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   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles
  by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are
  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for
  decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  Foreword

  By Lawrence Block


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

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

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

  The third day I couldnt think of anything to do.

  So Florida didnt work out too well for us, and a couple of years later we were back in New York, where we all too clearly belong. But we had gone down there with high hopes, and while they lasted I found myself wondering what sort of books Id write in this new location. Wouldnt it be natural for me to set my future novels in Florida?

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

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

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

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

  Willefords military service, which included postwar re-enlistment in the army and a couple of stints in the air force, didnt end entirely until late in 1956. By then hed published three novels and a book of poetry and begun his academic career, first at the Biarritz American University then at a university in Lima, Peru, where he enrolled as a graduate student; that lasted until officials learned he didnt have a bachelors degree  or even a high school diploma.

  Doesnt that sound like something youd find in one of his novels? And after he left the air force for the last time, his rsum includes work as a professional boxer, an actor, a radio announcer, and a horse trainer. And doesnt that sound like something youd find on an about the author page, or a parody thereof?

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

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

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

  And, looking back, one can understand why. He gave every book his best shot, and everything he wrote was representative of the man himself. So why shouldnt it carry his name?

  Oh, he was an unusual fellow . . .

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

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

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

  Lawrence Block

  Greenwich Village


  

  



  Life is an effort that deserves a better cause.


   KARL KRAUS


  Theres a lot of bastards out there!


   WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS
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  Storeowners Gunned Down in Daring Daytime Holdup


  Los Angeles (U.P.I.)  In a daring daylight holdup, Samuel Stuka, 53, and his wife, Myra, 47, owners of Golden Liquors, 4126 South Figueroa Street, were shotgunned and
  wounded fatally by a tall man wearing a gray cowboy hat at ten this morning, according to Detective Hans Waggoner, University Station, investigator of the case.


  There was an eyewitness, Waggoner told reporters, and we are tracking some leads now. The man was alone and drove away in a red vehicle that was either a Camaro or a Nissan
  two-door with a horizontal fin across the trunk.


  The eyewitness, who was not named, heard the two shots, the detective said, and dived behind a hedge next to the store. He looked up when the killer got into the vehicle and drove away, but did
  not get the license number.


  The M.O. is familiar, Waggoner said, and we have some good leads. He did not elaborate, because the investigation was continuing.


  Mrs Robert L. Prentiss, the couples daughter, who resides in Covina with her husband and two children, Bobby, 4, and Jocelyn, 2, said that her father had bought the store three months
  ago, after moving to Los Angeles from Glen Ellyn, Ill., to be closer to his grandchildren.


  He was semi-retired, but needed a place to go every day, she said, and thats why he bought the store. My mother was only helping him out temporarily 
  Mrs Prentiss broke down then, and could not continue.


  The robbery of Golden Liquors was the third liquor store robbery this week in southwest L.A., but the Stukas were the only proprietors killed, Waggoner said. A shotgun was employed in the other
  two holdups as well.


  Mr Stuka probably put up some kind of resistance, Detective Waggoner said, which is a mistake if the robber has a sawed-off.


  


  Chapter One


  Detective-Sergeant Hoke Moseley, Miami Police Department, opened the front door of his house in Green Lakes, looked to the left and to the right. Then, barechested and
  barefooted, and wearing droopy white boxer shorts, he dashed out to pick up the Miami Herald from the front lawn. At six A.M. there was little need for this modesty.
  His neighbors were not up, and the eastern sky was barely turning a nacreous gray.


  The paper was usually delivered by five-thirty each morning by an angry Puerto Rican in a white Toyota, whose erratic throw from his speeding car never found the same spot on the lawn. The
  driver was still angry, Hoke thought on those mornings when he stood behind the screen door waiting for the paper, because Hoke had returned the delivery mans stamped, self-addressed
  Christmas card without including a check or a five-dollar bill as a tip.


  In the kitchen, Hoke pulled the slippery transparent cover from the paper, wadded it into a ball, and tossed it into the overflowing grocery bag that served as a garbage receptacle. He read the
  first paragraph in all of the frontpage stories. Another American hostage had been killed by a Shiite skyjacker in Lebanon. The new fare for Metrorail would (perhaps) be a quarter, a half-dollar,
  or a dollar, but the newest fare system would probably depend on which station the rider used to board the train. An eighteen-year-old Haitian, a recent graduate of Miami-Norland High School, had
  miraculously managed to obtain an appointment to the U.S. Air Force Academy, and the congressman who had appointed him had just discovered that the boy was an illegal alien and was awaiting
  deportation at the Krome Detention Center. This item reminded Hoke of the tasteless joke Commander Bill Henderson had told him yesterday in the departments cafeteria.


  How can you tell when a Haitians been in your backyard?


  How?


  Your mango trees been stripped and your dogs got AIDS.


  Hoke hadnt laughed. That wont work, Bill.


  Why not? I think its funny.


  No, it doesnt work, because everyone doesnt have a mango tree in his backyard, and not every Haitian has AIDS.


  Most of them have.


  No. I dont have a mango tree and neither do you.


  I mean AIDS. Most Haitians have AIDS.


  Not so. I think the figures less than one-half of one percent.


  Go fuck yourself, Hoke. Henderson got up from the table and left the cafeteria without finishing his coffee.


  Hokes reaction to Hendersons crummy humor had been another sign, but Hoke hadnt spotted it and neither had Bill Henderson. Ordinarily, when Bill told one of his jokes, Hoke
  at least grinned and said, Thats a good one, even when it was an out-of-context gag Bill had written down from the Johnny Carson monologue.


  But Hoke hadnt smiled for more than a week, and he hadnt laughed at anything for almost a month.


  Hoke sprinkled a liberal helping of Grape-Nuts into a plastic sieve and ran hot water from the tap over the cereal to make it soft enough that he could eat it without putting in his false teeth.
  When the cereal had softened sufficiently, he dumped it into a bowl and covered it with Half-and-Half. He then sliced a banana into the cereal, upended a pink packet of Sweet n Low over the
  mixture, and took the bowl and the newspaper out into the Florida room.


  The sun porch had open, jalousied windows on three sides, and a hot, damp breeze blew through them from the lake. The Florida room faced a square lake of green milk that had once been a gravel
  quarry. The backs of all of the houses were toward the lake in this Miami subdivision called Green Lakes. Not all of the homeowners, or renters, had glassed-in porches like Hoke. Some of them had
  redwood decks in back; others had settled for do-it-yourself concrete patios and barbecue pits; yet all of the houses in Green Lakes had been constructed originally from the same set of blueprints.
  Except for the different colors they had been painted, and repainted, and the addition of a few carports, there was little discernible difference among them.


  Hoke sat at a glass-topped wrought-iron table in a webbed patio chair and then realized that he didnt have a spoon. He returned to the kitchen, got a spoon, sat at the table again, and
  slowly gummed his Grape-Nuts and chopped bananas as he read the sports section. Ron Fraser, the Miami Hurricanes baseball coach, who had coached the team to its second win in the college
  World Series in Omaha, said he might retire in three, maybe four more years, or he might even renegotiate a new contract. It must be hard, Hoke thought, for a sports writer to turn in something
  every day when there was nothing worthwhile to report.


  Hoke then turned to Doonesbury, which was poking fun at Palm Beach for requiring mandatory ID cards for non-resident blue-collar workers on the island. Hoke was overwhelmed instantly with a
  formless feeling of nostalgia. Palm Beach was right across the inlet from Singer Island, and Singer Island, at the moment, was where Hoke wanted to be. Not in his fathers huge four-bedroom
  house up there, on the Lake Worth intracoastal waterway, but in a hotel or motel room facing the sea where no one could find him and force him to read the fifteen new Incident Reports, with their
  fifteen attached Supplementary Reports, or supps as they were called in the department.


  Hoke shook his head to clear it, glanced at the box scores, and noticed that the Cubs had dropped another game to the Mets  three so far in a three-game series. He threw the paper down in
  disgust. The Cubs, he thought, should be able to beat the Mets every game. What in hell was the matter with them? Every season it happened this way. The Cubs would be three or four games ahead of
  everybody, and then drop into a mid-season slump, and then down and down they would plummet into the supps, the supps, the supps . . .


  The drapes were pulled back suddenly inside the master bedroom by Ellita Sanchez. Hoke turned slightly and waved languidly with his right hand. Ellita, still in her pink shorty nightgown and
  wearing a purple satin peignoir, smiled broadly and waved back. Then she waddled away from the sliding glass doors toward the bathroom, the one she shared with Hokes daughters, Sue Ellen and
  Aileen  and with Hoke when he could find it unoccupied.


  The morning had begun, another broiling, typically humid June day in Miami. It was Thursday, but it could just as easily have been a Tuesday or a Friday. The summer days were all alike, hot and
  blazing, with late-afternoon thundershowers that did nothing to relieve the heat and only added to the humidity. Ellita Sanchez, eight months pregnant and now on indefinite maternity leave from the
  department, would make a pot of Cuban coffee and bring it out in a Thermos to Hoke. She would have one quick cup with Hoke before returning to the kitchen to fry two eggs, sunny side up, and to
  toast four slices of Cuban bread that she would slather with margarine. Ellitas doctor had told her not to drink any more coffee until after the baby was born, but she drank the thick black
  Cuban brew anyway, at least one cup, and more often two.


  My baby, she explained to Hoke, will be half Cuban, so I dont see how one or two little one-ounce cups of coffee can hurt him before hes born.


  Ellita didnt know the fathers last name. His first name was Bruce; she had picked him up for a one-night stand (her first, she had told Hoke) and gotten pregnant as a result.
  Bruce, whoever he was, did not know that he was going to be a father, and he had probably never thought of Ellita again after the two hours he spent with her in his Coral Gables apartment. A blond,
  blue-eyed insurance salesman, twenty-five years old  that was almost all Ellita knew about Bruce. That much, and that he had two black tufted moles one inch below his left nipple. Ellita was
  thirty-two years old, and she was not only reconciled to having the unplanned baby, she was looking forward to it. If it was a boy, she was going to name him Pep, after her uncle who had
  died in one of Castros prisons; and if it was a girl, she was going to name her Merita, after her aunt, Peps wife, who still lived in Cuba. Ellita didnt care whether it
  was a boy or a girl, just as long as she had a healthy baby. She had prayed that her child would not have any tufted moles beneath its left nipple  in either case  but she was
  prepared to accept them if that was the will of God.


  When her eggs and toast were ready, Ellita would bring her plate out to the glass table and rejoin Hoke. With her knife and fork she would fastidiously cut away the white part surrounding the
  barely cooked yellow yolks and eat the white part first. Then she would eat the yolks, scooping them up one at a time and shoveling them into her mouth without breaking them. This was the part Hoke
  could barely stand to watch, the runny yellow yolk oozing through Ellitas strong white teeth. But he couldnt say anything to Ellita about this practice, this disgusting habit, because
  she paid half the rent and half the utilities on the Green Lakes house. Ellita was Hokes partner in the Homicide Division, and she would be his active partner again when her maternity leave
  was over and she came back to work, so Hoke could only give her criticism or suggestions as a police officer. His supervisory status did not extend to the home, to her eating habits, to her
  sleeping with earrings on, or to her wearing a layer of sprayed musk on top of her overdose of Shalimar perfume.


  Hoke did not sleep with Ellita; he never had, and he never would. She was an investigator assigned to him as a junior partner in the Homicide Division, and that was that. But Hoke needed her in
  the house, and not just because he wouldnt have been able to swing all of the expenses by himself. Ellita had also helped him considerably with his two teenage daughters.


  The girls had been living with Hoke for six months now, after being sent back to Hoke by their mother, who had moved from Vero Beach, Florida, to Glendale, California, to marry Curly Peterson, a
  black pinch hitter for the Dodgers. Sue Ellen, sixteen, had a job at the Green Lakes Car Wash and planned to drop out of school permanently when high school started again in September, so she could
  keep making monthly payments on her new Puch moped. Aileen, fourteen, had been helping around the house and had found a few baby-sitting jobs in the neighborhood, but she would be required by law
  to go back to school in the fall. Aileen wanted to quit school, too. Both girls adored Ellita Sanchez, and they ate their fried eggs each morning in imitation of Ellita. Hoke could not prevent the
  girls from continuing this disgusting habit; anything he said to them would be construed by Ellita as an indirect critique of her.


  Hoke had discussed this dilemma with Bill Henderson, his previous partner, and Bill had told him that the only thing he could do was to eat his breakfast alone, preferably before Ellita and the
  girls got up in the morning. If he didnt watch them eating their eggs, and if he tried to put it out of his mind, perhaps, in time, he wouldnt think about it. And as a rule, this was
  what Hoke did. He would eat his Grape-Nuts out on the porch, and then when Ellita joined him with her plate, he would pour his coffee and take it into the living room, there to sit in his La-Z-Boy
  recliner in front of the television while he watched the morning news.


  Hoke preferred to get up before the females anyway, so he could take his shot at the bathroom for his shower and shave. Once the rest of them were up, the wait for the bathroom could be
  interminable. One bathroom was not enough for four people, but that was the way the contractor had saved money when he built the Green Lakes subdivision in the mid-fifties, and there were several
  families much larger than Hokes in the subdivision making do.


  Ellita brought out the Thermos of coffee, an empty regular-sized cup, and a demitasse cup. She poured the coffee  four ounces for Hoke, one ounce for herself  and asked what was
  new in the paper.


  Im finished with it. Hoke shrugged. He took his filled cup into the living room and sat in his La-Z-Boy, but he didnt switch on the television.


  When Ellita had started her maternity leave, two weeks before, Major Brownley, the Homicide Division chief, had told Hoke he wouldnt be able to replace her. Hoke had Ellita and a young
  investigator named Teodoro Gonzalez (immediately nicknamed Speedy by the other detectives in the division) working for him on the cold case files. In the beginning this
  was supposed to have been a temporary assignment, but the three of them had so handily solved a half-dozen old murder cases that the major had made it a permanent assignment, with Hoke in charge.
  Without Ellita, and without any replacement for her, Hoke would have to depend solely on Gonzalez  a bright young investigator, but a man without a sense of direction  for most of the
  legwork. Gonzalez had a B.A. degree in economics from Florida International University in Miami, and had served only one year as a patrolman in Liberty City before being promoted to plainclothes
  investigator in the Homicide Division. He hadnt actually earned this promotion, but had been elevated because he was a Latin with a bachelors degree. His black patrol sergeant in
  Liberty City had recommended Gonzalez for the promotion, but that was because the sergeant had wanted to get the man the hell out of his section. Despite the map in his patrol car, and the simple
  system of streets and avenues in Miami (avenues run north and south; streets run east and west), Gonzalez had spent half of his patrol hours lost, unable to locate the addresses he was dispatched
  to find. Gonzalez was willing and affable, and Hoke liked the kid, but Hoke knew that when he sent him out to do some legwork, an important function on cold cases, Gonzalez would spend most of his
  time lost somewhere in the city. Once Gonzalez had been unable to get to the Orange Bowl, even though he could see it from the expressway, because he couldnt find an exit that would get him
  there.


  Gonzalez had, however, prepared Hokes income tax return, and Hoke had received a $380 refund. Gonzalez had also prepared Ellitas Form 1040, and she had received a refund of $180
  when she had expected to pay an additional $320, so they thenceforth both admired Gonzalezs ability with figures. Hoke had given Gonzalez responsibility for the time sheets and mileage
  reports, and they had had no trouble in getting reimbursed. Beyond this, however, Hoke didnt know quite what to do with Gonzalez and the fifteen new supps that had been deposited in his
  in-box the day before.


  These supps all represented new cold cases which, in Hokes opinion, were still too warm to be considered inactive. What these cases really were were difficult cases that other detectives
  in the division considered hopeless. But they were also much too recent to be hopeless, as Hoke had discovered by glancing through them yesterday afternoon. Hoke was getting them via interoffice
  mail because Major Brownley had put a notice on the bulletin board directing detectives in the division to turn over all of the cold cases they were currently working on to Sergeant Moseley. These
  new cases, added to the ten Hoke had selected already from the back files to work on, because they had possibilities, were not, in Hokes opinion, beyond hope. Even his cursory reading of the
  new supps had indicated that the detectives could have done a lot more work on them before putting them on his back burner. What it amounted to, Hoke concluded, was a way for these lazy bastards to
  clear their desks of tough investigations and shift them over to him and Gonzalez. All fifteen supps had yellow tags affixed to the folders, meaning that there was no statute of limitations on
  these crimes because they were homicides, rapes, or missing-person cases. Hoke realized that his desk would be the new dumping ground for more and more cases from detectives who had run out of
  routine leads and gotten down to the gritty part of thinking about fresh angles that were not routine. The chances were, he thought gloomily as he finished his coffee and put the cup on the
  magazine table next to the La-Z-Boy, that there would be a few more of them in his in-box when he got down to his cubbyhole office on the third floor of the Miami Police Station.


  Hoke stopped thinking about this new idea. Then he stopped thinking altogether, closed his eyes, and sat back in the chair.


  The girls got up. (They shared a bedroom, Ellita had the master bedroom, and Hoke had the tiny eight-by-six-foot bedroom that was originally supposed to be either a den or a
  sewing room at the back of the house next to the Florida room.) They used the bathroom, took their showers, and fixed their breakfasts. They jabbered with Ellita out in the Florida room but
  didnt disturb Hoke when they saw him with his eyes closed, sitting in his chair. At seven forty-five, Sue Ellen kissed Hoke on the forehead (he apparently didnt feel it) before
  getting on her moped and riding off to work at the Green Lakes Car Wash. Ellita and Aileen washed and dried the dishes in the kitchen, and then, at eight oclock, Ellita touched Hokes
  bare shoulder gingerly, told him the time, and said that the bathroom, if he wanted it, was clear again. But Hoke did not reply.


  At eight-thirty Ellita said to Aileen:


  I think your fathers gone back to sleep in his chair. Why dont you wake him and tell him its eight-thirty? I know he has to work because he told me last night he had
  fifteen new supps to read through today.


  Its eight-thirty, Daddy, Aileen said, her right hand ruffling the stiff black hairs on Hokes back and shoulders. Aileen, every time she got an opportunity, liked to
  feel the hair on Hokes back and shoulders with the tips of her fingers.


  Hoke didnt reply, and she kissed him wetly on the cheek. Are you awake, Daddy? Hey! You in there, old sleepyhead, its after eight-thirty!


  Hoke didnt open his eyes, but she could tell from the way he was breathing that he wasnt asleep. Aileen shrugged her skinny shoulders and told Ellita, who was sorting laundry from
  the hamper into three piles, that she had given up on waking her father. But hes really awake, she said. I can tell. Hes just pretending to be asleep.


  Aileen was wearing a white T-shirt with a Mr Appetizer hot dog on the front; some of the egg yolk from her breakfast had spilled onto the brown frankfurter. Ellita pointed to it,
  and Aileen stripped off the T-shirt and handed it to her. Aileen did not wear a brassiere, nor did she need one. She was a tall skinny girl, with adolescent chest bumps, and her curly sandy hair
  was cut short, the way boys used to have theirs trimmed back in the 1950s. From the back, she could have been mistaken for a boy, even though she wore dangling silver earrings, because so many boys
  her age in Green Lakes wore earrings, too.


  Aileen returned to her bedroom to get a clean T-shirt, and Ellita went into the living room. Hoke, she said, if you arent going downtown, dyou want me to call
  in sick for you?


  Hoke didnt stir in his chair. Ellita shrugged and put the first load of laundry into the washer in the utility room off the kitchen. She then made the bed in her bedroom (the girls were
  supposed to make their own), hung up a few things in her walk-in closet, and gave Aileen $1.50 for lunch money. Aileen, together with her girlfriend Candi Allen, who lived on the next block, were
  going to be driven to the Venetian Pool in Coral Gables by the girls mother. They would be there until three P.M., and then Mrs Allen would pick them up and bring
  them back to Green Lakes. Aileen left the house, carrying her bathing suit in a plastic Burdines shopping bag, after kissing her father again and running the tips of her fingers through the
  hair on his back and shoulders.


  By eleven A.M., when Hoke had not stirred from his chair  he had urinated in his shorts, and there was a large damp spot on the brown corduroy cushion 
  Ellita was concerned enough to telephone Commander Bill Henderson at the Homicide Division. Bill Henderson, who had been promoted to commander a few months back, was now the Administrative
  Executive Officer for the division, and all of the paperwork in the division  going and coming  crossed his desk before he did something about it or routed it to someone else. Bill
  did not enjoy this newly created position, nor did he like the responsibility that went with it, but he liked the idea of being a commander, and the extra money.


  Ellita told Bill that Hoke had been sitting in the chair since breakfast, that he had pissed his underpants, and that although he was awake, she could not get him to acknowledge her
  presence.


  Put him on the phone, Bill said. Let me talk to him.


  You dont understand, Bill. Hes just sitting there. His eyes are open now, and hes staring at the wall, but he isnt really looking at the wall.


  Whats the matter with him?


  I dont know, Bill. Thats why I called you. I know hes supposed to go to work today, because he got fifteen new supps yesterday and he has to read through them this
  morning.


  Tell him, Bill said, that I just gave him five supps on top of that. I handed them to Speedy Gonzalez about fifteen minutes ago.


  I dont think that will make an impression.


  Tell him anyway.


  Ellita went into the living room and told Hoke that Bill Henderson just told her to tell him that he now had five more supps to look at, in addition to the fifteen Bill had sent him
  yesterday.


  Hoke did not respond.


  Ellita returned to the phone in the kitchen. He didnt react, Bill. I think youd better tell Major Brownley that somethings wrong. I think I should call a doctor, but
  I didnt want to do that without talking to you or Major Brownley first.


  Dont call a doctor, Ellita. Ill drive out and talk to Hoke myself. If theres nothing radically wrong with him, and I dont think there is, I can cover for him
  and Major Brownleyll never know anything about it.


  Have you had lunch yet, Bill?


  No, not yet.


  Then dont stop for anything on your way over, and Ill fix you something here. Please. Come right away.


  Ellita went back into the living room to tell Hoke that Bill was coming to the house, but Hoke was no longer sitting in his chair. He wasnt in the bathroom, either. She opened the door to
  his bedroom and found him supine on his narrow army cot. He had pulled the sheet over his head.


  I told Bill you werent feeling well, Hoke, and hes coming right over. If you go back to sleep with the sheet over your face, you wont get enough air and youll
  wake up with a headache.


  The room air conditioner was running, but Ellita turned it to High-Cool before closing the door. Low-Cool was comfortable enough for nighttime, but with the sun on this side of the house, it
  would be too warm in the afternoon.


  Bill arrived, and after pulling the sheet away from Hokes face, talked to him for about ten minutes. Hoke stared at the ceiling and didnt respond to any of Bills questions.
  Bill was a large man with big feet and a huge paunch, and he had a brutal, metal-studded smile. When he came out of Hokes room, he carried his brown and white seersucker jacket over his left
  arm, and he had taken off his necktie.


  Ellita had fixed two tuna salad sandwiches and heated a can of Campbells tomato soup. When Bill came into the kitchen, she put his lunch on a tray and asked him if he wanted to eat in the
  dining room or out in the Florida room.


  In here. Bill pulled out an Eames chair at the white pedestal dining table and sat down. Its too hot out there without any air conditioning. The announcer on the
  radio coming over said it would be ninety-two today, but it seems hotter than that already.


  Bill bit into a tuna salad sandwich, sweet with chopped Vidalia onions, and Ellita put two heaping tablespoons of Le Creme into his steaming tomato soup.


  Whats that? Bill said, frowning.


  Le Creme. It turns ordinary tomato soup into a gourmet treat. I read about it in Vanidades.


  When you called me, Ellita, I thought maybe Hoke was just kidding around, and I was half ready to kick him in the ass for scaring you. But there is something definitely wrong with
  him.


  Thats what I was trying to tell you.


  I know. But I still dont think we should tell Major Brownley. Was Hoke sick to his stomach, or anything like that?


  No. He was all right when I fixed his coffee this morning, and hed already read the paper.


  Bill stirred the soup in his bowl; the creamy globs of Le Creme dissolved in a pinkish marble pattern. I dont want to scare you any more than you are already, Ellita  but
   hows the baby coming, by the way? All right?


  Im fine, Bill, dont worry about me. Ive put on ten pounds more than the doctor wanted me to, but he doesnt know everything. He told me Id have morning
  sickness, too, but I havent been sick once. What about Hoke?


  What it looks like to me, and Ive seen it more than once in Vietnam, is combat fatigue. Thats what we used to call it. A mans mind gets overwhelmed with
  everything in combat, you see, and then his mind blanks it all out. But it isnt serious. They used to send these guys back to the hospital, wrap them in a wet sheet for three days, put
  em to sleep, and theyd wake up okay again. Then theyd be back on the line as if nothing had happened.


  Its all psychological, you mean?


  Something like that  and temporary. That wasnt a big problem in the Army. In the department, though, it could be. If Major Brownley calls in the department shrink to look at
  Hoke, Im pretty sure thats what hed call this. I mean, not combat fatigue, but burnout or mid-life crisis, and then it would go on
  Hokes record. Thats not the kind of thing a cop needs on his permanent medical record.


  Hokes only forty-three, Bill. That isnt middle-aged.


  It can happen at thirty-three, Ellita. You dont have to be middle-aged to go through a mid-life crisis. Instead of telling Brownley, it might be best if we keep this to ourselves.
  Ill fill in the papers, and we can put Hoke on a thirty-day leave without pay. I can forge his name easily enough. I did it plenty of times when we were partners. Then Ill call his
  father up in Riviera Beach and get him to take Hoke in for a few weeks. If Hokes up there on Singer Island, instead of here with you, Brownley wont be able to come and check on
  him.


  I dont think Mr Moseleyll like that, Bill. And I know his wife wont. I met her once, when the two of them were going on a cruise, and shes one of those society
  types. The sundress she had on when she came to the ship mustve cost at least four hundred dollars.


  Theres not even any back to a sundress.


  Make it three-fifty then. But she looked down her nose at me. She doesnt approve of lady cops, I think.


  Hokes old mans got all of the money in the world. Ill talk to Mr Moseley, and he can get his own doctor to look at Hoke. A visit to the department shrink is supposed
  to be confidential, but it always gets out sooner or later. This thing with Hokell blow over soon, I know it will, and if we can get him out of town for a few days no onell ever know
  the fucking difference.


  Whatll I tell the girls?


  Tell them Hokes gone on a vacation. Ill call Mr Moseley on your phone after I finish eating  the soups good with this stuff, by the way  and you can
  drive Hoke up there this afternoon. You can still drive, cant you?


  Sure. I go to the store every day.


  Okay, then. Take Hokes Pontiac. Your cars too small for him, and you can drive him up there right after I call and explain everything to Mr Moseley. Youll still be
  back in plenty of time to fix dinner for the girls. If not, you can always send out for a pizza.


  Ellita nibbled her lower lip. You really think Hokell be all right?


  Hell be fine. Bill looked at his wristwatch. Its one-fifteen. If anyone ever asks you, Hokes been on an official thirty-day leave of absence since eight
  A.M. this morning.


  Hoke hadnt planned it that way, but thats how he got back to Singer Island.
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