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About the Book

  Travis McGee isn’t your typical knight in shining armour. He only works when his cash runs out, and his rule is simple: He’ll help you find whatever was taken from you, as long as he can keep half.


Mona is in love with a poor, young college professor, but is trapped in a marriage with a wealthy businessman whom she is convinced is stealing from her trust fund. To get out, she does what any self-respecting woman would do: She hires someone to steal her money back so she can run away with the man she loves.


Travis McGee isn’t sure he wants to help out… until he sees Mona shot dead on the cliffs near her cabin. But when he arrives at the scene, her body is gone. And there’s no trace of them ever having met. Will Travis prove that what he saw was real, and unravel a complex murder web, in time to save his own skin?


From a master of crime fiction, A PURPLE PLACE FOR DYING features an introduction by Lee Child.
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  John D. MacDonald


  A PURPLE PLACE FOR DYING


  Introduction


  Lee Child


  Suspense fiction trades on surprising and unexpected twists. Like this one: A boy named John Dann MacDonald was born in 1916 in Sharon, Pennsylvania, into the kind of quiet and comfortable middle-class prosperity that became common in America forty or fifty years later but which was still relatively rare early in the century. Sharon was a satellite town near Pittsburgh, dominated by precision metalworking, and John’s father was a mild-mannered and upstanding citizen with secure and prestigious salaried employment as a senior financial executive with a local manufacturer. Young John was called Jack as a child, and wore sailor suits, and grew up in a substantial suburban house on a tree-lined block. He read books, played with his dog, and teased his little sister and his cousin. When he was eighteen, his father funded a long European grand tour for him, advising him by letter “to make the best of it…to eat and function regularly…to be sure and attend a religious service at least once on each Sunday…to keep a record of your expenditures as a training for your college days.”


  Safely returned, young Jack went on to two decent East Coast schools, and married a fellow student, and went to Harvard for an MBA, and volunteered for the army in 1940, and finished World War II as a lieutenant colonel, after thoroughly satisfactory service as a serious, earnest, bespectacled, rear-echelon staff officer.


  So what does such a fellow do next? Does he join General Motors? IBM? Work for the Pentagon?


  In John D. MacDonald’s case, he becomes an impoverished writer of pulp fiction.


  During his first four postwar months, he lost twenty pounds by sitting at a table and hammering out 800,000 unsold words. Then in his fifth month he sold a story for twenty-five bucks. Then another for forty bucks, and eventually more than five hundred. Sometimes entire issues of pulp magazines were all his own work, disguised under dozens of different pen names. Then in 1950 he watched the contemporary boom in paperback novels and jumped in with his first full-length work, which was followed by sixty-six more, including some really seminal crime fiction and one of history’s greatest suspense series.


  Why? Why did a middle-class Harvard MBA with extensive corporate connections and a gold-plated recommendation from the army turn his back on everything apparently predestined, to sit at a battered table and type, with an anxious wife at his side? No one knows. He never explained. It’s a mystery.


  But we can speculate. Perhaps he never wanted a quiet and comfortable middle-class life. Perhaps, after finding himself amid the chaos of war, he felt able to liberate himself from the crushing filial expectations he had previously followed so obediently. As an eighteen-year-old, it’s hard to say no to the father who just paid for a trip to Europe. Eleven years later, as a lieutenant colonel, it’s easier.


  And we know from what he wrote that he felt he had something to say to the world. His early stuff was whatever put food on that battered table—detective stories, westerns, adventure stories, sports stories, and even some science fiction—but soon enough his long-form fiction began to develop some enduring and intertwined themes. From A Deadly Shade of Gold, a Travis McGee title: “The only thing in the world worth a damn is the strange, touching, pathetic, awesome nobility of the individual human spirit.” From the stand-alone thriller Where Is Janice Gantry?: “Somebody has to be tireless, or the fast-buck operators would asphalt the entire coast, fill every bay, and slay every living thing incapable of carrying a wallet.”


  These two angles show up everywhere in his novels: the need to—maybe reluctantly, possibly even grumpily—stand up and be counted on behalf of the weak, helpless, and downtrodden, which included people, animals, and what we now call the environment—which was in itself a very early and very prescient concern: Janice Gantry, for instance, predated Rachel Carson’s groundbreaking Silent Spring by a whole year.


  But the good knight’s armor was always tarnished and rusted. The fight was never easy and, one feels, never actually winnable. But it had to be waged. This strange, weary blend of nobility and cynicism is MacDonald’s signature emotion. Where did it come from? Not, presumably, the leafy block where he was raised in quiet and comfort. The war must have changed him, like it changed a generation and the world.


  Probably the best of his nonseries novels is The Executioners, which became Cape Fear as a movie (twice). It’s an acute psychological study of base instinct, terror, mistakes, and raw emotion. It’s about a man—possibly a man like MacDonald’s father, or like MacDonald himself—who moves out of his quiet and comfort into more primeval terrain. And those twin poles are the theme of the sensationally good Travis McGee series, which is a canon equaled for enduring quality and maturity by very little else. McGee is a quiet man, internally bewildered by and raging at what passes for modern progress, externally happy merely to be varnishing the decks of his houseboat and polishing its brass, but always ready to saddle up and ride off in the service of those who need and deserve his help. Again, not the product of the privileged youth enjoyed by the salaried executive’s son.


  So where did McGee and MacDonald’s other heroes come from? Why Florida? Why the jaundiced concerns? We will never know. But maybe we can work it out, by mining the millions of words written with such haste and urgency and passion between 1945 and 1986.


  LEE CHILD

  New York

  2012


  One


  She took the corner too fast, and it was definitely not much of a road. She drifted it through the corner on the gravel, with one hell of a drop at our left, and then there was a big rock slide where the road should have been. She stomped hard and the drift turned into a rough sideways skid, and I hunched low expecting the white Alpine to trip and roll. But we skidded all the way to the rock and stopped with inches to spare and a great big three feet between the rear end and the drop-off. The skid had killed the engine.


  “What a stinking nuisance!” Mona Yeoman said.


  The cooling car made tinkling sounds. A noisy bird laughed at us. A lizard sped through the broken rock.


  “End of the line?”


  “Goodness, no. We can walk it from here. It’s a half mile, I guess. I haven’t been up here in ever so long.”


  “How about my gear?”


  “It didn’t seem to me you had very much. I guess you might as well bring it along, Mr. McGee. Perhaps you might be able to roll enough of this rock over the edge so you can get the jeep by. Or I can send some men to do it.”


  “If we’re going to keep this as quiet as possible, I better give it a try.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “If I decide to try to help you, Mrs. Yeoman.”


  She glanced at me. Her eyes were the beautiful blue of robins’ eggs, and had just about as much expression. “You’ve come this far, haven’t you? I think you will.”


  I lifted my suitcase out of the little car, and we climbed over the rock. It was a fresh slide. The broken edges of the rock showed that. I felt just as happy to be out of the car. The road was steep and the curves were very interesting. She had met me at noon at an airport fifty miles away, quite a distance from her home base. She said she had a place I could stay, a very hidden place, and we could do all our talking after we got there. Ever since meeting her I had been trying to figure her out.


  She did not seem to fit either the rough country or the type of clothing she was wearing. She was a big ripe-bodied blonde of about thirty. She had a lot of control, and a competent way of handling herself, and a mild invulnerable arrogance. She would have looked far more at home on Park Avenue and Fifty-Something, in the highest of high style on a Sunday afternoon, wearing a fantastic hat and walking a curly little blue dog.


  Here she strode up the gravel road in six-stitch boots, twill trousers, a tweed hacking coat, a sand-pale cowgirl hat. Though we were high, there was no wind and the sun made walking very hot work. I stopped and put my suitcase down and took my suit coat off.


  “Good idea,” she said, and shed hers and slung it over her shoulder. She went on, with the air that she was destined to walk ahead with most of the world following in single file. Her waist was narrow and she held her back very straight. The pale twill pants, a shade darker than her hat, were almost as tight as her skin. I read female character from sterns. Hers was hefty, shapely, rich and unapproachable. This one, I decided, would consider any gift of her favors a truly earth-shaking event, to be signaled by rare wine, incense and silk sheets. And she had the look of almost being able to live up to her own billing.


  She was intent on one thing at a time. Walk now. Talk later.


  The road ended at a cabin. It was on a half acre of naturally level ground, a rocky shelf three-quarters of the way up the mountain. The cabin was of silver-gray wood, twenty feet square, old but honestly made, with a steep roof. There was an open shed beside it containing cords of wood and an ancient jeep still wearing its army paint. There was a shack behind it, against the rock face of the hill. There was a privy built out over one hell of a drop.


  I followed her up onto the porch and she pried a key out of the pocket of those tight pants and unlocked the door.


  “This is the bunk room and living room. That fireplace heats it beautifully. Kitchen through there. Wood stove. A good stock of staples. There’s a spring up the hill. That’s very rare around here. The water is piped into the kitchen. Cold water only. Excellent water though. I assume you saw the outside plumbing. The battery in the jeep is probably dead, but it should start if you run it downhill. You can take it to a gas station and see what it needs and put the amount on your bill. There are some rough clothes in that closet there. I doubt there’s anything big enough to fit you, Mr. McGee, but I think you can make do.”


  “Mrs. Yeoman?”


  “There are no sheets but plenty of blankets and…What?”


  “I am not buying the place. I am not even renting it. Maybe I’m not even staying. So let’s get to it, shall we?”


  She looked at me with disapproval. “But somebody has to help me,” she said. “Why did you come so far if…”


  “Like a self-respecting call girl, Mrs. Yeoman, I reserve the right to pick and choose. Once upon a time a lady assumed I’d happily kill somebody for her. That isn’t my line of work.”


  “This is nothing like that! Fran Weaver is one of my oldest friends. She said that if anybody in the world could…”


  “I know. I know. She wrote me. I got in touch. You sent plane fare. You gambled your money, and I gambled my time. Now we see if we can get together.” I put my suitcase on the bunk and opened it and took out the bottle carrier. “Bourbon with no ice?”


  “Please. Some water, half and half. You’ll find the water cold enough.”


  It ran rusty at first and cleared quickly, and it was cold enough to numb my fingers. I put drinks in two mismatched glasses and took them in. She sat on a leather cushion on the raised hearth. It was cooler inside. She had put her jacket around her shoulders and laid her hat aside.


  I sat in a thong chair nearby. She lifted her glass and said, “To an agreement.”


  “Fine.” We drank and I said, “I took this one blind because I’m almost broke, Mrs. Yeoman.”


  She looked concerned. “That…isn’t very heartening.”


  “Like not being successful? I’m very successful.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “I work when the money gets low. Otherwise I enjoy my retirement, Mrs. Yeoman. I’m taking it in installments, while I’m young enough to enjoy it. I am commonly known as a beach bum. I live on a houseboat. I live as well as I want to live, but sometimes I have to go to work. Reluctantly. Do you understand the terms?”


  “I…I think so. Fran said…”


  “Something has to have been taken from you, something that belongs to you. You have exhausted all ways of getting it back. I’ll make a try at it, if I go for the situation. If I can make a recovery, I keep half the value.”


  “It…it couldn’t work that way in my case.”


  “Then let’s walk back down that hill.”


  “No. Wait a minute. Let me tell you the situation. My father was Cubitt Fox. That doesn’t mean anything to you, I know. But it is still a remembered name around here. I was his only child. My mother died two years after I was born. He tried to raise me like he would a son. He died twenty years ago, when I was twelve. He was forty-four. His dearest and closest friend was Jasper Yeoman. Jass was thirty-eight when daddy died. The will named Jass executor. He took over. He was very kind and generous. I went to good schools in the east, Mr. McGee. After I graduated from Vassar, I went to work in New York, on a magazine. I was on a generous allowance. I was twenty-two. I fell in love with a married man. We ran away together. It was a ghastly and horrible mistake. In Paris he had a change of heart and went scurrying back to his wife. I stayed there, for almost a year. I did too much drinking and I did some very foolish things. Then I got sick. Jass came over. He took me to Switzerland and stayed with me until I was well. I needed emotional stability and security and affection. Jass and I were married aboard ship on the way back, nine years ago. He’s fifty-eight now. Up until a year ago, it was…a comfortable life. Jass is a rich and successful and tough-minded man. It was a first marriage for him. We’ve been unable to have children, and it’s my fault, not his. A year ago I fell in love again. I thought Jass would be…reasonable. He hasn’t been. I decided I would leave him. I thought I would get the money my father left me and leave him. I was still getting the allowance which I thought was the interest from the estate held in trust for me. I know there were several trust funds. I had been receiving fifteen hundred dollars a month since I was twenty-one. And spending it. I’ve been a little too damned good at spending it. Jass was the executor, as I told you. I asked for an accounting. He laughed at me. He said that my father’s estate had been used up years ago, and that he had been continuing my allowance out of his own pocket. I demanded to see the figures. He said that they wouldn’t mean anything to me if I saw them. He said daddy had made foolish investments, and the estate money had run out at the time we were married.


  “Mr. McGee, my father was successful! At the time he died the papers said that his estate, before taxes, was worth over two million dollars. It couldn’t be gone. I think my husband has…taken all that money somehow.”


  “Mrs. Yeoman, I think you need a lawyer and an accountant. I don’t think you need me.”


  “Let me tell you a few facts of life. This is Esmerelda County. Eight miles down the valley is the City of Esmerelda. In the city is the Esmerelda Bank and Trust Company. My husband is the county and the city and the bank, and he is a lot of other things. Jass goes on hunting trips with the other men who run this whole state. He plays poker with them. Damn it, I am being treated like a child bride, as if this was some sort of little temper tantrum. I’m supposed to be a good girl and get over it.”


  “But did you see a lawyer?”


  “I couldn’t find a lawyer in Esmerelda who wanted to touch it. I found a young lawyer in Belasco, over in the next county. He poked around for a month. I can’t remember all he said, but I think I can remember the important parts. My husband had to give an account of his…his stewardship to the probate judge, and file reports with the court, because I was a minor, I guess. He made three reports, five years after daddy died, and ten years after, and fifteen years after. The last was a final report, five years ago, claiming the estate was exhausted. The judge is dead. Four years ago they built the new courthouse. The records are in the dead files and they aren’t even indexed, and there’s no way of telling if the records are there or not. The lawyer Jass used is dead, and nobody knows where his files and records went to. My lawyer said he would have to start from the other end, to get a copy of the tax statement filed with the federal government twenty years ago, and identify the assets, and then trace them through the public records of sales and so forth, and build up a case that some kind of funny business had gone on. Then I would have to bring action against my husband. Even if we got something to go on, he said Jass could stall for three or four years before we could ever get it into court. In the meantime, my allowance has been cut off until I, quote, come to my senses, unquote. He pats me on the head and tells me to forget all this nonsense.”


  “Maybe the estate wasn’t as big as you thought it was, Mrs. Yeoman.”


  “Oh, come now! Daddy loved land. He had faith in the future of this area. I showed the lawyer, and I can show you, just one of the pieces he owned. Now it’s got the Chem-Del plant on it, and two big shopping centers and about four hundred tract houses. He checked it out in the County Clerk’s office, and it wasn’t sold to pay estate taxes. The records show it was sold three years after he died to something called the Apex Development Corporation. The records in the state capital show that Apex lasted four years and collapsed, with no asset values. Daddy owned this area right here, too. Ten thousand acres. Jass knew I loved this place. He gave me a deed to this part of it, nine hundred acres, for my birthday about seven years ago. He said he bought it back from the people who owned it. Four months ago I looked into the idea of selling it, but Jass is on the deed too, and I can’t.”


  “What do you think you want from me?”


  “The estate was stolen from me, by my husband. There must be some way of…of making him make restitution. Some way of making him take me seriously. Because I am serious, damn it. I want my money, and I want a divorce, and I want to marry John Webb.”


  “The money is necessary, I assume.”


  “John hasn’t any, if that’s what you mean. He’s an assistant professor at State Western. The legislature controls the University. Jass has good friends in the legislature. The day I leave him, according to Jass, John Webb gets booted out with damn small chance of getting a job elsewhere. I’ve been reduced to…to being a captive, Mr. McGee.”


  “A smart woman can make a man feel happy to be rid of her.”


  “I have been an absolute bitch for months. He laughs at me. He says I’ll get over it. He’s always been…very ardent. I haven’t let him touch me. That doesn’t seem to bother him either. I think he has somebody else. He is so terribly confident I’ll get over this little tantrum, and be his girl bride again. I had to sell jewelry to pay that lawyer, and I had to sell jewelry to pay for your plane ticket. He says once I prove to him that I want to be a wife again, we can go back to the way things used to be. I told my troubles to Fran when she visited me. And you were the only thing she could suggest.”


  “I don’t see how there’s anything which can be done.”


  “Mr. McGee, I want to be realistic about this. I’ve scaled my wants way way down. I want him convinced he should let me go, and I want to walk away with fifty thousand dollars. If you can pry me loose somehow, with a hundred thousand, I’ll give you half. If you can manage more, I’ll give you ten percent of everything over a hundred thousand. My only other choice is to sit around and wait for him to die. And he is a very healthy man.”


  “Or you could just take off with this Webb.”


  She made a face. “I threatened that. He said he would never divorce me for desertion. He said he would send people to find me and bring me back. And those people would give John Webb a whipping for wife-stealing. John isn’t very strong, physically. No. He has to want to let me go.”


  She stood up and paced restlessly. She had a lot of vitality, a lot of gloss and bounce and directed energy. She didn’t look like the kind you can quell and keep and humble.


  “Why would he take your money?”


  “I think I have that figured out. I heard some rumors. When I was about fifteen, beginning about then, he had some very bad years. He’s always been bold, in a business way. I guess he got too bold. He overextended himself in too many directions, so that when things started to go bad for him, he didn’t have enough money to move around. So he had to dig into mine to save himself. Maybe he thought he would pay it back, but he had to take more and more of it, and do a lot of shifty work before he could stem the tide and start to get healthy again. I guess by then it seemed easier to fake a lot of things and close out the estate rather than try to pay it back. And the best way to cover it all up was to marry me. When there was a chance of marrying me, he took it. I don’t think he ever really wanted to be married. He isn’t that sort of a man. It was something he had to do to protect himself. I was in ghastly shape, and I jumped at the chance. During the years when…it seemed pretty good, I never did really have the status of a wife. He didn’t change his way of life at all. Or ever seem to take me seriously.”


  “I just don’t see where I have any approach I can use.”


  “Mr. McGee, he didn’t pull these tricky things in a complete vacuum, you know. He does make enemies. Somebody must have enough on him to…to be able to put pressure on him. And I don’t think Jass is as casual and confident about this as he would like to have me believe. I’m pretty sure people have been following me. I think I do worry him a little. I suppose it would look bad if the newspapers picked it up—Jass Yeoman’s wife demanding an accounting of what happened to her father’s money. I guess he must have been worried that maybe I had squirreled away some of my allowance.”


  “What makes you think that?”


  “I had a nice little Mexican maid for five years. She quit six months ago and got married. Two men went to her and questioned her for hours, mostly about my personal finances, how much I spent and on what and so on. They claimed to be some sort of accountants. Afterwards she worried about it for a few days, and then came and told me. That happened just two months ago. I had…an unusual relationship with Dolores. We confided in each other. She was very dear to me.”


  “And you think that because your husband might be worried, he might be susceptible to some kind of pressure.”


  “If I knew what to do, Mr. McGee, I would have tried to do it myself. I even thought I might blackmail my own husband. I hired a man to find out about other women. I guess he was clumsy. The police threw him in jail for three nights running, for little things like spitting on the sidewalk. He gave up.”


  “I just don’t know,” I said.


  She asked me to follow her. We went out to the barren edge of the drop-off. The crumpled hills around us were red-brown, with little patches of stubborn green. There was a clump of wind-twisted pines nearby. She pointed west. The range we were on cascaded down and flattened out, and across the semi-desert plain, distorted by heat shimmer, misty in the distance, we could see the city of Esmerelda, pale cubes rising out of a cluttered smear. She pointed out U.S. 87 angling toward the city from the northeast, about four miles away and three or four thousand feet lower than we were. I could make out two big silver transport trucks crawling along amid the swifter beetles of private cars.


  She stood bareheaded, half facing me. “I’m thirty-two years old, Mr. McGee. There’s been a lot of wasted time and wasted years. I’m grateful to him, in a way. But I want out. I’m the captive princess, and that’s the castle down there. Jass is the king. I can have a little freedom of motion, as long as I ride back to the castle walls at nightfall. Corny, I guess. But when you are in love you get some romantic images. And I’m not too ancient to cry myself to sleep. I must have help.”


  She stood at my right, half turned to face me, the sun heat of the still day misting her forehead and her upper lip. She wanted the answer. And I frowned in silence, searching for the words to tell her that this was not my sort of thing.


  Suddenly she plunged forward, her shoulder brushing me and knocking me back. She went with her head tilted back, and she landed facedown on the baked dirt and the edges of stone, and slid at least six inches after she struck, without having lifted her hands to try to break her fall. The noise that started the fall was a curiously ugly noise. It was a dull sound of impact, like the sound of burying a hatchet into a soft and rotten stump. She lay without twitch, without sound, totally soft and flattened. I heard then the distant ringing bark of a heavy rifle, a ka-rang, echoing in the still rock hills of the windless day. There was too much open space between me and the cabin. I ran in a very fast and very random pattern toward the pines fifty feet away, skidded around them and fell, clutching a twisted root, my legs hanging half over the edge of the drop. A dislodged stone clattered and bounced once, then hit long seconds later and far away. I swallowed the gagging lump that was the clear visual memory of the wet hole punched high in her spine, through the silk blouse, dead center, about two inches below where her neck joined her good shoulders. A big caliber. Plenty of impact. Foot pounds of energy is a product of mass and velocity. Good velocity, for the sound to come that much later. A full second? Less. Five hundred yards? I pulled myself forward and peered around the trunk of the tree. An empty jumble of hills over there, a thousand crouching places.


  I had to settle myself down to a rational appraisal of his luck. He had the whole torso to go for. Provided it wasn’t some half-wit potting at a twig. That much slug, in shoulder or hip, would do the job. Even if he’d gotten the thigh or the upper arm, my chance of getting help to her in time would have been slim. He had exploded that big pipe that held all the circuits. Massive hydrostatic pressure on the spinal fluid, blowing the brain dark in a microsecond.


  She had died without knowing she was dead.


  I looked at her, my eyes at ground level. The top of her head was toward me. Once I had seen a fence-jumping mare killed by a pickup truck. The corner post of the windshield had hit her behind the ear and snapped her neck, and she had gone down in the same utterly final and boneless way.


  I watched the crumpled country of that neighbor mountain, saw nothing, heard nothing. In the silence I thought. I heard a car start, a long long way off.


  The princess wouldn’t be making it back to the castle tonight.


  When I got tired of waiting, I scrambled up and ran for the cabin in the way Uncle had taught me once upon a time. I dived into the cool interior, and let my precious treasured flesh unpucker. Her empty glass was on the hearth, pink lipstick on the rim. The leather cushion still bore the imprint of that round behind. I saw battered binoculars hanging on a nail. Eight power. Navy issue. The left lens was knocked out of true. The right was good enough. It showed me the flies with the bright green back-ends scurrying around on her silk shirt.


  Her leather purse was on the chair with the jacket and cowgirl hat. I found eighty-nine dollars in it. I took the eighty. I put my bottle back in the suitcase, went to the doorway, took three deep breaths, then went running for the road. I ran until I was down around the first curve. I watched my fingers shake as I lit a cigarette. And then I went swinging down the road.


  The great entertainer of our age, and a mesmerizing storyteller


  —Stephen King


  A dominant influence on writers crafting the continuing series character . . . I envy the generation of readers just discovering Travis McGee


  —Sue Grafton


  The consummate pro, a master storyteller and witty observer . . . The Travis McGee novels are among the finest works of fiction ever penned by an American author and they retain a remarkable sense of freshness


  —Jonathan Kellerman


  My favorite novelist of all time


  —Dean Koontz


  A master storyteller, a masterful suspense writer . . . John D. MacDonald is a shining example for all of us in the field


  —Mary Higgins Clark


  What a joy that these timeless and treasured novels are available again


  —Ed McBain


  There’s only one thing as good as reading a John D. MacDonald novel: reading it again . . . He is the all-time master of the American mystery novel


  —John Saul
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