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  Foreword


  By Lawrence Block




  Charles Willeford is an American original, with a body of work unlike that of anyone else. Because his four Miami books about Hoke Moseley were his only novels to achieve any degree of commercial success, it’s natural enough to group him with other South Florida writers. There are, to be sure, a good number of writers living and setting their work in the region, and it’s inarguable that many of them, like Willeford, see the world in a highly idiosyncratic fashion. One thinks of Carl Hiaasen, Randy Wayne White, Tim Dorsey, James W. Hall, and that occasionally transplanted Detroiter, Elmore Leonard – and, a little earlier, John D. MacDonald.


  I don’t know that these writers – and I could as easily have named a dozen more – constitute a Sunshine State school of crime fiction, or that all that solar energy has somehow fuelled their work. Aside from their choice of occupation, writers are not entirely impractical beings, and tend to relocate to parts of the globe where the weather is good and the taxes low.


  I made this move myself, some thirty years ago. My wife and I settled into a large house on the Gulf of Mexico in Fort Myers Beach. The first day there I walked out my back door and down to the water’s edge, turned left, walked for about half a mile, turned around and came back. The second day I turned right, walked half a mile or so in that direction, and returned.


  The third day I couldn’t think of anything to do.


  So Florida didn’t work out too well for us, and a couple of years later we were back in New York, where we all too clearly belong. But we had gone down there with high hopes, and while they lasted I found myself wondering what sort of books I’d write in this new location. Wouldn’t it be natural for me to set my future novels in Florida?


  No, I realized, it would not. Because I had no intuitive sense of what people’s lives were like down there. I did have such a sense in New York City, and while my intuition might or might not be accurate, it worked just fine for fiction. I could write New York characters in a way I didn’t think I could write Florida characters.


  If I’d paused to consider the overall implications of that revelation, we might have saved ourselves some time and moved back the next day. Now, all these years later, I’ve finally written a crime novel, The Girl With the Deep Blue Eyes, set in the fictional Gallatin County in south-central Florida. But never mind about that. I want to tell you about Charles Willeford.


  He was born in 1919, in Little Rock, Arkansas, and moved to Los Angeles three years later. By the time he was thirteen, both of his parents had died of tuberculosis and he’d taken off, riding the rails for a year. He was sixteen when he lied about his age and joined the army, re-enlisted in the cavalry in 1939, and served with distinction in Europe during the Second World War.


  His hobo adolescence and his years in the service are fascinating, and Willeford gives an absorbing account of them in two volumes of memoir, I Was Looking for a Street and Something About a Soldier. 


  Willeford’s military service, which included postwar re-enlistment in the army and a couple of stints in the air force, didn’t end entirely until late in 1956. By then he’d published three novels and a book of poetry and begun his academic career, first at the Biarritz American University then at a university in Lima, Peru, where he enrolled as a graduate student; that lasted until officials learned he didn’t have a bachelor’s degree – or even a high school diploma.


  Doesn’t that sound like something you’d find in one of his novels? And after he left the air force for the last time, his résumé includes work as a professional boxer, an actor, a radio announcer, and a horse trainer. And doesn’t that sound like something you’d find on an about the author page, or a parody thereof?


  What you might not suspect, on the basis of his first forty years, is that Charles Willeford spent the rest of his life as an academic. He obtained an associate degree from a Florida junior college, then a bachelor’s and master’s degree from the University of Miami. (His thesis, a discourse on the literature of angst, covering writers from Dostoevsky, Kafka, and Beckett to Chester Himes and Saul Bellow, was published a year before his death as New Forms of Ugly.)


  He taught at Miami for a couple of years, then moved to Miami-Dade Community College, where he was employed for fifteen years as an associate professor. For many years he reviewed books for the Miami Herald; early on, before Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine was acquired by Davis Publications and its offices moved from South Florida to New York, he served as its associate editor.


  And all the while he wrote, though sometimes years would go by between books. Most of his early work was what we night call midcentury erotica for third-rate publishers. Now a great many writers toiled in that vineyard, and it’s no secret that I was one of them, but, as far as I can make out, Charles Willeford stood alone in putting his own name on all his work, irrespective of genre or publisher.


  And, looking back, one can understand why. He gave every book his best shot, and everything he wrote was representative of the man himself. So why shouldn’t it carry his name?


  Oh, he was an unusual fellow . . .


  Item: early on, Willeford wrote a novel with a theme of miscegenation and called it The Black Mass of Brother Springer. When the publisher asked him for a punchier title, he suggested Nigger Lover. The publisher decided to go with Honey Gal.


  Item: when Miami Blues, the first Hoke Moseley novel, brought him breakthrough success, his publisher wanted a sequel. Willeford fought the idea of writing a series, and deliberately sabotaged himself by turning in a book in which Hoke dispassionately murders his own teenage daughters and looks forward to spending the rest of his life in a presumably tranquil prison cell. The publisher threw up his hands – and, I suspect, his lunch – and reason ultimately prevailed; Willeford withdrew the book and went on to put Hoke to work in New Hope for the Dead, Sideswipe, and The Way We Die Now, becoming successful in spite of himself.


  An unusual fellow indeed, and his wonderful books have had an impact upon a whole generation of writers, only some of them Floridians.  If you’re about to read him for the first time or the fiftieth, I envy you. You’re in for a treat.


  Lawrence Block


  Greenwich Village
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  The Machine in Ward Eleven




  I LIKE RUBEN. He is a nice guy. He doesn’t lock my door at night. He closes it, naturally, so that none of the doctors nor

  any of the other nurses will notice that it isn’t locked when they’re just walking past, but he doesn’t lock it. (An unlocked door gives me a delicately delightful sense of

  insecurity.) And this is the kind of thing a man appreciates in a place like this.




  A little thing here is a big thing; the differences between this place and the private hospital are much greater than fifty dollars a day.




  Ruben also lights my cigarettes and, what’s more, he doesn’t mind lighting them. The day nurse, Fred, always appears to be exasperated when I call out to him for a light. I

  don’t blame Fred, of course. The day nurse has many things to do compared to Ruben’s duties. He has to get the hallway and latrines cleaned, the privileged patients off to O.T. And all

  of the meals are eaten during the day, too. Fred is responsible for the cart, the collection of the trays and spoons afterward, and so on. I’ve never had a chance to talk much to Fred, but at

  night, I talk to Ruben quite a little. Which means I listen, and that’s what I need to do. There’s a dark, liquid vacuum to fill. What Ruben tells me, I often remember. Like the

  cigarettes.




  The American Red Cross furnishes each patient with a carton of cigarettes every week, although there isn’t any limitation—at least I don’t think there is—on how many

  cigarettes we can smoke in a week. A carton a week is plenty for me. But we aren’t allowed to have matches or a lighter. The male nurse is supposed to open the cell door and light them for us

  when we call him. If the nurse is busy, a man has to wait, that’s all. There have been times when I’ve had to wait so long that when Fred or one of the loose patients (there are quite a

  few of these loose ones who are allowed to carry matches, and they do little odd jobs around the hospital, only their work details are called “therapy”) came around to light my

  cigarette, I actually forgot what I called out for in the first place.




  But at night it is different. The men in the other eleven (that number always makes my stomach feel queasy) cells in this locked ward are all good sleepers. Except for Old Man Reddington. Right

  after the supper meal, or within an hour or so, most of them are asleep. Old Man Reddington, in Number Four, has nightmares that are truly terrible. If I had nightmares like his I’d never go

  to sleep. But when I’ve mentioned his nightmares to him, he denied having any, so I guess he doesn’t remember them. I wonder if I have nightmares? That’s something I’ll have

  to pump Ruben about some time. The reason I don’t go to sleep early is because of my long, peaceful afternoon nap every day. I’m not allowed to go to Occupational Therapy, so when the

  other patients leave the ward for O.T. after lunch I’m locked in my cell. It’s quiet then, and I sleep. I have nothing to think about; my memory is almost all gone, except for isolated,

  unsatisfactory, and unresolved little incidents. Trying to remember things, however, is a fascinating little game.




  I like Ruben. He is a nice guy. Oh, yes, it was about the cigarettes!




  “I don’t really care, Ruben,” I said to him the other night (I know it wasn’t tonight), “but every week when the Gray Lady comes around with the cigarettes I get a

  different brand. And even though I’m satisfied with whatever brand I’m given, I don’t think it’s right. I realize that smoking is a privilege, but I’ve also concluded

  that any man who smoked all the time would sooner or later decide that he preferred one particular brand. And if he did, he’d buy and smoke the same brand all the time. Is it because

  we’re crazy that we get a different brand every week, or what?”




  Ruben frowned quizzically, and looked at me for a long time. He is a good-looking young guy (in a rather coarse way), twenty-five or six, with strong white teeth, and friendly enough, but when

  he examines me for a long time that way without replying I have a premonition that he doesn’t truly like me, and that he might possibly be a doctor’s spy. But then Ruben grinned

  fraternally, and I knew that he was all right.




  “Do you know something, Blake,” he said with unfeigned sincerity, “you’re the only nut in my whole ward who’s got good sense.”




  This incongruous remark struck both of us as funny, and we had to laugh. “No, seriously,” Ruben went on, “that comment was a sign of progress, Blake. Do you possibly remember,

  from before maybe, smoking one particular brand of cigarettes? Think hard.”




  “No,” although I didn’t even try to think, “but this talk about cigarettes makes me want one. How about a light?”




  “Sure.” As he flipped his lighter he said, “If you ever do feel a preference for any particular brand, let me know. Nobody’s trying to deliberately deprive anyone of

  their favorite cigarettes. But I’ve been working here for two years now, and you’re the first patient who’s ever mentioned the subject.”




  “Then maybe I’m not so crazy after all?” I smiled.




  “Oh, you’re crazy all right!” Ruben laughed. “Would you like some coffee? I’m going to make a fresh pot.”




  I remember this conversation well; the smoking of the cigarette; and yet I’m not absolutely certain whether he came back with the coffee later or whether I went to bed without it.

  I’ve had coffee with Ruben late at night on many, many occasions, but that particular night is a disconnected memory.




  I cannot always orientate the sequence of daily events. It’s probably because of the sameness here. The only real difference between day and night is that it’s quieter at night

  (except for Old Man Reddington in Number Four); and there is quite a bit of activity in the mornings. Breakfast, the cleaning up, the doctor making his rounds, and I have my chess problems to

  puzzle over every morning. I work out two or three problems every morning, although I’d never admit it to Dr. Adams.




  “A man’s mind is a tricky thing, Blake,” Dr. Adams said, the day he brought me the board and chessmen. He made this statement as though I were unaware of this basic tenet.

  “But if you exercise your brain every day—and I think you’ll enjoy working out these chess problems—it’ll be excellent therapy for you. In fact, your memory will

  probably come back to you in its entirety—all at once.” He snapped his soft, pudgy fingers. “But I don’t want you to sit around trying to remember things.

  That’s too hard. Do you understand?” And he handed me an elementary paperback book of chess problems to go with the chess set.




  “Yes, I understand, Dr. Adams.” I nodded solemnly. “I understand that you’re a condescending sonofabitch.”




  “Of course I am, Blake,” he agreed easily, humoring me, “but solving chess problems is merely an exercise to help you. For instance, a person with weak arches can strengthen

  them by picking up marbles with his toes, and—”




  “I haven’t lost my marbles,” I broke in angrily. “They’ve only rolled to one side.”




  “Of course, of course,” he said wearily, looking away from me. I’ve learned how to discomfit these expressionless psychiatrists every time. I stare straight into their moronic,

  unblinking eyes. “But you will try to work some of the problems, won’t you, Blake?”




  “I might.” A noncommittal answer is the only kind a headshrinker understands.




  So I’ve never given Adams the satisfaction of knowing that I work three or four problems every morning. When he asks me how I’m getting along I tell him I’m still on the first

  problem in the book, although I’ve been through the book four times already—or is it five? Ah! Here’s Ruben with my coffee.




  The coffee is strong, just the way I like it, with plenty of sugar and armored cow. And Ruben is relating the story again about why he elected to become a male nurse. He’s told me all this

  before, but each time he tells it a little differently. His fresh details don’t fool me, however. He actually took the two-year junior college nursing course to be the only male student in a

  class of thirty-eight girls. But talking to me at night—or should I say, at me?—is probably good “therapy” for Ruben.




  “By the way, Blake, your wife’s scheduled to visit you tomorrow. You asked me to remind you.”




  “Already?” I made a clucking sound in my throat. “My, my, how time flies. It seems like only yesterday, and yet thirty happy, carefree days have sped by.” I shook my head

  with mock dismay.




  “Not for me,” he said grimly. “Let me have your cup.” And he closed my door.




  I’m beginning to get accustomed to my wife now, but it was difficult at first. The first time she visited me I didn’t even know the woman. I still don’t recall marrying her or

  living with her before assuming the bachelor residence of this cell. But I had uncommonly good taste. Maria is a real beauty, still well under thirty, and she’s a movie actress (she keeps

  reminding me). The first time they took me to the visiting room to see her I made the undiplomatic mistake of asking her what her name was—and she cried. I felt so sorry for her I’ve

  never made the same mistake again. Now, when I occasionally forget that her name is Maria I call her Honey or Sweetie-pants. She likes these pet names.




  We usually spend our whole hour together talking about the movies, about technical details mostly, and she often asks me intelligent questions about acting techniques. (The doctor probably

  briefed her to ask me such questions to help me regain my memory, but I enjoy giving Maria advice.) I’m an expert in the field of falsely induced emotions, and although I don’t remember

  directing any of the plays or movies or TV shows she told me I directed, I am apparently well-acquainted with all of the terms and practically every aspect of the craft—or so it seems. Maria

  may be lying to me, of course. It’s quite possible that this vast store of film intelligence I dredge up and dispense with so freely during our monthly visits was gained by reading books on

  the subject before I came here. And it might be possible that a freak memory breakthrough allows me to remember film subjects as a person does who is blessed or cursed with a photographic memory.

  That isn’t a bad double entendre: I think I’ll mention it to Maria tomorrow—if I don’t forget it by then.




  But if Maria truly is an actress, she’s a most convincing actress, because I always believe her when she tells me that I was a director. And there’s a sharp, single scene that keeps

  recurring to me at odd and unexpected times, but it doesn’t seem to be truly alive, despite the verisimilitude and living color. So whether it really happened, or whether it’s an

  imagined scene I happened to create in my mind because Maria told me that I was a director—I simply do not know:




  The sun is so hot!




  This our fifth straight twelve-hour day on desert location, and this will be the twentieth episode of the series. Nineteen more to go after this one, and if Red Faris doesn’t change his

  attitude soon, we’ll never finish them all, which means, of course, that I will not. We may never finish this one, The Pack Rats, which is, in my skilled opinion, the lousiest script

  I’ve ever directed. But Red is brilliant; he knows everything. This is Red’s third year as the star of the series, and he now owns a juicy fifty percent. A big, stupid,

  six-foot-two ex-football player who never had anything better than a walk-on at the Pasadena Playhouse before he lucked into this Western series, and yet he tries to tell me how to direct

  his scenes. And when I explain some basic acting rule to him he nods condescendingly, and winks broadly at the grinning crew members he plays poker with when he should be studying his lines.




  Take Twelve coming up, far too many takes for the budget, but every time Red does some annoying little thing wrong. Purposely? I’m beginning to wonder. The scene is unimportant; even a

  poor take would be valid enough, but I seem to have some sort of uncontrollable compulsion to shoot it over and over again until it’s perfect. The arid heat must be at least 110 degrees, but

  the enmity from everybody on the set is hotter than that, much hotter. They all hate me now, every one of them, they hate my guts. Wonderful!




  “Okay, Red?” I grin pleasantly at our stupid star, who stands petulantly beside his sweaty gray horse. “I know I’m a real bastard, Red, but let’s try it one more

  time. Rolling a cigarette is supposed to be a piece of business just as natural as breathing to a cowboy, and yet—”




  “After riding across the desert, I’m supposed to be tired, Jake! And after about fifty goddamned takes—”




  “Eleven,” I emended cheerfully.




  “—I’m not faking it! I am tired.”




  “All right, get mounted.” I ignore his childish outburst, turn my back on him. “Here we go again, kiddies,” I announce to the sullen crew.




  No one moves; they avoid my eyes. They’re looking past me toward Red Faris. I turn. Red is still standing stubbornly beside his horse. He glares at me, pouting with his upper lip only

  (which is no mean feat for a television actor). He looks toward the number one camera, raising his dimpled chin.




  “That’s it, everybody!” he shouts fiercely, in stentorian, but untrained pectoral tones.




  A triumphant crew cheer mingles with the desert heat waves, thirty-one enthusiastic voices, including the script girl’s parched, cigarette-contralto. My face freezes as Red winningly

  flashes his famous trademark, the sneersnarlsmile, an endearing grimace which has been described with loving detail in seven trade mags.




  “And on the way back,” he calls out again, raising a long right arm (the football signal for free catch), “the steaks are on me at Palm Springs!”




  Another happy orgiastic rejoinder, followed immediately by the sounds of furious tearing down, leave-taking noises.




  “I’ve been fired before, Red,” I mention quietly, “but not this way, not crudely and publicly.”




  “Hell, you aren’t fired, Jake! It’s been a rough week, that’s all. Danny (Danny Olmstead was the unit’s chief film editor) can piece together at least one decent

  take out of the eleven, and if he can’t,” he shrugged, “we’ll simply junk the scene. Okay, Jake?” Sneersnarlsmile. A patronizing hand reaches for my shoulder, but

  before it touches me I back away quickly.




  “No, it isn’t okay. I can’t direct unless I have full authority. It’s one of the little rules a good director lives by.”




  “Don’t go hard-nosed on me; I haven’t done anything to hurt your authority, J.C. I submitted damned well, I think, to every stupid idea you’ve had this week. And you know

  as well as I do, there isn’t another star in television who’d go through eleven straight takes in a row without sounding off!” Sneersnarlsmile. “Look, Jake, we’ll have

  us a few cold ones at the Springs, rustle up some girls and a few laughs—and Monday’s another week. Right? There’s no use getting sore—”




  I swung for his dimpled chin—and missed. It should have been a fairly decent fight, but it wasn’t. Although I’m shorter than Red, five-eleven, I’m well over two hundred

  pounds; but Red’s hard right fist slammed into my jaw as if it contained a roll of nickels. And that’s all I remember. The color film snapped. Clicketyclickety-clicketyclicketyclack, as

  the crazy reel rolled ’round and ’round the endless track.




  At first, the thing-in-itself confused me. Bam! A slam in the jaw, no matter how hard, could not, or did not, at my initial awakening, add up to two thickly bandaged wrists. I was snugly warm,

  in bed; I was lethargically comfortable, and my wrists, bound with white gauze, didn’t hurt at all. I was fighting the will to remember, and then total recall washed over the surface of my

  mind in a humiliating torrent:




  No, I hadn’t stopped with the gang in Palm Springs. I had driven my seagreen Porsche, top down, at a forbidden speed, all of the way home to my craggy redwood retreat in the Verdugo

  Woodlands above the L.A. smogbelt. A drink, alone on the sundeck, except for my fear. Economic fear. Failure fear. I had been wrong; Red Faris had been reasonable; I was through. Aware of this, I

  awaited the confirming telephone call. The sundeck was cool and breezy after a week in the desert. A dozen giant potted plants with green waxed leaves, placed strategically here and there, masked

  successfully the dusty chapparal of the steep olive-colored hills. In some kind of wild optimism my eyes returned repeatedly to the white telephone on the big circular coffee table. Would I finish

  one, two, three, or four drinks before it rang? The total was six, and I had just sat down again with number seven when—




  “Jake-O, baby!” It was my agent, Weldon Murray.




  “Willy, boy! Now don’t tell me you’ve found a new series for me already! You’re the greatest, Willy—I shall not want—”




  “I did manage to keep you on the payroll, Jake-O. Only you’ll have to be satisfied with the standard director’s contract—one-eighty per week. But it stays in

  effect until Red’s series plays out—and that may be forever. I still haven’t heard your side, baby, and everybody always has a side. If it’s a fight they want, we can do

  that, too. Why didn’t you call me first, baby? I didn’t have any ammo to shoot with—”




  “And I didn’t have any to give you, Willy.”




  “I don’t suppose, for just once in your life, that you’d be willing to cry a little, kiss and make up?”
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