

  [image: cover]



  


  Jonathan Latimer 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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  AUTHORS INTRODUCTION


  Jonathan Latimer is seventy-five years old. He lives in La Jolla, California. He has been a newspaper reporter, a writer of mystery novels, a screen writer and a TV writer.
  He is also a survivor of the golden age of the hardboiled detective paperback: the Thirties and Forties. After some prior correspondence, this interview was received by Maurice Neville, Santa
  Barbara rare book dealer and publisher, and his colleague, James Pepper.


  JL: Let me get this straight. Youre actually serious about putting out a new edition of Solomons Vineyard?


  A: Yes, we are.


  JL: And you want me to write an introduction?


  A: Yes.


  JL: Dont you two realize the book is an antique. More than forty years old?


  Q: So dont you think its about time it saw the light of day again?


  JL: You honestly believe its worth reprinting?


  A: We think its possibly the best book you ever wrote.


  JL: Well, thanks. You know, Im beginning to like you guys.


  Q: Then youll do our introduction?


  JL: No.


  Q: No?! Why not?


  JL: Because that sets up a no-win situation. I praise the book, Im boasting. I knock it, then why am I writing an introduction?


  Q: But you wouldnt actually knock it, would you?


  JL: I suppose not. I went through it the other day and I have to admit its held up damn well. Better than the Bill Crane books.


  Q: Which brings up something wed like to ask. The Lady in the Morgue. The Dead Dont Care and the other Crane books were tremendously successful. Best
  seller lists, slick magazine sales, movie sales . . . . . what made you suddenly switch to Solomons Vineyard and a new detective?


  JL: Crane drank too much.


  Q: No, seriously ...?


  JL: Change of pace. The Crane books were light-hearted, not to be taken too seriously. Booze, babes and bullets. So I decided to go for something closer to reality.


  Q: You consider a cult leader once a year killing and then violating a virgin from among his followers reality?


  JL: Do you consider the Manson killings reality?


  A. Youve got a point there.


  JL: Well, point or not, I enjoyed writing the book.


  Q: Why was it called Solomons Vineyard in England and The Fifth Grave in the United States?


  JL: The British editor used my title, but when Mystery Book Magazine published it in New York the editor called it The Fifth Grave.


  Q: You didnt object?


  JL: I thought his title was better.


  Q: Was he the one who expurgated it for Popular Library?


  JL: I dont know who did that, or why. Nothing in it, really, that would make a nun blush.


  Q: Did the editor point out the likeness to Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon . . . . your detective trying to find the killer of his partner?


  JL: No. I didnt know Id lifted the idea until somebody mentioned it years later.


  Q: Did Dashiell Hammett ever bring up the similarity?


  JL: I never knew him.


  Q: Youre supposed to have said he was too dumb to operate a self-service elevator. How could you if you didnt know him?


  JL: I said he was too drunk. Only time I ever saw him was one morning around 3 A.M. at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel. He was being lugged across the lobby by an assistant
  manager and two bellhops. They wrestled him into the night elevator and ran him upstairs where I suppose they put him to bed. Hell of a fine writer, though, drunk or sober.


  Q: Another quote that must come back to haunt you: your saying that Raymond Chandler had a heart of ice.


  JL: I dont remember saying that, but one time I did think it.


  Q: When was that?


  JL: Right after he and his wife, Cissy, moved from Hollywood to La Jolla. He asked me over one afternoon to look at his new house. I got there around five and was trying to
  decide whether to ask for Scotch or a Martini when a maid wheeled in a cart. On it were assorted cups and pots and plates of little cakes. My choice was tea with milk, or tea with lemon!
  Thats when I got the heart-of-ice thought.


  Q: You werent friendly after that?


  JL: Oh, sure. But whenever I went to his house I had a couple of solid belts first.


  Q: What do you think of his books?


  JL: Classics! He created a turf for himself out of old Los Angeles that to this day I can still hear and see and smell and feel. And he wrote sentences and paragraphs that shot
  off sparks like a Fourth of July rocket.


  Q: Did you encounter any other writers of the hardboiled school in your early Hollywood days?


  JL: James Cain. He was at RKO Studios while I was there, but he never spoke to me. Actually, he never spoke to anybody.


  Q: Who else?


  JL: Horace McCoy. I was an early drum beater for They Shoot Horses, Dont They? and his other books. We both worked for Paramount just before World War II. He
  looked tough, but he was really a very modest, very gentle guy. Spoke to me every time he saw me.


  Q: Any others?


  JL: A whole bunch over the years. But none were in the same league as the four Ive named.


  Q: We seem to have wandered pretty far afield from Solomons Vineyard. How did you get the idea for the book?


  JL: I was sent by my paper, the Chicago Herald-Examiner, to Benton Harbor, Michigan. A bank cashier whod appropriated both the contents of the vault and the
  presidents wife was on trial there. Walking around town during recesses, I kept noticing a cluster of large buildings on a vine-covered hill two or three miles away. A religious colony, I
  was told, but people I talked with seemed oddly secretive about it. So late one afternoon, after Id filed the days story, I drove out to look around. I left my car half way up the
  hill and started on foot towards the top. It was near dusk by then, crickets starting to chirp, birds making soft going-to-bed sounds, but half a hundred white-robed men and women were still
  cultivating the adjoining vineyards. At the hills top, white buildings squared off a deserted rectangle of grass. I walked into this and suddenly found myself in a zone of very cold air. It
  was silent in the zone, no insects, no birds, no anything, but there was an odor: fetid, feral, pervasive, like the odor around the big cat cages at a zoo.


  Q: Did you discover what caused all this?


  JL: No, because I was terrified. I felt I was being watched by someone or something powerful and dangerous and evil.


  Q: What did you do?


  JL: I got out of there . . . and never went back.


  Q: And Solomons Vineyard was a fictional way of exorcising that terror?


  JL: If it was, it didnt work. After fifty years I still dream about the place and wake up with ice along my spine.


  Q: Thats very interesting. And wouldnt you say, after all youve told us, that you can write our introduction now?


  JL: Id say I just had.


  


  Jonathan Latimer


  November 15, 1981


  


  
    
      Listen. This is a wild one. Maybe the wildest yet. Its got everything but an abortion and a tornado. I aint saying its true. Neither of us, brother,
      is asking you to believe it. You can lug it across to the rental library right now and tell the dame you want your goddam nickel back. We dont care. All HE
      done was write it down like I told it, and I dont guarantee nothing.


      KARL CRAVEN

    

  


  


  Chapter One


  FROM THE WAY her buttocks looked under the black silk dress, I knew shed be good in bed. The silk was tight and under it the muscles worked slow and easy. I saw weight
  there, and control, and, brother, those are things I like in a woman. I put down my bags and went after her along the station platform.


  She walked towards the waiting-room. She had gold-blonde hair, and curves, and breasts the size of Cuban pineapples. Every now and then, walking, shed swing a hip until it looked like it
  was going out of joint and then shed throw it back in place with a snap, making the buttocks quiver under this dress that was like black skin. I guess she knew I was following her.


  A big limousine waited beyond the magazine stand. I stood in the shadow of an apple machine and watched her get in. Her legs were strong, like a dancers. I was staring at the white flesh
  above the silk stocking when the chauffeur closed the door and took her bags from a redcap and put them in front. He gave the redcap four bits and climbed back of the wheel. She had been looking
  straight ahead, but suddenly she turned to the window and smiled at me. Her smile said: We could have fun together, big boy.


  The limousine went away. I watched until it was out of sight. Some doll. Maybe the town wouldnt be so bad after all. It was hot on the platform and I felt sweat ooze under my arms. I
  showed my bags to the redcap and called a cab. The train began to pull out of the station, the engine throwing steam on a baggage truck. I gave the redcap two bits and got in the cab. It had a sign
  saying: Anywhere in town 50c. The driver didnt bother to close the door.


  Where to?


  Any air-cooled hotels?


  In this burg? The driver snorted. Dont make me laugh.


  Whats a good one then?


  Theres the Greenwood. The driver turned around and squinted at me. Or the Arkady.


  Which is the best?


  The drummers use the Greenwood.


  Take me to the Arkady.


  Hot air rose from the brick pavement on Main Street, making the building look distorted. I saw the town was mostly built of red brick. The pavements and the business buildings and even some of
  the houses were made of red brick. I saw a cop leaning against the front of a drug store. He had on a dirty shirt and needed a shave. Main Street was littered with papers and trash. A Buick went
  through a red light by the drug store, but the cop didnt move. There were plenty of cars parked diagonal to the curb, but there werent many people outdoors. It was too hot.


  We went by a movie house, turned left where it said No Left Turn, and climbed a hill. I saw a gulley with a shallow stream. The water looked stagnant. In the distance there was another
  hill with four brick buildings and a smaller white one near the top. There were green fields and grape vines on the hill. The white building looked like a temple. I pointed out the hill to the
  driver.


  Thats Solomons Vineyard.


  What?


  You heard of it, the driver said. A religious colony. Raise grapes... and hell.


  He looked around to see if I liked the joke. I liked it all right. I laughed.


  About a thousand of em up there. All crazy. Believe in a prophet named Solomon. We crossed a square with streetcar tracks and a park. Hes dead. Died five years
  ago, but the damn foolsre still expecting him back.


  About five blocks from the square we came to the Arkady. It was a rambling three-story brick building with metal fire-escapes on the front. There were a dozen or so rocking-chairs on the porch.
  I saw a sign: Mineral Baths, and that gave me an idea what kind of a hotel it was. A Negro porter saw us and loafed down the steps.


  How much? I asked the driver.


  A buck.


  Your sign says anywhere in town for fifty cents.


  He shifted a plug of tobacco to the left side of his mouth. Dont always believe in signs, mister.


  He had shifty eyes and his lips were stained yellow from the tobacco. He looked like a ball player I used to know. I got out a fifty-cent piece and flipped it in his face. Give the porter
  my bags, I said.


  He snarled and I got ready to hit him, and then his face fell apart. He gave the bags to the Negro. There was a red mark where the coin had caught the bridge of his nose. He bent down to pick it
  off the floorboard and I went up the stairs and across the veranda and into the lobby. The air inside stank of incense. I saw potted palms and heavy mahogany furniture and brass spittoons. Three
  women were sitting by the reception desk. The clerk was a small man with a smileand coy brown eyes. He had on a red necktie. I wrote Karl Craven on the register.


  Have you a reservation, Mr. Craven? the clerk asked.


  I looked at all the keys in the boxes. What the hell would I need a reservation for? I asked.


  He giggled. He got out a key and gave it to the Negro. We have to ask, he said. It impresses some people.


  I went to the elevator. The women were looking at me. One of them was younger than the others; a pretty redhead with her skirt pulled high over crossed legs. Her face was sullen, and when I
  looked at her she stared right back at me. She had beautiful legs.


  The elevator made it to the third floor and the porter led me to 317. He put the bags down, and while he opened the windows I took a gander at the room. There were twin beds and a big dresser
  with a white stain where some gin had spilled, and a couple of big chairs. There was a Bible and a phone book on the dresser. There was a patch in one of the green bedspreads. By the door the rug
  was worn. On a table between the beds was an old-fashioned telephone with an unpainted metal base and a transparent celluloid mouthpiece.


  The Negro finished the windows. He looked in the bathroom and the closet. He was stalling for a tip. Boy, whos the babe in the lobby? I asked him.


  The young one?


  The redhead.


  Thats Miss Ginger. Shes a friend of Mr. Pug Banta.


  I remembered the name. He was a former East St. Louis gangster. Not an important hood, though. Hed run alky and killed a couple of guys in the old days. He was tough enough, but he never
  was a big shot. I remembered he was supposed to be running a bunch of roadhouses somewhere further west.


  And Mr. Banta wouldnt like it if I fooled around?


  No, sir. The Negro was positive about it. Sure wouldnt like it.


  Well, I got another chance, I said. A very swell blonde. Shes got a chauffeur.


  The Negro said: Thats the Princess.


  The hell! I said. What Princess?


  She live at the Vineyard. Head of the women there.


  The place up on the hill?


  Yes, sir.


  Whats your name?


  Charles.


  Well, Charles, what are they like up there?


  Oh, they all very holy.


  I couldnt call up and ask the Princess for a date?


  His eyes got big at the idea. No, sir, he said. No, sir.


  I threw him a quarter, but he didnt go away.


  I can... he began.


  How young?


  Most any age.


  I like em around fourteen.


  His eyes spread out. Mister, thats jail bait in this state.


  Well, Ill let you know, I said.


  He started to go. Hold it, I said. I looked in the phone book for Mrs. Edgar Harmons boarding-house. It was at 738 B Street. The Negro said that was only six blocks away.
  Okay, I said.


  He left. I took off my coat and the shoulder holster and my shirt. The shoulder holster always chafed me when it was hot. I went in the bathroom and washed my face and chest. I dried myself and
  put on a clean shirt. My old one was wringing wet. Oke Johnson was living at Mrs. Harmons boardinghouse. I decided to walk over there. Hed written he had something. We needed
  something.


  The clerk behind the reception desk simpered at me. He looked like a pixie. I thought, quite a hotel; service for all. I went out. I saw A Street to the left, and a block further along I saw B
  Street. I was in the three-hundred block. The numbers went up on my right. Seven hundred and thirty-eight was a big, red-brick house with maples growing in front. There was a porch and stairs that
  needed a coat of grey paint. Oke had picked the place, he wrote me, because he wanted to work quietly. He was a smart Swede; the only smart one I ever saw. I went up the stairs and pushed the
  doorbell.


  A fat woman in a black dress with white lace on it came to the door. There was a mole on her left cheek, just past the corner of her mouth. She had been weeping. Yes? she said.


  Mr. Johnson, please.


  Her puffy eyes came open. Are you from Mr. Jeliff?


  No.


  Oh, youre from the police. Come in. She went on talking so fast I didnt have time to say anything. I guess you know I sent for Mr. Jeliff. He was Mr.
  Johnsons only friend in town. It was funny, him not being a butcher himself. I never knew what he did, though I will say he had plenty of money.


  By this time I was in the house. Im not from the police, I said.


  Oh, she said. Why do you want to see him?


  Im a friend. St. Louis. Has anything happened to him?


  Oh! she said. Oh! She hurried up the stairs, moving fast for so big a woman. I began to feel funny. It was one of those things you get sometimes, premonitions, it
  says in the dictionary, that tell you something is wrong. I didnt try to think what it could be; I just waited until she came downstairs with two men. I saw they were plain-clothes cops.


  This is him, the woman said.


  The younger of the cops got behind me so I couldnt run away. The other, a middle-sized man with a pasty face, squinted at me.


  What do you want with Johnson?


  Id like to see him.


  Why?


  Im a friend.


  Yeah?


  Thats what he said, the fat woman gasped. She was out of breath from the stairs.


  Is he in trouble? I asked.


  The cop laughed. I didnt see what was funny. The woman began to weep. I looked at the cop.


  Hes dead, he said, watching me. He got knocked off this morning. I was half expecting it, but still it gave me a jolt. Id had a letter from him only two
  days ago. He wasnt in any trouble then.


  My God! I said. Who did it?


  The cop behind me spoke. Suppose we ask you that. His voice was harsh.


  I didnt. I pretended to be frightened. I hardly knew him.


  Yeah? Then why are you calling on him?


  I was just looking him up. Im from St. Louis. I used to know him there. Slightly. Very slightly. I got in this afternoon, and I didnt know anybody else in town.


  How did you know...?


  The pasty-faced cop broke in. Save the questions. Well take him down to the station. Chiefll want to see him.


  I dont want to go to jail.


  Dont get scared. If your nose is clean, nothingll happen.


  But my name will be in the papers. Im a hardware salesman. Itll hurt my business.


  Thats your lookout, the young cop said.


  We started for the station; but on the sidewalk they decided Id better look at the body. They wanted an identification. We went back up the stairs and into the house. We passed the fat
  woman, still weeping, and climbed another flight of stairs. I wondered if Oke had been making love to her. He used to say they were all alike with your eyes closed. His room was on the second
  floor. It was a large room with a bay window, a double bed with a clean white spread, a hand-carved mahogany dresser, and a couple of mohair chairs. I could see an elm tree out the window.


  The body was in the bathroom under a sheet. I dont want to look at him, I said. Ill get sick.


  A big guy like you! the pasty-faced cop said. I said: Im not used to bodies.


  The young cop pulled off the sheet. Its time you were. Oke was lying on his side in front of the toilet. He looked smaller dead, and not so fat. He had on a shirt, pants and
  black silk socks. The pants fly was unbuttoned. He had been shot just behind the right ear. There was a brown smear under his head, and blood had darkened his blond hair.


  Thats Mr. Johnson, I said.


  We looked at him. At the right of the toilet was an open window. The bullet had come through there. I could see the back yards of three houses.


  Hell of a time to shoot a man, the young cop said. Just when he was taking a...


  Never mind, the pasty-faced cop said. The young cop slid the sheet back over the body. We left the house and got in a green Dodge sedan. The young cop sat in back with me. They
  didnt talk. The station, like everything else, was built of red bricks. We went right into the chiefs office.


  He was a fat man with a red face and pale blue eyes, and his name was Piper. He had a cigar in his mouth. His salt-and-pepper suit looked as though he had slept in it. An elks tooth hung
  from a gold chain on his vest. Whos this? he said, staring at me.


  The pasty-faced cop told him. The chiefs eyes went over me, and then they went to the window.


  Whats your name? he asked.


  I told him Karl Craven. I pretended to be scared. I told him I knew Mr. Johnson, but not intimately. I said Mr. Johnson used to bowl and drink beer with our crowd in St. Louis. I said he had
  worked for a collection agency. I didnt know what he was doing in Paulton. Hed come into the bowling alley one day about a month ago and said he was living in Paulton. He didnt
  say what he was doing. Hed asked me to look him up if I ever got there. That, I said, was what Id been trying to do.


  The chiefs pale eyes slid over the two dicks. Beat it, he said.


  They went out. The chief took the cigar out of his mouth and looked at it. The end was chewed. He tossed it in a brass spittoon and got another from his vest. He found one for me, too. I took
  it, bit off the end and lit it. It was an expensive Havana. We blew smoke at each other for a while.


  The chief asked casually: Whend you leave St. Louis?


  I found my railway ticket and gave it to him. This morning.


  He examined the ticket, looking at both sides of it. Then you couldnt have killed him, he said.


  I wouldnt kill him, I said. I wanted to drink beer with him.


  The chief stared out the window.


  I said: If Id shot him, would I come around later in the day?


  He sucked at the cigar. People do funny things.


  Not that funny, I said.


  I showed him a card that said I was a representative of the Acme Hardware Company of St. Louis. That seemed to satisfy him about me. He told me about the shooting. He said somebody had shot Mr.
  Johnson with a rifle from the outside of the house. The landlady had heard him come in about four-thirty in the morning, and a little later shed heard something heavy fall in his room. There
  werent any other noises so she didnt worry about it. Mr. Johnson didnt come down for breakfast, but she thought he was sleeping and didnt call him. When he missed lunch,
  too, she went up and found his body.


  Anybody hear the shot? I asked.


  The rifle must have had a silencer, the chief said, beginning to look bored.


  I said: Thats damn queer.


  I figure, be said, that Mr. Johnson was playing around with a woman. Maybe a married woman. He took the cigar out of his mouth and tapped ashes into the spittoon.
  What else would keep a man up so late?


  I laughed heartily. He went on:


  And I figure the husband, or the brother, followed him home and plugged him from the outside with a rifle while he was undressing.


  I said: Husbands dont usually have rifles with silencers lying around.


  Thats so, the chief said. His eyes met mine for a second, then went back to the window. Wherere you staying?


  At the Arkady.


  If we want you, well let you know.


  The pasty-faced cop was waiting outside. He pointed out the way to the hotel. Its only five blocks, he said.


  I thanked him and started, out. The sun was low, but it was still hot. There was no breeze at all. I thought what lousy cops they were, not even knowing enough to frisk me. I hated cops anyway,
  especially dumb ones. I wondered what theyd have done if I had told them Oke Johnson was my partner.
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