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Authors’ Note


The incidents and cases presented in this book are based on actual events. To protect the people involved, however, some of the facts and circumstances have been altered or fictionalized. Some examples are composites of more than one case.



PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION


It’s been nearly a decade since Ruth Greenberg and I first put our collective heads together and pounded out Be Your Own Detective. Our original intent in writing the book was both somewhat political and somewhat mercenary. We wanted to make some of the more common investigative techniques available to folks who couldn’t afford the services of a professional private investigator. We wanted to teach folks how to do what real investigators do. And we wanted to make a quick buck while doing it.

I think we were both surprised, however, at the response to the book. We began the process in order to teach others, but over the years I think we’ve both learned something as well.

One of the things I learned was that learning transforms you. It changes the way you perceive yourself. I occasionally received letters from readers, folks who had used some of the techniques and ideas from Be Your Own Detective. Several of the letter writers mentioned how they had been affected by learning to use the techniques and actually putting them into practice. They didn’t always get the results they’d wanted, but simply using their newfound skills changed the way they saw themselves. Take, for example, the woman who decided she needed to investigate her lover. The reasons she made that decision, and what she discovered, are irrelevant. What is relevant is that before she made the decision she thought of herself as an ordinary person. Afterwards, however, she saw herself in a different light. She was a woman who had taken on a difficult task and had done it—and done it rather well. She felt she’d discovered a new self. She wasn’t universally happy with her new self—she didn’t particularly like the fact that she was the sort of person who would tail her lover—but she liked the fact that she felt capable of doing whatever she needed to do to look out for herself.

I could empathize with her situation. I still recall the very first time I had to go to the house of a stranger, knock on the door, and ask a series of terribly nosy questions of the person who answered. It was an intimidating task. It was my job, though, so I did it. Eventually, it became second nature to me. But on that day I began to change. I went from being a normal person who minded his own business to a person who felt totally at ease asking total strangers with the intimate details of their private lives. Like the woman who investigated her lover, I wasn’t always pleased about the person I had become. I discovered aspects of my personality that troubled and offended me. On the other hand, I was proud of my skill as an investigator.

Why are we telling you this? As a warning. Ruth and I will show you how to be your own detective. But you should be aware that when you investigate others, you also investigate yourself.

G.F.



INTRODUCTION


I’m a criminal lawyer. I know what detectives do. And I know you can learn to do it, too.

Almost a thousand people accused of crimes have come to me for help. Some were innocent. Most were guilty.

The innocent needed me to find out what really happened. The guilty wanted me to get them off the hook. For both of these jobs, I needed a detective.

For a long time, Greg Fallis was the man for the job. I found the law, he found the facts. I knew the library and the courtroom, he knew the courtroom and the world. We were a team. Sometimes we won.

Sometimes after court was over for the day, we’d sit around drinking and talking. And Greg would tell stories about his work, some of the same stories he tells here. It was a world far different from the courtroom. I wanted to know it. I thought it would make me a better lawyer. I asked him to teach me, and he agreed.

At first I went with him on the job. I did what he said. I learned a lot. I got the basic tools.

It was tough going, those nights in smoke-filled bars, those days in line at the Department of Motor Vehicles. Sometimes I had to wear a down jacket, sometimes a suit, stockings, and pearls. I looked at blood, at broken boards, and at thousands of dull documents. I smelled of burned buildings and leftover fried chicken. I talked to many men, women, and children, and I learned a trade far different from my own.

So can you.

To guide you, I’ve added some stories from own experience along the way. And to guard you from legal peril, I’ve included a chapter on the detective and the law.

Before you begin, two very important warnings from those years as a criminal lawyer:

1. Sometimes you’ll never know what really happened.

In police shows, there’s almost always a solution. In real life, most police like to think there’s a solution. That way someone goes to jail, and we all feel safe.

But the true detective knows sometimes you can’t know. There is a limit to this art. Know your limit.

2. Sometimes you’ll find out what really happened.

Let’s imagine a forty-year-old alcoholic burglar, female, who has a fourteen-year-old retarded child confined to a wheelchair. The burglar moves in with a fellow who is fond of children. So fond that one night he has sex with the crippled girl, who bears a child. The fellow goes to jail for statutory rape, and the baby is adopted by a nice family who loves her. Do you want to tell her who her birth parents are?

Remember what happened when Eve picked the apple and when Pandora opened the box. Not all knowledge is good.

A talk show host, hearing about this book, asked us, “Aren’t you worried that when you teach people how to do these things they’ll get themselves into trouble? Maybe commit crimes? Aren’t you afraid of what people will do with the information?”

The simple answer is no. I’m sworn to uphold the Constitution and the Constitution upholds our right to speak freely. I don’t think a person can have too much information.

This book provides access to skills and techniques that you can use for good or evil. You can operate within or outside the law. As a member in good standing of the bar, I advise you to obey the law. As to good or evil, because I am a member of the bar, I don’t advise.

You can learn to be your own detective. You can eat the apple; you can open the box. But be careful. Once you know, you can’t forget.

R.G.

I’m going to tell you how to do the things detectives do. Real detectives, not the ones you see on television or read about in novels. Real-life detective work can’t be done in an hour, nor can it be arranged around commercial breaks. It’s often tough, lonely work; it’s difficult to do well and frequently unappreciated.

But if you want to know how to do it, I’ll teach you. I’ll tell you how to find people, how to watch them and follow them, how to get them to talk to you and tell you the things you want to know. I’ll tell you how to develop sources of information and how to work your way through the maze of official files. I’ll tell you about the ways real investigators use technology, and what technology is available—and useful—to amateurs.

I’ll teach you what I’ve learned, the techniques I’ve acquired through experience and from other detectives. I’ll give you examples of how those techniques are used. I’ll tell you what has worked for me. I’ll even tell you about the things that haven’t worked.

I’ll let you in the back door of the detective’s world.

But as you read this book and examine the techniques, try to think of other ways to achieve the same results. Don’t accept what I tell you as gospel; what you read here are merely suggestions based on what has worked for me and for others in the same profession. Ask yourself how the techniques could be adapted to suit your own personality. There are very few rules in detective work, but there is one overriding precept: question everything.

That’s what being a detective is all about, after all.

When I first began to work as a detective, I was immediately overwhelmed. There was so much I didn’t know. My first assignment involved finding witnesses to a hit-and-run accident that had taken place on a thinly populated road. It was a simple assignment on the face of it. A few weeks earlier, a car had jammed on its brakes, causing a motorcycle to smash into it from behind. The motorcycle was demolished, and the rider was thrown onto the trunk of the car. When the driver of the car sped off, the badly injured motorcyclist rolled off the trunk and into a ditch.

All I had to do was find somebody who saw it happen. It sounded easy—and exciting.

My first task was to go to the scene of the accident. When I got there, my excitement dimmed somewhat. There were only a few houses within half a mile of the accident site. Not a lot of potential witnesses. Hoping for the best, I went to the closest house and knocked on the door. Nobody answered. I knew somebody was in the house, though—the television was playing loudly. I knocked louder and with the same result. Nothing.

Already I was stumped. Should I go around to the back door and try again? The back door was behind a chain-link fence, but the gate was open. Would that be trespassing? Should I peek in the windows? Was that legal? Maybe I should just leave and come back later. Maybe the person in the house had had an accident and was unable to come to the door. Maybe they were unconscious. Maybe they were dead. Maybe they’d been murdered by the hit-and-run driver. I pounded on the door wildly with my fist, and a very pleasant and very deaf old woman eventually answered the door. No, she hadn’t seen anything on the night in question. Plainly, she hadn’t heard anything.

It was the same at the other houses. None of the others were actually hearing impaired, but they might as well have been stone deaf and blind as the sailor Pew. Nobody had seen or heard a thing.

Again, I was stumped. I couldn’t think of anything else to do. I felt like a failure. So I called another detective and asked for suggestions. “Did you put an ad in the paper asking for witnesses?” she asked. “Have you checked body shops to see if anybody had any repairs done consistent with the accident? Have you gone to the scene at the same time as the accident and written down the license numbers of cars driving by?”

And, of course, I hadn’t done any of those things.

“Then get off your butt and get out there,” she said.

And I got off my butt. I got out there, and I found three witnesses. All I’d needed was somebody to give me a few ideas.

That’s what I’m going to do for you. I’ll teach you the basic techniques; I’ll give you a few ideas. But in order for them to work, you’ll have to get off your butt and get out there. Like I said earlier—that’s what the job is all about.

G.F.


Greg arrives in town, one he’s never been in before. He didn’t expect to be there, so he has no map. It’s getting dark. He doesn’t know anybody in town, and he doesn’t have directions to where he’s going. All he knows is that he’s got to find a man who works in a bar near the railroad.

As if guided by an invisible hand, he drives almost directly to the bar and is soon drinking a long-neck Bud and talking to the man.

Greg never asks for directions. But he always seems to know where to find a decent meal, or a gas station, or a killer bar.

How does he do it? How was he able to find his way around Eulonia, Georgia, without a map? I finally asked him how.

“Luck,” he said. “I have good luck.”

It takes luck to be a good detective. And it takes practice, because in this business you often make your own luck.

All other things being equal, I always hire an experienced detective. All towns are not alike, but after you’ve visited hundreds of new towns, you know where the train tracks are and where a bar will be. And after a thousand new towns, you forget you ever had to learn that, and you call yourself lucky. Just lucky.

When I have a child, I’ll teach her to be a detective. I’ll take her for long rides in the car and ask her, “Can you show Mommy and Daddy how to get home?” I’ll take her for a walk and, afterwards, ask her, “Tell me what you saw.” I’ll teach her to pay attention from a very early age. That’s what Greg’s parents did.

I understand that tiny gumshoes can be bronzed.

R.G.



Chapter 1




WHAT IT TAKES

What does it take to be a good detective? Novels and movies would have you believe all it takes is broad shoulders and a thick skull. Or a mind like a computer, or just a trench coat and a gun.

Real life, as always, is both more mundane and more complex.

What it really takes to be a detective—a good detective—is a peculiar blend of talents and attitudes. This isn’t a quality unique to detectives. The same could be said of the practitioners of almost any field—surgeons, mechanics, architects. Even mass murderers. If you have the potential, you can learn the necessary skills.

In detective work what you are is often less important than who you are. In many ways, gender, race, physical ability, and such are irrelevant. Those factors can be either a liability or an asset. It all depends on the circumstance and the person.

Let me deal with the gender issue right away. Throughout this book I’ll refer to the detective as he. I don’t do this because men are better detectives. I do it because it’s practical, and the only gender-neutral pronoun in the English language is it (and I have an old-fashioned dislike of inclusive terms like he/she or s/he). But, again, don’t make the mistake of assuming all good detectives are men.

I know a detective who specializes in helping to defend people accused of murder, people charged with the most savage and vicious acts imaginable. Murder is serious business; only the best detectives are asked to work on such cases. This detective is about five feet two, weighs maybe a hundred and ten pounds, and is the mother of two daughters.

I’ll repeat myself. Who you are—the type of person you are—is more important than what you are. You can have shoulders like Superman and a brain like Albert Einstein, but if you don’t know what to do with them, you might as well stay in bed.

In this chapter I’m going to tell you what it takes to be a detective; in later chapters I’ll tell you what to do with that knowledge. Whether or not you put those skills to use is up to you.

I’ve divided the criteria of a good detective among four categories:

1. Intellectual

2. Social

3. Emotional

4. Physical

These categories are interrelated. They bleed into each other, which is how it should be. The detective craft is saturated with ambiguity.

THE INTELLECTUAL QUALITIES

You needn’t be Sherlock Holmes to be a good detective. While intelligence is important, this isn’t rocket science and a stratospheric IQ isn’t a prerequisite. Still, the craft does make certain intellectual demands. A good detective needs:

• Street sense

• Analytic ability

• Curiosity

• Tangential knowledge

You already have each of these qualities to some extent, probably to a greater degree than you realize. You only need to become more aware of them in order to put them to use.

Street Sense

Street sense is an intuitive understanding of the way the world works and how people move through it. It’s a feeling you develop. Like a lot of intuitive processes, street sense can be developed and, once developed, refined. The more time you spend on the street and the more attention you pay to detail, the sharper your street sense will become.

Once I was training a new investigator, helping him find a witness to a drug-related assault. We’d learned the witness often slept in the hallway of a certain seedy tenement. As we entered a back stairwell of the building, we interrupted four men involved in a drug sale. Although no drugs, weapons, or money were in plain view, it was clear what was taking place. At least it was clear to me. The new investigator had no idea what we’d walked into. He knew something was wrong; he felt the tension. And he stopped dead still. It was the worst thing he could have done.

Had we just nodded and continued up the stairs, we would almost certainly have been ignored. But by stopping, he threw sand in the system. A drug sale is a volatile situation. Each of the parties involved has to control his suspicion of the others long enough to make the exchange. Nobody wants to see strangers blundering onto the scene. Strangers mean trouble. Everybody has to assume a stranger works for the other side. Or for the police.

We all stood very still for a long moment. Then I patted my pockets, turned to the other investigator, and said I thought I’d dropped my car keys outside. I suggested we go look for them. I hadn’t lost my keys, of course. I just wanted an excuse to get the hell out of there.

The new investigator’s street sense was developed enough to know there was danger, but not developed enough to know why. When he asked how I knew, I found it difficult to answer. There was something about the posture of the people in the stairwell, about the degree of intensity in the way they watched each other, about the aggressive caution in their eyes when we barged in. I just knew.

The only way you can sharpen your street sense is to spend time on the streets. This doesn’t mean you need to hang out with drug dealers. It just means you need to go out there and look. Take walks and pay attention to the people you see. What are they doing? How do they carry themselves? What information can you discern from what you see?

Go to a bar, even if you don’t drink. Order a beer (or a club soda with a twist of lime—the bartender will think you’re on the wagon) and quietly look around. Notice how the people interact. Can you identify the regulars? How?

Pay attention. I’ll repeat those words frequently. Pay attention to everything. You can sort out what matters later.


Analytic Ability


A detective uses his analytic powers to solve problems. He takes seemingly unconnected bits of information and fits them together to form a plausible and logical account of events. It takes an agile mind, one capable of looking at a set of facts from a variety of perspectives and willing to view those facts objectively.

A good detective sees connections where other people wouldn’t. The connections are always there; nothing happens in a vacuum. Your job is to find those connections.

Curiosity

As we all know, curiosity killed the cat. But a cat wouldn’t be a cat without it, nor would a detective be a detective. Every good detective I know is intensely curious. It’s not always an attractive quality and, if not kept under control, it can get you or your client in trouble. There are questions that need not be asked, answers that need not be sought.

I had a client who was charged with a major felony, a crime he claimed he hadn’t committed. The client said he was in Cape Cod on the weekend of the crime, but he couldn’t recall the name of the motel he had stayed in.

I confess I was skeptical—those sorts of alibis rarely pan out. But I wasn’t so skeptical that I was willing to pass up a chance to spend some time on the Cape. So I went to the village the client had claimed he’d visited, nosed around, and, to my surprise, I found the motel he’d stayed in. I even talked the manager into giving me a copy of the motel registration ticket.

The only problem was the time he’d checked in. It was possible—just barely, but still possible—that he could have committed the crime and managed to drive to Cape Cod, arriving at the motel by the time noted on the register. He would have had to have driven like a madman and violated every speed law in existence, but everybody drives that way in Massachusetts.

I probably didn’t need to do anything more. The motel registration most likely would have been sufficient to establish reasonable doubt before a jury. But I was curious. I still had questions. I had to see if I could find witnesses to place the client in that village before he checked into the motel, to establish beyond any doubt that he couldn’t have committed the crime.

And I did. In a bar near the motel, I found three people who could swear that the client was at that bar prior to checking into the motel—three people who could clear him of the crime. But we couldn’t use them as witnesses. Why? Because the client was in the bar selling drugs to those witnesses.

Sometimes you can better serve your client (or yourself) by not asking questions, by not looking for all the answers. It seems unnatural, like trying to teach a cat not to hunt, but at times it must be so.

Tangential Knowledge

Tangential knowledge is what you call those odd bits of information you collect over the years, information with seemingly little practical use. Baseball statistics, perhaps, or a knowledge of plate tectonics, or the nesting habits of wrens. Other than game-show contestants and writers, detectives are probably the only people in the world who find a use for such information.

Why does a detective need a large fund of tangential information? Because you never know what sort of information might be important.

I needed to interview a doctor, a trauma specialist, who’d examined the victim of an assault. I met him during a quiet period at the emergency room. But he didn’t want to speak with me. He was relaxing, reading a book.

A book. One man had been badly injured and another was facing a long prison term, and this guy was too busy to talk to me because he was reading a book. Then I saw the title of the book: it was the play Juno and the Paycock, by Sean O’Casey. The doctor was an amateur thespian.

So instead of asking him about the case, I talked to him about the play. I don’t know much about the theater, but I know a little about Irish history. (The play takes place during the Anglo-Irish War.) For the next half hour, we discussed Ireland and the Irish. Then he told me everything I wanted to know about the case.

There’s no way I could have known how to prepare for that interview. I was just lucky I knew something the doctor was interested in. It doesn’t always work so well. There have been a lot of interviews I might have gotten if I’d known anything about auto mechanics.

You know similar sorts of things. Maybe not about the history of Ireland, but you know things: how to tile a bathroom, where to find good fresh produce, how a barometer works.

Build on that knowledge. Read a lot. It doesn’t matter what, just read. Anything. Science fiction, gothic novels, ingredient labels, any words in a row. And listen to other people, even if they’re dull. They know things, too, and are willing to share it with you. In fact, dull people insist on sharing it. Read, listen, and pay attention.

Most of what you learn will never be useful. It’s extremely unlikely you’ll ever need to be able to discuss coracles, or the feeding habits of smallmouth bass, or the rules of bocce ball.

But you might.


THE SOCIAL QUALITIES

When I say a good detective needs good social skills I don’t mean he needs to be able to tell a soup spoon from a salad fork, although that never hurts. What I mean is that the ability to communicate effectively, to establish a quick rapport, and to appear comfortable in almost any circumstance are critical skills.

A good detective needs:

1. Good listening skills

2. The ability to put others at ease

3. Good acting skills

4. The ability to speak at the level of your audience

5. An understanding of body language

I’ll discuss these skills in more detail later in the book. But it’s important to note them now. Trying to do business without these skills is like trying to eat your soup with a salad fork.

A really good detective can fit into almost any social circumstance, even unfamiliar ones. How? By staying calm, acting as if you belong, and paying attention.

I know an investigator who tailed a subject to a Catholic church one Sunday morning. It was a big church with a lot of exits, and the investigator was afraid his subject would be able to slip out a side door when the mass was over. He also wanted to know if the subject was meeting somebody in the church.

So he followed the man in. Not such a big deal, except that the investigator is Jewish. Once inside the church, he was surrounded by an alien culture. He didn’t know when to stand up, when to sit down, when to kneel. He didn’t know the hymns or the responses to the litany, didn’t even know what a litany was. He was familiar with the concept of communion, but had no idea what a communion wafer looked like, how it was taken, or if it could be avoided without drawing attention to oneself. He was absolutely lost.

But he stayed calm, smiled politely, and paid attention to the people around him. He stood up when they did, knelt when they did. He lip-synched the words to the hymns. He noticed that a few people (including the man he was tailing) did not go forward to receive communion, so he stayed seated.

Ernest Hemingway defined courage as grace under pressure. I don’t know much about courage—it seems too fine a word to be used in detective work. But I can’t think of a better description for the way the investigator handled that situation—grace under pressure.

Having good social skills doesn’t preclude you from being rude; they just allow you to choose the occasion. There is nothing to gain by being rude out of ignorance.

THE EMOTIONAL QUALITIES

The emotional demands of the detective’s craft can be divided into two categories: those that are a function of the job, and those that are a result of the job. The former are occupational demands; the latter are personal.

Occupational Demands

Detective work is odd. Almost every important decision you make is based on information you know to be incomplete. And those decisions have to be made with the knowledge that your course of action is limited. Such odd work requires an equally odd assortment of emotional qualities. In order to remain effective, a detective needs:

• Professional distance

• Persistence

• A high tolerance for stress

• A strong sense of self

Professional Distance. I learned about professional distance as a medic in the service. I was only nineteen years old and suddenly in a position in which I had to make life-and-death decisions. The only way I could do the job well was to detach myself emotionally from what was going on. When in a crisis situation, I pretended to be calm and in control. And people believed it. Then a strange thing would happen; the other people would calm down. And then an even stranger thing happened; I actually became calm and in control.

The same lesson applies to detectives, or anybody else. You cannot be effective when you’re scared, or disgusted, or angry, or even elated. Any powerful emotion weakens your objectivity and clouds your judgment.

Persistence. It’s easy to give up. There are times when the desire to throw up your hands in despair is almost irresistible.

I was trying to locate a witness in a felony case. The witness, however, did not want to be found. He had abandoned his apartment and quit his job. I spoke to his neighbors, his former coworkers, his friends, his landlord. Nobody seemed to know where he was. But on his rental agreement and his employment application, the man had listed his grandmother as his next of kin.

So I locked onto the grandmother. I staked out her house, hoping he’d show up. I tailed her everywhere she went. I went through her trash for her old telephone bills and called all the numbers. I got the description of the witness’s car from the Department of Motor Vehicles in case he drove by her house.

It paid off. It took a while, but one Sunday afternoon he showed up at his grandmother’s house. I waited until he finished his visit, then approached him.

As I said, it’s easy to give up. Surrender is seductive. When you’re facing a brick wall, you have three choices. You can walk away—a reasonable response. You can try to sneak around or over it (my favorite). Or you can just pound your head against it until you break through.

On the other hand, you need to know when persistence slips over the line into obstinacy. You should persist as long as there is a reasonable chance of success, and then just a little longer. Then give it up.

High Stress Tolerance. One of the vexations of detective work is that you alternate between periods of boredom and moments of near panic. You’re often involved in situations where you don’t fully understand what’s happening and have little control over the events taking place. You have to make vitally important decisions based on woefully insufficient information. This is stressful, to say the least.

Stress, frustration, ambiguity, and boredom: these are the detective’s version of the four horsemen of the Apocalypse. If you can’t deal with them, go work in a hardware store.

Each detective handles stress differently. Some meditate, some take up hobbies, some drink too much. I can’t tell you what is best. I haven’t decided for myself yet.

Sense of Self. We all want people to like us, to appreciate us, to think well of us. Detectives are no different. But sometimes detectives have to behave in ways that don’t represent who they really are.

There are times when you have to look stupid or bumbling. Or accept insults you ordinarily wouldn’t. Or allow others to see you in an unflattering light. In order to do that, you need a strong sense of who you really are down at the bone.

During a strike at a local factory, I was asked to interview some replacement workers who had witnessed an assault. One of the strikers had been badly beaten by a pair of strike-breakers. The witnesses agreed to talk to me, but only at the plant. That meant I had to cross the picket line. I’d never crossed a picket line in my life.

I supported the strike. I was working for one of the strikers. I even had friends who worked at the plant and had walked the picket line. But when I got to the plant, I couldn’t stop at the line to explain why I was crossing it. If I was seen visiting with the strikers it might have alienated the people I was going to interview.

So I drove slowly through the crowd of strikers gathered at the gate of the plant. They shouted obscenities at me and called me a scab. They spit on my car. I felt like the lowest of the low. I knew I was doing the right thing, but there was little comfort in the knowledge.

A good detective has to appreciate and respect himself, and can’t depend on anybody else to feel the same way.

Personal Demands

Dashiell Hammett wrote a short story in which he describes an aging detective: “. . . his gentle eyes behind gold spectacles and his mild smile, hiding the fact that fifty years of sleuthing had left him without any feelings at all on any subject.”

Hammett had been a detective. He understood that the greatest risk faced by the detective is the risk of becoming emotionally sterile. It isn’t the danger of getting beat up or shot, it’s the danger of losing emotional balance. Detectives are forced (or allowed) to look into the darker aspects of human nature. They often see an intensity of emotion that forces them to respond by becoming colder and more distant. They see much that is pathetic, corrupt, and ugly. Sometimes they see too much.

Since the job tends to be solitary, it allows time for introspection and reflection on what you’ve seen. There is danger of becoming hard and cynical; there is danger in not becoming hard and cynical. And even more perilous is the willing abandonment of compassion and humanity.

Near my office was a small store where I would stop two or three times a week to buy a snack and a soft drink. The store was owned by a cantankerous old woman who kept a couple of cats and an ancient, arthritic dog. After a few months she saw that I liked her animals and she became a little less crabby. We never became friends, but we grew accustomed to each other. Eventually we began to talk to each other and I discovered she was just peevish because she was old and tired.

One winter day, I went to the store and found it surrounded by police cruisers. The old woman had been robbed and murdered. She and her dog had been stabbed to death. A few days later, I was assigned to help in the defense of the person accused of killing her.

One of my duties was to photograph the scene. I’d become accustomed to gore as a medic, so the dried blood on the floor and spattered on the walls wasn’t disturbing in itself. As I immersed myself in the technical aspects of shooting the photographs, I forgot who the blood belonged to. In order to shoot one particular spatter pattern, I had to stand in a corner where the blood had pooled. Blood, when it dries, becomes flaky, and it crunched under my sneakers.

I finished the job and began to walk back to my office. For some reason I turned and looked back toward the store. I saw I was leaving a trail of faint copper-colored footprints in the snow behind me. I checked the bottom of my sneakers. Some of the crusted blood had stuck in the grooves.

For a moment I was paralyzed with horror, and I felt like screaming. But only for a moment. Habit and training took over. I swished my shoes in a puddle of melting snow, calming myself as the blood speckled the puddle. Then I walked back to my office.

It’s tough to find a healthy balance between compassion and emotional self-defense. But you must. If you don’t, you may wind up an emotional eunuch like Hammett’s detective. Or curled up in a ball in your closet, silently screaming.

THE PHYSICAL QUALITIES

This is the least important attribute of the detective. You don’t need to be strong, you don’t need to be nimble, you don’t need to be in perfect physical condition. Those things can be helpful, but they’re not critical.

Still, you ought to be in reasonably good shape. You won’t have to run a marathon, but you may have to tail a fast walker. You won’t have to bench press twice your body weight, but you may have to move some heavy boxes. You won’t have to scale cliffs, but you may have to climb several flights of stairs without puffing and panting.

What is critical is stamina. A good detective needs the ability and, more important, the willingness to endure. Not just to persist in the face of long hours, solitude, and stress, but to endure physical discomfort as well: The aching feet and knees after hours of standing and walking, the back and eye strain from long hours spent hunched over countless ledgers in some poorly lit office, the upset stomach from too many indigestible meals eaten on the run.
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