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Cast of Characters





Sandra Z. Eliot: Thirty-something bank teller by day, runner and writer the rest of the time. Like most people, she doesn’t know what she wants but is feeling her way as she goes, driving within the range of her headlights.


Mr. Samuels: Sandra’s boss in Florida, a wealthy and corrupt real-estate developer. Dresses to the nines, despite the heat. He hired Sandra to write pro-development articles for local papers.


John Muir: The man who buys Sandra’s car before she leaves Florida. He looks like John Muir. Polite, reserved, mythical.


Jesse: Sandra’s neighbor in Florida.


Ray: The man Sandra meets in Memphis. Restaurant owner, chef. Love interest?


Lena: Family friend in Oak Park. Sandra lived with Lena after her parents died. Lena is calm, practical, steady.


Sal: Manager at the Oak Park Bank, Sandra’s boss, and a friend from high school. Sal is rising through the ranks quickly, but the stress shows.


Dana: Good-humored wife of Sal.


Michelle: Sandra’s best friend since grade school. Has an apartment in Lincoln Park.


Bill and Marge Loving: The couple in Oak Park who rent their attic apartment to Sandra. They have a grown son, Barry.













Setting: August 1982





South Florida: Heat, humidity, pastels, the Everglades. Beauty, corruption, lost souls, solitude.


Memphis, Tennessee: At the confluence of two rivers, energy, growth. Freedom of expression, possibility. Graceland.


Oak Park, Illinois: History, architecture, stucco, iron. Love, heaviness, longing.









This is the story of how Sandra Z. Eliot almost saved the Everglades.
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French cartographer Jacques-Nicolas Bellin described Florida’s watery southern tip as “Tout ceci est peu connu” or, All this is little known.


Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division









On the hottest day of August, Sam Samuels, tall and suited, hands me a manila envelope filled with cash. The humidity in my skin immediately dampens the paper; I can smell myself after the four-hour drive with the windows open. We are standing in the lobby of the Hotel Boca Vista, exactly in the center of a large modern rug depicting trees and deer in some futuristic pastel world. Above us, a chandelier of hand-blown yellow glass mimics the sun. Tiny toenails of a tiny purebred click across the glossy tile near the desk, its tall owner draped in a billowy robe. Samuels shifts his position and the hard soles of his shiny wingtips leave pits in the carpet. “Take it,” he says.


I look at the pits in the carpet and the expensive Italian leather. Something about the flattened fibers makes me realize I have driven across Alligator Alley in a rusted Plymouth to help a rich man get richer. My sneakers are splashed with paint, my shorts and T-shirt damp and wrinkled. My hair is matted to my forehead. I hand the envelope back. “I don’t need this,” I say.


“Don’t be a fool,” Samuels says.


“I don’t need it,” I repeat, my heart pounding, my head whirring with thoughts of rent and gas money. He had said, Meet me at Venice Beach. I have a bonus for you. But the discomfort of the drive has solidified this feeling I’ve had that Samuels and his money have control over me. I don’t like the feeling.


“Listen,” he says. “I thought we had an agreement. I thought you wanted to help.”


“I can’t. You’re too rich and I’m too poor. I’m through.” Though it occurs to me that I am not through but really just beginning. Some strange sense of happiness seems to be knocking around inside of me, but I’m too sweaty and too thirsty to be sure.


“Sandra. I can replace you.”


“You no longer own my column, Mr. Samuels.” You no longer own me.


“Then you no longer have a column, Ms. Eliot.”


Just then, as the lobby doors open with a whoosh of hot air and a stab of reflected light off a parked car, two truths hit me: If it hadn’t been so hot and if the Plymouth’s air conditioning hadn’t conked out, I’d still be writing for Mr. Samuels; and the second thing I know is, I’m going back to Chicago.


The Greyhound bus station is a dilapidated structure with pink stucco walls. Palm trees sway high above. I inhale and fight regret—this feels so good. South Florida in the early morning is lovely. I am sitting on a bench, hands wrapped around a Dunkin’ Donuts coffee, waiting for my bus. I sold the old Plymouth for less than its Blue Book value to a bearded wanderer. He looked more Maine woods than beachcomber. I’d had the FOR SALE sign taped in the rear passenger window for just a week when he appeared at my door. He startled me, in fact, as I’d had the door wide open (and the screened door pointlessly latched, just as my mother used to do).


“Hello,” I said.


“Hello, ma’am. Hope I didn’t startle you.” He was right out of an old green library book with black and white photographs of the West, a gentle John Muir. I pictured him sitting high on a mountain, notebook in hand. Surely he was a fellow writer. His khakis were too big and frayed along the cuffs. He wore old leather hiking boots with mismatched laces, a fishing vest over a faded denim shirt, and he held a folded hat in his hands. A true gentleman caller.


“How can I help you?” I said. Too abrupt. I always sound too abrupt, though I don’t mean to. I hoped some of this visitor’s calm demeanor might magically rub off on me.


“I’d like to inquire about the car,” he said. His eyes were light brown and honest and his hair and beard were fading to white but not there yet. I invited him in and we sat at the kitchen counter—I had no table—and there we worked out a deal. He handed me cash, and I signed the title over to him. He was a very gentle man, and he really did look like John Muir. I liked him immensely and it pained me to see him go, especially to see him drive off in a rusted Plymouth with no AC. He deserved much better.


The other money I’d obtained was from my security deposit. The landlord was easygoing about my departure, as if he were used to helping people extricate themselves from the Promised Land. He knew more were on their way. Even now, as I sit on the bench outside the pink Greyhound station, there are people on benches all over the country waiting on Florida-bound busses. When they arrive, the palm trees will sway and greet them, the humidity will feel good and earned. It’s still August, so when I arrive in Chicago after my thirty-two-hour bus ride, the weather won’t be all that different. But I’ll miss the smell of the ocean in the early mornings. I close my eyes and curse Samuels, curse all the corrupt developers and politicians who are speedily throwing away a treasure. I curse myself for contributing. A bus with dirty windows pulls into the parking lot. It’s time to go. My Dunkin’ Donuts cup is empty and I have to pee.


Traveling by bus requires the ability to tune out, to suspend disbelief for a while (thirty-two hours in this case). The windows are dirty, the seats are worn, the sounds and smells are too much with us. There is not the white noise of an airplane, the constant whir that creates a cocoon. Busses contain the smells of a bus station, but concentrated. Urine and body odor and diesel and exhaust. It’s a grimy way to travel and the smells get absorbed by skin and hair and fabric. But there is the sense of going, moving, progressing. It is the feel of freedom, of the road itself. I breathe deeply, relax, sink into the very good sensation of motion. For thirty-two hours I am moving toward, away from—it doesn’t matter. I am not stagnant, not stuck, not owned, not oppressed. I look around and see others are feeling it too. Relief. A thirty-two-hour respite from bills and threats and worries. The heavy-set man with his eyes closed is not sleeping. He is enjoying the mini-vacation, the suspension of responsibility. The teenage girl staring out the window, her Walkman in hand, is lost in her music and the scenery, the scenery free of associations. I love this. We are all going someplace, and the where and the why are temporarily insignificant; we are going.


In Memphis, the bus lurches and comes to an abrupt stop. Black smoke belches into the night. We are asked to get off the bus and wait for another. The air is muggy and it feels good to breathe it and to stand. All around me are passengers, stiff and half asleep. We mill about slowly, creatures out of a late-night movie. The grime of the bus ride is taking its toll and I look at the Days Inn across the street, imagine a shower, a bed. The bus driver tells us we can get off here and catch a bus tomorrow if there are seats. I would like to see Memphis, so I sling the vinyl Olivetti bag over my shoulder, lift my duffel bag, and head across the street. I am surprised no other passengers opt for a night in Memphis—but later, from my third-floor window, I see them file onto a new bus. The bus pulls away and I finish drying my hair.


The bed that seemed so necessary an hour ago now has competition from an urge to wander. I tie my shoes, grab my purse, and let the room door click solidly behind me. As I walk silently down the carpeted hall toward the stairs, I feel the ancient padding beneath faded mandalas disintegrating beneath my feet.


The woman at the front desk says I’m a block and a half from Beale Street where there is plenty of good food and live music. She calls me “sugar” in a perfectly natural, sincere way, which I like. I glance at the wall of tourist brochures: self-guided walking tours, restaurant guides, water parks, and, of course, Graceland. I leave the display in favor of my preferred habit in a new city: winging it. Walking feels great and my body starts to relax. I do some four-seven-eight breaths and that’s when the hunger registers. I become a homing device, thinking only of food. Except for a package of peanuts, I haven’t eaten since Dunkin’ Donuts—and the memory of my donut with colored sprinkles is just that.


I walk past an antiques shop, a guitar shop, and two hair salons, each locked up for the night. There’s a bar, its door wide open and a line of stools winding toward the back, some occupied, but the place is mainly empty. It’s dark inside and the smell of stale cigarette smoke wafts out onto the street. Not a happy place. Some bars are lively and cheerful places to meet friends. Some are dank places to get drunk. I’ve known both.


Another block and the sidewalk widens. I hear a saxophone and smell barbecue. I begin to look inside windows, read menus. In the window of one restaurant is a framed newspaper clipping. “King of Gumbo” reads the headline and I begin to read the caption beneath the photograph of a man smiling in front of this very storefront. The chef took home first place.


“Come on in and try my gumbo,” says a voice behind me. I turn, look, look back at the newspaper clipping. It was the chef himself.


“You look hungry.” He is holding the door for me. Ten minutes later I am sitting at a table by the stage with a bowl of hot gumbo in front of me. It’s good, thick, and rich, but then Ray (the Gumbo King) returns with a mug of beer.


“Best with a cold beer,” he says. And he sits down.


“Oh, I can’t,” I say. “No thanks.” Awkward, I sound awkward. Out of practice talking to other humans. But Ray doesn’t miss a beat.


“Not a problem,” he says, and the beer is gone and he is back with a mug of iced tea.


“This is fantastic,” I say and confess it’s my very first bowl of gumbo. I nod at the stage and ask, “Where’s the music?”


“Down the street. I’ll take you.” Ray is tall and young, or maybe my age. A natural ambassador, my personal ambassador.


Down the street, on the corner across from a park, is King’s, a large dancehall with a stage and tables surrounding the dance floor. We enter and any conversation we might have had is over—the place is alive with music and dancing. So we don’t talk, we dance. A lot of people dance. There is a baritone sax and a baritone voice and the high of being someplace with no ties and no responsibilities. When we sit, we are sweaty. Plates of food arrive at the table: fried pickles and stuffed mushrooms, more gumbo (not as good as Ray’s). Later, when I can eat no more, I say goodnight. But first, out on the sidewalk, where there is relative quiet, I ask Ray, “Is Graceland worth the ticket?”


“Be at the restaurant at nine. I’ll take you.” Ray shoves his hands into his pockets and looks at me intently. “But you’ll have to tell me your name.”


“Sandra. Sandra Eliot.” And I feel like an idiot, but I don’t know why. Chicago is another day away, at least. Back in my room at the Days Inn, I put a piece of hotel stationary in the Olivetti and type: Sandra Z. Eliot, Memphis. August 23, 1982. My fingers fly. This is going to be good.


The thing that is going to be good might not be so good after all. This is what I do: I nab something great out of the sky and when I get it home and look at it—it’s gone or it’s just a puff of cotton or a leaf. But I type anyway. If I am not sitting in front of the typewriter, I’ll miss it when I do nab something great. Or so the theory goes.


What I was thinking when I got back to the room was that I should write about Samuels and his corrupt tactics—of which I have firsthand knowledge. (Possibly the whole time I was on the bus and while we were dancing tonight, the ideas were percolating away.) But when I see the words on the page, it’s just corruption. Just a guy rearranging the world around him so he can make some money. The entire time I was dancing at King’s, my belly full of gumbo, I was looking at the people around me, dancing, laughing, living. None of it would mean anything to Samuels. He would think nothing of taking it away—if it benefited him. But it’s a tired story and I’m not going to change the world with my writing. Tomorrow I’ll visit Graceland and sooner or later I’ll board a bus to Chicago. Direction and purpose seem to be as elusive as steady income, even more so. I rip the hotel stationary from the typewriter and stick it in the folder with the rest. I am still hoping to get my old job back at the bank.


Graceland is worth the ticket. I was curious since early spring when I’d read that Elvis’s widow was opening up their home to tourists. My mother loved Elvis and would have jumped at the chance to see his house. She would have gotten a kick out of the green shag carpeting—same as ours. The house is a mix of gaud and homeyness, but it works. It feels like somebody’s home and the basement is a basement I’d hang out in, though I’m not much for television.


In the backyard we walk past the pool and a little fenced area where Elvis and his mother and grandmother were buried. I have never considered this and for the first time wonder what permits one needs to bury human remains and what zoning restrictions might apply. Is a cemetery zoned commercial? Religious? Are property taxes collected? Can the taxes go up? Who is paying those taxes and once the plots are filled; where is the money coming from?


“Ray,” I say, “think about all the prime real estate taken up by cemeteries.” He thinks it’s a good question. It is standing there, by the swimming pool and the gravestones, that I pour out my story to Ray. It is there, too, that I make a friend. Looking over the little iron fence at the poolside graves of Elvis’s grandparents, I tell Ray about Samuels. I tell him about the ad in the Chicago Tribune that landed me the job: WRITER WANTED FOR GROWING NEWSPAPER IN EXPANDING MARKET. MUST BE WILLING TO TRAVEL. Innocuous sounding enough—but the job was writing a weekly column about home and community (planned communities) and filling the op-ed pages with pro-development sentiment. Of course I didn’t know this until I had moved myself and my belongings (typewriter, sweater) halfway across the country and fallen in love with Florida sunrises. Ray stands with his hands wrapped around the iron gate, as if he is trying to get in or out.
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