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To Bob, Leland, Ellis, and Al




And all times are one time, and all those dead in the past never lived before our definition gives them life, and out of the shadow their eyes implore us.

—ROBERT PENN WARREN,
 All the King’s Men



 



 



 


The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

—WILLIAM FAULKNER,
 Requiem for a Nun





Much of the following story is based on true events, with a narrative constructed from police and court records, newspaper accounts, crime scene photographs and reports, and mostly from the memories of those who never forgot the Charlie Wall murder, lawless Havana, and those days and nights in 1955.
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DATELINE: TAMPA


When I think of Tampa, I remember the tunnels winding their way under the old Latin District of Ybor City; unlit, partially caved-in airless holes beneath Seventh Avenue, where the steady stream of Buicks and Hudsons overhead has become the pounding bass music from flashy sedans and tricked-out trucks. Most people will tell you the caves are the stuff of urban legend. Others will tell you they were, without doubt, the passageways for bootlegger Charlie Wall to run his liquor to bars during Prohibition. In back booths of West Tampa Cuban cafés, you still might hear hushed conversations about Charlie: the white linen suit, the silver dollars he threw to poor orphans, the old bolita racket, and the jokes he told to U.S. senators during the Kefauver hearings of 1950. (That’s when every elected official was on the take and right before I got out of the army and headed out to work for Hampton Dunn at the Times with a single gray suit, a studio apartment, and barely enough change for cabs.)


When I knew Charlie Wall, he was the old-timer sitting at the edge of the bar—The Dream or The Turf or The Hub—holding court, telling us about the old days and all about running the  sheriff and the mayor and the newspapers. He’d punctuate the tales with a sip of those big bastard Canadian whiskey highballs, and launch into another one.


All those stories we wrote about Charlie were cut into clips and have turned yellow and brittle if they exist at all. Maybe they are in landfills or stacked in forgotten warehouses or rotting barns among the molded dung heaps or wrapping Christmas ornaments or just disintegrated into the dirt. But I still remember putting out those tales, and how the energy and pulse of the Times newsroom was like nothing I’d ever known.


The old King, the White Shadow as he was called by the superstitious Latins, was dead. His throat cut. Birdseed left splattered on the floor by his favorite reading chair in that big bungalow on Seventeenth Avenue.


Being someone who sits and talks in cafés, I know how the conversation always winds back to Charlie Wall, Mafia boss Santo Trafficante, and the murders during what we called the Era of Blood. Shotgun attacks in back alleys, restaurants, and palm tree-lined streets. You were there? Weren’t you?

The names: Joe Antinori, JoJo Cacciatore, Joe “Pelusa” Diaz, Scarface Johnny Rivera. The places: the Centro Asturiano, the Big Orange Drive-In, the Sapphire Room, Jake’s Silver Coach Diner.

I tell them it’s all gone now. They’re all gone now. That was another lifetime ago.

But, inside, I know that on certain times of night and in certain neighborhoods, it’s as if the old world still exists. You have to use your imagination and watch Tampa through a patchwork of images and places, but those ghosts still live.

In the old Ybor cemetery, a marble bust dedicated to a long-dead waiter stands with carved napkin folded across his forearm—still ready to serve the city’s elite. But instead of orders and the clatter of plates and silverware, the only sound comes from the interstate overpass or the occasional gunshot or crying baby from inside the barred windows of the faded, candy-colored casitas where cigar workers once lived.

Nearby, you still hear that lonely train whistle as the phosphate cars rumble along the track from the old Switchyards. And you can see Santo Trafficante Jr. in the corner of the Columbia Restaurant, down the road from the tunnels, sipping on a café con leche—the waiters afraid to refill his cup for fear something hot would spill on the mob boss’s hands.

On the other side of the peninsula of Tampa, separated by old Hillsborough Bay, the other ghosts live in postwar neighborhoods like Sunset Park and the Anglo world of Palma Ceia. You remember how they all would meet on the neutral ground of the grand hotels downtown—now replaced with anonymous glass office buildings—where jazz piano seemed to fill every street.

You think about driving down to the Fun-Lan on Hillsborough and watching Grace Kelly or Gregory Peck or Richard Widmark light up the drive-in screen while those green-and-white electric thunderstorms rolled and threatened far off in the bay, and the city streets smelled of ozone and salt.

That world gone now.

Both sides of Charlie Wall’s tunnels are sealed, deemed too dangerous for the curious. But you’ve often wondered where they now lead, how many others link the little caverns of the city.

You sometimes open the old files, read their voices, and talk to friends who remember the way it once was in such a wonderful poetry of class, manners, and violence. But to see it, to see that clarity of light on the old brick of Ybor City where shotguns rang out to settle the feud after Santo Trafficante Sr. died, or feel the excitement of driving to the next murder scene or bank heist or two-bit shoot-out, you must strip away everything you see today.

You must walk to the corner of Franklin and Polk and not look back, for fear that you will only see the soulless glass-and-steel place Tampa has become, but look at that dead corner of five-and-dimes, the Woolworth’s and the Kress’s, and over their roofs from the old Floridan Hotel, where we all used to drink at its big bar called the Sapphire Room and where Eleanor broke your heart at least twice.

You must ignore the black vultures roosting on the mammoth sign spelling out the hotel’s name in metal as wind beats into broken windows and derelicts sleep on the floor of the grand old lobby. You have to drive down to Seventh Avenue and remember how it used to be with the Sicilians and Cubans going down to the Ritz Theatre and shopping for twenty-dollar suits and guayaberas at Max Argintar’s or the way that yellow rice and black beans would smell on the heavy wooden tables of Las Novedades where Teddy Roosevelt had once ridden a horse through the kitchen.

Or see the shadows in the old Italian Club where the killings were discussed and where the Shabby Attorney came with his fiery words of revolution.

It’s all cigar smoke and light and shadows and ticking Hamilton watches and the smell of the salty bay blowing over forgotten crime scenes.

The story of the Shabby Lawyer, the Girl who was protected by the Giant, the hidden tunnels, all begin with Charlie Wall and that night in April 1955.

And that’s where you must begin, too. Because the tunnels are open, and the cigar factories are no longer burned-out shells with plywood windows but working brick warehouses. Ybor City is filled with shoppers in straw hats and two-tone shoes, and the cops walk the Franklin Street beat from Maas Brothers department store up to Skid Row and the drunks and derelicts and burlesque shows.


The Times newsroom is open and clicking with the sound of a dozen Royals and L.C. Smiths, and you are only minutes away from deadline and meeting Eleanor down at the Stable Room at the Thomas Jefferson Hotel to talk about Nietzsche, poor Charlie Parker, or the Tampa Smokers’ new pitcher, and thinking of her fifty years later still makes you hurt inside.


It’s 1955 again. You are twenty-six years old and ambitious, and the tunnels are lit. And waiting.




I

THE DEVIL’S OWN
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Charlie Wall
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The crime scene




ONE




Monday, April 18, 1955 

CHARLIE WALL LAID OUT the crisp white suit on his bed and wiped off his wingtips with a hand towel he’d used to dry his face after shaving with a straight razor. It was early evening and dark in the house, but the setting sun broke through the curtains and blinds and gave it all such a nice glow. He combed his hair with a silver brush, watching his eyes in the circular mirror above his dresser, and removed his bathrobe and slippers and dressed in a newly laundered shirt and pants and slipped into his coat and shoes. He checked his face for an even shave, splashed a bit of Old Spice across his sagging jowls, and decided that for a man fast approaching seventy-five he wasn’t a bad-looking character.

His last touch before closing the front door to his big, sprawling bungalow in Ybor City was to slip a straw boater on his head and check its angle in the window’s reflection.

The metal gate closed behind him with a click, and he opened the door to the waiting cab.

Charlie Wall, retired gangster, was ready to hold court.

Monday night was a slow night in downtown Tampa, and Charlie met the usual crew at The Turf.

The Turf was a solid bar at the foot of the old Knight and Wall dry goods warehouse. He talked local politics with adman Jack Lacey and women with Frank Cooper, who’d closed up shop at Knight and Wall. And Charlie opened up his money clip to hand the bartender, Babe Antuono, a twenty for the drinks. But Jack told him to put his money away, because Jack Lacey was a class guy and remembered that old Charlie had paid for the last round on Friday.

The plate-glass windows looked out onto Jackson Avenue, and it had grown dark during the conversation and dirty jokes, and pretty soon Frank had to meet his wife for a show and then Jack had to get home for dinner. The paddles of ceiling fans broke apart the smoke left from the men’s cigarettes.

Pretty soon Charlie Wall was alone. He had another Canadian Club highball, his fourth in an hour, and talked boxing with Babe. Babe used to run a tobacco stand across the street, and they talked a little about Ybor City and some of the characters they all knew.

“How’s Scarface Johnny?” Babe asked.

“Don’t ask,” Charlie said. He sipped some more drink.

“Baby Joe?”

“He’s fine.”

Soon four young women walked into the bar with a giggle, their eyes all made up with mascara and false lashes, and they sat across from Charlie at the bar. One dropped a dime into the jukebox and played Hank Williams singing “Kaw-Liga,” and the women chatted and giggled and squealed. Babe beat out the song’s rhythm on the wooden bar.

Charlie bought the women a round and toasted them with an empty highball that was soon refilled. They came over and talked to him for a while and they liked him. They liked the funny old man in the white suit with the white straw hat and they liked his Cracker drawl and the harmless way he flirted and stared at their chests. And they stayed for a while, listening to him talk about the places to find the juiciest steaks.

One of the girls tried on his hat.

They laughed but soon disappeared.

How were they to know?

“You used to have a few of them,” Babe said, cleaning off a glass with a towel and checking it against the light. Almost reading his mind. “I bet you couldn’t keep them straight.”

“I had a few.”

“When did you get started? You know, in the business?”

“Before the war.”

“The first big one,” Babe said. “Wow.”

“No,” Charlie said. “The war with Spain. I took bets for soldiers who’d come down with Teddy Roosevelt. I ran crap games and took twenty-five percent off the whores I’d sneak into camp.”

“Get out of town.”

Charlie shook his head and motioned for another drink. “You miss it?”

“What?”

“Running bootleg hooch and rum and all that. All that business.”

“We made a lot of money back then. Prohibition was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

“Mr. Charlie Wall, King of Tampa.”

Charlie laughed at that. He ate some peanuts at the bar. The jukebox had gone silent, and it began to rain and Charlie could see the water tapping against the glass glowing from the neon beer signs.

“No.”

“Sir?”

“I don’t miss it. I don’t miss running hooch off Honeymoon Island or having to truck over hundreds of Cubans at election time or getting shot at every time I opened my front door.”

“That happen a lot?”

“So many times—” Charlie said with a wink. “That I don’t even remember.”

A few salesmen types walked in from the drizzle and sat at a back booth. They ordered beers and steak sandwiches, and Babe called to the little barmaid who’d been sitting in the kitchen filing  her nails and watching a show called People Are Funny with a bunch of gags and pie-throwing.

When Babe started wiping down the bar, Charlie grabbed his hand and said: “Always the goddamned Italians. They think it’s Sicily over here and they scare the Cubans senseless. But let me tell you something, I’m glad Santo Trafficante is dead. He was a reckless, no-brain Wop, and his son is the spitting image. Let him have it. He can have the whole lousy town.”

The men from the back booth looked over, and Babe’s face flushed a bright crimson. He slid his hand from under Charlie’s and walked over to the jukebox.

He dropped in some more dimes and turned off the barmaid’s TV show.

Charlie paid his tab and got back his twenty broken into a ten and two fives. He laid down a five for Babe, as was the custom.

“Mr. Wall, you want an umbrella?”

He shook his head and stumbled out onto Jackson Street, nearly getting run over by a brand-new Chevy Bel Air with whitewall tires. The car honked at him and slowed as it passed, a man calling him an old drunk. But Charlie dismissed the bastard with a wave and wandered down to Franklin Street, where he knew you could window-shop at night. You could watch all the beautiful televisions behind the glass lighting up the puddles on the sidewalk, and there were mechanical toys that jumped and played and barked. Down at Maas Brothers department store, a plastic woman served dinner straight from a brand-new GE oven to a smiling plastic man at a dinette set.

He thought about the days when the streets were made out of bricks and all you could hear was the clip-clop of horse hooves and the bell from the trolley. There were saloons and fistfights and chickens scratching in the mud while rich men tried to make their way in the sand with motorcars.

Another car honked its horn, and some teenagers in a convertible laughed at him as he teetered to the curb and found purchase on an old streetlamp.

Charlie fell to his knees and vomited.

Soon, the rain stopped, and the steam heated by the asphalt broke and scattered like smoke on Franklin Street, and Nick Scaglione found Charlie wandering, sauntering, down by City Hall. The old city clock chimed.

“Mr. Wall, are you okay?”

Nick was a slack-jawed kid with wild hair and a pudgy face who ran a bar for his old man. His father was one of the old Sicilians who’d helped edge Charlie out of the rackets years back when they took down Jimmy Velasco.

Nick walked Charlie to his bar—The Dream—and poured a few more highballs, and that made him feel good. A few times he tried to call Baby Joe but didn’t get an answer, and he wondered why he hadn’t heard from him since yesterday, when they’d watched that cockfight in Seffner with old Bill Robles and ended up eating ropa vieja at Spanish Park.

Halfway through one of the highballs, Charlie couldn’t stand it anymore and called Johnny Rivera at home, but got his girlfriend, and he cussed a storm about Johnny being a no-good bastard and sorry son of a bitch who had no honor or respect for everything he’d given him.

Charlie slammed down the black phone receiver on the bar and sat for a while in silence, breathing hard out of his nose and downing another drink.

“To hell with them all.”

“Who?”

“You goddamned know who.”

Nick soon offered him a ride, and he took it.

While he opened the door, Nick made a big deal about borrowing his brother’s station wagon and not having Mr. Wall ride in his old jalopy truck, making a to-do about how important Mr. Wall still was, and, for a few moments, as Nick drove, Charlie forgot about being alone at The Turf with the rain and the women who smiled out of pity.

He didn’t talk, only drummed his fingers on the armrest and watched as the building lights went black and the streetlights grew  thin down by the channel and the rain tapped across the station wagon’s big, broad windshield while they rolled down Nebraska and past the tourist motels blazing with their promises of COOL A/C and TELEVISION and POOL. Nick wound the station wagon into Ybor, and they passed the cigar factories and the casitas, down to Seventeenth and Thirteenth and Charlie’s big, wide-porched bungalow of his own design.

People had told him a long time ago to live over with all the other Anglos in Palma Ceia, near the golf courses and neat little houses where old enemies and those with grudges would never go. But he had two big Dobermans and a bunch of nosy neighbors, and had been living on Seventeenth Avenue so long he couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.

“Mr. Wall?” Nick asked as he let him out. “Can you get in all right?”

Charlie dismissed him with a wave, and stumbled through his iron gate and the night to his front porch. His dogs barked for a moment—stirred from their sleep—and he unlocked his door and punched on the lights.

In the kitchen, he poured out food for his dogs; they ate, and then he let them back outside in the rain that had started again.

The screen door slammed shut and let in pleasant sounds of the night, and he listened to the patter and some orchestra music coming from a neighbor’s radio. He undressed and put on his pajamas and a robe. He placed his well-worn brown slippers by the bed before sinking into the pillow and reading a bit from a book called  Crime in America by Estes Kefauver.

Then came the knock.

Charlie made his way to the front hall and looked through the peephole.

He smiled and unlocked the dead bolt and opened the door.

“Hello,” he said, smiling. Glad to have company. “Come in. Come in.”

He shook the man’s hand and the man entered. The man had dead eyes and said nothing, and just as Charlie started to close the  door an unknown man followed and all three stood awkwardly in the hallway.

Charlie invited them back to his sitting area—as was his custom with his confidants—and asked if they wanted a drink. But they shook their heads and stood awkward and silent.

“Take a seat,” Charlie said.

Then he noticed the blackjack in the man’s hand. When he turned, the unknown man held a baseball bat loosely in his grip.

Charlie turned. He looked at the .44 on his bedside table.

He walked to his dresser and combed his hair with the silver brush. The brush had belonged to his father, a surgeon in the Civil War.

He stared at himself and the men behind him. Charlie Wall straightened his robe and nodded.

They looked at him, not as humans but as animals. Wolves.

“Come on, you lousy boys,” he said. Calmly. “Let’s get this bullshit over with.”

They walked behind Charlie and there was the flash of a blackjack in the mirror, and the weight and anger of it all dropped him to his broken knees, his eyes exploding from his head. They beat him with blackjack and bat, holding him to the edge of consciousness until he crawled. He couldn’t see, but he could hear them talking. Something had broken, and he felt small BBs under the weight of his hands.

He heard the ticking of his bedside clock.

He spit out a mess of blood and phlegm and several broken teeth. His breath wheezed out of him and his heart felt as if it would jump from his chest.

It was the long blade Charlie heard last, clicking open and slicing into the sagging flesh under his chin.

It had all been so beautiful.




Wednesday, April 20, 1955 

THE BLUE STREAK edition of the Tampa Daily Times was headed to press and I was headed to a barbecue joint for lunch when I  got the tip that the Old Man was dead. I didn’t believe it. People like Charlie Wall didn’t die; they’d been around Tampa since the streets were made out of dirt. But I headed down to the Tampa Police Department anyway, and five minutes after chatting up some detectives on the third floor found myself running after Captain Pete Franks down the side steps.

He cranked the black ’54 Ford with the stock radio under the dash and I jumped in beside him and didn’t say a word as we headed to Ybor City.

“What do you know?”

“As much as you do.”

“Is he dead?”

“If not, he’s real sleepy.”

“My editor called his house and someone said he was just lying down.”

“That’s what you call a half-truth.”

I’d known Franks since joining the Times fresh out from the army, where my bad eyesight and so-called aptitude had landed me in intelligence. I’d sat and waited and read reports from Seoul about sending MacArthur home and fatal errors at the Yalu River and wanted to be a pilot so badly I memorized every type of plane built since Kitty Hawk. But instead, I filed papers and listened to all-night jazz while dreaming about B-9s and Mustangs and what it must be like sailing up there and taking it all in from those blue heights.

“Aren’t you too late for deadline?” Franks asked.

“It’s being held.”

“For Charlie?”

“Of course.”

“Jesus Christ.”

Franks—although his real name was probably Franco or Francolini or something—was a stocky Italian who ran the pool of roughly a dozen city detectives. People thought he was from Ybor because of his dark looks, but he’d come to Tampa from Alabama and spoke Italian with a Southern drawl.

I rolled down a side window and felt the cool breeze on my  arm. I used the sleeve of my shirt to wipe the sweat off my face. I took the straw hat off my head and set it on my knee.

“Now, when we get there,” Franks said. “No offense. But you are not coming in. You know the rules, buddies or not.”

I nodded.

“What about the photographers?”

“Jesus Christ, L.B.”

When we pulled up at Charlie’s house, every damned cop car in Hillsborough County was there. City cops and county deputies. Lawyers and prosecutors. Bail bondsmen and criminals. Seventeenth Avenue looked like a block party, with everyone craning their heads over Charlie’s metal gate to see what the hell was going on. Women held babies against their chests and smiled from the excitement. Men wandered around the cool shade of Charlie’s big porch, while I sweated through my shirt.

Charlie had the biggest house on the block, maybe the biggest in Ybor. It was a big wide-porched place with a shingled roof bordered by a stone fence. There were large, healthy ferns in concrete pots near the slatted railing, where men smoked cigarettes and looked back at the spectators.

Franks soon left me on the sidewalk, by the hearse from J. L. Reed, and I listened to a couple of Cuban women prattling on about poor ole Charlie. They loved him. To the people in Ybor, he was a hero.

Leland Hawes from the Tribune was there. And although I liked Leland, I’d hoped they’d send their new female reporter, who I liked a great deal.

I interviewed neighbors and friends.

“No, no,” they said. “Nothing. Who would kill such a sweet old man? He always waves. He always speaks to us. He gives the kids in the neighborhood his spare change.”

I stood there on the hot Florida street in my wrinkled khakis and dress shirt with tie. I fanned my face with my straw hat and held my notebook in my pocket. I watched the long rows of palms bending slightly in the spring wind.

I waited for Franks to come outside, but the house kept filling. I saw the reflection of the whole scene from the spotless window of a black-and-white squad car, the figures wandering on the porch in the glass’s prism.

“Is Detective Dodge in there?” I asked a beat cop watching the front gate.

He shrugged. “I ain’t seen him.”

It was then that I saw Lou Figueredo, the big, stocky bail bondsman, let out a yell and fall to his knees. He looked up at the perfect Tampa sky and crossed his heart in the Catholic tradition.

I stepped back and made a note.
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YBOR CITY was brown-skinned women with green eyes and tight flowered dresses that hugged their full fannies as they switched and swayed down the sidewalks of Broadway past the flower shops, tobacco stands, and jewelry stores. It was men in straw fedoras and children with dripping ice cream and whores standing in back alleys smart-mouthing beat cops who roamed the avenue holding cigars in their thick fingers.

Ed Dodge knew it was all a symphony of Latin jazz and sinners and bright-eyed boys who shined your shoes for ten cents, and that the feeling of the lights and the music and the smell of the roasting coffee down at Naviera Mills and of the black beans at Las Novedades was some kind of dream.

He was drawn here. He understood the Ybor people.

Before he became a city detective, Dodge had been a child of the Depression, digging out of trash cans for food, and living on Skid Row in a one-room studio with his mother, who loved bars and wandering salesmen. The only true love and respect he’d known—really, that first acknowledgment of self-worth—was from a Parris Island drill sergeant who’d called him a shit-eating pussy while he did push-ups in the rain and begged to be shipped out to the South Pacific.

Never did. He spent most of his time with his teenage wife and their young daughter out on Treasure Island near Frisco and  damned near cried when Uncle Sam sent him packing back to Tampa in a ’36 Chevy he bought for three hundred bucks, returning to a Mickey Mouse job as a soda jerk at Clark’s Drug Store.

Even when they brought him back up from inactive for Korea, he’d only got as far as a troopship off the coast of Italy, where the memories came in flashes of deep red wine that made you laugh until your ears hurt, and black-haired women who had long delicate fingers and smelled of olive oil and soft flowers and made you promise them things about eternal love in all their Catholic ways.

Ybor had these same women. And they were killing him.

Dodge worked alone that afternoon, even though he’d been breaking in a new partner for the past week because he’d accused Captain Franks of playing favorites on assignments. He’d been stuck with chickenshit while Mark Winchester and Sloan Holcomb got to interview a Bayshore Boulevard heiress about a lost diamond earring.

That’s the way it worked, detectives took on all cases out of the pool. There was no homicide or robbery or vice. One big open room. What seemed like a thousand cases a week. Today, Dodge was working a Broadway smash-and-grab at a silver store next to Max Argintar’s Men’s Shop.

The radio cracked to life under his dash, and he heard the call for all detectives: 1219 Seventeenth Avenue.

He called back his response.

Only a mile or so away.

It was always something. Some man getting his pecker shot off by his wife or a radio being lifted out of an open window or some old woman thinking the man across the street was eyeing her legs a little too closely. It was rape or murder or asphalt fistfights between boys that would last until someone couldn’t move. Because in Ybor City, you didn’t lose a fight, that was as good as quitting, and your family didn’t haul their ass out of Palermo or Havana to get stuck down in some run-down ethnic soup. This was a world boiling with ambition.

1219 Seventeenth.

Not until he turned the corner and saw the shiny curved hoods  of dozens of sheriff’s office cruisers and other cops and spectators did he know this was Charlie Wall’s place. He’d run some surveillance here a few years back when they were tailing Johnny Rivera for the Joe Antinori killing.

From the moment he sifted through a crowd of deputies, beat cops, prosecutors, and detectives, Dodge understood this was going to be an A1 clusterfuck. Captain Franks met him in the living room of the house, everything smelling like mothballs and hamburgers. Franks asked him to get his camera out of the back of his car, and he did, finally following them through a long hallway to a back bedroom where deputies and uniformed cops took turns looking down at the old man sprawled out on the floor in a white nightshirt, his throat cut open and chunky blood all over the back of his head.

Old Charlie would’ve hated for anyone to see his hair sticking up like that, like some kind of rooster comb caked in a pool of coagulated blood that flowed from his neck.

A couple young deputies laughed.

Dodge turned to the deputy, a potbellied kid with a red Irish face. “Who told you to be in here?”

“I just came to look.”

Dodge stared at him for a good ten seconds, camera hanging in his left hand, and the deputy and his taller buddy walked out with their heads down.

Lacerations on the left side of the head. Deep gash in the throat.

Dodge loaded the 35 mm film into his Kodak and took a shot. Flashbulb exploding. He popped out the hot bulb and loaded in another.

“You need help?” Franks asked.

“No.” He breathed. “I’m fine.”

“We want every possible angle.”

“Yes sir,” Dodge said without much feeling, and looked down just outside the doorway.

“You knew him,” Franks said. “Didn’t you?”

“Yeah,” Dodge said. “He used to come down to the theater I worked when I was a kid.”

He saw two attorneys drinking coffee and talking in hushed tones. Beside one of their well-polished shoes was a dark smear of blood.

“Can we please clear this room?”

Franks ushered the men out.

Dodge knelt onto the carpet. Green and plush. Soft and clean. The smear wasn’t a smear at all.

It was a footprint.

Dodge loaded another flashbulb, and asked for a tape measure to run alongside the print. He snapped a shot. Loaded a bulb. Snapped another shot. And another.

Quick rhythms. Everything recorded. Every detail.

“You find a knife?” Dodge asked.

Franks walked back into the bedroom and shook his head. “No weapon.”

Dodge stared at the gash and the blood on the carpet.

Buddy Gore, a small, rotund detective who he’d never known to smile, called behind him. He pulled open a closet door and motioned to Dodge. Gore wore a wrinkled brown suit with bright green tie. His tie hit him about midchest, and his shoes were dirty and scuffed. He had a wide, pleasant face, brown eyes, and full cheeks.

“I wish I had one of these to get out from my wife,” Gore said.

Behind the door, Dodge looked into a long, concrete hallway. He and Gore followed the tunnel for several feet, their shoes making hollow echoes down the way to the garage. Gore knocked on the walls, ringing back the solid thud of steel.

“Nifty.”

“Sure is,” Dodge said.

“One of the neighbors said he had this thing built years ago,” Gore said. “That way, he could walk from his car to his house without someone blasting him with buckshot.”

Dodge moved through the garage tunnel and back into the bedroom. He didn’t say a word. He glanced back down at Charlie Wall, facedown in the carpet. Blood flecked his white, empty face like splattered paint or some kind of pox.

He looked over at the bed and at a green armchair.

Tiny pellets. Lead shot.

Dodge inched closer.

Birdseed scattered over the chair and deep into the carpet.

More pictures taken. Inside. Outside.

Every angle of the house. The flashes hurt his eyes.

Outside, the wind ruffled his hair and blew strong in his ears. Over the fence and into the street, there was the murmur of people talking, but a still quiet in the backyard. Somewhere a rooster crowed. There were too many people there, talking and moving around and smiling and laughing about the old days and how Charlie was quite a guy for an old gangster, and they talked a lot about bolita and shotguns and money, but no one was looking. All that noise and radio static of empty talk was hurting Dodge’s head, and he stood outside for a moment trying to think, because when you left a scene all you had left was what you took with you. So he would take the photos and would gather the evidence and then they would canvass the neighborhood and then no one would have seen anything and then they’d talk to the usual hoods and no one would know a damned thing about it.

He knew he needed to think. Locked doors and drawn blinds. Lead shot. And beating and stabbing. There was money on the dresser. There was jewelry and watches and rings and a television. He just kept thinking about all that rage that came down on that old man, nearly ripping off his head and crushing in his skull like a piece of rotten fruit.

The two deputies Dodge had run out of the crime scene bent over in Wall’s backyard close to a metal cross used to hang laundry. They poked at the ground like children playing war, and Dodge sauntered up behind them.

They pulled the broken end of a baseball bat—the fat end—away from some tall grass. It was covered in dirt; he noticed no blood.

“Leave it.”

They got to their feet.

Two more photos. No flash.

The pieces, fragments of nothing, was all he had. Dodge collected that nothing while the lawyers and cops talked and smiled about an inevitable end to the Old Man.
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DETECTIVE BUDDY GORE walked Charlie Wall’s bungalow and the grounds with Dodge and helped him tag the bat for evidence before they followed brick steps to a back door, only to see more cops, deputies, and detectives in the kitchen. The station houses for both departments had emptied out, deputies and patrol cops wandering around and checking out the Old Man’s house.

Mrs. Audrey Wall sat at a kitchen table drinking coffee and talking to one of the police detectives, Fred Bender. She was a worn old woman with stiff dyed hair and glasses shaped like cat eyes. Her chunky legs were crossed; there was a half-eaten piece of pie in front of her and another old woman—Dodge had been told was her sister—by her side.

“That’s when we arrived back at the bus station,” Audrey Wall said. “We took the Greyhound. I will never do that again. Some of the people smelled very badly. An awful odor about buses.”

“When was that?” Bender asked.

“Oh, twelve-thirty or so?” she asked, looking over at her sister. The other old woman nodded. “That’s when we got hamburgers and pie.”

“This pie?” Bender asked.

“Yes, it’s butterscotch. I told Abby about the pie at the Goody-Goody on the ride back from Clermont and she just couldn’t wait.”

Audrey sliced off another bite and stuck it into her mouth. She closed her eyes and chewed.

Bender looked back at Dodge and gave him the crazy eye. Bender was a thick-necked cop who practiced curling weights before going on duty. He was also a hell of a joke teller and pussy hound, and picked up extra money for his wife and kids by playing jazz piano at downtown bars. He wore only the best suits from Wolf Brothers, while Dodge alternated two he’d bought from a Penney’s catalog.

“And when did you arrive back here, ma’am?” Bender asked.

“I don’t know. Twelve-forty? Yes, about then. We had burgers, too. Goody-Goody makes the best burgers. I told Abby about the burgers. She’s from Wetumpka, Alabama. They don’t have anything like that in Wetumpka, Alabama. Do they?”

“Hush,” sister Abby said. “Let me have some of your pie.”

“Ma’am,” Bender said. “When did you find your husband?”

“Mr. Wall?” she said. “Oh, yes. Let me think.” She kept chewing and then swallowed. “That nice man from the cab company brought my bags into the bedroom.”

Bender nodded and made notes. “So, he saw Mr. Wall?”

“No,” she said. “My bedroom is before his. I went into Mr. Wall’s bedroom to use the phone. I was going to call Baby Joe and find out where Mr. Wall had gone. I’d seen the papers on the front porch, and all the shades were down in the house. I thought he must be out of town. It was so dark all over the house.”

“And that’s when you saw the body.”

“Mmm-hmm,” she said. She smiled at Bender as if she’d just passed a test or had complimented him about his wife or new car.

Mark Winchester and Sloan Holcomb walked in from the bedroom where the Old Man lay. Dodge ignored the detectives, knowing they’d try to get the case even though he was the first on scene.

Dodge held up the bat for Bender to see.

“That’s not anything,” Mrs. Wall said, her face shriveled and her voice shrewish. “One of the kids threw that over the fence ages ago. The killer went through the front door.”

She stood up and cleared away the coffee cups and pie. Dodge thought about the matter-of-fact way she’d said “killer,” and it sounded false and prepared, as if a line she’d read in a book.

“Do you know what kid?”

She brushed by, red-eyed and coffee-breathed, to the sink. She was a pinch-faced old woman, and Dodge wondered how an old hotshot like Charlie Wall had ever been turned on by something like that.

Bender shrugged his shoulders, and the sister smiled at him and  offered half a hamburger. The woman smiled blankly, as if in a constant dream.

“No, thank you, ma’am.”

“Well, okay, then,” Abby Plott said. “You holler if you need anything.”

“Mrs. Wall, why were you in Clermont again?”

“Abby and I were visiting my other sister. Mrs. Margaret Weidman. I was registered at the Clermont Hotel.”

Bender looked back at his notes. “You were home at twelve-forty. How long before you found Mr. Wall?”

“A few minutes.”

“But you didn’t call the police for more than an hour?”

“Oh, no,” she said. She grinned. “I had to call Baby Joe and Mr. Parkhill.”

“John Parkhill?”

“Yes, I had to call his attorney.”

“Was the front door locked?”

“Why, yes, it was. All the doors were locked. I already told the nice policeman this. I already told him all of this. I told him there’s fingerprints on the door, unless he used a handkerchief. Are you sure you wouldn’t like a bite of my pie?”

Dodge wandered back to the bedroom, where he said hello to Sheriff Ed Blackburn and a couple of his deputies. The sheriff’s office always worked gangland killings jointly with the Tampa Police Department. Officially because they boasted more trained detectives, but in reality because the police department had been so rotten and crooked for years that no one in Tampa trusted them.

Even Mayor Curtis Hixon moved around with a Perry Mason gleam in his eye and pointed out paintings out of line. A heavy bookend.

“Sheriff, over here,” the mayor said.

Dodge found himself in the Old Man’s salon watching a couple of detectives from the sheriff’s office running measuring tape under the legs of two men in gray suits Dodge had seen around the courthouse.

He took a deep breath, walked back over to the body, and bagged some of the pellets and birdseed. He handed the plastic bag to Buddy Gore, who held the bat, looked at the deputies and suits and cops around him, and said, “Christ.”

Dodge knelt in front of the bloody footprint that he’d squared off with yellow tape. With a pocketknife, he cut a careful square several inches around the print. He slid the piece of carpet into the bag, and walked out to the hallway and past Winchester and Holcomb.

Gore helped Dodge load the evidence, including his camera, in the back of his Ford. As he slammed shut the trunk, a reporter from the Times walked up, notebook in hand, and asked him what he’d found.

“A dead old man.”

“How was he killed?”

Dodge lit a cigar—just kind of soaking up the street parade around him—and smiled. “We’re working on it.”

“Suspects?”

“For what?”

“Come on. Why are you guys so damned tight?”

He winked at the reporter. “See you around, Turner.”
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THE NEWSROOM buzzed with frantic typing and ringing phones in a dull haze of cigarette smoke and bourbon breath when I ran inside to write the story of my life. CRIME BOSS CHARLIE WALL SLAIN. But instead, I found Wilton Martin, our city editor and part-time reporter, already putting the finishing touches on the big 1-A piece patched together from every writer on the Times’s paltry seven-man, one-woman staff. Martin, a retired circus PR man who had been around long enough to remember Charlie when he was a crime boss and running the city, was a nervous old guy with a head of curly blond hair and a curious eye tic. That afternoon, his lid jumped up and down as if hit by a constant prick of electricity while he smoked four cigarettes at once—for fear that one might go out, I suppose—before he pulled the paper from his battered Royal.

He’d dressed that morning in striped black pants and a hot pink shirt, with green-and-blue socks tucked inside a pair of white loafers. One of his feet patted the linoleum floor with nervous energy while he worked.

I took a seat at my desk, listening to his wild typing.

My desk was one of a dozen or so old wood slabs run back-to-back in the long second story of our building, with its brick walls and checked tile floor. There were constant ringing telephones and clacking, crackle-finish Royals and wire baskets with new and old copy and bumper stickers on the city desk proclaiming positions like RIVER FRONT SLUMS MUST GO and a school clock above the door checking off the seconds of our day and cutouts of Beetle Bailey and  Snuffy Smith and a few of Donald Duck with the words blacked out and new captions written about the crummy news business.

I flipped through my notes, searching for sharp details from the scene, but knew there were few besides J. L. Reed Funeral Home wheeling out old Charlie on a jumpy gurney—his body covered with a gray blanket—and loading it into a black hearse. I did not see a cold white hand or blood spots or a secret gun taken or an infamous character lurking about. Instead, I’d shared a cigarette with a fat Cuban woman, who clutched a bug-eyed Chihuahua and said things in Spanish that at the time I did not understand.

I think it was something to the effect of Poor Charlie.

As I puttered through my notes and slid a fresh sheet of paper into my Royal, Hampton Dunn, the managing editor, stood behind me and read over my shoulder.

Dunn was a short, dark-skinned man with Brylcreemed hair who’d started as a reporter back in the thirties and was damned well aware of the importance of Charlie Wall getting killed. He’d been through most of the gangland killings, and used to tell us about Tito Rubio and Jimmy Velasco and what was called the Era of Blood, as if those days had long passed.

But Joe Antinori had been gunned down not that long ago and now there was Charlie Wall, and you knew Dunn was wondering if that war wasn’t starting to heat back up. The words to  the music had changed—the Andrews Sisters were now Tennessee Ernie Ford—but turf wars would never leave a city that refused to be civilized.

Dunn had his hands on his hips—he often stood like that during breaking news—and wore a crisp khaki suit with white shirt and tie.

He grunted.

“That’s all?”

And in the middle of me talking about some of the local color I’d collected at the scene, Dunn walked away, asking Ann O’Meara, our society writer, if she ever got Wall’s attorney, John Parkhill, on the phone.

She hadn’t.

And Dunn groaned again and marched back to his office and his battered wooden desk covered with files and papers and little callback notes, lit a cigarette, and dialed up somebody who he damned well hoped knew more than his lazy reporters.

I typed up what I had and slid it across Wilton Martin’s desk, knowing little or none would be used, because all we really knew was that Charlie was dead and that someone had cut his throat, according to Captain Pete Franks’s grunts as he passed the pool of reporters on Seventeenth Avenue and got into his car heading out after the hearse, sliding through onlookers who were patting their chests and shaking their heads.

I had to take a cab back to the Times.

Martin slid the sheet under his ashtray, lit another fourth cigarette to keep it all going, and didn’t say a word as he kept right on banging on his typewriter.

The Blue Streak was held with the headline: CHARLIE WALL DIES VIOLENTLY. I made calls to John Parkhill, who we’d been told saw the body before the cops, and I heard a rumor that Mrs. Wall was staying at the Hillsboro Hotel, but after paying off the porter I learned it was only that—a rumor. Rumor and slices of details of Charlie are all we fed off of for the next few hours in the haze and smoke and sweat and feigned sympathy. We cobbled together the loose facts of  what had made Charlie—a scarecrow version of the man I’d once met down at The Hub bar who’d tipped his hat and told me a story about Al Capone coming to Tampa and the whores he’d known in Havana cribs and how politicians used to come much cheaper.

In my mind, I saw the thinness of his white skin and the looseness of the flap under his jaw and the broken blue-and-red veins in his nose and under his cheeks, and then I heard his Cracker drawl and saw that knowing, quick wink that let you understand that he was a hell of a guy.

We wrote that the elder statesman of criminals was dead. We wrote of his old exploits—mainly from Hampton Dunn’s memory from when he was a young cop reporter on the Times beat—and a lot of “poor Charlie”s, but we had damned little to write about the killing itself.

He was dead.

It was murder.

And we all kind of waited for the next big, violent thing to follow.
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SHE WAS narrow-hipped, with full, sensual lips and slanted brown eyes that became obscured in the brushiness of her pageboy cut. Her darkened hair fell over them like a veil as she sealed the roll on the thick tobacco leaves of the tenth cigar that day and listened to the man in the guayabera reading from A Tale of Two Cities;  all the women who sat behind her whispered of revolution and a lawyer’s possible release from prison. She should no longer care for such things, she thought, rubbing the edges of her men’s brogans together under the long wooden table in the open warehouse. She should only care about America and money and beautiful new dresses that the women who wandered down Seventh Avenue wore on Saturday nights. The fight at the Moncada Barracks in Santiago de Cuba and the death of her father were long ago.

She wore a yellow, flowered cotton dress, broken and thin from washing in a galvanized tub and drying on her casita’s clothesline.  Her shoulders and forearms flexed hard and brown with the work, and she moved the hair out of her eyes with a breath. She was seventeen and beautiful to all men who knew her.

The engine smells of the banana port rushed through the old windows with the blaring cow sounds of the tugs on the channel as the foreman came to her and clasped her upper arm, whispering into her ear in Spanish.

She nodded and tore his hands away from her, but followed him along the creaking plank floors of Nuñez Y Oliva and back into a wood-paneled office thick with blue smoke breaking and disappearing from two black metal fans on Señor Oliva’s desk.

Three men in black suits and ties, all young with pointed noses that smelled her as she entered, examined her knees and the back of her legs while she stood, head down, veiled hair closed as if she could make herself invisible.

“Lucrezia, these men have come from Habana.”

She understood.

The foreman nodded to the men in agreement and left, whistling a low tune and jangling the operator’s keys in his hands. The men watched her for a while as she stood there, and one made an effort, rising from his chair, pulling the damp black hair away from her neck and brushing her nape with his fingers.

She knew why they were here, and her hands shook as she felt her face flush from the heat.

The two other men looked away and examined the smoke coming from their cigars.


“¿Le conoce, General Gomez?” he asked. “You know him?”

She bit her lip and hugged herself in the small room. On the walls hung old cracked photos of broken men with mules and tobacco leaves, and a serious man in a white suit who’d lived many years ago. He waited on a knee, presenting a smiling woman with a rose. There were words written in ink at the bottom of the photo, but they were scrawled and jumbled.

The man, just a boy, grabbed the back of her neck and needled  his fingers into the skin. “Le conoce y apuñaló un cuchillo en su corazón.”


When he asked her about stabbing the general in the heart, she looked down at her old shoes. Bits of cured tobacco were caught in the laces. She just shook her head.

The man screamed at her, his nails on her neck feeling like the feet of a rooster, and she knew what would come next. She held herself tighter.

The two men laughed as he threw her against Oliva’s desk and pushed her face into the papers and cigar boxes, working his small hands up her legs, under her dress, and into the elastic of her underwear, which he pulled down to her knees.

She turned to him. No longer breathing or scared but living the way a person does when trapped underwater without feeling or sound; and she stared into his black eyes, watching him as he unbuttoned his suit pants. She crooked her finger at him, bringing him into her dry with a smile, and the two men in black suits with him only laughed, their hats still in their hands, reclined in Oliva’s chairs and enjoying their smoke. And he soon shook and came on her dress, before she reached for his balls with her right hand and into his coat pocket with her left, brushing past a pocket watch ticking like a heart against her palm, and felt for a gun that she pulled out and fired into him twice and over his shoulder four more times into the smiling men before she darted through the window that brought in smells from the port. Exotic flowers and fruit and rust and chipped paint and sewage and places she’d never been and never believed she’d see.

She knew they were only here for Gomez and they didn’t care about what she’d taken from the Boston Bar. And now they never would.

Now Lucrezia had two reasons to run, and each one was as good as the other.




TWO

BABY JOE DIEZ WIPED his face with a pink show hankie and slid kind of uneasy into an old leather chair. He then stood, looked at the seat, knowing it had been the Old Man’s, and moved into a kitchen chair brought in by one of the deputies. He’d seen the Old Man sprawled out like that with the gash in his throat, and now he had a bunch of cops ringing him with their notepads out. He rubbed his hands together and waited for the stenographer to get set up.

Baby Joe wore blousy black pants, a white silk shirt, and a short and fat pink tie decorated with a royal flush of cards. A gold-and-ruby clip dangled from his tie while he leaned forward and chewed gum. Sure he was small—the reason for the nickname—but he was husky and strong as hell, and most folks knew the stories around Ybor about Baby Joe embarrassing men twice his size. He smiled with his black eyes at everyone watching him, struggling to find some kind of comfort in the silence.

Captain Franks sat on the couch with his boss, O. C. “Ozzie” Beynon, inspector of detectives, and State Attorney Red McEwen. McEwen smiled at Baby Joe and adjusted the frames of his trademark tortoiseshell glasses, and asked: “Shall we?”

The stenographer nodded and readied himself to type.

“What’s your full name?” McEwen asked.

“Joe Diez,” he said. His voice was honest and broken and flat. People from outside Tampa thought he sounded like he was from Brooklyn, only he was Ybor City to the core.

“Your address?”

“4607 Thirty-first Street.”

“Where do you work?”

“I feed cattle, in the cattle business.”

Which was true, he didn’t have much to do with the rackets anymore. He’d rather run cows all day long than get mixed up in the business again. He ran a little moonshine now and then out of Pasco County, but that was different.

“Did you carry Mrs. Wall down to the bus station last week to make her trip to Clermont?”

“Yes.”

“Mr. Wall went with you?”

“Yes.”

“Did you remember what day that was?”

“It was Thursday, I think, or Friday—Thursday or Friday.” He nodded to himself and looked back at McEwen for approval.

McEwen, short, with gray-and-red hair and horn-rimmed glasses, sucked on his teeth and listened. He was a high school referee on Friday nights in the fall, and stood sure-footed and confident with his arms across his chest. He reminded Baby Joe of a banty rooster as he walked, and Baby Joe knew the killing of the Old Man was going to be McEwen’s biggest thing since that waste-of-time bolita commission.

McEwen moved on, keeping eye contact with Baby Joe, steady and smooth, as if a spider’s thread connected them and breaking away would slit it.

“At the time she left, when were you expecting her back? Today?”

“I don’t know when she was coming back.”

“Have you seen Mr. Wall since then?”

“Oh, yes, sure.”

“Tell us when and where, each time.”

He shifted forward in his seat, still chewing his gum, and rubbed his hands together. His eyes were red, and his voice tough and hard but cracked and broken at the same time, like a man who’d been yelling too long and was tapped out.

“I saw Mr. Wall—the last time I saw him was Sunday. He called me and wanted to go to the rooster fight out here. I wasn’t busy and didn’t mind taking him. I said, ‘Sure.’ I picked him and a friend, Mr. Bill Robles, up about two, and from there we went to the rooster fights and stayed there until five-thirty or six, and we went to the Spanish Park and had dinner there. Then I brought him home. We stayed here and looked at TV awhile, and then I went home.”

“That was this past Sunday night?” Ozzie Beynon asked.

“Yes.”

Beynon was a lumbering bald fella who used to be a star football player for the University of Tampa. Baby Joe had heard that Beynon was the only cop in the department with a college degree and that he’d trained with the Feds. Baby Joe noticed Beynon had paint all over his hands, like he’d been interrupted on his day off.

“Was he drinking then?”

“No, sir,” Baby Joe said, shaking his head. “Well, we had one drink before we ate. That’s all.”

“What is his system of letting people in the door when he is here?” McEwen asked.

“Well, I imagine, you know, if he knows them, he lets them in.”

Light shined in from the west side of the house in heavy yellow slabs, with dust motes clinging and turning inside. But the room was still dark from all the wood beams and paneling and old bookshelves made from heavy lead glass. On the mantel, a clock clicked away loudly.

Baby Joe looked in the hallway and saw Ed Dodge, holding a plastic bag and his camera, moving around the hall. Dodge caught his eye and nodded. Baby Joe had always liked Dodge because he  was the kind of cop who knew who you were and understood why you were that way. He had been friends with the Old Man and with other people from Ybor. Baby Joe had known Dodge since the detective had just been a beat cop walking from call box to call box on the Broadway strip.

“Did you happen to step in any of that blood?” McEwen asked as Baby Joe’s eyes turned back to the state attorney.

“I don’t believe I did.”

McEwen looked over at Captain Franks, and Franks said, “Has Mr. Wall had any contact with Johnny Rivera?”

“You know better than that, Pete,” Baby Joe said, knowing everyone understood that you don’t say anything about Johnny Rivera to the police if you don’t want to watch your back every time you take a piss or go to your car or walk your dog.

Franks blushed.

“That’ll be all, Joe,” McEwen said.
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JOHNNY RIVERA STRAINED with heat and muscle to loosen a four-inch well casing that’d been fucking up ever since Easter. He worked shirtless, and the last twenty years of not having to hustle so much had gone to a thick flab around the waist of his dark work pants. He ran his fingers through his black, curly hair (stylishly cut and kept longer than most men), spit, and planted his feet on each side of the metal pipe running deep into the loam, sand, silt, and bedrock down to the water vein. He strained to loosen that four-inch casing from the hole, so he could search deeper on the little parcel around his house for another go. He was tired of taking brown showers like someone crapping all over him.

Johnny pulled again, as hard as he fucking could, and the shit didn’t budge. His back cracked and bent, his face filled with blood, hands turned purple, and he kicked at the clumps of earth and stared over at the couple of men he’d hired to finish the job. A couple of cheap niggers he’d found down at the port.

Johnny wiped off his flabby stomach with a pink towel embroidered with dice and slid into a short-sleeved black silk shirt. As he buttoned up over the gold coin on a chain, he yelled: “Come on. What the fuck am I payin’ you for?”

They glanced at each other, their deep black skin and secret ways just making Johnny sore as hell about the dollar apiece he was planning on giving them.

One of them shook his head before grabbing hold of the casing in Johnny’s fucking yard, and Johnny’s hands let go of that last pearl button on his shirt and reached for the man’s throat, pulling the big buck close enough to smell the chicken on his breath. He shook him, even though the man was twice as big as Johnny, and Johnny thought it was about settled—that afternoon Florida heat swimming high above them and the palm fronds rattling like paper bags—when that second nigger put a slice of cut pipe under his neck and pulled Johnny away.

Johnny shot a sharp elbow into the man’s stomach, and the man grunted and fell to his knees. His partner came at him with a switchblade, cutting and jabbing, but Johnny wasn’t scared because he’d been raised on switchblades and they always seemed kind of comical and toylike to him, and he grabbed the soft spot on the man’s wrists, leaned in hard—digging his fingers and nails into his tendons—and the man dropped the knife and stood, huffing and bug-eyed, looking at him.

“You want to get paid, or you want to play grab-ass?” Johnny said, and smiled, the wild curly hair twisting and falling into a point over his eyes and down to his nose.

The old man checked his stomach, and for the first time Johnny noticed the man was old and gray and might just be the other nigger’s father from the way the younger man helped him up. But Johnny didn’t feel bad about it or say he’s sorry for punching and beating them because he’s got a fucking job to do, and it’s about two p.m. and he’s got to be back down to the Boston Bar at five to slice up lemons and run the whole start-up.

Without a word, the men began to work on the casing, and Johnny walked to the back door of his little casita to use the phone  and called Manuel at the garage and told him to bring down his tow truck because even three men couldn’t pull that rotted son of a bitch out of the ground.

“What are you doin’ at home?” Manuel asked, the sound of mufflers gunning in the background.

“Thumbin’ my nuts,” Johnny said. “You comin’ or not?”

“Yeah,” Manuel said. “But ain’t you heard?”

“What?”

“Charlie Wall’s dead.”

“Yeah?”

There was silence on the phone, and more gunning mufflers and the sound of maybe a fucking wrench dropping on the oil-slick concrete.

“What was it? A heart attack?” Johnny asked.

“No,” Manuel said. “He got his throat slit.”

They hung up and Johnny walked back outside, a nice, easy seventy-degree breeze rounding its way from the port and down the narrow streets of Ybor and bending his dead orange tree, giving those niggers some kind of comfort. But Johnny didn’t have much comfort as he found a rusted patio chair to sit down in, lit up a Lucky Strike, and stared through the broken slat in his fence to his neighbor’s yard where that mama had nice tatas and sometimes hung laundry in her bra and panties. Just a slim bit of dark snatch showing in the white.

He smoked, and the breeze struck his hair.

Charlie Wall. Man took him from picking old men’s pockets to running bolita tickets to roughing up shit-for-brains Cubans who tried to get too much of a cut. He had memories, good memories, of Mr. Wall in the Cadillac and young Johnny driving for him, with that slim line of scar on his cheek and people calling him Johnny Scarface behind his back. He thought about all that sweet Cuban rum they smuggled in from Nassau and all those goddamned incredible whores who he’d take on two at a time before he’d even reached seventeen and those fine silk shirts and suits Mr. Wall would buy for him in Havana and the way the white  cleanness of their fabric would sometimes get splattered with just a fine mist of blood so he’d have to drop them in the Hillsborough River with a knife or a big .44 and wash his hands with pumice and dirt to get clean.

There was a lot of blood and rum and whores. It all just kind of stayed mashed up together in Johnny’s mind. But he was forty-five now and not some little kid without a father who’d latched onto a bootlegger to run errands for and drive pickups loaded with hooch while he steered and braked with phone books up under his ass. Charlie Wall was just a dead, washed-up old man. Just a drunk at the bar with old stories and memories. And that was a place Johnny never wanted to be.

Almost made him glad that Mr. Wall was dead.

It made all that stuff from long ago not seem that real.

“Mr. Rivera,” the old man called out from the yard.

Johnny finished the Lucky Strike and tapped it out in the dirt. No sight of the broad through the slats.

“Yeah.”

“This thing seems to be mighty stuck.”

Johnny watched the old man clean the rust and dirt from his hands and scrape under his nails with a pocketknife. Johnny shook his head and walked back inside, picking up a basket of clean clothes the woman left for him this morning.

“You figure it the fuck out.”

He walked past the men staring at him as he rounded the corner and out of sight.
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THE BOSTON BAR stood at the corner at Twenty-second and Columbus, a pie wedge of ramshackle building that catered to hard-bent working-class men and tired women who wanted to make a fast buck. Rivera walked into the cool, dark bar through the back entrance and unlocked the liquor storage room, counting through the cases and making sure the bar was stocked for the night. He’d cut up limes and lemons and dish out the cherries into  a little bowl. He’d plug in the jukebox and load it with some dimes and play some of that country music he liked so much.

But first he went to his office, pulled the cord on the light, and closed the door behind him. Pretty soon, some of the barmaids would start showing up, and that man who cleaned the toilets.

He wanted to be alone.

Johnny pulled back a file cabinet from the wall and reached into his pocket for a folding knife. On his hands and knees, he wedged the knife under a floorboard slat and pulled away the wood. He reached into the hole and felt around in the space.

Nothing.

He dipped his head close to the floor and looked inside.

He used his pocket lighter to illuminate the space.

But it was gone.

He thought maybe the cops had already been there and found it, and in that case he was double-fucked. But then he remembered the other night, the girl, that Cuban waitress who he’d hired sometime back, who he’d caught watching him when she should have been cleaning the piss splatters in the bathroom.

He always thought she was mental or something. The way she couldn’t talk. He thought she hadn’t seen a thing and that he was just jumpy after seeing the Old Man and all.

On his butt, Johnny Rivera leaned against the wall in his office and pulled out a pack of cigarettes from his shirt. He ran his hands through his greasy hair and lit the cigarette and smoked and thought. He laughed at himself for being so goddamned stupid in his own bar and being taken by a little twat.

He got to his feet, shaking his head, and reached into his desk drawer for the .45 he’d taken off that army boy.

He checked to make sure it was loaded and then tucked it into the waistband of his pants, pulling his silk shirt over the handle.
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