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To Skyler and her mom





“To spend time in Miami is to acquire a certain fluency in cognitive dissonance.”

—Joan Didion, Miami






Prologue



Where does betrayal begin? Does it start with an action? With a thought? Can it begin with something even more nebulous—a desire that always remains unspoken, a vague feeling of dissatisfaction with your circumstances?

I have had time to consider these questions. I sit amid the debris that is my life, staring from a one-room apartment, and all I do is think. Occasionally I conjure a scientist mapping out every micron of the human body, helping to tear away what few mysteries remain in life. I imagine this scientist isolating a hitherto-unmapped gene. The story will be reported in the appropriate technical journals before being disseminated to newspapers, magazines and television. The story will say—pending peer review and the verification of the relevant data—that a new explanation can be given for one of the most puzzling aspects of human behavior. The scientist will say, in qualified language, subject to change after a rigorous challenge, that he has discovered a piece of biological wiring that disposes us toward either loyalty or duplicity.

The scientist will emphasize that he is not a determinist. He will stress that environmental factors play an important role in our behavior. They always have.

But in the last twenty years, it seems to me, the thrust of science has been this: The Calvinists were right. Our destinies are preordained. There’s nothing we can do to alter them. Free will does not exist.

Magdalena made me think this way—the small, dark, beautiful woman who entered my life in a peripheral way on a nondescript evening in Miami as the brief twilight vanished.








One



I slipped into the party and admired the view of Biscayne Bay and nodded to my boss to make sure he knew I’d shown up. I had not wanted to attend and my impression was of an evening as dull as all the others. My company kept renting nice rooms in nice hotels, and the same nice people kept attending.

I got a beer and made small talk with some of our current and prospective clients. I also tried to avoid looking at my watch, although it was difficult to stop thinking about the Yankee game that started at seven-thirty.

My back was to the door when I heard a sharp whoosh behind me, as if the outer edge of a hurricane had just blown in from the Atlantic. I felt a surge of tension and excitement, the buzz of kinetic energy. My boss hurried past, almost knocking the beer out of my hand, and I heard him say, “He’s here, he’s here,” in the tones of a six-year-old whose father has just returned from a business trip.

I turned to look. So did everyone else.

I saw a man surrounded by acolytes and sycophants. He was about six feet tall, with graying hair and a thick, dark mustache. He had handsome features and I pegged him at around sixty but there was more to him than looks; he had an aura that inspired fear and deference.

I suspected that I was supposed to know who he was.

He shook hands and smiled a lot while joking in Spanish with people who made a lot more than I did.

When I returned to the bar for my second beer I told myself I was reaching the limit. My plan was to drink slowly and circulate awhile before returning to a house that still had more boxes than furniture.

As I pulled away from the bar I nearly bumped into the distinguished-looking man whose name I should have known. I mumbled an apology in my imperfect Spanish.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said.

I was surprised to see him there. I figured that if he wanted a drink, somebody would get it for him. Perhaps he just wanted to get away from the crowd.

I tried to step away. He asked if I was in a hurry. I looked at my watch and decided to tell him the truth. He looked like a man who heard it rarely.

“Actually, I’m hoping to catch the Yankee game on ESPN,” I said. And then I grinned.

“El Duque is pitching tonight.”

“I know,” I said. “I love to watch him.”

It turned out the man was a huge Yankee fan and by the time I finished my beer the short twilight had turned dark and we were leaning against the bar, talking about the current team and favorite players from the past and memories of the best games we’d ever seen.

At the end, as I was about to leave, after I’d had one beer too many, I gave him my card.

*  *  *

My boss called me into his office as soon as I got to work.

“You were busy as a beaver last night,” he said.

I shook my head in an “aw shucks” manner and asked what he meant.

“Ernesto Rodriguez. We all saw you buttering him up. Like he was freaking popcorn.”

I resisted the urge to tell him he meant “friggin’.”

“He called us today. Said he wanted to do business with us. Asked for you specifically. Said you were the cream of the crop. That’s what he said: ‘the cream of the crop.’”

I nodded.

“We’ve been trying to do business with him for a long time. A long, long time. So call him up. He’s expecting you.”

My first inclination was to do some research and find out who this man was and what he did and why everybody seemed so interested in working with him. But my boss was the type who’d check ten minutes later to see if I’d made the call. So I phoned Ernesto Rodriguez’s office and hoped I would get away with leaving a message.

I gave my name and the company I worked for. I had booted my computer and accessed the Web and was ready to launch a global search for Ernesto Rodriguez as soon as I was told he wasn’t in.

“Wasn’t El Duque magnificent last night?” asked a voice that was becoming familiar.

I had to agree.

 

Ernesto Rodriguez worked out of a storefront in the middle of a nondescript commercial stretch in Hialeah. No sign on the door or in the windows said what the name of the company was, and an enormous overhang blocked almost every trace of sunlight from reaching the building.

The door was locked, so I rang the bell. After a few seconds, somebody inside buzzed me through.

I had only a moment to look around the large square room, which was filled with women who were tethered to their desks and speaking urgent Spanglish into their headsets. A door opened on the other side of the room and Ernesto Rodriguez came toward me with his arms outstretched, as if we were best friends who had been separated for years. He put both his hands on my shoulders. Not knowing what else to do, I returned the gesture. For a second I thought we were about to engage in sumo wrestling. “Mr. Doherty,” he said, pronouncing my surname in the anglicized way I abhorred. I decided to let it pass and then he asked if I wanted coffee and I said I did. As he guided me across the room he issued a soft-spoken order for cafés con leche, and the woman outside his door began rushing about.

Like the offices of many Cuban exiles, Ernesto’s was furnished in a utilitarian manner, as if he didn’t want to spend too much on his surroundings because he thought they were temporary. The only personal touch was a wall calendar that showed scenes of Havana, pre-1959. I was surprised by the lack of photographs of wife and children and grandkids.

We talked a little about El Duque and Derek Jeter and how dominant a reliever Mariano Rivera had become. The coffee arrived, and it was excellent. I suspected the beans were freshly ground.

“Señor Rodriguez,” I said at last.

“Ernesto. Por favor.”

“What’s on your mind?”

He leaned close to me and lowered his voice, as if he were afraid his own office was bugged.

“My project,” he said.

I nodded.

“It’s big,” he said. “Huge. The biggest thing I’ve ever done.”

I nodded again. I still had no idea what he did for a living.

“I want you to help me,” he said. “To handle the publicity.”

“That sounds good.”

“It’s agreed, then.”

“There’s just one thing.”

“And what is that?”

“Publicity for what?”

Ernesto Rodriguez looked startled, as if I were joking about the only matter in the world he regarded as sacred.

“They did not tell you?” he asked.

I shook my head and grinned. “Nobody ever tells me anything.”

He reached into his desk and took out a huge key chain.

“Come with me.”

I followed him to the rear of the building, which led into an alley that separated his office from a Laundromat. He pointed out a fleet of vans he had leased for his company—the firm was growing; he had to be able to send his people out—before guiding me by the elbow to a new Cadillac.

As we headed west, Ernesto asked if I had any children and I said no and he told me I should get started; a man is not complete until he’s a father. He asked why I had moved to Miami and I said I’d been transferred from New York. My wife and I had lived in South Florida for more than a year and were beginning to like it.

“Yes,” he said. “It’s like that. This place can be seductive.”

We reached the turnpike and went south on wide smooth concrete, so unlike the potholed streets of home. I told him how I started rooting for the Yankees while I was a kid in the Seventies, in love with the brawling teams of Munson and Reggie and Billy Martin, and Ernesto nodded and said those players had a certain panache and seemed to enjoy themselves. Today’s young men take things far too seriously.

When we got off the turnpike, Ernesto turned west again and drove through piney scrubland. We passed trailer parks and shacklike mom-and-pop stores and even a couple of barns that seemed to be in danger of falling over.

Finally I asked, in what I hoped was a pleasant tone, “Where are we going, Ernesto?”

It was his turn to grin. “We’re almost there, my friend.”

We stopped in the middle of a vast flat field. In the distance I saw dark vegetation that I assumed was the Everglades. Helen and I kept talking about going there, but so far we hadn’t gotten around to it.

Ernesto wrapped his right arm around me and began making broad gestures with his left. I imagined Ponce de León doing the same thing to his first mate that fateful Easter morning.

“The whole expanse,” he said. “Imagine it. Can you imagine?”

“I’m trying to.”

“Three-thousand-square-foot homes. At the least. Some as large as six. We’ll have several models for customers to choose from. The architects are drawing up the plans.”

The field was muddy. I tried to avoid looking at my shoes.

Ernesto described a gated community that would contain more than five thousand houses, a golf course designed by Jack Nicklaus and a six-hundred-acre park with a duck pond and the largest playground in Miami-Dade. The streets would curve gently and be flanked with palms and jacaranda.

“Magnificence,” he said. “Every home has a built-in swimming pool. Every one. No amenity will be spared. Sub-Zero refrigerators in every kitchen. Every one. Plus built-in microwaves over the stove. I will spare nothing.”

“Sounds nice.”

“There will be video cameras on every block. Every one. For security.”

 

Over the next few days Ernesto and I had several conversations in which he told me that his main concern was dealing with The Herald. Like many prominent Cuban exiles, my client had a problematic relationship with Miami’s leading newspaper, which he regarded as a leftist, pro-Castro rag. But he needed good publicity for his project, which he had named Tierra Grande.

“That is where you come in, my friend,” he said. “You are someone new to the scene. Fresh. With a different perspective. I hope you can talk to them.”

I told him I had a good relationship with a number of editors at The Herald.

“I know,” he said. “I’ve asked about you. The reports are excellent.”

I had done asking of my own. Ernesto Rodriguez had arrived in Miami as a teenager in 1960 and immediately volunteered for the force that blundered ashore at the Bay of Pigs. After he was released to the United States, he went into business for himself. Military ventures aside, Ernesto Rodriguez was not the type of man who liked to work for other people. He made his first fortune battling tropical insects in the years before anyone took the environment seriously. But in the Seventies and early Eighties, his business was ruined by inflation and recession and eco-freaks. Ernesto Rodriguez declared bankruptcy and faded from sight. In a “Where Are They Now?” article in 1984, The Herald had reported that Ernesto Rodriguez was working as a janitor in a run-down hotel in Miami Beach and living in a three-bedroom house in Little Havana with his wife, Luisa, their four children, and both sets of grandparents.

But there are second acts in American business, although never in exactly the same line of work. Ernesto bought that hotel, the Orlando, for a price he never divulged publicly. He kicked out the tenants and renovated the place and sold it when the area began to take off. Since then, he had become one of South Florida’s leading real-estate developers.

There were rumors about drug money.

 

As I entered the pastel-laced restaurant with my wife, Ernesto Rodriguez jumped up to embrace me. I tried to return his gesture with suitable enthusiasm before introducing him to Helen. Ernesto kissed her hand and murmured that it was a pleasure to meet her. You can tell a lot about a man by the woman he chooses and I had obviously chosen well. Helen smiled.

“This is good,” Ernesto said as we took our seats. “It’s good to see you outside of work. The pressures.”

I agreed that it was good, and that we were both under pressure. The waiter handed Ernesto a wine list, from which he immediately ordered a Chilean merlot that proved excellent. When I asked where Luisa was, my client dismissed the question, and her, with the kind of wave one uses to shoo away a fly.

“Obligations,” he said. “Children. She is what you would call a homebody. But business requires you to be social.” He raised his glass.

As Ernesto and I talked about baseball, I caught Helen studying the wallpaper intently, as if she thought this pattern would be perfect for our still-unfinished living room.

“I am sorry,” Ernesto said to her. “We’re boring you.”

Helen said she was the one who should apologize. Her mind was wandering.

“What would you like us to talk about?” Ernesto asked.

“Garry’s told me about your project,” she said. “It sounds interesting. Ambitious.”

She smiled at him and I could tell Ernesto liked her. Almost every man I ever met liked Helen. She seemed open and sincere and totally without guile, and her short hair was highlighted in a way that made it seem as if she’d just walked out of the sun. She also had a husky voice that more than a few men told me they found sexy.

Ernesto talked about Tierra Grande, but most of it was stuff I already knew. Now it was my turn to zone out, and I wondered if Helen could really be serious about the wallpaper, which I found overbearing.

“Now your husband is getting bored,” Ernesto said. He threw out his hands. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t keep both of you interested at the same time.”

I grinned. “I am interested, Ernesto. I think Tierra Grande will be where everyone wants to live. Everyone who can afford it.”

We all laughed. Politely, as I recall.

And then Helen raised a question I’d been wondering about, but had considered improper to pose. Coming from me, it would have sounded as if I were suspicious or had a hidden agenda. Coming from Helen, it sounded like genuine curiosity.

What my wife asked was this: “Where are you getting the money?”

Ernesto raised his wine to his lips. I noticed a cloud over his eyes, but then they brightened, as if he had just thought of the perfect answer.

“The money comes from many sources. I have access to lots of capital. As do you, I understand.”

Helen smiled again and blushed a little. “It all depends,” she said. “I deal with emerging markets. At least we hope they’ll emerge someday.”

 

Halfway through the bar, on our way to the parking lot, we all stopped when we heard a voice call out Ernesto’s name. The voice was hard and flat and twanged, and it reminded me of cactus and tumbleweed.

Ernesto froze. I glanced at him and saw the side of his face for only a second but he looked like a man who had just unearthed something that he thought was buried forever.

He turned around and straightened and assumed a dignified mask.

We were approached by a man in his mid-forties. He was more than six feet tall, with salty hair that had once been blond. The crinkles around his eyes gave away a life spent outdoors.

“Ernesto Rodriguez. I thought it was you.”

He put out his hand, which Ernesto accepted without enthusiasm.

Ernesto asked the man why he was in Miami.

“Bidness,” he said. “The same as always. Bidness and opportunity.”

Suddenly I stopped seeing him. Because a woman had come up beside. She was almost a foot shorter than he was and should have been overwhelmed but she had dark skin and darker eyes and long straight hair parted in the middle and she wore diamond earrings and a necklace with a crucifix and a simple black dress that showed a hint of cleavage.

I heard Ernesto murmur in Spanish how good it was to see her again and heard him say the name: Magdalena.

Soon there were introductions all around. I was pleased that Ernesto now pronounced my surname the way I preferred—Dock-er-ty, a set of syllables that rise from the mists of Gaelic. The man with the tumbleweed voice was Frank Hedges. He and Ernesto had been in bidness together a long time ago. The woman was Hedges’ wife.

“I’m glad I found you, Ernesto,” Hedges said. “There are some things I want to discuss. Bidness opportunities.”

“Now is not the time or the place,” Ernesto said.

“Then I’ll call you tomorrow. Bright and early.”








Two



“You have to check these guys out,” my boss said the day Winston and Evan Copley walked into our office.

The Copleys were overweight but bore no resemblance otherwise. Evan was older and shorter, with thinning hair and psoriasis. He kept glancing around nervously, as if he were afraid an IRS agent was about to leap out of the closet and threaten an audit, and his voice tended to quaver, like that of a man who was unsure of just about everything.

Winston the younger had the booming tones often found in second children who grow up struggling to make themselves heard. His shirt seemed about to burst and whenever he removed his jacket, it was hard to ignore the stains under his armpits.

I asked for a short biography but they gave me the long one. We all need something to believe in, and the Copley brothers believed in real estate. They told me they grew up in Saugus, Massachusetts, where their father worked for the phone company. They thought they’d work there too, but the government broke up AT&T and all the divisions were spun off and nothing was secure anymore. The Copley brothers had not been anticipating a world full of risk. They hadn’t thought it was necessary to go to college, but in the breakup’s aftermath they began attending Salem State at night. That was when they started to dabble in commercial properties.

“It was a revelation,” Winston said. “A goddamn revelation. Like Moses on Mount fucking Sinai.”

“Winston, your language.”

“I’m sorry. I’m just trying to convey the excitement I felt.”

I told him I understood.

“I knew you would,” Winston said. “From the moment we met you. Isn’t that right, Evan?”

“It is. It is, indeed.”

“Because real estate has risks. It can fluctuate.”

“It can. It can, indeed.”

“But commercial property always produces revenue.”

“It does.”

“That’s why it’s so much better than residential. In the long run, you can’t lose money. We started out by putting our money into strip malls.”

“We did.”

“A lot of people disparage strip malls. But we don’t. And do you know why?”

I didn’t have a chance to shake my head.

“They’re a gold mine. A goddamn gold mine.”

“Winston, your language.”

Without meaning to, the Copley brothers had pioneered REITs on the North Shore of Boston. It didn’t take long for larger companies to extract even more money from the Copley formula. The brothers felt squeezed and wound up selling to a big firm for far less money than they felt they deserved.

“They played hardball with us,” Winston Copley said.

“They did,” Evan said. “They did, indeed.”

A couple of vacations in Florida had convinced them of where they should relocate. Sure, there had been falling markets in the past, downward cycles—troughs, if you will—but the magic of the Sunshine State was that it always recovered. And do you know why? Winston asked. I wasn’t even through shrugging before he said it was because people wanted to come here. Florida had sun and surf and palm trees, and you could play golf year-round. Yes, there had been a hurricane last year. Yes, it had caused a lot of damage. But that only created more opportunity.

“Why do you need me?” I asked.

“Publicity,” Winston said. “We want to get into The Herald.”

“We do,” Evan said. “We do, indeed.”

 

I prepared four-color brochures on glossy paper and called the business journals and radio stations and rented a conference room at a Marriott downtown for an information seminar on an exciting investment opportunity. I said that Winston and Evan Copley had made a fortune doing this in Boston, and they now promised to bring their expertise to Miami. Three days before the session I called Victor DeLuca, the business editor at The Herald, and gave him my spiel. He said he doubted he’d be able to send anyone. Lots of people were selling things in Miami and he had only a limited amount of space and you had to do something unusual to warrant coverage in the paper.

Only half the seats in the conference room were filled, mostly with retirees who were killing time before bingo. Evan Copley blew into the microphone and identified himself and said the investment opportunity they were about to present was the closest thing in the world to a guarantee of high yield and low risk. He said this with the enthusiasm of a dentist emphasizing how important it is to floss twice a day. Evan introduced his brother by saying, “Winston is the talker in the family.”

I heard the shuffling of feet and of papers. People shifted their weight in their seats.

In front of a crowd, Winston acquired his brother’s tendency to mumble, and the sweat under his armpits seeped through his jacket. Instead of the Elmer Gantry–like performance I was expecting, Winston Copley made the prospect of future riches sound as enticing as a call to eat more broccoli.

I looked out the door, hoping that if I gazed hard enough I’d make a reporter from The Herald appear.

 

Sometimes I wonder if just thinking about something can lead to the outcome you desire. Make a wish, but take no action, and see if the Fates reward you.

The Copleys’ seminars kept moving to progressively smaller hotel conference rooms all over Miami-Dade and Broward Counties, and my handling of their publicity became increasingly apathetic. One day I was standing in the back of an out-of-the-way room on the second floor of a Days Inn in Miramar with my arms folded across my chest and my thoughts turning toward sexual fantasies involving a woman I had met only once and briefly.

I heard heels clicking quickly and loudly on a cold tiled floor.

I turned toward the sound and did not believe what I was seeing.

Magdalena was smoking a slim cigar in defiance of the no-smoking ordinances, and her Donna Karan dress was the only pale thing about her. She leaned her head inside the door as she scribbled notes on a yellow legal pad, then withdrew and paced and smoked.

I walked to the door.

“Are you going to tell me to stop smoking?” she asked.

I hadn’t had a chance to say anything.

“Because if you are, I’m going to leave right now. I can understand why they don’t want it in the room, but banning it everywhere—it’s like a dictatorship.”

“We’ve met,” I said.

“Yo sé. You were with Ernesto. And your wife.”

I asked if she wanted to come inside. I told her she might be missing something.

“I can hear enough.”

“What do you think?”

She shrugged, then took a long puff on her cigar before poking her head back in. Winston Copley was explaining how the revenue stream from their commercial properties guaranteed a return on investment, even when the real-estate market was falling.

Magdalena withdrew her head from the room and turned to me.

“It sounds so…”

Another puff. She exhaled.

“Safe.”

After the seminar was over I saw her sitting alone in the hotel coffee shop. She was smoking another cigar and reading The Wall Street Journal.

“You didn’t stay till the end,” I said.

“I’d heard enough.”

I sat opposite her. She folded the paper and pushed it aside.

“Why were you there?” I asked.

“My husband asked me. We have some money to invest.”

I told her I could set up a meeting with the Copleys and gave her my card and wrote down my cell phone number. I told her to call anytime.

 

Frank Hedges rang the next day and asked if I was free for lunch. He had bidness to discuss. I had no plans but pretended I needed to cancel a reservation with a couple of clients. Hedges said he appreciated what I was doing.

I waited for him in the lobby and after fifteen minutes he walked in with a state trooper’s stride. I extended my hand and he took it and I could tell immediately that he was one of those guys who regards a bone-crushing shake as a sign of manhood. He asked if I’d ever ridden in a Karmann Ghia. I shook my head. He smiled and said, “It’s the balls.”

The car coughed and sputtered as we lurched down Biscayne Boulevard. Hedges wore wraparound shades that would have looked cool if he were ten years younger. We drove toward Coconut Grove and on the way Hedges pointed out a couple of buildings in which he was trying to acquire an interest.

We stopped at a Jamaican restaurant. Hedges asked if the jerk chicken was good today and the waitress said it was. He placed an order and asked for a Red Stripe. When I told her I wanted iced tea, Hedges looked at me as if I had violated an ancient and important protocol.

“What kind of Irishman drinks iced tea, for Christ’s sake?” he asked.

“One who doesn’t drink booze until dinner.”

He laughed and said he wanted to talk bidness. I told him to go ahead.

Over the years, Frank Hedges said, he had been involved in many lines of work. Some of them, just between us, had been on the risky side. Occasionally he had skirted the edge of legality. When you live that way, you learn how to judge people instantly. Your life can depend on your ability to read people quickly and accurately.

“And so,” Hedges said, “when I say that I like you, it really means something.”

“Thanks, Frank. I appreciate it.”

“How long have you known Ernesto?”

“We just started working together.”

“What’s he up to? What’s the project?”

I had been hired to do publicity, so I told Frank Hedges about Tierra Grande. He nodded as our jerk chicken came and nodded some more as he asked the waitress for another Red Stripe.

“Sounds like Ernesto’s doing pretty good for himself,” Hedges said.

I said I wouldn’t know. He lived in Coral Gables so I assumed he was doing all right but beyond that I knew nothing about the state of his finances or personal life. I hadn’t even met his wife.

“Luisa’s a nice woman,” Hedges said.

“Then you probably have a better idea than I do. Sounds like you and Ernesto go way back.”

Hedges shrugged. He said he and Ernesto had done bidness together in California in the Eighties but the venture ended and the two of them drifted apart. Ernesto returned to Miami while Hedges went to Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union, even the Middle East. “I like to be where the action is,” he said. “Do you know what I mean?”

“I can imagine.”

“But lately I’ve been thinking. I’m not getting any younger. Who the hell is?”

Both of us laughed.

“I like you, Garry. I really do. And I’m glad we could talk like this. Because here’s what I’m looking for: one good deal. One really good deal where I could get enough to just walk away from everything. Go someplace nice and live off the interest.”

“You could play the lottery.”

We both forced some laughter as Hedges finished his Red Stripe and signaled for another. I sensed layers peeling away from him, like old coatings of varnish being scraped off a piece of furniture.

“Ernesto’s project—is he looking for partners?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t you ask him?”

“I wouldn’t feel comfortable. I’d like to use a third party.”

I thought of this man’s wife and imagined her walking toward me, wearing nothing but black lingerie.

I tried to shake my head clear and said, “I can ask him. There’s no harm in it.”

“No harm at all.”

“But tell me something.” I rubbed my hands together as if I were warming them over a fire. “You don’t have to answer. In fact you can tell me to go to hell. But I get the sense that you and Ernesto didn’t part under the best of circumstances.”

“Go to hell.”

My back straightened. Frank Hedges looked grim and dour and I suspected I had stepped over some kind of line. But then he laughed and punched me playfully on the arm, although his eyes conveyed no humor at all.

“It concerns my wife,” he said.

I raised my eyebrows and made a motion with my hands that indicated he should keep going.

“Toward the end in California, he became very…solicitous. That’s the word I’d use. Solicitous.”

“I’m sure you had nothing to worry about. He’s so much older than—”

Hedges cut me off. “That’s not what I mean,” he said. His voice was rising and I wondered if it was caused by anger or alcohol. “It was more like…father-daughter. He thought she needed something like that.” Hedges shook his head, as if the idea was too ridiculous to think about.

She would have been younger then, a womanchild, perhaps not even twenty if I was guessing her age correctly. Ernesto may have felt that Frank Hedges was unsuitable for her, even if the two men were doing bidness together.

“What about now?” I asked. “What if Ernesto gets…solicitous?”

“I can handle it. We’re all older now.” He leaned close to me and I could tell he liked talking to people this way, as if he felt that engaging in a conspiracy was the best way to communicate. “There’s something Ernesto doesn’t understand about Maggie: She’s an old soul. She’s always had one.”

He called her Maggie. I hated the harsh way it sounded, as if she were a bland-looking farm girl about to board the train to the big city.

I liked her full name. Magdalena. The way it rolled off my tongue.

 

As we walked back toward the Karmann Ghia I asked Hedges if his wife had said anything about the Copleys. He nodded and said she was unimpressed, although he had looked over their literature and thought there might be something to what they were doing.

“I’m not surprised at her reaction,” I said. “They don’t come across well in their presentation. But what they’re selling is sound.”

I leaned close to Hedges. It was my turn to act like a conspirator.

“I’d like to get a front man. Just to do the pitches. But they won’t hear of it.”

 

I sat in Ernesto’s office, sipping Cuban coffee and watching him point to places that were only splotches of blue on a surveyor’s map. I felt jazzed by the caffeine and my client’s enthusiasm.

“We will start here,” he said.

I nodded.

“Have you called The Herald?”

I told him I’d faxed some material to their business section. I was going to call Victor DeLuca as soon as I returned to my office.

Ernesto made a note on the back of one of his business cards while murmuring a few words of approval in Spanish. Groundbreaking on Tierra Grande was set to begin in less than a week.

“How’s your wife?” he asked.

“Fine,” I said. “Helen’s fine. Thanks for asking.”

Solicitous, I thought. Ernesto is still solicitous.

“No children yet?”

“We’re thinking about getting a dog and working our way up.”

Ernesto stared at the map for a few seconds, as if he were trying to will the development into existence. Then he rolled up the map, tied a rubber band around it and put it on top of a filing cabinet.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Certainly, Garrett.”

Ernesto liked to use my formal given name. I told him I had no preference.

“This is outside my purview, and you can tell me to get lost, but are you interested in taking on any partners?”

“It would depend on the partner.”

“Frank Hedges would like to do it.”

Ernesto raised his eyebrows in a manner that indicated he would rather become poor again.

“We had lunch together,” I said quickly. “At his request. I said I’d ask.”

“I heard you had lunch with him. I’m glad you told me.”

I felt my spine stiffen involuntarily, as if some unseen Torquemada were turning the rack a couple of notches. I wondered if all my movements were being watched, if Ernesto had spies who kept track of everyone he did business with.

“I do not want Frank Hedges involved in this project. Please convey that information to him.”

“I will.”

I got up to leave but there was a question I wanted to ask. It was an issue that was best left unexamined, but the idea that Ernesto had me under some kind of surveillance made me feel as if I had a right to information that would normally be withheld.

“What kind of business were you in with him? If you don’t mind me asking.”

Ernesto looked away from me and down at the small cup that by now contained nothing but muddy grounds. He twirled the cup between his thumb and forefinger, as if the question I’d posed had several different answers that were all true in their own way.

“We were fighting the Communists,” he said at last.

I resisted the urge to laugh. Ernesto seemed absolutely serious. Instead I said this, with incredulity inevitably seeping into my voice: “In California?”

“That was our base,” he said. “Obviously, we didn’t fight them there. Except in Berkeley, of course.”

I chuckled, but as Ernesto looked into the dark brown heap at the bottom of his cup, he seemed to grow reflective. And from the look on his face and the tone he adopted, I could tell he wanted to try to make me understand something, even though he realized that the effort was most likely futile.

“There is only one left,” he said. “One Communist. You know who I’m talking about.”

I nodded.

“There is nothing I wouldn’t do—nothing—to drive him from power. I know what Americans think. What you’re probably thinking right now. That we should stop living in the past. Accept reality. Forgive and forget. But you don’t know what it’s like to have everything you love taken away from you—your property, your life, your country, the very air that you breathe. When you have all of that stolen from you, you are resolved to get it back. No matter how long it takes. By any means necessary.”

*  *  *

After a few minutes of schmoozing, I asked Victor DeLuca if he’d received the material about Tierra Grande.

“Sure did. What is this—Ernesto’s swan song?”

I said Ernesto had never indicated to me that he was thinking about retirement.

“I’m just guessing,” DeLuca said. “But it looks like he’s trying for a home run. Like this could be the capstone of his career.”

“He regards this as his masterpiece. He’s told me so himself.”

“A masterpiece is something by Rembrandt, not a developer.”

I told the man that he had a point. I also mentioned when the groundbreaking would occur and said we’d be delighted if The Herald could send a reporter and photographer.

“I guess we have to,” DeLuca said. “I hate to do it. But it’s so fucking big.”

“Why do you hate to do it?”

“Because we’re giving you free advertising.”

“That’s the whole point.”

 

Helen slid open the back door and extended a gin and tonic. I sipped it and told her it was good. One of her best ever. I placed the drink beside the grill, then flipped the steak.

“It smells fattening,” she said as she stepped fully outside. I asked how the corn and salad were doing and she said everything was ready, she had followed my instructions to the letter and now the side dishes awaited only the final touches from the master chef. I grinned. Helen said she liked it when I wore an apron. It made me look like a domesticated beast. I grinned again. She said there was something she had forgotten to do and disappeared into the house.

I flipped the steak as my cell phone rang. I picked it up, expecting a panicky call from the office or a client who needed extra stroking. I figured I’d return to the grill after a couple of quips.

“Is this Garrett?”

I knew who it was right away and the sound of her voice made my lips go dry and I could feel my heart trying to pound through the wall of my chest. I liked the way she rolled the r’s in my name and clipped the t’ s and decided I did have a preference, at least with this woman—I did not want her to use my nickname.

“Magdalena. How are you?”

“Is this a bad time?”

“I’m cooking. A little barbecue. Nothing complicated. What can I do for you?”

She said she wanted to talk about the Copleys and I told her to go ahead. She said she had been talking to her husband, who was away on business. He had been doing some research into the brothers and he thought something was there that he wanted to pursue.

To be honest, she told me, she did not feel the same way.

In any event, she said, when he got back to town he would contact me to set up a meeting with the Copleys.

I thanked her for calling and said there was something I had to tell her husband. She asked if I wanted to tell her and I said it would be better if I delivered the news myself.

I also said I was delighted to hear from her. I said I had meant it when I’d told her to call anytime.

She said she had never doubted my word.








Three



Traffic on 95 was worse than usual, and I arrived a half hour late at a gallery on Las Olas with gleaming black walls and cool, pale light. I took off my shades the second I stepped inside. From somewhere in back, a woman slipped soundlessly into the room.

“Are you Josette? Or Teresa?”

The former. She wore black pants and a shirt with pastels and her hair was short and spiky and bleached the color of bone. A diamond stud graced her left nostril.

“You’re from New York,” she said, as if she could tell everything about me from a glance. “I’m glad. I asked for somebody from New York. The learning curve is less steep.”

The gallery was named Red White & Blew and its walls were lined with Disney animation cells, numerous reproductions of Jasper Johns’ flag, and Norman Rockwell magazine covers. Mingled in were some works by Andy Warhol, who would have approved of the place.

“Who do you like?” Josette asked.

“De Kooning. After he got Alzheimer’s.”

“His work improved, didn’t it?”

I asked why she wanted to talk to me and she told me to look around. We were the only two people in sight.

“I remember your firm from New York,” she said. “You did some work for a friend of mine. Diego Montoya.”

I smiled with the pleasure of fond reminiscence. “Lisa Shapiro handled that account,” I said. “I helped her out. It was one of the first things I worked on.”

Diego Montoya’s SoHo gallery specialized in urban-themed works by minority artists, so it did virtually no business in its first six months. Then Lisa hit on the idea of spending a dollar to buy a bus that the City of New York was about to junk. After alerting the media, she had the bus towed to the vacant lot next to Diego’s gallery, where a group of his artists went at it with blowtorches and cans of spray paint. Just as Lisa anticipated, the cops tried to stop them. Lisa had coached the artists on how to react, so when they were led away in handcuffs they cited freedom of expression and the First Amendment and police brutality and racial and ethnic discrimination. In Lisa’s most inspired touch, Diego draped himself across the back of the paddy wagon as if he’d been crucified. The story went national and even made CNN. The next day there was a line to see the controversial bus, and Diego’s gallery was overflowing.

Josette told me that she wanted an idea or event that would grab people’s imagination, something that would get the trendoids up from SoBe. I suggested an art-in on Fort Lauderdale Beach, using topless German sunbathers as palettes.

“Too Sports Illustrated,” Josette said.

I told her I’d try to come up with something better.

*  *  *

Ernesto Rodriguez stood between two bulldozers. He wore a hard hat—a touch I had insisted on—to contrast with his Versace suit and Bruno Magli shoes. I counted four TV crews, three still photographers and the all-important reporter from The Herald.

I mopped the sweat that was beading on my forehead and looked up at heavy clouds that seemed to grow darker every minute. Ernesto plunged a shovel into the ground. Cameras clicked and whirred. Ernesto mopped his face with a handkerchief.

I eased myself next to The Herald’s reporter, a guy just out of Brown named Sebastian Overstreet, and wondered if he was serious about the bow tie he was wearing.

“Are you getting everything you need?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Because if you want any information—anything at all—I can go back to my Rover and get it for you.”

He nodded again, thanked me and resumed looking at his notepad. But I noticed he wasn’t writing anything down.

The unexpected sound of a car engine drawing closer forced me to turn and look. I saw a red Miata, its top open, pulling quickly to a stop as the dirt it had sent flying drifted back to the ground.

Magdalena got out. Her dress was a print, mostly black, and she wore open-toed shoes. Her nails were painted a pale shade of pink.

Ernesto smiled as she walked up to him. They embraced while I hovered a few feet away.

“Who are you?” one of the TV reporters called out.

Magdalena stepped away without replying. It looked to me as if she was trying to hide her face.

“Do you regard this as the most important thing you’ve ever done?” Overstreet asked Ernesto. The reporter’s pen was poised over his notepad.

“The most important thing I ever did was land with the Freedom Brigade in 1961,” Ernesto said. “I hope this will be more successful.”

The crew from Telemundo asked Ernesto to repeat his comment in Spanish, which he did.

“Mr. Rodriguez.” Overstreet again.

“Señor?”

“I’m wondering about the financing for your project.”

“I’m not.”

This generated laughter from everyone except the reporter.

“How much does the project cost?”

“I don’t want to get into that.” Ernesto smiled, although his mustache obscured his upper lip.

“I talked to one of your competitors this morning.”

“Which one?”

“I’m not at liberty to say. The conversation was off the record.”

Ernesto was muttering under his breath in Spanish and I hoped the crew from Telemundo could not pick him up. Even with my imperfect grasp of the language, I understood that my client was casting aspersions on the manhood of anyone who would talk about him and not admit it.

“This man said Tierra Grande would probably cost a hundred million dollars. And he was wondering where you got the money.”

The look that passed over Ernesto’s face was almost as dark as the clouds that were coming closer. I stepped up to his side and murmured that he should deflect the question with something other than “No comment.” I also told him this would be the last question, that I would step between him and the media and say Señor Rodriguez was running late but he appreciated everybody turning out for the beginning of what promised to be a spectacular addition to the good life of South Florida.

“I don’t have to discuss my financing in detail,” Ernesto told the reporters. “That’s one of the advantages of being privately held.”

“But the banks—”

“The financing for Tierra Grande is more than adequate. You have my word.”

I stepped in front of Ernesto to deliver the spiel I had promised. In my peripheral vision I noticed Ernesto talking to Magdalena and embracing her again before getting into his Cadillac.

“The banks.”

I turned around. Overstreet was only a few feet away.

“What about them?”

“They have a fiduciary responsibility. To their depositors and shareholders.” He’d probably learned that in a class somewhere.

Magdalena was walking toward her Miata.

“I’ve called a number of institutions and none of them have lent any money to—”

I looked directly into Overstreet’s glasses, clapped him on the back and grinned.

“I’ll ask Ernesto about this myself. For all I know, the money’s coming from space aliens.” I took Overstreet’s card and promised to call or e-mail him as soon as I had an answer. Then I clapped him on the back again.

Magdalena was almost in her car. I went after her at a half-run and called out her name.

When she turned, something flashed in her eyes. I would have preferred a look of longing, or at least flirtation, but it was the kind of annoyed-with-yourself face that you acquire when you remember that the cable bill is overdue.

“Garrett,” she said. “I’m glad you stopped me. There’s something I have to tell you.”

Anything. Tell me anything.

I gulped. Then grinned.

“My husband is back. He wants to set up a meeting with the Copleys. Do you think you could arrange it?”

“Of course. No problem. I’d be happy to do it.” I started to walk toward my Rover and silently blessed the gods of sexual attraction when she fell in beside me. I wanted to prolong the conversation. I wanted to spend as many seconds with her as I could.

“What does he want to discuss?” I asked.

“He’s being vague. But I think he has some kind of a partnership in mind.”

I was afraid I was ruining her shoes.

“I don’t know if they’d be interested in that.”

“My husband can be a persuasive man.”

It was then that we heard it: the boom of a thunderclap that sounded as if it were only a few feet above us, followed by the whoosh that indicated the imminent arrival of windswept rain. The dark clouds born over the Everglades were almost directly overhead.

As big fat drops crashed around us, Magdalena and I ran toward the Rover as quickly as the muddy ground would allow. I threw my jacket over her head and opened the door and helped her in. While I splashed around to the driver’s side, the rain turned into drenching sheets that hit me sideways.

I jumped in and sat behind the wheel. The water had seeped through my clothes and skin before settling in my bones.

“Oh, shit,” she said, “my car.”

The Miata was barely visible, but its top was still down.

“I can drive over there and try to get the top up.”

“You don’t have to. You’ll get wet.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m soaked already.”

She turned to look at me. And when she saw my disarray—hair matted, shoes scuffed, clothes hanging soggily off my body, an image-conscious professional suddenly devastated by nature’s caprice—she put her hand over her mouth, as if she were trying to stop herself, but that only made her body shake more with unexpected laughter.

I asked if I looked that bad.

She said I looked worse.

I swore and she laughed harder and I started the Rover and headed toward her car and congratulated myself because, more than a year after its purchase, my SUV was finally doing some off-road driving.

Magdalena gave me her keys. It was still pouring but I told myself I didn’t mind as I got out of the Rover and felt the mud squish over my ankles. I plopped in a seat where a puddle had already formed and started the car and raised the top. After I secured the roof I sat there a second and wiped my eyes with my sleeve. I thought about staying there until the rain stopped. But then I remembered her sitting beside me and how much I enjoyed hearing her laugh, even if it was at my expense.

I bolted for the Rover. The rain crashed so hard into my face I thought it would tear off my flesh. I sat behind the wheel and listened to my breath gradually return to normal.

Magdalena reached into her purse and took out one of her slim cigars.

“Do you mind?”

I did, but said I didn’t.

“That was good. What you did before.”

I asked what she was talking about.

“The way you helped out Ernesto. When that idiota was asking questions.”

I shrugged. “That’s what Ernesto pays me for.”

I turned and looked around on the backseat. I was hoping that either Helen or I had left a beach towel there.

“Nice car,” Magdalena said.

“It’s not a car. It’s an SUV.”

“Whatever.”

I found a towel and started wiping my face with it.

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s a glorified car. Who am I trying to kid?”

The towel still smelled of sweat and sunscreen and I thought of how much I’d enjoy lying on the sand with the woman who was sitting next to me.

I went into a history of why I bought the Rover: After we moved to Miami, Helen and I needed vehicles. At first I thought I’d get something economical, perhaps a Toyota. But my boss shook his head and said if I wanted to be successful, I had to project a successful attitude: “Small isn’t beautiful anymore. Bigger is better. And massive is best.”

I was chattering, but I couldn’t stop myself.

Magdalena asked what my wife drove.

“A minivan. Some kind of Ford.” Helen hadn’t wanted to. She thought they were ugly and wanted a sleek sedan but after only a few days of driving around in a rental she said she felt dwarfed by all these huge things on the road; they were intimidating and she couldn’t see and she didn’t feel safe.

That was important to my wife: feeling safe.

I had a flash of memory and reached below the passenger seat in back and took out a cooler filled with ice and fruit and bottled water. Helen had packed it for me. She said I’d be out for a long time and might need a snack.

I opened the cooler and asked Magdalena if she’d like anything. She took a half liter of water and an apple and thanked me for being generous.

The downpour slowed from torrential to moderate. The wind died down. Pieces of sky were visible over the Everglades.

“Why did you come here?” I asked.

“I know how much this means to Ernesto. I didn’t mean to be late. Those fucking cameras. I hate having my picture taken.”

“You’ve known Ernesto a long time.”

“Since soon after I got together with Frank.”

Solicitous, I thought. Ernesto was solicitous.

“That was in California?”

“I met Frank in Mexico.”

“That’s where you’re from?”

She nodded, inhaled, blew smoke.

I formed an image of the way she must have been. A girl of seventeen or so, poor but intelligent and extraordinarily beautiful. The gringo Hedges, passing through on one of his adventures, must have known right away that she was too good to pass up. And she understood that he offered a way to a better life, or at least a more affluent one.

“What was he doing there? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“He was working for the government,” she said. “Your government.”

“Doing what?”

She looked straight at me.

“Whatever was necessary.”

The tension running between us was electric. It was sexual tension, of course, but also the tension of a woman who didn’t know how much to reveal.

“I asked Ernesto what kind of business he and Frank did in California. And he said, ‘Fighting the Communists.’ I almost keeled over.”

“It was the eighties. A lot of people were fighting the Communists.”

“What does Frank do now? The Cold War is over.”

“Not in Miami.”

The rain had almost stopped. Magdalena rolled down her window and leaned out and looked up at the lightening sky. She glanced at her watch and said she had to get going. I got out of the Rover and took the beach towel with me and ran it over the driver’s seat in the Miata.

Magdalena got in. Mud splattered her toes and ankles. I thought about sliding her shoes off and rubbing the towel over her feet and then flicking my tongue against them before running it up her calves and thighs and then—

She thanked me again and looked directly into my eyes. I could tell she knew exactly what I was thinking.

“It’s been hard for Frank,” she said. “The past few years. He’s a man of action and there isn’t much these days.”

“Peace is hell,” I said.

“I don’t mind it. Although I used to think I would.”

 

As I flipped burgers in the backyard and contemplated asking Helen to make another gin and tonic, I found myself staring around at a place that still seemed more theoretical than real. When we moved to Miami we rented an apartment in South Beach and it was fun for a while but parking was a bitch and we had no place for our stuff and it was loud all the time. The worst part came when we did our taxes. Both of us gasped when we saw the bill but our accountant explained that we had no deductions. DINKs who rented had to pay. I told Helen that if we had any more years like this, I was going to start voting Republican.

We did something we had sworn we’d never do, but the logic of our situation was remorseless: we bought a three-bedroom house in a suburban development near a shopping mall. And suddenly, instead of too much stuff, we had too much space; every morning we faced an existence dominated by boxes and empty rooms.

We began to buy things: a wall unit and a DVD player and a wide-screen TV. We made plans: one bedroom would be ours, the second would become a guest room, and we’d turn the third into an office. Out back, we’d put in a deck with a built-in grill, and possibly even a swimming pool and Jacuzzi.

But our ideas remained ephemeral. It seemed as if Helen and I were waiting for some unidentified something to happen to our lives to force us into a state that might resemble permanence.

My cell phone went off and I snapped back into the moment, which at that point was dominated by grease and flames. I pinned the phone against my shoulder while wielding the spatula like a baton.

It was Magdalena. She asked if I was busy.

“I’m in the middle of—Christ!”

A burger landed the wrong way and tottered on the edge of the grill.

“Are you barbecuing again? That causes cancer.”

“Everything causes cancer.”

I nudged the burger over before it could fall to the ground. Magdalena said she wanted to talk about Ernesto but perhaps another time would be better. I told her I had an appointment with the Copleys at a downtown Starbucks in the morning, but after that I was free.

She said the timing was interesting. Her husband was talking with the Copleys at this very moment.

I grunted. I’d helped set up the meeting although I hadn’t wanted to. I’d also given Hedges the bad news about Tierra Grande. He said “SHIT!” so loudly I thought the phone was going to explode.

Magdalena suggested we have lunch together.

My voice cracked as I agreed.
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