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Preface

On the day I arrived in Miami to look into the Venecia-Fischer murders, there was a heartbreaking story in the Miami Herald. A young German woman had been murdered while visiting the city. Kersten Kischniok and her boyfriend, Dieter Riechmann, had gone to Bayside where they listened to Brazilian music and drank cocktails. It was dark when they left, and as they drove through the shadowy streets of Miami, Riechmann made a wrong turn and became lost. When he saw a man standing near some parked cars, he asked for directions.

“I asked, ‘Where is Biscayne Boulevard?’” he later told the Herald’s reporter. “I know if I stay on Biscayne Boulevard, I find my home. He say he wants to give help.”

Instead, the man leaned close to the passenger side of the car, and Riechmann saw that he had something in his hand. The man shot Miss Kischniok twice in the head. Riechmann hit the accelerator on his rented Ford Thunderbird and sped desperately through the dark Miami streets, but by the time he came to a police car his girlfriend was dead.

The police concluded that the motive was robbery, but the killer didn’t even get Miss Kischniok’s purse. It was still on the seat next to her dead body.

The Herald story ended like this: “Riechmann and Kischniok were to return to Germany Wednesday. Now Riechmann is going home alone with a question: ‘Why do I earn this, coming here?’”

I clipped the story out of the Herald and slipped it into my briefcase. I had a hunch that I could somehow use it for this book, though that seemed improbable. The Kischniok murder was unlike the ones I was dealing with, and it was, sadly, not even an unusual crime. But still I kept the clipping. I’m not sure how I hoped to use it.

There are many such tragedies every day in America, and as I went about the business of researching this book, people often asked me why I had settled on this one. Surely I could have written a book about the well-respected doctor who murdered his wife and put her body through a wood chipper, or the four-star general whose Ivy League son was knocking off gas stations and liquor stores, they said. So why did I want to write a story about such ordinary people as a waitress at a pancake house and her boss and a couple of guys who worked at a gas station?

I live in Massachusetts and I first learned about the story when my brother, who lives in Miami, sent me a clipping from the Miami Herald. It was a small and sketchy story about a woman and three men who had been sentenced to death for killing a Florida restaurateur and his mother. The things that most fascinated me about the story were the fact that the woman, Dee Casteel, and one of the men, Allen Bryant, had buried the victims in their own backyard and then somehow impersonated the dead man and sold off his yacht, his stocks and bonds, his house, and other property. How had they done that? I wondered. But I wondered as a reader, not as a writer. Certainly there was not enough in the newspaper article to make me want to fly to Miami and start writing a book.

I sent for more newspaper clippings. But as bizarre as the story was, there really hadn’t been much written about it in Miami, where murders are easier to find than parking spaces. For several days the story haunted me. I wanted to know more. Finally, I put on my reporter’s hat and started making phone calls until I came up with a woman who knew Dee Casteel.

“Tell me about Dee Casteel,” I said to her. “What sort of woman is she?”

“Dee Casteel,” she said, “is the nicest person you could ever want to meet.”

I was hooked. The nicest person I would ever want to meet was going to the electric chair for two murders.

I made more phone calls, talked to more people. I spent many hours with Dee Casteel and her daughter, Susan. I interviewed Dee’s lawyer, the state’s prosecutors, Allen Bryant, policemen who investigated the case, waitresses at the pancake house, relatives of the murderers, people who were victimized by the fraudulent sales of Art Venecia’s property.

I decided I wanted to write this book, not for the questions it would answer, but for the ones it would raise. Those questions were, for me, provocative. What exactly is alcoholism? Where do we draw the lines of responsibility for alcoholics? On the scales of justice, should alcoholism weigh as much as postpartum depression, or schizophrenia or psychosis? Is being in love a mitigating circumstance? Does being abused in childhood excuse abusing others in adulthood? And what about the death penalty—whom do we give it to and why? And if the appeals process can last for years, even decades, do we end up executing a very different person from the one who committed the crimes?

And there were other questions, less abstract than those. I wondered, for example, if a waitress and a manager at a pancake house and two guys who work at a gas station are willing to commit murder for relatively low wages, how many other potential executioners are out there? What about the woman at the diner who served me eggs and home fries this morning? What about the fellow at the gas station who filled my tank yesterday? What about my dentist? What about you? What about me?

We are used to thinking that murderers are strangers to us and that murders are planned in sleazy places—bars, bowling alleys, pool rooms. But these murders were planned in a pancake house, an ordinary, wholesome place, where you take the kids for strawberry waffles on Sunday morning. For the people I interviewed, the memory of that pancake house was perhaps the memory of an illusion being shattered. The illusion is that if we watch our step, if we stay in the right neighborhoods, if we go only to the safe and familiar places, then we will not be where the murderers are. But if the murderers can stand behind us, filling our tank with gasoline, or in front of us, wearing cute little aprons and pouring our coffee and serving our pancakes, then they can be anywhere.

As I went about the business of researching the book, naturally, I did a lot of thinking about what is true. Truth, I find, comes in layers, not in chunks, and the degree of truth in a book depends on when the writer stopped asking questions and started writing his book. Of course he has to stop researching sometime, but no matter when he does, he knows that one more day of probing would change the truth a little bit. In writing, as in science, the truth is only what we know so far.

There are a few things you should know about this book and the truth. One is that when four people commit murder together, their stories tend to diverge, and there are times when at least three of them have to be lying. I have tried here to choose carefully when to tell you about differences in stories and when not to. I don’t want to bore you with the information that one person says a meeting took place at ten o’clock and another is certain that it was ten thirty. But I do want to give you different versions on matters that seem important. You’ll have to trust me to decide what’s important.

You also have a right to know that several names have been changed. There are innocent people who are embarrassed, and in some cases frightened, because of their connection to the murders. So I have used pseudonyms for them. The following names used in this book are not the real names of the individuals depicted: Jim Garfield, Henry Ramos, Tommy O’Connor, Anne Chepsiuk, Gail Mincer, Bobby Ross, Harry Osterman, Lester Wallace, Bob DeSalvo, Jay Reed, Marty Eagerman, Charlie Jannsen, Ramona Feldman, and Ronald Patano.

Also, you should know that from various memories of what was said, I have tried to reconstruct accurate dialogue. Rarely does an interview subject remember the exact words that someone spoke a year or two before the interview. In those cases where someone does remember the exact words that were spoken, or when the words were recorded somewhere (such as in a deposition), I have repeated them verbatim. In all other cases, dialogue is based on my general knowledge of what was said and of the person who said it.

But remember that no matter how truthful a writer tries to be, his story can only be as reliable as his sources. In this case my primary sources are forty volumes of trial transcript, twelve volumes of court file, an eighty-eight-page police file, and more than a hundred interviews. The files, of course, say what they say. But interviews say a good deal more. The writer must ask the same questions over and over of different subjects until one answer seems to be the right one. When he is done, he has volumes of transcribed interviews. For some questions there is an ultimate authority. For others there is not, and all the writer can do is give the reader his best conclusion. Sooner or later the writer has to believe somebody, and that is what determines the truth as he knows it.

So these are the things I thought about as I went along with the business of researching my book, and from time to time I thought of throwing away my newspaper clipping about the German tourists. It didn’t really seem to speak to this particular book.

But one of the people I interviewed was John Parmenter, a Miami homicide detective who had worked on the Venecia-Fischer case. One morning several months after my first visit to Miami, we talked in his office about the case, and in time our conversation broadened to the subject of murder in general. “Let me ask you something,” I said. “What are the chances of catching a murderer who has no connection to his victim, you know, one of these random murders you read about every day?” And just to clarify my question I said, “For example, a while back there was a story about a German tourist who was driving around one night and—”

Parmenter interrupted me. “I know the case,” he said. “He confessed.”

“Who confessed? They actually caught the guy?”

“The boyfriend did it,” Parmenter said. “Riechmann. He brought his girlfriend to Miami and murdered her. He made up the story about the man by the parked cars. He had been to Miami before and he knew about our crime rate, and I guess he thought the story would play well here.”

So there it was. The truth, as I knew it, had changed because I’d asked one more question. Things were not what they seemed to be. If I hadn’t had that conversation with Parmenter, I might quite sincerely have told you the story about the poor German man whose girlfriend was murdered by a stranger in the dark, and left it at that.

Disconcerting as it was to realize that I had come that close to telling a story all wrong, I took some satisfaction in this turn of events. It proved, at least, that my writer’s instincts were in good working order. My crumpled newspaper clipping did have something to say to readers of this book, after all, something about truth. And the victim, Kersten Kischniok, did have something in common with Art Venecia. While she was staring out the car window, perhaps watching for dangerous strangers on unfamiliar streets, the real danger was right there in the car with her in the form of someone she loved. That’s what happened to Art, and this is the whole truth, as I know it.


1

The Prisoner

Your name is Dee Casteel. In October of 1987, after three years in the county jail, you came to death row in Fort Lauderdale, America’s playground. There wasn’t even a cell for you. Death row was full. So for eight months you lived in a small brick box of a cell in another part of the Broward County Correctional Institution. You took your daily exercise hour with the three other death-row inmates. Your laundry went out with death row’s laundry. And the return address that you neatly printed in letters to friends had an ominous “D/R” tagged onto it. But you didn’t actually live among those women with whom you shared such a peculiar circumstance. You lived instead in the echoic world of pissed-off women shouting at each other through the bars. The smell and the feel of the women was all around you, but you weren’t one of them. They were going home someday.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. The thing that you really hated, the thing that most blackened your despair and made the electric chair seem sometimes like the lesser of two evils, was that your cell had no window.

In June of 1988 when another condemned woman had her death sentence whittled down to “life, mandatory twenty-five,” it was your turn to live in a death-row cell among your own kind. When you were led into the cell, possibly the last home you will ever have, you saw the window and it made you cry.

A window is no slight thing when you have to stay alone in your cell for twenty-three hours a day, especially to a woman like you who loves the outdoors, who used to fish and go camping in the Everglades, who used to dig her fingers in the garden soil. Now you can stare through your window and see an expanse of brilliant blue Florida sky, a small man-made lake, and best of all, the raucous daily volleyball games between teams of young women who, convicted of lesser crimes, will someday be walking out the front door.

But a single square window is not enough to maintain your sanity. To do that you must be able to turn the bare walls of your cell into a screen on which you can project the memories of what it was like to walk down a street, to buy a dress, to make love with a man. You must convince yourself that a life beyond the cell waits for you somewhere. You do this, but inevitably the memories lead like a tunnel to the awful crimes, and you are shaken by the tough questions. What have you done to the lives of your children, Susan, Todd, and Wyatt? How will you ever make them understand what you did, and why? How can you make them understand when you don’t even understand it yourself?

The questions are too painful and you push them away. You crochet. You watch television. You read. You play solitaire. And as best you can, you groom yourself. You are fifty now and the years in prison have etched more deeply the lines on your face, but no gray has yet invaded the long strawberry-blond hair that used to turn the fellows’ heads. But these distractions can take you just so far. And when you have used up your allotment of yarn, when you can’t bear to watch another episode of General Hospital, when your eyes are too tired to read, and your brain too wired for sleep, there is nothing else for you to do but face the past again and wonder what in the name of Christ happened.


2

The Plan

Dee Casteel was an ordinary woman. Everybody says so. Take Calie Maitland, for example. Calie lived a couple of doors down from Dee in South Miami back in the late 1970s. Their kids played together and Calie used to walk over to Dee’s house between loads of laundry, and the two of them would smoke and drink coffee and talk.

“We didn’t talk about politics or philosophy or anything cerebral,” says Calie, “just the kids and housework. The price of detergent, the best place to get shoes for the kids. The children were small then, and those were the things women talked about in those days. Dee worked as a waitress, and she was a housewife. She kept the cleanest house I have ever seen. Dee and I were never really close, but I liked her a lot. She was always there with a favor, always anxious to help you out. After I moved away I never saw her again. When I read in the papers that she had been sentenced to die in the electric chair, I was stunned. Dee Casteel was the nicest person you could ever want to meet.”

If you had dropped in on them back then, you would have thought the two women were alike. Both were bright. Both lived in a lower-middle-class neighborhood. Both were in their late thirties. Both raising kids and trying to keep up with the price of bread and milk. But there must have been some differences, because today Calie is an advertising executive in Miami and she gets to fly to places like Las Vegas on business, while Dee the prisoner has no travel plans except to the Florida State Prison in Starke, where they keep “Sparky.” That’s the state’s electric chair, which, incidentally, is the busiest one in the country.

Dee started that trip toward Starke on May 29, 1983, Memorial Day weekend, in an unlikely setting for treachery and murder: the International House of Pancakes in Naranja, Florida. The Naranja International House of Pancakes, IHOP for short, is like all the others around the country. It’s a family restaurant, A-frame with a blue roof, a lot of flags and hanging plants, great pancakes, pitchers of coffee on the table—a cheerful, nice place to eat.

Naranja is an unincorporated area of Dade County about thirty-five miles south of downtown Miami. You can call it Miami because people all over Dade County loosely refer to their communities as Miami, even when that’s not correct. But Naranja is definitely not part of “America’s Casablanca,” and it’s not the sort of place where you’d run into Don Johnson. It’s a pretty bland area, a low-income area. Lots of pickup trucks and Chevys, not many Porsches and Jaguars. A lot of Naranja people work at the nearby Homestead Air Force Base, or at farms in The Redlands or in shopping malls along Route 1. It’s not a big tourist area, but it is on the way to Key West, and the Monkey Jungle is not far away, so there are some tourist dollars flowing into the local economy.

At a little before two in the afternoon on the twenty-ninth of May, Dee was working at the IHOP and saw the company-owned Lincoln Town Car pull into the parking lot.

Dee was working the six a.m. to two p.m. shift, instead of her usual night shift. It was a typical Sunday, busy as hell, with customers, mostly families, coming in wave after wave.

Dee was carrying her umpteenth plate of pancakes to a customer when she saw the car pull in. By this time the plate felt heavy in her hand. She was approaching the end of her shift. Her feet ached, as usual. She watched the car pull to a stop in front of the window. It was a typically hot May day in southern Florida, and waves of heat rose like cigarette smoke from the just-washed surface of the car. It must be Allen, she thought, feeling a little bit nervous and excited.

“Gail, will you watch my station,” Dee called to another waitress as she rushed into the ladies’ room to primp.

Dee always liked to look her best when James Allen Bryant was around. Other employees at the pancake house had noticed that whenever Allen entered a room, Dee seemed to stand a little taller, smile a little more brightly, speak more slowly. Those who knew Dee well found this surprising, not because Dee was forty-four and Allen was twenty-five, but because Dee had always filled her life with large, stormy men, real macho numbers—women-beaters for the most part—and Allen was not only small, but gay. For eight years Allen had been the lover of the restaurant’s owner, Arthur Venecia. Venecia, a successful businessman who had made his money in real estate, had bought the IHOP franchise in Naranja specifically for Allen to manage.

Some of the waitresses who worked at IHOP then say that Dee Casteel was already in love with Allen. But Dee says no. She says she was just insecure around him. During the nine months that Dee had been working at the Naranja IHOP, Allen had seemed cool with her; he didn’t seem to flirt with Dee and fawn over her in his girlish way, the way he did with the other waitresses. Dee thought Allen didn’t like her. That worried her. Sometimes, for no reason, she would get it in her head that he was going to fire her, and that was about the worst thing she could imagine.

When she got into the ladies’ room Dee coaxed her hair into place and pressed fresh lipstick on her thin lips. She avoided a careful study of herself in the mirror. She knew she was gaunt these days. She had once been a very pretty girl, with guys tripping over each other to get near her, but she had squandered her good looks on alcohol and she regretted that as much as anything. She glanced at her hands to be sure they weren’t shaking.

When Dee came out from the ladies’ room, Allen Bryant had already come into the restaurant. Dee went first to check on her customers. At each table she stopped and smiled. “Is everything okay? Would you like more coffee?” Then she went to Allen. He stood behind the glass counter that was just inside the door. Allen had on a blue boat-neck shirt and tight white jeans, and some expensive-looking loafers. Nice clothes, good quality. Allen was always well dressed. He leaned over the cash register, and with frantic little motions of his long, slender fingers he snatched bills out of the cash drawer as if he were snatching cheese from a mousetrap. Allen was a willowy young man, about five foot eight, and in 1983 he still wore his light brown hair in a carefully shaped Beatle-style perm, which seemed a bit old-fashioned, but still inspired occasional nasty comments from Florida rednecks.

“Just getting some gas money,” he said to Dee. He stared down into the cash drawer as if he were contemplating his next move in some game. Dee watched him for a few seconds. And then she saw it. The goddamn oregano bottle was on the floor next to the wall safe.

All day long Dee had been sipping from a tall glass that contained iced coffee and Scotch whiskey. The whiskey supply, which she smuggled in every day, was kept in the jumbo-sized Durkee’s oregano bottle that she always kept hidden in her pocketbook by the cash register. Now the bottle was on the floor, just a couple of feet away from her boss.

After she was hired as a waitress at IHOP, Dee had gone several months without drinking on the job. But it had never been easy. By the end of her shifts her hands would be shaking, her vision would sometimes blur, and she often felt as if she were walking on loose planks. She always envied the alcoholic cook. Jim Garfield was his name. From his position in the kitchen, surrounded by walls on two sides, and shoulder-high counters on the other two, Jim could sneak drinks at work anytime. Being able to drink at work was a major survival issue to Dee and the other alcoholics she knew, a lot more important than raises and vacations and paid medical insurance.

Dee had managed to work sober until about March, when one day she damn near crumbled right there in front of all those families. IHOP was running a pancakes promotion that day, so the breakfast trade was nearly overwhelming. Lunch was just as busy, and by the time Dee had gone seven hours without a drink, she was on the verge of fainting. She tried to pick up her beverages for a party of four, and her trembling hands knocked two of them over.

“Are you okay?” a customer had asked as the glasses went crashing to the floor. Dee ran to the ladies’ room. She splashed cold water on her face and took deep breaths. She was just barely able to pull herself together. Like a diabetic who had gone to work without insulin, Dee told herself she would never let that happen to her again. That’s when she began smuggling in Scotch in the oregano bottle. Jim Garfield knew about it and Dee often shared her booze with him.

Damn Jim, he’s going to get me fired, she thought now as she watched Allen Bryant count money from the cash register. On this particular day Jim had been in real bad shape, and after he had sucked down his own supply of alcohol, he had been nipping at Dee’s Scotch all day. But instead of putting the bottle back in Dee’s pocketbook after his last nip, he had left it on the floor by the safe. Now as Dee stared at it, she could easily imagine Allen’s picking it up and sniffing it. Oh, God, she prayed, please don’t let Allen see it.

“How’s it going?” Allen asked.

“Busy,” Dee said nervously, her eyes shifting from Allen to the bottle, from Allen to the bottle. “It’s starting to quiet down now. You want me to send one of the girls home?”

“No. Let them stay,” Allen said. Dee watched him as he dealt out the ten- and twenty-dollar bills like playing cards on the glass counter. Suddenly the oregano bottle seemed to be the largest object in the restaurant.

Allen meticulously turned all the bills so that they were facing the same way. Why doesn’t he just take the money and go? Dee thought. She glanced around the restaurant, hoping to find a table with small children. “Look at the darlings,” she could say, and Allen would go right to them. Allen was great with kids. It would be a distraction. Then she could pluck the oregano bottle off the floor and shove it in her pocketbook. But no such luck. The families had pretty much cleared out, headed for the beaches or the arts festival in Cutler Ridge. Only couples were left sitting at tables.

“I love Sundays,” Allen said. He folded several bills and slid them into the pockets of his tight jeans.

To Dee, it seemed that Allen had been robbing the restaurant blind for months. His arrangement with Venecia, according to him, was that he drew no salary but would take expense money from the cash drawer as he needed it. That was probably true. But Dee knew that Allen’s expenses included things that Art Venecia didn’t know about or didn’t have in mind, like cocaine and boyfriends. Now she glanced through the window into the parking lot to see if Allen had a boyfriend waiting for him in the Lincoln. Not this time. Everybody, including Art Venecia, knew that Allen had been cheating on Art with a succession of lovers, always young, usually Cuban. In fact, Allen had gotten quite blatant about his infidelity, often joking around the pancake house that Art, who was the same age as Dee, was turning into an old fuddy-duddy and couldn’t keep up with him.

Lately, though, Allen’s promiscuity had waned. He was in love. The new object of his affection was a strikingly handsome young man by the name of Henry Ramos. Sometimes Allen would show up at the restaurant with his young Latin lover and the transformation would be extraordinary. Allen, the temperamental boss, would suddenly become Allen the fawning queen, patiently attending to his young man’s every whim … “More coffee, dear? Is the toast dark enough?”… like a new bride.

Dark-eyed and dashing, Ramos set aflutter not just the heart of James Allen Bryant, but the hearts of several IHOP waitresses who suspected that Henry was not gay at all, but just a gigolo whose charms would work equally well on females, especially females who had access to a goose as golden as the IHOP cash register.

“If Art asks, tell him I took a few bucks,” Allen said.

“Sure,” Dee replied, feeling puffed up by Allen’s trust in her and relieved because he was getting ready to leave. Dee was confident that she would never have to lie for Allen. Art Venecia would never ask her how much Allen had taken. He would figure it out himself when he came to do the accounting in the upstairs office, which was practically the only time Dee ever saw Venecia in the restaurant. Art hardly ever came to the pancake house anymore, because whenever he did, he and Allen would end up quarreling.

During the time that Dee had worked at the IHOP, the relationship between Allen Bryant and Art Venecia had been volcanic. Dee, like the other waitresses, often felt as if she were tuned in to some perverse soap opera. More than once Art had come by with cuts on his face and bruises on his head, which everybody knew had been inflicted in battles with his younger lover. Sometimes it was Allen who showed up with a bruised cheek or a cut over the eye. On one occasion the two men came to fury in the restaurant’s upstairs office. For twenty minutes the waitresses and customers listened to the muffled curses and the crashing sounds of Allen and Art shoving each other around in the cramped office until finally an enraged Allen streaked down the stairs, rushed out of the building, and screeched off in the Lincoln, which Art had bought for him.

Even before that incident Allen was inclined to gossip to the waitresses about his quarrels with Art Venecia, and he often said things like, “Sometimes I could just kill Art.” But none of the women made much of it. They were inclined to say the same sorts of things about their own husbands.

“You want some coffee, Allen?” Dee said.

What the hell was she doing? She bit her lip. The longer Allen stayed around, the greater the chance that he would find her alcohol, and here she was inviting him to have a cup of coffee. Christ, why not get him a plate of blueberry pancakes, too, and say, “Oh, by the way, Allen, that’s my oregano bottle full of Scotch on the floor over there.” Dee didn’t understand her compulsive need to please Allen any more than she understood her relentless craving for alcohol. But it was a feeling that was always there.

“No time for coffee,” Allen said. “Got to run. Art wants me to go to one of those tedious organ recitals.” He made a face, then headed for the door.

Dee was relieved. She didn’t think to hide the oregano bottle. She would get to it later, she thought.

A few minutes later Dee was standing by a table at the back of the IHOP where a guy named Tommy O’Connor sat all alone. O’Connor, who was proud of telling everybody that he had once pitched for a Red Sox farm team, was a lonely old guy who had retired from a fifty-year stint as a bell captain in Miami Beach. Now he came into the IHOP every afternoon so that he could have a cup of coffee and someone to talk to. Good waitresses tend to have their own following, and Dee had known Tommy when she worked at Sambo’s and again at Denny’s. Over the years she had befriended a lot of Tommys. Now when things were quiet, Dee always sat with O’Connor for as long as it took to smoke one Benson and Hedges cigarette, and they’d swap troubles. O’Connor would tell Dee about his wife, now gone thirteen years, and Dee would tell Tommy about her husband, Cass, who she wished would go away and stay gone. From time to time in recent years Dee would dig into the pockets of her apron and lend Tommy some of her tip money, which he promised would come back to her tenfold on the back of One Smart Cookie or Major Garonovitch, or some other promising thoroughbred at Gulfstream Park. Tommy never paid Dee back and she never expected him to.

“That the boss?” Tommy asked now.

“Huh?”

Tommy pointed to the front of the restaurant. “The young fellow. The one who’s a little light on his feet. He the boss?”

Dee turned, and there was Allen. He had come back in, and now he stood behind the glass counter with his back to her. He was sniffing the oregano bottle.

Dee felt sick. She was sure she was going to be fired.

But Allen didn’t say anything. He didn’t even turn and give her a look. He twisted the cap back on the bottle and placed it back on the floor where it had been. Then he left.

Still, a few minutes later when her shift had ended and she got into her old Buick, Dee was worried. She drove south on South Dixie Highway. Allen was as unpredictable as a tropical storm. She knew he could charm her today and fire her without regret tomorrow. What would she do? she wondered. How would she get by? She held the steering wheel tightly, thinking that with all this alcohol on her breath, she didn’t want to get stopped for a ticket.

Dee had been an alcoholic for years, perhaps since birth, but only in the last few years, the Cass years, did things seem to be getting out of control. Cass was her husband, and the fragile bond between them had been built not on love or romance, or even sex. It floated on, it swam in, it drowned under, alcohol. They were drinking buddies long before Cass moved in with Dee, and when they drank, which was almost every night for eight tumultuous years, they were like a couple of hand grenades rolling loose across the floor, reckless and destructive. Cass was a nice enough fellow when sober, but when he was drunk, he was abusive and obnoxious.

Now, sinking into depression because she expected to be fired, Dee wished she had Cass to talk to. Cass was gone. He had gone like this before, dozens of times, on desperate, hateful binges, and always she had thanked God for taking him away, prayed that he would not come back, and cried because he was gone. Maybe he would come back this time. Maybe not. But for now, as far as men were concerned, Dee was alone. “Alone again, naturally,” she sang out loud, remembering the song from the early seventies. She fidgeted with the radio dial, but she couldn’t get anything worth listening to. Alone again to scratch out a living for herself and her boys, Todd and Wyatt, in a small house on Southwest 170th Street. Even with the $225 or so she was bringing home every week, the bills were piling up. To lose her job now would be devastating.

Dee couldn’t afford to be fired again. She had been thrown out of just about every restaurant on that strip of Route 1 between Homestead and Cutler Ridge. She had been fired from Denny’s because she had staggered in drunk on New Year’s Eve and told her boss that whether he liked it or not, she wouldn’t be working that night. She had been fired from Wag’s, another chain, for drinking on the job. And she had been fired from Kelly’s Kitchen because she couldn’t even function on the breakfast shift without a couple of drinks to get her through the morning. Sambo’s had closed, and the Naranja IHOP was now the only chain restaurant that hadn’t evicted her for drinking and was still in easy driving distance from Dee’s house in the city of Homestead, five miles south on Route 1. Dee knew that she drank too much to be driving any long distance to work every day. She was sure that she would kill herself in a smashup or get bagged for DUI and lose her license. So in her mind the Naranja IHOP was her only chance to earn a living for herself and her two teenaged sons. Even if Cass came back, she knew it wouldn’t be for long. The marriage was deteriorating faster than she was. To Dee the Naranja IHOP was the end of the line.

As she drove along South Dixie that day, it seemed to Dee that she was too sad even to feel sad. Her whole life had come to this; she was nothing but a boozer, a lowlife with a high IQ. For a moment she tasted the memories of a time when she was pretty and had good jobs and could be seen dancing every night with some of the richest and most successful men in Miami. “I coulda been a contender,” she said to the dashboard, and sadness filled her again when she remembered that Marlon Brando was just playing a part in a movie, but she was really living her life. On the steering wheel her hands were shaking, a harsh reminder that she was falling fast and far toward something dreadful.

Monday and Tuesday were Dee’s days off. She spent Monday with her daughter, Susan. Susan, who was just a few days shy of her seventeenth birthday, lived in Fort Lauderdale. Susan, unable to bear the sight of her mother being beaten, had moved out at age eleven, when Cass moved in. Now she recalls Dee’s visit that Monday as being one of the “good ones. “

“That’s how I have to think about my mother,” Susan says. “This good time, that good time. The times when she was sober. When my mother was sober, she was the most wonderful woman in the world. We were the best of friends. When she was drunk, I hated her.”

At sixteen, Susan was in most ways mature beyond her years. She was a pretty and deceptively wholesome-looking girl. With hair the color of honey, and tiny freckles sprinkled like nutmeg across her dimpled cheeks, she might have been a guide at Disney World. But Susan was not the girl she appeared to be. Few people can go through the grinder of life with an alcoholic and come out undamaged. Susan was not one of them. By the time she turned sixteen Susan’s self-esteem had been squashed so close to the ground that she trusted no one who offered love. A kind heart and a gentle touch made her uncomfortable.

On this Monday in 1983 Dee was sober and she and Susan were the best of friends. That afternoon they met in town at the Bayfront Park and drove over to northwest Miami to shop at a fabric warehouse. Then they found a K Mart where they picked out sneakers for Wyatt, the younger of Dee’s two boys. After that they took a scenic drive across the MacArthur Causeway to look around at the newly restored “Deco district” in South Beach with its famous etched glass and pastel buildings and art deco architecture. Later mother and daughter ate at Denny’s on Biscayne. Susan, as usual, had insisted they go to a place that didn’t serve liquor.

“I’m afraid that Allen is going to fire me,” Dee confessed over coffee.

“Oh, Ma, why would he do that? You’re a great waitress.”

“He found my drink. The oregano bottle I keep my Scotch in.”

Susan said nothing. She glared at her mother. It was a look that spoke for all the years of this cursed mother-daughter relationship.

“Well, then why don’t you stop drinking?” Susan said. “You can do it. You’ve done it before.”

Though she had been hospitalized twice for alcoholism, Dee still believed she could give up drinking without professional help. In fact, she had done it. On more than one occasion she had bet someone that she could stop drinking for thirty days. Then she had gone the thirty days, and gotten drunk on the thirty-first day. This ability is not unusual in an alcoholic. The road to alcoholic ruin is rarely straight downhill; it is usually a roller-coaster ride: you’re on the booze, then you’re off the booze. In fact, about half of all alcoholics are dry at any given time, but over the long haul very few can fight the relentless craving for alcohol.

“You’re right. I can do it,” Dee said.

“That’s the spirit, Ma,” Susan said. Susan’s greatest dream in life had always been that her mother would stop drinking, and now she was as capable as her mother of fooling herself into believing that this would be the time it would stick.

“I think I can. I know I can,” Dee said. “I’m like the little train that could.” She smiled. She had read that one to the kids years ago. I have to, she thought, my life depends on it.

After she left Susan that day, Dee did not touch alcohol. That night Cass was home and she played penny-ante poker with him and the boys to keep her mind busy. Tuesday, Dee spent the morning weeding the small garden at the back of the house in Homestead. Then she read Stephen King on the couch. Her bottle of Clan MacGregor Scotch was handy and she reached for it several times. But she was always able to push it away with the thought: my life depends on this. Around two o’clock Dee was cleaning her kitchen cabinets with Pine Sol when the phone rang. It was Allen.

“Dee, can you come down to the restaurant this afternoon,” he said. “I want to talk to you about something.”

“Sure, Allen. What time?”

“Would four o’clock be convenient?”

“Sure. I’ll be there.”

She hung up. The son of a bitch had betrayed her, she thought. She was sure that Allen had used the two days to find another waitress before firing her. For the first time that day she opened the bottle of Scotch. She poured a slug of the whiskey into a coffee cup and swallowed it, reasoning in typical alcoholic fashion that if she was going to get fired, she deserved a drink.

After that, Dee ironed her clean waitress uniforms and folded them neatly so that she could surrender them in the same condition she had received them. By this time Todd and Wyatt were home from school, but Dee didn’t have the heart to tell them what was going on. She stopped in the bathroom to check her appearance in the mirror, then hurried out of the house. Even driving off to be fired, she didn’t want to keep Allen waiting.

When she got to the International House of Pancakes, Allen was standing just inside the door, pacing. “Hi,” he said. He sounded nervous.

“What’s up?” Dee said, trying to sound nonchalant. She had left her uniforms in the car. No sense making it easy for him.

“Come on,” he said, gently taking her arm. “I want you to go for a ride with me.”

Allen led Dee across the
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