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When Chili first came to Miami Beach twelve years ago they were having one of their off-and-on cold winters: thirty-four degrees the day he met Tommy Carlo for lunch at Vesuvios on South Collins and had his leather jacket ripped off. One his wife had given him for Christmas a year ago, before they moved down here.

Chili and Tommy were both from Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, old buddies now in business together. Tommy Carlo was connected to a Brooklyn crew through his uncle, a guy named Momo, Tommy keeping his books and picking up betting slips till Momo sent him to Miami, with a hundred thousand to put on the street as loan money. Chili was connected through some people on his mothers side, the Manzara brothers. He worked usually for Manzara Moving & Storage in Bensonhurst, finding high-volume customers for items such as cigarettes, TVs, VCRs, stepladders, dresses, frozen orange juice. ... But he could never be a made guy himself because of tainted blood, some Sunset Park Puerto Rican on his fathers side, even though he was raised Italian. Chili didnt care to be made anyway, get into all that bullshit having to do with respect. It was bad enough having to treat these guys like they were your heroes, smile when they made some stupid remark they thought was funny. Though it was pretty nice, go in a restaurant on 86th or Cropsey Avenue the way they knew his name, still a young guy then, and would bust their ass to wait on him. His wife Debbie ate it up, until they were married a few years and she got pregnant. Then it was a different story. Debbie said with a child coming into their lives he had to get a regular job, quit associating with those people and bitched at him till he said okay, all right, Jesus, and lined up the deal with Tommy Carlo in Miami. He told Debbie hed be selling restaurant supplies to the big hotels like the Fontainebleau and she believed himtill they were down here less than a year and he had his jacket ripped off.

This time at Vesuvios, they finished eating, Tommy said hed see him at the barbershopwhere they had a phone in backturned up the collar of his Palm Beach sport coat for whatever good it would do him and took off. Chili went in the checkroom to get his jacket and all that was in there were a couple of raincoats and a leather flight jacket mustve been from World War Two. When Chili got the manager, an older Italian guy in a black suit, the manager looked around the practically empty checkroom and asked Chili, You dont find it? Is not one of these?

Chili said, You see a black leather jacket, fingertip length, has lapels like a suitcoat? You dont, you owe me three seventy-nine. The manager told him to look at the sign there on the wall. we cannot be responsible for lost articles. Chili said to him, I bet you can if you try. I didnt come down to sunny Florida to freeze my ass. You follow me? You get the coat back or you give me the three seventy-nine my wife paid for it at Alexanders.

So then the manager got a waiter over and they talked to each other in Italian for a while, the waiter nervous or he was anxious to get back to folding napkins. Chili caught some of what they were saying and a name that came up a few times, Ray Barboni. He knew the name, a guy they called Bones hed seen hanging out at the Cardozo Hotel on the beach. Ray Bones worked for a guy named Jimmy Capotorto whod recently taken over a local operation from a deceased guy named Ed Grossibut that was another story. The manager said to the waiter, Explain to him Mr. Barboni borrow the coat.

The waiter, trying to act like an innocent bystander, said, Somebody take his coat, you know, leave this old one. So Mr. Barboni put on this other coat that fit him pretty good. He say he gonna borrow it.

Chili said, Wait a minute, and had the waiter, who didnt seem to think it was unusual for some asshole to take a jacket that didnt belong to him, explain it again.

He didnt take it, the waiter said, he borrow it. See, we get his coat for him and he return the one he borrow. Or I think maybe if its your coat, the waiter said, he give it to you. He was wearing it, you know, to go home. He wasnt gonna keep it.

My car keys are in the pocket, Chili said.

They both looked at him now, the manager and the waiter, like they didnt understand English.

What Im saying, Chili said, howm I suppose to go get my coat if I dont have the keys to my car?


The manager said theyd call him a taxi.

Lemme get it straight, Chili said. You arent responsible for any lost articles like an expensive coat of mine, but youre gonna find Ray Bones coat or get him a new one. Is that what youre telling me?

Basically, he saw they werent telling him shit, other than Ray Bones was a good customer who came in two three times a week and worked for Jimmy Cap. They didnt know where he lived and his phone number wasnt in the book. So Chili called Tommy Carlo at the barbershop, told him the situation, asked him a few times if he believed it and if hed come by, pick him up.

I want to get my coat. Also pull this guys head out of his ass and nail him one.

Tommy said, Tomorrow, I see on the TV weather, its gonna be nice and warm. You wont need the coat.

Chili said, Debbie gave me it for Christmas, for Christ sake. I go home, shes gonna want to know where its at.

So tell her you lost it.

Shes still in bed since the miscarriage. You cant talk to her. I mean in a way that makes any fuckin sense if you have to explain something.

Tommy said, Hey, Chil? Then dont fuckin tell her.

Chili said, The guy takes my coat, I cant ask for it back?

Tommy Carlo picked him up at the restaurant and they stopped by Chilis apartment on Meridian where they were living at the time so he could run in and get something. He tried to be quiet about it, grab a pair of gloves out of the front closet and leave, but Debbie heard him.

She said from the bedroom, Ernie, is that you? She never called him Chili. She called him honey in her invalid voice if she wanted something. Honey? Would you get my pills for me from the sink in the kitchen and a glass of water, please, while youre up? Pause. Or, nohoney? Gimme a glass of milk instead and some of those cookies, the ones you got at Winn-Dixie, you know the chocolate chip ones? Dragging it out in this tired voice she used since the miscarriage, three months ago. Taking forever now to ask him what time it was, the alarm clock sitting on the bed table a foot away if she turned her head. They had known each other since high school, when hed played basketball and she was a baton twirler with a nice ass. Chili told her it was three-thirty and he was running late for an appointment; bye. He heard her say, Honey? Would you ... but he was out of there.

In the car driving the few blocks over to the Victor Hotel on Ocean Drive, Tommy Carlo said, Get your coat, but dont piss the guy off, okay? It could get complicated and wed have to call Momo to straighten it out. Okay? Then Momo gets pissed for wasting his time and we dont need it. Right?

Chili was thinking that if he was always bringing Debbie her pills, how did they get back to the kitchen after? But he heard Tommy and said to him, Dont worry about it. I wont say any more than I have to, if that.

He put on his black leather gloves going up the stairs to the third floor, knocked on the door three times, waited, pulling the right-hand glove on tight, and when Ray Bones opened the door Chili nailed him. One punch, not seeing any need to throw the left. He got his coat from a chair in the sitting room, looked at Ray Bones bent over holding his nose and mouth, blood all over his hands, his shirt, and walked out. Didnt say one word to him.



Ernesto Palmer got the name Chili originally because he was hot-tempered as a kid growing up. The name given to him by his dad, who worked on the docks for the Bull Line when he wasnt drinking. Now he was Chili, Tommy Carlo said, because he had chilled down and didnt need the hot temper. All he had to do was turn his eyes dead when he looked at a slow pay, not say more than three words, and the guy would sell his wifes car to make the payment. Chili said the secret was in how you prepped the loan customer.

A guy comes to see you, it doesnt matter how much he wants or why he needs it, you say to him up front before you give him a dime, You sure you want to take this money? Youre not gonna put up your house or sign any papers. What youre gonna give me is your word youll pay it back so much a week at interest. You tell him, If you dont think you can pay at least the vig every week when its due, please dont take the fuckin money, it wouldnt be worth it to you. If the guy hesitates at all, Well, Im pretty sure I can says anything like that, I tell him, No, Im advising you now, dont take the fuckin money. The guy will beg for it, take an oath on his kids hell pay you on time. You know hes desperate or he wouldnt be borrowing shylock money in the first place. So you tell him, Okay, but you miss even one payment youre gonna be sorry you ever came here. You never tell the guy what could happen to him. Let him use his imagination, hell think of something worse. In other words, dont talk when you dont have to. Whats the point?

It was the same thing getting his coat back. What was there to say?

So now it was up to Ray Bones. If getting his nose busted and his teeth pushed in pissed him off hed have to do something about it. Some things you couldnt prevent. Tommy Carlo told him to get lost for a while, go fishing in the Keys. But how was he going to do that with Debbie an invalid, afraid to take a leak she might see blood?

He imagined different ways Ray Bones might try for him. Eating at Vesuvios, look up, theres Bones pointing a gun. Or coming out of the barbershop on Arthur Godfrey Road where they had their office in back. Or, nositting on one of the chairs while hes shooting the shit with Fred and Ed, which he did sometimes when there werent customers in the place. That would appeal to Ray Bones, with his limited mentality: the barbershop was here and it was the way guys had gotten hit before, like Albert Anastasia, that Ray Bones would know about. Chili said shit, went over to S.W. Eighth Street and bought a snub-nosed .38 off a Cuban. The famous Smit and Wayson model treinta y ocho.

It happened when Chili was in the backroom office making entries in the collection book. Through the wallboard he heard Fred say, Paris? Yeah, I been there plenty of times. Its right offa Seventy-nine. Ed saying, Hell it is, its on Sixty-eight. Its only seventeen miles from Lexington. Fred saying, Whatre you talking about, Paris, Kentucky, or Paris, Tennessee? Then a silence, no answer to the question.

Chili looked up from the collection book, listened a moment to nothing, opened the desk drawer and got out the .38. He aimed it at the open doorway. Now he saw Ray Bones appear in the back hall, Bones in the doorway to the office, his face showing surprise to see a gun aimed at him. He began firing the big Colt auto in his hand maybe before he was ready, the gun making an awful racket, when Chili pulled the trigger and shot him in the head. The .38 slug creased Ray Bones, as it turned out, from hairline to crown, put a groove in his scalp they closed up at Mt. Sinai with more than thirty stitchesChili hearing about it later. He pried two slugs out of the wall and found another one in the file cabinet he showed Tommy Carlo.

Tommy called Momo and Momo got in touch with Jimmy Cap, taking the situation to the table, so to speak, discuss whether Ray Bones had been shown disrespect by an associate from another crew, or was it his own fault he got shot. Otherwise it could get out of hand if they let it go, didnt make a judgment. The two bosses decided this coat thing and what came out of it was bullshit, forget it. Jimmy Cap would tell Ray Bones he was lucky he wasnt dead, the guys wife had given him the coat for Christmas for Christ sake. That was the end of the incident, twelve years ago, except for one unexpected event that came out of it right away, and something else that would happen now, in the present.

The unexpected event was Debbie walking out on Chili, going home to Bay Ridge to live with her mother over a clothing store.


It happened because during the discussion period Momo called Chili to get his sideas a favor to Tommy Carlo, otherwise he would never have spoken to him directlyand Debbie listened in on the extension. All Momo told Chili was to cut out the schoolyard bullshit, grow up. But that was enough for Debbie to know Chili was still connected. She went so far as to get out of bed to keep after him, wanting to know what he was doing with Momo and those people, becoming screechy about it until finally he told her, so he was working for Momo for Christ sake, so what? Thinking it would shut her up and hed get the silent treatment for about a month, which he could use. But instead of that she became hysterical, telling him, Thats why I had the miscarriage, I knew it. I knew you were back in that life and the baby knew it from me and didnt want to be born!

What? Because its dad was operating a quick-loan business? Helping out poor schmucks that couldnt get it from a bank? How did you talk to a woman who believed an unborn kid would know something like that? He tried. He told her she ought to see a doctor, get her fuckin brain looked at. Debbies last words to him, she said, You think youre so smart, lets see you get a divorce, big shot. In other words she would pass up alimony and live with her mother over a clothing store to prevent his ever remarrying. Debbie, too dumb to realize the world had changed with rock and roll and the pill, believed it would keep him from ever getting laid again.

Chili, from then until now, went with a succession of women, some on a serious basis, some not. There was one named Rose, a bartender, who lived with him a few years. One named Vera, a go-go dancer he fell in love with, but he couldnt stand other guys watching her and they broke up. He took out women who were waitresses, beauticians, sales clerks at Dadeland Mall, would take them to dinner and a movie, sometimes to bed. There was a singer named Nicole he liked a lot, but her whole life seemed to be rock and roll and he never knew what she was talking about. Chili liked women and was comfortable with them without putting on any kind of act. He was who he was and they seemed to go for him. What some of the women didnt go for was seeing so many movies, practically every time they went out. They would get the feeling he liked movies more than he did them.

The other thing that came out of the coat incident, now twelve years later, happened right after they got word about Momo, shot dead as he left a restaurant on West 56th in Manhattan, and Tommy Carlo went to attend the funeral. The day after that Chili had a couple of visitors come in the shop looking for him, a big colored guy he had never seen before and Ray Bones.



They cut straight hair in this place, Bones asked Chili, or just fags?

Times changed. Fred and Ed were gone and a couple of guys named Peter and Tim were doing hair of either sex in an art deco backstage-looking setup, light bulbs around rose-colored mirrors. They were okay. They had Chili combing his hair straight back, no part, like Michael Douglas in Wall Street.

Chili had changed too in the past dozen years, tired of showing respect to people he thought were assholes. Momo had been okay, but guys in his crew would come down to Miami on vacation and act like hard-ons, expecting him and Tommy to show them around, get them broads. Chili would tell the hard-ons, Hey, Im not your pimp, and theyd give Tommy a bad time because he was Momos nephew and had to go along. The result of this situation, Chili was phasing himself out of the shylock business, only handling a few regular customers now who didnt give them any trouble. He was also doing midnight car repossessions for small loan companies and some collection work for local merchants and a couple of Las Vegas casinos, making courtesy calls. He had chilled down a few more degrees too.

Still, he couldnt help saying to Ray Bones, The way youre losing your hair, Bones, you oughta let these guys style what you have left, see if they can cover up that scar. Or they can fit you with a rug, either way.

Fuck him. Chili knew what was coming.

There werent any customers in the shop. Ray Bones told Peter and Tim to go get a coffee. They left making faces and the big colored guy backed Chili into a barber chair, telling him, This man is the man. You understand what Im saying? Hes Mr. Bones, you speak to him from now on.

Chili watched Mr. Bones go into the back hall toward the office and said to the colored guy, You can do bettern him.

Not these days, the colored guy said. Not less you can talk Spanish.

Bones came out with the collection book open, looking at all the names of who owed, the amounts and due dates in a green spiral notebook. He said to Chili, How you work it, you handle the spics and Tommy the white people?

Chili told himself it was time to keep his mouth shut.

The colored guy said, The mans talking to you.

Hes outta business but dont know it, Bones said, looking up from the book. Theres nothing around here for you no more.

I can see that, Chili said. He watched Bones put his nose in the book again.

How much you got working?

About three and a half.

Shit, ten grand a week. Whatd Momo let you have?

Twenty percent.

And you fucked him outta what, another twenty?

Chili didnt answer. Bones turned a page, read down the entries and stopped.

You got a miss. Guys six weeks over.

He died, Chili said.

How you know he died, he tell you?

Ray Bones checked the colored guy to get some appreciation, but the guy was busy looking at hair rinses and shit on the counter. Chili didnt give him anything either. He was thinking he could kick Mr. Bones in the nuts if he came any closer, then get up and nail him. If the big colored guy would leave.

He got killed, Chili said, in that TransAm jet went down in the Everglades.

Who told you?

Chili got out of the chair, went in the back office and returned with a stack of Miami Heralds. He dropped them on the floor in front of Bones and got back in the chair.

Help yourself. You find him on the list of victims, Leo Devoe. Hes Paris Cleaners on Federal Highway about 124th Street.

Bones nudged the stack of newspapers with a toe of his cream-colored perforated shoes that matched his slacks and sport shirt. The front page on top said TransAm Crash Kills 117. Chili watched Bones toe his way through editions with headlines that said Winds Probed in Crash ... Windshear Warning Was Issued ... Nightmare Descends Soon After Farewells ... getting down to a page of small photographs, head shots, and a line that read, Special Report: The Tragic Toll.

His wife told me he was on the flight, Chili said. I kept checking till I saw, yeah, he was.

His picture in here?

Near the bottom. You have to turn the paper over.

Bones still wasnt going to bend down, strain himself. He looked up from the newspapers. Maybe he took out flight insurance. Check with the wife.

Its your book now, Chili said. You want to check it out, go ahead.

The colored guy came over from the counter to stand next to the chair.

Ray Bones said, Six weeks juice is twenty-seven hunnerd on top of the fifteen you gave him. Get it from the guys wife or out of your pocket, I dont give a fuck. You dont hand me a book with a miss in it.

Payback time, Chili said. You know that coat? I gave it to the Salvation Army two years ago.


What coat? Bones said.

He knew.

The colored guy stood close, staring into Chilis face, while Bones worked on the Michael Douglas hairdo, shearing off a handful at a time with a pair of scissors, telling Chili it was to remind him when he looked in the mirror he owed fifteen plus whatever the juice, right? The juice would keep running till he paid. Chili sat still, hearing the scissors snip-snipping away, knowing it had nothing to do with money. He was being paid back again, this time for reminding Ray Bones he had a scar that showed white where he was getting bald. It was all kid stuff with these guys, the way they acted tough. Like Momo had said, schoolyard bullshit. These guys never grew up. Still, if they were holding a pair of scissors in your face when they told you something, you agreed to it. At least for the time being.

Chili was still in the chair when the new-wave barbers came back and began to comment, telling him they could perm what was left or give him a moderate spike, shave the sides, laser stripes were popular. Chili told them to cut the shit and even it off. While they worked on him he sat there wondering if it was possible Leo Devoe had taken out flight insurance or if the wife had thought about suing the airline. It was something he could mention to her.

But what happened when he dropped by their house in North Miamithe idea, see what he could find out about any insurancethe wife, Fay, stopped him cold. She said, I wish he really was dead, the son of a bitch.



She didnt say it right away, not till they were out on the patio with vodka and tonics, in the dark.


Chili knew Fay from having stopped by to pick up the weekly four-fifty and theyd sit here waiting for Leo to get home after a day at Gulfstream. Fay was a quiet type, from a small town upstate, Mt. Dora, not bad looking but worn thin in her sundress from working at the cleaners in that heat while Leo was out betting horses. Theyd sit here trying to make conversation with nothing in common but Leo, Chili, every once in a while, catching her gaze during a silence, seeing her eyes and feeling it was there if he wanted it. Though he couldnt imagine Fay getting excited, changing her expression much. What did a shy woman stuck with a loser think about? Leo would appear, strut out on the patio and count the four-fifty off a roll, nothing to it. Or hed come shaking his head, beat, saying hed have it tomorrow for sure. Chili never threatened him, not in front of the woman and embarrass her. Not till he left and Leo would know enough to walk him out to his car parked by the streetlight. Hed say, Leo, look at me, and tell him where to be the next day with the four-fifty. Leo was never to blame: it was the horses selling out or it was Fay always on his back, distracting him when he was trying to pick winners. And Chili would have to say it again, Leo, look at me.

He owed for two weeks the night he didnt come home. Fay said she couldnt think where Leo could be. The third week she told him Leo was dead and a couple weeks after that his picture was in the paper.

This visit sitting on the patio, knowing Leo was not going to appear, strutting or otherwise, the silences became longer. Chili asked what she planned to do now. Fay said she didnt know; she hated the drycleaner business, being inside. Chili said it must be awful hot. She said you couldnt believe how hot it was. He got around to asking about life insurance. Fay said she didnt know of any. Chili said, well ... But didnt move. Fay didnt either. It was dark, hard to see her face, neither one of them making a sound. This was when she said, out of nowhere, You know what I been thinking?

Chili said, Tell me.

I wish he really was dead, the son of a bitch.

Chili kept still. Dont talk when you dont have to.

Hes called me up twice since going out to Las Vegas and since then I havent heard a goddamn word from him. I know hes there, its all he ever talked about, going to Las Vegas. But Im the one stuck my neck out, Im the one they gave the money to, not him. Im talking about the airline company, the three hundred thousand dollars they gave me for losing my husband. Fay paused to shake her head.

Chili waited.

She said to him on that dark patio, I trust you. I think youre a decent type of man, even if you are a crook. You find Leo and get me my three hundred thousand dollars back if he aint spent it, Ill give you half. If hes hit big we split that, or whatever he has left. Hows that sound as a deal?

Chili said, Thats what you been thinking, huh? Tell me why the airline thinks Leo got killed if he wasnt on the flight.

His suitcase was, Fay said, and told Chili everything that happened.

It was a good story.
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Harry Zimm believed if he kept his eyes closed and quit listening that sound coming from somewhere in the house would stop and pretty soon theyd go back to sleep.

But Karen wouldnt leave it alone. He heard her say, Harry? a couple of times, maybe not sure if she was hearing something or not. Then, Harry still a whisper but putting more into it. This time when he didnt answer she gave him a poke in the back, hard. Harry, God damn it, somebodys downstairs.

They hadnt slept in the same bed on a regular basis in over ten years, not since they had lived together, and Karen still knew when he was faking. The only other time, in this same bed, was right after she and Michael were divorced and Michael, a star by then, gave Karen the house. There was no way to hide from her. So he rolled over and there she was in her Lakers T-shirt, sitting up on her side of the king-size bed, a soft white shape in the dark, a little porcelain doll.

Whats wrong?


Be quiet and listen.

A tough little porcelain doll under that loose T-shirt.

I dont hear anything. It was true, he didnt at the moment.

I thought at first it might be Miguel, Karen said. My houseman. But hes visiting his mom in Chula Vista.

You have a houseman?

Miguel does everything, cleans the house, takes care of the outside ... There, Karen said. If you cant hear that, Harry, youre deaf.

He wanted to ask her how old Miguel was and what he looked like. Miguel ... and thought of Michael, her former, now a superstar. Michael had lived here and slept in this bed. He wondered if Miguel ever got in it with her. Karen was closing in on forty but still a knockout. She kept in shape, had given up dope for health food, switched from regular cigarettes to low-tar menthols.

Harry, dont go to sleep on me.

He said, Have I ever done that? Was quiet for a moment and said, You have any idea what that is?

Those are voices, Harry. People talking.

Really?

On television. Somebody came in and turned the TV on.

You sure?

Listen, will you?

Harry raised his head from the pillow, going along, hearing a faint monotone sound that gradually became voices. She was right, two people talking. He cocked his head in the bedroom silence and after a moment said, You know who the one guy sounds like? Shecky Greene.


Karen turned her head, a slow move, to give him a look over the shoulder. Youre still smashed, arent you? Judging him, but the tone not unsympathetic, a little sad.

Im fine.

Maybe half in the bag but still alert, with a nice glow. The headache would come later if he didnt take something. He must have put away half the fifth of Scotch earlier, down in the study where the TV was on, while he told Karen about his situation, his thirty years in the picture business on the brink. He was about to become either a major player or might never be heard from again. And she sat there listening to him like a fucking Teamsters business agent, no reaction, no sympathy. He thought of something else and said:

Maybe, you know how you go downstairs in the morning sometimes you see pictures cockeyed on the wall? Youre thinking, This is some hangover, wow. Then you see on the news there was an earthquake during the night over near Pasadena someplace. Not a big one, like a four-point-two. You know? Maybe its something like that, an atmospheric disturbance turned on the TV.

Karen was listening, but not to him, staring at the bedroom doorway, pitch-dark out there, her nice slim back arched.

Or maybe its only the wind, Harry said.

That got her looking at him again because she knew the line, intimately. From Grotesque, Part Two, one of his highest grossing pictures. The maniacs up on the roof ripping out shingles with his bare hands; inside the house the male lead with all the curly hair stares grimly at the ceiling as Karen, playing the girl, says to him, Maybe its only the wind. She hated the line, refused to say it until he convinced her it was okay, it worked.

I love your attitude, Karen said. What do you care if somebody broke in, its not your house.

If you think somebody broke in, why dont you call the police?

Because I dont intentionally allow myself to look stupid, Karen said, if I can help it. Not anymore.

The way she kept staring at him, over the shoulder, was a nice angle. The dark hair against pale skin. The lighting wasnt bad either, Karen backlit with the windows behind her. It took at least ten years off her age, the tough little broad a sweet young thing again in her white T-shirt. She was telling him now, in a thoughtful tone, When I came upstairs, you stayed to finish your drink.

I didnt turn the TV on.

You said you wanted to watch a few minutes of Carson.

She was right. But I turned it off.

Harry, you cant be sure what you did.

Im positive.

Yeah, because he had turned it off the moment he thought about getting in bed with Karen instead of sleeping in the guest room: the idea, start talking again, work on her sympathy ...

I used the remote control thing and laid it on the floor, Harry said. You know what couldve happened? The dog came in and stepped on it, turned the TV back on.

I dont have a dog.

You dont? What happened to Muff?


Harry, are you going down, or you want me to?

He wanted her to but had to be nice, obliging, to have any hope of using her.

Getting out of bed his boxer shorts hiked up on him and he had to work them down, get the elastic band under his belly. Karen thought he was fat.

In the study, earlier, he had told her about the story hed optioned that could change his life, an original screenplay: no fiends or monsters, this one straight-up high-concept drama. He told her he was taking it to a major studio and Karen said, Oh? He told hermaking it sound like an afterthoughtyeah, and guess who read the script and flipped over it? Michael. No kidding, loves it. Her ex, and she didnt say a goddamn word, not even Oh? or make a sound. She stared at him, smoking her cigarette. He told her he did have a few problems. One, getting past Michaels agent, the prick, who refused to let Michael take a meeting with him. And, there was some sticky business to clean up that involved money, naturally, not to mention getting out from under his investors, a couple of undesirables whod been financing him. Which he did mention, in detail. This was his career on the launch pad, about to either fly or go down in flames; and Karen sat there letting the ice melt in her drink, blowing menthol smoke at him. Didnt comment outside of that one Oh? or ask one question, not even about Michael, till he was through and she said, Harry, if you dont lose thirty pounds youre going to die. Thanks a lot. He told her he was glad he stopped by, find out all he had to do to save his ass was join Vic Tanny.

Harry? Whatre you doing?


Im putting my shirt on.

He moved to a window to be moving, doing something while he worked on the goddamn buttons.

Is that okay? So I dont catch cold? But Im not gonna get all dressed for some friend of yours thinks hes funny.

Friends dont break in, Harry, they ring the bell.

Yeah? What about stoned they might.

Karen didnt comment; she was clean now, above it. Harry looked out the window at the backyard, overgrown around the edges, a tangle of plants and old trees surrounding the lawn and the pale oval shape of the swimming pool. It looked full of leaves.

Does Miguel skim the pool? It needs it.

Harry

He said, Im going, and got as far as the door. If somebody broke in, how come the alarm didnt go oft?

I dont have an alarm.

You have it taken out?

I never had one.

Thats right, it was the house in Westwood, where Karen had lived with him. Shed come in, forget to touch the numbers to turn it off ... Marlene had the alarm system now and the house that went with it. He had married Marlene, his director of development, after Karen left to marry Michael. Then when both marriages ended at about the same time he told Karen it was a sign, they should get back together. Karen said she didnt believe in signs. Which was a lie, she read her horoscope every day. Marlene was married to a guy who at one time ran production at Paramount and was now producing TV sitcoms, one of them a family with a Chihuahua that could talk. Tiny little dog with a tiny little fake Puerto Rican accent. Why chew look hat me like dat? The dog always fucking up. He was thinking of Karen in the Westwood house instead of this one, her own place, a semi-French chteau high up in Beverly Hills, above the lights of L.A. Built in the late twenties for a movie star and passed on to others.

From the doorway he said to Karen, Why chew make me do thees?

Because Im a girl, the pale figure on the bed answered, and youre bigger than I am. A lot.

Harry moved down the curved staircase in his shirt and boxer shorts, the monotone sound of voices becoming more distinct; he could hear words now and what sounded like audience response, the volume turned up to be heard on the second floor. He believed it was the Letterman show. The tile in the foyer was cold on his bare feet. Mexican tile now and primitive art, hardwood floors except in the study, all the fat comfortable slipcovered furniture from Michaels time gone. And yet there were pictures of him in the study, among the dozens of photographs of movie people and movie posters covering the paneled walls.

He crossed to the study, the door open partway, dark inside except for the glow from the big thirty-two-inch Sony. There, David Letterman talking to someonenot Shecky, it wasnt his voice.

Harry couldnt see the desk, where he and Karen had sat with the bottle of Scotch, schmoozing, Karen telling him she was reading a script she might do. Oh, really? Want to get back into it, huh? Great. Biding his time until finally making his presentation: here is my tremendous opportunity, but here are the problems. Pause. Waiting then for her to say, Maybe I can help. No, she tells him he ought to lose weight.

Still, there was hope. Asking him to spend the night was a good sign. Looking after him, saying he was in no condition to drive. It meant she cared. Though not enough to let him sleep with her when he suggested it, as kind of a trip down memory lane. Spunky Karen said, If you think nostalgias going to get you laid, forget it. He could take the guest room or a cab. Fine, sleeping with her wasnt that important anyway; they were back on familiar ground with one another. When he did slip into her bed, later, Karen said, I mean it, Harry, were not going to do anything.

But, she didnt kick him out.

So he felt pretty good pushing open the door to the study, telling himself there was no one in here. If there was it would be one of Karens friends, no doubt stoned, some bit-part actor thinking he was funny. Okay, hed nod to the guy very nonchalantly, turn the TV off and walk out.

Moving into the glow from the big Sony now, most of the room dark, he saw David Letterman talking to Paul Shaffer, his music guy, the two of them acting hip. Harry felt his bare feet in the warm carpeting. Felt himself jump and said, Jesus Christ! as Letterman and Paul Shaffer vanished, the screen going to black in the same moment the desk lamp came on.

A guy Harry had never seen before was sitting there, hunched over a little, his arms resting on the desk. A guy in black. Dark hair, dark eyes, that lean, hard-boned type. A guy in his forties.

He said, Harry Zimm, how you doing? in a quiet tone of voice. Im Chili Palmer.
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Harry pressed a hand against his chest. He said, Jesus, if I have a heart attack I hope you know what to do, convinced the guy was a friend of Karens, the way he was making himself at home, the guy staring at him out of those deep-set dark eyes but with hardly any expression.

He said, Where you been, Harry?

Harry let his hand slide down over his belly, taking his time, wanting to show he had it together now, not the least self-conscious, standing there without his pants on.

Have we met? I dont recall.

We just did. I told you, my names Chili Palmer.

The guy speaking with some kind of East Coast accent, New York or New Jersey.

Tell me what you been up to.

Harry still had a mild buzz-on that made him feel, not exactly reckless, but not shy either.

You mean what am I doing here?

You want, you can start with that.

He didnt appear upset or on the muscle. But if he had a key to get inHarry assuming thatthe guy was closer to Karen than just a friend, Karen maybe going in for rough trade now.

Harry said, Im visiting, thats all. Im up in the guest room, I hear the TV. ... You turned it on?

The guy, Chili, kept staring, not saying anything now. Typecast, he was a first or second lead bad guy, depending on the budget. Hispanic or Italian. Not a maniac bad guy, a cool bad guy with some kind of hustle going. But casual, black poplin jacket zipped up.

The answer came to Harry and he said, Youre in pictures, right?

The guy smiled. Not much but enough to show even white teeth, no doubt capped, and Harry was convinced of it. The guy was an actor friend of Karens and she was in on itthe reason she was so anxious to get him down heresetting him up for this bullshit audition. The guy scares hell out of you to prove he can act and you give him a part in your next picture.

Did you stop to think what if I had a heart attack?

The guy didnt move, still doing the bit, no expression, very cool.

He said, You look okay to me, Harry. Come over here and sit down. Tell me what you been up to.

The guy wasnt bad. Harry took one of the canvas directors chairs by the desk, the guy watching him. He knew how to stare without giving it much. The angle was nice too: the guy lean and dark, the bottle of Scotch, the ice bucket and the glasses he and Karen had left, in the foreground. Harry raised one hand and passed it over his thinning hair. He could feel it was losing its frizz, due for another permanent and touch-up, add some body and get rid of the mousy gray trying to take over. The guy had a full head of dark hair, as that type usually did, but close-cropped so you could see the shape of his head, like a skull. It was a nice effect.

He said, Harry, you looking at me?

Harry brought his hand down. Im looking at you.

I want you to keep looking right here, okay?

Thats what Im doing, Harry said, going along. Why not? The guy was from Brooklyn or the Bronx, one of those. If he was putting it on he had it down cold.

Okay, so tell me whats up.

He was good, but irritating.

I dont have a script, Harry said, so I dont know what youre talking about. Okay?

You dont have a script, Chili said. How about, you happen to have a hunnerd and fifty big ones on you?

Harry didnt answer.

Youre not saying nothing. You remember being in Vegas November twenty-sixth of last year, at Las Mesas?

It was starting to sound real. I go to Vegas, thats where I stay, at Mesas, Harry said. Always have, for years.

You know Dick Allen?

Dick Allens a very dear friend of mine. It still could be a script, something Karen put together. How far you want to go with this?

The guy gestured, his hands limp, very natural.

Were there, Harry. You signed markers for a hunnerd and a half, youre over sixty days past due and you havent told anybody what the problem is.


It wasnt a script.

Harry said, Jesus Christ, whatre you, a collector? You come in here, walk in the house in the middle of the fucking night? I thought you were some actor, auditioning, for Christ sake.

The guy raised his eyebrows. Is that right? He seemed about to smile. Thats interesting. You thought I was acting, huh?

I dont believe this, Harry said. You break in the house to tell me I owe on some markers? I know what I owe. So what? I go to Mesas I get comped, the whole shot. I got a credit line for as much as I oweand they send you here to collect? Harry felt an urge to move, do something. He pushed up out of the chair to look down at the guy, get an advantage on him. Well see about this, Harry said, picked up the phone and punched the 0. Operator, how do I get Las Vegas Information? He listened a moment and hung up.

Chili said, Lemme give you some advice, okay?

Harry looked up, the phone in his hand again, about to punch the number.

You dont want to act like a hard-on youre standing there in your undies. You know what Im saying? You got enough to handle. You got the markers and you got another outstanding debt if Im not mistaken. What you wanta do, Harry, is use your head, sit down and talk to me.

It stopped him. What outstanding debt?

Put the phone down.

I want to know what youre talking about, Harry said, getting a peeved tone now, indignant, outside of what I owe at Mesas, which they know Im good for.


They know youre good up to your last trip. After that, as they say, nobody knows nothing. Chili waited.

Harry hung up the phone. He felt the chair against his bare legs and sat down.

A markers like a check, Harry ...

I know what a marker is.

They dont want to deposit yours and have em bounce, insufficient funds, or they find out the accounts closed. Thats embarrassing. So your customer rep, your very dear friend Dick Allens been calling, leaving messages on your machine, but you never get back to him. So basically, you want to know why Im hereI dont actually work for Mesas, but Dick Allen asked me as a favor would I look you up. Okay, I come to L.A., try your apartment, your office, youre not anywhere around. So I contact some people I know of, get a few leads

What people?

You have high blood pressure, Harry? You oughta lose some weight.

What people?

You don know em, some people I was put in touch with. So I start calling around. I call here, Karen tells me she hasnt seen you. So we talk, I ask her if thiss the Karen Flores used to be in the movies. Yes, it is. Well, how come I havent seen you? ... I remember her in Grotesque with the long blond hair. I start to think, this is where Id come if I was Harry Zimm and I want to stay off the street.

You think Im hiding out?

Whatre you getting excited about?

I dont like the insinuation, Im hiding.

Well, thats up to you, what you like or what you dont. I called your former wife, the one in Westwood? She goes, I hope youre a bill collector and you find the cheapskate.

You have fun talking about me? Jesus, Harry said, that broad used to work for me. Shes supposed to know the business, but apparently has no idea what I was going through at the time. His gaze moved to the bottle of Scotch thinking of Marlene, who liked her booze, also thinking he wouldnt mind having one.

Youre not looking at me, Harry.

Why do I have to keep looking at you?

I want you to.

You gonna get rough now, threaten me? I make good by tomorrow or get my legs broken?

Come on, HarryMesas? The worst they might do is get a judgment against you, uttering a bad check. I cant imagine you want that to happen, man in your position.

Ive won there and Ive lost, Harry said, staying with the peeved tone. They carry me and I always pay what I owe. But now all of a sudden theyre worried Im gonna stiff em? Why? They dont give you a credit line of a hundred and a half unless they know youre good for it.

Whats that, Harry?

You heard me.

What I heard, Chili said, your credit lines an even hunnerd and they gave you the extra fifty TTO, this trip only, cause you had front money, that cashiers check for two hunnerd thousand, right? Four hours later, the nights still young, its all gone, the two you rode in on and the hunnerd and a half. It can happen to anybody. But now a couple months go by, Dick Allen wonders if theres a problem here, if Harry Zimm was playing with scared money. He says you never put down more than ten on a basketball game in your life. You come in this time and drop the whole load, like youre not doing it for fun.

I didnt have to twist any arms. I told em what I wanted to put down and they okayed it.

Why not? Its your money.

They tell you what game it was and the point spread? Lakers and the Pistons, in Detroit. Which happens to be where I grew up. Now Im out here I follow the Lakers, had seats up to last year. Not down there with Jack Nicholson, but they werent bad seats. You dont recall the game?

I mighta read about it at the time. What was the spread?

The guy showing interest. It picked Harry up.

The sports book line had the Pistons by three and a half. The bad boys from Motown over the glamor boys from showtown.

You live here, Chili said, but you like the Pistons. I can understand that. I dont live in New York anymore, Im in Miami, but I still follow the Knicks, put a few bucks on em now and then. Even though its been years.

I dont happen to bet that way, Harry said, emotionally. I like the Pistons this time cause theyre at home, twenty thousand screaming fans on their ass. Also the fact they beat the Lakers four zip in the finals last year.

He had the guys attention; no question about it, waiting to hear about a basketball game that was played more than two months ago.

You know how I bet it?


You went with the Pistons and the Lakers won.

I went with the Pistons, Harry said, and the Pistons won.

Right away Chili said, The point spread.

Harry sat back in the directors chair. The Pistons by three and a half. The score was one-oh-two to ninety-nine. They won and I lost.

Now Chili sat back. That was close. You almost did it.

The guy showing sympathy. Good. Harry wanted him to get up now, shake hands and leave. But the guy was staring at him again.

So then you go through your credit line playing blackjack, Chili said, chasing what you lost, going double-up to catch up. But when you have to win, Harry, thats when you lose. Everybody knows that.

Whatever you say, Harry said, tired of talking about it. He yawned. Maybe the guy would take the hint.

But Chili kept at it. He said, You know what I think? You went in the hole on some kind of deal, so you tried to bet your way out. See, I dont know anything about your business, Harry, but I know how a guy acts when hes facing a payment he has to make and he doesnt have it. You get desperate. I know a guy put his wife out on the street, and she wasnt bad looking either.

You dont know anything about my business, Harry said, showing some irritation, but you dont mind sticking your nose in it. Tell Dick Allen Ill cover the markers in the next sixty days, at the most. He doesnt like it, thats his problem. First thing in the morning, Harry said, Im gonna call him, the prick. I thought he was a friend of mine.


Harry paused, wondering whether or not he should ask the guy how he got in the house, and decided he didnt want to know. The guy says he broke a windowthen what? Harry waited. He was tired, irritable, not feeling much of a glow. He said, We gonna sit here all night or what? You want me to call you a cab?

The guy, Chili, shook his head. He kept staring, but with a different kind of expression now, more thoughtful, or maybe curious.

So you make movies, huh?

Thats what I do, Harry said, relieved, not minding the question. I produce feature motion pictures, no TV. You mentioned Grotesque, that happened to be Grotesque, Part Two Karen Flores was in. She starred in all three of my Slime Creatures releases you mightve seen.

The guy, Chili, was nodding as he came forward to lean on the desk.

I think I got an idea for one, a movie.

And Harry said, Yeah? Whats it about?




OEBPS/images/9780061807381_Cover.jpg
““WONDERFUL. .. . ASTONISHING.”
—NEW YORK TIMES

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

‘ELMORE LEONARD






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





