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I had been living in South Florida for just over a year, yet the memory of my arrival remained strangely vivid. Not because it had been particularly remarkable in retrospect, but because at the time I genuinely believed I might not survive that first day. 

Perhaps it was culture shock. Perhaps exhaustion. Or perhaps I had simply placed myself—quite efficiently—at the wrong location, at precisely the wrong moment.

After checking into a modest hotel for my first few nights in a new country, I decided to explore the area, which, in my case, often translated to walk a few minutes and then go for a drink. Nothing elaborate. No cocktails with names longer than their ingredients. Just an average American alehouse. Something simple, preferably a little worn, where expectations were low and prices matched the furniture.

I followed instinct more than logic and soon found myself standing in front of a seaside building crowned with a neon sign that offered no metaphor, no poetry, no promise. Just a single word glowing aggressively in the dark: BAR

That’s it? Was this the name of the bar? If so, it lacked imagination, but it did possess a certain brutal honesty. It also suggested that once you crossed that threshold, whatever happened next was entirely on you. Upon coming to America, I half-expected swinging doors like in old Westerns, the kind cowboys push open before gunfights, but instead there was only a solid wooden door, already open. It was painted red and slightly chipped, as if it had absorbed more than its fair share of human decisions.

A few heavy motorbikes were parked out front, resting on their stands like obedient animals after a long ride. They looked expensive, loud, and entirely uninterested in my well-being. The building sat on a corner, so I walked around it, hoping—perhaps foolishly—for a better entrance. 

There, on the other façade, I finally found more information.

THE TIPSY MARLIN, it read, with a smaller line beneath it proudly announcing that the establishment had been serving the area since 1966.

This is it, I thought.

It checked all the boxes I hadn’t consciously known I was ticking: traditional, unpretentious, not touristy, and therefore, presumably, affordable. Only later would I learn that this was what people referred to as a dive bar, a term that sounds charming until you consult Urban Dictionary and realize it is not entirely meant as a compliment. Still, that seemed beside the point. Places like this weren’t designed to impress. They were designed to endure. Like certain marriages. Or armchairs.

With a moment’s hesitation, just long enough to reconsider my life choices, I stepped inside. The light was dim. Not romantic dim, but practical dim. The kind of lighting that forgives faces and blurs consequences. I claimed one of the few available barstools and allowed my eyes to adjust.

The place felt authentic in a way that cannot be staged. Drinking slogans and faded posters clung to the walls like old opinions. Empty bottles lined the shelves on one side. And next to the hallway leading to the bathrooms stood a life-sized wooden bear. A bear. In Florida? It was positioned like a sentry, as if guarding the toilets against intruders. I briefly wondered whether it was meant to intimidate drunk patrons, children, or both. Or just anyone wearing flipflops. The bear stared straight ahead, jaw slightly open, frozen in eternal disapproval. I made a mental note to be on my best behavior should I need to relieve myself later.

The smell hit me next. Cigarette smoke dominated everything, flattening all other scents beneath it. Still, some aromas had managed to fight their way through: fried food, beer, ocean air, and barbecue chicken wings… a combination that should not work, yet somehow did.

There were no windows. The outside world had been sealed off completely, as if this bar existed in a different time zone, possibly a different decade. I didn’t mind. Everything looks better in the dark. Even me.

The bar itself was reasonably well lit, and a faint glow hovered over the center of the room, but many of the bulbs in the ceiling fans were either missing or long deceased. I couldn’t tell whether this was intentional, some commitment to atmosphere, or simply neglect. While scanning the ceiling, my gaze caught on something unexpected: a pool table hanging upside down directly above my head.

I stared at it for a moment, trying to determine whether this was art, storage, or a warning.

The lack of light was compensated for by the energy of the place. The crowd was assorted, though I appeared to be the youngest person present by a comfortable margin. In one corner, an elderly man wearing a cowboy hat and leather boots was browsing the jukebox with great concentration. He put on country song and paraded back to his chair, humming cheerfully.

On the opposite side of the bar, three men were watching a Miami Dolphins game on a huge television. Despite their modest number, they produced an impressive amount of noise each time a referee threw a flag on the play. Yet their outrage seemed less about football and more about principle.

Behind the bar stood the bartender, leaning forward with her elbows planted firmly on the counter, cursing at the screen. She had a diamond-shaped face, blonde hair pulled back, and deep-blue eyes that examined me briefly before moving on. She wore a loose yellow tank top riddled with small holes and a pair of Daisy Dukes that left very little to the imagination and absolutely nothing to forgiveness.

It didn’t take long for her to notice me. Soon she turned and walked over.

“Hi honey,” she said. “What can I get you?”

I was mildly flattered, though I assumed I was far from the first man to receive such greeting. Still, I wasn’t complaining. My seat offered a perfect view of her, and her appearance went a long way toward explaining why the clientele skewed overwhelmingly male. I scanned the beer menu quickly and noted that Boston Lager was one of the few non-light options available. Being Belgian, I felt a certain responsibility to uphold standards, even abroad, so I ordered a Sam Adams.

The bartender—Tracy, as she introduced herself—retrieved a bottle from the fridge, popped the cap with a practiced flick of the wrist, and slid it toward me with a smile before tucking her opener back behind a black armband. I had never seen that before, but it struck me as efficient. My eyes followed her movements as she worked her way down the bar, and even more attentively when she bent down in front of me to restock the fridge, or leaned forward again to peek at the football game.

I took my first sip and decided, at least temporarily, that I had made the right choice.

I had barely finished appreciating that sip when the man to my right decided to comment on my choice. His voice cut through my moment of quiet satisfaction and redirected my attention away from Tracy’s efficiently sculpted backside toward a far less refined sight.

“You like Sam Adams, huh,” he said.

He was large. Broad. Long-haired. Bearded. The kind of man whose silhouette alone suggests the presence of a motorcycle nearby. He put down his glass of Bud Light and wiped his mustache with his wrist, as if that were the natural thing to do.

 “Sure,” I replied, friendly enough. “I like both the man and the beer.”

I assumed this would land as harmless banter. Perhaps even charm. Instead, he leaned slightly closer and squinted at me from behind his aviator sunglasses.

“What man?” he asked.

His confusion genuinely surprised me. The man had a star-spangled tattoo on his forearm and carried himself with the casual confidence of someone who would sing the national anthem at full volume any given chance. I even half-expected a bald eagle to descend from the ceiling and perch on his shoulder in approval.

While history has produced several men named Samuel Adams, I had been referring—quite obviously, I thought—to the revolutionary leader and Founding Father. Not the hip-hop artist. Not the naval officer who died in World War II. Certainly not the former governor of Massachusetts. Just the Sam Adams. The one with the tea. The revolution. The powdered wigs.

“Never mind,” I said. “It’s not important.”

I tried to conceal my amazement. Judging an entire nation by one Bud Light–drinking biker would be deeply unfair, I reminded myself. Still, I recognized a conversational dead end when I saw one. I hoped the exchange would dissolve naturally, like foam settling at the top of a beer.

It didn’t. I searched for distractions but resisted the urge to retreat into my phone. Being that guy, alone at the bar, scrolling, felt like a social surrender. Tracy had vanished, unfortunately, and no one nearby seemed eager to engage. The barstool to my left remained empty, though a half-full beer sat in front of it. Foam residue clung to the inside of the glass like a geological record of previous sips.

Who leaves half a beer?

Perhaps the drinker was in the bathroom. Or perhaps something had happened. Something dramatic. Maybe the bear knew…

A figure emerged from the kitchen. It wasn’t Tracy. It was a busboy carrying clean glasses. He was tall and moved stiffly, as if carved from wood. His posture alone suggested he didn’t like his job. Possibly his life. I suspected things were significantly worse when Tracy wasn’t around. Understandable.

I lowered my gaze, fiddling with my bottle, contemplating my next sip. Small? Large? One of those indecisive sequences of multiple tiny sips? I opted for a generous gulp.

That’s when I heard the biker call out to one of his companions.

“Hey, um, Trev,” he said. “You know a Sam Adams? The man, not the beer.”

I glanced up, carefully. There were two of them now, seated side by side. Both looked cut from the same cloth: seasoned men with long hair, beards, and possible the owners of those motorcycles outside. If one had told me they slept in leather jackets, I would not have questioned it.

Trevor, the larger of the two, appeared marginally more thoughtful. Or at least slower.

“Sam Adams?” he said. “Yeah. I know who that is.”

Relief washed over me.

“I saw a documentary about him once. History Channel. Interesting stuff.”

Hallelujah. Perhaps people here weren’t that ignorant after all. Then again, in a bar, it’s often difficult to tell whether it’s the beer talking, or the man.

“There’s some good shit on that channel,” Trevor continued. “You should watch it sometime, Buck. Might learn somethin’.”

He patted the third man in their group on the back. This gentleman—Randy, as I would soon learn—was currently wrestling a cigarette out of a fresh pack, an endeavor that seemed to require his full concentration.

“Yeah,” he said. “If he ain’t watchin’ Oprah with his woman. Or Dr. Phil or somethin’.”

“Aren’t you the funny one, Randy,” Buck muttered.

I enjoyed how effortlessly the conversation had drifted away from the topic of Sam Adams. Unfortunately, Buck’s short-term memory proved more resilient than expected.

“So,” he said, turning back to me, “who’s this Sam Adams then?”

Buck downed a shot of Fireball in one smooth motion. I never had one, but the thought alone made me shiver. 

“He’s one of the Founding Fathers, you fucking idiot,” Trevor said, belching mid-sentence. “The one from the Tea Party and shit.”

Randy looked at Trevor for a second, shrugged and finally managed to light his cigarette.

“You really are as dumb as you look,” Randy added. “He’s one of the reasons you can sit your fat ass on this chair drinkin’ that donkey piss you call beer.”

He waved his empty shot glass toward the bar, signaling Tracy for another. I tried to make eye-contact with the bartender, a cry for help so to speak, but the men just kept going. 

“I don’t care much for men who attend tea parties,” Buck said. “Fags. Real men drink beer. Or whiskey. Or somethin’. Tea’s for those… you know. Humanitarians. Tree huggers. Or even worse… the British.”

Despite my best efforts to remain as involved and uninvolved at the same time, I laughed. I couldn’t help it. There was something oddly impressive about his ability to combine random vocabulary with pure conviction.

Buck turned to me. “You think that’s funny, do ya?” 

My heart skipped several beats. It was impossible to tell whether Buck was joking or genuinely offended. I had no interest in getting into a bar fight on my first night, especially one where the odds were clearly stacked against me.

Before I could answer, Tracy’s voice cut in. “Buck.”

She didn’t raise it. Didn’t smile either.

The effect was immediate. Buck turned his head toward the bar like a dog responding to a whistle.

“You want another Fireball,” Tracy continued, already reaching for the bottle, “or you want to take that attitude outside with you?”

Buck hesitated. Just a fraction of a second. Long enough for me to notice.

“Was just jokin’,” he muttered.

“Mhm,” Tracy said. She slid the shot glass across the counter but didn’t let go of it right away. “Then joke quieter.”

She finally released the glass and looked at me. “You okay, honey?”

I nodded. “I think so.”

“Good.” She leaned in a little closer. “They bark more than they bite. Usually.”

Then she straightened, turned back to the bar, and the moment was over.

“Yeah, calm down, Buck,” Trevor said, rising from his chair. He placed a hand on Randy’s shoulder and took a step toward me. “Let’s not scare our little stranger here.”

Little was generous.

“What state you from anyway?” he asked. “You sure as hell ain’t from Florida. Your accent’s way too… different. Too… neutral.”

“Well,” I said, “you have a good ear, sir. It’s true, I’m not from around here.”

“So, enlighten us,” Trevor said.

“I’m from the State of Belgium.” I said it with more confidence than I felt.

The men exchanged looks. The word Belgium hovered between them like an unsolved riddle. They mouthed it silently, rummaging through their mental archives.

“Rings a bell,” Trevor said eventually. “Waffles. Beer. Chocolates.” 

“That in the north?” Buck asked.

“Not entirely,” I replied. “It’s a sovereign state somewhere between St. Louis and Kansas City.”

The moment the words left my mouth, I knew I had made a mistake. Technically, this wasn’t a lie. Belgium is a sovereign state located between those cities, if you go the long way around the planet. But I thought perhaps these folks didn’t believe the Earth was round to begin with. Still, the silence that followed suggested I had overestimated my margin for irony.

I considered backtracking. Apologizing. Claiming exhaustion. Anything to prevent potential physical pain.

Then Buck’s face lit up.

“Oh yeah!” he said. “Now I remember. I been there.”

His declaration landed with such confidence that even Trevor paused. Randy stopped fiddling with his cigarette. All eyes turned toward Buck, who suddenly appeared very pleased with himself.

“You have?” Randy asked, squinting. “When?”

“Few years back,” Buck said. “When I was touring the American Midwest.”

The words touring and Midwest seemed to stretch themselves to accommodate Buck’s mouth.

“I made a stop there. Spent the night in Belgium. Great place.”

Trevor stared at him.

“Dude,” he said slowly, “you’ve never crossed the county line. Let alone traveled to another state.”

Randy burst out laughing, nearly dropping his cigarette.

“Yeah,” he added, “you get lost if the highway exit changes numbers.”

Buck shook his head, visibly offended. “No, seriously. I been there. Real nice. Quiet. Lotta fields.”

I remained silent, unsure whether I was witnessing a joke, a lie, or a private mythology Buck had been nurturing for years. There was a sincerity in his voice that complicated things. He truly seemed to believe his version of events.

“Well,” Randy said, recovering, “that’s impressive.”

Buck nodded proudly. “They got good beer too. Belgian beers are among the very best.”

That, at least, was true.

Not long after, the men settled their tab and made their way toward the exit. Buck continued to elaborate on his trip to Belgium; how friendly the people were, how calm everything felt, how he’d slept “like a rock.” His voice faded as they stepped outside, but the roar of their motorcycles lingered long after they disappeared down the street, echoing through the night like a final punctuation mark.

I finished my beer and let out a quiet laugh. What had just happened? Of course, I was relieved to still be alive, but this was a lot to process for a first evening in a new country. I had arrived looking for a drink and somehow ended up participating in an international incident.

A hand tapped my shoulder.

I turned to see a man standing beside me, holding the half-full glass I’d been eyeing all evening.

“Hi,” he said. “What’s up?”

He reached out his hand. I shook it, hoping—reasonably—that it had been washed recently.

“I’m John,” he added.

“Stef,” I replied. “Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too,” he said, taking a sip from his beer. He hesitated, then added, “Sorry about that.”

“About what?”

He nodded toward the door. “Them. Now you probably think Americans are all uneducated fools.”

“Oh, not at all,” I said quickly. It felt polite, even if the evidence so far had been provided to assume that they were in fact uneducated fools. “I guess geographical jokes aren’t for everyone.”

John smiled, relieved.

“I was just standing in that corner,” he said. “Enjoying the spectacle. And I certainly caught the tail end of it. The State of Belgium? Sounded intense. How did it start?”

“I was just making conversation,” I said. “It slipped out. Almost instantly regretted it.”

“Why? What’d you say?”

“The gentleman to my right asked if I liked Sam Adams,” I explained. “I said I liked both the beer and the man. When he asked ‘what man’, I thought he was going to hit me.”

John laughed.

“Yeah,” he said. “That’ll do it.”

He drained the rest of his beer and set the glass down.

“Well,” he said, “since it seems you know your history, let me buy you another one. We’ll talk some more about Sam Adams.”

Tracy caught my eye from the other end of the bar and gave a small nod, as if to say welcome to America.

I smiled, then looked at him. “The beer, or the man?”


