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Once upon a time back1 in the seventies, I worked on my first movie. It was called Rancho DeLuxe. Along with my intro­duction to the real world of business in Hollywood, I was ex­posed to the real world of filmmaking. I used to watch the setups, poke my head in an available window to watch in­terior shots, and was fascinated with the whole process. I didn’t realize at the time that after the summer I would not be able to look at movies anymore as mere entertainment; I would need more than popcorn, Junior Mints, and a Coke. From that summer on, I would wonder who wrote the script, where the location was, and a lot of other things.

When I began this book two and a half years ago, I found myself in a similar situation. I loved to read and looked forward to browsing through bookstores, looking for topics of interest. As I finish this book, I will never be able to simply browse through a bookstore again without thinking of the author with a hell of a lot more respect, wondering how many lonely hours were spent in front of a typewriter or word processor, or where the story actually came from and how many times he or she thought about quitting and just going to the beach.

For me, my characters were what kept me going. I couldn’t leave them at the airport waiting for the next chapter to fill

in their blanks. I remember once spending a week locked in a hotel room in Malibu working on a chapter that was set in Havana. I would go out to dinner with friends and not be able to stay with the table conversation—I was in Havana with my pilot.

Frank Barna is now in the charter business, although it took him two and a half years to get there, and the people who inhabit his world are now here to stay. I finally realize there was a purpose to my gypsy-soul-and-wanderlust ap­proach to the years I spent on boats and planes crisscrossing the Caribbean: I didn’t have to make a lot of this up.


JIMMY BUFFETT Stella Maris, Bahamas April 27, 1992
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​I Fly Boats
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My name is Frank Barna, and I fly boats. I can read the heav­ens and smell the weather, roll with the punches and flow with the tide. I know the channels my life flows through can change course at a moment’s notice and send me off again into uncharted waters. It doesn’t frighten me; it just keeps me alert; and I know a healthy sense of humor is essential to counter panic and fear.

Airplanes are in my blood. My father, Eddie Barna, flew with Lindbergh when he mapped out the air routes through the Caribbean and South America for Pan Am during the ro­mantic era of seaplanes, splashing down in the backwaters and outposts of the world. When World War II broke out, my father joined the navy and wound up in San Diego, where he met my mom. Her name was Sally, and she hailed from Pensacola. They were married there before he shipped out for the Pacific. I was born during the first year of the war in the naval hospital in San Diego.

My earliest memories are of my mother and the seashore. I was barely able to walk, but I wobbled down the long white beaches of Coronado flapping my tiny, uncoordinated arms, imitating the effortless takeoff runs of the sea gulls that circled above me in the skies. I guess I was a born flier. My father was a combat pilot with VP-33, the Black Cats, a

legendary squadron of navy PBYs that operated throughout the islands in the Pacific. The PBYs were painted flat black, equipped with the earliest radar units, and were pioneers in night aircraft attack, chasing Japanese warships making their way down the “Slot” in the Solomon Islands.

Dad’s plane was the No-See-Um. My favorite photo­graph is one of him with his copilot, Billy Cruiser, working on planes while native children sit under coconut palms and watch them attach five-hundred-pound bombs to the long dark wings. Throughout my childhood I looked at that pic­ture and wished I had been on that beach with my dad.

The summer of 1945, my father was flying solo and was killed in action. I was almost three and had never laid eyes on him.

We moved back to Pensacola after the war. Lots of young navy widows were there in those days, sharing their grief and trying to return to a normal life. Sally was soon courted by another pilot, who eventually walked on the moon, but her heart belonged to Eddie Barna, who had hung it. I spent a lot of time on the beach, watching the planes going and coming to Saufley Field, hoping that one of them was bring­ing my father home. It never happened.

The next summer, Billy Cruiser showed up at our front door. I liked him from the start. He was weathered from years of fishing in the sun, and he had an easy way about him, often summing things up in a single phrase—something he called a “codgerism.” He had gotten out of the navy and was now on his way back to Miami, where he had a job fly­ing seaplanes to the Bahamas. My mom invited him to stay for supper, and that night Billy told us that before my dad died, he had asked Billy to keep an eye on us. It was the first of many visits.

I was just starting to accept the fact that my father wasn’t coming back, and I guessed Billy was as close as I would ever come to knowing him. Before Billy left, he pulled a small leather pouch out of his flight jacket and gave it to me. I opened it, and there in my hand lay the most beautiful watch I had ever seen. It was a Longines with a gold bezel and an alligator band. The bezel turned, and Billy told me it was used to take a sun sight. He turned the watch over and read me the words inscribed on the case:

To Eddie Barna, a fine navigator

Charles Lindbergh

South America, 1934

“Some water leaked into it, and your father sent it off to get fixed. That’s why he wasn’t wearin’ it when his plane went down. I know he’d want you to have it.”

I slept with my dad’s watch under my pillow that night and haven’t been without it since. Billy went home to Miami, but he sent me postcards and pictures of the fish he caught, and he called my mom and me every few weeks to see how we were doing. Then, when I was almost seven, Billy told me that my dad had made him promise to take me fishing when I got old enough. Mom said I could go visit in the summer when school let out. By the first of May I was all packed, though school didn’t let out until June. Then Mom put me on the train to Miami.

I spent a month with Billy. It was a routine that would continue every year. We fished Raccoon Creek, took canoe trips into the Everglades, and drove down to the Keys in his Packard convertible. I hung around the Chalk’s Terminal that summer like a territorial sea gull and helped the line boys

wash the salt from the planes. That was where I fell in love with the Grumman Goose.

At the end of each day, after the planes were all washed down and checked, I’d run my hand back and forth over their wings, hoping their magic would rub off on me. I took every opportunity to sit in the cockpits of the planes on the ramp, pretending I was the pilot.

When Billy did run-ups or mechanical checks, he took me along. I sat in the copilot’s seat, and he let me fly the plane. Once every visit, we went to Bimini and stayed at the Compleat Angler Hotel, fished for giant tuna or bonefish, and ate lobster-salad sandwiches on Bimini bread.

My mother tried to discourage me from flying, but I took to tradition naturally and clung to it like a life buoy. Twenty years after my father died, I was a navy flier, call sign Brillo. 1 did my basic training in Pensacola and qualified to fly fighters, but I chose seaplanes instead. I returned to the beaches of my boyhood days to the RAG for training with VP-31 at North Island, and then I went off to war.

I was flying with VP-40 as part of Operation Market Time, patrolling the coast of Vietnam in a P5A Martin, looking for supplies coming down from the north. We were based out of Sangley Naval Air Station in the Philippines, but we went on station on Cam Ranh Bay every two weeks. I started as a copilot but switched to left seat three months after I got there.

We flew eight-hour patrols and were on call for search and rescue. One day we picked up a downed flier out of the South China Sea and made a daring landing to get him back on board his ship. He was from Key West and knew Billy

Cruiser. His name was Blanton Meyercord, call sign Ray Ban. He eventually became my best friend.

After the war I wasn’t ready to go home. I went to Aus­tralia to forget about Vietnam. Australia is a country de­voted to beach life, and I wanted to check it out. I got a job flying the shuttle from Sydney Harbor up to Palm Beach in old DeHavilland Beavers, and then I flew ambulance trips to the bush. "

In Alice Springs I met an old Kiwi pilot who had been flying back to New Zealand when his Grumman Goose broke down. I helped him fix it, and he told me to look him up if I ever got to Auckland. He ran a little seaplane business for fishermen there. Six months later, I was flying my first Goose, carrying fishermen to the virgin streams of the south island, where the sounds of war hadn’t been heard since the days of the Maori.

A year later, my mother died suddenly, and I came back to America. I was going through a box of her things when I found a card she had given me one year for my birthday. It was a painting of the sun peeking out from behind the clouds. The inscription read:

Dear Frank,


Clouds are like erasers. In time they will clear away the pain of not knowing your daddy, but they will always remind you of him. He used to tell me that clouds are the dreams and memories of pilots—that they leave them behind when they come back to earth, but every time they go back into the sky, they can relive them.

I know your father is up there watching you like a guardian angel. It is a sad thing for a boy not to have a



father. I can’t change that. I can only try to be a good mother. I hope that one day you are lucky enough to find someone to love as much as I love you. Happy birthday, son.



Love, Mom

My composure broke like a fever. Fortunately, Billy Cruiser arrived the next day for the funeral, and to my sur­prise Blanton Meyercord showed up with him. I stayed on in Pensacola for a few days, clearing out my mother’s apartment and taking care of her things. Billy and Blanton were good at finding ways to keep me company and make me laugh. We all went to the Naval Air Museum and spent a day looking at the birds we had flown when we were hotshots, and then we drove to Alabama Jack’s to toast my mom and dad and tell drunken war stories from two generations.

Billy Cruiser had left Chalk’s, and he’d bought an air­port called Lone Palm just north of Key West. The heart trouble that had kept him out of Korea had also slowed him down to a more comfortable pace. He was doing repairs, giving a few lessons, and fishing. It sounded like the life. Blanton was now a top flats guide in Key West. He had quit flying. He said the quiet of the flats was every bit as good as the roar of the jets.

“So when are you moving to the Keys, Brillo?” Billy wanted to know.

“Soon as I finish exploring,” I said. “I still have a few continents to go.”

Billy Cruiser had a friend in Miami who was in the ferrying business, and for the next five years I drove everything from

707s to Cessna 172s across the Atlantic. If I wasn’t going over the big pond, I was headed to South America, and I’m sure I crossed a few old outposts where my dad had gone with Lindbergh. I was trying to save enough money to find the right Goose and make a living flying for myself, maybe even go back to the Keys and hook up with Billy.

One day it all paid off.

I was on a delivery from Miami to Trinidad and had stopped in South Caicos for fuel. When I cleared customs, I saw a group of priests who looked extremely out of place. The leader, Father Ignacio Alvarez, a Jesuit missionary, asked me which way I was going. They had been stranded on the island for three days after their plane had left without them.

In high school the Jesuits had taught me, and I knew the story of Ignatius, the soldier-turned-saint. The priests were on their way to a mission in Venezuela. If all the dogma the Catholic church had drilled into our heads was true, I figured that playing the Good Samaritan would do me good.

On the way down, Father Ignacio sat up on the flight deck with me, and we talked for hours. Somewhere between vocations and the Vietcong, the subject of my dream air­plane came up. I described a Grumman Goose in detail: her unique design, the sound of her engines, the floats, how she looked when she splashed down in glassy water. Father Ignacio looked surprised and told me there was a plane just like that on a deserted runway up the Orinoco River in the Guiana highlands near his mission.

I dropped the plane in Port-of-Spain and found us a hop on a freighter heading for Caracas. I was just following a hunch, and as we bounced through the jungles in a VW micro-bus, I had plenty of second thoughts about tagging

along with the “black robes.” When we finally reached the mission, the plane was right where Father Ignacio had said it would be. God works in mysterious ways.

She was the relic of some long-forgotten revolution, ex­pedition, or pipe dream, and she had a strange totem pole painted on her tail. She sat on hardened, flat tires under the overhanging mahogany trees where monkeys were guarding her from their perches in the branches.

The engines were missing, and all the old Motorola ra­dios and speakers had been removed. The fabric had rotted off the elevator and rudder-trim controls, and a few bullet holes marked the bow locker, but other than that she was re­markably free of corrosion. The good priests at the mission were using her as a toolshed.

The missionaries could neither fly nor wanted to. 1 worked out a deal with Father Ignacio and traded him two cargo containers for the plane. 1 used up most of my meager savings to have them towed up the Orinoco River to the mis­sion, and then I sold my soul to a bank in Florida and moved in with the missionaries. I called Billy Cruiser and told him the news.

Within a week, Billy flew to Venezuela to take a look at my dream-come-true, and he declared her fixable. He went back to Florida and found a couple of old, rebuilt Pratt & Whitney 985 radial engines, some missing parts, tires, and radios, and he shipped them to me. Then he took a commer­cial flight back down to help me work on the plane. Three months later, I had my own airline. I was broke, with no job and nothing cooking, but I was happier than a pig in shit. I finally had the airplane I had dreamed about, and she was my insurance policy against what I feared most: a boring life.

Billy offered me room in his hangar at the Lone Palm Airport so I could finish her up, and we were ready to make the maiden voyage back to America.

I had seen a lot of the world and was ready to stay in one place for a while. Maybe I would follow Billy’s advice and do some fish spotting for the shrimpers and commercial fish­ing boys. There was plenty of work from the sportfishing charters to the plentiful bonefish flats of the near-at-hand Bahamas. I never intended to get rich. I was*just looking for a place to call home.

On a hot day' in May, we christened the plane. Indians came from the jungle, and cowboys, called llaneros, rode in from the great expansive plain where they spent their lives herding cattle. Word had gone out on the jungle drums that a celebration was in the air. That’s what I really liked about the people I met in Venezuela—they were hardworking and God-fearing, but they’d have a festival at the drop of a hat. It usually took some saint’s feast day, but the rebirth of an abandoned flying boat was excuse enough.

All day the llaneros danced the joropo and showed off some footwork that would have made James Brown jeal­ous. The party was a good blend of Catholicism and pagan­ism, and everybody had a great time. It was so much fun I thought twice about leaving, but I knew I had to go. Father Ignacio broke a bottle of wine from the sacristy across the nose of my plane, and we christened her the Hemisphere Dancer.

Father Ignacio walked me to the door of the plane and gave me a big hug. He handed me a small box, blessed it, and told me to open it right before takeoff.

He said, “In this modern world of ours that spins as fast as these propellers do, if a man can cook, or fly, or play the guitar, he will be happy and never go hungry. Two out of three is not bad. I think you have a very attentive angel on your shoulder. Vaya con Dios.”

I taxied the Hemisphere Dancer to the end of the strip and did my pre takeoff run-up. Billy flew right seat and read me the checklists. I opened the little mahogany box that Fa­ther Ignacio had given me, and inside was a St. Christopher medal. It was a shiny pair of wings with St. Christopher, the patron saint of travelers, holding the baby Jesus on his big, broad shoulders. I pinned it to the visor above my head, waved to the crowd on the edge of the runway, advanced the throttles, and initiated a short-field takeoff. When I dropped my feet from the brakes, the Hemisphere Dancer lunged forward.

“Bandits at your three o’clock,” Billy called out.

The llaneros were on their horses, waving their hats in the air, riding down the grass strip on each side of me at full bore, but my horsepower eventually overcame theirs. I pulled back on the yoke, and the houses, horses, people, and co­conut trees all got smaller. Strange Bird Airways was off the ground.

It took a few months to get all the control surfaces back in good working order, overhaul the engines, install a stereo, and get a paint job. I ran out of cash halfway through the paint job and had to go to work, but I got used to the “three- tone” look of the original old white paint, new green primer, and new beige wings. The totem pole on the tail just added to the eccentric look of the plane.

I lucked out and got a contract spotting for a fleet of shrimp boats, and that, along with my little bit of charter business, enabled me to get by for a while. It was the seventies, and Key West was cooking. A strange collection of shrimpers, gays, dope dealers, crooked politicians, hippies, and tourists roamed the quaint streets of the little town at the end of the world. I had no trouble adapting to the life-style—fishing guides and pilots were prime candidates for the tourist girls who came to ride the *Conch .Train and fall in love for the weekend. The real world seemed a million miles away, and that’s where I liked it. Then I met Trevor, and I made a big course change. We were lovers for a long time, and then sud­denly we had to go our separate ways. She was—and still is— the lady I can’t explain.

The years drifted by like turtle grass on the tide. Things seemed to take care of themselves, until all at once the sky started to cave in. The rebuilt Pratt & Whitney engines of the Hemisphere Dancer had a little more rot than I had fig­ured, and I had to replace them. Engines aren’t cheap. I bor­rowed money from a hip bank in Miami and found out later that their capital assets were hauled in each day in duffel bags from Colombia. The loan officers were sent to play as a group on the Elgin Prison softball team, and the feds took over the bank. My plane was the collateral on the loan.

Business was worse than lousy, and I could no longer hold the wolves at bay; I’m a good pilot but a bad business­man—an occupational hazard, I guess. Running dope was never an option; I knew a lot of people in the Keys who had tried it, and I didn’t like what it did to them. Besides, the Hemisphere Dancer was more than an airplane to me.

I had no way of paying my loan, and I wasn’t going to let the bank take my plane, so I had decided to make a run for it before they got the Hemisphere Dancer.

Alaska was seaplane country, and I’d heard that on Ko­diak Island there were more bears than people. An article I’d read said they’d outlawed bear hunting, so now when the bears heard a gunshot, they didn’t run away anymore; instead they figured there’d be dead meat waiting, and they’d run to­ward the gunfire. I figured I could keep my old stainless .357 by my side, and if the repo men dared to set foot on Kodiak, I’d fire a few rounds and the bears would come eat them.

Suddenly I found myself at the end of the eighties, star­ing the last decade of the twentieth century in the face. The pinball game of my world had tilted quite a bit, but the skies hadn’t changed much since my days on the beach imitating the gulls.

I guess that’s why I will always fly, so I can leave the earth below when things get too complicated. While I’m sit­ting at the controls of my flying boat high over the ocean, there is no sense of urgency. The tempo allows me to do what needs to be done. But when I’m standing on the earth, I realize how fast things are really moving. All of a sudden another summer is over, and they’re playing Christmas music. All of a sudden you get a card in the mail announcing your twenty-fifth high school reunion. All of a sudden Vietnam is another old war fought by the parents of the kids who watch MTV and don’t know who Walter Cronkite is. Children you remember as little babies are getting married. Life is like that. Years pile up like shipwreck debris strewn out across a jagged reef, offering memories of something or someone who came before.
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Squalls Out on the Gulf Stream
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I'll Be at the Airport

I was watching the Cubs game and eating a fried shrimp platter at Bobalou’s when Rudy Breno burst through the door like Geraldo Rivera on a drug raid. I had met Rudy at the Chart Room Bar in Key West, and I wasn’t a fan. I had no fondness for him or the accusing, fabricated stories he published in his father’s paper, a yellow-journalism rag called the National Lighthouse.

Rudy Breno was one of those middle-aged men who looked into the mirror and refused to buy the hard truth of the aging process. His squatty frame carried about forty extra pounds above his “fighting weight” in the form of love handles and a pot belly that spilled over the waist of his Sansabelt slacks. He insisted his pants still fit perfectly although the fly would never zip up all the way. Rudy had no ass at all, and from the side it looked as if somebody had flattened his butt with a two by four. Yet when Rudy looked at his physique in the morning, he saw himself as a Tom Selleck look-alike.

He strutted up to me as if he were Marshal Dillon.

“Frank Barna, I need to talk to you in the bathroom, now. ”

In the fabulous Florida Keys, words like that either an­nounce your sexual preference or your line of work. I waited

until Harry Carey finished his unrivaled rendition of “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” before my curiosity got the best of me, and I followed Rudy into the bathroom.

“I need to charter your plane. I’ve got to get to Havana. Do you know how to get to Cuba?”

“Yeah, take a left at the southernmost point of Florida and keep going till you run into something. That’ll be Cuba.”

“This is serious business, Barna. I’ve gotten permission from the Cuban government to make this trip, but I have to let them know the name of the pilot and the serial number of the plane.” He leaned over to me and whispered, “Captain Barna, Joe Merchant was spotted yesterday at a baseball game in Havana. There’s a man who has pictures. This is the story of the century.”

“Right up there with landing on the moon, I’d say.”

Rudy wasn’t listening. “Joe Merchant not dead at all but alive and well, an expatriate rock star living in a communist country—wow. Well, I need to know—can you take me?”

“Why did we have to come into the bathroom to have this conversation?” I asked.

“It’s part of the story. I like the intrigue of taking a sea­plane to Cuba and meeting the blond, handsome, maverick pilot—that’s you—in a place like this.”

“My shrimp’s getting cold, Rudy.”

“Well, Barna? Are you in?”

“It’s two hundred dollars an hour flight time, and forty dollars an hour on the ground.”

Rudy nodded his approval.

I took a pen out of my pocket and wrote down my phone number at the hangar. “The serial number is N40SB. I’ll call flight service and file a flight plan to Havana. You call

When My Ship Comes In, Fil Be at the Airport

me at that number by five and let me know that we do, in fact, have clearance to enter Cuban airspace.”

“Right-o, Captain.”

Rudy dropped two quarters in the rubber machine and slipped the aluminum-foil packets into his pocket. “Can’t be too careful these days, you know. Say, you went out with Joe Merchant’s sister for a while when she lived down here, didn’t you?” The words oozed out of Rudy’s fat mouth like sludge, and all of a sudden I felt dirty and began to Wash my hands.

I yanked on the towel machine. “That’s old business, and none of yours. There’s weather moving in tomorrow, so I want to leave early and be back as soon as we can. Understood?”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

“And bring cash. Five-hundred-dollar deposit, and I’ll expect the rest when we get home.”

Rudy Breno rushed out of the restaurant, leaving a trail of bad will behind him. I finished my shrimp and thought about what had just happened. Rudy was about as pleasant as a root canal, but the job couldn’t have come at a better time. I’d been wanting to hightail it out of Key West and escape to a new, debt-free life in the Alaskan wilderness, but I’d been too broke to do it. I figured the trip to Cuba would bring me at least a thousand bucks, and I knew Rudy was good for the money. Mis old man was loaded and ran the paper as a hobby. His real source of income was hazardous-waste disposal.

1 was smiling when I left Bobalou’s, and I checked the sky as I headed for my Jeep. A low-pressure trough was moving into the area, and the air was getting thicker as the moisture built up. Squalls out on the Gulf Stream lit the distant hori­zon, and there wasn’t a breath of air stirring.

“We have work!” I shouted to Hoagy, my golden re­triever, who sat in the front seat. He sniffed the air and eyed the small brown bag in my hand.

“Oh, it’s the noble dog look. What a champion,” I said. I opened the bag and tossed a hushpuppy into the air. Hoagy caught it, chewed it once, licked his mouth with his long pink tongue, and waited for the second launch. “It’s a high pop­up,” I yelled and tossed the second hushpuppy high into the sky. Hoagy bolted from the seat into the parking lot and ran under the hushpuppy, positioning himself for the catch like a confident outfielder. He opened his mouth a split second be­fore the ball of fried cornmeal fell directly down his throat.

“Load up,” I called, and Hoagy sprang across the driver’s seat to the passenger’s side. I tossed him the last hushpuppy and patted his head, and Hoagy barked and gave me a big lick.

I pulled out onto U.S. 1 and drove north, listening to “Time Loves a Hero” by Little Feat. The air was filled with bugs of every description, and they were cannon fodder for the passing cars. I hummed along with Lowell George but made up my own lyrics.

“When my ship comes in,” I sang. I’ll be at the airport.”

The next morning, Rudy Breno paraded into the Lone Palm Airport dressed in camouflage fatigues, a green beret, and a bandolier stuffed alternately with Slim Jims and Bic pens. On his wrist he sported a diving watch that looked as if it could tell time in every world time zone, do his banking, and split the atom. A Polaroid camera hung around his stumpy neck, and a wad of Florida lottery tickets protruded from the pocket of his flak jacket.

“What the hell are the lottery tickets for?” I asked.

[image: ]

“Bait,” he said proudly.

“Bait?”

“These people have been living in the Stone Age. A little capitalism will go a long way to get the information I need.”

Hoagy bounded up the runway with a Frisbee dangling from the side of his mouth, and when he saw Rudy, he dropped it and started barking furiously. I called him to my side and bent down to calm him. That’s, when I saw the .25-caliber Beretta pistol stuck in Rudy’s pants.

“Let’s go, Captain. We’re hounds on the scent. Joe Merchant is alive and breathing somewhere over there.” He pointed at the horizon.

“That’s north. Cuba is over there,” I said, pointing the opposite direction.

“You’re the pilot.” Rudy squinted down at his watch and pressed several buttons. “It’s exactly 11:30 Zulu. What’s our proposed time off and time en route, Captain?”

“I’m not goin’ anywhere with you, Clambo. First the gun, and then the money.”

“Shit,” Rudy muttered as he handed over the gun.

I pulled out the clip and checked the chamber. I felt like Sheriff Andy Taylor taking away Barney Fife’s one bullet.
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I’d been to Cuba a number of times with Billy Cruiser dur­ing the Mariel boat lift, and just last year I’d flown there and brought Darryl Lemma back to Key West. Darryl was a sleazy charter-boat captain who had been hijacked to Havana, and

Rudy Breno had thrown in the Devil’s Triangle and made headlines out of it.

Flying into Cuba is always a mystery. Sometimes it’s easy, and other times it’s a nightmare of paperwork and bull­shit. This time we took off into a hefty breeze and bounced along in a steady, moderate chop. I’d expected to spend the trip fighting an onslaught of irritating questions about Joe Merchant and Trevor, but the weather solved that problem. Rudy sat in the copilot’s seat as stiff as a mannequin, staring straight ahead and getting paler with each jolt. I hadn’t seen Trevor in five years, so I couldn’t have told him much any­way, but I still didn’t like to talk about her.

Miami Center handed us off to Havana, and all seemed to be going well. If they hadn’t been expecting us, they would have let us know right away. The controller cleared me to land at Jose Marti Airport, and I studied my approach plate since the weather had us landing IFR. We were in the pattern, descending to landing altitude, but when I went to crank down the handle for the landing gear, it came off in my hand.

“Shit,” 1 said, and tossed the gear handle into the bow compartment.

“Do we have parachutes?” Rudy asked in a high-pitched voice. I was enjoying this.

“Don’t need ’em. At worst, we might have to get the hell out of Cuban waters. If we run out of fuel, we’ll put her down in the Gulf Stream and wait for the Coast Guard.”

I reported my problem to Havana control, and they di­rected me out over the shoreline and told me to hold there. Rudy got busy reciting every childhood prayer he could think of, but I ignored him and reluctantly plotted a course

back to Lone Palm. The trip was a bust. Not only would I not get paid, but I would also have to eat the fuel expense. And I did not look forward to explaining the situation to Rudy.

To my astonishment, a controller told me I had been given permission for a water landing in Havana Harbor if I chose to do it, and I was told to continue holding until my escort arrived. I was just below the cloud deck, flying around in circles at about three thousand feet, and I wondered why they were being so cooperative. There probably hadn’t been a seaplane landing in Havana Harbor since around the time of the revolution, and it was like trying to figure out if the Big Bad Wolf was honestly being nice or if he really wanted to eat your lunch.

Billy had taught me to be a gas hog when flying over water in the Caribbean. Thunderstorms could materialize out of nowhere, forcing you to fly far off your intended course, but these days I had a cashflow problem and only had enough fuel for the round-trip and a legal reserve. Any long delays over Havana would be a major problem. I did not share this tidbit with my passenger, who was now vom­iting into an Orville Redenbacher popcorn bag.

“We’re going in the water,” I announced.

Rudy stopped heaving and stared wide-eyed at me. The color of his face matched the milky whites of his eyes, and he screamed, “Holy Mother of God!”

I looked up at the St. Christopher medal and rubbed it for luck.

“Rudy, we’re not going to crash. We’re going to land in the water. The gear won’t work, but I can fix it when we get down.”




“How can we land in the water?” “Because this is a seaplane, Rudy.”



I could feel the two MiGs before I saw them. They crept up on each side of the Hemisphere Dancer like motorcycle cops, and then Havana Center gave me a heading. We all turned together toward the harbor, which was barely visible in the distance. I don’t know what got into me, but I decided to fuck with them a little and slowed down to about seventy knots, knowing they would have a hard time staying in the sky at that speed. I guess it was just my way of letting them know I wasn’t some yo-yo on a joyride, and I hoped they’d see the humor in it. But humor seemed to be in short supply in Castro’s Cuba; Havana Center ordered me to speed up. These guys were armed to the teeth—a 23-mm cannon and a couple of ATOLLs hung under each wing. I shoved the throttles forward.

The MiGs stayed with us not more than twenty feet on each side of the floats. I looked over at one of the pilots just as he snapped a picture of us with his camera. I’m sure he’d never seen a Goose this close before, and I had never been this close to a MiG that wasn’t shooting at me.

A little color returned to Rudy’s face, and he fumbled with a film cartridge, trying to put it into his camera. He loaded the Polaroid Spectra and fired it as fast as he could. It spit out film like a broken parking-ticket machine. The MiGs escorted us to the harbor entrance and then hit the after­burners and raced ahead, disappearing into the clouds.

I lined up with Morro Castle on the point, and I was told by Havana Center not to fly over the old fort. They directed me to the west side of the harbor, where a patrol boat was waiting for us to land and would direct us to customs. Those

little Cuban patrol boats I had seen during the boat lift al­ways made me nervous. They were all manned by teenagers with big automatic weapons, and the teenagers didn’t smile.

The entrance to the ancient port opened into a sheltered bay, and the city sprawled out toward the foothills to the southwest. “Looks like the whole place could use a couple of coats of white paint,” Rudy said.

I spotted the ship channel and set up my approach be­tween the starboard channel markers and the waterfront. I dropped down until we were barely ten feet above the water and reduced power. The water looked clear of debris, and I kept the patrol boat in sight. I recited my checklist aloud as I always did. It was a good way of not being too casual.

“Fuel tanks to both. Mixtures rich. Horn switch on for water landing. Gear up.”

Before the handle had broken off, the gear lever had barely let the tail wheel down. Landing wouldn’t be a prob­lem. I scanned the visual inspection ports behind my seat to reconfirm that the gear was up.

“Boost pumps on. Bilge pump on auto. Flaps thirty de­grees. Props full.”

I dropped below Morro Castle, with its aged towers, modern signal staffs, and black cannons guarding the harbor entrance like a row of teeth. I felt as if I were flying into a time warp. Giant container vessels were lined up at the piers, and tiny wooden fishing boats with patched sails tacked back and forth against the tide and wind. I could see people on the road stopping their cars and running to the rock wall as they waved and pointed in my direction.

I ran the final landing check and told Rudy to fasten his seat belt, then eased the Hemisphere Dancer over to the

touchdown spot I had picked out. I brought in a little power until I heard the whsshhhh sound of the water under the hull and felt her settle on the step. I taxied on the water until we were within a hundred yards of the patrol boat, and then I cut the power and pulled the steering yoke into my lap. Now we were a boat.

I took off my headset, rubbed my numb ears, and opened the window to let the sea breeze fill the cockpit. It brought in the scent of the sea; the fragrance of the shore; the smell of engine oil; and the universal bouquet of garlic, beans, and rice that surely came from a pot simmering some­where within the confines of old Havana.

The breeze felt wonderful, and I inhaled heavily. Rudy was busy taking pictures of the teenagers on the gunboat with AK-47s draped across their chests.

“You should have let me keep my gun, Frank,” he said bravely. “We might need it.” He was panting so hard he was almost hyperventilating. “I’ll tell you one goddamn thing. I saw Salvador three times, Die Hard four times, and Rambo ten times, but this is tits above any movie. I think I have a hard-on,” he moaned.

“I know when I have a hard-on,” I said.

“No, this is the real thing,” Rudy said.

“You sound like a fucking Coke commercial.”

A huge crowd had gathered beyond the fence that sur­rounded the customs dock, and the dock itself was filled with official-looking Communists.

He lowered his voice. “Hey Frank, don’t forget to keep the Joe Merchant thing a secret,” he said and winked.

“A secret? What the hell do you mean by that?”

“I told them I was doing a documentary on Hemingway. Didn’t I tell you?”
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“This is one fuck of a time to be announcing that you’re on a secret mission,” I hissed. I wanted to throttle him, but this was hardly the time and place. “Stay here until I tell you it’s okay to move.”

I angrily dropped through the companionway down to the anchor locker, opened the bow hatch, and tossed the dock line to a young soldier who caught it and held it tight. Putting a measured strain on my end, I eased the nose of the plane within inches of the dock.

“Buenos Dios, mis amigos Cubano!”

I looked behind me, and Rudy was standing in the hatch opening. He looked like a jack-in-the-box. A cigar was lodged in the corner of his mouth, and he waved the lottery tickets with both hands.

I was still pissed off, but when I took the time to look around I had to smile. If it hadn’t been for Rudy Breno and his half-baked idea to come looking for Joe Merchant, I wouldn’t have been able to splash down in Havana Har­bor—and make the landing of a lifetime.

	​- The Blind Leading the Blind



Although America lay only ninety miles to the north, it might as well have been the moon. A UFO from a distant galaxy couldn’t have caused more commotion in Havana Harbor than the Hemisphere Dancer did that morning. Rudy looked like a cartoon version of General MacArthur. He handed out lottery tickets to the puzzled gathering until a soldier commanded him to halt.

“Senor Breno, Senor Breno,” someone shouted. The sound of his own name ignited Rudy’s ego, and he puffed right up.

“Wait here, pilot. I’ll return when I have my story,” he barked at me.

“Go fuck yourself,” I snapped back. Now that I was al­ready involved in the Joe Merchant cover-up, I had no choice but to go along. Rudy had told me he was meeting the man with the photographs at Hemingway’s house.

“What if it’s all bullshit?” I’d asked.

“Then I’ll make the whole thing up. That’s the beauty of this kind of work.”

Not too many Americans came to Cuba these days, and even the ugly ones like Rudy were greeted with extreme curiosity. He was talking to the man who had called out his name, a tall Cuban with a pencil-thin mustache who looked like Ricardo Montalban. The crowd on the dock rattled on in machine-gun Spanish and broken English—mindless chatter by government bureaucrats sounds the same regardless of the ideology or tongue. I paid no attention to the hoopla and concerned myself with the plane. v

“You are the pilot, senor?” I turned, and the man with the mustache was standing over me.

“Si,” I replied.

“You may speak English,” he said coolly. “My name is Luis Mercedes, like the car. Your plane will be safe. The launch will take it to the mooring. Now, if you will come with me.”

“I’m just the pilot. He’s the reporter. I’ll stay with my plane, if you don’t mind. I have some repairs to make.”

“Please, come with us,” he said, gesturing toward the waiting van. It was a sugarcoated threat, but I had no choice. I handed the dock line, to one of the soldiers.

I found myself once again in La Bodeguita del Medio in the heart of old Havana. I had been there with Billy Cruiser when we flew Ed Bradley and his cameraman over during the boat lift. We had all spent a couple of days waiting for the last boats to clear out and had downed our share of the bar’s famous but deadly mojitos. This afternoon, however, I sat alone on a corner stool sipping a Coke. Across the room, a bunch of green plastic palm-tree swizzle sticks were piled up on Rudy’s table. Rudy was shitfaced. Luis Mercedes was seeing to that. He was a snake-oil salesman in anybody’s language.

Rudy got up to go to the bathroom, and Luis came and stood beside me at the bar. “You are not happy here, Captain Barna. I want you to enjoy our hospitality. Have a drink.” “I’m on duty,” I said.

“You are worried about your airplane. She is very beau­tiful. Let me see if I remember,” Luis said. “Grumman Goose JRF-5. I believe 184 of the 345 aircraft produced were built for an all-encompassing ‘utility’ role for air-sea rescue, com­bat patrol, photographic work. Powered by two Pratt & Whitney R-985 AN-3 engines capable of producing 450 horsepower each at sea level. She has a gross weight of 9,200 pounds and burns approximately forty gallons of fuel an hour.” He smiled smugly, waiting for a comment. I didn’t give him one.

“My job today is to stay with you while you are here,” Luis finally added. “Think of me as your escort.”

“Sort of like I’m a VI.P. at Disney World, huh?” I or­dered another Coke.

“I know all about your wartime flying in Vietnam—Op­eration Market Time, I think it was called. Also your job in New Zealand. How do you afford to own such a plane? Are you a drug smuggler?” This guy was making Rudy look like Mr. Personality. I started to make a wiseass comment, but I suddenly realized he was fishing for something, and any ill- conceived reaction to his taunts might cost me my plane.

“No. I run a charter service.”

“And Mr. Rudy here chartered your airplane to do a story on Papa Hemingway?”

“That’s what he told me. Hey, bud, I’m just the pilot. I don’t ask questions. It’s impolite and bad for business. You know what I mean?”

“You’re sure he is not chasing Joe Merchant?” Luis wet his lips. “I read the National Lighthouse."

“Jesus Christ, not you, too. I thought you people didn’t like newspapers. Besides, Joe Merchant is dead. He jumped off the back of a cruise ship five years ago.”

Luis Mercedes lit a cigarette and ordered another drink. He was right out of “Miami Vice.”

“What makes you so sure Joe Merchant is dead?” he asked.

“Even if he were alive—which he isn’t—I don’t think he would be hanging out around here. Believe me, I know a lot of better places in the Caribbean to hide.”

“That kind of remark could get you in big trouble.”

I was tired, and I’d had enough. I got up from my stool and looked Luis directly in the eye. “And risk an international incident? Do you have that kind of authority, comrade?”

Luis angrily crushed his cigarette into an ashtray on the bar. “Just remember, Captain, I have lunch on a regular basis with a lot of dead mem”

A short, bald man burst through the door of the bar, and when he saw Luis, he ran over and excitedly whispered something to him in Spanish. Luis shook the man’s hand and then turned again to me. “You are free to return to your plane now. My men will escort you.” He rejoined the mo/ito party at the far table. •

On my way out, Rudy finally staggered out of the bath­room and stopped me.

“Nice place, huh?”

“Fucking charming. How long will you be?”

“I still have to go to the Finca, Hemingway’s old house.” Rudy gave me a drunken, lopsided grin. “I’m on the case,” he said and returned to his table.

I was alone in the van on the way back to the dock. Old Ha­vana must have been a wonder in its day. It reminded me a little of Paris and Madrid. A busload of Russian ballet dancers sat on the curb, fanning themselves under the old Western Union sign. Kids played baseball in the streets. The city was a microcosm of intertwining cultures. What the hell could Rudy Breno know that interested these clowns so much? It was like the blind leading the blind.

The Hemisphere Dancer lay just off the customs dock, tied to an orange mooring ball, and the patrol boat took me out to her. A young officer came on board with me and dis­missed the two guards who were stationed there. I immedi­ately went about inspecting my plane. In a country under embargo, parts are cherished items, and I wanted to make

damn sure that nothing had been lifted in my absence. First I checked the control panel, then the engine compartments. The engines were much too warm. They had been run while I was gone. 1 looked at the soldier, but he remained stone faced. The fuel gauges read more than when I had left Lone Palm. Now 1 knew the reason they’d gotten me off the Dancer. Somebody had flown my plane.

I walked around the turtle deck and wings to inspect for any damage from the tow. Everything seemed to be in order. Who the hell would fly my airplane? Had they put something in it? These people were so paranoid that they thought a long-dead rock star, a two-bit reporter for a tabloid, and a broke seaplane pilot were somehow involved in a revolu­tionary plot or something. I couldn’t wait to get home. If I’d had any doubts about making my big move to Alaska, they were gone now.

The young officer sat silently in the hot cabin while his starched uniform began to discolor with sweat stains. I stripped down to my khaki shorts, and he watched me change the shear pin and test the gear handle. The steady rolling of the plane on the harbor chop gradually turned him a light shade of green. I asked him in Spanish if he felt okay and gave him a Coke and then a Dramamine from the medicine kit. He asked if the plane would rock as much back at the dock, and I told him no. Then he said something into his radio, and the patrol boat came alongside and towed the Dancer back in.

At dark I made myself a peanut-butter-and-jelly sand­wich, stretched out on the bench in the back of the plane, and thumbed through my copy of Antoine de Saint-Exupery’s Wind, Sand and Stars. It wasn’t long before I fell asleep.

Around midnight, I heard footsteps. Two soldiers were dragging Rudy down the dock. A wave of anger swept over me at the thought that Luis Mercedes and his goons were so suspicious that they’d interrogated Rudy about Joe Mer­chant—but then the fumes of the rum hit me, and I realized Rudy was just wasted away again. They laid him in a ball at my feet.

Luis stood over Rudy and lit a cigarette in the darkness. “I wonder why we fear you so when this is what you call a newspaper reporter.”

“You’re the one who let him in. Can I ask you why the hell you allowed us to land in the first place?”

“Someone wanted to fly your plane.”

“Well, he can charter it. You stole my fucking airplane.”

“How can we steal your airplane when it sits at the dock? You ask too many questions. I say again, someone wanted to fly your plane.”

“Fidel?” I asked. “Is that what you’re hinting at?”

“Need I say more?”

“You mean Fidel was watching? I’ll be damned.”

“You want answers to everything. You want them to drop out of the sky like raindrops. You Americans. I will never understand the fascination. You with your rock stars, drug wars, exploitation of the masses, and—”

“Baseball, Luis. Don’t forget baseball.”

Luis handed me our passports. “You are to be gone to­morrow morning by seven o’clock.” He turned and walked back up the dock.

“Tell Fidel thanks for the gas,” I called after him.



	​- Under the Lone Palm



Billy Cruiser says the best navigators are not always certain where they are, but they are always aware of their uncer­tainty. Uncertainty was the feeling I had the next morning as I left the birthplace of Ricky Ricardo behind and headed back to the Keys. I was more concerned about the weather than I’d been about crossing Communist airspace.

The Cubans seemed to have lost all interest in us. There had been no crowds and no escorts at first light, just a bleary- eyed customs man who checked our papers.

Now I was in the soup, and I’m not talking chicken broth. This was Brunswick stew. I couldn’t see squat out the windshield, so I just listened to Miami Center trying to cope with the situation and get everybody through the muck and back on the ground safely. Cuba seemed to melt away in the blindness of the clouds.

Rudy Breno stirred behind me, and I told him we would be landing soon. He was badly hung over and waved weakly with his left hand. When we left Havana, I had strapped him in and hung a bucket around his neck so he wouldn’t barf all over my plane. Now he was slumped in one of the rear seats like a laundry bag full of week-old dirty clothes. He groaned once and then slid back into unconsciousness.

I was looking forward to getting paid, and with Rudy out cold, I’d been thinking about what I’d do with the money. It was clear to me that my time in the tropics had just about run out. I guess I could blame it on the El Nino current or the harmonic convergence or whatever, but my chicken-salad days had turned into chicken shit.
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The fish and shrimp had decided to do their thing in other waters, and the boats had followed them down to Cen­tral America, so my spotting business dried right up. The cost of insurance to carry passengers in a forty-year-old air­plane had gone through the roof. I’d gotten a letter from my loan officer saying the bank would “work with me on the loan,” but what that meant was hauling drunks on gambling junkets between Nassau and Key West. I did a couple of runs but got tired of having my plane smell like the men’s room in a third-world airport.

Alaska or bust. I had let Billy Cruiser and Blanton Meyer- cord in on my escape plan; they were the only people I had trusted enough to tell. Now that I would have the travel money, everything was coming together. I figured it would take me the day to tie up loose ends and go over a few last things with Billy before I took off for Kodiak Island. There was no point in putting it off. The longer I waited, the better my chances were of losing my plane. It was time for a change in latitude. We are all born with a little larceny in our hearts, and I was about to become a criminal.

A shaft of sunlight popped through a hole in the clouds, bringing me back to real time. I pushed the nose over and pulled the power lever back, and the Hemisphere Dancer dropped through the opening. I leveled off at about five hun­dred feet. The hole quickly filled in, and the shark-gray color of the sky was again reflected on the face of the sea.

Having made up my mind that this would be my last day in town, I decided to cancel my flight plan with Key West and got permission to cruise the shore to the east. I now leveled off at a hundred feet. This was the real altitude for a seaplane.

A few crazy windsurfers were taking advantage of the nasty weather, skipping over the waves like flat stones. I rocked my wings back and forth, and the wheel felt alive in my hand. A pelican came into view no more than a hundred feet in front of me, and I released the pressure on the wheel and climbed for a moment. The bird made a graceful dive and disappeared below the surface of the water.

As soon as I saw the ugly condo that marred the shore­line, I had an impulse to do something I’d wanted to do for a long time. I imagined I was in my dad’s old PBY, the No- See-Um, and had spotted the enemy. I dove at the condo commandos who occupied the giant pillbox on the beach.

The lookouts on the balcony gaped at the Dancer with disbelief. I gave the order, and a wing load of invisible bombs rained down on the building, which instantly crumbled from the direct hit.

Big buildings belong in cities, not on the beach. I had come to the Keys because of their isolation, but the tiny string of islands was no longer an outpost. The summer crowds were now as large as the winter ones, and the hurricane that was supposed to clear things out had never materialized.

I pulled up about twenty feet above the roof and banked right. Several residents were running from their tiny alu­minum balconies through sliding glass doors.

“Fuck art, fuck nature, build nuclear condos!” I yelled. I would be home before the phones at the Key West tower started to ring off the wall and would be long gone by midnight.

I came in low over the flats, and a flock of cormorants launched. They looked disoriented on takeoff at having to go

west to find the wind; the odd breeze confused everything. Despite the weather, flying along the shoreline was beautiful today, and I would miss it. Down below, sharks and rays on the flats swam helter-skelter, leaving telltale trails of mud that were clearly visible even at this altitude. The rays stirred up the food sources on the bottom, and the cormorants bobbed up and down behind them, diving for table scraps. The cor­morants always gave away the location of the seafood festival where sometimes a huge mutton snapper or permit was look­ing for an easy meal. I made a mental note of the spot for Billy Cruiser.

In the distance, I could make out the ancient tree on the beach that had given Billy Cruiser’s airport its name. The lone palm stood on a narrow strip of sand surrounded by a tangle of mangroves. The trunk went up about ten feet and then made a slow, beautiful curve out over the water and stretched sixty feet into the sky. It was said by the Arawaks, who fished these waters long before the Europeans arrived, that the lone palm had been put here by the gods of the sea to lead them safely home. It had survived hurricanes, con­quistadors, pirates, and condo commandos.

The tire swing had been hung in this century, but no­body was sure just when. Billy called it “a poor man’s way to fly.”

I studied the swaying green branches of the ancient tree and looked at the long, foamy wind lines running toward the shore for clues about the surface wind. I looked back to check on Rudy before making the steep bank turn for my ap­proach, but he was still passed out, with his head resting on the window.

“Lone Palm traffic Grumman 40 Sierra Bravo, we’ll be

landing in the water parallel to the runway; got a slight gear problem,” I announced.

Hoagy was leaping in front of the hangar with a deflated volleyball clenched firmly in his teeth, looking up at the plane. He would have a swell time in Alaska, chasing mal­lards and reindeer across the frozen tundra.

“Need any help?” the calm voice of Billy Cruiser asked.

“Negative, Cruise. Sheared a gear handle pin in Havana, but they let me drop her in the water. I’ll tell you about it when I land.”

“You got company,” he said. “It ain’t who you think it is,” he added.

As long as it wasn’t the bank, I didn’t care.

“Final hull check. Clean.”

I scanned the landing area for lobster traps, boats, or other stuff that could spoil my day. I pulled in the reins, and the Hemisphere Dancer settled into shallow water. Then I opened the window and let in the fresh air. I dropped the water rudder and steered the plane to the ramp.

Rudy was awake now, but he looked like one of the people in that old movie Night of the Living Dead.

“Where am I? What’s going on?” he groaned.

I took off my headset and yelled, “Looks like we defied death one more time!”

I held my breath as I cranked the gear handle down. The pin held, and the indicator gave me a green. That’s when I reached up to my St. Christopher medal. I gave it a supersti­tious rub, as I did after every landing, and a sliver of sun­light popped through an opening in the sky like a flashbulb and bounced off the medal above my head. It blinded me for a moment, and I rubbed my eyes behind my sunglasses.

When I opened them again, I saw her in the tire swing. A shiver ran down my spine. A tension I hadn’t felt in a long time returned as I watched the long, slender body of Trevor Kane swing back and forth above the water, her toes skim­ming the surface.

I tried to keep my mind on my work, maneuvering the plane up the ramp, taxiing to the hangar, but I kept Staring back at Trevor in the swing. I couldn’t, believe her timing. At this point I didn’t need any more problems or excess baggage, and unfortunately Trevor Kane always had plenty of both.

The old Argus radio blasted country music from the corner speaker, and the tones of the pedal steel guitar rever­berated off the expansive curved tin roof of the hangar. Coun­try music had played constantly since around 1982 when Billy discovered that it kept the pigeons from roosting in the rafters and shitting on the planes. He had tried classical music and rock ’n’ roll, but the birds seemed to enjoy both. There was something about country music that made them stay airborne.

“Been waitin’ in that swing ’bout an hour,” Billy said as I stepped out of the plane.

Rudy tumbled through the hatch and stabbed into his jacket pocket for his sunglasses. The surprise of seeing Trevor had made me forget about him, but before I could whisper the words “Get him out of here,” Billy had pointed Rudy away from the swing.

“Looks like you been shot at and missed, shit at and hit, son. I didn’t think those commies had fun anymore in Ha­vana. Not like the old days when I used to go over.”

Rudy cut him off. “Could you call me a cab? I don’t feel very well.”

“Cab, hell. You need a fuckin’ ambulance, son. Come on, and I’ll take you to town,” Billy said and gave me a wink. He had always lived by instinct and could clean up a mess before it happened.

“One last thing, Rudy,” I said. “You forgot to pay me.”

“Frank, the paper handles expenses,” he said with a tired look. “I’m sick as a dog. Give me a call tomorrow.”

“Something’s come up, and I can’t wait around for the fucking paper to pay me when they feel like it.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll write you a personal check.” He took out his checkbook and leaned on Billy Cruiser.

“Cash,” I said. “That was the deal. You told me about your secret money belt in Cuba, Rudy. Don’t you remember? It was right after your twenty-third mojito."
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