a challenge to get away with. Especially when this particular BASE jumper was probably in for a long swim back to some type of shore after her jump. During which time, she would’ve been vulnerable to arrest. Especially if the police had a boat. Which I have to imagine they did. 
 
    So imagine her surprise at her good fortune when she realized that there was a passing ship that she could land on and sail away with! 
 
    So she did exactly that. The Chinese captain of the Flying Butterfly described the confusion among the crew when something really big just suddenly fell out of the sky and on to their deck as they puttered along the Gulf. It took them a long time to respond to her because no one was sure exactly what the hell had happened. None of them had seen her jump. Her parachute exhaled and flopped down behind her almost as soon as she landed. In fact, the captain said that he wondered if it was a dragon at first, even knowing that was completely impossible. Because the bright parachute looked like flames. Then it looked like a scaly tail in the sun as soon as it collapsed.  
 
    It was the nylon ropes attached to the parachute that finally disabused the captain of the notion that they might have just sailed under a bridge between Sanibel and Fort Myers only to have emerged in a fairy tale land of myth and fantasy. 
 
    He soon recognized the one time flames, and then scaly tail, as a parachute, and he recognized the figure of a woman on the deck. The captain was convinced that was not much of an improvement from a dragon. In fact, it was maybe even worse. A dragon might just have been resting on the deck for a moment before it harmlessly flew back to a land called Honnah Lee. There was no question that this woman with a parachute had landed on the deck of the Flying Butterfly on purpose for some unknown and possibly criminal reason. 
 
    What did she want? 
 
    The captain feared the worst. Knowing that he had been transporting a large amount of an herb containing one of the main ingredients in crystal meth, the captain assumed that this woman was a meth head. That she was after the herb. 
 
    And I’ve never tried meth, and I never will. But from what I’ve heard about the drug, a woman parachuting off of a bridge onto the deck of a ship long after the herb that they were looking for has been unloaded sounds exactly like the kind of harebrained scheme and slipshod execution of that scheme that one would expect from a conspiracy hatched by a gang of meth heads. 
 
    Because of that, no one on the ship wanted to go out to the deck to confront her. So she had all the time in the world to get out of her parachute and strip down to a bikini. 
 
    I like to imagine the wonderment of that all male Chinese crew as they go from thinking that a dragon just landed on their ship, to thinking that a tweaker with a half-baked plan for an herb heist who might be armed to the teeth had just landed on their ship, to watching a woman make no effort to board the ship and steal anything or do anything at all except start to strip on the deck until she’s only wearing a bikini.  
 
    Of course every guy wanted to go confront her once she was just standing there in a bikini. So one of the crew finally went out there. 
 
    And she jumped over the side of the vessel and swam to shore. 
 
    And it’s curious where she swam. 
 
    You see, because I was right about something. My instincts as an investigator are as finely honed as…No, I’m still pretty lousy. But I’m persistent. And even a blind sow finds an acorn every once in a while. 
 
    And the acorn that I found was the idea that this whole BASE jumping debacle was really meant to be a distraction from something much worse. And it looks like it was. 
 
    Because something else happened exactly five minutes after that BASE jump had first been reported. A burglar or burglars tripped a silent alarm in a vault the size of an average bedroom in a suburban house.  
 
    The vault was mostly full of artwork. There was at least one Picasso, a couple of Monets, and a handful of works by Matisse among others. But the burglars had no interest in any of the art.  
 
    Philistines. 
 
    They were far more interested in what was in a second, small safe within the vault. They threatened the widow and her servant at gunpoint until the widow opened that second safe too. The thieves then raided the safe. Inside were a number of gemstones. However, one stood out above the others. 
 
    The rare Turquoise Egg. The Turquoise Egg was the good luck gem of Darius the Great, long dead ruler of the ancient Persian Empire, and he had carried it with him at almost all times. It was a giant, nearly egg shaped piece of turquoise, and, especially given the provenance of the object, is among the most valuable gems in the world. 
 
    Of course the burglars stole the Turquoise Egg, but they also stole all of the other gems. They stole a sizeable ruby and a fistful of diamonds, but the Turquoise Egg was the only gem mentioned by name in any reporting that I saw. 
 
    The whole time from when the burglars stole into the house, threatened the widow and servant who lived there with a gun until they gained access to the vault and then the safe, loaded all of the gems into two purple bags that would be familiar to any regular drinkers of a certain whisky, and got out of there, police were falling all over themselves to respond to reports of first a jumper, then a BASE jumper, and finally an Asian or Asian American BASE jumper jumping onto a passing Chinese ship. No one was able to respond to the silent alarm (which the security company had promptly called into police dispatch) until more than a half hour after the last burglar had hightailed it out of there. 
 
    It seemed clear in retrospect that the whole BASE jump had mainly been a stunt to distract from the jewel theft that was occurring almost simultaneously. Which was interesting for a lot of reasons. 
 
    One of those reasons led to my first hypothesis about this bizarre mystery heist. 
 
    You see, by all accounts, the BASE jumper was only able to hitch a ride on the passing Chinese ship by pure dumb luck and good timing. It ferried her out until she felt safe to swim to the shore. But what was odd was that the security camera that recorded footage of the BASE jumper once she had reached shore was only a couple of houses down from the house where the burglars may have still been in the process of (presumably) carefully loading the Turquoise Egg into the velvety whisky bag. 
 
    As far as I could see, that meant one of two things. The first possibility was that this BASE jumper was not a part of the robbery. In this scenario, the BASE jumper had been hired to make that BASE jump with no idea of the real reason why she had been hired to make that jump.  
 
    To me that hypothesis made the most sense. Why else would the BASE jumper have led the police almost directly to thieves if she knew what was happening and where they would be? If she knew that she was a distraction, and she knew what she was distracting people from, why would she lead people right to the neighbors of the home where the very crime that she was supposed to be a distraction from was possibly still in progress? 
 
    It made sense if we adopt the view that this BASE jumper was, most likely, hired to make a BASE jump, and she knew nothing else. In such a scenario, the actual conspirators and thieves were probably lucky that she didn’t wash up directly in the backyard of the house they were robbing. 
 
    For just a moment, I imagined the mastermind following all of this and realizing what can happen to the best laid plans of mice and men as Robert Burns once approximately wrote. I imagined them listening to news reports and exhaling a huge sigh of relief after they realized just how close the BASE jumper distraction had come to unintentionally bungling a master theft. 
 
    There was another possibility though. Just one. I couldn’t think of more. 
 
    I believed that it was possible that the BASE jumper was a part of the conspiracy and did know all the details of the theft that it was her duty to distract from. And that she had intentionally swam close to the thieves because, one, she was confident that she had eluded authorities, and, two, that she actually had to meet up with the thieves at a rendezvous point where they would all make their getaway. 
 
    This seemed like a less plausible hypothesis for several reasons. The first was that professional investigators (not some bridge inspector like me who plays an investigator from time to time to satisfy her morbid curiosity) had reportedly concluded that the Flying Butterfly, the Chinese ship, had no involvement with the BASE jump or the theft. It seemed to me that the Flying Butterfly would’ve almost had to have been involved if the BASE jumper had deliberately jumped, hitched a ride, and swam close to rendezvous with the thieves. That ship carried her a long way. That would’ve been a hell of a long swim with police on the scent if the boat hadn’t happened to be passing by at that moment, and I didn’t believe that there was any way that she could’ve made it to the rendezvous point on time unless she knew that the boat would be passing underneath at precisely that time. Of course, it was also possible that the captain of the Chinese ship was blind but the BASE jumper was not. Perhaps the BASE jumper knew the ships itinerary. Perhaps the gang of thieves and one daredevil distractor were in league with that one longshoreman who had known that the Chinese ship was coming in loaded with an herb to make meth, and that longshoreman tipped them off. That seemed unlikely too though. Tampa Bay was a long ways away, and the ship had no manifest for the stop. How could they track it? I guess that the most obvious answer was that the longshoreman or someone else could’ve put a GPS tracking device somewhere on the ship, but again, the whole ship had been searched from top to bottom by professional investigators. I think that they would’ve found a GPS tracking device on the ship. Of course they might have found one and not revealed it to reporters to lull the criminal gang of thieves and aerial acrobat into a false sense of complacency. But Ockham’s Razor was that the BASE jumper had no idea about the theft. 
 
    So I preferred my first hypothesis. Because I’m a scientist by nature. 
 
    There was one final piece of evidence to enter into the record, to establish the facts. Video of the BASE jump emerged the day after all of this. It was taken by a person who worked at the toll station. (The Causeway is a toll bridge.) He was on break. Because he was a smoker, and because he had to smoke quite a ways away from the toll booth, he was on the one bit of shore that had a view of the jump that was miserable, but as good as it gets from land. 
 
    The BASE jumper looks like an action figure when the video starts. She is straddling the railing on the side of the Causeway. She looks like she is either hunchbacked or part camel with the parachute on her back. She moves in and out of focus as she carefully lifts her other leg over the railing on the Causeway and holds the rail tightly with both of her hands. The rest happens real fast. In what seems like less than a second, she jumps, plummets about fifty feet at breakneck speed, the parachute opens like a fabric explosion and snaps the BASE jumper forward and back at whiplash and/or concussion inducing speeds, and then she just starts to sail in the wind like she’s Mary Poppins with a plus sized umbrella down onto the deck of the Flying Butterfly where the parachute collapses around her like a giant blanket. 
 
    That’s when the video stops. 
 
    The video goes in and out of focus. The BASE jumper looks like a toy soldier with an early nineties toy parachute that kids everywhere were disappointed in when it arrived in the mail after they sent in the UPC codes of three boxes of sugary cereal. You really can’t make out what she looks like. About the only thing that you can say for sure about her from the video is that she’s not white. I guess that I should back up though. You can’t even say for sure that it’s a woman. But it confirms the reports. And in a case this mysterious, and in a place as potentially mysterious as Sanibel, I needed to confirm everything. 
 
    To that end, I had a call to make that next morning. And I had to hope that it went somewhere. Because I had one lead. And if it didn’t lead me somewhere new, my failure was going to cast a dreadful shadow where there should only be sun, sand, seafood, and fun. 
 
    A person with a scientific mind can handle not knowing. What we can’t handle is the complete inability to even begin to try to find out. 
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    People think that engineers are straight laced, dull, square, and in love with the predictable. But no engineer is in love with the predictable. We want to create things that are elegant, functional, and, above all, iconic. No engineer wants their creations to meet expectations. Every engineer wants to exceed expectations and build something new, something extraordinary, something revolutionary. We want to create something beautiful, something that people cannot ignore, something perfect in its weirdness. 
 
    And that’s why I was so glad for the name Gertrude Weisswalder. 
 
    Gertrude was the rightful owner of the Turquoise Egg and the other missing gems. Poor Gertrude was the widow forced at gunpoint to open her vault and the smaller safe within that vault by a team of highly organized and well informed thieves. Gertrude was the victim of the theft that the BASE jumper tried and almost failed to distract from. 
 
    It was an interesting name. Not so much the Gertrude. There have been plenty of Gertrudes, admittedly not among the kids today, but we’ve all heard of Gertrude Stein, for example. Gertrude was a common name once. And the Gertrude in question belongs to a generation when that was a common name. 
 
    Gertrude was not unusual, but Weisswalder? Weisswalder was perfect in its weirdness. 
 
    I guessed that Weisswalder was German. I remembered what little German I had learned in preparation for our European family vacation. 
 
    That vacation was many years ago. It was several years after my mom committed suicide. 
 
    I remember that my dad had just dropped out of family therapy. The reason that he gave to us was that the therapy had done as much for him as it could. 
 
    It had done nothing. I guess that it’s possible that all the therapy could’ve done was nothing. I say that after many years have passed between then and now. At the time, I thought that he was a quitter and a hypocrite because he made my brother and I keep going to this Freudian weirdo. And it’s not like my dad was cured. Far from it, he was in the worst shape out of all of us. 
 
    Neil Young wrote a line that goes something to the effect of, “…on the day that she left, he died but it did not show.” The therapist had played the song that contained that exact line in it and asked us all what we thought of it. (My dad was still in family therapy at that time.) My brother and I were like, someone wrote a song about our dad. 
 
    My dad just shrugged. He mumbled, “I dunno.” 
 
    My dad is a ghost. Ever since my mom took her own life, he has haunted his house well into the night, going up and down stairs, turning doorknobs, entering rooms, and generally behaving like he’s looking for Ebenezer Scrooge. 
 
    Work is no better. My dad was really big in his academic field. So he gets away with doing nothing other than going to Wilson Library and either checking out poetry books, or reading poetry books in the library. Sometimes he writes his own bad poetry too. My dad is supposed to be a special assistant in the department of anthropology at the University of Minnesota.  
 
    He doesn’t just moonlight as a failed poet. He’s found a way to sunlight as a failed poet. 
 
     So all of this was happening, had been happening for years when my dad finally dropped out of therapy but forced my brother and me to keep going. 
 
    I don’t know what my dad thought would happen when he dropped out of therapy, but I don’t believe that he expected what did happen. Either that or he did, and he just didn’t care. Because he had lost the ability to care about anything.  I guess other than poetry. 
 
    The therapist immediately turned our family therapy sessions into strategy sessions for how we could engage our father in therapy again. My dad was clearly struggling. It did not take a mental health professional to see that my father was in a serious and profound state of depression. It would have been obvious to any passerby on the street regardless of their level of education.  
 
    It was that obvious that the man was abjectly miserable, befuddled, disconnected from reality, and ghostly. 
 
    It should also be noted that we were actually talking with our therapist about my dad behind his back while my brother was right in front of our therapist and had been experiencing bipolar depression which he was trying to control with copious alcohol abuse, marijuana, and sometimes LSD. Yet we were talking about our dad. That’s how concerned my therapist was about my dad. 
 
    And I totally agreed with that. I had lost one parent to suicide. I didn’t want to lose another. In fact, there were times that my brother and I hid the knives and even my dad’s razor at home. To which my dad reacted with a less than even halfhearted shrug when he found out.  
 
    My kids are terrified that I might commit suicide too. What you gonna’ do? 
 
    My brother and I came out of our first meeting with our therapist as a duo rather than a trio with a mission. Our therapist had collaborated with my brother and I to hatch a scheme that we thought just might bring our dad back to life. 
 
    The idea was a family trip. 
 
    I remember back when my mom was alive. We used to travel all the time. My dad had loved to travel. And of course as a practicing cultural anthropologist who published like his hair was on fire, he had to travel for work all the time. My earliest memories are of being in rainforests, in deserts with straw huts, and mud homes on endless plains. I remember getting a lot of shots. I remember us having to get new pages for our passports. We went all over the world. 
 
    But there was one place that my dad had never been, Europe. 
 
    So the therapist, my brother, and I hatched a scheme to convince my dad to take a family trip to somewhere new. We would go to Europe, and maybe, just maybe, our dad would come back to himself in a foreign land. Maybe he needed to leave the United States to feel at home. And, once he did, he would realize how much he missed traveling, his studies, his career, and his children. Then he would finally have a real breakthrough. And there would be no stopping him. 
 
    Or at least maybe he would go back to therapy and start to make progress. One of the two. 
 
    So we set out, taking essentially the whole month of July to work our way across Western Europe from Paris to Prague. I remember feeling unusually optimistic. And I remember that my brother and I both thought that our trip to Europe was the best idea our family therapist ever had. (Much better than the time he introduced the Freudian concept of penis envy and asked me where I was at with that.) 
 
    We both believed that once our dad set foot in an airport and heard a different language, once he saw people with customs and folkways different from our own, and once he fully realized that he had become an outsider in a land full of new and foreign people, something almost ancestral and primeval in him would intrude into his borderline catatonic world and shake up his snow globe. And when everything settled, he would return to the man we remembered. 
 
    Unfortunately, the trip was a disaster almost right from the start. I knew we were doomed after the first meal we went out for in Paris. 
 
    We stopped for an early dinner in a little Café near the Musee D’Orsay which we had just visited.  
 
    I thought, sure, perhaps the Impressionists failed to make an impression on…I’d call my dad a zombie, but at least zombies want and work for brains. Calling my dad a zombie is an insult to the drive and the work ethic of the average zombie. He was more like a mummy. And my brother and I were diligently searching for whatever would activate his curse. Because that would’ve been an improvement. 
 
    And I think that’s part of the reason why my brother did what he did as we sat beside a little Rue in a café in Paris. The waiter came up to us. He turned both my dad’s and my brother’s wine glass over.  
 
    I mean, seriously? I believe that my brother was fourteen. And he looked like he was twelve. (Because one thing that’s nice about being half black is that we don’t crack.) And they turned his wine glass over? 
 
    So he ordered a glass of the house red. Awkwardly, he had no idea what he was asking for. He didn’t realize that “wine” wasn’t specific enough. And he hadn’t cribbed on all the European languages that we might encounter the way that I had. He didn’t even know that vin was what he was trying to order. Finally, the confused waiter said, “House wine, sir?” in impeccable English.  
 
    “Your finest,” my brother nodded. 
 
    The response clearly perplexed the waiter, but he understood the nod. “Right away, sir,” he said. 
 
    Don’t let anyone tell you that the French, and especially Parisians, are rude. I’ve seen no evidence of that. My experience has been that Parisians are very friendly, especially if you make an effort to speak French. 
 
    The waiter eventually returned with a bottle of wine and poured a glass for my dad and my brother. If anything would’ve aroused my dad from his stupor in a blind rage. If anything would’ve triggered the mummy’s curse…That was it. 
 
    My dad hated alcohol with a passion that was completely unrivaled and out of character in what was admittedly a pretty stoic guy even before he made zombies look like go getters. My dad’s brother is a low, mean, bottom of the barrel gutter drunk of an alcoholic. My dad’s father, who, before he died young (from drinking), was regularly verbally, emotionally, and occasionally even physically abusive to my dad and my uncle, was a raging alcoholic. My dad was possibly the only dad in America who would’ve rather had us end up as crack or meth addicts than alcoholics. My dad thought that alcohol was the root of all the evil in the world. He never touched a drop. Ever. No champagne at his wedding to my mom. He belonged to a fraternity in college and probably went down in history as the first frat boy to consume no alcohol whatsoever, under any circumstances. My dad went to extreme lengths to avoid alcohol. 
 
    And at that moment a glass of wine was perched in front of him, and he just continued to sit slouched over in the pose of Rodin’s The Thinker, if The Thinker was black, middle aged, and had a lobotomy. 
 
    Even worse, his son was becoming an alcoholic literally right in front of him! His teenage son was openly drinking wine literally right under his nose! 
 
    And he didn’t care. 
 
    So my brother ordered several glasses of wine and was feeling no pain by the time I got us all out of there. My dad was unable to feel any more pain. The evidence of that was that he just paid our bill, including a half dozen glasses of wine for my brother, the way that he would just absentmindedly sign whatever bill, or check, or credit card receipt that my brother and I put under his nose. 
 
    To make clear how poorly this augured for my dad. Imagine a one-time nurturing, caring parent taking their kids to dinner. Then, at some point, one of the kids breaks out their pipe and smokes either crack or meth right in front of that parent. Then imagine that their dealer comes up to the café with another hit of crack or meth and the kid gets that parent to pay for it. Now bear in mind that my dad thought that alcohol was even worse than crack or meth.  
 
    I knew it was over. I knew that the trip would fail in its purpose. 
 
    And it did. 
 
    But before it did, at least my brother and I got to see some things. And one of those things was not the Weisswald, but the Schwarzwald. 
 
    Schwarz is black in German. Wald is forest. So Schwarzwald was the famous Black Forest. 
 
    My brother and I hiked all over in there. My dad opted to stay at a picnic table.  
 
    When we came back like five hours later, I think that my dad was in the exact same position, slouched over, head heavy and leaning on one hand balled into a fist. 
 
    Because the Schwarzwald used to be written as the Schwartzwald, a lot of people are named Schwartzwalder. The German way to denote that a person is from a specific place is by ending –er to the end. So a Schwartzwalder is literally one who is from the Black Forest. Just like a Frankfurter is not just a hot dog. A Frankfurter is also a person from Frankfurt. And a Wiener is not just a childish insult. A Wiener is also the way to describe a person who is from Vienna in German. And JFK was right when he said, “Ich bin ein Berliner!” He didn’t say that he was a jelly doughnut. He said, “I am of Berlin” approximately. Granted, I believe that Berliner can mean both a person from Berlin and a jelly doughnut, but it’s obvious from the context which is which. If I were to say Ich esse ein Berliner, or I eat a Berliner, then it’s obvious that I’m saying that I am eating a jelly doughnut because I am not a cannibal.  
 
    So a Schwartzwalder is from the Black Forest, a Frankfurter is from Frankfurt, a Wiener is from Vienna, and a Berliner is from Berlin, but where is a Weisswalder from? I guess obviously a White Forest somewhere, but where?  
 
    The White Forest sounded like a place that only existed in imagination. I never watched “Game of Thrones”, but even I feel like I know enough about the story to say that the White Forest sounds like it could be one of the kingdoms on the show. (If I’m wrong, I’m sorry.) It seems like a place out of a Fantasy novel or a fairy tale where elves and wise, benevolent sorcerers, with the help of the one normal person who represents us, are trying to rescue a prince or princess from a black palace, ruled by some evil sorceress and guarded by a monster army, with nothing more than that supreme elven archery skills, white magic, and an all-powerful object that our almost human character was gifted by the silver empress once he freed her from the green lake. 
 
    That was the beauty of the name Gertrude Weisswalder though. Almost everything that is beautiful in this life is beautiful, at least in part, because of how rare it is. And the name Gertrude Weisswalder was as rare as they come. Gertrude Weisswalder was a perfectly weird name. 
 
    So I resorted to one of the oldest investigative tricks in the book. I turned to the Yellow Pages. Well, technically the White Pages, and technically I looked it up online on my phone, but it was the same general idea. 
 
    I easily located Gertrude Weisswalder’s name in the digital phone book and called her. She didn’t answer, but she had voicemail. So I left a message saying that I was a true crime writer who had just found out about what had recently happened to her. I wanted to write a book about the theft, and I would like to interview her about her experience. 
 
    Then I left my name and number. I hung up and went for a run. 
 
    I checked my phone when I got back. I was excited. I saw that I had a call from a number with an area code that I didn’t recognize. And they had left a voicemail. Unfortunately, it must have been a robocall, because the voicemail was just four seconds of nothing. 
 
    So I went out to watch the sea fold over and over on itself like it was futilely trying to fold an infinite aquamarine blanket while sea birds glided down and dipped an occasional beak into the ephemeral seltzer bubbles that kept rising and falling with the rolling folds. The sand looked almost white where I sat. Very few shells washed up that high, even with the highest of high tides. The ones that did had mostly broken into jagged, colorful fragments. They looked like the bigger crumbs on the bottom of a bag of some fantastic new flavor of rippled potato chips. The sun was a fiery yellow, and the warmth and intensity of that sun was still shocking to a woman who had just escaped a Minnesota winter. 
 
    I lingered on the shore for a while. I had seen a little restaurant that I hadn’t stopped at yet just a short ways down the beach. So I walked down and ate a grouper reuben, which was outstanding, and went back to the beach. 
 
    I knew that it was getting close to time to go to the exact same restaurant with the exact same people by the sun angle. It was strange that I was still genuinely surprised by just how hot and intense the Florida sun was, even in January. But I was not surprised that I had already adapted to Florida sunrise and sunset patterns well enough to be a human sundial.  
 
    I had left my phone at home. I didn’t even check it right away when I got back. 
 
    I threw on a blouse and some shorts. There, I was ready. Thad need not be anxious on my account. 
 
    Then, I went to my phone. To my surprise, I did have a message! From Gertrude Weisswalder! Or at least the number that I had called. 
 
    My hands were shaking as I awkwardly fumbled into my voicemail and tried to play the message, accidentally starting and stopping it twice. Eventually I heard the whole thing. She loved writers, especially true crime writers. She insisted that I stop by around noon the following day. 
 
    I was grinning from ear to ear when Thad came in.  
 
    “I didn’t know that they had a bird here,” Thad shook his head. “But you need to cough up that canary you just ate and figure out how to bring it back to life before Farhad and his fiancée get here and we have adult supervision.”  
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    Gertrude Weisswalder’s home was at the far end of the island, in Captiva. It was a long bike ride on uncomfortably narrow roads, during which time I pissed off many a driver simply by existing and being on a bicycle. 
 
    But I got there.  
 
    I stood on the pedals as I glided up the short driveway. The bike seat on Farhad’s cruiser had not been a friend to my backside. 
 
    I parked the bike in between the first and second garage stall instead of between the second and third garage stall. I made my way toward an absolute tropical color McMansion. In fact, I think that some powdered beverage company should make a new drink called Tropical McMansion, and when you stir a little Tropical McMansion into your flat or sparkling water, it will turn a color that I can only describe as very artificially flavored lime taffy. 
 
    A hammock smiled between two palms curling slightly away from each other. The hammock appeared to be made out of updated pieces of rope ladder from faux ship rigging inspired by the copious passages on whaleboats in Melville’s works. If I had to guess, I would guess that hammock cost at least a grand, probably more. 
 
    The windows in the lime taffy house shined with such marked clarity. It was almost hard to see that the windows were even there. 
 
    The almost total transparency of the windows made the house seem like some Pop Art piece where a lime taffy colored rectangle just had rectangular holes cut into it at regular intervals. An art historian might describe the work as a Jack o’ Lantern reimagined as a not quite square Key lime that makes us wonder if we really know the things that we all think that we really know. 
 
    I could see the view in the back as I was biking up. The lime taffy house had one of the best, maybe even the best view of the Gulf that I had yet to see. It was perfection.  
 
    I still liked Farhad’s place better, because it had a much bigger yard. And that yard had a perimeter like a jungle, so no one could see me going in there. 
 
    Because Farhad’s place was one of those kind of places. The kind of places where some concerned white woman might report me to the police if she saw me entering the passcode to shut off the alarm.  
 
    And so was this lime taffy McMansion. 
 
    So I walked carefully up to the front door, as if that would help. 
 
    The door was a pastel pink. There was a literal door-bell with a rope for me to pull. So I pulled the rope. 
 
    I heard a loud clink-clink-clink fade away, little by little. 
 
    The door suddenly opened, and I found myself looking at a female butler. Her livery was interesting. It was almost a tuxedo for a woman, with the longer tails in back, but it wasn’t as high quality as a tuxedo. The colors were all the same though, black coat, white shirt, black tie, black pants, and black shoes.  
 
    The female butler looked very young to me. I would have guessed sixteen. I would have guessed that this was her first job. But I knew from my last investigation that I was getting oldish, and I was consistently underestimating the age of people younger than me. Perhaps in a kind of Freudian way to reinforce my desire to believe that I’m younger than I am. Perhaps not. Either way, I significantly underestimated the age of college students in my last investigation. So this female butler was probably college aged or maybe had just completed college. (Can you major in butlery in college?) 
 
    I bet she gets carded when she tries to buy lottery tickets though. 
 
    Wait, who am I kidding? She tries to buy those lottery tickets in Florida. 
 
    “Are you Angie?” the woman asked me. 
 
    I looked up into her pleasant green eyes. I looked at her slicked back auburn hair pulled into a tight ponytail. I looked at her pale, porcelain skin, lightly kissed with a stray freckle or two. I said, “I am.” 
 
    “Right this way,” the woman beckoned me to follow her. 
 
    “Take my shoes off?” I asked as I stepped onto what looked like thousands of dollars of rich, Persian carpets. 
 
    The servant just turned to look at me as though I had asked her, “Why do dewberries mammer?” 
 
    Then she walked on. So I followed. 
 
    We walked by an exercise room, past a cavernous room, wild with floral life, and finally past a study with an amazing antique desk adorned with an antique typewriter and an antique globe, among other things. 
 
    The butler led me into a library. The walls were floor to ceiling shelves of a variety of hardcover books. There were little step ladders, and one big ladder on wheels in the room. There was a little nook with four chairs in two sets facing each other in the far corner of the room. Gertrude Weisswalder seemed to have planned to have me “catch her” in an affected pose of standing over a book and appearing to ponder its abstruse mysteries. If that was her intent, it was mission accomplished. 
 
    We introduced ourselves. 
 
    As we did, I studied this Gertrude. She was spry, tall for a woman, pencil thin, still had what looked like some natural color in her blondish, gray hair, and had remarkably few wrinkles. I am almost certain that if I went strictly by appearance, I would have probably underestimated her age by at least twenty years. I knew from the research that I had done ahead of time that she was eighty. 
 
    Her blue eyes were expressive and cunning. Her eyes were the eyes of a child that knows that they’re up to mischief. 
 
    Her face was angular, craggy even, cheeks almost like the faces of a granite mountain. The flesh that had made that face beautiful years ago had withered, dried, and hardened under the forces of nature. 
 
    “As you can see I love books,” Gertrude gestured all around the room. “But probably not as much as you. I’m so glad you came. I love the true crime genre, and I always wanted to meet someone who writes in it.” 
 
    “I’m happy to meet you too,” I glad handed. 
 
    “So we can get to the interview in just a minute, if you don’t mind. First I’d like to talk just a little bit about the true crime genre with someone who must be an expert in it,” Gertrude rubbed her bony hands together with delight. 
 
    I swallowed hard. 
 
    “Tell me, what is your favorite true crime book?” Gertrude asked. 
 
    “Boy, I don’t know…There are so many,” I hemmed and hawed. 
 
    “Then pick one,” she insisted. 
 
    “Um, I guess if I have to pick just one…In Cold Blood?” I prayed. 
 
    “Of course, a classic,” Gertrude nodded. “I was expecting something more obscure, but Capote’s work is an absolute classic. Tell me, what did you like most about In Cold Blood?” 
 
    “The…title,” I decided. 
 
    Gertrude stared at me for a moment. And I tried to stay strong and not look like a kid who just got busted for not reading the book that they were supposed to do their book report on. 
 
    “Yes,” Gertrude nodded. “I never would’ve thought of that, but that must be why you’re a writer and I’m not. Of course. It’s a great title. It’s a title that does exactly what a title should do. It’s a title that makes a person want to buy and then read the whole book. It’s so much better than…I mean look at a classic novel, a great novel. Lolita is just an absolute classic novel, but what a terrible title. It’s not like Lolita is a famous person or something. It’s just the name of some girl we don’t even know yet. Why would anyone want to read that based on the title?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder why Gertrude had selected that particular novel as an example of a poorly titled classic. I hadn’t read Lolita, but I knew enough about it to know that it was a novel that glorified statutory rape. I certainly didn’t think that it would be anybody’s first choice as a poorly named classic novel other than the people who show up on that To Catch a Predator show. You know the show. It’s the one where guys think that they’re going to secretly meet up with like a fourteen year old girl whose parents are out of town for the weekend. And of course those guys bring like a quart of vodka, some mixers, and an industrial size box of condoms. Then, when they get caught, they all claim that this was some weird scared straight intervention. Like they were going to go in there and say, “You need to stop soliciting men online! Because this is what could have happened! I could’ve plied you with this copious amount of alcohol I brought as a prop until you were too drunk to resist anything! Then I could have used this industrial sized box of condoms! Shape up, Missy! Or you’ll be on one of Sally Jesse Raphael’s boot camp shows before you know it!” 
 
    Guys like that probably love Lolita and think that the author, Nabokov, is the only real writer out there. The only guy who dares to tell the truth. 
 
    So why would this eighty year old woman pick Lolita. Even if she just wanted to give an example of a novel that some consider a classic that was nothing more than the name of a person we didn’t know, how could she not come up with Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, or at least Anna Karenina before Lolita? Then I thought of the barely legal butler again. Was she playing some weird, rich person’s, Eyes Wide Shut caliber lesbian literary sex games in here?  
 
    It seemed possible. 
 
    There was a long pause in the conversation. 
 
    “Shall we sit?” Gertrude asked. 
 
    I nodded. We sat in the corner of the library, facing each other. 
 
    “Would you like something to eat or drink? Some tea and finger sandwiches perhaps?” Gertrude wondered. “I took the liberty of having my servant bring us a pitcher of lemonade and two glasses.” 
 
    “The lemonade is plenty, thank you,” I replied. 
 
    Gertrude poured me lemonade with the flair of a bartender angling for a bigger tip, or an experienced hostess. I took a drink. It was delicious. There may be weird literary sex games going on in here, but the lemonade was good. That would have been my Yelp review of that place. 
 
    We drank our lemonade in near silence for a moment. 
 
    Then Gertrude said, “I’ve always wondered why more minorities don’t write true crime. Most of you grow up in such frightfully violent and deplorable neighborhoods. You’d think that the stories would just write themselves.” 
 
    I sighed. Some of you will probably think that I should’ve corrected her misconception, pointed out the fallacy of her stereotype, and educated an eighty year old woman on the true nature of modern race relations. If so, congratulations! You’re white. I’m just so tired of this. So instead I said, “The incredibly violent neighborhood that I grew up in inspired all of my stories.”  
 
    “Really,” Gertrude leaned forward as if about to receive a particularly juicy piece of gossip. “What do you write about?” 
 
    “Mainly Cuthberting,” I stated. 
 
    “Cuthberting?” Gertrude wondered. “Is that some kind of colloquialism?” 
 
    “It’s lingo from the mean streets where I grew up. I can’t believe that you’ve never heard of it,” I replied. 
 
    “See, this is why it’s so important for minorities to write true crime. Cuthberting? Who ever heard of such a thing? Surely no white person. What is Cuthberting?” Gertrude demanded. 
 
    “It’s when you shoot somebody below the waist, because it’s a lesser charge…” 
 
    “I had no idea,” Gertrude marveled.  
 
    “Then you pack the wound with canned apricots…” 
 
    “Why canned apricots?” Gertrude puzzled. 
 
    “Two reasons. First, ninety percent of minorities can’t afford to buy any groceries at all so we have to get all our food from the food shelves. And of course people mostly donate the food that they don’t want to eat to food shelves. So food shelves are always bursting at the seams with canned apricots. I guarantee you. Go into almost any apartment in any squalid inner city minorities’ housing project and you’ll find at least a dozen cans of apricots in there…” 
 
    “I had no idea,” Gertrude gasped. 
 
    “Second,” I resumed. “The syrup in the canned apricots helps with blood clotting…” 
 
    “How?” Gertrude demanded. 
 
    “It either has a clotting agent in it, or it acts as a catalyst that helps the body’s natural clotting agents close the wound quicker…” 
 
    “Wow!” Gertrude observed. 
 
    “So you use the canned apricots in the gunshot wound to make sure the person doesn’t bleed out and die and then you get charged with murder. So that’s it. Gunshot below the waist. Wound packed with canned apricots. But it can happen a million different ways. 
 
    My Ghetto Cuthberting books have been called the definitive series on Cuthberting,” I said. 
 
    “You must be so proud,” Gertrude nodded. 
 
    “But now I’d like to expand my horizons to jewel theft. And that’s what brings me here,” I began. 
 
    “Of course,” Gertrude nodded and took a sip of lemonade. 
 
    “First, I’d just like to hear your story. What happened during the jewel theft? In your own words,” I suggested. 
 
    “Well,” Gertrude took a sip of lemonade as if to brace herself, like it was brandy or something. “I was watering flowers in the hothouse. Perhaps you saw this room on the way here. It was just down the hall, almost certainly on your way.” 
 
    “I caught a fleeting glimpse of it as I walked by,” I replied. “Colorful.” 
 
    “Yes, I love color,” Gertrude nodded. “So I was watering my colorful flowers when I heard this dreadful rapping on the door. As I turned around, I was wondering why my ladyservant, Penelope, was knocking on a door that I knew I had left open. 
 
    But it wasn’t Penelope. It was a man with a gun, a gun that was pointed straight at me. He walked quickly toward me, flanked by two other men with guns. Two more men in the rear held Penelope at gunpoint in the background. 
 
    The lead man approached me. He was short, maybe 5’6”, and thin. This is what he told me. I was so terrified that I remember it word for word. 
 
    He said, ‘You will walk up to your vault with us. If that vault isn’t open in two minutes, we will shoot your servant. Any delay after that and we’ll shoot you in the lower leg. Any delay after that and we’ll work our way up to something that WILL kill you. Understood?’ 
 
    I dimly remember nodding. I led the parade, me, five gunmen, and Penelope up the stairs to the room with the vault. Opening the vault wasn’t a problem. It opens when it recognizes the combination of my fingerprint and my voice. 
 
    The vault door unlocked with the usual supersized click. The lead gunman kept his revolver trained on me as he went to open the door to the vault.  
 
    He looked inside. ‘Now the jewel safe,’ he demanded. 
 
    I just happened to have the passcode on me. That was good. I had forgotten the combination in my terror.  
 
    My hands trembled so much that I almost fat fingered the wrong code, but I eventually got it all punched in. I heard the tumbler roll over. I swung the door open. 
 
    ‘Whoa! What are you doing?’ my captor demanded. 
 
    ‘Opening the safe,’ I shivered. ‘I thought that was what you wanted.’ 
 
    ‘I open the doors around here,’ he insisted. 
 
    At that point, the two gunmen who flanked me raced to the open safe. They put the best jewel that I had in one velvet bag. They shoveled everything else into another identical velvet bag.  
 
    Then they told us not to call the police until at least five minutes had passed…or else. And they left. And of course Penelope and I called the police almost right away, right after checking to see if they got into a getaway car that we could get a description of. Instead they all left on motorcycles with motorcycle helmets obscuring their ski masks. Two turned to the left. Three turned to the right. I couldn’t make out the tiny license plates on the backs of the bikes. No surprise. My vision isn’t the best. Unfortunately, Penelope couldn’t make them out either. 
 
    So we called the cops. And it took an eternity for them to arrive thanks to that conspiring bitch who jumped off that bridge with a parachute. It was a nightmare.” 
 
    “Do you have a description of the gunmen?” I asked. 
 
    “The only one who talked was the lead gunmen. I have travelled extensively around the world. And I’m confident that the lead gunman was Iranian, possibly Iranian and British. He spoke British English, or I guess, English, based on the accent. He was the kind of person who would’ve said aluminium instead of aluminum. I could see under his mask that he had that certain brown complexion that one sees in Iranians, because they are Persian, and slightly different from Arabs, essentially the rest of the Middle East.  
 
    I was too scared to look at the others closely. And no one else spoke,” Gertrude explained. 
 
    “Is there a reason why someone with Iranian heritage would be interested in your jewels?” I followed. 
 
    “The Turquoise Egg was in there,” Gertrude nodded. “The Egg’s provenance goes all the way back to Darius the Great, an early Persian ruler. That is why I can recognize an Iranian accent. I have had Iranian museums, collectors, and even people who I suspected were cutouts for the Iranian government trying to pressure me for years into donating the Turquoise Egg back to its quote unquote rightful home.” 
 
    “What about the other jewels in there?” I wondered. 
 
    Gertrude sighed. “I was lucky in this respect. Almost all of my best jewels beside the Egg were on loan to museums, reputable museums, museums that I knew I could get my jewels back from. The Egg was in the safe. The only other show piece was a ruby which has value only because of its considerable size. It has no special provenance. I hired an investigator to try to find a provenance on the ruby, because the story behind the gem can be half, or even more than half of the value. But the investigator found nothing…” 
 
    I saw it then. I saw a microexpression. 
 
    Microexpressions are what the Secret Service allegedly uses to figure out that people are lying. You may think that you’re good at figuring out when people are lying to you, but you aren’t. The Secret Service, however, is. 
 
    So I knew that Gertrude was probably lying to me about the story behind this stolen ruby. 
 
    “…the only other thing in that safe was a fistful of diamonds. Diamonds are graded based on four cs. One of those cs is clarity. I love clarity! The diamonds have no great value, but every single one of them catches the light in such a beautiful way. Even though they were worth a lot less, I think that I miss them even more than the Turquoise Egg,” Gertrude sighed again. 
 
    “How much were the gems worth?” I asked. 
 
    “The Turquoise Egg was last appraised at ten million dollars,” Gertrude stated. 
 
    I almost choked on the lemonade that I was stealing a sip from. “Ten million dollars!” 
 
    “Ten million dollars,” Gertrude nodded. 
 
    “How about the ruby?” I asked, trying to mask my suspicions. 
 
    “Only fifty, seventy-five thousand tops,” Gertrude all but sneezed at basically my annual salary. 
 
    “How about the diamonds?” I asked. 
 
    “All of them together, maybe forty or fifty thousand, none of them are worth very much individually, most of them would be worth several hundred dollars, a few perhaps between one and two thousand tops,” Gertrude almost spat at two thousand. 
 
    “How did you get the ruby?” I asked. 
 
    “At auction, same with the Egg,” Gertrude declared. “There’s a jeweler on the island, Sanibel Jewelry, who got the diamonds for me.” 
 
    There it was! Another microexpression! 
 
    I thought for a moment. Then I said, “Is there anything else that you can remember?” 
 
    Gertrude stared out into space for a moment. She shook her head. 
 
    “Can I talk to Penelope on my way out?” I asked. 
 
    “Certainly,” Gertrude replied. “Do you want me to summon her?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” I nodded. 
 
    Penelope added nothing. But at least she confirmed that Gertrude had been honest with me about the details of the theft. Still, I knew that there were things that Gertrude had lied to me about, chief among them, this ruby. 
 
    It made me wonder. 
 
    Was this Turquoise Egg a ten million dollar ruse? Was it the jeweled equivalent of that BASE jumper? Did that ruby have a secret? And did Gertrude and someone else find out what that secret was? Was the ruby the real reason for the theft? 
 
    Or were the Turquoise Egg and the ruby all of a piece? Were they both Persian, Iranian in origin? And had they been stolen back by someone (possibly even agents of the Iranian government) who, perhaps rightly, felt that they had been stolen from them…even if that original theft had happened well before Gertrude “legitimately” purchased them at an auction. 
 
    I had so many questions that I knew that Gertrude wouldn’t answer. But there was one thing she said that I kept coming back to. 
 
    Her description of the lead gunman, the lead thief, matched Thad’s description of his old flame, and my host, Farhad, exactly. Farhad was short, thin, Persian, and had learned English in the United Kingdom. So he spoke English with a British accent.  
 
    And as I have said. Sanibel is the whitest place that I have ever been. It’s whiter than the Czech Republic.  
 
    Farhad might be the only Iranian American who wouldn’t be as easily noticed around here. Shopkeepers would recognize him, etc. He might be the only Persian who could go somewhat incognito in Sanibel and Captiva. And “travelling for business” would make a convenient alibi that could be gamed in any number of ways. 
 
    Could I be spending my nights in a beautiful mansion purchased with money raised from the sale of gems purloined by a master international jewel thief? 
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    When I got back home…I guess technically to Farhad’s home. I was surprised to see Thad lounging on the couch in a tank top, too short shorts, and flip flops. Next to him there was a bead of dew on a margarita glass that held some kind of icy, fruity looking cocktail that looked like it probably required every small kitchen appliance that Farhad owned to make and would have been more appropriately served in a hollowed out pineapple adorned with a little paper umbrella. 
 
    “I was waiting for you,” he said like he suspected that I had been up to something naughty and wanted me to spill the juicy details. 
 
    “I thought that you were going to be working all day,” I said. 
 
    “I finished early,” Thad stated. 
 
    I admired that someone as detailed oriented and schedule driven as Thad had been able to adapt and adjust to such a change in plans. If you would’ve asked me, I would’ve said it was fifty-fifty whether Thad would stop working if he had finished work earlier than scheduled or if he would just push a broom around like a classic hourly government worker pretending to work until the end of the day even though Thad had no time card to punch and no hourly form to fill out. 
 
    “What are you drinking?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he looked at the drink. 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice his little jowl wiggle when he turned his head. That made me note once again, just how round and hairless the man was. He was really this weird, bald and body bald, ball shaped little dude. He was like Frosty the Snowman if Frosty was made out of just a single ball of snow. He was what would happen if you translated the friendliest bulldog into human form and crossed him with one of those hairless, hypoallergenic cats that I always feel are staring at every human in the world as if to say, “Why did you do this to me? You’re a monster.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” I laughed. 
 
    “It’s like…Didn’t you ever go up to the convenience store when you were young and mix different amounts of every brand of pop and the slushy mixes into one cup just to see what would happen? Most of the time you had to pretend that you liked it. But every once in a while you’d come up with a mix that was better than any pop or slushy individually, and you’d wish that you had paid more attention to how you had mixed it. Because along with the revelation that your cherry slushy, cola, lemon lime, orange, and grape combination was transcendent came the revelation that it could never be recreated, at least not exactly. 
 
    So I did the same thing here. This drink is basically every beverage that was in Farhad’s refrigerator, cabinet, and freezer. There’s some vodka in here. There’s some Grenadine in here. There’s some orange juice in here. There’s some blood orange soda in here. You get the idea. You blend it all up with a little ice, and it makes a surprisingly delicious drink that dare not speak its name. Because it has no name,” Thad observed. 
 
    “Can you make me one?” I asked. 
 
    “Girl, I have no idea what I did,” Thad exclaimed. “Plus I took the last of both the grenadine and the blood orange soda.” 
 
    “Figures,” I said. 
 
    “I was hoping we could go for a walk on the beach or just go sit out in the sun and sand. It would be a lovely contrast from the dust and debris that I have been dealing with almost all week,” Thad suggested. 
 
    “I thought that those damn sand flies eat you alive on the beach,” I said. 
 
    (Apparently, some people in Sanibel get horribly bitten by sand flies if they go to the beach. Most don’t, however. I’m lucky. The sand flies leave me alone. Thad gets bit horribly. I get it though. I think that if I was an insect and looked at Thad, I would guess that he tastes like a jelly donut, a Berliner. If I looked at me, I would think that person probably tastes like the darkest, most bitter cold press coffee ever brewed.) 
 
    “Please, Angie, this is the modern world, okay? They sell repellent, and I basically just took a bath in it hoping you’d say yes,” Thad insisted. 
 
    “Sure,” I laughed. “Finish your drink and we’ll walk. I’m glad to see you. I have something that I want to talk to you about.” 
 
    Thad sipped on his drink. I went to change into a bathing suit. 
 
    We walked down the wooden dock that led over and around an orange tree, a key lime tree, and these very green bushes that seemed to grow everywhere like the kind of out of control chest hair that Thad obviously manscapes. There were even these weird little things that looked like cacti. Do cacti grow outside of a desert? I don’t know, but if they’re not cacti, they look exactly like those cacti that resemble the rounded blade on the end of a canoe paddle studded all over with thorns. 
 
    “So what did you want to talk to me about?” Thad asked. 
 
    The sun was halfway down the arc that it traces in the sky. (About three.) A cloud that looked suspiciously like a fake Groucho Marx moustache fashioned out of cotton drifted across the sky. The wind blew in over the Gulf. It was a light chop. (I’m learning the lingo.) But it stirred up water that wasn’t blue but rather colorless until colorless waves, resembling those that used to occasionally spill over the side of my mother’s tea cups when she stirred in honey too aggressively, overflowed onto the shore.  
 
    “How well do you know Farhad?” I began. 
 
    “I lived with him. I wanted to marry him. We’re still friends. How well do you want me to know him?” Thad squinted. 
 
    “It’s just, here I am at his wedding, and I don’t even know the guy. What can I say to someone at the wedding who asks me? I’m friends with one of his exes. How do you know the groom?” I asked. 
 
    “Come, what’s all this about?” Thad demanded. 
 
    So I told Thad everything as we walked along, barefoot in the perfect sand. 
 
    “Look,” Thad finally said. “He matches the physical description exactly. He does speak English with a British accent. He’s definitely Iranian American. But why would he steal jewels?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me say that the Turquoise Egg was worth ten million dollars?” I repeated. 
 
    “How many millions does a guy need?” Thad wondered. 
 
    “Are you sure his business is legit?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know why he’d try to hire me as a maintenance worker for it if it wasn’t,” Thad replied. 
 
    “He offered you a job?” I asked. 
 
    “Standing offer,” Thad declared. 
 
    “Why are you still slumming it with me at MNDOT?” I wondered. 
 
    “I’d have to move to New York City,” Thad said. “And I love my house. Couldn’t afford a house like that in New York City on the salary I was offered.” 
 
    I paused. 
 
    “What if he just wants to be a jewel thief?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” Thad raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I mean like in a heist movie. Maybe he gets a thrill out of just seeing if he can get away with it,” I suggested. 
 
    “Girl…” Thad trailed off. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Okay, one time Farhad said to me something like we’re two exceptionally intelligent guys. I bet that if we put our mind to it, we could rob a bank and never get caught,” Thad admitted. “Now maybe if I would’ve said something about also fantasizing about robbing a bank from time to time maybe that would’ve gone somewhere, but no…just no.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “Although,” Thad observed. “There was also this about Farhad. He loved watching heist movies. Most people probably don’t know that the Oceans plus a number heist movies starring all of those A list Hollywood actors and actresses were remakes. Farhad used to constantly watch old movies like that. At least I think he did.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” I puzzled. 
 
    “There’s just something about me and movies,” Thad chuckled. “The men that I’ve dated or, like with Farhad, even lived with, have all loved movies. In fact, given that, I should be the movie expert on our bar trivia team instead of Dave…” 
 
    “But Dave’s a savant,” I objected. “I don’t think that it’s possible to know more about movies than him. I’m surprised that he has time for a wife and kids, much less a job.” 
 
    “True, but I should know at least as much. But I don’t know what it is. This is no indictment of any filmmaker, any director, or anyone’s acting skills, but I fall asleep within ten minutes of the start of any movie that I try to watch,” Thad confessed. 
 
    “Even in the theater?” I laughed. 
 
    “Especially in the theater,” Thad nodded. “It’s dark and climate controlled. God I wish I could keep my bedroom as comfortable and as dark as the movie theater. 
 
    In fact, I believe I fell asleep during the original Ocean’s 11 when I was with Farhad. Then I believe that I fell asleep in the theater during the newer Ocean’s 11 on a first date, and the guy seriously just left me in the movie theater. Some scared teenage girl with a broom and dustpan woke me up.” 
 
    “You’re a fun date, Thad,” I laughed. 
 
    “Well, I can tell you that when Farhad woke me up after the movie we got it on like Donkey Kong. How’s that for fun?” Thad grinned. 
 
    “I could’ve lived the rest of my life without ever knowing that,” I shook my head. 
 
    “Well, you insulted my funness,” Thad raised his pinky to his lips. 
 
    “At least you put out,” I noted. 
 
    “I don’t tease,” Thad insisted. 
 
    “Moving on. So he’s fascinated with heist movies. He suggested that the two of you were so smart that you could rob a bank and not get caught,” I summarized. 
 
    “Yeah,” Thad agreed. “But seriously, how many people could that describe? The reason that they make heist movies is because not everybody falls asleep ten minutes in. Lots of people like heist movies. 
 
    And how many men who are young, dumb, and full of cum, and hubris about their own intelligence say something like that about getting away with bank robbery? Especially in the context of a relationship. Have you ever been on a dating app? Everybody is looking for their ‘partner in crime’” 
 
    “I haven’t been on a dating app,” I said. Suddenly I was aware of this possible void in my life. Maybe the right man won’t just come along. Maybe I did have to swipe my way into the twenty-first century. 
 
    “Ever heard of Judd Herrmann?” Thad suddenly asked. 
 
    “No,” I replied. 
 
    “He had a song called ‘Dumpster of Love’. That’s what dating apps are. They are the dumpster of love,” Thad declared. 
 
    “Of course some of us like it dirty,” Thad added. 
 
    “Did you stay awake long enough to know if Farhad rooted for the thieves in the heist movies?” I asked. 
 
    “Isn’t that the point of heist movies? No one roots for the Sheriff of Nottingham in the Robin Hood movies,” Thad pointed out. 
 
    “Duh,” I shook my head. 
 
    “Actually, it’s not such a stupid question!” Thad blurted. “Well it is a stupid question, but it made me think of something. Farhad always rooted for the villain in every movie that he watched, even as a kid. Or at least so he told me. And I mean even in like Disney movies!” 
 
    “For real?” I gasped. 
 
    “For real. I honestly wondered if I should continue the relationship for a moment when he told me that he rooted for Cruella de Vil when he was eight. Seriously, I bet even Ted Bundy and the Unabomber were rooting for those Dalmatians,” Thad exasperated. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “God maybe it was him,” Thad mused. “But no, it’s impossible. He’s in Mumbai on business.” 
 
    “A convenient alibi,” I suggested. 
 
    Thad sighed. 
 
    I stepped on a jagged shard of shell and yelped. 
 
    “Maybe he did do it,” Thad decided. “Great, now you’re going to have me playing detective too. And at the wedding of a dear friend. A wedding that… 
 
    Well, I hope he gets away with it if he did do it. But you’re probably not going to let that happen are you?” 
 
    “Maybe we can tread lightly on this one,” I decided. “After all, he’s been kind of enough to let some woman that he doesn’t know from Eve stay in his beachfront mansion in paradise for free.” 
 
    “You should be grateful,” Thad agreed. 
 
    “So maybe we’ll just keep this between us. Maybe I could get him to hand over the gems, and we could arrange for that racist old bitty to get them back if he did it. Then, hopefully, everyone would be happy, and no one goes to jail,” I suggested. 
 
    “I think that’s a good plan,” Thad nodded.  
 
    We walked along. 
 
    “Ow!” Thad yelped. “I clearly missed a spot with my sand fly repellent.”    
 
    We took a couple more steps. 
 
    “Can we go back? There’s a chink in my armor. And it’s only a matter of time before a legion of no see ‘ems find it and eat me alive,” Thad insisted. 
 
    “Sure, there’s something that I want to do anyway,” I said as I turned around. 
 
    “Which is?” Thad leaned toward me. 
 
    “It occurred to me that maybe we could clear Farhad this afternoon if we act fast,” I decided. 
 
    “How?” Thad wondered. 
 
    “As far as I know, there’s only one place on the island where someone could’ve known about some of the jewels that Gertrude possessed ahead of time…” 
 
    “Of course, Sanibel Jewelry,” Thad rubbed his hands together. “This is exciting! Can I come with? It’s right by Pinocchio’s. We can stop at Pinocchio’s afterward. Have you ever been to Pinocchio’s? Best ice cream on the island.” 
 
    “Yeah, you can come with. Especially since you know where this place is,” I smiled. 
 
    “Great!” Thad beamed. “Except we have to ride Farhad’s cruisers. God I hate cruisers. You know how people complain that things chap their ass? Well these little beach cruisers literally chap your ass.” 
 
    “I know,” I nodded. 
 
    “They’re just made for people to ride a few blocks to the beach or something with. You need a good road bike if you have to go more than a mile. But we don’t have that. And unfortunately Sanibel Jewelry and Pinocchio’s are a lot more than a mile away,” Thad exasperated. 
 
    Thad should’ve been more worried about something else on our bike ride: spontaneous mummification after that mass of sweat beads on his bald head dried. I mean he had sweat like I’ve never seen before. There were so many sweat beads that new sweat beads had no place to go. So they overcame the barriers of surface tension and combined until it looked like Thad had just submerged his head in a bubble bath for a second and come back up to the surface. It just can’t be healthy for a man to sweat that much. It has to be some kind of condition. 
 
    It didn’t look like it had any effect on him though. He was biking almost as fast as I would’ve been had I been in the lead. Of course I was hampered with a literal chapped ass after my ride to Gertrude’s and back, but still. I’m a marathoner. I’m even a pretty good marathoner. I’m in shape. Eighty percent of me is better than one hundred percent of most. 
 
    But could I really even consider Thad at one hundred percent? His head looked like the head of someone who had tried to drink out of the fire hydrant. That didn’t look like one hundred percent. It actually looked like one hundred and ten percent. Thad looked ripe for some one hundred and ten percent meme with a picture of him. In his own way he could be the hang in there cat for this generation. 
 
    We eventually made it to Sanibel Jewelry. 
 
    “Do you need a towel? Or a blanket?” I laughed. 
 
    “Laugh it up. Do you have any idea how the sun bakes the head of a bald man? I had to SPF Infinity every inch of it to keep from getting sunburned,” Thad protested. 
 
    “Seems like the layer of salt from a gallon of evaporating sweat probably would’ve kept you safe,” I chuckled. 
 
    “We’re here,” Thad shook his head. “Are we going to go inside?” 
 
    “Of course,” I was still laughing a little. 
 
    “Let me shake,” Thad said. 
 
    “Work it,” I replied. 
 
    “Don’t laugh,” he insisted. 
 
    I did my best, and succeeded enough in hiding my few snickers from Thad, to not openly laugh as Thad shook his head like a bulldog who had just dutifully dropped the ball that they had retrieved from a lake in front of their owner. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded so that I didn’t laugh. 
 
    Sanibel Jewelry is a pretty small shop. The three rows of display cases, one on each side and one in the rear of the store, mainly held necklaces, earrings, rings, and pendants. It seemed to specialize in pieces that either evoked the shapes of the sea, especially sea shells, or incorporated faux sea shells made out of gems into the design, especially in earrings. It did not look like a particularly good place to find diamonds with a high degree of clarity, but Gertrude had said that this jeweler was where she had purchased all of her extremely clear diamonds. 
 
    There was an old man behind the case at the rear of the store half on and half off of a stool by the old fashioned cash register that still showed the five dollars and seventy-three cents that the last customer who paid with cash had presumably received back in change. The old man looked like a character. He had a full head of unmanageable gray hair in danger of a wildfire. His thick, black framed glasses magnified his brown eyes. Those eyes looked sleepy, but they also looked like they could wake up at any moment and sail past you. His nose was bulbous and a little red. I imagined that he was no stranger to a particular watering hole somewhere here on the island. His lips were thin, a little pale, and curled in seemingly perpetual one sided smile. His face, like the face of almost every older person who had lived their entire life in Florida, was like leather, brown and tanned in the sun until it could’ve been used for a jacket. He was a little on the short side. He was a tad overweight. He didn’t appear to have a lot of muscle. It looked like twelve ounce curls were maybe the closest thing that he had to a fitness regimen. 
 
    Thad and I approached him. 
 
    “Hi,” I said. 
 
    “Hello,” Thad added. 
 
    He seemed amused by us. Maybe he thought we were a couple and that neither of us had figured out that Thad was gay yet. 
 
    “Looking for anything in particular?” he asked. 
 
    “Gertrude Weisswalder told me that this is where she gets all of her diamonds that are graded high on clarity,” I said. 
 
    “You’re looking for diamonds with a high degree of clarity? How long are you gonna’ be in town?” he looked more serious now. 
 
    “We’re actually more interested in Gertrude Weisswalder,” I stated. “How many people here knew that she was buying a lot of diamonds from this store?” 
 
    “I can neither confirm nor deny that Gertrude Weisswalder was a customer of mine. I don’t tell tales about people who may or may not be my customers. I will afford you the same protections if you buy something from me,” he stood up. 
 
    “I’m sure she’d be fine with it,” I declared. 
 
    “What are your names?” he demanded. 
 
    We gave him our names.  
 
    “I’m Rick,” he said. “And I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Then he yelled, “Stephan! Stephan! Get out here! I need to head back to the office.” 
 
    A young man came out. He looked at us awkwardly and tried to find a place to rest his eyes. 
 
    Rick came back out quickly. “My mistake,” he said with the half smile returning. “Apparently I can speak to you about this. But this is very…sensitive. So please come back to my office.” 
 
    Rick lifted up the wooden piece between two of the glass cases, and Thad and I followed him through a warehouse, past a mop station, and back to a small office where there was barely room for a desk, a desktop computer, a cushy chair behind said desk, a file cabinet, and two hard chairs. Thad and I settled into the two hard chairs. 
 
    “Shut the door,” Rick insisted. 
 
    Thad reached behind us and shut the door. 
 
    “So you wanted to know who here knew about our business with Gertrude Weisswalder, right?” Rick asked. 
 
    We nodded. 
 
    “She’s one of my best customers. You don’t let people like Stephan work with your best customers. 
 
    Plus, Stephan wouldn’t know what to do. I had to look for those gems through wholesalers or auctions. They were special orders. Right now I’m the only one who does that,” Rick declared. 
 
    “But you weren’t always the only one.” I observed. 
 
    “Perceptive,” Rick observed. “Maybe Gertrude is right to trust you.  
 
    No, it hasn’t always been just me. I used to have a partner. He has helped her too. I don’t trust him anymore. We used to knock ‘em down and have a good time, but he started taking it way too far. And then when you add cocaine to the mix…well… 
 
    He stole from the business. I didn’t want to have it all over the papers. I didn’t need the negative press. I just made him sign over his half of the business. I told him that his theft was what I was using to buy him out. He didn’t want to go to jail, so he took the bit in the teeth. Especially since he knew that what he stole was about enough for me to buy him out. 
 
    He knew about the diamonds too.” 
 
    “What about the other gems?” I asked. 
 
    “As far as I know, she got everything but her diamonds on her own…I guess technically probably through agents at auctions,” Rick replied. 
 
    “This former partner of yours,” Thad began. “Is he white?” 
 
    “He’s Lebanese American,” Rick stated. 
 
    “Short and thin?” Thad followed. 
 
    “Last I saw him. I guess I’m sure he hasn’t grown…vertically,” Rick nodded. 
 
    “This may sound weird, but does he speak with an English accent?” Thad asked. 
 
    “Not weird at all. Lot of people from all over the world learn English from the English. And yes, my former partner, Nez, speaks with an English accent,” Rick nodded. 
 
    Thad and I looked at each other. 
 
    “Do you suspect him? Wouldn’t surprise me,” Rick sighed. 
 
    “Nez?” I mused. 
 
    “That’s all you need to know to find him. I’m probably the only person on the island who even knows his real name. He’s moved around a lot, and I don’t know where he lives these days, but if you want to find him, I’ve heard he’s almost always at his pizzeria during his bread and butter, the lunch buffet,” Rick stated. 
 
    “Pizzeria?” Thad wondered. 
 
    “Very authentic. Old family recipe,” Rick deadpanned. 
 
    Thad and I laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t know where he got the money, but he owns Nez’s Pizza now. He’s there almost every day during the lunch buffet from what I hear. I hear that he dips out for his liquid dinner before the dinner rush, but people tell me he’s almost always there during the buffet, from eleven to two every day,” Rick concluded. 
 
    “Do you have any more questions?” I asked Thad. 
 
    “No,” Thad shook his head.  
 
    “Thanks, Rick,” I got up to shake his hand. 
 
    “Catch him if he did it,” Rick shook our hands. “I’m still pissed at that guy.” 
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    Thad and I rode our beach cruiser bikes to Nez’s Pizza the next day. We were right in time for the start of the lunch buffet. 
 
    We entered the restaurant just as the door opened at eleven o’ clock. We were the first ones in the restaurant and were promptly shown to a booth. 
 
    A mounted red snapper writhed overhead and opened its gaping mouth so ferociously that it made fishing look like a game of kill or be killed. The red snapper bared its teeth along a wall that I can only describe as wood paneled, unfinished, nineteen seventies basement. And our booth, with its bright red vinyl seats in a dark, wooden sleigh, beside a table with a weird little fake candle, obligatory red pepper and parmesan shakers, and napkin dispenser, was not alone in sitting next to a gamefish frozen in place in the middle of terrorizing Tokyo. Every booth had its own mini Jaws, perhaps a swordfish, perhaps a marlin. Some bold fisherman had even gone hook to jowl with a yellowfin tuna and survived. 
 
    At the front of the restaurant was the buffet. It was covered by the familiar plastic tent, like a little greenhouse roof. Underneath that sneeze guard were heat lights. And underneath the heat lights were silver pans that stood out as much as the bright red vinyl seats because the rest of the place was so drab, the lighting was muted, and there appeared to be no windows, like a casino. 
 
    Over near the buffet was a guy that I was worried was Nez. 
 
    Why was I worried? Yeah, he was short. But he was no longer thin. He was doughy in an especially unhealthy way. He was asymmetrically doughy. It looked like if you pushed a bit of his belly fat, it would seem to disappear only to reappear by his lowest pairs of ribs and stay there. Also, he was only brownish. He was a little jaundiced. So he looked yellow brown, almost like proper dal. 
 
    He didn’t look good.  
 
    He certainly didn’t look like a man who was capable of orchestrating, or even participating in, a sophisticated jewel theft. 
 
    “What should we do?” Thad asked. “You’re the expert.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m not an expert. I just realized now that we should’ve gotten Nez’s full name when we had the chance. I thought that I had learned last time, but I’m still a terrible journalist/investigator.” 
 
    “Let’s be real, you’re one for one,” Thad pointed out. 
 
    “Even a blind sow finds an acorn every once in a while. Let’s get pizza and form a plan. You see, Thad, we should’ve come in with a plan. This is why I’m a lousy journalist.” 
 
    We went up and got pizza. The pizza had pools of orangish oil all over them. The meat toppings looked like they had been rehydrated from pepperoni and sausage jerky. I decided to grab one piece of veggie and take my chances. 
 
    Thad and I returned to our bright red seats and tried the pizza.  
 
    After my first bite, I said, “I had low expectations for a pizza place run by a drug addicted, white collar criminal, Lebanese American, but somehow this pizza exceeded my expectations. This is without question the single worst piece of pizza that I’ve ever had in my life. It’s beginning to sink in that I just spent fourteen dollars for one bite of horrid pizza. How does this guy stay in business?” 
 
    “I don’t remember there being a pizza place back when I used to spend more time on the island. Maybe this is the only one,” Thad said between bites. He certainly wasn’t stopping at one bite. 
 
    “Even if that’s the case, why are all these people eating pizza on an island with a thousand good seafood places?” I wondered. 
 
    “This is my guess,” Thad took a drink of water. “All of these people besides you are from Europe or gay…” 
 
    “How can you tell?” I snickered. 
 
    “Look at how well dressed they are,” Thad nodded. “Obviously European or gay.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re European AND gay,” I suggested. 
 
    “Oh no,” Thad shook his head. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    “Gay Europeans are the full Oscar Wilde. Unmistakable dandies,” Thad stated. “Now gay people have better taste than to eat here. So obviously the other people in here are all European. And I’m guessing that Europeans are coming in here to experience some quintessential Americana on their vacation, the American pizza buffet.” 
 
    I looked around. Thad’s hypothesis was a good one. I could hear people speaking in German and French. 
 
    “You see that guy over there?” Thad asked gesturing over toward the guy who I believed was Nez. 
 
    “Yeah, I fear that he’s Nez too,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Thad nodded surprised. “But I was talking about the other guy, kind of by him, over by the buffet too.” 
 
    “That kid?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s got the hots for you,” Thad said. 
 
    “Thad, he’s a teenager,” I hissed. 
 
    “I bet he’s nineteen. Definitely legal, plus every time you look away from him he stares at you,” Thad insisted. 
 
    “I’m not some Mrs. Robinson style sex object,” I declared in a whisper even though the guy was a long ways away. 
 
    “To him you are,” Thad laughed. 
 
    “Except that he probably doesn’t know who Mrs. Robinson is,” Thad added. 
 
    “Just no,” I said. 
 
    “I would,” Thad declared. 
 
    “Thad!” I protested with a snicker. 
 
    “He’s young, dumb, and hung,” Thad noted. 
 
    “We’re having lunch, Thad. Can we have some appropriate conversation,” I suggested. 
 
    “I think that we should use it to our advantage,” Thad nodded. 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “I think that he’s the bus boy. So when you finish a plate, just set it next to you, and we’ll wait until he comes over. Then you’ll grill him about Nez,” Thad beamed. 
 
    “Why me?” I shook my head. 
 
    “Look, I wish that he was infatuated with me too, but he’s not. These are the cards that we’ve been dealt,” Thad pointed out. 
 
    “Well, I’ll just set my pizza aside then. I’m already done with it,” I decided. 
 
    “He probably won’t come over unless you’re a member of the clean plate club,” Thad said. 
 
    “Do you want to eat it?” I asked. “If you made this in Italy, you’d be arrested it’s so bad.” 
 
    Thad sighed. “Okay, I’ll eat it.” 
 
    He took one bite. 
 
    “Why did you have to get veggie?” Thad demanded. 
 
    “Because the meats looked so bad. Worst. Pizza. Ever.” 
 
    “No, it’s not the worst,” Thad insisted. 
 
    “Where in the world could you possibly have had worse pizza?” I demanded. 
 
    “In the cafeterias of the Minneapolis Public School system,” Thad replied. “They served us this pizza with fake pepperoni. I think it was actually dog treat pepperoni. Cheese that I think was made in a lab out of either corn or petroleum by products, and this spongy crust. The cooks used to cut that pizza with a scissors…” 
 
    “I believe that they’re called kitchen shears,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Girl, when Miss Julia Child uses them, they’re called kitchen shears. When some school cook who looks like a parolee in a prison kitchen uniform and a hairnet uses them, they’re called scissors,” Thad insisted. 
 
    “I see your point,” I chuckled. 
 
    “God, that pizza was bad. You grew up in Minneapolis. Didn’t you eat that stuff?” Thad asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. 
 
    “Were you home schooled or something? Didn’t you go to public schools?” Thad wondered. 
 
    I cringed. I never like to talk about growing up. Only my best girlfriends and three ex-boyfriends really know my history. But Thad was a good friend and getting better all the time. I decided it was time to let him in. 
 
    “I went to the Blake school,” I replied. 
 
    “Ooooo, fancy! Someone grew up rich,” Thad observed. 
 
    “We really didn’t grow up that rich. My parents just both thought that education was the most important thing in the world. They met at Harvard, Thad,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, so they both must have had some pretty impressive jobs,” Thad nodded. “It’s okay if you’re loaded. There’s no shame in it. Just own it. What did your parents do?” 
 
    “I was raised mostly by my dad, and he ostensibly works at the University of Minnesota,” I stated. 
 
    “Did your parents divorce?” Thad asked. 
 
    “My mom committed suicide when I was six years old,” I declared. 
 
    Thad’s jaw dropped. “Are you serious?” he asked in a voice completely absent of his usual slight affectation. 
 
    “Yep, she killed herself when I was six,” I replied. 
 
    “Damn,” Thad noted. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Wasn’t your fault,” I joked. 
 
    “Well at least you took it well,” Thad observed. 
 
    “Yeah, it may have taken twenty-seven years, but at least I’ve moved on. My dad unfortunately hasn’t. And I don’t know that he ever will,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Well, he has a good job,” Thad observed. “The University of Minnesota is a great place to work.” 
 
    “He has a place to work only because he was so successful as a young man. He’s internationally known in his field. The University of Minnesota just lets him go there and read and write poetry because the University of Minnesota gets to brag that they have him whether or not he does any work for the rest of his natural life,” I said. “And it’s not looking like he’s going to.” 
 
    “I take it he’s not a poet in residence?” Thad laughed. 
 
    “He is a poet in residence, just not officially,” I pointed out. “He’s actually in the anthropology department.” 
 
    “Is his poetry any good?” Thad wondered. 
 
    “No, it’s as pitiful and ghostly as everything else about him,” I said. 
 
    “Do you think that he’ll ever get better?” Thad wondered. 
 
    I felt a tear roll down my cheek. “No,” I said. 
 
    Thad nodded solemnly. 
 
    “Growing up, my brother and I had to raise ourselves. We had to take care of the mail. We had to see that bills got paid. We had to arrange to transport ourselves to school and soccer for me and baseball for my brother. We lived in constant fear that my dad would follow my mom to the grave and we’d be orphans. My brother and I hid knives and other possible weapons from my dad on several occasions. At least until my brother started down the path of bipolar depression and alcoholism. And then it was everyone for themselves. 
 
    So you can imagine how different my life was from the rest of the kids at the Blake school. There were kids that had limos waiting for them every day after school. My brother and I rode the city bus. Everyone at the Blake school had great expectations. Everyone was looking Ivy League and then on to great jobs. 
 
    I had no friends. I remember riding the Blake school bus alone to and from most of our away soccer games. It was terrible,” I confessed. 
 
    “Wow!” Thad observed. “And here I imagined that you had led this high rolling, freewheeling, fun, rich girl’s, little teenage life, and my school days were so much better than yours…no offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” I said. “What were yours like?”  
 
    “Well,” Thad decided. “My dad was an auto mechanic and my mom was a clerk at an auto parts warehouse. My brother and I were raised to work with our hands and look down on book learning. I could change the oil on a car by the time I was seven. We lived in a very old house right by Roosevelt High School that required constant maintenance. So my dad, my brother, and I sheetrocked, put in a new furnace, replaced a leaky pipe, installed a new toilet, and fixed our old refrigerator more times than I can count before I was even twelve.  
 
    Our house was weird at the time because the TV was almost never on. What was almost always on was MPR talk radio. My brother and I were weirdos because our favorite show wasn’t Jerry Springer or something. It was Car Talk. In fact, my brother and I would do our own version of Car Talk for my parents where we were Tick and Tack. (Because the guys on Car Talk were Click and Clack.) And our dad would pretend to phone in and ask us tough diagnostic questions about car problems which we were supposed to come up with serious, plausible solutions for.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s so cute, Thad,” I smiled. 
 
    “I never did all that well at school. But no one ever expected me to either. I did the bare minimum to get by. I was the class clown all the way through,” Thad stated. 
 
    “No surprise,” I said. 
 
    “The best though was high school,” Thad rubbed his hands together. “Dave would get me out of class because he wrote for the school paper, and the person in charge of the school paper just basically gave the reporters a pre signed book of blank passes for the reporter to fill out. So in the first year of high school, when Jace was still with us...” 
 
    “What did Jace move or something?” I asked. 
 
    “Jace was brilliant,” Thad replied. “She went to one year of high school at Roosevelt with Dave and me. Then she went to college at MCTC and then to the University of Minnesota. She got her high school degree and her Bachelor of Arts in Liberal Arts that same spring. She was in grad school already that summer.” 
 
    “Wow,” I observed. 
 
    “So the first year Dave would pull out me and Jace. We’d go to my house and smoke a joint. Then maybe we’d go out for Chinese food. Or we’d go to this donut shop with a cow out front…” 
 
    “See, this is why you love the kitschy cows so much, Thad,” I laughed. 
 
    “Maybe,” Thad nodded. “Then on the weekends we’d…Dave had a brilliant idea. You see, he wrote a music column for the school newspaper where he reviewed albums and concerts. He was really good. 
 
    So anyway, he used to get all these back issues of fly by night music magazines, back then there were a lot of them. Dave had a deal with the manager of Shinder’s that once a music magazine was out of date, and if none of the staff wanted it, and the manager couldn’t send it back for some credit or a refund, then Dave had first dibs. So in one of these fly by night magazines Dave found an ad for a music journalist in Minneapolis. The magazine had named fifty famous venues in fifty states, and they were looking for a local writer and photojournalist for each venue. In Minnesota, they had selected First Avenue as the venue. 
 
    Dave applied for the job, and he applied for me as his photojournalist. Dave’s writing was so good that they didn’t even demand to see examples of my photography. Dave had described me as his trusty photographer. Fortunately, I was pretty good at photography. 
 
    Then, to get Jace in too, Dave had the stones to say that his girlfriend wouldn’t let him spend so many weekend evenings at First Avenue without her. So he said that we needed a press pass for her too. And they said yes! 
 
    So I spent high school fixing stuff, doing the bare minimum to pass, getting stoned, eating Chinese food and donuts, drinking Boone’s Farm wine, and partying at First Avenue every weekend. It was pretty awesome! If I traveled in time from back then and saw myself now, I’d probably kick my own ass.” 
 
    I smiled at that. What would that have been like? Thad’s youth was everything that the Blake school would’ve frowned on. But at that moment, it sounded like heaven. 
 
    “I’ve finally choked down this nasty veggie and schmear of tomato paste on cardboard toast that they call pizza,” Thad observed. “Let’s lure your suitor.” 
 
    I was deeply skeptical about Thad’s plan for two reasons. First, I have found that men are generally really bad at determining who is attracted to who. Among the engineers that I work with, I can tell you that the average male engineer believes that if he’s attracted to you then it logically follows that you are attracted to him too. And some men just believe that every woman is attracted to them. There is no man who is attractive to every woman. Guarantee you there is some woman out there who thinks that Idris Elba is not her type. Second, he was just a kid, so new to and unschooled in the ways of love. And of course you can’t judge a book by its cover, but he didn’t look particularly bright. And I had been surreptitiously paying attention to him out of the corner of my eye after Thad accused him of looking at me every time that I looked away from him. And I had not caught him trying to look at me even once since I had been paying attention to him. I doubted his ability to be that subtle. 
 
    But as soon as I set that empty plate next to me, and I saw him react to it like he had just seen a one hundred dollar tip that he had to grab before he ended up in a knife fight with a potential thief or co-worker, I knew. And I felt terrible. Thad was probably right. He probably was of age. But I knew going into it that this was going to feel like some type of child, maybe not abuse, but certainly maltreatment. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as he almost dove on my plate like a soccer goalie on a loose ball. “I’m Angie.” 
 
    “Braden,” he beamed shaking my hand. 
 
    His handshake was weak, shaky, and his hand was cold. 
 
    “Can we talk for a moment?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded the way a happy, but not excited dog wags its tail. 
 
    “Is that short, portly, guy up at the head of the buffet the owner, Nez?” I gestured toward him. 
 
    “Yes,” Braden replied. 
 
    His eyes fixated on my eyes in the way that I imagine the eyes of a devoted follower would fixate on their cult leader. I felt worse. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what he’s been up to around this time all week?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, he’s been here,” Braden insisted. 
 
    “How do you know that?” I demanded. 
 
    “I don’t think that I should say,” Braden protested. 
 
    “Why not?” I demanded. 
 
    “Look, Nez is an on again off again alcoholic. Please don’t tell him that I told you this. But he’s not drinking right now. And he lives at this restaurant when he’s not drinking. I can personally tell you that he’s been here all of the times that I’ve been here and I’ve worked the ten to three every day this week. I’ve heard he sometimes even sleeps in his office,” Braden said. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell Nez anything. This is just between us. Do you have any idea why Nez is quitting drinking?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t say,” Braden hemmed. 
 
    “It’s just between us,” I repeated. 
 
    “He has liver problems. He may need a transplant,” Braden stated. 
 
    “Sounds expensive,” I noted. 
 
    “He has a plan,” Braden replied. 
 
    “Which is?” I leaned toward him. 
 
    “I really can’t say,” Braden shook his head. 
 
    “Braden,” I egged him. 
 
    “I’ll never tell,” Braden shook his head. 
 
    “Braden,” I repeated. 
 
    “Okay, he’s going to go back to running grass,” Braden said. 
 
    “Running grass?” I asked. 
 
    “I really shouldn’t have said anything,” Braden grimaced. 
 
    “It’s too late now, Braden,” I observed. “What if I were to go have a little talk with Nez?” 
 
    “You said that this was just between us!” he gasped. 
 
    “And it is. If you don’t withhold stuff from me,” I declared. 
 
    “I am out of my depths with you,” he sighed. 
 
    “Not at all,” I smiled. “You’ll be right back in them if you tell me what you mean by running grass.” 
 
    “Nez has an oceangoing boat. He used to transport a large amount of…” Braden looked around wildly. “Marijuana from Mexico to the United States. That’s how he got the money to open this restaurant.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” I demanded. 
 
    “Nez tells the general manager everything. The general manager hooks up with a waitress who works here in the evening. She’s a terrible gossip. So she plies him like I think that you may be plying me. Except that he gets laid. And then she goes and tells everyone here what he told her,” Braden pointed out. 
 
    “I can’t help it if she’s not very good at it,” I decided. “But isn’t that grossly unethical? A person in management sleeping with someone they’re supervising?” 
 
    Braden looked at me like I was a natural born fool and said, “You’ve never worked in the service industry, have you?” 
 
    “Do you think that the gossip is right? Have you witnessed anything personally that would confirm that Nez is a drug smuggler?” I followed up. 
 
    “I think it’s right,” Braden nodded. 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. 
 
    “Nez is the only non-white person I’ve ever met who likes Jimmy Buffet,” Braden nodded knowingly. 
 
    “Liking Jimmy Buffet is not evidence of a crime,” I replied. “At least, not always…I think.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s the song that he likes. I think that it’s called ‘A Pirate Looks at 40’. When he’s drunk, he’ll sit in his office and listen to it at absolute top volume over and over again. And one time he…Nez is a completely unpredictable drunk. He can be a total prick. He can be completely buddy buddy. Or he can swing rapidly back and forth between the two or like a hundred other personalities. 
 
    But one day he was totally buddy buddy. I was in the back store room by his office. While I was back there, I could hear him listening to the song that I think is called ‘A Pirate Looks at 40’ and singing along with it…horribly, over and over again. But he just happened to peek out of his office as I walked out into the hall.  
 
    ‘Braden!’ he blurted. ‘Come here!’ 
 
    I really didn’t want to get involved, but it was obvious that I had no choice. 
 
    Nez staggered up to me, put his arm around me, and said, ‘I love you, brother! Come into the office for a second.’ 
 
    He dragged me into the office with him. 
 
    He was on fire. His eyes were bloodshot and fevered. He looked like a mad dog. 
 
    ‘You know, Braden, I think that you can tell a lot about a man by his favorite song,’ he nodded like that was some dope wisdom. 
 
    ‘You know what my favorite song is, Braden?’ Nez asked. 
 
    Of course I knew. I had heard it a hundred times blaring out of the office when he was drunk. I just didn’t want to reveal that I didn’t know the name of his favorite song, fearing that would turn him into an asshole. So I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    He said, ‘(I think.) It’s called “A Pirate Looks at 40”. Jimmy Buffet. You know Jimmy Buffet, right?’ 
 
    Of course I lied. 
 
    He played the song. In that office it was so loud that my ears were ringing afterward. But he paused like midway into the song. 
 
    ‘This is my favorite verse,’ Nez slurred. Then he played it and sang along at the top of his lungs. 
 
    I believe that verse was: 
 
    ‘I’ve done a bit of smugglin’. 
 
    I’ve run my share of grass. 
 
    I made enough money to buy Miami, 
 
    But I pissed it away so fast.’ 
 
    When the song was done, Nez put his arm around me and said, ‘It’s all true, Braden. I made enough money to buy Miami, but I pissed it away so fast. I mean. I guess not all of it. I’ve got this.’ 
 
    He gestured awkwardly around as if he was describing the whole building. 
 
    So what do you make of that?” Braden challenged. 
 
    “Have you ever known him to be a thief?” I asked. 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “No,” Braden said. 
 
    “Are you lying to me, Braden?” I looked askance. 
 
    “Nope, never heard of him stealing. I don’t think he’s above it. I just think that he figured out that smuggling is easier,” Braden decided. 
 
    “Thanks, Braden,” I concluded.  
 
    Braden looked like he wanted to say something, but he just stood there, awkward and silent. Until he made a weird half bow, took my plate, and walked gingerly away like a kid carefully stepping on objects instead of a floor that’s lava. 
 
    “The plot thickens,” Thad smiled at me. 
 
    “Let’s go somewhere and get seafood,” I insisted. “This place is an abomination.”     
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    Dave and his wife and Jace and her wife lumbered up the driveway in Jace’s minivan around nine in the morning the next day. It was the first time that I had met either Jace’s or Dave’s wife. And I must say, there must be something really attractive about a good sense of humor. Because I was surprised how pretty their wives were. And how young Dave’s was.  
 
    My guess is that people think that he’s her dad all the time. 
 
    It was good to see them. And it was good to have access to a vehicle again. 
 
    We needed it.  
 
    The first thing that Thad, Dave, Jace, and I did when they arrived at Farhad’s mansion was that we scoured the internet to see if we could find a bar trivia contest that the team could go to. The only one that was at all workable was in Fort Myers, across that now infamous (at least in my mind) Causeway. And it was scheduled for that very night. 
 
    So we went out for an early dinner with everyone. (To The Island Cow of course. Thad had to show it off to the newbies.)  
 
    We chatted and ate. In addition to being beautiful, the wives of Jace and Dave were also smart and witty. Like to the point where I would’ve felt intimidated around them if we were all single and on the prowl together. And I couldn’t figure out how such a young, vivacious, beautiful, and witty woman who seemed to have so much going for her could end up with a guy like Dave who was a dead ringer for a slightly younger, just beginning to gray version of David Cross. 
 
    I wondered less about Jace. Probably because I’m not a lesbian, but it’s fifty-fifty to me if you asked me which one, between Dave and Jace, was more attractive. I know men have this idea of lesbians as two smoldering, exquisite young women who just can’t stop touching each other. But almost every straight woman I know thinks that if we had to go that way, we probably wouldn’t do it with some beautiful, young ingénue. We would probably pick a fairly masculine looking woman, or at least a kind of androgynous one. And I really didn’t doubt Jace’s ability, with her short spiked hair, her rugged jaw, and stocky physique, to attract some kind of beautiful, feminine lesbian. 
 
    But Dave was just an old goat. What kind of girl has a pinup on their wall of David Cross? It boggled the mind. 
 
    We dropped the wives off at the mansion after dinner. And we headed toward Fort Myers. 
 
    “This should be like stealing candy from a baby,” Dave beamed in the captain’s chair next to me. 
 
    “Totally,” Thad agreed. “Have you guys ever seen those Florida man stories?” 
 
    “I saw one where a Florida man was high on meth, cut off his penis, and fed it to an alligator,” Jace said. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s probably going to want that back after he comes down,” Dave observed. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Thad objected. “Have you ever seen the castrati? Or people in cults who’ve been castrated? I’ve never seen a castrated man who didn’t look happier than the average man who has testicles.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Jace noted. “I’ve studied cults intensively. I wrote several papers on them back in grad school. Castrated men usually look happier. I have the sneaking suspicion that the E Harmony guy has been castrated, but I can’t prove it.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s just in love. Like really…creepy…want to wear my mate like a human suit kind of love,” Thad suggested. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone who’s actually in love who looks that happy,” Jace shook her head up in the front passenger seat. 
 
    “Exactly,” Dave agreed. 
 
    “Maybe you guys just aren’t in love,” Thad suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Jace decided. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s possible,” Dave admitted. “It’s also possible that I just still have my nads.” 
 
    “Besides,” Jace pointed out. “I don’t think that they cut off the penis when they castrate someone in a cult. This Florida man is like a whole other independent level of drug fueled idiocy. I wonder what he was thinking when he made that decision.” 
 
    “I think that alligator looks hungry,” Thad suggested. 
 
    “It’s either my penis or the rest of me,” Dave suggested. 
 
    “Quentzel the Alligator God demands a sacrifice,” Jace suggested. 
 
    “What do you think?” Dave asked me. 
 
    “I think that he had that ‘I’m going to cast off my burdens down by the riverside’ song playing in his head,” I replied.  
 
    “That sounds the most plausible,” Dave decided. 
 
    “The point is,” Jace insisted. “We are going to torch these dotards. This is going to be like a professional soccer team playing a group of kids who all still hover around the ball in a little hive. This is going to be like some kind of abuse. If there’s a modest cash prize we could be legally prosecuted for stealing from people who would be deemed mentally incompetent by a court of law in any other state. This is our time! This is our hour!” 
 
    We cheered and said nothing else. What more needed to be said? 
 
    The bar itself was pirate themed. And the patrons, at least the patrons who played bar trivia, took that as seriously as a heart attack. There were ten teams there besides us. And every last one of those teams had at least one member dressed in the frilly, ruffled, swashbuckling shirt, and/or the hat, and/or the faux parrot on the shoulder, and on and on. 
 
    And the people there were nauseating and impossible. They all had to come up to us and say something like, “How arrrrrrgh you doing?” or call us, “scallywags”. 
 
    The trash talk between teams, such an important part of any good bar trivia contest, had been reduced to stupid walk the plank statements masquerading as jokes. Although the other teams (many of them thoroughly lubed up) found them as funny as a toddler who just realized that they have the ability to say “butt”. 
 
    We settled into our table. We prepared for our lucky pregame shot. It was Jace’s turn this time to call the shot.  
 
    “These people are insufferable. We need to up the ante. Four Cuervos,” Jace told a waiter. 
 
    Surprisingly no one objected. Well, maybe it wasn’t surprising. Jace was right. And we all knew it. 
 
    They announced the rules of the trivia contest. There would be ten rounds of ten questions. We’d have to submit written answers. The whole team was allowed to work on every question together. The usual. 
 
    The contest started with a math question. So I perked up. 
 
    “What is the math term for the reciprocal of a cosine?” the proctor asked. 
 
    Everybody looked at me. 
 
    “Damn, that’s trig,” I pointed out. “It’s a secant, but that’s awfully tough for a first question.” 
 
    “It’s a what?” Jace asked. 
 
    “Secant,” I whispered again. 
 
    “Here, you write it down,” Jace, who usually writes for us because she has the best handwriting, slid the slip of paper and pencil over to me. 
 
    The next question was even more difficult, in my opinion. It was, “This best known picaresque work was extremely popular in its time, but its creator made very little money off of it, due in part to non-existent copyright laws.” 
 
    Jace started writing right away. 
 
    “What is it?” Thad whispered. 
 
    “Don Quixote,” Jace whispered back. 
 
    “I didn’t even realize that they were asking about a book,” Dave mused. 
 
    I hadn’t either. 
 
    The questions were extraordinarily difficult. And we missed a lot more than usual. Plus, we didn’t get a running tally of where we stood. We just turned in our ten answers each round and they got silently tabulated.  
 
    I was shocked when we won second place and a fifty dollar gift card that would mostly cover our tab. We got seventy points. Third place only got fifty-three. First place, however got ninety-two! 
 
    “We just got our asses whipped by a Florida man,” Thad pointed out. 
 
    “Well, at least we still have our junk,” Dave replied. 
 
    At that point, the most obnoxious group of pirates came over to our table, replete with “arrrrghs” and “mateys”. They weren’t just the most obnoxious group. They were also the oldest group. And the first place team. 
 
    I expected them to stick to the pirate shtick, but they didn’t. They just asked what we did and where we were from. 
 
    So we told them. 
 
    “Wow!” the captain of the pirate team beamed. “Now I’m really impressed. We’ve never had anybody else score as high as you guys besides us. And this is tough competition. We’re all professors emeritus from Harvard. You beat the other Beanpot professors, Northeastern, BU, BC, and so on.” 
 
    “So everybody here is from Boston?” Thad asked. 
 
    “Yeah, this is a Boston area bar. You can see the Patriots here every Sunday. You can see a lot of the Boston area’s college football and basketball games here. Unfortunately, they don’t show Harvard as much as we would all like. Fort Myers is where the Red Sox go for spring training. Lot of Boston area people down here. Because the winter is just so damn bad. Probably not as bad as your home of Minnesnowta. Lot of people from Minnesnowta down here too. The Twins have their spring training in Fort Myers too, but this is a Boston area bar,” the man said. 
 
    We exchanged a bit more small talk before those Harvard pirates finally went away. 
 
    “I hate losing to Harvard. You know those guys think that they’re better than us,” Dave sighed. 
 
    “They just kind of objectively, empirically proved that they are better than us,” Jace pointed out. 
 
    “With their faux pirate nonsense,” Dave hissed. “Being a pirate was terrible. None of those posers have a gangrene limb that needs to be amputated by a sawbones as they bite on a strap. None of them have rickets or scurvy. One of them was a woman, and I don’t care what Hollywood says. There were no Keira Knightleys on pirate ships. If you were a pirate, you just hoped you weren’t the one who was pressed into being a bottom.” 
 
    “Sounds like someone has been trying to start an authentic pirate cosplay group,” Thad smiled. 
 
    “Yeah, but I can’t find anybody who’s willing to eat nothing but hardtack and develop beriberi,” Dave rejoined.  
 
    By the next morning it was clear. Dave and Jace were with their partners in paradise and they wanted their own private little romantic vacations. And I totally understood. I certainly wouldn’t want to be hanging out with Dave, his back hair, and my lover if I had brought someone down here for a week of sun, sand, and romance. As much as I love Dave. 
 
    So it quickly became obvious that, although it had weirdly never occurred to me until Dave and Jace and their spouses were at Farhad’s mansion, Thad and I would either be on our own or stuck as third or fifth wheels. I didn’t want to ruin anyone’s vacation. Thad didn’t either. So we made the decision that we would be a strange quasi couple for the rest of the trip. 
 
    Thad and I made plans after Dave and Jace and their partners headed down to the beach. I tried to get Thad to go on a run on the beach with me. I told him you can do it barefoot. It’s great. I said that I’d go slow. 
 
    He refused. 
 
    Then I suggested that we sit on the beach after I was done with my run.  
 
    “It’s too cold,” he shook his head. 
 
    “What?” I guffawed. 
 
    “It’s too cold. Look, I know I’m from Minnesota, but I brought nothing but tank tops, work shirts, and one nice, button down shirt for Farhad’s wedding. And it’s only supposed to get up to about sixty degrees today. It’s too cold for a tank top,” Thad insisted. 
 
    “Thad,” I laughed. “Next time, pack one fewer pairs of shoes, and at least one long sleeve shirt and you’ll be fine. Besides, I can easily loan you a long sleeve shirt.” 
 
    “No you can’t,” Thad declared. 
 
    “This is America, Thad. It’s a free country, and I can give you a long sleeve shirt whenever I damn well feel like it,” I replied. 
 
    “Don’t tread on you,” Thad chuckled. 
 
    “Damn right,” I said. 
 
    “Angie, I love you, but you’re impossible. You’re taller and slender and uber athletic and fit. I would look like I was pregnant and wearing hand me down maternity garments from my older, taller sister in one of your long sleeve ts,” Thad pointed out. 
 
    “So?” I asked. 
 
    “So, I’m not ruling out the possibility of meeting a guy down here, are you?” Thad demanded. 
 
    I really didn’t see how being portly in a tank top was a better look, but I didn’t push the issue. We agreed that I would go on my run. Then I would go out to the beach. Meanwhile Thad was going to do a few little odds and ends repairs that he believed Farhad’s place could use. After that, we would meet for a drink for Thad, and lunch and a drink for me at South Seas Resort down the beach a little ways just before noon. 
 
    So I ran. It was just perfect. It was cool. There was a light breeze. The ocean was this strange shade of almost jade out on the horizon, and even though I know a lot about science, I can’t figure out how that kind of optical illusion had been created.  
 
    It was one of nature’s mysteries. 
 
    Unfortunately, it’s hard to run and look to your right or your left the whole time. And the punishment for deviating a little off of the smooth, compacted sand is sure and swift and takes the form of seashell fragments. I have never seen as many seashells in my entire life as I see in twenty minutes on the beach in Sanibel. They’re just all over the place, and in every color of the rainbow from the orangish/pink of cooked salmon to a bold purple the color of the sky just before the first stars appear.  
 
    I completed my run. I went home, changed, didn’t see Thad, but the house was big enough that I could’ve randomly wandered around for fifteen minutes and not found him.  
 
    I went out to the beach. I brought the book that I had started on the plane. I don’t want to say what it was. Other than that it was one of those tawdry romantic thrillers. I don’t like to read anything serious on a plane. It’s just a waste. I get nervous every time that I fly. So, even in the airport, I don’t retain at least half of what I read. On the plane it’s worse. So romantic thrillers are perfect. You can read and remember like thirty percent of it and still know exactly what’s happening because there’s not a lot of mystery. From the beginning you pretty much know what’s going to happen. But they’re like soap operas. If you give them some time, then you feel like you have to know how they turn out. Even if you already kind of know how they’re going to turn out. 
 
    Don’t judge me. 
 
    I met Thad at the appointed time. I knew he’d be there right on time. And he was. 
 
    I wanted to sit out on the patio. But again with the tank top. So we sat inside. 
 
    After being out, I could kind of understand Thad believing that the weather was cold. Not because it was cold, but because people, probably locals, clearly believed that it was cold. 
 
    On my run, and on the beach, I had seen people in hoodies, with the hood up. I had even seen people wearing those puffy jackets that look like rolls of a garbage bag like fabric filled with love handles of baby fat spilling over and over again. I’ve seen people in Minnesota wearing those jackets when it was below zero. Here in Florida, they wear them when the temperature is in the low sixties. I had never seen such freeze babies before in my life. 
 
    I ordered a grouper reuben. I told Thad that he could have half. 
 
    “No,” he shook his head. “Unless it’s pizza, I’ve got to watch my figure.” 
 
    We chatted for a while about not much at all. Thad and I enjoyed some tropical drink that I had never heard of. Maybe it only existed in Florida, or maybe even just at the resort. It tasted like every form of citrus juice mixed with top shelf vodka. It was unimaginative but delicious and, like every drink down here, the orange juice was the star of the show. 
 
    We sat in an open dining room that was part of a larger lobby. Guests shuttled in and out. One or two checked in, or at least checked on something at the front desk. The empty tables in front of us were covered in linen and ornately folded, mauve napkins. Maybe it was the white linen, but there was something ghostly about those empty tables. 
 
    Beyond the empty tables was a bar fashioned out of dark wood. A single bartender in a fancy white shirt, tie, and stylish vest held wine glasses up to the light and then polished off the water spots that he could descry with a white cloth that almost looked like it had been cut from the linen on the ghostly tables. 
 
    As I looked up at the bar, I couldn’t help but notice a man come in.  
 
    He was Vietnamese, or Vietnamese American. He was a couple of inches taller than me. He had a little bit of salt in his pepper hair, but I would describe it as mostly pepper. His jaw was solid, settled, and no doubt had been even more strongly defined in his youth. But it looked better now that it had been softened just a little with the settling of time. His cheekbones were high and delicate, like something one might see in a ballerina. Those cheekbones gave his face just the right feminine touch. But those alert black eyes were the most amazing thing that I had ever seen. 
 
    My best friend Alyssa and I had to write a report on a cultural event from another culture back at the U of M, back in college. We had gone to this opening of a Buddhist temple. It was colorful and lovely and neither one of us understood very much, but we took lots of pictures because the temple, from the statue of Buddha himself, to the brightly colored wheels that people spun, were a visual feast. 
 
    But what was most interesting was the young Buddhist monks. When Alyssa and I walked past them, their faces and their eyes lit up. But what was weird about that was that there wasn’t even a trace of sexuality in it. They had this raw, unfiltered, childlike delight in the two of us for some reason. They were like small children who had seen a squirrel or a bird that they believed would bring them good luck. It was bizarre. Alyssa and I both agreed it was bizarre. So we watched them to see if they always acted like that, or if they only acted like that around us. And it turned out that they always had a childlike delight, but they were rarely as delighted as they had been with us.  
 
    Alyssa and I didn’t know what to make of it. But we both concluded that they had some kind of mastery. That being a Buddhist monk did something to you. It transformed you in a powerful way. It gave you some type of knowledge that I had never seen in the world before or since. 
 
    At least until the moment that man walked into the bar. 
 
    His black eyes had that kind of knowledge, that kind of realization. But unlike the Buddhist monks, he was also on the prowl. He wasn’t just a master of the spiritual. He was a master of the material. 
 
    He was the most intriguing man I had ever seen. And he was damn sure good looking enough. 
 
    He came in and sat down at the end of the bar. 
 
    “Go sit down at the other end of the bar, and cast a subtle glance at him,” Thad prodded me. 
 
    “Is it that obvious?” I laughed. 
 
    “Yes,” Thad nodded emphatically. 
 
    “He’s interesting looking,” Thad added. “Can’t always judge a book by its cover. He does look interesting though, but kind of old.” 
 
    “I’d say distinguished,” I decided. 
 
    “Then get in there,” Thad commanded pushing me toward the bar. 
 
    I went up and sat on the other end of the bar. It looked like my mystery man was planning on meeting someone. He kept looking everywhere and nowhere at once. And I was sure that it was some woman who was coming to meet with him. 
 
    Even so, I kept glancing. 
 
    Then I saw him check his watch again, but in a way that looked like he was trying to hide that this was the final time. That something was about to happen. He stood up from the bar stool, laid a ten dollar bill on the bar, and he walked toward me. 
 
    I was shaking. I couldn’t speak or barely even breathe. Then he stopped right next to me. 
 
    But only to adjust his shoe. And then he walked on by. He walked right out the door.  
 
    I sighed. I stirred my polycitrus vodka with a finger like it was salve for my wounds. I took another drink. 
 
    I moped up at the bar for a while. The bartender asked me if I needed anything. And by anything, I think that he didn’t just mean to drink. He also meant someone to commiserate with. But I refused the offer. 
 
    Several moments later I noticed something. My mystery man had left without his laptop bag! It was still just sitting there, leaning against what had been his barstool.  
 
    I raced out the front door to see if maybe, just maybe he was still in the parking lot. I stepped out onto the sidewalk next to a sloped little c curve of a place to drive up and check into the resort. The parking lot was some distance away, and I didn’t see anybody out there amid the sprinkling of what looked like rental cars parked within a perimeter of palms. 
 
    I walked back into the resort. And I couldn’t believe what I saw! 
 
    Some woman in a hoodie with the hood pulled so tight over her face that I couldn’t even really see her was walking past me clutching a computer bag that looked mysteriously like the one my distinguished crush had left behind!  
 
    I looked by his barstool. The bag was gone! 
 
    “Thief!” I yelled at the woman. 
 
    She took off running with the laptop bag flailing at her side. 
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    That was a mistake. 
 
    Even in flip flops I knew that I could outrun her. 
 
    I dashed after her, down a long hall. She must have been a runner. At a minimum, she was athletic. And she had that long, lean body. She might have even been in track as a high schooler. 
 
    I still caught up to her just before an elevator bank and a flight of stairs. I decided not to tackle her. 
 
    It felt like concrete underfoot. 
 
    So I ran past her and whirled around. I stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    And for the first time I got a good look at that little disk of a compressed face framed by the hood of that hoodie. That wrinkled circle of a yellow hood almost looked like it was made out of a ring of crinkle cut French fries, and the silver dollar pancake of a face peeking out was obviously black…and familiar. 
 
    Yes, the delicate bulb of the nose was almost like a brown, LED, Christmas light. The dark eyes, were like the black on the back of a circular refrigerator magnet swimming in an almond shaped pool filled with milk from that same almond, thin and a bit watery. The high curl of the upper lip arched over the bottom of the hoodie right by a pronounced philtrum. It was definitely her. I didn’t need to see the whole face to know that. 
 
    We just stood there and stared at each other for a moment. Then she turned to run in the opposite direction. 
 
    Damn, I hadn’t thought of that. I guess I should’ve tackled her. 
 
    Fortunately, just at that moment, a panting Thad arrived with a fresh coating of head sweat. And she was completely hemmed in. 
 
    She turned back to me. 
 
    “What do you want?” she hissed. 
 
    “I want you to give me the laptop bag that you just stole,” I hissed back. 
 
    “It’s mine,” she growled. “Somebody left it specifically for me. And it’s none of your damn business anyway.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to make it my business,” I said. 
 
    Over her shoulder, I could see Thad swallow hard. And even I was surprised at how much of a hard ass I was being. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” she insisted. 
 
    “This is what we’re going to do,” I stated. “You’re going to hand the laptop bag over to me. Then the three of us are going to get into our van in the parking lot, and we’re going to have a little talk.” 
 
    “Ha!” the woman laughed. “What makes you think that I’m going to do that?” 
 
    “BASE jump much?” I asked. 
 
    “You bitch,” she said, but she handed over the laptop bag. 
 
    “This way,” I said. 
 
    Thad got in the driver’s seat of the minivan. I sat in the captain’s chairs in the back with the BASE jumper.  
 
    The first thing that I did was open the laptop bag.  
 
    “Holy Shit!” I screamed. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Thad demanded, turning around. 
 
    “It should be twenty thousand dollars in unmarked twenty dollar bills,” the BASE jumper said. “I guess it’s gone now. I should’ve known this whole thing was too good to be true. Hell, I knew the whole thing was too good to be true, but I did it anyway. All this risk and I’m only going to get half of my payment.” 
 
    “We’re not going to keep your money,” I stated. 
 
    “What?” the stunned BASE jumper startled. 
 
    “Let’s think about this, Angie, okay,” Thad said. 
 
    “Thad, this is dirty money,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Okay, we thought about it,” Thad decided. 
 
    “You two aren’t thieves?” the BASE jumper looked stunned. “Then what are you, cops? Am I under arrest?” 
 
    “We’re not thieves or cops. Our interests in you are our own,” I replied. “But if you don’t answer my questions honestly, we will call the cops. So tell us the truth, and remember that we know many of the facts of this matter. We will know if you’re lying.” 
 
    The BASE jumper loosened her hood so that I could finally see her whole face. She studied me for a moment. Then she turned and cast a look up at the back of Thad’s head because Thad had turned away from us. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. “You two do seem to know a lot. I have no idea how you knew about this exchange. I didn’t even know about it myself until about two hours ago.” 
 
    “Let’s start at the beginning,” I suggested. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Shanice Benjamin,” she stated. 
 
    “Benjamin?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s a stage name. Because I’m all about the Benjamins. I act. I model,” she nodded. 
 
    “And you BASE jump,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I’m a skydiving instructor. To pay the bills,” she nodded again. 
 
    “Who hired you to BASE jump?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied. 
 
    I glared at her. 
 
    “What? I swear to you on my mother’s grave that I don’t know. I just got some cryptic message on this app I have?” she insisted. 
 
    “An encrypted app?” Thad turned and asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. “And the messages in this app disappear after a specified amount of time which you can set…within limits.” 
 
    “So what was the message you received in this encrypted app?” I followed up. 
 
    “I…” she paused. “I don’t remember it exactly.” 
 
    “Paraphrasing it is fine,” I replied. 
 
    “It was something like: we’d like to hire you to BASE jump off of the highest point of the Causeway connecting Fort Myers and Sanibel/Captiva for $40,000 on a specific day and time of our choosing. We will pay you twenty thousand up front and the other twenty thousand upon completion of the jump. The only catch is that you MUST (they capitalized all of must, I remember that exactly) jump at the exact time on the exact day that we ask you to and you MUST change into a bikini right after your jump. We will arrange for flights, transportation to and from the airport, and a place for you to stay. If you are interested just message back a y. If we don’t receive a y within five minutes, we will move on.  
 
    It was something like that.” 
 
    “So you messaged back y, and what happened?” I demanded. 
 
    “They gave me the day, the time, and asked me to message y back one more time. So I did,” Shanice sighed. 
 
    “And then?” I probed. 
 
    “I picked up a laptop bag, similar to this one that just like today had been left in a very specific place at a very specific time for me to pick up and walk out with. The first time it had been left in an out of the way place in the Chicago Public Library. I walked out. I was shocked. There was twenty thousand dollars in there in twenties just like this. Plus I had a reservation code for airline tickets.  
 
    Shortly after that, I got a message on my app that said that a hired driver would be holding a sign for me that read just the letter W when I got to Fort Myers. He would take me to South Seas where I was to give my name as Janelle Temple. They said that the resort would give me the key to a room without question. Which they did.  
 
    To my surprise, I found the keys to a car in my room. I promptly received instructions to drive that car to the Causeway for my jump, and just abandon it on the roadside by where I had jumped and not worry about it. They reminded me to wear a bikini under my BASE jumping gear and to strip down to that bikini when I swam for shore,” Shanice reported. 
 
    “This didn’t strike you as strange?” I puzzled. 
 
    “What do you think?” she laughed. “Of course it struck me as beyond strange! 
 
    I was so dubious about the entire thing that the first thing that I did after I got my first laptop bag full of twenties was to take a twenty to a convenience store in my neighborhood that checks every twenty dollar bill with one of those markers to see if it’s counterfeit. I knew they’d believe me if I said that someone must’ve just given me a counterfeit bill. But I spent it. The marker proved it. Someone had really just given me $20,000 for something that I would’ve done for free. 
 
    I couldn’t believe my luck. So I didn’t ask a lot of questions. Mama needs a new pair of just about everything,” Shanice smiled a little. 
 
    “Yes, but you had to think something was going on. Why did you think that someone was willing to pay all this money to have you do this?” I wondered. 
 
    “I thought it was some rich guy with some weird sexual fetish of BASE jumping paired with a bikini. I thought that he had seen some of my modeling pics and maybe had a drone with a camera that would follow me or something. I really did. I just thought that it was some weird, old, Florida pervert. To be honest, I even wondered if it could be Trump. Lord knows, he was probably at Mar-a-Lago,” Shanice laughed. 
 
    “You know what you were used for,” I stated. 
 
    “I do now. At least I think that I do,” Shanice nodded. “I think that I was hired to distract from that jewel theft.” 
 
    “But you don’t know?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I had nothing to do with any of that. If you want to call the cops on me for BASE jumping, you broke your word, but I can’t deny that I did that. I know less than nothing about any jewel theft. I’m serious as a heart attack when I say that I thought that I had been hired by some rich, old freak. I don’t know a damn thing about any jewel theft,” Shanice declared. 
 
    I studied her. No microexpressions. 
 
    I examined the rest of the laptop bag. Nothing else except a business card, which I looked at and kept. 
 
    I handed the bag and all the money back to Shanice. 
 
    “I’m keeping the business card that I found,” I announced. 
 
    “Okay?” Shanice clearly feared for my sanity. “Am I free to go?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Wait, unless there’s something that you want to know Thad,” I added. 
 
    “Do you know a man named Nez?” Thad demanded. 
 
    “Good question,” I observed. 
 
    “No,” Shanice declared. 
 
    “What about a man named Farhad?” Thad followed up. 
 
    “No,” Shanice shook her head. 
 
    Both responses were free from microexpressions. 
 
    There was a long awkward pause where I waited to see if Thad would ask something else. But he didn’t. 
 
    So I told Shanice that she was free to go. 
 
    I got out too and climbed back up into the front seat with Thad. I turned my attention to the business card that I had just found. 
 
    “Please tell me that he was dumb enough to have his own business card in that bag,” Thad pleaded. 
 
    “No, this is the card for a female director of the Bailey-Matthews Shell Museum,” I sighed. 
 
    “Maybe he goes to work in drag,” Thad suggested. 
 
    I just looked at Thad. 
 
    “What? I bet he’d look good in drag. Best of both worlds,” Thad replied. 
 
    “You think his drag queen name would be Amy Wilson?” I chuckled. 
 
    “No,” Thad shook his head. 
 
    I took out my phone. I dialed the number on the business card. I got a message that said that Amy Wilson would be out of the office until nine o’ clock that next morning. I hung up. 
 
    “Well?” Thad leaned toward me. 
 
    “The automated message said that she won’t be in the office again until tomorrow morning,” I stated. 
 
    “Let’s not call anymore,” Thad insisted. “Let’s just go there tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “And say what?” I laughed. 
 
    “I don’t know. Something will come to us,” Thad decided. 
 
    Someone rang the bell on Thad’s phone. Thad checked the text message. 
 
    “The plot thickens,” he said again. 
 
    “What? What is it?” I demanded. 
 
    “It’s Farhad,” Thad observed. “He says he finished his business early. He’s going to the Sanibel house in a couple of hours, and he plans on making all of us dinner.” 
 
    “He’s nothing if not a hospitable and courteous master jewel thief,” I acknowledged. 
 
    “Look, Angie, none of this cornering Farhad and talking to him like you’re in a mob movie stuff, okay? We don’t know…We don’t know a damn thing really. And he’s my friend. And he has been for years. We need to tread very lightly on this around him,” Thad insisted. 
 
    “I know,” I nodded. “That’s the whole reason I threatened to kneecap that stool pigeon of a BASE jumper, see. We need to figure out what happened and clear Farhad if we can,” I nodded. 
 
    “But what if we can’t?” I saw a fresh bead of sweat on Thad’s bald head. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. 
 
    We were silent for a moment. 
 
    “I know one thing for sure,” I decided. “I was banking on Farhad’s generosity of a free place to stay so I only budgeted money for airline tickets, seafood, the occasional cocktail, and a small amount of discretionary funds. Sanibel is a lovely place, but I don’t want to be homeless in Sanibel.” 
 
    “Especially because the police would probably make you jog in front of their squad car up and over the Causeway and down into Fort Myers if you were homeless,” Thad chuckled. 
 
    “Probably,” I agreed. 
 
    “Nothing to Farhad,” Thad nodded. 
 
    “Not one word,” I agreed. 
 
    Farhad looked every bit as attractive in person as he had in the pictures that I had seen of him. He had a certain glow too. I’ve seen it in my friends as they approach marriage. Farhad’s brown cheeks were just slightly reddened and that gave them the look of some ripe piece of newly discovered fruit. His black eyes were bright and soft. They were the eyes of a Kindergarten teacher who was really good at their job. His nose was like a slender candle accented by just a subtle little rounding like one half of one of those little rubber balls that kids buy for a quarter or two in those glass dispensers with the crank like the handle on a can opener. Farhad mainly had salt and pepper hair in the photos that I had seen, but it looked like he went all out for his wedding and dyed it just a lovely shade of glossy black that made his slightly curly locks look neat, yet long and lustrous at the same time. What I wouldn’t have done for hair that interesting. 
 
    He wore a pale blue dinner jacket, a pink button down shirt, a black ascot, and matching light blue slacks. And somehow that outfit did not look comical on him. No, it looked like it was made for him. 
 
    I amused myself imagining Thad, Dave, Jace, and Dave and Jace’s partners in that garish outfit. It was hilarious. Especially Thad. Thad would have looked like someone in a gay Mexican wedding mariachi tribute band. 
 
    I was hoping for two things as Farhad cooked. I was hoping that there would be seafood. And I was hoping that he would be making us an Iranian dish. 
 
    Turned out that Farhad was vegan, so the seafood was definitely out. And it turns out that Farhad thinks that the best vegan food anywhere in the world comes from India. So he was making us Chana masala with a vegetable curry. Both of which I make on occasion in big batches and take to work for lunch when I pack a lunch. I’ve had them a lot, and I’m good at making them. 
 
    Farhad wasn’t bad, but I’m certainly better. 
 
    After dinner, we moved into the lounge. (Yes, Farhad’s mansion has a lounge.) It makes the Jungle Room at Graceland look tame. There’s a vintage pink and white bar at the head of the room that looks straight out of the fifties if the fifties had been metrosexual. It looked like a place where a gay soda jerk might have served a pre-op transgender man an egg cream while a polyamorous lesbian Fonzie bumped the jukebox so that it would start anachronistically playing Elton John. There were also little booths in pink and white that looked at least a decade older where one could presumably share malts with Scooby and the gang.  
 
    Farhad touched the jukebox and jazz music started playing. It took me a second to recognize Miles Davis. He walked behind the bar and asked for our drink orders. 
 
    I ordered a screwdriver. (Florida has the best orange juice.) Then I bellied up to the bar with everyone else. After Farhad had mixed drinks for all of us, and a very complicated looking cocktail for himself, he walked back over to the jukebox. He silenced it. 
 
    “I have something that I need to tell you,” he declared as he walked back behind the bar. 
 
    Thad and I cast a quick glance at one another. 
 
    “I feel like I need to tell you about one of the wedding guests who will be staying here with us,” Farhad bowed slightly. 
 
    I took a sip off my drink. Farhad makes a strong drink. 
 
    “One of my relatives will be coming here from Iran. They will be wearing a burqa,” he sighed. 
 
    “So?” Thad wondered. 
 
    “So I’m just putting it out there. I know that you are all friends of Thad, and I trust Thad’s judgment completely. I know that you’re probably very progressive. But I believe that even some progressives cringe at the sight of the burqa. And they think that people in places like Iran really do hate our freedoms and want to commit jihad to force the world to obey Sharia law. It’s absurd. Especially in Tehran where I’m from. 
 
    Right now, the people of Iran, and especially the people of Tehran, have far more liberal views than the current regime is willing to acknowledge. The average person in Tehran is young, educated, and wants to move to a more open society. And this relative is no exception. 
 
    My relative may be male or female. Either way, they are taking the precaution of the burqa because if they were seen attending a gay wedding in the United States…well…that could be very dangerous. So they will be in a burqa the entire time that they are here for their own safety. They will not go out with us anywhere if we go out. They will just stay in their room and attend the wedding. 
 
    I am exceedingly grateful to this relative for having the courage to come to my wedding. And I want to make sure that this person gets treated with the respect they deserve. I sincerely hope that all of you see the burqa as a sign of bravery in this instance, rather than intolerance,” Farhad nodded. 
 
    “I’m glad that someone from your family could make it,” Jace nodded. 
 
    We all agreed. 
 
    It was a lovely evening, and Farhad had succeeded in completely charming me. But thoughts kept intruding into that scene in the lounge.  
 
    I so badly wanted Farhad to be innocent. I so badly wanted Nez to be the bad guy. 
 
    But Farhad matched the physical description of the main suspect in the jewel theft almost exactly, and Fez was a little, bloated bag of fluid and fat. Plus, Farhad had concluded his business early. Nez had been all but living at his disgusting little pizza shack. 
 
    Between the two of them all signs pointed to Farhad. 
 
    And I had not seen another single person of obvious Middle Eastern descent in the entire time that I had been on Sanibel. 
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    Thad and I were at the Bailey-Matthews Shell Museum at precisely nine the next morning. The problem was the museum didn’t open to visitors until ten. 
 
    “This is even better,” Thad rubbed his hands together as we walked up to the museum. “They’ll believe that we are here for important business if we’re here this early, before the museum opens.” 
 
    “Exactly what is the nature of our serious business?” I asked. 
 
    “I was hoping you knew,” Thad sighed. 
 
    I just looked at Thad. 
 
    “What? Don’t you think that I wished that we had a plan too?” Thad demanded. 
 
    We found the doors by what looked like the offices for the museum. They had a buzzer by the door. We pressed the buzzer. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the voice demanded. 
 
    Thad shrugged his shoulders and looked at me. 
 
    “We have an appointment with Amy Wilson,” I said.  
 
    “What’s your name?” the voice demanded. 
 
    I gave her my name. 
 
    “I don’t see you on the calendar,” the voice accused. 
 
    “She told me that I could stop by whenever I needed to see her,” I lied. 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    I became an important business woman, ala method acting, and added, “We’re here on important business.” 
 
    “She’s not here yet. She had to take her kid to daycare. She won’t be in until ten,” the voice sounded resigned, defeated. 
 
    Thad and I looked at each other with some surprise. 
 
    “Do you want to look around the museum until then?” the voice asked. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. 
 
    Someone buzzed us in. A very young looking woman, maybe the youngest woman that I had seen on the island other than Gertrude Weisswalder’s barely legal butler, greeted us by the door. She kind of looked like that barely legal butler too. Surprisingly, this young little wisp of a delicate redhead with skin far too pale for the intense Florida sunshine was the one who had sounded so commanding over the intercom. She led us up to the museum, told security to let us in early, and said that somebody would come and get us when Amy got there. 
 
    I must say, a shell museum sounded incredibly boring to me. But it was actually kind of cool. 
 
    I’ve never been a jewelry or decorative arts kind of girl. I’m almost a complete philistine who can’t tell a Ming vase from a thrift store potter’s. I think that I could tell the difference between cubic zirconium and a diamond, but only because I believe that cubic zirconium can’t cut glass. But if I didn’t have a convenient piece of glass that I didn’t mind wasting on hand, I would never know.  
 
    And certainly the shell museum had a kind of decorative arts or jewelry type of vibe. But the shells were so much more interesting. 
 
    And I think part of that came from knowing that nature had made all of those shells. Of course nature makes every real jewel too, but to me all jewels look the same. Just the colors are different.  
 
    I know I’m a heathen. 
 
    And I may not be a girl. Because Alyssa and Thad and not diamonds are my best friends. 
 
    There was an impressive variety in the shells on display. The colors and the shapes dazzled. The shells ranged from plum colored, enclosed spiral stairs, to a calcium fan in glowing orange like the rays of a sun in a parallel universe. 
 
    It was really a feast for the eyes. It was so interesting that I forgot to worry about what I was going to say to Amy. 
 
    About that time I heard a voice asking a woman near us if they were Angie. I saw her walk toward us after that woman said no. 
 
    I swallowed hard. 
 
    Thad was still looking at shells. 
 
    “Are you Angie?” the woman asked squinting at me. 
 
    She was a middle age woman with a slim figure, toned arms visible under her black short sleeve blouse, thin, muscular legs in black pantyhose under a black skirt. She had a dark tan under too black hair that had to have been dyed. She wore black nail polish and had two little black studs for earrings. Her brown eyes looked confused. Her thin lips were drawn in the shape of the letter o. Her nose was a bit bulbous and it made her face look thinner and more angular than it actually was. I wondered if she was a marathoner. She looked like she could be. Maybe I could say that I was here to talk about an upcoming race or something. 
 
    “Amy!” Thad suddenly blurted! “Oh my God! It is! Come here you! I haven’t seen you in forever.” 
 
    “Thad!” Amy blurted. 
 
    They embraced. 
 
    “Thanks so much for the surprise, Thad! I needed that. You made my day. That was a great idea to have your friend ask for me!” Amy beamed. 
 
    “Ye-ah,” Thad nodded. “That’s right you worked at that shell museum, didn’t you?” 
 
    Amy squinted. 
 
    “But come now. You got married. You’re no longer a Desjardins,” Thad shook his head. 
 
    “I got married,” Amy nodded. 
 
    She extended her ring finger. There were an impressive number of diamonds on that thing. Those diamonds alone might explain why her left arm was so toned. 
 
    “Amy,” Thad shook his head and crossed his arms. 
 
    “What?” she wondered. 
 
    “You had a wedding, and I wasn’t invited?” Thad demanded. 
 
    “It was a destination wedding in Bali. We couldn’t afford to fly everyone. So we just invited and flew out family,” Amy replied. 
 
    “And I’m not family?” Thad asked. 
 
    “No, I like you,” Amy rejoined. 
 
    “Alright, I guess I can let it go this time,” Thad said. 
 
    “There won’t be a next time,” Amy declared. 
 
    “So I’m just going to have to take my own trip to Bali?” Thad asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Amy nodded. “Are you on vacation down here? I haven’t seen you here for years, not since things ended between you and...you and Farhad.” 
 
    “Farhad is getting married, and my friend and I here are down for the wedding,” Thad said. 
 
    “Oh so that’s how it is. I didn’t get an invite,” Amy complained. 
 
    “I don’t know that I would have if he hadn’t wanted me to put a new floor in his ballroom,” Thad observed. 
 
    “Who’s he marrying?” Amy asked. 
 
    “Some guy…” 
 
    “Well, I certainly didn’t think that had changed,” Amy chuckled. 
 
    Thad laughed. “I don’t know much about him. Also Iranian American. Also a business owner. They met in New York. Looks like George Clooney. About all I know. Just right now I can’t even recall his name.” 
 
    “You and Farhad made such a good couple,” Amy declared. 
 
    “That’s the past,” Thad’s eyes darted. 
 
    “And it sounds like this new guy is just like him. And we all think we want someone just like us. But we don’t. We want people who fill in our gaps. We want people who are strong in the places that we are weak. We have something to offer people like that. If you’re married to the man in the mirror it’s basically just like talking to yourself, and you know what you think. 
 
    That was why you and Farhad were so good together. You had that commonality of being intelligent and witty and fun to be with, but you also were good at the things that the other one wasn’t as good at. You were true partners. 
 
    I’m worried that Farhad left you for his own reflection in a still body of water,” Amy said. 
 
    But I could barely follow what she was saying. How had I failed to remember until just right now that Farhad wasn’t the only Iranian American about to get married who spent time in Sanibel and was occupied on some secret mystery business that just might have been a jewel theft? 
 
    Maybe we could nab this guy, get him arrested, and, determined to have a wedding anyway, Farhad might decide to make an honest man out of Thad.  
 
    “I don’t know the man so I’m not going to comment,” Thad replied. 
 
    “Sure,” Amy nodded. “Did you just come by to chat or did you actually have some business?” 
 
    “I’m glad you asked,” Thad beamed. “We have some urgent business. My friend, Angie, here…” 
 
    Amy shook my hand and said, “Amy, pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “My friend, Angie, here,” Thad continued. “She met this guy at a resort, and she has a huge crush on him. They were just about to start things up when he suddenly had to go. He left so fast that he left his laptop bag behind. Of course I made her look through the bag, hoping we could find one of his business cards or something, return the laptop bag, and look like heroes. 
 
    All we found though was your business card in one of the side pockets. And I said, you know, I bet that’s my friend, Amy. Let’s go say hi and see if she knows who this guy is. Well, Angie needed some coaxing. She was worried about looking a little crazy, but I told her, girl, this is not some romantic comedy, okay? The right man hasn’t been there all along, and the forces of the universe will not just conspire to bring you true love. If you want actual love, sometimes you have to do things that are a little crazy.” 
 
    “Yes,” Amy laughed. “Couldn’t agree more! So do you know this guy’s name?”  
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “No,” Thad said.  
 
    “That complicates things,” Amy touched her chin. 
 
    I gave her a very detailed description of that distinguished, handsome, Vietnamese American with the most incredible eyes that I have ever seen. 
 
    “Sounds like a donor,” Amy furrowed her brow. “But I don’t have a lot of donors who aren’t white, sadly. And I can’t think of one that matches your description.” 
 
    Thad and I looked at each other. 
 
    “Ooooooooh!” Amy blurted. “I know exactly where I saw him. I send my lead fundraiser to a networking event in Fort Myers every month. I fill in when she can’t make it. I’ve gone there three times. And every time that I’ve been there, the man that you describe has been there. I’ve always tried to talk to him because I think he could be a donor. But it seems like a hundred different people always shake my hand and try to promote themselves before I can get to him.  
 
    But one time I did get to him. We shook hands. Then, before he could even tell me his name, his phone rang. He apologized and said he had to take the call. Then he apologized and said that he had to leave right away. I gave him my card. He just put it in some side pocket of his laptop bag and walked briskly out of the mixer. 
 
    So he’s a mystery man to me too. But if you want to find him, that networking event for this month is tonight over in one of those chain hotels in Fort Myers. I forget which one, but just do an internet search for networking in Fort Myers or something and it should come right up.” 
 
    “I knew you’d come through! I told my friend, Angie, that Miss Amy is divine, just a Goddess!” Thad beamed. 
 
    “You still know how to charm, Thad,” Amy laughed as they hugged again.  
 
    It was interesting to drive over the Causeway again. It was interesting to see that rounded hill, like something out of a fairly tame roller coaster. I looked down as we reached the top of that concrete arch. The gulf below looked like a million blue peaks of meringue in constant motion. It looked like light bouncing around in a sapphire with many facets. It also looked pretty close. It was hard to believe that a parachute could even fully open before a “sky” diver leapt off of that arch into the wild blue yonders.  
 
    The networking event was indeed at a chain hotel in Fort Myers. But it was one of those new, hipper incarnations of that boring, old hotel chain that you thought you knew.  
 
    The event was in the bar and lobby area. The bar was glass and illuminated by a flame. I think that the glass was supposed to be “ice”. I think that the bar was supposed to be fire and ice. A weird Greek or Roman style faux sculpture of either Dionysus or Bacchus looked on with an expression that might have preceded a hearty toast, a passionate kiss, or a fist fight, the only three socially sanctioned drunken male expressions. The lobby was too white and clean. It was modern design or postmodern design or post postmodern design, conceived in some weird Danish institute where they only serve a single perfect, purple carrot on a flawless bone white ceramic plate for dinner and everyone wears a turtleneck sweater and glasses.  
 
    Thad and I made our way to the bar. I ordered a screwdriver. (I just can’t get enough of Florida orange juice.) Thad ordered a glass of wine.  
 
    I looked around for our quarry. He wasn’t there. Hardly anyone was there. Perhaps ten people were scattered around the bar and lobby. It wasn’t clear that all of them were there to network. 
 
    Thad had gone all out. He wore the button down shirt and tie that he also planned to wear for Farhad’s wedding. I was still in a t-shirt, shorts, and sandals. 
 
    “Well, what are we going to do while we wait?” I asked Thad. 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I’m going to network,” Thad announced. 
 
    “Why?” I laughed. 
 
    “I hate my job,” Thad declared. 
 
    “Really?” I startled. 
 
    “Really,” Thad nodded. “Don’t you hate MNDOT?” 
 
    “There are things that I hate about MNDOT, but I’m a bridge inspector. I’ve got the only job that I ever wanted. And I have to work at MNDOT to do it,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, I don’t have the only job that I ever wanted,” Thad pressed his lips together until they turned pale. 
 
    “What is the job that you’ve always wanted?” I asked. 
 
    “Really? Are you serious? Don’t you know me at all, Angie? You really don’t know the job that I’ve always wanted?” Thad demanded. 
 
    “No,” I could feel my eyes dart. 
 
    “Doing Lady Gaga’s hair and makeup,” Thad stated. 
 
    “What do you know about hair and makeup?” I wondered. 
 
    “Not a damn thing,” Thad said. 
 
    “Seems like a literal dream job then,” I noted. 
 
    “Seriously, Angie, how do you not know that I want to be a nationally known standup comedian? I want comedy to be my job,” Thad shook his head. 
 
    “Oh yeah, duh,” I hit my forehead with my palm. 
 
    “You deserved that,” Thad observed. “Every day before I go into MNDOT I go through like the five stages of grieving that one goes through after the death of a loved one. Please God, just make me a comedian and I swear to You that I’ll tithe to the Catholic church or something. Why do I have to paint over graffiti for a living, God, you bastard? You know I’m funnier than half the comics out there. Then there’s acceptance, and I drive to work. Except that I don’t really totally accept it, and I spend my days feeling about twenty percent entitled to a career in comedy. Then I go home, and the whole process starts all over again. Some people say that they die a little every day. I say that I feel like someone or something important to me literally dies every day. At least every work day.” 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t know that you were so unhappy. Looking around though, I think most of the people here just showed up so that they could get out of their parents’ basement for a while. I don’t think that any of the people here can help you with your dream,” I said. 
 
    “It’s five. It just started. Only losers show up to things like this on time,” Thad nodded. “But there will almost certainly be people here from the island. They will be from every cold weather state. Don’t get me wrong, I love Acme, but I’d love to play something, anything other than the Acme Comedy Club. There will probably be people here from New York, from Boston, hell even Chicago, hell even Burlington, Vermont.  
 
    I’ve got my act down. I think that it resonates with the audience and doesn’t compromise my artistic integrity. Which was a really sticky wicket.” 
 
    “I loved your show when the girls and I went to it,” I said. 
 
    “You thought it was better than some nationally known comedians, didn’t you?” Thad leaned toward me. 
 
    “Yeah, but maybe it’s just because I know you. Plus, I don’t really go very deep on comics. And I don’t really do comedy. You’d be a better judge. Are there nationally known comedians that you, being as objective toward yourself as you can, think that you are better than?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Thad nodded. 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not naming names,” Thad shook his head. 
 
    “Give me some names, Thad,” I insisted. 
 
    “I said that I’m not naming names,” Thad repeated. 
 
    “Give me one name, Thad,” I demanded. 
 
    “The Blue Collar Comedy guys,” Thad sighed. “I’m blue collar too. We’re not that stupid. They’re not that stupid either. They’re just cynically pretending to be morons.” 
 
    “You know Vonnegut once wrote something like we are the people who we’re pretending to be. So we have to be very careful about the people who we’re pretending to be,” I observed. 
 
    “Exactly,” Thad said. “Enough of the chit chat though. I know that you don’t have comedy connections. So I’m going to go do the old meet and greet with these other freaks because hope springs eternal.” 
 
    “I’ll be at the bar ignoring everyone until our mystery man comes in,” I turned back toward the bar. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Thad decided. 
 
    I slugged down my screwdriver. Then I ordered just an orange juice and felt weird for ordering an orange juice at a bar. Some people tried to talk to me. I spoke to them in Chinese. They left. 
 
    It was getting pretty late in the game. The networking event finished at seven. And it was half past six. The lobby was pretty full of people. I occasionally saw Thad shaking hands as I scanned the sixty or seventy people over and over again looking for the man who had left a laptop bag full of twenty thousand dollars in cash behind for a mysterious BASE jumper. 
 
    I scanned the crowd again and again. And then he was there! He was just suddenly standing off to one side talking to an older woman. 
 
    Get away from him, grandma! He’s mine. 
 
    I walked toward him. Unlike the shell museum director who couldn’t behave badly at a place like this, I had no problem ignoring and even pushing past people as I wordlessly walked by others who had their hand out for a handshake. I walked right up to this mystery man. 
 
    I turned to the old woman he was talking with, and I said, “He and I have something important to discuss, and it doesn’t involve you.” 
 
    Her faded blue eyes took on a lot color. Her face twisted into a jealous scowl. But she shuffled off. 
 
    “That was incredibly rude,” the man snapped at me. 
 
    “What I said was true,” I insisted.  
 
    “We have something important to discuss?” he squinted. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. 
 
    “Which is?” he was clearly irked. 
 
    “Why did you leave twenty thousand dollars in a laptop bag for the BASE jumper who distracted from the jewel theft that you’re involved in?” I asked. 
 
    He cast furtive glances in all directions before he said, “You haven’t gone to the cops.” 
 
    “Not yet,” I replied. “I want us to talk.” 
 
    He sighed and said, “Not here.” 
 
    “Then where?” I asked. 
 
    “My house in Sanibel. I know it’s safe. I can give you the address. We can meet there in like fifteen minutes,” he breathed in a loud whisper. 
 
    “You know what happens if you give me the wrong address, or if this is some kind of ruse,” I whispered. 
 
    “Of course,” he smiled a wry half grin. “I knew this whole situation was going to be a problem.” 
 
    I found Thad. He hadn’t found his big break, but he had found an attractive, but short young, gay man with bleach blonde hair, a nose ring, and bright green eyes who seemed to be romantically interested in Thad for reasons that weren’t immediately obvious to me. 
 
    I pulled Thad aside and told him what had happened. I told him the address of this mystery man. 
 
    “Great,” he nodded in that way. “That’s super close to Farhad’s. I’ll drop you off there and tell you how you can walk home from there.” 
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    My mystery man had a name. It was Khiem, but everyone in America (besides his family) called him Key. 
 
    I felt an immediate connection to him. Angie isn’t short for Angela. It’s short for Anjali. I starting going by Angie when some kids started to make fun of me. I imagined Key being called Khiem in that painful initial roll call every new school year. I imagined kids chuckling until they found out that he went by Key. 
 
    It’s a pretty cool nickname, and I hope that Jim and Bob were jealous. 
 
    Key and I were sitting out on a screened in lanai looking out at a small swimming pool and a backyard mostly full of orange and key lime trees. But in the middle of the yard, surrounded by all that immature citrus that hung like little green testicles by those glossy leaves on wrinkled, twisted limbs the color of elephant hide, was the most unusual tree that I had ever seen. It looked like some kind of palm with the slight curve of an erection, but it was capped with the least sexy foliage imaginable. It looked like four fronds in the shape of a bushy, straw colored moustache under bushy, straw colored eyebrows. It looked like the bleach blonde palm tree version of Groucho Marx without the glasses. And for some reason it conjured an image of a walrus and Dr. Seuss’ Lorax in my mind. Behind the trees was the jungle primeval. An unruly mélange of plants in various shades of green and yellow spilled out toward a small river that probably would have only been called a creek back home in Minnesota. There was a narrow path down to the river that had obviously been cut into that thicket. Presumably, someone trimmed those plants too so that they didn’t get high enough to obstruct the view of the river. The river itself was brown and comically slow moving. Huck Finn would get farther swimming than he would by launching a raft into that weary current. Fish, pretty big fish, jumped out of the water periodically and landed with an impressive splash. 
 
    Key looked more handsome than ever. I hadn’t really noticed the first time just how fit he was. The black golf shirt and khaki pants that he wore showed off a frame that was slim but strong. The black color went well with those intriguing black eyes that showed such a depth but also a sensitivity and a nuance that I had never seen in the eyes of a man who I hoped was still on the prowl. As I studied his face, I thought that I didn’t know if I would’ve found him attractive as a young man. He might have been just too much pure testosterone. The jaw might have been just a bit too sharp. His eyes probably would’ve been just the normal roving, leering eyes of most young men. There would’ve been nothing distinct about him. He would have been of a piece with his college classmates, indistinguishable. No, I probably wouldn’t have liked him. But now, now, he looked like the hottest professor in law school. And that look was doing a lot for me. But I had to concentrate. I had to clear Farhad if I could. 
 
    He looked up at me with those powerful, expressive eyes again, and I almost melted. He took a sip off of his iced tea. He had done his best to make me an iced coffee. (Frankly, he’d done a poor job, but nobody’s perfect.) He said that he wasn’t able to process alcohol very well. So he usually didn’t keep any around. 
 
    Key spoke, “If it’s alright with you, I’m going to try to explain how I got involved in this, what I know, and some other things. This may be a long story. I think that I will have to tell you a lot about myself for context. Because I fear that if I cut to the chase you will have more questions than if I give you the whole story. That being said, if you have questions, please ask. I hope that we can be honest with each other, and I hope that we can both understand where we are coming from and come to some kind of agreement about where we go from here.” 
 
    “There’s nothing in the world that I would like more than that,” I had to try not to coo. 
 
    “So I was born in Vietnam. I only spent the first three years of my life there. My father was a diplomat. His first foreign post was in Iran. I grew up learning not just our language, but Farsi, and English. Farsi is the language that people speak in Iran. Iran is in the Middle East, obviously, but it’s not Arabic, it’s Persian.  
 
    I spent several years with my family in Iran. Then my father got moved to Egypt. I continued my studies in Farsi and English and I also learned Arabic. That helped me greatly in my career.” 
 
    “What is your career?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t like talking about it,” Key observed. 
 
    “Then why do you go to networking events?” I asked. 
 
    “I love to listen to people. I love to listen to what people are passionate about, what drives them, or what they hope to achieve,” Key replied. 
 
    “What do you do when they ask about you?” I wondered. 
 
    “I find that few people ask about me when I show a lot of interest in them,” Key stated. 
 
    “You’re accidentally doing your own little social science experiment,” I observed. 
 
    “In a way,” Key agreed. 
 
    “But what is your career?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m a consultant now. Before that I worked for the State Department as a translator,” Key replied. 
 
    “Why did you leave the State Department?” I asked. 
 
    “Retired,” Key declared. 
 
    “I’m glad you encouraged me to ask questions if I had them. Because this is like twenty questions. Why did you retire from the State Department?” I demanded. “You’re still working.” 
 
    “Honestly?” Key turned to look at me. 
 
    “No, I want you to lie to me,” I said. 
 
    “Well, this is going to sound undiplomatic, but the reason that I left was because I felt that my own personal worldview or politics or whatever you want to call it was just too out of step with where we were going. To the point where I no longer thought that I could serve effectively in government,” Key declared. 
 
    “Meaning?” I leaned toward him. 
 
    “I quit over the Iraq war. The Middle East was my beat. I knew that the Iraq war was a colossal mistake. I’ve spent most of my life working in that region. I knew it would be a disaster, and I knew that what W and the rest of the administration were saying about Iraq was either false or distorted. I tried to raise a ruckus, but it’s not appropriate for a translator to be infringing on policy. So I kept my head down until I got my pension. Then I headed for the doors thinking that it could never get any worse than that. 
 
    Now we have Trump, and I can tell you that the general esprit de corps among the few veterans left in the State Department is a constant nagging feeling that it just might be time to bite into the cyanide capsule if you’re more than a couple of years away from being fully vested,” Key said. 
 
    “So I bet you’ve been in the room with a lot of world leaders and heard talk of all kinds of secret negotiations, espionage, and intrigue,” I smiled. 
 
    “After spending several years in Egypt,” Key continued as if he hadn’t heard me. “My dad was sent to the United States, and we lived in New York. The Vietnam War was going on at that time, and it was touch and go about whether or not my dad still had a job. 
 
    Eventually, two things became clear. One, the Vietnamese government, supported by the Americans, was not going to be able to defeat the communists. Two, as a government official of the old regime, my dad became a war criminal in Vietnam after the new government seized power, and there was no way that we could ever safely return to the old country. 
 
    So we applied for and were granted asylum in the United States. That was great, but the other side of being a loser in war meant that all of the assets and wealth that my dad had in the old country that could be seized had been seized by the new government. We found ourselves in a foreign land with no job, little money, and pretty bad housing. We jammed eight kids, a grandmother, and my parents into a little three bedroom fifth floor walkup out in Queens. 
 
    No one would hire my dad to do anything other than wait tables. Which he did at two restaurants. He quickly saved enough money for a down payment and secured a small business loan so that my mom could open up a nail salon. All of us kids worked there. I know how to do a high end mani/pedi with polish.” 
 
    “Really,” I laughed. 
 
    “At the same time, I obtained my GED. My education before I had lived in America was all with private tutors. So to get into an American university, I had to get some kind of high school equivalency, and I had to take the SAT. Which I did. 
 
    That next fall, I was a sixteen year old freshman enrolled in an East Coast university…” 
 
    “You know, you guys sound more pompous when you do the whole fake modesty,” I did my best stuffed shirt impersonation, “’East Coast university.’ You went to an Ivy League school. Just own it. Just say it. Don’t you understand how snotty you sound when you pretend like you’re the Joe Six Pack of Harvard?” 
 
    “You have to understand that these Trumpers hate what they see as the elite. I don’t want to say that I went to Harvard to some MAGA meathead and end up getting beat up over my college choice,” Key rejoined. 
 
    At first I thought that he might have a point. Then I thought that, no, even Trumpers have to know that East Coast university is code for Ivy League. No one says that they went to an East Coast university when they went to Rutgers. Even the MAGA crowd had to know that. 
 
    “How did you know that I went to Harvard?” Key asked. 
 
    “You have the look of the most handsome professor there,” I said. 
 
    There was no visible change in his demeanor after I said that. 
 
    “Really?” he said. 
 
    “That and my dad and mom went there,” I said. 
 
    “But you didn’t?” Key gasped. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. 
 
    “Who were your dad and mom? Maybe I know them,” Key beamed. 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t know them,” I laughed a nervous laugh. “That was a looong time ago.” 
 
    “I’m not a spring chicken,” Key pointed out. 
 
    “My mom was Priya Iyer. My dad is Winston Harrison,” I eventually said. 
 
    “No shit? Winston Harrison is your father! Wow, you come from good genes! Yeah, I know Winston. Two years behind me.  
 
    You know, I saw a list of the top fifty all time black scientists in any field, and your dad was on that list,” Key smiled. 
 
    “Since when is anthropology a science?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a social science,” Key nodded. “Top fifty all time. God, what’s he doing these days?” 
 
    “He’s a special assistant in the anthropology department at the University of Minnesota,” I replied. 
 
    “Wow, well Minnesota is lucky to have him,” Key observed. “He’s one of just a handful of people in the world where if all they did was come to campus and put their feet up on their desk, sit there, and do nothing all day, they’d still be worth hiring just so you could brag that Winston f’n Harrison works there.” 
 
    “Well, he does more than that,” I decided. 
 
    “I’m sure he does,” Key nodded. “So did you go to the University of Minnesota then, since your dad was there?” 
 
    “I did,” I agreed. 
 
    “Well, I went to Harvard. See, this is me owning it,” Key chuckled. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “Everything that I have told you so far is context for the story that I’m about to tell. And this story leads directly to the delicate situation that we find ourselves in at this moment,” Key sighed. 
 
    “I’m all ears,” I grinned a halfway grin. 
 
    “In my first year at Harvard, I wrote a paper that advocated for decentralizing the role of the Shah in Iran. (Iran was still run by the Shah at that time.) And giving the people of Iran an opportunity to serve in a parliamentary system both so that the people of Iran would have a greater opportunity for autonomy, and, more importantly, as a democratic check on the Shah, who I knew from my Iranian friends was widely despised in Iran. My hope was that democratic participation would serve to channel an undercurrent of revolutionary politics away from factions that were very hostile to the Shah, the United States, and our allies.  
 
    The faculty liked the paper so much that they submitted it on my behalf to some of the leading foreign policy journals. The paper was widely published and attracted a lot of attention internationally among serious foreign policy wonks. 
 
    Because of that, I was able to secure a coveted fellowship with an Iranian academic organization in Tehran. I was only seventeen, and too young to actually accept the fellowship, but they never asked for my age. And I never told them. 
 
    When I returned to Iran for the first time in many years, I realized that this internship was not completely safe, maybe even perilous. They wanted me to act as liaison between a powerful group that supported the Shah and a powerful, emerging group that was frankly close to outright revolt. 
 
    I immediately realized that the situation in Iran was much worse than my friends in Tehran had reported or likely even known. And the paper that I had written from afar had been far too tepid and optimistic. Before I was even halfway through my internship I knew that revolution was probably inevitable. 
 
    It’s a really hopeless feeling being an interlocutor and attending all of these meetings that you know won’t make a damn bit of difference. It was…Kafkaesque to say the least.  
 
    The reason that a seventeen year old kid from Harvard had been dispatched to negotiate with revolutionaries was because I was American. I had credibility because of that. Certainly not because the revolutionaries liked America or me. I had credibility because almost the only thing that everyone agreed on in Iran was that the Shah was an American puppet. If the think tank had sent one of their Iranian scholars to negotiate, the man would’ve been dismissed out of hand. He would not have been seen as having any power to make sure that the revolutionary side’s demands led to actual policy changes.  
 
    The revolutionary side hated me. But they tolerated me…I think merely to give the pretense of not acting rashly or hastily. They met with me to look reasonable in the hearts and minds of more moderate Iranians. I say this because they never agreed to anything other than more talks. I was unable to get them to agree to even a single compromise. 
 
    But there was one person who would be in those meetings sometimes who didn’t hate me. She was the teenage or early twenties daughter of one of those revolutionaries. We often met at his house where she would serve us tea. 
 
    And she had eyes like…I mean wow. I was transported. I believe that Persian women have an ability to communicate with their eyes that is unrivaled in the West. And she was so far beyond the other Persian women that she is beyond even that lofty comparison. 
 
    Those brown eyes, so wise and sensual beyond their years. I can see them right now in my mind. Those were the eyes of Cleopatra, the eyes of Scheherazade come to life and standing right in front of me. They spoke of such peerless intelligence, such a clear and undisturbed mind, and such an absolute perfect love. 
 
    And yes, I knew that she loved me when she looked at me with those brown eyes. And I looked back with as much mystery and reckless passion as I dare, while in the room with her revolutionary father who probably would’ve killed me if he knew that his daughter was in love with me. 
 
    But the secret of our love made it stronger. When our furtive glances would meet, I felt all the ecstasy of a first kiss, all the mad fury of sexual delight, and the eternal happiness of marriage. Except that it was pure and unrefined. It was just a raw, shapeless, naked love made closer to its distilled essence by the lack of any kind of consummation. 
 
    Ours was a forbidden love, but it burned bright in our eyes. We took a vacation to Venice together arm and arm as the gondolier sang a barcarole while the blood orange sun sank. I took our daughter into my arms as she looked on with doting kindness. And we walked through the streets of Tehran, through the empty streets of a city. Everyone else had disappeared in the presence of our overpowering love. 
 
    It may sound crazy to you, but I saw all of these things in her eyes, and, in her way, she made it obvious to me that she also saw them in mine. To us, we went to all of these places. We really did all of these things…” 
 
    “You don’t sound crazy to me,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “So one day I was over at her house. As usual, my negotiations had failed. This daughter, I don’t even know her name. Her dad didn’t feel that she was important enough to even introduce. She came up to me. Again I smelled her unique perfume, rosewater, just a hint of sandalwood, and some mystery flower that I’ve never smelled on anyone but her. Maybe it’s a flower that can only grow in her radiance. 
 
    She came up to me and said in a very low voice, ‘Get to Qom.’ 
 
    I looked wildly around. It could mean my life, maybe hers too if our love was uncovered. No one had seen us. Then I realized why she had risked talking to me. It was happening! 
 
    The Iranian revolution was starting! And, as an American, I had to get the hell out of Iran ASAP. 
 
    So I said that I’d come back to the group after another round of negotiating with the Shah’s group. I left. 
 
    I got on my little motorcycle, stopped by my place to get a few essential things, and I headed to Qom. Things happened quickly. 
 
    I had to get through three checkpoints. Fortunately, I had been wise enough to pack my old Vietnamese passport along with my United States one. They were surprised to see a Vietnamese passport at every checkpoint and commented on it. But they let me through. 
 
    I heard gunshots and explosions in the background as I made my way out of Tehran. But I encountered no obstacles after I left Tehran and made good time to Qom. I got directions to the airport and presented my Vietnamese passport again. This was more of a gamble. My Vietnamese passport was from before the new Vietnamese government had taken over and issued new passports. My passport had not expired, but it was no longer current. Fortunately, they didn’t notice. And I bought a one way ticket to Cairo. From Cairo, I bought a one way ticket to London. From London, I bought a one way ticket to New York. And I spent every dollar that I had made from that internship escaping the revolution.  
 
    But some were much less fortunate. 
 
    I didn’t think about the Shah, the Iranian revolution, and the rest of the internship much after it was all behind me, except for that bewitching woman. I think of her all the time. Perhaps it’s why I never married. Maybe I was hoping that she’d just call me out of the blue and say let’s get married. I swear that even today, if she called me and said to meet her somewhere in five minutes because we’re getting married, I’d do it. 
 
    But I never thought that I’d ever really hear from her again. But then lo and behold this strange letter, covered in the scent of her perfume, written in Farsi arrives one day. She asked me if I would do her a favor. She didn’t say what it was. She just told me that if my answer was yes, I should find a certain account on a certain encrypted app and we would talk further. 
 
    Well, I was in love. And she saved my life. 
 
    So anyway, eventually she tells me that what she wants me to do is to take ten different ATM cards that were going to mysteriously show up in my mailbox some Sunday, withdraw two hundred dollars every week with each one of those cards for ten weeks, put the money in a briefcase, sit at the far end of this South Seas bar at a specific time, and just leave the briefcases behind and get out of there. 
 
    That’s literally all I knew. Now from what you said, I surmise that what I did was pay off that BASE jumper distraction, which likely means that my true love is a cutout and ringleader for the Iranian government’s effort to reclaim the Turquoise Egg by means fair or foul,” Key sighed. 
 
    “So you think that this is an official Iranian government project,” I stated. 
 
    “Officially unofficial,” Key nodded. “They’re using my love as a cutout so that if she goes down, she’s close, but not officially connected to the government. They’re probably not using any of their own people. I’m guessing that they hired a team of highly skilled international jewel thieves. Such people aren’t that hard to find, if you know where to look. But my guess is that the leader of the theft was someone that the Iranian government trusts more than they trust mercenary jewel thieves. My guess is that the person who led the theft is an Iranian American with local knowledge who wouldn’t look out of place on the island, who may even be lukewarm at best toward the revolution and progressive in a lot of ways, but who certainly believes that Iran has been cheated out of one of its classic treasures and is willing to do something to right that perceived wrong even if it requires stealing. It’s probably a pretty strange but effective group of bedfellows.” 
 
    “Would the people involved in this care if that Iranian American was gay…in your opinion?” I wondered. 
 
    “There’s a lot that can be overlooked in things that aren’t official. There’s probably nothing too egregious to them if the person is competent,” Key nodded. “In my opinion.” 
 
    “Do you think that the woman, your long distance lover, was in Sanibel or Captiva? Maybe still is?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course I’ve thought about it, dreamed about it, longed for it, but it’s impossible. If she’s the cutout, then it would be careless if she left Iran. And I believe that a lot of Americans think of the Iranian government as religious crackpot fanatics, but the Iranians are very calculating. Unfortunately for me, the Iranians are not careless,” Key sighed. 
 
    I took a drink of my terrible iced coffee. 
 
    “So are you going to turn me in?” Key asked. 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t dare put someone with your boyish good lucks in prison,” I smiled my most charming smile. 
 
    At that point, his phone rang. He fished it out of his pants pocket. He looked at it and scowled. 
 
    “I have to take this,” he sighed. 
 
    Key listened for a long time before he just said, “Ok,” and hung up. 
 
    “I have to go,” he insisted. “You’re sure we’re cool.” 
 
    “Yes, but we could be even cooler,” I leaned toward him. 
 
    “That’ll have to wait for another time,” he insisted. 
 
    I don’t know what came over me, but I attacked that man. I jumped up, and I almost violently kissed him. 
 
    His eyes were wide. He took a step back with a stagger. It was obvious that he hadn’t realized that I was romantically interested in him until that moment, and that he had never considered me until then. 
 
    “What, you don’t like?” I asked. 
 
    “N-n-n-ooo,” he sputtered. “I like very much. You’re…you’re like a-a sexier version of Norah Jones-not that Norah’s not sexy, but I really have to go. 
 
    If-if you’re in town for a while. I can I can get your number. I don’t really even have time for that, but I’ll make time. Hopefully this business uh finishes quickly. 
 
    But I have to catch a plane.” 
 
    I gave him my number. He was so cute when he was nervous. He was like a shy schoolboy. I didn’t think that it was possible to be any more attracted to him, but I was. 
 
    I set out to walk back to Farhad’s. It was dark. And I mean dark. There are no lights in Sanibel, at least none that I could see. I didn’t dare walk on the street. So I walked along Key’s lawn. And then! I saw it! 
 
    It was a person! It looked like an old woman bent over like the old crone in the young girl/old crone picture where you can see two different people in the same image. It was her! It was that mysterious Iranian woman! Was she here for Key? Was she here to warn me? Or was she here to harm me? 
 
    Or was she a mailbox? 
 
    She was a mailbox.    
 
    I almost walked into it. 
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    I found everyone in the lounge when I got back to Farhad’s place.  
 
    “There are leftovers in the fridge,” Farhad told me. “Or, if you just want a drink, you can sneak behind the bar and take whatever you want. I know I’m a terrible host, but I’m in the middle of a snooker tournament right now. I do hope that you will join us for the second round. We would love to have you, and it would give us an even number of players.” 
 
    I didn’t feel like eating anything. My stomach was still full of ecstatic butterflies from attacking Key with a kiss. I believed that I could still taste his lips on mine. Food would just wash that away. But a beer… 
 
    I went behind the bar. I eventually found what I was pretty sure was a beer. I found a bottle opener and popped the top to a chorus of bubbles and a slight exhale of steam. 
 
    Thad was already sitting at the bar by the time I got back around to the pink and white bar stools on the other side. 
 
    “I’m a terrible snooker player,” Thad confessed. 
 
    By which I guess he meant that he was first loser in their tournament? Well, he was playing Farhad, and it’s his table. 
 
    “I have a question for you,” I said. 
 
    “Which is?” Thad perked up. 
 
    “I’m no Islamic scholar, but this can’t possibly be halal can it?” I asked turning the label of my beer bottle toward Thad. 
 
    “That isn’t Arabic,” Thad studied the label. “That’s Farsi. I know that much.” 
 
    “Yes, but the Iranian Republic is an Islamic Republic isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, duh,” Thad studied the bottle. “Maybe it only looks like beer, and it’s some kind of soda.” 
 
    I took a drink. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that it’s technically beer, Thad,” I declared. 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t have taken that. Maybe that was like some black market Iranian beer that Farhad had to trade two brand new pairs of jeans and a Michael Jackson album for,” Thad decided. 
 
    “He said anything. I just wanted a beer. I would’ve even settled for cheap, mass market domestic. This seemed to be the only beer that he had,” I said. 
 
    “Well, enjoy it, and just hope he wasn’t saving his black market Persian home brew for the wedding,” Thad shook his head. 
 
    “Where’s that guy you were with?” I asked. 
 
    “He just wanted to sugar,” Thad sighed. 
 
    “Everyone wants sugar,” I replied. 
 
    “No, see, you don’t know what I’m talking about because you’re not a total bitch...” 
 
    “I’m going to put that on my tombstone. ‘Thad said she wasn’t a total bitch’,” I laughed. 
 
    “Sugaring is when you only give affection to someone after they give you a large gift, or take you on a fancy vacation, or something like that. It’s basically high class prostitution, and I wouldn’t pay it on principle,” Thad announced. 
 
    I took another drink of my black market beer. 
 
    “Well, maybe if I had like a lot of money,” Thad hedged. “But where’s your little daddy issue.” 
 
    “Please don’t say that Thad. He didn’t get the hint and kept insisting on finding out when my dad went to Harvard. And guess what?” I shook my head. 
 
    “What?” Thad leaned toward me. 
 
    “He did know my dad when he was in college. In fact, he was actually two years ahead of my dad. However, my boy started at sixteen, which means that they’re basically the same age. 
 
    But that didn’t stop me, Thad. I attacked that man. Like a cougar,” I confessed. 
 
    “If anyone is a cougar in all of this it’s him,” Thad declared. “So what happened? Give me all the juicy details.” 
 
    “His phone rang. He said he had to take it. After the phone call, he said he had to leave immediately. Then I jumped on him and kissed him. He has my number. Hopefully he’ll be back in Sanibel by the wedding. 
 
    I didn’t get everything that I wanted. But I did fluster him,” I smiled. 
 
    “Wow, you flustered a cagey vet like that! Way to go, Angie. High five!” Thad beamed. 
 
    I gave him a high five. 
 
    “What about Farhad, his fiancée, Nez, and the mystery,” Thad whispered. 
 
    “I think that Key, that’s his name, has a lot of experience with stuff like this,” I whispered. “I think he’s right. The theft is part of an officially unofficial Iranian operation using a female cutout who’s running things from Iran through a local person. Key believed that the local person would be an Iranian American who may hold progressive views, or even be gay, but who also feels like the Turquoise Egg has been wrongfully stolen from the Iranian people and is willing to break the law to ensure that it’s returned. This Iranian American would have local knowledge, and wouldn’t stand out down here.” 
 
    Thad let out a long sigh, “Then it can’t be Nez. No one would trust him to dog sit. It’s Farhad…or this mystery fiancée. I don’t even recall his name. Oh, well, I guess we’ll find out soon enough. The wedding will be happening in just a couple of days. Good work, Ang. I don’t like where this is going, but…” 
 
    “Maybe it is the fiancée,” I tried to cheer him up. “Does he speak with a British accent?” 
 
    “I can’t remember his name, but I know if he speaks in a British accent?” Thad snapped. 
 
    I recoiled. I took a slow drink of black market beer. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Thad hung his head. “I just don’t want it to be Farhad. And it is. I can just feel it in my bones.” 
 
    Eventually the snooker tournament finished up. Dave actually beat Farhad in the championship game. 
 
    “My parents always told me to study hard and go to college,” Dave smiled. “But I haven’t used algebra since my last day in algebra class. And I just won a snooker tournament as a middle aged man because I lived in a pool hall during my early teens. So who’s right now, dad?”  
 
    “Everybody has daddy issues tonight,” Thad smiled. 
 
    “I want to tell you all,” Farhad announced. “That my fiancée Dana will be here tomorrow. We’re two peas in a pod. We love to be together all the time. But because we’re so similar, we both have the same superstitions. And we both believe that it’s bad luck for us to see each other before the wedding.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got a great idea,” I said. 
 
    “Which is?” Farhad asked. 
 
    “Since Thad and I are single here, why don’t Thad and I hang out with you guys and act as scouts? Your old friend, Thad, can hang out with you, Farhad. And I can hang out with this Dana, and we can act as lookouts to make sure that your paths never cross,” I suggested. 
 
    Farhad looked surprised. 
 
    “I’m an excellent conversationalist,” I added. 
 
    “Well, you’ve got great taste in beer,” Farhad smiled. “I was just dumbstruck by what a good idea that was. You two would seriously volunteer to help us out like that?” 
 
    “What are friends for?” Thad cast a quick glance at me. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Farhad beamed. “Now let’s all play another snooker tournament. I can’t have David Cross leaving my home with a winning record.” 
 
    “You’re a clever one,” Thad whispered to me. 
 
    Dana, Farhad’s future hubby, was extremely attractive. He looked like a guy who might walk into in grocery store in Los Angeles, into the view of a producer, and end up landing the lead role in some Hollywood blockbuster. He really did look like the Persian version of George Clooney. Except that Dana did a better job of grooming his eyebrows.  
 
    He also spoke English with a British accent. Or, I guess proper English some might say. 
 
    He was tall though, obviously taller than 5’6”. And I thought that, if anything, I would overestimate the height of a guy pointing a gun at me. But maybe it was an unconscious defense mechanism…Maybe Gertrude Weisswalder actually underestimated the height of the people who pointed a gun at her to make them seem smaller and more psychically manageable. It was possible. She was a weirdo. Plus, eyewitness testimony is often shockingly inaccurate. Take the Asian or Asian American BASE jumper who was obviously black, for example. 
 
    Dana’s appearance made quite an impression on me, but he ruined that almost as soon as he opened his mouth. The first thing that he told me after greetings and introductions was that Dana meant wise. Then he launched into stories about his business. He went into great detail explaining how he’d hoodwinked some Belgian, how he’d bamboozled someone in India, and how he’d screwed the Chinese.  
 
    It was not immediately clear to me why he was telling me about all of the business dealings he had fleeced people in. My best guess is that he thought that being smart enough to be able to take advantage of people was a sign of genius, maybe even more than a sign. 
 
    Then he had me clear the way to the library so he could read me some poetry that he had written. It had been published, and he insisted that there were several copies in the library. 
 
    He proceeded to read me poetry that had been written in Farsi. I tried to tell him that I didn’t understand Farsi. 
 
    He just raised a single finger at me like some old schoolmarm reading to a kid that’s just starting to act out a little. 
 
    Then he kept on reading. 
 
    I don’t know why so many poets read their poems like Dana. He would stop to savor random words (which to me was like listening to someone savor gibberish) as if they were transcendent. As if poetry was like great sex that transported you somewhere magical. 
 
    That kind of grandstanding is unique to poets and spoken word artists in my opinion. I wrote a book. You don’t see me reading to people from it and savoring each word like it’s my priceless and enduring gift to humankind. 
 
    You don’t see visual artists calling people into their studios specifically for that final brush stroke that will suddenly make everything full of an ineffable beauty. 
 
    Musicians almost write poetry, but even musicians don’t act like poets. The musicians I’ve known are impossibly ironic. I don’t know that they hold a single genuine belief other than wanting to feel the music and get laid. 
 
    And Dana wouldn’t stop. He must’ve read twenty poems that were just complete nonsense to me. 
 
    Finally, I suggested that we sneak into the lounge and get a drink. And, thank God, he agreed. 
 
    There was only one more thing of note that happened. Sometime in the afternoon, Dana took a strange call. 
 
    Thad and I had a plan to meet up after our quarry retired for the evening. And it was a long, dreary afternoon and evening before that finally happened.  
 
    Fortunately, both Dana and Farhad turned in early, in separate bedrooms obviously given their superstitious beliefs, in preparation for the big day. Thad was already in the lounge when I got there at just after half past nine. Jace and her partner and Dave and his partner were nowhere to be found. 
 
    Thad was behind the bar, and he looked like a bartender at work in an empty bar in a posh hotel at ten in the morning on a Tuesday, except that his tank top was clearly visible. He was inspecting champagne flutes for water spots when I arrived. Holding first this glass, then the next, at various angles to catch the light. 
 
    “I’m bartending for the wedding tomorrow,” Thad told me. “I want to make sure that everything is in order. It’s going to be a late night.” 
 
    I nodded, but Thad couldn’t have seen it. He had picked up another champagne flute and was twirling it in the light. 
 
    “How did it go?” I asked Thad. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind,” Thad said, “but I’m going to make an inventory of everything I need out of storage while we talk. Assuming Farhad has it in storage, which I pray to God he does.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” I replied. 
 
    But as he started talking, I realized that I kind of did mind. It was hard to follow what he was saying when he was saying it mostly bent over beneath the bar and not making any eye contact. 
 
    So I really had to listen as he began, “The first thing that I need to say is that I really forgot just how wonderful a man Farhad is.” 
 
    “Remarkably gracious and generous guy,” I agreed. “He lets some people that he doesn’t know from Adam and Eve stay here, even while he’s not here, just on the word of an old friend. I don’t think that a lot of people would trust their friends that much. Of course, most people might be right not to trust their friends that much, but Farhad does.  
 
    Plus, he’s just the consummate host. He’s the guy that throws the dinner parties that everyone actually wants to go to.” 
 
    “He’s totally that guy,” Thad agreed. “And he and I haven’t spent much time together in years. And certainly he and I haven’t spent as much time alone together as we did today since we were an item. 
 
    And I was reminded that things just work between me and Farhad. I mean, I really believe that we could be such a great comedy team that we would go down in history, you know like Martin and Lewis or Cheech and Chong…” 
 
    “I don’t know that I’ve ever heard anyone link Martin and Lewis with Cheech and Chong as all-time great comedy teams,” I laughed. 
 
    “Well, people should start,” Thad insisted. “Cheech and Chong don’t get enough credit for just how smart their comedy was. They’re not just a couple of idiot stoners. I saw Cheech on Jeopardy! He cleaned up. I mean, granted, it was Celebrity Jeopardy! And back then the celebrity version was ridiculously easy. But Cheech was the only contestant who ever made it look ridiculously easy.” 
 
    “Really?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Really,” Thad rummaged around and clinked some bottles. “It was many years ago. Maybe before your time.” 
 
    “Can I get a screwdriver?” I asked. 
 
    Thad stood up and looked at me. 
 
    “I’m a little busy right now,” he shook his head. 
 
    “Then can I sneak back there and make one?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll make you one,” Thad decided. 
 
    “I’m not scheduled to be bartender until tomorrow,” Thad said under his breath as he mixed my drink and clanked it down in front of me. 
 
    “So back to you and Farhad,” I suggested. 
 
    Thad’s tone changed as he said, “As I was saying, Farhad and I have everything that it takes to be a legendary comedy team. We’re a hilariously mismatched pair, Farhad is the best straight man, and I can seal the deal with a great, witty quip. 
 
    In fact, Farhad is the best straight man that I’ve ever met. And it’s so hard to be a good straight man. In some ways, it’s harder than being the clown. The straight man has to build the joke from the ground up. And jokes are, by nature, ridiculous. So the straight man also has to be a great con man. They have to be able to sell the audience on the premise of the joke. And of course the best straight men are the not so straight men, like Cheech, who add something humorous of their own on the way to the clown’s punch line. And Farhad is so good at all of that. He’s such a brilliant straight man, or not so straight man, because he knows the punchline, or at least a punchline, as well as I do, so he’s strategic in his setup. He deliberately sets up things that he knows are going to be funny. He really has a rare talent. In the comedy world there is an abundance of clowns and an absolute dearth of straight men. I don’t know if comedy is going away from the classical straight man/clown duo because there are so few people willing to be straight men, or if there are so few straight men in comedy because the clowns are getting shows and movie and book deals all on their own. Whatever the cause, it’s doing a real injustice to the comedy audience. And I wish that Farhad would agree with me when I tell him that we could and should try to right that great wrong. 
 
    But he just wants to keep running a hugely successful business instead for some reason,” Thad moaned. 
 
    “Doesn’t he know that he could be the Iranian American Cheech?” I asked. 
 
    Thad laughed and said, “I think he knows. I think that he also knows that it would be a poor business decision. 
 
    But I have to say that it was an absolute pleasure to spend a day with that man again. He’s so witty and charming. 
 
    But I have bad news too. 
 
    First, I want to hear about your day though. How did things go with Dana?” 
 
    “Seldom in my life have I met a bigger douche,” I declared. 
 
    Thad laughed a hearty laugh. “He’s that bad is he? I saw the two of you in the library and he appeared to be reading something in Farsi to you when I was scouting for Farhad. And I was wondering what in the hell was going on.” 
 
    “He read his poetry to me,” I moaned. “In spite of my objections. In spite of the fact that I don’t read or understand Farsi. He just forced it on me.” 
 
    “Can you show me where on the doll his poetry touched you?” Thad looked up from behind the bar. 
 
    I laughed. “It was bad touch, Thad. It was definitely a poetic bad touch. 
 
    And when he wasn’t forcing his poetry on me, he was bragging to me about all of his business conquests.” 
 
    “You mean like he sleeps with everyone at his businesses,” Thad looked up from behind the bar again. 
 
    “Get your mind out of the gutter, Thad,” I shook my head. “No, I mean like ruthless businessman screwing local Turkish company kind of stuff. He thinks that kind of stuff is actually something to brag about.” 
 
    “Does he have any good qualities?” Thad laughed as he rummaged through tinkling glass. 
 
    “No,” I declared. 
 
    “Maybe his poetry is good if you know Farsi,” Thad suggested. 
 
    “No,” I repeated. 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” Thad demanded. 
 
    “The way he read it,” I replied. 
 
    “I can’t believe that Farhad would marry a total asshole,” Thad stated. 
 
    “Believe it,” I nodded even though Thad couldn’t see me nod. 
 
    “But I have to tell you something important about Dana,” I added. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I have to tell you something about Farhad,” Thad stood up behind the bar. 
 
    “Dana was on the phone with someone,” I began. 
 
    “Farhad was talking with someone on the phone,” Thad began. 
 
    “Suddenly the topic of the stolen Turquoise Egg seemed to come up,” I said. 
 
    “It sounded like Farhad was talking about the Turquoise Egg with someone,” Thad continued. 
 
    “And Dana said that he was so glad that it had been stolen. And that it belonged in Iran,” I continued. 
 
    “Then Farhad said that he was delighted that the Egg was stolen and hoped it was already back in Iran,” Thad said. 
 
    “Then, suspiciously, Dana looked at me and started speaking in Farsi,” I said. 
 
    “Then, all of a sudden, Farhad started speaking in Farsi for some reason,” Thad said. 
 
    “Wait,” I held up my hand. “They were talking to each other.” 
 
    “Of course,” Thad said. 
 
    “Apparently their superstition doesn’t extend to the telephone. Seems like cheating to me,” I decided. 
 
    “I guess, technically hearing isn’t seeing,” Thad shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I guess,” I agreed. “But where do you draw the line. At texting? They would technically be seeing the thoughts of the other person. At a picture message? They would literally be seeing the other person.” 
 
    “Technology has made superstitions so difficult these days,” Thad decided. 
 
    Then Thad said what we were both thinking. “Dear Lord, it’s both of them isn’t it?” 
 
    “It would appear so,” I sighed. 
 
    “We can’t let Farhad…” 
 
    “It’s our secret,” I agreed. “Our lips are sealed.” 
 
    Thad made a show of buttoning his lips. 
 
    “I was so hoping that it was just Dana, and then you and Farhad could get back together again. And Farhad wouldn’t have to marry a douche,” I observed. 
 
    It looked like Thad was going to cry for a moment. But he just said, “Thanks for thinking of me.” 
 
    Then he went back to work behind the bar. 
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    There’s just something about a wedding that always makes me want to hide in a corner with like sixteen pieces of cake and a bottle of champagne and weep. That feeling was made worse by the eerie sight of a woman in a burqa at the wedding. 
 
    I know that Farhad had tried to pretend like it could be anyone under the burqa. It could be a man. It could be three of Snow White’s seven dwarves standing on each other’s shoulders. But come on. 
 
    It may be my ethnocentrism, but these are my thoughts on the burqa. A burqa is a personal sexual prison for a woman. Period. If a guy was going to hide, he’d hide as a ninja or something. All those dimwits with one stunted chromosome would think that it was so awesome that there was a ninja at the wedding. I could even imagine couples fighting later that night after the man demanded to know why she didn’t let him have a ninja at their wedding. 
 
    A burqa has two jobs. First to obscure the delicate lady parts, like an ankle, that men just can’t help but grope if they are exposed. Second, they create the illusion that there’s no such thing as female sexuality, just some amorphous, vaguely human shaped shadow that you can have your way with if you buy the cow. And a burqa does those two jobs with ruthless efficiency. 
 
    I’m not like most people. You know how some people say something like when you feel down you should just go drive around downtown. And when you see homeless people, you’ll be reminded of how lucky you are. And you’ll feel grateful for your life. 
 
    That has never worked for me. 
 
    If I’m feeling sad, and I see someone who’s even worse off than me, I don’t gloat over it. I feel even worse. Because I know how bad I feel. And there’s someone who’s got it even worse! How horrible is that? 
 
    My guess is that some of the female guests at the wedding saw this burqa and counted their blessings that all they had to deal with was a glass ceiling and unwanted sexual advances. Myself, I felt even worse looking at that burqa. Because glass ceilings and a barrage of unwanted dicks are really bad. But that woman in the burqa might dream of a day when those were her only problems. 
 
    I had never felt worse at a wedding. But I didn’t give in. I did what I usually do. 
 
    I threw myself into the celebration. 
 
    And I checked my phone like a thousand times to see if maybe Key had texted or called. 
 
    He hadn’t. 
 
    As melancholy as it was, it was still beautiful. Things can be sad and beautiful. 
 
    The wedding ceremony was in the front yard. About a hundred people sat in white, wooden chairs arranged in a semicircle, and even more people, including me, stood behind those chairs. The grass looked like emerald colored threads of tinsel, as if the very ground was celebrating. The sky was a flawless blue. The sun seemed impossibly high in the sky, almost like it was the end of a spyglass behind which some distant Godhead was looking down lovingly. It was a perfect seventy degree day. But honestly there were some women wearing fur! 
 
    These Florida freeze babies. What do they think we do in January in Minnesota when it’s like one hundred degrees colder? I’m guessing that they think that if we have to walk more than a block we just ice up in place like a bag of frozen vegetables in a frosty, out of control freezer. But we remain cryogenically preserved so that when July comes and we finally melt, we’re still alive. Otherwise, obviously no one would be able to survive in Minnesota. 
 
    The ceremony itself was nice but of little note. The only thing that was different about it was that this was indeed the first wedding that I had been to with two grooms. That made it a little easier. I didn’t even have a chance at either one. 
 
    They exchanged rings. They kissed. We had a toast. 
 
    Then it was time to party. 
 
    I’m guessing that it will not surprise you to learn that Farhad really knows how to throw a party. There was a wait staff shuttling champagne around constantly. The ballroom was open and dance music rang out in the rafters. 
 
    Thad had to go bartend. So I was on my own. 
 
    I went out onto the dance floor. I danced with the few single, straight guys at the wedding. It was an act of charity. 
 
    Didn’t stop them from trying for more. 
 
    So I finally found a six year old girl who was dancing. She wanted to dance and dance and dance, but she couldn’t find a partner who could keep up with her. 
 
    So I offered to dance with her. 
 
    Here’s a tip for you. When you’re at a wedding, and a six year old girl wants to dance with you, don’t try to match her energy and intensity. 
 
    The mistake most people make when dancing with young kids is that they try to dance with those kids the way that they would dance with anyone else. They try to match up. Don’t do that. First of all, little kids haven’t learned that standard yet, and they don’t care if you do your own mismatched thing. Their idea of dancing is just moving in their own way by somebody else. Second, realize that, even if you want to, you won’t be able to keep up with them. I’m a marathoner, a pretty good marathoner, and I don’t try to keep up with six year old girls. They’re all ultramarathoners.  
 
    So I danced with this girl, in my own way, for hours. She kept up that same frenetic pace the whole time. 
 
    Her little black shoes hammered that white and black chessboard tile floor that Thad had installed. 
 
    (I had to admire Thad’s work a little. The floor seemed flawless. It was beautiful. It was perfectly laid out. It was completely level as far as I could tell. And, and this was important, it seemed spill resistant. Because there was a lot of champagne sloshing around, and some of it was from me.) 
 
    Eventually it was bed time for the little girl. Actually, it was probably way past bed time, but this was a special occasion. 
 
    Her parents thanked me. 
 
    “I don’t know how you keep up with her,” her father observed. 
 
    “I don’t,” I replied. 
 
    He looked at me like he was trying to determine if I had just laid a profound Zen koan on him, was drunk, or was just weird. It didn’t look like he was able to make his mind up between those three. So he turned away, perhaps questioning whether he should’ve let his only daughter dance with me for hours. 
 
    I was really at risk of spiraling into a drunken depression when that little dancing girl left. I looked around the ballroom. It was beginning to thin out. I checked to see if I’d heard from Key. Of course I hadn’t. But I was surprised to see that it was already midnight. 
 
    Then I saw her! Across the room was my salvation! 
 
    A woman over there was trying to drag her husband onto the dance floor. He was just a classic curmudgeon. He had only worn a sweater, or perhaps just put one on over his button down shirt and tie. His slacks looked like the kind of business casual slacks you only find on an endcap at a discount retailer, by housewares. He had his arms crossed. Even from across the room, I could see that he had his lips pressed so tightly together under his bushy white moustache that they were as pale as two long dead earthworms. 
 
    I heroically swept in. I offered to dance with her. 
 
    She turned to him as if to say, “See, I don’t know why you don’t want to dance with me. Even this strange woman who I don’t know from Eve wants to dance with me. I’m in demand.” 
 
    So I danced with her and had a few more glasses of champagne for a while. 
 
    Then I suddenly just had this feeling. I just knew that Key had come through at the eleventh hour and texted me. 
 
    So I parted from the dance floor. I checked my phone again. I was drunk enough to have fresh optimism. 
 
    And, as so often happens to drunks, I was proven wrong by reality. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Then I knew what I had to do. I had to find Thad and be there for him. Farhad had just married a douche. And I just knew that Thad had taken it hard. I had to heroically support him. 
 
    That shows you just how drunk I was. If I had been any less drunk, I would’ve realized that the last thing that Thad would ever want was some drunk chick just suddenly showing up and saying loud enough for everyone to hear, “Do you need a shoulder to cry on now that the only man that you ever loved married someone else?” Or believed that I could make the deep wound of watching the man you hoped to marry marry someone else disappear with a few drunken words like Thad was a three year old who still believed that all the pain associated with a skinned knee would just disappear after mommy kissed the boo boo. 
 
    But I really believed it at that moment. 
 
    So I headed back toward the lounge. To my surprise, the pink and white booths, tables, the pool table, and even that retro bar were completely empty.  
 
    It all seemed to make sense to me, and I thought I remembered Thad saying that he was going to be done at two in the morning. (He had told me no such thing.)  
 
    So I entered the punch code that let me out of the east wing of the house (with the swanky lounge, ballroom, etc.) I walked toward Thad’s bedroom.  
 
    His door was shut, but I knew that he was going to want to hear this. So I knocked softly. There was no response. So I pounded on the door and yelled, “Thad! It’s me. We have to talk.” 
 
    There was still no response. 
 
    Suddenly, for a reason I can only ascribe to drunkenness, I became convinced that Thad had attempted or was attempting suicide in there. I twisted the doorknob to open it, but also threw my shoulder into it like I had to force it open. I fell on my side, and even on Farhad’s plush carpeting, it hurt. 
 
    Plus it had been pointless. Thad wasn’t in his room. 
 
    So it immediately became my mission to find him. I wandered all over the house. I wandered past the library. I walked into the conservatory. 
 
    It was eerie to be in a big dark room with tropical plants and flowers. It looked like the kind of room where the bad guy is waiting to ambush the good girl. Like he might step out from behind a rubber tree or something with a pistol and rather than do the sensible thing and just kill her right there, he holds her hostage until the hero invariably rescues her after she helps in some small way. Perhaps by kicking his gun farther away after our hero knocks it out of the villain’s hand with his Kung Fu. 
 
    I thought about all of this and was giggling. What a weird sight. Some drunken, giggling woman surrounded by tropical plants, flowers, and darkness. 
 
    I cleared that room as if Thad could have been kidnapped by a particularly aggressive Venus fly trap who was holding him in some dark corner. 
 
    And I went through the whole mansion like this. Finally, on the top floor, I saw a light on in a room. And the door was open. I walked up to it. I peeked my drunken head in. I saw a woman. 
 
    I walked in.      
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    “Key’s been good. He still thinks of you often. I can tell,” I stated. 
 
    I looked into her singular brown eyes so alive that the various aspects of the iris seemed like something out of a cinema. It was a theater in the round broadcasting a fantastic story that radiated out of the pupil. Except this time the guy didn’t get the girl, the good guys didn’t win the war, and all of these memories weren’t the key to the meaning of life but rather the key to a prison within a prison. And only the menfolk were officially trusted with that key. And that key might not even open the door to her cell. 
 
    It might just open her chastity belt. 
 
    Those eyes had carefully preserved and dispersed the slow fire of a girl in hiding, a girl who still thought that this was all ridiculous, even if it was serious, hell, especially if it was serious. It was the fire of a girl who knew that the emperor was wearing no clothes. But if the emperor or her father had ever looked at her, she would look like just another normal if strangely enchanting woman. It was obvious at a glance to the rest of us though. To those of us who knew that the emperor wears no clothes. 
 
    Those eyes should be on the flag of an optimistic new nation struggling toward something better. They were on the flag of the Amazons. 
 
    And they looked at me quizzically at first. As if they hadn’t understood. Then they opened wide and enflamed. 
 
    “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t call the cops right now,” I stepped up to her and demanded. 
 
    She stepped back. Then she darted to a closet. She pulled out some weird, little white electronic thing. She plugged it in and set it by the door. The machine released a steady white noise. She shut the door. 
 
    Then she turned to me and said, “If you call the police now, you will create an international incident that no one wants. There are things that you don’t know.” 
 
    “Like?” I demanded. 
 
    “My name is Anahita,” she began. “And you are?” 
 
    “Angie,” I spat. 
 
    “Angie,” Anahita let out a long sigh. “There’s always something that goes wrong with these operations. I was hoping that this time it was just that BASE jumper washing up two doors down from the theft. But it turns out it’s you. 
 
    Let’s discuss this matter open and honestly. I think that if you know the truth, you will see why we can’t report this. 
 
    So, I will start. I will tell you everything. Then you can decide if you want to call the authorities. 
 
    My husband is a distinguished member of the Iranian government. A short time ago he was contacted by a go between, someone who has been judged to be a reliable intermediary for the Israelis.  
 
    He brought a proposal that seemed outrageous. But he insisted that it was serious, and, if undertaken, it could be the most important step in years on the path toward peace and stability in the Middle East. 
 
    Such a thing was toxic, completely toxic to both official governments. So the only possibility for this was unofficial. 
 
    So my husband informed me about it. He said that I was the only one that he could trust to run something like this. He asked me if I would do it. 
 
    I went back and forth over it. I came up with a plan to do it immediately. That was the easy part. I knew that the hard part would be the execution. 
 
    I was undecided about it. I knew that if I said that I could do it, or even if I believed I could do it, I would be made to do it. 
 
    But then I thought of Key. I thought of Key for the first time in years. And it was such a powerful memory. It was like a sunbeam whose warmth makes you realize that you had become numb to the fact that you were chilled to the bone. 
 
    I realized that if I said that I could do this, or at least believed that I could, I would get the best help. I would get help from people who might even be able to track Key down. I might be able to send him a letter. We could be partners. Perhaps not in the way that we were meant to be. But in a way. 
 
    And that was one of the things that made me say yes and undertake this whole foolish venture. The other was that I wanted to be at the wedding of my only son. 
 
    I don’t care that Farhad is marrying another man. I don’t even care that the other man is, how you say, an odious buffoon. Farhad is my son. I insist on being at his wedding. 
 
    So I hoped that this would all fall apart. I hoped that I would be going to Farhad’s wedding just to clean up a failed mission. 
 
    There was so much that had to go right so fast. We had to launder thousands. We had to set up a number of fake local bank accounts. My faith in my tie with Key would be tested. Would he be up for the task? Yes, I had four expert jewel thieves lined up, but I needed someone who knew the lay of the land, someone who could speak English and give commands. I found a British expat who had frequently vacationed on Captiva and had even been in the Weisswalder house once. It’s a miracle it all lined up. And now all I have to do is return to the Middle East with the Turquoise Egg and the Greenberg Ruby…” 
 
    “The Greenberg Ruby?” I could feel myself squint. 
 
    “This is an officially unofficial joint Israeli and Iranian operation,” Anahita stated. “Things always have to start off unofficial. 
 
    The Greenberg Ruby belonged to the mother of a man who serves in the Knesset, Israel’s parliament. It was taken away by the Nazis before his mother was shipped off to her death at Auschwitz.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” I stated. 
 
    “Gertrude Weisswalder didn’t tell you that, did she?” Anahita laughed a dark laugh. “She didn’t tell you that she hired a private investigator to investigate the origins of the Ruby. She was hoping to establish, I believe your word for it is provenance, a history of the piece. Because the history could add to the value of the piece. But she didn’t tell you that she found out that the Ruby had been stolen from a woman by the Nazis, and then the Nazis turned around and killed that woman. No, she didn’t tell anyone. She just paid the private investigator to stay silent, played dumb, and pretended that she didn’t know the bloody history of that Ruby. 
 
    And she had to. Because people would have cared. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong. The Greenberg family was greatly wronged. The theft of their Ruby no doubt hurts them every bit as much as the theft of the Turquoise Egg hurts Iran. But no one in the West cares about Iran. The only pain in the Middle East that anyone in the West seems to accept as real is the pain of white Jewish people. And people would and should have accepted the pain of man in the Knesset who had been robbed of his mother and her treasures. 
 
    But Iran has been wronged also. Gertrude Weisswalder probably told you very little about the Turquoise Egg. Darius the Great, blah, blah, blah. 
 
    But did you know that the Egg has a much more recent connection to Iran. Probably around the time you were being born, Iran and Iraq were engaged in a brutal war. America was on Iraq’s side back then. Maybe you don’t even know this. As I said, the pain of the white Jewish person, but America put its thumb on the scales. And America, your America, sided with Saddam Hussein. You remember Saddam. Can’t let the smoking gun be a mushroom cloud, gassed his own people Saddam? He was a monster all his life. But he was America’s guy against Iran. 
 
    And because of that, Saddam’s men looted a cultural museum in Iran after winning a battle. Those men took the stolen artifacts to Saddam. And Saddam himself took the Turquoise Egg. He gave that Egg as a gift to the American ambassador to Iraq at the time for all of his help. That ambassador was Gertrude Weisswalder’s late husband, George. That wasn’t from some ancient time BCE. That was 1985. 
 
    So, you see that she stole from both Israel and Iran alike. And now these things have been repossessed by their rightful owners. And Israel and Iran are finally doing something together besides exchanging threats. 
 
    So do you really want to call the authorities just so that old, blue haired bitch can get her so called stolen gems back?” 
 
    “But what about the diamonds?” I wondered. 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about them,” Anahita hissed. “We took them so it wouldn’t immediately arouse suspicion. 
 
    In fact, wait right there.” 
 
    Anahita went to a safe in her closet. She rummaged around. 
 
    “So were Farhad or that…buffoon involved?” I asked her back. 
 
    “No,” I watched the back of her head shake. 
 
    I looked for somewhere to rest my eyes. I ended up staring at the burqa laying on the bed. It looked ominous. Like it had dissolved the person who had been wearing it. 
 
    “Here, open your hand,” Anahita insisted. 
 
    I opened my hand. 
 
    She squeezed these hard, sharp lumps into that hand. They felt like a handful of jagged pebbles. She let go of her hand. I looked down. 
 
    I was holding a fistful of diamonds! 
 
    “Take them,” Anahita insisted. “If you figured this out, you deserve them. I was just going to put them in an envelope and drop them in some random mailbox on the way out of town anyway. I have no use for them. Gertrude has probably stolen gems from India and Africa too.” 
 
    I was too shocked to speak. 
 
    “I need to get some sleep,” Anahita insisted. “I have to leave around noon tomorrow and it’s already four. Please take your diamonds and allow me to retire.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    I walked out of there in a daze. 
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    And I kept walking. I drifted by the conservatory with those plants. I drifted by the library. I drifted by the bedrooms. I walked into an empty lounge. I walked everywhere. Then I eventually walked toward the front door to get some air. 
 
    I stepped out. 
 
    There was someone sitting at the top of the two steps leading up to the door! I almost stepped on them. 
 
    They were slumped over. They didn’t even move when they heard me shut the door just a couple of feet behind them. 
 
    It was Thad! 
 
    There he was! I had been looking all over for him! And I found him! I was so excited that I even forgot that I was holding a fistful of stolen diamonds. 
 
    I slung my arm around him, sat down so hard that I hurt my butt, pulled Thad toward me, said ouch, and giggled a slurred, gargling giggle before I asked Thad, “You hanging in there, big guy?” Like I was a white, suburban dad with a surprise trip to Dairy Queen up his sleeve for his son who gave up the deciding goal in a youth soccer game. 
 
    “I’ve had better days,” Thad sighed. “What are you still doing up?” 
 
    “Other than drinking,” Thad added. 
 
    He looked at me, and I just opened up my hand. Those stunningly clear diamonds glowed luminous under the floodlights out front. It looked like I was holding a handful of stars.  
 
    I didn’t realize until that moment that I carried around with me an idea of what was the proper facial expression to make when a drunk chick comes in out of the blue, throws her arm around you, and opens her hand to reveal a fistful of stolen diamonds of unusual clarity with facets that reflect every photon of light, but I definitely did carry around that idea. And Thad made that exact facial expression. 
 
    “Wha…Are you…Are those real?” Thad finally said. 
 
    So I told Thad the whole story. I told him about how the person at the wedding in the burqa was Farhad’s mom, Anahita, and she was the mastermind of the jewel theft. She was the woman that Key was in love with. I told him about Israel and Iran. I told him about the Ruby and the Egg. I told him everything. 
 
    And then I said, “And I don’t know what’s true or what’s real anymore…other than these diamonds. I like Anahita. I really do. But I can’t just take her word for it. Maybe it’s just some cover story. Maybe she’s just a thief. I don’t know. Help me, Thad! I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Thad was quiet for a long time. 
 
    Then he said, “I think that we need to go to the F.B.I.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” I nodded. 
 
    Thad pulled out his phone. “West Palm Beach appears to be the closest field office. If we leave now, we’ll get there around the time they open up this morning.” 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for, Thad?” I demanded. “But wait! Have you been drinking? Oh-my-God, neither one of us is sober enough to drive.” 
 
    “I have only had one sip of champagne all night,” Thad declared. 
 
    “For real!” I rocked back. 
 
    “Yes,” Thad nodded. 
 
    “Why?” I laughed. 
 
    “Because if I would have drank more I would have said something that I wouldn’t have regretted, but that probably would’ve burned the bridge between me and Farhad forever,” Thad grimaced. 
 
    We were silent for a moment. 
 
    “I’ll get the keys,” he said. 
 
    Be careful what you wish for. Because for that whole drive to West Palm Beach, I was Thad’s shoulder to cry on over Farhad. He thought that maybe he should have objected to their being married when the person officiating the wedding asked. He thought that maybe he should’ve really revealed to Farhad the feelings that he still had for him. He thought that maybe he should’ve pushed on Farhad to really think about the fact that none of Farhad’s friends seemed to like Farhad’s new husband. That all of them liked Thad better. 
 
    And of course it wasn’t so bad the first three times. It was actually pretty easy. I had a pat answer for everything. You did the right thing, Thad. I couldn’t stand a day with that jackass. Farhad’s going to last like a week tops. Then there’s going to be a divorce. And that’s the time when you need to go to him with your feelings. 
 
    But that wisdom didn’t stop things. 
 
    He was like a teenage girl with her favorite pop song. Guess what we’re listening to for the entire car ride. 
 
    Maybe he should have objected to their marriage. Maybe he should’ve revealed his true feelings for Farhad. Maybe he should’ve really pointed out that all of Farhad’s friends hated Dana. Over and over again like a broken record. 
 
    Seriously, after the seventh time I just felt like grabbing my purse and saying, “I do have an extra tampon in here…if you need one.” 
 
    And I was still drunk, so due to alcohol induced time distortion, what might have been a two hour or so ride felt like eight hours. I was probably the only person who was ever happy to walk into the West Palm Beach F.B.I. field office with a fistful of stolen diamonds. 
 
    Which brings me to my next drunken point. Literally, I was still so drunk that I honestly thought that I’d just go into the F.B.I. field office, drop off my fistful of stolen diamonds, basically tell them what I told Thad back on that front stoop an emotional eternity ago, and go home. 
 
    That’s not what happened. 
 
    They grilled Thad for four hours. After six hours, they finally decided to let me go. 
 
    It turns out that the F.B.I. have a lot of questions for you when you walk in with a fistful of stolen diamonds from a jewel theft that may have been committed by an unheard of joint officially unofficial Israeli and Iranian operation to return a stolen Ruby to a member of the Knesset and a Turquoise Egg back to Iran. 
 
    I told them everything again and again. And finally it was good enough. 
 
    I could tell Thad was piiiiissed when I finally got out of there. But almost as soon as I got in the van, I passed out. 
 
    Thad and Dave carried me to bed after Thad was unable to wake me up when we got back to Farhad’s.  
 
    (Thad did check to see that I wasn’t dead first. He’s a good friend.) 
 
    They just flopped me down on the bed I think. Because I woke on top of the covers in full wedding regalia including one of my heels.  
 
    I woke with a pounding headache. It was six the next morning, and I had to get moving. Dave and Jace and their partners were leaving soon. And they were Thad and my ride to the airport. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. 
 
    “Come in,” I moaned. 
 
    “Hey, you,” Thad smiled. “On the way here yesterday I got muffins and I made some cold press coffee for everyone. You love that don’t you? Come on down to the lounge and get some breakfast.” 
 
    I smiled.  
 
    “I’ll be down after I pack,” I said. 
 
    Thad nodded. 
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    Thad and I had flown out together. We caught the same flight back home, back to MSP.  
 
    From there we got on the Blue Line light rail together. People cast occasional annoyed glances at the seat in front of us. Thad had to monopolize that seat too because he had brought three suitcases. 
 
    He was only riding to 50th Street. I was on for the long haul. I was on until the Warehouse District downtown. Almost the end of the line. 
 
    Thad started talking almost as soon as we got on the train. And I was a little worried that this would be another sob story until I realized that I wouldn’t have to listen to it very long even if it was. 
 
    But it was not a sob story. 
 
    Instead, Thad said, “You know, if this were a storybook, Key would’ve showed up for you at the last minute before the wedding. Farhad would’ve left Dana at the altar and come back to me. And everything would have been right. 
 
    Unfortunately, life isn’t like a storybook. But at least we got a vacation filled with mystery, international intrigue, beaches, booze, bar trivia, good friends, and good times. And that’s pretty good. And best of all, I think that you and I became besties.” 
 
    I looked at him with a smile. My bestie is Alyssa and the plural of that is the other girls from the East Wing of Territorial Hall. But Thad certainly was my best male friend. Who else would it be? Dave? 
 
    “A little bit,” Thad pinched his fingers together. 
 
    “I have to admit that I never had much international intrigue before I started vacationing with you, Thad,” I laughed. 
 
    “See we’re good for one another,” Thad beamed. 
 
    “Indeed,” I agreed. 
 
    We parted with a hug just before 50th Street. I watched him walk away out the train window. Thad is surprisingly coordinated when it comes to walking with three roller bags. Even on the unforgiving curbs. 
 
    I eventually made it to my stop and wheeled my one bag over the Hennepin Avenue Bridge, stopping to marvel at it once. When I made it home, I thought about checking my work email. 
 
    But this was my last day off. It was still time to party. 
 
    So I did what may become a tradition every time it’s a party. I walked to a grocery store, bought a medium sized bag of dill pickle chips, and I made that my dinner. 
 
    And for the first time all day, I felt free from a hangover, even in my stomach. It was back to the salt mines tomorrow. But tonight was my night to catch up on the Jeopardies that I recorded while I was down in Florida. 
 
    Got to stay in bar trivia shape. 
 
    … 
 
    Thad has this theory that if the F.B.I. takes no action that means that Anahita, Farhad’s mom, was telling the truth. And that the F.B.I. was grateful to know what had happened, but they wouldn’t interfere. 
 
    For my part, I try not to look at anything about it. I don’t want to know anything. Six hours of questioning is enough. I’m out. 
 
    But people won’t let me stay out. 
 
    Including me. I saw a newspaper article with the headline, “Stolen Ruby Might Have Been Stolen by the Nazis First”. Of course I read it, and it confirmed a number of the details in Anahita’s story. 
 
    Then there was Thad. Thad asked Farhad if Farhad or anyone else at the wedding had been interviewed by the F.B.I. No one had. Thad had said that one of the guests at his wedding might have been involved in a theft. 
 
    Of course Farhad wanted to know which one. Thad just said he didn’t know, but that they had contacted him and me about someone who they wouldn’t name. 
 
    Also, Key hasn’t been contacted by the F.B.I.  
 
    Key! 
 
    I know because he actually got in touch with me. He plans to be in town, my town, for business soon, and we’re going to go out once he gets here. 
 
    I felt terrible. I told him about going to the F.B.I. And I told him that I told the F.B.I. everything, including everything about him. 
 
    He said that’s fine. That was what I should have done. 
 
    He asked me about Anahita. I told him everything that I could think of. I told him that she still has those eyes. That was how I immediately knew it was her. 
 
    He was overjoyed to finally know her name. 
 
    So far everything that I’ve written makes it seem like Anahita was telling the truth. And I believe that she mostly was. But there’s something I haven’t shared yet. I have omitted part of the conversation that I had with her until now. 
 
    After she put those diamonds in my hand, it got awkward. And for some reason I said that I was planning on writing a book about this whole affair. 
 
    I remember that Anahita startled at that, but recovered and said, “And how soon would this book come out?” 
 
    I said, “I don’t know exactly. It’ll probably take me at least a couple of months to write it. Plus, work starts up soon. So it’ll probably take me at least a good four or five months.” 
 
    Anahita looked straight at me and said, “I think you should write and publish that book.” 
 
    I remember staggering out of there, stunned. 
 
    It was strange behavior for someone on a super-secret mission. Too strange. 
 
    I can’t help but believe that she had something that she wanted to achieve with the publication of this book. That I’m being used as a pawn on the international stage. 
 
    And maybe I am the young ingénue. The Jenny Come Lately to this triad of me, her, and Key. And maybe I’m just another in a long line of people who have seen those bewitching eyes and fallen under her spell. 
 
    But, and I know that this term is as loaded as it is ambiguous, but I believe that if I am being used by Anahita…  
 
    I believe that I’m being used for good. 
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