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  Charles Willeford and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Foreword


  By Lawrence Block




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


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


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


  The third day I couldn’t think of anything to do.


  So Florida didn’t work out too well for us, and a couple of years later we were back in New York, where we all too clearly belong. But we had gone down there with high hopes, and while they lasted I found myself wondering what sort of books I’d write in this new location. Wouldn’t it be natural for me to set my future novels in Florida?


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


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


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


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


  Willeford’s military service, which included postwar re-enlistment in the army and a couple of stints in the air force, didn’t end entirely until late in 1956. By then he’d published three novels and a book of poetry and begun his academic career, first at the Biarritz American University then at a university in Lima, Peru, where he enrolled as a graduate student; that lasted until officials learned he didn’t have a bachelor’s degree – or even a high school diploma.


  Doesn’t that sound like something you’d find in one of his novels? And after he left the air force for the last time, his résumé includes work as a professional boxer, an actor, a radio announcer, and a horse trainer. And doesn’t that sound like something you’d find on an about the author page, or a parody thereof?


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


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


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


  And, looking back, one can understand why. He gave every book his best shot, and everything he wrote was representative of the man himself. So why shouldn’t it carry his name?


  Oh, he was an unusual fellow . . .


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


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


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


  Lawrence Block


  Greenwich Village
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  Chapter One




  The rain hit hard at my window. It slowed down to a whisper, then hit hard again. All afternoon the rain had been doing this while I sat behind my desk with my feet up, doing

  nothing. I looked around the ratty little office and wondered vaguely what time it was.




  It wasn’t much of an office. The four walls were painted a sickly lime-green, and the only bright spot in the room was the famous Marilyn Monroe calendar with its flame-red background. Two

  ladder-backed straight chairs, a two-drawer file cabinet, a cheap combination typing-and-writing desk and a swivel-chair completed the furnishings. The rugless floor was laid with brown and yellow

  linoleum blocks. As I sat facing the door, looking over my feet at the milk-glass pane, I could see in reverse the lettering of my name:




  

    JACOB C. BLAKE




    PRIVATE INVESTIGATIONS


  




  Behind me was my single window with its excellent view of the air shaft. The office was on the mezzanine of the King Edward Hotel and it was probably the worst location for a private

  investigator in San Francisco. But I hung onto it for two reasons. One: I lived in the hotel. Two: It was cheap.




  I lit a cigarette and tried my best to blow smoke rings. After several tries I blew a good one. While I watched it disintegrate the door opened and a girl entered. She was young and she held a

  pistol in her hand. I left my feet on the desk and raised my arms in the air as high as I could reach.




  “Stick ’em up!” the girl said, out of the corner of her mouth.




  “They are up.” My voice came out higher than I’d ever heard it before. My body felt suddenly cold and damp. The girl came around to the side of my desk, shoved the pistol into

  my face and pulled the trigger. A jet of lukewarm water splashed on my forehead and dribbled into my eyes. The girl made a noise; a foolish, school-girl giggle.




  My fear had become unreasoning anger. I jerked the black water pistol out of her hand and broke it in two. I threw the shattered plastic into the wastebasket, twisted my hands into the lapels of

  the girl’s gabardine raincoat and started shaking her. I shook her so hard her head whipped back and forth like a marionette’s. When she started to cry I cooled off. I shoved her into a

  chair and sat down again in my own. My hands were trembling from the combination of fear, anger, and now sudden remorse for ill-treating the girl. I took a calmer look at her.




  She seemed about fifteen years old. A mop of auburn poodle-cut curls topped a pretty, innocent, delicate face. She carried a small, black patent-leather handbag and her shoes were single-strap

  Mary Janes. She took a tiny handkerchief out of her purse and dabbed at her blue eyes.




  “You hurt me.” Her voice was a bubbling, light soprano.




  “You scared me.”




  “I was just having a little fun.”




  “It wasn’t funny!”




  She giggled. “You should have seen your face!”




  “What were you trying to prove, anyway?” I smiled in spite of myself.




  “I’m waiting for my brother,” she explained.




  “I see. You thought I was your brother.”




  “No! Freddy’s visiting Mr Davis in his room and he told me to wait for him in the lobby.”




  “This is the mezzanine.”




  “I know that! But I’ve been waiting for over an hour, and I’ve been exploring sort of, to kill time. I saw your office, and I wondered what a private detective would do if

  someone tried to stick him up, and then I remembered I had my little brother’s water pistol with me—”




  “The brother Freddy, visiting Mr Davis—”




  “No! My little brother’s water pistol! Freddy’s my big brother. He’s eighteen years old!”




  “He won’t let you use his water pistol?”




  “My goodness! He doesn’t even have one! That was my little brother’s water pistol you broke up, and I’ll have to get him a new one.”




  “What’s his name?”




  “Melvin. Melvin Allen.”




  “And what’s your name?”




  “Barbara Ann. They call me Bobby, but I hate it. Don’t you?”




  “Is your last name Allen too?”




  “Of course it is, and my big brother Freddy, the one upstairs visiting Mr Davis—his name is Allen, too!”




  “Then it isn’t Freddy?”




  “Yes! Freddy Allen.”




  “The one upstairs. The one who doesn’t own a water pistol.”




  “That’s right. My, you sure do have a hard time understanding things!”




  “I think I’ll give you a spanking.” I was having a lot of fun with the girl. Barbara Ann had put some life into a dull, dreary day. Her eyes widened, and for a moment, she

  stared at me with a scared expression on her innocent face. Then the corners of her mouth turned up slightly and formed a knowing, truly feminine smile. Without a word she got up from her chair,

  removed her raincoat, folded it, and put it on the seat. She leaned well over the desk, reached behind her and lifted her plaid skirt, exposing pink panties and a firm, beautifully rounded

  bottom.




  “Go ahead,” she said calmly. “Spank me. I deserve it.”




  This was my second surprise of the afternoon. And I would have enjoyed giving a spanking to her. But my native intelligence came to my rescue. I reached over and pulled her skirt down, resisting

  my strong desire to pat her nicely rounded buttocks.




  “I didn’t think you’d do it,” she said scornfully, tossing her curls. She put her raincoat back on.




  “You knew I wouldn’t do it,” I said, “but you’d better watch out for that cute little rear end of yours. Next time, you might not be so lucky. And now, with that

  fatherly advice, you can leave. Beat it.”




  I put my feet back up on the desk. Barbara Ann pulled a chair up close and sat down. She was prim and business-like. Her hands were folded neatly in her lap and there was a set, serious glint in

  her blue eyes.




  “Mr Blake,” she began earnestly, “I proved something when I came in here with that toy pistol. I showed you how alert I was, and how nervy a younger girl can be. Why, no one

  would ever suspect a girl like me of being a private detective, and I could get away with almost anything.”




  “Go on.”




  “Well, I’m still going to high school, but I don’t go on Saturdays, and I can stay out real late at night, and Daddy never says anything. Many times I come in as late as eleven

  o’clock and still he doesn’t say anything. So how about giving me a part-time job working for you?” She sat back in the chair.




  “How old are you, Barbara?”




  “I’m going on sixteen, but I look a lot older.”




  “I can see how old you look.” I shook my head. “That’s too young. I’d lose my license. But even if you were older I couldn’t give you a job, kid. I

  don’t have enough business to keep myself busy.”




  “Oh, you don’t have to pay me, Mr Blake! I’ll work for the experience—”




  “I’m sorry, Barbara. I can read your mind. You think that being a private detective is a glamorous, exciting job—well, it isn’t. It’s a boring, underpaid

  profession. Doors slammed in your face, creditors after you all the time; soliciting work from cheap loan outfits, and you end up nine times out of ten with the dirty end of the stick. You

  don’t want any part of it.”




  “But I do! And I’m going to sit right here until you give me an assignment.” She set her pretty lips in a tight line.




  “All right.” I owed her something for the dirty trick she had played on me with the water pistol. “I’ll give you an assignment. Without pay, of course.”




  “I told you, I don’t care about that!”




  “Listen carefully, then.” I made up a lie. “Do you know where the big ‘E’ department store is?”




  “The Emporium? Of course.”




  “Well, tomorrow, Saturday, they’re having a sale on women’s ostrich-skin pocketbooks. These are very expensive, you know. Now, I’ve heard something through my sources in

  the underworld, which I can’t divulge to anyone—you understand that?”




  “Of course. You can’t expose your stoolies.”




  “Right. There’s a notorious shoplifter who’s coming up from Los Angeles expressly for that one sale. My job is to get her. But, unfortunately, she knows me and that’s

  where the trouble comes in. If she spots me, she won’t steal any pocketbooks, and unless I can catch her red-handed, we can’t prove anything. Do you follow me?”




  “Oh, yes!” Barbara’s eyes were round with excitement.




  “But she doesn’t know me and I can watch for her instead of you!”




  “That’s the idea. Here’s what you do. I’ll check with my sources tonight, and if she comes to town, I’ll open my office door tomorrow morning and wave a

  handkerchief at exactly 8:30. If she doesn’t come I won’t open my door, and I can call you later if I find a suitable assignment. Okay?”




  “I get it. I’ll watch your office door from the lobby in the morning and if the shoplifter is in town you’ll wave a handkerchief. Then what do I do?”




  “Go down to the big ‘E’ and hang around the counter where the ostrich-skin handbags are. When you spot her lifting one, arrest her and turn her over to the manager.




  “Aren’t you going to be there?”




  “I told you already. She knows me.”




  “What does she look like?”




  “I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “I’ve never seen her.”




  “You can depend on me, Mr Blake. I won’t let you down.” Barbara stood up. I shook hands with her gravely.




  “Until tomorrow then.”




  “Right. 8:30 sharp.” She left the office, her cheeks glowing with excitement. I felt a slight tinge of remorse, but I shrugged it away. The hell with it. Do her good. At the time I

  didn’t know that I was making a terrible mistake by playing a practical joke on Barbara Ann Allen. It seemed like an amusing idea, a way to get rid of the kid, but no man can see into the

  future, and even now, I have no regrets.
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