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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




  



  





  For euphonious reasons, most of the names, but not all of them, have been changed in this book.




  C. W.
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  Perforce




  Am I the guilty stone in the avalanche?




  Did I take the other road?




  The grinning violence of a small death




  I revitalize in half-blind driving,




  Marking ghostly landmarks, haze-hidden points,




  Unclosed parentheses, Indelible sitzmarks—




  Unlimited tolls.




  But this one, I know, is a toll-free call,




  A long distance surprise like a pressed flower




  In a calf-bound dictionary




  Between “Corinth” and “Cornucopia.”




  So I will inch painfully down




  The splintered pole of memory




  Where we can meet each other again,




  When I was more unaware than wary.




  









  PART ONE


 


  Overture


 


 


 


  Chapter One


 


 


 


  I DON’T THINK WE WERE RICH, or anything close to that, but we were well-to-do. We lived in a big two-story house in Topanga

  Canyon, which was still open country then, and everyone in the family was working except me. My grandmother, Mattie Sawyers, worked six days a week at the May Company in downtown Los Angeles,

  selling millinery in the French Room. My uncle Roy, Mattie’s son, worked for Southwestern Bell, and he owned a new Model A Ford. My mother, Aileen, who been widowed since my second birthday,

  had remarried, and her new husband, Joe Cassidy, owned a garage on Western Avenue. In addition to renting parking spaces, Joe did mechanical work at the garage, and he also held several points in a

  shock absorber he had helped invent. My mother, who had graduated from Boscobel College in Tennessee with a degree in music, taught piano, voice, and expression in our home in Topanga Canyon. So

  altogether, there was a good deal of money coming into that house every month.




  We had a full-time Negro cook, and we ate big dinners at night—huge roasts, turkeys, chickens and dumplings, and I don’t remember what all. Except for Joe Cassidy, who had moved to

  Los Angeles from New York City, Mattie, Mama, and Roy were from Greenville, Mississippi, so southern cooking predominated. Because I was the only child, and a boy at that, I was indulged. I liked

  Jell-O, for example, and regardless of the desserts the others had, I was always served Jell-O, usually the red kind with chopped bananas in it. I was also a finicky eater for a boy of seven, so

  each evening meal was preceded by a tablespoon of “Beef Wine & Iron” tonic, which was supposed to stimulate my appetite. I hated the taste of this tonic, but rarely got out of

  taking it.




  Joe Cassidy, who had married my mother—not me—didn’t like me very much, but everyone else, including our cook, loved me. I had a bicycle, an Erector set, an electric train,

  toys of all kinds, and it was always summertime in Topanga, as I recall, because I didn’t go to school. After breakfast, I rode my bike down the highway for about a mile and spent the morning

  in a public pool. I rode back for lunch, and afterward, when my mother’s students came to the house for lessons, I played outside with the kids who were waiting for their turns at the piano.

  I giggled a lot during the voice and expression lessons, especially when some little girl would recite the “poor little worm” piece.




  “Poor little worm,” the girl would address the imaginary worm in her palm, “d’you wanna see God?” Then she would crush the worm in her hand, grinning with malice.

  Every six weeks or so, Mama gave recitals in a rented church auditorium, with all of the parents of her students and their friends in the audience. I would sit in the back with Mattie, but Joe

  Cassidy and Uncle Roy didn’t come to these student recitals.




  When I was six, my mother had tried to give me piano lessons but I refused to take them. After two or three attempts, she gave up. She taught me how to sing two songs, however,

  “Freckles,” and “Mighty Like a Rose,” which I learned by heart. She accompanied me on the piano, and after I got these two songs perfected, including the hand and arm

  gestures, she curled my straight blond hair into tight little ringlets. I couldn’t sit still, and the smell of the cooking hair made me cry. My hair was curled anyway, and I got a couple of

  painful scalp burns from the hot iron. A few bad days came then, but there weren’t many of them. My mother didn’t drive, so we had to take buses and streetcars, making several

  transfers, and then we waited—it seemed like hours—in movie studio waiting rooms. My turn would come, and I would sing my two songs to some indifferent man behind behind a desk while my

  mother accompanied me on the office upright. I wore a black velvet Lord Fauntleroy suit with short pants, a white waist (they weren’t called shirts), a black string tie, white socks, and

  black patent leather shoes. I was a pretty but sullen-mouthed kid, and nothing ever came from these auditions. I hated the curls, the long tiring bus and streetcar rides, the stuffy waiting rooms

  filled with shushed kids, and singing to strange men who almost always smoked smelly cigars while I sang my two songs. My mother was never discouraged, though. As she told Mattie, the fact that I

  was allowed to sing both songs, instead of being dismissed after the first, was a favorable sign of my talent.




  But there were only four or five of these trips. My mother had tuberculosis and she was dying. She wasn’t strong enough physically to keep taking me around to studios on a regular basis,

  so the intervals between these auditions became longer, and eventually the trips stopped. My curls grew out, and my hair was straight again.




  Every night when she came home from work, Mattie brought me a present—a pack of gum, a top, a toy boat for the bathtub, something. My uncle Roy read the funny papers to me after dinner,

  and then he always had to go out somewhere.




  “Roy won’t be happy,” my mother said, “until he breaks every heart in Los Angeles.”




  Mattie just laughed. Roy was about twenty-six then, two years younger than Mama, and he had a lot of girl friends, although he never brought any of them to the house. He suspected that Mattie

  and Mama would never consider any girl he brought home good enough for him. He was a handsome, dapper man, and I never saw him without a suit and tie, even on Sunday mornings at breakfast.




  Then, almost overnight it seemed, everything changed.




  My mother had to enter a T.B. sanatorium in Anaheim. She had an operation, and one of her lungs was collapsed. A few weeks later she died there. After she died, Joe took half of the silverware

  (even though there was an Old English letter “W” intaglioed on each piece), sold his garage, and moved back to New York. We never saw or heard from Joe again. We had a parrot named

  Polly, and Roy taught the parrot to say, “Where’s Joe?” But a few weeks later, Roy left, too.




  The new dial system was coming in, and Roy was transferred temporarily to San Diego to teach people down there how to use it. He met a “hello girl” and married her. Mattie was very

  upset about his marriage because the girl was Catholic, but because my mother had also become a Catholic to marry Joe Cassidy in the church, Mattie never said anything to me about it until long

  after Mama had died. Catholics, she explained, were compulsory breeders, and she hated the idea of Roy being tied down with a large family. And she was right. By the time I was twelve, Roy had

  three children, two girls and a boy. But by then his bride had ballooned to two hundred pounds, and they didn’t have any more children.




  After the breakup of our extended family, Mattie and I left the big house in Topanga Canyon, and she rented an apartment in the Figueroa Arms, at 41st Drive and Figueroa Avenue in southwest LA.

  She could no longer afford a full-time cook or maid to look after me while she worked all day, so I was sent to the McKinley Industrial School for Boys in Van Nuys. I was eight years old, and for

  the first three days I was there I cried without stopping. The magic number, Mattie told me, was ten. When I was ten, she said, I would be able to look after myself after school, but for the next

  two years I would just have to tough it out at McKinley.




  I adjusted to life at McKinley because I had to, and it wasn’t a bad place to be; it was just that two years seemed like a long time. The school, as I was told, was supported in part by

  the Kiwanis Club, and the parents of the boys who were placed there paid a prorated fee, depending upon their income. Mattie paid fifty dollars a month, but there was a long waiting list, and it

  had taken “pull,” she said, to get me into the school.




  There were more than two hundred boys there, ranging in age from six to eighteen, and we were separated by age into dormitories in four different two-story brick buildings. There was a matron in

  charge of each age group, and I was in Founders, Junior, with eight-year olds. We had our own wash room, with showers and toilet stalls, and a small study-room library in addition to the dormitory.

  There was a Book of Knowledge set in the study, a dictionary, a complete set of Tom Swift books, and several books by Horatio Alger, Junior, from the “Tattered Tom” series. After I read

  a couple of Alger’s novels, I realized I had it very good at McKinley compared to the orphans in New York Alger was writing about. These bootblacks and newsboys were on their own, out in the

  cold, and slept in alleys at night. When they got into trouble, a judge would sentence them to thirty days on Blackwell’s Island, where they did hard labor, and then they would be turned out

  into the streets again. Sometimes, by luck, one of them would rescue some girl by stopping a runaway horse, and be rewarded with a good job by the girl’s father, but the rest of these boys,

  without luck, were still on the streets. There were no dates mentioned in these Alger novels, so I didn’t make the distinction between the 1860s and the 1920s. I thought the books described

  current conditions. The boys who read Alger truly appreciated McKinley, so I imagine that’s why there were several of these novels placed in every study room.




  McKinley had two hundred and fifty acres of farmland, and the school was more or less self-sufficient for many of its needs. All kinds of vegetables were grown, and we had our own dairy and

  pasteurization plant. There was a bull, too, with a ring in his nose, rabbits, chickens, and goats. We ate very well in the dining room and surplus farm products were sold into Van Nuys. In

  addition to attending school (we had our own grammar school, but the older boys were bused in to Van Nuys High School), every boy had a regular daily job of some kind. As we grew older, we were

  given more responsible jobs. I started out as a scraper. I scraped garbage off the plates in the kitchen after each meal, and then handed the plates to another boy who took them over to the

  dishwashers. Two years later, by the time I left, I was a rabbit keeper, responsible for the feeding and watering of a hutch of long-haired rabbits. I also dropped the bucks in with the does for

  breeding, according to the schedule I was given, but another boy butchered and skinned the rabbits. I was glad I left McKinley before getting his job, which would have been my next task. The top

  job at McKinley was taking care of the cows, breeding them to the bull, milking them, and working in the pasteurization plant. This privileged work was reserved for boys sixteen and older, and was

  much sought after because they could go to the dairy any time the supervisor wasn’t around and fuck the calves. When a boy was graduated from high school, or turned eighteen, he had to leave

  McKinley, but there was only a handful of boys sixteen and older.




  My grandmother visited me every Sunday, riding the streetcar to downtown L.A. and then transferring to the Pacific Electric train at the Hill Street station, which had a line out to Van Nuys and

  the valley. When she got off at the McKinley stop, she had almost a mile to walk to the main gate of the school. This was an all-day round-trip, including the hours she spent with me, and it was

  years before I realized what a sacrifice she made each week to come and see me on her only day off.




  Once a month, however, I was allowed to go home for a weekend. I would leave the school on Friday afternoon after classes let out, and then ride the big red train through open country into

  downtown L.A. At the Hill Street station, I would walk slowly down Hill toward the May Company, and more often than not I would run into Mattie coming up the street toward the station. If she was

  late getting off work, or if I was a little early, I would wait for her outside the Eighth Street employee exit. We would then eat dinner at Leighton’s Cafeteria on Broadway. I almost always

  selected the same dinner: a breaded, fried pork chop; a cold artichoke with a saucer of mayonnaise; a wedge of watermelon or cantaloupe; and a piece of hot mince pie á la mode with vanilla

  ice cream. Inasmuch as Jell-O and junket were the desserts served most often at McKinley, I had lost my fondness for Jell-O and wanted a tastier dessert. I truly loved that basement cafeteria on

  Broadway, which I thought served the best food in the entire world.




  After dinner we went to the movies. Usually we went to the Paramount Theater, which only showed Paramount pictures, because of the stage show between film showings. There was at least one

  headliner, someone like Pinky Tomlin or Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, and an M.C. who cracked jokes. I didn’t always understand the jokes, but I laughed anyway. I rarely asked for an

  explanation, and was on my best behavior during my weekend visits, afraid that if I became a nuisance in some way my monthly weekends might stop.




  When “Dixie” was played during the movie, and it often was, my grandmother would nudge me in the ribs. We then applauded throughout the song. Quite often, indeed, most often, we were

  the only people in the audience applauding, but when Mattie clapped, so did I. I never questioned her about it. I knew vaguely that “Dixie” and Mississippi were connected in some way,

  and that was enough for me. Later on, when Mattie told me stories about her life in Mississippi and Louisiana, and informed me that we came from “family,” I gathered that we were

  superior to the Los Angeles “louts,” and that we had to set some kind of an example for others. Because I was told so often as a child that I was superior I began to believe it, and

  although I know now (now that I am an old fart) that it wasn’t altogether true, the belief has served me well throughout my life. It made me more tolerant of others, who didn’t have my

  family background, and allowed me to accomplish a good many things I probably wouldn’t have attempted otherwise. There is still no doubt in my mind that Mattie was a superior person. She was

  the most intelligent woman I have ever known, even though she was living then in what she called “reduced circumstances.” As I near as I can determine, she was about forty-five or -six

  when I entered McKinley, but she looked much younger. She was five feet tall, exactly, and she had a trim figure because she was on her feet all day. She had an abundance of pale blond hair, dark

  blue eyes, and very white skin. Her fingers were arthritic, however, with red swollen knuckles, and she had bulging bunions on both big toes. Sometimes she would carve away at the bunions in the

  evenings with a razor blade. I couldn’t bear to watch the procedure, even though she said it didn’t hurt to slice off a few layers.




  I remember her mostly in black because all of the salesladies at the May Company wore black dresses with detachable white cuffs and collars. Mattie had a closet full of black silk dresses, and

  she wore gold-rimmed glasses with a pince nez, glasses that were secured by a gold spring chain on a black shiny button pinned to her dress. These were reading glasses, but there were always two

  little dents in her nose where they pinched her. Mattie’s skin was smooth and soft, and I would frequently touch her face with the tips of my fingers, and stroke her face just to feel the

  softness of her cheeks. She walked in a wobbling way she had been taught at a finishing school she attended in Princeton, Kentucky, when she was a girl. She held her head and neck stiffly erect as

  though she were balancing a book on her head. Her feet, turned out to a forty-five degree angle, walked an imaginary straight line. To get the hang of the walk they balanced a book on their heads,

  she told me.




  Mattie started to smoke Chesterfields after my mother died, and she was was an awkward smoker. She was supposed to exercise her fingers, because of the arthritis, and she did this by playing

  solitaire, dealing one game after another. With both hands occupied with the cards, she would let a cigarette dangle from one corner of her mouth, squinting an eye against the smoke. The ash would

  get longer and longer, but she almost always remembered to knock off the ash before it fell. Her doctor told her sauerkraut juice was good for arthritis and she usually had a glass of iced

  sauerkraut juice on the table when she played different variations of solitaire. The grimaces she made when she took a sip of made me laugh, and she would, of course, laugh, too. She had a soft

  southern accent, but most people thought that it was English—not southern—and many people would ask her, when they met her for the first time, if she came from England.
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