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From a beloved master of crime fiction, Nightmare in Pink is one of many classic novels
featuring Travis McGee, the hard-boiled detective who lives on a houseboat. Travis McGee’s
permanent address is the Busted Flush, Slip F-18, Bahia Mar, Lauderdale, and there isn’t a hell
of a lot that compels him to leave it. Except maybe a call from an old army buddy who needs a
favor. If it wasn’t for him, McGee might not be alive. For that kind of friend, Travis McGee will
travel almost anywhere, even New York City. Especially when there’s a damsel in distress. “As a
young writer, all I ever wanted was to touch readers as powerfully as John D. MacDonald
touched me.”—Dean Koontz The damsel in question is his old friend’s kid sister, whose fiancé
has just been murdered in what the authorities claim was a standard Manhattan mugging. But
Nina knows better. Her soon-to-be husband had been digging around, finding scum and scandal
at his real estate investment firm. And this scum will go to any lengths to make sure their secrets
don’t get out. Travis is determined to get to the bottom of things, but just as he’s closing in on the
truth, he finds himself drugged and taken captive. If he’s being locked up in a mental institution
with a steady stream of drugs siphoned into his body, how can Travis keep his promise to his old
friend? More important, how can he get himself out alive? Features a new Introduction by Lee
Child

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.OneShe worked in one of those Park
Avenue buildings which tourists feel obligated to photograph. It’s a nice building to visit, but they
wouldn’t want to live there.She worked on the twentieth floor, for one of those self-important little
companies which design packages for things. I arrived at five, as arranged, and sent my name
in, and she came out into the little reception area, wearing a smock to prove that she did her stint
at the old drawing board.Nina Gibson. She was a bouffante little girl. I had seen a picture of her
at age twelve. At twice that, she had changed. Mike had carried her picture in his wallet. Now she
had a pile of blue-black curls, Mike’s blue blue eyes, small defiant face, skin like cream. She had
one of those hearty little figures typical of a certain type of small girl. The hand-span waist, and
the rich solid swell of goodies above and below.“You’ll have to wait a little while,” she said. “I’m
sorry.”“Then when you come out the next time you smile and say hello.”“Should I? This isn’t my
idea, Mr. McGee.”“It’s called a social amenity, Nina.”“There won’t be many of those,” she said,
and went back into the mystic depths of her profession. I sat amid the cased displays of
household words. Three cents worth of squeeze bottles, plus two cents worth of homogenized
goo, plus prime-time television equals 28 million annual sales at 69¢ each. This is the heartbeat
of industrial America. I sat and watched the receptionist. She was used to being watched, but
she liked it. She was packaged too. One (1) receptionist, nubile, w/English accent, indefinitely
tweedy, veddy country. The little company was up to date. They had one that looked as if she



were sitting in a spring wind blowing off the moors, with her steed tethered in the hall.Nina came
out--gloved, pursed, be-hatted, wearing a fall suit a little too tailored for her structure--came out
with a frail and indefinite-looking man and paused to argue with him, saying, “Freddie, if you
show him three, he’ll bog, and you know it, dear. That little mind can make a choice of the best of
two, if the choice is obvious. So make the presentation of just Tommy’s and Mary Jane’s. They’re
the best and the worst so far, and he’ll pick Tommy’s and we’re in.”Freddie shrugged and sighed
and went back in. Nina nodded imperiously at me and we went out and rode down in the musical
elevator and walked a block and a half to a lounge in a muted little hotel where the prism spots
gleamed down on an expensive assortment of coiffing and barbering, furs and tailored
shoulders, sparkling glassware, lovely people maneuvering each other into his or that
unspeakable thing by means of quiet smiles and quiet talk and deadly martinis. We found a
banquette against a quiet wall, and she ungloved herself, leaned to the offered light, ordered a
dry sherry.She stared at me, mocking and defensive. “The fabulous Travis McGee. Fabulous
means something about fables. I don’t need any fables. Thank you so much.”“From a very old
picture, I didn’t think you’d be this pretty.”“I’m a darling girl.”I didn’t want to be within fifteen
hundred miles of this darling girl. I didn’t want to be in this October city. I wanted to be back
aboard my Busted Flush moored in Slip F 18, Bahia Mar, Lauderdale, my 52 feet of custom
houseboat which I could fill with my favorite brand of darling girls, the brown untroubled ones,
eager galley slaves, the hair-salty, rump-sandy, beer-opening, fish-catching, happy-making girls
in sun-faded fabrics, sun-streaked hair. But Miss Nina looked at me out of her brother Mike’s true
blue eyes, and he had never asked me for anything else.“I’ll tell you a story,” I said.“Oh please
do, sir,” she said.“There was a little matter of a thirty-six-hour pass, and our captain did not think
he could spare us both. So Mike and I had some small games and wagers and I won, jeeped
back, flew out, spent all those Japanese hours in a silk robe and in deep hot steaming water and
on a pallet on a polished floor in a paper room with a darling girl whose name I couldn’t say, and I
called her Missy. She scrubbed me and fed me and loved me. She was five feet tall and giggled
into her hands. And what made all the pleasure the sweeter was thinking of poor Mike stuck
back there. So I flew back and jeeped back and they said he was dead. Either he had died at the
aid station, or at the station hospital, or en route to the general hospital. Nobody was sure. Then
they said he was still alive, but would die. And now, of course, he is, like they say, the ward of a
grateful republic, and he can’t see and he can’t walk, and it is a gala day when they wheel him
into the sunshine for an hour, but through all those miracles of medical science, they kept Mike
Gibson alive. The point of the story is guilt, Miss Nina. Guilt because I am glad it was Mike
instead of remarkable, valuable old me. I don’t want to be glad, but I am. Then there’s another
kind of guilt. I’ve visited him about once a year, on the average. Do I go to see him to prove to
myself it happened to him instead of to me? Should I see him oftener, or not at all? I don’t know. I
do know one thing. The nurse wrote me he wanted to see me. I went there. He told me about
your visit. He said find out. So, with your help or without it, Miss Nina, I find out.”“How terribly
dear!” she said. “How ineffably buddy-buddy! I shouldn’t have gone running to him with my little



heartache, Mr. McGee. It was selfish of me. It upset him, and it didn’t do me any particular good.
How can he check up on anything anyway? Why don’t you just invent some soothing little story
for him and go down and tell it to him and then go back to your beach-bum career, whatever it
is?”“Because he may be all chopped up, but he’s not stupid.”“It’s too late now. Meddling won’t do
any good.”“Maybe there’s some questions you both want answered.”For just a moment the
vulnerability showed in her mouth and in her voice. “Answers? What good are answers? The boy
is dead.”“I can poke around a little.”“You? Really now, Mr. McGee. You are spectacularly huge,
and a tan that deep is almost vulgar, and you have a kind of leathery fading boyish charm, but
this is not and never was a game for dilettantes, for jolly boys, for the favor-for-an-old-buddy
routine. No gray-eyed wonder with a big white grin can solve anything or retrieve anything by
blundering around in my life. Thanks for the gesture. But this isn’t television. I don’t need a big
brother. So why don’t you just go on back to your fun and games?”“I will, when I’m ready.”“My
fiance is dead. Howard Plummer is dead.” She glowered at me and banged the table with a small
fist. “He’s in the ground, dead. And he wasn’t what I thought he was. And I’m trying to get over it,
to get over losing him and to get over being a fool. So please don’t stir it all . . .”“What did you
do with the money?”It stopped her. She stared at me. “What money?”“The money you started to
tell Mike about.”“But I didn’t tell him. I stopped myself.”“Nina, it was as good as telling him. He lies
there and hears all the words you don’t quite say. That’s why I can’t go back to him with a
soothing story. What about the money?”“It’s nothing to do with you.”“It has now.”“Please don’t try
to be earnest and domineering, Mr. McGee. I am not going to lean on you.”“I’ve come blundering
into your life, Nina, at Mike’s request. Plummer was killed in August. The police investigated it. I
can come stumbling onto the scene and tell them that Plummer had a good piece of cash tucked
away and his girlfriend has it now, and suggest that maybe there was some connection.”“You
wouldn’t do that!”“Why not?”“There wasn’t any connection. That’s stupid. It would just get me
into a lot of trouble. My God, my brother asked you to come here to help me, not get me into a
mess. I don’t want any help.”“Miss Nina,” I said, smiling my very best disarming smile, “let’s get
straightened away. Being a beach bum takes money. If you want to do it with flair. If the money
comes in regularly, then you’re working for it, and you lose your status. I have to come by it in
chunks now and then, to protect my way of life. Now I don’t really think I would have had much
creative interest in the life and times of Nina Gibson if you hadn’t given your brother the
impression your boyfriend had been clipping a pretty good piece of money somehow. When I
heard that, my ears lifted into little tufted points. Where there was some, there might be more. I
like to ride to the rescue when I think that’s where the money is.” --This text refers to the
paperback edition.From the Inside FlapNina--a career girl living alone in Manhattan--offers
Travis McGee companionship and the first loose thread in the elaborate fabric of a gigantic
swindle. Now, she's leading McGee on a wild and tortuous chase into the decadent world of high
society, the ruthless world of big money, and the weird world of hallucinatory drugs. 2 cassettes.
--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From BooklistAfter debuting
his soon-to-be iconic hero Travis McGee in The Deep Blue Good-by—a novel that, in setting,



style, and mood, cut the mold for what would become the series’ winning formula for the next 25
years—MacDonald took a flyer with number 2, one of the series’ definite oddities. The majority
of McGee novels begin with a friend arriving at Travis’ Fort Lauderdale houseboat with a
problem. This one starts with the self-styled beach bum walking down Park Avenue. Be wary
whenever McGee strays above the Mason-Dixon Line. He’s in New York, it turns out, to do a
favor for an army buddy, whose sister is floundering after the death of her fiancé. First on the
agenda: nurse Nina Gibson, the buddy’s sister, back to health, one of Travis’ specialties. We
learned in Blue Good-by that our boy’s special combination of sensitivity, savoir faire, and animal
magnetism does the trick for getting “wounded doves” back in the air. But he does his best
doctoring aboard The Busted Flush, on which a little cruise to the islands is always the perfect
antidote for whatever ails a troubled heart, mind, and body. This time, though, confined to the
four walls of a Manhattan brownstone, McGee needs to work a little harder. But not that hard.
Soon enough, the flush of healthy sexuality has been restored to Nina’s cheeks, but the problem
of figuring out why her fiancé was murdered and what happened to the money he had
apparently been stealing from his investment-bank employers proves considerably more difficult.
The money, we learn, was stolen not for personal gain but to help expose the gigantic scam
being run by a greedy bank vice president and his femme fatale secretary. Here’s where things
get very weird. The bad guys are bilking the son of the bank’s pater familias out of millions by
dousing him with psychedelic drugs, provided by a crazed medical researcher ensconced in a
psychiatric hospital, where anyone who causes trouble has his or her brains turned to mush.
Naturally, Travis quickly winds up a patient at the nightmare hospital, but the McGee brain
doesn’t go mushy quite as quickly as that of the average guy. If this is all starting to sound very
Raymond Chandler—poor Philip Marlowe stumbled into more than one evil hospital, where he
was routinely pumped full of something bad from a syringe—you’ve done your hard-boiled
homework and deserve to pour yourself a gimlet, Marlowe’s favorite beverage. Let’s clarify: this
is by no means a bad novel, or even a bad trip. McGee fighting his way back from psychic
oblivion is good fun, to be sure, and when he makes his escape by spiking the hospital’s coffee
urn with psychedelic bug juice, well, you just have to smile. Still, series readers will soon learn
that Park Avenue, brownstones, and Chandlerian druggies are not McGee’s milieu. MacDonald
was clearly trying to keep things loose early in the series. Give him credit for quickly figuring out
where and how his hero could do his best work and that Plymouth gin over ice, not in a gimlet,
was McGee’s signature drink. No help needed, either from Chandler’s old plot devices or from
his liquor cabinet. --Bill Ott --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.From the Publisher6 1-hour cassettes --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable
edition of this title.ReviewPraise for John D. MacDonald and the Travis McGee novels “The great
entertainer of our age, and a mesmerizing storyteller.”—Stephen King “My favorite novelist of all
time . . . All I ever wanted was to touch readers as powerfully as John D. MacDonald touched me.
No price could be placed on the enormous pleasure that his books have given me. He captured
the mood and the spirit of his times more accurately, more hauntingly, than any ‘literature’ writer



—yet managed always to tell a thunderingly good, intensely suspenseful tale.”—Dean
Koontz “To diggers a thousand years from now, the works of John D. MacDonald would be a
treasure on the order of the tomb of Tutankhamen.”—Kurt Vonnegut “A master storyteller, a
masterful suspense writer . . . John D. MacDonald is a shining example for all of us in the field.
Talk about thebest.”—Mary Higgins Clark “A dominant influence on writers crafting the
continuing series character . . . I envy the generation of readers just discovering Travis McGee,
and count myself among the many readers savoring his adventures again.”—Sue Grafton “One
of the great sagas in American fiction.”—Robert B. Parker “Most readers loved MacDonald’s
work because he told a rip-roaring yarn. I loved it because he was the first modern writer to nail
Florida dead-center, to capture all its languid sleaze, racy sense of promise, and breath-
grabbing beauty.”—Carl Hiaasen “The consummate pro, a master storyteller and witty
observer . . . John D. MacDonald created a staggering quantity of wonderful books, each rich
with characterization, suspense, and an almost intoxicating sense of place. 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 “What a joy that these timeless and
treasured novels are available again.”—Ed McBain “Travis McGee is the last of the great knights-
errant: honorable, sensual, skillful, and tough. I can’t think of anyone who has replaced him. I
can’t think of anyone who would dare.”—Donald Westlake “There’s only one thing as good as
reading a John D. MacDonald novel: reading it again. A writer way ahead of his time, his Travis
McGee books are as entertaining, insightful, and suspenseful today as the moment I first read
them. He is the all-time master of the American mystery novel.”—John Saul --This text refers to
an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorJohn D. MacDonald
(1916-1986) MacDonald was born in Sharon, Pa, and educated at the Universities of
Pennsylvania, Syracuse and Harvard, where he took an MBA in 1939. After war service in the
Far East he wrote hundreds of stories for the pulps and over seventy novels, including the 21 in
the Travis McGee sequence. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.Read more
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Praise forJohn D. MacDonald“My favorite novelist of all time.”—DEAN KOONTZ“For my money,
John D. MacDonald’s Travis McGee is one of the great characters in contemporary American
fiction—not crime fiction; fiction, period—and millions of readers surely agree.”—The
Washington Post“MacDonald isn’t simply popular; he’s also good.”—ROGER
EBERT“MacDonald’s books are narcotic and, once hooked, a reader can’t kick the habit until
the supply runs out.”—Chicago Tribune Book World“Travis McGee is one of the most enduring
and unusual heroes in detective fiction.”—The Baltimore Sun“John D. MacDonald remains one of
my idols.”—DONALD WESTLAKE“A dominant influence on writers crafting the continuing series
character.”—SUE GRAFTON“The Dickens of mid-century America—popular, prolific
and … conscience-ridden about his environment.… A thoroughly American author.”—The
Boston Globe“It will be for his crisply written, smoothly plotted mysteries that MacDonald will be
remembered.”—USA Today“MacDonald had the marvelous ability to create attention-getting
characters who doubled as social critics. In MacDonald novels, it is the rule rather than the
exception to find, in the midst of violence and mayhem, a sentence, a paragraph, or several
pages of rumination on love, morality, religion, architecture, politics, business, the general state
of the world or of Florida.”—Sarasota Herald-TribunePraise for the Travis McGee series“There’s
only one thing as good as reading a John D. MacDonald novel: reading it again. A writer way
ahead of his time, his Travis McGee books are as entertaining, insightful, and suspenseful today
as the moment I first read them. He is the all-time master of the American mystery novel.”—
JOHN SAUL“One of the great sagas in American fiction.”—ROBERT B. PARKER“In McGee
mysteries and other novels as well, MacDonald’s voice was one of a social historian.”—Los
Angeles TimesNightmare in Pink is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents
are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual
events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.2013 Random House Trade
Paperback EditionCopyright © 1964 by John D. MacDonald Publishing, Inc.Copyright renewed
1992 by Maynard MacDonaldIntroduction copyright © 2013 by Lee ChildAll rights
reserved.Published in the United States by Random House Trade Paperbacks, an imprint of The
Random House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.RANDOM
HOUSE TRADE PAPERBACKS and colophon are trademarks of Random House, Inc.Originally
published in paperback in the United States by Fawcett, a division of Random House, Inc., New
York in 1964.Cover design: Joe MontgomeryCover photograph: © Loop Images/
SuperStockv3.1_r4ContentsCoverTitle PageCopyrightIntroduction: Lee ChildChapter
OneChapter TwoChapter ThreeChapter FourChapter FiveChapter SixChapter SevenChapter
EightChapter NineChapter TenChapter ElevenChapter TwelveChapter ThirteenChapter
FourteenOther Books by This AuthorAbout the AuthorIntroductionLee ChildSuspense 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 CHILDNew York2012OneShe worked in one of those
Park Avenue buildings which tourists feel obligated to photograph. It’s a nice building to visit, but
they wouldn’t want to live there.She worked on the twentieth floor, for one of those self-important
little companies which design packages for things. I arrived at five, as arranged, and sent my
name in, and she came out into the little reception area, wearing a smock to prove that she did
her stint at the old drawing board.Nina Gibson. She was a bouffante little girl. I had seen a
picture of her at age twelve. At twice that, she had changed. Mike had carried her picture in his
wallet. Now she had a pile of blue-black curls, Mike’s blue blue eyes, small defiant face, skin like
cream. She had one of those hearty little figures typical of a certain type of small girl. The hand-
span waist, and the rich solid swell of goodies above and below.“You’ll have to wait a little while,”
she said. “I’m sorry.”“Then when you come out the next time you smile and say hello.”“Should I?
This isn’t my idea, Mr. McGee.”“It’s called a social amenity, Nina.”“There won’t be many of those,”
she said, and went back into the mystic depths of her profession. I sat amid the cased displays
of household words. Three cents worth of squeeze bottles, plus two cents worth of homogenized
goo, plus prime-time television equals 28 million annual sales at 69¢ each. This is the heartbeat
of industrial America. I sat and watched the receptionist. She was used to being watched, but
she liked it. She was packaged too. One (1) receptionist, nubile, w/English accent, indefinitely
tweedy, veddy country. The little company was up to date. They had one that looked as if she
were sitting in a spring wind blowing off the moors, with her steed tethered in the hall.Nina came
out—gloved, pursed, be-hatted, wearing a fall suit a little too tailored for her structure—came out
with a frail and indefinite-looking man and paused to argue with him, saying, “Freddie, if you
show him three, he’ll bog, and you know it, dear. That little mind can make a choice of the best of
two, if the choice is obvious. So make the presentation of just Tommy’s and Mary Jane’s. They’re



the best and the worst so far, and he’ll pick Tommy’s and we’re in.”Freddie shrugged and sighed
and went back in. Nina nodded imperiously at me and we went out and rode down in the musical
elevator and walked a block and a half to a lounge in a muted little hotel where the prism spots
gleamed down on an expensive assortment of coiffing and barbering, furs and tailored
shoulders, sparkling glassware, lovely people maneuvering each other into this or that
unspeakable thing by means of quiet smiles and quiet talk and deadly martinis. We found a
banquette against a quiet wall, and she ungloved herself, leaned to the offered light, ordered a
dry sherry.She stared at me, mocking and defensive. “The fabulous Travis McGee. Fabulous
means something about fables. I don’t need any fables. Thank you so much.”“From a very old
picture, I didn’t think you’d be this pretty.”“I’m a darling girl.”I didn’t want to be within fifteen
hundred miles of this darling girl. I didn’t want to be in this October city. I wanted to be back
aboard my Busted Flush moored in Slip F-18, Bahia Mar, Lauderdale, my 52 feet of custom
houseboat which I could fill with my favorite brand of darling girls, the brown untroubled ones,
eager galley slaves, the hair-salty, rump-sandy, beer-opening, fish-catching, happy-making girls
in sun-faded fabrics, sun-streaked hair. But Miss Nina looked at me out of her brother Mike’s true
blue eyes, and he had never asked me for anything else.“I’ll tell you a story,” I said.“Oh please
do, sir,” she said.“There was a little matter of a thirty-six-hour pass, and our captain did not think
he could spare us both. So Mike and I had some small games and wagers and I won, jeeped
back, flew out, spent all those Japanese hours in a silk robe and in deep hot steaming water and
on a pallet on a polished floor in a paper room with a darling girl whose name I couldn’t say, and I
called her Missy. She scrubbed me and fed me and loved me. She was five feet tall and giggled
into her hands. And what made all the pleasure the sweeter was thinking of poor Mike stuck
back there. So I flew back and jeeped back and they said he was dead. Either he had died at the
aid station, or at the station hospital, or en route to the general hospital. Nobody was sure. Then
they said he was still alive, but would die. And now, of course, he is, like they say, the ward of a
grateful republic, and he can’t see and he can’t walk, and it is a gala day when they wheel him
into the sunshine for an hour, but through all those miracles of medical science, they kept Mike
Gibson alive. The point of the story is guilt, Miss Nina. Guilt because I am glad it was Mike
instead of remarkable, valuable old me. I don’t want to be glad, but I am. Then there’s another
kind of guilt. I’ve visited him about once a year, on the average. Do I go to see him to prove to
myself it happened to him instead of to me? Should I see him oftener, or not at all? I don’t know. I
do know one thing. The nurse wrote me he wanted to see me. I went there. He told me about
your visit. He said find out. So, with your help or without it, Miss Nina, I find out.”“How terribly
dear!” she said. “How ineffably buddy-buddy! I shouldn’t have gone running to him with my little
heartache, Mr. McGee. It was selfish of me. It upset him, and it didn’t do me any particular good.
How can he check up on anything anyway? Why don’t you just invent some soothing little story
for him and go down and tell it to him and then go back to your beach-bum career, whatever it
is?”“Because he may be all chopped up, but he’s not stupid.”“It’s too late now. Meddling won’t do
any good.”“Maybe there’s some questions you both want answered.”For just a moment the



vulnerability showed in her mouth and in her voice. “Answers? What good are answers? The boy
is dead.”“I can poke around a little.”“You? Really now, Mr. McGee. You are spectacularly huge,
and a tan that deep is almost vulgar, and you have a kind of leathery fading boyish charm, but
this is not and never was a game for dilettantes, for jolly boys, for the favor-for-an-old-buddy
routine. No gray-eyed wonder with a big white grin can solve anything or retrieve anything by
blundering around in my life. Thanks for the gesture. But this isn’t television. I don’t need a big
brother. So why don’t you just go on back to your fun and games?”“I will, when I’m ready.”“My
fiance is dead. Howard Plummer is dead.” She glowered at me and banged the table with a small
fist. “He’s in the ground, dead. And he wasn’t what I thought he was. And I’m trying to get over it,
to get over losing him and to get over being a fool. So please don’t stir it all …”“What did you do
with the money?”It stopped her. She stared at me. “What money?”“The money you started to tell
Mike about.”“But I didn’t tell him. I stopped myself.”“Nina, it was as good as telling him. He lies
there and hears all the words you don’t quite say. That’s why I can’t go back to him with a
soothing story. What about the money?”“It’s nothing to do with you.”“It has now.”“Please don’t try
to be earnest and domineering, Mr. McGee. I am not going to lean on you.”“I’ve come blundering
into your life, Nina, at Mike’s request. Plummer was killed in August. The police investigated it. I
can come stumbling onto the scene and tell them that Plummer had a good piece of cash tucked
away and his girlfriend has it now, and suggest that maybe there was some connection.”“You
wouldn’t do that!”“Why not?”“There wasn’t any connection. That’s stupid. It would just get me
into a lot of trouble. My God, my brother asked you to come here to help me, not get me into a
mess. I don’t want any help.”“Miss Nina,” I said, smiling my very best disarming smile, “let’s get
straightened away. Being a beach bum takes money. If you want to do it with flair. If the money
comes in regularly, then you’re working for it, and you lose your status. I have to come by it in
chunks now and then, to protect my way of life. Now I don’t really think I would have had much
creative interest in the life and times of Nina Gibson if you hadn’t given your brother the
impression your boyfriend had been clipping a pretty good piece of money somehow. When I
heard that, my ears lifted into little tufted points. Where there was some, there might be more. I
like to ride to the rescue when I think that’s where the money is.”She had herself a startled and
agonizing reappraisal. With trembling hand she tried to sip from a glass already empty. I caught
a suave passing eye and signaled another round.“What are you anyway?” she whispered.“Your
friend and protector, Nina.”She tried to laugh. “This is really ironic, isn’t it? Poor Mike, trying to
take care of little sister, and he sicks a big bland monster on me.”“We’re going to have a lot of
nice talks, little sister.”She narrowed those very blue eyes. The lashes were very black, very
dense, very long. “I don’t want any nice talks. I know I was stupid about the money. I haven’t
touched it. I haven’t told anybody about it. I almost told Mike, but that is as close as I’ve come to
telling anyone.” She glanced at our banquette neighbors and lowered her voice, leaned slightly
toward me. “McGee, if I had thought for one moment there was any connection between Howie’s
death and that money, I would have told the police myself. And all the time he was giving me that
righteous conversation about his honesty and his responsibility, he was stealing from Mr.



Armister just like the rest of them. Finding that money just about broke my heart forever, McGee.
I don’t want it. I don’t want that kind of money. I’ve thought of burning it. You can solve my little
problem. I’ll give it to you. You can take it and go away. It’s quite a lot of money. Exactly ten
thousand dollars.”“What makes you think he stole it?”“Don’t you think I’ve tried to think of every
other possible way he could have gotten it? I was going to marry him. I loved him. I thought we
knew everything about each other. I thought he was acting so strange because he was so
worried about what they were doing to Mr. Armister. But after I found the money, I knew why he
was acting strange. I’ll give it to you, Mr. McGee. And you can go away and leave me alone.”Her
control broke. Tears clotted the lashes. She rummaged her purse, found tissue and honked into
it. She gave me a despairing glance and went trotting off to the ladies’ room.I sipped my new
drink and remembered Mike’s troubled voice in the afternoon quiet of the wing of the veterans
hospital in North Caroline. “The thing is, Trav,” he had said, “Nina was always loved. Maybe that’s
a bad thing. It gives people that terrible confidence that the world is going to give them the
chance to fulfill themselves. Plummer sounded like the right kind of a man. She opened her heart
to him, all the way. The people who have always been loved have that awful capacity for giving.
Now that he’s dead, she can’t forgive him. It’s souring her. Trav, I can pay all expenses if
you …”“Expenses, hell.”“Was he a bum? Nina has always seen things as black or white. She’s
always been honest with herself. If you could just find out about that guy. Then make her
understand why he did whatever he did. Otherwise I think she’s going to destroy … that special
something she’s always had.”“She won’t want me meddling around.”“Shake her up if you have to,
Trav. The way she was when she came here, it bothers me. That’s not Nina. All that bitterness.
She’s trying to hate herself. Maybe because she thinks she was a fool about Plummer.”“The very
nicest girls get taken by the worst types, Mike.”“If that’s the way it was, find out for sure. And see
what you can do to help her get over it. But don’t take too much time over it.”I hadn’t liked the
sound of that. But when I questioned him he said that he merely meant he didn’t want to ask me
to waste too much of my time on this kind of a personal favor. After I left him I had a few minutes
with the nurse who had cared for him for several years—a muscular and colorless little woman.
She looked up at me and her eyes slowly filled at my question, but she did not look away. She
nodded her head abruptly. “They want to operate again. He asked them if they could hold off for
awhile.”“What are the odds?”“Without it he won’t last much longer. Maybe even if it’s successful,
he won’t last long. But he’s fooled everybody for a long time. Mike is a wonderful man. We all go
to him with our troubles—even some of the doctors. And there’s nothing we can ever do for him. I
envy you, Mr. McGee, being able to do something for him. They say he used to be bitter. But that
was before my time. I love him. I have a husband I love too. Do you know what I’m trying to
say?”“I think so.”“When he’s gone, I can’t stay here. I couldn’t.”“He’s fooled everybody many
times, Nurse.”She bobbed her head and turned and walked swiftly away, walking with her
shoulders high as though hunched against an anticipated blow.So here I was, shaking up little
sister. The one so well-loved. She had slammed the door of the open heart. No room for help
from a kindly stranger. But the threat of harm from a greedy stranger could level her.She came



back, a little pink around the edges, but carrying herself proudly and well. She slid onto the
bench and said, “I wasn’t babbling. I meant it … about the money.”“Can you afford a gesture that
expensive?”“I’m on a good salary. There’s nothing I want so badly I can’t get along without it. But
you have to keep your side of the bargain and leave me alone.”“Why is that so important?”“A lot
of people thought he was a very nice guy. I want to leave it that way. And I don’t think I want to
know any more than I know right now.”“I weaken a lot easier when I have the money in my hand,
honey.”“Don’t you believe me?”“Let’s go look at it. Or did you put it in a lock-box?”She finished
her sherry and put her glass down. “Any time you’re ready, Mr. McGee.”“Trav.”She shrugged.
“Trav, then. But there’s not too much point in it. I don’t plan to get to know you. I don’t think Mike
would want me to know you. I don’t think he knows you.”“He used to. But people change.”“He
shouldn’t have guessed about the money. I started to tell him. I wish he hadn’t guessed.”I
finished my drink, beckoned for the check. “It brought me to you at a dead run, Miss Nina.”“How
marvelous for me!”TwoShe had a third-floor walkup on 53rd, a few doors from Second Avenue, a
studio apartment with one bedroom. The hallway had a girlie flavor, hints of soap and perfume
on the stale and dusty air. They tend to flock together. Once a few of them are established, they
know when the next vacancy is coming up—and there is always a friend in need.Nina Gibson
was clean but not neat. Great stacks of decorator and craft and design magazines. Shelves of
presentation designs that never quite worked out. A huge drawing table with Luxo lamps
clamped onto it, like big gray metal grasshoppers. Art books. Big action paintings, Kline-like, but
without Kline’s sober weight and dignity. A great big push-pin wall with her working drawings
stuck all over it. A ratty, unhoused assortment of high-fidelity components.When they get you
into their nest and the door is closed, they stiffen up. It is one of the syndromes of the new
freedom, I guess. Man and woman in the living place, in the food and bed place. This is my cave
and I live here. Stiffness and exaggerated informality and the laughter goes Ha Ha, as if written
down that way. And too much of silence between the very ordinary comments. This is because, I
think, the living place, just being there, focuses the attention on sexual speculations. In the living
place they tuck themselves in and walk carefully. How would we be together? It is the great
unasked question. Eyes get a little shifty. Excuses are made in a lofty tone, and the special
advantages are pointed out in the brass voice of a Greek guide describing the ruined
temples.Nina said, “Excuse the mess. I do a lot of work here.”I gave an unwelcome blurt of
laughter. She stared at me as if I’d lost my mind. But I couldn’t tell her about the wild Freudian
slip I had suddenly remembered. Years ago I had taken a shy girl to dinner. She had eaten like a
wolf pack, even to having a second piece of coconut-cream pie. I had gone up to her place for
the well-known nightcap. The girl she lived with was away for the weekend. We were feeling each
other out, making chatty talk on one level, creating sensual tensions on another. I was deciding
just when and how to make my pass, and she was wondering when it was coming and what to
do about it—acceptance or rejection. She sighed and smiled and gave a little hitch to her skirt
and said, “My goodness, I shouldn’t have had that second piece of pants.”“Is something so
terribly funny?” Nina demanded.“No, I just …” I was saved by the telephone. She hurried to it and



answered.“Hello? Oh hi, Ben. What? No. No, I’m sorry, I guess not. No, dear, it isn’t like that. I’m
on two more accounts now, and there just doesn’t seem to be any time.”Her voice went on,
polite, personal, unswervingly firm in rejection of whatever pitch Ben was making. I wandered
over to the push-pin wall and looked at her work. One drawing of a jar was striking. It had a
severe and classic beauty. She hung up and came over to me.“Do you like that one?” she
asked.“Very much.”“You’ve got a pretty good eye, McGee. The client didn’t like it. We go around
telling each other that good taste will sell. Maybe it will, at the right time and the right place. But
what is truly commercial is a kind of vulgarity upgraded just enough to look like good taste. And
the best ones in the business are the ones who can toss that kind of crap off naturally, and really
believe it’s great.”I looked down at her thoughtful face. “The trouble with that jar, Nina, what’s
there to put in it?”“You have a point. Wait right here.” She went into the small bedroom and
closed the door. I prowled the place. I looked at the books and the records. Aside from an
unwholesome taste for string quartets, and a certain gullibility about pre-digested sociology, she
passed the McGee test with about a B+. Hell, an A–. Maybe somebody had given her the Vance
Packard books. He has the profitable knack of making what everybody has known all along
sound like something new and astonishing. The same way Norman Vincent Peale invented
Christianity and James Jones designed the M-1 rifle. I could relate all three to her handsome jug.
Theirs was an upgraded vulgarity.She came out suddenly and marched across to me and put
ten thousand dollars into my hand. I sat on her couch and bounced it in my hand and took the
two rubber bands off it. Three packs of used bills in the bank wrappers, initialed by whoever had
done the wrapping. Two packs of fifty fifties. One pack of fifty hundreds. She stood in her pale
gray blouse and her suit skirt, in her dark pumps and her nylons and her discontent, and looked
at me with a small defiant face. This was her gesture of disappointing love, and it seemed a
shame to bitch it for her. I riffled the edges of the bills in silence, and snapped the rubber bands
back on. I flipped the little brick of money at her head and she dodged wildly and stuck one hand
up and surprised herself by catching it.She stared blankly at me. “What’s wrong?”I swung my
legs up and stretched out on her couch, fingers laced at the nape of my neck. “It’s a pretty little
egg, honey, but I want to meet the goose.”She stomped her foot. “You son-of-a-bitch!”“It tempted
me a little, but not enough. This goose seems to be named Armister.”“Get out of here!”“Let’s
have a nice little talk.”In her fury she made an unwise lunge to yank me off the couch. I caught
her wrists. She was a very strong little girl. She nearly got her teeth into my hand before I could
get my forearm under her chin. She tried to kick, but she didn’t have the room or the leverage.
But she fought—grunting, writhing, flinging herself around until she landed in a sitting position,
with a great padded thump, beside the couch. She slumped then, breathing hard in exhaustion,
a tousle of the blue-black hair hiding one blue eye.“Damn you!” she gasped. “Damn you, damn
you, damn you!”“Will you listen?”“No!”“It’s all very simple. How about this guy, this wonderful
marriageable Howard Plummer? What kind of a dreary excuse for a girl are you?”“I’m not
listening to you.”“The tiresome thing about you, honey, is that if he was still alive, you probably
wouldn’t listen to him either. Suppose you found the money and he was still alive. I can see the



scene. Your eyes flash fire. Fists on your hips. A hell of a nasty tone of voice. Howie, darling,
prove to me you’re not a thief, and it better be good. Why, that poor slob really lucked out of
marrying you, darling girl. Howie, darling, this little red smudge on your collar better be blood,
you two-timing bastard. Howie, baby, don’t you take a step outside our happy home without
letting me know where you are every single minute.”“You … you filthy …”“You poor righteous little
prude. Poor Miss Prim.”“What are you trying to do to me?”“Make you give your man the same
break any court would give him. Innocent until proven guilty. And the court wouldn’t have gone to
bed with him before condemning him without a trial, baby.”I released her wrists. She belted me a
good one, and a micro-second after it landed, I jarred her down to her heels with an open-
handed blow. The blue eyes swarmed out of focus and came back, shocked and wide, and then
the tears hit her. They choked her and ripped her up, and she leaned into me, grinding her face
into the side of my knee. I stroked her hair. It was all spasms, as convulsive as trying to steady a
vomiting drunk. I wondered if she had really cried since her Howie had died. She was ridding
herself of poison, coughing it out. It took her a long time to slow down and begin to ride it with
any kind of reasonable rhythm. I got up and boosted her onto the couch and went off and found
her bathroom, brought her back a cold wet washcloth and a big soft dry towel. I sat on the floor
beside the couch and patted her once in a while. She drifted into a limp exhaustion, punctuated
by a hiccup now and again. She sighed and turned her face toward me. I swabbed it with the
cold cloth and she dried it on the towel. She stared at me, quiet and solemn as a justly punished
child.“Trav. Trav, I’ve been horrible.”“So?”“Don’t you see? I didn’t even give him a chance. He
couldn’t explain, and I didn’t even give him a chance.”“Do you understand that, Nina?”“N-
No.”“You had to muffle the pain any way you could. Lessen the loss. By trying to believe he lied
and cheated. But you couldn’t really believe it. It’s a proof of how much love there was.”“But it’s
so unfair to him.”“Not to him, honey. To his memory, maybe. Not to him.”“What … what can I do
now?”“There’s just one thing we can do. It’s what I came to do. It’s what Mike sent me to do. Let’s
find out what happened.”“But you made me think it was just the money that …”I pushed her hair
back away from the other puffy eye. “Mike said I might have to shake you up.”She stared at me.
She shook her head slowly from side to side. She made a mouth. “You two. You and Mike. How
could you know more about me that I knew?”“Is it a deal?”Her smile was frail, but it was a smile.
“We’ll have a lot of nice little talks.”After she regained enough energy to check the larder, she
told me how far and in what direction I had to go to find a delicatessen. When I returned, she had
changed to baggy slacks and a big pink hairy sweatshirt. She had fixed her face and her hair
and set a table for us by the window. She unloaded the sacks, accusing me of exotic and
extravagant tastes. But she found herself hungrier than she had expected. Her voice was still
husky from her tears, and I had left a small bruise along her left jaw.After we had eaten and she
had stacked the few dishes, we sat on the couch with drinks.“I didn’t even know he had been
killed until noon of the next day,” she said in a soft thoughtful voice. “And I fell all apart. Those
days are a blur. Sedatives, good friends standing by. I wanted to die too. It seemed such a horrid
waste, to lose him that way. Sort of by mistake. Because somebody was greedy and scared and



careless, some dirty sick animal out of nowhere. But I held myself together somehow. His sister
flew out from California. There was a service here because of his friends here. She took care of
his things, giving some away, giving me what she thought I’d like to have of his, closing his
apartment. The body went back to Minnesota to be buried there in the family plot with his
parents. I couldn’t have stood going there and enduring another service. I think his sister
understood. I hope she did. It wasn’t until after she was gone that I remembered his things here. I
was in such a daze. We weren’t exactly living together. Just sort of. After we were married, we
were going to live here and give up his apartment. It was handier for both of us. He had a key to
here. And some personal things here. I didn’t know exactly what he’d brought over. I’d already
started taking up less room with my stuff to give him room. We knew what furniture of his we
were going to bring over. I’d given him half my closet shelf. So finally I got the courage to go
through the things he’d brought over, stopping every once in a while to lie down and cry myself
sick. Over little things. I had to stand on a chair to reach the back of the shelf. The money was
last. It was in the corner. It was wrapped in brown paper and tied with string. He died a week
before my twenty-fourth birthday, Trav, and I didn’t want to open it because I thought that if it was
a gift for me hidden there, it would just break my heart so badly I’d never never get over it. I sat
on the bed and unwrapped it … and it was the money. And suddenly there was a coldness in my
heart, and I suddenly decided that he … that he …”

Nightmare in Dallas Cowboys



Ebook Tops Reader, “He's a cool cat who never operates far from the water or .... I have read
them all and am starting again 40 years later. As a Floridian, Travis is always on my mind as I
travel my state. He's a cool cat who never operates far from the water or his 52' houseboat, the
"Busted Flush". His bravado and world view have helped me mature as if he was a distant uncle I
would have admired. The books always contain local history and pragmatic views of the human
animal. John D. McDonald became infused with the Florida lifestyle just as much as Hemingway,
and that too makes the reads that much more enjoyable. Written in the sixties and seventies
Travis has remained untouched by the PC culture and the stories no doubt will make some
smile, and some cringe, as you look at the world from days gone by when men and women
looked at the world through a very different pair of glasses. Many years ago I visited Bahia Mar in
Lauderdale where Travis docked his boat at the fictional slip "F18". There on the dock was a
plaque dedicated to MacDonald's knight in tarnished armor.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “McGee gets MKultra'd. This literary hero has a lot of casual sex as he
proclaims how much he dislikes casual sex! Talk about having the proverbial cake...The most
interesting part of this story involved a case of corporate raiding on what must have seemed a
huge scale when this book was written but I'm pretty sure it is happening at scales of magnitude
today. It also involved the old blackmail and bribery duo, with an alarming session of mental and
psychological manipulation.Overall I found this book to be entertaining, and would recommend it
as a pleasant diversion.”

Chauffeur, “Nightmare in Pink. If you've never read any of John D.McDonald's 'Travis McGee'
books, you're missing out on a good thing !the review writers with names like, Stephen King, &
Ed McBain, speak for themselves.Well Written & well Crafted.A Joy to read.”

Miss Claudia Benson, “Five Stars. Brilliant.”

Miss J E Watters, “Five Stars. As described and delivered within timeframe promised.”

Mike McDowall, “Five Stars. Fantastic.”

The book by John D. MacDonald has a rating of 5 out of 4.4. 1,172 people have provided
feedback.
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