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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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  The Woman Chaser




  START HERE


  

    

      Using the thumb and forefinger of the right hand, get a little slack and pull the film through this little thingamajig. Clamp here. Leave a small loop so it won’t

      flutter, and then go up over this, down under this, around this, and then tight around the big one. (It has to fit tight on the sound drum.) Then under this, over this, under this again, around

      this, and down. Insert the feeder in the lower reel and you are almost ready. Turn on the sound and let it warm up. See the tiny red light? Now out with the houselights and flip the toggle

      switch to ON. If the sound is loud enough the incidental slithering of the film won’t bother you a bit. . . .


    


  




  Richard Hudson pressed the counter in his hand one more time before he took a look at it. 873. That was a lot of iron to pass one spot in fifteen minutes. And more passed the

  other way going toward Hollywood. 927. The Los Angeles Transit Company bus stopped at the corner every fourteen minutes discharging an average of six passengers, taking on five. Across the street

  on the other corner a streetcar stopped every seven minutes, and three men and one woman and one child got aboard, while two women and one child dismounted. That was the average for the location.

  Richard Hudson had been checking it for two days.




  A beautiful average and a wonderful location. And yet, the used car dealer across the street sat on his big fat keister smoking cigarettes and gurgling Coca-Colas all day long when he had

  thirty-five unsold automobiles glaring under the California sun.




  With an impatient movement of his fingers Richard noosed his rep tie and slid across the hot leather seat of his 1940 Continental convertible (a very clean car) and climbed out on the sidewalk

  side. It had been very warm for May sitting in the direct rays of the sun and he blotted his face with an Irish linen handkerchief, jerked his jacket down in back. He was wearing a new black silk

  suit, and it was well wrinkled. One day’s wear and the suit was ready for the cleaners, but it gave Richard an air of prosperity, and at the moment he was prosperous.




  Richard Hudson was about to steal a used car lot and every automobile on it.




  At the corner he waited for the green light before crossing the busy street. In San Francisco he would have dashed across, dodging between cars, but in Los Angeles, to cross against a red light

  means a ticket for jaywalking and/or sudden death. This was Crenshaw Boulevard; 873 cars one way and 927 cars the other way every fifteen minutes.




  Upon reaching the lot Richard walked slowly around a vintage Buick, eyeing it critically and kicking the tires. Such obvious shopping tactics should have roused the owner from his lethargy, but

  he didn’t even look up from his comic book. A lazy mixed-up skid. Richard was forced to go to him.




  “You selling used cars today?” Richard asked, smiling down at the heavy man in the chair.




  “Yes, sir. See anything you like?”




  “Yeah,” Richard mused, “I like all thirty-five.”




  “Can’t make up your mind, huh?” The owner wiped his sweating neck with the back of his hand, leaned his chair back comfortably against the wall of the small stucco office

  building.




  Richard broadened his thin smile. “Yeah,” he said, “I can make up my mind. Can you?”




  “What do you mean?” The dealer was beginning to get suspicious of Richard’s manner, and he got uneasily to his feet.




  “I mean all thirty-five. You own them all. You have a lease on the lot with three more years to run and you aren’t doing worth a damn. You should have hung onto the two apartment

  houses you owned in St. Louis.”




  “Now wait a minute, Mr.—”




  “Don’t get excited, Mr. Ehlers.” Richard handed the dealer his card. “My name is Richard Hudson and my business is used cars. I’ll take all of these heaps off your

  hands and buy your lease. You don’t want to work anyway. Why not retire permanently and enjoy the sun at the beach instead of sitting on a Crenshaw used car lot?”




  “You’ve got a point there; Mr. Hudson, wasn’t it?” Mr. Ehlers reached out a soft white hand for Richard to shake.




  “Richard Hudson is right. Chief representative of Honest Hal Parker, San Francisco. And I’ll give you seventeen thousand, five for the cars on the lot as they stand, including the

  lease. Final price. No dickering.”




  Mr. Ehlers looked blankly across the white gravel of the lot, at the flapping, fading bunting strung on wires above the shiny merchandise, and performed some slow mental arithmetic. Richard

  could have done it for him a lot quicker. At midnight the night before, Richard had gone through the lot with THE BOOK, and his offer was exactly $300 below list on every car, not counting two

  pre-WWII models Mr. Ehlers would probably have thrown in for nothing anyway.




  Ehlers lit a filter-tipped cigarette and Richard perceived the trembling of his fingers. The price was very right for a slipping business and Ehlers knew it. But when a person offers good money

  for something it is the nature of man to want more than was offered.




  “What about my lease?” Ehlers asked timidly.




  “I said I’d take that too.”




  “You didn’t mention what you’d pay me for my lease.”




  “That’s right.” Richard lit a cigarette, but his hands did not tremble. “I’ll give you nothing for the lease,” he said in a flat, even voice, “but

  I’ll take over your burden of the $250 a month payments. Now just what in the hell would you do with an empty parking lot?”




  “It cost me a lot of dough—”




  “I’m not you!” Richard reminded the dealer sharply. “Is it a deal or isn’t it?”




  Mr. Ehlers sat down wearily in his chair, pressed the fingers of his right hand against his forehead, cradled his right elbow in the palm of his left hand. A few moments later a notebook came

  out of his shirt pocket and he started figuring with a ballpoint pen. After five minutes of figuring with the pen and notebook a beautiful smile creased his round perspiring face.




  “I figure it at about $150 off list on each car, and you’ve made me a fair price, Mr. Hudson. I’ll take it!”




  Richard could hardly believe his ears. Ehlers was wrong, dead wrong, but so what? The deal was merely that much easier to wrap in a package.




  “You’ve made a deal then, Mr. Ehlers. How about meeting me at my lawyers at three this afternoon. O’Keeffe and Cullinan. The Redstone Building. And bring your

  papers.”




  “That’s pretty fast!” The fat dealer marveled.




  “You bet it is!” Richard laughed. “I don’t want you to change your mind.”




  “Don’t worry. I’ll be there.”




  They shook hands. Richard returned to his car, drove to the Fig Hotel where he had been staying the past six weeks. He was in exceptionally good spirits, well-pleased with himself. Honest Hal

  would be happy with the transaction and the low price, and Richard was glad the search was over. Now he could get back to selling used cars.




  In his hotel room Richard raised a glass of scotch and tap water to his reflection in the mirror above the chest of drawers.




  “To me!” He said happily.




  EXPOSITION




  That was the beginning. It is also a flashback and narrative hook. This much about writing I have learned from the movies. Also, I don’t want to fool anybody, including

  myself. Especially myself. I believe now, that I should have remained Richard Hudson, Used Car Dealer, and I should never have become Richard Hudson, Writer-Director-Producer. At least I think I

  know this, but I do not really know. Thereby this story, or narrative, or notebook, or whatever it turns out to be. Somewhere along the way I may discover the exact point, or the turning point

  perhaps, or the error, if it was an error that I made, or someone else made, or just exactly what it was that happened to me.




  I have the time. God knows I have the time. If it were possible I would put down every thought, every word of conversation, every minute of every day that followed this beginning. But I cannot.

  Not only is my memory too faulty for total recall, I would soon be bogged down in the insignificant. Instead, I intend to put on paper the sequence of events, some in order, some out of order. I

  shall include some of the people involved, and somewhere during this journey from backward to forward in time I may find myself. However, I doubt this very much. But in any case it will be an

  interesting journey. Long or short.




  A movie is ninety minutes long, six short reels in time. This is something I learned in Hollywood. An insane rule, I know, but there it is; let no man tear it asunder.




  This is not a story about used cars, and it isn’t altogether about movies or the making of movies, although it has something of each. Mostly it is about people, and of and about me.

  Already I sense that I am breaking some cardinal rule of writing.




  If I continue in this vein how will I be able to establish a strong reader-identification? The average reader has a tendency to identify himself with a lead character and to project himself into

  the story and actually live the story through the thoughts, emotions and actions of the lead character. Poor reader. I am the reader and I dread the thought of going through it all again, and at

  the same time I welcome and relish the opportunity. Perhaps I am a masochist?




  This is what I learned about a story at Mammoth Studios: A likeable and sympathetic hero, one who affords a good measure of viewer-identification, and around whom the story revolves, is faced

  with the necessity of solving a serious and urgent problem which affects his vital interests. The hero makes an effort to solve his problem, but this only succeeds in making matters worse. (This is

  me all right.) The hero’s efforts all lead to a series of increasingly harder complications. Each new complication is related to the original problem. (This isn’t me, or is it?) Anyway,

  there is an integrated series of complications which build up in intensity until a definite point or crisis is reached. It is here that the reader cannot possibly understand how the hero can

  possibly succeed. But now the hero makes one last and heroic attempt to resolve his difficulties, and in every case it must be his own individual efforts that solve the dilemma(s). Under no

  circumstances can he accept any form of outside aid to make things easier for him.




  As I think things over, maybe this is a conventional story after all. But not really, because it is too personal. It happened to me and therefore it is important to me, if not to anybody else.

  But everything a man does affects somebody else directly or indirectly. So my story should be important to everybody. Some of my story is too personal to write in the first person, and some of it

  is too personal to write in the third person. Most of it is too personal to write at all.




  But the decision is mine. If nothing else, Richard Hudson has always made his own decisions. Right or wrong, they were his own. Maybe I am on the right track after all. Six months ago I would

  never have admitted, not even to myself, that I ever made a wrong decision.




  FLASHBACK




  The actual purchase of George Ehler’s used car lot by Richard Hudson went back several months; it was not a quick business deal, by any means. For ten years Richard

  Hudson had been the star used car salesman for Honest Hal Parker in San Francisco. Honest Hal had gotten so big in San Francisco he wanted to expand his empire. He trusted Richard, and he had faith

  in the ability of Richard to the tune of a transfer of $40,000 to a Los Angeles bank, and his blessing in the establishment of an Honest Hal used car lot in Los Angeles.




  The distance between San Francisco and Los Angeles is approximately 447 miles, but the people who live and work in the two cities are as different as lox and cream cheese. This difference is

  well-known to the dealers in the necessity of life in California: the used automobile.




  Example: The driver of a laundry truck in San Francisco makes $75 a week. His counterpart in Los Angeles considers himself fortunate if he makes $60 a week. A clerk in San Francisco with simple

  filing and typing duties can easily command a $65 weekly salary. Her sister in Los Angeles will only take home $40 a week. Why is this? Union now in San Francisco. In Los Angeles, the unions lag

  behind. Perhaps this explanation is an oversimplification. Maybe it costs more to live in San Francisco and the employers must pay more to get employees. Maybe it costs less to live in Los Angeles,

  but I doubt it. I only know that these are the facts insofar as salaries are concerned. A cursory comparison of the classified advertisements in the San Francisco Chronicle with those of

  the Los Angeles Times will graphically show the difference in salary for the same types of work in the two California cities.




  This difference in salaries has always been the same, even during the years of the Great Depression. Those who were working during the thirties made more money per week in San Francisco

  than those who were working in Los Angeles. These are the facts; the why is a question of economics or something that is not important to this chronicle. Except for the business of used

  cars. In San Francisco it is nice to own a used car. In Los Angeles it is necessary to own an automobile of some kind whether you want one or not.




  A man in San Francisco who walks onto a used car lot may walk away from it. He must be sold an automobile. In Los Angeles, a man who walks onto a used car lot will drive away. He is already sold

  on buying some kind of transportation before he puts his tired feet on the gravel of the lot. It is only necessary for the salesman to determine his financial status and sell him an automobile

  slightly above his means.




  As far as Richard Hudson was concerned there were no exceptions to these rules. Practically, there are bound to be some exceptions. But by not recognizing any exceptions, Richard Hudson was a

  used car salesman in the $1,000 per month class. His salary varied but slightly. There were bad months when he made but $850, but on the other hand there were months when he made as much as $1,500.

  It is a question of values. It is the American way of life. Once the American way of life is reasoned out and thoroughly understood, the achievement of success in any given field becomes a matter

  of the desire of the man concerned.




  I find that it is almost impossible to write in the third person, if that is what I have been doing. Damn it all, anyway! Everything concerning myself is personal, and that is the way I am

  taking it. What gives me the right to state categorically that any man can become successful? (Even though I know it is true.)




  The trouble with the American people is their credulity. Or is it idealism? Take the Hungarians. Big Deal! THE BID FOR FREEDOM. ESCAPE. RED CROSS. FREEDOM FUNDS. Millions of Americans, with

  tears in their eyes, donated millions of dollars for the BRAVERY, the SACRIFICES, the NOBLENESS of the Hungarians in their bid for FREEDOM. The gates were opened, the safeguards ignored, the

  McCarran Act forgotten. Six months later the same American who donated five bucks from his $65 weekly paycheck is working for some Hungarian who readily grasped the American way of life.




  We see things and we do not see things. We say one thing and we do another. General MacArthur said, “There is no security, there is only opportunity.” He was right, of course. And

  yet the man who stated this basic truth clung to the security of the U.S. Army until he was kicked out. But why should I go on?




  As a used car salesman I saw the world through a pair of dark glasses. They were necessary to protect my eyes from the rays of the hot California sun as I twisted arms on the used car lots of

  Los Angeles and San Francisco. But the lenses were purple, not rose-colored. To the really successful used car salesman there are only two types of people: Insiders and Feebs. Feebs are the

  feeble-minded, and Insiders are those who are wise to themselves and to things as the way they are. A simple uncomplicated distinction, but a true one nonetheless.




  When a man knows the truth it is no longer necessary to search for it. As I see things now, in retrospection, the only thing the matter with me was my compassion for others. I felt sorry for the

  Feebs, and that was fatal. Down inside myself, in some hidden pocket of a fold in my heart, compassion lay for the poor ignorant slob. It was too bad.




  When I made the move from San Francisco to Los Angeles I was being kicked upstairs, as the saying goes. I was at the top as a used car salesman. There are only so many hours in a day, and one

  salesman, no matter how good he is, can only sell so many cars in one day. My earning capacity as a salesman had been reached. It was necessary to either become a partner with Honest Hal Parker or

  leave him altogether and establish my own business. Honest Hal wanted it both ways so he took the road in the middle. Sensing my restlessness, Insider Hal handed me a golden deal on a platter.




  For several months Honest Hal had wanted to expand. He too, was aware of the American way of life. An outlet and inlet was needed in Los Angeles to get rid of the cars that didn’t move in

  San Francisco due to the discrimination that comes with the heavier paycheck of the San Franciscans—I’ve explained that—and to replace cars that were needed for his big lot. And a

  new big lot in Los Angeles would enhance Honest Hal’s prestige.




  By establishing a new lot in Los Angeles with a trustworthy hot-shot in command, namely me, Richard Hudson, these birds could be stoned.




  My commissions would roll in from all cars sold instead of only those I sold myself. Hal would make more money. I would make more money. And the clincher for me was that it was

  Hal’s dough that was going into the expansion. Not mine. Not a penny of mine. If everything went wrong, if every nickel was lost due to my lack of acumen, business sense, stupidity, or if

  things just didn’t work out as they were planned, I was still way ahead of the game. I could still sell used cars. And if things did work out, I would, in time, make enough money to buy a

  partnership with Honest Hal. Or if I really made money, I could cut Honest Hal’s throat and take the entire pie. Is not this the American Way?




  DISSOLVE




  The search for a likely location for an Honest Hal used car lot in Los Angeles was not as difficult as I had thought it would be. Los Angeles was my hometown; I had been born

  and reared there, and I knew my way around. A stranger who moves to Los Angeles as an adult will never learn the city like a native. Although many of the streets are numbered, many are named

  instead, and between the two systems, a stranger becomes confused and discouraged. Take 41st Street as an example. Next to 41st Street is 41st Drive and next to 41st Drive is 41st Place. If you

  were counting blocks from 9th Street to 60th Street your count would be wrong, and besides, 60th Street is actually Slauson Avenue to the native, although there is a 60th Street on the map.




  San Francisco had been my home for ten years, and except for infrequent visits to Los Angeles to see Mother, the city had changed a great deal, even for me. About 200 families move into Los

  Angeles daily to stay permanently, and this migration has caused a fantastic outward growth. The resettlement, divided about equally between Negroes and Others, has caused the Negro section, as I

  used to know it, to become a mere suburb of the current Negro community. It was impossible for 500,000 Negroes to live in one small area, and they now have a city within a city extending from

  downtown all the way to Long Beach, and on either side of Central Avenue as far in each direction as they have been able to buy or rent.




  Los Angeles is such a lousy city to live in it is a wonder to me why anybody would want to live there. But on the other hand, I moved back to make money and I suppose that is the reason

  everybody makes the move. There couldn’t possibly be any other reason.




  Another peculiarity is that no matter where a man lives in Los Angeles, he is required to drive at least twenty miles to get to work. If you live in Montebello you work in Inglewood. If you live

  in Inglewood your job is in Burbank. If you live in Burbank you work in Watts. And so on. Why Angelenos select a residence at least twenty miles away from their employment has always been a

  mystery. However, it is a well-known fact. The great masses of people moving in from the Dust Bowl and other areas of the United States have to live somewhere. So the project house came into being

  following World War II. These projects are a blight on the face of Southern California. Orange groves were torn down, desert land beyond Van Nuys was cleared and row on row of houses appeared from

  nowhere like peas in a pod. The Feebs moving in from elsewhere can buy one of these excellent $6,000 houses for $15,000. Of coarse, by the time the Feeb pays mortgage interest, assessments, loan

  charges, closing costs, etc., and finally pays off the house twenty years later, it has cost him $30,000 for his $6,000 house, which is then worth $1,500 due to the rundown condition of the

  neighborhood.




  But this influx of migrant Feebs, in addition to the people already there, makes good business for used car dealers. The man who got along wonderfully in Ogden, Utah with a one-family car, now

  finds that he needs the car every day to drive twenty miles to work. His wife also needs a car to drive six miles to the shopping center, or fifteen miles to pay the light bill. The son has to have

  an automobile to drive to high school. His sister-in-law, who made the move to Los Angeles also, and shares the third bedroom with the youngest daughter, and who hopes to land a husband at the

  Hollywood Friendship Club for those who are over thirty-five years of age, needs a car to take an out-of-work plumber she met at this wonderful meeting place out to show him a good time at a

  drive-in movie.




  Two-and-one/half automobiles per capita in Los Angeles. That is the official ratio. I checked it with the Chamber of Commerce. The single street of iron, Figueroa Avenue, which met the used car

  requirements of Los Angeles for many years, is just another used car center today. There are many others. Crenshaw Boulevard, an unpaved street twenty-five years ago, is one of the largest used car

  selling areas in the world today. Crenshaw Boulevard makes Van Ness Avenue in San Francisco resemble a small neighborhood parking lot. In every section of Los Angeles there were small and large

  used car centers and I investigated them all before concentrating my search to Crenshaw Boulevard. Figueroa Avenue no longer had the volume of traffic I wanted to move cars. The Los Angeles branch

  office of the Triple A Finance Company, which handles all of Honest Hal’s credit business in San Francisco, opened their files to my investigations. More research unearthed Mr. George

  Ehler’s unhappy situation; personal investigation confirmed my findings; and when I made my indecent offer, he grabbed it.




  That evening I called Honest Hal in San Francisco and told him we were in business.




  “Already,” Hal asked sarcastically over the ’phone. “After six weeks without a single call I was beginning to think you were on a vacation.”




  “I suppose I should have called you,” I said, “but I wanted to wait until I was set.”




  “Do you need any help, Richard? I could send Don down for a couple of weeks—”




  “Look, Hal,” I replied belligerently, “we discussed all that. The deal was for me to run things in my own way, hire local people. When I need any help, I’ll ask for

  it!”




  “Okay, Richard, it’s your baby. Sounds like you’ve made a good start, but keep in touch with me for Christ’s sake. Don’t wait six weeks before you call me again

  even if it’s just to say, ‘Hello.’ ”




  “Okay, Hal. I’ll drop you a line as soon as I find an apartment and get settled. I’m still staying at a hotel.”
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