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  Joe Gores 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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  Introduction




  I started as an investigator with the L.A.

  Walker Company in 1955, a few months after I had finished my

  course work for an M.A. in English lit at Stanford. I was living

  over Floyd Page’s Weightlifting Gym in Palo Alto,

  California, teaching body building in return for my rent. I knew

  I wanted to be a writer, but I wasn’t good enough to sell

  anything and I needed money to live on. Teaching was

  out—your creativity rightly would go to your students. So I

  was looking for something exciting . . .




  An L.A. Walker field agent named Gene Matthews who worked out

  at Floyd’s used to tell wondrous tales of his nighttime

  adventures thugging cars. I asked if I could ride around with

  him, and fell in love with the repoman’s life. On your own,

  work all hours, adventure, excitement, even danger—what

  more could a 23-year-old wanna-be writer hungry for real-life ask

  for?




  Head office for L.A. Walker was in Los Angeles, but David

  Kikkert ran things in San Francisco out of a second-floor walkup

  at 1610 Bush Street. I went up to the City to ask him for a job.

  He said, “No.” He said, “College kids

  don’t work out.” When I wouldn’t go away, he

  finally took a chance on me, at $275 a month. To his surprise, I

  worked out.




  For a few years, everything was swell: I was having the time

  of my life and writing on the side. But in 1960, old man Walker

  died. His sons, who had never been in the repo game, showed up in

  San Francisco to run things themselves. It was a disaster.

  Clients were dropping like flies.




  In desperation, Dave found rent money for an old Victorian at

  760 Golden Gate Avenue that could be converted into an office. It

  had been an upscale whorehouse in the early years of the 20th

  century, and was just a block from the apartment house where

  Hammett’s “The Whoozis Kid” takes place. Then

  Dave got everybody together and said he wanted to form his own

  repo/P.I. firm, and also had to warn any of us who went with him

  that David Kikkert and Associates might go belly-up in the first

  month. Some stayed with Walker, some went with Dave, but DKA was

  in business.




  Meanwhile, a funny thing had happened: I had started to sell

  my stories. I even joined the Northern California Chapter of

  Mystery Writers of America. Writing reports of my field work (we

  carried 50-75 cases at all times, most of them requiring written

  reports every three days) had taught me how to put the basic who,

  what, where, when, why and how into my writing that made it

  compelling to clients and salable to editors. But I sure

  couldn’t make a living on short story sales at $75 or $100

  a pop. And I was hooked on the repoman’s life.




  So I scraped up $1,100 and went partners with Dave. Not just

  as one of the associates—also as his partner. The other

  associates were office manager Hiroko Ono, her assistant Ronile

  Lahti, field men M. J. O’Brien, Floyd Ryan, Isidore

  “Izzy” Martinez, myself, and Ken Warner. We were the

  nucleus of the firm. The guts of DKA. Within a year, L.A. Walker

  had folded and DKA was thriving.




  In May 1966, Tony Boucher urged me to give a

  talk about the repo game to the monthly meeting of MWA’s

  Nor-Cal Chapter. I called it “My Gun is Quick But My Aim is

  Lousy” and I was so nervous I almost threw up in the

  men’s john ahead of time. But it went well: Tony even

  suggested I pitch Fred Dannay to do a series of procedural

  stories about a fictionalized DKA for Ellery Queen’s

  Mystery Magazine. Fred agreed and I got busy on the first

  story.




  Since this would be maybe the first private

  eye procedural series (Hammett’s Op stories had been

  written before the term “procedural” had been

  coined), I wanted to make my DKA tales ring true. So I stuck as

  close to reality as I could.




  The real DKA specialized in repossessions, skip-tracing, fraud

  and embezzlement investigations for financial institutions, auto

  dealerships, loan outfits, and insurance companies. During the

  intervening five years, DKA had become the biggest repo agency in

  the state. We had a staff of skip-tracers, collectors, clerks,

  typists, a receptionist, a bookkeeper, a shifting number of field

  men, some 15 field offices (usually one-man) scattered around

  California, and affiliation with dozens of repo agencies all over

  the country.




  Naturally, that’s what the fictional DKA became,

  too.




  In other words, David Kikkert and Associates of 760 Golden

  Gate became Daniel Kearny Associates of 760 Golden Gate.




  Dave became Dan (not literally, but you get the idea).




  Hiroko Ono became Kathy Onoda. When Hiro died of a CVA at age

  26, so did Kathy (in the DKA File novel Gone, No

  Forwarding).




  Ronile Lahti, who succeeded Hiro as office manager, became

  Giselle Marc—who succeeded Kathy Onoda as office

  manager.




  Ronile started out typing after-school skip-letters for DKA

  while getting a Masters Degree in history from SF State. Once she

  decided to forego teaching for DKA, she got her own P.I. license.

  My fictional Giselle Marc did the same.




  Maurice James O’Brien—the best field man in the

  firm after Kikkert himself, and always just known as

  O’B—became Patrick Michael O’Bannon, ditto and

  ditto.




  Ex-fighter Floyd Ryan became ex-fighter Bart Heslip.




  Sly and tricky Isidore “Izzy” Martinez became sly

  and tricky Trinidad “Trin” Morales.




  Stan Croner, once a VP of Crocker-Anglo Bank, became Stan

  Groner of Cal-Cit Bank, a regular fixture of the DKA novels.




  Ken Warner became Ken Warren, but he came later. He does not

  appear in these stories at all. Ken had a serious speech defect,

  and, until 32 Cadillacs, I couldn’t figure out how

  to use him as a character without seeming to make fun of his

  impediment. Since that novel, Ken will be always with us.




  Larry Ballard became... Well, there was no Larry Ballard with

  the real DKA. I guess Larry is kind of me. In File #1, he’s

  been with DKA a month, as I had been while working the case that

  formed the basis of that story. Larry, tall, lean, blond,

  blue-eyed and hawk-nosed, is certainly not me physically, but

  from the beginning he has thought like me, reacted like me to the

  things he does, sees, hears, experiences and learns as a

  repoman.




  Even the most fanciful of these dozen DKA File Stories is

  based at least loosely on a case I worked, featuring people I

  worked with or met on investigations. I add a great many

  fictional twists, I make the characters larger than life at

  times, but by and large these stories reflect my years at

  DKA.




  File #1 appeared in the December 1967 issue of EQMM,

  File #12 in the March 1989 issue. In between those two stories

  there were the ten other tales in this book, plus three DKA File

  Novels: Dead Skip (1972), Final Notice (1973),

  and Gone, No Forwarding (1976). Since 1989 there have

  been two more novels, 32 Cadillacs (1992) and

  Contract Null & Void (1996); a sixth, Cons,

  Scams & Grifts, will be out from Mysterious Press in

  2001.




  Larry Ballard and Bart Heslip have walk-ons in the non-DKA

  novelette “Smart Guys Don’t Snore” that is

  reprinted in my collection Speak of the Devil (Unity,

  Maine: Five Star 1999).




  And the DKA office at 340 11th Street appears as a disused

  laundry in my “Dance of the Dead” (The Armchair

  Detective, Vol. 24, No. 2).




  When I started writing the series in 1966,

  most of my characters were in their mid-20s. Kearny and O’B

  were in their early 40s. In the File novel I am working on now,

  set in our current year of 2000, most of these same characters

  are in their mid-30s. Kearny and O’B are in their early

  50s. To be realistic, everybody should be in their 60s and 70s,

  because 34 years of real time have passed.




  What the hell goes on?




  What goes on is a problem faced by every mystery writer who

  creates a long-term series. Time keeps passing, we as writers

  keep getting older (if we’re lucky) and keep developing and

  changing (if we’re even luckier). But what about our

  characters? Who wants a 60-something ingenue flashing a

  less-than-dazzling smile and too much skinny leg? Who wants a

  dashing hero who has to pop Viagra to hang on to his bubbling

  blonde bimbos?




  Most of us, too, not realizing what we faced down the road,

  recklessly sprinkled references to well-known world events in our

  early stories. Wars are really tough to get around later. I made

  Dan Kearny and O’B World War Two vets—as were Dave

  Kikkert and the real O’B. Hiroko Ono had grown up in a

  California Japanese relocation camp during that same war, so of

  course Kathy Onoda had to, also.




  You will find no such time-fixing references in later DKA

  stories and novels. But not I alone have painted myself into such

  corners:




  The Nero Wolfe stories start in 1934 and end in 1975. In the

  early ones he refers to a wife in Egypt. In Over My Dead

  Body (1940), a woman in her 20s suspected of murder claims

  to be Wolfe’s daughter. Do the math on those

  factoids.




  Travis McGee is a WWII vet and fought at the Bay of Pigs.




  Robert B. Parker’s Spencer is a Korean war vet.




  Ross Thomas’s Mac and Padillo started their adventures in

  post-WWII Germany. Artie Woo and Quincy Durant appear in

  1978.




  Kinsey Milhone had her first case over a dozen years ago.




  Other problems face the series-writer. First, as you get older

  yourself, your attitudes and interests and physical capabilities

  change, grow, alter, narrow and fade. It is harder to trigger

  your readers’ willing suspension of disbelief. And unless

  you are eternally vigilant, the past begins to coat your material

  with its soft warm patina of nostalgia.




  Second, society itself keeps changing (never with such

  dizzying speed as nowadays). Its structure, its mores, cars,

  banking hours, salaries, entertainments, communications, the

  racial makeup of neighborhoods . . . The list is of course

  endless.




  How did these other writers I mentioned deal with these three

  interwoven streams of time—your own age, society’s

  age, and your characters’ ages?




  Rex Stout keeps Nero and Archie ageless, while making society

  contemporary. Archie goes off to war against the Nazis, the

  Commie menace comes and goes, J. Edgar Hoover becomes one of the

  bad buys . . . But they remain unchanged. Stout’s greatest

  legerdemain begins with Too Many Cooks (1938) and ends

  with A Right to Die (1964). In the first, Paul Whipple

  is a 20-year old black waiter at a summer spa in the mountains.

  In the second, he is a successful businessman pushing 50, with a

  son the age he was in the first. In both books, Nero and Archie

  are the same age.




  In John D. MacDonald’s first Travis McGee novel, The

  Deep Blue Goodbye (1964), Trav is a burly beach bum taking

  his retirement in segments aboard a Florida houseboat. By The

  Green Ripper (1979), while bumming his way around California

  on a case, he is called “Pops” by the young people he

  meets. He ages almost in real time—but even for

  the great John D., the Bay of Pigs and WWII had to disappear from

  the later books.




  Robert B. Parker’s Spencer is still around, making out

  with Susan and wisecracking and beating people up and

  occasionally killing them. He has aged some since his debut in

  The Godwulf Manuscript (1973), but we hear no more about

  Korea. And Parker has started two newer series with much younger

  protagonists.




  Most of Ross Thomas’s protagonists are a sort of

  soft-edged 38 when they first appear, then just sort of drift

  around without being too well-defined. He did three Mac and

  Padillo novels, then dropped them, did three Artie Woo and Quincy

  Durant novels, and played games with them. In

  Chinaman’s Chance (1978), Artie’s twin boys

  are infants; in Voodoo, Ltd. (1992), they are poised to

  enter Harvard in the fall. Artie and Quincy haven’t aged a

  bit.




  Sue Grafton set her Kinsey Milhone character to conquering the

  alphabet in “A” Is for Alibi in 1985; now,

  15 years later, Kinsey is still at it but has never gotten out of

  the late 80s. Kinsey lives in real time, but Sue herself has

  pointed out that she is now writing what are in essence 1980s

  period pieces.




  I haven’t even touched on those master tricksters, Don

  Westlake and Larry Block. Suffice it that Don, writing under his

  Richard Stark pseudonym, started the Parker series in 1962 with

  The Hunter, ended it in 1972 with Plunder

  Squad, and restarted it in 1997 with Comeback.

  Throughout, Parker remains the same cold, dark, hard, mean thief

  we know and love. In Comeback, nothing had changed,

  really not even society, and to hell with all of us.




  Larry brought back the burglar, Bernie Rhodenbarr, after a

  many-year hiatus, but nothing has changed for him, either. Bernie

  and Carolyn exist in a magic bubble, selling books and washing

  dogs and burgling away. Larry saved his greatest sleight-of-hand,

  however, for the Evan Tanner series. Tanner fell off the radar

  screen in the 1960s. When Larry felt the urge to bring him back

  in the late 1990s, he cheerfully tells us that Tanner has been

  cryogenically frozen for 30-some years, and now has been thawed

  out. Somehow, Larry makes this all work.




  When I realized (much too late) that the

  problem existed, I decided to set each new DKA story or novel

  squarely in the time it was written. The cases my detectives

  handle, the people they pursue, willy-nilly move against the

  backdrop of what is going on as I write. Against this

  ever-shifting backdrop, the DKA crew ages, but

  slo-o-o-o-wly. In the course of 34 calendar years, they

  have collectively grown some eight to ten years older.




  But they do develop and mellow, in their own sloth-slow way.

  Wives and girlfriends are featured, drop back into the shadows,

  re-emerge. Dan Kearny’s marriage almost collapses, his kids

  grow up. Giselle takes an occasional lover but eventually dumps

  him. O’B is finally trying to do something about his

  boozing. Bart is still an ex-fighter with wins in 39 out of 40

  fights (37 by knockout), and Morales is still a son-of-a-bitch.

  Ken Warren is bulking ever larger in my mind, taking on some sort

  of mythic quality like the golem of Jewish legend.




  And Larry Ballard has developed from a rather lanky even

  though athletic kid into an expert scuba diver and a black belt

  in karate. The romantic youth who moons over a lost girl in File

  #1 is still seeking love in the latest novel, but

  serially—he moves from lover to lover with restless

  abandon.




  None of this is by my design. It just sort of

  happens. All of my protagonists are very different people than

  they were back in 1966. They have become more complex characters

  all by themselves; I can only go where the DKA crew wants to take

  me.




  Come with us.




  

    

      

        

          Joe Gores




          San Anselmo, CA




          June 2000


        


      


    


  




  





  File #1: Find the

  Girl




  Preface




  When I sent my proposal for this series

  to Fred Dannay, the half of the Ellery Queen writing team who was

  Editor-in-Chief of Ellery Queen’s Mystery

  Magazine, I stressed true-to-life and procedural. Which meant

  no murders, because repomen, like other real private eyes, seldom

  run across murder. It also meant no guns. During my years in the

  field, I never carried one. In tight situations, guns tend to go

  off, and repos are by definition tight situations. I sure

  didn’t want to shoot someone over a car. Or get shot by

  someone. So, no murder, no guns. Not in the short

  stories.




  Since these were procedurals, I thought I had to make them

  quasi-documentary in tone. So I conceived the idea of a time-line

  to run across the top of each scene in the story. The first words

  of “Find the Girl” are: Tuesday, May 23rd; 8:15

  a.m.




  The time-lines are missing from the second story,

  “Stakeout on Page Street,” have a brief encore in the

  third, “The Three Halves,” and then disappear

  forever. By then I had realized that they added little and

  interfered with the flow of the narrative.




  ‘Find the Girl” is the most procedural of all

  the stories, as Dead Skip, the first File Novel, is the

  most procedural of the long forms. And for the same reason: up to

  a point, both are true, based on single real cases, because I

  needed the crutch of the familiar. I felt that if I could write

  them as if I were reporting on fieldwork actually done on a real

  case, I would be all right.




  The only totally fictional element I introduced into

  “Find the Girl” was Larry Ballard, the central

  investigator in the case and truly a “green

  pea”—he has been with DKA a month when the

  story opens. Larry has no real-life counterpart among the real

  DKA crew. Except me, of course.




  Thus, “Find the Girl” unfolds just about as it

  did in real life, even to Ballard’s confrontation with

  Kearny at the end. Because I had only been with DKA’s

  predecessor, the L.A. Walker Company, for a month at the time I

  was handed the file, I had a like confrontation with Dave Kikkert

  at the end of the real case.




  With the same results.




  





  File #1: Find the Girl




  Tuesday, May 23rd: 8:15 a.m.




  Larry Ballard was halfway to the Daniel

  Kearny Associates office before he remembered to switch on his

  radio. After a whine and a blast of static,

  O’Bannon’s voice came on loudly in

  mid-transmission.




  “. . . Bay Bridge yet, Oakland 3?”




  “Coming up to the toll plaza now. The subject is three

  cars ahead of me. I’ll need a front tail once he’s

  off the bridge, over.”




  “Stand by. KDM 366 Control calling any San Francisco

  unit.”




  Ballard unclipped his mike and pressed the red TRANSMIT button. “This is SF-6. My location is

  Oak and Buchanan, moving east, over.”




  “Oakland 3 is tailing a red Comet convertible across Bay

  Bridge, license Charlie, X-ray, Kenneth, 8-8-1. The legal owner,

  California Citizens Bank on Polk Street, wants car

  only—contact outlawed.”




  Oakland 3 cut in: “Wait by the Ninth and Bryant

  off-ramp, SF-6.”




  “Control standing by,” said O’Bannon.

  “KDM 366 clear.”




  O’Bannon set down the hand mike on Giselle Marc’s

  desk, leaving it flipped to MONITOR. He

  was a wiry red-haired man about 40, with twinkling blue eyes,

  freckles, and a hard-bitten drinker’s face.




  “Who’s SF-6? The new kid?”




  “Right. Larry Ballard. With us a month yesterday.”

  Giselle was a tall lean blonde who had started with DKA as a

  part-time file girl while in college; after graduation two years

  before, she had taken over the Cal-Cit Bank desk.

  “He’s a green pea but he’s eager and

  maybe—just maybe—he can think. Kathy’s putting

  him on his own this week.”




  O’Bannon grunted. “The Great White Father

  around?”




  “Down in his cubbyhole—in a vile mood.”




  O’Bannon grimaced and laid his expense-account

  itemization on her desk with great reverence. Giselle regarded it

  without enthusiasm.




  “Why don’t you do your own dirty work,

  O’B?” she demanded.




  Same day: 10:00 a.m.




  Ballard was lanky, well-knit, in his early

  twenties, with blue eyes already hardened by his month with DKA.

  He was stopped, by Dan Kearny himself, at the top of the narrow

  stairs leading to the second floor of the old Victorian building

  that housed the company offices.




  “That Comet in the barn?”




  “Yes, sir,” said Ballard.




  “Terrif. Any static?” Kearny was compact and

  powerful, with a square pugnacious face, massive jaw, and cold

  grey eyes which invariably regarded the world through a wisp of

  cigarette smoke.




  “I front-tailed him from the freeway. When he parked on

  Howard Street, Oakland 3 and I just wired up the Comet and drove

  it away.”




  Kearny clapped Ballard’s shoulder and went on. Ballard

  entered the front office, which overlooked Golden Gate Avenue

  through unwashed bay windows. Three assignments were in his

  basket on the desk of Jane Goldson, the phone receptionist with

  the Liverpool accent: through her were channeled all assignments,

  memos, and field reports.




  Carrying the case sheets, Ballard descended to the garage

  under the building. Along the right wall were banks of lockers

  for personal property; along the left, small partitioned offices

  used by the seven San Francisco field men. He paused to review

  his new cases before leaving.




  The most puzzling one involved a new Continental, financed

  through Cal-Cit bank, which had been purchased by a Jocelyn

  Mayfield, age 23. She and her roommate, Victoria Goodrich, lived

  at 31 Edith Alley and were case workers for San Francisco Social

  Services. What startled Ballard was the size of the delinquent

  payments—$198.67 each—and the contract balance of

  over $7000. On a welfare worker’s salary? Even though her

  parents lived in the exclusive St. Francis Woods area, they were

  not cosigners on the contract.




  From his small soundproofed office at the rear of the garage

  Dan Kearny watched Ballard leave. Kearny had been in the game for

  over half of his 43 years, and still hadn’t figured out the

  qualities which made a good investigator; only time would tell if

  Ballard had them. Kearny jabbed an intercom button with a blunt

  finger.




  “Giselle? Send O’Bannon down here, will

  you?”




  He lit a Lucky, leaned back to blow smoke at the ceiling.

  O’B had come with him six years before, when Kearny had

  resigned from Walter’s Auto Detectives to start DKA with

  one car and this old Victorian building which had been a bawdy

  house in the ’90s; and reviewing O’B’s expense

  accounts still furnished Kearny with his chief catharsis.




  He smeared out the cigarette; through the one-way glass he

  could see O’Bannon approaching the office, whistling, his

  hands in pockets, his blue eyes innocent of guile. When he came

  in Kearny shook out a cigarette for himself and offered the pack.

  “How’s Bella, O’B?”




  “She asks when you’re bringing the kids for cioppino

  again.”




  Kearny indicated the littered desk. “I’m two weeks

  behind in my billing. Oh . . . this expense account,

  O’B.” Without warning his fist smashed down in sudden

  fury. “Dammit, if you think . . .”




  O’Bannon remained strangely tranquil during the storm.

  When Kearny finally ran down, the red-headed man cleared his

  throat and spoke.




  “Giants leading three-two, bottom of the third.

  Marichal—”




  “What do you mean?” Kearny looked stunned.

  “What the—”




  O’Bannon fished a tiny transistor radio from his pocket,

  then apologetically removed miniature speakers from both his

  ears. Kearny gaped.




  “You mean—while I—you were listening to the

  ball game?”




  O’Bannon nodded dolorously. Speechless with rage, Kearny

  jerked out the expense-account checkbook; but then his shoulders

  began shaking with silent laughter.




  Same day: 9:30 p.m.




  Larry Ballard parked on upper Grant; above

  him, on Telegraph Hill, loomed the concrete cone of Coit Tower,

  like a giant artillery piece about to be fired. Edith Alley ran

  half a block downhill toward Stockton; Jocelyn Mayfield and her

  roommate, Victoria Goodrich, had the lower apartment in a

  two-story frame building.




  The girl who answered the bell wore jeans and sweatshirt over

  a chunky figure; her short hair was tinted almost white. Wide

  cheekbones gave her a Slavic look.




  “Is Jocelyn here?” Ballard asked.




  “Are you a friend of hers?” Her voice was harshly

  attractive.




  Ballard took a flier. “I was in one of her sociology

  classes.”




  “At Stanford?” She stepped back. “Sorry if I

  sounded antisocial. Sometimes male clients get ideas,

  y’know?”




  He followed her into the apartment. “You must be

  Vikki—Josie has mentioned you. You don’t act like a

  social worker.”




  “ ‘Say something to me in psychology’?

  Actually, I was a waitress down in North Beach before I started

  with Social Services.”




  There were cheap shades at the windows of the rather barren

  living room, a grass mat on the floor, a wicker chair and a

  couch, and an ugly black coffee table. The walls were a

  depressing brown. It was not a room in keeping with monthly

  automobile payments of $200.




  “We’re going to repaint eventually,” Vikki

  said. “I guess.”




  Ballard nodded. “Has Josie mentioned selling the

  Continental?”




  “The Continental?” She frowned. “That

  belongs to Hank—we both use my Triumph. I don’t think

  he wants to sell it; he just got it.”




  “Hank, huh? Say, what’s his name and address? I

  can—”




  Just then a key grated in the front door. Damn! Two minutes

  more would have done it. Now the subject was in the room, talking

  breathlessly. “Did Hank call? He wasn’t at his

  apartment, and—”




  “Here’s an old friend of yours,” Vikki cut

  in brightly.




  Ballard was staring. Jocelyn Mayfield was the loveliest girl

  he had ever seen, her fawn-like beauty accented by shimmering jet

  hair. Her mouth was small but full-lipped, her brows slightly

  heavy for a girl, her brown liquid eyes full-lashed. She had one

  of those supple patrician figures maintained by tennis on chilly

  mornings.




  “Old friend?” Her voice was low. “But I

  don’t even know him!”




  That tore it. Ballard blurted,

  “I’m—uh—representing California Citizens

  Bank. We’ve been employed to investigate your six-hundred

  dollar delinquency on the 1967 Continental. We—”




  “You dirty—” The rest of Vikki’s

  remark was not that of a welfare worker. “I bet you

  practice lying to yourself in front of a mirror. I

  bet—”




  “Vikki, hush.” Jocelyn was blushing, deeply

  embarrassed. Vikki stopped and her eyes popped open wide.




  “You mean you did make the down payment on that car?

  It’s registered in your name? You fool! He couldn’t

  make a monthly payment on a free lunch, and you—” She

  stopped, turned on Ballard. “Okay, buster. Out.”




  “Vikki, please.” Then Jocelyn said to Ballard,

  “I thought—I had no idea the payments—By Friday

  I can have all the money.”




  “I said out, buster,” Vikki snapped. “You

  hear her—you’ll get your pound of flesh. And

  that’s all you’ll get—unless I tear

  Josie’s dress and run out into that alley yelling

  rape.”




  Ballard retreated; he had no experience in handling a Vikki

  Goodrich. And there was something about Jocelyn

  Mayfield—private stock, O’Bannon would have called

  her. She’d been so obviously let down by this Hank

  character; and she had promised to pay by Friday.




  Monday, May 29th: 3:30 p.m.




  Jane Goldson winked and pointed toward the

  office manager’s half-closed door. “She’s in a

  proper pet, she is, Larry.”




  He went in. Kathy Onoda waved him to a chair without removing

  the phone from her ear. She was an angular girl in her late

  twenties, with classical Japanese features. Speaking into the

  phone her voice was hesitant, nearly unintelligible with

  sibilants.




  “I jus’ rittre Joponee girr in your country verry

  littre time.” She winked at Ballard. “So sorry too,

  preese. I roose job I . . . ah . . . ah so. Sank you verry much.

  Buddha shower bressings.”




  She hung up and exclaimed jubilantly, “Why do those

  stupid S.O.B.s always fall for that phony Buddha-head

  accent?” All trace of it had disappeared. “You,

  hotshot, you sleeping with this Mayfield chick? One report, dated

  last Tuesday, car in hands of a third party, three payments

  down—and you take a promise. Which isn’t

  kept.”




  “Well, you see, Kathy, I thought—”




  “You want me to come along and hold your hand?”

  Her black eyes glittered and her lips thinned with scorn.

  “Go to Welfare and hint that she’s sleeping around;

  tell her mother that our investigation is going to hit the

  society pages; get a line on this Hank no-goodnik.” She

  jabbed a finger at him. “Go gettem bears!”




  Ballard fled, slightly dazed as always after a session with

  Kathy. Driving toward Twin Peaks, he wondered why Jocelyn had

  broken her promise. Just another deadbeat? He hated to believe

  that; apart from the Mayfield case he was doing a good job. He

  still carried a light case load, but he knew that eventually he

  would be responsible for as many as 75 files simultaneously, with

  reports due every three days on each of them except skips, holds,

  and contingents.




  The Mayfield home was on Darien Way in St. Francis Woods; it

  was a huge pseudo-colonial with square columns and a closely

  trimmed lawn like a gigantic golf green. Inside the double garage

  was a new Mercedes. A maid with iron-grey hair took his card,

  returned with Jocelyn’s mother—an erect,

  pleasant-faced woman in her fifties.




  “I’m afraid I’m not familiar with Daniel

  Kearny Associates.”




  “We represent California Citizens Bank,” said

  Ballard. “We’ve been engaged to investigate certain

  aspects of your daughter’s finances.”




  “Jocelyn’s finances?” Her eyes were lighter

  than her daughter’s, with none of their melting quality.

  “Whatever in the world for?”




  “She’s six hundred dollars delinquent on a 1967

  Continental.”




  “Indeed?” Her voice was frigid. “Perhaps you

  had better come in.”




  The living room had a red brick fireplace and was made

  strangely tranquil by the measured ticking of an old-fashioned

  grandfather’s clock. There was a grand piano and a

  magnificent Oriental rug.




  “Now. Why would my daughter supposedly do such a

  thing?”




  “She bought it for a”—his voice gave the

  word emphasis—“man.”




  She stiffened. “You cannot be intimating that my

  daughter’s personal life is anything but exemplary! When

  Mr. Mayfield hears this—this infamous gossip, he— He

  is most important in local financial circles.”




  “So is California Citizens Bank.”




  “Oh!” She stood up abruptly. “I suggest you

  leave this house.”




  Driving back, Ballard knew he had made the right move to bring

  parental pressure on Jocelyn Mayfield, but the knowledge gave him

  scant pleasure. There had been a framed picture of her on the

  piano; somehow his own thoughts, coupled with the picture, had

  made his memory of their brief meeting sharper, almost

  poignant.




  Same day: 5:15 p.m.




  Dan Kearny lit a Lucky. “I think you

  know why I had you come back in, Ballard. The Mayfield case. Are

  you proud of that file?”




  “No, sir.” He tried to meet Kearny’s gaze.

  “But I think she broke her promise to pay because this

  deadbeat talked her into it.”




  “You took a week to find that out?” Kearny

  demanded. “Giselle found out that the subject walked off

  her job at Welfare last Friday night—took an indefinite

  leave without bothering to leave any forwarding

  address.”




  Kearny paused to form a smoke ring. He could blast this kid

  right out of the tank, but he didn’t want to do that.

  “I started in this game in high school, Ballard, during the

  Depression. Night-hawking cars for Old Man Walters down in L.A.

  at five bucks per repo—cover your own expenses, investigate

  on your own time. Some of those Oakies would have made you weep,

  but I couldn’t afford to feel sorry for them. This Mayfield

  dame’s in a mess. Is that our fault? Or the

  bank’s?”




  “No, sir. But there are special

  circumstances—”




  “Circumstances be damned! We’re hired to

  investigate people who have defaulted, defrauded, or

  embezzled—money or goods—to find them if

  they’ve skipped out, and to return the property to the

  legal owner. Mayfield’s contract is three months delinquent

  and you spin your wheels for a whole week. Right now the bank is

  looking at a seven-thousand dollar loss.” He ground out his

  cigarette and stood up. “Let’s take a

  ride.”




  Later, ringing the bell at 31 Edith Alley, Ballard warned,

  “This Victoria Goodrich is tough. I know she won’t

  tell us anything.”




  Vikki opened the door and glared at him. “You

  again?”




  Kearny moved past Ballard so smoothly that the girl had to

  step back to avoid being walked on, and they were inside.

  “My name is Turk,” he said. “I’m with the

  legal department of the bank.”




  She had recovered. “You should be ashamed, hiring this

  person to stir up trouble for Josie with her folks. Okay, so

  she’s two lousy payments behind. I’ll make one of

  them now, and next week she can—”




  “Three payments. And since the vehicle is in the hands

  of a third party, the contract is void.” He shot a single

  encompassing look around the living room, then brought his cold

  grey eyes back to her face. “We know Miss Mayfield has

  moved out. Where is she living now?”




  “I don’t know.” She met his gaze

  stubbornly.




  Kearny nodded. “Fraudulent contract; flight to avoid

  prosecution. We’ll get a grand-theft warrant for her

  seven-thousand dollar embezzle—”




  “Good God!” Vikki’s face crumpled with

  dismay. “Really, I don’t know Hank’s

  addr—I mean I don’t know where she’s gone.

  I—” Under his unwinking stare, tears suddenly came

  into her voice. “His wife’s on welfare; he’s no

  damn good. Once when he’d been drinking he—he put his

  hands on me. I guess she’s with him, but I don’t know

  where.”




  “Then what’s Hank’s last name?”




  She sank down on the couch with her face in her hands and

  merely shook her head. Ignoring her, Kearny turned to Ballard.

  “Sweet kid, this Mayfield. She steals the woman’s

  husband, then a car, then—”




  “No!” Vikki was sobbing openly. “It

  isn’t like that! They were separated—”




  Kearny’s voice lashed out. “What’s his last

  name?”




  “I won’t—”




  “Hank what?”




  “You’ve no right to—”




  “—to throw your trashy roommate in jail? We can

  and we will.”




  She raised a tear-ravaged face. “If you find the car

  will Josie stay out of prison?”




  “I can’t make promises of immunity on behalf of

  the bank.”




  “His name is Stuber. Harold Stuber.” She wailed

  suddenly to Ballard. “Make him stop! I’ve told

  everything I know—everything.”




  Kearny grunted. “You’ve been most helpful,”

  he said, then strode out. Ballard took a hesitant step toward the

  hunched, sobbing girl, hesitated, and then ran after Kearny.




  “Why did you do that to her?” he raged. “Now

  she’s crying—”




  “And we’ve got the information we came

  after,” Kearny said.




  “But you said to her—”




  “But, hell.” He called Control on the radio. When

  Giselle answered, he said, “Mayfield unit reportedly in the

  hands of a Harold Stuber—S-t-u-b-e-r. Check him through the

  Polk Directory.” He lit a cigarette and puffed placidly at

  it, the mike lying in his lap.




  “The only listing under Harold Stuber shows a residence

  at 1597 Eighteenth Street; employment, bartender; wife,

  Edith.”




  “Thanks, Giselle. SF-6 clear.”




  “KDM 366 Control clear.”




  Driving out to Eighteenth Street, Ballard was glad it had been

  Vikki, not Jocelyn Mayfield, who had been put through the meat

  grinder. Vikki wasn’t soft, yet Kearny had reduced her to

  tears in just a few vicious minutes.




  The address on Eighteenth Street was a dirty, weathered stucco

  building above the heavy industrial area fringing Potrero Hill.

  It was a neighborhood losing its identity in its battle against

  the wrecker’s ball. Inside the apartment house, the

  first-floor hall wore an ancient threadbare carpet with a design

  like spilled animal intestines.




  “Some of this rubbed off on your true love,”

  remarked Kearny.




  Ballard gritted his teeth. Their knock was answered by a man

  two inches over six feet, wide as the doorway. His rolled-up

  sleeves showed hairy, muscle-knotted arms; his eyes were

  red-rimmed and he carried a glass of whiskey. He looked as

  predictable as a run-away truck.




  Kearny was unimpressed. “Harold Stuber?”




  “He don’t live here no more.” The door began

  to close.




  “How about Edith Stuber?”




  The hand on the door hesitated. “Who’s

  askin’?”




  “Welfare.” When Kearny went forward the huge man

  wavered, lost his inner battle, and stepped back. The apartment

  smelled of chili and unwashed diapers; somewhere in one of the

  rooms a baby was screaming.




  “Edie,” yelled the big man, “coupla guys

  from Welfare.”




  She was a boldly handsome woman in her thirties, with dark

  hair and flashing black eyes. Under a black sweater and black

  slacks her body was full-breasted, wide-hipped, heavily

  sensual.




  “Welfare?” Her voice became a whine.

  “D’ya have my check?”




  “Your check?” Kearny’s eyes flicked to the

  big man with simulated contempt. He whirled to Ballard.

  “Johnson, note that the recipient is living common-law with

  a Caucasian male, height six-two, weight two-twenty, estimated

  age thirty-nine. Recipient should—”




  “Hey!” yelled the woman, turning furiously on the

  big man, “if I lose my welfare check—”




  Kearny cut in brusquely, “We’re only interested in

  your legal spouse, Mrs. Stuber.”




  Her yells stopped like a knife slash. “You come about

  Hank? He ain’t lived here in five months. When he abandoned

  me an’ the kid—”




  “But the Bureau knows he gets in touch with

  you.”




  “You could call it that.” She gave a coarse laugh.

  “Last Wednesday he come over in a big Continental, woke

  us—woke me up an’ made a row ’bout Mr. Kleist

  here slee—bein’ my acquaintance. Then the

  p’lice come an’ Hank, he slugged one of ’em. So

  they took him off.”




  Kearny said sharply, “What about the

  Continental?”




  “It set here to the weekend, then it was

  gone.”




  “What’s your husband’s current residence

  address?”




  She waved a vague arm. “He never said.” Her eyes

  widened. “He give me a phone number, but I never did call

  it; knew it wouldn’t do no good.” Behind her the baby

  began crying; the big man went away. Her eyes were round with the

  effort of remembering. “Yeah. 860-4645.”




  Back in the agency car, Kearny lit a cigarette. “If

  it’s any consolation, there’s the reason for her

  broken promise. He gets busted Wednesday night, gets word to

  Mayfield Thursday, on Friday she quits her job. Saturday she sees

  him at the county jail, finds out where he left the car, drops it

  into dead storage somewhere near his apartment, and holes up

  there to wait until he gets out. Find her, you find the

  car.”




  “Can’t we trace the phone number this one gave

  us?”




  Kearny gestured impatiently. “That’ll just be some

  gin mill.”




  The next day the Mayfield folder went into the SKIP tub and a request went to the client for a copy

  of the subject’s credit application. Skip-tracing began on

  the case. The phone number proved to be that of a tough Valencia

  Street bar. DKA’s Peninsula agent found that Stuber had

  drawn a thirty-to-ninety-day rap in the county jail, the heavy

  sentence resulting from a prior arrest on the same charge. Stuber

  said he still lived at Eighteenth Street and denied knowing the

  subject. A stakeout of the jail’s parking lot during

  visiting hours was negative.




  Police contacts reported that the Continental had not been

  impounded, nor was it picking up parking tags anywhere in San

  Francisco. Stuber had no current utilities service, no phone

  listing. The time involved in checking dead-storage garages would

  have been excessive. By phone Giselle covered Welfare, neighbors

  around the Edith Alley and Eighteenth Street addresses, the

  subject’s former contacts at Stanford, Bartender’s

  Local Number 41, all the references on the credit application.

  Ballard supplemented with field contact of postmen, gas station

  attendants, newsboys, and small store owners.
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