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  Foreword


  By Lawrence Block




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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Oh, he was an unusual fellow . . .


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


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


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


  Lawrence Block


  Greenwich Village




  



  





  

    

      

        

          

            

              No one owns life.




              But anyone with a frying pan owns death.




               




              – WILLIAM S. BURROUGHS
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  Chapter One




  Tiny Bock heaved his bulk from the sand chair.




  He stood silently in the clearing for a moment listening, but all he could hear was the whir of insects and the scuttling of a few foraging wood rats. He folded the red-and-green webbed chair,

  took it to the black pickup truck and threw it into the back. He opened the cab door on the passenger’s side and reached for the paper sack on the seat. There were two bologna sandwiches

  wrapped in oil paper and two hard-boiled eggs in the sack. He unwrapped one of the sandwiches, noticed that the lunch meat had turned green on the outer edge. He rewrapped the sandwich, put it back

  in the sack, took one of the hard-boiled eggs. He cracked open the egg and peeled it, but when he split the egg in two he realized that the yolk had turned purple and there was a strong smell of

  sulphur.




  Twenty feet away a raccoon, also smelling the egg and the sulphur, rose on its hind legs and waved its forefeet, sniffing the air.




  Tiny Bock noticed the raccoon and placed the two halves of the egg on a tuft of grass. As Tiny moved to the cab of the truck the raccoon, a female, scurried forward and scooped up the two egg

  halves. The coon took the two halves to a muddy pool of water and rolled the egg in the water to wash it preparatory to eating. Tiny Bock, who had taken his shotgun from the cab of the truck, fired

  once. Eight of the twelve slugs hit the raccoon, reducing it to an unrecognizable spot of fur and blood. Bock reloaded the shotgun before replacing it on the gun rack above the seat.




  Listening again, Bock could hear the airplane sound of the airboat long before he saw it. Then he spotted the boat; it was returning to the hammock from a different direction than he had

  expected, but Chico de las Mas was heading unerringly toward Bock and the parked truck. Skimming across the wet sawgrass of the Everglades, it resembled a giant but harmless insect.




  Skidding the aluminum boat sideways, Chico stopped short of the dry brushy hammock. After Chico turned the engine off, and the whirling propeller had run down, Bock said, ‘What took you so

  long?’




  ‘Had a hard time finding a deep enough sinkhole. But it won’t matter. When the rains come this whole area’ll be under a foot of water. You won’t be able to drive out to

  the hammock here for another six months. I thought I heard a shotgun, but I wasn’t sure.’




  Bock grinned and pointed to what was left of the raccoon. ‘I shot a coon.’




  The two men pushed the airboat into the clearing and well into the brush on the other side. Chico chained the prow of the boat to a cypress tree, and then padlocked the chain. They climbed into

  the cab of the truck. Chico took the wheel and drove across the dry sands, avoiding occasional puddles, toward the dirt and oolite access road, some ten minutes away. The access road had been built

  illegally by a group of Naples hunters almost five years ago in the Big Cypress. They had also planned to build a weekend lodge, but their plans had fallen through, so now the road, a foot above

  the water level, was a road to nowhere.




  ‘There’s blood on the front of your shirt,’ Bock said.




  ‘I know.’ Chico took a bloody Baggie out of his shirt pocket and handed it to Bock.




  ‘What’s this?’




  Chico laughed. ‘A bonus. Remember the tall one, the one they called C’est Dieu? I cut that out of his asshole.’




  Bock removed the soggy wad of money from the Baggie, tossed the Baggie out the window. He unfolded and counted the money. ‘One ten, and thirty ones. Forty bucks. Did you cut the

  others?’




  ‘Didn’t have to. I’ve been watching them close, and no one ever let old C’est Dieu out his sight. Always one or two with him. So I knew he was holding it for all of

  ’em.’




  Bock folded the bills and put them into his back pocket. ‘There’s a couple of bologna sandwiches left in the sack if you want ’em.’




  ‘Sinking Haitians in a swamp is hard work, Mr Bock. I thought we’d drive into Immokalee and get a decent meal at the cafeteria.’ Chico slowed down, ripped off his shirt and

  tossed it out the window.




  ‘Why not? But you won’t be able to eat in the cafeteria without a shirt.’




  ‘I’ll buy a T-shirt at the sundry store. It’s no big deal.’




  When he reached the access road, Chico got onto the raised road without any trouble using first gear. The road ran west for two miles before it met the state highway. Chico turned north and

  headed for Immokalee.




  





  Chapter Two




  Commander Bill Henderson, homicide division executive officer, Miami Police Department, entered Sergeant Hoke Moseley’s cubicle, removed the Miami Herald from

  the chair beside the desk, tossed it toward the overflowing wastepaper basket, and sat down heavily. He looked at the sheet of paper on his clipboard and sighed.




  ‘I’m running a little informal survey, Hoke.’




  ‘I’m busy right now, Bill. I think I’ve finally got a worthwhile lead on the Dr Paul Russell killing.’




  Hoke’s messy desk was littered with a half-dozen sheets of bond typewriter paper, supplementary reports, and a red accordion file. He had been drawing diagrams on the bond paper with a

  ruler and a ballpoint.




  ‘This is an important survey.’




  ‘More important than solving a cold-case homicide?’




  Bill pulled his lips back, exposing large gold-capped teeth that were entwined with silver wire. ‘Depends on whether you smoke or not. Have you quit yet?’




  ‘Not exactly, but I’m down to about ten a day. I’ve tried to quit cold turkey, but the longest I’ve managed to go was about six hours. Now I time it and smoke a Kool

  every four hours, with maybe a few extra at night when I watch the tube. If I can hold it down to only ten a day, it’s almost like not smoking at all.’




  Bill shook his head. ‘I switched over to cigars, but I still inhale, so I’ll probably have to go back to cigarettes. After five cigars my throat’s raw as a bastard, and

  I’ve been coughing up all kinds of shit in the morning.’




  ‘Is that the end of the survey?’ Hoke picked up a Telec-tron garage-opener device, the size of a king-size pack of cigarettes, and showed it to Bill Henderson. ‘Know what this

  is?’




  ‘No, I don’t, and no, I’m not finished. This really is important. I attended the new chief’s weekly briefing this morning, and he’s come up with a terrible plan. He

  wants to stop all smoking inside the police station. His idea’s to set up a smoking area in the parking lot, and anytime you want to smoke you have to sign out for personal time and go out to

  the lot. Then, when you finish your smoke, you sign back in again and return to your desk or whatever. A lot of guys have already quit smoking, you see, and they’ve complained to the new

  chief that smoke from heavy smokers is invading their space.’




  ‘What about the men’s room?’




  ‘No smoking inside the building, period. That includes interrogation rooms, suspect lockup, everywhere except the outside parking lot.’




  ‘It won’t work, Bill. Lieutenant Ramirez, in Robbery, smokes at least three packs a day. He might as well move his fucking desk out to the parking lot.’




  ‘That’s what we tried to tell the new chief. But he figures if he makes it hard on smokers, they’ll either cut down radically or quit.’




  ‘Does the new chief smoke? I never noticed.’




  ‘Snoose. He dips Copenhagen. He usually has a lipful of snuff, but he doesn’t spit. He swallows the spit instead.’




  ‘That figures. The rule won’t bother him any, so the bastard doesn’t give a shit about the rest of us. But I don’t think a rule that dumb can be enforced. Guys’ll

  sneak ’em in the john or even at their desks.’




  ‘Not if they get an automatic twenty-five-dollar fine they won’t.’




  ‘Jesus.’ Hoke took a Kool out of his pack and lighted it with his throwaway lighter. He took one drag and then butted it in his ashtray. ‘I lit that without thinking, and

  I’ve still got an hour to go.’ He returned the butt to his pack.




  ‘That’s why I’m running this survey, Hoke. If a big majority complains, he probably won’t put in the rule. So I’ll put you down as opposing the new rule,

  right?’




  ‘Right. Now let me tell you about this little gadget –’




  ‘Some other time. I’ve got to see some other guys before they go off shift.’ Henderson got to his feet. ‘One other thing – I almost forgot to tell you.’

  Henderson snapped his fingers and turned in the doorway. At six-four and 250 pounds, his body almost filled the doorframe. ‘Major Brownley said to tell you to let your beard grow, and

  he’d call you Sunday night at home and let you know about the meeting –’




  ‘This is only Thursday, and I work tomorrow. Does he mean that I let my beard grow out now, or do I shave tomorrow?’




  ‘All he said was what I told you. So I suppose he means to let it grow from now till he tells you to shave.’




  ‘Did he say why? Perhaps I should talk to him about this first.’




  ‘You can’t. He went down to the Keys and won’t be back till Sunday night. He’ll call you at home then and explain it to you, and also about the meeting.’




  ‘What meeting?’




  ‘He didn’t say. He’s got a visitor, an old fraternity buddy he went to A and M with in Tallahassee, and they went fishing down in the Keys. Off Big Pine, I think.’




  ‘I’ve never grown a beard, Bill. Even if I go a day or two without shaving, it makes my neck itch. Did he give you any hint –’




  ‘I’m only the executive officer. Major Brownley’s the division chief, and he doesn’t take me into his confidence on every little thing. I’m just passing along the

  message he gave me over the phone. He didn’t come in today, and that’s why I went to the new chief’s meeting instead of him. If it was important for me to know, he would have told

  me the reason. Don’t worry about it.’




  ‘Why shouldn’t I worry? Wouldn’t you be concerned if Willie ordered you to grow a beard?’




  ‘I’d like to stay and talk about this with you, although it’s a fruitless discussion. I say fruitless because anything we say would only be idle conjecture, based on inadequate

  information. But I suspect sometimes that Willie Brownley pulls shit like this once in a while just to keep us off-balance. My son Jimmy’s like that. Only yesterday Jimmy asked me if he could

  grow a mustache.’




  ‘Jimmy’s only twelve years old.’




  ‘Eleven. But I gave him permission anyway. I figure it’ll take another six years before it grows out long enough to be noticed. But he was happy as hell when I told him to go

  ahead.’




  ‘At least Jimmy asked for permission. Sue Ellen had her hair all kinked up and then dyed it electric blue right down the middle. She didn’t say anything. She just did it.’




  ‘But she’s seventeen. If Jimmy was seventeen, he’d grow his mustache without asking me for permission.’




  ‘She looks terrible. She looks like the kind of girl who goes with boys who’ve dropped out of school.’




  ‘If she’s still working at the car wash, that’s the only kind of boy she’s likely to meet. I’m not criticizing – at least she’s got a job. But

  she’s probably the only white girl in Miami working full-time at a car wash.’




  ‘I know. She’s even picked up some black dialect. But I’ve discouraged her from using it around the house.’




  Henderson disappeared from the doorway. Hoke gathered his work sheets together and put them into the red-flagged Dr Russell file. He locked the file, together with the supplementary reports, in

  his two-drawer file cabinet. He slipped into his blue poplin leisure jacket and dropped the garage door opener into the left leather-lined outside pocket before leaving his cubicle on the fourth

  floor of the Miami police station. Hoke always carried several loose .38-caliber tracers in the outside pocket of his jacket, and he’d had it lined with glove leather for this purpose.




  Hoke rode the elevator down to the garage and climbed the ramp to the outside parking lot. He paused at the exit, inhaling the hot, humid air, and wondered where the new chief would put the

  smoking area in the lot. The fenced-in area would be crowded as hell if three hundred cops on each shift made trips back and forth to smoke. Not all of them smoked, however. But even one hundred

  and fifty cops going and coming from the building would crowd the elevator and stairways. It would take approximately twenty minutes for each cop who smoked to make his round trip and smoke a

  cigarette, and if each cigarette was charged to personal time, without pay, six smokes a day could mean a loss of two hours’ pay for each smoker. That meant that many would be sneaking

  cigarettes and then get a twenty-five-dollar fine when they were caught. All this extra money coming into the department would mean that the new chief would probably meet his annual budget for the

  first time in the city’s history.




  Hoke climbed into his battered 1973 Pontiac Le Mans and lighted a cigarette for the drive home to Green Lakes. If the rule went in, despite the advice not to do it, the odds were good that it

  would be rescinded within three days. Tomorrow he would get together with Bill Henderson, and they could make up an office pool on how long the rule would last. After they made up the card, Hoke

  decided he would take number three before they sold the other slots around the office. This would be like found money. A rule that stupid couldn’t possibly last for more than three days . .

  .




  The Green Lakes subdivision, where Hoke lived in northwest Miami, bordered Hialeah, Dade County’s second-largest city, but it was still primarily an enclave for WASPs,

  rednecks, and well-paid blue-collar workers who were employed, for the most part, at the Miami International Airport. There were a few Cuban families in the subdivision, but not very many, and one

  entire block had filled up with immigrant Pakistanis. The houses were all concrete block and stucco, three-bedroom, one-bathroom buildings, constructed during the mid-fifties. The homeowners’

  association had managed to stop more Pakistanis from buying houses by passing a new rule that limited the occupancy of each house to only six residents – unless a second bathroom was added to

  the building. The sewer system, also installed during the mid-fifties, was considered inadequate for any more added bathrooms, so no new permits for additional bathrooms were granted. This rule

  effectively kept out any additional Pakistanis, with their families of twelve or more – and often up to twenty-five – and it excluded large, extended Latin families as well. There was a

  grandfather clause, of course, so original WASP homeowners, with several children apiece, were not affected by the new ruling.




  Most of the houses, but not all, backed up to a series of small square lakes – formerly rock and gravel quarries – that looked as though they were filled with green milk. The houses

  all were built from the same set of blueprints, but many owners, over the years, had added garages, carports, Florida rooms, and short docks for small boats. There were a few swimming pools, but

  not very many, and even a few gazebos. Because of drowning accidents, swimming was prohibited in the lakes. This rule wasn’t enforced, and sometimes, late at night, a few bold people did some

  skinny-dipping. The lakes were bordered by tall Dade County pines, and the residents had planted their yards with orange, grapefruit, and mango trees, hedges of Barbados cherry and screw-leaf

  crotons, and several varieties of palms, including a few stately Royals. At one time coconut palms, planted by the original construction company, had lined the vertiginous streets, but when lethal

  yellow attacked the trees in the late seventies, they all had been removed by the Metro government. Nevertheless, the subdivision was a green oasis in the middle of a highly urbanized city, and

  Green Lakes, with its own Class B shopping center and mall, was considered a desirable location for white Americans to live. There was a zealous Crime Watch program, and the curving streets had

  large speed bumps spaced out every fifty yards and a fifteen-mile-per-hour speed limit. Drivers who ignored the limit and the high, rounded speed bumps soon needed new shocks for their

  vehicles.




  Hoke, with the windows of his car rolled down (although he had air-conditioning), observed the speed limit, easing his car over the bumps at an angle, and tried to open garage doors with the

  door opener whenever he passed a garage with a closed door. Not every garage had an electric door opener; but many of them did, he knew, and he was trying to see if the late Dr Russell’s door

  opener would work on any of them. He tried it on at least a dozen garages before he pulled into his own driveway, but it didn’t open any of them. Apparently each garage door opener had its

  own frequency.




  Hoke’s house had an open-sided carport but no garage. Ellita’s Honda Civic was in the carport, and Sue Ellen’s Yamaha motorcycle was chained and padlocked to the left steel

  roof support. Hoke parked behind the Civic and entered the house.




  Pepe, Ellita’s one-year-old, was crying and shrieking as Hoke came through the front door, and Hoke’s two daughters, Sue Ellen, seventeen, and Aileen, fifteen, were setting the table

  in the dining room.




  ‘What’s the matter with Pepe?’




  ‘He needs changing,’ Aileen said.




  ‘Why don’t you change him then?’




  ‘We’re setting the table now, and Ellita’s in the kitchen.’




  Hoke lifted Pepe out of his crib in the living room and carried the screaming, writhing body into the bathroom. He removed the soiled Pamper and tossed it into the black plastic Hefty bag that

  was kept in the bathroom for this purpose. The bag was half-filled with dirtied Pampers, and the fetid odor permeated the small bathroom. Hoke turned on the water in the shower, adjusted the taps

  one-handed until it was warm, and then, holding the boy by his wrists, hosed him down with the hand-held shower head. He dried Pepe with Ellita’s face towel, sprinkled the boy’s bottom

  with Johnson’s baby powder, and put on a clean Pamper.




  Pepe had stopped crying now, and Hoke returned him to his crib in the living room.




  Hoke went down the hall to his own small bedroom at the far end of the house and changed from his leisure suit into a pair of khaki shorts and an old gray gym T-shirt that had the arms cut off

  at the shoulders. He lay on his cot and looked at the cracked ceiling, holding the garage door opener in his right hand. The device was simple enough. It worked on radio waves, or something, and

  each garage mechanism was set a little differently. You pressed the button, aiming at the radio box in the garage ceiling through the closed door, and the door opened. If you pressed the button

  again, still aiming, although you didn’t even have to get close to the box in the garage ceiling, the door closed. There was also a button inside the garage, usually by the door to the

  kitchen. If you pressed that, it also opened the door. When the door was closed, no one could open it manually from the outside, although it could be raised manually from inside the garage. An

  opener like this was not supposed to assist in a murder – and yet it had. Of that much, he was positive.




  But he wasn’t certain; he merely had an intuition, and that meant that he was getting anxious again, pressing too hard. When he was first assigned to the cold cases, together with Bill

  Henderson and Ellita Sánchez, they had been lucky, solving three three-year-old cases during the first ten days. Then Henderson had been promoted to commander, and Hoke and Ellita had worked

  alone. He had pushed, trying too hard and putting in too many hours, and had come very close to suffering a breakdown. A month’s leave without pay had given him enough distance to realize

  that this was just a job, not a mission. After Ellita had been shot and retired on disability, he had worked alone until they gave him González, a young investigator too inexperienced to

  provide much help. Hoke hadn’t come close to solving a cold case since he had returned from his month’s leave, and now, what with the shortage of detectives in the Homicide Division,

  this was an assignment Major Brownley couldn’t keep him on much longer. He was needed for regular duty, and so was González; but it would be rewarding to solve at least one more case

  before he returned to straight duty.




  Hoke shook his head. It didn’t pay to become obsessed with anything, especially a case as gelid as the Russell murder. If he solved it, fine; if he didn’t, what difference would it

  make a hundred years from now? Hoke clicked the door opener several times, aiming at nothing. Then Ellita called to him that dinner was ready. He tossed the opener onto the dresser and, barefoot,

  padded down the hall to the dining room.




  





  Chapter Three




  Hoke shared a leased house with Ellita Sánchez; her baby son, Pepe; and Hoke’s two teenaged daughters from his broken marriage.




  Patsy, Hoke’s ex-wife, had kept the two girls, following their divorce, for ten years. She had then married a pinch hitter for the Dodgers, a black ballplayer named Curly Peterson, and

  moved to Los Angeles. Before she left Vero Beach, Florida (she had met Curly Peterson there during spring training), she had shipped the two girls down to Miami and Hoke on a Greyhound bus. Hoke

  had not seen or heard from the girls in ten years, when they had been six and four years old. Because there was no way he could think of to get out of the responsibility for them, he had, of

  course, taken them in. Ellita had moved in with him to share the expenses when her father had thrown her out of his house when she became pregnant. Hoke was not the father of Pepe Sánchez;

  that honor belonged to a one-night stand Ellita had picked up in Coconut Grove, but Ellita’s parents suspected strongly that Hoke was the father because Ellita had moved into the house with

  Hoke and his two daughters.




  Then, one night, Ellita had been shot in the shoulder by an escaped holdup man. As a result of the wound, she had lost approximately twenty percent usage of her right arm, and now she stayed

  home full-time with Pepe. Because of the rehabilitation exercises she had had to perform to get her arm and body back into shape, she looked better now than she had before she had been wounded. She

  had trimmed down to 120 pounds, her pretty face was thinner, and although she was thirty-three, she could pass easily for twenty-nine.




  Sue Ellen and Aileen helped Ellita with her baby, so she had ample time to shop every day and have a ‘standing’ every Thursday at the beauty parlor. By living with Hoke and his

  daughters, instead of living under her father’s tyrannical thumb, she had unlimited freedom and no longer had to hand over half her salary to her father. Her disability pension was more than

  adequate to pay her share of the expenses, and she intended to stay home with Pepe and keep house until he was old enough to go to school before she looked for a part-time job.




  The girls adored the baby and were always willing to baby-sit if Ellita wanted to go out with one of her old girlfriends to lunch or dinner, or to attend mass at St Catherine’s in Hialeah.

  After the baby was born, Ellita’s father had forgiven her and asked her to move home again, but she had refused. At thirty-three Ellita had no intention of giving up her freedom again.

  Ellita’s mother, who sold Avon products in Little Havana, visited the house frequently, and Ellita took Pepe home occasionally (Señor Sánchez, a security guard, would not set

  foot in Hoke’s house) to see his grandfather.




  Hoke did not even pretend to be the titular head of this household. He accepted his responsibility for the girls as their father, and he would feed and clothe them and give them a home until

  they reached maturity (or got married); but they were allowed to do pretty much as they pleased so long as no one else in the house was inconvenienced. Sue Ellen had dropped out of school to take a

  full-time job in the Green Lakes Car Wash and was allowed to keep all of her weekly paycheck and tips. She was also encouraged to buy her own clothes, now that she had a steady income, and so long

  as she was paying for them, Hoke didn’t feel that he could tell her what to wear. She had bought a motorcycle, on time payments, without his permission, and he wasn’t happy about that;

  but he taught her how to ride it and insisted that she wear a helmet, leather pants, and jacket every time she mounted the vehicle. If she skidded across the asphalt, he explained, in an accident

  (and the chances were sixty-forty that she would have an accident), the leather clothes would prevent the pavement from scraping her skin and flesh right down to the bone.




  Sue Ellen and Aileen both were sensible girls, so even when the heat and humidity reached the nineties in Miami, Sue Ellen wore her helmet and leathers when she rode her Yamaha. Hoke had ridden

  a motorcycle when he had been assigned to Traffic, and he knew how dangerous it could be. He had explained the dangers, but that was as far as he went with it. He had had some narrow escapes as a

  motorcycle cop, and the fact that he would not ride Sue Ellen’s bike, under any circumstances, had helped make her take his warnings seriously, but not enough to give up the motorcycle. The

  bike, she insisted, gave her a certain status at the car wash, and she needed an edge to put her on equal terms with the male black and Cuban teenagers she worked with every day.




  Aileen was filling out nicely after recovery from bulimic anorexia, but at fourteen she had been so thin Ellita had nicknamed her La Flaca (‘The Skinny One’). She now ate

  everything within reach at the table and snacked between meals as well. She was reconciled to being a female now, and her curly chestnut hair fell down to her shoulders in soft waves. Her pointed

  breasts had swelled, and because she didn’t wear a brassiere, they bobbed under her T-shirt as she helped set the table. Aileen’s teeth were slightly crooked, and she had a noticeable

  overbite; but her generous mouth provided her with a big white smile.




  Sue Ellen, who toweled down wet cars under a blazing sun every day, was sunburned a deep golden brown and was almost as dark as Ellita. Her short, curly hair, clipped an inch from her skull and

  dyed electric blue down the middle, gave her the punk look she coveted, but she was attractive in spite of herself. She wore two pairs of plastic earrings and was considering the idea of having

  third holes punched into her earlobes for another pair. Both girls, when they were home, wore shorts and T-shirts and usually went barefoot around the house as well. Ellita, unless she was going

  out, almost always wore jeans, sensible heels, and a long-sleeved blouse. She thought her thighs were too fat to wear shorts, but the Miami heat didn’t affect Ellita as much as it did Hoke

  and his daughters.




  It was habit – not a rule – but everyone did his or her best to eat dinner at home every night, and it was the only time of the day they all were together as a family. Hoke, of

  course, as a homicide detective with odd hours at times, couldn’t always make it home in time for dinner. But when he couldn’t, he phoned, and Ellita always saw to it that he had a hot

  meal when he did come home. The rest of the time each family member went his or her own way, getting up at a different time and preparing personal meals other than dinner.




  Hoke took care of the finances, the rent and the utilities, and Ellita purchased everything else that was needed for the house, including food, cleaning materials, or the odd plumbing job that

  called for a professional. At the end of each month Hoke and Ellita sat down and figured out how much each owed, and then they paid the bills.




  Hoke ate and slept much better than he had when he was single and unencumbered, and he also spent more time watching television than he had when he had lived in a hotel room as a single man.

  Even with Pepe to care for, Ellita still managed to keep the house neat and clean, and she prepared enormous meals at night.




  The major drawback to living as a family man (when the girls’ stereo made too much noise, Hoke could always retreat to his small bedroom and close the door) was that Hoke couldn’t

  very well bring a woman home with him to spend the night. He knew that Ellita wouldn’t mind, but he had to set an example for his daughters. He was afraid that if he brought a woman home,

  they might decide to bring boys home to their room overnight. As a consequence, when Hoke managed a rare conquest, which now happened at longer intervals, he had to take the woman to a hotel or

  motel. Miami hotel rates are expensive, even during the off-season, and there had been times that he had dropped a promising pursuit when he knew he would have to pay at least seventy-seven

  dollars, plus tax, for a hotel room. Hoke was forty-three and looked every single day of it. The women he attracted, divorcées and widows he met in bars, were not, in most instances, worth

  that much money to him. Unhappily the divorcées and widows who were interested in sleeping with Hoke were usually in their late thirties, or older, and more often than not had teenaged

  children of their own; that also denied them the use of their own houses and apartments. It had been more than four years since Hoke had slept with a woman who didn’t have stretch marks. But

  he didn’t mind the stretch marks so long as she didn’t complain about his middle-aged paunch.




  For several months Hoke had carried on a long-distance affair with a married woman from Ocala, who would fly down to Miami once a month for a shopping trip. They would check into the Miami

  Airport Hotel, which had reasonable day rates, and spend the afternoon. Then she would fly back to Ocala. A few days before she flew down, she would telephone Hoke and tell him what she was

  shopping for, and he would buy the items and have them ready in the hotel room when she checked in. She would reimburse him for the packages, of course, and they would spend the afternoon in bed.

  Hoke paid for the room. Once a month was better than nothing, but Hoke didn’t like to do the shopping for the woman (which cut into his off-duty hours), and after their fourth monthly liaison

  they had more or less run out of things to talk about. She hadn’t called Hoke for several weeks, and Hoke had a hunch she had found someone else to do her Miami shopping. When he thought

  about it, as he did when he got horny, he discovered that he was just as happy that she hadn’t called, and he wouldn’t really mind if he never heard from her again.




  Now that Hoke had a family again, he had all the advantages of a family man (except for a regular sex life), and few, if any, disadvantages. Ellita respected him, and he got on well with his

  daughters. His clothes were always clean; Ellita did his laundry and put it away for him, and on Saturday mornings Aileen shined his policeman’s black, high-topped double-soled shoes. He was

  one of the dozen men in Miami who still wore shoes with laces. He didn’t like low-cut, slip-on shoes. Ellita was a wonderful cook, and in the past year Hoke had regained the twenty pounds he

  had dieted away and was back to his prediet weight of 210. This was at least twenty-five pounds too much for a man of five-ten. Hoke’s waist had swelled from thirty-eight to forty-two, and he

  had been forced to buy two new poplin leisure suits in the cut-rate Miami fashion district because his old pants couldn’t be let out any farther. Every day he promised to cut down on his

  eating but could seldom manage to do so. He also found it difficult to hold himself down to only two cans of Old Style a night when the refrigerator was always stocked with at least a dozen cans of

  his favorite beer.




  Hoke was also doing well professionally. He had a permanent assignment as sergeant in charge of the cold-case files, which gave him almost unlimited time to work on the old and all but hopeless

  unsolved homicides. He had passed the examination for lieutenant and was at the head of the WASP list. Being at the top of the WASP promotion list meant that he had passed the exam with a higher

  score than any other candidate in the department, but it did not mean that he would be the next sergeant promoted to lieutenant. Because of affirmative action, there were three Latins and two

  blacks ahead of him for promotion (all with much lower scores than Hoke’s), but if the department ever did get around to promoting a white American to lieutenant again, Hoke would

  get the promotion. He had a little more than five years to go for retirement, and he was positive – or almost positive – that he would be promoted before he retired. And if not, whoever

  said that life was fair?
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