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“Sweet little sleepyheads, close your eyes

    To dream of a bright tomorrow,

    With blue balloons and merry tunes

    And never a tear or sorrow.” 
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1
SHARKEY


As I wandered along the shore of Islamorada that July morning in 1935, I didn’t notice that I had reached the mangroves and sheltering seagrape trees of the cove where old Sharkey lived. I was so intent on watching a manatee glide through the calm water that before I realized it, I was on the stretch of beach near Sharkey’s place.

I was about to make a hasty exit when I saw a clearly defined row of turtle tracks in the sand and heard a familiar scratching noise. My gaze followed the tracks to the place where the sandy beach abutted the jungle-like foliage, and there I saw a huge raccoon eagerly digging, tossing the sand aside with his claws. He was after the turtle eggs.

“Scram! Get away from there!” I yelled, waving my arms and racing toward the raccoon. The animal hesitated, then turned and lumbered off into the brush. I bent down and smoothed the sand over the nest.

“Hey you, Jake Pitney! Leave that nest alone!” I looked up and there was Sharkey hobbling toward me and gesturing with his cane, a knotted stick of mahogany. His face was as red as a boiled crayfish.

Instinctively I put my arms up in front of me. “I wouldn’t hurt the nest. I was just chasing a raccoon away from the eggs.”

Sharkey glanced toward the nearby mangroves. “He’ll be back. I’ve been trying to get rid of that robber for a long time. I tell you, between the coons and the cannery, there won’t be a sea turtle left in a few years,” he complained.

I stood there feeling guilty and not knowing what to say. At the lunch counter in our family’s general store we served turtle soup from the cannery.

“I’ve got a panther prowling around here too. See those tracks?” He pointed to another set of prints in the damp earth beneath the trees.

I had to look closely to make them out in the mud. “Could those be a dog’s?” I asked.

“There’s no dog around here that size,” Sharkey snorted. “Besides, if they were dog tracks, there’d be claws showing in the tracks. Cats have retractable claws. I’ve heard the panther caterwauling at night. He’ll probably go after the eggs too. This is the second nest that turtle’s laid since the coon ransacked the last one.”

Sharkey looked around and pointed with his cane at a broken-down rowboat. “Give me a hand with that old tub. I sure can’t stand around here day and night guarding that nest.”

I wanted to get out of there, so I quickly grabbed the bow end while he took the stern and we turned the boat upside down over the turtle nest. “That should protect it for now. But when the hatchlings head for the water, the gulls will probably swoop down and grab ’em anyway. It’s a losing battle.” He sat on the boat and glowered at me from under his bushy eyebrows.

That was my signal to leave. I knew firsthand how Sharkey yelled and chased kids off his property with his cane, and I wasn’t going to stick around to see it again. I began to back away toward the path to town.

“Hey, wait just one darn minute!” Sharkey ordered. I stopped dead still as he opened up a pocketknife. “What do you do in your spare time?”

“I—I fish a lot,” I stammered.

Sharkey reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out a small piece of wood, and began whittling. “I need someone to help me out with work,” he went on, “like caulking my boats and throwing some paint on my house.” He gestured behind us with his thumb.

I glanced back and could see the roof of his place through the brush. Sharkey’s home was an old boxcar that had been abandoned years ago, while Sharkey was working on the overseas railroad from Miami to Key West. The story goes that when the railroad was finished, the boxcar was forgotten, tucked away in the brush. So Sharkey just helped himself to it and moved on in. Folks said Sharkey had some money from his veteran’s pension and could probably afford a bungalow somewhere, but he seemed content in his freight car.

The boxcar wasn’t much to look at, but it sheltered Sharkey from the crosswinds that blew from the Atlantic on one side and Florida Bay on the other. Where it was rusted, Sharkey had slapped on a few coats of leftover paint he got from our general store. It was smeared with bright yellow and red and a few streaks of blue here and there. We must have had a sale on one color, because most of the car was now a sickening pickle green. One good thing about that shade was that it blended in under the big round leaves of the seagrape trees.

It was strange. Although we kids were scared of Sharkey, the grown-ups around town all liked and respected him. Even my dad. I remember how he stood up for Sharkey when our neighbor, Mr. Ashburn, complained about his ugly old freight car. Dad had reasoned, “Hey, Sharkey worked hard for years putting that railroad through. If it weren’t for guys like him, that overseas railway from Miami to Key West would have never been built. Since no one from the railroad ever claimed that boxcar, why shouldn’t Sharkey put it to some use?”

Sharkey blew the dust from the piece of wood he was whittling. “I was hunting gators in the glades last week, but I came back early to nurse my leg along.”

I’d always wondered what was wrong with Sharkey’s leg. He had been a wrecker, so I thought he might have been hurt diving down into sunken ships to retrieve merchandise. Dad said he was wounded in the Great War, while some of the other kids said Sharkey had been a pirate and was injured in a fight. We pictured him in his earlier days with a patch over one eye, brandishing a sword. More reason to believe he was a pirate was that gold-coin necklace he always wore. Tough guys like Sharkey didn’t wear necklaces, so we were pretty sure it was part of his pirate stash. When I mentioned it to Mom, she said it was probably a religious medal, but Sharkey didn’t seem like the religious type. We couldn’t get a good look at it, but we’d seen it glitter on his hairy chest, and it looked like real gold.

Sharkey shifted his leg, and I could see he was in pain. “Dang leg! I need to be able to fish by fall when the rich guys come back,” he said. “Those millionaires tip well when they have a good fishing catch.”

Sharkey worked as a guide for the Millionaires Club, a resort on the ocean side of our town, Islamorada. He was a popular guide because he knew where the bonefish or tarpon would be running.

I was still wondering if Sharkey wanted me to work for him, when he finally came right out and said, “Anyway, I could use a hand with my gator hides.” He wiped the small sculpture in his hand with a handkerchief, and I could now see that it was a first-rate likeness of an alligator. “I need someone to go to Key West on the train with me tomorrow.”

“Are you offering me a job?”

“Of course I am. What do you think I’m talking about here?”

“You said you needed someone. You didn’t say who,” I retorted.

Sharkey shook his head. “Well, I meant you.”

I wondered if he would pay me. Then, as if reading my mind, Sharkey said, “I’ll pay you as soon as I sell the hides. It won’t be a lot, but I would think a kid like you could use some spare change. So, what’s your answer?” he demanded. “Are you taking the job or not?”

Did I really want to go to Key West with someone as cantankerous as Sharkey? “I need to ask my folks.”

“I’ll go over to the store later today and talk to your dad.”

“Okay,” I said, still in shock. A trip to Key West with Sharkey might be a real adventure. Why not?

I raced back along the overgrown path and onto the dirt road, leaving Sharkey standing by the beach watching me.

Wait until the other Islamorada kids hear this, I thought as I made a beeline toward town. They’ll never believe that I’m going to Key West with old Sharkey himself!
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A CHALLENGE


I raced onto the porch steps of our store and burst through the screen door, letting it slam behind me. We had a lunch counter and a few tables in our general store, and Mom was serving coffee and sandwiches to a couple of the veterans who’d come to work on the new highway from Miami to Key West.

“Jake! Where have you been?” she called out to me. “I’m real busy, and I need you to watch Star.” She nodded toward a table where my three-year-old sister was finishing up her lunch. “She’s been fussy this morning and needs to take a nap. Take her upstairs.” Mom handed me a bologna sandwich and a glass of milk. “Here’s your lunch. Eat it up in the kitchen. And don’t spill anything on—”

“On the rug. I know, I know.” Mom’s most valued possession was the “genuine American Oriental rug” that covered our living room floor. She’d had it shipped here all the way from her home back in Georgia when she moved to the Keys. “Mom, can I go to Key West tomorrow with Sharkey?”

Mom looked at me in surprise. “With Sharkey? Did he ask you?”

“Yes. He needs me to help him carry his gator hides.”

“No. I need you here.”

“Please, Mom. He’s going to pay me, and I can use the money.”

Mom shook her head. “Not tomorrow.” She wiped Star’s face with a cloth and pointed her toward the stairway.

“Come on, Mom,” I begged.

“Aw, let him go, Louella,” said Milt Barclay, one of the Bonus Marchers, as the veterans working on the highway were known.

“Yeah, a kid his age needs to get around more,” his buddy, Harry Webber, agreed. He turned to me. “How old are you. Fifteen or so?”

“I’ll be fourteen in December,” I told him.

“If you don’t let a boy loose once in a while, he’ll break free on his own one of these days,” Milt said.

“And then you’ll have a real problem on your hands, Louella,” Harry added.

Mom’s mouth tightened. If looks could kill, both those men would have fallen over dead right there and then. Scowling, she wiped off the counter with a vengeance. Then she sighed. “I guess it’s okay with me. But you’ll need to ask your father.”

I gave the two men a grateful smile as I headed toward the stairs with Star. Now I only had Dad to deal with.

Once upstairs I took off my shoes so I wouldn’t track dirt onto Mom’s precious rug. While I ate my sandwich in the kitchen, Star brought her book, Wind and Stars and Bright Blue Skies, for me to read to her. She climbed into my lap and opened the book.

“I’m only reading one poem,” I told her. I flipped the pages looking for the shortest one. “This is nice.” I pointed to the illustration of a child in bed with fairies dancing around. I hoped Star would get the point and go to sleep. “The soft breeze through the window makes the gauzy curtains dance,’” I read quickly, “’while all across the ceiling the nighttime fairies prance.’”

“That’s a nighttime poem,” Star whined. “Its not nighttime!”

“Okay, okay,” I said, reading the verse again rapidly. “The soft breeze through the window makes the gauzy curtains dance, while all across the ceiling the naptime fairies prance.’” I slammed the book shut. “Now go to bed.”

“You didn’t read it right, and you only read one verse.” Star began to cry loudly.

“Jake!” Mom yelled from downstairs. “Be good to her!”

“Go to your bedroom, Star,” I said. “I’ll read you another poem in there.”

She slipped off my lap and toddled into her bedroom. I followed her, and she climbed into the bed. Then I opened the windows and closed the blinds. The soft, salty breeze swept in from the ocean and puffed her white curtains like a cloud.

“See?” Star whispered with a yawn. “The wind is making my curtains dance too.”

“Pick out another poem,” I said, passing her the book.

“This one,” she said. “I love this one.” She pointed to the picture of a boy sending a toy boat off onto the water, then handed the book back to me. “Don’t read fast.”

I sent my boat upon the waves;

    The breeze filled up her sail.

    Then far away it took my ship

    Into the wildest gale.

    My little craft moved bravely out
Over the stormy sea.

    I wonder if my ship will find
Its way back home to me.

Star’s eyes began to close. Her hair was damp with sweat and stuck in little curls around her face. She burrowed into her pillow and closed her eyes.

I tiptoed quietly out of her room, grabbed my shoes, then flew downstairs two steps at a time. “Star’s asleep,” I told Mom, who was clearing the table where the veterans had eaten their lunch. They were gone now, and the store was empty. “Where’s Dad?” I asked, putting on my shoes.

“He’s meeting the one o’clock train. We’re expecting a shipment of supplies from Homestead.”

A small white building up the road had served as the Islamorada post office until the overseas railroad from Miami to Key West began chugging through back in 1912. Since then, it had served as both the post office and the train station. Now folks could send and trade supplies back and forth from Islamorada down to Key West or up to Miami by boxcar instead of by boat. Soon the vets would have our new highway built too, and we’d be able to go up and down the string of islands by car.

Dad was standing by the tracks, his hands on his hips, as the train pulled into the station. I ran to join him just as a railroad man began piling boxes by the side of the tracks. Dad and I stacked them in the back of the truck. “Good,” Dad commented as he checked the stenciled information on the cartons. “We needed this merchandise. And the Ashburns have been waiting for their new fishing gear.”

“Dad … ,” I said breathlessly. “Can I go to Key West with Sharkey tomorrow? Mom said to ask you.”

“I just bumped into Sharkey on my way here, so I’ve already talked with him. I said it would be all right if your mom gave permission.”

“I can go, then!”

“You’re going to help Sharkey, so don’t get the idea it’s a joyride.”

“I won’t. I’ll help Sharkey cart the gator hides and do whatever else he needs.”

“I’ll tell Sharkey you can go,” Dad said. He got into the cab, started the engine. “Want a ride back?”

“No, I’m going to see Roy and Billy.” I headed down to the ocean side, where the Ashburn family lived. Their house was on the south side of the famous Millionaires Club, which was maintained by Leon Ashburn, Billy and Roy’s father. As caretaker, Mr. Ashburn was able to hitch up to the club’s electricity, and this gave them refrigeration, electric fans, and other luxuries year-round. They even had real toilets inside the house, not out-houses like most of the bungalows on the island. The Ashburns also had a nice tomato crop, a grove of lime trees, and a tract of pineapples. They packaged the fruits and sent them by train to the farmers’ market up in Homestead, fifty miles or so north of us.

Both boys were fishing off their pier when I arrived. Their little sister, Bessie, was digging in the sand and filling the hole with water from a bucket. Bessie was about the same age as Star, and they often played together. “Hi, Jake,” Bessie said, looking up. “Where’s Star?”

“She’s home,” I answered. Bessie went back to her digging.

Their dog, Ginger, who was sitting next to Bessie, barked and came to meet me. “Hey, Jake!” Roy called. “We got something to tell you.”

“We’re gonna have a fishing contest!” Billy yelled. “All the kids in Islamorada can enter the contest, and whoever gets the best fish wins.”

I ran down the pier to the boys with Ginger at my heels. “What kind of fish?” I asked breathlessly.

“Any kind—except mudfish don’t count,” Roy said, casting his line and fly into the waves.

“And if someone bags a bonefish, they’ll automatically win,” Billy added.

Bonefish are the fastest and smartest fish ever—real fighters and hard to catch. I knew of a place they fed in schools, on the flats over on the bay side. “What’s the prize?”

“Our dad said he’ll take the winner to Miami next week on the train,” said Roy.

“And to a movie show,” Billy added.

I sure would love to win, I thought. I hardly ever got to see a movie. “When’s the contest?”

“As soon as the gear we ordered comes in,” Billy said.

“Dad said your fishing equipment came in today,” I told them.

“Let’s go up to the store and get our new poles,” Roy said, reeling in his line.

Billy pulled in his fishing rod too. “We can have the tournament Friday—tomorrow.”

“Not tomorrow!” I protested. “I’m going to Key West with Sharkey tomorrow.”

Both kids looked like they’d been shocked by an eel. Their mouths dropped open and their eyes bugged out. “With Sharkey?” they gasped in unison.

“Yep,” I said. “I’m working for him now.”

“Since when?” Roy looked unconvinced.

“Since today. He and I talked about it this morning.”

Again the boys’ eyes widened. “That won’t be any fun,” Billy said.

“He’s too mean and grumpy,” Roy added. “He yells at us and chases us away every time we as much as pass by his stupid-looking hut.”

“He never did that until he caught you snooping around his place last year,” I reminded him. I had heard the story a dozen times or more.

“And Roy tried to hide in his rain barrel,” Billy said with a laugh. “There you were, Roy, up to your nose in water. It’s a wonder you didn’t drown. I’ll never forget how you squirmed and kicked and splashed when Sharkey pulled you out.”

“You were a big help, hiding in the bushes,” Roy complained. “And then Sharkey made me clean out his old rain barrel.”

“That rain barrel was the only fresh water he had, and you ruined it jumping in with your dirty shoes on,” I said. “I’m glad I wasn’t there.”

“Just listen to Jake stick up for his new buddy Sharkey,” Roy said to his brother. “And now he’s going off to Key West with him tomorrow.”

“So you can’t be in our tournament, then,” Billy said.

I started to walk away. “That’s too bad, ’cause I know I’d win.”

“What makes you so sure?” Roy asked scornfully.

“I’d catch a nice fat bonefish, and—as you said—a bonefish wins.” I headed up the wharf toward shore, walking slowly. I was hoping they’d take my challenge and hold off on their contest. I wanted to be in the competition really badly, but by now Dad had probably told Sharkey I could go with him on Friday, and I sure didn’t want to make Sharkey mad.

I looked back and could see Roy and Billy with their heads together. Then Roy yelled out, “Okay, Jake. The contest will start on Saturday morning and end at noon. That will give us all day tomorrow to practice with our brand-new gear, and then you’ll see who wins!”


3
KEY WEST


Mom packed sandwiches, a thermos of orange juice, and some paper cups in a sack. “In case you or Sharkey gets hungry on the way,” she said.

Sharkey told Dad that he’d meet me at the train station Friday morning, where we’d catch the eight o’clock train to Key West. I was excited but uneasy. Sharkey was the grumpiest and most unfriendly person I’d ever met.

At the station Sharkey was leaning on his cane and waiting with a knapsack and a huge wheelbarrow full of dried alligator hides. He wore a short-sleeved plaid shirt, tan pants, and a straw hat that tied under his chin. “’Bout time!” he hollered when he saw me. “We need to get these hides on board. And we’ll take the wheelbarrow, too. It’ll be handy for stuff I might buy.”

When the train chugged into the station, we heaved the hides and the barrow into the freight car, and then we took seats in the smoking car. By the time we boarded, the car was almost full with loud veterans from the highway project. Friday meant payday, and this group was on its way to Key West for a good time, as my dad would say.

I held the lunch in my lap. “Want a drink?” I asked Sharkey over the din.

“Not right now.” The seat in front of us was empty, so Sharkey reversed it, shoved his knapsack under it, then put his bad leg up on the seat. “Might as well get comfortable. It’s a long ride from Islamorada. About eighty miles, I’d say.”

“If we go sixty miles an hour, we should be there in an hour and a half or so,” I said. “That’s not too long.”

As soon as the train started, it seemed as if everyone in the car lit up a cigarette. The man across the aisle from us was chomping on a cigar.

“I’m going to the other car,” I told Sharkey. “The smoke is making me sick.”

“Sit down. Don’t be a sissy.”

“You don’t want me to throw up, do you?” I said sharply.

Sharkey shrugged. “Oh, go ahead,” he answered crustily. He lay back and pulled his hat over his face. “Wake me when we get there.”

I took the bag of sandwiches and stepped out onto the platform between cars. I stayed outside breathing in the salty air. The Flagier railway from Miami to Key West was called the eighth wonder of the world. No one had thought an ocean railway could ever be built, but Mr. Flagler made it happen.

I was beginning to feel better and was enjoying the ride, when the door to the car opened and Sharkey came out in a cloud of blue smoke, carrying his knapsack.

“I thought you were sleeping,” I said.

He stood next to me, squinting out at the view. “Couldn’t sleep. My leg’s bothering me.”

“How did you hurt it, anyway? Dad said it happened in the war.”

“That’s right. After the railroad was finished and the Great War began, I joined the army. Some German Jerry got in a good shot over in France. The bullet went into the bone. I was in the hospital for months and couldn’t wait to get back to the Keys. My old boxcar never looked so good as the day I came home. But the leg’s bothered me ever since.”

We stayed on the platform between cars, listening to the clicking of the wheels and watching the dark-blue Atlantic on the left and the turquoise Florida Bay on the right as we moved from one Key to another. My town of Islamorada is on Upper Matecumbe Key, about halfway down to Key West. Now we were dashing over the lower Keys—all of them like jewels on the sea.

When we crossed the Seven Mile Bridge, I held my breath. I’d crossed the bridge several times, but each time it was as if the sky and sea melded together and the whole world was shining and blue. I was sure that nowhere on earth was there such a miracle as the seven-mile-long bridge that Mr. Flagler had built right out on the sea, and which seemed to be disconnected to the rest of the earth.

After a while we went into the forward car and ate our lunch. Sharkey took a bite of the thick sandwich and spilled some on his shirt. “Egg salad,” he muttered. “Too messy.”

Sharkey had some nerve to complain about Mom’s sandwiches! “Better than nothing,” I answered brusquely.

“Yep, a whole lot better than nothing,” Sharkey agreed.



Key West was a busy, bustling port filled with ships flying the American flag at the top of their masts and the flags of other nations beneath it. Catches from fishing vessels were being unloaded, and the smell of fish filled the air. In another area of the port, fancy white yachts were hitched to the docks while their well-dressed passengers and crew meandered through the town.

Sharkey and I pushed the wheelbarrow full of hides to a place where people were trading and exchanging goods. “Hey, Sharkey!” folks yelled as we passed by, and Sharkey nodded or gave a small salute. I was surprised to see how well known he was here in Key West.

We stopped at a booth where Sharkey emptied a bag of wooden figurines he had in his backpack onto the table. “Carved ’em myself,” I heard him say. “Good for souvenirs.”
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