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        “Bless Our Sleep is the best kind of classic noir, richly atmospheric with a flawed but sympathetic hero trying to untangle a complex web of money, sex and politics to avenge the murder of an  (almost) innocent. There’s nothing sentimental about Bless Our Sleep but it does have heart—the heart Clay wears on his sleeve. I highly recommend this moving and entertaining novel.

      

      

      
        
        Michael Nava, author of the Henry Rios novels.
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        * * *

      

      “Bless our sleep with peace, and awaken us to life when we rise.”

      The Hashkivenu prayer from the Jewish liturgy. Hashkivenu is the second blessing following the Shema during evening services. It is a petitionary prayer to be able to lie down in peace at night and to return to life the following day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Cigarette Smoke

          

        

      

    

    
      I landed in Miami in late 1968. I had an honorable discharge from the Navy, the ability to handle myself in a fight, and a taste for dick. The louche atmosphere of Miami appealed to me, and because of my investigative experience as a Master-at-Arms in the Navy, I’d qualified to take the state exam and get my class C private investigator license. Once I finished the required apprenticeship, I set myself up in an office on Miami Beach.

      Business was slow to take off, so after breaking up a fight in a gay bar called the Cockpit, I took a night job there as a bouncer. On a Saturday night in early May, as customers entered the Cockpit, I handed them my business cards, so new the ink still smelled.

      I gave one to a tall, well-dressed man built like a linebacker, but with flesh rather than muscle. He was at least six-two or six-three, a few inches taller than I was, with a reddish complexion and blond hair expertly styled to cover a balding spot.

      “You’re a private investigator,” he said, after peering at the card. “Excellent.”

      “George Clay,” I said, and stuck out my hand.

      “You can call me Will,” he said. “At least until I know you better. Can we talk somewhere quietly?”

      The Cockpit was a mile south of Miami International Airport, in a no-man’s-land of garages, low-rent offices, and Cuban cafeterias.  Like other gay bars on Miami Beach and along the US 1 highway, it sat in a grimy area where police activity was limited or the local cops could be paid to look the other way.

      During the day and early evening, the place buzzed with airline personnel on their way home or on short layovers. After ten, the clientele became exclusively male. Not that every man at the bar was there for sex. Cuban conspirators, drug smugglers, and other nefarious lots liked the shady corners of the room and the sheltered parking at the rear, where license plate numbers were hidden in the darkness.

      I led Will to a corner of the bar, beneath faded photographs of DC9s and twin-rotor helicopters. “I need you to find me a teenaged boy,” he said.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m not a pimp.”

      “I already got a blow job from him,” Will said. “Several, as a matter of fact. But the last time I saw him he stole my signet ring, and I want it back.”

      “Have you tried the pawn shops?”

      He wrinkled his nose with distaste. “You think he sold it?”

      “Were you that great that he’d want a souvenir of blowing you?”

      He glared at me. “The ring is solid gold and originally belonged to my grandfather. It has our family crest on it, which is very recognizable to anyone who knows Miami history.”

      I noticed the way he pronounced the name of the city – Miam-uh. That was an indicator that his family had been around for a long time, ever since Miami was a small Southern town, not the booming metropolis it had become.

      He was right, people from that circle stuck together, and knew stories about each other’s families that stretched back generations. He was worried that this teenager would show the ring around and brag about how he’d obtained it. And word would spread.

      We arranged that he’d come by my office Monday morning and sign an agreement to hire me, which included confidentiality.

      Will walked over to the bar and ordered a cocktail, and I returned to the front door. You had to know the Cockpit was there to find it. A single-story building on 32nd Avenue, it sat right along the line between Miami and its western neighbor, Coral Gables. The Miami cops rarely made it to the farthest border of the city, and the officers of the City Beautiful pretended their realm ended a block before it—unless either of them was looking for the chance to make some headlines by arresting a bunch of fags with their cocks out.

      The air inside the bar was hazy with cigarette smoke, Aqua Velva, and testosterone. I handed out another bunch of cards, and then a pair of old queens began arguing over who was more worthy of fucking. The bald one said Mick Jagger and the one in the toupee insisted on Burt Reynolds.

      I had to go over there and calm them down. “Neither of you is getting within a mile of either of them, so hang it up,” I said, looming over them.

      “Who would you pick?” the bald one asked me.

      “I wouldn’t kick Warren Beatty out of bed for eating crackers,” I said. Then I went back to the door and handed out more cards, but no one else was interested in hiring me other than Will No-Last-Name.

      Before I left the manager, Rick, called me over. He was a skinny older guy, the victim of two strokes that left him with a slight tilt to the right. He handed me a box of pretzels. “I think these are going stale,” he said. “You take ‘em.”

      I wasn’t keen on stale pretzels, but my cupboard at home was bare, and it would be nice to have something there, so I accepted.

      On the drive home, I wondered if Will might turn out to be my first big client. Then again, he might change his mind by Monday morning. I had saved some money while I was in the Navy, but it was trickling away in amounts large and small.

      The first two months of my apprenticeship I’d worked for free, to get a sense of whether private investigation was a good career for me. Then I’d gotten a small salary which barely covered my rent. Then my mentor got a whiff of my sexual orientation and fired me on the spot.

      Now that I was on my own, my only income came from the Cockpit, and I was eating stale pretzels washed down with water that had an iron tang.

      I had become an expert on things to do for free in Miami, starting with swimming. Sunday morning, I pulled on my bathing suit, threw a terrycloth robe over it, and walked to Ocean Drive. The broad swath of sand stretched in either direction, basking in the spring sun. I made my way through the sea of elderly people in folding chairs, past a bunch of long-haired hippie types listening to rock music on a tinny transistor radio, down to the water’s edge.

      The air was filled with a heady mix of salt water and coconut tanning oil, with a faint overlay of automobile exhaust. To me, it smelled like freedom. Yeah, there were pricks like my old boss who’d hate me for how I liked to fuck. But Miami felt wide open, in the middle of growing pains from the influx of Cuban refugees and the waves of northern tourists. I could be as anonymous as I wanted.

      I dropped my robe and towel and waded into the chilly surf. It didn’t bother me; I grew up on my father’s fishing boat in Tidewater Maryland and I was accustomed to cold water. I dove beneath a shallow wave and began swimming. Maybe if I swam far enough out, I could leave behind all my problems, from my lack of money to my sexual orientation, which made me subject to arrest, a variety of sexually transmitted diseases, and a general disdain by straight society. It made me keep secrets from family and old friends, and because I couldn’t be open I’d given up on a career in the police.

      I swam until my arms and legs started to feel like jelly, then turned and dragged myself back toward shore. As I struggled the last few feet through the incoming surf, I stood up and looked around.

      A guy of about my age with long wet hair stood before me, wearing a French-style bikini swimsuit and smoking a cigarette. He pulled it out of his mouth and offered it to me. “Want a drag?” he asked, in an accent I pegged as French Canadian.

      I didn’t smoke, but I wasn’t going to resist an advance from a guy whose assets were so obviously on show. His abs were tight and his arms muscled, and the wet bikini did nothing to hide what looked like a sweet, plump dick.

      I took the cigarette from him and inhaled, tasting his lip balm on it. It was almost like kissing him. Not quite, but I hoped to get there later.

      “You are very strong swimmer.” He flexed briefly. “Very nice muscles.”

      “You too. You work out?”

      “I just work,” he said. “Carpenter.”

      I smiled. “Bet you’re good with your hands.”

      “I can show you. You live near?”

      “I do. Follow me.”

      We stopped to pick up our respective towels and dry off, and then I led him down the palm-lined streets to my apartment, a one-bedroom in a two-story white stucco building with 1930s Art Deco details, including large, horizontal ribbon windows with stucco eyebrows over them to provide minimal shade. The entrance was more ornate than the interior, with a canopy supported by slim, vertical columns.

      We were still damp and salty when we walked in my door, but that didn’t stop us from having at each other like a pair of wild animals—or men who’d been denied sex for too long. The scrape of his lips against mine sent electric shocks to my groin, as did his strong hands against the skin of my back.

      It was a good thing we wore so little clothing, because quickly we were naked, grinding against each other until the skin of my cock was on fire. He flopped on his stomach and I raised his muscular legs to get full access to the pale ass that led to my redemption. I built up a rhythm, then threw back my head and howled as the orgasm surged through me.

      Afterward he pulled out another cigarette and lit up, and I handed him a plate to use as an ashtray. His name was Lucas, and he was from Montreal, on vacation and returning home the next day. “What made you talk to me at the beach?” I asked.

      “Your body, of course,” he said. “And your eyes. I see the way you look at me.”

      I nodded. I hadn’t realized I was so obvious. I’d have to be more careful in the future. Miami was still a conservative southern town and making eyes at the wrong man—a plainclothes cop, for instance—could get me arrested and my PI license revoked.

      Lucas stood up, naked, giving me a full view of the sweet ass I had plundered only a short time before. “I must go,” he said. “My wife is waiting.”

      Well, he wasn’t the first guy I’d fucked who turned out to have a wife, but it was still surprising. “Where’s she?”

      “At the hotel. She like to sleep in on Sunday morning.” He smiled. “Me, I like to be more active.”

      And then he was gone, but the smell of his cigarette lingered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Signet Ring

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning the sidewalk on Collins Avenue in Miami Beach was busy with men and women in business suits, and I had an unaccustomed spring in my step. Even at nine AM my office above Mr. Ho’s Chinese restaurant smelled like soy sauce, ginger, and stinky tofu, and I turned on the wheezing air conditioner. I straightened a photo of me in my full Navy regalia, one that I hoped made me look professional.

      I sat behind my desk, opened the Miami Herald, and waited for Will. He arrived a half-hour later, smelling like bay rum aftershave, though he’d missed a few hairs at the right side of his mouth. I shook his hand and didn’t mention it.

      The private eye I apprenticed with had a standard representation agreement, and I had a box of them printed with my name and address instead of his. I pulled one out of the drawer. “I’m going to need your full name for this,” I said.

      “William Joseph Broadwater the second,” he said.

      “We can do without the Roman numerals.” I recognized his last name. It graced a local bank, a park his family had donated to the city, a bridge named in honor of a grandfather, and numerous other things around Miami. He signed the agreement and handed me a pair of fifty-dollar bills.

      “Tell me what you know about this kid,” I said. “First off, where did you meet him?”

      “Matheson Hammock park,” he said. “It’s not far from my house, and I swim there a few times a week.”

      “Nice area?” I asked.

      “The best.” He smiled. “It’s adjacent to Fairchild Tropical Gardens, so it’s very natural. And there’s a wooded area at the rear of the park that’s convenient for—well, meetings.”

      I nodded. “This kid hangs around there?”

      “I saw him a couple of times before we connected.” He shook his head. “Damn, he gave world-class blow jobs for such a young kid.”

      That rang an alarm bell for me. “You know how old he is?”

      He shook his head. “Never asked. He’s tall and skinny, with short blond hair and a baby face. Anywhere from sixteen to twenty-two.”

      At least he was beyond puberty. “He tell you anything about himself?”

      “I kept his mouth busy,” Will said. “And besides, neither of us was there to talk.”

      I made a couple of notes. “Any particular time he’d be there?”

      “Late afternoon. I assumed he went to high school in the area and slipped out when classes were finished.”

      I didn’t like Will Broadwater’s entitled attitude, or the fact that he was letting a teenaged boy blow him, but I couldn’t let that stand in the way of having a client. “Did you ever give him money?”

      “He didn’t ask. But usually I’d give him a five-dollar bill when he was done. I told him it was for his college fund, and he laughed.”

      The sound of a police siren going past on Washington Avenue made the flimsy walls shake and I had to wait until it was past to ask, “How did he get hold of your signet ring?”

      Will’s ruddy complexion got even more red. “I’d rather not say.”

      “You don’t have to be embarrassed about anything in front of me, Mr. Broadwater,” I said. “I got my first blow job from a scrawny middle-aged guy in Annapolis, Maryland, and I was so excited I shot off as soon as he put his lips around my cock. I spent six years in the Navy, traveling the world, spending weeks at a time on a ship full of horny sailors and sampling the sexual practices of every culture I passed through. I’ve sucked dick and ass, been tied up and pissed on and explored every erogenous zone of a man’s body. So nothing you can say will surprise me.”

      “He asked if he could suck my ass,” Will said. “I’d never…never had that done before. He promised I’d like it.”

      I waited.

      “He had me turn around and lean face-forward against a tree and lower my slacks and my briefs. Then he… well, you know.”

      “Did you like it?”

      “What does that matter?”

      I held up my hand. “Sorry, you’re right. But I’m still not understanding how he got your signet ring.”

      “I take it off when I go to the park and stick it in my pocket. I don’t want anyone to recognize it.”

      He looked directly at me. “He must have taken it from my pocket when he was pulling my slacks down.”

      “When was this?”

      “Friday afternoon, around four o’clock.”

      I noted that. “When did you discover the ring missing?”

      “Not until I was dressing for dinner, later that evening.”

      “And you’re sure you didn’t lose it somewhere else? In your house, maybe?”

      He shook his head. “My father gave me that ring for my eighteenth birthday. I’ve worn it every day since then. I’m sure it was on my finger when I walked to the beach.”

      “Did you go back and look for him after you discovered it was missing?”

      “I circled through the park several times on Saturday, then again yesterday afternoon. He wasn’t there.”

      “Had you ever seen him there on the weekend?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I never noticed. I only go over to the park occasionally. When I… well, you know.”

      “I do. Are there other boys there who perform the same service?”

      “He’s the youngest. There are other men there now and then. It depends.”

      “I don’t suppose he ever gave you his name.”

      “He said to call him Worm. That’s what his family did.”

      “Worm? Really?” I couldn’t imagine a family calling a child that—or the child repeating it to outsiders.

      “He said it was short for bookworm. He comes from a big family, and they’re all athletes, except for him. He’d rather read or pick flowers.”

      That’s when my heart really hurt for this kid. A misfit in his family, teased with an epithet he had to accept. Looking for affirmation and fellowship and a few bucks from older men in the shadows of a public park.

      “Can you get the ring back for me? I can’t keep going to the park looking for him. People will get suspicious.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said. “I’ll cruise the pawn shops and see if I can find it, and if not I’ll stake out the park this afternoon, after the high school lets out. Where in the park do you think I’d find him?”

      “Follow the boardwalk through the hammock,” he said. “Then turn right and head for the wooded area near the edge of Fairchild Tropical Garden. There are a lot of little paths through the trees. I usually found Worm there.”

      I wrote that down. “Do you have a drawing of the ring so I know what I’m looking for?”

      “It’s on the arch over the entrance to the Broadwater Bank building in downtown Coral Gables,” he said. “But I can draw it for you.”

      I gave him a pencil and a piece of paper and he sketched a shield with some kind of animal at the top and a large plus sign beneath it, with balls at the end of each line.

      “Sorry, I can’t draw for shit,” he said. “At the top, that’s a gold lion rampant against a blue background. And then that’s a white Bottony cross beneath it against red. Though of course the ring is all gold.”

      I looked at it. “Seems recognizable,” I said. “I’ll look around for it. I can’t guarantee I can find it, but if I do I’ll call you. If I can’t find it after a week I’ll let you know that, too.”

      “You’ll find it,” he said, as he stood up. “You have to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Thicket

          

        

      

    

    
      After Will Broadwater left, I pulled off the white shirt and gray slacks I wore for business and donned a white Cuban guayabera and Bermuda shorts, along with a pair of huarache sandals. Though it was only April 30, it was going to be a hot day in Miami and I wanted to be comfortable, especially if I was going to spend the afternoon outdoors.

      Before I left the office, I pulled out a travel guide to the city. Matheson Hammock was one of the largest parks in the county, over 600 acres of tropical foliage and a man-made beach. A picturesque lagoon was protected by the park's seawall, adjacent to a marina.

      Nature trails were said to wind through the park’s lush vegetation, perfect for hikers and birdwatchers. I pulled a pair of binoculars from my desk drawer and carried them with me.

      I began with the pawn shops I knew on the beach. I showed Will’s drawing and explained the composition of the ring, but no one had seen it. Then I drove across the Rickenbacker Causeway to Miami and tried a couple of stores there. The last one I knew was a few blocks from the Cockpit, and the signs out front were in both English and Spanish. There were three balls hanging over the front door, in case you didn’t speak either language.

      The old Cuban man behind the counter didn’t recognize the crest, which didn’t surprise me. I guessed Worm lived close to the park, and unless he was a lot sharper than I thought, he probably didn’t know where to find a pawn shop or how to deal with one.

      That meant he still had the ring. Maybe he’d kept it as a souvenir, or maybe he planned to ransom it back to Will Broadwater at their next encounter. That meant I had to head to the park and look for Worm.

      I wasn’t happy about that. I didn’t want to get busted by the cops for soliciting a teenager in a public park. I had promised Will confidentiality, but that only went so far. I wasn’t going to jail for him or even getting an arrest on my record. That would destroy the career I had barely started.

      It was late afternoon by the time I drove down Old Cutler Road toward the park, with the sun glinting off the back windshield of the Porsche in front of me. The area screamed money, from the towering trees that formed a canopy over the road to the elegant mansions set back behind well-manicured yards. I rarely read the society pages of the Herald, but when I did I was sure I was reading about people who lived like this, women in long white gloves and knee-length skirts, men with gold cufflinks and thick wallets.

      I drove into the park and left my 1958 lime-green Chevrolet Bel Air in a lot near the picnic areas. I was glad that I’d dressed so casually that morning, so I didn’t look out of place among the park visitors around me. Groups of teenagers, a few families, and a couple of men with the determined air of hikers.

      I wished I’d asked Will more specifically where he met up with Worm, because the park was larger than I expected. But I knew what it was like to be a gay man in search of sex, so I could figure it out.

      I slung my binoculars around my neck and grabbed a map of the park from a display. At Will’s direction, I began with the trail through the hardwood hammock, with a dense canopy of trees overhead. The tree trunks were twisted and gnarled, and patches of sunlight broke through the leaves. It was quiet and private, a place where a man could linger without suspicion.

      I passed a middle-aged man on the boardwalk, his head down and a bulge in his pants. Was he looking for Worm, too? I wasn’t about to stop and ask him.

      After he passed, I heard nothing more than bird calls and the distant sound of a boat engine. I felt an undercurrent of fear that often accompanied the risk of having sex in a public place. At every twist and turn of the boardwalk, I expected to see a man with his hand on his crotch – or a curious iguana or hungry crocodile. Then a flock of bright blue and gold parrots startled me as they rose from the shelter of an oak tree, their squawks disturbing the eerie silence around me.

      The air was cool and humid, causing my shirt to stick to my back. There was a slight saltiness in the air that mixed with the smell of muck. I wasn’t sure if I heard murmurs in the thickets around me, or if it was just my imagination.

      I began to feel disoriented, because of the dense foliage as well as a sense of timelessness, as if I stepped back into prehistoric Florida. I was relieved when I came to the end of the boardwalk.

      A group of teenagers sprawled on towels by the beach. Most wore what looked like a private school uniform of white shirts and dark slacks or skirts, though some had switched to T-shirts and shorts. To the right, a grove of trees looked cool and shady against the sharpness of the sun, low on the horizon.

      From the outside, that grove promised shady nooks that would offer temporary privacy, so I headed in that direction. An older man in shorts and a polo shirt approached, but he hurried past me without a word or a glance.

      I entered the grove. One of the skills I’d learned as an investigator in the Navy was to walk on the heels of your feet, pressing the instep down slowly, staying aware of what was around me. Because it was spring, the moss around the bases of the trees was soft and spongy and absorbed my sound. I prowled silently through an area that seemed impossibly removed from the bustle of the city or the happy sounds of the beach.

      I heard a man’s laughter and a rustling in the leaves, but I couldn’t find my way toward him—and he probably didn’t want to be disturbed.

      Then I turned a corner and spotted the body of a young man, face down in the dirt. His head had been battered and rich red blood was pooled around it. His body wasn’t moving up and down with the rhythm of breath, and his skin was waxy and pale.

      I didn’t want to get close enough to him to check for a pulse, because I didn’t want my footsteps to disturb the crime scene. I thought briefly about searching him for a signet ring like the one Will was missing, but my responsibility to my client only went so far. If he’d found Worm and bludgeoned him to death, he’d taken the ring.

      And if he wasn’t the killer, then the ring would be a red herring to the police.

      At least I hoped so.

      I carefully backtracked to the main path, and looked around for something that would distinguish this cutoff from all the others. My pulse was racing and I was sweating, but I knew I couldn’t leave without giving myself a way to direct the police. Eventually I settled for taking a handkerchief from my back pocket and tucking it into the curve of a tree.

      Then I pulled a small notebook from my front pocket and began documenting my return—the banyan tree where I turned left, the low sign where I went right. I came to the open area where a mother and child played on the grass. I skipped the hardwood hammock and made a beeline for the park office.

      The ranger was a few years older than I was, in his mid-thirties, in a khaki shirt with epaulets and matching khaki shorts. His name badge read Raul. “There’s a man back there who needs help,” I said. “He’s not moving, and there’s a lot of blood around him.”

      He stared at me, mouth open for a moment, then collected himself. “Can you show me where?”

      I nodded, and headed back the way I’d come. I didn’t need the notes I’d made – the route had burned itself into my brain. “I saw some beautiful parrots in the hardwood hammock, but they scattered as soon as they heard me,” I said holding up my binoculars. “I hoped I’d be able to sneak up to them in the woods over there.”

      “Blue and gold macaws,” he said. “They’re not a native species, but people love them.”

      When we came to the place where I’d left my handkerchief, I pulled it out of the tree and pointed. “He’s in there,” I said.

      I let him lead the way, until he stopped suddenly. “Hijo de puta,” he said. Raul did what I had been reluctant to do—he leaned down and put two fingers at the side of the young man’s neck.

      He looked up at me and shook his head. “He’s dead,” he said in wonder.

      Then he carefully turned the boy’s head to see the face. “Madre de dios,” he said.

      “Do you know him?” I asked.

      He stood up. “I’ve warned him away from this area a few times. I told him he was going to get into trouble.”

      I played the innocent card. “Just wandering in the park?”

      He shook his head. “He’s a maricon,” he said. “Hangs around here looking for sex.” He looked at me. “I’m sorry you had to see this. But you’ll have to stay here until the police arrive.”

      He used his radio to call one of his colleagues and have them summon the police. And then we waited. I desperately wanted to confirm that it was Worm on the ground, and know if he had Will’s signet ring with him, but there was nothing I could say or do without revealing my real purpose to Raul.

      We stayed on the main path until the first two Coral Gables police officers arrived. They asked us to step back and began hanging yellow crime scene tape to protect the area. It was my first experience of being a civilian at a police investigation, and it was strange. I’d worked with cops on several occasions where a sailor was either the victim of a crime or the accused, so I had some understanding of what was going on.

      The officers blocked off access to the path at both ends, setting up detours to keep anyone else from the area.

      The next to arrive was a short, muscular man in a suit that was too tight around his chest. “I’m Detective Aloma,” he said. “You are?”

      “George Clay.” I held up my binoculars once more. “I live over on the beach, but I heard that this was a good spot for bird-watching, so I thought I’d try it out.”

      “You don’t work?”

      “I work nights at a bar not far from here.”

      I was trying to give Detective Aloma as little information as possible without outright lying. Lies are bad; you can always get caught in them. And if I told him that I was out looking for a gay kid named Worm who gave blowjobs in the park and might have stolen a client’s signet ring, I’d get myself and Will Broadwater in a lot of trouble.

      “Wait here,” Aloma said. He walked into the thicket and I heard him curse softly in Spanish. Raul and I looked at each other but neither of us said anything.

      Aloma came out of the thicket as two men in fire department uniforms arrived, carrying a stretcher. I waited with Raul by the side of the path. We hadn’t been dismissed and I was sure Aloma would have more questions for me. We stood in the shelter of a banyan tree with long vertical roots, out of the hot sun.

      I wondered about the two men I had seen in the area. Had one of them gotten a blow job from Worm, and then killed him?

      After a while, the two firefighters stepped out of the thicket, one at each end of the stretcher. The front of the young man’s head looked as bad as the back, with numerous cuts and bruises. His hands had been placed over his chest, and as they passed us, a ray of sunlight caught on the gold ring on the index finger of his right hand.

      I didn’t have to get close to see that it matched the drawing Will Broadwater had given me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Uncomfortable Conversation

          

        

      

    

    
      “The victim is carrying an ID card from Coral Gables High in the name of Arthur McSorley,” Aloma said. “Do you recognize that name? Or his face?”

      I shook my head. “This is the first time I’ve been to this park.”

      He looked at me appraisingly. “But you’ve been to other places like this.”

      “For bird-watching?” I asked innocently. I was waiting for him to come out and accuse me of hanging around looking for sex. But I knew that I didn’t look like your typical homosexual—I was too banged up after years in the Navy to qualify as cute, and too young to be a chicken hawk, cruising for young bait like Will.

      He asked me to describe what I was doing at the park, and how I had ended up in the thicket. I told him I hadn’t gotten too close, but that as soon as I saw the blood I’d gone to the ranger’s station.

      Eventually I gave him my home address and phone number. “And your work?” he asked.

      I hesitated for a moment. I wondered if he’d recognize the Cockpit but I didn’t have a choice. Either tell him I was a private eye, which would open a new can of worms, or fess up to my employment. “It’s called the Cockpit,” I said. “Near the airport.” I gave him the phone number.

      He raised an eyebrow but I didn’t say anything. I knew he put two and two together. But he had bigger fish to fry.

      “You can go. If I need anything more I’ll be in touch.”

      It was after six o’clock by then. I didn’t want to drag all the way over to the Beach at rush hour. So I found a payphone on LeJeune Road in Coral Gables and dialed Will Broadwater’s home number.

      “Mr. Broadwater? It’s George Clay. I have some information on your ring.”

      “Already? That’s terrific. When can I get it from you?”

      “It’s not that easy. I’m in the Gables now. Can we meet somewhere?”

      “There’s a café called The Flick on Ponce de Leon, not far from my house. Do you know it?”

      “Sure, I’ve been there to hear music in the past.”

      “It will be quiet this early in the evening. I can be there in about fifteen minutes.”

      “I’ll meet you there.”

      It was easy to find The Flick because of the distinctive sign above the entrance in large red letters on the white facade. A multi-paned bay window was beside the front door, and the exterior gave the impression of a small theater.

      I got to the place first and ordered a cup of coffee, and I was sipping it in a seat beside the stage when Will walked in. He went up to the counter and ordered something, then joined me. “What couldn’t you tell me over the phone?”

      I described what I had done that day. I’d just gotten to the park when a waitress brought him an Irish coffee in a tall glass.

      “You’re going to need that,” I said after she walked away. “I discovered the body of a young man in a thicket off the main path. The police identified him as Arthur McSorley, who’d been arrested there previously for soliciting.”

      I watched Will carefully.

      “When they carried him out, I saw his hand, and he was wearing your signet ring on his index finger.”

      “Worm.” Will blew out a deep breath. “Do you think a trick killed him?”

      “I don’t know. He got a brutal beating before he died. There was a lot of blood.”

      His hand was shaking as he lifted the glass to his mouth and took a drink. He put it down, wiped the whipped cream from his mouth, and said, “What happens now?”

      “If the crest on that ring is as recognizable as you say, then someone in your family may be getting a visit from the police. You’ll have to come up with a reason why Worm had that ring.”

      “Assuming it is Worm,” he said. “Another hustler could have stolen it from him.”

      “That’s true. Does your family have any connection with the police?”

      He shrugged. “My father knows the chief.”

      Of course. “So he’ll probably recognize the crest, even if no one else in his department does.”

      Will put his head in his hands. “This is going to ruin me.”

      “It doesn’t have to. You need a reason why this kid had your ring.”

      He was the picture of desolation, and I felt sorry for him. I blew out a deep breath. “First of all, tell me where you were today from three o’clock until five o’clock.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not going to help you if you were out at Matheson Hammock this afternoon looking for Worm, and you beat him to death.”

      He backed away from me and looked horrified. “You can’t imagine I would do something like that.”

      “You never know what people are capable of. So where were you?”

      “At the bank. In my office.”

      “Can anyone testify to that?”

      “My secretary. Irma. She sits at a desk in front of my door and she knows I was there all afternoon, because she passed calls through to me and brought me paperwork.”

      “Good. Does she also know you slip out to the park now and then?”

      “If work is slow, I might let her go at four o’clock and leave myself. More so in the summer than the rest of the year.”

      “So far, so good. Tell me, why did you start going to Matheson Hammock?”

      “I grew up going there. My father took all of us there on weekends when my mother needed a break. We’d swim and play and run around. As I got older, I started to go there to think sometimes. ‘The woods are lovely, dark and deep.’”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s a quote. From a Robert Frost poem.”

      “Lovely. So you’re in the habit of going to the park when you need to think. You ever stop in the rest room, say to use the facilities and wash your hands?”

      “I see where you’re going. I never met anyone at the men’s room for sex.”

      “That wasn’t where I was going at all. You drink soda?”

      He cocked his head and looked at me. “I’ll have a Co-Cola sometimes.”

      “Me, that runs right through me,” I said. “Don’t know what it is, but soon after I drink one I’ve got to empty the tank.”

      His mouth opened, and then he shut it. “I see now. Yes, I have gone to the men’s room there once or twice.”

      I wasn’t a cop, so I didn’t have any legal obligation to avoid prompting a witness. I’d done this a few times in my career in the Navy, to help a sailor who I knew was honest and decent. I wasn’t that sure about Will Broadwater, but if his alibi held up he couldn’t have killed the boy in the thicket.

      “Perhaps recently,” I said. “And you took your ring off to wash your hands, and then forgot to put it back on. And you didn’t realize it until it was too late to go back there.”

      “I’ve done that once or twice in the washroom at the bank,” Will said. “The last time my father heard about it and laid into me for carelessness.”

      “You don’t know anything about pawn shops, do you?”

      He shook his head. In the background we heard a couple of guys begin to set up instruments on the stage for the musician who was coming in later that evening.

      “So you hired me to look for the ring,” I said. “You told me that you’d lost it at the park, which is how I ended up there.”

      “Doesn’t that connect me to the park, too?”

      “Well, unless you can come up with another place where you might have lost it, and how I ended up at the park discovering this boy’s body.”

      He pursed his lips and nodded. “You’ve gotten into something more than you expected, Mr. Clay,” he said. “I need a reason why you and I will continue to talk with each other now that the ring has turned up.” He considered for a moment. “Do you ever do background checks?”

      “Not since I started on my own. But I did a lot of them for the guy who trained me.”

      “Excellent. I’m the vice president of personnel at the bank, and I’m always hiring new employees. The last gentleman I hired as a courier turned out to have several drunk driving convictions, and a friend of mine in a similar position at another bank suggested I begin doing background checks. I can hire you, and that will justify our continued acquaintance.”

      “That works for me. You have anyone you want me to work on?”

      “I do. Do you know where the bank is?”

      “On Anastasia? I’ve passed it.”

      “Excellent. Be there tomorrow at ten o’clock.” He looked at his watch. “And now I’m going to have an uncomfortable conversation with my father.”
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      After my meeting with Will Broadwater, I was too restless to go home. Instead I stopped at the Fifth Street Gym after I crossed the causeway to Miami Beach. I had done some boxing in the Navy, and in addition to being great exercise, I was able to take out my anger and frustration on the punching bags, instead of on other people.

      I was angry about a lot of things. A teenaged boy so desperate for attention that he was prowling park bathrooms. A French-Canadian carpenter cheating on his wife with tricks he met at the beach. A society that cared that I wanted a guy in my life instead of a gal when it was no one else’s business.

      I was twenty-three years old, with six years in the Navy behind me. Now that I was a civilian, I had no idea what direction my life was going to take. Would my attempt at being a private eye work out? If I didn’t find a steady stream of clients, I wasn’t going to survive in Miami for long.

      Where else could I go? There were a few gay enclaves in the states, but they were full of bitter old men like a few at the Cockpit, drinking away their sorrows at ruined lives. I had no education and no business skills, and I didn’t want to end up a bartender or store clerk for the rest of my life.

      At least I’d be able to do background checks for the Broadwater Bank, and if those worked out, Will might recommend me to other bankers.

      And other gay men. I didn’t care.

      I kept a bag of workout clothes in my car, along with a sleeping bag and a shaving kit in case someday I had a job that required surveillance. After I parked I retrieved my bag from my trunk and crossed the street to the gym. The area south of Fifth Street on Miami Beach was a rundown neighborhood of 1930s hotels and grimy convenience stores, and yet the Fifth Street Gym attracted celebrities and world-class boxers. I’d seen Muhammad Ali there a few times, and spotted Frank Sinatra in the crowd at a match once.

      As soon as I walked into the gym, I stepped right back to my military workouts. The smell of sweat, leather and liniment filled my nostrils. From one corner, a trainer was shouting instructions. I walked past a ring where two men breathed heavily, and their footsteps bounced against the floor as they stalked each other. The sound of their gloves  banging into each other reverberated in my ears.

      I carried my bag to the locker room, changed into shorts and a T-shirt, and found a punching bag in a corner. I began banging all my frustration into it. A kid like Worm should have been able to find a boy of his own age. Bam! Same thing for a man like Will. Bam! Whoever beat the shit out of Worm deserved to get the very same treatment—though within the law.

      Bam!

      Ted, a guy I occasionally sparred with, approached me but before he could ask, I shook my head and focused on the punching bag again.

      By the time I finished my body was dripping with sweat, my arms and legs ached, and my head was clear. But at least I’d established that I could beat the hell out of the punching bag. I showered, resolutely avoiding looking at the junk of the other guys. Because the Cockpit was closed I headed home, had a couple of beers, and fell asleep.

      Tuesday morning I picked up a copy of the Herald on my way to the office. “Teen Found Dead in Gables Park” began with a paragraph at the bottom of the front page. “The body of Arthur McSorley, a junior at South Miami High School, was found Monday afternoon in a forested section of Matheson Hammock Park. McSorley, 16, sang in the choir at the Church of the Little Flower in Coral Gables…” [continued on page three.]

      I quickly flipped the paper open and stopped beside the newsstand to read. “According to a family member, young Arthur loved the park, often heading there after school to read in the peace and quiet. Coral Gables police have issued a request for anyone who was in the park yesterday afternoon to come forward. ‘This was a particularly brutal attack on an innocent schoolboy,’ according to police chief Edwin Smith. ‘We’re hoping someone who was in the park at the time may have seen the assailant.’”

      Well, the police already knew I’d been in the park. I was glad they hadn’t released my name to the paper. It wouldn’t be good for my new business to be associated with a death that way, even as an innocent bystander.

      “Arthur is survived by his parents, Timothy and Margaret McSorley, and nine brothers and sisters. Funeral arrangements are pending.”

      I folded the paper and continued to my office. It was cheap and dingy and it fit my image of 1940s movie private eyes. I read the rest of the paper, then picked up the phone book. Timothy McSorley was listed at a house on Blue Road in South Miami. I copied the address out and left for the mainland.

      Southwest 80th Street was a shady street of large houses on acre lots. The McSorley residence was a sprawling home that looked like it had been added onto as the family expanded. The right side was newer, with what looked like four bedrooms on the first floor and four more above it. I parked on the street and grabbed a lanyard and a clipboard from my back seat.

      I walked up to the front door and got no answer, which was fine with me. That gave me the chance to prowl around, my clipboard and fake badge a suitable disguise for some sort of building inspector.

      I don’t know what I hoped to find, but I wanted to get a better sense of Arthur’s place in his family. I walked around the side of the house and saw a large swimming pool with a volleyball net to one side. At the back of the property was a paved extension of the driveway and a basketball hoop on a stanchion. A neat wooden rack of all types of balls.

      Evidence of a sports-mad family. Poor Arthur, who didn’t fit in.

      From South Miami, I drove back up to the Gables. Unlike the buildings on the Beach, which were stylized and stucco, with round windows and geometric patterns, many of those in the Gables looked like they had been dropped in from Spain. The Broadwater bank headquarters was three stories of native limestone in the middle of the city, with an arcaded loggia and a coral tile roof.

      The interior was cool and well-lit by the large windows. I crossed the marble floor past the teller windows to a receptionist behind a desk, and asked for Will Broadwater. She picked up the phone and made a call, and then directed me to take the elevator to the third floor.

      Up there, the floor was carpeted and the walls were hung with black and white photographs of old Miami, including one of a pier along the Miami River with a canoe beside it, and an Indian man in a long shirt adorned with beads and feathers.

      “My grandfather,” Will said, coming up beside me. “The original Mr. Broadwater.”

      “Handsome man,” I said. “You got some good genes.”

      He flushed a little. “Come into my office.” As I sat across from him, he said, “Let me tell you about the bank. My grandfather was a full-blooded Miccosukee Indian who used to come down the Miami River to trade. His tribal name was Tustenuggee, but that was too hard for white men to say so he took the name Broadwater, a tribute to Biscayne Bay.”

      Behind him I saw an early engraving of the mouth of the Miami River with a few wooden buildings around it.

      “He recognized early on that the white man was going to take over the area, so in 1926 he sent his four-year-old son George down to Coconut Grove to live with one of his trading partners. When he grew up George married a white woman and he established a bank to facilitate trade between the natives and the white traders.” He waved his hand. “Voila the Broadwater Bank.”

      “Impressive,” I said. “You still do business with the Indians?”

      “We do. We’re lending them money to build some tourist attractions out along the Tamiami Trail. My grandfather only died a couple of years ago, and he still spoke the old language.”

      I looked at Will. “You don’t look very Indian.”

      He shrugged. “I have a younger brother whose skin is darker. But my mother is white, from Indiana. I take after her people.”

      I leaned forward. “Last night you said you were going to talk to your father. Everything all right?”

      “He wasn’t happy I’d lost the ring, that’s for sure. But he nearly exploded when I explained where it had ended up.”

      He affected a more deeply Southern voice than his own. “You telling me a faggot hooker is wearing my family crest?”

      “How did he know the boy was a faggot?”

      “I mentioned I’d seen a boy around the park and thought he was the one who’d picked up the ring from the washroom.”

      “Did he accuse you directly?”

      Will looked down at the desk. “He didn’t have to. He’s been calling me names for most of my life. I’m sure he saw through my story. He called the police chief at home right away.”

      “And?”

      “The chief said he’d been planning to call my father the next day. His detective brought in the ring as evidence and he recognized it. I was told to expect a call from the detective today.”

      “Well, you know what to say.” I sat back in my chair.  “You said you had some work for me?”

      Will looked relieved by the change of subject. “I do,” he said. He handed me a manila folder. “This is confidential, but we’re opening a new branch on 72nd Street on Miami Beach. Trying to extend our reach northward. I’m going to need a new staff there, starting with a branch manager. These three gentlemen are the finalists for the position. One of them already works for us. He’s the assistant manager of the Collins Avenue branch. I’m not sure he’s ready for the responsibility, though, so I’m looking at the other two as well.”

      “I’ll get right on this,” I said. “And if you need my help with the other matter, you let me know. I’m afraid you won’t be getting your ring back for a while unless the chief pulls some strings. They’ll need to keep it as evidence until a trial, or until the case goes cold.”

      “You think that could happen?”

      I shrugged. “A dead kid who might be a faggot prostitute? I doubt the police will put a full-court press on that one.”

      I drove back across the causeway and parked in the alley behind my office. It was a nice morning, but I was sure it would get hotter, so I turned up the wheezing air conditioner as soon as I walked in. Maybe if I got enough work from Broadwater Bank, I’d be able to afford a better office.

      Or maybe I’d just pay my rent and put food on my table.

      Fortunately, telephone books were free, and I started with my Miami book to verify the addresses and phone numbers on the resumes for the three men. I began a dossier for each one.

      The easiest to start with was the guy who was already a branch assistant manager for Broadwater. His name was James Puglisi, and he had begun with the bank as a teller ten years before, after graduating from Dade County Junior College with an associate’s degree. Jimmy, as he was known, had a series of good evaluations, rising to head teller and then loan officer. Two years before, he’d been promoted to assistant branch manager.

      He'd been married for about eighteen months, and had a baby on the way. He was taking a course each semester at the University of Miami toward his bachelor's degree in business, which the bank was paying for.

      I had little information beyond their resumés for the next two candidates. Larry Smith was the manager of a four-store dry cleaning chain where he handled financial and personnel matters. Harold Bauer had moved to Florida recently from New Jersey, where he had been the manager of a small community bank.

      When I opened my office, I invested in a series of map books published by a local company that broke jurisdictions into multiple one-page grids. I established where each guy lived, then walked to the library on 22nd Street to use their crisscross directories, which identified the owners and residents of properties by looking up the address. You could find the names of wives, children, roommates, or other residents at the address that way. It was useful if you wanted to question a neighbor, too.

      Jimmy Puglisi and his wife Elaine were among the ten people listed at their address on north 74th Street in Miami Beach, near where the branch was opening, which was a plus for him. He was likely to know many of the residents and store owners in the neighborhood.

      Larry Smith and his wife Renata lived in a single-family house in Westchester, a residential area on the west side of Coral Gables. No one else was listed at the address. I didn’t find Harold Bauer in a directory, which made sense because his resumé said that he’d moved to the area recently.

      I walked back to Mr. Ho’s and retrieved my car from the alley, then drove up Collins Avenue first, and took a couple of pictures of the apartment building where Jimmy and Elaine Puglisi lived. It looked appropriate for a guy with his salary. An elderly woman was sweeping the front steps as I walked up to the building. There was an “apartment for rent” sign in a first-floor window. “Good morning,” I said. “There’s a place here for rent?”

      She was short and hunch-backed, and spoke with a heavy Spanish accent. “Yes,” she said. “You interested?”

      “It’s a good neighborhood?” I asked. “Nice neighbors?”

      She nodded. “Very good. The people, they care about each other. You got Mrs. Milton on the first floor next to you, she’s always looking out the window. Jimmy and Elaine on the floor above you, very nice young couple. She’s got a baby on the way.”

      “So no loud parties or anything?” I asked.

      “Oh, no, everybody very good, very quiet. “

      I shook my head. “I don’t know if I want to live underneath a couple with a baby. Thank you, though.”

      I walked away. Jimmy Puglisi didn’t raise any red flags. I drove over to the mainland next. All I had for Harold Bauer was an address on Southwest 7th Street in the area called Little Havana. It was home to a lot of recent immigrants from Cuba, and the streets were lined with bodegas, car insurance places, and the offices of Spanish-speaking doctors and lawyers.

      Bauer’s apartment building was three stories tall, with two wings reaching to the street and a small paved area before the main section. The landscaping was poorly maintained, but the building looked clean. A young woman sat on the ground with two small children. I walked up to her and used my rudimentary Spanish to say good morning, and ask her if she knew Harold Bauer.

      She shook her head. She didn’t live there, just came to babysit the children. I thanked her and nosed around, taking a few pictures, but there was no one else around I could talk to.

      From there I drove down Coral Way, lined with towering banyan trees, to Westchester. It was where many Cuban immigrants moved to after getting their start in Little Havana. The houses were small and tidy, and with the occasional palm tree or statue of a Catholic saint in the front yard.
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