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1
“HE’S BEEN TAKING PICTURES three years, look at the
work,” Maurice said. “Here, this guy. Look at the
pose, the expression. Who’s he remind you of?”

“He looks like a hustler,” the woman said.
“He is a hustler, the guy’s a pimp. But that’s not

what I’m talking about. Here, this one. Exotic
dancer backstage. Remind you of anyone?”

“The girl?”
“Come on, Evelyn, the shot. The feeling he

gets. The girl trying to look lovely, showing you
her treasures, and they’re not bad. But look at the
dressing room, all the glitzy crap, the tinfoil
cheapness.”

“You want me to say Diane Arbus?”
“I want you to say Diane Arbus, that would be

nice. I want you to say Duane Michaels, Danny
Lyon. I want you to say Winogrand, Lee Friedlan-
der. You want to go back a few years? I’d like very
much for you to say Walker Evans, too.”

“Your old pal.”
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2 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

“Long, long time ago. Even before your time.”
“Watch it,” Evelyn said, and let her gaze wander

over the eight-by-ten black and white prints spread
out on the worktable, shining in fluorescent light.

“He’s not bad,” Evelyn said.
Maurice sighed. He had her interest.
“He’s got the eye, Evelyn. He’s got an instinct for

it, and he’s not afraid to walk up and get the shot.
I’ll tell you something else. He’s got more natural
ability than I had in sixty years taking pictures.
He’s been shooting maybe four.”

Evelyn said, “Let’s see, what does that make you,
Maury? You still seventy-nine?”

“Probably another couple years,” Maurice said.
“Till I get tired of it.” Maurice Zola: he was five-
five, weighed about one-fifteen and spoke with a
soft urban-south accent that had wise-guy over-
tones, decades of street-corner styles blended and
delivered, right or wrong, with casual authority.
Thirty-five years ago this red-headed woman had
worked for him when he had photo concessions in
some of the big Miami Beach hotels and nightclubs.
Evelyn Emerson—he’d tell her he loved the sound
of her name, it was lyrical, and he’d sing it taking
her to bed; though never to the same tune. Now she
had her own business, the Evelyn Emerson Gallery
in Coconut Grove and outweighed him by fifty
pounds.
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L A B R AVA 3

Evelyn said, “I sure don’t need any art deco, im-
pressionistic angles. The kids like it, but they don’t
buy.”

“What art deco?” Maurice looked over the work-
table, picked out a print. “He shoots people. Here,
the old Jewish broads sitting on the porch—sure,
you’re gonna get some of the hotel. The hotel’s part
of the feeling. These people, time has passed them
by. Here, Lummus Park. They look like a flock of
birds, uh? The nose shields, like beaks.”

“Old New York Jews and Cubans,” Evelyn said.
“That’s the neighborhood, kid. He’s document-

ing South Beach like it is today. He’s getting the
drama of it, the pathos. This guy, look, with the
tattoos . . .”

“He’s awful looking.”
“Wants to make himself attractive, adorn his

body. But you look at him closely, the guy’s feeling
something, he’s a person. Gets up in the morning,
has his Cheerios like everybody else.”

She said, “Well, he’s not in the same league with
any number of people I could name.”

“He’s not pretentious like a lot of ’em either,”
Maurice said. “You don’t see any bullshit here. He
shoots barefaced fact. He’s got the feel and he
makes you feel it.”

“What’s his name?”
“It’s Joseph LaBrava.”
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4 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

Evelyn said, “LaBrava. Why does that sound
familiar?”

She was looking at Maurice’s tan scalp as he
lowered his head, peered at her over his glasses,
then pushed them up on his nose: a gesture, like tip-
ping his hat.

“Because you’re aware, you know what’s going
on. Why do you think I came here instead of one of
those galleries up on Kane Concourse?”

“Because you still love me. Come on—”
“Some people have to work their ass off for

years to get recognition,” Maurice said. “Others,
they get discovered overnight. September the sec-
ond, 1935, I happen to be on Islamorada working
on the Key West extension, Florida East Coast line,
right?”

Evelyn knew every detail, how the ’35 hurricane
tore into the keys and Maurice got pictures of the
worst railroad disaster in Florida history. Two hun-
dred and eighty-six men working on the road
killed or missing . . . and two months later he was
shooting pictures for the Farm Security Adminis-
tration, documenting the face of America during
the Depression.

She said, “Maury, who’s Joseph LaBrava?”
He was back somewhere in his mind and had to

close his eyes and open them, adjusting his prop,
his heavy-frame glasses.
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L A B R AVA 5

“It was LaBrava took the shot of the guy being
thrown off the overpass.”

Evelyn said, “Oh, my God.”
“Joe had come off the 79th Street Causeway go-

ing out to Hialeah. He’s approaching I-95 he sees
the three guys up there by the railing.”

“That was pure luck,” Evelyn said.
“Wait. Nothing was going on yet. Three guys,

they look like they’re just standing there. But he
senses something and pulls off the road.”

“He was still lucky,” Evelyn said, “I mean to
have a camera with him.”

“He always has a camera. He was going out to
Hialeah to shoot. He looks up, sees the three guys
and gets out his telephoto lens. Listen, he got off
two shots before they even picked the guy up. Then
he got ’em, they’re holding the guy up in the air 
and he got the one the guy falling, arms and legs
out like he’s flying, the one that was in Newsweek
and all the papers.”

“He must’ve done all right.”
“Cleared about twelve grand so far, the one

shot,” Maurice said, “the one you put in your win-
dow, first gallery to have a Joseph LaBrava show.”

“I don’t know,” Evelyn said, “my trade leans
more toward exotic funk. Surrealism’s big now.
Winged snakes, colored smoke . . .”

“You oughta hand out purgatives with that shit,
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6 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

Evelyn. This guy’s for real, and he’s gonna make it.
I guarantee you.”

“Is he presentable?”
“Nice looking guy, late thirties. Dark hair,

medium height, on the thin side. No style, but yeah,
he’s presentable.”

Evelyn said, “I see ’em come in with no socks
on, I know they’ve got a portfolio full of social
commentary.”

“He’s not a hippy. No, I didn’t mean to infer
that.” Maurice paused, serious, about to confide.
“You know the guys that guard the President? The
Secret Service guys? That’s what he used to be, one
of those.”

“Really?” Evelyn seemed to like it. “Well, they’re
always neat looking, wear suits and ties.”

“Yeah, he used to have style,” Maurice said.
“But now, he quit getting his hair cut at the barber-
shop, dresses very casual. But you watch him, Joe
walks down the street he knows everything that’s
going on. He picks faces out of the crowd, faces
that interest him. It’s a habit, he can’t quit doing it.
Before he was in the Secret Service, you know what
he was? He was an investigator for the Internal
Revenue.”

“Jesus,” Evelyn said, “he sounds like a lovely
person.”

“No, he’s okay. He’ll tell you he was in the
wrong business,” Maurice said. “Now he spots an
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L A B R AVA 7

undesirable, a suspicious looking character, all he
wants to do is take the guy’s picture.”

“He sounds like a character himself,” Evelyn said.
“I suppose you could say that,” Maurice said.

“One of those quiet guys, you never know what
he’s gonna do next . . . But he’s good, isn’t he?”

“He isn’t bad,” Evelyn said.
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2
“I’M GOING TO TELL you a secret I never told any-
body around here,” Maurice said, his glasses, his
clean tan scalp shining beneath the streetlight. “I
don’t just manage the hotel I own it. I bought it,
paid cash for it in 1951. Right after Kefauver.”

Joe LaBrava said, “I thought a woman in Boca
owned it. Isn’t that what you tell everybody?”

“Actually the lady in Boca owns a piece of it.
’Fifty-eight she was looking for an investment.”
Maurice Zola paused. “ ’Fifty-eight or it might’ve
been ’59. I remember they were making a movie
down here at the time. Frank Sinatra.”

They had come out of the hotel, the porch lined
with empty metal chairs, walked through the lines
of slow-moving traffic to the beach side of the street
where Maurice’s car was parked. LaBrava was pa-
tient with the old man, but waiting, holding the car
door open, he hoped this wasn’t going to be a long
story. They could be walking along the street, the
old man always stopped when he wanted to tell
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1 0 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

something important. He’d stop in the doorway of
Wolfie’s on Collins Avenue and people behind them
would have to wait and hear about bust-out joints
where you could get rolled in the old days, or how
you could tell a bookie when everybody on the
beach was wearing resort outfits. “You know
how?” The people behind them would be waiting
and somebody would say, “How?” Maurice would
say, “Everybody wore their sport shirts open usu-
ally except bookies. A bookie always had the top
button buttoned. It was like a trademark.” He
would repeat it a few more times waiting for a
table. “Yeah, they always had that top button but-
toned, the bookies.

“Edward G. Robinson was in the picture they
were making. Very dapper guy.” Maurice pinched
the knot of his tie, brought his hand down in a
smoothing gesture over his pale blue, tropical
sports jacket. “You’d see ’em at the Cardozo, the
whole crew, all these Hollywood people, and at the
dog track used to be down by the pier, right on First
Street. No, it was between Biscayne and Harley.”

“I know . . . You gonna get in the car?”
“See, I tell the old ladies I only manage the place

so they don’t bug me. They got nothing to do, sit
out front but complain. Use to be the colored guys,
now it’s the Cubans, the Haitians, making noise on
the street, grabbing their purses. Graubers, they
call ’em, momzers, loomps. ‘Run the loomps off,
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L A B R AVA 1 1

Morris. Keep them away from here, and the
nabkas.’ That’s the hookers. I’m starting to sound
like ’em, these almoonas with the dyed hair. I call
’em my bluebirds, they love it.”

“Let me ask you,” LaBrava said, leaving himself
open but curious about something. “The woman
we’re going to see, she’s your partner?”

“The lady we’re gonna rescue, who I think’s got
a problem,” Maurice said, looking up at the hotel;
one hand on the car that was an old-model Mer-
cedes with vertical twin headlights, the car once
cream-colored but now without lustre. “That’s
why I mention it. She starts talking about the hotel
you’ll know what she’s talking about. I owned the
one next door, too, but I sold it in ’68. Somebody
should’ve tied me to a toilet, wait for the real estate
boom.”

“What, the Andrea? You owned that, too?”
“It used to be the Esther, I changed the name of

both of ’em. Come here.” Maurice took LaBrava
by the arm, away from the car. “The streetlight,
you can’t see it good. All right, see the two names
up there? Read ’em so they go together. What’s it
say?”

There were lighted windows along the block of
three- and four-story hotels, pale stucco in faded
pastels, streamlined moderne facing the Atlantic
from a time past: each hotel expressing its own
tropical deco image in speed lines, wraparound
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1 2 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

corners, accents in glass brick, bas relief palm trees
and mermaids.

“It says the Andrea,” LaBrava said, “and the
Della Robbia.”

“No, it don’t say the Andrea and the Della Rob-
bia.” Maurice held onto LaBrava’s arm, pointing
now. “Read it.”

“It’s too dark.”
“I can see it you can see it. Look. You read it

straight across it says Andrea Della Robbia. He
was a famous Italian sculptor back, I don’t know,
the fourteen, fifteen hundreds. They name these
places the Esther, the Dorothy—what kind of name
is that for a hotel on South Miami Beach? I mean
back then. Now it don’t matter. South Bronx south,
it’s getting almost as bad.”

“Della Robbia,” LaBrava said. “It’s a nice name.
We going?”

“You say it, Della Robbia,” Maurice said,
rolling the name with a soft, Mediterranean flour-
ish, tasting it on his tongue, the sound giving him
pleasure. “Then the son of a bitch I sold it to—how
do you like this guy? He paints the Andrea all
white, changes the style of the lettering and ruins
the composition. See, both hotels before were a
nice pale yellow, dark green letters, dark green the
decoration parts, the names read together like they
were suppose to.”
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LaBrava said, “You think anybody ever looks up
there?”

“Forget I told you,” Maurice said. They walked
back to the car and he stopped again before getting
in. “Wait. I want to take a camera with us.”

“It’s in the trunk.”
“Which one?”
“The Leica CL.”
“And a flash?”
“In the case.”
Maurice paused. “You gonna wear that shirt,

uh?”
LaBrava’s white shirt bore a pattern of bananas,

pineapples and oranges. “It’s brand new, first time
I’ve had it on.”

“Got all dressed up. Who you suppose to be,
Murf the Surf?”

There was a discussion when LaBrava went around
the block from Ocean Drive to Collins and headed
south to Fifth Street to get on the MacArthur
Causeway. Maurice said, we’re going north, what
do you want to go south for? Why didn’t you go up
to Forty-first Street, take the Julia Tuttle? LaBrava
said, because there’s traffic up there on the beach,
it’s still the season. Maurice said, eleven o’clock at
night? You talk about traffic, it’s nothing what it
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1 4 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

used to be like. You could’ve gone up, taken the
Seventy-ninth Street Causeway. LaBrava said, you
want to drive or you want me to?

They didn’t get too far on I-95 before they came
to all four lanes backed up, approaching the 112
interchange, brake lights popping on and off as far
ahead as they could see. Crawling along in low
gear, stopping, starting, the Mercedes stalled twice.

LaBrava said, “All the money you got, why don’t
you buy a new car?”

Maurice said, “You know what you’re talking
about? This car’s a classic, collector’s model.”

“Then you oughta get a tune.”
Maurice said, “What do you mean, all the

money I got?”
“You told me you were a millionaire one time.”
“Used to be,” Maurice said. “I spent most of my

dough on booze, broads and boats and the rest I
wasted.”

Neither of them spoke again until they were be-
yond Fort Lauderdale. They could sit without talk-
ing and LaBrava would be reasonably comfortable;
he never felt the need to invent conversation. He
was curious when he asked Maurice:

“What do you want the camera for?”
“Maybe I want to take a picture.”
“The woman?”

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:14 AM  Page 14



L A B R AVA 1 5

“Maybe. I don’t know yet. I have to see how she
is.”

“She a good friend of yours?”
Maurice said, “I’m going out this time of night

to help somebody I don’t know? She’s a very close
friend.”

“How come if she lives in Boca they took her to
Delray Beach?”

“That’s where the place is they take them. It’s
run by the county. Palm Beach.”

“Is it like a hospital?”
“What’re you asking me for? I never been

there.”
“Well, what’d the girl say on the phone?”
“Something about she was brought in on the

Meyers Act.”
“It means she was drunk.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of.”
“They pick you up in this state on a Meyers

Act,” LaBrava said, “it means you’re weaving
around with one eye closed, smashed. They pick
you up on a Baker Act it means you’re acting weird
in public and’re probably psycho. I remember that
from when I was here before.”

He had spent a year and a half in the Miami field
office of the United States Secret Service, one of five
different duty assignments in nine years.

* * *
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He had told Maurice about it one Saturday morn-
ing driving down to Islamorada, LaBrava wanting
to try bonefishing and Maurice wanting to show
him where he was standing when the tidal wave hit
in ’35. LaBrava would remember the trip as the
only time Maurice ever asked him questions, ever
expressed an interest in his past life. In parts of it,
anyway.

He didn’t get to tell much of the IRS part, the
three years he’d worked as an investigator when he
was young and eager. “Young and dumb,” Maurice
said. Maurice didn’t want to hear anything about
the fucking IRS.

Or much about LaBrava’s marriage, either—
during the same three years—to the girl he’d met in
accounting class, Wayne State University, who
didn’t like to drink, smoke or stay out late, or go to
the show. Though she seemed to like all those
things before. Strange? Her name was Lorraine.
Maurice said, what’s strange about it? They never
turn out like you think they’re going to. Skip that
part. There wasn’t anything anybody could tell him
about married life he didn’t know. Get to the Secret
Service part.

Well, there was the training at Beltsville, Mary-
land. He learned how to shoot a Smith & Wesson
.357 Magnum, the M-16, the Uzi submachine gun,
different other ones. He learned how to disarm and
theoretically beat the shit out of would-be assassins
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with a few chops and kicks. He learned how to
keep his head up and his eyes open, how to sweep a
crowd looking for funny moves, hands holding
packages, umbrellas on clear days, that kind of
thing.

He spent fifteen months in Detroit, his home-
town, chasing down counterfeiters, going under-
cover to get next to wholesalers. That part was
okay, making buys as a passer. But then he’d have
to testify against the poor bastard in federal court,
take the stand and watch the guy’s face drop—
Christ, seeing his new buddy putting the stuff on
him. So once he was hot in Detroit, a familiar face
in the trade, they had to send him out to cool off.

He was assigned to the Protective Research Sec-
tion in Washington where, LaBrava said, he read
nasty letters all day. Letters addressed to “Peanut
Head Carter, the Mushmouth Motherfucker from
Georgia.” Or that ever-popular salutation, “To the
Nigger-loving President of the Jewnited States.”
Letters told what should be done to the President of
the USA, “the Utmost Supreme Assholes” who be-
lieved his lies. There was a suggestion, LaBrava
said, the President ought to be “pierced with the
prophet’s sword of righteousness for being a god-
damn hypocrite.” Fiery, but not as practical as the
one that suggested, “They ought to tie you to one
of those MX missiles you dig so much and lose
your war-lovin ass.”
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Maurice said, “People enjoy writing letters,
don’t they? You answer them?”

LaBrava said usually there wasn’t a return ad-
dress; but they’d trace the writers down through
postmarks, broken typewriter keys, different clues,
and have a look at them. They’d be interviewed and
their names added to a file of some forty thousand
presidential pen pals, a lot of cuckoos; a few, about
a hundred or so, they’d have to watch.

LaBrava told how he’d guarded important peo-
ple, Teddy Kennedy during the Senator’s 1980 pres-
idential campaign, trained to be steely-eyed, learned
to lean away from those waving arms, stretched his
steely eyes open till they ached listening to those
tiresome, oh my, those boring goddamn speeches.

Maurice said, “You should a heard William Jen-
nings Bryan, the Peerless Prince of Platform English,
Christ, lecture on the wonders of Florida—sure,
brought in by the real estate people.”

LaBrava said he’d almost quit after guarding
Teddy. But he hung on and was reassigned to go af-
ter counterfeiters again, now out of the Miami field
office, now getting into his work and enjoying it. A
new angle. He picked up a Nikon, attached a 200-
mm lens, and began using it in surveillance work.
Loved it. Snapping undercover agents making deals
with wholesalers, passers unloading their funny
money. Off duty he continued snapping away:
shooting up and down Southwest Eighth Street, the
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heart of Little Havana; or riding with a couple of
Metro cops to document basic Dade County vio-
lence. He felt himself attracted to street life. It was a
strange feeling, he was at home, knew the people;
saw more outcast faces and attitudes than he would
ever be able to record, people who showed him
their essence behind all kinds of poses—did Mau-
rice understand this?—and trapped them in his
camera for all time.

He got hot again through court appearances and
was given a cooling-off assignment—are you ready
for this?—in Independence, Missouri.

After counterfeiters?
No, to guard Mrs. Truman.
A member of the twelve-man protective detail.

To sit in the surveillance house watching monitors
or sit eight hours a day in the Truman house itself
on North Delaware. Sit sometimes in the living
room looking around at presidential memorabilia,
a picture of Margaret and her two kids, the grand-
father’s clock that had been wired and you didn’t
have to wind—which would have been something
to do—listening to faint voices in other rooms. Or
sit in the side parlor with Harry’s piano, watching
movies on TV, waiting for the one interruption of
the day. The arrival of the mailman.

“Don’t get me wrong, Mrs. Truman was a kind,
considerate woman. I liked her a lot.”

The duty chief had said, “Look, there guys
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would give an arm and a leg for this assignment. If
you can’t take pride in it, just say so.”

He glanced at Maurice sitting there prim, very seri-
ous this evening. Little Maurice Zola, born here be-
fore there were roads other than a few dirt tracks
and the Florida East Coast Railway. Natty little guy
staring at this illuminated interstate highway—
giant lit-up green signs every few miles telling
where you were—and not too impressed. He had
seen swamps become cities, a bridge extended to a
strip of mangrove in the Atlantic Ocean and Miami
Beach was born. Changes were no longer events in
his life. They had happened or they didn’t.

One of the green signs, mounted high, told them
Daytona Beach was 215 miles.

“Who cares?” Maurice said. “I used to live in
Daytona Beach. First time I got married, October
10, 1929—wonderful time to get married, Jesus—
was in Miami. The second time was October 24,
1943, in Daytona Beach. October’s a bad month
for me. I paid alimony, I mean plenty, but I outlived
’em both. Miserable women. In ’32, when I worked
for the septic tank outfit and wrestled alligators on
the weekends? It was because I had the experience
being married to my first wife.”

“What about the lady we’re going to see?”
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“What about her?”
“You ever serious with her?”
“You’re asking, you want to know did I go to

bed with her? She wasn’t that kind of girl. She
wasn’t a broad you did that with.”

“I meant did you ever think of marrying her?”
“She was too young for me. I don’t mean she was

too young you wanted to hop in the sack with a
broad her age, I mean to get married and live with.
I had all kinds of broads at that time. In fact, go
back a few years before that, just before Kefauver,
when I had the photo concessions and the horse
book operation. I’ll tell you a secret. You want to
know who one of the broads I was getting into her
pants was at the time. Evelyn, at the gallery. She
was in love with me.”

“I don’t think you’ve introduced me to any who
weren’t.”

“What can I say?” Maurice said.
“How old’s the woman we’re going to see?”
“Jeanie? She’s not too old. Lemme think, it was

’58 I gave her a piece of the hotel. Or it might’ve
been ’59, they were making that movie on the
beach. Frank Sinatra, Edward G. Robinson . . .
Jeanie was gonna be in the picture, was why she
came down. But she didn’t get the part.”

“Wait a minute—” LaBrava said.
“They wanted her, but then they decided she
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2 2 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

looked too young. She was in her twenties then and
she was gonna play this society woman.”

“Jeanie—”
“Yeah, very good-looking girl, lot of class. She

married a guy—not long after that she married a
guy she met down here. Lawyer, very wealthy, use
to represent some of the big hotels. They had a
house on Pine Tree Drive, I mean a mansion, faced
the Eden Roc across Indian Creek. You know
where I mean? Right in there, by Arthur Godfrey
Road. Then Jerry, Jerry Breen was the guy’s name,
had some trouble with the IRS, had to sell the
place. I don’t know if it was tax fraud or what. He
didn’t go to jail, anything like that, but it cost him,
I’ll tell you. He died about oh, ten years ago. Yeah,
Jeanie was a movie actress. They got married she
retired, gave it up.”

“What was her name before?”
“Just lately I got a feeling something funny’s go-

ing on. She call me last week, start talking about
she’s got some kind of problem, then changes the
subject. I don’t know if she means with the booze
or what.”

“You say she was a movie actress.”
“She was a star. You see her on TV once in a

while, they show the old movies.”
“Her name Jeanie or Jean?”
“Jean. Jean—the hell was her name? You believe

it? I’m used to thinking of her as Jeanie Breen.”
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Maurice pointed. “Atlantic Boulevard. See it? Mile
and a half. You better get over.” Maurice rolled his
window down.

“Jean Simmons?”
“Naw, not Jean Simmons.” Maurice was half-

turned now, watching for cars coming up in the in-
side lane. “I’ll tell you when.”

“Gene Tierney?” Laura. He’d watched it on tele-
vision in Bess Truman’s living room. “How’s she
spell her name?”

“Jean. How do you spell Jean? J-e-a-n.”
Jean Harlow was dead. LaBrava looked at the

rearview mirror, watched headlights lagging be-
hind, in no hurry. “Jeanne Crain?”

“Naw, not Jeanne Crain. Get ready,” Maurice
said. “Not after this car but the one after it, I think
you can make it.”
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3
THEY PARKED IN THE REAR and walked around to the
front of the one-story building on Northeast
Fourth Street, Delray Beach. From the outside the
place reminded LaBrava of a dental clinic: stucco
and darkwood trim, low-cost construction; a sur-
face that appeared to be solid but would not stop a
bullet. A laminated door that would not stop much
of anything. LaBrava, former guardian of presi-
dents and people in high places, automatically
studying, making an appraisal. Oh, man, but tired
of it. In an orange glow of light they read the three-
by-five card taped to the door.

CRISIS CENTER
South County Mental Health

emergency screening service

They had to ring the bell and wait, Maurice sigh-
ing with impatience, until a girl about twenty-one
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with long blond hair opened the door and Maurice
said, “I come to get Mrs. Breen.”

“You’re Mr. Zola, right? Hi, I’m Pam.”
She locked the door again and they followed

her—broad hips compacted within tight jeans—
through an empty waiting room and hallway,
LaBrava looking around and judging this place, at
the low end of institutional decor. He had never
seen so many stains and burns. Like people came in
here to throw up or set the place on fire with ciga-
rettes. There were cracks and broken holes in the
dull-yellow drywall, fist marks. He could see peo-
ple trying to punch their way out. They came to a
doorway, the room inside was dark.

“She’s in here. Asleep.”
Maurice stuck his head in. “She’s on the floor.”
“There’s a mattress,” Pam said. “She’s fine,

didn’t give us a bit of trouble. The cops that
brought her in described her condition as stagger-
ing, speech slurred, I guess she didn’t know where
she was.”

Maurice said, “Was there a problem, a distur-
bance of any kind?”

“Well, not really. I mean there’s no charge
against her. She was walking down the street with a
drink in her hand.”

Maurice frowned. “A drink? Outside?”
“They said she came out of a bar, on Palmetto.
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They saw her on the sidewalk with the drink and
when they pulled over she threw it at them. Not the
glass, the drink. I guess she was, you know, so
bombed they thought they better bring her here.”
Pam looked at the doorway. “Why don’t you go in
with her? Let her wake up to a familiar face.”

“Why don’t I get her out of here,” Maurice said.
He went in the room.

LaBrava followed Pam. They came to a room
filled with fluorescent light that was about fifteen-
by-twenty: a metal desk standing between two mat-
tresses on the floor, a line of metal chairs along the
inside wall and a back door wtih double locks. The
stains and burn marks seemed magnified in here.
LaBrava saw skinny legs with dried sores, a light-
skinned black girl asleep on the mattress in front of
the desk. He saw a drunk, dirty from living in door-
ways, that familiar street drunk, soft mouth nearly
toothless, cocking his head like a chicken. The
drunk sat in the row of folding chairs. Next to him
an elderly man sat rigid, his shirt collar buttoned,
hands flat on bony thighs. He said to LaBrava,
“You ever see an eagle?”

Pam, sliding behind the metal desk that was
covered with forms and scrawled notes, said,
“Walter—”

LaBrava said, “Yeah, I’ve seen an eagle.”
The rigid man said, “Did it have hair?”
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“The one I saw had feathers.”
The rigid man said, “Oh.” He looked at Pam

now. “You ever see an eagle?”
Pam said, “Excuse me, Walter, but I have to fin-

ish with Earl first. Okay? Be nice.” She glanced
down at a clipboard. “Earl, if I call this person
Eileen, will she come and get you?”

“She don’t keep up her house,” the drunk said.
“You go in the kitchen . . . I tell her, Jesus Christ,
get some wash powder. I can’t live in a place like
that.”

Pam looked up at LaBrava in the doorway. “Sit
down. Make yourself at home.”

He took the end seat, two metal chairs away
from the drunk hunched over his crossed legs, the
drunk staring, trying to focus, saying, “Do I know
you?”

“I don’t know,” LaBrava said, “we might’ve met
one time. How you doing?”

“See, I don’t want to go to court drunk. I don’t
want to go in there, maybe get sick.”

Pam said, “Earl, I told you, there no charges
against you.” She said, “You ever drink anything
like aftershave?”

“No, not ever. Just some home brew, some
wine. Eileen, if I’m staying over there, she fixes
these toddies are nice. Bourbon and ice cubes, you
sprinkle some sugar on top. ’Bout a teaspoonful’s
all . . .”
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A scream came from a room close by, a wail of
obscenities that rose and died off, and LaBrava
looked at Pam, expecting her to get up.

“It’s okay. One of our consumers,” Pam said.
“She’s catharting, sort of working it out on her
own. But there’s someone with her, don’t worry.”

“Consumer,” LaBrava said.
The girl had a nice smile, very natural; she

seemed too young and vulnerable to be working
here. Psych major no more than a year out of col-
lege. “That’s what we call the people we screen.
They’re not, you know, patients technically till
they’re admitted somewhere. This’s just a tempo-
rary stop more or less.”

The drunk said, “Then I’m leaving.” He got up,
stumbling against the rigid man, pushed off and
tilted toward the girl lying on the mattress before
finding his balance. He reached the back door and
began working at the locks.

Pam said, “Come on, Earl, sit down and be
good. You have to stay here till you’ve sobered up
and you’re a little more appropriate.”

Earl turned from the door, falling against it.
“More ’propriate? Shit, I’m ’propriate.”

“You are not,” Pam said, a young schoolteacher
at her desk. “Please sit down so we can finish.”

The drunk fell against the chairs, almost into the
rigid man whose hands remained flat on his thighs.
The girl with sores on her legs moaned and rolled
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from her side to her back, eyes lightly closed, lids
fluttering in the overhead light.

LaBrava was looking at her and Pam said, “She’s
Haitian. She got stoned and walked out on the In-
terstate. A car had to swerve out of the way and hit
another car and one of the drivers, I don’t know
which one, had to have twenty stitches in his
head.”

The drunk said, “Shit, I was at Louisville Veter-
ans, they put sixty-four stitches in my leg. Boy
jammed a bottle, broke it off, jammed the end of it
in my leg. See? Right there. Sixty-four stitches. Doc
said he stopped counting.”

“It’s a beauty,” LaBrava said. “Cut you good,
didn’t he?” He saw the drunk look up.

LaBrava turned. Maurice was standing over him.
“Get the camera.”
LaBrava kept his voice down. “You sure you

want to? Maybe they won’t like it.”
Maurice said to the girl, “Sweetheart, would you

do something for my friend here? Unlock the door?
He’s got to get a camera outta the car.”

Pam let him out the back telling him to knock and
she’d open it again.

What Maurice wanted to do—LaBrava was sure
now—was take a picture of his friend smashed,
bleary-eyed, then show it to her tomorrow. “See
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what a beauty you are when you’re drunk?” Shame
her into sobriety. But if the woman had a problem
with booze it would be a waste of time. He
wouldn’t mind, though, getting a shot of Earl. Earl
showing his scar. Shoot it from down on the floor.
The guy’s leg crossed, pants pulled up, shin in the
foreground, shiny crescent scar. Earl pointing with
a dirty fingernail. Grinning near toothless, too
drunk not to look proud and happy.

Bending over in the trunk LaBrava felt inside the
camera case, brought out the Leica CL and at-
tached a wide-angle lens.

Headlights flashed on him, past him. By the time
he looked around the car had come to a stop paral-
lel to the building, its dark-colored rear deck stand-
ing at the edge of the floodlit area that extended out
from the back door. LaBrava felt in the case again
for the flash attachment. He straightened, slam-
ming the trunk closed.

A young guy was out of the car. Big, well-built
guy in a silver athletic jacket, blue trim. Banging on
the door now with the thick edge of his fist, other
hand wedged in the tight pocket of his jeans.
LaBrava came up next to him. The guy grinned, fist
still raised, toothpick in the corner of his mouth.

“How you doing this evening?” Slurring his
words.

He was thick all over, heavily muscled, going at
least six-three, two-thirty. Blond hair with a green-
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ish tint in the floodlight: the hair uncombed, clots
of it lying straight back on his head without a part,
like he’d been swimming earlier and had raked it
back with his fingers. The guy wasn’t young up
close. Mid-thirties. But he was the kind of guy—
LaBrava knew by sight, smell and instinct—who
hung around bars and arm-wrestled. Homegrown
jock—pumped his muscles and tested his strength
when he wasn’t picking his teeth.

LaBrava said, “Not too bad. How’re you do-
ing?”

“Well, I don’t idle too good, but I’m still run-
ning.” With a back-country drawl greasing his
words. “You gonna take some pitchers?”

“I’m thinking about it.”
“What of, this pisshole? Man, I wouldn’t keep

goats in this place.”
“I imagine they don’t have much of a budget, run

by the county,” LaBrava said. Hearing himself, he
sounded like a wimp. He had the feeling he would
never agree with this guy. Still, there was no sense
in antagonizing him.

“Palm Beach County, shit, they got more mon-
ey’n any county in the state of Florida. But you
look at this pisshole kind of shack they put people
in—I mean nice people—you’d never know it,
would you? You don’t see none of that Palm Beach
crowd brought in here. They can be pissing on the
squad car, cop’ll go, ‘Get in, sir. Lemme drive you
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home, sir.’ Shit . . . Hey, you want a take my
pitcher? Go ahead, I’ll let you.”

“Thanks anyway,” LaBrava said.
“What paper you with?”
LaBrava paused. He said, “Oh,” a pleasant, sur-

prised tone. It was not recognition of himself,
LaBrava the street shooter, but it was recognition
of a sort. “What makes you think I’m a news pho-
tographer?”

The guy said, “I guess ’cause all you assholes
look alike.” He turned away as they heard the
locks, the door opening.

LaBrava saw Pam’s expression change, startled,
the girl tiny next to the silver jacket. She said, “Hey,
what’re you doing—” The guy was taking her by
the arm as he entered.

“I come on official business, puss. How you do-
ing? You’re new here, huh? I ain’t seen you be-
fore.”

LaBrava edged past them with the camera,
walked toward the hall and heard the locks snap-
ping again behind him, heard the guy’s bullshit
charm hard at work. “Here, shake hands. I’m
Richard Nobles, puss, with the police hereabouts.”
He heard Pam say, “Wait a minute. What police
hereabouts?” He heard the rigid man say, “You
ever see an eagle?” And heard Richard Nobles say,
“You kidding me, papa? I’ve cooked and ate a
eagle . . .”
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* * *

Maurice was waiting in the hall by the doorway.
“Go in get a shot of her. Wait, what’ve you got,

the Leica? Okay, go on.”
“She awake?”
“I’m getting her outta here. Shoot straight down

on her. What do you have it set at?”
“I don’t know yet.” LaBrava walked into the

room. He saw bare legs in the shaft of light from
the hall, sandals with medium heels. Slim legs, one
of them drawn up. She was lying on her side, wear-
ing a light-colored dress, her shoulders bare, an
arm extended, partly covering her face. Maurice
stooped down to move her arm, gently. LaBrava
went out to the hall to make his adjustments.
When he came back in and stood over the woman
on the mattress, framing her in the viewfinder,
dark hair against pale skin, Maurice said,
“What’d you set it at?”

“Sixtieth at eight.”
“I don’t know . . .”
LaBrava didn’t wait. The flash went off as he

triggered the camera tight to his right eye, cocked it
with his thumb, shot the second time, cocked and
shot again.

“Set it lower and get another one.”
“That’s enough,” LaBrava said.
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“I want to be sure we got something.”
“We got it,” LaBrava said. “Take her out the

front and I’ll bring the car around.”

There was another girl in the office now who
seemed only a few years older than Pam but more
grown up, in charge. Coming into the room again
LaBrava heard her tell Nobles she was the supervi-
sor and wanted to see some identification or there
would be nothing to discuss. Right away LaBrava
liked her confidence. He liked her slim build in
jeans standing with long legs apart, arms folded,
brown hair waved to her shoulders. A good-
looking girl who knew what she was doing.

Nobles dug a wallet out of his back pocket, turn-
ing sideways and brushing his silver jacket open so
they would see the checkered walnut grip of a re-
volver stuck in the waist of his jeans. Saying, “Boca
police brought this lady here happens to be a friend
of mine. See, I checked with them and they said it
would be okay to release her to my custody. They
said fine, go ahead.” He flipped open the wallet to
show a gold shield on one side, an I.D. card bearing
his photograph on the other. “See what it says
there? Palm Beach County.”

The slim girl took a half step, extending her hand
and he flipped the wallet closed. She said, “Palm
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Beach County what? If the Boca Police said it was
okay, they’d have called to let us know. That’s how
it works.”

Nobles shook his head, weary. “Look, I’m doing
you a favor. Lemme have the lady and we’ll say
nighty-night, let you all go on back play with your
nuts.”

“No one leaves without authorization,” the slim
girl said, standing right up to him.

“I’m giving you authorization. Jesus Christ, I
just now showed it to you.”

LaBrava said, “Excuse me. Would somebody
like to open the front door?”

Nobles gave him a look, cold, with no expres-
sion, and the slim girl said, “Show me identification
or get out. That’s the way it is. Okay?”

LaBrava watched Nobles sigh, shake his head—
not so drunk that he couldn’t put on an act—and
flip open the wallet again. “What’s that say? Right
there? Palm Beach County authorization.” Giving
her a flash of official wording and flipped the wallet
closed.

He’s not a cop.
LaBrava would bet on it. He heard the girl say,

“That’s not PBSO or any badge I’ve ever seen be-
fore.”

Nobles shook his head again. “Some reason you
got your ass up in the air. Did I say I was with the
Palm Beach sheriff’s office? You don’t listen good,
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do you? See, long as I got credentials as to who I am
and Boca PD says it’s fine with them, then tell me
what your problem is, puss, cause I sure as hell
don’t see it.”

Sounding drunk, but with a swagger that was
part the guy’s brute nature and would not be con-
tained for long; his size, his eighteen-inch neck giv-
ing him permission to do as he pleased. LaBrava
had known a few Richard Nobles.

The guy was no cop.
He might’ve been at one time; he had a service re-

volver and the official off-duty look of a small-town
cop taken with himself, but he wasn’t one now.

The slim girl had already assumed as much. She
was looking at Pam, telling her, “Get Delray Police,
276-4141.”

Nobles said, “Hey, come on,” watching Pam
dial. “Look, this lady you got happens to be a friend
of mine. Officer at Boca name of Glenn Hicks says
they brought her in here. See, I was even with her
earlier tonight, having some drinks.” He watched
the slim girl step to the side of the desk and take the
phone from Pam. “Ask her. Go on . . .”

The slim girl said into the phone, “This is South
County on Fourth Street. There’s a gentleman here
who’s been asked to leave and refuses. I’d like you
to send somebody to escort him the fuck out of
here, right now . . . Thank you very much.” She
looked at Pam again. “Unlock the back door.”
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Pam edged around the desk, all eyes as she
looked at Nobles standing in front of her, in the
way. She said, “There is a Boca officer named
Glenn Hicks. He’s been here before.”

The slim girl said, “I don’t care who he knows or
if he’s with the FBI. This guy’s got no business being
here.”

LaBrava was falling in love with her. He watched
her look directly at Nobles again.

“You’ve got about two minutes to get out of here
or you’re gonna be in deep shit.”

Nobles said, “All I need, puss.” He reached for
her. The slim girl pulled her arm away without giv-
ing ground, glaring at him.

LaBrava said, “Let’s take it easy, okay?” Trying
to sound reasonable, an observer, but knowing he
was getting into it.

Nobles, close to where the drunk and the rigid
man sat watching, turned to LaBrava, raised a fist
with a finger pointing out of it. A clot of blond hair
hung down in his eyes. He said, “I’ll put you through
the wall you fuck with me, you little son of a bitch.”

An ugly drunk. Look at the eyes. Ugly—used to
people backing down, buying him another drink to
shut him up. Look at the shoulders stretching satin,
the arms on him—Jesus—hands that looked like
they could pound fence posts. LaBrava, with the
camera hanging from his neck, did not see anything
close by to hit him with.
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The slim girl picked up the phone again. Nobles
reached for it as she started to dial, yanked the
phone out of her hands and gave her a shove. The
slim girl yelled out. Nobles raised the phone over
his head, as a threat or to club her with it, LaBrava
wasn’t sure.

He stepped in, said, “Hey—” as he raised the
camera with the flash attached, put it in Nobles’
face and fired about a hundred thousand candles in
the guy’s eyes, blinding him, straightening him for
the moment LaBrava needed to hit him in the ribs
with a shoulder, drive him into clattering metal
chairs, close to the drunk and the rigid man.
LaBrava got Nobles down on his spine, head hard
against the wall to straddle his legs. Worked free
the bluesteel revolver stuck in his jeans, a familiar
feel, a .357 Smith. Held him by the hair with one
hand and slipped the blunt end of the barrel into his
open mouth. Nobles gagged, trying to twist free.

LaBrava said, “Suck it. It’ll calm you down.”

They got him into a room, Nobles rubbing the back
of his neck, looking around before they pulled the
door closed, saying, “Hey, who the hell you sup-
pose to be?”

LaBrava said, “The asshole photographer,” and
locked the door.

They locked the gun in the desk. He told the slim
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girl he hoped the guy didn’t try to bust the place up
before the cops came; he’d stay if she wanted him
to. She said it had been busted up before, look at it.
God. She said thanks, really, but he’d better get out
of here or he might be hanging around all night, the
cops playing games with him. They might be the
guy’s buddies. She said she wouldn’t be surprised if
they let the guy out and all laughed their ass off.
Cops really thought they were funny. Some of them
anyway. Talking, nervous now that it was over. She
was some girl. Supervisor here, but forced to work
all hours, the slim girl’s name was Jill Wilkinson.

He asked her what she thought Nobles did. She
said he was probably a rent-a-cop, he acted like one.

That’s what he was, too. LaBrava checked the
dark-blue Plymouth sedan parked out in back be-
fore going to the Mercedes. There was a gold star
on the door and the inscription STAR SECURITY
SERVICE, PALM BEACH COUNTY, FLORIDA.

He drove around front to see Pam and Maurice
coming out with the woman, Jeanie Breen, the
woman with her head lowered but as tall as Mau-
rice and as pale as her dress, letting him help her
with his arm around her waist. They got in back,
Maurice saying to him, “What were you doing,
shooting the drunks?”

Maurice told him they were going to stop in
Boca, pick up some of Mrs. Breen’s things. Mrs.
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Breen was coming back to South Beach with them,
stay at the hotel a while.

After that Maurice’s tone was soft, soothing, and
LaBrava would look at the mirror to be sure it was
Maurice back there. The little bald-headed guy, his
glasses catching reflections, the woman a pale fig-
ure curled up in his arms. Maurice calling her
sweetheart, telling her a change would be good . . .
talk to your old pal . . . whatever’s bothering you.
Get a new outlook. LaBrava heard the woman say,
“Oh, shit, Maury. What’s happening to me?” Worn
out. Still, there was an edge to her tone. Life in
there. Anger trying to break through the self-pity.

What was her problem—living in a luxury con-
dominium on the ocean—if her hair wasn’t falling
out or she didn’t have an incurable disease?

Maybe living in the luxury condominium on the
ocean. By herself.

It did not occur to LaBrava until later—cruising
at seventy, the dark car interior silent—that the
woman in the back seat could be the same one No-
bles had tried to take out of there. A woman he’d
been drinking with earlier in the evening.
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LABRAVA DID HIS PORTRAIT WORK in an alcove off the
Della Robbia lobby that Maurice said had origi-
nally been a bar: the area hidden now by a wall of
cane screening nailed to a frame and clay baskets of
hanging fern.

This morning he was working with the Leica,
wide-angle lens and strobes, shooting the young
Cuban couple, Paco Boza and Lana Mendoza,
against a sheet of old, stiff canvas that gave him a
nothing background. Paco sat in his wheelchair
wearing a straw hat cocked on the side of his head,
one side of the brim up, the other down, cane-
cutter chic. Lana stood behind the wheelchair. She
wore a cotton undershirt that was like a tank top
and would stretch it down to show some nipple in
the thin material. Pretty soon, LaBrava believed,
she would pull the undershirt up and give him bare
breasts with a look of expectation. The two of
them were fooling around, having fun, stoned at
11 a.m.
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LaBrava said, “Don’t you want to look at each
other?”

“At him?” the girl said. “I look at him and wish
I never left Hialeah.”

“Why don’t you go home then?” Paco said,
looking straight up over his head.

The girl looked down at him. “Yeah, you
wouldn’t have nobody to push you. He sit in this
thing all day.”

LaBrava released the shutter and went down to
his knees, eye level. “Come on, this’s supposed to
be young love. You’re crazy about each other.”

“Like The Blue Lagoon, man,” Paco said, look-
ing bland, cool, not reacting when the girl punched
him on the back of the neck.

“He’s crazy all right,” she said.
“That Blue Lagoon, man, you see that? Why did

it take them so long, you know, to get it on? Man,
they don’t do nothing for most of the movie.”

The girl punched him again. “They kids. How
do they know how to do it, nobody tell them.”

“I knew,” Paco, the lover, said, grinning. “It’s
something a man is born with, knowing how to do
it.”

“You the creature from the blue lagoon,” the girl
said, “tha’s who you are.” Stretching now, bored.

LaBrava got it, the girl’s upraised arms, the yawn
hinting at seduction.

But he was losing it, hoping for luck. He had be-
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gun with a good feeling and it would be in the first
two head-on shots if he got it. Now he was moving
around too much. He felt like a fashion photogra-
pher snicking away as the model throws her hair
and sucks in her cheeks, getting split moments of
the model pretending to be someone who wanted
to go to bed with the photographer or with the
lights or with whatever she saw out there. He didn’t
want Boza and Mendoza to fall into a pose unless
he could feel it was natural, something they wanted
to do. But they were showing off for him now.

LaBrava said, “I think that’ll do it.”
Paco said, “Man, we just getting loosey goosey.”
The girl said, “Hey, I got an idea. How about . . .

one like this?”

In the Della Robbia lobby, close to the oval front
window, the old ladies would nod and comment to
each other in Yiddish, then look at the young,
frizzy-haired girl again to listen to her advice.

“It saddens me,” the girl said, and she did sound
sad, “when I see what neglect can do to skin. I’m
sure you all know there’s a natural aging process
that robs skin of its vitality, its lustre.” If they didn’t
know it, who did? “But we don’t have to hurry the
process through neglect. Not when, with a little
care, we can have lovely skin and look years and
years younger.”
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The girl was twenty-three. The youngest of the
ladies sitting in the rattan semi-circle of lobby chairs
had lived for at least a half century before the girl
was born. But what did they know about skin care?
Rub a peeled potato on your face, for sunburn.

She told them that extracts of rare plants and
herbs were used in Spring Song formulations to for-
tify and replenish amniotic fluids that nourish the
skin. The old ladies, nodding, touched mottled
cheeks, traced furrows. They raised their faces in
the oval-window light as the girl told them that
women have a beauty potential at every age. She
told them it gave her pleasure to be able to provide
the necessities that would help them achieve that
potential. It was, in fact, this kind of satisfaction,
making women of all ages happy, proud of their
skin, that being a Spring Song girl was all about.

She gave the ladies a pert smile, realigned the
plastic bottles and jars on the marble table to keep
moving, busy, as she said, “I thought for this first
visit I’d just get you familiar with the Spring Song
philosophy. Then next time I’ll give a facial, show
you how it works.”

A voice among the women said, “You don’t tell
us how much it is, all this philosophy mish-mosh.”

“We’ll get into all that. Actually,” the girl said, “I
came to see the manager. What’s his name again?”

“Mr. Zola,” a woman said. “A nice man. Has a
cute way.”
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There were comments in Yiddish, one of the
ladies referring to Maurice as a k’nocker, Mr. Big
Shot. Then another sound, in the lobby, tennis
shoes squeaking on the terrazzo floor. The girl
turned to look over her shoulder.

“Is that Mr. Zola?”
“No, that’s Mr. LaBrava, the loksh. He’s like a

noodle, that one.”
“He’s a cutie, too,” a woman said. There were

more comments in Yiddish, voices rising with
opinions.

“Listen, let me give you an exercise to start
with,” the girl said. “Okay? Put the tips of your fin-
gers here. That’s right, in the hollow of your
cheeks . . .”

LaBrava checked his mail slot on the wall behind
the registration desk. Nothing. Good. He turned to
see the girl coming across the lobby. Weird hair: it
looked tribal the way it was almost flat on top,
parted in the middle and frizzed way out on the
sides. Pretty girl though, behind big round tinted
glasses . . .

She said, “Hi. You don’t work here, do you?”
Violet eyes. Some freckles. Smart-looking Jewish

girl.
“You want Maurice,” LaBrava said. “He should

be down pretty soon. He’s visiting a sick friend.”
“You know if there’s a vacancy?”
“I think somebody just moved out.”
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“You mean somebody died,” the girl said. “I
want a room, but I don’t plan to stay that long.”

“You want a one-bedroom or a studio? The stu-
dio’s only three and a quarter.” LaBrava looked
over at the women, their mouths open saying
“ohhhhh,” as they stroked their cheeks in a circu-
lar motion.

“Studio, that’s a hotel room with a hot plate,”
the girl said. “I’ve been there. In fact I just left
there. I’m at the Elysian Fields and I need more
space.”

“What’re they doing? The ladies.”
“Working the masseter. That’s the muscle you

masticate with.”
“You think it’ll do ’em any good?”
“Who knows?” the girl said. “They’re nice

ladies. I figure those that weren’t raped by Cossacks
were mugged by Puerto Ricans. It won’t do them
any harm.”

“You’re the Spring Song girl,” LaBrava said.
“I’ve seen you on the street, with your little kit.
How you doing?”

“I’m up to my ass in cosmetic bottles, nine kinds
of cream by the case. Also, I’ve got tubes of paint,
sketch pads, canvases all over my room, I’ve got
shitty light and I need more space.”

“I was at the Elysian Fields for a week last sum-
mer,” LaBrava said. “This place’s much better.
Cleaner.”
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“Are you saying there no roaches?”
“Not as many. You see a loner once in a while.

Think of it as a palmetto bug, it doesn’t bother you
as much. You paint, uh?”

“Some oil, acrylics mostly. I’m getting ready to
do Ocean Drive, figure out my views before they
tear it all down.”

“Who’s tearing it down?”
“Progress. The zoners are out to get us, man,

cover the planet like one big enclosed shopping
mall. We’re getting malled and condoed, if you
didn’t know it. Gray and tan, earth tones. The peo-
ple that designed these hotels, they had imagina-
tion, knew about color. Go outside, all you see is
color and crazy lines zooming all over the place.
God, hotels that remind you of ships . . .”

“I’m glad you explained that,” LaBrava said.
“I’ve always liked this neighborhood and I never
was sure why.” She gave him a sideways look, sus-
picious. Really weird hairdo but he liked it. “I
mean it. I feel at home here and I don’t know why.”

“Because it’s cheap,” the girl said. “Listen, you
don’t have to know why. You feel good here, that’s
reason enough. People always have to have reasons
instead of just feeling.” She said, “You’re the pho-
tographer, aren’t you?”

Recognition. LaBrava leaned on the cool
marble-top counter: artist relaxed, an unguarded
moment. “Yeah, I guess so.”
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“Aren’t you sure?”
“I’m just starting to get used to the idea.”
“I saw your show over at the Emerson Gallery,

it’s dynamite. But all the color here—why aren’t
you into color?”

“I don’t know how to use it. I feel safer with
black and white.”

“You selling anything?”
“A few more street shots than portraits.”
“Well, what do they know. Right? Fuck ’em. You

have to do what you do.”
“You have to get mad?”
“If it helps. Why not? It’s good to be hungry, too.

You do better work.”
She had a healthy build, tan arms, traces of dark

hair. She would go about one-twenty, LaBrava
judged; not the least bit drawn, no haunted,
hungry-artist look about her. Gold chain. Rings.
The white blouse was simple and could be expen-
sive. But you never knew. He said, “You want some
lunch? We can go across the street, the Cardozo.
They got a nice conch salad, good bread.”

“I know, I’ve seen you over there. No, first I have
to see about new digs. I’m not going back to that
fucking cell I’ve been living in. You have to go in
sideways.”

LaBrava looked up at the sound of the elevator
cables engaging, the electric motor whining. He
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said, “You may be in luck,” staring across the
lobby at the elevator door, a gold sunburst relief.
The door opened and he said, “You are. That’s the
manager.”

Maurice said, even before reaching the desk,
“Where the prints? They didn’t come out, did they?
What’d I tell you last night? I said stop it down.”

“I’ve got an idea,” LaBrava said. “Why don’t
you take care of this young lady—she’s looking for
a respectable place, no roaches, no noise—and I’ll
go see about the negatives I got hanging in the
dryer.”

“How they look?”
“Just tell me if you want ’em printed soft or

crisp.”
“I want ’em now is what I want. While she’s still

hung-over, ashamed, kicking herself.”
LaBrava said to the girl, “Did I tell you he was a

sweet old guy?”
“You didn’t have to,” the girl said, smiling at

Maurice. “Mr. Zola, it’s a pleasure. I’m Franny
Kaufman.”

A pair of dull amber safelights recessed in the ceil-
ing gave the darkroom form, indicated shapes, but
nothing more. LaBrava hit the negative with a
squirt of Dust Chaser, slipped it into the enlarger
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and paused. He added a yellow filter, feeling sympa-
thy for the woman upstairs in 304, Maurice’s guest
suite. The exposure was timed for twelve seconds.

He moved to the long section of the L-shaped
stainless steel sink, dropped the exposed eight-by-
ten sheet into the first of three trays.

An image began to appear, lights and darks, the
curve of a woman’s shoulder, arm touching the
lower part of her face. He had not seen her clearly
through the viewfinder; only a glimpse in that part
of a moment as the flash exploded. He didn’t know
what she looked like and was intrigued now, the
way he had been curious about her in the car last
night.

LaBrava lifted the print from the solution,
dipped it into the second tray, the stop bath, drew it
through and placed it face up in the third tray, in the
clear liquid of the fix solution. He leaned his arms
on the narrow edge of the sink, low and uncomfort-
able, hunched over to study the face, the eyes star-
ing at him through water and amber darkness.

Someone he had seen before.
But he wasn’t sure. It might be the look, an ex-

pression he recognized. He couldn’t see her features
clearly.

He lifted the print from the tray, staring as water
ran from it, dripped from it, became single drops in
the silence, and he was aware of a curious feeling:
wanting to turn on the light and see the woman’s
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face, but hesitant, cautious, on the verge of discov-
ery and wanting the suspense of these moments to
last a while longer. Then thought of a way.

He set the eight-by-ten aside and printed the sec-
ond and third exposures of the woman’s arm and
face against the mattress, this time without the soft-
ening effect of the yellow filter, and ran them
through the baths. When there were three images,
three pairs of eyes set in pale white staring at him
from the counter top, he walked to the door, turned
on the light and walked back . . .

He stopped and could do nothing but stare at the
familiar gaze, knowing why darkness, before, had
given him a feeling of recognition.

Because he had seen her only in the dark. Had
watched her, how many times, in the black and
white dark of movie theaters, up on the screen.

Jean Shaw.
Dark hair parted in the middle, the awareness in

her eyes even half awake. Why hadn’t he thought of
her in the car yesterday? He had seen her for a mo-
ment in his mind, without a name, and by then they
were looking for Northeast Fourth Street.

She had changed. Well, yeah, in twenty-five years
people changed, everybody changed. She hadn’t
changed that much though. The hair maybe, the
way it was styled. But she was pale in black and
white as she had been on the screen and the eyes—
he would never forget her eyes.
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Jean Shaw. Upstairs, right now.
The movie star he had fallen in love with the first

time he had ever fallen in love in his life, when he
was twelve years old.
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CUNNO REY SAID TO NOBLES, “Let me ask you some-
thing, okay? You ever see a snake eat a bat? Here is
a wing sticking out of the snake’s mouth, the wing,
it’s still moving, this little movement like is trying to
fly. The snake, he don’t care. You know why? Be-
cause the other end of the bat is down in the snake
turning to juice, man. Sure, the snake, he don’t even
have to move, just lay there and keep swallowing as
long as it takes. He don’t even have to chew,”
Cundo Rey said, watching Richard Nobles eating
his Big Mac and poking fries in his mouth a few at
a time, dipped in ketchup. “Mmmmmmm, nice
juicy bat.”

They were in the McDonald’s on Federal High-
way, Delray Beach, the place crowded with local
people having lunch. Nobles had on his two-tone-
blue Star Security uniform, but not the hat. Here he
was from a family whose men spent their lives out-
doors and wore their, hats in the house and he
hated ’em. No, he liked to leave his golden hair free
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and run his fingers through it from time to time.
Give it a casual look.

He said, mouth full of hamburger, “I ate a snake.
I’ve ate a few different kinds. You flour ’em, deep-
fry ’em in some Crisco so the meat crackles, they’re
pretty good. But I never ate a bat. Time you skin it
what would you have?”

There—if the Cuban was trying to make him
sick he was wasting his time. If the Cuban had
something else in mind and was leading up to it,
Nobles did not see it yet.

Ah, but then the Cuban said, drinking his coffee,
not eating anything, “You understand what I’m
saying to you?”

So, he would be making his point now. Fucking
Cuban hotshot with his wavy hair and little gold
ring in his ear. Cundo Rey was the first nigger
Richard Nobles had ever seen with long wavy hair.
It was parted on the right side and slanted down
across his forehead over his left eye. The hair and
his gold chains and silk shirts gave Cundo Rey his
hot-shit Caribbean look. The way they had met last
summer, ten months ago:

Nobles was making night rounds in the com-
pany Plymouth with the official Star Security stars
on the doors—cruising past shopping malls and
supermarkets, shining the spot into dark areas of
parking lots, dying to see some suspicious dark-
skinned character in his beam so he could go beat
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on him—came to the Chevy dealership out Glade
Road and got out of the car. It was one of the
places he had to go inside, turn off the alarm with
a shunt key they gave him, and look around. This
night when he came out there was this dinge
standing by the Plymouth. The dinge goes, “What
about you leave the door open, sir, so I can get my
car keys?” Telling Nobles he was supposed to pick
up his car in for the free five thousand mile
checkup before the place closed but didn’t make
it. See, all he needed was to get his keys—telling it
to Nobles in this Cuban nigger accent like Nobles
was a fool. Nobles had slapped his cowhide sap
against the palm of his hand a few times, but then
had to grin. Which must have given the dinge con-
fidence, for then he goes, “And if you don’t believe
that, sir, how you like to put five hundred dollars
in your pocket and drive yourself the fuck out of
here?”

Nobles admired all kinds of nerve and this
Cuban was polite and had fun in his eyes.

What Cundo Rey would do usually he’d wire a
brand new car out on the lot and put on stolen
plates, then drive it down to South Miami or
Homestead, nighttime garages he knew, and sell the
car for parts. Once or twice a month make a mini-
mum twenty-five hundred a car. Also, couple nights
a week dance go-go. Get sweaty, man, lose your-
self, have some fun and make a few hundred bucks.
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This had confused Nobles at first. Wait a minute.
Dance go-go?

Yeah, Cundo Rey danced go-go as a pro in a lit-
tle leopard jockstrap, let the ladies reach up on
their bar stools and stuff money in there, let them
have a feel, spin around and shake a finger,
naughty-naughty, if they tried to grab his business.
Sure, dance go-go, bump and grind to salsa riffs,
sometimes steel drum, have a time, work clubs
Ladies’ Night from West Palm down to South
Beach where he appeared at a gay bar once in a
while, Cheeky’s; though he would have to work up
his nerve for that scene, stuff his nose good with
coke, because it was the freak show at the end of
the world, that place.

Was he a queer? At first, usually when they were
sitting in the Plymouth looking over a car dealer-
ship, Nobles had half-expected Cundo to reach
over and try to cop his joint; but he had not tried it
yet and he did talk about ass like he got his share of
it; so Nobles decided Cundo was straight. Just
weird.

But why would a man, even a Cuban, act like a
queer if he wasn’t one? “What do you do it for?” he
asked Cundo Rey, and Cundo Rey said, “I steal
cars in darkness, I dance in lights.” Nobles had
seen him dance only one time. It was a place out by
Miami International and Nobles had felt his own
body moving as the ladies reached for Cundo Rey’s
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crotch and Cundo Rey squirmed and writhed
above them to that booger music, mouth full of
white teeth sucking and smacking. Jesus. That one
time was enough. Nobles believed it would take
more nerve to get up there and act crazy than it
would to break and enter.

They had a deal going now. Nobles would go in
a dealership and get a key, Cundo Rey would start
a car with it and Nobles would hang the key back
up on the board—later scratch his head with every-
body else, squint and kick gravel at how new cars
were disappearing off the lots. He was making an
extra grand a month for a few minutes’ work on
dark nights.

“The snake I saw, is only this long,” Cundo Rey
said, moving his hands apart in the air and looking
from one to the other. “What is that? Less than two
meters. The snake lay in the sand and swallowed
for three hour, still you see the tip of the bat’s wing
sticking out of is mouth. Taking his time . . . the
snake isn’t going nowhere.”

Nobles said, “Yeah?”
“What does the snake have? Patience. What’s

the hurry? Now with the lady, you know you go-
ing to score good there, uh? Sure, so be cool, let it
happen.”

Nobles said, “I’m gonna get a present, like on
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my birthday? I want to know what it is. I pick the
box up and shake it. I was a little kid I used to do
that. You give me a hard time, partner, I’ll pick you
up and shake you.”

Cundo Rey sipped his coffee—very poor coffee,
like water—watching Nobles wiping his big thick
hands on a golden arch napkin, sucking at his
teeth. The Monster from the Big Scrub, with a neck
so red it could stop traffic. Cundo Rey had come
ashore in Dade County only a few years ago, boat-
lifted out of Cambinado del Este prison and had
worked hard to learn English—asking the girls why
they didn’t correct him and the girls saying, because
he talked cute. Richard Nobles had come down out
of some deep woods only a few hours by car to the
north. And yet there was no doubt in Cundo Rey’s
mind that he was the American, a man of the city,
and Nobles the alien, with mud between his toes.
Nobles, with his size, his golden hair, his desire to
break and injure, his air of muscular confidence,
was fascinating to watch. A swamp creature on the
loose.

Cundo Rey said, “You threaten me?” Yes, he
liked to watch Nobles and he liked to annoy him,
too, sometimes. Without getting too close. “I don’t
have to do this thing with you.”

“I’m kidding,” Nobles said. “You’re my little
helper, aren’t you?”

Let him believe it. “If this is a good idea,” Cundo
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Rey said, “I don’t see why you can’t wait for her to
come home.”

“Man, I got to get going now, take off this god-
damn uniform and get into something sporty. I
mean all the time, not just off-duty. That drunk ass-
hole I work for, he’s gonna go broke any minute the
shape he keeps things. Hires a bunch of scudders
barely out of high school, they got as much brains
as a box of rocks, I’m out there humping like a
four-horse weed chopper, keeping the son of a bitch
in booze.”

Cundo Rey was staring at him, squinting, fool-
ing with his gold earring. “I don’t know what you
talking about.”

“I’m saying I want to get out of there, now, is
what I’m saying. Clean out your ears. Take that
girlish goddamn thing off while you’re doing it. I’m
embarrassed to be seen with you.”

“Yes, but you don’t have the plan yet,” Cundo
Rey said, not the least self-conscious, fishing now,
pulling the line in slowly. “You got this woman has
a big place, very expensive, you been with her,
what, a few times . . .”

“I was with her last night.”
“Okay, she’s got a big place, a car . . .”
“Cadillac Eldorado.”
“Some jewelry maybe . . .”
“You spook, we ain’t gonna rob her.”
“No? What we going to do?”
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“We gonna hang her up and flat skin her.”
Cundo Rey began fooling with his earring again.

“Hang her up and skin her. Flat?”
“Only first, right now, we got to find out where

she went.”
“You don’t want to wait for her to come home.”
“When’s that? She in a hospital, a rest home or

what?”
Nobles paused, squeezed his eyes to slits and

grinned, show the Cuban he had his number along
with great admiration. “Be easy to find out. Man
as nervy as you are. Be fun, too. What else you got
to do?”

Three young girls with trays came by. Cundo
Rey, fooling with curly ends of his raven hair now,
working in his mind but always aware, looked up
idly as they passed the booth. Nobles didn’t say a
word to them, didn’t reach out or make a grab. He
was serious today, all business.

He had started out, with his first hamburger,
talking about a guy he wanted to stomp, a guy he
didn’t know but wore a shirt with bananas and dif-
ferent fruit on it. Some guy who had . . . “sand-
bagged” him? He wanted to know where the guy
lived. But first he wanted to find the woman who
had been a film actress.

“You don’t have a feeling for this woman?” the
Cuban asked.

Nobles said, “I want a feel I pick one about
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twenty years younger. This here is old meat. Good
looking, you understand, but aged.” Nobles
hunched over the table. “Come on. Ain’t any of us
getting any younger.”

“I’ll tell you what it is,” the Cuban said, “why I
hesitate. I don’t like to get drunk.”

“You have about five rum and Cokes, get you a
little glassy-eyed’s all. So it looks real. I Meyers-Act
you in there and you find the record book first
chance, see where they took her. Glenn says it’s like
a blue notebook. Be on one of the desks but not in
that back office, the office to the west side of the
building, in there. Bear right as you go in the front
door. Blue notebook, it’s got the record of where
everybody’s sent, whether they went to detox or the
shelter or if they left with somebody, the name and
address of the party.”

Cundo Rey said, “Glenn knows where the book
is, why don’t he do it? Go in and ask where she
went.”

“No, Glenn ain’t the person I thought he was.
See, they was to ask him why he wants to know,
Glenn, he’d start to sweat like he’s got little bugs up
his ass, become twitchy, afraid they’d call Boca Po-
lice and check him out. No, Glenn ain’t casual
enough for this type of deal.”

“Yes, but you bring him into this . . .”
“No. No, I haven’t. I come out of the bar last

night looking around—was Glenn told me where
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they took her, that’s all. See, Glenn’s from Umatilla
originally, me and him go way back. But this here’s
not any kind of deal for old Glenn.” Nobles
winked and grinned. “I got you, partner, what do I
need anybody else for?”

“I still don’t like to get drunk,” Cundo Rey said.
“Hey, no, just get feeling good’s all.”
“I got another idea,” Cundo Rey said. “You fin-

ished?”
They left the McDonald’s and got in Nobles’ of-

ficial dark blue star-decorated Plymouth.
“One time I was picked up,” Cundo Rey said, “it

was up in Volusia County, strange place, man. I
don’t know what I was doing there, making a spe-
cial delivery, ’Vette to some guy ran whiskey, I
think. Everyone there talk like you.”

Nobles grinned at him. “Sure, that’s close to my
neck of the woods. Fact I know several boys ran
booze.” He saw Cundo’s shirt unbuttoned, Cundo
leaning forward to take it off. “The hell you do-
ing?”

“I was in the jail there, they say plead guilty,
man, go to Apalachee for a year, I think was the
place they tole me.”

Christ, raising his skinny butt to slip his pants off
now. Nobles would look from Cundo to the Fed-
eral Highway and back again, moving along north
in light traffic. “Apalachee Correctional,” Nobles
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said, deciding to be cool. “I think it’s for juveniles,
but I guess a squirt like you could get sent there.”

“So I tore my clothes off,” Cundo Rey said.
“You did?”
He had his clothes off now, pants and silk shirt,

sitting there in skimpy red jockeys as he unfastened
his gold chains.

“I told them there were all these little invisible
creatures crawling all over me and I screamed and
scratched myself enough to bleed.”

“Invisible creatures,” Nobles said, grinning.
“Shit.”

“So they sent me up to this place, Chatahoochee,
instead. You know where it is?”

“You bet I do. Nuthouse right up there by the
Georgia line.”

“Yes, so one night I walked out, stepped across
that line to freedom. I’m going to leave my shoes
on.”

“I would.” Nobles turned onto Northeast
Fourth, let the car coast as it approached the stucco
mental health facility up on the left. There were
cars at a gas station farther on, but none on the
street.

“I’m going to trust you with my jewelry. So don’t
sell it.”

“No, I’ll take good care of it. Listen, I ain’t walk-
ing in with you bareass.”
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“It’s okay, they let me in. A blue notebook, uh?”
Nobles braked gently to a full stop and pointed.

“Be in the office that end of the building there.”
“Okay, I’ll call you later,” Cundo Rey said,

opening the door.
Nobles said, “Wait a sec. There’s a broad works

in there, I think she’s the supervisor. Brown wavy
hair, these real long legs, nice high butt. See if you
can find out where she lives or if she just works
nights or what.”

“Man, you don’t want much, do you?” Cundo
Rey got out, slipped off his red briefs and dropped
them in through the window. “Hide these . . .
where? So I can find them.”

“I’ll put ’em in a paper sack, in the bushes back
there where they park. Then you come on over the
public beach, nobody’ll think you’re strange.”

“Okay. I see you.”
Jesus. Nobles couldn’t believe it. He watched

Cundo walk around past the front of the car—
bareass as the day he was born back of some 
sugarmill, except for his tan socks and white
shoes—watched him cross the street and walk up
to the mental health place, cheeks of his ass pale
moons, lighter than his dusky skin and it surprised
Nobles. Look at the son of a bitch, like he was out
for a stroll. As Cundo turned half around and
waved Nobles mashed the gas pedal and got out of
there.
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HE FOUND MAURICE IN 304, the guest suite facing the
ocean, the room filled with sunlight and old slip-
covered furniture. Maurice took the prints without
comment, began studying them as he moved to-
ward the closed door to the bedroom. LaBrava
came in, followed him part way. He was anxious,
but remembered to keep his voice low.

“Why didn’t you tell me who she is?”
“I did tell you.”
“That’s Jean Shaw.”
“I know it’s Jean Shaw. I told you that last night.”
“She’s supposed to be an old friend—you

couldn’t even think of her name.”
“I like this one, the expression. She doesn’t know

where the hell she is.” Maurice looked up from the
prints, eyes wide behind his glasses. “What’re you
talking about, I couldn’t think of her name? Twenty
years she’s been Jeanie Breen. I told you she left the
picture business to marry Jerry Breen, her husband.
I remember distinctly telling you that.”
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“How is she?”
“Not suffering as much as I hoped.”
“You bring her some breakfast?”
“What do you think this is, a hotel?” Maurice

turned to the bedroom, paused and glanced back
with his hand on the door. “Wait here.” He went in
and all LaBrava saw was the salmon-colored
spread hanging off the end of the bed. The door
closed again.

Wait. He moved to one of the front windows,
stood with his hands resting on the air-conditioning
unit. He thought he knew everything there was to
know about time. Time as it related to waiting.
Waiting on surveillance. Waiting in Mrs. Truman’s
living room. But time was doing strange things to
him now. Trying to confuse him.

What he saw from the window was timeless, a
Florida post card. The strip of park across the
street. The palm trees in place, the sea grape. The
low wall you could sit on made of coral rock and
gray cement. And the beach. What a beach. A
desert full of people resting, it was so wide. People
out there with blankets and umbrellas. People in
the green part of the ocean, before it turned deep
blue. People so small they could be from any time.
Turn the view around. Sit on the coral wall and
look this way at the hotels on Ocean Drive and see
back into the thirties. He could look at the hotels,
or he could look at Maurice’s photographs all over
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his apartment, be reminded of pictures in old issues
of Life his dad had saved, and feel what it was like
to have lived in that time, the decade before he was
born, when times were bad but the trend, the look,
was to be “modern.”

Now another time frame was presenting pic-
tures, from real life and from memory. A 1950s
movie star with dark hair parted in the middle, pale
pure skin, black pupils, eyes that stared with cool
expressions, knowing something, never smiling ex-
cept with dark secrets. The pictures brought back
feelings from his early teens, when he believed the
good guy in the movie was out of his mind to
choose the other girl, the sappy one who cried and
dried her eyes with her apron, when he could have
had Jean Shaw.

There were no sounds from the other room. No
warning.

The door opened before he was ready. Maurice
came out and a moment later there she was in a
navy blue robe, dark hair, the same dark hair
parted in the middle though not as long as she used
to wear it and he wasn’t prepared. He hadn’t
thought of anything to say that would work as a
simple act of recognition, acknowledgment.

Maurice was no help. Maurice said, “I’ll be right
back,” and walked out, leaving him alone in the
same room with Jean Shaw.

She moved past the floral slipcovered sofa to the
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other front window, not paying any attention to
him. Like he wasn’t there. He saw her profile again,
the same one, the same slender nose, remembering
its delicate outline, the soft, misty profile as she
stood at the window in San Francisco staring at the
Bay. Foghorn moaning in the background. Dead-
fall. The guy goes off the bridge in the opening
scene and everybody thinks it’s suicide except the
guy’s buddy, Robert Mitchum. Robert Mitchum
finds out somebody else was on the bridge that
night, at the exact same time. A girl . . .

He saw the movie—it had to have been twenty-
five years ago, because he was in the ninth grade at
Holy Redeemer, he was playing American Legion
ball and he went to see the movie downtown after a
game, a bunch of them went. She did look older.
Not much though. She was still thin and her fea-
tures, with that clean delicate look, always a little
bored, they were the same. He remembered the
way she would toss her hair, a gesture, and stare at
the guy very calmly, lips slightly parted. Robert
Mitchum was no dummy, he grabbed her every
chance he had in Deadfall, before he ended up with
the dead guy’s wife. That was the only trouble with
her movies. She was only grabbed once or twice be-
fore the good guy went back to Arleen Whalen or
Joan Leslie. She would have to be at least fifty.
Twelve years older than he was. Or maybe a little
more.
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He didn’t want to sound dumb. Like the presi-
dent of a fan club. Miss Shaw, I think I saw every
picture you were ever in.

She said, without looking at him, “You don’t
happen to have a cigarette, do you?”

It was her voice. Soft but husky, with that re-
laxed, off-hand tone. A little like Patricia Neal’s
voice. Jean Shaw reminded him a little of Patricia
Neal, except Jean Shaw was more the mystery-
woman type. In movies you saw Jean Shaw at
night, hardly ever outside during the day. Jean
Shaw could not have played that part in Hud Patri-
cia Neal played. Still, they were somewhat alike.

“I can get you a pack,” LaBrava said. He re-
membered the way she held a cigarette and the way
she would stab it into an ashtray, one stab, and
leave it.

“Maury said he’ll bring some. We’ll see.”
“I understand you’re old friends.”
“We were. It remains to be seen if we still are. I

don’t know what I’m suppose to do here, besides
stare at the ocean.” She came away from the win-
dow to the sofa, finally looking at him as she said,
“I can do that at home. I think it’s the same ocean
I’ve been looking at for the past . . . I don’t know,
round it off, say a hundred years.”

Dramatic. But not too. With that soft husky
sound, her trademark.

He said, “You were always staring at the ocean
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in Deadfall. I thought maybe it was like your con-
science bothering you. Wondering where the guy
was out there, in the water.”

Jean Shaw was seated now, with the Miami Her-
ald on her lap. She brought a pair of round, wire-
framed glasses out of the robe and slipped them on.
“That was Nightshade.”

“You sound just like her, the part you played.”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“I think in Deadfall you lured the guy out on the

bridge. You were having an affair, then you tried to
blackmail him . . . In Nightshade you poisoned
your husband.”

She hesitated, looking up at him, and said very
slowly, “You know, I think you’re right. Who was
the guy in the bridge picture?”

“Robert Mitchum.”
“Yes, you’re right. Mitchum was in Deadfall. Let

me think. Gig Young was in Nightshade.”
“He was the insurance investigator,” LaBrava

said. “But I think he grew flowers, too, as a
hobby.”

“Everybody in the picture grew flowers. The dia-
logue, at times it sounded like we were reading seed
catalogues.” She began looking at the front page of
the Herald. Within a few moments her eyes raised
to him again.

“You remember those pictures?”
“I bet I’ve seen every picture you were in.”
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There. It didn’t sound too bad. She was still looking
at him.

She said, “Really?” and slipped her glasses off to
study him, maybe wondering if he was putting her
on. “On television? The late show?”

“No, in movie theaters, the first time.” He didn’t
want to get into ages, how old he had been, and
said, “Then I saw some of them again later. I’m
pretty sure about Deadfall and Nightshade because
I saw ’em both in Independence, Missouri, just last
year.”

“What were you doing in Independence, Mis-
souri?” With that quiet, easy delivery.

“It’s a long story—I’ll tell you sometime if you
want. What I could never figure out was why you
never ended up with the guy in the movie, the star.”

She said, “I was the spider woman, why do you
think? My role was to come between the lead and
the professional virgin. But in the end he goes back
to little June Allyson and I say, ‘Swell.’ If I’m not
dead.”

“In Deadfall,” LaBrava said, “I remember I kept
thinking if I was Robert Mitchum I still would’ve
gone for you instead of the guy’s wife, the widow.”

“But I was in on the murder. I lured what’s his
name out on the bridge. Was it Tom Drake?”

“It might’ve been. The thing is, your part was al-
ways a downer. At least once in a while you
should’ve ended up with the star.”
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“You can’t have it both ways. I played Woman as
Destroyer, and that gave me the lines. And I’d rather
have the lines any day than end up with the star.”

“Yeah, I can understand that.”
“Someone said that the character I played never

felt for a moment that love could overcome greed.
The only time, I think, I was ever in a kitchen was
in Nightshade, to make the cookies. You remember
the kitchen, the mess? That was the tip-off I’m put-
ting belladonna in the cookie batter. Good wives
and virgins keep their kitchens neat.”

“It was a nice touch,” LaBrava said. “I remem-
ber he takes the cookies and a glass of milk out to
the greenhouse and practically wipes out all of his
plants in the death scene, grabbing something to
hold onto. Gig Young was good in that. Another
one, Obituary, I remember the opening scene was
in a cemetery.”

She looked up as he said it and stared at him for
a moment. “When did you see Obituary?”

“Long time ago. I remember the opening and I
remember, I think Henry Silva was in it, he was
your boyfriend.”

She was still watching him. She seemed mildly
amazed.

“You were married to a distinguished looking
gray-haired guy. I can sorta picture him, but I don’t
remember his name.”

“Go on.”
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“And I remember—I don’t know if it was that
picture or another one—you shot the bad guy. He
looks at the blood on his hand, looks down at his
shirt. He still can’t believe it. But I don’t remember
what it was about. I can’t think who the detective
was either, I mean in Obituary. It wasn’t Robert
Mitchum, was it?”

She shook her head, thoughtful. “I’m not sure
myself who was in it.”

“He seems like a nice guy. Robert Mitchum.”
She said, “I haven’t seen him in years. I think the

last time was at Harry Cohn’s funeral.” She paused
and said, “Now there was a rotten son of a bitch,
Harry Cohn, but I loved him. He ran Columbia.
God, did he run it.” She looked up at LaBrava. “I
haven’t been interviewed in years, either.”

“Is that what this is like?”
“It reminds me. Sitting in a hotel room in a

bathrobe, doing the tour. Harry would advise you
how to act. ‘Be polite, don’t say shit, keep your
fucking knees together and don’t accept any drink
offers from reporters—all they want is to get in
your pants.’ Where in the hell is Maurice?”

LaBrava glanced toward the door. “He said he’d
be right back.”

There was a silence. He had been in the presence
of political celebrities and world figures. He had
stood alone, from a few seconds to a few minutes,
with Jimmy Carter, Nancy Reagan, George Bush’s
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wife Barbara, Rosalynn Carter and Amy, not Sadat
but Menachem Begin at Camp David, Teddy
Kennedy a number of times, nameless Congress-
men, Tip O’Neill was one, Fidel Castro in New
York, Bob Hope . . . but he had never felt as aware
of himself as he did now, in front of Jean Shaw in
her blue bathrobe.

“I was trying to think,” LaBrava said, “what
your last movie was.”

She looked up from the paper. “Let’s see, I made
Let It Ride at Columbia. Went to RKO for one
called Moon Dance. A disaster . . .”

“The insane asylum.”
“I quit right after that. I tested for a picture that

was shot right around here, a lot of it at the Car-
dozo Hotel. I thought sure I was going to get the
part. Rich widow professional virgin, my first good
girl. But they gave it to Eleanor Parker. It didn’t
turn out to be that much of a part.”

“Frank Sinatra and Edward G. Robinson,”
LaBrava said, impressing the movie star.

She said, “That’s right, A Hole in the Head.
Frank Capra, his first picture in I think seven years.
I really wanted to work with him. I even came here
on my own to find out what rich Miami Beach wid-
ows were like.”

“I think you would’ve been too young.”
“That’s why Frank gave it to Eleanor Parker. Be-

fore that, half the scripts I read had Jane Greer’s
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prints all over them.” She said then, “No, the last
one wasn’t Moon Dance. I went back to Columbia—
oh my God, yeah—to do Treasure of the Aztecs.”

“Treasure of the Aztecs,” LaBrava said, nod-
ding. He had never heard of it.

“Farley Granger was Montezuma’s bastard son.
In the last reel I’m about to be offered up to the
gods on top of a pyramid, have my heart torn out,
but I’m rescued by Cortez’s younger brother. Re-
member?”

“The star,” LaBrava said. “I can’t think who it
was.”

“Audie Murphy. I took the first flight I could get
out of Durango and haven’t made a picture since.”

“I imagine a lot of people liked it though.”
“You didn’t see it, did you?”
“I guess that’s one I missed. How many pictures

did you make?”
“Sixteen. From ’55 to ’63.”
He could think of four titles. Maybe five. “I

might’ve missed a couple of the early ones too,”
LaBrava said, “but I saw all the rest. I have to tell
you, whether it means anything to you or not, you
were good.”

Jean Shaw raised her eyes to his, giving him that
cool, familiar look. “Which one was your fa-
vorite?”
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AT 8:10 P.M. JILL WILKINSON told Pam and Rob, the
crisis center night staff, she was getting out before
anything else happened. Three consecutive shifts
without sleep was about it for hanging in and being
a loyal South County employee. She said if she
didn’t go home to bed within the next hour, they’d
be admitting her to Bethesda Memorial for inten-
sive rehabilitation due to social-service burnout.
South County would have to scrounge around for
another wide-eyed, dedicated supervisor willing to
work a seventy-hour week. Good luck. They didn’t
stay wide-eyed long. During the past twenty-four
hours:

First there was the big blond creep with the
Mickey Mouse badge and the very real gun. (The
Delray cops were good guys; they did think it was
sort of funny, but only after informing Mr. Richard
Nobles that if he ever came in here and bothered Jill
again they would fucking break his jaw on both
sides of his you-all mouth and that was a promise.)
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Then Earl, smoking, had set fire to a mattress dur-
ing the night—after they were absolutely sure he
had no cigarettes or matches on him. Walter con-
tinued to drive them nuts asking if they’d ever seen
an eagle, until he was finally shipped off to Crisis
Stabilization. A girl who had shaved her hair back
to the top of her head, shaved off her eyebrows too,
locked herself in the john most of the morning
while two alcoholics threw up in wastepaper bas-
kets. A consumer waiting to be interviewed got into
the case of john paper stored in the counseling of-
fice (there was no room for it anywhere else) and
streamed several rolls of it around the office. And
then there was the smiling Cuban who gave his
name as Geraldo Rivera and walked into the center
naked except for sporty perforated shoes and tan
silk socks. He was sort of cute.

At first he said he had no English. Jill picked up
the phone to request a bilingual Delray Police offi-
cer and he said wait, some English was coming
back to him. He said perhaps he was suffering from
amnesia. He remembered dressing to go to the jai
alai, but must have forgotten to put his clothes on.
He said this is the fronton where they play, isn’t it?
Jill told him they played just about everything in
here except jai alai. She left him for a minute and he
wandered through the offices, God, with his limp
dong hanging free. The new girl, Mary Elizabeth,
said wow, she had never seen one like that before,
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so dark compared to the rest of him. The drunks
opened watery eyes to watch without comment.
What else was new? Walter, who had not yet been
shipped off when Geraldo arrived, asked him if he
had ever seen an eagle. The Cuban said yes, in fact
his mother was an eagle. He said he had been stolen
by an eagle when he was a small baby, taken to its
nest and fed the regurgitated meat of rabbits. They
wrapped the Cuban in a sheet, which he seemed to
like, rewrapping himself different ways until he set-
tled on leaving one arm free, toga-fashion. He
seemed to quiet down.

Then their twenty-year-old potential suicide,
manic depressive, climbed up on a file cabinet and
punched through the screen to shatter the glass of
the ceiling-high window in the main office. They
brought him down bloody, blood smearing the
wall, an arm gashed from wrist to elbow. Sometime
while the paramedics were taking him out to the
van, the naked Cuban disappeared.

They called Delray Police to report a missing
consumer who might or might not be running
around their catchment area wrapped in a South
County bed sheet and might or might not answer to
the name Geraldo. They would take him back who-
ever he claimed to be.

There was no positive response from the police.
About five o’clock, when first Jill fantasized go-

ing home at a normal hour, seeing herself barefoot,
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alone, sipping chilled Piesporter, she discovered her
wallet and ring of something like a dozen keys
missing from her bag. The only person she could
think of responsible was the naked Cuban.

Mary Elizabeth left about 6:45. She came back
in with Jill’s ring of keys and wallet, the wallet
empty. Found them, she said, right out in the mid-
dle of the parking lot. She had kicked the keys, in
fact, walking to her car.

Something was strange. Jill had looked outside
earlier, front and rear. If the keys and wallet
weren’t there a few hours ago, how could they be
there now?

Well, if the guy was chronically undifferentiated
enough to walk naked into South County thinking
it was a jai alai fronton . . . yes? . . . play with a
bed sheet, rip off her wallet and keys . . . who
knows, he could have sneaked back during a lucid
period, basically a nice guy, thoughtful, knowing
she would need her keys, her driver’s license . . .

It was a guess that she could accept.
Until she was driving home to Boynton Beach—

FM top-forty music turned low, the dark, the
muted sound relaxing—and began to wonder if
there might not be more to it.

What if that whole number, the guy walking in
naked, had been an act? To get her keys, find out
where she lived . . . imagining the naked, possibly-
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undifferentiated Cuban now as a thoughtful bur-
glar. Did that make sense?

None.

Still it was in her mind, the possibility, as she
mounted the circular cement stairway to the second
floor, moved along the balcony walk past orange
buglights at the rear doors of the apartments and
came to 214.

Would it be cleaned out?
Jill held her breath opening the door. She had

paid almost seven hundred for the stereo and
speakers, God, over three hundred for the color
television set. Her two-hundred-dollar bike was on
the front balcony . . .

The apartment was dark. A faint orange glow in
the kitchen window showed the sink and counter.
She moved past the kitchen, along the short hall-
way to the living room. Saw dim outside light fram-
ing the glass door to her private balcony. Saw her
bike out there. Felt the television set sticking out of
the bookcase. She let her breath out in a sigh, feel-
ing exhaustion, relief. Thought, Thank you, Jesus.
Not as a prayer but a leftover little-girl response.
And sucked her breath in again, hard, and said out
loud, “Jesus!” Still not as a prayer. Said, “What do
you want!” with her throat constricted. Seeing part
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of an outline against the glass door. Only part of
the figure in the chair, but knowing it was a man sit-
ting there waiting for her.

She turned to run out. Got to the hallway.
And a light came on behind her.
A lamp turned on in her own living room. The

goddamn deceiving light that made her stop and
turn, feeling in that moment everything would be
all right because, look, the light was on and the un-
known figure in darkness would turn out to be
someone she knew who would say gee, hey, I’m
sorry and offer an incredible explanation . . .

She knew him all right. Even in the two shades of
blue uniform. The blond hair . . . Coming toward
her, bigger in this room than he had looked last
night, not hurrying. Still, it was too late to run.

Nobles said, “Bet you’re wore out. I swear they
must work you like a nigger mule at that place, the
hours you put in. See, I figured you wouldn’t want
me sitting out in the car, so I come on in. I been
waiting, haven’t had no supper . . .” He stretched,
yawning. “I was about to go in there, get in the bed.
How’d that a been? You come home, here I’m un-
der the covers sleeping like a baby.”

That thin coat of syrup in his tone.
Jill concentrated. All the words, the dirty words,

the sounds in her mind, screaming obscenities, she
kept hold of them as he spoke, as he grinned at her;
she knew words would be wasted. She concen-
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trated instead, making an effort to breathe slowly,
to allow the constriction in her body to drain, and
said nothing. She would wait. As she had waited
nearly a half hour for the police while a psychopath
dumped over file cabinets, tore up her office . . .
She knew how to wait.

Nobles said, “Yeah, you’re wore out, aren’t you?
Come on sit down over here”—taking her to the
sofa, easing her down—“I’ll get you a cold drink. I
notice you have a bottle of something there in the
icebox. Look like piss in a green bottle, but if it’s
your pleasure . . .” Standing over her now, tower-
ing. “How’s that sound?”

She stared at his hips, at dark blue, double-knit
material worn to a shine, a belt of bullets, a hol-
stered revolver. She said nothing.

Nobles said, “Cat got your tongue? . . . Hey, you
mad at me? Listen, I’m the one should be angry
here, way I got treated last night. I’d had a few, but
I wasn’t acting nasty or nothing, was I? Just fooling
around, giving you a flash of my I.D. I was about to
show it to you and this boy I never seen before
whomps me a good’n, blindsides me while I ain’t
looking. All I see’s this flash of light, wham bam. I
still don’t know what it was he hit me with. Must a
been like a two-b’-four.”

Nobles waited. There was a silence. He hooked
his thumbs in his gunbelt, looked about the room
idly, taking his time, and came back to Jill.
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“Who was that boy, anyway? Friend of yours?”
She said nothing.
“I know he said he was with one of the newspa-

pers. I was wondering which one he worked for.”
She said nothing.
“Hey, I’m asking you a question.”
Jill eased back against the cushion. She looked

up at Nobles. Saw his expression, the lines along
both sides of his nose drawn tight. His face seemed
to shine.

Sociopathic, if not over the edge.
She said, “You know more about him than I do.”
“What’s his name?”
Low impulse control.
“I don’t know. He didn’t tell me.”
“Well, what was he doing there?”
Anger threshold you could poke with an elbow.
“I really don’t know. I think he came with some-

one.”
“With who?”
“We have people in and out all day. I don’t re-

member their names. I don’t meet half of them.”
“You see what that scudder hit me with?”
It caught her by surprise. She said, “He didn’t hit

you with anything, he put you down and sat on
you,” and wanted to bite her tongue.

Seeing his expression again, the sheen of anger.
She saw him draw his revolver and saw his knuck-
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les and the round hole of the barrel come toward
her face, close, almost touching her.

He said, “Open your mouth.”
“Why do you want to do that?”
He said, “Open your goddamn mouth!”
Hunched over her to grab a handful of hair as

she tried to turn her face, yanked her up tight
against the cushion. With the pain she gasped,
wanting to cry out, and he slipped the tip of the re-
volver into her open mouth.

His expression changed, the grin coming back.
He said, “Hey, puss, you give me an idea.”
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THEY HAD DINNER AT PICCIOLO’S on South Collins,
Maurice telling them what it used to be like before
the lower end of Miami Beach went to hell;
LaBrava watching Jean Shaw raise her fork, sip her
wine, coming to believe she was more attractive
now than she had been in black and white, on the
screen.

Picciolo’s, Maurice said, height of the season you
couldn’t get near the place, the cars lined up out-
side. Now you could shoot a cannon off in here,
maybe hit a waiter. Notice they still wore black tie.
LaBrava studying her profile as she looked off
across empty tables, head held high, purity of line
against the dark color of the booth done up as a
gondola, head turning in time back to Maurice
next to her; he would shoot her in profile, either
side flawless in restaurant light, this lady who had
played spider women, enticed second leads to their
death and never got the star. Maurice saying Picci-
olo’s and Joe’s Stone Crab were the only places left

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:14 AM  Page 89



9 0 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

on the south end, the neighborhood taken over by
junkies, muggers, cutthroats, queers, you name it.
Cubans off the boat-lift, Haitians who had swum
ashore when their boats broke to pieces, old-time
New York Jews once the backbone, eyeing each
other with nothing remotely in common, not even
the English language. The vampires came out at
night and the old people triple-locked their doors
and waited for morning. Ass-end of Miami Beach
down here.

Remember the pier? Look at it. Used to be nice.
They sell drugs out there now, any kind of pills you
want, take you up or down. (The old man of the
street speaking.) Bar around the corner there, guys
dress up like girls. Lovely place. “I’m telling you,”
Maurice said, telling them, giving his friend Jean
Shaw a slow tour of the old neighborhood on the
thirteen-block drive from the restaurant to the
Della Robbia Hotel. The three of them in the front
seat of the Mercedes. LaBrava inhaling without
sound but deeply, his thigh touching hers, filling
himself with her scent.

“You remember the kind of people use to come
down for the season? Now we got three hundred
bums, count ’em, three hundred, show up every
winter. Look. Over there on the bench, look, the
bag lady. That’s Marilyn. Says she used to be a
movie star, a singer and a gourmet cook. Look at
her. She’s got a shopping cart she pushes down Lin-
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coln Road Mall, it’s fulla plastic bags, bottles, old
copies of The Wall Street Journal. Marilyn. Maybe
you knew her back when.”

“Go slower,” Jean Shaw said. “Where does she
live?”

“You’re looking at it, on the bench. They live in
alleys, the bums, they live in empty buildings. The
respectable people, they work in a garment loft
forty-five years, come down here, put their life sav-
ings in a co-op and have to triple-lock their doors.
Afraid even to look out the window.

“They were suppose to start redeveloping the
whole area ten years ago, put in canals, make it
look like Venice. Nobody’s allowed to fix up their
property, they got to wait for the big scheme. Only
the big scheme went bust, never happened. The
boat-lifters and dopers come in, half the neighbor-
hood’s already down the toilet.

“I know a guy lives in a place called the
Beachview on Collins. Listen to this, Collins Av-
enue, he pays four hundred seventy-five bucks-a-
year rent. You know why? He’s got a seven-by-ten
room, no bath, newspapers on the floor, no air, no
stove even. Joe, is that right? Joe took some pic-
tures of the guy in his room he’ll show you. Looks
like a gypsy wagon, all the crap piled up in there.
Four-seventy-five a year on Collins Avenue, you
think it hasn’t changed?

“Show her the La Playa.”
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Why would she want to see a run-down fleabag
hotel?

“We already passed it.”
“Show her,” Maurice said.
There, corner of Collins and First. Two blocks

from the Miami Beach Police station, they had over
two hundred assaults, shootings, knifings, rapes,
ripoffs and what have you in that one hotel alone
last year. You believe it? Look. What’re we on?
Washington Avenue. They got video cameras
mounted up on cement poles, close-circuit TV, so
the cops can watch the muggings, the dope transac-
tions, and not have to leave the station. Look.
Right before our eyes, two young girls beating the
shit outta each other on the street. Nice? I’m telling
you . . .

But why was he telling her? His good friend the
once-famous movie star. To frighten her? So she’d
stay in the hotel and never go out alone?

No, LaBrava decided. It was to impress her. The
old man was showing off. Letting her know, yeah,
it was a rough place, but he knew his way around.
Ballsy little eighty-year-old guy. What it came down
to, Maurice loved South Beach.

Jean Shaw said she would join them in a few min-
utes, she wanted to change. LaBrava watched her
walk down the hall to the guest suite.
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She had long thin legs, still a good figure. He had
liked blonds with coppery tans but was coming to
prefer dark hair parted in the middle, pale skin.

He took off his sport coat following Maurice
into his apartment, the gallery, a photographic
record of what Maurice had witnessed in his life
covering most of three walls. The rest of the room
was crowded with hotel-lobby furniture, a sec-
tional sofa, Maurice’s La-Z-Boy recliner. Maurice
went to his bar, a credenza by the formal dining-
room table, and got ready to pour their nightcaps.
Tighteners. LaBrava hung his coat on the back of a
dining-room chair and, as he always did, began
looking at photographs.

The way it went most times, Maurice would pre-
tend not to notice. LaBrava would study a row of
framed black-and-white prints. And finally Mau-
rice would say:

“Terpentine camp, wood smoke and backyard
cauldrons, men working that sticky mess for a dol-
lar a day . . . and dance with their women at a jook
place called the Starlight Patio, way in the piney
woods . . . Sniff, you can smell the coal-oil lamps,
look at the eyes shining, dirt rings on the neck of
that lovely woman . . .”

LaBrava would move a step, concentrating, not
looking around, and Maurice would say:

“Georgia road gang, 1938. They wore stripes till
’42. That’s the captain there. Gene Talmadge, used
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to be governor, said, ‘You want a man knows how
to treat convicts, get you somebody who has et the
cake.’ Somebody once a convict himself. Eugene
believed in whipping and the use of the sweatbox.”

LaBrava would move on, gaze holding, and
Maurice would say:

“That’s Al Tomani, known as the next-to-tallest
man in the world. His wife was born without legs
and together they were billed as the World’s
Strangest Couple. About 1936.”

And LaBrava would move on to be told about
men digging mole drains in canefields, migrants
cutting palmetto, boy sitting under a tung tree,
Miccosuki Indians drinking corn beer, called
safki . . .

But not this evening.
Maurice came out of the kitchen with an ice tray,

glanced over to say, “Arrival of the Orange Blos-
som Special, January 1927 . . .” and got a surprise.
LaBrava stood with his back to the Florida East
Coast Railway shots.

He said to Maurice, “I don’t think she has a
problem at all. She had two drinks before dinner,
couple of Scotches, she didn’t finish the second one.
I think all she had was one glass of wine . . .”

Maurice slid the ice cubes into a bowl. “What’re
you talking about?”

“You said in the car yesterday, going to get her,
she had a problem.”
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“I told you she called me up . . .”
“You said she sounded strange.”
“I said she sounded funny. She tells me she’s got

a problem, I ask her what it is, she changes the sub-
ject. So I don’t know if it’s booze or what.”

“You seemed to think it was.”
“Well, it still could be. You throw a drink at a

cop car, that’s not exactly having it under control.
But today she’s fine.”

“You ask her why she did it?”
“She says she was in a bad mood, should a

stayed home. The cop gets out of the car, says
something smart . . . she throws the drink.”

“Yeah, but what was she doing out on the side-
walk with a drink in the first place?”

“Getting some air—who knows. She was a
movie star, Joe. They’re all a little nuts.”

She sat with them in Maurice’s living room wearing
slacks and a white cotton sweater now, sandals; she
sipped her Scotch with a squirt of soda and struck
LaBrava as a person who was courteous and a
good listener. But then what choice did she have
once Maurice got started?

He was showing off tonight:
“. . . Neoga, Española, Bunnell, Dupont, Ko-

rona, Favorita, Harwood, National Gardens, Win-
dle, Ormond, Flomich, Holly Hill, Daytona Beach,
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Blake, Port Orange, Harbor Point, Spruce Creek,
New Smyrna, Hucomer, Ariel, Oak Hill, Shiloh,
Scottsmoor, Wiley, Jay Jay, Titusville, Indian River
City, Delespine, Frontenac, Hardee’s, Sharpes,
City Point, Spratt’s, Dixon’s, Ives, Cocoa, Rock-
ledge, Williams, Garvey’s, Paxton’s, Bonaventure,
Pineda . . .”

On his way to naming every stop on the Florida
East Coast line from Jacksonville to Key Largo,
reciting the names without a pause, as he had
learned them back in the early thirties.

This evening Maurice had to get off at Vero
Beach to go to the bathroom and LaBrava and Jean
Shaw looked at each other.

“The first time I met him,” Jean Shaw said, “we
were having dinner with a group. I think it was a
place called Gatti’s.”

“It’s right over here. Not far.”
“He did his train stops. Exactly the same way,

the same pace.”
LaBrava said, “But how do we know he’s not

leaving some out?”
She said, “Would it make any difference?”
There was a silence. LaBrava looked toward the

bathroom, then at Jean Shaw again. “I’d like to ask
you something I’ve been wondering.”

“Go ahead. About the movies?”
“No, it’s about a guy named Richard Nobles. Do

you know him?”
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She sure did. It was in and out of her eyes.
When she said nothing, but continued to stare at

him, he felt like a sneak. “Big guy with blond hair.
About six-two.”

“He’s six-three and a half,” Jean Shaw said.
“He’s a security cop and he thinks every woman he
meets falls in love with him.”

LaBrava felt relief, and a little closer to her.
She was frowning slightly. “How do you know

him?”
“He came to that clinic in Delray last night,

while we were there.”
“Really?” She showed only mild surprise.
“He was pretty drunk.” LaBrava offered it as a

cue, wanting her to begin talking about Nobles, but
it didn’t prompt much.

All she said was, “I can believe it.”
LaBrava tried again. “He said he was with you

earlier. I mean he said he’d been with the person he
came to pick up. He didn’t mention anyone by
name.”

She was nodding, resigned. “The reason I left the
bar was to get away from him.” Her eyes returned
to LaBrava. “I suppose you heard what I did.”

“Got a little upset with a policeman.”
“It was that flashing light. I didn’t need help, I

wanted to be alone. But they wouldn’t leave, or
turn off those goddamn blue lights.”

“It can be irritating,” LaBrava said. “Yeah, I
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wondered about this fella Nobles . . . He said you
were friends.”

“He did, huh. I’m surprised he didn’t say we
were more than that.”

“Military Park, Melbourne, Hopkins, Shares,
Palm Bay, Malabar,” Maurice said, coming out of
the bathroom, “Valkaria, Grant, Micco, Roseland,
Sebastian . . . Comfort stop. Who’s ready for an-
other drink? . . . Nobody?”

Jean Shaw said, “Maury, why didn’t you tell me
about the guy last night, looking for me? Richard
Nobles.”

“What guy?”
“He didn’t see him,” LaBrava said. “Maurice

was with you the whole time.”
“Did he get rough? Threaten to punch any-

body?”
“Well, the girl in charge called the police . . . He

calmed down. No, I just wondered if you were the
one he came to get. I had a feeling.”

“What guy?”
“Maury, sit down, rest your engine,” Jean Shaw

said. “We’re talking about someone I met a few
months ago, a security cop in Boca.”

Maurice said, “You’re going with a security cop
now?” He eased into the La-Z-Boy, his body stiff;
he seemed swallowed by the chair’s contour, laid
his head on his shoulder to look at Jean past his
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pointy shoes. “What happened to the bartender
and the guy works at Hialeah?”

“I’m not going with anyone. I met him, I was
nice to him . . . I mean I didn’t tell him to get lost.
But that might’ve been a mistake.” She glanced at
LaBrava.

Maurice said, “Wait a minute. How do you
know this guy?”

“He works for the security service the building
hired. I happened to meet him one night. I was 
out taking a walk. He was making his rounds.”
Choosing her words with care. “We started talk-
ing . . .”

Maurice said, “Yeah?” Sounding suspicious.
“You have to understand, first of all,” Jean Shaw

said, “he has a way about him. Very friendly, comes
on with a certain country-boy charm. If you know
the type I mean.”

“Looks up at the condos with his mouth open,”
Maurice said, “scratching his ass.”

“He looks you right in the eye, and he grins,”
Jean Shaw said. “He grins quite a lot. And he
stands right on top of you when you’re talking. He
comes on like he’s trying to be friendly, a nice guy,
you know? But there’s something intimidating
about him. He’s a little scary.”

Maurice said, “I never saw the guy in my life I
can tell you what his game is, Christ.”
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LaBrava listened.
“All the rich broads that live down here, lonely,

don’t know what to do with themselves . . .”
“Thanks a lot,” Jean said.
“Not you. But even you, you gotta be careful.”
“The ladies in the building think he’s cute.”
“Yeah? You think he’s cute?”
“In a way, I suppose. He’s attractive . . . He’s

awfully big though.”
LaBrava did not think Nobles was cute in any

way, by any supposition or measurement. He be-
lieved Nobles was dangerous, that you could look
at him funny and set him off. But he said nothing.
He listened.

“They come in all shapes and sizes looking for a
score,” Maurice said. “Find ’em in all the classier
lounges.”

Jean Shaw said, “Maury, I think I can spot a
snake faster than you can. Don’t worry about it.”

“Then what’re we talking about?”
“I haven’t said this guy’s out for anything in par-

ticular.” She paused. “Other than what they’re usu-
ally out for.”

LaBrava saw her eyes come to him and hold for a
moment as she sipped her drink. A familiar look
from long ago, the calm dark eyes. A screen ges-
ture . . . Or was it real?

“So what’s his game?” Maurice said.
“He’s a little too . . . familiar. That’s all.”
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“He call you? Want to go out?”
“I did meet him a couple of times. Just for a

drink.”
“Jesus Christ,” Maurice said.
“I didn’t encourage him, I was being friendly. I’m

not a snob.”
“I’ll tell you something,” Maurice said. “At

times you’re not very smart either. Guys you get
mixed up with.”

She said, “Let’s keep it simple, all right? I’ve
never had trouble dealing with men, because I don’t
play games with them. I’m not a tease.”

LaBrava listened. He didn’t like the sound of
“dealing with men.” For a moment, thinking of her
with other men, he was uncomfortable.

“But you happen to let this guy get too close,”
Maurice said. “That why you called me last week?
You tell me you have a problem, then you don’t
want to talk about it.” He glanced at LaBrava for
confirmation.

She said, “Oh,” and nodded with that look of
resignation. She said, “Well, I was beginning to
get a little scared. So I called you. But then as we
were talking I thought, no, you’re going to think I
sound dumb. You’re going to say all the things
you’ve been saying, I’m a big girl and should
know better. So I kept quiet . . . It’s not your prob-
lem anyway.”

LaBrava could close his eyes and listen and see
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her on the screen. The easy delivery, the slight husk-
iness in her voice, serious but calm, almost off-
hand about it.

Maurice said, “So what happened you got
scared?”

“He was in my apartment that afternoon, the
day I called you.” She seemed to be picturing it. “It
was the way he made himself right at home. Like he
was taking over.”

Maurice said, “Wait a minute. He was in your
apartment. You let him in?”

LaBrava listened.
“Months ago, like the first or second time we

talked, I promised I’d show him one of my pic-
tures.”

Maurice said, “One of your movies.”
“See, the way it started, he didn’t believe I was

an actress. We were talking about it and, in a weak
moment, I promised I’d run one of my pictures for
him. I have video cassettes of a couple. I think the
only two available.”

Maurice looked at LaBrava. “You catch that ‘in
a weak moment’?”

LaBrava was wondering which movies she had.
“I didn’t invite him,” she said, “he just came. I

opened the door, there he was.”
“Forced his way in.”
“He talked me into it.”
“Musta taken at least ten fifteen seconds,” Mau-
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rice said, “talk a movie actress into showing one of
her hits. So what would you say it was outweighed
common sense? You miss being a celebrity?
What?”

“He’s standing there at the door, hat in hand.
Grinning.”

“Hat in hand—so you sit him down, just the two
of you. The place is dark—”

“It was the middle of the afternoon.”
“You show the movie, there you are, the star,

bigger than life on the silver screen.”
“On a television set, Maury.”
“He sees you putting the make on Robert

Mitchum, Robert Taylor, whoever, with that 
sexy come-hither look . . . Okay, the picture ends,
lights’re still low, the guy tries to climb all over you
and you wonder why.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Jean Shaw
said. “I can handle that end of it.”

LaBrava listened.
“I’m talking about his attitude. The way he

walks around the apartment, looks at my things.
He’s possessive and he’s intimidating, without say-
ing a word. He wants something and I don’t know
what it is.”

“He wants you,” Maurice said. “Guy like that,
doesn’t have any dough. What’s he make? He
wants you to keep him, buy him presents.”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “He would’ve given
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me a few hints by now. Like he can’t afford new
clothes on his salary, wouldn’t mind having a new
car.” Her eyes moved to LaBrava. “His sister’s a
cripple and needs an operation.”

High Sierra, LaBrava thought.
“What he’s doing, he’s sneaking up,” Maurice

said.
Humphrey Bogart and Ida Lupino, LaBrava

thought. He couldn’t think of the name of the girl
with the clubfoot.

“Doesn’t want to move too fast and blow it,”
Maurice said. “Only he’s too dumb to realize you
can see it coming a mile away.”

“See what coming?”
Maurice said, “Jeanie,” taking his time, “is this

guy in love with you? Is that a possibility?”
“He’s in love with himself.”
“Okay. Then he’s looking for a free ride. Dinner

at the club, some new outfits, little spending
money . . . That’s how those guys operate. They
been around Miami Beach since the day they built
the bridge.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But I think he’s got some-
thing else in mind.”

LaBrava said, “I do too.”
Jean Shaw looked over. Maurice looked over.
“I don’t think he has a particular lifestyle in

mind,” LaBrava said. “Dinner at the club . . . I
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think what he wants, if he’s after anything at all, is
a whole lot of money.”

“Then there’s nothing to worry about,” Jean
Shaw said, “because I don’t have any.”

On a stool in the darkroom LaBrava sat hunched
over contacts of the stoned Cuban couple, Boza
and Mendoza, who had posed for him this morn-
ing, moving a magnifier down the strips of minia-
ture prints, deciding Lana had had the right idea
(“How about one like this?”), the shot of her ex-
posing herself was the best one. Not because of her
bared chest, but because of her eagerness to show
breasts that were lifeless and seemed too old for
her, and because Paco, sitting below her in the
wheelchair, didn’t know what was going on.
LaBrava felt sorry for the girl; he saw ambition but
little about her that was appealing and believed she
would be hard to live with.

He could look at this girl, Lana Mendoza, barely
a name to him, and know her, while his mind was
still upstairs with Jean Shaw, wondering.

Trying to see her clearly.
He caught glimpses of her in black and white

from the past and now in soft color, the same per-
son, pale features, the lady in lamplight, dark eyes
coming to rest on him. Her eyes could do things to
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him without half trying. He believed she was beau-
tiful. He believed she was vulnerable. He believed
she looked at him in a different way than she
looked at Maurice.

He had walked her down the hall to 304. In the
doorway she said, “I’m glad I came here.” She
kissed him on the cheek. She said, “Thank you,”
and was still looking at him as she closed the door.

Was that familiar? Seeing her eyes and then the
door closing, filling the screen. He wasn’t sure.

Why did she thank him?
He didn’t do anything, offer advice. He listened.
He listened to her tell Maurice she was serious.

She didn’t have any money. Really. Not money as
you thought of having money. She wasn’t living on
Social Security. But, she said, she didn’t have that
much to begin with. Jerry hadn’t exactly left her set
for life. Not after the IRS got through with him.
Three audits in a row. LaBrava listened. All of his
tax shelters disallowed. They had to sell the house
on Pine Tree. Then his stock portfolio went to hell,
he took a bath there. LaBrava listened. Between the
government and the market Jerry was almost into
bankruptcy when he died. That’s what killed him,
Jean Shaw said. Maurice didn’t say much. He lis-
tened, watching her almost sadly, and seemed to
nod in sympathy. He did ask her how she was fixed.
She said well, she had the income from her piece of
the hotel, she had a few stocks, she could sublease
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the apartment and move to a cheaper place. She
said, with that dry delivery, she could always make
appearances at condominium openings. “Screen
Star Jean Shaw in Person.” A developer had sug-
gested it one time. Or, she said, if things got really
bad she could team up with Marilyn, the bag lady,
work up a routine. Maurice, serious, said come on,
don’t talk like that. He told her not to worry about
her financial situation, not as long as he was
around. There was no mention again of Richard
Nobles.

Now, in the darkroom, Joe LaBrava wondered
which of her movies she had showed Nobles. He
wondered why she had said, “The way he walks
around the apartment, looks at my things.” Like
Nobles had visited her more than that one time, to
see the movie.

He wondered about her eyes, too, if she used
them in a studied, theatrical way. Twice, while
Maurice was speaking, he had felt her eyes and
turned to see her watching him. He saw her eyes as
she sipped her drink . . . as she closed her door.

I’m glad I came here.
And heard a girl’s voice say, “Boy, you put in

long hours, don’t you?”
Franny Kaufman stood in the doorway. He

smiled, glad to see her. He liked her, with the
strange feeling they were old friends. “The Spring
Song girl. You moved in?”
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“Sorta. A friend of mine has a van helped me
with the heavy stuff, the boxes. I still have some
junk to get tomorrow.”

“What room’re you in?”
“Two-oh-four. It’s not bad, I get morning light. I

haven’t seen any bugs yet.” She wore jeans and a
gas-station shirt that said Roy above the pocket, in-
tricate silver rings on her fingers. She turned, look-
ing around. “I didn’t know you had all this.”

“It’s the old man’s, really.”
“I was just nosing around, seeing what’s here.”

She came over to the counter. “Can I look?”
“Here, use the loupe,” he moved aside, off the

stool.
Franny took off her round glasses, bent over to

study the contacts through the Agfa magnifier,
inching it over the pictures, stopping, moving on.
He looked at her strange hair that he liked, frizzed
out on both sides—it seemed part of her energy—
and looked at the slender nape of her neck, the
stray hairs against white skin.

She said, “I’ve seen him around, but I haven’t
seen her. Which ones’re you gonna print? No, wait.
I bet I know the one you like the best. The one, the
girl showing her tits. Am I right?”

“I think so,” LaBrava said. “I’m gonna play with
it, print it different ways, see what I get.”

“It’s sad, isn’t it?” Franny said. “Except I get the
feeling she’s a ballbuster. I feel sorry for her, you
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know? But only up to a point. Was the pose your
idea?”

“No, hers.”
“What’s her name?”
“Lana.”
“Oh, that’s perfect.”
“Yeah, Lana gets the credit.”
“But it didn’t turn out the way she thought it

would. You got something better. You do good
work, Joe.”

“Thank you.”
“You do any nudes?”
“I have. A lady one time had me shoot her sitting

on a TV set naked.”
“Coming on to you?”
“No, she wanted her picture taken.”
“Far out.”
“It wasn’t bad. She started with a fur coat on.

Then she says, ‘Hey, I got an idea.’ Lets the coat fall
open, she’s got nothing on under it. They always
say that, ‘Hey, I got an idea,’ like they just thought
of it.”

“I got an idea,” Franny said. “Shoot me nude,
okay? I want to do a self-portrait in pastels, send it
to this guy in New York. I’m thinking life-size, re-
clined, very sensual. What do you charge for a sit-
ting? Or a lying.”

“You can buy lunch sometime.”
“Really? But you have to promise not to send it
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to Playboy. This is for art, like Stieglitz shooting
Georgia O’Keeffe in the nude. You ever see those?”

“They were married then.”
She said, “They were?” surprised. She said,

“You know what you’re doing, don’t you?”
“Sometimes.”
“Are you tired? I mean right now.”
“Not especially.”
“Let’s go outside, look at the ocean. That’s the

only reason to live here, you know it? The ocean
and these weird hotels, both of them together in the
same place. I love it.”

They walked through the empty lobby.
“Yeah, I think reclined. Unless you’ve got some

ideas.”
“It’s your painting.”
“I’m gonna render myself about twelve pounds

lighter and straighten my hair. See if I can turn the
guy on.”

They crossed the street past locked parked cars.
“I like your hair the way it is.”
“Really? You’re not just being nice?”
“No, I mean it.”
And crossed the grass to the low wall made of ce-

ment and coral where she raised her face to the
breeze coming out of darkness, off the ocean. “I
feel good,” Franny said. “I’m glad I came here.”

“Somebody else told me that, just a little while
ago.” He sat down on the wall, facing the Della
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Robbia, looked up at the windows. Faint light
showed in 304. “I’ll tell you who it was. Jean
Shaw.”

Franny turned from the ocean, her face still
raised. “Who’s Jean Shaw?”

“You never heard of Jean Shaw?”
“Joe, would I lie to you?”
“She was a movie star. She was in pictures with

Robert Mitchum.”
“Well, obviously I’ve heard of Robert Mitchum.

I love him.”
“And some others. She was my favorite actress.”
“Wow, and she’s a friend of yours, uh?”
“I met her today.”
“Is she the one, dark hair, middle-aged, she

came out of the hotel this evening with you and
Mr. Zola? We were in the van, we’d just pulled
up.”

“We went out to dinner.” He thought about what
he was going to say next and then said it, before he
changed his mind. “How old you think she is?”

Franny said, “Well, let’s see. She looks pretty
good for her age. I’d say she’s fifty-two.”

“You think she looks that old?”
“You asked me how old I think she is, not how

old I think she looks. She’s had a tuck and probably
some work done around the eyes. She looks about
forty-five. Or younger. Her bone structure helps,
nice cheekbones. And her complexion’s great, you
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can tell she stays out of the sun, and I’ll bet she buys
protein fiber replenishers by the case. But her actual
age, I’d have to say fifty-two.”

“You think so?”
“Joe, you’re talking to the Spring Song girl.”
“Okay, how old am I?”
“You’re thirty-eight.”
He said, “You’re right.”
“But you don’t look a day over thirty-seven.”

Cundo Rey was driving his black Pontiac Trans
Am that he had bought, paid for, black with black
windows that Nobles said you couldn’t see for shit
out of at night, lights looked real weak, yellowish
and you couldn’t read signs at all. Cundo Rey let
him bitch. He loved his Trans Am, he loved going
slow in it like they were doing now even better
than letting it out, because you could hear the en-
gine rumble and pop, all that power cooking un-
der the hood. Cundo was wearing blue silk with a
white silk neckerchief, one of his cruising outfits.
Nobles was still wearing his uniform, blue on blue,
both the shirt epaulets hanging, the buttons torn
off. Nobles said somebody had tried to give him a
hard time. Cundo said, “It look like they did, too.”

They were creeping along south on Ocean
Drive, the strip of Lummus Park and the beach on
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their left, the old hotels close on their right, the
other side of the bumper-to-bumper parked cars.
“Netherland,” Cundo Rey said, hunched over the
steering wheel, looking up at signs. “Cavalier . . .
There, the Cardozo. See? On that thing sticks
out.”

“The awning,” Nobles said. “Okay, slow
down.”

“I’m going slow as this baby can go.” He pushed
in the clutch and gave it some gas to hear that rum-
ble, get a few pops out the ass end.

A man and a girl with strange electric hair,
crossing the street in the headlight beams, looked
this way.

“There it is, on the corner. Della Robbia. I don’t
see a number but that’s it,” Nobles said, “where
her friend took her.” And then said, “Jesus
Christ—” turning in his bucket seat, both hands
moving over the door. “Where’s the goddamn win-
dow thing?”

Cundo Rey glanced at him. “What’s your trou-
ble now?”

“Open the goddamn window.”
“Man, I got the air on.”
“Open the fucking window, will you! Turn

around.”
“Hey, what’s the matter with you?” Cundo

scowling.
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Guy acting like he was going crazy, like he was
trapped, clawing at the door.

“That’s the guy, the fucker ’at hit me.”
“Where? That guy with the girl?”
“Turn the fuck around, now.”
They had to go down to Twelfth. Cundo backed

into the street and came out to move north on
Ocean Drive.

“Put your window down.”
“I can see okay. Be cool. Why you want to get

excited for?”
“I don’t see ’em.” Nobles hunched up close to

the windshield.
“There,” Cundo Rey said. “On the porch.”
Nobles turned to look past Cundo, and kept

turning.
“Guy is opening the door with a key,” Cundo

Rey said. “So he must live there too, uh? Is that the
guy?”

“That’s the guy,” Nobles said, calm now, look-
ing out the back as they crept past the Cardozo.
“That’s him.” He didn’t straighten around until
they came to Fifteenth, where Ocean Drive ended
and they had to go left over to Collins.

“I didn’t see him too good in the dark,” Cundo
Rey said. “You sure is the guy?”

Nobles was sitting back now, looking straight
ahead. He said, “Yeah, that’s him. That’s the guy.”
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“You want me to go back?”
“No, I don’t want you to go back just yet.”
Looking at him Cundo Rey said, “You sound

different.”
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THERE WAS SUNLIGHT in the window. LaBrava
picked up the phone next to his bed and the girl’s
voice said, “I woke you up, didn’t I? I’m sorry.” He
recognized the voice now. She said, “I don’t know
what time it is and the goddamn nurse won’t come
when I call . . .”

He drove past the hospital thinking it was a resort
motel or it might be a car dealership with all the
glass and had to U-turn and come back for another
pass before he saw the sign, Bethesda Memorial.

Jill Wilkinson was alone in a semi-private room.
She looked different, smaller and younger, out of
character as victim. She had been diagnosed as hav-
ing a slight concussion and was under twenty-four-
hour observation, chewing on crushed ice when
LaBrava came in.

“This is all I’ve had to eat since yesterday after-
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noon. You believe it? They won’t give me anything
else till I’m all better.”

“You look pretty good.”
“Thanks. I’ve always wanted to look pretty

good.”
He leaned over the bed, close to her, looking into

her face clean of makeup. Her eyes were brown
looking at his, waiting. “You look great. How’s
that?”

“Better.”
“You fish for compliments?”
“I don’t have to, usually.”
“Your head hurt?”
“It’s a little fuzzy. I feel dragged out. Used up.”
“That what he did, he used you?”
“He tried to. He had ideas. God, did he have

ideas.”
“What stopped him?”
“I did. I said, ‘You put that thing in my mouth

I’ll bite it off, I swear to God.’ ”
“Oh.”
“He had to think about that. I told him I might

be dead, but he’d be squatting to take a leak for the
rest of his life.”

“Oh.”
“He put his gun in my mouth—and you know

where he got that. And then that gave him the other
idea.”

“He hit you?”
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Two people talking who knew about violence.
“He pushed me around. I tore his epaulets and

he got mad. I tried to run in the bathroom and lock
the door, but he came in right behind me, banged
the door in, and I fell over the side of the tub and
cracked my head against the tile.”

“He had his uniform on.”
“Yeah . . .”
“Were you knocked out?”
“I was sort a dazed, you know, limp, but I wasn’t

out all the way. He put me on the bed and sat down
next to me—listen to this—and held my hand. He
said he was sorry, he was just goofing around.”

“Did he look scared?”
“I don’t know, I wasn’t all there.” She shook the

ice in the paper cup, raised it to her mouth and
paused. “Wait a minute. Yeah, he tried to take my
blouse off, he said he’d put me to bed, and I
grabbed one of his fingers and bent it back.”

“Then what?”
“Nothing, really.”
“He touch you?”
“Did he give me a feel? Well, sorta. He gave it a

try.”
“You tell the police that part?”
She hesitated and he thought she was trying to

remember.
“I didn’t tell them anything.”
“You didn’t call the cops?”
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“I called South County, my office. I got Mr.
Zola’s name and number and I called, but there was
no answer. Last night.”

“How’d you get my number?”
“I had your name. I took a chance you lived in

South Beach, near Mr. Zola, so I called Informa-
tion, this morning.”

“You haven’t told the cops anything.”
“No.”
He waited a few moments. “Why not?”
Now Jill waited. “He really didn’t do anything. I

mean you have to consider the kind of creepy stuff
I run into every day, at work. A guy making a pass
isn’t all that much.”

“How’d he get in your apartment?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t think he broke in.”
“No.”
“What he did comes under attempted sexual

battery. In this state it can get you life.”
She said, “How do you know that?”
“But you say he really didn’t do anything. What

would he have to do?”
“You want to know the truth?”
“I’d love to.”
“I’m going to Key West for ten days. It’s my big

chance to get out of that place and nothing’s gonna
stop me.”

“What do you think he wanted?”
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“I sign a complaint, I know damn well what’ll
happen. Get cross-examined at the hearing—didn’t
I invite him over? Offer him a drink? I end up look-
ing like a part-time hooker and Mr. America walks.
Bull shit. I’ve got enough problems.” She coaxed
ice into her mouth from the paper cup, paused and
looked up at him. “What did you ask me?”

“What do you think he wanted?”
“You mean outside of my body? That’s why I

called—he wants you. ‘Who was that boy, any-
way?’ ” Giving it the hint of an accent. “ ‘What
newspaper he with?’ About as subtle as that crappy
uniform he had on. He’s a classic sociopath, and
that’s giving him the benefit of the doubt. I know
his development was arrested. He probably should
be too.”

“But you’re going to Key West.”
“I’ve got to go to Key West. Or I’ll be back in

here next week playing with dolls. I don’t think
that asshole should be on the street, but I have to
put my mental health first. Does that make sense?”

LaBrava nodded, taking his time, in sympathy.
She said, “He thinks you hit him with some-

thing.”
“I should’ve,” nodding again, seeing Mr. Amer-

ica in his silver satin jacket. The shoulders, the
hands. “But there wasn’t anything heavy enough.”

“I told him you didn’t hit him, you put him
down and sat on him.”
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“Oh.”
“That’s when he got mad. I should’ve known

better.”
“Well, I don’t think it would take much . . . Let

me ask you, did he mention Mrs. Breen? The lady
we picked up.”

“No, I don’t think so . . . No, he didn’t.”
LaBrava was at ease with her because he could

accept how she felt and talk to her on an eye-to-eye
level of understanding without buttering words to
slip past emotions. She was into real life. Tired,
that’s all. He wouldn’t mind going to Key West for
a few days, stay at the Pier House. But then he
thought of Jean Shaw and saw Richard Nobles
again.

“How did he get in your apartment?”
“If I tell you I think somebody gave him the key,

then we’re gonna get into a long story about a
naked Cuban who thinks he’s Geraldo Rivera.”

“Well,” LaBrava said, “even Geraldo Rivera
thinks he’s Geraldo Rivera. But I could be wrong.”

“Do my eyes look okay?”
“They’re beautiful eyes.”
“I see giant red things all over your shirt.”
“I think they’re hibiscus,” LaBrava said. “What

naked Cuban?”

* * *
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Joe Stella said to Joe LaBrava, in the Star Security
office on Lantana Road, across from the A. G. Hol-
ley state hospital, “You believe you can walk in
here and start asking me questions? You believe
I’m some wore-out cop’s gonna roll over for you? I
put in seventeen years with the Chicago Police,
eight citations, and I’ve been here, right here, sev-
enteen more. So why don’t you get the fuck outta
my office.”

“We got two things in common,” LaBrava said.
“I’m from Chicago too.”

Joe Stella said, “We aren’t over in some foreign
country on our vacation. Gee, you’re from Chicago,
uh? How about that, it’s a small fucking world, isn’t
it? I run into people from around Chicago every day
and most of ’em I just as soon not. You could be, all
I know, from the license division, Secretary of State,
come in here you don’t have nothing better to do,
see what you can shake loose.”

“I’m not from the state, not Florida,” LaBrava
said. “I’m asking about one guy, that’s all.”

“See that?” Joe Stella said, the spring in the
swivel chair groaning as he leaned back, motioned
over his shoulder at the paneled wall.

LaBrava thought he was pointing to the under-
exposed, 5:00 p.m. color photo of a bluish Joe
Stella standing next to a blue-black marlin hanging
by its tail. The marlin looked about ten feet long,
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nearly twice the length of the man, but the man was
about 100 pounds heavier.

“That’s my license to run a security business,”
Joe Stella said, “renewed last month.”

LaBrava’s gaze moving to the framed document
hanging next to the fish shot.

“I’ve posted bond, my insurance is paid up, I
know goddamn well I am not in violation of any
your fucking regulations ’cause I just got off proba-
tion. I spend a whole week running around, get the
stuff together, make the appearance before the li-
cense division . . . I gotta show cause on my own
time why they’re full a shit and ought never’ve put
me on probation. I have to show ’em it wasn’t my
fault the insurance lapsed one week, that’s all, and
long as I’m there show ’em in black and white all
my guys are licensed, every one of ’em. Fine, they
stamp a paper, I’m pardoned of all my sins I never
committed. I’m back in business. I’m clean. So why
don’t you get the fuck out and leave me alone,
okay? Otherwise I’m gonna have to get up and kick
you the fuck out and I’m tired this morning, I had a
hard night.”

LaBrava got ready during Joe Stella’s speech.
When the man finished, sitting immovable, a block
of stone, LaBrava said, “The other thing we have in
common, besides both of us being from the Windy
City, we’d like to keep the Director of Internal Rev-
enue happy. Wouldn’t you say that’s true?”
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Joe Stella said, “Oh, shit,” and did sound tired.
“You’re familiar with form SS-8, aren’t you?”
“I don’t know, there so many forms”—getting

tireder by the moment—“What’s SS-8?”
LaBrava felt himself taking on an almost-

forgotten role—Revenue officer, Collection Division—
coming back to him like hopping on a bike. The
bland expression, the tone of condescending au-
thority: I’m being nice, but watch it.

“You file payroll deductions, withholding,
F.I.C.A.?”

“Yeah, a course I do.”
“You never hire guards as independent contrac-

tors? Even on a part-time basis?”
“Well, that depends what you mean . . .”
“You’re not aware that an SS-8 has ever been

filed by a former employee or independent contrac-
tor? It’s never been called to your attention to sub-
mit a reply?”

“Wait a minute—Jesus, you know all the forms
you gotta keep track of? My bookkeeper comes in
once a week, payday, she’s suppose to know all
that. Man, I’m telling you—try and run a business
today, a bonded service. First, where’m I gonna
get anybody’s any good’d work for four bucks an
hour to begin with? . . . Hey, you feel like a
drink?”

“No thanks.”
“You know who I get?”
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“The cowboys.”
“I get the cowboys, I get the dropouts, I get these

guys dying to pack, walk around the shopping mall
in their uniform, this big fucking .38 on their hip.
Only, state regulation, they’re suppose to pin their
license—like a driver’s license in a plastic cover—
on their shirt. But they do that they look like what
they are, right? Mickey Mouse store cops. So they
don’t wear ’em and the guy from the state license
division sees ’em and I get fined a hunnert bucks
each and put on probation ninety days. I also, to
stay in business, I gotta post bond, five grand, and
I gotta have three-hundred-grand liability insur-
ance, a hunnert grand property damage. The insur-
ance lapses a week cause the fucking insurance
guy’s out at Hialeah every day and it’s my fault, I’m
suspended till I show cause why I oughta not get
fucked over by the state of Florida where I’m help-
ing with the employment situation. I’m not talking
about the federal government you understand. You
guys, IRS, you got a job to do—keep that money
coming in to run the government, send guns to all
the different places they need guns, defend our ass
against . . . you know what I’m talking about.
Fucking Castro’s only a hunnert miles away.
Nicaragua, how far’s that? It isn’t too far, I know.”

“Richard Nobles,” LaBrava said, “he ever been
arrested before?”
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Joe Stella paused. “Before what? Jesus Christ, is
that who we’re talking about? Richie Nobles? Je-
sus, you can have him.”

“You know where I can find him?”
“I think he quit. I haven’t seen him in three days.

Left the car, no keys, the dumb son of a bitch. All
those big good-looking assholes, I think they get
hair instead of brains. What’s the matter, Richie
hasn’t paid his taxes? I believe it.”

“What I’m curious about—guy applies for a
job, you ask him if he’s ever been arrested, don’t
you?”

“I did I’d be in violation of your federal law, in-
vasion of privacy. I can’t ask if the guy was ever a
mental patient either. I can ask him, have you ever
been convicted of a felony, or have you ever com-
mitted one and didn’t get caught? But I can’t ask
him if he’s ever been arrested.”

“You did issue him a handgun.”
“They buy their own.”
“So he’s got a license.”
“You apply, you want to be an armed guard, you

gotta get clearance through the FBI and the State
Department of Law Enforcement. The guy—it
takes months—he gets his license or he gets a certi-
fied letter in the mail saying he’s turned down. But
they don’t notify me, ever.”

“Have you seen his license?”
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“Yeah, he showed it to me.”
“Then he must be clean, uh? They checked him

out.”
Joe Stella said, “You ready for a drink now?”
LaBrava nodded. “Sounds good.”
He watched Joe Stella push up from his desk.

The man moved with an effort to get a bottle of
Wild Turkey and glasses from a file cabinet, ice and
a can of Fresca from a refrigerator LaBrava had
thought was a safe. Pouring double bourbons with
a splash of Fresca Joe Stella said, “First one today.
What time is it? Almost ten-thirty, that’s not bad.
Long as you had breakfast.” He handed a drink to
LaBrava and sat down with the bottle close to him
on the desk.

LaBrava took a good sip.
“Nice drink, huh?”
“Not bad.”
“Refreshing with a little bite to it.” Joe Stella

took down half his drink. Poured another ounce or
so of bourbon into it, and added a little more. He
said, “Ahhh, man . . .”

“I bet he’s been arrested,” LaBrava said, “but
never convicted, uh?”

Joe Stella said, “Richie’s from upstate. Some of
the boys here call him Big Scrub when he’s in a
good mood, call him Big Dick he’ll grin at you.
Otherwise nobody talks to him. You understand
the type I mean?”
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“I know him,” LaBrava said.
“He was arrested up there, you’re right, for de-

struction of government property. The son of a
bitch shot an eagle.”

“I understand he ate it,” LaBrava said.
“I wouldn’t be surprised. Richie’ll eat anything.

He’ll drink almost anything. He came to work
here he gave me a half gallon of shine with peaches
in it, whole big peaches . . . That’s a good drink,
isn’t it?”

“Nice.”
“He shot the eagle he was living up around

Ocala, the Big Scrub country. Richie was a canoe
guide, he’d take birdwatchers and schoolteachers
back in the swamp, show ’em nature and come out
somewhere up on the St. Johns River. He wasn’t do-
ing that he’d run supplies for a couple of moonshin-
ers, few hundred pounds a sugar a trip. These two
brothers he knew had a still in there. So when he got
busted for the eagle he traded off, gave the feds the
two brothers and they got two to five in Chillicothe.
I asked him, didn’t it bother him any to turn in his
friends? He says, ‘No, it weren’t no hill to climb.’ ”
Joe Stella drank and topped it off again, the color of
his drink turning clear amber in the window sun-
light. “No, it weren’t no hill to climb. He’s around
here more’n ten minutes I start to sound like a fuck-
ing cracker.” Joe Stella took another drink and sat
back. “You ever hear of Steinhatchee?”
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“Sounds familiar.”
“Way up on the Gulf side, where the Stein-

hatchee River comes out. Sleepy little place, the
people there, they cut timber for Georgia-Pacific or
fish mullet outta the river, use these skiffs they call
bird-dog boats, make ten thousand a year, top. Till
they saw their first bale of marijuana and found out
they could make ten thousand a night—buy it offa
shrimp boats’d come in there and wholesale it.
These hardshell Baptists, all of a sudden they’re
getting rich in the dope business. They never
smoked it, you understand, they just ran it. Well,
Richie Nobles had a relative living over there and
found out about it. So what do you think Richie
does?”

“If he got rich,” LaBrava said, “I know he didn’t
declare it.”

“No, Richie believes marijuana is for sissies. But
it bothers him these people that don’t know shit’re
making all that money. So he tells the DEA and
they send him in, see if he can join the business.”

“Professional snitch,” LaBrava said.
“Kind you people love, huh?” Joe Stella said.

“Once he was in tight there, part of the deal, the
feds wired him. Richie comes back with enough to
bust all his new friends. Testified against ’em in
Jacksonville federal court, change of venue to pro-
tect his ass, and put enough on his own rela-
tive, some cracker name Buster something, to send
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him up to Ohio for thirty-five years. Second flop’s
the long one, the first time the guy only drew
three.”

“What’s Richard get out of it?”
“Enemies. He knows anything he knows how to

piss people off.” Joe Stella hesitated, about to
drink. He stared over the rim of his glass. “None of
that’s familiar?”

“Why would it be?”
“You don’t know an old guy name Miney, huh?

Miney”—looking over his desk, picking up a scrap
of notepaper—“Combs. Father of Buster Combs,
the one was sent up.”

“Don’t know ’em,” LaBrava said.
“See, you’re not the first one come looking for

Richie. He’s a popular boy.”
“I can see why.”
“This old guy was in here, talk just like Richie.

He’s the one told me about Steinhatchee. I asked
Richie—it was only like a week ago—if it was true.
He says, ‘Yeah, I done more’n one favor for my Un-
cle Sam.’ ”

LaBrava said, “So he left the Big Scrub, came
down here to work . . .”

“Came down to Dade with a federal recommen-
dation, wanting to join the police. Miami and
Dade-Metro he says wouldn’t even talk to him. He
was a gypsy cop for a while, worked for Opa-
locka, Sweetwater, Hialeah Gardens, got fired for
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taking bribes, one thing or another, and came to
work for me.”

“Where’s he live?”
“Same thing the old guy asked. I don’t know. I

never was able to reach him on a number he gave
me. A woman’d answer and say, ‘No, he ain’t here
and I hope I never see the son of a bitch again.’
Words to that effect, they’d say it different ways
and hang up.”

“Any of the women sound . . . older or edu-
cated, like they were well off?”

“I don’t know how well off, I know they were
pissed off.”

“Why’d you keep him on?”
“I thought I explained it, Christ, try and get help

aren’t all misfits or retirees, old geezers . . . You
want another drink? I think I’ll have one.”

“No, I’m fine.”
Joe Stella pushed up to get himself another ice

cube and the can of Fresca, stumbled against the
desk as he came back and sat down again. “I think
you laid a smoke screen on me. You aren’t with the
IRS, are you? . . . Gimme that Windy City shit, I
bet you never even been to Chicago.”

“I passed through it once,” LaBrava said, “on
my way to Independence, Missouri. It looked like a
pretty nice town.”

“Passed through it . . . You know, I was think-
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ing,” Joe Stella said, pouring. “Guy like you—I
could fire three of my dumbbells, pay you twelve
bucks an hour and give you just the cream, supervi-
sory type work. What would you say to that?”
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AGAIN HE EXPERIENCED the strange sense of time.
Having lunch on the front porch of the Cardozo
Hotel with a movie star out of his memory. She
wore dark glasses, round black ones, and a wide-
brimmed Panama straight across her eyes. He
watched her.

He watched her take dainty bites of marinated
conch, raising the fork in her left hand upside
down, her moves unhurried. He watched her break
off a piece of French bread, hold it close to her face,
elbow resting on the table, wrist bent, staring out
of shade at the ocean in sunlight, then slowly bring
the piece of bread to her mouth, not looking at it,
and he would see her lips part to receive the bread
and then close and he would see the movie star’s
masseter begin to work, still unhurried. He wasn’t
sure where the masseter was located, Franny hadn’t
told him that. Franny said the movie star used
some kind of secret cream, placenta tissue extract,
and very likely said Q and X with exaggerated em-
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phasis in front of mirrors and wore sunglasses till
sundown so she wouldn’t get squint wrinkles. His
gaze would shift briefly from Jean Shaw and he
would see:

Franny sitting on the wall in the strip of ocean-
front park across the street, taking Polaroid shots
of the hotels. Franny in cutoffs cut so high they
must be choking her.

Della Robbia women in lawn chairs talking
about Medicare and Social Security.

Maurice coming along Ocean Drive with a gro-
cery sack, skinny legs, faded yellow shorts that
reached almost to his knees.

Cars with tourists passing slowly, sightseeing.
A young Cuban guy talking to Franny now. The

guy fooling with his ear, Franny laughing. The guy
posing, hand on his hip, seductive, strange, as
Franny aimed her Polaroid at him.

And his eyes, behind his own sunglasses, would
slide back to the movie star’s face, pale but in full
color. The skin was smooth, without a trace of
what might appear to be a tuck, a lift. He believed
it didn’t matter even if she’d had one. He believed
he was in love with her face.

She would turn her head to him and seem to
smile, used to being looked at. He wanted to see her
eyes but would have to wait.

She said, “You know, that’s a lovely shirt.” Then
surprised him, lowered her sunglasses to the slen-
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der tip of her nose, letting him see in daylight a line
beneath each of her eyes, slightly puffed, a look
that he liked, a slight imperfection. She replaced
her glasses as she said, “I don’t believe I’ve ever
called a man’s shirt lovely before, but it is. I love hi-
biscus.” She said, “I almost married a man who
wore only dark brown shirts and always with a
dark brown necktie. Odd? . . . Maybe not. He
made three thousand dollars a week as a screen
writer, he kept an apartment at the Chateau Mar-
mont and died of malnutrition.” She said, “I want
to see more of your work, I think it’s stunning. Will
you show me?”

He said, “I want to photograph you.”
“I’ve been photographed.”
“Maybe you have . . .”
Maurice said, “Well well well,” on the street side

of the stone-slab porch railing, stepping up on the
base to look at their table. “What’re you having,
conch? You ever see it they take it out of the shell?
You wouldn’t eat it. Gimme a bite.” He lowered the
grocery sack to the railing and leaned over it, face
raised waiting as Jean Shaw speared a piece of
conch and offered it.

“Another? You can have the rest, I’m finished.”
“I don’t want to wreck my appetite. We’re eating

in tonight, fried steak and onions, railroad-style.
Gimme a sip—whatever it is.”

She offered her glass. “Plain old Scotch.”
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“How many you had?”
She looked at LaBrava. “How many, six,

seven?”
Maurice said, “It’s three o’clock in the after-

noon!”
“We’ve had two, Maury. Don’t have a heart at-

tack.” In that quiet, unhurried tone. He left them
and she said, “Do you like his shorts? They have to
be at least twenty years old. He may be the most ec-
centric guy I know. And I’ve known a few, I’ll tell
you.”

“Well, he’s different,” LaBrava said.
He saw Franny, alone now, farther down the

beach . . . Paco Boza coming along the sidewalk in
his wheelchair, a ghetto blaster in his lap; it looked
like an accordion.

“Joe, when you’re as well off as Maury and you
choose to live in a place like the Della Robbia,
that’s eccentric.”

“He said he used to have money, but I don’t
know that he has that much now.”

She said, “Oh,” and paused.
He said, “That was my understanding. Had it

and spent it.” He could hear Paco’s blaster now,
turned up all the way. “In fact the other night, he
was telling me when he sold the hotel next door, the
Andrea, he could’ve kicked himself for not waiting,
get a better price.”

She said, “Does he confide in you?”
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“I wouldn’t say he confides.”
“But you’re close. I know he likes you, a lot.”
“Yeah, we get along. We argue all the time, but

that’s part of the routine.”
“He’s an actor, Joe. He plays the crabby but

loveable retired bookie, hangs out at Wolfie’s, Picci-
olo’s, all those places from the old days.”

“That’s his age—he lives in the past.”
“He’s a fox, Joe. Don’t ever sell him short.”
He wanted to say, Wait a minute, what’re we

talking about exactly? But now Paco Boza was
rolling toward them, his ghetto box playing soul
against his body, Paco letting it run up through his
shoulders and down his arms to turn the silver
wheels of the wheelchair wired to the beat, no
hurry or worry in the world.

“Hey, the picture man. When do I get my pic-
tures, man?”

LaBrava told him maybe in a few days. Maybe
sooner. Come back when you’re not busy.

Paco Boza left them, taking his sound down the
street, soul with a kick that got into LaBrava sitting
there in his sunglasses drinking Scotch with a
movie star on the porch of the Cardozo Hotel.

She said, “The poor guy. He’s so young.” He told
her there was nothing wrong with Paco. He had
stolen the chair from Eastern Airlines, had his girl-
friend push him out of Miami International in it be-
cause he didn’t like to walk and because he thought
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it was cool, a way for people to identify him. She
said, “What does he do?” and he told her about
two-hundred-dollars worth of cocaine a day. She
said, “You’re part of this, you feel it.” She said, “I
love to watch you. You don’t miss anything, do
you?” He did not move or speak now. Close to him
she said, “You think you’re hidden, but I can see
you in there; Mr. LaBrava. Show me your pic-
tures.”

“At Evelyn’s gallery they sip wine and look at my
photographs . . .”

Looking at them now spread over the formica
table, Jean Shaw picking up each print and study-
ing it closely—in his rooms on the second floor of
the Della Robbia. 201. He paid for the rooms, he
had been living here eight months, but there was
nothing of him in the rooms. They were rooms in a
hotel. He had not got around to mounting or hang-
ing any of his prints, or was sure there were any he
cared to look at every day. There were other prints
in envelope sleeves in the bookcase and among
magazines on the coffee table. He told her Aperture
magazine had contacted him about doing a book.
Call it South Beach. Get all the old people, the art
deco look. He was working on it now. No, he was
thinking about it more than he was working on it.
He wanted to do it. He wouldn’t mind having a
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coffee-table book on his coffee table. It seemed
strange though—ask thirty or forty dollars for a
book full of pictures of people who’d never see it,
never be able to afford it.

“At the gallery they sip wine and look at my pic-
tures. They say things like, ‘I see his approach to art
as retaliation, a frontal attack against the assump-
tions of a technological society.’

“They say, ‘His work is a compendium of hu-
manity’s defeat at the hands of venture capital.’

“They say, ‘It’s obvious he sees his work as an
exorcism, his forty days in the desert.’ Or, another
one, ‘They’re self-portraits. He sees himself as dis-
possessed, unassimilated.’

“The review in the paper said, ‘The aesthetic sub-
text of his work is the systematic exposure of artis-
tic pretension.’ I thought I was just taking pictures.”

Jean Shaw said, “Simplicity. It is what it is.”
Then paused. “And what it isn’t, too. Is that what
you’re saying?”

He didn’t want her to try so hard. “I heard one
guy at the gallery—it was his wife or somebody
who said I was dispossessed, unassimilated, and the
guy said, ‘I think he takes pictures to make a buck,
and anything else is fringe.’ I would’ve kissed the
guy, but it might’ve ruined his perspective.”

Jean Shaw said, studying a print, “They try to
pose, and not knowing how they reveal them-
selves.”
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He liked that. That wasn’t bad.
“Your style is the absence of style. Would you

say?”
He said, “No tricky angles,” because he didn’t

know if he had a style or not. “I’m not good at
tricky angles.”

“Some of them look like actors. I mean like
they’re made up, costumed.”

“I know what you mean.”
“When you’re shooting them, what do you see?”
“What do I see? I see what I’m shooting. I won-

der if I have enough light. Or too much.”
“Come on. Tell me.”
“I see ‘images whose meanings exceed the local

circumstances that provide their occasion.’ ”
“Who said that?”
“Walker Evans. Or somebody who said he did.”
“What do you think about when you look at

your own work?”
“I wonder why I can’t shoot like Stieglitz.”
“How long have you been doing it?”
“Or why I’ll never be able to. I wonder why my

people don’t look at me the way August Sander’s
people looked at him. I wonder if I should have
moved in closer, taken one step to the right or left.”

There was a silence.
“What else do you see?”
“But it isn’t what I see, is it? It’s what I wonder
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when I look at the picture. I wonder if I’ll ever have
enough confidence.”

She said, “Yes? What else?”
“I wonder, most of all I wonder what the people

are doing now. Or if they’re still like that, the way I
shot them.”

He heard her say, in the quiet afternoon apart-
ment, “What do you see when you look at me?”

And almost answered, turning from the table of
black and white prints. Almost. But as soon as he
was facing her, close to her, he knew better than to
speak, break the silence and have to start over. No,
they were now where they wanted to be, if he could
feel or sense anything at all. So he touched the face
he had watched on the screen, bringing up one
hand and then the other just before he brought his
mouth to hers and felt her hands slide over his ribs.

They went into the bedroom and undressed with-
out a word to make love in dimmed silence, to make
love as soon as they were in bed and she brought him
between her legs, Joe LaBrava believing this was un-
believable. Look at him. He was making love to Jean
Shaw, he was honest-to-God making love to Jean
Shaw in real life. He didn’t want to be watching, he
wanted to be overwhelmed by it, by Jean Shaw,
making love to her, but he didn’t want to just do it ei-
ther, he wanted the overwhelming feeling of it to
take hold and carry them away. But her eyes were
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closed and maybe she was just doing it, doing it with
him, moving with him, but she could be doing it
without him because he didn’t know where she was
with her eyes closed so tight. He wanted to see her
eyes and he wanted her to see him . . . so close to her
face, her hair, her skin and not a blemish, not a trace
of a tiny scar . . . He had to stop thinking if he was
going to be overwhelmed. He had to let himself be
overwhelmed . . .

It wasn’t something he would tell anyone. He
would never do that. Though it seemed like the kind
of thing you might tell a stranger on a train without
naming names. On a train? Come on. He was mak-
ing an old-time movie out of it looking for a way to
tell it. Or maybe write it in a diary. Though he could
never imagine, under any circumstances, even in
solitary confinement, writing or talking to himself.

No, he would never be able to tell anyone there
was more to making love to a movie star than
just . . . making love. Or, maybe he should qualify
it. Say, making love to a movie star the first time . . .
there was more to it than just making love. The
idea of it, the anticipation, the realization, was
more overwhelming than the doing of it. Although
he could not say that would be true of all movie
stars.
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What he had almost said to her when she said,
“What do you see when you look at me?” was:

“The first woman I ever fell in love with, when I
was twelve years old.”

But the mood, something, had saved him from
maybe getting pushed out the window. He was able
to move through the next steps letting heavy
breathing bring them along, into the bedroom to
the act itself. But you see, with all the anticipation,
thinking back twenty-five years to the first time you
saw her and were knocked out by her, finally when
you’re there and it’s happening, it’s almost impossi-
ble to quit thinking about how great it’s going to
be, how unbelievable, and do it without watching
yourself doing it.

The movie star smoked a cigarette after. In bed.
She actually smoked a cigarette. He went in the
kitchen, fixed a couple of light Scotches and
brought them back. The movie star acted a little like
a kitten. She seemed much younger with her clothes
off, not at all self-conscious. She gave him those se-
cret looks, sly smiles that were familiar. (But did she
have secrets? Now?) She asked him how he would
photograph her. He said he’d like to think about it.

What he thought about though, what he was
most aware of, was a feeling. It was not unlike the
way he felt and wondered about things when he
was looking at his photographs.
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He felt—lying in bed with Jean Shaw, after—
relief. There, that was done.

And wondered if he had learned anything about
illusions, since that time when he was twelve years
old and first fell in love.

There were other feelings he had that he would
save and look at later. All things considered, he felt
pretty good. The movie star was a regular person.
Underneath it all, she was. Except that she was
never a regular person for very long.

She said, “You’re good for me, Joe. Do you
know that?”

Familiar. But he didn’t know the next line, what
he was supposed to say, and the words that came to
mind were dumb. So he smiled a tired smile and
patted her thigh, twice, and left his hand there.

She said, “I have a feeling you’re the best thing
that could happen to me, Joe.”

Another one, so familiar. He sipped his Scotch.
He looked at the ceiling and a scene from Deadfall,
early in the picture, began to play in his mind. Jean
Shaw saying to Robert Mitchum, “I have a feeling
you’re the best thing that could happen to me . . .
Steve.”

And Robert Mitchum, giving her that sleepy
look, said . . .
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THERE WAS THE Had a Piece Lately Bar. There was
the Play House, the Turf Pub. There was Cheeky’s.
“Don’t go in there without me,” Cundo Rey said.
“They liable to tear you to pieces, fight over you.”

“Queers,” Nobles said. “I love queers. Jesus.”
There was Pier Park. Go in there at night and get

anything you want, light up your head.
Nobles said, “Those guys have dough, huh, that

sell it.”
Cundo Rey said, “Yes, is true.” Low behind the

wheel of the Trans Am, holding the beast in as they
cruised, he said, “But they got guns.”

Nobles said, “Shit, who hasn’t.”
They cruised Collins Avenue and Washington,

staying south of the Lincoln Road Mall, Nobles
peering through smoked glass at the activity along
the streets, all the little eating places and stores and
bitty hotels, every one of the hotels with those
metal chairs out front. Nobles said, “You ever see
so many foreigners in your life?” After a few more
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blocks of sightseeing he said, “I think I’m having an
idea.”

Cundo Rey was learning not to say anything im-
portant unless he was sure Nobles was listening.
Nobles didn’t listen to very much. Sometimes
Cundo wanted to tie him to a chair and press a
knife against him and say, “Listen to me!” Shout it
in the man’s ear.

He said, “I thought you had an idea already.”
“I got all kinds of ’em.”
He was listening. Talk about him, he listened.
“The woman is still there,” Cundo Rey said. “I

saw her again. The guy is there, I think. I didn’t see
him good to know what he look like, but he’s there.
Why wouldn’t he be, if he live there?”

“I’m waiting on the spirit to move me. It ain’t the
same as heisting cars, Jose. You gotta be in tune.”
Nose pressed to the side window. “You know what
it’s like down here, you read the signs? It’s like be-
ing in a foreign country.”

“You want to hear my idea?” Cundo Rey said.
“I want to get something to eat, partner. My

tummy says it’s time.”
“Listen to my idea.”
“Well, go ahead.”
“Shoot the guy,” Cundo Rey said. “You want to

shoot him, shoot him. You want to shoot him in the
back, get it over with, it’s okay. You want to use a
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knife, you want to push him off a roof—any way
you like, okay.”

“That’s some idea, chico.”
“No, that’s not the idea. That’s to get him out of

the way, so you can think of the woman.”
“Watch the road. I don’t want us having a acci-

dent.”
“Okay, you want the woman? You know how to

get her?”
“I’m certainly anxious to hear.”
“You save her life.”
“I save her life. Like out swimming?”
“Listen to me, all right? You listening?”
“Go ahead.”
“She gets a call on the telephone or she gets a let-

ter that say, Pay me some money or I’m going to kill
you. A hundred thousand, two hundred thousand—
how much has she got? You have to figure that out,
how much you want to ask for. Okay, then you 
find the guy that sent her the letter and kill him.
You her hero and she loves you. She say, take me,
take my money, anything you want, baby, I’m
yours.”

“I find the guy sent her the letter . . .”
“Exactly.”
“What guy?”
“Any guy. What difference does it make? Go in

the La Playa Hotel, down the end of this street, is
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full of guys you can use. Set the guy up—don’t you
know anything? Make it look like he’s the guy, 
see. Tell him to come to her room in the hotel—
somebody want to buy some poppers from him. He
goes up there, you shoot him. The woman say, ‘Oh,
my hero, you save my life.’ She give you anything
you want.”

“That’s how you do it, huh?”
“Listen, maybe even you use the guy you want to

shoot anyway. Is it possible? If he’s on drugs
maybe?”

“Little shit, he’s gonna need something for pain,
anyhow.”

“But the best part—”
“That’s if I don’t put him all the way outta his

misery.”
“You listening to me?”
“I thought you was through.”
“The best part,” Cundo Rey said, “see, the

woman is so ascared she pays the money. She leaves
it some place the letter tells her. You comprehend?
See, then you shoot the guy. The guy is dead and the
police, nobody, they look in the guy’s place, but no-
body can find the money. You like it?”

Nobles said, “You been reading the funnypaper,
haven’t you? I love to hear boogers like you talking
about setting people up and shooting ’em—Lord
have mercy, like you done it all and taken the mid-
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night train more’n once, huh? Cundo, you little
squirt, let’s go get us something to eat.”

A place called Casa Blanca looked fine to Cundo.
Nobles said he didn’t feel like eating Mex. Cundo
tried to tell him it was a Cuban place, there was a
big difference. Nobles said dago chow was dago
chow. He picked Eli’s Star Deli on Collins near
Fourteenth, saying he had never ate any Jew food
before, he’d like to give her a try.

So they went in. Nobles had a Henny Youngman
on rye, said hey, boy, sucking his teeth, and ordered
a Debbie Reynolds on pumpernickel. He told
Cundo, watching him pick at his cole slaw, he ate
like a goddamn owl. He picked—why didn’t he eat?

Cundo Rey tried Nobles with, “See, they all in
the yard, all around the embassy of Peru, all these
thousands of people waiting to leave Havana when
it first started, when Fidel decided okay. But they
don’t have no food. So you know what they ate?
They ate a papaya tree, man. The whole tree. Then
they ate a dog. You know what else they ate? They
ate cats, man. They killed and ate the cats.”

Nobles said, “Yeah?” admiring the thickness of
his Debbie Reynolds, tucking in the fat ends of
corned beef hanging out.

There was no way to make him sick, to make

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:14 AM  Page 151



1 5 2 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

him even stop to make a face. Look at him, sucking
his teeth, waving at the man in the apron behind
the meat counter, telling him he wanted a dish of
potato salad.

Cundo Rey said, “Would you pay thirty dollars
for a chicken? A cooked one?”

“Fried or roast chicken?”
“If you were starving?”
“Would I get biscuits and gravy?”
“At Mariel it was like a parking lot of boats

waiting to leave, a thousand of them, it was so
crowded with all kinds of boats. We sitting there
for days and days, everybody running out of food
and water. Now this boat is like a cantina comes to
you. Is painted blue. The man on it offer you a
cooked chicken for thirty dollars. Black beans, ten
dollars a pound. Bottle of rum, eighty dollars.”

“Where’s this at?”
“I just tole you. Mariel. You never hear of

Mariel?” Almost gritting his teeth, Christ, trying to
talk to this guy. “The name don’t mean nothing to
you?”

“Yeah, I heard of it. You’re talking about your
boatlift back—when was that, three four years ago,
brought all you boogers up here. Yeah, shit, I’d had
me a boat I’d a gone down there made some
dough.”

“You know what it cost to leave Havana? What
they charge people? Thousand dollars. More than
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that—some of them, they think you have the
money, they charge you ten thousand dollars.”

“It’s what I’m saying. Get a old beat-up shrimper
cheap, pack about five hundred of you squirts
aboard—shit, you could retire, never work again
long as you live.”

“If you don’t get fined, put in jail by the Coast
Guard when you come back from there,” Cundo
Rey said. “Listen, they put twenty of us on a
cruiser, a charter-boat, a nice one about ten meters
with the name Barbara Rose on the back. From Key
West.”

“That’s Barb’ra Rose, you spook.”
“The captain, this tough guy, say he only sup-

pose to pick up five people, that’s all he was paid
for. See, he got their names, given to him by their
people in Miami. They came down to Key West to
hire the boat. Thousands of people were doing
that, to get their relatives. But see, the G-two man
from Fidel say to the captain, you think so, but you
going to take four for one, twenty people. See, so
the rest of us on the boat, with this family that was
paid for, we all from Cambinado. Brought to
Mariel in a truck.”

“What’s Camba-nato?”
“Jesus Christ, it’s the prison, Cambinado del

Este. I told you I was in there—I picked up a suit-
case in a hotel I find out belong to a Russian. I sell
his big Russian shoes for ninety dollars—is how
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bad it is in Cuba, man—and a shirt, you know, that
kind with the reptile on it. Where did the Russian
get it? I don’t know, but I sell it for fifty dollars.
They give me life in prison.”

“You poor little bugger, I thought they put you
away for being queer.”

“They put plenty of them in Cambinado, yes,
and plenty of them come here, too.”

“Let’s go find some,” Nobles said, “and kick the
shit out of ’em.” He licked mustard from his fin-
gers. “Yeah, I wish I had me a boat that time.”

“Not if you talk to the captain of the Barbara
Rose,” Cundo said. “He look at twenty people
crowded in his boat, no food, a hundred and ten
miles of ocean and if he reaches here he’s going to
make five thousand dollars.”

“I don’t know if I’d get seasick or not. I doubt it,
but I don’t know. Biggest boat—you might not be-
lieve this—I ever been in’s a canoe.”

“You hear what I’m telling you? The captain, this
tough guy, don’t like it. So all he does is complain.”

“No, I been in a bird-dog boat, too, up on the
Steinhatchee. But it wasn’t no bigger’n a canoe.”

“Listen, the captain of the boat is complaining,
he’s saying, ‘Oh, I could go to jail. I could be fined.
I could lose my business, this sixty-thousand-dollar
boat because of you people. Why did I come here?
Look at the ocean, the choppiness all the way.’
Man, all he did was complain.”
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“Yeah, but he took you to Key West, didn’t he?
And he made out pretty good.”

“First we had to lock him up in the below part,
while we waiting for the approval to leave.”

“You did?”
“Then, it’s time to go, he say it’s a mutiny, he

wants to leave the boat. No, first call the Coast
Guard on the radio, then leave the boat. But then,
finally, we leave.”

“He saw the light.”
“He saw the knife we got holding against his

back. We leave Mariel, but still he complain, never
shut up. He complain so much,” Cundo Rey said,
“we come to think, this is enough. So we throw him
in the ocean and take his boat up to a place, it isn’t
too far from Homestead, and run it in the ground,
in the sand. We have to walk, oh, about a hundred
meters in the water to get to shore, but is okay, we
make it.”

Nobles said, “Well, you little squirt, you surprise
the hell outta me.”

Cundo was staring back at him, giving Nobles
his nothing-to-it sleepy look.

“Why you think I was in Cambinado del Este?”
“You said you stole a suitcase, belonged to a

Russian.”
Cundo had Nobles’ attention now, Nobles

hooked, hanging on, wanting to know more.
“I took it out of his room, yes.”
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“And the Russian got a good look at you, huh?”
“Yes, of course. Why else would I have to kill

him?”
The little Cuban dude kept staring right at him,

playing with his earring in his girlish way, nose
stuck up in the air like he was the prize.

It took Nobles a few moments to adjust—wait a
sec here, what’s this shit he’s pulling?—and think to
say, “Well, you shoot one of those fellas up here
you don’t even need a per-mit. Now you want me
to tell you my idea? How me and you can make
some quick bucks while we’re waiting on the big
one?”
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HE WAS SMILING before Franny reached the porch
with her sack of groceries and saw him, holding the
door open.

She said, “What do you do, just hang out?”
“I’m locking up.”
“This early?”
It was twenty past seven. He closed the glass

door and set the lock, Franny inside now looking
around the empty lobby, the last of daylight dull on
the terrazzo floor that was like the floor, to
LaBrava, of a government building. He turned on
the cut glass chandelier and Franny looked up at it,
not impressed.

“The place needs more than that, Joe.”
“Color? Some paintings?”
She waited as he turned on lamps and came

back. “It needs bodies, warm ones. I’m not knock-
ing the old broads . . .”

“Bless their hearts,” LaBrava said.
“Listen,” Franny said, “I’m gonna be an old
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broad myself someday, if I make it. But we could
use a little more life around here. So far we’ve got
you and me and the movie star and things haven’t
improved that much. Joe, there’s a carton behind
the desk with my name on it UPS dropped off.
Would you mind grabbing it for me? I’ve got my
hands full.” She waited and said, “Let’s see,” when
he brought it out and said, “Oh, shit, I was afraid
of that. Another case of Bio-Energetic Breast
Cream. Apply with a gentle, circular massaging
motion to add bounce and resiliency.” Into the ele-
vator and up. “Do you know how much bounce
and resiliency it’s gonna add to the dugs around
here? Contains collagen and extract of roses, but
not nearly enough, I’m afraid, for South Beach
bazooms. They’ve served their purpose, we hope.
Right?” And down the hall to 204. “Maybe I can
sell a couple bottles to your movie star . . . You’re
not talking, uh? I saw you having lunch, it looked
like you were giving each other bites. When you
were in there close, Joe, did you notice any little
hairline scars?”

He said, “That’s not nice,” and was surprised he
didn’t feel protective or take offense. He was with
Franny and they were old pals.

“But you looked, didn’t you? Come on in. Don’t
lie to me, Joe.” She went to the kitchen and he
looked around the room, surprised at its lived-in
appearance after only two days. It was all the color
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that gave the effect. The colors in the unframed
canvases on the walls—bold abstract designs in
shimmering gold, blues and tans—and the pillows
in striking colors and shapes, on the floor and piled
on the daybed she used as a sofa. Wicker chairs
held stacks of books and magazines. Her voice re-
mained with him as he looked around. “I’m jeal-
ous, if you want to know the truth.” The venetian
blinds were pulled up, out of the way, the evening
blue in the windows faded, pale next to the paint-
ings. “You asked me to lunch, sorta, and I see you
over there with your movie star.” There were car-
tons stenciled SPRING SONG, a portable televi-
sion. She came out of the kitchen with white wine
in stem glasses.

“Sit down and look at my Polaroids.”

“You take pictures you don’t fool around.”
“I got about forty today. This bunch is sorta in

order, starting at First Street and working up. But I
don’t like it around there; so I came up to Fifteenth,
decided to work down, get the good stuff first.” She
sat next to him among pillows on the floor, their
wine on a glass cocktail table. “I want consecutive
views. Maybe do the whole street on a canvas
about thirty feet wide. The face of South Beach.”

He looked up at her paintings. “Like those?”
“That was my Jerusalem spacy period. I wanted
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to get the spirit, you know, the energy of the sabras,
but what stands out? The Mosque of Omar, the
part that’s gold. Now I’m into echo-deco, pink and
green, flamingoes and palm trees, curvy corners,
speed lines. I’m gonna pop my colors, get it looking
so good you’ll want to eat it. Hey, how about stay-
ing for dinner?”

“Maurice asked me.”
“And that star of the silver screen—here she is,

Jean Shaw! . . . She gonna be there? I’ll get you yet,
Joe.”

“Will you sell me one of your new paintings?”
“I’ll trade you one for that shot of Lana showing

her depressing tits. That poor girl, I keep thinking
about her.”

LaBrava held up a Polaroid. “She lives right
around the corner from here, the Chicken Shack.”
He began looking at storefronts and bars along the
south end of Ocean Drive. The Turf Pub. The Play
House, an old-time bar with photos of Jack
Dempsey and Joe Louis on the walls. There were
bikers outside this afternoon, in the Polaroid shots.
He saw people he knew. A drunk named Wimpy. A
pretty-boy Puerto Rican dealer named Guilli. He
looked at figures standing, moving in suspended
motion. Another one, in shadow, who seemed fa-
miliar and he studied the shot for several moments.
Another figure, in the sunlit foreground, stood fac-
ing the camera with an arm raised.
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“Is he waving at you?”
“Let’s see. Yeah, I ran into him a couple of

times.”
“This the guy you were talking to, you were sit-

ting on the wall?”
“You noticed me. I thought you’d be too busy

with your movie star.”
“Is it the same guy?”
“Yeah, very friendly. A little swishy maybe. He

gets into a goof”—she snapped her fingers—“like
that. It’s hard to tell when he’s serious.”

“What’s he do?”
“He sells real estate. What do you mean what

does he do? He’s looking for some kind of hustle,
like all the rest of ’em. They deal or they break and
enter.”

He was looking at a hotel now on the north end
of the street. “Here we are, the Elysian Fields.”

He passed it to Franny and she said, “Ten mil-
lion cockroaches down in the basement holding it
up, straining their little backs.”

He looked at several more hotels, then went
back through the shots he’d already seen till he
found the one he wanted, a view of the south end.

“There’s a guy going in the Play House—you can
only see part of him, he’s right behind your friend.”

“The guy in the doorway?”
“The other one. He’s got on, it looks like a white

silk shirt.”
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Franny said, “Oh, the lifeguard. Yeah, I remem-
ber him. I don’t know if he’s a lifeguard, but he sure
is a hunk.”

“Was he with your friend, the goof?”
“Gee, I don’t know. Let me see those again.” She

went through the prints saying, “I think he’s in one
other one . . . Yeah, here. See the guy I was talking
to? He’s got his back turned, but I know it’s him.
Standing with the biker. That’s the hunk right be-
hind him.”

“I didn’t notice him in this one.”
“No, the biker catches your eye. The beer gut.”
“His shirt doesn’t look white here. It looks sil-

ver.”
“You’re right. I remember now, it is silver. But

it’s not a shirt, it’s a jacket, like the kind jocks wear.
Yeah, I remember him now—real blond hair, the
guy’s a standout, Joe, you oughta shoot him.”

“Not a bad idea,” LaBrava said. “Where’s the
one you took of your friend? You were sitting on
the wall.”

“You don’t miss a thing, do you?” Franny found
it, handed it to him. “This one.”

LaBrava studied the pose, the Cuban-looking
guy fooling with his ear. “What’s he doing?”

“I don’t know—he uses his hands a lot. Let’s
see . . . Oh, yeah. He’s playing with his earring.
That’s why I thought he might be gay, but you can’t
tell.”
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“What’s his name?”
“I don’t think he told me. He talked all the time,

but really didn’t say anything. Asked me where I
live, if it’s a nice place, would I like to have a drink
with him—no, thank you—all that.”

“Did he tell you, by any chance, he’s Geraldo
Rivera?”

Franny paused, about to raise her glass from the
table. “Are you putting me on, Joe?”

“I just wondered. He looks familiar.”
“You think he looks like Geraldo Rivera? He

doesn’t look anything like him. Joe, tell me what
your game is? Are you a narc?”

Dinner at Maurice’s, the picture gallery; fried sir-
loin and onions in candlelight with a ’69 Margaux.
Jean Shaw said, “If this is railroad-style it must be
the Orient Express.” Maurice said it was the pan,
the cast-iron frying pan that was at least 100 years
old he’d swiped out of a Florida East Coast ca-
boose.

After dinner, sitting in the living room with co-
gnac, Maurice said, “It’s a fact, they go in threes.
You want the latest ones? Arthur Godfrey, Meyer
Lansky and Shepperd Strudwick, the actor. Jeanie,
you remember him? Seventy-five when he died.”

“Yeah, I read that,” Jean said. “Died in New
York. We did one picture together.”
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LaBrava knew the name, he could picture the ac-
tor and caught a glimpse of his snow-white hair, a
scene in a cemetery. “Shepperd Strudwick, he was
your husband in Obituary. Remember? We were
trying to think who it was.”

She looked surprised, or was trying to recall the
picture. She said, “You’re right, he was my hus-
band.”

“Shepperd Strudwick,” LaBrava said. “You
wanted to dump him. You got together with Henry
Silva . . . Didn’t you hire him to kill your husband?”

“Something like that.”
“I know Henry Silva was the bad guy,” LaBrava

said. “I remember him because he was in a Western
just about the same time and I saw it again in Inde-
pendence. The Tall T, with Richard Boone and,
what’s his name, Randolph Scott. But I can’t re-
member the good guy in Obituary.”

“Arthur Godfrey’s on the front page of every pa-
per in the country,” Maurice said. “Meyer Lansky
gets two columns in the New York Times, he could
a bought Godfrey. Arthur Godfrey gets a street
named after him. What’s Meyer Lansky get? A guy,
I remember with the FBI, he said Meyer Lansky
could a been chairman of the board of General Mo-
tors if he’d gone into legitimate business.” Getting
out of his La-Z-Boy, going over to a wall of photo-
graphs, Maurice said, “I’ll tell you something. I bet
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Meyer Lansky had a hell of a lot more fun in his life
than Alfred P. Sloan or any of those GM guys.”

LaBrava said to Jean, “I don’t think the plan was
to kill Shepperd Strudwick. It was something else. I
remember he kept getting newspaper clippings that
announced his death. To scare him . . .”

“Maier Suchowljansky, born in Russia,” Mau-
rice said, “that was Meyer Lansky’s real name.” He
traced his finger over a photograph of the Miami
Beach skyline.

LaBrava said, “I can’t remember who played the
good guy.”

Jean said, “Maybe there weren’t any good guys.”
“Right here,” Maurice said, “this is where he

lived for years, the Imperial House. His wife’s prob-
ably still there. That’s Thelma, his second wife. She
used to be a manicurist, some hotel in New York.
Met Lansky, they fell in love . . .”

“Victor Mature,” LaBrava said.
But Jean was watching Maurice. “Did you know

Lansky?”
“Did I know him?” Maurice said, moving to an-

other photograph. “MacFadden-Deauville . . . Lan-
sky used to come in there. They all used to come in
there. You know what I paid for a cabana, by the
swimming pool, so I could run a horse book right
there, for the guests? Woman’d send her kid over to
place a bet. Forty-five grand for the season, three
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months. And that doesn’t count what I had to pay 
S & G for the wire service, Christ.”

“But you made money,” Jean Shaw said.
“I did okay. Till Kefauver, the son of a bitch . . .

You know who this is? The bathing beauty. Sonja
Henie. We used to call her Sonja Heinie. Here’s an-
other spot, the dog track, you used to see Meyer
Lansky once in a while. This spot here, the Play
House . . .”

LaBrava looked over.
“. . . used to be big with the dog-trackers. Also

the fight fans. Fighter from I think Philly, Ice Cream
Joe Savino, he used to sell Nutty Buddies in the
park, he bought the place about twenty years ago. I
don’t know what it’s like now. It’s all changed
down there.”

“But you’d never move,” Jean Shaw said, “would
you?”

“Why should I move? I own the joint—most of
it—I got the best beach in Florida . . .”

“Maury, if I’m actually harder pressed than I’ve
let on—”

“Harder pressed how?”
“If I get to the point I’m absolutely broke, would

you consider buying me out?”
“I told you, don’t worry about money.”
LaBrava listened. Watched Maurice come back

to his chair.
“Maury, you know me.” She was sitting up in
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the sofa now and seemed anxious. “I don’t want to
become dependent on anyone. I’ve always had my
own money.”

“This whole area right in here, from Sixth Street
up,” Maurice said, “we’re in the National Register
of Historic Places. That impresses buyers, Jeanie.
We hold the developers off, the value can only
shoot up.”

“But if I need funds—”
“If we see values start to go down, that’s dif-

ferent.”
LaBrava listened. It didn’t sound like Maurice,

the old guy who loved the neighborhood and
would never leave.

“Five years ago the Cardozo sold for seven hun-
dred thousand,” Maurice said. “Way they’ve fixed
it up I bet they could sell it, double their invest-
ment. Almost double, anyway.”

She was sitting back again, resigned. “What do
you think the Della Robbia’s worth?”

“Four and a half, five hundred, around in there.
But listen,” Maurice said to her, “I don’t want you
to ever worry about dough. You hear me?”

LaBrava listened. He heard Maurice talking like
a man who had money, a lot of it.

They reached her door. She said, “How about a
nightcap? Or whatever might appeal to you.”
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Was that from a movie?
Maybe it was the way she said it, the subtle busi-

ness with the eyes. How did you tell what was real
and what was from pictures?

She could surprise him, though—sitting close on
the slip-covered sofa with their drinks, something
to hold till they had to put them down—she could
look vulnerable and come at him quietly with, “Tell
me I’m pretty good for an old broad. I’ll love you
forever.”

And his answer to that—like a knee jerk, reflect-
ing his yes-ma’am upbringing—“Come on. What’re
you, about three or four years older than I am?”

She said, looking him right in the eye, “Joe, I’m
forty-six years old and there’s not a damn thing I
can do about it.”

Shoving numbers into his mind that would have
made her a teen-aged bride in Obituary in the black
dress, coming onto Henry Silva, leading him on,
the two of them conspiring to sting her husband.

He pushed the numbers out of his mind by think-
ing: She isn’t any age. She’s Jean Shaw. And by
looking at her face, at the little puff circles under
her brown eyes that he loved to look at. If she
wanted to play, what was wrong with that? Play.
Maybe he could’ve been in the movies too if he
hadn’t gone to Beltsville, Maryland, learned how to
shoot guns and taken an oath to protect the lives of
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Presidents and important people. Bob Hope, little
Sammy Davis, Jr., Fidel Castro . . .

He said, “Jean.”
Within the moment her eyes became misty, smil-

ing but a little sad. “That’s the first time you’ve said
my name. Will you say it again?”

“Jean?”
“Yes, Joe.”
“You’re gonna have to be very careful.”
“I am?”
“I have a feeling you might be in danger.”
She said, “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
Yes, he was serious. He was trying to be. But

now even his own words were beginning to sound
like lines from a movie.

He said, “Jean. Let’s go to bed.”
That sounded real.
She said, “I’m hard to get, Joe. All you have to

do is ask me.”
That didn’t sound real.
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I HAVE A FEELING you might be in danger. All the
next day he would hear himself saying it.

The tone was all right, not overdone, and he be-
lieved it was true, she was in danger. But it didn’t
sound right. Because people who were into danger
on an everyday basis didn’t talk like that, they
didn’t use the word.

He remembered the guy who wholesaled funny
twenties standing up in federal court hand at his
throat—the judge banging his gavel—and saying,
“Joe, Jesus Christ, all my life I been in shit up to
here, but never, never would I a thought you’d be
the one’d push me under.”

The Miami street cop assigned to paperwork,
typing memos, said, “I gotta get back out there, put
it on the line with the fuckups, or I’m gonna be
sniffing whiteout for my jags.” A week later the Mi-
ami street cop, still doing paperwork, said, “What-
ever happened to splitting heads, kicking the shit
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outta assholes? For the fun of it. Is the game still
going on or what?”

The Dade-Metro squad-car cop, drinking Pepsi
out of a paper cup, said, “The guy had the piece, he
was pressing it against me—into me, right here, un-
der the rib. He pulls the trigger, click. He pulls the
trigger, click. He pulls the fucking trigger and I
come around like this, with the elbow, hard as I
can. The piece goes off—no click this time—the
fucking piece goes off and smokes the guy standing
at the bar next to me with his hands up. We get him
for attempted, we get him for second degree,
both.” The Dade-Metro squad-car cop said, “Did
you know you rub a plastic-coated paper cup like
this on the inside of the windshield it sounds just
like a cricket? Listen.”

Buck Torres said, “Who is this guy? Do we know
him from somewhere before?”

“That’s what I want to know,” LaBrava said, “if
he has a before. Put him on the computer and we’ll
find out. But I can’t believe he hasn’t.”

Buck Torres had been a uniformed Dade-Metro
cop the time LaBrava was assigned to the Miami
field office, United States Secret Service, taking pic-
tures at work and play. Torres had showed him life
on the street. They had finished off a few hundred
beers together, too. Sgt. Hector Torres had trans-
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ferred and was now supervisor of Crimes Against
Persons, Miami Beach Police. He always wore a
coat and tie—his men did too—because he would
never speak to the relatives of a deceased person in
shirt-sleeves.

They left the Detective Bureau—the one-story,
windowless, stucco annex on the corner of First
and Meridian—walked across Meridian to MBPD
headquarters—the official-looking brick building
with the flag—punched “Richard Nobles” into the
National Crime Information Center computer and
drew a blank.

“So, he’s a good boy,” Torres said.
“No, he isn’t,” LaBrava said, “he’s a sneaky kind

of asshole who likes to come down on people.”
Hearing himself falling back into police patter.

“Yeah, but he hasn’t done nothing.”
“I think they pulled his sheet, gave him a clean

bill. He was a federal snitch. You gotta have a dis-
eased mind or your balls in somebody’s hand to do
that kind of work. Check the DEA in Jacksonville
when you aren’t doing anything.”

Torres said, “Should I care about this guy or
what? What do you want me to do?”

“Nothing. I’m gonna do it.”
“Let me see—then you want me to say nice

things about you, you get picked up for imperson-
ating a police officer.”

“Or pick the guy up, maybe. You still have
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‘Strolling without a destination’ on the statutes? In
case he sees me and becomes irritated. See, what
I’m doing, I’m trying to stay ahead of the guy, be
ready for it when it comes.”

“Be ready for what?”
“I don’t know, but all my training and experi-

ence tells me something’s gonna happen.”
“Your experience—you guarded Mrs. Truman.”
“That’s right, and nothing happened to her, did

it?”
“You’re serious?”
“I’m serious.”
“Then you better tell me more about the sneaky

asshole,” Torres said.

Paco Boza said a wheelchair was better than a bike.
You could do wheelies, all this shit, also build up
your arms, give you nice shoulders, the girls go for
that. Also, sometimes, it was safer to be sitting in a
wheelchair than to be standing up with some peo-
ple. They respect you sitting in a wheelchair, yes,
and some people were even afraid, like they didn’t
want to look at you. He loved his Eastern Airlines
wheelchair.

Though it didn’t seem to be doing much for his
arms and shoulders. His arms became skinny cords
as he collapsed the chair and strained to carry it up
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two steps from the sidewalk to the hotel porch. He
said he wanted to leave it where it would be safe.
He was going to Hialeah for a day or two.

“I do you a favor,” Paco said, “you do me one.
Okay?” Grinning now, being sly.

LaBrava caught on right away and grinned back
at him. “You saw him, didn’t you?”

“Man, you can’t miss him. He’s twice as big as
anyone I ever see before. Has that hair . . .”

“Let’s go inside,” LaBrava said. He took the
wheelchair and Paco followed him across the lobby
to the main desk. LaBrava went around behind it,
put the wheelchair down, telling Paco it would be
safe here, and brought out a manila envelope sleeve
from a shelf underneath.

“Hey, my pictures.”
“I know why you fell in love with Lana.”
“That broad, I been looking all over for her too.”

He brought three eleven-by-fourteen prints out of
the envelope, laid them on the marble countertop
and began to grin. “Look at her, showing herself.”

“Where’d you see the guy?”
“I saw him on Collins Avenue, I saw him on

Washington Avenue. You can’t miss him.”
“He likes to be seen,” LaBrava said. “He’s the

Silver Kid.”
“No shit, is he? . . . I like this one of me. It’s cute,

uh? You like it?”
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“One of my favorites. You talk to anyone at the
Play House?”

“Yeah. Maybe he was in there, they don’t know
him. But that isn’t the place. The place you want to
go—a guy I talk to, he say check the Paramount
Hotel on Collins.”

“Who was that?”
“The guy? Name is Guilli, a Puerto Rican guy.

He’s ascared all the time, but he’s okay, you can be-
lieve him.”

“I know who you mean. So you went over
there?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t see him.”
“Where’s the Paramount?”
“Is up around Twentieth. I saw him on Washing-

ton, I saw him on Collins Avenue. Two days now.
Three days—man, where does the time go?”

“You doing all right?”
“Sure, I make it. You kidding? Lana is going to

like this one, showing herself. I hear she went over
to Hialeah, see her mother. But I don’t know where
her mother lives no more, I got to look for her.
Man, they give you a lot of trouble.”

“Dames are always pulling a switch on you,”
LaBrava said.

Paco said, “What?”
“Something a guy in a movie said.”
“He did?”
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“Listen—how about when you saw the guy,
what was he doing?”

“Nothing. Walking by the street. Go in a store,
come out. Go in another store, come out.”

“You’re not talking about drugstores.”
“No, regular stores, man. Grocery store—or he

go in a hotel, he come out.”
“Has he bought any stuff off anybody?”
“Nobody told me he did. Guilli thinks he’s a cop.

But you know Guilli. Guilli thinks the other guy is
a cop too, guy drives the black Pontiac Trans Am.
Shit, Guilli thinks everybody he don’t know is a
cop.”

“What other guy? Cubano?”
“Yeah—how do you know that?”
“I might’ve seen him. He’s got a black Trans

Am, uh?”
“Yeah, he stay at the La Playa Hotel. You know

it? Down the end of Collins Avenue. There’s a guy
live there—you know a guy name David Vega?”

“I don’t think so.”
“David Vega told Guilli he knows the guy, from

the boat-lift. He told him, he’s not a cop, man, he’s
a Marielito. He say the guy was with some convicts
they put on a boat, from a prison. He say he re-
member him because the guy wore a safety pin in
his ear.”

“That mean something?”
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“Like a punk. You know, be in fashion. Now
David Vega say he’s got a gold one, a real one he
wears.”

“What’s his name?”
“He don’t know his name, he jus’ remember

him.”
“Staying at the La Playa.”
“Listen, the first night he come there a guy live

there was ripped off. The guy come back from the
pier from doing some business, he got hit on the
head and somebody robbed him, took four hun-
dred dollars.”

“That happens all the time there, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, of course, with guys like this guy. Tha’s

what I mean.”
“Why does Guilli put the Cubano with the big

blond guy?”
“He saw them talking, that’s all, it don’t mean

nothing. But maybe. Who knows?”
“I’ll see you in a couple days, uh?”
“Yeah, I have to go to Hialeah. Talk to Guilli or

David Vega if you want to know something. Also,
you want to, you can drive my wheelchair. I think
you like it.”

There weren’t too many places had swimming
pools around here. A pink and green place called
the Sharon Apartment-Motel on Meridian and
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Twelfth, across from Flamingo Park, had a little
bitty one out front, but nobody was in it. Nice-
looking pool, too, real clean, sparkling with chlo-
rine. There hadn’t been anybody in it the other time
either. This was Nobles’ second visit to the Sharon
Apartment-Motel office, the important one.

He said to Mr. Fisk, little cigar-smoking Jew that
owned the place, “Well sir, you think over my
deal?”

Mr. Fisk had skinny arms and round shoulders
but a big stomach and was darker than many nig-
gers Nobles had seen in his life. Mr. Fisk said, “Go
out and turn left and keep walking. What do you
come to, it don’t even take you ten minutes and I’m
talking about on foot?”

Nobles said, “Let’s see. Go out and turn left—”
“The Miami Beach Police station,” Mr. Fisk

said. “Look, right here I got it written down. I even
got it in my head written. Six-seven-three, seven-
nine-oh-oh. I pick up the phone they’re here before
I can say goodby even.”

“Yeah, but see, by then it’s already done.” No-
bles took out his wallet and held it open for Mr.
Fisk. “What’s ’at say there, under where it says Star
Security?”

Mr. Fisk leaned against the counter separating
them, concentrating on the open wallet. “ ‘Private
protection means crime prevention.’ Is that sup-
pose to be clever? I got a son in the advertising
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game could write you a better slogan than that one,
free.”

“See, prevention,” Nobles said, “that’s what you
have to think about here. See, you call the cops af-
ter something’s done to you, right? Well, you call us
before it happens and it don’t.”

Mr. Fisk said, “Wait a minute, please. Tell me
what you’re not gonna let happen the cops one
minute away from here down the street would?”

“Well, shit, they could mess your place up all dif-
ferent kinds a ways.”

“Who is they?”
“Well, shit, you got enough dagos living around

here. You got your dagos, your dope junkies, your
queers, this place’s full a all kinds. But, see, five
hundred dollars in advance, you don’t have to
worry about ’em none. It gives you protection all
year, guaranteed.”

“Guaranteed,” Mr. Fisk said. “I always like a
guarantee. But tell me what in particular could
happen to my place if I don’t buy your protection?”

“Well,” Nobles said, “let’s see . . .”

Surveillance, the way LaBrava remembered it from
his Miami field-office days, was sitting across the
street from a high-rise on Brickell Avenue or some
place like the Mutiny or the Bamboo Lounge on
South Dixie. Sitting in a car that was as close as you
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could come to a plain brown wrapper with wheels,
so unnoticeable around those places it was hard to
miss. The afternoon the wholesaler came out of the
Bamboo, walked across the street to the car and
said, “Joe, the lady and I’re going out to Calder,
catch the last couple races, then we’re going up to
Palm Beach, have a nice dinner at Chuck &
Harold’s with some friends . . .” it was time to
move on, to Independence, as it turned out . . .

But not anywhere near the kind of independence
he was into now—protecting his movie star—
standing in some bushes on the east side of
Flamingo Park, catching Richard Nobles with a
long lens coming out of a motel named Sharon:

Richard Nobles walking over to the swimming
pool. Snick. Nobles turning to say something to the
little guy standing in front of the office. Snick. The
little guy with his hands on his hips, feisty pose, ex-
tending his arm now to point at Nobles walking
away. LaBrava saying, eye pressed to the Leica, “I
see him.” Snick.

The guy turned to his office, then turned back
again and yelled something at Nobles. Nobles
stopped. He looked as though he might go back,
and the little guy ran inside the office.

LaBrava got in Maurice’s car, crept along behind
Nobles over Twelfth Street to Collins and parked
again, got out with his camera and followed No-
bles up Collins. Silver jacket and golden hair—you
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didn’t have to worry about keeping him in sight.
There he was, like he was lit up. The Silver Kid. The
guy never looked around either; never even glanced
over his shoulder.

From the east side of Collins, LaBrava shot him
going into Eli’s Star Deli. About fifteen minutes
later he got him coming out. He got him going in
and coming out of a dry cleaner’s. Finally he got
him going into the Paramount Hotel, just above
Twentieth Street. LaBrava hung around about an
hour. The bad part. But better than sitting in a car
full of empty styrofoam cups and crunched-up pa-
per bags. At least he could move around.

He walked to the taxi stand on the southwest
corner of Collins and Twenty-first and waited
nearly twenty minutes for a red Central cab to ar-
rive with the Nigerian, Johnbull Obasanjo behind
the wheel, scowling.

“What’s the matter?”
“Notting is the mattah.” With an accent that

was both tribal and British.
“You always look pissed off.”
“It is the way you see, not the way I look.”
There were parallel welts across his broad face,

tracks laid by a knife decades ago that Johnbull,
second cousin of a Nigerian general, told were
Yoruba markings of the warrior caste. Why not?

“You’re disappointed.”
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“Ah,” Johnbull said. “Perhaps what you see is
disdain.”

“Perhaps.”
“Mon say to me, the fare, ‘Did you learn your

English here?’ No, in Lagos, when I am a boy. ‘Oh,’
he say, ‘and where is Lagos?’ ” Johnbull’s twin
knife scars became vivid, underlining the white-hot
pissed-off expression in his eyes. “When I am a
child in school, for God sake, I can draw a map of
the United States. I can show you where Miami is, I
can show you where Cleveland is. But nobody here,
they don’t know where Lagos is, where you get the
second most oil from any place in the world.”

“I’m looking for a guy,” LaBrava said, “who
doesn’t know where his ass is. Big blond guy stay-
ing at the Paramount.” LaBrava handed Johnbull a
ten-dollar bill. “Watch for a black Pontiac Trans
Am, late model. If it picks up the big blond guy, fol-
low it. Then give me a call. I’ll pay for whatever
time you spend on it. If you have to leave, tell the
other guys, I’ll give ’em the same deal.”

“I want a picture for my mother,” Johnbull said.
“This one smiling.”

“Let’s see a big one,” LaBrava said. He raised his
camera and shot the Nigerian framed in his win-
dow, grinning white and gold.

* * *
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The woman in the office of the Sharon Apartment-
Motel said, “Tell me you arrested him and you
want Mr. Fisk to take a look it’s the same one . . .
Nuh, no such luck, uh? Oh well. Mr. Fisk is lying
down he’s so upset. Soon as the other police left he
had to lie down. You know what he’s worried you
don’t find him? What if he comes back?”

LaBrava waited.
Mr. Fisk came in, wary.
“You don’t look like no cop to me, would wear a

shirt like that. With a camera. What is this, you’re
on your vacation?”

LaBrava said, “We like to take a few pictures
when we process a crime scene, Mr. Fisk. You by
any chance speak to Sgt. Torres?”

“I don’t know—they come in a car with the
lights. You know how long it took them? Twenty-
five minutes.”

“See, they make out a U.C.R.,” LaBrava said.
“That’s a Uniformed Crime Report. Then the De-
tective Bureau follows up. Did he give you his
name? The big blond guy?”

“He showed me a gold star and the name of the
company, something that says ‘Private protection
means crime prevention,’ and his name printed
there, typed. But I don’t remember it. I should a
wrote it down.”

“What’d he say exactly?”
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“I told the two other cops were here. I told them
all that.”

“In case you might’ve left out something impor-
tant.”

“Okay, he wants to sell me protection. What else
is new? I tell him I don’t need any, I tell him I’ve got
the Miami Beach Police Department one minute
away from here down the street. That’s how dumb
I am. I don’t know it takes you to drive from First
Street to Twelfth Street in a police squad car full
speed with the siren and everything twenty-five
minutes.”

“How much did he ask for?”
“Five hundred. In advance, of course. He says

for a year’s protection guaranteed. Oh yeah? Next
month he’s back for another five hundred. I grow
up, live forty years of my life in Crown Heights, I
don’t know this kind of business goes on?”

“He threaten you? Say what would happen if
you didn’t pay?”

“Get ready. You want me to tell you exactly
what he said?”

Mrs. Fisk said, “We can’t prove he said anything.
The policeman was here said unless the other
places he did the same thing, we all speak up, then
maybe.”

“Tell me what he said, Mr. Fisk.”
“He gives me the pitch, all this protection I’m
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suppose to get for five hundred dollars. I ask him,
against what? What could happen to my place?
The guy says, ‘Well, let’s see.’ He goes over to the
door, looks out. He says, word for word, ‘Some-
body could come around and take a dump in your
swimming pool every night.’ Wait. Listen. Then he
says, ‘That wouldn’t be too nice, would it?’ Not,
he’s gonna smash all my windows, he’s gonna
throw a bomb in, blow the place up, like they used
to do it. Or even threaten to break my legs. No, this
big blond-hair son of a bitch is gonna poo poo in
my swimming pool.”

LaBrava shook his head. After a few moments he
said, “Would you step outside here, Mr. Fisk?
Thank you. Over by the pool more. Yeah, right
there. Now give me kind of a pissed-off, defiant
look. If you would, please.”

“Then the cop comes,” Mr. Fisk said, “and what
does the cop do? He takes my picture. I’m telling
you . . .”

LaBrava passed up dinner with Jean and Maurice
to spend the evening in the darkroom, watching
Nobles appear in trays of liquid, pleased with the
shots because they were clear and in focus. He liked
the ones where there was motion in the foreground,
out of focus, the top of a car as it passed, in con-
trast to the clarity of Nobles’ confident, all-
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American boyish face. Hometown hero—the hair,
the toothpick, the hint of swagger in the set of
silver-clad shoulders. What an asshole.

How did they get so sure of themselves, these
guys, without knowing anything? Like people who
have read one book.

He hung Nobles up to dry and spent the next two
and a half hours with Jean Shaw, in her apartment.

They did talk about Nobles, recapping, and he
told her what Nobles had been up to and that he’d
have prints in the morning, confirmation. She
seemed fascinated. She sat facing him on the sofa
and asked questions, probed for details, listening
intently. Yes, it was fascinating—she used the
word—that he could follow someone so closely,
document the guy’s activity, and not be detected.
She asked him about the Secret Service and contin-
ued to listen until—

In one of her pictures, she said, there was a sub-
plot about counterfeiting and they began to talk
about movies and she told him what she hated most
about making pictures: the two-shot close-up face
to face with an actor she often couldn’t stand.
Nowhere but in the movies did people stand so
close when they talked—and you’d get these actors
with foul morning breath or reeking of booze—the
two of them on the sofa getting closer and closer
and that was fine, with confident breaths, good
smells, aware of nature’s horny scent in there,
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LaBrava ready once again to try for that over-
whelming experience. He told her he wanted to see
one of her pictures with her. She said she would get
one; she was going home tomorrow to pick up
some clothes, a few things, she’d bring the tapes.
He said he would like to drive her, see her place.

She said, “Spend the night with me. Tonight.”
That sounded good.
She got a wistful look and said, “I need you,

Joe.”
And that didn’t sound so good because—there it

was again—it sounded familiar, and he had to tell
himself that playing was okay, they were just having
some fun. Except that she made it sound serious.

She said, “Hold me.”
He did, he held her tight and she felt good. Be-

fore she felt too good he sneaked a look at his
watch.

LaBrava was in his own bed when Johnbull
Obasanjo phoned a few minutes past 2:00 a.m.

“I have been trying to call you, you never at
home.”

“I’m sorry.”
“You tell me you want information—”
“I apologize.”
“I accept it,” the Nigerian said. “Now, you want

to know where they went to in the black Pontiac
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sportcar, I tell you. They went to a place call
Cheeky’s. I know a man name Chike, he is an Ibo,
but not a bad man. I don’t believe this place,
though, is of the Ibo. I believe it is for men who
have pleasure in dressing as women. So they go in
there.”

“You saw the driver of the Pontiac.”
“Yes, a Cuban man.”
“What’d he look like?”
“I told you, a Cuban man. That’s what he look

like.”
LaBrava wondered if Nigerians told jokes and if

they were funny. “Was there anything different
about him?”

“My friend, you have to be different to go in
there. I told you that already.”

“I apologize.” Maybe they had a sense of humor
if you got to know them. “You didn’t by any
chance get the license number of the Pontiac.”

Johnbull Obasanjo said, “You have a pen? You
have the paper, something to write on when you
ask such a question?”

LaBrava turned the light on and got out of bed.
Fucking Nigerian. The guy delivered, though,
didn’t he?

Five and a half hours later, still in bed, the phone
again lay on the pillow against his face. He raised it
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slightly as Buck Torres came back on with his
NCIC computer report.

“Cundo Rey. That’s the owner’s name. You got a
pencil, I’ll spell it.”

“Please do.”
“You ready?”
“Spell the goddamn name, will you?”
Torres spelled it. “You’re a bitch in the morning,

aren’t you?”
“What else?”
“Cuban National, came from Mariel during the

boat-lift but wasn’t processed. Arraigned for trans-
porting a stolen motor vehicle, Volusia County,
that’s up north, no conviction. Assigned to Chata-
hoochee for psychiatric evaluation. He disappeared
from there.”

“Is there a warrant out on him?”
“Nobody wants him, figuring we got enough

Cubans.”
“You got his picture?”
“I can get it. Take a couple of days,” Torres said.

“He looks harmless to me. Refugee, fell in with
some bad hombres.”

“Get the picture,” LaBrava said. “I think you’re
gonna need it.”
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NOBLES HAD HALF OF a Debbie Reynolds to finish
and a few half-done fries left. Little Eli could make
a sandwich, damn, but he couldn’t deep-fry worth
shit. Nobles said to Cundo Rey, who was playing
with his coffee spoon, “You do any good last
night?” and took a big bite of his Debbie.

“I don’t make so much in that place as a Ladies’
Night place. See, they know I don’t fuck the same
way they do. I mean—you know what I mean.”

“That’s good to hear,” Nobles said. “Jesus, but
that place is scary, you know it? All them queers
dressed up like girls. I had to get outta there.”

“I thought you might see one you like to take out
and rob him. That was a good idea.”

“Yeah, but I don’t believe I could touch the
fucker to do it. I mean they are scary. How’d you
make out?”

“I made a couple hundred. Man, I need money. I
have to go home and get some.”
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“Pretty soon.” Nobles shoved the rest of the
Debbie Reynolds into his mouth. “You ready?”

“What?”
Nobles chewed and chewed. “I said, you ready?

Get the wax outta your ears.”
“I was ready before you start eating.”
“Go on out. I don’t want Eli to see us together

when I talk to him.”
“He already see us together, now.”
“Yeah, but he won’t remember you. All you

boogers look alike. Go on outside, wait in the car.”
“It isn’t going to work.”
“Go on. Scat.”
Nobles walked over to the counter, laid his check

on the rubber pad next to the cash register, fished a
few toothpicks out of the tray. The man that owned
the place, little Eli, came over wiping his hands on
his apron, sort of a worried look on his face, or sad.
The Jew should shave and clean hisself up, Nobles
thought, he’d feel better.

“Well, how we doing today, partner?”
Eli didn’t answer him, eyes cast down. He 

rang up the bill, came back to the rubber pad and
now had to look up, there was no money on the
counter.

“Put her on account,” Nobles said, “and tell me
what you think of the deal I offered you.”

The guy seemed afraid to move or speak.
“Hey, wake up.”
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What was the matter with him? He looked
sickly. Refused to say a word, nod his head or
blink. Nobles watched him turn to the counter be-
hind him, move some stuff out of the way, a tele-
phone book—the hell was he doing? The guy came
back around holding up a photograph, holding it in
front of his face, so that Nobles was looking at the
picture and the guy’s knuckles bony white pointing
at him.

“Where’n the hell’d you get that?”
A shiny black and white shot of Richard No-

bles coming out of Eli’s Star Deli: so sharp and
clear you could see the toothpick in the corner of
his mouth.

The guy’s shaky voice behind the shaky photo-
graph was telling him to get out “. . . and don’t
ever come back again or I call the cops!”

It was getting scary. Sitting in the Trans Am with
Cundo, hidden from humanity and street glare be-
hind smoked glass, Nobles said, “You believe it?”

“I tole you it wasn’t going to work.”
“Guy holds it up—same kind of pitcher. That lit-

tle fucker with the swimming pool, now this guy.
What in the hell’s going on? Somebody taking my
pitcher . . . I gotta try another place. There’s that
dry cleaner up the street.”

“I tole you,” Cundo Rey said.
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“You told me? What? You told me you saw this
guy following me with a camera?”

“I tole you it wasn’t going to work.”
“You gonna keep saying that?”
“You want to work that kind of deal,” Cundo

Rey said, “you break the guy’s window first, then
you go in, sell him the protection. I tole you, it’s
how to do it.”

“Yeah, well I want to know who’s taking my
pitcher.”

“They hire somebody. They got more protection
than you think.”

“No, these people—what do you think they call
’em Jews for? They Jew you down, don’t spend a
dime less they have to. They ain’t gonna hire a guy
take pitchers.”

“It couldn’t be that girl,” Cundo said. “No, it
wouldn’t be her.”

“What girl?”
“She live over at the hotel where the woman is.”
Nobles was half listening, staring at people go-

ing by on the sidewalk. Cundo began tapping his
ring on the steering wheel and Nobles turned to
him. “Cut it out.”

“What am I doing?”
“I’m thinking.” After a moment he said, “Oh,

man, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. The dink
I been looking for for Christ sake’s a photographer.
With a newspaper.”
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“You haven’t seen him, have you?”
“I haven’t seen him, but shit, he’s seen me. It’s

got to be him.”
“How could he know you down here?”
“He’s seen us. How else you think, for Christ

sake. He’s seen me, anyway. Goddamn it.”
“So, what difference does it make? Let’s go see

him, take his pictures away from him.” Cundo
paused, watching Nobles staring out the window.
“What are you worried about? Take his pictures.
Go in there, take the picture from the Debbie
Reynolds guy. Get the picture from the swimming
pool guy. Get all the pictures he has.”

Nobles said, “I don’t know . . .”
Cundo studied him. This Richard, most of the

time you could read his face. Right now, though,
it was empty, like he had been smoking some of
the sky blue reefer from Santa Marta that para-
lyzed you, made you numb. Cundo said, “You
know something? I haven’ seen you hit anybody.
Man, I even haven’ seen you break anything. How
come you not get mad?” He turned the ignition
key, heard the engine come instantly awake, rum-
ble and pop its muscle. He turned the radio on
and heavy riffs filled the car, everything working
now.

Cundo said, “Okay. We go see the guy.”

* * *
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LaBrava had taken the new issue of Aperture from
his mail slot, opened it as he turned and got as far
as the registration desk, held by a series of color
photographs made by a painter, a fine artist, who
shot into mirrors and got startling effects.

He had placed an envelope sleeve on the counter-
top. He laid the magazine over it, resting his arms
on the edge, on cool marble, and wandered to the
text to read that a still picture is more powerful
than a motion picture, more memorable, that im-
ages from movies that stay with you are reasonably
still . . . He would agree with that. Because the film
pictures of Jean Shaw in his mind all seemed to be
stills. Jean Shaw in black and white giving—he
caught a glimpse of her giving Victor Mature the
look.

Then saw her in muted color, a skirt, a top with a
narrow belt, a straw bag, the real-life Jean Shaw
coming off the elevator, not smiling, now trying on
a faint smile as she saw him. She said, “What time
did you leave?”

“It was about one-thirty. I couldn’t sleep.”
“Did you think about waking me up?” With al-

most a sly, bedroom look. But after the fact in a ho-
tel lobby the next morning. He wondered what
would have happened if he’d started in again, Jean
drowsy, half awake, maybe less mechanical.

“I think the reason I couldn’t sleep, I was expect-
ing a phone call.” And knew immediately it was the
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wrong thing to say. Giving her second billing.
She said, “Oh.” Any hint of a sly look gone.
“It was important. The guy called about two.”
She said, “Maurice wants to take me. You don’t

have to bother.” Not icy, but not warm, either.
“I’d be glad to help.”
“I’m just going to get a few things. Clothes,

mostly. Maurice insists. I think he wants to talk.”
Her tone beginning to lose its stiffness. “What
about the pictures?”

“Right here.” He moved the magazine aside,
brought the black and white eight-by-tens of No-
bles out of the manila sleeve and laid them on the
counter facing Jean.

She said, resigned, “Yeah, that’s Richie. Are you
sure he didn’t see you?”

“I used a telephoto from across the street. The
blur along the edge, that’s a car going by. This one,
I’m in a park across from the motel, the Sharon.
No, I’m pretty sure he didn’t see me.”

Jean’s eyes remained on the photos. “You’re pos-
itive he’s doing something illegal.”

“He doesn’t work for Star Security anymore,”
LaBrava said, “so he has nothing legal to sell. Even
if he was still with them, they’re not licensed in
Dade County.”

“But there’s no way to prove he’s doing some-
thing illegal, is that it?”

“Not till they catch him with a stink bomb, or
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breaking windows. Then they could get him for
malicious destruction. But he’s fooling with extor-
tion. That’s a tough one to prove.”

Jean said, “If Richie knew you had these—” She
shook her head slowly and seemed almost to smile.

“How about if he thought the police had a set?
Would that shake him up?”

She looked at LaBrava, brown eyes wide for a
moment. “Are they after him?”

“I haven’t given them the pictures yet, but I think
it might be a good idea. Before somebody gets
hurt.” He gathered the photos together, slipped
them in the envelope. “So that’s your friend Richie
Nobles.”

“The all-American boy,” Jean said. “Can I have
them?” When LaBrava hesitated she said, “For my
own protection. In case Richie ever comes around
again.” She looked over as they heard the elevator
land, the door open. “Let’s tell Maury about it
later, okay? Or I’ll never get out of here.”

Maurice was taking off his nubby silk jacket as
he crossed the lobby. He wore a yellow sport shirt
with long collar points, the top button fastened.
“You think I need a coat?”

Jean picked up the envelope with her straw bag.
“If it makes you happy.”

“Nah, we’re not going anyplace, are we?” He
folded the jacket inside out and laid it on the counter.
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“Joe, lock it in the closet for me, will you? We’re go-
ing up to Boca, get a few things of Jeanie’s.”

LaBrava said to her, “What about the tapes? You
said you have a couple of your movies?”

She hesitated. “You really want to see them?”
“You kidding? With the star?”
“If you promise you won’t fall asleep. We’ll have

to bring the VCR and plug it into Maury’s TV.”
Maurice said, “What? What’re we talking

about?”
“Jean’s movies,” LaBrava said and looked at her

again. “What ones do you have?”
“Just the two available on tape. Shadowland and

Let It Ride.”
“I can hardly wait,” LaBrava said, not sure if he

had seen either of them. “It’s been a long time.”

They’d crept past the Della Robbia, past the Car-
dozo to park across the street from the Cavalier, on
the beach side of Ocean Drive. Nobles had curled
his size into an almost fetal position in the front
seat, face pressed against the inside edge of the
backrest so he could stare out that smoky rear win-
dow and see the Della Robbia, the bunch of old
ladies sitting lined up on the porch.

Cundo Rey said, “Man, we don’t have no air.
How about I open it just a little?”
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Nobles didn’t answer him. In a moment a draft
of salt air touched his face and it felt pretty good.
He reached behind him and opened the window on
his side a few inches. Yeah, that was better.

“I don’t want to see her just yet. Till we’re ready.
You understand?”

Cundo said, “Sure,” even though he didn’t. Why
ask him questions? He was acting strange.

“What I’m getting at, I walk in there I’m liable to
see her. Or be seen with her, I mean. You follow
me? Best we wait for him to come out.”

They had been parked here more than a half
hour. Cundo couldn’t believe it, Nobles becoming
cautious, not wanting to go in there and get the
guy’s pictures, take the guy in his hands, throw him
out a window if it was high enough. He would like
to have a look at this guy in the light, see him good.
The guy didn’t seem to scare Nobles, no, but seeing
the pictures of himself had changed him; he didn’t
seem to know what he was doing.

Cundo said, “If the guy works, then why would
he be there?” Nobles didn’t answer. He didn’t
know anything, so why ask him?

Cundo said, “I don’t like that place I’m living, La
Playa. I’m going to move.” The reason they were at
different hotels, Nobles had said they shouldn’t be
seen together too much. He had asked why and No-
bles had said, because. That was his answer. Because.
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“I’m going to find a good place, move my things
down from West Palm. What about you? You want
to move your things?”

Nobles wasn’t listening, he was pushing up
straight against the backrest, stretching his neck,
saying, “Jesus Christ, there she is.”

Cundo had to press his face against the side win-
dow, his neck twisted, to see. He said, “Tha’s the
movie star? Man, she look pretty nice. Who’s that
old guy?”

“Must be the one she’s staying with, one picked
her up.” Nobles watched them cross the street like
they were going to the beach in their good clothes,
but now they stopped. He watched the old man
pull open a car door and get in while Jean Shaw
went around to the other side. They were going
someplace. Just her and the old man.

As soon as Nobles had his idea he said, “They go
by, you get out. I’m own take the car, meet you
later on.”

“You want to take this?”
Nobles’ head turned with the Mercedes going

past them. “Okay, get out.”
“Man, this is my car.”
Nobles said, “You little booger—” Got that far.
Cundo saw the look and stepped out of the car

saying, “Sure, please take it.” Stood in the road
saying, “Go with God,” and watched until the in-
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sane creature from the Big Scrub turned left on Fif-
teenth Street.

Franny came out of the ocean like a commercial,
body glistening in two strips of mauve material,
Coppertone clean with an easy stride, letting her
hips move on their own as she came up on the
beach. It was empty in front of her, all the way to
the park.

Where was Joe LaBrava when she needed him?
He was across the street, coming out of the Della

Robbia with Paco’s wheelchair, sitting in it now on
the sidewalk, trying it out, talking to the old ladies
leaning out of their chairs, reassuring them. By the
time Franny reached the grass, he was wearing a
plain, beachcomber Panama with a curvy, shape-
less brim, a camera hanging from his neck, waving
to the ladies as he wheeled off.

Franny yelled his name. He looked over, made an
awkward turn and stroked his wheels across the
street.

“How do you get up curbs?”
She helped him, came around in front of him

again and he was aiming a Nikon at her. Snick.
“I wasn’t ready.”
“Yes, you were. You look good. You’re the first

girl in a bathing suit I’ve ever shot.”
“None of that commercial stuff.”
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He gave a shrug. “Maybe there’s a way to do it.”
“The bathing suit in contrast to something. How

about sitting on a TV set?”
He smiled and she watched him reach around to

the camera bag hanging behind him, watched him
bring it to his lap, the hat brim hiding his face as he
snapped off the wide-angle lens, put on a long one
and aimed the camera down a line of palm trees to
a group of elderly people sitting on a bench.

“What’re you gonna shoot, the regulars?”
“Get ’em when they aren’t looking.”
“Why don’t you come up after . . . do me.”
She was serious or she was having fun. Either

way, it didn’t matter.
He said, “I don’t have any color.”
She said, “Whatever you want to use, Joe, is fine

with me.”

He remembered sore feet from all that standing
around steely-eyed in front of hotels and at rallies
and fund-raisers, protecting important people. A
numb butt from sitting in cars for days doing sur-
veillance. Tired eyes from reading presidential pen-
pal letters. Not even counting protective-detail
duty in Mrs. Truman’s living room, a life that
sounded exciting was 80 percent boredom.

It had certainly taken a turn lately.
He cruised Lummus Park in the Eastern Airlines
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wheelchair, using the Nikon with a 250-mm lens
now to shoot across Ocean Drive to get porch sit-
ters: panning a gallery of weathered faces, stopping
on permanent waves, glasses flashing sunlight, false
teeth grinning—peeking into their lives as he
picked them off one at a time. Later on he would
see their faces appear in clear liquid, in amber dark-
room light, and would be alone with them again
and want to ask them questions about where they’d
been and what they’d seen. Raped by Cossacks,
Franny said, or mugged by . . .

The Cuban-looking guy said, “What’re you do-
ing, taking pictures?”

His hair was slicked down across his forehead
and he wore a gold earring. But even without it
LaBrava would have known him. The way he
moved, for one thing, the way his hand drifted up
to touch the wavy ends of his hair.

LaBrava was happy to see him and gave him a
smile and said, “Yep, that’s what I’m doing, taking
pictures.”

“You down here on your vacation?”
“Just enjoying life,” LaBrava said.
“Tha’s nice, you can do that.”
The guy wore a black shirt that might be silk and

fit him loose. He was skinny under there, a welter-
weight with that high compact ass in his cream-
colored slacks, the shoes white, perforated.
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“Tha’s a nice camera you have.”
“Thanks. How about if I take a picture of you?”
“No, tha’s okay.”
“I like to get shots of the natives.”
“Man, you think I’m a native?”
“I mean the people that live here, in Florida.”
The Cuban-looking guy said, “Tha’s an expen-

sive camera, uh?” He hadn’t taken his eyes from it.
“With the lens it runs about seven and a quarter.”
“Seven hundred dollars?”
“The camera cost me five hundred.”
“Oh, man, is a nice one, uh? You let me see it?”
“If you’re careful.” LaBrava had to take his hat

off to lift the strap over his head.
“No, I won’t drop it. Is heavy, uh?”
“Hang it around your neck.”
“Yeah, tha’s better.”
LaBrava watched him raise the camera, almost

as though he knew what he was doing, and sight to-
ward the ocean, the breeze moving strands of the
guy’s raven hair.

Lowering the camera, looking at it, the guy said,
“Yeah, I like it. I think I’ll take it.”

LaBrava watched the guy turn and walk off.
Watched the easy, insolent movement of his hips.

Watched him take four, five, six strides, almost
another one before he stopped—knowing the guy
was going to stop, because the guy would be think-
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ing by now, Why isn’t he yelling at me? Now the
guy would be wondering whether or not he should
turn around, wondering if he had missed some-
thing he should have noticed. LaBrava saw the
guy’s shoulders begin to hunch. Turn around and
look—the guy would be thinking—or take off.

But he had to look.
So he had to turn around.
LaBrava sat in the wheelchair waiting, his curvy-

brimmed Panama shading his eyes, the guy fifteen
to twenty feet away, staring at him now.

“What’s the matter?”
Holding the camera like he was going to take

LaBrava’s picture.
The guy said, “I have to ask you something.”
“Go ahead.”
“Can you walk?”
“Yeah, I can walk.”
“There’s nothing wrong with you?”
“You mean, you want to know if you took off

could I catch you and beat your head on the pave-
ment? There is no doubt in my mind.”

“Listen—you think I was going to take this
camera?”

“Yeah, I did. You changed your mind, uh?”
“No, man, I wasn’t going to take it. I was kid-

ding you.”
“You gonna give it back to me?”
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“Sure. Of course.”
“Well?”
The guy lifted the strap, brought it over his head.

“I could leave it right here.” Stepping over to the
low cement wall. “How would that be?”

“I rather you hand it to me.”
“Sure. Of course.” Coming carefully now, ex-

tending the camera. “Yeah, is a very nice one . . .
Here you are,” reaching sideways to put it in
LaBrava’s hand and stepping back quickly, edging
away.

“What’s the matter?”
“Nothing is the matter. No . . .”
“I’d like to take your picture. What do you say?”
“Well, I’m busy now. We see each other again

sometime.”
“I mean in my studio.” Motioning, thumb over

his shoulder like a hitchhiker. “Up the street at the
Della Robbia Hotel.”

The guy’s reaction was slight, but it was there, in
his eyes for part of a moment, then in his casual
gesture, touching the curly ends of his hair.

“Tha’s where you live, uh?”
“I’ve got like a studio right off the lobby. When

you want to come?”
He hesitated now. “Why you want to take my

picture?”
“I like your style,” LaBrava said, not sure how
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many movies it was from. Ten? A hundred? “You
ever do any acting?”

The guy was saying something. It didn’t matter.
LaBrava raised the Nikon and snapped his picture.
Snick.
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MAURICE STOOD ON THE BALCONY that ran the length
of Jean Shaw’s tenth-floor apartment. The Atlantic
Ocean was right there. All of it, it seemed to Mau-
rice, the whole ocean from right downstairs to as
far as you could see. It was too close, like living on
a ship. He said, “I sat out here at night with that
surf making noise, I’d drink too. It drive you
crazy.”

She said from the living room, “You know that
isn’t my problem.”

“Yeah? Well, I would a thought I drank more
than you do,” Maurice said, “but I never threw a
glass at a cop car.”

“I didn’t throw the glass. I explained that, I was
in a funny mood.”

“They laugh? You were a guy the cops would a
beat your head in, for showing disrespect. You
know what your problem is? Living in a place like
this. There’s no atmosphere. All you got is a view.”
He moved to the doorway, looked into the silvery,
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mirrored living room. Jean stood with two hanging
bags draped over a chair done in white satin. “You
got to be careful not to confuse class with sterility.
Clean can be classic. It can also bore the shit outta
you.”

She said, “Well, you built the place.”
“I didn’t build it.”
“You know what I mean. You’ve been into more

developments like this than anyone I know . . . Liv-
ing on South Beach like a janitor.”

“Manager’s fine. Don’t put me down.”
“What’re you into now?”
“I’m resting my money, mostly tax-free bonds.

We get a Democrat in there, everything’ll pick up
again.”

“You still giving to the Seminoles?”
“Miccosukis. Some of ’em with runaway nigger

slave blood in ’em. They appealed to my imagina-
tion.”

“And your pocketbook.”
“I made some good friends. Buffalo Tiger, Sonny

Billy, they taught me to drink corn beer. We had
some laughs, I got some good shots . . . And I don’t
give money to ’em. It’s a foundation—send a few
Miccosukis to school every year ’stead of selling
airboat rides and shooting the heads off frogs.
What’s wrong with that?”

“Jerry thought you were crazy,” Jean said. “I
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used to love to hear you argue. He couldn’t believe
it—all the money you were giving away.”

“Yeah, well, I’m giving some to the whales, too.
What would Jerry say about that, uh? I’d started a
foundation for used-up lawyers he’d a loved it.”

She said, “Well, Jerry wasn’t the brightest guy I
ever married.” She sighed. “I thought he was going
to be a winner, too.”

Maurice said, “He stayed with the wrong guys
too long, Jeanie, you and I both know that. They
ate him up—used him, used his dough, he had no
recourse. Who’s he gonna go to, the FBI? He hadn’t
died of a heart attack, he’d a died a much worse
kind of way, even thinking about pulling out. Up to
Kefauver everybody’s having a ball, nothing to it,
you could deal with those guys. Frank Erickson,
Adonis, any of ’em. After Kefauver, no way, they
don’t trust nobody.”

She said, “Jerry was dumb. There’s no other way
to describe him.”

“May he rest in peace.”
“Yeah, wherever he is—died and gone to hell.

But it doesn’t help my situation.”
Maurice said, “Jeanie, any woman I know

would trade places with you in a minute. You got
the looks, guys’re attracted to you—sometimes the
wrong type, I’ll grant you. You got a nice life . . .”

“Go on.”
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“What’s your problem? I know—don’t tell me.
But outside a money, what? You want money? I’ll
give you money. Tell me what you need.”

She walked over to the television set, built into
black formica shelves. “I don’t want to forget the
recorder.” She picked up two tape cartridges in
boxes. “Or the movies. You want to see them?”

“Of course I do. You know that.”
She said, “Maury, I already owe you, what, sixty

thousand.”
He said, “You want to get technical we’re up to

seventy-two-five. But have I asked you for it?”
She said, “If I had money to invest, something

working for me—”
“Jeanie. Have I asked you for it?”
“Or if you’d buy me out. Maury, I could pay you

back, get out from under it.”
“From under what? How many times have I said

it? If you don’t have it, you don’t owe me. It’s that
simple. I buy you out, your share’s worth about a
hundred grand. Say a hundred and a quarter. You
pay me back outta that, where are you? If I go, the
hotel’s yours. Don’t worry about it, it’s in the agree-
ment. Until that happens—which is something I
don’t think about. I’m not afraid of going, it’s
gonna happen, but it’s not something I sit down
and think about. Until then, you need money, you
let me know. It’s that simple.”

“Like an allowance.”
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Maurice said, “Sometimes—I don’t know,
Jeanie.”

She put the videotapes down and seemed rest-
less, though she didn’t move. “I’m sorry, I didn’t
mean it that way. I’m not ungrateful, I’m frus-
trated. Maury, you’re the best friend I’ve ever had. I
love you, I love to be with you . . .”

“But what?”
“I feel useless, and it makes me mad.”
“Then do something. Get back into acting.”
“Maury, come on. I’m not going to play some-

body’s mother. And I’m not going to do the little-
theater bit, work in a converted barn, wring my
hands in Fiddler on the Roof. I’ve done all that.”

“Big screen or nothing,” Maurice said. “You
know what I think of that particular kind of
pride—from eighty-years experience, from know-
ing all kinds of successful people with all kinds of
dough who are now dead or else in jail? I think it’s
a bunch of shit. Money and success’ve got nothing
to do with making it on a day to day basis, and
that’s all that counts.”

“I love rich old guys who say that—and don’t
have a worry in the world.”

“Aw, Jeanie, come on”—he sounded tired—
“you’re smarter than that. Quit thinking, start do-
ing something. Girl with your intelligence, your
talent . . . I’m telling you, money ain’t it.”

“Joe thinks you’re practically down and out.”
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“Let him think it. Either way, it wouldn’t matter
to him, he’s an artist. He doesn’t know it yet, but he
is. He’s gonna be a name.”

She said, “Yeah, well, I wish him luck.”
“Quit worrying, you get lines in your forehead.”
“I always love your advice.”
“Then listen to it. We ready?”
“I guess so.”
“The suitcase and the two hanging bags—that’s

it?”
“If you’ll take those,” Jean said, “I’ll bring the

recorder. I’m going to drive, too. I want my car
down there.”

“For what?”
“Maury, let me feel at least a little independent.”

The glare hit Nobles smack in the eyes coming up
out of the Trans Am, had him squinting with a
painful expression. Man, it was hot out. Walking
toward the high-rise entrance he could feel the
blacktop burning mushy under his cowboy boots,
the heels sticking.

He had figured this deal wrong, but it was work-
ing out anyway. He believed the old man was tak-
ing Jean Shaw home, would drop her off and scat.
But the old man was up there it seemed an hour—
the black car ticking in the heat—then he had come
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out with a grip and what looked like her clothes
and drove off with them.

Which meant she was going back to South
Beach. Shit.

But if she wasn’t home for good, least she was
home now. Would she be glad to see him? He’d sure
be glad to see her—thinking of words like alone at
last. He could hardly wait.

Inside the air-conditioned elevator he pushed
“10” and began to wonder what she’d say when
she opened the door, what kind of look she’d have
on her face.

Franny was still in the mauve string bikini.
She had a pinkish tan, freckles on her chest. She

had a deep groove between her breasts, round bare
hips and naked belly, like a young belly dancer on
her day off—except for her round tinted glasses
and that wiry hair; that hair was Franny and no-
body else. She wasn’t the least self-conscious. She
poured wine, left the bottle on the glass table. 
She asked him if he was going to keep his hat on; he
could if he wanted; she loved it, she thought it
looked like Vincent van Gogh’s a little, and didn’t
say much after that. She was quieter this afternoon.

He could hear the air-conditioning unit working
hard. He was okay, he was just a little nervous,
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wanting to act as natural as this girl but knowing
she had a lead on him, had not had to unlearn as
many customs of propriety. He had decided she
was going to fool around, make the moves on him
and here he was, a guy who had gone to bed with a
movie star, trying to act natural and not think of
the movie star, not think at all. It wouldn’t be
cheating. How could it be cheating? He hardly
knew the movie star. He felt he knew Franny
longer, if he wanted to look at it that way. No, he
was here because she’d invited him up . . . Franny
wasn’t sweating it. She’d probably decided it would
happen or it wouldn’t. No big deal. She was quieter
though, at first.

Thinking about something. Rearranging the pil-
lows, a pile of them on the daybed. She straight-
ened and said, “Oh.” Went into the bedroom and
came out in less than a minute wearing a white
cover, soft cotton, plain, that buttoned down the
front and reached to her tan bare feet. She asked
him if he wanted ice in his wine and after that be-
gan to talk. She asked how long his marriage had
lasted.

“Thirty-eight months.”
“You say it like that, it sounds like a long time.”
“It was.”
“Any kids?”
“No. How’d you know I was married?”

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:14 AM  Page 216



L A B R AVA 2 1 7

She said, “Maurice,” and said, “What hap-
pened?”

“I don’t know.” He thought a moment and said,
“Dames are always pulling a switch on you.”

“Is that from one of your friend’s movies?”
He shook his head. “Laura.”
“Your friend’s been married three times.”
“How do you know that?”
“I talked to her. Showed her my wares. She uses

a cream made from queen bee extract, turtle oil and
seaweed.”

“You talked to her?”
“She thinks it’s great. I’ve got a book—a panel of

doctors was asked their opinion of the queen bee
cream and their answers were: No value, no opin-
ion, a gimmick, quackery, and crap. She’s had a
tuck, Joe. Also a nose job. The nose when she was
breaking into pictures.”

“She told you all that?”
“Sure. Why not? She’s nice, I like her.”
“You do?”
“Very easy to talk to—doesn’t give you any bull-

shit. I’d like to see one of her flicks.” Franny
paused. She almost smiled as she said, “Guess what
I sold her?”

“You didn’t . . .”
“Swear to God.”
“Bio-Energetic Breast Cream.”
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“Listen, I showed it to her and she went ape-shit.
‘Oh, for bounce and resiliency—really?’ Trying to
contain herself, act cool. It’s about as effective as
queen bee extract and turtle oil. You either have
bounce, Joe, or you don’t.” She said, “Wait, I’ve
got a surprise,” and went into the bedroom.

In a few moments he heard soul music, a male
vocal with back-up voices, a familiar melody but
not a recent one. When she came out he said,
“Who’s that?”

Franny said, “You’re putting me on. You haven’t
heard that a couple a hundred times?” She wasn’t
wearing her glasses now.

“Smokey Robinson?”
“Who else. And the Miracles. ‘You’ve Really

Got a Hold on Me.’ ” She came back to the daybed,
her place on stage. “A big hit in Motown when you
were a little kid, right?”

“I was in high school.”
“See? I know all about you, LaBrava. Special

Agent Joe LaBrava, United States Secret Service. I
knew you were into something shady, at least at
one time. So I asked Maurice. He says you’re doing
Murf the Surf now. I thought you were leaning
more toward Iggy Pop, but you never know, do
you. You quiet guys . . . Will you tell me some se-
crets, Joe?”

He said, “Former President Harry Truman’s
house has faulty wiring. You’re watching a movie
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on TV, it goes off, comes back on, goes off, comes
back on . . .”

She said, “Uh-huh, really interesting work, uh?”
“The lights would go off and on too.”
She nodded, accepting this, said, “Well, you

ready?” and began unbuttoning her cover, by the
daybed piled with pillows, facing him.

He sat across the glass table from her in a wicker
chair. There were two rolls of film on the table by
the wine bottle. He raised the Nikon, made adjust-
ments, lowered it and looked at her again.

Franny stood with her legs somewhat apart,
hands on bare hips, naked beneath the cover held
open behind her hands. She said, “How do you
want me?”

He studied the pose.
She was playing. He hoped she was playing, giv-

ing him a line to come back to. Yeah, she was play-
ing. Having fun. How do you want me? Except
that her lavender eyes were serious and those big
brown-tipped earth-mama breasts were serious and
the belly rounding into the thickest patch of black
hair he had ever seen in his life was as serious as can
be. Well, you could be serious and still have fun. In
fact, he believed it was the secret of a happy life, if
anybody wanted to know a secret. How do you
want me? And his line, keeping it low-key, soft, the
sensitive artist:

“Just as you are.”
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After a moment she said, “Are you gonna take
my picture?”

LaBrava said, in all honesty, feeling himself be-
coming more and more serious, “I doubt it.”

Each time Cundo Rey thought about the guy in the
wheelchair he would sooner or later see Richard
driving his beautiful black car, and it was the last
thing he wanted to think about.

See the guy, see Richard. Relating them, know-
ing he would have to do something about the guy.

Cundo sat in the lobby of the La Playa Hotel
now waiting for Javier, fooling with his earring.
Javier was from Cambinado. He was doing okay in
his business. He had already offered to give Cundo
whatever he needed.

What a place this was—the tile floor cracked and
broken, pieces of it missing. He compared it in his
mind to Cambinado del Este because the people
who lived here reminded him of convicts. The dif-
ference, Cambinado del Este was cleaner than this
place, it was still a new prison.

He compared it also to the National Hotel in
Havana. The National Hotel was as dirty as this
place, but instead of people who looked like con-
victs, there were Russians staying there, Russians
smelling of garlic, talking in loud voices, complain-
ing. They complained like children who didn’t like
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their dinner. They didn’t complain of things worth
complaining about. What did they know? They
didn’t work on the housing brigade in Alamar
twelve hours a day breathing cement dust. The
Russian he had known was an engineer or a techni-
cian of some kind. In his room he had vodka, bars
of chocolate, boxes of rubbers and dirty picture
books he had bought in New York City. The Rus-
sian hated Cuba. Say Cooba with his garlic breath
and spit on the floor. Cundo Rey, aching to leave,
dying for the chance, defended his country because
he hated the Russian and had gone back to the
man’s room late at night. He had almost wasted his
life because of the Russian, using the Russian’s
own gun.

Thinking, Oh well, that was done.
Then thinking about the guy in the wheelchair

again, because that wasn’t done.
How many guys who lived in the Della Robbia

Hotel took photographs of people from a distance,
unseen, with a telephoto lens? Sure it was the same
guy who had taken the photographs of Richard—
oh shit, seeing Richard in his mind again . . .

And seeing a guy who was called David Vega
coming into the lobby. David Vega had looked at
him as though he knew him, but had never ap-
proached to speak to him. So he watched David
Vega whenever he saw him.

When Javier came in David Vega was still in the
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lobby, drinking a Coca-Cola from the machine. So
Cundo didn’t greet Javier, pretending not to notice
him. Javier would see this and do the same.

Cundo waited several minutes before going up
to Javier’s room. He accepted a glass of rum as a
formality and listened as Javier expressed his desire
to move to South Miami. There was no hurry. Lis-
tening to Javier kept him from thinking about his
car in the hands of Richard the swamp creature.
Javier finished his rum before he brought the metal
footlocker out of the closet, worked the combina-
tion and opened the lid to display his wares.

“Any pistol you want,” Javier said, “wholesale
price to a Marielito. Machine gun one-third off.
MAC-10 cost you eight hundred.”

“Something small,” Cundo Rey said.
“You want a snubbie. This one, .38 Special, two-

inch barrel. Same kind the Charlie’s Angels use.”
“Yeah?”
“Also Barney Miller.”
“Wrap it up,” Cundo Rey said.
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NOBLES HAD HIS GRIN READY. The door opened and
he said, “Well, look-it who’s here, huh?”

He’d decided she would be all eyes, surprised as
hell. But she wasn’t. Or didn’t act it. She gave him a
stare like she wasn’t going to move.

He said, “Sugartit, I don’t want to knock you
down but I been in the car it seems like all day. I
gotta go pee pee so bad I’m gonna be spitting in an-
other minute. It just come on me.”

So she had to get out of his way—it was a fact,
he would have picked her up and moved her—had
to let him through to run down the hall to her
bathroom.

Nobles loved it in here, it was full of perfume
bottles, bath oils and powder in pale-colored
boxes, all kinds of good-smelling stuff. He would
like to look in her medicine cabinet sometime,
poke around and find intimate things. It was so
clean in here, no rust stains in the toilet or the
washbasin. He looked around at all her girlish stuff
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relieving himself, groaning sighs and finally shud-
dered. Oh man.

She was still in the parlor, sitting at one end of
the sofa now, her straw bag on her lap, legs crossed
to show him her knee above the chrome coffee
table. She seemed calm now, not drilling him with
her eyes, though not with what he’d call a sweet ex-
pression, either.

He said, “You glad to see me?”
Huh-uh, she didn’t look too. She said to him,

“Richard, what are you doing here?” Calm and pa-
tient, like she was talking to a child.

He said, “I missed you. Did you miss anybody?”
She said, “What am I going to do with you,

Richard?”
That was better. He gave her a grin. “Well, let’s

see . . .”
She said, “You’re just a big loveable bear, aren’t

you?”
He had never thought of himself that way. Shit—

a bear. He said, “You got anything cold to drink?
Man, I’m thirsty from sitting in that car.” He
started for the dining room, all shiny glass and sil-
ver in there, to go through to the kitchen.

When she said, “Richie?” and he glanced over,
walking past her, he saw the pictures laid out on the
coffee table, his own familiar self looking up at him
and he stopped, not too thirsty anymore.

He put his hands on his hips. The first thing he
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thought to say was, “Man, I would like to know
what’s going on—this guy taking my pitcher.” He
squinted his eyes, looking up at Jean then. “Wait a
minute. How’d you get ’em?”

Jean said, “Richard, you’re priceless.”
“I want to know how you got ’em.”
“He gave them to me. How else?”
“What’s he doing—he with a newspaper or

what?”
“No, he’s not with a paper. He goes out and

takes pictures of people.” She seemed to think
about it a moment, not quite sure. Then nodded.
“That’s what he does.”

“You don’t have to get permission?” Nobles
said, indignant now. “Just take pitchers of anybody
you want?”

“Would you like to sue him? How about inva-
sion of privacy?”

“Shit, it oughta be against the law.”
She said, “You could go to the police . . .”
Wouldn’t that be something. Get some cop he

knew, like Glenn Hicks up in Boca, to come down
on the scudder.

“Except they’re going to find out about you any-
way. He wants to give them a set of pictures.”

Nobles had to squint again, trying to see this
business in his head. It was a queer feeling to know
somebody had been watching every move he made,
like every time he stepped out of the daylight dark-
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ness of that black car. He was right back where he
started, asking, “What in the hell’s going on?” Ask-
ing, “Who is he, anyway?”

Jean said, “It’s not so much who he is—his name
is Joe LaBrava—but what he used to be. Joe was a
Secret Service agent for nine years, Richard. He
keeps his eyes open, doesn’t miss a thing.”

Nobles felt just a little bit relieved and said,
“Hell, I know boys work as gover’ment agents. You
help them out, they help you out. You work a deal.”

She said, “Richie, do you know what you’re
talking about?”

He didn’t like that bored goddamn ho-hum tone
at all and she’d better watch it. He stayed calm
though and listened. Heard her say:

“This man knows all about you. He knows
you’ve been bothering me. He knows I can’t dis-
courage you, no matter how hard I try.”

Learning amazing things from her now.
“Wait. You told him that?”
And saw her eyes catch fire.
“I had to, you dummy. He saw you. He asked me

about you.”
It stung him. But he kept his mouth shut and she

seemed to settle back and it was quiet. He could
hear the ocean.

She said, “Why you came to the clinic—God, I’ll
never know.”

“I wanted to get you out of there.”
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She said, “Richard,” her normal calm self again,
“why do you think I got drunk? Why did I walk out
of the bar? Do you know how long I had to wait for
a police car? I thought I was going to have to go
find one. Richard, before I left, what did I say?”

“The bar?”
“Before I walked out with the drink.”
“What’d you say? You said a lot of things.”
“I asked you not to drink so much.”
“I was keeping up with you is all.”
“I said trust me. Do you remember that?”
“Yeah, I remember.”
“I wrote it on a napkin. Trust me. And told you

to put it in your pocket. Trust me and wait, I’ll call
you. The police drive me to the place in Delray. I
have them call Maurice and he comes immediately,
anxious to take care of me.”

“Yeah?”
“I stay with him. We talk. He feels even closer to

me than before. He feels responsible for me. He
wants to help me no matter what happens . . .”

“Yeah, but you didn’t tell me any of that part—
how you were gonna bring him in.”

“If you trust me, Richard, I don’t have to tell you
anything . . . Do I?”

“Well, you could a told me something. Shit, I
didn’t know.” He began to get tender feelings
again, admiration. This little lady had put it all to-
gether, thought it up all by herself.
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She said, “What did you do, the night at the
clinic, start a fight? I was afraid you’d get into
something.”

“It was the guy, the one you’re talking about.
The scudder blindsided me while I’m talking to the
girl there.”

“Well, you picked the wrong guy, Richard.”
“I didn’t pick him—”
She said, “Listen to me. All right?”
She could be so calm no matter what, keeping

her voice low and a little bit husky. He would look
at her and get that tender feeling and not care how
old she was. She was good looking, she smelled
good, had nice legs—that knee looking at him, a lit-
tle thigh showing . . .

“You’ve brought a man into it,” she was telling
him now, “who knows how to watch people, how
to follow them. He was onto you for days and you
didn’t see him, did you?”

“I wasn’t looking especially.”
“Well, there’s nothing we can do about it now.

The police are going to get involved anyway, sooner
or later, so maybe it doesn’t make any difference.
You’re going to be the obvious suspect. Especially
now. You’ve not only been bothering me, you’ve
practically advertised—with pictures to prove it—
you’re into extortion, in one form or another.”

“Hey, I was offering my service—”
“Richard.”
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“Yeah. Go on.”
“They can’t convict you with pictures. They’ve

got to catch you in the act, destroying property,
threatening someone. So I don’t think the photo-
graphs are going to do us any harm. We have to
have a suspect to make it believable and, Richard, I
have to say, you’re perfect.”

He said, “I appreciate that.”
“They might question you.”
“I know it.”
“They’ll be convinced you’re the guy.”
“So?”
“It’s going to be up to you, Richard, whether we

succeed or not. You’re the star.”
“I am?”
“They could put a lot of pressure on you.”
“I been in some ass-tighteners. Don’t worry

about it.”
“And the guy who’s going to help us,” Jean said,

“he’ll have to understand a few things. At least he’ll
have to think he does.”

“I know what you mean.”
“You have someone in mind?”
“Already hired him. Cute little booger does any-

thing I tell him. He’s half queer, done hard time in
Cuba—listen, you was to draw a picture of the one
you got in mind, I’d turn this boy over and you’d
say, that’s him, don’t let him get away.”

“He’s Cuban?”
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“Pure-D. Listen, he told me a idea was crude, but
didn’t sound too bad. He’s a nasty little booger. I
wish you could meet him.”

“I’m the victim, Richard.”
“I know. I haven’t told him any different. I’m

just saying I think you’d get a kick out of him.
Dances go-go when he feels like showing off. Wears
a earring. Little Cundo Rey, the Cuban hot tamale.
You know what they say the weather is down
there? They say chili today and hot tamale.”

He grinned, waiting for her to loosen up, but she
was being serious about something and he could
hear the ocean again.

In that quiet she said, “Why are there pictures of
you and none of him?”

“I done the selling. I was gonna save Cundo for
the dirty work.”

“Did he like the idea?”
“Well, I wouldn’t say he was real tickled. He be-

lieves you have to break the guy’s window first,
then sell him the protection. Maybe that’s how they
do it down in Cuba, I wouldn’t know.”

Jean said, “Richard, that’s not unlike the way
we’re going to do it. Isn’t that right?”

He had to think about that. “Yeah, sorta.”
“Are you sure he’ll do whatever you tell him?”
“No problem. The little fella’s greedy.”
She was staring at him now, hard.
When he’d decided she didn’t intend to speak,
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Nobles said, “Listen, maybe we ought to get our
heads together here,” coming around the coffee
table to ease down next to her, “get this deal fine-
tuned.” But he was no sooner down, she was up.

Going over to the television set with her straw
bag, telling him, “Stay there, I’ll be back.”

Not sounding mad or anything, just peculiar. He
watched her pick up a couple of video cartridges
and shove them into the straw bag, a big roomy one.
She dropped the bag over on a chair, like she didn’t
want to forget it when she left. Then she stooped
down, opened the cabinet beneath the shelves and
he stared at her fanny as she brought out a third
video cartridge. This one she snapped into the
VCR, the movie player, and turned on the televi-
sion set, telling him he could carry the recorder
down to the car after.

“After what? We gonna see a movie?”
“Part of one.” She stepped away from the set.
Nobles laid his arm across the sofa’s backrest,

waiting for her, but she stood there watching the
screen as music came on over the Columbia Pic-
tures logo. The music quit. For a moment the
screen was black. Then the picture’s musical score
began, dirge-like, a promise of doom, as the screen
turned white and the main title appeared, a single
word within a black border, OBITUARY.

“I saw this one.”
“I want you to see it again. The first part.”
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“That’s all I ever seen, like half of it. How’s it
end?”

“Be quiet,” Jean said.
“There you are,” Nobles said, reading the titles.

“StarringVictor Mature. Jean Shaw.Victor Mature—
yeah, I remember this one, he’s the cop. Which
one’s Shepperd Strudwick?”

“My husband.”
“Henry Silva. Which one’s he play?”
Nobles looked up. Jean was walking out of the

room. He said, “Hey, get us a cold drink, okay?”
He wouldn’t mind something to eat, either, and
raised his voice. “You know how to make a Debbie
Reynolds?”

No answer.
Maybe she’d surprise him. Yeah, he remembered

this one. Starts with the funeral. Jean Shaw stand-
ing there dressed all in black with her husband, old
enough to be her daddy, biting his lip, man with a
nervous stability, rich but afraid of dying, having to
leave the cemetery in a hurry. Running off to his
limousine. There, going in close to Jean Shaw
watching him leave. Looking through her veil at
her eyes. Something going on in her head and not
sweet affection for her hubby, from the look of it.

Jean came back in the room holding something
in both hands wrapped in tissue paper he hoped
was a snack of some kind. She sat down next to
him on the sofa, close, and Nobles said, “What a

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:14 AM  Page 232



L A B R AVA 2 3 3

we got there, hon?” She didn’t answer. She un-
wrapped the tissue paper and handed him—Jesus
Christ—a little bluesteel automatic.

“The hell’s this for?” Nobles looked at it, read
on the side Walther PPK/S Cal. 9mm and some
words in a foreign language. It was a little piece, the
barrel only a couple of hairs better than three
inches long.

Jean said, “I want you to show me how it works.
I used to know, but I’ve forgotten.”

“Where’d you get it?”
“It was my husband’s. Be careful, I think it’s

loaded.”
“Hey, I know how to handle guns. What do you

want this peeshooter for?”
“Just in case.”
“We ain’t robbing a bank, sugar.”
She said, “Let’s watch the picture. You can show

me later.”
Her tone sounded encouraging, soft and husky

again. She could sound pissy one minute and like
she was in heat the next. He brought his arm down
from the back of the sofa and she snuggled right up
against him. Yeah, she seemed to be getting in the
mood herself, staring at herself in the moving pic-
ture. It tickled him to see her watching herself,
hardly ever blinking her eyes, her mouth open just
a speck.

He bent his head to whisper to her, “My but

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:14 AM  Page 233



2 3 4 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

that’s a cute-looking woman. I wouldn’t mind lov-
ing her up some.”

She said, “Shhhh,” but laid her hand on his
thigh, the red tips of her fingers touching the inside
seam of his blue jeans. She began to pick at the
seam as she watched herself. Pretty soon she’d be-
gin to scratch him. He liked it when she scratched
him. She was a good scratcher.
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FRANNY SAID, “Oh man. Man oh man.” She said,
“I bet there’s a guy somewhere right now—he’s in
Boston, but I forget what school it is—he’s looking
at a seismograph and he’s going, ‘Holy shit, look at
this,’ like he’s got about a seven point five on his
Richter and there’s got to have been a major earth-
quake in the last five minutes or a volcano, another
Mt. St. Helens, and this guy’s seismograph is going
crazy—a major disturbance, look, somewhere in
Florida, and they narrow it down however they do
it and the guy goes, ‘Look, in South Beach. Ocean
Drive and Thirteenth. Wait. Room two-oh-four,
the Della Robbia Hotel. But what could it’ve been?’
You know what it was? It was everything coming
together—and I don’t mean it that way, but that’s
true too, huh?—no, I mean everything, the light,
the sepia tones, the room, the mood, Smokey and
the Miracles, Marvin Gaye and then no sound at
all, absolute silence right after. Did you notice?”

“You’re saying you had a good time?”
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“To feel my loins consumed by a scorching tor-
rent of liquid fire? It wasn’t bad.”

“You make a lot of strange sounds.”
“I know I do. I can’t help it.”
“You talk, too.”
“Yeah, but I keep it relevant.”
“You keep it basic.”
“You make faces.”
“Out of control.”
“No, even before. But mostly you smile. You

look a person right in the eye . . .”
“You want your wine?”
“Goddamn pillow. There’s one that’s digging

into me . . . There. Next time however . . .”
“What?”
“I don’t want to sound presumptuous.”
“Next time in the bedroom.”
“The next time you take my picture.”
“I’ll shoot it now if you want.”
“I have to tell you something, LaBrava. I love

your name—I’m gonna call you LaBrava from now
on. I have to tell you, there’s no guy in New York I
want to send a self-portrait to. I lied.”

“Women who want to be shot in the nude, they
want their picture taken. It’s okay with me.”

“That wasn’t it. I wanted to go to bed with you.
You know why?”

“Tell me.”
“Because I knew it would work. I mean I knew it
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would be the complete, ultimate act, every part of it
first rate.”

“First rate—”
“Certain types, when you see the person you just

know. You know what I mean? Also I like older
guys. You’re not that old, but you’re still older.
You’ve been to bed with the movie star, haven’t
you?”

“You can’t ask a question like that.”
“I know, but the reason I did—well, I’m sure you

have, otherwise you’d have said no, you haven’t. I
think. But the reason I mention it—”

“This’s gonna be good.”
“If it was just for fun and not serious—I mean if

you’re not in love with her, and I don’t think you
are or you wouldn’t be here. Some guys, it wouldn’t
matter, but not you. Anyway, if it was just for fun
with the movie star, you weren’t exactly disap-
pointed, but it wasn’t the big thrill you thought it
was gonna be either. How do I know that? Because
you like it sorta wacky, goof around and have a
good time. I knew that just from talking to you. But
she’s too much into herself for that. I don’t mean
because she’s especially proper or ladylike. I can tell
she gets right down to business and it’s more like
jogging with somebody than making love. You
know what I mean? Of course you do.”

“You’re sure of that.”
“Oh shit—now you’re mad at me.”
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“What’m I supposed to say?”
“What’re you doing now, pouting? Christ—”
“I’m not doing anything.”
“I’m sorry. I thought we were pals.”
There was a silence.
“We’re pals. Here’s your wine.”
“Thanks.”
“You said you thought she was nice.”
“I do, I like her.”
“But you think she’s too much into herself.”
“I get the feeling she’s always on stage.”
“Not altogether honest?”
“No, I don’t mean she’s devious. It’s just that

she’s never right out in front. Movie stars, they ei-
ther seem to fade away or James Dean out, but
Jean—maybe she’s played so many different parts
she doesn’t know who she is anymore.”

“She always played the same one.”
“Well, there you are. What do I know.”
“But you like her.”
“Sometimes, that quiet way you have of sneak-

ing up—you know what you sound like?”
“A cop?”
“You sound like a cop.”

Nobles told her sometime he’d like to see how it
ended, it was just getting good. She asked if he
thought the beginning slow. He said no, he meant it
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was getting even better. It was a real good movie. It
was fun to watch her put on that sexy look and
work her scheme.

He said, “Just tell me, do they catch you or not?”
Jean said, “No, but something happens I never

expected.”
They had talked, going over the plan in detail.

Now Jean had him sitting at her desk in what she
called her study. It was full of books and framed
pictures of guys Jean told him were famous movie
producers and directors. Nobles did not know any
of them or was able to read the names they signed.
One guy, Harry Cohn, she said he’d owned a movie
studio but acted more like a gangster than any real
gangster she had ever known. She had told Nobles
about some of the S & G Syndicate people her hus-
band worked for and they hadn’t sounded very
tough to him. They sounded like any dagos that
dressed up in suits and snap-brimmed hats and
showed off by spending money. That wasn’t being
tough. Being tough was doing brutish work as a
boy, getting into fights on Saturday night and
drinking till you foundered. Being tough was going
into dark places with a .357 and a sap and praying
to Jesus some nigger would try to jump you. Being
tough—shit, it was not poking your fingers at a
typewriter that looked like a little toy one.

He’d told her he didn’t know how to work it. She
said he showed her how to use the gun, she’d show

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:14 AM  Page 239



2 4 0 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

him how to use the typewriter. He was suppose to
put what she dictated to him into his own words.

Like Jean said, very slowly, “You know what will
happen to you now. You will die. If you don’t—”

He said, “Wait, hold it.” He kept forgetting to
press down the key on the left side, hold it down, to
make a capital letter. She told him to type the capi-
tal letter over the small letter. It would be all right if
it was messy. Nobles said, “Neatness don’t count in
a deal like this, huh?”

“If you don’t leave the money—” She stopped
and said, “No, start over. In all capital letters—
push the one right above it down and it locks.
Here.” She did it for him, leaning over him, giving
him her nice perfume smell. “Now, the first line, all
in caps, your life is worth six hundred thousand
dollars. Go ahead.”

He typed, YOUR LIFE IS WORTH $—)),)))
He said, “Shit, I can’t type.”
She didn’t get mad. She pulled the sheet out and

rolled in a clean one, regular tablet paper with
lines, telling him not to touch it, and he decided
schemers had to be patient so as not to seriously
fuck up. She bent over the side of the desk and be-
gan writing in the tablet, printing the words faster
than he had ever seen anybody write. She said,
“There,” when she’d finished, “that’s what the note
should say. But you have to put it in your own
words.”
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He read what she had written and said, “This
here looks fine to me.”

She said, “Listen to yourself. That’s what I want
it to sound like.”

It didn’t make any sense to him that writing
would sound like a person. Writing was writing, it
wasn’t like talking. But he did as he was told,
fought that dinky typewriter and finished the note.

Jean said, “All right, read it to me.”
“ ‘Your life is worth six hunnert thousand dol-

lars,’ ” Nobles began, rolling the sheet up out of the
typewriter, remembering not to touch it. “ ‘You
have three days to get the money. It must be used
money with nothing smaller than a twenty and
nothing bigger than a hunnert dollar bill and don’t
say you can’t get it. You are worth a sight more
than that.’ ” Nobles looked up. “I added that part.”

“Fine,” Jean said. “Go on.”
“Let see. ‘Get four thousand hunnerts, three

thousand fifties and twenty-five hunnert twen-
ties.’ ” Nobles paused. “How you know the bag’ll
hold it?”

“It will,” Jean said. “Go on.”
“ ‘You are to put the money in a Hefty thirty-

gallon, two-ply trash bag. Put this one in another
Hefty trash bag of the same size and tie it closed
with some type of wire. Hay-baling wire is good.
You will be told where to take the money. If you do
not do as you are told you will die.’ I like that part.
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‘ . . . you will die.’ Underlined. ‘If you try any tricks
you will die. If you tell the police or anybody you
will die. Look at your car. You know this is not just
a threat. You have two days to get the money and
your car fixed. I am watching you.’ Underlined. I
said baling wire there, so it won’t come undone. Is
that okay?”

“Good idea,” Jean said. She leaned close to him
to look at the note. “You misspelled baling, as in
hay-baling wire.”

“Shit,” Nobles said.
“That’s all right, leave it,” Jean said. “But if the

police question you they might get tricky and pick
up on that word, ask you how to spell it.”

“Yeah?”
“There’s no e in it. It’s b-a-l-i-n-g.”
“That’s balling,” Nobles said and started to grin

and said, “Hey, puss . . .”
“Richard, we have a lot of work to do and I have

to get back.”
He hunched in to look at the note with her.

“Hey, what should we sign it?”
“Well, Cordially, would be nice,” Jean said.

“No, that’s fine the way it is. Now we’ll write what
you’re going to say when you call, so you’ll have it
word for word. You’ll tell me to go to a phone
booth, you’ll call me there at a certain time.” No-
bles was shaking his head. She said, “What’s the
matter?”
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“Nuh-uh, they’re gonna have traps on the
phone. Shit, I know that much. I seen the feds do it
when I was on the Opa-locka Police, setting up
drug busts. They can’t prove what I write, but they
can sure as hell get my voice print on a phone. You
have to tell ’em where you’re suppose to go, don’t
you? Make it look real?”

“Yeah, you’re right.”
“By the time you get to Boca they got a trap on

the phone booth. It tells ’em right away what num-
ber I’m calling from. See, it’s different from a
movie. They got equipment now, shit, you don’t
have a chance of doing something like that. You
might as well give ’em your phone number.”

Jean said, “All right, we’ll do it with notes. In-
stead of a call I receive a note at the hotel, telling
me where to go . . .”

“Find it on the porch, say.”
“I’ll go to the phone booth in Boca, find another

one—”
“Hold it there. I’m being watched how’m I

gonna put the note in the phone booth?”
“I’ll have it with me,” Jean said. “Make it look

as though I found it. Hello—what’s this?”
“That’d work.”
“The note tells me to go to my apartment.” She

gave him a wink. “Got it?”
“Gotcha.”
“I find another note, slipped under the door.”
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“You have it with you too.”
“Or we write it now and leave it here.”
“Yeah?” Nobles was thinking. “You know

where you go next?”
“Of course.”
“Got the whole deal worked out, haven’t you?”
“Every step. The only change, notes instead of

phone calls. I like it even better—they’ll be playing
with all their electronics for nothing.”

“They love it, the feds, all that technical shit.
Where’s my little Cuban come in at?”

“The next stop.”
“You’re still gonna have a tail on you, you know

that.”
Jean nodded, smoking a cigarette, blowing the

smoke out in a slow stream. Boy she was calm.
“All I’ll need is to be out of their sight for about

twenty seconds.”
“You got the place?”
“I’ve got the place. I’m pretty sure. But I’m going

to look at it again when I leave here.”
“Cundo’s gonna take it from you by force.”
“There’s no other way,” Jean said. “But I’ll coop-

erate, you can be sure of that. Does he have a gun?”
“Doesn’t like guns or rough stuff. Talks big but

being half queer he’s girlish.”
Jean said, “Okay, we’ll write the notes. We’ll

need three . . .” She paused. “You’ll have to take
the typewriter with you when we’re finished here.”
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“Yeah, I guess I better.”
“Drop it in the Intracoastal. That area just be-

fore you come to the Hillsboro Inlet, there’re a lot
of trees.”

“It’s a shame, it’s a nice typewriter.”
“Richard?”
“Don’t worry, I’ll get rid of it. Or I could sell it.”
She said, “Oh, Christ.”
“Just kidding. Don’t you worry, it’s good as

done.”
She was thinking or worrying about something

though. This little schemer—boy, she was a sketch.
She said, “Does your friend Cundo know where

you live?”
“You mean up here or down there?”
“In Lake Worth.”
“Nobody does, ’cept you.”
“You can’t go there while you’re being

watched.”
“I know it.”
“Promise?”
Nobles said, “Hey, you think I’m stupid or

something?”

She thought of handkerchiefs and how simply it
was done in the movies: Henry Silva making phone
calls with a handkerchief over the mouthpiece, in a
time before electronic surveillance; the movie cop
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using a handkerchief to pick up the murder
weapon. Henry Silva had used a second-hand type-
writer and dropped it off the side of his boat on
their good-luck cruise to Catalina, their last time
together before her husband would receive the
letter—$150,000 or you’re dead. Impressive enough
as a pre-inflation demand; today it would hardly be
worth the risk. She remembered her line: “You
can’t come near the boat as long as the cops are tail-
ing you.” (Beat) “Promise?” And Henry Silva’s
line: “Do I look stupid?”

Some of it was different, some of it almost ex-
actly the same. One thing she was certain of, it
wouldn’t end the way the movie did.
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THE OLD MAN SAID it was Joe Stella up in Lantana
had given him this address, so he had come on
down in his pickup truck. There it was across the
street. It had dust-settle on top of that salt sticki-
ness and he hadn’t had no place to wash it, being
too busy looking for his sister’s boy, Richard No-
bles. The old man said his name was Miney Combs.

His pickup was parked behind Jean Shaw’s clean
white Eldorado.

LaBrava told Miney yes, he had heard his name
from Joe Stella.

The old man looked like he had lived outdoors
all his life, the kind of man who knows where to
fish and dig wells, how to fix pumps and tune his
truck. He was heavyset with a belly; wore a John
Deere hat, suspenders over his gray work clothes,
long-sleeved underwear beneath, and carried about
him the sour smell of aged sweat.

They sat on the porch of the Della Robbia talk-
ing, in the front corner section next to Thirteenth
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Street. The old ladies would bend forward to look
over because the old man was using a snuff stick
and they had never seen one before. LaBrava hadn’t
either.

It was like the man was brushing his teeth. The
twig was about the size of a toothbrush, frayed soft
on the end and stained the color of brown shoe pol-
ish from sticking it into his Copenhagen and then
massaging his gums with it, sometimes leaving it in
his mouth like a cigar. LaBrava went over to the
Cardozo and brought back four bottles of cold beer.
The old man sighed and his metal chair groaned as
he settled in, resting his work shoes on the rail.

Miney said, “There’s parts of that swamp you’d
think nobody but Jesus would dare walk it.
Richard, he’d go in there be right at home. Pre-
ferred it to his own home I believe account of the
way my brother-in-law raised him. See, he believed
you whupped boys you made ’em humble. Twist
you a half-dozen lengths of hay-baling wire and
whup ’em regular. See, my sister, what she did she
run a grits mill. Had a old tractor engine tied onto
the mill and would grind up was nothing but mule
corn, hard as gravel, but it made pretty fair grits
and she sold it, fresh grits. See, Richard worked
there till finally he left to peck it out on his own,
sport around in the swamp and hire out to take
folks for canoe rides, so they could watch birds.
You imagine? I said to Miz Combs, watch ’em do
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what? I heard it I wondered if they’d pay to watch
me plow a field. First I heard of Mr. John after him
was when he killed the eagle. Why did he kill it.
Knowing Richard it was to see it die. All right, then
here was these two boys working a still I heard
from cane skimmings. But that couldn’t a been,
’cause the first time they was brought up I knew the
judge said it ought to be against the law to arrest
anybody could make whiskey good as theirs. Then
the second time, with our Richard testifying,
swearing in court, they got sent to Ohio. Same as
my boy and in the same court. My boy had done his
time once. Yes, he bought weed from the shrimpers
and sold it to college boys, but he never smoked it
once. Now Richard come along and tells on him
and some others to Mr. John—only the Lord Jesus
knows why—and my boy is doing thirty-five years
in a gover’ment lockup.”

LaBrava said, “What do you want to do to
Richard?”

Miney said, “What do I want to do? I want to
put a thirty-ought-six in him, right here.” Miney
touched the bridge of his nose with a finger that
looked hard as bark. “But what I am going to do is
put him in the back of my truck rolled in a dirty
tarp and take him on home. We’ll decide fair.
Maybe lock him in a root cellar for up to thirty-five
years—how’s that sound? Let him out when Buster
gets his release.”
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That didn’t sound too bad.
LaBrava said, “You think you can handle him?”
“He’s big as a two-hole shithouse and I’m

blocky,” Miney said, “but once I lay my ax handle
across his head I don’t expect trouble.”

“He’s over at the Paramount Hotel on Collins
Avenue,” LaBrava said.

Nobles walked into the lobby, his head aching with
images of things to come, little details he had to re-
member. Like—Jesus, the typewriter! Already he’d
forgot one. He was suppose to have taken care of
that on the way down. He saw himself in darkness
dropping it off the MacArthur Causeway . . .

And saw his Uncle Miney in that same moment—
Miney sitting asleep with a snuff stick in his mouth,
right there in the Paramount Hotel lobby. Nobles
felt himself yanked out of that future time and back
into a Jacksonville courtroom past, Miney extend-
ing his arm, his finger, pointing the Last Judgment
at him . . . He got out of that lobby. Ran up to
Wolfie’s on the corner of Twenty-first to phone
Cundo.

But the little booger wasn’t in his room.
Nobles didn’t want to go over there. He didn’t

like the feel of the place, all the foreigners hanging
around. So in the next couple of hours he killed
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time having snacks, corned beef sandwiches, and
checking the lobby, each time seeing Miney sitting
in the same goddamn chair like he would let moss
grow on him if he had to.

Finally, when it was dark he drove over to the 
La Playa Hotel, checked to see if Cundo had
returned—not yet—and sat outside in the car to
wait, listening to the jabber of dagos passing on the
street. Little fuckers, ought to be sent back where
they came from.

Send Cundo back too when they were through
with him.

He heard Cundo’s voice before he saw him—like
a dago prayer shouted to heaven. The next thing,
Cundo was feeling his car, running his hands over it
in the streetlight, asking had he hit anything, had
he stripped the gears, had he got bugs on it. Try to
get a word in about something important. Nobles
had to wait and found it was worth it. For once
Cundo saw his car was okay the little fucker was so
grateful he nodded yes, right away, and kept nod-
ding yes to everything Nobles told him.

Go see Uncle Miney and give him a story. Yes.
Tell him Richard’s moved and nobody knows
where. “Convince him or he’ll ruin this deal we got.
You understand?” Yes, of course. “Send him on his
way or he’ll mess us up good.” Don’t worry. Still
looking now and again at his black Pontiac.
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“The woman’s car’s over there at the ho-tel. El-
dorado parked on the street.” Yes? “Smash the
windows with something. Windshield, headlights,
’specially the window on the driver side.” Yes,
okay. “Later on tonight I’ll tell you the rest, what
you’re gonna do, then we don’t see each other for a
while. You understand?” Yes. “You gonna miss
me?” Of course.

“Something else. Shit, I almost forgot. There’s a
typewriter in your trunk I want you to throw in the
ocean, in Biscayne Bay. You hear me? Not in a
garbage can or out in some alley, it’s got to be sunk
for good.”

Yes, of course. Not even asking why—the little
booger was so grateful to see his car again.

Sitting in the middle of the sofa LaBrava would lose
himself for a time, watching Jean Shaw on the tele-
vision screen and feeling her next to him. He could
turn his head and see her, right there, the same face
in profile. In the darkness of the room the two Jean
Shaws were nearly identical, pale black and white.
But he would not lose himself for long, because
Franny Kaufman sat close on his other side and he
was aware of her too. He would hear her, soft
sounds in response to what she was watching, and
feel her leg and sometimes her hand. She was here
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because Jean Shaw had invited her. Maurice, in his
La-Z-Boy, paid no attention to Jean’s whispers to
be quiet. If he felt like making comments he made
them.

“I’m gonna tell you something. Guys that ran
dice games never looked like Dick Powell.”

“Shhhh.”
“I never knew a good-looking guy ran a dice

game. I tell you about a guy named Peanuts?”
“Maury—”
“Edmund O’Brien was starting to get fat even

then, you notice?”
At one point Franny’s voice in the darkness said,

“Hey, Jean?” a tone of mild surprise. “I’ve seen you
before . . . I can’t think of the name of the picture.”

LaBrava was aware of the silence until Maurice
said, “Jeanie, you still know how to deal cards like
that?”

Cundo Rey said to the old man he understood from
the guy over at the desk, the hotel guy, that he was
looking for Richard. Cundo watched this Uncle
Miney take the stick out of his mouth, almost gag-
ging as he saw the dirty brown end of it.

“You a friend of Richard?”
Like he was accusing him. From the sound and

the look of the man, another strange creature from
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the swamp, Cundo didn’t believe he should tell him
yes. He said he knew Richard, he had seen him
around here.

The old man said, “Where?” He said, “Take me
where I might find the son of a bitch.”

They got in the old man’s pickup truck and the
old man began talking about Richard Nobles, say-
ing he had “fell from grace once he got his ass up
against hard work.” Saying he had become nothing
but a mean rascal who would sell his friends and
blood kin to save his own hide, or maybe just for
fun—Cundo understanding only some of what the
old man said, but getting enough to hold his inter-
est and want to keep the old man talking. Miney
saying there was a time he himself was “wilder’n a
buck and went looking for women and to do some
drinking,” but a man had to reach a point where he
left that behind him. Richard’s appetite was such he
must be “holler to his heels.” The old man said
Richard—maybe what was wrong with him—had
never looked up to nobody. He said to Cundo,
“Who’s you all’s hero? People like you.”

Cundo had to think. Fidel? No. Well, yes and no.
Tony Perez? Of course. Roberto Ramos, if he was
still playing in the big leagues. But he didn’t know if
the old man had ever heard of Tony Perez or
Roberto Ramos, so he said, “The President of the
United States.”

Miney said, “Shit, that scudder—they’s people
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eating nothing better’n swamp cabbage, he don’t
give a shit.”

Cundo asked him what he wanted Richard for
and Miney said, “You shake him out of the tree
and I’ll take care of the rest.” Yes, as Nobles had
said, it sounded like this old guy could make trou-
ble for them. Cundo gave him directions. Take a
left. Take another left. They were on Ocean Drive
now coming up on the Della Robbia from the
south.

Cundo touched the old man’s arm. “You see that
white Cadillac there? That’s Richard’s car.”

Jean got up to turn the lights on. It was her show,
she had insisted on turning them off. Maurice,
trapped in his recliner, extended his empty glass,
and LaBrava got up to make drinks, remembering a
Bogart line to the question, “How do you like your
brandy?” Bogart, as Sam Spade: “In a glass.” In
that frame of mind after seeing Jean’s picture.
Hearing Franny say, “Well. I loved it. I loved your
part especially. Lila. She was neat. Wonderful situa-
tion, if she wins the money she loses the guy, but
she has to go for it. Say the line again.”

Jean: Let it ride?
Franny: Yeah. Like you did in the movie.
Jean: Let it ride.
Franny: Perfect. I love it.
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LaBrava poured drinks with his back to the
room, listening to movie voices.

Franny: I wasn’t sure, but I had the feeling Lila
was getting a little psycho.

Jean: No, not at all. It’s more an obsession. She’s
in a hopelessly corrupt situation, she’s disillu-
sioned, but you know she has to play the game.

Franny: It’s the lighting and composition—
Jean: That’s part of it, the ominous mise en

scène.
Franny: I mean if she’s not psychotic then it’s the

look of the picture, the expressionistic realism that
gives that feeling.

Maurice: You two know what you’re talking
about?

Jean: You do see a change. She’s essentially con-
tent in the beginning, an ordinary young woman . . .

Franny: I don’t know. I think subconsciously
she’s looking for action. Like in that other picture I
saw of yours . . .

Jean (pause): Which one?
Franny: I only saw like the last half, but the char-

acter was a lot like Lila. Your husband’s gonna die,
he knows it and also knows about this shifty busi-
ness you have going with the private eye—

Jean: Oh, that one.
Franny: So he kills himself, commits suicide—

shoots himself and makes it look like you did it. I
mean, what a guy. He was a lot older than you.
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LaBrava turned with Franny’s and Maurice’s
drinks. In almost the same moment, with the sound
of glass shattering outside, he was moving toward
the nearest of the front windows.

Cundo Rey used the blunt side of the ax head,
smashed the windshield of the Eldorado first, hit-
ting it three times thinking the whole thing would
shatter, fly apart, but it didn’t; the ax punched holes
and the windshield looked like it had frost on it,
ice. He smashed the headlights, one swing for each,
and remembered Richard saying the driver side
window too, ’specially for some reason. He swung
the ax like he was hitting a line drive and that win-
dow did shatter, fly all apart.

“Let’s go, man. Come on.”
He had to shove the old man, still looking out

the back window of the truck, to get him to drive
off. “Left. This street, left. Keep going . . . Go past
Collins Avenue. Go on, keep going.” The old man
didn’t know what was happening.

“Somebody’s gonna call the police.”
Listen to him. “That’s why we want to get away

from here.”
“That was Richard’s car?”
“Yeah, see, now you know he isn’ going to leave.

He has to get it fix.”
“But where’s he at?”
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“I’m going take you where I think he is.”
“Why’s he leave his car there?”
“He has a girlfriend, you know, live by there.”
“Well, if his car’s setting there—”
“No, he leave it on the street there.” Jesus

Christ. “See, is more safe for the car there than
where he live. Yeah, he leave it there all the time.”

“We going back to the ho-tel?”
“We going to another place where I think he is.”

Jesus, this old guy with his questions. “You know,
where he like to go sometime. We maybe have to
look for him different places.”

The old man turned the snuff stick in his mouth
as he drove. They went over Thirteenth Street to
Alton Road, on the bay side of South Beach, turned
left and drove in silence until Cundo told him to go
slow, to turn right on Sixth Street and then left on
West Avenue. “Right here. Stop,” Cundo said.
“The Biscaya Hotel. Yes, this is good.”

The old man was looking up at the building en-
closed behind a chainlink fence. “I don’t see no
lights on in there.”

“Is nobody live there anymore,” Cundo said. “Is
all a wreck. People go in there and wreck it. One
time the Biscaya Hotel, now is nothing.”

They got out and Cundo led the way through an
open gate in the fence, in close darkness through
rubble—just like buildings he had seen in Cuba in
the revolution—through overgrown bushes and
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weeds choking the walk that had once led through
a garden along the side of the hotel. There were
rusted beer cans and maybe rats. As they reached
the open ground behind the hotel, Cundo watched
the headlights on the MacArthur Causeway off 
to the left, not far, the cars coming out of darkness
from the distant Miami skyline. The old man was
missing it. His head was bent back to look up at all
those dark windows—hotel this big and not one
light showing. He should go inside and see the de-
struction, like it was in a war.

“How come nobody stays here?”
“It’s all wrecked.”
“Well, how come it closed up?”
Cundo said he didn’t know, maybe the service

was no good. He said, “Come on, we take a look.
Be careful where you walk, you don’t hurt your-
self,” leading the old man through weeds, out
beyond the empty building that seemed to have
eyes, following a walk now that led down to the
seawall—the old man turning to look up at the nine
stories of pale stone, black windows, staring, like
he couldn’t believe a place this size could be empty,
not used for anything.

“Some bums stay there,” Cundo said, “some-
time.”

“What’s Richard do around here?”
“I tole you, didn’t I? He has a boat,” Cundo said.

“See, he like to go out in his boat at night, be at
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peace. When he come back he come here. See? Tie it
there by the dock.”

“Richard drives a boat?”
“Yeah, a nice boat. Look out there in the water.

You see a light moving?”
“They’s about five, six of ’em.”
“Those are boats. One of them I think is

Richard.”
“How you tell?”
“Well, he isn’t no place we look and his boat isn’t

at the dock over there. Tha’s how you can tell.
Yeah, I think one of them is Richard. Watch those
lights, see if one it comes here. He would be coming
pretty soon.”

Cundo pulled his silk shirt out of his pants,
reached around to the small of his back and felt the
grip of the snubbie, the pistol Javier had sold him
for one hundred and fifty dollars. Man, that gun
kept pressing into his spine, killing him.

Miney said, “That’s Miami right there, is it?”
“Tha’s a island right in front of you,” Cundo

said. “Way off over there, that’s the famous city of
Miami, Florida. Yes, where you see all those lights.”

“There’s an airplane,” Miney said. “Look at it
up there.”

“Take you far away,” Cundo said. He raised the
.38 Special and from less than a foot away shot
Miney in the back of the head. Man, that snubbie
was loud. He didn’t think it would be that loud. It
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caused him to hesitate and he had time to shoot
Miney in the head only once more as he pitched
forward into Biscayne Bay.

There was something he was supposed to throw
in there, Richard had told him. He was right here
looking at the water, but he couldn’t think of what
it was.
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BUCK TORRES SAID TO THE MAN who had waited in
Mrs. Truman’s living room for the mailman and in
unmarked cars among empty paper containers,
waited in Mrs. Truman’s piano parlor watching
movies and in more unmarked cars, “Wait while I
talk to the Major.”

So LaBrava waited. Holding the phone. Staring
at a photograph of an elephant named Rosie
pulling a cement roller over a Miami Beach polo
field sometime in the 1920s.

Jean Shaw and Maurice waited, seated at Mau-
rice’s dining room table where the note waited,
open, out of its envelope but creased twice so that it
did not lie flat.

Buck Torres was talking to his superior, the ma-
jor in charge of the Detective Bureau, Miami Beach
Police. When Torres came back on he said, “It
wasn’t mailed, right? She found it in her car.”

“This morning,” LaBrava said. “The windows
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were broken last night at ten past ten, that’s the exact
time. But the note wasn’t found till this morning.”

“You went out to the car last night . . .”
“We heard it, glass breaking. We went out, but

didn’t see the note. It was on the front seat. The car
was locked, the guy had to break the side window
to drop the note inside. This morning, when the
lady went out to her car, she found the note.”

“Nothing came in the mail.”
“I just told you,” LaBrava said, “it was in the

car.”
“This’s the first one.”
“Right.”
“Nothing in the mail, no out-of-state phone

calls.”
“Look, it’s yours,” LaBrava said. “You want to

bring the FBI in that’s up to you.”
“The Major isn’t sure.”
LaBrava shifted his weight from one foot to the

other, looking at the elephant named Rosie pulling
the cement roller. There were small figures, men
wearing blazers and white trousers in the back-
ground of the photograph. He said, “Well, it
wouldn’t be a bad idea if somebody looked at the
note. You know what I mean? Got off their ass”—
getting an edge in his tone—“since it’s a murder
threat if the money isn’t paid.” He had to take it
easy, stay calm, but it was hard. He knew what Tor-
res was up against.
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Buck Torres said, “How much was it?”
“I told you, six hundred thousand.”
“I thought you said six thousand,” Buck Torres

said, calm, and was silent.
“You gonna choke?” LaBrava said. “If you’re

gonna choke then get some help.”
“Take it easy,” Torres said. “I’ll be over in a few

minutes.” He paused and said, “Joe, don’t let any-
body touch the note.”

“I’m glad you mentioned that,” LaBrava said
and hung up. He was on edge, out of practice. Or
on edge because he felt involved in this, a personal
matter. But he shouldn’t have said that about chok-
ing, or any of the dumb things he said. He said to
Jean and Maurice, looking at Jean, “They don’t
know if they should call in the FBI.”

Jean straightened. She said, “Well, I do.”
“Or if they should come here or you should go

there,” LaBrava said, approaching the dining room
table. “This’s a big one and it caught them by sur-
prise. I can understand that, they have to stop and
think for a minute. But Hector Torres, I know him,
he’s very good; he’s their star, he’s closed homicides
over a year old. He’ll look it over and then decide
about the Bureau, whether they should bring in the
feds or not. But technically it’s not their case—at
least not yet. I think, the way Torres sees it, it
would be better if he came here—and I mean with-
out any show, no police cars—than if we went
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down to the station. In case the hotel’s being
watched.”

Jean said, “Well, it’s fairly obvious who to look
for. It can’t be anyone else.”

“Last night,” Maurice said, “I thought it was
some kids got high on something. You see in the
paper this morning, Beirut, they blew up a Mer-
cedes this time with a car bomb. A white one. You
wonder why they didn’t use a Ford or a Chevy.” He
looked at LaBrava. “You didn’t see anybody?”

“It was too dark.”
“It’s Richard Nobles,” Jean said. “As soon as I

read the note—I can hear him, the way he talks.”
“The hay-baling wire,” LaBrava said. “His un-

cle, Miney Combs, when I was talking to him yes-
terday he mentioned hay-baling wire. He said
Richard’s dad used to twist a few lengths of it to-
gether and beat him with it when he was a boy, to
teach him humility.”

“It didn’t work,” Jean said.
“I looked at the note, that word jumped right

out at me,” LaBrava said. “He doesn’t know how
to spell it though.”

He leaned over the back of a chair to look down
at the typewritten message, a man who had experi-
enced a great deal of waiting, a man who had read
several thousand threatening letters at a desk in the
Protective Research Section, Washington, D.C.
This one was typed single-spaced on ruled steno
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notebook paper, a vertical red line down the center
of the sheet, the top serrated where it had been torn
from a spiral binding. The type was elite in a com-
mon serif-ed face. There were typos, capital letters
struck over lowercase letters, as in the words Hefty
and Hay. Only the one word, baleing, was mis-
spelled. The type was clear, without filled-in or bro-
ken letters, or irregularities; though the touch of
whoever had typed the note was not consistent,
there were dark letters and several very faint ones.
The I.D. technicians would photograph the note,
print blow-ups, then check for latents with an io-
dine solution that would stiffen the paper and turn
it a tie-dyed purple.

LaBrava pictured Nobles hunched over a
portable typewriter pecking the note out slowly,
painfully, with two fingers. The message read:

YOUR LIFE IS WORTH $600,000

You have three days to get the money. It must
be used money with nothing smaller than a 20
or bigger than a $100 bill and don’t say you
can’t get it. You are worth a sight more than
that. Get 4000 100s, 3000 50s and 2500 20s.
You are to put the money in a Hefty 30 gallon
2-ply trash bag. Put this one into another
Hefty trash bag of the same size and tie it
closed with some type of wire. Hay baleing
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wire is good. You will be told where to take
the money. If you do not do as you are told
you will die. If you try any tricks you will die.
Look at your car. You know this is not just a
threat. You have 2 DAYS to get the money and
your car fixed. I am watching you.

Buck Torres came with an I.D. technician, both
of them in shirt sleeves, without ties, Torres with a
jacket over his arm. The I.D. technician, young and
respectful, brought their holstered revolvers out of
a black athletic bag and they hooked them on—
both at the point of the right hip—before ap-
proaching the note lying on the dining-room table,
moving toward it almost cautiously.

LaBrava, waiting a few feet away, watched 
them read the note, neither of them touching it.
Jean and Maurice watched from the living room.
Torres—white Latin male, forty-three, with hard-
boned, tough-guy features that made him almost
handsome—appeared older today. Immobile, lit by
the hanging dining-room fixture, his face was a
wood carving for several minutes, a man looking
into a casket. He brought a notebook out of his hip
pocket, sat down at the table and copied the typed
message word for word. Then said something to
the I.D. technician who used the eraser end of a
pencil to slide the note and envelope into a file
folder. The I.D. technician opened his black leather
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bag and Torres said to Jean, “Miss Shaw, we have
to fingerprint you, if you don’t mind, for elimina-
tion prints.” He said, “You understand, if you’re
the only person who’s touched the note.”

Jean said, “Joe made sure of that.”
Torres looked at LaBrava, waiting. “I’m glad

you were here.”
LaBrava was glad too, about some things. He

was glad he had felt this coming and had got the
shots of Nobles and the boat-lifter. He was glad
Torres was handling it; but he knew what was go-
ing to happen now and he wasn’t glad about the
waiting.

There was no way to hurry it. There was no way
yet to pull Richard Nobles out of a hotel room and
throw him into a police car. LaBrava thought only
of Nobles at this point. He believed once they had
Richard they would also have the boat-lifter, the
Marielito.

The I.D. technician left. They waited for Jean to
wash her hands, then waited again while she made
coffee in Maurice’s kitchen, LaBrava knowing he
would keep his mouth shut through the next part
and listen to things he already knew about.

For the good part of an hour then, Jean told
Buck Torres about Richard Nobles, Torres waiting
for long pauses before he asked questions, always
quietly, never interrupting, taking only a few notes.
She had the photographs of Nobles ready, the ones
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LaBrava had given her. Torres studied them and
looked at LaBrava.

“The same guy?”
“He’s at the Paramount Hotel on Collins,”

LaBrava said. “Or was.”
While Torres was making a phone call LaBrava

went downstairs to the darkroom. He came back
with a black and white eight-by-ten of Cundo Rey
standing on the beachfront sidewalk, one hand go-
ing up to his face, almost to his chin, his eyes alive,
a startled expression, as he looked directly into the
camera held by the guy in the curvy straw hat sit-
ting in the wheelchair.

“He’s at the La Playa on Collins,” LaBrava said.
“Or was. I almost made him last night busting win-
dows, but I wouldn’t tell it in court. You don’t want
him for busting windows anyway. I’ll give you the
negatives, both guys.”

Buck Torres made another phone call. He came
back and asked Jean about Cundo Rey. Jean shook
her head. She stared at the photograph a long time
but still shook her head. Finally Torres asked the
question LaBrava had been waiting to hear:

“Why six hundred thousand?”
Jean didn’t answer right away.
Maurice said, “What difference does it make?

It’s a nice round number with a lot of oughts.”
Torres said, “So is five hundred thousand. So is a

million.”
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Jean said, “I’ve been wondering about that. The
only reason I can think of, my condominium is
worth about six hundred.” She paused, looked at
Maurice as though for help, then back to Torres
and said, “I hate to admit it, but I did tell him one
time my apartment was paid for. Richard has a
very . . . sort of homespun way about him.”

He does? LaBrava thought.
“A country-boy charm.”
He remembered her saying that, in this room,

telling about Nobles that first time.
“He gives you the feeling you can confide in him,

trust him,” Jean said. “I think I told him the apart-
ment was really the only thing I had, making a point
that appearances can be misleading, that a lot of
wealth down here is like a Hollywood set, a fa-
cade.” She said, “Now that I think of it . . . I re-
member one day in the parking lot I ran into him.
He mentioned a couple in the building had their
condominium up for sale and were asking four hun-
dred and fifty thousand. I told him they ran from
about four to six hundred, as you go up. He knows,
of course, I live on the top floor, oceanfront.”

LaBrava listened to her quiet delivery, Jean Shaw
being contrite, owning up. He wondered if it was
hard for her to tell it.

“Obviously I misjudged him. As I told Maury,
and Joe, you were there”—looking at him for a
moment—“Richard comes on as a friendly, honest

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:15 AM  Page 271



2 7 2 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

guy; so I was nice to him, I didn’t treat him like one
of the help.”

“But he intimidated you,” Maurice said. “Kind a
guy, you give him a hand he grabs it, he wants
more. What’d I tell you you first mentioned the
guy? I said he’s out for something, he’s gonna take
you for all he can get.”

“You did,” Jean said, “I know.”
“I told you, guys like that, they been working

Miami Beach since the day they built the bridge.
Now they hop on the freeway, go up to Boca, Palm
Beach.”

Torres said, “Did he ever come right out and ask
for anything?”

Jean said no. “But he seemed to take for granted
he could stop by whenever he felt like it. After a
while he became—the only word I can think of is
possessive.”

LaBrava remembered her saying, that first night,
when she had told them about Nobles, The way he
walks around the apartment, looks at my things.

But she didn’t say it this time.
Torres said, “Have you seen him since you’ve

been staying here at the hotel?”
“No.”
“But he knows you’re here.”
She said, “That’s fairly obvious, isn’t it?”
Torres was thoughtful, arranging information in
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his mind and coming down to: “Six hundred thou-
sand, it’s a lot of money.”

And LaBrava remembered her saying that first
night, Then there’s nothing to worry about, be-
cause I don’t have any.

But this time she didn’t mention that either.

In the afternoon LaBrava took Maurice’s car and
drove past the Paramount Hotel and the La Playa.
The Miami Beach detectives were hard to spot us-
ing confiscated cars rather than the plain unmarked
Dodge and Plymouth models they drove on duty.
He made one cop doing surveillance in a red Chevy
cab, No. 208, knowing that official Central Cab
numbers were in the 1100s or higher. When he re-
turned to the Della Robbia a Southern Bell truck
was parked in front.

Torres was going according to the handbook:
he’d got State Attorney OK for a wire tap on Mau-
rice’s line and was letting the telephone company
do the installation. They would put a second phone
in Maurice’s apartment along with the tap. If a call
came for Jean Shaw Maurice would use the second
phone to call Southern Bell security and they’d trap
Maurice’s line to get the source of the incoming
call. At the telephone switching office they would
install Pen Registers on the lines of both the Para-
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mount and La Playa hotels to record the numbers
of all out-going calls; no court approval required. A
police command post, with phones and a recorder,
was located in an area that used to be part of the
Della Robbia kitchen, next to the darkroom.
LaBrava believed the taps and traps would prove to
be a waste of time.

Torres knocked on his door a few minutes past six.
Torres said they had the Eldorado towed to a
Cadillac dealership, dusted it for prints and left it to
have the glass replaced. For a while then they sat
with cans of beer, Torres quiet, tired; LaBrava pa-
tient, still in his waiting period. He had resolved, as
a civilian, not to ask questions or offer opinions un-
less asked. But when Torres said, “Well, all we can
do now is wait.”

LaBrava said, “For how long?”
“There you are,” Torres said. “Do it right I need

almost half the Detective Bureau, pull three shifts a
day at three locations. They’re sitting in cars, hotel
lobbies—all the bad guys hanging out would love
to hear about it. See, if it goes down soon, right
away—get the money in two days, deliver on the
third—we’re all set. Otherwise I have to bring in
the federales.”

“He’s not gonna call,” LaBrava said.
“You don’t think so.”
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“He was a cop. He knows about traps and voice
prints.”

“Yeah, but he’s strange,” Torres said. “You ever
hear of one like this? The guy wants a garbage bag
full of money. He says, use hay-baling wire, it’s
good. Guy’s right off the farm. Look how he tried
to intimidate, use that old protection shit. Like he
was trying to get caught.”

“You know where he is?”
“Sure, he’s at his hotel. He walks up to Wolfie’s,

walks back. Only place he’s gone.”
“You got a tap on his room phone?”
“His Honor the judge said no. So all we got is

the Pen Register. He calls her we’ll know it.”
“What about the boat-lifter?”
“He hasn’t been home.”
“He check out?”
“No, he just hasn’t been around. We had a guy

owes us one go in and ask for him.”
“Why don’t you take a look in his room?”
“His Honor the judge said no.”
“What about the boat-lifter’s car?”
“Nowhere around. You can’t miss that kind of

car, but it’s no place we’ve heard, Dade, Broward or
Palm Beach.”

“What bothers you the most?”
“About what?”
“The whole thing. How it looks.”
“Is the guy this dumb? That’s what I keep ask-
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ing,” Torres said. “You say he was a cop, he was a
gypsy. Then a rent-a-cop, four bucks an hour. He’s
got a license for a three-fifty-seven, that’s pretty in-
teresting. But does he know how to work extortion
or is he dreaming?”

“What else?”
“I don’t believe he knows what he’s doing.”
“Thank you, Jesus—you hope and pray. Please

let him fuck up, quick. What if nothing happens?”
“The Major says after three days we bring in

the Bureau. Let the college boys run it. Send the
letter to Washington, they analyze it sideways,
upside down and tell us it’s a Smith-Corona on
steno notebook paper, done with a black ribbon.
Oh, is that right? Hey, thanks. Let’s go, boys, get
out there and find that fucking Smith-Corona.
The guy moves, Joe, or he’s full of shit and he
doesn’t.”

“Maybe waits till some other time.”
“I got three days, that’s all.”
“He contacts her again. Then what?”
“She makes the delivery, we go with her.”
“With the six hundred thousand?”
“There’s no other way.”
“You can cut up paper.”
“What did the note say, Joe? You try any tricks

you will die. We have to believe that. If we say, ‘Oh,
he’s full of shit, don’t believe it,’ and it turns out the
guy’s crazy and he whacks her? We don’t look so
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good. The woman, she looks terrible. Maybe the
way it has to be, the way it turns out, he has to see
the money before we can touch him. It has to look
real. You know that. Long as we don’t let the movie
star or the money out of our sight. Then it’s up to
him, how good he is. But nobody’s that good and
can sound so fucking dumb.”

“You ever see one of her movies?”
“I probably did, I don’t remember. I know her

name and she looks kind a familiar, that’s all. Was
she a big star?”

“No, but she was good. I mean she was good.”
“I like to see her sometime.”
“What about the money? Where’s she getting it?

Six hundred thousand in cash?”
“You kidding? Miami banks, they got that lying

around in boxes. Same ones the dope guys used.”
LaBrava didn’t say anything for a moment. “She

tell you she could get the money?”
“I asked her, I said I don’t want to get personal,

but are you able to put up that much? She said yes.
She said since we know who it is she doesn’t con-
sider it much of a risk. Also, considering the fact
the guy’s a dummy.”

“She said that?”
“Words, you know, like that. She seems pretty

sure Richard’s going to fuck up.”
“But first she has to come up with the money,”

LaBrava said.
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“Where she gets it,” Torres said, “she could have
it under her bed, it’s none of my business.”

“You’re gonna copy the serial numbers.”
“Photograph the bills. I assume at the bank, I

don’t know yet. But if the guy gets away with them,
they’re gone.”

LaBrava was silent. He sipped his beer, looked
out the window at the sky over the ocean, all that
space in fading light; it was pure out there, nothing
going on. Dirty ideas came about indoors. Now
Torres looked out the window. He saw no answers
there and turned back to LaBrava.

“What bothers you the most?”
“Same thing you’re wondering. Is he that

dumb?”
“I have to believe it.”
“Or does he want you to think he’s dumb?”
“He doesn’t have to try very hard.”
“But what if he’s not the guy in charge?”
Torres had to think about that one. He said,

“Who, the boat-lifter?”
“Cundo’s been around a few days looking things

over,” LaBrava said. “The note’s delivered, he
drops out of sight. He gives you Richard to watch.
Maybe to keep you busy while he operates.”

“I wish we could check him out, see what he did
in Cuba.”

“He did time. According to David Vega by way
of Guilli and Paco Boza.”
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“You got more informants than I do.”
“I don’t bust them.”
“Maybe you can find out some more about the

boat-lifter, what he did.”
“Maybe all you have to do,” LaBrava said, “is

pick up Richard. Are you smarter than he is?”
“Jesus, I hope so.”
“Put on a show, like you got hard evidence. Then

tell him you’ll trade off for the boat-lifter. Richard
loves to make deals with policemen. Pick up the
boat-lifter and put ’em in a room together. The one
that comes out alive gets ten to twenty-five.”

“Yeah, or they both walk.”
“It’s an idea.”
Torres said, “You know what I get, listen to you

say something like that? What I feel?”
“Tell me.”
“You don’t seem too worried about the movie

star, her best interest.”
LaBrava didn’t say anything.
“I don’t want those guys for ‘Attempted,’ I want

them with the garbage bag in their hand. So what I
have to do, I have to keep my eyes on her and on the
garbage bag. Never let them out of my sight. That’s
the only thing I have to worry about. I don’t want
her to lose her life on account of me and I don’t
want to look bad,” Torres said. “In that order.”
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IT WAS LIKE one of her movies.

It came into his mind at different times now be-
cause of what Buck Torres had said. “You don’t
seem too worried about the movie star.”

He had to think about that, see if it was true. If 
it was true then it was because he was getting 
the two Jean Shaws mixed up. The real one and the 
one on the screen. He had never worried about 
the one on the screen because she could take care 
of herself, or because she wasn’t a person who
deserved a lot of sympathy. She was often the per-
petrator, never the victim. But now she was in
something that was like one of her movies and she
was the victim in this one and not playing the part
of the spider woman or the other woman or the girl
with the greedy eyes. This time she was the good
girl. Except that good girls were usually blond,
wonderfully wide-eyed, fairly chaste, and ended up
with Robert Mitchum, Dick Powell . . .

Victor Mature.
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He could see her, a glimpse of her with Victor
Mature in a room with barred windows. Blowing
cigarette smoke in his face. (Good girls didn’t blow
smoke of any kind.) The bars casting striped shad-
ows in the bare room. And Victor Mature making
his jaw muscle jump but not blinking at the smoke.
Not pissed off as much as disappointed. Near the
end of the picture . . . She blows the smoke at him,
walks into a courtroom and is sentenced to life in
prison. For murder.

She screams at the judge, “I didn’t do it! I swear
I didn’t!” And they lead her off as the newspaper
guys are running out putting on their hats and Vic-
tor Mature is standing with the good girl now, the
professional virgin, in the back of the courtroom,
Victor clenching his jaw but with a wistful look in
his eyes.

And he remembered Franny Kaufman saying to
Jean, after they had seen Let It Ride and Franny was
trying to identify another Jean Shaw picture, “Your
husband commits suicide . . . what a guy . . . and
makes it look like you did it.” And Jean said . . .

Jean said, “Oh, that one.”
And he had turned from Maurice’s bar with a

drink in each hand and heard Jean’s car windows
being smashed.

Like one of her movies?
The movie audience didn’t worry about the girl

who played Lila in Let It Ride. Poisoned her hus-
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band in Nightshade. Had her lover thrown off the
Golden Gate Bridge in Deadfall. They could worry
about the good girl if they wanted to, but the good
girl always won out in the end. The good guy say-
ing to her, “You crazy kid, don’t you know it was
you all the time? How could I ever fall for a dame
like that?” And the dame, out of the picture, is say-
ing, “Swell.”

So he had to remind himself: she’s the good girl
in this one. But this one isn’t a movie and doesn’t
have to end the way movies end. Okay. Except
that when he thought of the real Jean Shaw he 
saw the same confidence, the same quiet aware-
ness that he saw in the screen Jean Shaw. He had
to somehow separate the two images in order 
to be able to worry about her. If there were
background-music scores in real life it would be
easier to identify her.

There she was in his mind again with Victor Ma-
ture. Blowing smoke at him. Bits of the picture
coming back. He believed it was the same Jean
Shaw picture Franny had seen and mentioned the
other night.

Now it was the morning of the day after the note
was delivered. He had not yet seen Jean or Mau-
rice. He knocked on Franny’s door, waited, went
down to the lobby and there she was surrounded
by Della Robbia ladies. At first he thought she was
giving them a skin-cream demonstration, using one
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of the old ladies, Mrs. Heffel, who sat rigidly in
front of her.

But she wasn’t. Franny was sketching the
woman in pastels. She looked up at him and said,
“Well, say it, Joe.”

He was surprised. “I thought you did hotels.”
“Sit down, I’ll tell you about it.”
At this point he saw the cop across the lobby mo-

tion to him: a young, clean-cut guy in plainclothes
standing by the alcove that led to the darkroom
and the command post in the hotel kitchen. Walk-
ing away he heard Franny say, “Hey, Joe, what’s
going on?”

The young cop glanced around before saying,
“Sergeant Torres, I’m suppose to tell you, wants
you to meet him at the M.E.’s office, Jackson
Memorial.”

“For what?”
“They got a floater he wants you to identify.”
“Why me?”
The young cop didn’t know.

The body of Miney Combs lay naked, autopsied
and closed, on a metal tray-table inside a refriger-
ated semitrailer.

The Dade County Morgue, Jackson Memorial
Hospital, had become overbooked since Miami’s
jump in population, the 120,000 who rode in on
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the Mariel boat-lift. Some of them were now killing
each other. So the Medical Examiner had rented the
refrigerated semitrailer to accommodate the over-
flow. It stood behind the morgue and at one time
had displayed the name Burger King on the side
panels. But the words had finally been painted over
and it was no longer something to write about in
the paper.

LaBrava stared at the man’s face, bloated, muti-
lated, no longer a face he would recognize, as
Buck Torres told him about gunshot entrance
wounds in the back of the head, one through 
and through, one hollow-nose .38 caliber slug
deflected—hard-headed old guy—lodged within
the frontal lobe of the brain. The old man’s body
had been picked up by the Coast Guard on its way
out Government Cut on the tide. He had been in
the water close to twenty-four hours. LaBrava
was called because his name and address were
found in Miney Combs’ wallet, written in ball-
point pen on a five-by-seven memo sheet im-
printed with the name STAR SECURITY, Private
Protection Means Crime Prevention. The dead
man’s pickup truck had been found in front of the
abandoned Biscaya Hotel.

His gray work clothes, work shoes, keys, a can
of Copenhagen, wallet containing a driver’s license
and thirty-eight dollars, were in a paper bag
wedged between legs that resembled marble tubes
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about to burst. A white tag was attached to the big
toe of his right foot. Torres said no, they didn’t find
a snuff stick. What was a snuff stick?

LaBrava stared at the bulge of the old man’s
body, the crude incision from breastbone to navel,
and again at the mutilated face.

LaBrava said, “He’s Richard Nobles’ uncle.” He
said, “I sent him over there, to Richard’s hotel.” Af-
ter several moments he said, “Well, you have a rea-
son to pick him up now, don’t you?”

He could hear himself, his voice, amazed that he
sounded as calm as he did. He was not calm inside
his body. He felt his waiting period coming to an
end.

He went home. Jean’s car stood on the street, whole
again. He wanted to see her, but he went to the
darkroom instead and printed a set of Richard No-
bles eight-by-tens. Then sat alone in his living room
looking at the former rent-a-cop Franny thought
was a hunk. A hunk of what? He wanted to say to
Franny, “Look at him closely. Watch him move.
Listen to him talk.”

Could you lean on a guy like Richard? Scare
him? Make him run?

Torres called in the late afternoon and said to
stop by.

LaBrava walked down Collins. Was the guy
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dumb or not? When he reached the La Playa Hotel
he hesitated. Was the boat-lifter running it or had
he pulled out? LaBrava continued on to the MBPD
Detective Bureau, the windowless stucco building
built like a blockhouse on the corner of First and
Meridian.

The squad room inside was like all the squad
rooms he had ever seen in older police buildings:
different types of desks and tables bunched in rows
to conserve space, a few men at desks who might
have been athletes at one time, solidly built, or had
the look of career noncoms in civilian clothes. No
one wore a shoulder holster anymore; they packed
Smiths on their hipbones, short-barreled mags with
big grips. In a corner of the room was the holding
cell—and this was different than all the others he
had ever seen—made of wrought-iron bars, the
kind of ornamental grillwork you might find on a
Spanish patio.

Buck Torres’ desk was in the opposite corner,
next to the door that led to the lavatory, the cof-
feemaker and the four-and-a-half by five-and-a-half
interrogation room. LaBrava sat down and Torres
pushed Richard Nobles’ Advice of Rights toward
him, the Miranda sheet.

“We interviewed Richie.”
LaBrava saw Richard’s initials after each state-

ment on the sheet—the Buck Torres method of
avoiding surprises in court. Interviewees read their
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rights aloud, initialed each one as they went along
and signed just below the Waiver of Rights state-
ment. The signature read Richie Nobles.

“You show him Miney Combs?”
“First, before we brought him here. Driving over

to Miami he says, ‘You guys are making a big mis-
take. You maybe think you have something’—
called me partner—‘but you can’t touch me for
nothing.’ ”

LaBrava listened to each word.
“We take him inside the truck over there. I’m go-

ing to tell you something,” Torres said. “It was a
shock to him. He wasn’t acting, it was a shock.”

“Is he dumb?” LaBrava said.
Torres hesitated. “He’s not smart enough to

fake it.”
“You have to be smart to be an actor?”
“Joe, he wasn’t faking it. He sees the old guy, he

couldn’t believe it.”
“He identified him?”
“Sure. His Uncle Miney. Surprised. ‘What is Un-

cle Miney doing here?’ ”
“So you sat down with him in the little room, the

closet, and got intimate.”
“He says he had no idea the old man was down

here. Swears he didn’t see him. The desk clerk at
Richie’s hotel puts the old man in the lobby a cou-
ple hours or more the evening of the day before yes-
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terday. But he can’t put Richie with him. He can
put a little Latin dude with him . . .”

“Like a boat-lifter?”
“Like maybe a boat-lifter, guy with wavy hair

and an earring. But he can’t put Richie with him.”
“You ask Richie if anybody he knows saw the

old man?”
“Sure. He says no. Let’s say the Latin dude is the

boat-lifter. Okay, I can put him with the old man,
but I can’t put him with Richie. I want to, man, but
I can’t.”

“You know Johnbull, drives for Central?”
“Guy, he’s always pissed off about something?”
“That one. He can put Richie with the boat-

lifter. Find out if Johnbull saw the boat-lifter’s
Trans Am at the hotel the same time the desk clerk
saw the Latin dude and if they left together in the
car.”

“No, they must’ve left in the old man’s truck,
because it was sitting at the Biscaya and the old
man had the keys. We got latents, all over that
truck. Okay now, if it’s the boat-lifter, this guy
Cundo Rey, we got to get his prints from Volusia
County, where they had him on possession of a
stolen motor vehicle. That would be pretty nice if
we can put him in the truck. Richie swears he
never saw it.”

“Maybe,” LaBrava said, “but he knew the old
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man was looking for him. Talk to the guy, Joe
Stella, at Star Security, Lantana, where Richie used
to work. There’s no way he can be clean. You’re
gonna find out he sent the boat-lifter to get rid of
him. What do you think?”

“To kill him?”
“That’s one way.”
“Richie was shocked, Joe. I’m not kidding.”
“How many floaters has he seen, gunshot? You

can know a person’s dead, but when you see him
like that . . . You know what I mean.”

“Joe, the guy let us look in his room.”
LaBrava was aware of voices in the squad room

for the first time, a telephone ringing.
“It was clean,” Torres said. “Like he had the

maid come in every hour.”
“He show you his gun?”
“And his license. He hands me the piece, says,

‘Here, you want to check it?’ ”
“Looking you right in the eye.”
“He didn’t do the old man, Joe.”
There was a silence again, until LaBrava said,

“You mind if I suggest something?”
“What?”
“Pick up a guy at the La Playa Hotel named

David Vega, he’s a Marielito, and ask him about the
boat-lifter. See if you can find out if Cundo’s got a
gun and happened to buy any hollow-nose, steel-
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jacket thirty-eights. There’s a guy at the hotel sells
guns and ammo, anything you want.”

“How do you know that?”
“I took his picture. Holding a sawed-off shot-

gun.”
“Jesus Christ,” Torres said.
“I asked him, ‘You don’t care who sees your pic-

ture?’ He’s stoned most of the time. He said, no, it
would be good for his business.”

“Jesus Christ,” Torres said.
“David Vega’s the guy you want. If he gives you

the gun seller, do whatever you feel like, but ask
him about Cundo first. If you can’t find David Vega
look for a guy named Guilli, he deals out on the
Pier.”

Torres said, “How do you know all these guys?”
“They like to have their picture taken. But let’s

get back to Richie. Was he nervous anytime?”
“Once we got here he was cool. Or he acted sur-

prised at everything.”
“Acted,” LaBrava said.
“Eyes open real wide. Who, me? They all do

that. But I think he was waiting to see if I’m going
to mention a note or the six hundred thousand or if
he knows a movie star.”

“You didn’t though.”
“I can play dumb too. But he knows we know.

Last night and this morning he’s walking around
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Collins Avenue, Lincoln Mall, he goes in a place,
comes out the back, or all of a sudden he crosses
the street against the light. Bullshit stuff. He fol-
lows girls a lot, makes the moves, then looks
around, wants to make sure he has an audience.
He does everything but wave at my guys. I’m fin-
ished talking to him about the old man, he says,
‘There anything else you want to ask me about?’
You see what I mean? He knows. He’s telling us he
knows.”

“You turn him loose?”
“What have I got? Man, if I brought in every

suspect fits something like this I’d have to pick up
half the neighborhood. I told him to stay close by.”

“It didn’t bother him?”
“He gives me some you-all shit, he be obliged we

get the scudder ’at done it.”
“Is he dumb?” LaBrava said.
“Guy’s a showoff.”
“But is he dumb?”
“I think it could be what you said before. The

boat-lifter’s running it and Richie’s the beard.”
“Put a clown suit on him,” LaBrava said,

thoughtful, wondering. “Got him in the trick bag
and he doesn’t know it. You think?”

“Could be.”
“If he’s dumb enough,” LaBrava said. “It keeps

coming back to that.”
“And if the boat-lifter is smarter than he is.”
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“Or if there’s somebody else smarter than both
of them,” LaBrava said. “Have you thought of
that?”

“Maybe I should talk to the movie star again,”
Torres said. “See who else’s been in her life since
she became a widow.”

“It wouldn’t hurt,” LaBrava said.
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PACO BOZA CAME FOR HIS WHEELCHAIR, a happy guy.
Lana was back with him. She hated Hialeah, it was
like in the country and she was a big-city girl. She
loved her photograph. She wanted LaBrava to send
it someplace, some magazine, be a centerfold girl. It
was early evening and they were out on the side-
walk, the street quiet, Paco wearing his straw hat
cocked, about to take off in his wheelchair.

LaBrava said, “You know the big blond guy.”
“The Silver Kid,” Paco said, “of course.”
“I want somebody to deliver a note to him, at his

hotel.”
“Sure.”
“And write it.”
“What does it say?”
“I want him to come to the park tonight, 1:00

a.m., across from the Play House Bar.”
“Sign your name?”
“No, sign it C.R.”
“Just C.R.”
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“That’s the Marielito, the one with the earring.”
“Oh,” Paco said, “yes, I remember.”
“But I have to make sure the big blond guy gets

the message and not the police.”
Paco said, “Man, you got something going on.”
“If I can, I’d like to get hold of a baseball bat,”

LaBrava said. “But I think the stores are closed.”
“You and this guy going to play ball? In the

dark? Never mind, don’t tell me,” Paco said. “I got
one for softball, you can use.”

“I’ll take good care of it,” LaBrava said.

Nobles wished he had a car; he’d take the cops on a
tour of Dade County, see if they were any good at
tailing. Man, he would love to get them up in the
Big Scrub, lose their ass in two minutes. This walk-
ing the streets, stopping at bars, was getting to be a
bunch of shit. One more day he could take off. To-
morrow night sometime.

When he got back to the hotel, about ten, the
desk clerk waved and held out a plain white enve-
lope with his name printed on it in pencil. It was
not only sealed, there was a hunk of pink chewing
gum stuck to the flap. The desk clerk worked his
eyebrows up and down as he said a girl delivered
it, a little Latin mama. Nobles said, a girl uh? He
took the envelope across the lobby, looking at his
name that some kid or halfwit might’ve printed.
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The message inside, on plain white paper, printed
in pencil, said for him to come to the park to-
night . . . and Do not bring police and Do not
phone. Signed, C.R.

It didn’t make sense. Cundo was supposed to be
long gone, hiding somewhere until it was his turn
again. Unless something had happened to him or
they were watching him.

But the cops didn’t know anything about Cundo.
How could they?

Maybe the little booger was sick.
What Nobles finally decided, he’d slip out of the

hotel and go have a look. It would be like a dry run,
disappear in the night. Then do it the same way to-
morrow when he’d take off for good. He wondered
if he should pay his hotel bill before he left. Shit, he
needed money. The idea came to him then: long as
he was out, going over to the park anyway, he
could mug a queer and pick up some change.
Queers—he couldn’t imagine why—always had
jobs that paid good money. Slip out like old Zorro
used to do it with his mask and sword. Zip, zip, zip,
mark a big fucking Z on the wall. Soldiers come
busting in, old Zorro he’s back sitting by the fire,
pretending he’s queer. There were enough real ones
out there, hanging around the south end of the
park, he ought to be able to cut a straggler. He
wondered why he hadn’t thought of it before. Man,
he needed something to do.
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* * *

At 1:05 a.m. Buck Torres got a call at home from
one of his guys on the Paramount Hotel surveillance
detail. Nobles had temporarily disappeared. Torres,
lying in bed in the dark, said, “Temporarily. Oh, that
means he told you he was coming back?” No, it
meant he didn’t have anything with him, any lug-
gage. Torres said, “Oh, did he check in with 
luggage?” Then said, “Forget it, tell me what hap-
pened.” Resigned himself and listened to the flat,
boring tone of the guy’s story: how Richard had
walked out of the hotel at 12:32 giving them the
same old shit, looking back every once in a while,
walked south on Collins to Sixteenth, over Sixteenth
to the St. Moritz, walked through the hotel to the
beach and that was the last they saw of him. There
was no way two guys could keep a subject under
surveillance out on that beach, a beach that big, at
night. You would have to stay within twenty feet of
the subject and even then it would be almost impos-
sible with just two guys. There was a moon but also
clouds; it was supposed to rain tomorrow, intermit-
tent showers until sometime in the afternoon. Torres
listened to the weather report, his guy trying to give
him at least some predictable information. Torres
suggested they go back to the Paramount and wait.
He called the Della Robbia command post and told
them to keep their eyes open, Richard was loose.
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* * *

Hell, he just waited till there was cloud cover,
ducked over that hump of sand that was like a low
hogback down the length of the beach near the wa-
ter, kept to the smooth hardpack where the surf
was washing in and headed south. Nothing to it.
Around Tenth Street he came up, crossed the beach
to Lummus Park and had it made. From here down
there was more vegetation—lot of screw pine and
what looked like pitchapple, but was probably sea-
grape trimmed back; kind of dark, creepy place he
was used to. Hardly any people. Pairs here and
there on benches he’d pass and leave be. First rule
of fairy-hawking, pick a stray. Let the sweet boy
have the first word. H’ar you tonight? Just fine,
h’ar you? Beautiful night, ain’t it? Ain’t it though.
Are you tired? Would you like me to give you a
back rub? No, but you can do old Hank the shank
if you’ve a mind. Let the boy get down there and
gobble, then as you feel the juice commence to flow,
club that sucker with a right hook to put him away.
Pick him clean as he whimpers and moans. Then
walk, don’t run. Only thing queers don’t blow is a
whistle.

There was one.
Sweet boy sitting on the wall with his hands

folded.
But he’d better check on Cundo first. So Nobles
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walked out to the street. The Play House Bar was
almost right across the way. There didn’t seem to be
any little Cubans hanging around anyplace. Well, it
wasn’t one o’clock yet. He’d make a quick score
and then look for him. So he cut back through the
trees to where that boy was waiting, sitting on the
low cement wall, waiting for a lover. Shit, guy like
that, anybody’d do.

Sucker had designs—like big flowers, Nobles
saw as he got closer—all over his shirt. No, they
weren’t flowers, they were palm trees and sailboats.
Guy had trees and boats for Christ sake all over his
sport shirt.

The guy looked up at him, just a few feet away,
and said, “Richie, how you doing?”

Nobles had to take a moment. He said, “Je-sus
Christ, look-it who’s here. I been wondering what
in the hell ever become of you, you know it? It’s
something, meeting like this again, ain’t it?” No-
bles glanced around, both ways. It was nice and
quiet here.

He had time. He couldn’t think of the guy’s name
now. Joe something, like a dago name. He sure did
not look like any government agent Nobles had
ever seen. It was in his mind to make a remark
about that when he remembered just in time, shit
no, he wasn’t suppose to know anything about the
guy or even he was the guy’d been taking his pic-
ture and was a friend of the cops. He had to realize

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:15 AM  Page 300



L A B R AVA 3 0 1

all that at once now, try to play dumb and not make
any mistakes.

What shook him was, thinking that, right as he
was thinking that, the guy saying, “Are you dumb,
Richard?”

He didn’t know how to answer. The guy wasn’t
calling him dumb, he was asking him if he was, like
he wanted to know. Then the guy was confusing
him some more, saying, “Hay-baling wire is good.”

Je-sus Christ.
“Your Uncle Miney said your dad used to whip

you with it. Teach you humility.”
Nobles stared at him.
“But that isn’t something you need for extortion,

is it? And if you’re any good and get the six hun-
dred grand, the last thing you’re gonna be is hum-
ble, huh?”

“Oh my,” Nobles said, “we sure think we’re
clever, don’t we?”

“You’re not supposed to know what I’m talking
about.”

Nobles said, “Mister, I’m gonna run my hands
over you. I feel a wire, me and you are gonna say
nighty-night. I don’t, well, we can see where it goes.
Stand up and turn around.”

LaBrava got up slowly, raising his arms straight
out to the sides as he turned, and Nobles moved in
close to run his hands up to LaBrava’s shoulders,
took hold of the muscles close to his neck and be-
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gan to pinch hard. LaBrava tried to hunch and
twist free and Nobles grabbed him by the hair with
one hand and punched him in the back of the neck
with the other, jabbed him hard with the knuckles
you use to knock on a door.

“So you’re the blindsider,” Nobles said, and
rabbit-punched him again. “Huh, is that right?”
Pulled up on his hair and drove those knuckles in
again. “You the blindsider?” Rabbit-punched him
again. Then punched him with shoulder behind it,
letting go of the hair. LaBrava fell forward to hit the
low wall made of cement and coral and had to
catch himself, hold on with his thighs to keep from
going over. He hung there, moving his head care-
fully from side to side, feeling pain, throbs of it up
through his skull, and seeing black objects crawling
around the edges of his vision. Nobles, behind him,
kept at it. “Yeah, blindsider, they like to sneak up
on you, hit you when you’re not looking.” LaBrava
was looking down at sand on the beach side of the
wall, close to his face, hoping for his head to clear.
High overhead clouds moved and moonlight edged
toward the wall—Nobles saying yeah, goddamn
blindsider, I love to get me a blindsider—and now
LaBrava was looking at the softball bat lying in the
sand, the bat the same color as sand. His hands,
hanging over the wall, went to the handle right-
over-left to bat right-handed. He was about ready.
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* * *

When he came up with it he pushed off the wall
with his knees, came around from the left and saw
Nobles doing a quick backstep jig, right hand going
into his silver jacket—LaBrava seeing it and believ-
ing in that moment he should be hitting from the
other side tonight. But it was all right. Nobles
brought up his left arm for protection, instinct jerk-
ing it up, and LaBrava found it between wrist and
elbow with a bone-cracking, line-drive swing that
brought a gasp from the big guy, and his right hand
out of the silver jacket empty to grab hold of the
broken arm. LaBrava came back for good measure
with a left-side, cross-hand swing to pound shoul-
der and muscle, getting a grunt this time, Nobles
covering his head with his good arm. So LaBrava
hit him across the shins and that brought him down
to the grass with a scream, trying to curl up, cover
himself. LaBrava was finished with the bat. He
dropped it as he straddled the big guy, yanked the
.357 Smith out of his belt and worked the blunt
bluesteel tip, once again, into Nobles’ mouth.

LaBrava said, feeling he should tell him, “I think
you’re in the wrong line of work. You’ve got size
and you look mean enough, but I believe you lack
desire. Open your eyes.”

Nobles had them squeezed closed and seemed in
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pain. LaBrava slipped the gun out of his mouth,
barely out, laying the sight under the lower lip, and
Nobles said, “Jesus Christ, I’m hurt. My goddamn
arm is broke.” He turned his head to look at it, out-
stretched on the grass.

LaBrava said, “I hope it is. But let me tell you
what’s more important, to your welfare as well as
your health. You like to deal. I think you ought to
make one, give the cops the boat-lifter.”

“The what?”
“Cundo Rey, your little buddy.”
Nobles stared at him, maybe thinking faster than

he had ever thought in his life, but thinking within
his limitations. He did appear dumb, the vacant
look giving him away.

“Let the cops have Cundo . . . and whoever else
you got. They’ll make you a nice deal.”

Look at him thinking. Now trying to show some
pain, going for sympathy.

“The cops have you made, Richard. You know
that. They can put Cundo with your uncle and you
with Cundo.”

“I never saw Uncle Miney. I told ’em that.”
“Doesn’t matter,” LaBrava said. “You don’t give

’em Cundo Rey they’ll pick the little Cuban up—
guy like him, he’s hard to miss—they’ll offer him
the same kind of deal and he’ll give ’em Mr.
Richard Nobles. He’d be dumb if he didn’t.”

Nobles was listening closely to this.
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“He gets something like five to twenty up at
Raiford, you move up there for life. He’ll do three
out of the five, and if you don’t get him in the yard,
he walks.”

Nobles said, “Wait a second. What one are we
talking about?”

“Take your pick. Murder first degree or the
threat of it, for money. Either one’ll put you away.”
LaBrava paused, looking down at him. Big dumb
blond-haired clown. He did look mean. But deep
down where it counted, all he could claim to be was
a snitch. “Go make your deal and let the state at-
torney get you a lawyer. You’ll come out all right.”

He was so quiet now, staring up, moonlight
catching his eyes.

“First thing in the morning,” LaBrava said.
“You don’t want to spend the night locked up.”
Keeping his tone mild, almost soothing. What a
nice guy. “You want, I’ll tell the lady never mind
about getting the money, and the trash bag. Say you
changed your mind.”

Those eyes staring up at him.
“You want me to tell her that?”
Those dumb eyes in moonlight began to change,

trying for a different look, creasing, getting a crafty
gleam.

Nobles said, “I know who you are. You and all
them other copsuckers, you’re about to get the sur-
prise of your life.” That greasy tone sliding out and
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his mouth barely moving. “Now get offa me or I’m
gonna have your ass up on charges.”

See? Try to be reasonable what happens? He’d be
talking about his rights next. Waving a Xeroxed
copy of his Miranda sheet.

LaBrava cocked the Smith, for effect, for the
sound of it, stuck the tip of the barrel into Nobles’
mouth, hooking the front sight in behind his upper
teeth and saw him gag as the gleam went out of his
eyes.

He said, “Richard, are you trying to fuck with
me?” Getting that flat, effortless cop sound. He be-
lieved in this moment he would have been a good
one.

He said, “Richard, I got the gun. You don’t have
it, I do. But you threaten me. I don’t understand
that. What’d you think I was gonna do?” He drew
the barrel out enough to lay it on Nobles’ lower lip.
“Tell me.”

Nobles said, “You don’t have no right—”
See? LaBrava shoved the barrel back into his

mouth. It was that goddamn Miranda thing. They
packed, swaggered, picked on and scared the shit
out of civilians, then ran and got behind Miranda.

He said, “Richard,” wanting to make it clear but
no big deal. “If I got the gun, asshole, I got the
right.” The way a Metro cop would say it. The one
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doing paperwork sniffing whiteout wanting to get
back on the street so bad. He knew something the
Metro cop knew. He could sit on Nobles’ belly and
feel him breathing in and out beneath him, feel the
man’s life between his own thighs, and be detached
and deal with the man on a mutual basis of under-
standing. It was a strange feeling, but natural; like
discovering something about yourself you never
knew before. He felt that he could kill Nobles; in
this moment he could. Pull the trigger. But he didn’t
know what he would feel the moment after, with
the sound fading and hearing the surf again. Some-
thing was happening to him. The cop in him com-
ing out. After all that waiting. Nine years or more
of official waiting, hanging back steely-eyed and
looking smart. He had heard Buck Torres say one
time to a witness, pleading for information, “I give
you my word as a man.” Not as a policeman, a
man. He would never forget that. It was what it
came down to here, in this situation. Man to man
he said to Nobles, “Bullshit time’s over. Are you
dumb?”

He eased the barrel out and watched that all-
American face, pale in moonlight, move from side
to side.

“I can’t hear you.”
“No, I ain’t dumb. Jesus.”
“How do you know who I am?”
“I don’t.”
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“You said, a minute ago, ‘I know who you are.’ ”
Look at him thinking, trying to be careful.

LaBrava moved the barrel along the curve of No-
bles’ chin. “They wire your mouth shut for a bro-
ken jaw. Talk while you can.”

“You already broke my goddamn arm!”
“See what I mean? . . . How do you know who I

am?”
“I heard, around.”
“Where?”
“On the street. I heard you live at that ho-tel.”
LaBrava drew the barrel down the bridge of his

nose. Look at those eyes, trying to be sincere.
“I heard you was a secret agent of some kind with

the gover’ment. Listen, I know some of those boys.
Maybe’re friends of yours. Up in Jacksonville.”

“Who told you?”
“Nobody, I just heard. Was some guy, you know,

in a bar.”
“What’s the surprise?”
“What?”
“You said, ‘You’re about to get the surprise of

your life.’ What’s the surprise?”
“I was just, you know, talking. Jesus, my god-

damn arm hurts something terrible.”
“What’s the surprise, Richard?”
“Nothing. I was talking is all.”
See? It reached the point every time where you

had to deliver or let the guy up. Tell him one time
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what you’re going to do. Tell him twice, he knows
you’re full of shit. Once you started to lose it it was
over. LaBrava leaned in closer, eye to eye, the gun
barrel beneath Nobles’ chin, raising it slightly.

“The surprise is how six hundred thousand dol-
lars disappear. Look at me, Richard. The surprise—
you see all the cops standing around scratching
their head. You’re undoing the baling wire, open-
ing the garbage bag, taking out all that money.
Look at me, Richard.”

He did. Nobles met his eyes and said, “I ain’t
done nothing.”

“What else do you see, Richard?”
“I ain’t done nothing.”
He was losing it.
“What movie did she show you?”
“What?”
“She said she showed you a movie.”
He was getting it back. Maybe.
Nobles was thinking again. “She told you that?”
“What was the name of it?”
“I don’t know, I forget.”
“Who was in it?”
“You kidding me? Shit, I don’t know.”
“Where’s your partner?”
“I don’t know—I don’t have no partner.”
“The little Cuban.”
“I met the booger one time, ’at’s all.”
“You came to meet him tonight.”
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“Shit, it was you. Goddamn, we’re clever.”
He felt tired knowing he was losing it. It was

hard to keep it up unless you were honestly de-
tached enough to go all the way and break the guy’s
jaw looking into his eyes. He could sit on the guy
all night and threaten and never deliver and finally
the guy would get tired of it. So who was full of
shit?

He tried again, though, one more time. Said,
“Richard, call it off.”

Heard himself and knew it was over.
Nobles said, “Or what?”
See?
Nobles said, “I gotta go the hospital.”
See?
“So get the fuck offa me.”
Man, lost and gone forever. He would give any-

thing to be able to bust the guy’s jaw. He couldn’t
do it. So he reached out and hacked the gun barrel
across that forearm—already broken—a gesture,
for Uncle Miney if not his own peace of mind—and
had to roll for his life as Nobles screamed and
erupted beneath him, came up in a crouch holding
his arm tight to his body, ran hunched into tree
shadow a dozen yards away and must have felt
protected. He took time to yell at LaBrava, back
there on his knees, “You’re crazy! You know it?
You’re fucking crazy!”
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BUCK TORRES THOUGHT he was crazy, too. He didn’t
say he was crazy, he said, “You broke the guy’s
arm?” and asked if he was crazy; it was the same
thing. He came at 7:30 in the morning to say No-
bles had left his hotel during the night and never
returned.

Once LaBrava told him to check Sinai and Jack-
son Memorial Out-Patient and look for a guy
walking around with his left arm in a cast, he had
to tell it all. He wondered if Torres was going to
comment. He was silent for so long after, staring at
him in the kitchenette pouring coffee for them. Fi-
nally, that was when Torres said it.

“Are you crazy?”
“I don’t think so.”
“What’s the matter with you?”
“Maybe I’m a little crazy. But maybe you have to

be crazy to make something happen or make it
hard for them,” LaBrava said. “Look at it. A note
comes asking for money. Jean goes to the bank,
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picks it up. Another note comes, it’ll tell her to take
the money to a certain place and she’ll do it.”
LaBrava paused and said, “Is it that easy?”

“We’re with her every step, Joe.”
“They know you’re gonna be with her.”
“We have to wait and see.” Torres sounded help-

less. “What else can we do?”
“You ever had one like this or heard of one?”
“Only dope, dopers trying to score off each

other. The Major called the Bureau and they never
had one like this either. They said, what is this?
Your suspect is practically wearing a sign.”

“The Bureau’s in it now?”
“Miami office. They’re busy on some Castro spy

stuff they didn’t care to discuss, but they took the
note for analysis. They give us their R.A. in West
Palm, the resident agent, and some words of wis-
dom. ‘Don’t lose the woman or the money or it’ll
fuck up your day.’ ”

Jean Shaw came into LaBrava’s mind in black
and white and then in color and then in black and
white again. He brought the color picture back,
saw her eyes looking at him and wanted to be with
her, talk to her. He saw Richard Nobles’ face now,
in moonlight, and said, “The guy can’t wait for it to
happen. He tells us we’re about to get the surprise
of our life.”

“He had to say something like that,” Torres said,
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“you’re sitting on him. It’s like what a kid would
say.”

“The whole thing is like a bunch of kids made it
up,” LaBrava said. “Gimme the money or I’ll kill
you. Are you gonna play with them? You say you
have to. All you’ve got is this six-foot-three-and-a-
half blond asshole in a silver jacket waving at you,
trying to get your attention.”

“Not anymore we don’t.”
“He could’ve left anytime. He stayed around

long enough so you notice him. Jean says, ‘This
guy’s been bothering me,’ and there he is, right
there. That one. What does that tell you?”

“If he’s running it,” Torres said, “he has to be
pretty fucking dumb.”

LaBrava smiled, because he could feel they were
looking into the center of it. He blew on his coffee
and took a sip.

“Or somebody else is running it and using
Richard,” LaBrava said, “I like to think because he
is pretty fucking dumb.”

“Using him—who, the boat-lifter?”
“The boat-lifter and somebody we don’t know

about who’s smarter than both of them.” LaBrava
paused and said, “What about the old man’s
pickup?”

Torres shook his head. “No boat-lifter prints; I
couldn’t believe it. We found any the Bureau was
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ready to put out a fugitive warrant. But . . . the
way it goes.”

LaBrava said, “Think about the boat-lifter and
somebody else we don’t know about who’s using
Richard. If they’re gonna stand him out in the open
and hang a sign on him . . . what does that tell
you?”

Torres said, “They make it they’re not gonna cut
him in. They’d be dumb as him if they did.”

“That’s right,” LaBrava said, “Richard’s a
celebrity now. The first twenty he breaks he’s in jail.
If he does it around here, and I don’t think he could
wait. So if they don’t give him a cut . . .”

“They have to dump him,” Torres said.
“There you are,” LaBrava said, and sipped his

coffee. “Richard’s a throw-away and doesn’t know
it.”

“You tell him that?”
“I hadn’t thought of it yet.”
“You still have his gun?”
“He can get another one. I think he better.”
“Joe, come on . . .”
“Don’t ask, you won’t have to worry about it.”
“You don’t carry a gun anymore, Joe, you’re a

civilian now. You and I can talk, I appreciate it; but
you got to stay out of it when the time comes. You
understand? It’s not anything personal, it’s the way
it is.”

“I know that.”
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“You don’t want to get mad, do something
dumb.”

“I’m not mad at anybody.”
“Yeah? How come you broke the guy’s arm?”
“I didn’t mean to. He raised it to protect his

head.”
Torres said, “Oh, Joe. Man, come on . . . You’re

kidding me, aren’t you?”
LaBrava said, “Yeah, I’m kidding.”
For a while last night he had become detached,

able to respond impersonally rather than in a role
with conditions. He felt this detachment again and
liked the feeling, content to be a watcher, though
not for too long.

Mrs. Heffel, the Della Robbia lady who picked up
the envelope from the floor and placed it on the
marble counter, said it was not so long ago that she
found it. She put it there at once. She said she didn’t
open it and read it so don’t accuse me. Maurice
said, no one is accusing you; these gentlemen want
to know what time it was and if you saw anybody
in the lobby might have left it. Mrs. Heffel said, I
put it over there, I minded my own business, so
please don’t accuse me, you don’t know what
you’re talking about.

It was close to four o’clock by the time Jean and
then Buck Torres read the note lying open on the
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marble counter. It was typed on the same kind of
steno paper as the first one and said:

Here we go. Put the Hefty bag with the money
in it in the front seat of your car and no place
else. You are to drive ALONE north on I-95 to
Atlantic Blvd, Pompano Beach. Go over to
AIA and drive up to the market on the corner
of Spring St. where you see the Coppertone
sign (almost to the Hillsboro Inlet) and you
will find 4 outside telephone booths. Wait at
the second phone from the left as you face the
street. Be there at exactly 6 PM ALONE. No
cops. No tricks. Or you will be sorry. I am
watching you.

LaBrava read the note and became an observer
they let hang around.

He saw the plainclothes cops, Jean, Maurice,
everyone in a hurry to do what was expected, hur-
rying to follow instructions. He wanted to talk to
Jean, but it wasn’t possible now. After he read the
note, he went into the area of the hotel kitchen
where the police had set up their telephones and
recording equipment. A detective was talking to the
resident FBI man in West Palm, requesting traps on
the Hillsboro phones. Jean Shaw was unbuttoning
her blouse. He watched Jean, he watched Torres,
solemn, impassive, tape a GE body pack to her rib
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cage, close beneath the white bra cup covering her
right breast. The pack was smaller than a package
of cigarettes and contained microphone, battery
and transmitter in one. She would be wired without
wires. He saw her eyes gazing at him, solemn—
everyone solemn—over Buck Torres’ dark head
bent close to her body, as though he might be listen-
ing to her heartbeat. She didn’t say anything to him.
She raised her eyebrows a little, resigned, that was
all. She buttoned her blouse. Maurice came in with
a detective carrying the Hefty trash bag that bulged
out in a smooth round shape about half full; not
heavy, the detective carrying it easily with one hand,
holding it by the neck that was secured with a twist
of baling wire. An I.D. technician came in and gave
Jean and Torres each a handwritten copy of the sec-
ond note. Jean went upstairs to get her purse. Torres
spoke to the West Palm R.A. on the phone, giving
him a description of Jean’s Cadillac and the three
surveillance cars they would be using. Another de-
tective was talking to the Broward County sheriff’s
office. All of them serious, playing the game almost
deadpan. The only evidence of emotion before they
left: Torres wanted to get in the back seat of Jean’s
car, lie on the floor. She refused. He tried to insist
and she said, then she wasn’t going. She said, “It’s
my life, not yours.” Torres gave in.

* * *
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Maurice said, “Thank the Lord it’s cocktail time,”
sounding more relieved than worried. He poured
Scotch over ice at his credenza, brought one to
LaBrava looking at a photograph on a wall of the
living-room gallery, and climbed into his La-Z-Boy.

The photograph, a half century old, showed a
bearded man in a dark business suit standing in
sunlight at the brushy edge of a stream.

“Guy claims that’s the site of the original Garden
of Eden,” Maurice said. “On the east bank of the
Apalachicola River between Bristol and Chata-
hoochee, and you know the kind live up at Chata-
hoochee. Guy also said Noah built his ark right
there, in Bristol. When the flood came he floated
around about five months, landed on Mount
Ararat and thought he was in West Tennessee. Kind
a mistake people make all the time.”

“Did you give her the money?”
“I loaned it to her. That would be ridiculous

have to mortgage her condo. This guy, he don’t
know what he’s doing, they’ll pick him up. Guy’s a
clown.”

LaBrava came over and sat down. “You went to
your bank and drew six hundred thousand, just
like that.”

“Signed some bonds over to her. You want to
know how much money I got? Don’t worry about
it.”

“Can you afford to lose it?”
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“Joe, I ran a horse book. Don’t try and tell me
anything about risk, what the odds are in a deal like
this. It’s a lot of money, but at the same time it’s
only money. I know what I’m doing.”

“The cops think it’s Jean’s.”
“They’re suppose to. Jeanie doesn’t want it to

get out I’m the bank, give anybody ideas. So don’t
say anything, even to your pal.”

“Jean’s idea.”
“We agreed it’s the way to do it. I never went in

for publicity like some guys. I don’t say anything
that ever gets on the financial page. I could, Joe. I
could tell the experts a few things, where to put
your dough while the government’s fucking up the
economy; but nobody asks me and that’s fine.”

“You don’t seem too worried about her.”
“Yeah, is that right? You know what I’m think-

ing?”
“She doesn’t seem too worried either. Every-

body’s just sort a going along with it.”
“Your experience, Secret Agent X-9, what would

you do?”
“No—what I’m saying, it can’t be this simple.

There’s gotta be a surprise . . .” LaBrava stopped
and looked at Maurice. “You put real money in the
bag?”

“You think we cut up paper? You gotta assume
the guy’s gonna look at it, whether he does or not.”

“And he could take her along, couldn’t he?”
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“I worry the guy might be psycho, yeah, do
something crazy,” Maurice said. “I’ll tell you,
Jeanie gets into some situations. She’s very bright,
except she’s not too good a judge a character—
some of the bums she gets mixed up with, guys on
the make. But she’s a tough lady, she always comes
out okay. Sees what she has to do . . .” Maurice
looked over at the wall of photographs. “Like
Noah . . . Guy says he built the ark out of Florida
gopher wood and if you don’t believe him look it
up.”

LaBrava had never heard of gopher wood. He
said, “Has this ever happened to her before?”

“What?”
“Extortion. Somebody threatens her.”
“Oh no, nothing like this. Couple of times she

got in the hole gambling—she was in that movie
she thinks she knows how. They threatened her,
yeah, but they didn’t have to. She paid. Another
time she paid off a guy’s wife was gonna drag her
into a divorce action. She gets into these situations,
she seems to have a knack for it.”

“I thought she was smarter than that.”
“She’s smart. But like I’ve said, Joe, you gotta re-

member she was a movie star. Movie stars are dif-
ferent than you and I.”
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SHE HAD WRITTEN a script once, walked into Harry
Cohn’s office at Columbia and handed it to him.
In a bright red cover. He threw it on the desk,
said, “Tell me what it’s about in three sentences,
and no cheating.” She told him: smart, attractive
girl is offered anything she wants by rich playboy
who’s nuts about her, furs, jewels, you name it.
Harry Cohn said, “Yeah?” Girl turns him down
because getting it that way is unsatisfying, too
easy. Harry Cohn said, “She nuts? I never met a
fucking broad yet’d turn down anything.” Jean
said, wait. The girl cons the playboy out of a lot of
money and is happy because she did it, she earned it
herself. Harry Cohn said, “You mean the broad
wins?” She said, “You bet.” He told her the idea
stunk.

The pay phones, four in a row, were in Plexiglas
shells mounted on metal posts. Jean stood by the
second phone, waiting, giving it another minute. It
was 6:12. Two of the police surveillance cars were
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across A1A at the Sunoco station; she didn’t see the
third one, or signs of any local police. Her purse
rested on the metal ledge beneath the phone, open
toward her. She might as well do it now. Sgt. Tor-
res, his nose practically in her bra, had told her to
speak normally, they’d pick up her voice. She
straightened, getting ready, and could feel the tape
pull against her skin.

Jean said, as though talking to herself, “If he
doesn’t call, what do I do? This has to be the right
place.” She waited a few moments, then took the
folded sheet of steno paper from her purse.

Ready? With curiosity, then surprise:
“There’s something . . . It looks like . . . My

God, it’s a piece of note paper just like the ones . . .
It’s sticking out of the phone book.” She unfolded
the sheet and looked at the note she had dictated to
Richard. “It says . . . ‘Go directly to your apart-
ment. Now. Bring the money with you. Now. I am
watching you.’ ”

She looked up, looked around for effect. She
could see them, inside the cars at the Sunoco sta-
tion. They started their engines. She said, “I’ll leave
the note here.”

Victim eager to cooperate. Don’t think. Play the
part.

* * *
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Seventeen minutes later, in the guest parking area
of Jean Shaw’s condominium on Ocean Drive,
Boca Raton:

Torres sat in the communications surveillance
car, a black Mercedes sedan that had once trans-
ported heroin, and watched Jean Shaw walk into
the building, her upper body slightly twisted, using
both hands to hold the trash bag bouncing against
her leg.

Her voice said, “I don’t see anyone.” The sound
thin, coming from a tunnel or from across the
ocean. “Isn’t someone supposed to be here? . . . I’m
going to pick up my mail.”

He had told her police would be in the building,
never more than a few seconds away from her. The
FBI’s West Palm resident agent and people from the
Palm Beach County Sheriff’s. The West Palm R.A.
would be up on her floor.

“I’m entering the elevator now.”
Nearly thirty seconds passed.
“I’m at my apartment . . . I think there’s some-

one . . . I heard the fire exit close, at the end of the
hall. If it isn’t one of ours you’d better get up
here.”

He liked her voice. No strain. Being transmitted
from beneath those softly scented breasts. The tape
had stuck to his fingers and he’d had a time trying
to act natural, putting the body pack on her. She
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had a mole beneath her left breast, about an inch
down.

Her voice said, “I’m in my apartment. Should I
wait for a call? I don’t see a note anywhere.”

Torres picked up his Walkie and said to the West
Palm R.A., a guy named Jim McCormick he had
met for the first time at the Sunoco station, “Jim,
she’s in there. The door should be open. See how
she’s doing.”

Almost a minute passed. Her voice said, “Do
you think he’ll call?” Torres could hear sounds, an-
other voice. A couple of minutes passed.

The West Palm R.A.’s voice came on the Walkie.
“Sergeant, we got another note. It was in with the
mail.”

Torres, feeling a degree of relief, said, “Then it’s
your case, man.”

The West Palm R.A. said, “It wasn’t mailed, it
was stuck in the box, hand delivered.”

Torres said, “Oh.”
The West Palm R.A. said, “This guy thinks he’s a

joker. Now we go back. Ms. Shaw is to proceed to
Fort Lauderdale, take I-95 to Sunrise. Proceed east
to Northeast Twenty-fourth and turn right past
Burdine’s in the Galleria Mall. Turn left on Ninth
Street and proceed to the end. You got it?”

“It’s not clear,” Torres said.
“Then write it down,” the West Palm R.A. said.
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“I did write it down. What else does it say?”
“ ‘I am watching you.’ ”

She liked the idea of leading a procession of law-
enforcement officers—city, county, federal, losing
some, picking up others as she left Palm Beach
County and entered Broward—and not a soul
through miles of freeway traffic knew it . . . all
these people poking along, heading for their little
stucco ranch homes and an evening of real-life
nothing. She liked the idea of reaching Sunrise with
the sun poetically down, to drive east toward a
darkening sky, still in traffic, taking her time, want-
ing the light down fairly low for the last act.

She wasn’t sure, at first, if she liked having the
West Palm FBI guy along. Then decided she liked it,
because he added a little class without being much
more than an observer. She liked him for the same
reason she liked Torres—good casting, big-city cop
type with ethnic color—and liked having Joe
LaBrava involved. Though she was just as glad he
wasn’t in the procession, noticing every detail; he
could be scary. She liked them because working
with professionals brought out the best in you; you
could count on them for cues, sometimes inspira-
tion. Whereas amateurs could ruin your concentra-
tion and timing, make you look awkward. She
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guessed she liked Joe LaBrava for a lot of reasons.
He was imaginative. He acted without acting.
Played a street character with marvelous restraint,
a natural innocence. He was agreeable, under-
standing, sensitive. He liked Maurice a lot, a big
plus. Seemed to have an open mind. A fairly keen
one. He certainly had a sense of the dramatic; look
at his pictures. Finally, and it could be worth put-
ting at the top of the list, he was a fan.

True fans understood and were willing to make
excuses. If they had to. Joe was a fan for the right
reason, he recognized her as an actress.

But, my God, he didn’t miss a thing. Had even
identified and photographed Richard’s little
helper—whom she was about to meet for the first
time and had better get mentally prepared. She
hoped he would have something heavy enough to
break the glass. She hoped he would be reasonably
calm but quick and, please, wouldn’t have a gun.

The shopping center was coming up on the right.
She had to assume there would be Lauderdale or
Broward Sheriff’s cops around somewhere. There
was Burdine’s, the name against the rising wall of
the store. Just beyond were Neiman-Marcus and
Saks. She approached the light at Northwest
Twenty-fourth.

The instructions were intentionally vague from
here, Twenty-fourth to Ninth Street to the end, be-
cause she wasn’t going that far.
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She would turn right onto Twenty-fourth, follow
the street-level underpass to the rear of the mall and
be out of sight of the surveillance cars for about fif-
teen seconds. No more than that.

The light was green. She turned, passed beneath
the drive-through to Ninth and turned left. She was
now approaching the only weak sequence in the
script. Later, she would have to explain in detail
why she suddenly left Ninth and turned into the
parking structure instead of proceeding to the end
of the street, according to instructions.

For the time being, she said to the mike beneath
her breast, “There’s someone waving!” Got some
urgency in her tone, then doubt, fear, saying, “Is he
one of ours?” and let it go at that.

They heard it in the Mercedes approaching
Twenty-fourth. Torres said, “Go—” and the detec-
tive driving mashed the accelerator, then had to
brake hard to make the turn. “Where are you?”
Torres said, as they came out of the underpass and
did not see the Eldorado. “Say something.” But
there would be nothing for the next minute or so,
until they heard the sound of breaking glass.

Cundo Rey watched the Cadillac come out of the
underpass, dull white car way down there. Yes, the
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same one, the windows fixed now. He turned and
moved down the nearly empty aisle to the ramp,
where cars turned off at this level, and stood
against the column with a brick in his left hand, a
red brick with some mortar stuck to it. He wore
white work gloves, new ones. He could hear the
Cadillac, inside now, somewhere below him.

Richard said he didn’t need to have a gun, she
would be so scared she would let him have the
money and not give him any trouble. He had the
gun anyway, under his shirt hanging out. He didn’t
know this woman; what if she had a gun? He knew
what he was going to do. Step out, raise his right
hand . . .

Richard said don’t say anything because the
woman would have a wire on her. Richard, the
creature, knew a few things, but not too many.

The car sounded like it was in a hurry, tires
squealing in the turns. It reached the third level.
Now it was coming, he saw the front end, coming
up the ramp. The car got louder. He stepped out,
extending his right hand, stopping the car like Su-
perman, the fender coming to touch his hand gen-
tly, without a sound. There she was looking at him.
He took the brick in his right hand, saw her turn
away, bringing up her arm, as he smashed the brick
through the passenger-side window, unlocked the
door, opened it. Yes, she was a beautiful woman
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and very calm, her eyes looking at him. Taking the
trash bag by the neck he had to say something to
her, so he said, “Thank you very much, lady—” and
ran for the exit sign above the door to the stairway.

He would go to the ground level and walk be-
hind the stores to come out on Twenty-sixth Av-
enue where the new Buick Skylark, stolen this
afternoon, waited on the street. Nothing to it. He
wished he could take off in the Skylark, go to Geor-
gia right now; but he had to go back to Miami
Beach to get his car. Sure, he could buy a new one.
But he loved that car too much. He felt good in that
car. He said, “Yeah? Well, how does it feel to be
rich?” He said, “You kidding me?”

She couldn’t afford to wait too long—twenty sec-
onds from the time the Exit door closed. She con-
centrated a moment, worked up a feeling of
agitated fear, careful to keep it just short of hyste-
ria, and shouted, “He’s got it! He broke the win-
dow!” She paused, opened her door and heard tires
squealing, more than one car, and pulled the door
closed. “Will you please hurry? He’s getting away!”
Without telling them the direction he’d taken. A
lapse she would attribute later to fear, anxiety, so
much happening at once—wring hands and look
helpless. The black Mercedes was coming off the
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third level, up the ramp now, followed closely by
another car, then another. She could hear sirens
outside. Torres was in her rearview mirror, running
toward her with a radio in his hand.

She’d push the door open, come out with her big
brown eyes glistening, pleading, and maybe even
throw herself in his arms.
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IT WAS LATE NOW. Joe LaBrava sat alone on the
porch of the Cardozo Hotel thinking about a zebra
he had seen a few hours before. A zebra run to the
ground by wild dogs, a dog with the zebra’s upper
lip clamped in its jaw, a dog hanging to its tail, dogs
frisking, dying to join the dogs tearing open the ze-
bra’s loins from underneath, pulling out entrails.
The voice of the narrator—an actor who played
heavies but had hired on for this film as an animal
behaviorist—said the zebra was in a state of deep
shock and felt no pain. And LaBrava had thought,
Oh, is that right? Look at the zebra’s eyes and tell
us what it’s like to stand there and get your ass
eaten out fucking alive.

He couldn’t stop thinking about the zebra and
the actor who knew so much about zebra anxieties
and pain thresholds. What was the zebra thinking
through all that? Torres came over from the Della
Robbia, sat down at the table in the edge of street-
light and popped open one of the six cans of beer
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the waiter had left saying goodnight. Torres placed
a tape recorder on the table, said, “This is at Hills-
boro,” and turned it on.

LaBrava listened to Jean Shaw’s voice over the
pictures he saw of her. He could see her very clearly,
most of the pictures, new to him, composed in his
mind in black and white.

“This is at her apartment.”
LaBrava listened, seeing pictures of the zebra

again among pictures of the movie actress, wonder-
ing what they were both thinking.

“This is the West Palm R.A., McCormick.”
LaBrava listened.
“This is at Galleria Mall.”
LaBrava listened, and when it ended he sat in si-

lence looking at palm-tree silhouettes beyond the
streetlights, stars over the ocean, the zebra gone.
He picked up the recorder, pressed buttons and lis-
tened again to the last part, waiting for:

“Will you please hurry? He’s getting away!”
Rewound, stopped and played it again.
“Will you please hurry? He’s getting away!”
He could see her. Except that she wasn’t in a

white Cadillac in a parking structure. He saw an
old picture of her in a black car, some kind of ex-
pensive long black car, at night. She looked scared
as she called out, “He’s getting away!” Then sat
back and didn’t look scared.

He rewound to the middle part, searched, found
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what he wanted and heard her say, “Isn’t someone
supposed to be here? . . . I’m going to pick up my
mail.” There was a pause. He heard her say, “I’m
entering the elevator—” and shut it off. Mc-
Cormick was coming up on the porch. McCormick
said, “One of those have my name on it? Christ, I
hope so.” Sturdy, compact, in Brooks Brothers
khakis, blue button-down shirt, beige necktie, the
West Palm R.A.

“That is a very attractive, very intelligent lady,”
McCormick said. “I found out in about five min-
utes I wasn’t gonna learn shit I didn’t know or sus-
pect going in, but I talked to her an hour and a half
anyway. She is a sharp lady.”

Torres said, “You’re the first Bureau guy—you
actually admit you didn’t learn anything?”

“For two reasons,” McCormick said. “One, it
isn’t my case, you poor bastard. Two, I’m gonna
retire the end of the month and become a stockbro-
ker, so either way I don’t give a shit. It’s all yours,
man, and it’s getting away from you by the minute.
You’ve got nothing firm. No positive I.D. of the
guy who grabbed the bag or the guy who waved to
her to come in the garage. Never seen them before.
I showed her the pictures of the two guys you like,
Mutt and Jeff; wasn’t either of them. I asked her
why she went in there. She says she thought the guy
who waved at her was a police officer, but even if
he wasn’t we were supposed to be right behind her.
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Where in the hell were we? . . . Outside of that
there’s only one part that bothers me.” Mc-
Cormick paused and then said to Torres, “You
know what it is?”

Torres thought about it, looking off at the ocean.
McCormick poured a beer, began to drink.
LaBrava said, “Why did she stop to pick up her

mail?” If he didn’t say it, McCormick would. Or he
wanted to hear himself admit what he was begin-
ning to feel.

McCormick put his glass down. “You want a
job? Uncle Sam can use you.”

“He already did,” LaBrava said. “You ask her?”
“She said habit. She comes in, she always checks

the mail. I said even when you’re carrying six hun-
dred grand in a garbage bag?”

Torres said, “Wait a minute—”
“It probably doesn’t mean shit,” McCormick

said. “It’s like a reflex, she comes in, she checks the
mail. Okay, she goes up to her apartment, she’s in
there a few minutes before I come from down the
hall. She says to me, ‘You think he’ll call?’ and
starts looking through the mail. But what if she
hadn’t picked it up? The whole schmear falls apart.
The other thing is the few minutes she’s in there
alone . . .”

Torres said, “You’re making her a suspect. She’s
the victim, for Christ sake.”

McCormick said, “At this point everybody’s a
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suspect, I don’t give a shit. I don’t know for sure
where she got the six hundred gees, do you? She
said she cashed some bonds. Maybe she did. On the
other hand maybe she borrowed it and she’s gonna
stiff the guy. I don’t know this broad, but I’ll tell
you what you better do, to be safe. Tomorrow
morning—in fact I’ll do it for you, it’s out of your
jurisdiction. I’ll go up to her apartment and take a
casual look around for different items, trash bags, a
typewriter . . . It happens all the time, you don’t
know shit till you open some drawers, feel under
the undies, you can find things you didn’t even
know you were looking for.” He glanced at
LaBrava. “Am I right? I forgot there for a minute
you used to be with Treasury.”

“Cover your ass at all times,” LaBrava said.
“Cover it first,” McCormick said, “then worry

about what people think of you, if you worry
about such things. Next, get the Lauderdale cops
to canvas the mall, see if they can get a lead on the
two guys. They’ll give you a lot of shit, but at least
you tried. After that . . . what’ve you got? Noth-
ing. I don’t see the big blond guy in the picture
anywhere.”

“Richard—” Torres began to say.
“If those two guys have the balls to grab the bag,

what do they want to cut Richard in for? What’s
he, their typist?”

“Listen, Richard—I didn’t tell you,” Torres said
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to LaBrava, “we found out was treated early this
morning at Bethesda Memorial, compound frac-
ture. The nurse said a cop brought him in.”

LaBrava was wondering why he’d gone all the
way up to Boynton Beach, fifty miles, as Mc-
Cormick said, “Cop from where?”

“She didn’t know where the cop was from,” Tor-
res said, looking at LaBrava again. “ ‘But a real
one,’ she said, not a rent-a-cop. We called every
town from West Palm down. Nobody’s got him or
has a record of him.”

“He has a friend who’s a cop,” LaBrava said,
and could see Richard Nobles in the Delray Crisis
Center flashing his badge and the slim girl standing
up to him, Jill Wilkinson, and Richard saying he
had a friend . . . either with the Delray or Boca po-
lice . . . the other girl, Pam, saying yes, she knew
him. “I’ll see if I can get his name for you.”

He wondered if the slim girl was back from Key
West.

McCormick said, “Let me take a look in her
apartment tomorrow, maybe give you a better idea
what you have to do next.”

LaBrava said, “You gonna get her permission?”
“I could do that,” McCormick said. “Or I could

take a peek first. See, then if it looks interesting, get
a warrant. Why bother the lady?”

“Get her permission,” LaBrava said.
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McCormick stared, smiled a little. “Well, now,
what have we here?”

“Get her permission,” LaBrava said.
“You don’t,” Torres said, “I bet you could open

the door and get your arm broke.”

Nobles could see without even trying there was no
way he could get a uniform shirt on. The goddamn
cast came all the way bent-arm to his shoulder. He
ended up he had to cut the left arm out of his good
silver jacket; put on uniform pants and the god-
damn police hat to make him look at least semi-
official. No sense wearing the holster, empty.

It was too late to get another gun. It was too late
to get anything to eat and he was hungry for a Big
Mac and some fries. He thought about the snake
eating the bat—the lesson there, be patient. He
thought about—the idea he liked best—walking up
behind that blindsider and tapping him on the
shoulder. “ ’Scuse me.” And as the blindsider comes
around hit him in the face with the goddamn cast.
Then say to him laying there on the ground . . .

He’d have to think of something good.
Going on 3:00 a.m. he hiked the two and a half

miles from his dumpy place out Township, cut
across the county airport past a lot of rich guys’
planes, then over Lantana to Star Security, across
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from the state hospital. It was not luck he had kept
a set of patrol car keys, it was using the old bean.

Going on 4:00 a.m. Nobles was down on Ocean
Drive, Boca Raton, slow-cruising the beach condos
like a regular security service car, except now he was
looking for the law instead of boogers. He did not
expect any sign of them. Why would there be with
the horse out of the barn? He rode up to the top
floor in that goddamn pokey elevator, went into her
place with the key she’d given him and right away
could smell her. Taking a leak he began to feel
horny. She had yelled at him one time, “Close the
door, you sound like a horse.” And he had yelled
back, “Puss? Come in here and help me hold this
hog, would you, please?” They’d had some times. In
her bedroom he was tempted to poke through her
drawers, but knew he’d best take it and get.

It was in the walk-in closet. Lord have mercy, it
actually was. Round fat garbage bag of money he
and her had agreed to split two to one in her favor,
which he believed was fair. Shit, $200,000 he could
buy any goddamn thing he wanted, starting with a
pair of lizard wingtip cowboy boots he’d seen on
Burt Reynolds one time up in Jupiter. Buy the
boots, buy a ’Vette, buy some guns, have ’em in
glass cabinets in his knotty-pine den . . .

He had to drive back to his place first, which had
two rooms and not any kind of den, to store the
loot. He had to drive back on over to Star Security
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and leave the car, shit, then hike the two and a half
miles back home. It wasn’t so bad though. He
started out thinking of what he would say to the
blindsider laying there on the ground.

“You mess with me, boy—”
“You fuck with me, boy—”
“You fuck with the bull, boy—”
He liked “bull” but he didn’t like “bull, boy.”
How about, “Boy, you fuck with the bull . . .

you see what you get.”
“You see what can befall you.”
Befall you? He sounded like a preacher.
Saw the blindsider being struck by a bolt of

lightning.
Saw him through a car windshield as he ran over

the son of a bitch.
Then saw Cundo Rey, Lord have mercy, and felt

tears come into his eyes it was so funny to imagine.
The little booger opening that other Hefty bag.
Sure, he would, set to skip with the whole load. The
dink might even skip and then open the bag. Get to
some motel up around Valdosta, open her up . . .
The poor little fucker. He’d blame it on the law do-
ing him a tricky turn, and there wouldn’t be a god-
damn thing he could do about it.

Cundo Rey woke up the next morning, 6:00 a.m.,
he didn’t sleep so good, he opened his eyes he had a
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headache. Ouuuuu, he had a good one. He believed
it was from not using his anger.

Anger was good if you could use it right away, let
it pick you up and carry you. But if you didn’t use
it, then it passed and it left your brain sore. Like
balls became sore if you were ready to make love
but for some reason didn’t do it. Like you had to
get out of her house quick. Man, they ached. It was
the same thing with the brain. He took aspirin and
Pepsi-Cola. Pretty soon he was able to think. In
time he began to wonder why he had got angry.

The creature had told him to get a good place
close by to hide. He had found a perfect place,
Bonita Drive, a one-block curve of apartments,
cheap, between Seventy-first Street and Indian
Creek Drive. Ten minutes from the action down on
South Beach. One minute from the North Bay
Causeway, shoot over to Miami, you’re on the free-
way. He rented the first floor of a two-story place
for a month; it even had a garage to hide the car in.

He had given the address to the creature and the
creature said good, here’s what I do and here’s what
you do, and told him all the things he eventually
did. Take the bag from the woman, who would fol-
low a note to the car-park building. Run home and
hide the bag. Get rid of the stolen car . . . Then af-
ter a week or so, when it was cool, the creature said
he would come and pick up his half of the money
and they would never see each other again.
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But the creature never told where he was going
to be hiding. The creature never called him a name
and said, don’t try to take the money for yourself or
I’ll find you and kill you. That should have opened
his eyes. But his own greed, thinking how easy it
would be to take it all, had perhaps blinded him.

So last night, 8:30, he came back from getting rid
of the Skylark, a nice car; he opened the Hefty bag
upside down, and for a long time he sat looking at
the pile of cut-up newspaper on the floor, the Mi-
ami Herald and one called the Post.

What made him angry was thinking the cops did
this to him. The cops not caring if it endangered
the woman. The dirty cops, like all cops, full of
cop tricks. He drank a pint of rum and a liter of
Pepsi-Cola to become tranquil, but it didn’t do any
good.

This morning, a beautiful day outside, he looked
at the pieces of newspaper he had kicked all over
the living room, at the pieces of broken glass and
dishes on the floor, and began to wonder different
things.

Why the creature hadn’t tried to frighten him:
take the money, you die.

How the creature himself was able to put the
note in the woman’s car and in that hotel if the cops
were watching. How he could do it, a man who al-
ways wished to be seen, and not be seen.

Why there were no cops in the car-park building
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if the note told her to go there. He had been very
careful entering, looked in cars, all over.

Why, if the note didn’t say to go there, she did.
It was getting good.
Why she seemed to be stopping the car—there

was no sound of her car’s tires—before he came out
from behind the post.

Why she looked at him so calm and did not ap-
pear frightened. Like she expected him to be there.

He sat staring at the pieces of newspaper, think-
ing again of the notes the creature said he had writ-
ten, wondering again how he could have given
them to the woman, beginning to see the fucking
creature was a liar—as a thought related to this
lifted him out of the chair.

He went through the kitchen to the garage that
was part of the building, and looked in the trunk of
his car. There it was in a case—which he opened to
make sure—the typewriter he had forgot to drop
into Biscayne Bay. He touched the typewriter and
the carriage slid out to one side and locked there; he
couldn’t get it back. So he left the case and took the
typewriter into the apartment.

That typewriter got him thinking some more and
he sat without moving, letting thoughts of Richard
and the woman slide through his mind, seeing the
two of them friends, good friends. Seeing the
woman, again and again, stopping her car as
though she knew exactly where he would be, al-
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most smiling at him, so calm, knowing he wasn’t
going to hurt her, knowing he was taking pieces of
paper.

He sat without moving and thought, Richard
isn’t coming. Of course not. It was Richard and the
woman. He didn’t know how. He didn’t know
why she would be stealing from herself, except
that Richard was a liar and maybe she wasn’t rich
and it wasn’t her money they were stealing.
Richard was a liar and it was Richard and the
woman.

Cundo sat without moving for so long that fi-
nally when he moved he knew he would keep mov-
ing and get out of here. What was he hiding for? He
didn’t do nothing. What did he steal, some pieces of
newspaper? He didn’t have to stay here, he could
go any place he wanted . . .

Because if it was Richard and the woman they
wouldn’t want him to be caught and talk to the po-
lice. So she wouldn’t look at pictures and identify
him. Afraid he might tell the police about Richard.
He would, too.

Uh-oh. It made him think of something else he
had forgot about just as he had forgot about the
typewriter.

What if it wasn’t the woman and the creature
stealing the money but the woman and the picture-
taker?

He had forgot about that fucking picture-taker.
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If he’d had the snubbie when the picture-taker
sat in the wheelchair and took his picture . . . But
he had bought the snubbie after, to use on the
picture-taker, and then had become too busy
preparing to steal a bag of newspapers cut in pieces.
Oh, man . . . crazy.

And thought of the time he walked in the crazy-
place in Delray naked, to get information. He had
to smile. There was always a way to find out what
you need to know.

Sure, call up the woman. Don’t worry about the
picture-taker, if he’s in this or not. What difference
does it make?

Call up the woman and ask her she wants to buy
a typewriter, cheap. Only six hundred thousand
dollars.

See what she says.
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MCCORMICK SAID HE DIDN’T WANT to bother her, he
could get the manager, with her OK, to let them in.
This was Bureau check-list routine, go over any
area known to the suspect. Jean said no, it wasn’t a
bother—immediately establishing an attitude—
she’d be glad to drive up and meet them; not ask-
ing, which suspect? In the car she tried on several
attitudes from wide-eyed innocence to cold resent-
ment, cutting remarks, but decided she’d been in-
stinctively right on the phone: victim with a
passive respect for authority was still the way to
play it.

They were waiting downstairs when she ar-
rived, Mr. McCormick and two officers from the
Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Department with
their evidence kits; McCormick explaining they
would like to pull a good set of Nobles’ prints if
they could, also look around in case he might’ve
left something; Jean nodding, following every
word, showing how fascinated she was; Mc-
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Cormick saying clues turned up in unexpected
places; Jean saying yes, she imagined so; thinking,
You sneaky FBI son of a bitch. Both sides but-
toned up with respect.

Jean had to play it with a knot in her stomach at
first—until McCormick came out of her closet;
then, for a while, with mild apprehension. She
could have overlooked something. A crumpled
sheet of steno paper behind the desk, a scrap of
newspaper in the closet. She had gone over the
apartment thoroughly once the plan was set. There
were no Hefty bags around. No Walther automatic
to find unexpectedly. All old Miami and Palm
Beach papers had been thrown out . . .

As apprehension eased, left her, McCormick be-
came fun to watch. Neat but beefy in his seer-
sucker suit, blue Oxford cloth button-down, beige
and blue rep tie—he dressed like so many guys she
used to know—glancing at his reflections in silver
and glass, trying to remain offhand, polite. But
losing it as he looked in or behind every closet,
cabinet, piece of furniture and found nothing. He
did come up with a pair of sunglasses she’d mis-
placed and her gratitude, at this time and some-
what overstated, apparently rubbed him. With
suspicion in his eyes, quiet awareness in hers, he
seemed bound to pull out something, if even re-
motely incriminating.
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McCormick said, “I understand this place was
bought for you.”

Jean said, “That’s right.” Nothing to hide.
“But not by your husband.”
“He died,” Jean said. “A friend bought me the

place.”
“A boyfriend?”
“A benefactor.” She loved the word, the prim

sound of it. “You know what he paid? Less than a
hundred thousand, back when real estate was rela-
tively sane.”

“I understand,” McCormick said, voice flat, eyes
watchful, about to ambush her, “he was a member
of organized crime.”

“A member,” Jean said, smiling. “As opposed to
what, an independent contractor?” Turning the
smile then gradually from shy to off. “That was so
long ago.” Getting a little sigh in her tone. “It was
an exciting time and I’m afraid I was, well, impres-
sionable, to say the least. If you will accept that,
Mr. McCormick . . .”

“Jim—”
Wanting to add, Then you’ll accept anything.
“But I’m positive this doesn’t involve anyone I

used to know, Jim . . . From out of the past.” Star-
ring Bob Mitchum; she’d really wanted the Jane
Greer part. Giving him her aware brown eyes
straight on. “Aside from Mr. Zola, of course. He’s
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advised me all through this, suggested I cash in
bonds rather than re-mortgage the apartment. I’m
not left with much.” Chin up, resolute, but eyes be-
ginning to mist. “I’ll make it though. I can always
sell the place, move back to the Coast.” Wistful
hint of a smile. “I know, this is a coast too. But once
you’ve been in film, Jim”—tough line—“there’s re-
ally only one Coast.”

“I understand,” Jim said.
“I think you should put all your effort into find-

ing Richard Nobles,” Jean said, “though he’s
probably far away from here by now.” Looking
off, coming back suddenly then to hold his gaze.
“He did mention once he’d love to go out to the
Coast, try the movies. Like several hundred others
who look just like him try every year, and maybe a
couple of them make it in television, wrecking
cars. The only thing I can suggest”—sigh, tired but
still willing to help—“alert your office on the
Coast, send them Richard’s picture . . . and if I
should think of anything else in the meantime,
Jim . . .”

Jim told her that once Richard was established as
a fugitive the entire Bureau would be on him from
Seat of Government through every field office in the
country, the case tagged a major.

“I’m flattered,” Jean said.
“Maybe we can have a drink sometime,” Jim

said.
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“I’d like that,” Jean said. Pause. “I’d like that
very much.”

Not a memorable performance, but not bad.
About average. Not nearly as difficult to make
convincing as the love scene in Treasure of the
Aztecs. God—telling Audie Murphy that neither
the sacrificial dagger of Montezuma nor the con-
quering sword of Cortes could stop her heart, her
pagan heart, from throbbing with desire, “my
golden Lord.” And Audie in his jerkin and cod-
piece squirming, eating it up. She wondered if she
could update it and run it past LaBrava, just for
fun.

She felt like performing . . . She could get on the
freeway and be at Richard’s house in about fifteen
minutes; she’d memorized the directions. They had
planned to wait at least a week, give the police time
to relax. But she was so close and her mood was
perfect.

She could hear the elevator door close across the
hall, the elevator begin to descend with Mc-
Cormick and the two Palm Beach officers.

It might be the best time of all. Richard would be
surprised. Just in case he had ideas . . .

Coming away from the door Jean paused, look-
ing at herself in the wall of glass behind the sofa.
She smiled. Too much. Staring at herself she saw a
worried expression now, with a smile trying to
break through. “Richard, is everything all right?”
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Make it a little more personal. “Richard, are you
all right?” Maybe even, “Richard, I couldn’t wait
to see you.” Well—disarm him, but don’t overdo it.

LaBrava stood by his window with the phone. He
could see Franny in the park across the street, sit-
ting at an easel in shade, painting one of the Della
Robbia women who sat facing the ocean. When the
slim girl, Jill Wilkinson, came on he said, “How
was Key West?”

She said, “I love it. It’s the only place I know you
can rest and not get hit on all the time. I mean a girl.
Wait a minute.” She was gone several minutes.
When she came back she said, “I’m sorry. We’ve
got a guy took one of the panels out of the ceiling
and crawled up into the overhead. He won’t come
down because he says the office is full of alligators.
Keeps saying ‘They’s gators down there.’ He’s right,
but we’re not supposed to let on.” He asked her the
name of the cop Richard Nobles had mentioned
that night, the one Pam said she knew. Jill said,
“Hold on.” He heard her call to Pam and ask her.
Jill came back on and said, “Glenn Hicks, he’s Boca
P.D. But tell me about Richard. What’s that subhu-
man piece of shit up to now?”

Franny looked naked at her easel; and her hair
made her look like a little girl. The Della Robbia
woman was getting up, walking around behind
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Franny to look at the painting. Watching them
LaBrava phoned Torres and gave him the name of
Richard’s friend. Glenn Hicks.

He crossed the street from the Cardozo to Lummus
Park, two ice-cold cans of beer in each of his hands.
Boy, did she look good: the mauve bikini top with
cutoff jeans, artist at work under a palm tree, very
nice if you can get away with it, if you’re any good.
Artist concentrating, showing the tip of her tongue,
touching up, canvas chair where the subject had
been sitting, empty. Her weird hair moved, she was
looking at him, waiting.

“Well, how’re you doing?”
She said, “How am I doing. I went home for a

wedding three days ago, you didn’t even know I
was gone.”

“You got married? Here I’ve been looking all
over for you.”

“Why, were you horny?”
“Reasonably.”
“You don’t get reasonably horny, Joe, you are or

you aren’t.”
“I was more than horny, I missed you.” He

handed her a can of beer, then paused as he was
about to sink into the canvas chair, looking at the
easel. “That’s very good. You know it?”

“Who is it?”
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“It’s Mrs. Heffel. Don’t you know who you’re
painting?” He was pretty sure it was Mrs. Heffel.

“I know. I didn’t think you did.”
“Even without the nose shield. You know how I

know her? I took her picture. She’s got a little girl
inside her that shows every once in a while, when
she doesn’t think people are accusing her of some-
thing. You caught the little girl. A glimpse of her.”
He sat down and popped a beer.

“You think so?”
He handed her the opened beer, took the one

Franny was holding and popped it. “I think so.
What happened to your hotels?”

“I like hotels okay, but hotels are things. I’ve de-
cided my interests lie more in people. That’s your
influence, LaBrava. I look at your work, I want to
see what you see.”

“You do, you see things.”
“I don’t know. I see a certain thing in your work

because you caught it, there it is. But I don’t know
if I’d see the same thing before. I don’t know if I
have the eye.”

“You got Mrs. Heffel.”
“I’ve been watching her for a week.”
“You’ve got the eye. The secret is, don’t look at

everything at once, concentrate on one part at a
time.”

She said, “Maybe I’m doing it, I’ll find out.” She
sipped her beer and said, “So what’ve you been up

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:15 AM  Page 352



L A B R AVA 3 5 3

to while I was in New York having the time of my
life with my relatives?”

He said, “Not too much. I’ve been trying to
think of a movie I saw a long time ago.”

“Don’t tell me, starring Jean Shaw. You still have
the hots for her? She’s too old for you.”

“As a matter of fact it was a Jean Shaw movie.
You saw it too, because you mentioned it that night
we saw Let It Ride.”

“What’s the name of it?”
“Obituary.”
“The one, her husband knows he’s gonna die of

an incurable illness so he kills himself, then makes
it look like she did it because she and her boyfriend
took him for a lot of money?”

“That one.”
“I didn’t see it.”
“How much of it do you remember?”
“I think I saw like the last half.”
“She go to jail?”
“Yes, there’s a trial, and she’s found guilty, not

for what she did but for killing her husband, which
she didn’t do. Heavy irony.”

“Who was the guy, the hero?”
“I don’t know. He had sort of a chiseled face and

the muscle in his jaw kept jumping. He had sorta
wet lips too. The other girl, the good one, is the
daughter of Jean Shaw’s husband by his first wife.
The daughter, when her dad starts getting his own
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death notices clipped from out-of-town papers, the
daughter right away thinks Jean’s doing it, but no-
body believes her, including the cop.”

“Victor Mature.”
“Yeah, that’s who it is. I forgot his name.”
“The husband’s afraid of death anyway—”
“It petrifies him. Anybody mentions death, he

looks like he’s gonna throw up. Until near the end
of the picture, when he finds out he’s got this incur-
able illness and he really is gonna die, then he ac-
cepts it. His daughter gives him a talk about dying
being part of living and he buys it. It’s really
dumb.”

“So they send the death notices to scare hell out
of him, set him up . . .”

“Yeah, and then the death threat, pay up or
you’re dead. Jean, the wife, is not only in on it, it’s
her idea from the beginning.”

“She delivers the payoff?”
“Yeah, but not really. Let me think . . . They get

a phone call to deliver the money to a motel some-
where, a certain room. She goes there, gets another
phone call to go someplace else. But first she
switches the suitcase full of money with a suitcase
full of newspapers or something that’s already in
the motel room. You understand?”

“Yeah, go on.”
“So then she makes the drop. Along comes some

guy her boyfriend hired, a weirdo with big eyes—”
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“Elisha Cook.”
“He swings with what he thinks is a suitcase full

of money. He opens it, goes berserk when he sees
newspapers and falls out of his hotel-room win-
dow.”

“He didn’t know the wife was in on it.”
“He didn’t know shit, he’s just sorta in the pic-

ture.”
“Then what? The boyfriend . . .”
“The boyfriend goes to the motel and picks up

the real stuff. He takes it to a cabin up in the moun-
tains, opens the suitcase . . . You think Jean is job-
bing this guy too, but it’s all there.”

“Henry Silva.”
“Right, the same guy that played Mother in A

Hatful of Rain. I just saw that one too.”
“So after a while Jean arrives at the cabin . . .”
“She comes in with her own suitcase, an empty

one.”
“And what happens?”

“You’re going west on Lantana, okay, you take a
right just past the county airport and go on up,”
Richard had told her, “till almost you come to like
a subdivision and you take a left onto Township,
it’s a dirt road, and you go on out till you see a
whole bunch of scrub pine and this house setting
by itself, cute little place used to be painted white.”
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No telephone, but it had propane gas and run-
ning water, inside toilet, stove, fridge, hundred a
month, shit. Kind of place you think it’d been left
to weather, no reason to go near it. Perfect spot,
Richard said.

Poor Richard, peeking out the front door.
Jean parked in tree shade, left the key in the igni-

tion and released the trunk. She did not look at the
house now, knowing Richard was watching her
open the trunk, lift out the tan leather suitcase.
There was the sound of a light plane circling the
county airport, the sound persisting, fading, com-
ing back. There was dusty summer heat in the air, a
depressed rural feel to the location; not anything
like the cabin up near Big Bear. It had been cool,
she’d worn a trenchcoat and a black beret. She had
the line ready. “Richard, I couldn’t wait.”

But when he appeared in the doorway Jean re-
vised it without thinking and said, “What hap-
pened to you?”

“I got my goddamn arm broke.”
“I can see that. How did you do it?”
He was squinting at the road, in the direction of

the airport. “You sure nobody followed you?”
“I’m sure.”
“I wasn’t expecting you for least a week.”
“I couldn’t wait, Richard.” There, getting back

to the script. But then forced away from it again
with, “What happened to your arm?” Moving past
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him into the house, dim with shades drawn, de-
pressing, a musty smell to the place.

“You want me to tell you? It was that goddamn
friend of yours, that blindsider, same guy ’at hit
me the time up in Delray, that place they took
you.”

They were way off the script and might not re-
turn for some time; but she had to sit down, stare at
him and hear every word of this, Richard’s version
of what happened in the park: how he was struck
from behind, arm broken before he even saw the
guy, hit in the legs, the head; man was like he was
crazy.

Jean said, “He brought you there . . .”
“He tricked me.”
“To ask you questions?”
“I didn’t tell him nothing.”
She said, “Richard, how do you know you

didn’t?”
“I know what I told him. He didn’t have no wire

on him, I checked. Listen, with one hand ’fore we
were through there I punched the sucker out and I
told him, ‘You got a surprise coming, asshole,’ just
that much, without telling him nothing. Shit, I
wasn’t gonna let the scudder get off.”

Jean said, “Oh, Richard,” her tone soft, almost
loving. She sat in a wornout easy chair, her head
back against the cushion, feeling the bristly mohair
of the arms beneath her hands, damp with perspi-
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ration. Her straw bag was on her lap. She reached
into it, found a pack of cigarettes and lighted one,
inhaled, blew the smoke out slowly.

She said, “Well, it doesn’t matter.”
Nobles said, “Shit, no. We done it, didn’t we?

You haven’t asked did I get the sack or not. You
ready to have a look, divvy up?”

“I guess I’m ready,” Jean said.
Nobles walked into the bedroom and got down

on the floor. She could see the bed from where she
sat, blanket folded on a soiled mattress. He would
try to get her in there, with sticky words, mouth
curled. She watched him pull the Hefty bag from
under the bed—each move separate, deliberate—
rising to his knees, to one foot, standing, turning to
come out . . . He sat on a straight chair facing her,
the bag between his legs. Jean watched the fingers
of one hand working to unwind the baling wire.
She said, “Richard, how did you get here?”

“I didn’t know how I was gonna make it to the
hospital, see. So I called this boy Glenn Hicks I
know. I told you, he’s with the Boca Police?”

“Yes?”
“He drove me to Bethesda, the one in Boynton

’cause he didn’t know any others without going
clear to Palm Beach.”

“Then how did you get here?”
“Yeah, Glenn drove me.”
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She said it again, “Oh, Richard,” with that same
weariness.

“Glenn’s a good boy, does what I tell him. Don’t
you worry ’bout old Glenn.” He held the Hefty bag
open. “Here, look-it in here. I want to see your eyes
pop out.”

“Did you count it?”
“Did I count it?” He grinned at her. “I been

counting it since I drug the sack in. It’s fun, you
know it, count money?” He frowned then, reach-
ing into the bag. “What I couldn’t figure out, what
you put this in there for?” His hand came out hold-
ing the Walther PPK, the little bluesteel automatic.

Jean raised her hand from the arm of the chair
and Nobles hesitated, then shrugged, reached over,
and laid the grip in her upturned palm. “She’s on
safety. That’s a cute little piece, but be careful
now.”

Jean brought the gun up, looking at it. “I didn’t
want to leave it at home, risk someone finding it.
And with all those cops I didn’t want to carry it,
have someone pick up my bag, feel the weight.”

Nobles sat hunched over the Hefty bag between
his legs. “Lady carries around a suitcase full a
money, she needs a gun. Keep the boogers off her.”

“That’s it,” Jean said. He was so close, hunched
over, his cast resting on his knees. “Aren’t you go-
ing to offer me a drink?”
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That got him up. “Well, sure. You want a cold
beer or a warm one?”

“Cold, please.”
Nobles went into the kitchen and was out of

view. She heard the refrigerator door, heard the
popping sound as he opened the cans. Henry Silva
had poured Scotch, no ice, turned with a tall glass
in each hand . . . She raised the Walther in her right
hand, six rounds in the clip, one in the chamber, ex-
tended it toward the doorway to the kitchen and
waited for Nobles to appear.

Both cans of beer were in his right hand; his left
arm, in the cast, covered his stomach. So she aimed
just above the cast. When he looked up, one stride
out of the doorway, he paused, seemed to smile,
trying to at least, and said, “Hey, puss, be careful
now—”

She shot him where she aimed, shot him again
and shot him again, quickly, the sound so overpow-
ering she missed details. Already he seemed in
shock, pressed against the door frame, eyes glazed,
the cast painted with blood. So much blood. Where
were the beer cans? She had only a moment to no-
tice effects. Henry Silva had touched the neat
wound in his chest, looked at his hand with disbe-
lief, looked up . . . She shot Henry Silva again and
he did a slow movie die, reflecting betrayal right to
the end. She shot Nobles again and he might have
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already been dead, sliding down the door frame to
the floor.

LaBrava said to Franny, sitting in Lummus Park
among palm trees, sipping cold beer, “Then what
happens?”

Franny said, “Well, nothing happens after that
the way it’s supposed to.”
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HE SAW ONLY HER EYES, her bland expression, and
wondered who she was at this moment and if she
was going to say anything, and after another mo-
ment if she was ever going to say anything. He
watched her turn from the door without a word,
hands coming away from the front of her robe, the
robe falling open as she entered the bedroom.

So LaBrava went to the kitchen where an open
bottle of Scotch and tray of melting ice cubes stood
on the sink, decided, as he poured himself a good
one, to let her lead; he’d catch on soon enough. He
picked up the ice tray to put it in the refrigerator
and hesitated—why should he?—then had to make
another decision and did put the tray in the refrig-
erator and crossed to the bedroom with his drink.

Jean sat at the vanity in a halfslip doing her eyes,
classic nose in the air, eyes indifferent, bare breasts
indifferent, pale shoulders rounded in a slouch that
described her attitude. He saw her drink waiting
among cosmetics. She took time now to pick it up,
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her breasts rising as her eyes raised, two sets of
brown eyes in the mirror watching him. He be-
lieved he could outwait them but would have to sit
down. Tell Maurice they would be late for dinner,
bring the bottle in here and then sit down. He had
never played this game before. She was putting on
eyeliner now. Then surprised him.

“Have you spoken to your friend McCormick?”
“About what?”
“I can believe he didn’t report to you, since there

was nothing to report. But you must’ve been curi-
ous enough to call him.”

She sounded like his former wife, tone full of dry
innocence, delivered deadpan. Taking the long way
around.

He said, “Let’s see. McCormick searched your
place . . .”

“As you suggested.”
He almost smiled. “He told you that?”
“Your words, according to Jim, ‘Why don’t you

get her permission to have a look around?’ I’d call
that a suggestion.”

“I’m surprised,” LaBrava said.
“At what?”
“McCormick does care what people think.

Wants you to like him.” He watched her move to
the other eye. “But he didn’t find anything, uh?”

“Did you think he would?”
One way or another they were going to reach
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this point. It wasn’t something he had to think
about anymore. It would be good to get it out in the
open. It was time.

He said, “Probably not, but there was always the
possibility.”

She paused, holding the eyeliner away from her,
looking at him in the mirror. “You mean something
Richard might have left behind? Fingerprints?”

“Something,” LaBrava said, “either of you
might have overlooked.”

There was a silence. He expected it and waited,
leaning in the doorway. It wouldn’t be her style to
let go, throw a jar of cold cream at him. She would
adjust, making her own decision now, staring at
him in the mirror, eyes telling nothing, eyes lower-
ing then as her hand went to the vanity table. She
picked up a pearl earring, cocked her head as her
eyes raised to look at him again and a new Jean
Shaw appeared, a playful expression in her eyes
now, a glow of anticipation.

He said, “How do you do that?”
“How do I do what, Joe?” Her tone different, re-

laxed, ready to be amused. “How do I manage
to . . . get by, survive? It ain’t easy, kid. Learn to
adapt, use whatever is at hand. I was just getting to
like it here and now it’s time to go home, or some-
where. I may go abroad . . . if anyone wonders
where I am.”

“If you think you can afford it.”
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Jean smiled, or seemed to. Her head turned
slowly as she picked up the other earring, still look-
ing at him. “Tell me what’s bothering you, Joe.”

“How you can do this to Maurice. That bothers
me more than anything else.”

“What am I doing?”
“It’s his money.”
Her hands came away from her face and she

straightened, looking at him directly. “Maury and I
have known each other forever. You have to under-
stand that first.”

“Yeah?”
“He happens to love me.”
LaBrava kept quiet.
“And knows I wouldn’t hurt him for the world.”
“How about for six hundred thousand?”
Jean got up from the vanity, moved to the bed

where she picked up a white cotton shift, brought it
carefully over her head, down past her hips. Stand-
ing erect, hands flat on her thighs, she said, “Do
you think I need a bra?”

“You look fine.”
“Not too flat? I’ve never had the nerve to go

without one until lately.”
“It couldn’t have been lack of nerve.”
“Modesty, then.” She got her drink from the

vanity, held his eyes as she came over. He didn’t
move. She turned to edge past him through the
doorway, her body, her breast, brushing his arm,
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still looking at him and said, “You have to be very
careful or people get the wrong idea, they think
you’re immodest.”

“You haven’t answered my question.”
“So why ask?”
She took his glass and he followed her to the

kitchen, wondering if he should put her flat on the
floor, sit on her holding her arms, face to face,
close. You give? And not let her up until she did.

She brought the ice tray out of the refrigerator
saying, “I have a question. Did you tell Mc-
Cormick to search my apartment?”

“What difference does it make?”
“My opinion of you, Joe. That’s important to

me.”
“Look, one way or another, even if he had to get

a federal warrant, McCormick was gonna search
your place. I told him to ask you first.”

“Why?”
“So you’d understand what you’re into. You’d

see these guys are serious, they’re the pros and
they’ve got you down as a suspect.”

“Not anymore.”
“Jean? . . . Listen to me.”
She poured Scotch in their glasses before raising

her eyes, mildly interested, patient.
“This isn’t the movies,” LaBrava said, “an hour

and a half it’s over.” Using a quiet, confiding tone,
one she might appreciate and believe. “This one
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doesn’t end. Once they make it their case they’ll
take it all the way and sooner or later they bring in
this guy, that guy, and your name comes up and
they say, ‘Oh, yeah, Jean Shaw, the movie star, what
do you suppose she was thinking, dream up a
scheme like that? Swindle six hundred grand from
a nice old guy’s supposed to be her friend.’ And
there’s no way, I give you my word, it’s not gonna
happen.”

In the silence she took time to sip her drink. She
said, “What makes you think I did it?” with little
more than mild curiosity in her tone.

“I know,” LaBrava said, still quietly. “It doesn’t
matter how or whether I can prove it or not. I
know. And if I know then they’re gonna find out.
What you have to do is get the money. Now, as
soon as you can. Give it back to Maurice before
you do anything else—and you know what I’m
talking about. If it’s not too late I’ll help you every
way I can, see if we can cover it up and hope no one
asks too many questions.”

She said, “Would you do that for me, Joe?” Got
sad stars in her eyes and said, “What a guy.”

LaBrava had to take a moment. He wasn’t sure if
the line was familiar but it was her kind of line and
her delivery. He paused to remember where he was,
to bring Jean Shaw back into perspective and de-
tach himself from reality. She knew what she was
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doing. Performing, but she still knew what she was
doing.

With that easy delivery, looking at her drink
now, she said, “It sounds like a wonderful part. In-
nocent woman unjustly accused, a wall of evidence
against her. I’d love to play it.”

“You did,” LaBrava said, “in Obituary.”
She looked up at him abruptly.
“Don’t you remember? I do. I can tell you the

whole picture, beginning to end, and I saw it when
I was twelve years old.”

She said, “Obituary, yes, you’re right,” but
sounded unsure, vague. “I wasn’t only accused of
something I didn’t do, I was found guilty.” Her
tone picked up a little. “I had a wonderful court-
room scene. I lost my voice screaming—there must
have been fifteen takes. But it was worth it.”

He said, “Jean, where’s Richard?”
She continued to look at him but seemed lost

now. Her gleam had faded and he wondered if it
might be gone forever, there was so little hope in
her eyes.

She said, “Joe, were you really only twelve years
old?”

He had to take another moment. She was serious
now and he had to adjust. He said, “Jean, you’re so
good you could act your way out of a safe deposit
box.”

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:15 AM  Page 369



3 7 0 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

She seemed to smile. “Who was it said that?”
“I think it was James Garner doing Philip Mar-

lowe. But it’s true. You’re even better now than you
used to be, and you were my favorite as far back as
I can remember.”

She said, “Were you only twelve, Joe?”
“That’s all. But I was horny as a grown man, if

that’ll make you feel better.”

Maurice opened the door, a dish towel over his
shoulder, a cooking spoon in his hand. He said to
Jean, “Go pick up the phone, there’s a call for you.”

She walked past him, not asking who it was.
LaBrava closed the door as Maurice said, after her,
“Guy tried to get you earlier, I told him to call back
around eight.” He turned to LaBrava, extending
the spoon. “Smell. We’re having gumbo. Make the
drinks while I go stir it.”

Jean was at the desk in the living room, pulling
off her earring as she raised the phone.

LaBrava said to Maurice, “Who is it, Torres?”
“Some guy with an accent. I don’t know.”
“You ask him his name?”
“Hey, go make the drinks, will you?”
He tried to read her expression. She stood hold-

ing the phone in both hands, listening. He heard
her say, “What?” a sharp sound. She was about fif-
teen feet away from him. He could make her a
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drink and take it over. She said something else but
he didn’t hear it because Maurice was telling him to
be careful if he opened the freezer, there was half a
peck of okra in there he didn’t want all over the
floor. Maurice saying, “Come here and taste this,”
as he watched Jean speaking into the phone, a few
words. He started toward her and Maurice was
next to him with the big spoon, offering it, putting
it in his face. “Taste it, authentic Creole gumbo,
recipe I got from a lady brought it here from
Gretna, Louisiana. Little broad, her name was
Toddy, she wore those pinch-nose glasses, weighed
about eighty-two pounds, and made the best
gumbo you ever tasted in your life. I would a mar-
ried her, I mean just for her gumbo . . . Hey, Jean?
Where you going?”

She stood holding the door open. Then closed it
as they watched her.

“What’s the matter? . . . Who was that on the
phone?”

“Nothing important. Somebody with the po-
lice.”

“It wasn’t Torres. I know Torres’ voice.”
“No, one of the other ones. He was just check-

ing, see if I’m okay.”
“Yeah? Are you? You look funny. You feel

okay?”
“Well”—she hesitated—“I do feel a little . . .

strange. I think I’ll go get some air.”
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“All you been through,” Maurice said, “I can
understand it. Stick your head out the window.”

“No, I think I’ll go outside.”
“I’ll go with you,” LaBrava said.
“No, please, stay here. I’ll be all right. Maury, do

you mind? I’m just not hungry at the moment.”
“You sure you’re all right? You want any kind of

pills? Alka-Seltzer?”
“No, I’m fine. Really.”

They sat eating. Maurice said, “Ordinarily I put
crabs in it, with the shrimp, but I didn’t see any I
liked at the market. So I put in some oysters. It’s
good with oysters. Or you can put chicken in it.
The secret is in the preparation of the okra. When
you sauté it you have to keep stirring it, fast. 
Also you have to stir the hell out of your roux when
you’re browning it, have to stir it and stir it. You
know what I’m talking about?”

LaBrava said, “Maury, who’s crazy, you or me?”
“How do I know?” Maurice said. “Maybe both

of us. Don’t ask me any hard ones.”
When the phone rang Maurice took his time,

waving LaBrava off as he started to get up. Maurice
went over, answered the phone and laid the receiver
on the desk.

“I should a let you. It’s your friend Torres.”
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* * *

He said to her, “You might as well tell me.”
They sat on the Della Robbia porch. He would

look at her as she stared at the view that was every
picture ever taken of a moonlit sandy beach
through palm trees, ocean in background. The view
did nothing for either of them.

He said, “All right, let me see if I can tell it. The
guy in the movie who picked up the bag went out a
hotel-room window, but this one didn’t. He found
out, somehow, you’ve got the money and he wants
his cut instead of a bunch of old newspapers, and if
you don’t pay him he’ll turn you in.” LaBrava
waited. “It isn’t fun anymore, is it?” He waited
again and said, “Just say it, you’ll feel better. You
don’t say it, I won’t be able to help you.”

A car passed on Ocean Drive, shined in the
streetlight for a moment and their view returned.

She said, “What would you do?” her voice clear
but subdued.

“Get him off your back.”
“How?”
“I don’t know yet. I’ll have to talk to him first.”
“You know who it is?”
“The boat-lifter. Cundo Rey.”
She turned her head to stare at him. “How do

you know that?”
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“I showed you his picture, didn’t I? You use
somebody you never saw before. That was your
first mistake. No, it would be your second mistake.
Richard was your first.”

She was silent again.
“How much does he want?”
After a moment she said, “All of it.”
“Or what?”
“He didn’t say.”
“Tell me what he did say.”
“He asked me if I wanted to buy a typewriter.”
There was a silence.
“Your typewriter?”
“Yes.”
“It can be traced to you?”
“I think so. There’s a little sticker on the back—

the name of the place where I have it serviced. I for-
got about that.”

They all forget something. “How’d the boat-
lifter get it? You didn’t give it to him, did you?”

“No, someone else.”
“You gave it to a world-class fuckup to get rid of

and he gave it to the boat-lifter who probably sold
it and then had to get it back, once he figured every-
thing out . . . What else did he say?”

“He wants me to meet him, so we can talk.”
“Where?”
“A bar on LeJeune, Skippy’s Lounge.”
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“Skippy’s Lounge. Jesus. Are you supposed to
bring the money?”

“No, that’s what we’re going to talk about.
Where we make the exchange.”

“Where is it, the money?”
She paused. “In my apartment.”
“You think the place is safe now because they

tossed it?”
She said, “Joe, if you’ll help me . . .”
He waited and she seemed to start over. She

said, “You have to understand something. I love
Maury in a very special way. I know him better
than you or anyone else ever will, and he knows
me, he understands me.” She said, “Joe, I promise
you, I would never do anything in the world to
hurt him.”

Something she had said before, but in real life,
not in a movie that he remembered. He said,
“That’s nice but we’re past that. Torres called.
They found Richard.”

She stared straight ahead.
“It wasn’t a cabin up in the mountains. It wasn’t

even that far from other houses . . .” He gave her a
moment, but she said nothing. “I told Torres to
have a talk with Richard’s pal, Glenn Hicks.” She
turned again to stare at him and he said, “You get
the feeling I know more about it than you do?”

After a moment she looked at the view again and
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said, “Joe, you have to believe how I feel about
Maury . . .”

“I thought we were on Richard now.”
She said, quietly, “There is no way anyone can

prove I killed him.”
“I didn’t even say he was dead. But I’m not

gonna tell on you. You’re grown up enough to do it
yourself.”

She said, “Does he really matter?”
“Not to me, no. But the state attorney, you hear

him you’re gonna think Richard was his kid
brother. See, you shoot and kill somebody you have
to have a better reason than for money.”

She said, “You broke his arm. What if you had
hit him in the head?”

“I had a chance to and I didn’t. That’s the differ-
ence. Richard could’ve brought me up if he wanted
to, I accepted that possibility. You’re trying, as they
say, to get away with murder.” He realized he was
at ease because he was in control and it didn’t mat-
ter what role she tried on him. The poor lady didn’t
know who to be, so she was playing a straight part
for a change and not coming off anything like a
star. She was beginning to look older to him.

The view was the same. It didn’t change.
She started to get up and he said, “Where you

going?”
“To buy a typewriter.”
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Good line. He liked the way she said it; it gave
him a feeling for her again.

He said, “Put your bra on and relax. I’ll go talk
to him, see if he wants to turn himself in.”

“Why would he?”
“It’s better than getting shot . . . I’ll need the key

to your apartment, to pick up the money.”
“Swell,” Jean said.
“Save that one,” LaBrava said. “It’s not over

yet.”
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IT WAS LADIES’ NIGHT at Skippy’s Lounge. Ladies
Only. Drinks two for one till 9 p.m.

So LaBrava hung a Leica and a camera bag on
him and told the manager he was doing a photo
story for the Herald’s Sunday magazine, “Tropic,”
and the manager said to be his guest—but don’t
shoot any housewives supposed to be at K-mart
shopping and a movie after unless you get a release.
There were about a hundred of them, all ages,
crowded around the circular stage watching the all-
male go-go show. LaBrava said, “Let me get one of
you while we’re standing here, Skip.” The manager
said, “I look like a Skip to you? Those assholes up
there with the razor cuts and the baby oil all over
’em are the Skips.”

Five of them plus Cundo Rey doing their show
opener.

The five Debonaires wore wing collars with little
black bow ties, cuffs with sparkly cuff links and
black bikinis. Cundo Rey wore a leopard jock and
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cat whiskers painted on his face, streaked out from
his nose to his ears. He was the one and only Cat
Prince, extra added attraction, who hung back in
the opening number and did not new-wave-it the
way the serious all-white Debonaires did. It was
their set, repetitious, robotic, each Debonaire danc-
ing with his own ego, three of the five in front of the
beat, stepping all over it; they ducked and hopped
to I Do coming out of the sound system and set 
J. Geils back ten years.

Cundo Rey came on for his solo with his raven
hair, his earring, his painted-on whiskers, with
West African riffs out of a Havana whorehouse,
and Cundo was the show, man turned on with flake
and blood into the cat-stud prince come to set the
ladies free; his body glistened, his moves purred
with promise, said stuff a five into my polyester
leopard-skin, ladies, and we’ll all be richer for it.

Many of them did and Cundo followed the wait-
ress to LaBrava’s table counting his sweaty wet
take. He eyed LaBrava, smiled at the camera,
blinked in the flash.

“So, the picture-taker.”
LaBrava lowered the camera. “The boat-lifter.”
Cundo ordered a sugar-free soft drink from the

waitress, slipped into a chair still glistening,
smelling of cologne, cat whiskers waved by his
smile. “So, you and the woman. Is all the same to
me. I sell you the typewriter, a nice one. I think you
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have to give me the camera, too. Is it the same
one?”

“A better one,” LaBrava said. “Older but more
expensive.”

“That’s okay, I’ll take it.”
“Why didn’t you try to take the other one?”
“I didn’t know it would be so easy like this.”
LaBrava said, “Is it?” He pushed the camera bag

toward Cundo, who leaned over the table to look
inside. As he looked up, LaBrava pulled the bag
back, closer to him.

“Tha’s Richard’s gun?”
LaBrava nodded.
“What happen to him?”
“He got shot.”
“I believe it,” Cundo Rey said. “Guy like him, he

would get shot. Did it kill him?”
LaBrava nodded.
“That guy, he don’t know what he was doing. I

don’t know what he was doing either. Or you, or
the woman. But I know what I’m doing, man, I’m
going to sell you a typewriter or that woman is go-
ing to jail. Maybe you going too.”

LaBrava said, “What would you think—you
give me the typewriter, then give yourself up?”

Cundo said, “Give myself to the police?” He sat
back as the waitress, with dollar bills folded
through her fingers, placed a glass in front of him
and filled it from a can of Tab. She walked away
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and Cundo leaned in, frowning. “I look crazy to
you?”

“I don’t know you,” LaBrava said. “You could
be some broke dick going from failure to failure,
never gonna make it. See, if you’re like that maybe
you ought to turn yourself in, they’ll take off a few
years. You go up to Raiford and do your go-go
number they’ll make you Homecoming Queen.”

“Man, I don’t steal nothing. Why do I want to go
to jail?”

“For killing that old man, Richard’s Uncle
Miney.”

“Man, what is this? Some shit you telling me.
What we have to talk about—you like to see that
woman go to jail?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” LaBrava said, “and I’ll tell
you why. I don’t trust her. I think just for a kick she
could put the stuff on us. I mean the whole thing
with her is for fun. She doesn’t need the money, it’s
for thrills.”

“For thrills . . .”
“You understand what I mean? She’s a very emo-

tional person.”
“Yes, I understand.”
“She borrows the money from the old guy that

owns the hotel . . .”
“Yes?”
“Then steals it from him.”
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“She’s some woman.”
“Very determined. You know, hardheaded. She

says she doesn’t want to buy the typewriter.”
“She doesn’t? Why?”
“Because of her honor. She won’t be forced to do

it. She doesn’t think you’d give the typewriter to the
police.”

“No?”
“No, because if you turn her in—she said for me

to tell you—she’ll give them your name. They already
have your picture, your fingerprints . . . Is that true?”

“Yes, is true.”
“So if she goes to jail, you go to jail.”
“What about you, yourself?”
“What did I do?”
“You kill Richard?”
“I never said that. But I see what you mean. You

got a point.”
“I do?”
“Yeah, she could lay Richard off on me. Try to.”
“So why don’t you kill her? You want me to?”
“I don’t think we have to go that far. But I don’t

think you should try and sell her the typewriter,
either.”

“No?”
“See, if the cops even suspect her, they search her

place and find it?”
“Yes?”
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“She could be pissed off enough she’d finger
both of us.”

“Yes, so what do we do?”
“You give me the typewriter. I’ll take care of it.”
“Give it to you . . . What do I get?”
“Half the money.”
Cundo had to bite on his lip and think about it.

“Three hundred thousand dollars?”
“That’s right.”
“How would you do it?”
“No problem. She already gave me the money, to

hide. See, in case they search her place. So I give
half to you and you give me the typewriter.”

“What does she do then? Her money’s gone.”
“Who gives a shit? The typewriter’s gone, too;

she can’t even prove she did it. She tries to put the
stuff on us, it’s her word against ours. What can she
prove?”

“Nothing.”
“So, all you have to do is give me the typewriter.”
Cundo thought about it again. He said then,

“You give me half the money, okay, I get rid of the
typewriter.”

“If I knew you better,” LaBrava said, “if we were
friends it would be no problem. But I don’t know
you. You understand? You give me the typewriter,
you get half the take, and neither one of us has to
worry. What do you say?”

Cundo thought some more and began to nod.
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“All right, half the money. Keep your camera, I
don’t want it.”

“When?”
“Maybe tonight. After I go-go.”
“Why not right now? Three hundred thousand,

you don’t need to hang around here shaking your
ass.”

“I like to do it.”
“Okay, then later on?”
“Let me think.”
LaBrava let him. He looked at those cat whiskers

painted on Cundo’s face and said, “You know, one
time I was as close to Fidel Castro as I am to you
right now. It was in New York.”

“Yeah? Why didn’t you shoot him? Maybe I
wouldn’t go to prison if you did.”

“What were you in for?”
“I shot a Russian guy.”
“Just trying to hustle a buck, uh?”
“Man, is tough sometime. You got to think, is

somebody want to kill me? You never know.”
LaBrava, nodding, had to agree. “As Robert

Mitchum once said, ‘I don’t want to die, but if I do
I’m gonna die last.’ ”

The Cuban with the cat whiskers painted on his
face stared at him and said, “Who’s Robber
Mitchum?”

* * *
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Cundo Rey was back at the place on Bonita now.
The first thing he had decided: there was no

sense in the picture-taker giving him half the money
when he could give him all of it.

The second thing: he needed light to see it. Make
sure it wasn’t some money on top of newspaper; he
had enough newspaper. He didn’t want to go to the
woman’s apartment where, the picture-taker said,
the money was still in the trash bag; he didn’t want
to go anyplace he had never been. He didn’t want
to go to a bar or a cafe or some all-night place
where people came in. He didn’t want to go out-
side, in a park, where there wasn’t any light.

He went through all this before coming around
to the place he already had, on Bonita, a perfect
place. Nobody on the street knew him or maybe
had even seen him. All he had to do was leave the
picture-taker here, go over the Seventy-ninth Street
Causeway to the Interstate, be in Atlanta, Georgia,
tomorrow. Go anyplace he wanted after that with
his bag of money. Somebody would find the picture-
taker in a week, two weeks, they would smell him
and call the cops and break into the place.

He couldn’t get over the picture-taker being so
simple and trusting. He had thought the country
people recruited for the housing brigade in Alamar
were simple. This guy was as simple as those peo-
ple. Either he believed he could trade half the
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money for the typewriter, or he believed he could
pull a trick, get the typewriter and keep the money.
Either way he would be very simple to think he
could do it.

Cundo could feel his snubbie pressing into his
spine, silk shirt hanging over it. Let the guy come
in. Make sure the money was in the bag—no news-
paper. Then do it. No fooling around. Do it. Leave
the guy. He could drive out maybe to Hollywood,
California, see how things were doing out there.
Sure, get some new outfits, go Hollywood.

He was getting excited now, looking out through
the Venetian blinds to the street that curved past
the apartment. Empty. It always looked empty,
even during the day. He was getting anxious wait-
ing for the guy to arrive here. He rubbed a finger
under his itchy nose, looked at his hand and saw
the black Magic-Marker on his finger, from his cat
whiskers he had forgot to wash off, from being
anxious and excited. It was okay. Take half a
minute.

Cundo left the window, moved from the living
room through the short hall to the bathroom. That
snubbie was hurting him. He pulled it out of his
pants, laid it on the toilet tank. Wrap a facecloth
around it after he washed off his cat whiskers, try it
that way stuck in his pants, so the hard edges
wouldn’t hurt . . .
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A sound came from the front.
He ran into the living room, looked out through

the blinds. The street was still empty. Right behind
him then, a few feet away, someone knocked on
the door and Cundo jumped. He moved to the
door and listened. The knocks came again in his
face.

“Who is it?”
“It’s me,” LaBrava said. “Guy with the money.”
Cundo opened the door, stood holding it for the

picture-taker and right away could feel a difference
in him. Like a different guy . . .

Coming in like a Brinks guard, holding the round
Hefty bag in his left hand and Richard Nobles’
.357 Mag in his right, pointed down.

Cundo couldn’t believe it. He wanted to feel the
snubbie pressing into his back; it would have felt
good now, but that fucking snubbie was in the
bathroom. He said, getting amazement in his voice,
“Man, what do you have that gun for?”

“Respect,” LaBrava said. “You still have your
cat whiskers on.”

Cundo didn’t like that big goddamn Mag. He
said, “Listen, why don’t you put that thing away?”

“Pull my shirt out, stick it in my pants?”
LaBrava said. “Where’ve you got yours, in back? I
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know you bought one off Javier, he’s a good friend
of mine. Turn around.”

Cundo said, “What are you doing?” as he
turned around, wanting to show he was a nice guy,
cooperating. He felt LaBrava poke the barrel of the
Mag against his spine and then run it along his
belt.

“Where do you keep it?”
“Man, I don’t have no gun.”
“What’d you shoot Miney with?”
“You mean that old man? . . .”
“Why’d you shoot him in the back of the head

like that?”
“Why?” Cundo turned and stared at him,

frowning, because he couldn’t believe this was the
same guy. This guy didn’t sound simple and trust-
ing. He was calm, but sounded like he didn’t care
very much, without emotion. What he sounded like
was a policeman. “Who said I killed him?”

“Where’s your gun?”
“I told you, I don’t have no gun.”
LaBrava was looking around the room. “You

don’t keep a very neat house. What do you—you
don’t like the news, you tear the paper up?” Still
looking around. “Where’s the typewriter?”

“All right,” Cundo said, and motioned toward
the kitchen.

LaBrava dropped the Hefty bag between the

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:15 AM  Page 389



3 9 0 E L M O R E L E O N A R D

green arms of a vinyl living room chair and fol-
lowed Cundo through the kitchen to the garage,
where he got to the trunk of the Trans Am and said,
“Oh, I got to go back in and get the key. I forgot it.”

LaBrava slid the barrel of the Mag over Cundo’s
hip, over tight knit material to his right-hand pants
pocket.

“What’s that?”
Cundo didn’t say anything. He brought his keys

out and opened the trunk—a clean trunk, nothing
in it but a typewriter case.

“Bring it inside.”
In the living room again LaBrava motioned and

Cundo placed the typewriter case on the maple cof-
fee table. LaBrava sat down on the sofa in front of
the typewriter case and motioned again. Cundo
moved back a few steps. LaBrava laid the Mag on
the coffee table and opened the case. It was empty.

Cundo waited for LaBrava to look up. He said,
“Somebody must have stole it.” He began to turn
then, carefully, saying, “Excuse me, but I got to go
pee-pee.”

He walked past the Hefty bag sitting on the vinyl
chair, he walked through the short hall and into the
bathroom, hand going out to that beautiful snubbie
on the white tile of the toilet tank . . .

* * *
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“Drop it in the toilet,” LaBrava said from the door-
way, “and put the top down.”

Cundo turned enough to look over his shoulder.
“Man, I just want to go pee-pee.”

“Drop it in the toilet, go pee-pee and then put
the top down,” LaBrava said. “How’s that sound?”

He brought Cundo, hanging his head, back to
the living room. He lifted Cundo’s face, the barrel
of the Mag under his chin, stared at him with a
deadpan eternal cop look and Cundo said, “Is in
the closet.”

LaBrava found the typewriter. He stuck the Mag
in his waist, carried the typewriter over to the cof-
fee table and set it into the case, then had to bring
the carriage in line so the top of the case would
come down and snap closed. He looked over to see
Cundo sitting in the vinyl chair now, the Hefty bag
on the floor in front of him. LaBrava sat down on
the sofa; he had not yet decided how he was going
to handle the difficult part: how to get out of here
with the typewriter and leave Cundo, with the
money, for the cops.

The cops would wonder what was going on, be-
cause Cundo would tell them a story and LaBrava
would have to say to Torres, “Oh, you believe
that?” The cops would give the money back to Jean
and she would have to return it to Maurice and
then answer all the questions about Cundo’s story
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the cops would ask her at the station and all the
questions the state attorney would ask her perhaps
in a courtroom. He could protect her tonight; to-
morrow she would be on her own.

LaBrava looked up as Cundo said, “Is this half
or all the money?”

“All of it,” LaBrava said. “Six hundred thou-
sand dollars.” The Mag was digging into his groin.
He pulled it from his waist and laid it on the type-
writer case.

“Something is telling me we not going to do
business,” Cundo said.

He sounded tired, almost sad, and LaBrava said,
“You can look at it if you want. Imagine what it
would be like.”

“Why not?” Cundo said, and began unwinding
the baling wire from the neck of the bag.

He could lock him in a closet, LaBrava was
thinking, and call the cops. But he would have to
stay here until just before they arrived or Cundo
would bust out.

The boat-lifter was reaching into the bag now,
feeling around. He brought out a handful of cur-
rency he looked at shaking his head very slowly.
His hand went into the bag with the currency to stir
it, feel it, sink his arm into it. His expression
changed then, eyes opening a little wider. He drew
his arm out and extended it toward LaBrava, his
hand gripping a small bluesteel automatic.
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“How do you think about this?” Cundo said.
“You know, I say to St. Barbara I believe this is my
day. Then I don’t think is my day. Then I have to
think, yes, it is my day. How do you like this, uh?”

LaBrava nodded—not to say yes, he liked it, but
to confirm what he felt. See? He wasn’t able to be
detached, objective enough to take it all the way.
When the boat-lifter reached for the gun in the
bathroom that was the time to be detached and
shoot the motherfucker and that would have been
it; but he had even felt sorry for the guy, invited him
to look in the bag . . . He had looked in the bag
himself in Jean’s apartment when he picked it up
and had brought out a handful of bills, but it hadn’t
occurred to him to ask her what she did with the
gun. He could pretend to think like a cop and he
could put on a cop look with a gun in his hand, but
he couldn’t take it all the way.

Now it was turned around and now it was all
right to be subjective about staying alive and hav-
ing to shoot the guy to do it, if you could do it . . .
with the .357 Mag an arm’s length away on the
typewriter case and the boat-lifter aiming the auto-
matic from about eighteen feet away—LaBrava
stepping the distance off with his eyes, less than six
strides to the guy who had shot the old man in the
back of the head, twice.

Cundo said, “You look at me like that . . . Now
you don’t have nothing to say.”
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“I got a question,” LaBrava said.
“Oh, you want to make a deal now?”
“No, I was gonna ask, how do you know the

gun’s loaded?”
Cundo didn’t answer.
“What is it, a Beretta?”
Cundo didn’t answer.
“It’s probably a Walther. Pray to St. Barbara it

isn’t a Saturday-night special and misfires on you.
They always misfire.”

Cundo, one eye closed, was trying to look at the
gun and keep LaBrava in his sights at the same
time.

“If it’s a Walther you’ll see some writing on it, in
German. Unless it’s a Czech seven-six-five.”

Cundo was squinting, one eye closed, extending
his head now, leaning toward the gun and turning it
slightly to read the inscription on the side of the
barrel . . .

And LaBrava thought, Jesus Christ, knowing he
was going to have to take it all the way right now,
before he started to feel sorry for the guy aiming a
gun at him, if that was possible—right now all the
way—and reached for the .357 Mag on the type-
writer case, concentrating on picking it up
cleanly . . . Cundo firing . . . and coming around
and putting the Mag on him . . . Cundo firing . . .
and squeezing the grip . . . Cundo falling back in
the chair firing at the ceiling . . . squeezing the grip,
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squeezing the grip, and shot him three times up the
center groove of his rib cage. After that, in silence,
the little Cuban with the cat whiskers stared dead
at him in the green vinyl chair and then hung his
head.

LaBrava locked the Hefty bag in the trunk of the
Trans Am, called the Miami Beach Police to report
gunfire on Bonita Drive, just to be sure, and left
with only what he had come for, the typewriter.
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28
NOW HE WOULD STAY OUT OF IT as long as he could, or
until it was settled.

He slept late. He didn’t answer his phone. He
kept very still when there were footsteps in the hall
and twice during the morning someone knocked on
his door. He did not look out the window at the
view that was all ocean views. He did look at his
photos and decided he didn’t like any of them: all
that black and white, all that same old stuff, char-
acters trying to be characters. He said, Are you try-
ing to be a character?

In the afternoon, which seemed like a long time
after to him, there was a knock on the door and he
opened it when he heard Franny’s voice.

Franny said, “Where’ve you been? . . . Don’t
you know I miss you and hunger for you?”

He smiled because it didn’t matter what kind of a
mood he was in. When he saw her he smiled and
knew he would not have to bother choosing an at-
titude.
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Franny said, “What’s going on? The cops were
here again.”

He told her he didn’t know. He didn’t want to
learn anything from Franny that might be misinfor-
mation or only part of it or speculation. He wanted
it to be settled and then learn about it in some offi-
cial way, facts in order.

She said, “Something’s going on and I’m dying to
know what it is. I mean finally we get a little activ-
ity around here. Live in a place like this, LaBrava,
the high point of the day is some tourist comes in
and asks where Joe’s Stone Crab is.”

“Or the mailman arrives,” LaBrava said. “Let
me take you to Joe’s tonight, or Picciolo’s, any
place you want to go.”

He put on the banana shirt after Franny left and
looked at himself in the mirror. He liked that ba-
nana shirt. He looked at his photos again and be-
gan to like some of them again, the honest and
dishonest faces, enough of them so that he could
say to himself, You got promise, kid.

Who was it said that?
Who cares?
He took off the banana shirt, showered, shaved,

rubbed in Aqua Velva—Maurice had told him,
“Use that, you must have cheap skin”—put the ba-
nana shirt on again and picked up the typewriter
case. It was now seven in the evening. It was time.
So he went up the stairs to the third floor, walked

17659_ch01.qxd  1/6/03  10:15 AM  Page 398



L A B R AVA 3 9 9

past Maurice’s door to Jean Shaw’s, knocked and
waited. There was no sound. He walked back to
Maurice’s door.

Maurice said, “The hell you been?” Wearing a
white-on-white shirt with long collar points, a
black knit tie; his black silk suitcoat was draped
over a dining room chair.

Jean Shaw, in a black sheath dress, pearls, stood
at the credenza making drinks. She was saying—
and it was like a background sound—“Orvis, Din-
ner Island, Neoga, Española, Bunnell, Dupont,
Korona, Favorita, Harwood . . . Windle, Ormond,
Flomich . . . Holly Hill, Daytona Beach. There. All
the way to Daytona.”

“You left out National Gardens.” Maurice
winked at LaBrava standing there holding the type-
writer case.

She turned saying, “Where does National Gar-
dens come in?” Her eyes resting on LaBrava.

“After Harwood,” Maurice said. “Look who’s
here.”

“I see who’s here,” Jean said. “Is that my type-
writer you’re returning?”

“Sit down, get comfortable,” Maurice said.
“Jean, fix him one. He likes it on the rocks.”

“I know what he likes,” Jean said.
“Well, it’s all over,” Maurice said. “You missed
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Torres this morning. Go on, sit in my chair, it’s
okay. In fact, I insist.” He waited as LaBrava
curved himself, reluctantly, into the La-Z-Boy; be-
ing treated as a guest of honor. “There’s a couple a
discrepancies they can’t figure out. Like Richard
was killed with the Cuban’s gun and the Cuban was
killed with Richard’s gun, only he was killed after
Richard was killed,” Maurice said, moving to the
sofa. “Which has got the cops scratching their
heads. But that’s their problem.”

Jean came over with drinks on a silver tray.
“The cops found the money, we got it back,”

Maurice said. “Far as I’m concerned the case is
closed.”

She handed LaBrava his and he had to look up to
see her eyes, those nice eyes so quietly aware.

“The cops can do what they want,” Maurice
said.

She handed him his drink, Maurice on the sofa
now, and sat down next to him, placing the tray
with her drink on the cocktail table. LaBrava
watched her light a cigarette, watched her eyes
raise to his as she exhaled a slow stream of smoke.

“You can’t have everything,” Maurice said. “I
told your friend Torres that, he agreed. You got the
two guys you want, be satisfied.”

Her gaze dropped to the typewriter case on the
floor next to the recliner, lingered, came up slowly
to rest on him again.
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“Torres said they always thought there was a
third one. Only why didn’t he take the money? Un-
less he had to get out a there fast once he shot the
Cuban and didn’t have time to look for it. Richard’s
gun—you know where it was? In the toilet. Listen,
there was even another gun in there, in the toilet,
they find out shot somebody else. You imagine?”

LaBrava said, “Maybe the third one will walk in,
clear everything up.”

Jean was still looking at him.
“I told the cops, be grateful for what you have,”

Maurice said. “That third one, whoever, did you a
favor. Any loose ends—well, you always got a few
loose ends. Who needs to know everything? No, as
far as I’m concerned—” He gave Jean a little nudge
with his elbow. “What is it they say in the picture
business?”

“It’s a wrap,” Jean said.
He nudged her again. “Should we tell him?”
“I don’t see why not,” Jean said.
Maurice got higher on the sofa, laid his arm on

the backrest. “Well, we decided last night . . .
Jeanie and I are gonna get married.” He brought
his hand down to give her shoulder a squeeze.
“Look at him, he can’t believe it. Yeah, as a matter
of fact we start talking last night, we couldn’t figure
out why we hadn’t thought of it a long time ago.
Make life easier for both of us . . . We’re tired a liv-
ing alone.”
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LaBrava didn’t say anything because he didn’t
want to say anything he didn’t mean.

The former movie star in her fifties looked
younger, much younger, sitting next to the retired
bookmaker, natty old guy who didn’t know he was
old.

“I’m gonna take good care of her,” Maurice said.
“And I’m going to let him,” Jean said. She said

then, “It’s not the movies, Joe.” Looking at him
with those eyes. “Maury wants you to be his best
man.”

He wasn’t going to say anything he didn’t mean
or cover up whatever it was he felt.

What he finally said was, “Swell.”
Then gave them a nice smile: maybe a little

weary but still a nice one. Why not?
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The Crime Novels 

The Big Bounce (1969) 

Jack Ryan always wanted to play pro ball. But he
couldn’t hit a curveball, so he turned his attention
to less legal pursuits. A tough guy who likes walk-
ing the razor’s edge, he’s just met his match — and
more — in Nancy. She’s a rich man’s plaything,
seriously into thrills and risk, and together she and
Jack are pure heat ready to explode. But when sim-
ple housebreaking and burglary give way to the
deadly pursuit of a really big score, the stakes sud-
denly skyrocket. Because violence and double-
cross are the name of this game — and it’s going to
take every ounce of cunning Jack and Nancy pos-
sess to survive ... each other. 

Houston Chronicle: “[Leonard is] a sage poet of
crime.” 

From the novel: 

She was facing him now, her cold look gone and smil-
ing a little. Of course it’s loaded. 

“You going to shoot something?” 

5
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“We could. Windows are good.” 

“So you brought a gun to shoot at windows.” 

“And boats. Boats are fun.” 

“I imagine they would be. How about cars?” 

“I didn’t think about cars.” She seemed pleasantly
surprised. “Isn’t that funny? 

“Yeah that is funny.” 

“There’s a difference,” Ryan said, “between breaking
and entering and armed robbery.” 

“And there’s a difference between seventy-eight dol-
lars and fifty thousand dollars.” 

Nancy said, “How badly do you want it?” 

Mr. Majestyk (1974) 

Vincent Majestyk saw too much death in the jun-
gles of Southeast Asia. All he wants to do now is
farm his melons and forget. But peace can be an
elusive commodity, even in the Arizona hinterlands
— and especially when the local mob is calling all
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the shots. And one quiet, proud man’s refusal to be
strong-armed by a powerful hood is about to start
a violent chain reaction that will leave Mr.
Majestyk ruined, in shackles, and without a friend
in the world — except for one tough and beautiful
woman. But his tormentors never realized some-
thing about their mark: This is not his first war.
Vince Majestyk knows more than they’ll ever
know about survival ... and everything about
revenge. 

Bergen Record: “First rate ... an excellent thriller
... well-plotted and smoothly written and crackles
with suspense.” 

From the novel: 

Majestyk was running across the open scrub, weaving
through the dusty brush clumps, by the time Renda
got out of the car and began firing at him with the
automatic, both hands extended in the handcuffs.
Majestyk kept running. Renda jumped across the
ditch, got to the fence, and laid the .45 on the top of a
post, aimed, and squeezed the trigger three times, but
the figure out in the scrub was too small now and it
would have to be a lucky shot to bring him down. He
fired once more and the automatic clicked empty. 
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Seventy, eighty yards away, Majestyk finally came to a
stop, worn out, getting his breath. He turned to look at
the man standing by the fence post and, for a while,
they stared at one another, each knowing who the
other man was and what he felt and not having to say
anything. Renda crossed the ditch to the Jag and
Majestyk watched it drive away. 

52 Pickup (1974)

Detroit businessman Harry Mitchell had had only
one affair in his twenty-two years of happy matri-
mony. Unfortunately someone caught his indiscre-
tion on film and now wants Harry to fork over one
hundred grand to keep his infidelity a secret. And
if Harry doesn’t pay up, the blackmailer and his
associates plan to press a lot harder — up to and
including homicide, if necessary. But the psychos
picked the wrong pigeon for their murderous
scam. Because Harry Mitchell doesn’t get mad ...
he gets even.

Chicago Tribune: “A splendid thriller.”
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From the novel: 

The Gray Line sightseeing bus was approaching the
foot of Woodward Avenue when Bobby Shy started up
the aisle in his light-gray business suit and sun-glass-
es, past the thirty-six heads he had counted from his
seat in the rear. They were mostly couples, out-of-town
conventioneers and their wives, middle-aged or older,
almost all of them wearing glasses and name tags.

“That beautiful structure on the left is the City-Country
Building,” the driver was saying into the mike clipped
to his lapel. “And the statue in front is the world-
famous ‘Spirit of Detroit.’ Sitting there, that man is six-
teen feet high and weighs over sixteen thousand
pounds. Ahead of us now you see the Detroit River.”

As the bus turned left onto Jefferson, heads raised and
gazes shifted to look at the river and dismal gray sky-
line beyond.

“Across the way, beautiful downtown Windsor,
Ontario,” the drive said. “You can get over to Canada
by tunnel or bridge. There used to be a ferry, but I
believe he was arrested some time back. The amazing
thing is that, at this particular point, Canada is south
of the United States.”

9
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At the front of the bus now Bobby Shy ducked his
head to look out. Straightening again he reached
inside the jacket of his light-gray business suit, came
out with a .38 Colt Special and placed the barrel gen-
tly against the driver’s ear.

“Give me the mike, man,” Bobby Shy said.

Swag (1976)

Three guys with illegal expertise, a plan to snag a
tax-free hundred grand, and a taste of summertime
Detroit’s sweet life. But it means committing
armed robbery. And being smart enough to get
away with it. 

Publishers Weekly: “An electrifying novel ... with
a murderous, well-timed suspenseful finale.” 

The New York Times: “Leonard is nobody’s fol-
lower, and he has a style of his own. “Swag” is one
of the best of the year.”

From the novel:

There was a photograph of Frank in an ad that ran
in the Detroit Free Press and showed all the friend-
ly salesmen at Red Bowers Chevrolet. Under his

1 0

AllByLeonard.qxd  10/23/02  1:35 PM  Page 10



photo it said Frank J. Ryan. He had on a nice smile,
a styled moustache, and a summer-weight suit made
out of that material that’s shiny and looks like it has
snags in it.

There was a photograph of Stick on file at 1300
Beaubein, Detroit Police Headquarters. Under the
photo it said Ernest Stickley, Jr. 89037. He had on a
sport shirt that had sailboats and palm trees on it.
He’d bought it in Pompano Beach, Florida.

The first time they ever saw each other was the night
at Red Bowers Chevrolet Telegraph when Stick was
pulling out of the used car lot in the maroon ’73
Camaro. Frank walked up to the side window as the
car stopped before turning out on the street. He said,
“You mind if I ask where you are going?”

Unknown Man #89 (1977) 

Detroit process server Jack Ryan has a reputation
for being the best in the business at finding people
who don’t want to be found. Now he’s looking for
a missing stockholder known only as “Unknown
Man #89.” But his missing man isn’t “unknown”
to everyone: a pretty blonde hates his guts and a
very nasty dude named Royal wants him dead in
the worst way. Which is very unfortunate for Jack
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Ryan, who is suddenly caught in the crossfire of a
lethal triple-cross and as much a target as his
nameless prey.

The New York Times Book Review: “Remarkably
ingenious ... Will keep you on the edge of your
chair.”

From the novel:

A friend of Ryan’s said to him one time, “Yeah, but at
least you don’t take any shit from anybody.”

Ryan said to his friend, “I don’t know, the way
things’ve been going, maybe it’s about time I started
taking some.”

This had been a few years ago. Ryan remembered it
as finally waking up, deciding to get off his ass and
make some kind of run.

His sister drove him down to the Detroit police car
auction where he bough a 1970 maroon and white
Cougar for $250. His sister didn’t like the Cougar
because it had four bullet holes in the door on the dri-
ver’s side. Ryan said he didn’t mind. Didn’t mind; he
loved them. 
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The Hunted (1977)

Al Rosen was doing just fine, hiding out in
Israel — until he decided to play Good Samaritan
and rescue some elderly tourists from a hotel fire.
Now his picture’s been carried in the stateside
press, and the guys he’s been hiding from know
exactly where he is. And they’re coming to get him
— crooked lawyers, men with guns and money,
and assorted members of the Detroit mob who are
harboring a serious grudge. Playtime in paradise is
officially over; Rosen’s a million miles from home
with a bull’s eye on his back. And his only ally is a
U.S. Embassy marine who’s been looking for a war
... and who’s damn well found one. 

Bergen Record: “Excellent ... fun to read ... a plot
and a chase as good as anything he has ever writ-
ten.”

From the novel: 

Rosen first noticed the tourist lady on Friday, the day
before the fire. He saw her and said to himself, New
York.
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She had the look — a trim forty-year-old who kept her-
self together: stylish in a quiet way, neatly combed
dark hair and sunglasses; tailored beige sundress,
about a size eight or ten; expensive cane-trimmed
handbag hanging from her shoulder; nothing over-
done, no camera case, no tourist lapel badge that said
“Kiss Me, I’m Jewish,” Rosen, watching her walk past
the cafe, liked her thin legs, her high can, and her
sensible breasts.

The Switch (1978) 

Ordell Robbie and Louis Gara hit it off in prison,
where they were both doing time for grand theft
auto. Now that they’re out, they’re joining forces
for one big score. The plan is to kidnap the wife of
a wealthy Detroit developer and hold her for ran-
som. But they didn’t figure the lowlife husband
wouldn’t want his lady back. So it’s time for Plan
B and the opportunity to make a real killing —
with the unlikely help of a beautiful, ticked-off
housewife who’s hungry for a large helping of
sweet revenge. 

Seattle Times: “Nerve-wracking.... One of
Leonard’s best.”
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From the novel: 

Ordell brought out his box of Halloween masks set it
on the coffee table in front of Louis and said, “Now you
know how long I’ve been working on this deal.” 

They were in Ordell’s apartment, Louis stretched out in
a La-Z-Boy recliner with the Magic Ottoman up. He’d
been sitting here four days on and off, since Ordell
had met him at Detroit Metro and told Louis he was
coming home with him. Louis had said home where?
Some Place in Niggerville? Ordell said no, man, nice
integrated neighborhoods. Ofays, Arabs, Chaldeans, a
few colored folks. Ethnic, man. Eyetaliain grocery,
Armenian party store, Lebanese restaurant, a Greek
Coney Island Red Hot where the whores had their cof-
fee, a block of Adult Entertainment, 24-hour dirty
movies, a club that locked the doors and showed you
some bottomless go-go and a park where you could
play eighteen holes of golf. Does it excite you?” 

City Primeval: High Noon in Detroit (1980)

Clement Mansell knows how easy it is to get away
with murder. The seriously crazed killer is already
back on the Detroit streets — thanks to some nifty
courtroom moves by his crafty looker of a lawyer
— and he’s feeling invincible enough to execute a
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crooked Motown judge on a whim. Homicide
Detective Raymond Cruz thinks the “Oklahoma
Wildman” crossed the line long before this latest
outrage, and he’s determined to see that the hay-
seed psycho does not slip through the legal sys-
tem’s loopholes a second time. But that means a
good cop is going to have to play somewhat fast
and loose with the rules — in order to maneuver
Mansell into a Wild Midwest showdown that he
won’t be walking away from. 

Chicago Sun-Times: “Ranks with his very best.” 

From the novel: 

It was 2:50 a.m. Alvin Guy had been dead a little more
than an hour and Raymond Cruz, the acting lieutenant
in the navy-blue suit he had put on because he was
meeting the girl from the News, felt time running out.
He said, “Well, let’s knock on some doors. We’re not
gonna do this one without a witness. We start dipping
in the well something like this we’ll have people cop-
ping to everything but the killing of Jesus. I don’t want
suspects out of the file. I want a direction we can move
on. I want to bust in the door while the guy’s still in
bed, opens his eyes he can’t fucking believe it.

1 6

AllByLeonard.qxd  10/23/02  1:35 PM  Page 16



Otherwise — we’re all retired down in Florida working
for the Coconuts Police Department, the case still
open. I don’t want that to happen.” 

Gold Coast (1980) 

When he kicked off, Florida mob boss Frank
DiCilia left his gorgeous widow Karen everything,
but with strings attached. She loses the millions, the
cars, the palatial Gold Coast mansion if she ever
gets involved with another man. And there’s a crazy
cowboy-wannabe thug named Roland who’s acting
a Frank’s eyes beyond the grave, making sure —
with serious muscle, if necessary — that Karen
doesn’t dally. But now Carl Maguire’s come into the
picture. A sexy, street-smart Detroit ex-con, Cal’s
got a line and a scam for every occasion. And he’s
got the perfect plan for getting Karen DiCilia her
money and her freedom ... if it doesn’t get them
both killed first. 

The Washington Post: “Leonard’s coolly satiric eye
for the loopy world of Florida’s Gold Coast is
unmatched in contemporary crime fiction.” 
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From the novel: 

“No more double standard, Frank,” said Karen. “If it’s
all right for you to fool around, it’s all right for me to fool
around. I may mot want to, but I’ll do it, buddy, and you
can see how you like it.” 

“Karen, Karen, Karen,” sighed Frank. “I could write a
book about paying back, then look at it and realize I left
a few things out.” 

Split Images (1981) 

Wealthy industrialist Robbie Daniels has discovered
something that gives him an even bigger kick than
his palatial homes in Detroit and Palm Beach: homi-
cide. He’s tried it, he likes it, and he’d like to keep
doing it — as often as possible — with the help of a
really bad ex-cop who quit the force one step away
from prison stripes. Motown detective Bryan Hurd
strongly suspects that Daniels has been getting away
with murder and figures a little Florida R&R might
be an ideal way to keep a close eye on the slippery
millionaire reptile. But Daniels has money, power,
no fear, and an awesome collection of guns — and
maybe Hurd’s about to get a little too close to the
action...
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Pittsburgh Post Gazette: “A dandy crime novel.”

From the novel: 

The squad car officer wondered at first if Mr. Daniels
was a movie star. He had the features and that kind of
sandy, curly hair some movie stars had and never
seemed to comb. The few lines in his face disappeared
when he opened his eyes that were pale blue and
seemed amazed in the telling of how he had actually
shot a man. Twice in the chest. 

“Sir how many rounds you fire?” 

“I’m sorry — what?” 

“How many times you fire your gun?” 

“Twice.” 

“What was he about, twenty feet away.” 

“Closer. Ten feet maybe. 

“Swinging the machete.” 

“What? Yes, raising it.” 
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“But he didn’t get a swipe at you.” 

“No.” 

Cat Chaser (1982)

The last time Florida motel owner George Moran
was in the Dominican Republic he was in a uni-
form and people were shooting at him. Years later
he’s back looking for a girl he lost — and finding
one he’d be better off without. But that doesn’t
matter to George while he’s sleeping with beautiful
Mary de Boya, but it does matter when he discov-
ers his lover is the wife of a former death squad
general in exile: one with sordid mob connections.
Now George is bringing big trouble back with him
to the Sunshine State — as his nostalgic trip down
memory lane has tangled him up in a cat’s cradle
of drug deals, swindles, vengeance and murder ...
and a love that’s not only blind but lethal. 

The New York Times: “A superior example of
gritty writing and violent action.” 
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From the novel: 

Moran’s first impression of Nolen Tyner: He looked like
a high risk, the kind of guy who falls asleep smoking in
bed. No luggage except a six-pack of beer on the
counter and a Miami Herald folded under his arm. 

He reminded Moran of a show-business personality
going to seed. Long two-tone hair thinning fast, what
was left of a blond pompadour receding from a sun-
burned peeling forehead. Moran could see dark roots
that matched his dark, neatly trimmed moustache.
The khaki shirt was neat too, freshly laundered, faded,
the cuffs on the sleeves turned up once, shirttails
hanging out, aviator sunglasses hooked to one of the
flap pockets. One-time dude over the hill at forty.
Maybe half in the bag. Dreamy eyes looked up from
the registration card to the calendar on the wall behind
Moran, half-closed, squinting. 

“Is it October already?” 

It was almost November. 
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Stick (1983) 

After serving time for armed robbery, Ernest
“Stick” Stickley is back on the outside and trying
to stay legit. But it’s tough staying straight in a
crooked town — and Miami is a pirate’s paradise,
where investment fat cats and lowlife drug dealers
hold hands and dance. And when a crazed player
chooses Stick at random to die for another man’s
sins, the struggling ex-con is left with no choice but
to dive right back into the game. Besides, Stick
knows a good thing when he sees it — and a gold-
en opportunity to run a very profitable sweet
revenge scam seems much too tasty to pass up. 

New York Daily News: “A slam-bang, no-bull
action thriller.... The pace is blistering and nobody
but nobody writes better dialogue.... Grab it!” 

From the novel: 

Stick said he wasn’t going if they had to pick up any-
thing. Rainy said no, there wasn’t any product in the
deal; all they had to do was drop a bag. Stick said,
“And the guy’s giving you five grand?” 
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“It makes him feel important,” Rainy said, “it’s how it’s
done. Listen, this’s the big time, man, and I’m taking
you uptown.” 

Rainy told Stick that he didn’t even have to say a word
unless the guy Chucky asked him something. Which
he probably would. Chucky liked to talk. He was a you-
all, he talked real nice and easy, real sloow, slower
than you, Rainy said. Stick said he could hardly wait to
meet the guy, thinking: Rainy and Chucky ... like they
were hanging around in the playground. 

LaBrava (1983) 

Joe LaBrava first fell in love in a darkened movie
theater when he was twelve — with a gorgeous
femme fatale up on the screen. Now the one-time
Secret Service agent-turned-photographer is finally
meeting his dream woman in the flesh, albeit in a
rundown Miami crisis center. When she’s cleaned
up and sober, though, former movie queen Jean
Shaw still makes LaBrava’s heart race. And now
she’s being terrorized by a redneck thug and his
slimy marielito partner, which gives Joe a golden
opportunity to play the hero. But the lady’s
predicament is starting to resemble one of her ear-
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lier cinematic noirs. And if he’s not careful,
LaBrava could end up the patsy — or dead — in
the final reel. 

Newsday: “Riveting and exhilarating ... terse and
tough ... Leonard is a master.” 

From the novel: 

He stepped in, said, “Hey —” as he raised the cam-
era with the flash attached, put it in Nobles’ face
and fired about a hundred thousand candles in the
guy’s eyes, blinding him, straightening him for the
moment, LaBrava needed to hit him in the ribs
with a shoulder, drive him into clattering metal
chairs, close to the drunk and the rigid man.
LaBrava got Nobles down on his spine, head hard
against the wall to straddle his legs. Worked free
the bluesteel revolver stuck in his jeans, a familiar
feel, a .357 Smith. Held him by the hair with one
hand and slipped the blunt end of the barrel into
his open mouth. Nobles gagged, trying to twist
free. 

LaBrava said, “Suck it. It’ll calm you down.” 
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Glitz (1985) 

Psycho mama’s boy Teddy Magyk has a serious
jones for the Miami cop who put him away for
raping a senior citizen — but he wants to hit
Vincent Mora where it really hurts before killing
him. So when a beautiful Puerto Rican hooker
takes a swan dive from an Atlantic City high-rise
and Vincent naturally shows up to investigate the
questionable death of his “special friend,” Teddy
figures he’s got his prey just where he wants him.
But the A.C. dazzle is blinding the Magic Man to
a couple of very hard truths: Vincent Mora doesn’t
forgive and forget ... and he doesn’t die easy. 

The New York Times: “Intense and inevitable.... A
higher caliber of entertainment.” 

From the novel: 

The night Vincent was shot he saw it coming. The guy
approached out of the streetlight on the corner of
Meridian and Sixteenth, South Beach, and reached
Vincent as he was walking from his car to his apart-
ment building. It was early, a few minutes past nine. 
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Vincent turned his head to look at the guy and there
was a moment when he could have taken him and did
consider it, hit the guy as hard as he could. But
Vincent was carrying a sack of groceries. He wasn’t
going to drop a half gallon of Gallo Hearty Burgundy, a
bottle of prune juice, and a jar of Ragu spaghetti sauce
on the sidewalk. Not even when the guy showed his
gun, called him a motherfucker through his teeth and
said he wanted Vincent’s wallet and all the money he
had on him. The guy was not big, he was scruffy, wore
a tank top and biker boots and smelled. Vincent
believed he had seen him before, in the detective
bureau holding cell. It wouldn’t surprise him. Muggers
were repeaters in their strung-out state, often dumb,
always desperate. They came out with the adrenaline
pumping, hoping to hit and get out. Vincent’s hope
was to give the guy pause. 

Bandits (1987) 

Working at his brother-in-law’s New Orleans
funeral home isn’t reformed jewel thief Jack
Delaney’s idea of excitement — until he’s dis-
patched to a leper’s hospital to pick up a corpse
that turns out to be very much alive ... and under
the care of a beautiful, radical ex-nun in designer
jeans. The “deceased” is the one-time squeeze of a
Nicaraguan colonel who’s ordered her dead for
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trying to “infect” him, and Sister Lucy’s looking to
spirit the young woman away from his guns and
goons. Plus Lucy’s getting ideas about spiriting
away some of the colonel’s millions as well — and
someone with Jack Delaney’s talents could come in
very handy indeed. 

People: “Another winner.” 

From the novel: 

Every time they got a call from the leper hospital to
pick up a body Jack Delaney would feel himself com-
ing down with the flu or something. Leo Mullen, his
boss, was finally calling it to Jack’s attention. “You
notice that? They phone, usually it’s one of the sisters,
and a while later you get kind of a moan in your voice.
‘Oh, man, I don’t know what’s the matter with me. I
feel kind of punk.’” 

Jack said, “Punk, I never used the work punk in my
life. When was the last time? I mean they called. Wait
a minute. How many times since I’ve been here have
they called, twice?” 

Leo Mullen looked up from the body on the prep table.
“You want me to tell you exactly?” This is the fourth
time I’ve asked you in the past almost three years
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now.” Leo wore latex gloves and a plastic-coated dis-
posable apron over his vest, shirt, and tie. He looked
like a man all dressed up doing the dishes. 

Touch (1987) 

A Michigan woman was blind and now she can
see, after being touched by a young man who calls
himself Juvenal. Maybe it was just coincidence, but
Bill Hill — who used to run the spectacular Uni-
Faith Ministry in Dalton, Georgia, and now sells
RVs — can see dollar signs when he looks at this
kid with the magic “touch.” The trouble is that
others see them also, including a wacko funda-
mentalist fascist with his own private army of the
faithful and an assortment of media leeches. But
everyone who’s looking to put the touch on the
healer is in for a big surprise — because Juvenal’s
got a trick or two up his sleeve that nobody sees
coming. 

Chicago Tribune: “Thoroughly entertaining.... Its
twisty plot, curt characterization, and brilliant dia-
logue are all typical Leonard.” 
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From the novel: 

Bill Hill moved to the front windows of the reception
room and looked out at the brewery that was across
the Chrysler Freeway, but seemed as near as the next
door. Above the red-brick complex was a giant sign
that lit up red at night and said Stroh’s Beer for all the
alcoholics to see, it could make them thirsty, he bet. Or
it could remind them of gutters and weeds and cold
vacant buildings. Bill Hill was wearing a yellow outfit
today. Yellow-and-white-striped sport shirt, cream yel-
low slacks, white belt, and white loafers. It was hot in
here with no air conditioning. A dim, depressing place. 

Freaky Deaky (1988)

Way back when revolution was the thing, bombs
were Robin Abbott and Skip Gibbs’s bag — until
their explosive “freedom of expression” was cur-
tailed by some considerable prison time. Now the
ex-SDSers are back out in the material world and
looking to put their pyrotechnic skills to more
profitable use. Their target is Woody Ricks, dope-
addled Detroit “rich kid” and aging former fellow
radical who Robin thinks ratted them out to the
Feds. But Motown cop Chris Mankowski also has
his eye on Woody — albeit for another matter
entirely — and until his recent switch to Sex
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Crimes, Chris was the Bomb Squad’s golden boy.
So it’s only fitting that he’ll be around when the
really nasty stuff starts going down ... or blowing
up. 

Washington Post Book World: “Quite remarkable
... right on target and it is extremely funny.” 

From the novel: 

Chris Mankowski’s last day on the job, two in the after-
noon, he got a call to dispose of a bomb. 

What happen, a guy by the name of Booker, a twenty-
five-year-old super-dude twice-convicted felon, was in
his Jacuzzi when the phone rang. He yelled for his
bodyguard Juicy Mouth to take it. “Hey, Juicy?” His
bodyguard, his driver and his houseman were around
somewhere. “Will somebody get the phone?” The
phone kept ringing. The phone must have rung fifteen
times before Booker got out of the Jacuzzi, put on his
green satin robe that matched the emerald pinned to
his left earlobe and picked up the phone. Booker said,
“Who’s this?” A woman’s voice said, “You sitting
down?” The phone was on a table next to a green
leather wingback chair. Booker loved green. He said,
“Baby, is that you? It sounded like his woman,
Moselle. Her voice said, “Are you sitting down? You
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have to be sitting down for when I tell you something.”
Booker said, “Baby you sound different. What’s
wrong?” He sat down in the green leather chair frown-
ing, working his butt around to get comfortable. The
woman’s voice said, “Are you sitting down?” Booker
said, “I am. I have sat the fuck down. Now you gonna
talk to me, what?” Moselle’s voice said, “I’m suppose
to tell you that when you get yo, honey, what’s left of
your ass is going to go clear through the ceiling.” 

Killshot (1989) 

It’s not Carmen Colson and her ironworker hus-
band Wayne’s fault that they were in the real estate
office when a pair of thugs walked in with extor-
tion on their minds. But as far as aging Ojibway
Indian hit man Armand Degas is concerned, the
Colsons are going to have to pay dearly for seeing
too much ... and for the damage Wayne inflicted
on Armand and his sicko partner Richie Nix with
a tire iron. The cops here in middle-of-nowhere
Michigan can’t help Carmen and Wayne out, and
the best the Feds can offer is the Witness
Protection Program. So ultimately it’s going to
have to come down to one wife, one husband, two
killers ... and one lethal shot. 
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Seattle Times: “Nerve-wracking.... The tightest,
best-written thriller of the year.” 

From the novel: 

Richie Nix bought a T-shirt at Henry’s restaurant in
Algonac that had IT’S NICE TO BE NICE written across
the front. He changed in the men’s room: took off his
old T-shirt and threw it away, put on the new one look-
ing at himself in the mirror, but then didn’t know what
to do with his gun. If he put his denim jacket back on
to hide the nickel-plate .38 revolver stuck in his jeans,
you couldn’t read the T-shirt. What he did was roll the
.38 up inside the jacket and carried it into the dining
area. 

There was a big IT’S NICE TO BE NICE wood-carved
sign on the shellacked knotty-pine wall in the main
room, over past the salad bar. It had been the restau-
rant’s slogan for fifty years. Most people who came to
Henry’s liked a table by the front windows, so they
could watch the freighters and ore carriers if they
wanted, though he was more interested this evening in
keeping an eye on the restaurant parking lot. He need-
ed a car for a new business he was getting into. 
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Get Shorty (1990) 

Mob-connected loanshark Chili Palmer is sick of
the Miami grind — plus his “friends” have a bad
habit of dying there. So when he chases a deadbeat
client out to Hollywood, Chili figures he might like
to stay. This town with its dreammakers, glitter,
hucksters, and liars — plus gorgeous, partially clad
would-be starlets everywhere you look — seems
ideal for an enterprising criminal with a taste for
the cinematic. Besides, Chili’s got an idea for a
killer movie — though it could very possibly kill
him to get it made. 

The Wall Street Journal: “The funniest crime
thriller ever set among the hustlers and con artists
of the movie colony.” 

Detroit News: “A Hollywood hit.... Bound to
knock the socks off a lot of people.... Taut, inim-
itable prose and characters who could have only
sprung from the mind of Elmore Leonard.” 

From the novel: 

When Chili first came to Miami Beach twelve years ago
they were having one of their off-and-on cold winters:
thirty-four degrees the day he met Tommy Carlo for
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lunch at Vesuvio’s on South Collins and had his leather
jacket ripped off. One his wife had given him for
Christmas a year ago. before they moved down here.

Chili and Tommy were both from Bay Ridge, Brooklyn,
old buddies now in business together. Tommy Carlo
was connected to a Brooklyn crew through his uncle,
a guy named Momo, Tommy keeping his books and
picking up betting slips till Momo sent him to Miami,
with a hundred thousand to put on the street as loan
money. Chili was connected through some people on
his mother’s side, the Manzara brothers. He worked
usually for Manzara Moving & Storage in Bensonhurst,
finding high volume customers for items such as cig-
arettes, TVs, VCRs, stepladders, dresses, frozen
orange juice.... But he never could be a made guy
himself because of tainted blood, some Sunset Park
Puerto Rican on his father’s side, even though he was
raised Italian. Chili didn’t care to be made anyway, get
into all that bullshit having to do with respect.

Maximum Bob (1991)

Hard-ass Palm Beach County judge Bob Isom
Gibbs enjoys sending even petty offenders away to
do hard time — which has made the list of miscre-
ants who want him dead longer than a fully grown
Florida gator’s tail. And a good number of his ill-
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wishers are probation officer Kathy Baker’s clients,
including young Dale Crowe and his psycho uncle
Elvin. Now, Kathy’s got an even more daunting
task than keeping BIG’s horny hands off her: keep-
ing “Maximum Bob” alive. Because Gibbs’s many
enemies seem to be willing to go to any lengths —
be it death by amphibian or some more tried-and-
true method — to permanently end the career of
an oversexed, racist jurist who’s more interested in
scoring than in saving his own red neck. 

Washington Post Book World: “Scary ... hilarious
... strange and risky.... A right-on, pitch-perfect
novel ... [with] juicy characters who wrench your
heart and gut.”

From the novel: 

Dale Crowe Junior told Kathy Baker, his probation offi-
cer, he didn’t see where he had done anything wrong.
He had gone to the go-go bar to meet a buddy of his,
had one beer, that’s all, while he was waiting, minding
his own business and this go-go whore came up to his
table and starting giving him a private dance he never
asked for. 

3 5

AllByLeonard.qxd  10/23/02  1:35 PM  Page 35



“They move your knees apart to get in close,” Dale
Crowe said, “so they can put it right in your face. This
one’s name was Earlene. I told her I wasn’t interested,
she kept right on doing it, so I got up and left. The go-
go whore starts yelling I owe her five bucks and this
bouncer come running over. I give him a shove was all,
go outside and there’s a green and white parked by
the front door waiting. The bouncer, he tries to get
tough then, showing off, so I give him one, popped
him good thinking the deputies would see he’s the one
started it. Shit they cuff me, throw me in the squad
car, won’t even hear my side of it. Next thing, they
punch me up on this little computer they have? The
one deputy goes, ‘Oh, well look it here. He’s on proba-
tion. Hit a police officer.’ Well, then they’re just waiting
for me to give ’em a hard time. And you don’t think I
wasn’t set up?”

Rum Punch (1992)

Ordell “Whitebread” Robbie makes a fine living
selling illegal high-powered weaponry to the
wrong people. Jackie Burke couriers Ordell’s prof-
its from Freeport to Miami. But the feds are on to
Jackie — and now the aging, but still hot, flight
attendant will have to do prison time or play ball,
which makes her a prime “loose end” that Ordell
needs to tie up permanently. Jackie, however, has
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other options. And with the help of Max Cherry —
an honest but disgruntled bail bondsman looking
to get out — she could even end up with a serious
nest egg in the process. 

Washington Post Book World: “Vintage
Leonard.... As unputdownable as anyone could
wish. The plot is pleasingly convoluted.... The
story goes down easy, and packs a real wallop in
the end.”

From the novel: 

Sunday morning, Ordell took Louis to watch the white-
power demonstration in downtown Palm Beach.

“Young skinhead Nazis,” Ordell said. “Look, even little
Nazi girls marching down Worth Avenue. You believe
it? Coming now you have the Klan, not too many here
today. Some of them in green, must be the coneheads’
new spring shade. Behind them it looks like some
Bikers for Racism, better known as the Dixie Knights.
We gonna move on ahead, fight through the crowd
here,” Ordell said, bringing Louis along.

“There’s a man I want to show you. See who he
reminds you of. He told me they’re gonna march up
South County and have their show on the steps of the

3 7

AllByLeonard.qxd  10/23/02  1:35 PM  Page 37



fountain by city hall. You ever see so many police?
Yeah, I expect you have. But not all these different uni-
forms at one time. They mean business too, got their
helmets on, their riot ba-tons. Stay on the sidewalks or
they liable to hit you over the head. They keeping the
street safe for the Nazis.”

Pronto (1993)

The feds want Miami bookmaker Harry Arno to
squeal on his wiseguy boss. So they’re putting
word out on the street that Arno’s skimming prof-
its from “Jimmy Cap” Capotorto — which he is,
but everybody does it. He was planning to retire to
Italy someday anyway, so Harry figures now’s a
good time to get lost. U.S. Marshal Raylan Givens
knows Harry’s tricky — the bookie ditched him
once in an airport while in the marshal’s custody
— but not careful. So Raylan’s determined to find
the fugitive’s Italian hideaway before a cold-blood-
ed Sicilian “Zip” does and whacks Arno for fun.
After all, it’s a “pride thing”... and it might even
put Raylan in good stead with Harry’s sexy ex-
stripper girlfriend Joyce.

Entertainment Weekly: “The man knows how to
grab you — and Pronto is one of the best grabbers
in years.”
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From the novel: 

One evening, it was toward the end of October, Harry
Arno said to the woman he’d been seeing on and off
the past few years. “I’ve made a decision. I’m going to
tell you something I’ve never told anybody before in
my life.”

Joyce said, “You mean something you did when you
were in the war?”

It stopped him. “How’d you know that?”

“When you were in Italy and shot the deserter?”

Harry didn’t say anything, staring at her.

“You already told me about it.”

“Come on. When?”

“We were having drinks at the Cardozo, outside, not
long after we started seeing each other again. You said
it the same way you did just now, like you’re going to
tell me a secret. That’s why I knew. Only I don’t think
you said anything about making a decision.”
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Riding the Rap (1995)

Now that his mom’s gravy train has derailed, gam-
bling, debt-ridden Palm Beach playboy Warren
“Chip” Ganz has decided to take somebody rich
hostage — with the help of a Bahamian ex-con, a
psycho gardener/enforcer, and the beautiful, if
underfed, psychic Reverend Dawn. The trouble is
they choose bookmaker Harry Arno as their vic-
tim, and Harry can scam with the best. The BIG
trouble is ace manhunter U.S. Marshal Raylan
Givens is sleeping with Harry’s ex-exotic dancer
ex-girlfriend, and Joyce wants Harry found. And
since nearly everyone has guns, locating and
springing the captive bookie most probably can’t
happen without some measure of lethal difficulty.

Washington Post: “Leonard remains the uncon-
tested master of the crime thriller. This latest one,
ranking up there with his best, secures his hold on
the title.”

From the novel: 

Ocala Police picked up Dale Crowe Junior for weaving,
two o’clock in the morning, crossing the center line
and having a busted taillight. Then while Dale was
blowing a point-one-nine they put his name and date
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of birth into the national crime computer and learned
he was a fugitive felon, wanted on a three-year-old
charge of Unlawful Flight to Avoid Incarceration. A few
days later Raylan Givens, with the Marshal Service,
came up from Palm Beach County to take Dale back
and the Ocala Police wondered about Raylan.

How come if he was a federal officer and Dale Crowe
Junior was wanted on a state charge... He told them
he was with FAST, the Fugitive Apprehension Strike
Team, assigned to the Sheriff’s Office in West Palm.
And that was pretty much all the marshal said. They
wondered too, since he was alone, how he’d be able
to drive and keep an eye on his prisoner. Dale Crowe
Junior had been convicted of a third-degree five-year
felony, Battery of a Police Officer, and was looking at
additional time on the fugitive warrant. Dale Junior
might feel he had nothing to lose on the trip south. He
was a rangy kid with the build of a college athlete, big-
ger than the marshal in his blue suit and cowboy boots
— the marshal calm though, not appearing to be the
least apprehensive. He said the West Palm strike team
was shorthanded at the moment, the reason he was
alone, but believed he would manage.

4 1

AllByLeonard.qxd  10/23/02  1:35 PM  Page 41



Out of Sight (1996)

Jack Foley was busting out of Florida’s Glades
Prison when he ran head-on into Karen Sisco with
a shotgun. Suddenly the world-class gentleman
felon was sharing a cramped car trunk with a dis-
armed federal marshal — whose Chanel suit cost
more than the take from Foley’s last bank job —
and the chemistry was working overtime. Here’s a
lady Jack could fall for in a big way, if she weren’t
a dedicated representative of the law that he
breaks for a living. And as soon as she escapes, he’s
already missing her. But there are some seriously
bad men and a major score waiting for Jack in
Motown. And there’s a good chance that when his
path crosses Karen’s again, she’s going to be there
for business, not pleasure.

New York Daily News: “Cool and fun.... A sly
romance about the missed connections of life,
which is also a hell of a comedy crime caper with
a fine cast of sociopaths, misfits, and losers.”

From the novel: 

From the covered crawl space beneath the prison
chapel to the grass just beyond the razor wire perime-
ter fence. They had been digging since before
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Christmas with their hands and a broken shovel, using
scrap lumber from the construction site of a new wing
being added to the chapel to shore up the walls of the
tunnel. It was Christmas Day, Foley happen to see
Chino and Lulu come out of the ficus bushes in front
of the chapel, their faces streaked with black dirt,
muck, but wearing clean blues. What were they doing,
making out in the bushes? That wasn’t Chino’s style,
so Foley the fight fan said, “Don’t tell me about it ‘less
you want to.” And Chino said this time to his Anglo
friend, “You want to go with us?”

Foley said he didn’t want any part of it — only three
feet of crawl space underneath the chapel, pitch-dark
in there, maybe run into fucking mole rats face-to-
face. No thanks. He’d said to Chino. “Don’t you know
you’re digging through Everglades muck? I’ve talked to
people. They say it’s wet and’ll cave in on you.” Chino
said, yeah, that’s what people thought, but the tunnel
only caved in once....

Foley said to Chino that Christmas Day, “If I caught on,
how come none of the hacks have?”
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Be Cool (1999)

After one triumph and one flop, Mafia loanshark-
turned-Hollywood producer Chili Palmer is des-
perate for another hit ... of the celluloid sort. And
when a similarly relocated former mob associate
takes a hit of the bullet-in-the-brain variety while
they’re power-lunching, Chili begins to see all
kinds of story possibilities. The whacked recording
company mogul’s midday demise is leading Chili
into the twisted world of rock stars, pop divas, and
hip-hop gangstas, which is rife with drama, jeal-
ousy, and betrayal — all the stuff that makes big
box office. Tinsel Town had better take cover,
because Chili Palmer’s working on another movie.
And that’s when people tend to die.

Washington Post Book World: “Superior, stun-
ningly alive writing.... Be Cool is another boss
entry in an incredible body of work.”

From the novel: 

The front door of the sedan opened and the guy with
the rug got out. A wiry little guy fifty or so wearing some
Korean girl’s hair so he’d look younger. Chili felt sorry
for him, the guy not knowing the rug made him look
stupid. Somebody ought to tell him, and then duck.
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He looked like the kind of little guy who was always on
the muscle, would take anything you said the wrong
way. Chili saw him looking toward Swingers no, star-
ing. Then saw him raise both hands, Christ, holding a
revolver, a nickelplate flashing in the sunlight, the guy
extending the gun in one hand now, straight out at
arm’s length as Chili yelled, “Tommy!” Loud but too
late. The guy with the rug was firing at Tommy,
squeezing them off like he was on a target range, the
sound of gunfire hitting the air hard, and all at once
here were screams, chairs scraping, people throwing
themselves to the ground as the plate glass shattered
behind Tommy still in his chair, head down, broken
glass all over him, in his hair... Chili saw the guy with
the rug standing there taking in what he had done.
Saw him turn to the car, the door still open, and put his
hand inside on the windowsill. But now he took time to
look this way, to stare at Chili. Took a good look before
he got in and drove the car off.

Pagan Babies (2000)

Father Terry Dunn thought he’d seen everything
on the mean streets of Detroit, but that was before
he went on a little retreat to Rwanda to evade a
tax-fraud indictment. Now the whiskey-drinking,
Nine Inch Nails T-shirt-wearing padre is back try-
ing to hustle up a score to help the little orphans of
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Rwanda. But the fund-raising gets complicated
when a former tattletale cohort pops up on Terry’s
tail. And then there’s the lovely Debbie Dewey. A
freshly sprung ex-con turned stand-up comic,
Debbie needs some fast cash, too, to settle an old
score. Now they’re in together for a bigger payoff
than either could finagle alone. After all, it makes
sense ... unless Father Terry is working a con of his
own.

Entertainment Weekly: “Wildly entertaining.”

From the novel: 

The church had become a tomb where forty-seven
bodies turned to leather and stains had been lying on
the concrete floor the past five years, though not lying
where they had been shot with Kalashnikovs or
hacked to death with machetes. The benches had
been removed and the bodies reassembled: men,
women and small children laid in rows of skulls and
spines, femurs, fragments of cloth stuck to mummi-
fied remains, many of the adults missing feet, all miss-
ing bones that had been carried off by scavenging
dogs.

4 6

AllByLeonard.qxd  10/23/02  1:35 PM  Page 46



Since the living world no longer enter the church, Fr.
Terry Dunn heard confessions in the yard of the recto-
ry, in the shade of the old pines and silver eucalyptus
trees.

“Bless me, Fatha, for I have sin. It has been two
months from the last time I come to Confession. Since
then I am fornicating with a woman from Gisenyi three
times only and this is all I have done.”

They would seem to fill their mouths with the English
words pro-nounc-ing each one carefully, with an
accent Terry believed was heard only in Africa. He
gave fornicators ten Our Fathers and ten Hail Marys,
murmured what passed for an absolution while the
penitent said the Act of Contrition, and dismissed
them with a reminder to love God and sin no more.

“Fire in the Hole” (2001)

In Elmore Leonard’s first original e-book, U.S.
Marshal Raylan Givens (featured in Pronto and
Riding the Rap) returns to the eastern Kentucky
coal-mining country of his youth. When Boyd
Crowder, a mail-order-ordained minister who
doesn’t believe in paying his income taxes, decides
to blow up the IRS building in Cincinnati, Givens
is asked by the local marshal to intervene. This sets
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up an inevitable confrontation between two men
on opposite sides of the law who still have a lin-
gering respect for each other. Throw into the mix
Boyd’s sister-in-law, Ava, who carries a torch for
Raylan along with a deer rifle, and you’ve got a
funny, adrenaline-charged story only Elmore
Leonard could have written.

Book Page: “‘Fire in the Hole,’ is classic Leonard,
even if the medium is not.”

From the story: 

They had dug coal together as young men and then
lost touch over the years. Now it looked like they’d be
meeting again, this time as lawman and felon, Raylan
Givens and Boyd Crowder. 

Boyd did six years in a federal penitentiary for refusing
to pay his income tax, came out and found religion. He
received his ordination by mail order from a Bible col-
lege in South Carolina and formed a sect he called
Christian Aggression. The next thing he did, Boyd
formed the East Kentucky Militia with a cadre of neo-
Nazi skinheads, a bunch of boys wearing Doc Martens
and swastika tattoos. They were all natural-born
racists and haters of authority, but still had to be
taught what Boyd called “the laws of White Supremacy
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as laid down by the Lord,” which he took from
Christian Identity doctrines. Next thing, he trained
these boys in the use of explosives and automatic
weapons. He told them they were now members of
Crowder’s Commandos, sworn to take up the fight for
freedom against the coming Mongrel World Order and
the govermint’s illegal tax laws. 

Tishomingo Blues (2002)

Daredevil Dennis Lenahan has brought his act to
the Tishomingo Lodge & Casino in Tunica,
Mississippi — diving off an eighty-foot ladder into
nine feet of water for the amusement of gamblers,
gangsters, and luscious belles. His riskiest feat,
however, was witnessing a Dixie-style mob execu-
tion while atop his diving platform. Robert Taylor
saw the hit also. A blues-loving Detroit hustler
touring the Southland in a black Jaguar, Taylor’s
got his own secret agenda re the “Cornbread Cosa
Nostra,” and he wants Dennis in on the game. But
there’s a lot more in Robert Taylor’s pocket than a
photo of his lynched great-grandfather. And high-
diver Dennis could be about to take a long, fatal
fall — right into a mess of hoop skirts, Civil War
playacting ... and more trouble than he ever
dreamed possible.
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Entertainment Weekly: “God bless Elmore
Leonard. Grade A.”

Detroit Free Press: “Elmore Leonard is back at his
sly, finger-popping best.” 

Los Angeles Times Book Review: “Tishomingo
Blues is typical Elmore Leonard. Who could ask
for anything more? 

From the novel: 

Newton Hoon sat in his trailer with a jelly glass of
bourbon watching the news: that little TV girl with the
two last names in the woods showing where James
Rein and Eugene Dean had shot each other, saying
both men were from Tunica but nothing about Rose.

There she was now in the glade saying this was where
Arlen Novis, former Tunica County sheriff’s deputy,
and Detroit realtor Germano Mularoni staged their
duel, calling them reenactors in a senseless con-
frontation of views that resulted in each man’s death.
Oh, is that right? No mention of Walter. No mention of
the smoke or the two greasers — Newton thinking of
the one he’d asked that time where the nigger was and
the one said he’d gone to fuck your wife. It had set him
off, sure, even knowing it wasn’t true. One, Myrna
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wasn’t ever home, she played bingo every night of her
life. And two, not even a smoke’d want to fuck her,
Myrna going four hundred pounds on the hoof. Try
and find the wet spot on her.

When the Women Come Out to Dance (2002)

In this collection of short fiction, Elmore Leonard
demonstrates the superb characterizations, dead-
on dialogue, vivid atmosphere, and driving plot-
ting that have made him a household name. And
once more, this master of crime illustrates that the
line between the law and the lawbreakers is not as
firm as we might think. 

Federal Marshall Karen Sisco, from the bestselling
novel Out of Sight, returns in “Karen Makes
Out,” once again inadvertently mixing pleasure
with business. In “Fire in the Hole,” Raylan
Givens, last seen in Riding the Rap and Pronto,
meets up with an old friend, but they’re now on
different sides of the law. In the title story, “When
the Women Come Out to Dance,” Mrs. Mahmood
gets more than she bargains for when she conspires
with her maid to end her unhappy marriage. In all
nine stories — each unique in its own right —
reluctant heroes and laid-back lowlifes struggle for
power, survival, and their fifteen minutes of fame. 
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Vivid, hilarious, and unfailingly human, these sto-
ries ring true with Elmore Leonard’s signature
deadpan social observations and diabolical eye for
the foibles of the good guys and the bad. 

Contains: “Sparks”; “Hanging Out at the Buena
Vista”; “Chisaw Charlie Hoak”; “When the
Women Come Out to Dance”; “Fire in the Hole”;
“Karen Makes Out”; “Hurrah for Capt. Early”;
“The Tonto Woman”; “Tenkiller”

From the collection:

“Hanging Out at the Buena Vista”

They lived in a retirement village of cottages set among
palm trees and bougainvillea, maids driving golf carts.
The woman, Natalie, wore silk scarves to cover what
was left of her hair, a lavender scarf the afternoon
Vincent appeared at her door. He told her through the
screen he thought it was time they met. She said from
the chair she sat in most of the day, “It’s open,” closed
the book she was reading, a finger inside holding the
page, and watched him come in in his khaki shorts
and T-shirt.

“You didn’t have to get dressed up on my account.”
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She liked his smile and the way he said, “I was right.
I’ve found someone I can talk to.”

“About what?”

“Anything you want, except golf.”

“You’re in luck. I don’t play golf.”

“I know you don’t. I checked.”

She liked his weathered look, his cap of white hair,
uncombed. “You’re here by yourself?”

“On my own, the first time in fifty-seven years.”

She laid the book on the table next to her. “So now
you’re what, dating?”

He liked the way she said it, with a straight face.

“If you’re interested, Jerry Vale’s coming next week.”

“I can hardly wait.”

He said, “I like the way you wear your scarves. You’ve
got style, kiddo.”
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“For an old broad? You should see me in a blond wig.”

“A woman can get away with a good one. But you see
a rug on a guy, every hair in place? You can always
tell.”

“That’s why you don’t comb your hair?” Again with the
straight face. He shook his head.

“I made a decision,” Vincent said. “No chemo, no sur-
gery. Why bother? I’m eighty years old. You hang
around too long, you end up with Alzheimer’s, like
Howard. You know Howard? He puts on a suit and tie
every day and calls on the ladies. Has no idea where
he is.” 

“Howard’s been here. But now I think he and Pauline
are going steady. Pauline’s the one with all the Barbie
dolls.” Natalie paused and said, “I’ll be eighty-two next
month.” 

“You sure don’t look it.”

“Not a day over, what, seventy-five?”

“I’ll tell you something,” Vincent said. “You’re the best-
looking woman here, and that’s counting the maids
and the ones that pass for nurses. Some are okay, but
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they all have big butts. You notice that? Hospitals, the
same thing. I’ve made a study: The majority of women
who work in health care are seriously overweight.” 
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The Westerns 

The Bounty Hunters (1953, the first Elmore
Leonard novel) 

The old Apache renegade Soldado Viejo is hiding
out in Mexico, and the Arizona Department
Adjutant has selected two men to hunt him down.
One — Dave Flynn — knows war, the land, and
the nature of his prey. The other is a kid lieutenant
named Bowers. But there’s a different kind of war
happening in Soyopa. And if Flynn and his young
associate choose the wrong allies — and the wrong
enemy — they won’t be getting out alive. 

The Independent (London): “One of the most suc-
cessful Western writers of his day ... Leonard’s
career as a novelist began with The Bounty
Hunters.” 

From the novel: 

Rellis’s lip curled, grinning. “Mostly when I see a piss-
ant I just step on him.” 

“Rellis — ” It came unexpectedly, with the sound of
the screen door closing. 
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As Rellis turned his head sharply, the grin died on his
face. 

Flynn stood in from the doorway. He came on a few
strides and stopped, his eyes on Rellis, his right hand
unbuttoning his coat. 

Rellis wasn’t loose now. “I ... was just asking where
you were, Flynn.” 

“I heard you asking.” 

“Listen, I didn’t have any part in killing your friend.” 

“Rellis,” Flynn said quietly, “you’re a liar.” 

“You got no cause to say that.” 

Flynn moved toward Rellis. “It’s said.” He paused,
watching Rellis’ eyes. “I’m going outside. I’ll expect to
see you within the next few minutes ... with your gun
in your hand.” 

The Law at Randado (1954) 

Phil Sundeen thinks Deputy Sheriff Kirby Frye is
just a green local kid with a tin badge. And when
the wealthy cattle baron’s men drag two prisoners

5 7

AllByLeonard.qxd  10/23/02  1:35 PM  Page 57



from Frye’s jail and hang them from a high tree,
there’s nothing the untried young lawman can do
about it. But Kirby’s got more grit than Sundeen
and his hired muscles bargained for. They can beat
the boy and humiliate him, but they can’t make
him forget the job he has sworn to do. The cattle-
man has money, fear, and guns on his side, but
Kirby Frye’s the law in this godforsaken corner of
the Arizona Territories. And he’ll drag Sundeen
and his killers straight to hell himself to prove it. 

USA Today: “Leonard has penned some of the
best Western fiction ever.”

From the novel:

Frye felt the anger hot on his face. “Doesn’t killing two
men mean anything to you?” 

“You picked yourself a beauty,” Sundeen said to no
one in particular. “Why does he pack that gun if he’s
so against killin’?” 

Jordan said, “Maybe it makes him feel important.” 

“Now if it was me,” Sundeen said, “I wouldn’t pick a
deputy that whined like a woman.” 
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Jordan was looking at Frye. “Maybe that’s what this
deputy is ... only dressed up like a man. 

Sundeen grinned. “Maybe we ought to take his pants
off and find out.” 

Frye held his eyes on Sundeen. Just Sundeen — he
felt his anger mounting. “Sundeen, if you want to try,
stop by the jail tomorrow.” 

Escape from Five Shadows (1956) 

No one breaks out of the brutal convict labor
camp at Five Shadows — but Corey Bowen is
ready to die trying. They framed him to put him in
there, and beat him bloody and nearly dead after
his last escape attempt. He’ll have help this time —
from a lady with murder on her mind and a debt
to pay back. Because freedom isn’t enough for
primed dynamite like Bowen. And he won’t leave
the corrupt desert hell behind him until a few
scores are settled ... permanently. 

Dallas Morning News: “As welcome as a thunder-
storm in a dry spell.” 
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From the novel: 

“I’m giving you warning now,” Renda said, including
all the convicts. “One more out of line and somebody
shoots. You’ll even think before spitting over the side
of the wagon. You hesitate one second when you’re
told to do something, you’re dead. You take one step
in the wrong direction and you won’t know what hit
you.” 

He turned to Bowen suddenly. “You understand that?” 

Bowen nodded, looking up at Renda. 

“Listen,” Renda said, “I’ll tell you something else. That
stunt you pulled a while back ... jumping off the
wagon. You wouldn’t get just twenty days for it the
second time.” 

He looked over the convicts. “You get past the guards,
the Mimbres have got orders to take your scalp. You
won’t be brought back here ... just part of you. To
prove you’re dead.” 
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Last Stand at Saber River (1959) 

A one-armed man stood before Denaman’s store,
and the girl named Luz was scared. Paul Cable
could see that from the rise two hundred yards
away, just as he could see that everything had
changed while he was away fighting for the
Confederacy. He just didn’t know how much.
Cable and his family rode down to Denaman’s
store and faced the one-armed man. Then they
heard the story, about the Union Army and two
brothers — and a beautiful woman — who had
taken over Cable’s spread and weren’t going to
give it back. For Paul Cable the war hadn’t ended
at all. Among the men at Saber River, some would
be his enemies, some might have been his friends,
but no one was going to take his future away —
not with words, not with treachery, and not with
guns. 

New York Daily News: “Very tough and realistic.”

From the novel: 

Cable stood over Dancey with the Walker Colt in his
hand. It was cocked and pointing directly at Dancey’s
head. Joe Bob and Royce said nothing. 
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Dancey said, “You’re not proving anything with that
gun in your hand.” 

“I don’t have anything to prove.” 

Royce said, “You think we won’t be back?” 

Cable’s gaze shifted. “You’ll ride into a double load of
buckshot if you do.” 

Royce seemed to grin. “Man, you’re made to order.
Duane’s going to have some fun with you.” 

Dancey’s eyes held on Cable. “So one man’s going to
stand us off.” 

“That’s all it’s taken so far.” 

Hombre (1961) 

John Russell has been raised as an Apache. Now
he’s on his way to live as a white man. But when
the stagecoach passengers learn who he is, they
want nothing to do with him — until outlaws ride
down on them and they must rely on Russell’s guns
and his ability to lead them out of the desert. He
can’t ride with them, but they must walk with him
or die. 
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Western Writers of America: “One of the twenty-
five best Western novels of all time.”

San Francisco Chronicle: “Thrilling.”

From the novel: 

[“Carl Everett Allen” is recalling how he came to write
this account.]

At first I wasn’t sure at all where to begin. When I
asked advice, this man from the Florence Enterprise
said begin at the beginning, the day the coach depart-
ed from Sweetmary with everybody aboard. Which
sounded fine until I got to doing it. Then I saw it wasn’t
the beginning at all. There was too much to explain at
one time. Who the people were, where they were going
and all. Also, starting there didn’t tell enough about
John Russell. 

He is the person this story is mainly about. If it had not
been for him, we would all be dead and there wouldn’t
be anybody telling this. So I will begin with the first
time I ever saw John Russell.... 

[S]ome of my ideas about John Russell at the time are
embarrassing to put on paper. But I was advised to
imagine I was telling it to a good friend and not worry
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about what other people might think. Which is what I
have done. If there’s anything anybody wants to skip,
like innermost thoughts in places, just go ahead. 

The Moonshine War (1969) 

The hill folk of Broke-Leg Country, Kentucky,
believed that if the good Lord meant for corn to
grow, He also meant for it to be distilled, in spite
of the passage of a Federal law called the 18th
Amendment, or Prohibition. And if a man wanted
to get some really good sippin’ whiskey, Son
Martin was the one to see. Son not only made the
best moonshine in the area, but it was rumored
that he had hidden somewhere on his hill farm his
old daddy’s cache of 150 barrels of eight-year old
corn whiskey. Of course nobody had ever found
any of the liquor, but Son never said that it wasn’t
there. 

Then one day the tranquility of Broke-Leg County
was interrupted by the sudden appearance of
Frank Long, an old army buddy of Son’s who
knew about the whiskey and was not a Prohibition
agent. But his presence had a different purpose
than his job as a revenue man. Frank wanted the
hidden whiskey to bootleg on his own, and he was
willing to use his official position to get it. 
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In the attempt, he set neighbor against neighbor,
and the Moonshine War was on. Involved were
Prohibition agents, Louisville gangsters, and local
moonshiners, and as the hills of Kentucky rang
with their gunshots, each side fought to learn Son’s
secret. As the bullets got thicker, Son was left
alone, standing on his principles and waiting for
his chance to bring the War to its startling and
unexpected climax. 

The New York Times: “Before Leonard tackled
Detroit’s mean streets, he turned out a handful of
backwoods crime novels, including this rough-
edged little jewel. It’s no surprise that the Big Boys
want to take over Son Martin’s still. After all, Son
makes the best whiskey in Marlett, Kentucky: ‘He
let his mash sit a full six or seven days and didn’t
put a lot of devilment in it, like buckeye beans or
carbide or lye.’ Archetypes fly as fast as fists in this
mythic exploration of the rugged individualist as
whiskey-maker.” 

Valdez Is Coming (1970) 

They laughed at Roberto Valdez and then ignored
him. But when a dark-skinned man was holed up
in a shack with a gun, they sent the part-time town
constable to deal with the problem — and made
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sure he had no choice but to gun the fugitive down.
Trouble was, Valdez killed an innocent man. And
when he asked for justice — and some money for
the dead man’s woman — they beat Valdez and
tied him to a cross. They were still laughing when
Valdez came back. And then they began to die... 

USA Today: “Although known for his mysteries,
Leonard has penned some of the best Western fic-
tion ever, including Valdez Is Coming.” 

Washington Post Book World: “A Leonard novel
that still holds up as one of his very best.”

From the novel:

“Your minute’s up, boy.” Mr. Tanner glanced at his
segundo again. “Teach him something.” 

The segundo drew the .44 on his right leg, cocked it
and fired as he brought it up. And with the explosion
the adobe chipped next to Bob Valdez’s face. 

Now those who were sitting and lounging by the fires
rose and drew their revolvers, looking at the segundo
and waiting their turn. One of them, an American, said
“I know where I’m going to shoot the son of a bitch.” 
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One of the others laughed and another one said, “See
if you can shoot his meat off.” And another said, “It
would fix this squaw-lover good.” 

Forty Lashes Less One (1972) 

A hellhole like Yuma Prison does all sorts of things
to a man. Mostly it makes him want to escape. For
two men facing life sentences — Harold Jackson,
the only black man behind the walls, and
Raymond San Carlos, an Apache halfbreed — a
breakout seemed nigh on impossible. That is, until
the law gave them two choices: rot in a cell, or
track down and bring back the five most ruthless
men in Arizona. 

New York Daily News: “Long before his slick,
dark crime comedies, Elmore Leonard wrote some
very tough and realistic Westerns.”

From the novel:

“You want us to run twenty miles?” 

“You’re an Apache Indian, aren’t you, Raymond? And
Harold’s a Zulu. Well, by golly, an Apache Indian and
a Zulu can run twenty, thirty miles a day, and there
ain’t a white man in this territory can say that.” 
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“You want us to run twenty miles?” Raymond said
again. 

“I want you to start thinking of who you are, that’s what
I want. I want you to start thinking like warriors for a
change instead of like convicts.” 

Gunsights (1979) 

Brendan Early and Dana Moon have tracked rene-
gade Apaches together and gunned down scalp
hunters to become Arizona legends. But now they
face each other from opposite sides of what news-
papers are calling The Rincon Mountain War.
Brendan and a gang of mining company gun thugs
are dead set on running Dana and “the People of
the Mountain” from their land. The characters are
unforgettable, the plot packed with action and
gunfights from beginning to end. 

San Francisco Chronicle: “Classic Western fare.” 

Chicago Sun-Times: “Leonard’s special kind of
tough guys were born in the Old West.” 
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From the novel: 

Bren Early said to Moon, “Do you want to tell him to go
stick it in his horse, or should I?” 

Sundeen turned toward his partners. They were get-
ting ready. 

“I’ll give them three more steps,” Bren said and pulled
his matched Smith & Wesson .44s. Moon drew his
Colts. 

Three more strides and that was it. 

Sundeen was hollering something, and his two men on
the ends fell dead in the first sudden explosion from
the wall where Early and Moon stood with revolvers
extended, aiming and firing. 

Bren said, “He’s used to having his way.” 

Moon said, “But he didn’t come prepared, did he?” 

Cuba Libre (1998) 

War in Cuba isn’t Ben Tyler’s concern. Still, sailing
mares and guns into Havana harbor in 1898 —
right past the submerged wreckage of the U.S. bat-
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tleship Maine — may not be the smartest thing the
recently prison-sprung horse wrangler ever did.
Neither is shooting one of the local Guardia,
though the pompous peacock deserved it. Now
Tyler’s sitting tight in a vermin-infested Cuban
stockade waiting to face a firing squad. But he’s
not dying until he gets the money he’s owed from
a two-timing American sugar baron. And there’s
one smart, pistol-hot lady at the rich man’s side
who could help Ben get everything he’s got right-
fully coming ... even when the whole damn island’s
going straight to hell.

Miami Herald: “A wild ride through Cuba during
the Spanish-American War.... A good old-fash-
ioned Western served with a sly grin and a side
dish of scams.”

From the novel: 

Tyler arrived with the horse February eighteenth, three
days after the battleship Maine blew up in Havana har-
bor. He saw buzzards floating in the sky the way they
do but couldn’t make out what they were after. This
was off Morro Castle, the cattle boat streaming black
smoke as it comes through the narrows. 
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But then pretty soon he saw a ship’s mast and a tan-
gle of metal sticking out of the water, gulls resting on
it. One of the Mexican deckhands called to the pilot
tug bringing them in, wanting to know what the wreck-
age was. The pilot yelled back that it was the Maine. 

Yeah? The main what? Tyler’s border Spanish failed to
serve, trying to make out voices raised against the
wind. The deckhand told him it was a buque de guer-
ra, a warship. 

The Tonto Woman and Other Western Stories (1998) 

The Tonto Woman and Other Western Stories is a
raw, hard-bitten collection that gathers together
the best of Leonard’s Western fiction. In “The
Tonto Woman,” a young wife, her face tattooed by
Indian kidnappers, becomes society’s outcast —
until an outlaw vows to set her free... In “Only
Good Ones,” we meet a fine man turned killer in
one impossible moment... “Saint with a Six-Gun”
pits a doomed prisoner against his young guard —
in a drama of deception and compassion that leads
to a shocking act of courage... In “The Colonel’s
Lady,” a brutal ambush puts a woman into the
hands of a vicious renegade - while a tracker
attempts a rescue that cannot come in time... And
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in “Blood Money,” five bank robbers are being
picked off one by one, but one man believes he can
make it out alive. 

Contains: “The Tonto Woman”; “The Captives”;
“Only Good Ones”; “You Never See Apaches”;
“The Colonel’s Lady”; “The Kid”; “The Big
Hunt”; “Apache Medicine”; “No Man’s Guns”;
“Jugged”; “The Hard Way”; “Blood Money”;
“3:10 to Yuma”; “The Boy Who Smiled”;
“Hurrah for Capt. Early”; “Moment of
Vengeance”; “Saint with a Six-Gun”; “The
Nagual”; Trouble at Rindo’s Station” 

From the collection: 

“The Captives” 

He could hear the stagecoach, the faraway creaking
and the muffled rumble of it, and he was thinking: It’s
almost an hour early. Why should it be if it left
Contention on schedule? 

His name was Pat Brennan. He was lean and almost
tall, with a deeply tanned, pleasant face beneath the
straight hat-brim low over his eyes, and he stood next
to the saddle, which was on the ground, with the easy
hip-shot slouch of a rider. A entry rifle was in his right

7 2

AllByLeonard.qxd  10/23/02  1:35 PM  Page 72



hand and he was squinting into the sun glare, looking
up the grade to the rutted road that came curving
down through the spidery Joshua trees. 

He lowered the Henry rifle, stock down, and let it fall
across the saddle, and kept his hand away from the
Colt holstered on his right leg. A man could get shot
standing next to a stage road out in the middle of
nowhere with a rifle in his hand. 

All excerpts from works by Elmore Leonard are copy-
right © by Elmore Leonard, Inc., in the year of publi-
cation. Reprinted here with permission.
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Selected 
Filmography

The Big Bounce (2003). Announced director:
George Armitage. Announced cast: Owen Wilson
(Jack Ryan); Morgan Freeman (Walter Crewes);
Sara Foster (Nancy Hayes); Gary Sinise (Ray
Ritchie).... 

Out of Sight (1998). Director: Steven Soderbergh.
Cast: George Clooney (John Michael “Jack” Foley);
Jennifer Lopez (Karen Sisco); Ving Rhames (Buddy
Bragg); Don Cheadle (Maurice “Snoopy” Miller);
Dennis Farina (Marshall Sisco); Albert Brooks
(Richard “Dick the Ripper” Ripley); Nancy Allen
(Midge); Catherine Keener (Adele Delisi); Isaiah
Washington (Kenneth “Kenny”); Steve Zahn (Glenn
Michaels); Luis Guzmán (Jose Portencio).... 

Jackie Brown (1997), based on the novel Rum
Punch. Director: Quentin Tarantino. Cast: Pam
Grier (Jackie Brown); Samuel L. Jackson (Ordell
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Robbie); Robert Forster (Max Cherry); Bridget
Fonda (Melanie Ralston); Michael Keaton (Ray
Nicolette);Robert De Niro (Louis Gara); Michael
Bowen (Mark Dargus); Chris Tucker (Beaumont
Livingston); Lisa Gay Hamilton (Sheronda).... 

Touch (1997). Director: Paul Schrader. Cast: LL
Cool J (Himself); Gina Gershon (Debra Lusanne);
Conchata Ferrell (Virginia Worrel); John Doe
(Elwin Worrel); Christopher Walken (Bill Hill);
Skeet Ulrich (Juvenal, a.k.a. Charlie Lawson);
María Celedonio (Alisha, rehab receptionist); Chris
Hogan (Scruffy Staff Worker); Anthony Zerbe
(Father Donahue); Bridget Fonda (Lynn Marie
Faulkner); William Newman (Court Clerk);Tom
Arnold (August Murray); Breckin Meyer (Greg
Czarnicki); Matt O’Toole (Bailiff); Richard Fancy
(Judge)....

Get Shorty (1995). Director: Barry Sonnenfeld.
Cast: John Travolta (Chili Palmer); Gene Hackman
(Harry Zimm); Rene Russo (Karen Flores); Danny
DeVito (Martin Weir); Dennis Farina (Ray “Bones”
Barboni); Delroy Lindo (Bo Catlett); James
Gandolfini (Bear); David Paymer (Leo Devoe);
Bobby Slayton (Dick Allen); Martin Ferrero
(Tommy Carlo); Jon Gries (Ronnie Wingate); Renee
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Props (Nicki); Miguel Sandoval (Mr. Escobar);
Jacob Vargas (Yayo Portillo); Linda Hart (Fay
Devoe).... 

52 Pickup (1986). Director: John Frankenheimer.
Cast: Roy Scheider (Harry Mitchell); Ann-Margret
(Barbara Mitchell); Vanity (Doreen); John Glover
(Alan Raimy); Robert Trebor (Leo Franks); Lonny
Chapman (Jim O’Boyle); Kelly Preston (Cini); Doug
McClure (Mark Arveson); Clarence Williams III
(Bobby Shy); Alex Henteloff (Dan Lowenthal);
Michelle Walker (Counter Girl); Philip Bartko (Test
Site Worker); Tom Byron (Partygoer); Harvey
Cowen (Partygoer); Ron Jeremy (Partygoer).... 

Mr. Majestyk (1974). Director: Richard Fleischer.
Cast: Charles Bronson (Vince Majestyk); Al Lettieri
(Frank Renda, hit man); Linda Cristal (Nancy
Chavez, labor organizer); Lee Purcell (Wiley,
Renda’s girl); Paul Koslo (Bobby Kopas, punk);
Taylor Lacher (Gene Lundy, Renda’s henchman);
Frank Maxwell (Det. Lt. McAllen, Edna Police
Dept.); Alejandro Rey (Larry Mendoza, Majestyk’s
foreman); Jordan Rhodes (Deputy Harold Richie,
Edna Police Dept.); Bert Santos (Julio Tomas, labor
contractor); Luis Ramírez (Labor Contractor).... 

7 7
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Valdez Is Coming (1971). Director: Edwin Sherin.
Cast: Burt Lancaster (Bob Valdez); Susan Clark
(Gay Erin); Frank Silvera (Diego); Jon Cypher
(Frank Tanner); Richard Jordan (R.L. Davis);
Barton Heyman (El Segundo); Hector Elizondo
(Mexican Rider); Phil Brown (Malson); Ralph
Brown (Beaudry); Werner Hasselmann (Sheriff);
Lex Monson (Rincon); Roberta Haynes (Polly);
Sylvia Poggioli (Segundo’s girl); José García
(Carlos); María Montez (Anita).... 

Hombre (1967). Director: Martin Ritt. Cast: Paul
Newman (John Russell); Fredric March (Faver);
Richard Boone (Grimes); Diane Cilento (Jessie);
Cameron Mitchell (Braden); Barbara Rush (Audra
Favor); Peter Lazer (Billy Lee Blake); Margaret Blye
(Doris Blake); Martin Balsam (Henry Mendez);
Skip Ward (Steve Early); Frank Silvera (Mexican
Bandit); David Canary (Lamar Dean); Val Avery
(Delgado); Larry Ward (Soldier).... 

The Tall T (1957). Director: Budd Boetticher. Cast:
Randolph Scott (Pat Brennan); Richard Boone
(Usher); Maureen O’Sullivan (Doretta Mims);
Arthur Hunnicutt (Ed Rintoon); Skip Homeier
(Billy Jack); Henry Silva (Chink); John Hubbard
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(Willard Mims); Robert Burton (Tenvoorde);
Robert Anderson (Jace); Fred Sherman (Hank
Parker); Chris Olsen (Jeff).... 

3:10 to Yuma (1957). Director: Delmer Daves.
Cast: Glenn Ford (Ben Wade); Van Heflin (Dan
Evans); Felicia Farr (Emmy); Leora Dana (Mrs.
Alice Evans); Henry Jones (Alex Potter, town
drunk); Richard Jaeckel (Charlie Prince); Robert
Emhardt (Mr. Butterfield, stage line owner);
Sheridan Comerate (Bob Moons, stage driver’s
brother); George Mitchell (Bartender); Robert
Ellenstein (Ernie Collins); Ford Rainey (Bisbee
Marshal).... 

~ 

In the works (as of October 2002): 

Be Cool (MGM; Jersey Films), and the return of
Chili Palmer.

Tenkiller (Bruce Willis attached; you can read this
short story in Elmore Leonard’s When the Women
Come Out to Dance). 

Tishomingo Blues, optioned by FilmFour
(Sexy Beast).
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If It Sounds Like
Writing, Rewrite It 

These are rules I’ve picked up along the way to
help me remain invisible when I’m writing a book,
to help me show rather than tell what’s taking
place in the story. If you have a facility for lan-
guage and imagery and the sound of your voice
pleases you, invisibility is not what you are after,
and you can skip the rules. Still, you might look
them over. 

1. Never open a book with weather. 

If it’s only to create atmosphere, and not a charac-
ter’s reaction to the weather, you don’t want to go
on too long. The reader is apt to leaf ahead look-
ing for people. There are exceptions. If you happen
to be Barry Lopez, who has more ways to describe
ice and snow than an Eskimo, you can do all the
weather reporting you want. 
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2. Avoid prologues. 

They can be annoying, especially a prologue fol-
lowing an introduction that comes after a fore-
word. But these are ordinarily found in nonfiction.
A prologue in a novel is backstory, and you can
drop it in anywhere you want. 

There is a prologue in John Steinbeck’s Sweet
Thursday, but it’s O.K. because a character in the
book makes the point of what my rules are all
about. He says: “I like a lot of talk in a book and
I don’t like to have nobody tell me what the guy
that’s talking looks like. I want to figure out what
he looks like from the way he talks... figure out
what the guy’s thinking from what he says. I like
some description but not too much of that....
Sometimes I want a book to break loose with a
bunch of hooptedoodle.... Spin up some pretty
words maybe or sing a little song with language.
That’s nice. But I wish it was set aside so I don’t
have to read it. I don’t want hooptedoodle to get
mixed up with the story.’’ 

3. Never use a verb other than said to carry dia-
logue. 

The line of dialogue belongs to the character; the
verb is the writer sticking his nose in. But said is
far less intrusive than grumbled, gasped, cau-
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tioned, lied. I once noticed Mary McCarthy ending
a line of dialogue with “she asseverated,’’ and had
to stop reading to get the dictionary. 

4. Never use an adverb to modify the verb
said ... 

... he admonished gravely. To use an adverb this
way (or almost any way) is a mortal sin. The writer
is now exposing himself in earnest, using a word
that distracts and can interrupt the rhythm of the
exchange. I have a character in one of my books
tell how she used to write historical romances “full
of rape and adverbs.’’ 

5. Keep your exclamation points under con-
trol.

You are allowed no more than two or three per
100,000 words of prose. If you have the knack of
playing with exclaimers the way Tom Wolfe does,
you can throw them in by the handful. 

8 3
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6. Never use the words suddenly or all hell
broke loose.

This rule doesn’t require an explanation. I have
noticed that writers who use “suddenly’’ tend to
exercise less control in the application of exclama-
tion points. 

7. Use regional dialect, patois, sparingly. 

Once you start spelling words in dialogue phonet-
ically and loading the page with apostrophes, you
won’t be able to stop. Notice the way Annie Proulx
captures the flavor of Wyoming voices in her book
of short stories Close Range.  

8. Avoid detailed descriptions of characters. 

Which Steinbeck covered. In Ernest Hemingway’s
“Hills Like White Elephants’’ what do the
“American and the girl with him’’ look like? “She
had taken off her hat and put it on the table.’’
That’s the only reference to a physical description
in the story, and yet we see the couple and know
them by their tones of voice, with not one adverb
in sight. 

8 4
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9. Don t go into great detail describing places
and things. 

Unless you’re Margaret Atwood and can paint
scenes with language or write landscapes in the
style of Jim Harrison. But even if you’re good at it,
you don’t want descriptions that bring the action,
the flow of the story, to a standstill. 

And finally: 

10. Try to leave out the part that readers tend to
skip. 

A rule that came to mind in 1983. Think of what
you skip reading a novel: thick paragraphs of
prose you can see have too many words in them.
What the writer is doing, he’s writing, perpetrating
hooptedoodle, perhaps taking another shot at the
weather, or has gone into the character’s head, and
the reader either knows what the guy’s thinking or
doesn’t care. I’ll bet you don’t skip dialogue. 

My most important rule is one that sums up
the ten. 

8 5
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If it sounds like writing, I rewrite it. 

Or, if proper usage gets in the way, it may have to
go. I can’t allow what we learned in English com-
position to disrupt the sound and rhythm of the
narrative. It’s my attempt to remain invisible, not
distract the reader from the story with obvious
writing. (Joseph Conrad said something about
words getting in the way of what you want to say.) 

If I write in scenes and always from the point of
view of a particular character — the one whose
view best brings the scene to life — I’m able to con-
centrate on the voices of the characters telling you
who they are and how they feel about what they
see and what’s going on, and I’m nowhere in sight. 

What Steinbeck did in Sweet Thursday was title
his chapters as an indication, though obscure, of
what they cover. “Whom the Gods Love They
Drive Nuts” is one, “Lousy Wednesday” another.
The third chapter is titled “Hooptedoodle (1)” and
the 38th chapter “Hooptedoodle (2)” as warnings
to the reader, as if Steinbeck is saying: “Here’s
where you’ll see me taking flights of fancy with my
writing, and it won’t get in the way of the story.
Skip them if you want.” 

8 6
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Martin Amis
Interviews The

Dickens of Detroit
The Writers Guild Theatre, Beverly Hills,
January 23, 1998. Sponsored by Writers Bloc;
Andrea Grossman, Founder. 

Martin Amis: We’re welcoming here Elmore
Leonard, also known as “Dutch.” And rather less
formally, “The Dickens of Detroit.” It is an apt
description, I think, because he is as close as any-
thing you have here in America to a national nov-
elist, a concept that almost seemed to die with
Charles Dickens but has here been revived. 

I was recently in Boston visiting Saul Bellow,
and on the shelves of the Nobel laureate, I spied
several Elmore Leonards. Saul Bellow has a high,
even exalted view of what literature is and does.
For him, it creates the “quiet zone” where certain
essences can nourish what he calls “our fair souls.”
This kind of literature of the Prousto-Nabokovian
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variety has recently been assigned the label
“minority interest.” There is patently nothing
“minority interest” about Elmore Leonard. He is a
popular writer in several senses. But Saul Bellow
and I agreed that for an absolutely reliable and
unstinting infusion of narrative pleasure in a prose
miraculously purged of all false qualities, there was
no one quite like Elmore Leonard. 

I thought we might begin at the beginning, and
talk about your early years as a writer and how
you got started. In my experience, everyone at the
age of fourteen or fifteen (or a bit earlier) starts to
commune with themselves and to keep notes and
to keep a diary. It’s only the writers who go on
with that kind of adolescent communion. Was it
like that for you? Did you get the glimmer quite
early on? 

Elmore Leonard: Let me ask first: Do you think
if I lived in Buffalo, I’d be Dickens? [Laughter]

Amis: “The Balzac of Buffalo,” perhaps.
[Laughter] 

Leonard: I had a desire to write very early on but
I didn’t. I wrote just what I had to write in school
compositions and things like that. It wasn’t until I
was in college after World War II that I wrote a
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couple of short stories. The first one because the
English instructor said, “If you enter this con-
test” — it was a local writers’ club within the
University of Detroit — “I’ll give you a B.” I’ve
always been inspired in this somewhat commercial
approach toward writing. [Laughter] Which is
why I chose Westerns to begin with. 

In 1951, I decided to look at the field. I looked
at the market, and I saw Westerns in The Saturday
Evening Post, Collier s, almost everything from
the Ladies Home Journal down through men’s
magazines and pulps. There were then at least a
dozen pulps still in business, the better ones paying
two cents a word. So I decided this was a market.
What with all of these magazines buying short sto-
ries, this was the place to start. And because I liked
Western movies a lot, and I wanted to sell to
Hollywood right away and make some money, I
approached this with a desire to write but also to
make as much money as I could doing it. I didn’t
see anything wrong with that at all. I think the
third one sold, and that was it. After that, they’ve
all sold since then. But then the market dried up,
and I had to switch to crime. 

Amis: You were also, as I understand, writing
commentaries for educational films and industrial
movies. 

8 9
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Leonard: Yes, industrial movies about air pollu-
tion, building highways, Encyclopaedia
Britannica, geography, and history movies. I did
about a dozen of those — the settlement of the
Mississippi Valley, the French and Indian War, the
Danube, Puerto Rico. I think they were twenty-
seven-minute movies. I did that right after I had
left an ad agency where I was writing Chevrolet
ads, which drove me crazy. Because you had to
write real cute then. I had a lot of trouble with
that. I could do truck ads, but I couldn’t do con-
vertibles at all. [Laughter] So I got out of that. But
I still had to make a living. So I got into the indus-
trial movies and a little freelance advertising. 

Amis: But the breakthrough was Hombre, was it
not? 

Leonard: Yes, the sale to the movies. Because the
book itself I wrote in ’59, and by then the market
was so weak. I was getting $4,000 for a paper-
back, for example. And that one sold for $1,250,
and it took two years to sell it. I didn’t get that
much for the movie rights, either, four or five years
later. That was when I got back into fiction writ-
ing. 

9 0
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Amis: How do you feel when a book of yours goes
through the treadmill of being turned into a
movie? It’s happened to me once, in my first novel,
The Rachel Papers, and I thought, “Whatever
they do to it, the book will still be there.” 

Leonard: I believe that. There’s no question about
that. I’m not concerned with how closely it’s
adapted. I just hope it’s a good movie. For exam-
ple, Rum Punch to Jackie Brown. Quentin
Tarantino, just before he started to shoot, said,
“I’ve been afraid to call you for the last year.” I
said, “Why? Because you changed the title of my
book? And you’re casting a black woman in the
lead?” And he said, “Yeah.” And I said, “You’re a
filmmaker. You can do whatever you want.” I said,
“I think Pam Grier is a terrific idea. Go ahead.” I
was very pleased with the results, too. 

Amis: And how about Get Shorty? That must
have felt like another breakthrough. 

Leonard: It was. It was the first contemporary
story of mine that I really liked on the screen. And
I said to Barry Sonnenfeld, the director, “But
you’re advertising this as a comedy.” And he said,
“Well, it’s a funny book.” And I think it did have
my sound, and it had Barry’s look. Because I could

9 1

MartinAmis.qxd  10/23/02  1:37 PM  Page 91



hear my characters on the screen, and I think the
reason it worked was because they all took each
other seriously and didn’t laugh. There weren’t any
nods to the audience, any signals to the audience
with grins or winks that that was a funny line. It
was up to the audience to decide. This was the first
question I asked Barry. I said, “When you shoot, I
hope you don’t cut to reactions to lines.” He
understood that, of course. 

Amis: I was on the set of Get Shorty, as a jour-
nalist. I was writing a profile of John Travolta [for
The New Yorker]. And usually when a journalist
goes to the set of a film, he stays for six hours and
sees one person cross a road and then goes home
again. But on this occasion, I got to see the fight
between Chili and the Bear [James Gandolfini] at
LAX in the car park. And John Travolta, who is
sweetness incarnate, gave me an insight into the
star system. We were all going off to lunch, and a
limousine appeared. I was going to have lunch
with John in his trailer. I thought there was obvi-
ously some way to John’s trailer. In we got and
drove a few feet, and John said to the driver, “Pull
over,” and then asked the Bear if he wanted a ride.
And the Bear said, no, he was fine, he was going to
do it on foot. And then we started off again and
pulled up at the elevator. And that’s as far as we

9 2
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went. The Bear joined us in the car and down we
rode. Travolta explained that it was as important
to seem like a star as it is to be a star. [Laughter] 

Movies deal with externals, largely, and books
with internals. Is that what strikes you as the main
difference between the forms? 

Leonard: I would say definitely that. The first day
I was on the set of Get Shorty, John Travolta
called me “Mr. Leonard.” And I let him. He got
over that. 

Amis: Did you call him “Mr. Travolta”? 

Leonard: No, I didn’t. I’m using my age now.
[Laughter] 

I don’t think there’s any question that it’s diffi-
cult for movies to internalize. The reason I’ve been
able to sell all my books is because they look like
they’re easy to shoot. They’re written in scenes,
and the stories move through dialogue. I think the
problem has been, in the past, that they’ve been
taken too seriously. They haven’t been looked at as
if there is humor in them. And also the fact that
when you bring a 350-page manuscript down to
120 pages, in my books a lot of the good stuff is

9 3
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gone. It disappears. Because then you’re more
interested in plot than you are in, say, character
development. 

Amis: People say that movies will be the nemesis
of the novel. But I think that’s a crisis that’s already
been survived. I think the novel is more threatened
from the Internet than from movies. I feel the
movies are still an immature form, a young form,
that they’re still in the adolescent stage. It will take
a while before they can challenge the internal
nature of the book. Do you ever worry about the
death of the book? 

Leonard: No, I can’t imagine such a thing. Ed
McBain and I were on one of the morning shows,
and we were asked, “To what do you attribute the
resurgence in popularity in crime fiction?” And we
looked at each other, and we thought it was always
very popular. We didn’t know that it had dipped at
all. We have to always have novels. My God, what
would you read? 

Amis: Well, they say you won’t be reading; you’ll
be having some kind of cybernetic experience. I
think that the future of the book perhaps will be
that the book will coexist with some kind of cyber-
netic experience, where the punter, the depositor

9 4
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(or whatever you want to call him), may read your
book and then take you out to dinner in cyber-
space — looking ahead about a hundred years. 

Now, I’m going to ask you this question
because I’m always tortured by it. This is the sort
of invariable question of the tour. Do you set your-
self a time to write every day? How hard do you
press on the paper when you write? I’m asked this
so unerringly that I think people suspect that I’m
going to reveal that what you do is you go into
your study and you plug your ear into the light
socket and then some inner voice tells you what to
write. But what is your routine and how do you go
about it? 

Leonard: I write every day when I’m writing;
some Saturdays and Sundays, a few hours each
day. Because I want to stay with it. If a day goes by
and you haven’t done anything, or a couple of
days, it’s difficult to get back into the rhythm of it.
I usually start working around nine-thirty and I
work until six. I’m lucky to get what I consider
four clean pages. They’re clean until the next day,
the next morning. The time flies by. I can’t believe
it. When I look at the clock and it’s three o’clock
and I think, “Good, I’ve got three more hours.”
And then I think, “I must have the best job in the

9 5
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world.” I don’t look at this as work. I don’t look
at it as any kind of test, any kind of proof of what
I can do. I have a good time. 

Amis: And it just seems to flow? There are no days
when whole hours are spent gazing out of the win-
dow, picking your nose, making coffee? 

Leonard: Oh yeah, there are whole hours’ work
to make one short paragraph work. 

Amis: I want to ask about your prose. Your prose
makes Raymond Chandler look clumsy. Now the
way I do it is: I say the sentence in my head until
nothing sticks out, there are no “elbows,” there
are no stubbings of toe; it just seems to chime with
some tuning fork inside my head. And then I know
the sentence is ready. In your work, pages and
pages go by without me spotting any “elbows.”
Even with the great stylists of modern fiction, you
know you’re always going to come across phrases
like “Standing on the landing” or “the cook took
a look at the book.” There’s always some “elbow”
sticking out, there’s some rhyme causing the read-
er to pause and wonder and think, “That’s not
quite right.” With you, it’s all planed flat. How do
you plane your prose into this wonderful instru-
ment? 

9 6
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Leonard: First of all, I’m always writing from a
point of view. I decide what the purpose of the
scene is, and at least begin with some purpose. But,
even more important, from whose point of view is
this scene seen? Because then the narrative will
take on somewhat the sound of the person who is
seeing the scene. And from his dialogue, that’s
what goes, somewhat, into the narrative. I start to
write and I think, “Upon entering the room,” and
I know I don’t want to say “Upon entering the
room.” I don’t want my writing to sound like the
way we were taught to write. Because I don’t want
you to be aware of my writing. I don’t have the
language. I have to rely upon my characters. 

Amis: So, when you say it’s character-driven, do
you mean you’re thinking, How would this char-
acter see this scene? Because you’re usually third-
person. You don’t directly speak through your
characters, but there is a kind of third-person that
is a first-person in disguise. Is that the way you go
at it? 

Leonard: It takes on somewhat of a first-person
sound, but not really. Because I like third-person. I
don’t want to be stuck with one character’s view-
point, because there are too many viewpoints.
And, of course, the bad guys’ viewpoints are a lot
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more fun. What they do is more fun. A few years
ago, a friend of mine in the publishing business
called up and said, “Has your good guy decided to
do anything yet?” [Laughter] 

Or, I think I should start this book with the
main character. Or I start a book with who I think
is the main character, but a hundred pages into the
book I say, “This guy’s not the main character; he’s
running out of gas; I don’t even like him anymore,
his attitude; he’s changed.” But he’s changed and
there’s nothing I could do about it. It’s just the kind
of person he is. So then I have to bring somebody
along fast. Do you run into that? 

Amis: What I do find, and my father Kingsley
Amis used to find, is that when you come up
against some difficulty, some mechanism in the
novel that isn’t working, it fills you with despair
and you think, “I’m not going to be able to get
around this.” Then you look back at what you’ve
done, and you find you already have a mechanism
in place to get you through this. A minor charac-
ter, say, who’s well placed to get the information
across that you need to put across. I always used to
think (and he agreed) that, thank God writing is
much more of an unconscious process than many
people think. 

9 8
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I think the guy in the street thinks that the nov-
elist, first of all, decides on his subject, what
should be addressed; then he thinks of his theme
and his plot and then jots down the various char-
acters that will illustrate these various themes.
That sounds like a description of writer’s block to
me. I think you’re in a very bad way when that
happens. Vladimir Nabokov, when he spoke about
Lolita, refers to the “first throb” of Lolita going
through him, and I recognize that feeling. All it is
is your next book. It’s the next thing that’s there
for you to write. Now, do you settle down and
map out your plots? I suspect you don’t. 

Leonard: No, I don’t. I start with a character.
Let’s say I want to write a book about a bail
bondsman or a process server or a bank robber
and a woman federal marshal. And they meet and
something happens. That’s as much of an idea as I
begin with. And then I see him in a situation, and
I begin writing it and one thing leads to another. By
page 100, roughly, I should have my characters
assembled. I should know my characters because
they’ve sort of auditioned in the opening scenes,
and I can find out if they can talk or not. And if
they can’t talk, they’re out. Or they get a minor
role. 

But in every book there’s a minor character
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who comes along and pushes his way into the plot.
He’s just needed to give some information, but all
of a sudden he comes to life for me. Maybe it’s the
way he says it. He might not even have a name the
first time he appears. The second time he has a
name. The third time he has a few more lines, and
away he goes, and he becomes a plot turn in the
book. 

When I was writing Cuba Libre, I was about
250 pages into it and George Will called up and
said, “I want to send out forty of your books” —
this was the previous book [Out of Sight] — “at
Christmastime. May I send them to you and a list
of names to inscribe?” I said, “Of course.” He
said, “What are you doing now?” I said, “I’m
doing Cuba a hundred years ago.” And he said,
“Oh, crime in Cuba.” And he hung up the phone.
And I thought, “I don’t have a crime in this book.”
And I’m 250 pages into it. [Laughter] It was a
crime that this guy was running guns to Cuba, but
that’s not what I really write about. Where’s the
bag of money that everybody wants? I didn’t have
it. So, then I started weaving it into the narrative.
I didn’t have to go back far, and I was on my way. 

Amis: I admire the fluidity of your process
because it’s meant to be a rule in the highbrow
novel that the characters have no free will at all.
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E.M. Forster said he used to line up his characters
before beginning a novel, and he would say,
“Right, no larks.” [Laughter] And Nabokov, when
this was quoted to him, he looked aghast, and he
said, “My characters cringe when I come near
them.” He said, “I’ve seen whole avenues of imag-
ined trees lose their leaves with terror at my
approach.” [Laughter] 

Let’s talk about Cuba Libre, which is an amaz-
ing departure in my view. When I was reading it, I
had to keep turning to the front cover to check that
it was a book by you. How did it get started? I
gather that you’ve been wanting to write this book
for thirty years. It has a kind of charge of long-sup-
pressed desire. 

Leonard: In 1957, I borrowed a book from a
friend called The Splendid Little War. It was a pic-
ture book, a coffee-table book of photographs of
the Spanish-American War — photographs of the
Maine, before and after; photographs of the troops
on San Juan Hill; newspaper headlines leading up
to the war; a lot of shots of Havana. I was writing
Westerns at the time, and I thought, I could drop a
cowboy into this place and get away with it. But I
didn’t. A couple of years ago, I was trying to think
of a sequel to Get Shorty. And I was trying to
work Chili Palmer into the dress business. I don’t
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know why except that I love runway shows. I gave
up on that. And I saw that book again, The
Splendid Little War, because I hadn’t returned it to
my friend in ’57. And I thought, “I’m going to do
that.” Yeah, the time has come. So, I did. 

Amis: In a famous essay, Tom Wolfe said that the
writers were missing all the real stories that were
out there. And that they spent too much time
searching for inspiration and should spend ninety-
five percent of their time sweating over research.
The result was a tremendously readable book, The
Bonfire of the Vanities. Now you, sir, have a full-
time researcher. 

Leonard: Yes, Gregg Sutter. He can answer any of
your questions that I don’t know. 

Amis: Were you inspired by the research he put
into this book? 

Leonard: He got me everything I needed to know.
I asked him to see if he could find out how much
it cost to transport horses from Arizona to East
Texas and then to Havana. And he did. He found
a cattle company that had been in business over
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100 years ago and was shipping cattle then. He
found an old ledger book and copied it and faxed
it to me. 

Amis: Among the differences from your earlier
books, this book is more discursive, less dialogue-
driven and, till the end, less action-driven. Toward
the end, you get a familiar Leonard scenario where
there’s a chunk of money sitting around, and vari-
ous people are after it and you’re pretty confident
that it’s going to go to the least-undeserving people
present. And it’s not hard-bitten; it’s a much more
romantic book than we’re used to from you. Could
your Westerns have had such romance? 

Leonard: No. In my Westerns there was little
romance except in Valdez Is Coming, which is my
favorite of the Westerns. No, I just wanted to make
this a romantic adventure story. 

Amis: And there’s a kind of political romanticism,
too. You’ve always sided with the underdog, imag-
inatively; one can sense that. And who could be
more of an underdog than a criminal? And your
criminals have always been rather implausibly lik-
able and gentle creatures. What is your view about
crime in America? 
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Leonard: I don’t have a view about crime in
America. There isn’t anything I can say that would
be interesting at all. When I’m fashioning my bad
guys, though (and sometimes a good guy has had
a criminal past and then he can go either way; to
me, he’s the best kind of character to have), I don’t
think of them as bad guys. I just think of them as,
for the most part, normal people who get up in the
morning and they wonder what they’re going to
have for breakfast, and they sneeze, and they won-
der if they should call their mother, and then they
rob a bank. Because that’s the way they are. Except
for real hard-core guys. 

Amis: The really bad guys. 

Leonard: Yeah, the really bad guys.... 

Amis: Before we end, I’d just like to ask you about
why you keep writing. I just read my father’s col-
lected letters, which are going to be published in a
year or two. It was with some dread that I realized
that the writer’s life never pauses. You can never sit
back and rest on what you’ve done. You are driv-
en on remorselessly by something, whether it’s
dedication or desire to defeat time. What is it that
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drives you? Is it just pure enjoyment that makes
you settle down every morning to carry out this
other life that you live? 

Leonard: It’s the most satisfying thing I can imag-
ine doing. To write that scene and then read it and
it works. I love the sound of it. There’s nothing
better than that. The notoriety that comes later
doesn’t compare to the doing of it. I’ve been doing
it for almost forty-seven years, and I’m still trying
to make it better. Even though I know my limita-
tions; I know what I can’t do. I know that if I tried
to write, say, as an omniscient author, it would be
so mediocre. You can do more forms of writing
than I can, including essays. My essay would
sound, at best, like a college paper. 

Amis: Well, why isn’t there a Martin Amis Day?
Because January 16, 1998, was Elmore Leonard
Day in the state of Michigan, and it seems that
here, in Los Angeles, it’s been Elmore Leonard Day
for the last decade. [Laughter] 

[Applause] 

Editor s note: Martin Amis is the author of many
novels — including Money: A Suicide Note; London
Fields; and Night Train — and many works of nonfic-
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ELMORE LEONARD

LABRAVA
WINNER OF THE EDGAR AWARD FOR BEST NOVEL

“Have I got a book for you. LaBrava is a mean-streets
romance, laconic and bittersweet, so thoroughly a film
noir in novel form that a twenty-five-year-old Holly-
wood film noir is itself at the center of the plot. . . .
Check it out.”

Washington Post Book World

“Elmore ‘Dutch’ Leonard is more than just one of the
all-time greats of crime fiction. He’s fast becoming an
authentic American icon.”

Seattle Times

“Nobody but nobody on the current scene can match
his ability to serve up violence so light-handedly, with
so supremely deadpan a flourish.”

Detroit News

“Terrific . . . Leonard’s best book so far.”
Philadelphia Inquirer
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“The debate over who’s the all-time king of the
whack job crime novelists just ended. Living or dead,
Elmore Leonard tops ’em all.”

Ft. Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel

“Many surprises . . . The tone is dry and mordant, the
action well-paced, and the voices of the riffraff con-
vincing. . . . LaBrava may be the best of Mr. Leonard’s
books; it is about as good as the form allows . . . a
thriller whose conclusion is even more satisfying than
the crackling exposition, whose denouement plausi-
bly resolves an ironic plot that was fully thought
through.”

New York Times Book Review

“A giant among writers of crime fiction.”
Columbus Dispatch

“A master of narrative . . . A poet of the vernacu-
lar . . . Leonard paints an intimate, precise, funny,
frightening, and irresistible mural of the American
underworld.”

The New Yorker

“A major literary star . . . He defies categorization,
and when you do try to categorize him, you are in-
variably wrong.”

Chicago Tribune

58934_LaBravaFM  1/6/03  10:13 AM  Page ii



“Very fine . . . Elmore Leonard is truly a great
writer.”

Washington Times

“Luridly entertaining . . . the elements congeal into
a taut climax . . . Leonard has become a phenome-
non. . . . His crime novels [are] grippingly true-to-life
tales of double-cross and redemption, with a murky
morality that seems to suit the times. . . . Leonard truly
shines. He has created a gallery of compelling, off-the-
wall villains unequaled in American crime fiction.”

New York Times Magazine

“Leonard is incredible. . . . I am in awe of this guy.
His books are sheer entertainment, while at the same
time maintaining total respect for the reader. There
are days when I know I should be doing something
else, but I can’t make myself put down the Leonard
book I am reading at the time.”

Bob Greene, author of Duty

“Elmore Leonard is arguably the best living writer of
crime fiction.”

Roanoke Times & World News

“The man knows how to grab you.”
Entertainment Weekly
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“Tough and smart . . . His dialogue is so authentic
that it dances off the page. . . . The characters flash
on and off in multicolored neon. . . . And the scam
that forms the backbone of the novel’s plot is intrigu-
ingly mystifying.”

New York Times

“The Dickens of Detroit . . . He creates colorful char-
acters from the seamier side of life. . . . His style is as
strong and personal as Van Gogh’s brush strokes. He
has perfect pitch for the street talk you might hear
from armed robbers who are not very good at armed
robbery.”

George F. Will

“Elmore Leonard has few peers. . . . His work [is]
marked by razor-sharp characterizations, wonderful
dialogue, quirky humor, and the sort of seductive
plots and movie-style editing that allows little time
for questions.”

Los Angeles Times Book Review

“Leonard’s cinematic grasp of scene and setting, his
ability to arouse within us a helpless sympathy for
even the lowest of his characters, his quirky pacing
and plot twists, and his sly humor and artfully oddball
prose sear our eyeballs and keep the pages turning.”

Miami Herald

“The best writer of crime fiction alive.”
Newsweek
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“Leonard is the best in the business: His dialogue
snaps, his characters are more alive than most of the
people you meet on the street, and his twisting plots
always resolve themselves with a no-nonsense plausi-
bility.”

Newsday

“Nobody brings the illogic of crime and criminals to
life better. . . . Elmore Leonard likes his characters. He
knows where they live, how they live, what they will
and won’t do, and, especially, how they talk and what
they talk about. . . . What makes his work memorable
is his uncompromisingly direct prose, his affection-
ately crafted yet very real characters, and, of course,
the fact that Leonard knows that providing entertain-
ment is the novelist’s first commandment. . . . . In
LaBrava . . . the pace Leonard sets is fast . . . At the
end is a double-cross, and a lovely ironic twist.”

Christian Science Monitor

“Elmore Leonard is the Alexander the Great of crime
fiction.”

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“He turns out first-rate thrillers . . . crime books that
sketch the dark side of the dollar, a world where
street-crazies plot, scams rise and fall . . . Leonard has
simply set loose the most frightening psychopaths in
the pages of literature. . . . By any standard, ‘Dutch’
Leonard is a rare find.”

Bergen Record
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