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      Critical acclaim for Elmore Leonard

      
      ‘Like no one else in the business, Elmore Leonard tells his readers a story’      Ian Rankin

      
      ‘Not just a good storyteller, but also an important novelist … a model of action-writing at its best’      Philip Kerr

      
      ‘He has invented a style of storytelling all his own, burning with energy and imagination. His dialogue is unmatched by any
         other writer’      Marcel Berlins, The Times

      
      ‘The crime laureate’      Independent

      
      ‘Dialogue like broken glass, sharp and glittering, and a raft of low-lifes individualised in primary colours like hard-edged
         pop-art’      Julian Rathbone, Independent

      
      ‘He’s the boss, the grandmaster, the chief, the big cheese, and anyone with even the faintest interest in crime fiction cannot
         afford to ignore him’      New Musical Express

      
      ‘Elmore Leonard is up there at the top of the list’      TLS

      
      ‘The hottest thriller writer in the US’      Time

      
      ‘The best writer in crime fiction today’      USA Today

      
      ‘A superb craftsman … his writing is pure pleasure’      Los Angeles Times Book Review

      
      ‘Crime fiction doesn’t get any better’      Publishers Weekly

      
      ‘Elmore Leonard can write circles around almost anybody active in the crime novel today’      New York Times Book Review

      
      ‘Leonard’s stories are as contemporary as the crime rate, as quick and spare as a no-frills flight to Detroit’      Los Angeles Times
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      Elmore Leonard has written more than forty books during his phenomenal career. Many have been made into successful movies,
         including Get Shorty with John Travolta, Out of Sight with George Clooney and Rum Punch, which became Tarantino's Jackie Brown. He lives with his wife Christine in Bloomfield Village, Michigan.
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      Stick said he wasn’t going if they had to pick up anything. Rainy said no, there wasn’t any product in the deal; all they
         had to do was drop a bag. Stick said, ‘And the guy’s giving you five grand?’
      

      
      ‘It makes him feel important,’ Rainy said, ‘it’s how it’s done. Listen, this’s the big time, man, I’m taking you uptown.’

      
      Rainy told Stick he didn’t even have to say a word unless the guy Chucky asked him something. Which he probably would, Chucky
         liked to talk. He was a you-all, he talked real nice and easy, real slooow, slower than you, Rainy said. Stick said he could
         hardly wait to meet the guy, thinking: Rainy and Chucky … like they were hanging around the playground.
      

      
      You go out to Hialeah, Calder, Rainy said, everybody out there, the cocktail waitresses, everybody, they call him just Chucky.
         But you go down on Southwest Eighth Street, around in there, or some places down in South Miami where they used to know him
         on the street, anybody down there they still call him Chucky Buck, Rainy said. It was like his street name before he moved
         up to his top floor condominium. Yeah, Chucky Buck. Now, he went to his country club, any place like that, he used his real
         name again, Chucky Gorman. He was about forty but tried to act young. Big guy. Not real fat, but he had a weird shape for
         a guy, like a woman. Maybe he was even kind of a weird person, some people thought he was a switch-hitter. But a nice guy.
         You could jive with him, say anything you want, Chucky never got bummed or nothing.
      

      
      Rainy’s real name was Rene Moya: light-skinned Puerto Rican and something like one-eighth Haitian from his mother’s side. He drove vanloads of marijuana from Miami up the Interstate
         to Toledo and Detroit. He weighed a hundred and thirty and wore a neat little waiter mustache.
      

      
      Stick’s name was Ernest Stickley, Jr. He was forty-two years old, born in Norman, Oklahoma, but raised in Detroit where his
         dad had come to work at Ford Rouge. Stick looked like he was from another time: dustbowl farmer turned hobo. He was at a low
         point in his life.
      

      
      He and Rainy had met in Jackson, Michigan, when both of them were staying at 4000 Cooper Street, gateway to the world’s largest
         walled prison: Stick doing seven to twenty for armed robbery; Rainy three to four, possession with intent to deliver, after
         they told him, ‘You walk you talk,’ which meant probation, and he turned them down, hung in and did the full three. Rainy
         got out a few months before Stick’s release date. He told Stick to come down to Miami and get some sunshine, some fresh air,
         man, meet some chicks. Stick said he was going down there anyway to see his little girl; he hadn’t seen her since she was
         seven.
      

      
      What they were doing now was not recreation; it was to make a buck.

      
      Stick kept looking at the girl-bartender because she was so fresh and clean-looking she could be in an orange juice or a suntan
         lotion ad. She had a glow to her, perfect tan, perfect white teeth, a tall girl with nice easy moves, natural. She wore a
         little nameplate that said her name was Bobbi.
      

      
      They had come up from Miami to Lauderdale in Rainy’s new van to meet this guy Chucky and run the errand for him.

      
      The place they were in was called Wolfgang’s, a marina bar on the Intracoastal at Sunrise. Outside, every half-hour a bell
         would start dinging and the bridge would go up to let a few cruisers and sailboats go by. Inside, then, somebody down at the
         end of the bar would blow what sounded like a foghorn, a baritone moan and everybody, all the late afternoon fun-seekers, would break up. There was a terrace outside with an awning where you could sit and drink and watch the boats
         go by. Otherwise, it was like a lot of bars with rose-tinted mirrors and high-gloss wood-grained plastic. A Happy Hour bar.
      

      
      Everybody was sure working at it.

      
      Didn’t these people have any problems?

      
      Even Rainy Moya seemed happy, feeling the beat and giving the oval edge of the bar funky little finger slaps like it was a
         fifty-foot bongo. Stick thought it was disco, the music coming out of turned-up speakers somewhere. He mentioned the word
         disco and the guy on the bar stool to his right – maybe the only guy in the place older than Stick, a hairy bald-headed guy
         wearing mirror sunglasses and a nautical blue-with-white-piping beach outfit – said disco was out, nobody discoed no more.
         Stick didn’t like the guy looking at him, hanging on everything he said to Rainy. He asked what people did now if they didn’t
         disco and Rainy said they fucked. Rainy said man, you been away too long, you got to get caught up with the scene. The music
         still sounded like disco. Latin disco. Rainy said no, man, it’s fusion, it’s rock, it’s a lot of beats. Where you been?
      

      
      Stick thought he had kept up. Eleven Block, for honor inmates in maximum security, had its own lounge area on the floor of
         the cellblock with a color TV. But maybe he had missed a few important events and passings. Nobody had told him when Warren
         Oates died last spring. He had heard about Belushi but not Warren Oates. He subscribed to magazines … He did a hundred push-ups
         and sit-ups a day the first year and toward the end of the seventh year …
      

      
      Rainy and the tourist in the beach outfit were talking past Stick, vouching for each other, the guy saying everything was
         different now and Rainy saying that’s right. The guy saying especially the broads. Rainy saying that’s right, nudging Stick
         and saying listen to him. The guy saying he was married twice but not now, all the stuff around, a guy would have to be out
         of his mind to get married. Stick glancing at the guy – thinking no way, never, not this guy – and seeing two of himself, his face distorted, sickly, in the guy’s mirror sunglasses; he looked
         a little better in the tinted glass behind the bar, but the girl-bartender, Bobbi, giving all the loudmouths a nice natural
         smile, meaning it, not putting it on, made him feel old. Why was she happy, working in this place, watching people get smashed?
         … Rainy was saying that’s right, man, you don’t have to waste no time buying drinks you don’t want to; you see a chick you
         ask her she want to do it, man; she don’t, okay, no problem, man, you go ask the next one.
      

      
      Stick left his bourbon and went to the men’s room. He was tired of hearing guys talk, guys wanting you to believe they were
         street, guys saying man all the time. He shouldn’t have called Rainy. Well, maybe call him and have a drink, but he shouldn’t have promised him anything.
         Stick washed his hands with the fragrant pink soap that came out of the dispenser, washed them good and stared into the clear
         mirror at his features. Pale, solemn. Who was that? Like looking at someone else. Back in another life before Jackson he could
         narrow his eyes at his reflection – hard-boned but not bad-looking – and say, ‘That’s it, huh? That’s all you got?’ Then grin
         and catch a gleam in there and know that if common sense, intelligence, caution, all the straightarrow stuff ever failed him
         there was always bullshit to fall back on, live by your wits and a tight sphincter. But there was no gleam today. White skin,
         white shirt, he looked like he just got off the bus with a cardboard suitcase. He came back from the men’s room and nothing
         had changed.
      

      
      Sliding up on the bar stool, he said to Rainy, ‘Is he coming or not?’

      
      Rainy looked at the clock face in a miniature ship’s wheel behind the bar. Five-forty. Rainy said, ‘He don’t get here by six,
         man, we go to his place. It’s right there, across the bridge.’ He nodded toward the sunlight out on the terrace – across the
         waterway that was like a wide canal – to the dock and sloping lawn of a condominium.
      

      
      The tourist turned to look as Stick did, giving Stick the back of his mangy head, bare on top, sunburnt, oily strands of hair
         hanging over his terrycloth collar. Stick heard Rainy say, ‘Bobbi? … Hey, Bobbi …’ and now Stick caught a glimpse of his two
         faces in the mirror sunglasses as the tourist turned this way again, the tourist keeping his nose right in there. The tourist
         saw Rainy trying to get the good-looking girl-bartender’s attention and called louder than Rainy did, ‘Hey, Bobbi!’ She looked
         up, capping a strainer over a martini shaker, pouring, raising the shaker up and down, twisting off that last drop. ‘Get your
         ass down here,’ the tourist said. ‘We need you.’ He said to Stick, ‘I wouldn’t mind some of that. How about you?’
      

      
      Stick looked at the guy hunched over the bar, hairy arms, big hand wrapped around a gin and tonic. Stick said, ‘You got short
         eyes? That your problem?’
      

      
      The guy’s forehead creased. ‘What?’

      
      Stick turned away. The girl was coming over to Rainy now. She looked like Cybill Shepherd, tall, that type, but younger. She
         was about the healthiest-looking girl Stick had ever seen. Outdoor-looking in a pink knit shirt with a little alligator on
         it, one of those polo or golf shirts – but not like the other girl-bartender who wore hers tight with her breasts sticking
         straight out, encased – no, Bobbi wore hers loose with a natural sexiness in the way it hung and the way it strained against
         her when she made certain moves. She seemed almost too young to be working in here.
      

      
      Stick’s daughter was fourteen. He hadn’t seen her yet. He’d called, spoken briefly to his ex-wife …

      
      Rainy was saying to the girl, ‘Chucky been in?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘Haven’t seen him.’ She said, ‘No, so far it’s been a perfect day.’

      
      ‘I wasn’t sure he stuck his head in and we might have missed him,’ Rainy said.

      
      She said, ‘Are you serious? How could you miss Chucky?’

      
      Stick liked her tone, the easy confidence. He’d bet she was aware and didn’t miss much. She said, ‘You guys want another one?’ looking from Rainy this way, directly at him now. Stick shook his head. Her eyes lingered a moment and he felt a lift
         and wanted to say something to her.
      

      
      The tourist said, ‘You can do me. Fact I’d let you do just about anything you want to me.’

      
      She said, ‘Big deal.’

      
      The tourist said, ‘Honey, it might be the biggest deal you ever saw. If you get my meaning.’ He reached over to pat her hand,
         resting on the bar.
      

      
      She raised her eyebrows and began to say something as Stick said to the tourist, ‘Keep your hands off her.’

      
      The tourist looked over. ‘What?’

      
      Bobbi said, ‘The way it goes, don’t touch what you can’t afford.’

      
      Rainy was off his stool. He came around with his hand moving across Stick’s back. He said, close to him, ‘Hey, come on, man,
         let’s take it easy.’
      

      
      Stick said, ‘Short eyes … Look at him.’

      
      The guy said, ‘The hell’s he talking about?’

      
      Rainy, still close to Stick, said, ‘For who, man? We’re in a bar.’

      
      ‘Look at him,’ Stick said.

      
      ‘All right, it’s all right, man, we got to leave anyway. It’s time to go.’ Rainy kept his hands on Stick’s shoulders, turning
         him away from the tourist, getting him down from the stool.
      

      
      The tourist took off his sunglasses, squinting, sitting up straight. ‘What’d he just say?’

      
      ‘It’s okay, we got to go,’ Rainy said and looked at Bobbi, who hadn’t moved. ‘Lemme have the check. No, we’ll be back. I’ll
         take care of it later. Okay?’
      

      
      Stick heard the guy say, ‘Jesus Christ, some kind of weirdo …’ but didn’t look at him or at the girl. He was strung up and
         had to get out of here.
      

      
      They left the van in the parking lot and walked across the bridge with the traffic moving toward the ocean, tires humming
         on the metal grid. Stick breathed in and out. He could feel the sun on his back and could feel the Atlantic Ocean two blocks
         away, beyond the mile-long public beach with its blue cabanas stacked up for the day. He began to come down.
      

      
      ‘Man, I see your face,’ Rainy said, ‘I know I got to get you out of there.’

      
      Stick said, ‘You hear him, what he said?’

      
      ‘What did he say? He’s jiving her a little. He has some drinks and goes back to the Holiday Inn. Has to sit there and look
         at his old lady.’
      

      
      ‘He told you he wasn’t married. Didn’t you hear him?’

      
      ‘Hey, listen to you. What difference does it make? He’s got an old lady or he don’t, nobody cares.’ Rainy reached up, laid
         his hand on Stick’s shoulder. ‘Man, you were the one taught me how to be cool, you remember? Showed me how to make it, not
         take everything personal, you remember that? Serious things, yeah, you go all the way, but not bullshit things. It’s the same
         out here, man. You got to tell the difference, right? You didn’t have to prove nothing. What was that in there – little bullshit
         play with the girl Bobbi? She don’t care. She gets that shit all the time.’
      

      
      Stick didn’t say anything.

      
      ‘You’re out with the civilians now,’ Rainy said, ‘you dig? It’s a free country out here, man.’ He poked Stick’s shoulder and
         let his hand drop. ‘Buy some new clothes and get laid a few times you feel better.’
      

      
      They moved into the shade of the fifteen-story condominium and started up the drive. A Cadillac stood by the entrance; two
         guys in suits, sportshirt collars sticking out, were talking to the doorman, looking this way now.
      

      
      ‘They work for him,’ Rainy said.

      
      The two guys were watching them come up the blacktop grade, both with hands in their pants pockets, giving them dull stares.
         Stick could see them standing in a cell-block yard in work clothes, down jackets. You could wear anything you wanted at Jackson
         – if you could keep it and not have to give it to some colored guy with a knit cap down on his eyes. Walk in cherry they would try to take your clothes first, if your clothes
         had any style, then get around to trying for your body. Most of the cons there were black. Still, you saw the tough white
         guys with the solid bodies and dark hair. That type, they all had the thick dark hair and stood like they were daring you
         to move them out of the way. The difference here, Stick realized now, these dark-haired guys were probably Cuban. They were
         serious mean-looking, but not as big as the dark-haired guys he was used to.
      

      
      ‘You know them?’

      
      ‘Maybe,’ Rainy said. ‘I’m not sure. He’s got plenty of people hang around him.’

      
      ‘What’s he scared of?’

      
      ‘Are you kidding me?’ Rainy said.
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      If he had to make a decision over the phone as opposed to just shooting the shit, Chucky liked to take the call in his den
         where he had a conference speaker system on his eight-foot desk and, over by the door to the living room, a hat-tree loaded
         with different kinds of hats and caps. He’d put one of them on – the salty yachting cap or the big straw cowboy hat, the hardhat
         if somebody was trying to give him a hard time, the long-peak fisherman’s cap if he was being philosophical – and move around
         while he carried on the phone conversation.
      

      
      When he was moving, Chucky believed, it was like he felt his mind and body on ‘high’ and fully alert, his neurons flashing,
         making the right connections. It went back to when he was hyperkinetic as a little kid: ten, eleven years old, Christ, he
         went through something like four dogs, ran the ass off them; they’d come dragging into the house, their tongues hanging out,
         gasping. He said when he got to running full out even hounds’d throw it in, fuck it, look up at him with those sad eyes.
      

      
      Chucky said he mellowed out quite a bit since he’d grown up, found a plateau he could live on in peace. The steps: flunked
         out of Wake Forest prelaw. Reached an incredible screaming high in Nam, seven months in-country to a time, two hundred days
         compressed to a time he couldn’t move to save his mind, had no way to release the panic short of killing himself and tried
         to, tried like hell … and was brought down with Thorazine at the VA hospital in Memphis. The final step, Miami, where Charles
         Lindsay Gorman III passed through his Chucky Buck phase, hustled, got rich and found happiness on a maintenance dosage of Valium and ’ludes: before meals or whenever his motor got stuck on high idle.
      

      
      The effect of his medication was like swimming under water, only without any water. Floating in lights. He still moved, felt
         the urge, but he wasn’t moving kinetically now, he was floating. He’d load up and let the mood move him along. Cock the straw
         boater on the side of his head and do a soft shoe on the parquet floor of the den, shuffle stiff-legged to this draggy Kool-and-the-Gang
         beat he’d turn on softly in his head. Just float, experiencing hundreds of thousands of colored lights popping inside his
         head like trip flares, only without a sound. See, Chucky said, your hearing gets so acute you have to soundproof your head,
         turn the decibels way down.
      

      
      For some reason he had found himself explaining this phenom to the young guy working for the Cubans, Eddie Moke – the person
         he was talking to right now on the phone – and Moke had said, ‘That’s what you do, uh, float? I think you got brain damage,
         man. I think you ought to check it out.’ With that frozen sound Moke had, barely moving his mouth. The boy was a study, trying
         hard to effect the grungy look of a heavy-metal rock star, the headband, the illustrated disco shirt open all the way …
      

      
      He should never have told Moke about floating and doing the soft shoe. The only reason he had was because of the way Moke
         sat on his spine, giving himself curvature, practically lying in whatever chair he was in, and Chucky had asked him how he
         could stay like that without ever moving, like he mainlined cement. You would say things to Moke and he wouldn’t respond unless
         he had to and then would barely move his mouth. And Chucky would take another swing at it, yes, just like trying to bust cement.
         The Latins dressed up and posed and gave you snappy TV lines – ‘What’s happening, man?’ – but this Moke, he’d lock his jaw
         like a stoned rocker and give you dreamy slit eyes. Hardest thing in the world, trying to talk to him on the phone …
      

      
      Chucky said to his conference system, ‘You still there?’

      
      Moke’s voice, a nasal twang partly hidden in there, said, ‘Yeah, I’m here.’
      

      
      ‘Well, what do you think?’

      
      ‘I think you better pay the man.’

      
      Chucky, circling his desk, ran stiff-curled fingers through his hair – the wiry blondish waves kinking back on his head –
         made a glide over to the tree and put on his orange hardhat, set it low over his eyes.
      

      
      ‘I’m going to pay him. That’s not the question I asked you, boy. Have I ever said I didn’t intend to pay?’
      

      
      The speaker system remained silent.

      
      An idea edged its way into Chucky’s brain. What if the boy kept his mouth shut because he felt alone, like some redneck manure-spreader
         among all the Latin dandies? What if the boy was simply self-conscious? It had occurred to Chucky there was another image
         that would fit him better. A broncstomper was what Moke should be playing, not some candy-ass rocker.
      

      
      But that analysis would have to wait.

      
      Chucky continued circling the desk. ‘To answer the question, no. I told Nestor that. I told you, you told him.’ Keep the record straight. ‘He gets delivery tonight. Two hundred thousand paid in full. In hundreds – Lionel says he got
         all used hundreds and a Samsonite bag tested by a four-hundred-pound gorilla, so we know it won’t come open, right? Blow away.
         But giving him a person along with it … that’s pretty weird shit we’re talking about there, you know it? I think it slips Nestor’s mind he’s living
         in Miami, Florida, now. You know what I mean? Mention to him if you would, we’re part-civilized here. Our gods don’t think
         much of human sacrifice.’
      

      
      ‘They don’t?’ Moke’s voice said.

      
      The boy could be dry if you fed him lines. Chucky moved from his desk toward the balcony, then remembered something and changed
         his direction. At the door to the living room he removed his hardhat and pressed in close to the door panel to look through
         a peephole.
      

      
      The girl sat at the near end of the sofa, giving Chucky her left profile from about fifteen feet. More than pleasant-looking though not sensational. She sat paging through his latest copy
         of Shotgun News with some degree of interest. Sandals, slim legs crossed, she’d go about a hundred and five. It looked like a beige sundress
         under the white cotton blazer, the sleeves pushed up a little on her arms. Nice tan. No jewelry except for the Cartier-style
         watch with the leather band. Blond-streaked hair to her shoulders, cut off he would say abruptly, a manageable style, simple
         – rather than all swirly curly the way Chucky liked a girl’s hair. She didn’t look anything like he’d been picturing her since
         talking to his friend Barry and arranging the date. No, she looked like somebody’s sister, like she’d smile a lot with healthy
         uncapped teeth, hands folded in her lap and say, ‘Gee, Mr Gorman …’ She also looked, from here, about eighteen years old.
         He’d see in a minute if she was any good.
      

      
      Chucky swapped the hardhat for the snappy yachting cap he tilted low over his eyes. Moving back to the desk he said, ‘Tell
         Nestor … tell him before he starts free-basing this evening, gets to trembling and becomes devilish … I expect a call.’
      

      
      The phone speaker remained silent.

      
      ‘Tell him we have customs, too,’ Chucky said. ‘Gringo customs. We kill a chicken, we eat it, we don’t shake beads and sprinkle
         its blood around. He wants a life for a life, he has to ask for it himself. It has to come from on high, not told to me by
         some messenger boy.’
      

      
      Silence. Though Chucky knew this one wouldn’t last.

      
      Moke’s voice said, ‘I expect you realize how much you need him, you want a good source.’

      
      ‘Like I need a three-foot yang-yang,’ Chucky said. ‘The man comes through, why not, all the dough he’s making. But I’ll tell
         you, the association is far from comfortable. Nestor, all he has to do is see The Godfather on TV, he goes freaky for a week. The point here is, he knows I wasn’t playing that tune. I didn’t set him up. I made an honest mistake …’
      

      
      ‘You made a dumb mistake.’

      
      ‘Which I’m paying for. But you tell him, hear? I’m sitting on the cashbox till he calls me.’
      

      
      Silence.

      
      ‘You got it? Grunt once for yes, two for no.’

      
      ‘You threaten him you know what he’ll do.’

      
      ‘Tell me,’ Chucky said. ‘Keep talking while your mouth’s still open.’

      
      ‘He’ll cut off your product or your cojones, one.’
      

      
      Chucky said, ‘Do you know how many times in the past ten years I’ve been cut off, sold out, fucked over, picked up, jerked
         around one way or another and yet, look-it here, who’s still king of the shit pile?’ Pink warning lights began popping before
         his eyes and he paused to let them settle, melt down, wanting to use only a portion of his energy. He said, ‘It’s dumb to
         get mad at the help for what the master’s doing. I got a young lady waiting out’n the living room wants to proposition me
         …’
      

      
      Moke’s voice said, ‘You calling that little piss squirt my master? Jeez-us Christ.’

      
      It stopped Chucky cold. He cocked his head, looking at the telephone machine on his desk.

      
      ‘There may be hope for you yet,’ he said, beginning slowly. ‘I’ve seen white boys, fine young men, take on that greaseball
         strut, that curl to the lip, and land in a federal correction facility for showing off. Isn’t anything the DEA despises worse’n
         a white boy turned spic or hippie on ’em. You worked for me I’d dress you up, Mr Moke.’
      

      
      ‘Thank the Lord Jesus I don’t,’ Moke’s voice said, still not hiding that unruly twang.

      
      Push him some more. ‘You believe,’ Chucky said, ‘I can’t change your life or even bring it to a close?’

      
      ‘I would like to see you step up and try,’ Moke’s voice said, with enough pure bottomland in it to make Chucky break into
         a grin as he stepped over to the tree and exchanged the yachting cap for the big straw cowboy hat.
      

      
      He reached back in his mind and across the river then – take Crump Boulevard from the VA hospital – all the way over to West Memphis to get more of a shitkicker edge to his tone and said, ‘Tell me something, I’m curious. Where you from? I’m going
         to say … you ready? I’m going to say inside of fifty miles of some snake bend in the Red River. Am I right or wrong?’
      

      
      There was a long hesitation before Moke’s voice said, ‘How’d you pick that out?’

      
      ‘I’m right, huh? Where you from?’

      
      ‘Texarkana.’

      
      ‘You don’t mean to tell me. Come on,’ Chucky said, ‘I was going to say Texarkana and I chickened out. I just had a strange feeling.’
      

      
      ‘You did?’

      
      ‘Listen, tell me something else. What’s a cowboy like you doing working for a pack of breeds?’

      
      ‘Making wages,’ Moke’s voice said.

      
      Chucky waited a moment, holding himself still. ‘I bet you’ve never been turned loose, kicked outta the chute, so to speak.
         You know what I’m saying? Allowed to show what you can do.’
      

      
      ‘I bet I haven’t neither.’

      
      ‘You don’t take part in that weird santería shit, do you?’
      

      
      ‘They start painting chickens I go on over to Neon Leon’s have a cold beer.’

      
      Chucky waited again. It was hard.

      
      ‘Hey. I just had a thought. What would you say to coming by here for a few cold ones, tell some lies? Say tomorrow? I got
         a hunch about something.’
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘I don’t want to talk about it over the phone. Let’s wait till tomorrow.’

      
      ‘I suppose I could stop by,’ Moke’s natural voice said.

      
      ‘Fine,’ Chucky said. ‘Yeah, hey. Tell that weird Cuban I need a word with him. You suppose you could do that for me?’

      
      ‘I’ll see what he says,’ Moke’s voice said.

      
      ‘Shake her easy,’ Chucky said.

      
      He sighed, worn out, switched off the system. Like trying to get a little girl back in olden times to take off her panties.
         It was hard labor, what you had to do to cover your ass and stay ahead. Work work work.
      

      
      Moke did strongarm chores for the Cuban. Moke would be a dandy choice – dumb, eager and right there – to take the Cuban out
         should the need arise.
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      Shotgun News, Kyle McLaren learned, offered a lot more than shotguns. It was a tabloid-size catalogue of military weapons and gear: rifles,
         handguns, nasty-looking submachine guns, knives, machetes, steel whips … steel whips? … Dutch army helmets, mustard gas in a handy ten-ounce aerosol container …
      

      
      It occurred to her she might have to do a double check on Mr Gorman, ask around, learn a little more about his lifestyle.
         Shotgun News did not go with the brocade draperies, the formal, traditional furniture, the huge Hudson Valley landscapes in the heavy
         gilt frames. Or did it? Maybe his mother had decorated the place. Maybe Chucky Gorman was hardline NRA, ready to defend his
         property against Communists, Cubans, Haitians or citizens of Miami in general; living thirty miles north might not be to him
         a safe enough distance.
      

      
      There was a phone with extension buttons – one of them lit – on the marble coffee table, no ashtray, no other magazines. Shotgun News was it.
      

      
      How about a nice MIA-E2 semi-automatic rifle with matching handguard, sling and bipod? Set it up on the table and get them
         coming over the rail of the fifteen-story balcony.
      

      
      It occurred to her, also, to move from the sofa. The sliding glass doors to the balcony were directly across the room, the
         draperies pulled back all the way, so that she faced sun-reflected sky flat on the glass, a west exposure. If Mr Gorman sat
         across from her she wouldn’t be able to read his expression. But as Kyle waited and the sky paled, lost its fire, her mind
         changed with it.
      

      
      Why bother to move? To begin with, she was almost certain she was wasting her time, that she would not be able to relate to
         a grown man who went by the name ‘Chucky.’ She could recall only one person in her whole life named Chucky and he was a little
         kid back in New York, a spoiled little pain in the ass, in fact; so there you were. The profile she had on this Chucky described
         a man:
      

      
      Thirty-two who looked at least forty. Originally from Georgia, a well-to-do family that milled cotton for generations, carried
         Chucky on a remittance for a time – he’d had some kind of mental problem – then cut him off, disowned him. It didn’t matter
         though, because Chucky did all right on his own: invested, bought real estate, belonged to a good club … But what did he do
         exactly?
      

      
      Her friend Barry Stam, who was also a client and had indirectly arranged this meeting, said, ‘Ask him. See what he says.’
         Barry, with his put-on innocence, eyebrows raised. ‘I’ll be interested to hear your impression, what you think of him.’
      

      
      ‘Does he have money? I mean a lot.’

      
      ‘Wait and see,’ Barry said, deadpan. ‘He’s an unusual type. Colorful, you might say.’

      
      She waited, all right …

      
      Almost a half-hour before a door finally opened and there he was.

      
      As for Kyle’s instant impression – as Chucky came in with his shirt hanging out, wearing untied sneakers, baggy pants and
         a straw cowboy hat, grinning – she had to believe this Chucky wasn’t much older or much different than the other Chucky she
         had once known on East Thirty-first Street in New York. This one was a great deal larger and in his heart, beneath all that
         bulk, he could be a Shotgun News freak, a hardline conservative, an eccentric with Old South connections, but he sure wasn’t anyone’s image of a serious businessman.
      

      
      Look at that sweet young thing.

      
      Chucky believed he loved girls who were sweet and wholesome, without guile or wile, because he didn’t know any. But here was one right in his own living room. He felt alive.
      

      
      Then felt the cowboy hat perched on his thick crown and raised his eyes to make sure that’s what it was. He said to the sweet
         girl, ‘Whoops, you caught me playing.’ He pulled off the hat as he walked back to the den, sailed it inside and slammed the
         door closed.
      

      
      ‘Now then … So you’re Kyle McLaren.’ Sounding like he couldn’t believe it. Which was true, though he gave the words more amazement
         than he actually felt. ‘I enjoyed the newsletters you sent. You write all that stuff in there?’
      

      
      She said, ‘Yes, it’s part of the service.’ But seemed just a bit vague. Now getting her neat mind in order.

      
      ‘And you come all the way down from Palm Beach to see me? I appreciate it.’

      
      She said, ‘Well, I get around—’

      
      ‘Hey, I bet you do.’

      
      ‘I travel quite a lot,’ Kyle said. ‘So I don’t consider the drive from Palm Beach a major effort.’

      
      That sounded pretty neat and orderly. Chucky slipped over next to the coffee table to look down at her, get a closer view.
         Delicate girl features – a touch of blush, lipgloss maybe, just a speck – but with a backpacking outdoor look about her. Her
         right hand rested on a straw handbag next to her.
      

      
      ‘You don’t have a little mini tape recorder in there, do you?’

      
      He heard her say, ‘No, I don’t. Why, do they inhibit you?’ as he turned and walked a few steps toward the balcony. Stopped
         and turned back to her with his grin in place.
      

      
      ‘I know people these days’d have you patted down before they’d say a word. Which doesn’t sound like too bad an idea.’ He paused,
         catching her solemn expression, and said, ‘I hope you know when I’m kidding.’
      

      
      Kyle said, ‘Why don’t you give me a call sometime when you’re not’ – picking up her handbag – ‘and I happen to be down this
         way.’
      

      
      Chucky said, ‘Hey, come on, I’m serious now. Look-it how serious I am.’
      

      
      But she glanced toward the door and so did Chucky at the sound of three light raps. Chucky said, ‘Yeah? Who goes?’ and one
         of the double doors opened.
      

      
      Lionel Oliva, in a pale blue double-breasted suit and silky gray sportshirt, stepped in from the hall. He said to Chucky,
         ‘Rainy is here. What should I do with him?’
      

      
      ‘Jesus, Rainy,’ Chucky said, ‘that’s right. Put him in the den.’

      
      ‘There somebody with him. Rainy say is a friend of his.’

      
      Chucky squinted. ‘You got one of my shirts on.’

      
      ‘You gave it to me,’ Lionel said.

      
      ‘Yeah, I guess it’s all right,’ Chucky said. ‘Rainy’s insecure.’ He started to turn away and stopped. ‘Lionel? You ever see
         the guy before?’
      

      
      ‘No, it’s somebody he met, you know, where he was up there.’

      
      ‘Yeah, I guess it’s okay,’ Chucky said. The door closed as he turned back to Miss Kyle McLaren …

      
      All eyes. Look at her looking at him, the little broad from Palm Beach in her pure and spotless sundress, clean undies and
         a light cotton blazer, perfect for business or casual wear, for that cocktail at the Everglades Club with an important client
         or maybe even Mr Right … He could see a shot of her and this clean-cut bozo in Town & Country.
      

      
      ‘What can I get you?’

      
      ‘Nothing, thanks.’

      
      ‘You don’t drink?’

      
      She said, ‘I don’t care for anything.’ Sitting on the edge of the sofa. ‘Why don’t we try to do this another time?’

      
      ‘No, look, you’re here,’ Chucky said. ‘Let me ask you one question, we can play it from there. Okay?’

      
      She nodded. ‘All right.’

      
      ‘What do you think of gold?’

      
      ‘Right now? I like Swiss franc futures better.’

      
      ‘Come on, how do you see it as an investment? What I want to know is, you going to give me a straight answer or a lot of words?’
      

      
      ‘Well, first of all’ – she sounded vague again – ‘you don’t invest in gold, you speculate. The British fleet moved on the
         Falklands last spring and the price rose twenty-three points the first two days …’
      

      
      ‘There. That’s what I mean by words,’ Chucky said, moving in on the coffee table again. ‘Now you’re going to tell me about
         uncertainties in the world market, devaluation of the pound, all those Wall Street words. Right?’
      

      
      ‘And as the fleet sailed,’ Kyle said, settling back into the sofa but not taking her eyes from his, ‘Evita was still playing in the West End. If you find that interesting maybe you’d like to back a Broadway play. It offers about
         the same risk as grain futures, but it’s way more fun. Or, if you like movies, I can show you a film offering that doesn’t
         look too bad.’
      

      
      Chucky’s grin this time was honest, sincere. ‘Very clever. Movies, I never thought of movies. You know what the last one I
         saw was?’
      

      
      ‘Gone with the Wind,’ Kyle said. ‘Do you do much trading?’
      

      
      ‘In what?’

      
      ‘I mean are you active in the market.’

      
      ‘Well, you know, now and then. But hey, listen. If I invested in a movie, would I get to meet any starlets?’

      
      The girl just stared at him.

      
      ‘I’m serious,’ Chucky said. ‘Something like that, that sounds interesting. But let me tell you where I’m at, okay? The particular
         problem I run into … No, first you tell me a few things. See if you’re the type of expert I need.’
      

      
      She said, ‘What do you want to know, my background, business experience?’

      
      ‘Yeah, where you been, how old you are …’

      
      ‘I’m thirty-one,’ Kyle said. ‘I started out as an analyst at Merrill Lynch, moved to Hutton to handle accounts … came down here and opened my own office two and a half years ago …’
      

      
      ‘You married?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘You fool around?’

      
      ‘Mr Gorman, I have to tell you something.’

      
      ‘Please, Chucky. Everybody calls me Chucky, even the help.’

      
      She said, ‘Chucky,’ carefully, as though she was trying it out. ‘All right … Chucky.’ She bent her head down and up, brushed
         short bangs across her forehead. ‘I’m getting a kink in my neck, looking up at you.’
      

      
      ‘Hey, I’m sorry.’ He took several steps back. ‘How’s this?’

      
      ‘Why don’t you sit down?’

      
      It was as though the idea hadn’t occurred to him. He said, ‘Yeah, I could do that, I guess.’ And came around the coffee table
         to sit sideways on the sofa, arm extended, his hand resting against the high rounded back.
      

      
      She said, ‘Can I ask you something?’

      
      Her eyes surprised him. A soft blue. Calm. No gee-whiz expression lurking in there. Ah, but the hands were folded in her lap.

      
      ‘Ask anything you want.’

      
      She said, ‘What are you doing?’

      
      Chucky stared, see if she’d look away. But those calm eyes didn’t move. There was a slight bump in her nose. That and the
         shoulder-length hair cut off abruptly and without any swirls gave her the outdoor look. Her mouth, very yummy, lips slightly
         parted …
      

      
      He said, ‘I think I’m falling in love. No, what was the question? You want to know what I’m doing. You mean right now as of
         this point in time? I’m interviewing you.’
      

      
      She said, ‘Oh,’ and nodded with a thoughtful expression.

      
      ‘Aren’t I?’

      
      She said, ‘Do you know what I do?’

      
      ‘Yeah, you’re like an investment counselor. Right? Tell people what to do with their money.’

      
      She nodded again. ‘That’s right. But I specialize, you have to understand, in private placements, growth opportunities, usually
         going into new companies that need equity capital.’
      

      
      Chucky said, ‘Yeah, but why do I have to understand it as long as you do?’

      
      ‘I want to make a point,’ Kyle said, ‘so that we understand one another.’

      
      Quiet voice to go with the quiet eyes. No girlish tricks. Yes, a first. Chucky was sure of it.

      
      ‘I spend most of my time,’ she said now, ‘finding the opportunities. I’ll look into as many as fifty companies to find one
         or two with what I consider above-average potential.’
      

      
      ‘How do you find ’em?’

      
      ‘Leads from people I know. Bankers, lawyers, stockbrokers … So you can understand that if I were to show you a limited partnership
         opportunity that looks promising, or a start-up company that’s about to go public, I’ve already put a lot of time into it.
         And time is money, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve heard that.’

      
      ‘So when you say, at this particular point in time, you’re interviewing me, you have to understand something else.’

      
      ‘I do? What?’

      
      ‘That the chances of my turning you down as a client are far greater than your not accepting me as your financial advisor.’

      
      ‘Jesus,’ Chucky said, ‘and you look like such a nice sweet girl.’

      
      ‘I am a nice girl,’ Kyle said. ‘Sweet? I don’t know. If you mean passive, submissive—’

      
      ‘No, I understand,’ Chucky said. ‘What you’re saying is you don’t take any shit from anybody, or at least your clients.’

      
      ‘There you are,’ Kyle said, and gave him a nice-girl smile. ‘Should we try to be serious, or would you rather not?’

      
      ‘What do you do,’ Chucky said, ‘you scare the shit outta your clients? I have to say, I heard a lot of good things about you.’

      
      ‘From whom?’

      
      ‘Well, Barry Stam, one. Some others at Leucadendra. I get down there to play golf once in a while.’ He paused and said, ‘I don’t know if I should be telling you that?’
      

      
      ‘Why, because Barry’s a client of mine?’

      
      ‘Let me put it this way,’ Chucky said, ‘if you’re going to ask Barry about me, then I might have to open my soul, tell some
         secrets so as to give you the straight dope’ – he grinned, turning it on and off – ‘so to speak. Yeah, we’re friends, play
         golf, fool around. But Barry, whether you know it or not, is very impressionable. He likes to – well, he has a certain image
         of himself and likes to associate with people you don’t ordinarily, you know, find in country club circles. You know what
         I mean?’
      

      
      ‘Tell me,’ Kyle said.

      
      ‘He likes to think he’s on the inside, knows where the action is. That’s why he hangs around the Mutiny, Wolfgang’s, places
         like that. You follow me?’ She seemed to nod. ‘Anyway, I heard a lot of good things about you; though I don’t know if you
         can help me out any. See, I’ve talked to advisors, financial planners. These guys, they come in here in their dark blue three-piece
         suits, the alligator cases, graphs, all kinds of statistics, and you know what they do? They blow smoke at me. That’s bad
         enough, trying to understand what they’re talking about. Then, when I go to tell them about my particular situation, explain
         my plight, so to speak—’
      

      
      The phone on the coffee table rang, a light showing.

      
      Chucky got up. ‘I have to take that.’

      
      She seemed surprised he didn’t pick up his phone.

      
      ‘Would you like me to leave?’

      
      ‘No, stay put,’ Chucky said, walking away. ‘I won’t be but a minute.’

      
      Kyle watched him slide open the glass door, step out on the balcony. There was another phone on the metal patio table. He
         picked it up and turned to the railing as he began to speak, hunching over now in the privacy of the fifteen-story drop, his
         shape clearly defined now against the sky. A very strange-looking guy. Big all over, high-waisted, narrow through the shoulders, the broad hips of a woman … and a sagging crotch. Chucky was a picture.
      

      
      She could imagine this Christmas sitting around the table with her dad and her two older brothers – ‘I’ve got to tell you
         about Chucky. You won’t believe it’ – her mom and her brothers’ wives in the living room while Kyle and the boys talked about
         stock gambits, swindles, high rollers, placed bets on the Super Bowl, raked over Reagan, David Stockman, the Federal Reserve
         Board, made fun of dogmas and people in high places and would laugh until her mom stuck her head in the door with her look
         of quiet amazement. Her dad had been on Wall Street since she was a baby and remained, he said, because he didn’t know how
         to do anything else. She would never tell him she made more money than he did, with her snobby Gucci-Cartier approach to investment
         counseling; though it was her dad who’d told her rich people loved to be pushed around – as long as they believed they were
         being pushed exclusively. Her dad was dry, the cynic who’d never cheered, screamed or cried until her brother Jim moved up
         to the Red Sox from Pawtucket, had a 12–2 record by the All Star break his first year, pitched three scoreless innings and
         finished the season 18–8. Jim was a stockbroker, now, still in Boston. Her brother Mike had made it through Columbia Law and
         was now an agent in the New York office of the FBI.
      

      
      She pictured telling Chucky about ‘my brother the Fed’ and had to smile. He could be tiresome, but at least he was different.
         She might go with Chucky.
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      Stick tried the leather chair behind the giant desk, swiveling slowly from side to side as he stared at the phone system,
         at the dull orange glow in one of the extension buttons.
      

      
      He said, ‘I bet what’s his name, Chucky’s talking to somebody. You want to listen in?’

      
      It brought Rainy away from the glass doors, coming over with his shoulders hunched like he was tiptoeing, not wanting to make
         any noise.
      

      
      ‘Come on, man, don’t fool around.’

      
      ‘I haven’t touched it.’

      
      ‘He’s got phones all over this place,’ Rainy said. ‘You know how many phones he’s got?’

      
      ‘Four,’ Stick said. ‘Five?’

      
      ‘Five, shit. He’s got … I think he’s got one, two, three, four … five, six, seven’ – Rainy seemed to be picturing them as
         he counted, punching the air with one finger, giving it short jabs – ‘eight, nine, he’s got like twelve phones up here.’
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