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  ››› 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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    On the road.




    Jack Kerouac




    On the road again.




    Willie Nelson




    The road to hell is paved with good intentions.




    Anonymous




    All roads lead to Rome.




    Voltaire
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  Prologue




  It was Easter. From his exquisite one-story art deco building in the 9100 block of Sunset Boulevard, Victor Marr talked on the scrambler phone with

  the Yakuza gangster named Kahawa, in Hong Kong on his behalf. Marr was a mid-60s granite block of a man, with a stud-poker face not easily bluffed, a bold nose, and pale eyes that held no mercy.

  Tall and wide, still with the unruly hair and whipcord muscles of the Okie oil drill rigger he had been, summers, while attending the Colorado School of Mines. Then geologist for Standard. Out on

  his own. The first massive wildcat strike . . .




  Now West Indian Oil was one of the Big Five.




  “Were you able to close the deal?” he demanded.




  From Hong Kong, Kahawa said in accented English, “A man in Europe put money down. Brantley says a number of cutouts were used, he does not even know the buyer’s real name. But I saw

  the contract. It is of iron.”




  “Of course you outbid this man.” The Hong Kong silence was eloquent. Marr’s face tightened. “You did get it from Brantley.”




  “I stole it. But moving it safely out of Hong Kong undetected poses certain . . . problems. It might take time . . .”




  The tension left Marr’s face. His steel-shaving mouth turned up at the ends. He thought he was smiling. For the first time, he used a title of respect in addressing the Yakuza.




  “Most satisfactory, Kahawa-san. Make sure no harm comes to it. I need the time to beef up my security arrangements at Xanadu anyway. Tell Brantley to keep news of our acquisition

  from the man in Europe until it is in my hands. And he must never tell the authorities about this. Not ever.”




  “Both will be difficult. Brantley is a man of honor.”




  “Until it is in my hands—and never. Understood? If he refuses to cooperate, quote Falstaff to him: ‘Honor . . . who hath it? He that died o’ Wednesday.’ ”




  Marr hung up. His tastes had been refined over the years. Now, he could quote Shakespeare. Now, no truck stop waitress could satisfy his sexual urges. Now, no work of art except an original by a

  grand master could excite him.




  But one could possess only so many women, could own only so many grand masters. One wanted . . . more. The archetypal. The unique. Hence this little gem of an office building on Sunset

  instead of a Century City penthouse suite. Hence . . . it.




  No need to show his prize to others. Enough to know no one else had one like it because there was no other like it.




  Marr speed-dialed Xanadu, his hilltop estate three hundred miles up the coast in the Big Sur wilderness. He asked for, and despite the holiday got, R.K. Robinson, his head of security. He gave

  Robinson very specific instructions without telling him why: never let a subordinate know too much.




  He made the call because there was always the possibility that the unknown European, upon eventually hearing of the theft, might try to reclaim his prize. But Victor Marr, in that secret inner

  place other men might call a soul, did not believe for an instant there was any actual danger. Who else in this ruthless world was as ruthless as he?




  He was right—but also wrong. He was forgetting that in this ruthless world there is also sly.




  





  Chapter One




  On that Easter Monday at Universal Studios, just over the hill from Marr’s Sunset Boulevard office, a shaggy black bear came down a flight of

  stairs with the shambling side-to-side gait of an animal not used to walking upright. In front of him half a dozen orderly queues of Easter week vacationers waited for open trams that would take

  them on the last of that day’s famous Universal Studios backlot tours.




  Among them was a small black girl of about five, pink dress, matching pink shoes, with pink-beribboned pigtails sticking straight out from each side of her head. When she saw the bear, her eyes

  flew wide, whites showing all around, even as her face scrunched up to deliver a wail of urban terror.




  The bear stepped off the curb in front of her, tipped his Smokey Bear forest ranger’s hat down over one eye, and did a soft-paw shuffle as he sang in a fine bear-i-tone voice.




  

  

    

      “Smokey the Bear wears a hat,




      But he doesn’t know where it’s at!”


    


	


  




  The child’s face was illuminated by a radiant smile. The bear did the old vaudeville head dip so his hat rolled down his arm on its rim to land in his wide clumsy

  bear’s paw.




  

  

    

      “Br’er Bear’s chapeau’s awful silly,




      Why, that’s entirely gilding the lily!”


    


  


  




  And by some strange magic it wasn’t a hat anymore, it was a magnificent paper lily all of gold.




  

  

    

      “A lily, a rose, by whatever name,




      Is the very point of this silly game!”


    


  


  




  And somehow his lily had been transmogrified into a paper rose.




  The bear stepped back to do a clumsy bow for the laughing children, lost his balance, and went sprawling over the curb right in front of them. As they OOOHHH’ed in alarm, he clambered

  clumsily to his feet, opened his arms, and finished his song:




  

  

    

      “To fashion a crown in this way,




      For our beauteous Queen of the Day!”


    


  


  




  And yes! His single paper rose had become a small circlet of tiny, real, red tea roses with green leaves and interwoven stems. Which fragrant crown he balanced on the little

  black girl’s pigtails. Somehow, for a moment, wearing her tippy crown, she was the regal woman she would become.




  The trams were there. The bear hugged the little kids and even their mommies, and posed for pictures with them all. He ended up sitting on his haunches with his upside-down Smokey hat

  rematerialized in his hand. This gave the jovial, invigorated people the chance, should they so desire, to drop change into it as they boarded. Many did.




  Br’er Bear shambled away from the deserted tram stop. He stepped over a waist-high barrier to slip into the janitors’ shed where he had hidden his vinyl satchel. In

  a few moments he had become just a shaggy puddle of fake fur on the concrete floor out of which Ephrem Poteet emerged as butterfly from chrysalis.




  Poteet was an almost-swarthy gent in his late 30s, with dark eyes he could make glisten like those of Antonio Banderas. He was still handsome despite new fine lines etched into his face by weeks

  of strain. Strain indeed. Terrible things had been done up in San Francisco, but that was all over now. He was once more wuzho, pure and unashamed, back where he belonged, his secrets

  safe. No one knew he was here, especially not his wife, who was utterly ruthless and had strange powers that he feared.




  All the time he had been cavorting around, Poteet’s long-fingered hands had been busy through slits under each front paw of his suit. Now he dug into the long, hidden pockets he had sewn

  down the outsides of the bear’s legs. Lo and behold, here were wallets rich with cash, here were credit card folders and a poker hand of phone cards, here even was a folded sheaf of

  old-fashioned traveler’s checks. All of them lifted from purses and wallets and handbags and back pockets.




  The wallets would go into a series of convenient trash cans on the way home; their credit and phone cards, soon to be traded for cash, would temporarily rejoin Br’er Bear in the satchel.

  The cash would go into his pockets; through a series of small purchases he would convert the traveler’s checks into more cash.




  Half an hour later Ephrem Poteet, satchel in hand, strolled Universal’s CityWalk like any other tourist. Past Gladstone’s, with sawdust on its floor and open

  barrels of salted peanuts in the shell. Past the thirty-foot-high King Kong scaling the wall of the video store. Past Wizard’s Magic, the magic-themed restaurant under the high-glassed dome

  roof. Finally, past the fountains that sprang up randomly to wet down those who challenged them.




  In the back of a foyer housing several ATM machines was a door with DO NOT ENTER above it and a red light beside it. A notice warned that a bell would sound if the door was opened. Poteet opened

  it. No bell sounded. Parked under a NO PARKING sign outside in the alley was a golf cart. He putt-putted down the same winding road up which the daytime trams had toiled laden with sightseers, left

  the cart among several others parked behind Building 473 by the creative types from the Editorial Building.




  A bus dropped Poteet on Highland in an area of Hollywood where no tourist from the Universal tour would venture after dark. On North Whitley, next to a distributor of naughty

  underwear, he entered the Hurly Burly. The saloon stank of illicit smoke, stale beer, and fresh urine. The juke was wailing a 1940s song about a lady they called the Gypsy. She could look in the

  future, said the song, and take away all your fears. Unless the Gypsy was Yana, of course.




  A very fat woman in a fuzzy red sweater sat at the left end of the bar, swollen feet hooked over the rung of her stool, massive thighs stretching her stretch slacks to their utmost.




  “Buy a girl a drink, dearie,” she simpered, gap-toothed.




  Pointing at her glass, Poteet chose the opposite end of the bar. There was no one in between, nor in any of the four booths along the side wall. The Hurly Burly’s solvency obviously did

  not depend on its booze sales.




  The bartender slid another drink down to the fat woman. He wore a gold hoop earring in one ear and a knife scar on one swarthy cheek. Blue veins stood out on his temples. His eyes had seen all

  that his particular world had to offer.




  “Ephrem the Dip,” he said, “long time no.”




  “Not long enough,” Ephrem said, glad to see him. “Draft.”




  He slid one of the purloined credit cards across the stick to the bartender. The man regarded it, nodded.




  “How many and how fresh?”




  “Twenty-two—maybe five hours old.” Poteet mated the credit card with a phone card. “And seven of these.”




  “I’ll move ’em back east tonight. What price we talkin’?”




  Twenty minutes later the deal was struck, and the cards and a good deal of cash surreptitiously changed hands. Ephrem barely wet his lips with beer. When he drank, he drank too much too quickly

  with generally disastrous results.




  Etty Mae Walston was a small-boned but wide-beamed widow lady with slightly bowed legs and bifocals and wispy dead-white hair piled atop her head like shaving cream. She had lived

  in the 2800 block of Marathon in L.A.’s Silver Lake district for enough years to register the neighborhood’s distressing decline. Heavens to Betsy, these days your car could be stolen

  right off the street and the police might not show up until the next day.




  Since TV, save televangelists and infomercials, had little on it a decent body wanted to watch, Etty Mae spent much of her time spying on her neighbors from between front-room lace curtains

  washed thin by time. Her binoculars had been bought by her late husband, God rest his soul, for Dodger home games.




  About two weeks earlier an almost-swarthy gent had moved into the paint-peeling white-frame house next door. He was very frustrating to Etty Mae; because he received no mail, she could not get

  his name from the postman or by snooping in his mailbox. He seldom came home before midnight, and seldom stirred outside before noon. Why, only the good Lord knew who he really was and what he was

  up to.




  A terrorist planning to bomb Parker Center? A white slaver seeking to abduct teenagers for the vile uses of Saddam Hussein? One of those rapists who drove around after dark in a closed van

  grabbing innocent women right off the street?




  Tonight, just after The 700 Club, her vigilance was rewarded. As on the previous night, the underdressed woman came clicking up the sidewalk in her high heels to pause under the

  streetlight. This time Etty Mae’s binoculars were ready to bring her into focus: long black hair, oval face, strong nose, red-gleaming lips. Tight dress, white gloves.




  Just like last night, the hussy went up the steps of the terrorist/white-slaver/rapist’s unlighted house to meld with the shadows on his porch. Why, oh why, wasn’t the front door

  angled so Etty Mae’s binoculars could probe whether she went inside?




  Just after midnight, Ephrem Poteet unlocked his front door to go yawning into the echoing, half-empty house. The way to the single bedroom lay across the living room and down

  the short hallway. He didn’t bother with lights; there was almost no furniture to run into anyway.




  Perfume stopped him dead in the bedroom’s open doorway. Familiar perfume. Lights blazed to squint his night-adjusted eyes. She had been sitting on the bed in the dark, waiting for him.

  Young and beautiful. Rich curve of breast and hip emphasized by a thin, clinging dress that showed extravagant cleavage. What powers had she used to find him so soon?




  “My beloved wife!” he exclaimed ironically, carefully schooling superstitious dread from face and voice.




  “The title papers,” she purred. “I want them. And the money. Everything is mine.”




  He knew he would give her what she wanted—all of it. He would give her today’s take, too, if it would get her out of his life. But to give in too easily would make her

  suspicious.




  “The money is spent,” he lied. He hadn’t been able to bring himself to touch a cent of it. Why had he even taken it?




  She stood with a lithe movement, advanced on him even while smoothing the skimpy fabric down over her hips to emphasize their curves. Her eyes twinkled as her mouth made a moue.




  “All of it gone? Every penny? Bad Ephrem!”




  She slid her arms around him, pressed her open mouth to his. Her tongue darted. Her hips ground against his. She triggered his arousal as she always did. She giggled.




  “Aha, my Ephrem, I feel that you are glad to see me.”




  “Yes. But still, I should get something for the papers.”




  “So you shall, my Ephrem. Here.” Her hand came out of her purse to slide razor-sharp steel into his belly. She jerked the blade sideways and up. “Like it?”




  He gasped and fell, wide-eyed, as she skidded the straight-backed chair over under the ceiling’s old-fashioned light fixture. Even then, going into shock, he tried to outwit her.




  “An old fox . . . doesn’t use . . . the same den twice . . .”




  “But you are a stupid old fox, my Ephrem. I made sure last night that it was all hidden right up here in the ceiling.”




  “If you knew . . . where it . . . was . . . then why . . .”




  “I thought you understood, my sweet—I want you dead.”




  “Mister?” The voice was old and quavery and full of dread, but it called again, “Mister, you all right?”




  “In . . . here . . .” Ephrem managed to get out.




  By squinting he could see the old white-haired lady from next door, for once without her binoculars. Her mouth was slack with fright: who could blame her? Here he was, bleeding on the floor,

  with his pockets turned out and a knife buried in his gut.




  So your nosiness overcame your fear, he thought. Nothing new there. All his life he had known women like that.




  All his life he had known women . . .




  Known women . . . known . . . women . . .




  “It was my . . . wife . . . from . . . ’Frisco . . .”




  The old woman’s face was down close to his. Not just nosiness. At the end, Rom thief and lonely old gadja woman.




  “Oh, you poor, poor man!”




  The room was darkening. He felt an overwhelming sadness, a sense of loss, the loss of what should have been.




  “Yana,” he croaked. Despite all, he now knew, he still loved her. He cried, “Yana-a-a-a-a . . .”




  Nevermore.




  





  Chapter Two




  On Tuesday’s beautiful early spring afternoon in Rome, Willem Van De Post was behind his desk getting a phone call from Hong Kong. He was a

  heavy man but obviously athletic, with shirtsleeves rolled up over muscular forearms, a square Germanic head, sandy hair, and piercing blue eyes. What he heard robbed him of all tranquillity, made

  him lean forward across the desk, made his hand whiten around the receiver.




  “Stolen?” he demanded in impeccable Italian. He listened, then burst out, “I don’t care who threatened who with what, we have a valid contract, the renovation is almost

  complete . . .”




  He looked diminished in his swivel chair. This acquisition was to have been the crowning achievement of a long and honorable career: how he had fought the board of directors to allocate the

  funds on the argument that it would bring them international fame!




  “Is there any indication of whom—” He listened. “A Japanese?” He paused, said, “What good does it do me if you send my deposit back? I won’t have

  the—” He stopped again. “I . . . I will have to call you later.”




  He sat staring sightlessly out the window at the green sweeping vistas his office overlooked. Call him back? Why bother? The prize had been stolen by, Willem knew as surely as if he had seen it

  in a crystal ball, international financier Victor Marr. He’d always known Marr wanted it, but never dreamed he would use the Yakuza gangster Kahawa to steal it and to threaten Brantley with

  ruin, pain, perhaps even death, to ensure his silence. Only because of their long friendship, he was sure, had Brantley dared call him at all.




  Willem could go back to the board of directors, of course, the ministry, even, but what could they do? The facility to house it was nearly complete. So what? Marr would laugh at Interpol, laugh

  at governments. Would say, Prove I have it.




  Then the frown lines eased on his handsome, lived-in face. He could never prove Marr stole it, and he could never match the man for sheer ruthlessness. But . . . in the wild days of his youth he

  had done some things to stay alive, and thus already had a wonderful connection in California: his wife’s uncle, Staley Zlachi, King of the Muchwaya Gypsies.




  Offered a sufficiently tempting prize, Staley might just be persuaded to do some work on Willem’s behalf. For the first time since hanging up the phone, Willem Van De Post began to smile

  gently to himself. Devèl knew, Uncle Staley was not ruthless. But he was sly.




  Willem Van De Post was suddenly ready to call Brantley back in Hong Kong.




  Because of the time zones, that warm afternoon in Rome was a chilly 5:47 A.M. in San Francisco’s foggy Richmond District. Dan Kearny was parked in

  the Coronet Theater’s no-parking zone on Geary Boulevard. Around the corner behind him, on Arguello, three leased car transports roped exhaust into the chilly dawn air. Ahead, beyond the

  Almaden intersection, Wiley’s UpScale Motors was crowded with costly sports cars and restored classics.




  Kearny was a compact man in his early 50s, heavy of face, massive of jaw, hard of eye, his thinning curly hair gone silver. He unhooked a clumsy handful of mike from the dash of his Ford Escort

  to thumb the red button on its side. For an operation like this, give him the good old outmoded C/B radio every time.




  “This is S/F-One. All units check in.”




  Giselle Marc was tall and lean with wicked thighs, blond hair in loose easy waves around her face, blue eyes alight, big brain ticking over. Excitement thrummed in her voice: this was her first

  time in the field on a dealership raid.




  “S/F-Two. A block away on the other side of Geary.”




  Next to check in was O’Bannon, the redheaded Irishman with the freckle-splashed leathery face, gargling his Rs as usual.




  “Faith an’ BeJaysus, an’ ’tis a frosty mornin’ for poor auld S/F-Three to be up here on Lone Mountain.”




  He was in place at Rossi and Turk, two blocks uphill. A couple of years Kearny’s junior, when he left the booze alone O’B was the best all-around field man DKA had after Dan

  himself.




  “S/F-Four, check in,” said Kearny.




  Bart Heslip’s heavy baritone growl wore the field-nigger patois it amused him to put on and off at will like an old and treasured sweater. He had a stylishly shaven pate and a thin

  mustache. “S/F-Four mos’ surely be on Palm below Euclid, waitin’ fo’ word fum de Great White Father, yassah boss.”




  When he had quit the ring with still-unscrambled brains to become a repoman, Bart had been a rising middleweight with thirty-nine wins (thirty-seven by KO) out of forty fights put into the

  record books.




  Larry Ballard was next, thumbing his mike with a stifled yawn. “S/F-Five on Anza between Stanyan and Loraine Court, over.”




  Not boredom, Kearny knew: probably out chasing some skirt all night. Despite his love of the ladies, despite sun-bleached hair and surfer good looks and a recent black belt in karate, Ballard,

  Kearny had to admit, was a damned good field man.




  Next came a thin and reedy voice so unlike Trin Morales’s usual breathy Latino tones that Kearny barely recognized it.




  “S/F-Six, in place by Mel’s Drive-In.”




  Morales was just back from a prolonged medical leave of absence after an outraged Latino and three amigos had beaten him to a pulp because Trin had messed with the man’s teenage

  sister. He had lost much more than forty pounds and his bully-boy manner; he was almost timid now. Kearny had never liked him much, despite his being a tough, treacherous, amoral, first-rate

  repoman. Now, maybe, not even that. Ballard actively hated his guts.




  After waiting in vain for Ken Warren’s check-in, Kearny said, “S/F-Seven, what’s your twenty?” Ken was silent. Kearny repeated his question. “Are you in position,

  S/F-Seven?”




  Finally there came two double-clicks as Warren thumbed his mike on and off twice. Which meant his Dodge Ram was squatting right on the Wiley UpScale Motors front gate with a long-handled

  chain-cutter waiting open-jawed on the seat.




  Dan Kearny checked his watch and said “Go!” into the mike.




  The DKA hands burned rubber to close in on UpScale from all sides. The drivers of the auto transporters snapped away their cigarettes while trotting back to their trucks. Ken Warren was out of

  his Ram to snip the padlock chain on the gate as if the case-hardened steel was Silly Putty.




  Big John Wiley threw back the covers in their bedroom a mile or so away on El Camino del Mar to stumble bare-ass across the room and cut the alarm. He had rounded shoulders, a

  sunken chest, a watermelon belly. Wings of lank black hair hung down on either side of his face. His blue eyes were shrewd, his mouth sensual, his nose well-shaped.




  Big John punched 911 on the bedside phone. “My name is John Wiley and somebody is breaking into my auto dealership on Geary at Almaden!”




  He listened, cursed, and hung up. Still abed was Eloise, his wife of thirteen years, a pretty blonde who had put on weight but could still turn the boys’ heads when she was all dolled up.

  He jerked the covers down from her bare shapely shoulders.




  “Get dressed, baby,” he said. “We don’t have much time.”




  Most classic car dealerships take their restored autos on consignment, or buy them outright. Big John didn’t have the cash for that, so Cal-Cit Bank lent him the capital needed for the

  stock to attract high-tech Gen-X buyers, using the cars themselves as collateral. As a car was sold, Big John was supposed to pay off the bank loan on that particular vehicle.




  Lately he’d sort of forgotten about those repayments, until Stan Groner, VP Business Loans, got tired of missing cars and missing cash and being out on a limb. He told Kearny to raid

  UpScale, grab all the cars on the lot, and auction them off.




  Eloise was awake by now. “What’s the matter, Johnny?”




  “Cal-Cit Bank is hitting the dealership.”




  She was out of bed, throwing on her clothes.




  “Those shits! What do you want me to do?”




  “Drive the ’Vette down to Pacifica and lock it in your sister’s garage and forget it’s there. Get her to drive you home and tell her to forget it, too. I’ll drive

  to UpScale in your heap with some bucks—repomen were born with their hands out.”




  “What about our salesmen?”




  “Screw the salesmen, they’re on their own.”




  “Of course screw them. But they’re all driving cars from your lot as demos. If we can hide those cars too until—”




  “Good thinking.” Big John paused in the doorway. “Warn them from your car phone on the way down to Pacifica.”




  At UpScale Motors, the first of the auto transporters was backed into the open gate with its ramp down. Kearny’s crew was opening cars and firing them up. Giselle plunked

  down into the icy leather seat of a sweet little red ’88 Alfa Romeo Spider Quadrifoglio with personalized plates reading STATO. She keyed awake the dashboard’s bank of red and yellow

  lights. The engine growled. She liked this car!




  Kearny was standing beside the transporter ramp, clipboard in hand, marking them off. Heslip and Morales had the first two aboard; Ballard waited his turn in a Maserati Bora Coupe. Kearny came

  over to the Alfa, leaned down as Giselle opened the window.




  “When this one is on the truck, Giselle, sneak into Wiley’s office and get the names and addresses of his salesmen. We’ll grab the demos they’re driving before they can

  hide ’em.”




  Ballard, whose flooring reports of cars out of trust at UpScale had stirred Groner to action, grinned and jerked his head at a Corolla rolling to a stop beyond the fence.




  “Do it the easy way—here’s Big John himself.”




  Kearny walked through the gate to meet Wiley, who was out of his car and waving his arms and yelling.




  “Get those cars off that transporter! Just last night I personally handed Mr. Groner a check for—”




  “I spoke with Mr. Groner eight minutes ago,” lied Kearny blandly. “And . . .” He made a slashing motion across his throat.




  Big John drew him away to where the transporter shielded them from the others. “There really is some mistake here.”




  “Yeah, and you made it. You’re out of trust with Cal-Cit Bank on twenty-seven cars worth over seven hundred K.”




  Big John’s hand brought out a roll of greenbacks, casually.




  “Several of these cars are already sold—they just need final detailing before delivery.” He pressed a fistful of bills into Dan Kearny’s hand with his deal-closing smile.

  “I just bet you’re a man who likes a few bucks under the table.”




  Kearny grinned like a wolverine, but his eyes were suddenly the coldest Big John had ever faced—and, being in the used-car trade, Big John knew his cold eyes. Kearny opened his hand. The

  ocean wind coming up Geary whipped away the dead presidents like a politician’s promises.




  “You bet wrong,” Dan Kearny said.




  Benny Lutheran, a heavy-bodied blunt-faced man of German heritage, bragged that he could close a deal with a dead man. As he came down Geary his car phone buzzed. He picked

  up.




  “Benny Lutheran.”




  “Benny—Eloise Wiley.”




  Benny was passing the Coronet Theater. He put on his turn signal and his oiliest salesman’s voice. “Eloise!” It was the first time she’d called him since last

  year’s Christmas party when she was drunk in the storeroom and let him put his hand down the front of her peasant blouse. “Meet you in the storeroom?”




  “The bank is closing down the dealership,” she said.




  Benny had already started his turn into UpScale. “Later,” he said, dropped his cell phone, slammed on his brakes, hit reverse, and squealed backward out of the open gate.




  Ken Warren was already running for his Dodge Ram. He had recognized the sporty little vintage 1975 280Z from the hot-sheet. A salesman was driving it as a demo and was trying

  to keep it as his own. No way, man!




  Benny Lutheran made a screaming right turn off Geary into the first street he came to, Beaumont Avenue. Beaumont dead-ended a block uphill at Turk. Turn left, and Turk was a straight shot to

  Divisadero. Jink over a block to Golden Gate, and he’d be one-way inbound all the way to Market Street.




  So he whipped left into Turk, accelerated—and stood on the brakes in a scream of smoking rubber. The cross-walk was flooded with students on their way to early classes at the Lone Mountain

  Campus of U.S.F. A black-haired pixie-faced girl in a red warm-up jacket gave him an exuberant finger.




  Pissed off, Benny twisted to look over his shoulder before gunning the Datsun in reverse. Three inches from his back bumper hulked the repoman’s truck. Benny’s door was opened, a

  vise-grip hand reached in; suddenly he was standing in the street beside his car with his shirtfront rumpled. The students had stopped to watch. The girl in the red jacket jeered at him.




  “You gonna take that? Paste him one in the mouth!”




  At the same time the repoman said, “Ahng taktin nat cah!”




  Hey, this guy was some kind of retard! Retards, Benny knew from five minutes of a PBS special he’d caught, were gentle souls and stupid besides. He was as tall as the retard, and

  out-weighed him by thirty pounds. And Miss Pixie-Face was watching.




  So he threw a looping right hand at the retard’s jaw. It was a good right. It connected. It hurt his hand. It didn’t seem to hurt the retard’s jaw.




  Thunk! Bright colors. Benny, feeling sick, was sitting on broad tan steps leading from Turk Street up to the lofty spires of Lone Mountain College, holding Miss Pixie-Face’s

  handkerchief to his broken nose. His tear-blurred eyes saw a wavery form standing over him. It waggled a finger in his face.




  “Hnew hnit—an htay ner!”




  Again, Benny didn’t understand a word the guy said, but he just knew, in his heart of hearts, that only an idiot would stir from that spot just then. And Benny Lutheran was no idiot.




  Nor was the retard. Not even a retard, in fact. Just one hell of a tough carhawk with a speech impediment, helping to put Wiley’s UpScale Motors out of business.




  





  Chapter Three




  On the other hand, San Francisco’s Homicide Squad was never out of business. Their cup was always full, pressed down and overflowing. But

  even Homicide cops have to eat, right? So at ten-fifteen that same morning, Rosenkrantz, the bald one—the only way, somehow, that Beverly could tell him from Guildenstern—was at Jacques

  Daniel’s Saloon waiting for salami and Swiss on a French roll, lettuce, mayo, pickles, hold the mustard.




  Beverly and Danny got together while working at the St. Mark as cocktail waitress and bartender, bought a failing neighborhood bar on 21st Avenue and Lincoln Way, and renamed it Jacques

  Daniel’s because of their names, Beverly Amy Daniels and Jacques Daniel Marenne. They had taken it from fern-and-Tiffany-glass back to new old-fashioned San Francisco

  saloon: polished brass bar rails, a CD player masquerading as a jukebox, a clientele that talked IPOs despite the March Nasdaq meltdown.




  Meanwhile here was bulky Rosenkrantz: round unremarkable face, shirt unpressed as usual, herringbone jacket, dark slacks. A tie, askew, like spaghetti in tomato sauce dropped on the floor. A 9mm

  Glock 17 bulging his jacket over his right hip.




  “I got a joke,” he said.




  “You always do,” Beverly replied sadly. “Always awful.”




  She was slightly above five feet, size four and triumphantly blond, with sparkling blue eyes that could turn sensuous when Danny was around, a tiny waist, beautiful dancer’s legs, and a

  bosom too full for the ballerina she had once aspired to be.




  “These two whales are swimming along when they see a sailing ship. The first whale says, ‘That ship killed my father! Let’s swim under it, blow as hard as we can, and turn it

  over.’ The second whale nods his head okay.”




  Beverly put the sandwich down in front of him, and started to make another one just like it.




  “The whales swim under the ship and blow as hard as they can, and the ship turns over. The sailors are in the water, floundering around, yelling. The first whale says, That’s not

  enough revenge. Let’s go eat up all of those sailors.’ The second whale shakes his head, saying—”




  “ ‘I was willing to give you a blow job,’ ” smoothly inserted the big, bulky, unremarkable man coming through the door, “ ‘but you didn’t say anything

  about swallowing the seamen.’ ”




  Guildenstern had a full head of sandy hair and an unpressed shirt; his tie, also askew, was like an anchovy pizza dropped on the floor. His herringbone jacket had leather elbow patches. When he

  took the stool adjacent to his partner’s, his 9mm Glock 17 bulged his jacket over his left hip. Beverly slid the second sandwich across the stick to him with a couple of paper napkins.




  “Salami and swiss? Lettuce? Mayo? Pickles? Hold—”




  “Hold the mustard,” agreed Beverly.




  Guildenstern was surprised. “Yeah. Hey, what do you tell a blonde with two black eyes?”




  “Nothing,” said Rosenkrantz. “You’ve already told her twice.”




  An assistant D.A. who was into community theater—he always played Felix, the neat one, in The Odd Couple—had first called them Rosenkrantz and Guildenstern. Now, new SFPD

  men didn’t know their real names; some whispered their wives didn’t, either, but they had the highest case-closure record in the Homicide Squad.




  “We got a call from Harry Bosch, the Hollywood Homicide cop,” said Guildenstern around his sandwich. Rosenkrantz blew on his coffee and nodded to go on. “Seems a guy got knifed

  down in LaLa and died in the arms of the snoopy old broad from next door. His dying words were that it was his wife did the nasty to him.”




  “Heavens! A wife killing her husband? I’m astounded.”




  “Harry said both the vic and the perp were from up here. Ephrem and Yana Poteet. Even had a local address where we can start.” He turned to Beverly as if she had asked a question.

  “Victim and perpetrator—guy who got did, guy who done it.”




  “In this case, broad who done it,” said Rosenkrantz.




  Both big men pulled ten-dollar bills from their pockets and laid them on the bar. Beverly started to shove one of them back, but Rosenkrantz made such an evil face at her that she stopped.

  Guildenstern finished his sandwich in one big gulp.




  “How can you tell when an auto mechanic’s just had sex?”




  Covering her ears, Beverly said, “I don’t want to know.”




  “One of his fingers is clean,” said Rosenkrantz inexorably.




  After they left, she picked up their tens, dropped their plates and cups and silver into the double sink’s hot soapy water, then burst out laughing. They would have to do something much

  more heinous than tell dirty jokes to make themselves unwelcome here. A few months ago, Danny disappeared; she got him back damaged but repairable only because Rosenkrantz and Guildenstern had

  galloped to the rescue, jokes flying.




  She started cutting French rolls for the lunch trade. Yana and Ephrem Poteet. The names rang faint bells. Something Larry Ballard had been involved in a year or two ago. Gypsies, maybe?




  Yes indeed, Gypsies. During the 1,500 years since they were booted out of their native India, the Gypsies have existed in other lands by doing the things those societies’

  citizens can’t or won’t do. In Western Europe and the Balkan countries and Russia, unless exterminated, they have been forced to abandon their nomadic ways to live in slums at the edge

  of big cities.




  But in America, land of the free and home of the brave, they still wander at will, these days usually by Cadillac rather than the horse-drawn vardo, and work the welfare and benefit

  systems for all they’re worth. Ironically, in an age where computers and Internets and electronic snooping diminish all freedom, these last free people on earth still bind themselves by

  traditions and taboos as strict as those of Orthodox Judaism.




  There are at least two million Gypsies in this country, of at least four recognized nations: Kalderasha, Muchwaya, Tsurana, and Lowara. But they keep so far outside the population mainstream

  that they are missed by the census-takers and anyone else who might try to curtail their way of life.




  Gypsies don’t mingle with gadje, they don’t look back, they live only for today, and one thing is certain: they cause all sorts of mischief. Because Christ Himself, dying on

  the cross, gave them dispensation to con, scam, and grift from the gadjo—the outsider, the non-Gypsy—with perfect moral impunity.




  Ramon Ristik, a swarthy, bright-eyed man of about thirty, was a member of the Muchwaya nation and much given to the con, the scam, and the grift. His last time in San Francisco

  he worked North Beach, where topless was born when Carol Doda removed her bra while dancing atop a piano at the long-gone Condor.




  Because the ofica of his sister Yana (professionally, Madame Miseria) was around the corner and up a steep narrow alley known as Romolo Place, Ramon favored the Columbus/Grant/Broadway

  intersection for his work. After convincing the marks of great impending evil in their lives, he steered them to Madame Miseria, who stripped them clean. He impartially conned gullible tourists,

  local warm-blooded Italians, and superstitious Chinese.




  During Ramon’s subsequent wanderings elsewhere, Madame Miseria went out to the Richmond District’s cold fog-blown Avenues. Here Ramon, upon his return, found gullible Chinese, but

  few warm Italians; few hayseed tourists, but many recently immigrated Russians. Russians could be tough.




  The Troika on Clement had a silver samovar in the window; guttural Slavic tongues vied with English at a crowded bar thick with forbidden cigarette smoke. Ramon slipped onto a stool just as the

  manicured hand of a short tousle-haired bespectacled man slapped a rare $500 bill down on the bar.




  Catching Ramon’s surreptitious glance at the bill, the Russian demanded, “You—something?”




  “I have been rude, forgive me,” said Ramon. Then he turned over the unresisting hand to see its palm. “Back in Mother Russia . . .” He paused diffidently. “I had a

  certain facility with . . . seeing things . . .”




  “Reading palms?”




  “Among other . . . abilities. As you know, your left hand suggests what your road through life might be. Your right hand shows what road you have actually taken. Perhaps I might . .

  .”




  The Russian said silkily, “What does this service cost me?”




  “There is no charge,” Ramon replied with offended dignity.




  Light glinted off the Russian’s glasses as he opened his right hand under the strong cylindrical back-bar lights. “Then tell me all, my friend.”




  Something in the man’s demeanor made Ramon uneasy, but after all, bogus palmistry was his basic profession. So he began tracing the central line that cut across the muscular palm.




  “This is your life line. See, it is long and strong. That is good. But here . . .” He indicated the place where another line crossed it at an angle. “See that . . .

  intersection?” He bent closer. “There is almost a break there. It could mean an illness, or . . .” His eyes widened. He swayed back slightly, casting a sharp glance at his

  companion. “Or . . . or danger.”




  “Danger?”




  “A psychic disturbance, a . . .” He paused again, then said, carefully, “Back in Matroushya, were you ever exposed to . . . influences that might have been connected with . . .

  evil?”




  “No. I had a very important job with the government.”




  Ramon took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his brow. He shook his head. “Then it is better that I stop here.”




  “You cannot stop,” said the man with emotion. “Not now.”




  “But this is too . . . too heavy for me. I am of but limited skills, perhaps I misread . . .” He looked up into the disks of light-reflecting glass that hid the man’s eyes.

  “I wish you . . . no, I beg you, come with me and see my sister. She has the second sight, she is nearby . . .”




  Suddenly Ramon felt a most dreadful agony. It was the Russian’s hand. The bastard had grabbed his testicles in an iron grip! Ramon’s hands scrabbled ineffectually at the bartop.




  The Russian’s voice was low. “Yes, I had an important job with the government. I was with the KGB. We knew what to do with lying, cheating, conniving Gypsy scum like you. We would

  rip their balls off.” He twisted viciously before letting go. “A pity we two did not meet up in Matroushya before the fall.”




  Ramon staggered outside to the laughter of the Troika’s other patrons, almost throwing up with the waves of nausea passing through him.




  Tough, those Russians. Very tough.




  He turned quickly up the nearest of the Avenues and thus away from Clement Street: the Russian might quit chortling with his buddies too soon and glance at the bar in front of him. It had taken

  all of Ramon’s fortitude, while the Russian was twisting his balls, to lift that $500 bill off the bartop.




  





  Chapter Four




  The great classic car grab by Daniel Kearny Associates (Head Office in San Francisco, Branch Offices throughout California, Affiliates Nationwide)

  was over. Wiley’s UpScale Motors was out of business. Or was it? Kearny and his people met in the empty second-floor reception area of DKA’s converted red-brick laundry building at 340

  Eleventh Street, in the City’s SOMA District.




  Kearny sat on the scarred edge of the old desk, clipboard in hand. Behind him was the old-fashioned waist-high partition and gate that led to the head of the back stairs. Faintly from below came

  the clack of computers, the shrill of phones, a waft of exhaust fumes from the storage area behind the building.




  Larry Ballard was tipped back in a straight chair against the wall, blue eyes sleepy, surfer-blond hair looking windblown. Far from chasing a woman last night, as Kearny had thought, he had been

  at a karate dojo on Ninth Avenue until midnight, working with the yawara stick the medieval Buddhist priests had called, rather fancifully, the lightning bolt of Siva. O’B and Bart

  Heslip were sitting on chairs under the windows.




  “Eight to go,” O’B said.




  “Seven,” Ballard objected. “We got twenty cars.”




  Giselle was sitting in what had been the receptionist’s swivel chair, facing Kearny. Beyond the wall behind her were the row of small, neat cubicles, facing the street, in which the field

  operatives did their paperwork. She brushed a long strand of golden hair back from her forehead.




  “Nineteen until we know how Ken made out with that 280Z.”




  “Ken doesn’t miss,” said Ballard.




  “Where’s Morales?” asked Bart Heslip.




  “He went home,” said Kearny. “He felt sick from—”




  “Aw, poor guy,” said Ballard.




  “Give him a break,” said Giselle.




  “Forget about Morales,” rumbled Kearny. “We’ve got to find those missing cars and drop a rock on them.”




  Giselle was handing out the list she had printed up.




  “These are the ones that are still out there.”




  

    

      

        	

          1962


        



        	  



        	

          Corvette roadster, white/red interior, $28,500.


        

      




      

        	

          1995


        



        	 



        	

          Panoz kit car, dark green/black interior, $39,995.


        

      




      

        	

          1982


        



        	 



        	

          Ferrari 400I convertible, gold/black interior, $34,900.


        

      




      

        	

          1970


        



        	 



        	

          Aston Martin Volante, black/leather interior, $95,000.


        

      




      

        	

          1990


        



        	 



        	

          Jaguar XJS convertible, champagne/black interior, $17,995.


        

      




      

        	

          1966


        



        	 



        	

          Mustang convertible, red/parchment interior, $12,500.


        

      




      

        	

          1995


        



        	 



        	

          Acura NSX, black/black interior, $62,000


        

      


    


  




  The Datsun 280Z Ken had gone after was not on the list. Keep the faith, baby. Kearny did the math in his head.




  “I make it $290,890 out of sight and out of trust. I have to go back east for the national convention in Chicago this week. Giselle will coordinate from the office, Jane Goldson will

  assign your current files to the other field men. Get those cars!”




  Larry read from the list, “1970 Aston Martin Volante, black with a leather interior. Not many of those tooling around—”




  “Not the point, Reverend,” said O’B. He hadn’t had a drink of anything except nonalcoholic beer for almost two months, so his blue eyes were clear in his leathery

  freckled Irish face. “You know the salesmen are trying to keep those demos for themselves. We gotta get into the UpScale personnel files for their names and addresses and hangouts.”




  Ballard gave a skeptical laugh. “Big John would love to catch us trying a little B and E so he could yell for the cops.”




  Heavy shoes tramped up the uncarpeted back stairs. Ken Warren’s tough face and big shoulders appeared above the landing.




  “The 280Z?” Giselle asked him.




  “Hnit’n hnin na mbahn.”




  In the barn—meaning, in the bank’s storage lot.




  “That’s one guy we won’t have to check out,” said Bart.




  “What if they hide another one in his garage just to finesse us?” asked O’B. “We need that salesman list—”




  Ken Warren’s big hand slapped a sheet of creased, greasy, lined yellow paper down on the desktop, half a dozen names and addresses scrawled on it. “Hne odtha hnthnailsmn,” he

  said.




    Backward on the storefront window in the lower-rent fringe of San Francisco’s sunny Noe Valley was




  

    

      TED’S TV REPAIR




      VCRs, Computers, Major and Minor Appliances


    


  




  Sitting with Lulu in the little apartment behind the shop, Staley Zlachi, King of the Muchwaya, looked anything but the stereotyped Gypsy. No brilliantined locks here, no

  swarthy skin, no golden earrings or twirled mustachios. Late in his seventh decade, Staley was white of hair, benevolent of belly, ruddy of face, everyone’s ideal Santa Claus. Lulu looked

  like Mrs. Claus, a jolly round-faced hausfrau up to her elbows in flour.




  Together they could have conned the stripes off a tiger.




  Almost. Last month in Tennessee they sued a clan of Tsurana Gypsies over a farm equipment deal that had gone sour. Each group had been conning the other, as usual using the gadjo legal

  system to settle their intertribal differences. But the Tsurana whispered in the judge’s ear that Staley was a Gypsy—and the case was thrown out. Staley paid all costs. A

  disaster!




  Now here they were in Baghdad by the Bay, one of the best places in the country to score big bucks in a hurry because here minorities ruled. By Gypsy law, San Francisco belonged to the

  Kalderasha. The least that dominant tribe’s Baro Rom—Big Man—might expect was a courtesy call, gifts, some quid pro quo. Staley had been left unable to offer any of those

  things. But Rudolph Marino, his heir apparent, was on his way across the Bay from Richmond. He would know how to raise money.




  The phone rang. Without salutation the recognized voice of Willem Van De Post spoke to Staley in Romani.




  “What are the Muchwaya doing to celebrate Millennium year?”




  “We have many projects in hand,” Staley said untruthfully.




  “So. As I thought. Nothing. Come to Rome. It is the two thousandth birthday of our Holy Mother Church. We are having year-long celebrations, festivities, huge crowds . . .”




  Staley had thought of it, of course. The hordes of believers, the urgency of their spiritual needs . . .




  “But the cost!” he exclaimed prudently.




  “I can guarantee you will recoup it in a week in Rome if I can use your people for an operation there in California. Here are the facts as I know them . . .”




  When Staley finally put back the receiver, he said, “That was the man in Italy who is married to your niece. I have never appreciated him before.”




  “Willem? Willem Van De Post?”




  “Yes, Willem. On the side of the angels, and a saint to protect us! Almost, we will have the Italian government behind us.”




  But to do what Willem asked they were going to have to poach on Kalderasha territory in a big way, and pool all of their enterprises to raise money besides. Somehow he would have to convince his

  tribe to do it, and avoid the cops at the same time.




  Just then the spring bell on the front door jingled merrily. Lulu went smiling out into the shop and instantly tagged as cops the two bulky men who had just entered.




  She chirped, “What can I get for you gentlemen?”




  “Ted Terrizi,” said the bald one.




  “Ted, better known as Staley,” said the other.




  Lulu tilted her head quizzically. “Staley?”




  “Staley Zlachi,” sneered Guildenstern, “as in Gyppo.”




  “Papa,” Lulu called in a musical voice.




  Ted’s business really was fencing hot electronics rather than repairing them. Staley came through the curtain still clutching the hastily snatched-up Chronicle sports section. His

  reading glasses were down on his nose, an old-fashioned watch chain glinted across his ample belly. He had kicked off his shoes on the way, a nice touch: who committed crimes barefoot?




  “Papa, they call you some other name I don’t know . . .”




  With a protective arm around her shoulders, he gave them a saddened, significant Alzheimer’s eye-roll above her head.




  “Mama, she don’t always get things so good these days.”




  “What she can get us is the present whereabouts of one of your people,” said good-cop Rosenkrantz as bad-cop Guildenstern slapped a faxed photo down on the countertop.




  “You know this guy here?”




  “He looks dead,” said Staley.




  “Dead as disco.” The two old people hurriedly crossed themselves. “The question ain’t whether he’s dead. It’s whether you know him.”




  Lulu’s left eyelid twitched. Staley immediately said, “He is one of our people, yes, God rest his soul. Ephrem Poteet.”




  “He’s got a wife, Yana,” stated bad-cop Guildenstern.




  “Oh, her we wouldn’t know nothing about.”




  Lulu spoke over him. “She once was of our kumpania but she has been declared marime.” She addressed herself pointedly to good-cop Rosenkrantz. “You know

  marime, mister handsome policeman?”




  “Yeah. You tossed her out on her can. What for?”




  “She stopped following the ways of the Rom.”




  Though Gypsies were seldom involved in murder cases, both Homicide cops had picked up enough lore over the years to know that this ritual rejection by the tribe could be for anything from

  breaking a sexual taboo—showing too much thigh, for instance, as opposed to breast, which didn’t count—to working a straight, gadjo job. In one famous case, a

  girl’s whole clan had been declared marime because she had joined the Peace Corps.
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