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I always tell the truth, even when I lie.

—TONY MONTANA, SCARFACE








ETYMOLOGY

They were already on the water—twenty or so experienced sailors and divers and one biologist. They’d set out before sunrise in two speedboats loaded with explosives, along with a pilot and a scout in a seaplane overhead, which would prove crucial. These people were on a mission, and this story is as Miami as it gets, but like so many Miami stories—and there are so, so many worth telling—it really starts somewhere else and a long while back. This one begins on the gray waves of Penn Cove, all the way over in Washington State of all places, on August 8, 1970.

The goal that day was to capture several orca, preferably females, preferably juveniles, though it’s likely those would be the only kind for which this crew could even try, seeing as how all orca, but especially adult males, are enormous. This kind of capture had been done before, but not by these sailors or this biologist. It was the kind of work that had a high turnover rate, as people could not, after doing it once, be induced by money or anything else to do what they’d done again. Which was partly why this time, with this contract, they were hoping for a larger haul: six or seven whales, if possible, and they were aiming for the lucky number.

That morning was cold despite the summer day—not a surprise, as the water there is freezing compared to what you get in Miami. There was fog; there was rain, but as the day went on it tapered, felt more like mist, then disappeared. The pod they were tracking and eventually chasing at some point split in two, and while the orca fooled the boats and the sailors—the family sent the children one way, with their mothers, while the rest led the boats in the opposite direction—they didn’t fool the pilot for very long, and when the scout, binoculars pressed over eye sockets, saw what the orca had done—that they’d devised a plan to protect their young—he almost refused to radio down to the boats and give them their new location.

In the end, the sailors got seven, one being the wished-for juvenile female. The biologist with them estimated that this whale was between two and four years old. But estimate is just another word for guess: the truth is, no one outside of this orca’s own family knows for sure how old she really is.

Ask the biologist: At what age is it safe to remove an orca from its mother? The biologist will shake her head and say, Whatever age it would be okay for you to lose yours.

Decades later, this whale remembers that morning well, still sometimes startles out of her half-sleep from the sound of the explosives used to divide them, or worse, from the piercing sensation of her mother’s call—a memory but a sensation still—echoing over her from the other side of the sudden nets, from outside the floating pen in which she was trapped. She did not know how to get out. Her mother and aunts did not know how to get her and her cousins out. Those outside the pen stayed close and waited and panicked and blocked the boats and the ropes, the attempts to lasso them. They swam directly into the nets on purpose, hoping to tear them. They roughed up the water and spewed out every form of protest but in the end, their children were taken from them. She was the last of those captured to be lifted out of the ocean in a stretcher, the last one dragged onto land and into a vessel for transfer—a tank no bigger than her own body.

Five of their family died that day—drowned by the nets—their bodies sliced open and stuffed with rocks, anchors tied around their tails, lost, for a time, to the bottom of the sea. The others captured along with her all died within five years of that morning. What else could you call her survival but a miracle? What other word could you possibly use to describe it?

These aren’t rhetorical questions.

One answer: you could just call it a fact. Or maybe, if you’re trying to be funny: a fluke. Or maybe, in this case: the beginning of a legend.

Of her own beginnings—her first years in the ocean and not yet in a tank—she remembers everything, only some of those memories distorted by captivity: how she learned the sounds of her family, how she could speak with them before ever leaving her mother’s body thanks to the other miracle of water. Of knowing too—without the help of sound and again thanks to water—where each of them was and what they were sensing, regardless of proximity. She knew their voices before their faces, felt their bodies within her own: facts that work like promises, sensations she still touches in her mind, the last reverberations of home that she absorbed as she was lifted out of the Salish Sea.

Here’s another fact: the tiny tank situation didn’t improve upon her forced relocation to Miami. She was given the name Lolita—whoever came up with it never read Nabokov and so didn’t intend the allusion; they just thought the name sounded fittingly tropical—and has since lived in the smallest tank in the world.

And at first, she wasn’t in there alone. Lolita—so courageous and yet so gentle, the veterinarian who chose her for the Miami Seaquarium said of her during the evaluation that preceded their offer to purchase her—joined the tank’s current occupant, her adopted boyfriend-brother: a male orca known as Hugo, a whale not much older than her, captured three years earlier, who would, in time, devote an entire afternoon to bashing his own head against the concrete walls of their tank in order to kill himself. That day’s attempt—not his first—proved successful.

Lolita remembers that day too, and how she’d thought, at the sight of all that new blood in the water, at how this time, he no longer rose up for air: No, no, Hugo, no. But also: Finally. And also, to her terrified surprise, because she knew her kind were meant to live in families and did not know what this verdict meant for her own sanity: Good riddance.

Good riddance to the sound of his teeth gnawing against the edge of the tank. Good riddance to his bites, his swipes, his lunges at her and at their trainers. Good riddance to his circling and circling; to ten years of him taking up space in a tank too small for even just one of them; to his existence serving as a constant reminder of all she’d lost and of where she was not.

But that was years and years ago now.

She is still in that Miami tank, swims each day through the scene of his death. Hugo has been gone for close to four decades, replaced by dolphins in a misguided attempt to keep her company. She’s grown used to their noise and can block out the nonsense of their language, learning to notice only the silence before they rake her with their teeth. But now there is this new noise, this rumble from the depths of this doomed city. Not another whale—no, definitely not—but a man, new to her. She hears something inside him, a precursor to his manhood, something that feels familiar, frighteningly—almost impossibly—like herself. When the tide is high and the water seeps into the city, as it does more and more each day, she thinks she can sometimes hear a call from the base of his brain, long-range and full of mourning and somehow still a child’s, his cries—in a language she knows he’s losing, the phrases indecipherable to her but their meaning known—hovering undetected in the hallways of his own memory.

The Lummi phrase for her kind means our relations under the waves. The Latin phrase means of or belonging to the realm of the dead.

Yes, inside him, there it is, the meaning almost a song: something he’s forever letting go of, something he doesn’t realize he’s killed.






¡DALE!






A BOSOM FRIEND

His name is Ismael Reyes, but almost everyone calls him Izzy. He considers the day he got the cease and desist letter from Pitbull’s legal team the worst day of his life, the reason being that his short-lived role as the number-one unauthorized Pitbull impersonator in the Greater Miami Area had actually been his best attempt at a life plan yet—or at least, the plan most likely to earn him enough easy extra money to move out of the townhouse he shared with his Tía Tere: his mother’s sister, though he never thought of her that way, as he’d barely known his mother. Technically, despite by Miami standards maybe being a little old for the role, Teresa had played the part of Izzy’s only parent since he was seven. And technically, it could be said that Izzy already lived on his own: in his Tía Tere’s garage-turned-efficiency, with its own separate side entrance and his own key and everything; his only reasons for going into her part of the townhouse were if he had to use the kitchen or the bathroom or if he wanted to watch something on cable. The conversion of the garage into an almost-apartment was his high school graduation present, the mostly legal though definitely unpermitted construction project a gift from his Tía Tere, who’d recently begun praying that he’d move out soon so she could rent out the room to recoup its cost, hence her tacit endorsement of Izzy’s cash-only Pitbull impersonator business plan. But that letter, written in some very official-sounding language, made it perfectly clear that Izzy’s weekly photo ops at Dolphin Mall, his appearances at the Two-for-Tuesday happy hours at the Ale House down in Kendall, his standing near—but technically never in!—the entrances of several fading South Beach clubs: basically everything about his side hustle that had given him any recent hope about life after high school—and not being forever limited by the little he made working part-time at Don Shula’s Hotel & Golf Club in Miami Lakes—had been deemed illegal. Copyright infringement, punishable with fines so large that the price tag of just an initial infraction was more than what he guessed his mother would’ve made in her entire life in Cuba, had she never tried to leave.

He was disappointed. Although not Born and raised in the county of Dade (only the latter being true), he’d committed to the daily shaving of his head to evoke the dull sheen of the real Pitbull’s dome. He’d practiced the snarky giggle littering his lyrics, memorized all the words that rhymed with culo, invested in a well-tailored white blazer. On his drives to and from Don Shula’s, he’d even made himself listen to Pitbull’s latest album, the just-released Climate Change—the record didn’t have a single hit on it despite having more featured artists than it did actual tracks—because he figured that was the record the real Pitbull would be trying to promote-slash-salvage after its disappointing mid-March debut, peaking at number 29 on the Billboard 200, pobrecito Pitbull. Point is: Izzy really thought he made a good Pitbull. And he did, if he kept on his sunglasses—Izzy’s eyes are brown, not blue. There was also the issue of his age and his height, as the real Pitbull is pushing forty and had maxed out at an angry five-seven, whereas Izzy has just turned the big Two-Oh and is blessed to have made it to five-eleven-and-a-half: great for Izzy’s life in general but not-so-great for the Pitbull business. He’d charged less than he wanted and crouched down in photos for exactly those reasons—he was a reasonable guy! He imagined Pitbull to be one as well despite all the sonic evidence suggesting otherwise.

If only Izzy could just talk to him, cut through all the lawyers and shit, make his case man to man: that having a younger, better-looking version of yourself showing up in the Miami neighborhoods you list in almost every song would only elevate your quote-unquote brand; that Tía Tere lives for your remixes and is your biggest fan (not true at all, she thinks Pitbull is a hack and a clown, changes the station like a reflex whenever she hears his voice, but she did appreciate that Izzy had, prior to getting that letter, something relatively safe to do on weekends, something she wrote off as a strange but undeniable calling that also happened to earn him some cash); that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery or whatever; why do you even care, you’re already rich as fuck; et cetera, et cetera. Izzy was sure he could change Pitbull’s mind, maybe even end up in the background of a music video or something.

Alas, he understood from the letter that discussing the terms with the man himself was not an option, so the time had come for him to fully commit to his original life plan—the plan of his heart—to the idea that he’d dismissed as a fantasy a couple years earlier, as high school graduation loomed and as late-night movies on cable flooded over him from the one ancient and decidedly not-smart television in his Tía Tere’s townhouse, a plan he’d reasoned away as probably too far-fetched and crazy-sounding, even by Miami standards (or at least, his experience of them; he can—and should!—thank his Tía Tere for the limits on that kind of knowing). He’d told himself his original plan was barely a plan at all, that it was more inherently dangerous and too ambitious, and why even go that route when he had in Pitbull an innocuous enough Mr. 305 turned Mr. Worldwide, a quote-unquote rapper who was really just a barely bilingual auto-tuned businessman ticking off the Latino box on the commercial music industry’s checklist for crap with a resounding Dah-leh? But with Pitbull himself having weighed in on Izzy’s future, he could see the ways he’d underestimated himself, how he’d denied himself the pleasure of taking his cues from his real hero. He could no longer follow that easier path, as he had—right in front of him—his message from Pitbull-slash-the Universe-slash-the black-and-white image scowling at him from the movie poster on the wall across from his bed. The time had come for him to accept his destiny, to believe that the world really could be his, to embrace his Cuban birth and his huge balls; he would re-make himself into Tony Montana for the new millennium, Miami’s modern-day Scarface.

What this meant immediately: he could let his hair grow back, which was a huge relief, as no twenty-year-old should play at being bald when nature hasn’t forced it on him. It meant he needed his very own Manolo, a guy to follow him around and hopefully do most of the boring but necessary stuff largely behind the scenes. It meant—if he really wanted to be authentic here—that he would need to quit his crappy job at Don Shula’s in order to get a crappier job as a dishwasher in a Little Havana restaurant, a job that he and his Manolo would eventually quit once shadier shit was in the works. It meant he needed to practice saying hello to his little friend and ramping up his usage of the word fuck. He needed a pet tiger and a Michelle Pfeiffer, but really, if he wanted to avoid falling short this time, he needed to start out aiming higher: he needed something better than a tiger or a Pfeiffer—a more dangerous pet and/or lady. He needed Super Manolo. Because Izzy’s mistake with the Pitbull route was that he’d tried to become that man rather than surpass him. This time, with this plan, he would have to surpass even what he could not yet imagine.

He needed to watch the movie again, probably.

So no, despite what Izzy thinks, the day that brought the letter killing his first American Dream was not the worst day of his life, not by a long shot. Technically, that day is both already behind him and also hanging ahead of him, the memory and possibility of it already sensed—somehow—by Izzy’s Better-Than-a-Tiger: Miami’s favorite and only captive orca, known here as Lolita, this sinking city’s whale, simmering in the too-warm water of her tank, ever-circling the concrete, hoping and waiting for him.






LOOMINGS

What else does Lolita know? It might feel impossible to imagine, but why not try: she knows she’s in Miami, Florida, but that she’s not from here, that such a thing is impossible. She knows roughly the location of her still-living family members—and so, of her mother—though this is less known than felt, which is the case for much of what you’d call knowing. She knows Lolita is just a stage name, a character, not the name she was born into but it’s the one to which she’s long answered. She knows, roughly, her age, that she has been in this tank for several decades, that her rituals around each sunrise have helped her keep track of the passage of long time—and so she knows the year is 2017, though she doesn’t use that number to mark it: you can’t know what number she holds in her mind—how could you?—only that it’s much larger, maybe a different shape. She knows her show times. She knows that people like the water even though for her it’s too warm—and so she does her best to drench the crowd every day, twice a day. Why not? It seems to her that it takes very little to make people happy, and when people feel happy, she knows it: she can, at times, sense that joy directly in the minds of those still too young to have achieved coherent speech (a phenomenon likely attributed to the paralimbic region of her brain; in the ocean, this structure would’ve allowed her to communicate with members of her pod without any sound at all—the best word for that, given the limits of this language, being telepathy). She knows she is the Most Important Thing at the Seaquarium, and she knows—somehow—that Seaquarium is not a real word. She knows—no, be accurate: knows of—LeBron James and him taking his talents to South Beach, though he and his talents were actually in Downtown Miami, across from her tank on Virginia Key, meaning: not South Beach at all. She knows South Beach is, for now, three or so feet above sea level. She knows something is wrong with the warming water and with the ground, and that it feels like a sinking—but no, it’s the water rising from the limestone below to meet her; she thinks maybe this is part of some greater plan to get her out of that tank, but of this she can’t be sure. She knows only that something is rippling that was not rippling before, not at this rate or at this amplitude, that the sound of it comes and goes with the tides, and so every day she listens for as far as she can listen, swaying her fat-filled jawbone in and out of the water when her trainers believe her to be resting. And it’s in this listening that she hears Izzy, halfway across the city, wondering while he showers where the fuck he’s going to find a Manolo and a Pfeiffer and, eventually, something like her.






THE HUNT BEGINS

Izzy decides to start with interviews. He knows he needs to watch the movie again—he knows, he knows—but for now he thinks he can move forward on the Manolo front without a refresher. Granted, Tony Montana already knew the real Manolo from their lives in Cuba; in the movie, Tony didn’t need to go searching for his Manolo, but Izzy figures that when you’re crafting yourself into Scarface, the only way to dive in is to accept where you’re at, then move the right pieces into place so that the money, then the power—and after that the women, according to the film’s stated logic—can eventually flow your way. He pulls down his high school yearbook from the bookshelf where there isn’t a single other book and turns to the back, to where people signed it. Most of the signers were women, but there were three guys—he counts them; two are named Rudy—and it is these three fellow Hialeah Lakes High grads who have, the way he figures it, an automatic berth into the Manolo Interview Round.

He looks up each guy on Instagram—but doesn’t follow them, as that would make him seem like a try-hard—and shows their pictures to his Tía Tere, asking her what she knows and claiming he’s looking to reach out and make friends, something she half-heartedly reminds him to do in real life whenever she sees him looking at his phone. His Tía Tere knows people, is basically the central spoke in her network of cubanas metidas, their headquarters being the Sedano’s Supermarket on Palm Avenue where they buy their lottery tickets. Every area-Cuban of a certain generation knows Teresa and her story, which is also Izzy’s story: how she took in her nephew after his mother drowned trying to cross over, how she’d raised him as her own—even though she’d never wanted kids herself, she liked to remind people. If his Tía Tere didn’t know someone directly, she knew their mother or their tía or their madrina, so within half an hour Izzy has a workplace and a cell number for each guy. He considers texting them but decides to show up at their jobs instead; he wants to see them in action, in real life, but more importantly, he figures catching them by surprise is what Tony Montana would do, and given that hunting for a Manolo already strays from—or perhaps predates—the literal Scarface plot, Izzy wants to do whatever he can to start this shit off right.

The first one, the one not named Rudy, works at Pembroke Lakes Mall all the way up in Broward, at the T-Mobile stand right near the food court. It would be a better sign if he worked for Verizon or AT&T, but whatever, dude’s got to start somewhere, right? Irregardless of any cease and desist letter, you can’t just start off as Mr. Worldwide, not without first spending some time as Mr. 305.

Not-a-Rudy (his name is Geovany) looks exactly the same as he does in his yearbook photo. Same shitty block of a beard hiding a weak chin, same fade, same too-big-to-be-real diamond studs in his earlobes. He’s even wearing a tie like in the picture, though this one is T-Mobile pink instead of the standard-issue black ones they sling around your neck when you sit for your senior year portraits. The only thing maybe different about him is his neck, which is for sure thicker, Izzy thinks. Or maybe just stronger.

—Wassup, chico, Izzy says, the endearment a holdover from his Pitbull act. He slaps forearms with the guy across the stand’s counter and adds, It’s been a minute.

—Ernie! the guy says. What happened to your hair, dog? Coño, look at you, you’re fucking diesel.

—It’s Izzy, bro. Ismael.

Izzy definitely lifts but doesn’t consider himself diesel by any means. He barely thinks of himself as ripped, maybe on his way to jacked, which is, as far as he understands, still a couple levels shy of diesel. Is it Izzy who doesn’t see himself accurately, or is this guy bad at sizing people up? If it’s the latter, shouldn’t that disqualify this guy from being a potential Manolo, given that sizing people up is probably an integral part of the job? Plus, the guy misremembered Izzy’s name: not exactly good signs, not that he thinks he’s looking for any.

Then by way of apology the guy says Coño, fuck me, my bad like three times, so Izzy considers him back in the running: he already has the vocabulary. He’s got a break coming up, so they make plans to meet at the Sbarro in four, maybe five minutes.

Izzy sits with his back to the heat-lamped pizza glistening behind the sneeze guard to keep from buying all the slices. Thinking about rubbing his still-bald head with the garlicked grease pooling in each cheesy pizza crater also sort of works to keep him from wanting it. He wants to think that his days of consuming cheap mall garbage are as of right then literally behind him. Already he feels on his way to being too powerful to waste time thinking about something as basic as food. He can’t remember if the movie ever shows Tony Montana actually eating anything other than cocaine.

Six or seven minutes later, the guy sits down across from him, a Diet Coke in his fist. He spreads his knees so far apart they knock away the empty seats on either side of him and says, Are you fucking ’roiding, bro? They say that shit shrinks your nuts but only if you do it like, a lot a lot.

—Nah, bro. I don’t mess with that shit.

—You sure? You interested though? No pressure, whatever, how you been?

—Good, good. Busy. I’m trying to be like the next Scarface.

—Like the rapper? My mind is playin’ tricks on me! I didn’t know you could rap!

—No, like Scarface Scarface. Like the original. Tony Montana, like her womb is so polluted.

The guy leans back and says, Sorry to tell you and not for nothing, but you aren’t Scarface material, bro. Like at all, if you’re asking me. Which you basically are and I say you can’t pull that shit off.

—Coño, bro. I’m not asking you. I’m looking for a Manolo.

—You know you sorta look like Pitbull with your head shaved like that? Except for the eyes, the guy says, smoothing down his tie. Fucking brown eyes wrecks it.

The guy spins his phone on the table between them.

—Oh cuz you’re such big shit, working at T-Mobile. Can’t even get a job at a real place like Verizon.

—Fuck you, bro, the fuck you even doing with your life?

—I just told you. I need a Manolo.

—What? I ain’t no fucking Manolo! The guy grabs his phone and shoves it in his front pocket, then points at Izzy with sideways gun fingers. You’d be my fucking Manolo if anything, freaking ESL motherfucker. Remember back in middle school, you still had that ref accent in math saying pa-ra-BO-la instead of pa-RA-bo-la? Straight up Manolo shit right there, he says with a good tug on his crotch.

Izzy stands up and says, Oh you think so? Whatever, I did better than you in that class, so fuck that. He flexes his pecs, feels his traps engage along the ridge of his shoulders and the sides of his neck, making himself as big as he can. Fucking weak-ass motherfucker. Do you even lift, bro?

The guy doesn’t stand up. He just sits there and laughs, rolling his Diet Coke can between the palms of his hands. Izzy tosses a crumpled-up napkin on the floor and stomps away.

—The fuck is your problem? the guy says to the chairs Izzy’s shoved out of his way. Coño, bro, you always seemed a little sad back in the day but you know what? Get as ripped as you want, doesn’t matter, your fucking head’s still off.

The guy points his gun-fingers to his own skull, but Izzy doesn’t see it. He’s cutting across the food court, trying to tune the guy out, but he can’t help it: he hears the guy yell, Good luck, Manolo!

Izzy drives to the gym straight from the mall, deciding he needs to lift for a while before finding the next guy, the first Rudy. He has never taken steroids, but as he watches his arms and chest flex in the mirror wall, he wonders if the dough of his high school fat somehow absorbed steroids through the sweat of the guys around him. Maybe he hasn’t been wiping off the machines so well. He thinks of garlic knots and imagines himself swallowing them whole but not digesting them: instead, each greasy lump magically migrates to his biceps, bolstering the muscles from underneath, the crusts pushing up his skin like some kind of bread-based implants. He benches ten pounds more than he’s ever done, thinking not of the danger of carbs, but of what else they could come to mean: forbidden blasts of energy, quick and undeniable power.






KING TIDE

It doesn’t rain while Izzy is inside the gym, and as he leaves, there isn’t a cloud in the sky; the clouds don’t roll in from the Everglades until later in the day, the heat and humidity and pressure summoning them from the west each afternoon, the storms they bring controlling the rhythms of Miami life with more force than any clock or rush-hour traffic pattern. And yet a puddle of what is definitely water surrounds his car as if it had poured for the last hour. The water was there when he arrived but he didn’t notice it as he got down from the car, the puddle small and oily enough earlier that he’d just parked over it, assuming it had leaked out of some other car’s engine. Now he has to lunge across what looks like a custom-made moat, straddling a couple feet of water and leaping into his front seat to keep his sneakers dry.

All around the city this is happening more and more, water seeping up from the ground: sunny day flooding. Izzy doesn’t call it that, or know that others call it that, or know the terrifying science/magic behind it, how—because it’s connected to the tides—even the moon is involved. This city is, for him, just kind of wet all the time, and yeah, maybe it’s worse than it used to be. Every time he has to cross over a sudden puddle like this, he figures a storm just passed, a quick one he just must’ve missed or didn’t notice—what else could it be? He doesn’t want to think about it. Besides, he’s been doing splits over puddles since his first days in Miami. So many memories of his Tía Tere taking him to school and driving super slow so as not to make a wake, her Corolla floating over floods bumper-high after even the quickest and slimmest of rain showers: the water in the ground even back then was already so high it couldn’t take on a drop more.

It’s this water that is coming for him, for his Tía Tere’s townhouse, for almost everyone’s homes, starting with the septic tanks, many of which are failing. It’s an inevitability: every septic tank in this city will fail. Because they are slowly being submerged. And there’s no way to (legally) put those houses on the public sewer system if they aren’t already: already, to dig down in those neighborhoods is to hit water before you get deep enough to lay new pipes. It’s why the city of Miami Beach raised the roads by a few feet, buying themselves another decade or two of tourism. It’s why the first dozen floors of every new building downtown—buildings with owners who live in other countries, all taking out huge insurance policies waiting to be cashed in with the next big hurricane—are dedicated to parking. It’s why there are roaches everywhere in this city, inside every home no matter how often you clean it or have it cleaned, no matter how much pesticide you ring those homes in—those fucking cockroaches that Scarface curses by name are just trying to stay above that rising water line. The roaches, the ants, the palmetto bugs, the garter snakes, the green and brown anoles, the geckos, the toads, the salamanders, the various kinds of termites, even the opossums sometimes: they have no other choice but to come inside to stay dry. More and more, and for now—and depending on the moon and the time of day, month, year—inside your house is the safest place, because yes, they can float, maybe even tread water for a while, but unlike other creatures in this city, they aren’t designed to swim forever. They’re coming inside because they want to survive: they are all, like Lolita in her tank (though given what the floods could theoretically mean for her, she shares little of their trepidation), listening to the water coming up from the ground, to the future glimpsed when it’s at its highest. To the promise of what it will reclaim.






THE HUNT CONTINUES, ENDS

The interview with the second guy—the First Rudy—occurs a couple days later at Westland Mall in Hialeah, which is much closer to Izzy’s house and a far cry from the last mall in Pembroke Pines. What to say about the differences between these spaces, what they each imply about the communities they serve, about the people who enter them? For now it’s enough to say that Westland Mall is, no matter how many seating areas they cram between those kiosks, a dump. It is at a kiosk for cell phone cases—not even cell phones or their various service providers; it is that bad—that the First Rudy works.

The First Rudy is perhaps a bit forgettable but was always good to Izzy during the one year they knew each other, having refrained from calling him Dough Boy or Pillsbury or Vaca Frita, this last nickname clinging to Izzy since elementary thanks to his stint in ESL. To be clear: Izzy was never fat, exactly—at least, not in a way that he could own, like various rappers of an earlier era (Big Pun, the Notorious B.I.G.; both now dead, though only one from health issues that could be attributed to morbid obesity). But he’d been chubby in a way that made girls think he would make a great Best Guy Friend and not much else. All through middle and most of high school, he kept his shirt on at the beach. In the shower, staring down, he sometimes worried because he was growing breasts big enough that the line of cleavage he could engineer when he pushed them together almost gave him a boner. Then, without trying very hard at all really, it melted away—late puberty, who knows—and graduation brought a search for a job, and his part-time at Don Shula’s came with a free gym membership, and now people like Not-Rudy thought he was fucking diesel. Whether that term is accurate or not, his shirts did finally fit him well, the sleeves of everything tight around his arms and shoulders in ways that made people look at him, ways that had let him pretend to be a stronger-looking Pitbull. His body had changed enough since graduation that the First Rudy, upon seeing Izzy, did not even recognize him.

The First Rudy spends the opening minutes of his unknown reunion with Izzy trying to sell him a phone case that will protect his device in up to thirty feet of water. The case is meant for divers, but this is not the angle he uses; he instead argues that this is the case you want if you are like, around a lot of pools. Or have a pool yourself. Or if you go to the beach a lot. Or maybe the Everglades. Or if you have a friend with a boat, or a friend with a cousin who has a boat.

Izzy doesn’t fit any of these categories yet, but he likes the case, how sturdy it feels, the way it makes his phone feel huge in his hands. When Izzy agrees to buy it, he asks if there’s a discount for old high school friends, and it’s then that the First Rudy realizes who it is he’s talking to. Izzy pays for the case—ten percent off—and leaves without mentioning his need for a Manolo, because despite Manolo’s sidekick status, he still needs to have some kind of balls—for christ’s sake, he goes on to marry Tony’s sister behind his back, or something like that; it doesn’t matter to Izzy, because as far as he knows he’s an only child and so has jettisoned this plot aspect—and the First Rudy’s wrinkled Dockers and the deep sweat patches under his arms and dabbing his lower back—which Izzy glimpsed when the guy bent down to look in the bowels of his kiosk for a case in silver, the color Izzy requested—rightfully showed Izzy that this First Rudy, as nice as he’d been in high school, could not even be Manolo’s Manolo.

And so that leaves Izzy with the third man, the Second and Final Rudy, who does not work at any mall. No: he works at La Carreta on Bird Road—not as a server, as his Tía Tere had assumed, but as a dishwasher, and when the hostess corrects him about it, Izzy is as close to overjoyed as someone trying to reinvent himself can come. Because the real Manolo’s first job in the U.S. was as a dishwasher; Tony washed dishes too, alongside Manolo; it’s a sign!—a literal sign, taped to the wall by the hostess stand that reads DISHWASHERS NEEDED. He makes note of it and then circles around the back of the restaurant, jogging between a dumpster and a stack of pallets, trying to keep his excitement in check: he wants to believe in fate but Tony Montana would probably say that fate is just going hard after whatever it is you want, that you make your own fate in this country, et cetera.

When Izzy spots him through a window in the restaurant’s back door, the Second Rudy is washing dishes while wearing a hairnet like in that part of the movie where Manolo washes dishes while wearing a hairnet. Sweat coats Rudy’s face, and he looks miserable and angry as his dark brows interrupt the shiny film of his skin. He raises a forearm to his head and tucks his skull into it, and as he drags it across and over his head, he sees Izzy—who has decided to wave, sort of. Rudy waves back, saying, Hold up, I know that dude, his words landing in the steel trough brimming with dishes and hot water and a soap-and-mildew smell Rudy can no longer stomach. He pulls his apron over his head and, after wiping his face and neck and arms with it, goes outside to see his high school friend.

Izzy cannot tell from the hug if Rudy remembers him fondly. It’s the kind of hug where one man blocks full torso contact via the buffer of a cocked elbow; a hug with a built-in pushback. A two-handed hug, or the type where one hand rests—only for a second—on the back of the hug-receiver’s head before dropping down to the less intimate spot of a shoulder, would’ve indicated that Rudy not only remembered Izzy but that he was glad to see him here, at his workplace. But no, it’s a guarded hug despite the backslapping and the Oh my god, bro, how are you that accompanies it. And so Izzy proceeds with some caution.

It isn’t necessary: Izzy and Rudy are, in many ways, the same man—both young, both treading the water rising around them, both as yet unaware of how lost they are in the version of Miami that leaves them longing for little more than a life prominently featuring nightclub bottle service and a girlfriend with an impressive set of augmented breasts. Even before he hears it, Rudy is as ready for Izzy’s plan as Izzy is. They are so primed for this adventure that, had that arm not been folded between them, they might’ve, on impact, merged into one man.

They sit behind the restaurant on the hood of Rudy’s Nissan Altima as Izzy lays out his idea, knowing full well that he isn’t sure what it really entails, saying over and over again that Tony Montana didn’t know either, that that’s actually sort of the point. It was time to take some big risks, to take advantage of this city, to let what it had to offer find them. They just had to put themselves out there in a big way. Rudy rubs the stubble along his jaw with his whole hand, leaning forward every time Izzy hops off the car to face him. Izzy’s rant is full of vagaries, but neither Izzy nor Rudy can tell because Izzy relays it with a force Rudy can’t help but respect, even admire. All Tony Montana had at the start—aside from his word and his balls—was ambition and a massive sense that he deserved better, that he was destined for something bigger, something huge, something borderline unconquerable—and didn’t they have that too, deep down? Before Izzy can make his mouth ask the next question, Rudy asks one himself: Do you need a Manolo?

—I do, I do, Izzy says. Do you remember the part where they both work at washing dishes and Tony gets fed up and they quit? It’s after they kill that Communist guy in the camp in exchange for green cards.

Rudy laughs and says, I think my parents have the DVD but honestly, I haven’t seen that movie in forever. I just don’t wanna wear a fucking hairnet anymore.

He rubs his hands together as if washing them or trying to start a fire. The night is so hot and muggy, but neither man feels it; neither man has ever been any place where the air is any different.

—I don’t actually know if that really happens, Izzy says. But I think it does. At the beginning.

Then he ventures: We should probably watch the movie again.

And Rudy takes it up: We should, we should.






FIRST NIGHT-WATCH

Scarface was released in 1983, and it is set in 1980—seventeen years before Izzy is born but not so long ago that he doesn’t understand the backdrop of the Mariel boatlift. The boatlift could’ve brought over his mother, but it didn’t: she’d just turned fourteen, and her mother—Ocila, the parent she and his Tía Tere shared—had raised her to trust the Revolution, to fight rather than flee, to regard her half sister as a traitor. Ocila had even named her Alina, after Castro’s daughter. His Tía Tere—who had a very different dad with very different politics—came to the U.S. with her father (may he rest in peace) on one of the last Freedom Flights in 1973, meaning: on a plane, a trip over two years in the making that lasted barely an hour.

Ninety miles might not seem like a long distance, but you know these are no ordinary ninety miles: the miles are years, and the years are faces you never see again and voices you might hear once or twice, assuming whoever you left behind can forgive you for long enough to accept your call from Miami or New York. The miles are fights and betrayals and rewrites of familial history that paint someone as a bad guy: Say good night to the bad guy. The miles for some are a silence; for Alina and countless others, the miles are a grave.

In the end, Izzy came on a boat, like Tony Montana. But Tony’s mother and sister were waiting for him in the U.S.; with Alina gone, all Izzy had was an aunt he’d never met, and he’d heard Alina curse her name enough times to have feared how she’d treat him—felt terrified at the news that this traitor-aunt had agreed to sponsor him after a case worker called her from Krome Detention Center with the surprise news of his arrival and his legal status as an unaccompanied minor—but Teresa, from then on his Tía Tere, turned out to be just a regular woman who wanted to do right by her sister’s memory, to give him a chance at the life her sister had lost in the attempt to bring him to the United States, suspicious as that attempt may have seemed to her. She’d spent those first weeks wanting to pelt him with questions about Alina and whatever had compelled her to get on that raft after years of not just refusing to do so but of wishing a literal watery death to any Cuban who’d attempted to leave that way, but everything she’d binge-read in her first weeks as a parent to un niño traumatizado told her to be gentle, to let him come to her. And anyway the truth now was he remembered next to nothing—about Alina or the voyage. It’s also true that his Tía Tere knew very little about him prior to his arrival—only his birthday, which Alina had mentioned in a letter Teresa has long since torn apart and buried in an effort to give that pain back to the earth. The year he arrived, he’d already turned seven.

In Scarface, Al Pacino plays Tony with an accent Izzy can’t place. It is like nothing he’s heard in Miami, like nothing that comes out of his own mouth or out of the mouth of anyone he interacts with. Is it supposed to be Spanish, the accent? Does Izzy have an accent? His guess is no, and in Miami, he doesn’t. His accent would only be discernible away from here, where it would be obvious and possibly even as comical as Tony Montana’s, depending on the listener. But in Miami, his English sounds like most everyone else’s English, or he just speaks Spanish, which quickly turned clunky in his mouth, littered with almost as many English words as his English is.

In Scarface, the character of Manolo is played by an actor named Steven Bauer. Steven Bauer was born in Cuba and named Esteban Echevarría but he changed it somewhere between his stint as a teenager named Joe Peña on the PBS bilingual sitcom ¿Qué Pasa, U.S.A.? (where he’s listed in the credits as Rocky Echevarría) and his being cast as Manolo in Scarface. Whatever he wanted to be called, he was and is one of maybe two actual Cubans cast in a movie that purports to be about Cubans. His Cuban-ness is what reportedly got him the role over his non-Cuban competition: John Travolta.

Even though the name Steven Bauer sounds more Anglo, his Spanish accent as Manolo is much heavier than when he was on PBS and still going by Echevarría. You can imagine some director type telling him to lay it on thick, but neither Izzy nor Rudy understand why he hams it up in the movie when his new name clearly indicated he was heading—or hoping to head—in a different direction, as evidenced not only by the name change but by his somewhat disastrous marriage, from 1981 to 1989, to Melanie Griffith, una americana who would go on to also marry Miami Vice’s own Don Johnson (twice, as in once in 1976 and then again in 1989, like right after divorcing el pobre Steven), as well as America’s favorite Spaniard, Antonio Banderas, who plays a Cuban musician in The Mambo Kings—a movie Izzy and Rudy have never seen, based on a Pulitzer Prize–winning novel they’ve never read, written by a New York–born Cuban guy they’ve never heard of—and, of course, the cat in all the Shreks (Izzy and Rudy love the Shreks). Steven Bauer’s more recent credits include a cigar-smoking boss in the music video for the song Secret Admirer (by Pitbull), and the kidnapper in the music video for the song Hold On, We’re Going Home (by Drake), in which he only has one line (he has zero lines in the Pitbull video), and he says it nice and slow and with a white guy accent—he doesn’t sound Cuban at all. Izzy doesn’t even recognize the old guy from the Drake video as the same guy who plays Manolo. But admittedly it’s been like four years since that song came out, and Izzy watched the video maybe once and not even all the way through.

Izzy and Rudy briefly discuss the accents—or more accurately, the performance of accents—days after first meeting up as they pass the worn case for the special edition Scarface DVD between them while sitting on Izzy’s-but-really-Tía-Tere’s couch.

—We don’t have to do that, right? Talk like that? Rudy says.

—Of course not. We’re not acting, this is gonna be real life.

—But if we’re trying to be like these guys –

—This is more a spirit of the law, letter of the law thing.

—Meaning?

—What we want – what we need is to move up in the world in an aggressive way. That’s all we’re trying to do. Anything that doesn’t directly relate to that, no big deal.

Rudy pauses the DVD, asks: What about the drugs?

Izzy shrugs. Says, I wouldn’t say the drugs are like, mandatory.

—Bro, are you serious? This whole movie is about drugs.

Rudy flips away from the film to the cable setting, scrolling through the channels, looking for the Marlins game. He says, I don’t want to mess with that shit. Doing is one thing, selling is another. My parents would fucking kill me.

He finds the game and curses the Marlins for being down by two runs in the ninth inning; it’s only the second game of the season, but the Marlins lost the first, so despite the length of the season, Rudy’s ready to give up. He falls back on the couch with a gust of air and says, Fucking Marlins, bro. Breaking my heart since like forever.

—I’m not saying it won’t be shady, just doesn’t have to be drugs.

—Plus I don’t want to end up dead, Rudy says.

—We definitely will deviate from that part, for real. Izzy leans back on the couch too, points to the game. They got two outs and no one on base, he says.

Rudy rubs the top of his head with his whole hand, like he’s about to pick himself up. I know, he says. But I can’t not watch it. It’s like, a sickness. How shady you thinking?

—I have no idea, maybe not even that shady. Maybe gambling? Or betting?

—Those are the same thing.

Izzy reaches for the remote but Rudy tosses it to his other hand in time to keep control of it. Izzy sucks his teeth and says, Change it back to the movie already. We got shit to figure out.

—The game’s almost over, bro. Let me see my Marlins lose and then we can get back to work, okay?

And Izzy—because he’s your Tony and Rudy is just your Manolo; and because held deep in him is a memory he can’t fully conjure of being pulled by both arms into a speedboat by a man speaking muddied Spanish, a spotlight behind this stranger blinding Izzy just before he collapses, his body spilling onto the deck; and because Izzy also is a true Marlins fan (they do exist), having fallen in love with the team immediately after seeing a billboard for season tickets within minutes of his first glimpses of Miami from his Tía Tere’s car—Izzy is the one who stumbles on the beginnings of a plan, on their version of the commodity that made Tony Montana so rich. He smacks Rudy on the shoulder maybe five times in a row.

—Baseball players, he says. We can like, get them here. For like money.

On the screen, the umpire calls a second strike.

—You mean be like scouts? Rudy says, a tried-and-true Manolo. We aren’t trained to do scouting. That takes like years.

—No no, like helping players get here from Cuba. Like defecting.

—Is that a job? I mean, I know you can get smuggled but can you do the smuggling?

—Yeah, there’s ways and stuff. There’s people. We could be the people. Or help the people. I mean, Scarface started small and then ends up on top of the whole game.

—But how do you get into that? We don’t even have a boat.

—Probably we start by learning the system for how they do this with rafts for regular people, get into that system, figure out how it’s done. Then we work our way up to helping athletes or whatever.

—So we don’t need a boat?

He hits Rudy again.

—Not yet, Izzy says. I might know people – or I guess my tía might know people, a guy who knows a guy. From like, when I came over. When I was little.

—For real? Rudy says.

He wants Izzy to say more, but because Rudy’s parents have raised him right, he knows better than to ask certain questions, doesn’t want to offend anyone by making certain assumptions. Rudy, born a United States citizen—though still Manolo despite what should be an obvious disqualification—knows almost as much about the circumstances of Izzy’s crossing as Izzy does, meaning: not much at all. What Rudy does know—not by direct experience but by a kind of cultural osmosis, it’s sometimes that thick in Miami’s air—is that asking the wrong person the wrong question can get you in a lot of trouble. Better to let people talk, is what his father always said, what a lot of guys’ fathers said.

—Yeah, she’s gotta know someone who knows about this shit. The bringing people over part, not the athlete part.

Rudy nods slowly and says, I know people like that too. A guy who knows a guy, like you said.

In Miami, it’s hard not to know a guy who knows a guy: another truth hanging in this city’s air. Rudy rubs his head again, deciding how much to say.

—Mine’s is the uncle of this guy that works with my dad, he finally says over a commercial. He goes out on his boat once, maybe twice a year and picks up balseros in the middle of the night, drops them off closer to shore. He’s never gotten caught. Says if anybody asks he tells them he was just out fishing, but you know what that means.

Izzy doesn’t, not exactly, but he keeps this to himself, not because he had a father who’d taught him to let others talk (he’s not even sure he ever met the man), but because he doesn’t want to admit how little he actually remembers from his own crossing.

The game ends—another loss for the Marlins, making it two in a row to start the season—and Rudy adds, I know some groups say they do it for free, like anti-Castro people, but they aren’t the only guys in the game. This guy I’m talking about? He charges ten grand a person, unless they’re a relative. Then it’s just five grand.

Izzy whistles, says, That’s a start, right? We can talk to him and to my people too, compare notes, find out about the system. There’s always a system.

He has never thought for long about the price of his own passage, of who ultimately paid it. All it cost him was his mother, a woman he sometimes worried he should miss more; the only feeling he could regularly conjure for her now was a soggy kind of gratitude for getting him on that raft. Whatever hole her death had left in him, his Tía Tere had initially filled it, and eventually the hole filled up with Miami itself, with the urgency to fit into his new American life. The person Izzy was when he grabbed the arms of the man on that speedboat had, as far as he was concerned, drowned along with his mother. He’d arrived unassisted, totally legit, no question about it, that was the story. That was the only way through it: to pretend it had happened to someone else. Becoming a modern-day Tony Montana would be easy compared to that earlier transformation.

He takes out his phone, admires the case and its waterproof qualities, thinking maybe it was a smart and even necessary investment after all. He’s grateful to the First Rudy, sweaty as he was, for the discount. Outside, a passing thunderstorm pummels the townhouse—the downpour flooding their street in minutes—but at the game on TV, everything is dry thanks to the closed roof over Marlins Park. They switch back to the DVD and finish watching the movie, Izzy taking notes on his phone.

He types, LESSON 1: DONT UNDERESTIMATE THE OTHER GUYS GREED

He types, LESSON 2: DONT GET HIGH ON UR OWN SUPPLY (N/A 4 US?)

He types, EVENTUALLY GET SKINNY AF GF (MAYBE NOT SKINNY?? HAS TO BE WHITE GIRL THO??)

He types other things and then abandons his note-taking after the scene where Scarface goes to some old lady’s house and it turns out she’s his mother, who apparently hates him—a scene he doesn’t at all remember despite the many times growing up when he’d watched this movie on cable. Maybe it always got cut for time, along with all the fucks and whatnot. He doesn’t remember if the mother is even important to the plot. He hopes not. He doesn’t want to think about it and so he tosses his phone on the couch and closes his eyes for a second, imagining instead his Michelle Pfeiffer—or more accurately, what he hopes will be his Michelle Pfeiffer’s gigantic butt.

As the storm dumps the last of its rain on Hialeah, no one but Lolita hears the water lapping its way up Izzy’s driveway. She understands; she shares and knows his bone-deep loneliness even as he pushes away the sensation with thoughts of big booties. Of course he wants to seek out the woman first, not knowing as she does that he should let the woman find him, and definitely not knowing that she—Lolita—might be the catalyst for all he is truly after. She rises for a breath. There is so much she could tell him.






HARK!

The storm passes quickly enough but as usual these days, the water everywhere lingers. For that you can thank the king tide and the extra nudge of a full moon, along with the well-established theory that humidity, given its overbearing tendencies, is inherently omniscient. Add to all that the fact that Lolita’s tank, unlike the Marlins’ ballpark, sits uncovered and therefore completely exposed to the same rains flooding Izzy’s street, the storm water joining the treated salt water surrounding her. And remember that she’s stuck right there by the bay, trapped at the edge of the ocean, on land barely above sea level, all of it getting drenched, meaning: eventually everything flows her way. In this super-saturated instant, as above so below, it’s more than enough.

She hovers just beneath the surface, where the rain is still mingling in a greater concentration with her tank water, and she hears Izzy say, Instead of a tiger, what if we get like, a dolphin?

—You can’t buy a dolphin. An alligator we could get no problem.

—That’s why a gator’s not enough. A dolphin – that says power. The Dolphins got one, right?

—They do? I thought that was just in that old movie. Where Jim Carrey wears a tutu.

—I think that’s where I saw it.

—I don’t know if that’s real, bro. How you even gonna keep it alive?

—Obviously this comes after we already have money for a tank. And like a warehouse.

—Maybe we should like, research that? If it’s even possible? Like, go to the Seaquarium, talk to trainers?

—Shamu is there too, Izzy says. And the muscles surrounding Lolita’s eyes contract and she sinks down because she hates when she senses this, because she is not Shamu. There is no Shamu anymore but they are all Shamu. Shamu has become the token orca, the one-and-only Killer Whale (though this term is out of fashion and should not be used, even though it’s used still, like so many other offensive terms). She has never met this whale and yet this name makes the rounds of her stadium whenever she performs, only sometimes corrected. She is learning—still learning—that it does not matter what anyone calls her. It should’ve never mattered.

What does she know of Izzy’s time as Pitbull? Not much: it’s not that she doesn’t have the capacity, it’s that she only just started sensing him through the water as a distinct presence. All she knows of his Pitbull phase is that it’s over, a lifting of noise that lets her now sense even what he’s buried and forgotten. Before, she registered Izzy only as an occasional queasy feeling, something she could ignore or that she blamed on the rotting fish sometimes mixed in with the rest of her food—sensations she felt all the time, possibly for others just like him, and ignored. When Izzy was playing at Pitbull, he didn’t have to think hard about how to do it or what it meant, his thoughts during his gigs a kind of soothing static. Much like the real Pitbull, Izzy’s act boiled down to yelling a few standard phrases and putting his arms around people’s shoulders. He looked women and girls up and down and licked his lips, told them to get naked for him and dance, then let out a gurgled laugh that was supposed to mean, Nah, Mami, I’m just playing but no seriously take off your clothes. Sometimes he saw, in his periphery as he posed for a photo with some girl who thought he was the real deal, a large or largish man standing by, shaking his head. I went to high school with Pitbull, these men would say. You are not Pitbull. He’d worried about a confrontation and wondered if he needed to enlist some help, since probably the real Pitbull roamed Miami’s malls flanked by bodyguards. Lolita senses only the echo of this dread, registering it in her body as a kind of acid reflux easily relieved by vomiting.

So fine, he’s coming to talk to the trainers. He’s interested in the dolphins who too-eagerly perform alongside her, but once he sees her, he will think: Whoa. At the show’s end, he will push his way to the front of the crowd, wanting badly to press his hands and face against the glass surrounding her tank. Izzy will crouch in a puddle and look into her eye through the distortion of the glass’s thickness and he will feel something break in his mind and that will be her, in there for good.
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