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    Dedicated to Rear Admiral Dr. Bertram S. Brown, for his support, inspiration and friendship. Here's to you, Grand Master. I hope I passed the audition. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            This evening, I walked over to the historic seaport, past the turtle cannery, out on the dock behind the Dockmaster's office, and sat in the old rickety green chair that stays hidden behind the ice machine, always waiting to serve my need for a seaside repose. That's where I go to watch the tall ships sail out of the harbor on their nightly sunset celebratory cruises, loaded to the gunnels with vacationing tourists, drunk on a day of margaritas, beer, and cheap wine. That's where I go to watch the funnel clouds begin their stretch toward the surface of the sea, where my sunset begins, and where I go to sort through the constant stream of inspirations that seemingly roll, like waves, across my mind. Tonight, one of those inspirations refused to wash back into the dark abyss from which it came! It's demand, this tale be told! Welcome to "The Legend of Three I'd Billy"!

Ian Ritchie Stewart
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1.   BREAKFAST AT SCHOONER’S
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“Good morning, Dr. Colburn!”

“Oh, good morning, Sandy,” Dr Colburn responded, delighted to be greeted so warmly by the morning clerk standing behind the counter, at the Key West Gallion Resort. 

“Are you headed over to Schooners for their “Terrific Tuesday” breakfast?” She asked with a smile as she slid her completed stack of nightly reconciliations across the marble countertop and out of her way. 

He chuckled with fondness for the way she seemed to always know just how to greet the Gallion’s residents and guests with the warmth and sincerity one would expect to receive at such a classy resort. “Now, how did you know I was headed to Schooner’s?” He reached to grab a complimentary copy of The Citizen Newspaper from the end of the counter, and added, “Not much on the schedule for today, and you know, I do love their dockside breakfasts.”

“Well, have a good one, and be careful! The fog’s just as thick as it was yesterday! One misstep could land you in the water!” She warned.

“Thanks, Sandy, I will!” He turned and walked through the heavy glass doors, then stepped outside and into the covered breezeway. There was a thickness to the air! It seemed heavier than expected. He hesitated, then pulled his arms closer to his body, as if there was a need to protect himself against invasion from some ghostly force. He walked through the parking garage and over to his fog-engulfed roadster, then stopped to reconsider the risk of driving in such conditions.

Doctor Colburn often walked from his condo, at the Key West Gallion Resort, along the historic harbor, to the Schooners Wharf Bar and Grill. It was an immensely pleasurable and stressless walk! It availed him opportunities for friendly engagement with familiar island faces and memories of his last days of walking the picturesque, historical docks with his beautiful wife, Amelia, on the last evenings before her tragic death.

“You aren’t thinking of driving, are you?” Her voice seemed so real to him! He had spent the past two years trying to convince himself that he should not continue expecting to hear it, but he was a haunted man! How could he will against such a powerful expectation when it was fueled by such an intense love, as the one he held for her? He shoved his key fob back in his pocket, turned into the fog, and walked toward the harbor at the end of Front Street.

Visibility was twenty feet or less, as he stepped over the curb and turned toward the wooden dock that led along the Historical Seaport Harbor Walk. He leaned against the stucco wall of the Key West Treasure Shop, and peeked through the window to see if Laney might be setting up for the upcoming day’s shoppers. The first cruise-ship passengers disembark their ships at Mallory Square by 9 am, and then start filtering through the island’s narrow streets in search of their “perfect” souvenir. Most find satisfaction in the open-air tee-shirt shops that clog the roads and alleys closest to the ships, but the more experienced island-hoppers ignore the tourist traps and make a beeline for the historic district. That’s where the real treasures lie hidden!  He tapped gently on the glass to get Laney’s attention. She looked up from behind the display case and threw a kiss into the air with a wide sweeping swish of her arm and a bright smile on her face. He captured her gesture with his hand, as it popped through the glass, placed his fingertips over his lips, then silently blew its return. She clasped her hands over her heart and waved good day to her friend, then returned to her duties.

“Wow! You really are enjoying this single life thing!” His imagination was predetermined to find her filling in the pauses between his thoughts. It had stopped being bothersome to him long ago! Now, he expected it. “You know very well, she’s happily married,” he smiled as he fantasized Amelia wrapping her hand around his, while they turned the corner of the A & B Lobster House. A full two years could not erase the memory of the last time they walked this walk together. His memories were her ticket to immortality, and he knew it well.

The fog hung like smoke in the windless, tropical air! A faint and unfamiliar pulsation caught his attention as he walked over to the railing and squinted into the grey abyss that had engulfed the bight. What was this pulsing? It felt like a heartbeat! Maybe some alarm designed to alert boat captains of an unseeable threat hidden by the fog! Closer attention revealed it to be blinking lights! First red, then blue, then red, then blue! Red! Blue! He determined that the lights were, most likely, coming from a police car on the other side of the marina. Apparently, there was some trouble being attended to by the Key West boys in blue. Dr. Colburn was acquainted with many of the officers who worked on the Island’s police force, and he had become close friends with Officer Carl Dixon and his wife, Barbara. He turned and resumed his walk toward Schooner’s, expecting that whatever the event on the dock might be, would probably make it into the next edition of The Citizen newspaper.

“Mornin' Walt! We got room for one more if you wanna join us!” Captain Bob Bowmann and his first mate were getting ready for the day's charter when the doctor’s image broke through the fog.  Daddy’s Hooker was a 1999, 50ft Viking Convertible with a 25ft tuna tower, powered by two German-made 1050 Man diesel engines, and a sight to behold when underway. It was the largest charter boat docked in the Key West Bight harbor, and Captain Bob was one of the most experienced charter boat captains this side of Islamorada. That said, his greatest professional ambition had nothing to do with fishing! Nope! His greatest professional ambition would be outliving the humiliation that has haunted him since that afternoon he clipped the last three granite boulders of the breakwater while steering to avoid a collision with one of the Fury’s Sunset Party boats loaded with tourists. Hindsight has convinced him that sinking a Fury boat full of drunken tourists might be easier to skirt the blame of, than enduring the shame of causing the harbor to be closed while the dock master and his crew repaired the damage.      Dr. Colburn approached the open dock box behind the Hooker and grinned as he looked down at the two men standing on the back of the boat and replied, “Thanks, Bob, but not today. I’ve got to filet about two dozen reports as soon as I get back from breakfast. Some of us have to actually work ta eat, ya know!”                            “Ok, Doc! You’re always welcome to join us, anytime you want”! Captain Bob and his mate were shoveling ice into the Hooker’s catch box as Dr. Colburn turned, then headed further down the dock toward Schooner’s Wharf. “

Hey,” Amelia’s voice ricocheted through his brain, “there’s the lobster boat where that white pelican was hanging out while we ate dinner. Remember?” 

He stopped to reflect on that night! Two years earlier, while they dined at The Conch Republic Seafood restaurant, they had watched this same lobster boat being unloaded of its day’s harvest. A white pelican stood on a piling, watching the fishermen stacking lobster-filled boxes on the dock. The reflection of the lights dancing across the water made the scene surrealistic! He strolled past the very table where they had sat, and imagined the two of them toasting to their wonderful life. “Yes dear, I remember everything!”

The pulsating lights were less pronounced as the fog began to burn off! Visibility was improving! He crossed the brick-paved promenade that stretched from the Conch Republic Seafood Company restaurant over to the stairs to the dock that runs along the waterfront side of Jimmy Buffett’s Key West recording studio, Shrimpboat Sound. 

JIMMY BUFFETT – KEY WEST HEART CONCERT

The Southernmost City’s Favorite Son Performs Surprise Concert for the 2011 Parrotheads in Paradise Convention







He had read the news article two days earlier, while sitting on his balcony, enjoying his coffee and listening to the sounds of another beautiful Sunday morning in paradise. “Now, that’s what I’d call a tribute,” he thought, as he gained on the top stair of the deck and gazed across the display of Buffett-esque memorabilia that had been lovingly laid against the harbor-facing wall of the studio, by the fans that had attended the annual convention. 

In August of 1979, Amelia and he had flown out to Denver to see Jimmy play at the Red Rocks Amphitheater. The trip was their first wedding anniversary present, given to them by her older brother Cameron. He, at that time, was the road manager for Jimmy and had attended the show with them.  It was the second night of his Volcano tour, and after the show, Jimmy signed a T-shirt and a copy of his new album for Amelia. For years, that shirt was the most valuable thing she owned. Now, the memory of her dancing across their Chicago apartment’s living room floor, in that tee-shirt, to Jimmy’s song Dreamsicle, was like falling headfirst off a cliff. This was a hard fall! He hadn’t been hit like that in over a year.

Leaning against the railing, he struggled to recover his breath, and slowly scanned through the assemblage of articles that had been lovingly placed on the dock, from one end of the building to the other. Album covers, flip-flops, tennis shoes, salt shakers, license plates, tee shirts, ball caps with shark fins on top, a mug full of guitar picks, candles, photos, flowers, six packs of beer, and at least a dozen bras had been left as solemn tributes to the troubadour of tropicality. He’s touched so many souls with his music and stories. This kind of adoration seemed to be well deserved! Walter took a deep breath, gathered his composure, then turned toward his destination.

“Hi, Dr. Colburn! Would you like to sit in the upper level, inside, where the fog won’t be so thick?” Jeannie had become familiar with the doctor as one of her breakfast regulars. She lived about a mile offshore, in the mooring field, where several of her neighbors had been helped by the programs that Dr. Colburn oversaw at the Depoo Hospital’s Homeless Services outreach center. After six years of living on her 33-foot Neptunian ketch, she knew more about what it took to survive in paradise than anyone you might meet, anywhere!

“Oh, thanks, Jeannie! That would, probably, be a lot more comfortable!” He followed her across the sandy floor, past the bar, and into the heavily fortified dining room. Historically, the building was an icehouse, where the local shrimpers stored their famous Key West pinks, awaiting transport to the processing facilities five miles away, on Stock Island. The building had also been used regularly as overflow storage for the Key West turtling industry! When the turtle kraals (corrals) were filled to capacity, live sea turtles were slid, on their backs, along the dock from the cannery to the ice-house, then stacked upside-down, three deep, inside, until their time for harvesting. Few patrons of Schooner’s Wharf Bar were privy to these morsels of antiquity, but Dr. Colburn had an insatiable appetite for history, especially Key West history!

“Who’s in the kitchen today?” the doctor asked.

“Oh, it’s Marty! He’s by himself for breakfast. Calvin’s on clean-up!”

“Do you know if he has any cheese grits?” Dr. Colburn asked.

“Oh sure! He always has a pot of grits. He cheeses them to order!”

“Could you ask him for some, with a half-dozen pinks chopped into bits? He fixed them like that last week, and they were spectacular!”

Jeannie laughingly responded, “He used to work at Burger King, and you know what their motto is. He tells it like a joke, ‘Have it Your Way, YOU SHEL-FISH THING’,” She reached to grab his menu as he responded, “Yeah that’s what I love about this place. I always get it my way.” As Jeannie took his menu, she asked, “What else can I get you?”

He finished his order with a smile, “wheat toast, turkey bacon, and coffee.”

“You bet! We’ll get right on it”, she said as she turned and headed toward the kitchen.

Minutes later, she returned with his coffee, and he asked, “You wouldn’t happen to know what’s going on over toward the Turtle Museum, would you?”

Jeannie answered, “Well, we think somebody was hurt on the dinghy dock. The police have been there since sunrise! Calvin rode his bike past the EMS truck, on his way to work, and told me that its back doors were wide open and someone was inside, on a stretcher.” She kept talking as she moved from table to table, arranging silverware and checking the condiment levels as she talked, “He said that the EMS guys were standing outside! That means to me that whatever happened can’t be very good!” She slid the north-facing heavy door open, wide enough to see if the fog had improved, then continued, “When I motored in this morning, there was a COP on the dinghy dock stopping people from tying up. He directed me over to the Simonton Street pier, and it took half an hour to find it in the fog. I got here a little bit late, but nobody cares.”

“And no idea who’s involved?” Dr Colburn asked.

“No, not at all! We’re all anxious to find out.” She slid the door closed, turned toward his table, and continued, “There’s only one other dinghy that ever pulls in ahead of me, and that’s Marva Andersen’s! She brings her daughters, Mya and Delcia, in on weekdays. They ride their bikes to the Montessori School on the other side of the Island. I think that’s on United Street! Anyway, it can’t be Marva. She and the girls are up in Sarasota visiting Marva’s mother. She’s in the hospital having her colostomy reversed!  I got a text from Marva yesterday! They’re fine! I don’t even know why I told you all that.” She reopened the heavy door, peeked out, then closed it again and said, “I’m sorry, Dr. Colburn, I’ll go check on your order.”

“It’s fine, Jeannie! I understand!” Dr. Colburn pulled his phone from his pocket and began reviewing the news of the day.

The police lights were slicing through the narrow gaps around the wooden doors, periodically catching his attention and redirecting his thoughts to what might be going on just three hundred fifty feet east of his table. They were refracted into the restaurant from two directions. First, from the parking area behind the loading zone of the Municipal Services building, where the many mooring field residents use the city facilities for their laundry, showers, and bathroom needs. Another set of lights came from the Dock Master’s conch and concrete dock area, where the turtlers, historically, pulled their carts beside the turtle boats to offload their catch. Dr Colburn was familiar with the layout! He wondered if the victim might be one of his clients and in need of his assistance. He determined that after breakfast, he would walk over to see if he could help.

Jeannie had just set Dr. Colburn’s plate on the table when Calvin’s voice bellowed from the sundeck above the icehouse. “Oh My God! I know who it is! It’s Billy! Shit! That’s Billy’s dinghy!”   Jeannie was in an instantaneous panic as she jumped to the harbor-facing door and pushed it open. “Are you sure?” She called out as she strained to see as deep as possible through the waning fog. Calvin was at the railing, directly above her. From his raised vantage point, visibility across the dock was less obscured, and he called down with confidence, as he described what he was witnessing, “There’s a police evidence van with a flat-bed trailer hooked on the back! It’s parked over on the turtle dock! I just saw four cops pull Billy’s dinghy out of the water and carry it up the gangway to the van. They put it on the trailer.” He hesitated, and softened his voice as he said, “Jeannie,” he paused as he choked on his next words, “There’s blood! All over it!”    
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2.   OLD FRIENDS REUNITE
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By the time Dr. Colburn had finished breakfast and paid his tab, the fog conditions had improved immensely. He stood just inside the harbor facing doorway, and looked across the expanse of docked sailboats, and out toward the Gulf of Mexico. After exiting through the decorative archway, he crossed the wooden dock, then leaned over the railing to look down into the crystal clear water. A school of silver kings was gliding in and out of view from under the boats, anticipating the feast of discarded fish trimmings that would be tossed into the water under the cleaning station at the end of the day. A party-boat, loaded with tourists, rounded the breakwater, then turned West toward the Sand Key lighthouse, where they would be enjoying a few hours of snorkeling on the reef. Dr. Colburn mulled through the developments he had just witnessed and recognized how deeply Billy’s death would soon be impacting many of his clients. Though he had never met the man, he had regularly heard of his generous contributions to the needs of the less fortunate in the community. Helping them through their grief would be a daunting task, and as he turned toward the dinghy dock, he wondered if he had the necessary chops to accomplish the job at hand.

Death was no stranger to Dr. Walter Arlin Colburn. The sound of its knocking had been a familiar rhythm throughout his life. No one had yet confirmed that Billy was dead, but as he stood watching the officers removing their caution tape and hosing the blood off the dock, he could feel Death’s sacred cadence as it proved its veracity. There was only one reasonable summation: death had once again come ashore in Old Key West.

“Excuse me,” he called out as he approached the two police officers standing at the closed back door of the Key West Turtle Museum. “I’m Dr. Walter Colburn with the Depoo Hospital Mental Health Outreach Center,” he introduced himself as he handed one of them his business card.

“I happened to be watching from the restaurant as your team addressed this morning’s incident, and I thought you might want to have my contact information available, in case anyone you run into appears to need psychiatric attention.”

One of the officers was reading the doctor's card as the other reached to shake his hand and said, “Yes sir! I met you over a year ago at the Spanish Garden motel on Simonton Street. I was one of the officers with Stookerelly!” The frown on Dr. Colburn’s brow betold his failure to remember the officer's face.

“You had breakfast with five of us over at Camille’s! I remember that you ordered the Eggs Galore omelet with Caribbean Hollandaise sauce. That’s my favorite!” The officer was grinning like a kid as he told the story.

“Oh, I remember now! Great to see you again,” Dr. Colburn was focused on the seriousness of the events at hand and redirected the conversation by addressing his concern for the community. “If you don’t mind, could you please pass my phone number to any of your officers who might chance to come in contact with any of Billy’s friends. I think there are going to be a lot of people suffering over his passing.”

The older of the officers raised his eyebrows and said, “I’m sorry, Dr. Colburn, but we haven’t identified anyone as being deceased! What happened here today is under investigation by the detectives, and any release of information will have to come from them!”

“Oh! Of course! I understand fully,” the psychiatrist responded. “Well, thank you for everything, and don’t forget, if anyone needs anything, my staff and I are available 24/7!” The three men shook hands, and Dr. Colburn turned toward the main dock from where he had come.

“Hey, Dr. C.!” As he stepped into his turn, someone called out from a small boat that was pulling up to the dinghy dock, fifty feet away. “What are you doing out here?”  The young man called out as he jumped from his boat to the floating dock and began tying its rope to a cleat.

“Oh! Hey, Cai,” the Dr. answered. “Breakfast! At Schooner’s! Fantastic!” He kept his pace and threw a thumbs-up, hoping the young man would honor his intention to avoid engagement with clients when outside of the office. Cai’s voice faded as the doctor kept walking. The name, Cai, was short for Cairo, the Egyptian city! That was his place of birth! He was a card-carrying, certified member of The Key West Circle of Psychos!  And everyone knew it!

As Dr. Colburn approached the entrance to the Schooner’s Wharf bar, he heard the voices of several people engaged in an emotional discussion of what had taken place on the dinghy dock. The fog had almost completely cleared, and the sun was steaming out the moisture trapped in the cracks of the dock planking as he stepped into visibility.

“Oh, there’s Dr. C.,” Jeannie called to him. “Please!” She stepped through the doorway, onto the dock, and pulled him by the arm. “What did they say? Is he OK?” she asked, as she led him across the sand-covered patio to the edge of the stage where Calvin, Marty, Devin, the lead singer of the Schooner’s Wharf house-band, Devin McCollum and Slack Tide, and two of his band’s members were gathered.

“I really wish I could tell you something, but they wouldn’t confirm or deny who it was, nor if there was a death. They did say that it was being investigated by detectives, though!”. He felt uncomfortable, cornered, outside of his realm of comfort. He nervously leaned toward the trellised entrance, waiting for a pause that might offer him a convenient time to exit, then Jeannie tossed out a question that caught his attention and sparked his curiosity. She turned to Devin and asked, “Didn’t Billy play with you guys last night?”

“Yeah! He did!”. Devin took a deep swig from his coffee cup, then added, “He’s been filling in for Tommy every night for a week now. Tommy's got an inguinal hernia and can’t stand up without passing out from the pain. Billy set him up with a doctor in Miami to do the surgery. He was planning to drive him up there next week to get it done. I guess everything’s gone to shit, now!”

Dr. Colburn graciously excused himself on the pretense of professional demands, which did NOT exist, and resumed his walk back to the Gallion.

It was a six-step rise, from the walk along Lazy Way to the bypass deck that bridged the east to west ends of Jimmy Buffett’s studio. He placed his right hand on the railing and his left foot on the first stair. Then, as he pulled himself toward the next step, that’s when it began to hit him.

“Oh, God! No, not here!”  It started in the back of his head, under his hair, and moved like a waterfall, washing over his body. The feeling cascaded down his skin, then penetrated deeply into his nervous system, and morphed from a vibration into a shaking sensation. He felt weak, then dizzy and nauseous! He abandoned his climb and turned to sit on step number two.

”Walter, dear, you really need to deal with this, NOW!”. He imagined her whispering in his ear, consoling his feeling of ineptitude over his dealings with death. “These people are going to need the best of what you have to offer! Sooner or later, you have got to come to grips with it.” Amelia always knew how to tie off his mooring lines. He sat, dumbfounded, glaring into the chinked and tortured planking that had led him to this sacred spot and considered how deeply this loss would impact the people that he had accepted the charge of leadership for.

“May I take the helm for a moment?” She whispered from inside his head.

“Sweetheart, I need you to do that like never before!” he thought, as he fought to keep the words from spilling over his lip. It seemed imperative to him that he resolve all his personal grievances with loss before he tried to rescue others from the kind of crushing bereavement that would soon be washing over their lives.

“It’s all there, inside of you!” She coaxed his thoughts toward her persuasion.

“What?” He tripped into the memory of her voice.

“The answers you’re looking for! Trust me! What you were just feeling! That weakness, that feeling like you were going to fall off the dock, that lightheadedness, that instability. Your body is trying to get your attention! It’s in the beat of your heart!  It’s deep in your brain! In your blood! It’s even the breath as you let it out! It’s all screaming at you! Listen!”

“OK, Yeah!” He started to pay attention to his thoughts as they conjured up their response, “Yea, yeah! Every time I have to deal with issues of death, I feel these feelings. I feel threatened! Chased! Like I’m about to be eaten alive! Like I can’t run fast enough, and there’s no switch to turn it off! Like what I’m running from might destroy me.”

Amelia offered some sympathetic advice with, “All you can do, Walter, is stop in your tracks and take as many breaths as you need till the fog clears. Don’t move till the fog clears! Stay put till all the fog clears.”

“That’s right,” he thought.

It seemed the perfect place to sort through his thoughts. The stair! The second stair to the studio of Key West’s favorite son. One breath, two breaths. Deeper, in! Now, out! It was therapeutic, and he knew it.

He leaned onto his knees and closed his eyes. He tasted the salty mist of the fading fog and the sweetness of broken coconuts that lay on the ground as he continued slowly breathing in the air.

“What was that?” he thought.

“What was what?” she pushed into his imagination.

“That thing! The one that always knocks me off my feet?” He was searching through his history of seemingly unanswerable questions that had haunted him since childhood.

“Which thing?” she asked.

“The one that always knocked me down!”

“Oh, that’s simple!” He imagined her hand gently stroking his cheek as her voice whispered through his thoughts, “It’s death! It’s the thought of death. The possibility that death might find you before you walk from this end of the dock to the other. It’s fear! It’s the fear that death is the final truth, and you can’t argue it away. You can’t negotiate with its constant, always present, never compromising threat. Billy and I faced it! Tasted its kiss! Bought it hook, line and sinker! You only fear it, every aspect of it! Now, you’re afraid you won’t have the courage to lead your clients through their own fear.”

He took another deep breath and exhaled, slowly, as he considered the hidden realities that were coming to light. Amelia poked his embers with one last thought, “The survival of mankind has always been tied to his instinctual understanding that death would be his final truth, and, as futile as it may seem, fear has always been his only argument against it!”

She mused deeper, “Those feelings, that weakness, that feeling like you were going to fall off the dock, that lightheadedness, that instability. It’s your version of a self-engineered punishment!”

Dr. Colburn’s thoughts began to wander back, two years, to the death of his wife, when they were on vacation in Key West. She had suffered an aneurysm while snorkeling in the lagoon out at Fort Jefferson, just seventy miles west of where he was now sitting.

“You know, it wasn’t your fault!!” She offered. “It wasn’t your decision to go out there!” He was remembering the day they had taken that boat ride out to the old fort. He had said that the sun exposure was too dangerous that day. She had insisted that his fascination with history was worth a little burn. She was snorkeling in the shallow waters, just beyond the fort’s south coaling dock ruins, when she collapsed. “It just happened,” she insisted. “It could have as easily happened in the hotel pool!” He realized the truth in her suggestion, but these feelings of guilt are sometimes as hard to dislodge from a fractured heart as the feeling of despair.

“Remember Nanna Mae?” Amelia probed. “Remember where she was buried?” He was twenty when his father’s mother died. They were deeply connected! Her death was immensely traumatic for him! So traumatic that he blocked out the memory of her entire memorial service. He has never been able to bring to memory the funeral procession, or her graveside ceremony. No thanks to the ridicule he suffered from his brother, he has felt guilty ever since.

“What happened to Thumper?” That thought had not been in his head since the time he had told her about his childhood pet rabbit and how he had accidentally caused its death. 

“I was six!” he said to himself as he stretched his legs and rose to resume his climb up the stairs.

Standing now, on the upper deck bypass to Jimmy Buffett’s studio, he began to revisit one of the most impactful and painful events he had ever experienced. “We had two rabbits! I don’t remember the name of Lenord’s, but mine was Thumper. Mom and Dad gave them to us for Easter! Dad built a hutch, and we used to turn them loose to run in the backyard. Our dog, Tippy, used to like to chase them, and when they were worn out, they’d stop running and play dead. Then Tippy would lick them from head to tail. It was great fun, but one day, I threw a stick to make Thumper turn toward the middle of the yard. It hit him in the head. It was horrible! I went crazy! My dad buried him behind the backyard fence. It was my stupid fault! It still hurts to think about it! I caused Thumper’s death!”

“You’re going to need to keep this story handy, dear,” she was preparing him for what might soon become the pinnacle of his professional career.

It was a slow walk back to the Gallion! For the rest of the day, he sat on his fifth-floor balcony, staring out at Christmas Tree Island and across the beautiful expanse of the Gulf of Mexico. It was a perfect vantage point for watching the comings and goings of the people that live in the mooring field. He knew that many of them would be deeply impacted by their friend’s death, and many of them would soon be knocking on his door for help. He felt the weight of the responsibility he would be shouldering and, throughout the evening, fought the doubt that sought to undermine his confidence. It was a long and sleepless night for this island psychiatrist, and the reasons were clear!

It’s a tenuous hold we have on life, he thought. Tenuous at best!
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3.  DR. GRANT CALLING
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“Dr. Colburn, there's a call for you on line one, from a doctor Grant in Washington, D.C. He insists on waiting." Rosa handed the doctor a clipboard with his Wednesday schedule and the most current admissions list, as he passed her desk. "Oh, and Jillian called! She'll be in late again!"

His door snapped closed behind him as her words ricocheted back to her desk. His heart skipped a beat as his memory raced back, more than forty years, in anticipation of hearing the voice of his old boss. "Thank you, Rosa," he called out as he dropped the clipboard next to the load of files on his desk and picked up the phone receiver.

"I can’t believe it! Marcus, is it really you?” He said as he slid into his desk chair and reset the height, which, as usual, had been changed by Jillian after he had left for the evening on the day before. He knew it was her way of letting him know she had been in the office, even though she had not been there during “working” hours.

"Is this the same genius doctor Colburn that used to show up late to my Wednesday morning staff meetings?" Dr. Colburn smiled broadly as he listened to the voice of his long-ago mentor and friend, Dr. Marcus S. Grant. What a thrill it was to be hearing that beautiful voice in his ear again. He had worked for almost seven years under Dr. Grant's directorship at the NIMH (National Institute of Mental Health) and owed much of his earliest professional experience to the training and leadership he had provided.

"My lord, it's so good to hear your voice, Marcus! How are you, old friend?" Dr. Colburn leaned back in his chair and ran his hand through his thinning white hair as he staged himself for what he hoped might be a catching-up conversation. "Rosa said you were calling from Washington!"

Dr. Grant chuckled as he explained," Well, that always puts a bit of a glare in their eye, but the truth is, I'm right here in Key West, about three-quarters of a mile from you, in Old Town, sitting by my pool and sipping on a cold iced tea, with my foot propped up on a pillow. I need to talk to you about something important,” Dr, Grant’s voice became notably more serious as he added, “How soon can you break away?”

Dr. Colburn knew that his friend would never make such a demand without good reason, so he grabbed a pen, copied the address, and headed for his car in the parking lot. "Rosa," he said as he passed the receptionist's desk, "I've got to run an errand. I’ll call you in just a bit when I know how long it'll take." There was no hesitation as he spoke. He knew something important was calling for his attention, and it could not wait.

The island traffic was always light at ten-fifteen on Wednesday mornings. The water in the Garrison Bight marina was like a mirror, reflecting the clouds that slowly billowed across the blue expanse of sky. As he pulled up to the stoplight at the intersection of Roosevelt and Palm Avenue, he placed his finger on the button in the center console and held firmly, while the top dropped into the trunk of his prized burgundy Z-4 Roadster, then accelerated around the corner.

A haggard old man on a three-wheeled bicycle, pulling a reluctant black and white dog, with two feet of tongue dragging along the scorching hot sidewalk, shouted in his direction, "That’s my god damn car, you thieving son-of-a-bitch!" Dr. C. gave a smile and a back-sided wave as he glanced toward the man, then to the right at the houseboats, smoldering under the tropical summer sun.

His mind was paging backwards through years of fond memories of the days he worked inside the D.C. beltway, rushing through town from meeting to meeting. Those memories were so far in his past! What a pleasant surprise to find them nibbling their way into his mind. A quick glance to his left as he approached the bridge, he noticed that all the boat slips were empty along the dock at Charter Boat Row. On such a picture-perfect day as this, every concierge in every hotel lobby in town would have their tip jars filled by the end of the day. Gratitude, garnered generously by touristing anglers, for their well-placed bookings and their coolers full of Mahi Mahi and blackfin tuna.

Dr. Colburn drove over the bridge and toward his reunion with his old friend. He had moved to Key West just five months earlier from Chicago, after handing the sale of his apartment to his son and turning over his psychiatric practice to a young, ambitious colleague looking to break away from one of those huge, not-for-profit, government-subsidized and overly managed mental health services outfits.

The Depoo Memorial Hospital, a subsidiary of the much larger Lower Keys Medical Center Key West, had solicited his interest in assuming the directorship of their newly created Homeless Services Mental Health department. He had become acquainted with the facility, one year earlier, through a most unexpected happenstance that involved the rescue and recovery of a young, psychotic nurse named Jillian Bethany Dougherty and her newborn baby, Krismas.

Left turn on Francis, right on Southard, and there it was, 908 Southard Street. His eyes explored the privacy wall for a break in the thorny bougainvillea that would lead him to the hidden security gate that Dr. Grant had described as halfway down the block. Dr. Colburn sat patiently until the roadster's roof snapped closed, then crossed the street with a smile burning his lips in anticipation.

"It's me, I'm at the gate," Dr. Colburn called into his phone, then punched the access code into the security pad, as Dr. Grant called out the numbers. He pushed through the heavy metal gate and headed down the lushly landscaped path toward a wooden half fence that surrounded the pool area. He could hear people talking and water splashing as he reached for the latch to enter. He pushed the gate open, and was delighted to find himself face to beaming face with Darla, Dr. Grant's youngest daughter.

"Hi, Dr. Colburn," the young lady cheerfully greeted, as she took both of his hands in hers and firmly shook them up and down. "Come on in, Daddy's right over there. She turned toward the shade of the pool house, holding firmly onto his hand as she pulled him into the courtyard and cheerfully added, "he’s waiting to see you." She led him across the pavers, around the shallow end of the pool, and over to her father, who rose with some difficulty from his lounge chair, and greeted his friend with great compassion and exuberance.

"Walter," the senior psychiatrist called out with delight, "You look great! It's so good to see you!"

Dr. Colburn was speechless! He choked in adoration as he embraced his friend. With the death of his wife, Amelia, such uplifting emotions had become a lost luxury. This one had popped to the surface, and he embraced it with delight! With a tear in his eye, he said, "Jesus, Marcus, you have no idea how many times I've wondered how you were doing. I am so sorry that I hadn’t tried to reconnect! It was all such a painful mess! There’s really no excuse" Dr. Colburn was referring to the shakeup when the National Institute of Mental Health, over which Dr. Grant had presided as director, was temporarily restructured under the NIH, (National Institute of Health), and Dr. Colburn, who since June of 1970 had been one of Dr. Grants most valued staff research psychiatrists, was reassigned as the head of the NIAAA, (National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism).

His reassignment had been commanded from outside the agency, and Dr. Grant was never consulted. As a direct result, valuable, groundbreaking experience was forever lost, and progress halted in the development of nationwide, community-based treatment of mental health-related programs. To say the least, many noses were jerked out of place, and though Dr. Colburn had no choice in the matter, he left behind an agency full of ill feelings.

"Listen, Walter,” the senior psychiatrist explained, “I’m the one who should be apologizing, not you! I should have taken the time to explain about all the bureaucratic crap that I was dealing with back then." He leaned forward and rested his hand on his friend’s shoulder. "I'm still haunted by some of those ill-advised decisions I was forced to make.”

Darla had walked up to the condo and returned with a tray and two glasses of iced tea. She smiled at Dr. Colburn as she arranged the glasses on the little table next to her dad, then returned to the towel at the edge of the pool deck under a banyan tree and resumed her tai-chi exercises.

Dr. Grant straightened himself in the lounge chair and began the explanation for his call. "We will have lots of time to dredge up all that stuff, but right now, I've got to talk to you about something very important. I believe you’ve become familiar with a close friend of mine, Carl Dixon, over at the sheriff’s office.” Dr. Grant took a swig of tea while Walter confirmed the friendship, then the older psychiatrist explained, “Last night, I got a call from Carl that has me extremely upset. It seems that one of my dearest friends met with a horrible accident yesterday morning.” Tears were in the old doctor’s eyes as he reached for the corner of the towel that hung on the back of his chair. As he wiped his eyes, his lower lip quivered the painful words, “He’s dead!”  

Dr. Colburn’s sympathetic heart absorbed as much of his friend’s pain as it could, and as he reached to place his hand on his shoulder, he offered his condolences, “Oh, Marcus, I’m so sorry! I know how much it must hurt! I’m so sorry!”

The older doctor courageously fought back his tears and said, “There’s no time for this right now!” He rolled to one side and reached into his back pocket for his handkerchief. He fumbled to unfold it, then, with both hands, held it to his nose. “A lot of people are going to be hurting over this. We’ve got to get up and going right away.”

Walter sat back in his chair and asked, “Was your friend the guy that the police found on the dinghy dock behind the Turtle Museum yesterday?”

“Yes! Billy was a very dear friend of mine!” Marcus answered. “Carl said he appeared to have passed out on his dinghy sometime in the night, as the fog was building. Apparently, it had floated under the dock at low tide with his head resting on the bow. By early morning, the tide had risen and the fog was thick. Billy was still asleep when the first of the commercial lobster boats headed out of the harbor, and as their waves rolled under his dinghy, they pounded his face into the underside of the dock.” He choked from his grief, then added, “I just pray that he was unconscious after that first wave.”

“Oh my God, Marcus, that’s horrible!” Dr. Colburn listened in astonishment to his friend’s description of the events that he, himself, had partially witnessed, while having breakfast at Schooner’s Wharf the day before.

“I’m afraid, it gets worse!” Dr. Grant took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then continued, “If you’ve ever walked the dock behind the Turtle Museum, you’ve probably seen those white boxes that stand about three feet high. They’re set about twenty-five feet apart and usually placed adjacent to the antique-looking light poles that light up the harbor walk. Well, those boxes cover up the water and power supply hook-ups that supply utilities to the boats that pay for dockage in the slips. They’re each bolted to the dock by four or five long bolts. The bolts are, apparently, supposed to be cut off and filed, underneath the dock for safety, but Carl said that the contractor that installed them never came back to do the cleanup, and all the bolts are still hanging down by about four inches. Billy’s face was impaled on the bolts every time a wave rolled in. It must have been horrible for everybody involved in his recovery!”

Walter’s jaw was dropped throughout the entire accounting. “Marcus, I don’t know what to say! This is just horrible!”

Dr. Grant was wiping his eyes while Walter searched for words that might console his old friend. They both grabbed their glasses and finished the last of their tea. As they sat recovering from the effects of Billy’s story, the older psychiatrist reached into his front pants pocket and retrieved a set of keys, attached to a rubber Southern Most Point floater keychain, and tossed it onto the table top. “What are these?” Dr. Colburn asked.

“Those are the keys to a 1978 Swan 43, the Psyched Out. Dr. Grant was smiling as he answered. "Do you remember Senator Theodore Langford? Older fella, walked with a cane, got shot down in Korea? You remember him, don’t you?"

"Yes, of course," Dr. Colburn had attended many political events and social functions during his time in Washington, and Senator Langford was a very respected and well-liked figure in his day. "I've met him many times, and his wife too!"

"Well, Theo and I became good friends in the early sixties, when I was working at the Whitehouse for President Kennedy." We met at the Norfolk Naval Sailing Center, when Jan and I had that Bermuda 40 docked over at the base marina, behind the golf course.” Dr. Grant relaxed as he reminisced! “You and Amelia met us out there once! If I recall, it was in ‘74, when you were still working for me at the department! We sailed up to Chincoteague for lunch, then up to Cape May. You said it was your first time seeing whales! Remember that right whale, with her calf?”

Dr. Grant reached for his tea glass, giving opportunity for Walter to inject, “Marcus, I really don’t want you to think I’m not enjoying getting together this morning, but I’ll need to get back to the office to prep for my afternoon group session. Was there some specific issue you wanted to talk to me about?”

Dr. Grant set his glass on the table and leaned forward to pat his hand on his friend’s knee, then apologized for not getting to the point of his call. “Thank you, Walter. I’m so sorry!” He took another sip from his glass, then continued, “In the sixties, I had helped Theo with a few family matters, and he always saw to it that the right ears, in Washington, were always bent in my direction while I was at the helm of the NIMH. He was a wonderful friend and an avid sailor, but because of his Korean War injuries, he couldn’t handle much more than sitting at the helm and turning the wheel with his one good arm. Jan and I took Mitzi and him out on our boat as often as we could, and they eventually bought their own, and kept it two slips over from ours.  Mitzi managed everything about his life, back then. When he wanted to go sailing, she would arrange for a captain and crew to handle the boat while she attended to Theo. It meant the world to him, and when he died in 1983, he left it to me in the hope that I would keep it sailing.”

Darla approached once again, with two more fresh glasses of tea, patted her dad on the shoulder, removed the two empties, and headed back to their second-floor condo. The elder doctor took a sip, then continued, “In the mid-seventies, Theo and Mitzy had become deeply concerned with certain litigation that was becoming popular within the Reagan administration, that sought to dismantle all the great work that you and I had been working on since the Kennedy days. Support and funding of the national mental health programs we had built under President Kennedy, then expanded under President Johnson, was about to be cut, and all the mental health facilities that were dedicated to housing and treating patients diagnosed as dangerous to themselves or the public were going to be closed.”

“I remember all that, Marcus,” Dr. Colburn glanced at his watch, hoping his friend would recognize his restlessness and segue out of the history lesson and into the point of their meeting.
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