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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. 


  The Murder Room


  Where Criminal Minds Meet


  themurderroom.com
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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, its 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 its 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 dont 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 waters 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 couldnt think of anything to do.

  So Florida didnt 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 Id write in this new location. Wouldnt 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 peoples 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 didnt think I could write Florida characters.

  If Id 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, Ive 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 hed 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. 

  Willefords military service, which included postwar re-enlistment in the army and a couple of stints in the air force, didnt end entirely until late in 1956. By then hed 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 didnt have a bachelors degree  or even a high school diploma.

  Doesnt that sound like something youd find in one of his novels? And after he left the air force for the last time, his rsum includes work as a professional boxer, an actor, a radio announcer, and a horse trainer. And doesnt that sound like something youd 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 bachelors and masters 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 Hitchcocks 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 its 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 shouldnt 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 youre about to read him for the first time or the fiftieth, I envy you. Youre in for a treat.

  Lawrence Block

  Greenwich Village


  

  


  Haiku


  Morning sun stripes cell.


  Five fingers feel my hard heart.


  It hurts, hurts, like hell.
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  Chapter One


  Frederick J. Frenger, Jr, a blithe psychopath from California, asked the flight attendant in first class for another glass of champagne and some writing materials. She brought
  him a cold half-bottle, uncorked it and left it with him, and returned a few moments later with some Pan Am writing paper and a white ball point pen. For the next hour, as he sipped champagne,
  Freddy practiced writing the signatures of Claude L. Bytell, Ramon Mendez, and Herman T. Gotlieb.


  The signatures on his collection of credit cards, drivers licenses, and other ID cards were difficult to imitate, but by the end of the hour and the champagne, when it was time for lunch
   martini, small steak, baked potato, salad, chocolate cake, and two glasses of red wine  Freddy decided that he was close enough to the originals to get by.


  The best way to forge a signature, he knew, was to turn it upside down and draw it instead of trying to imitate the handwriting. That was the foolproof way, if a man had the time and the privacy
  and was forging a document or a check. But to use stolen credit cards, he knew he had to sign charge slips casually, in front of clerks and store managers who might be alert for irregularities.


  Still, close enough was usually good enough for Freddy. He was not a careful person, and a full hour was a long time for him to engage in any activity without his mind turning to something else.
  As he looked through the three wallets he found himself wondering about their owners. One wallet was eelskin, another was imitation ostrich, and the third was a plain cowhide billfold filled with
  color snapshots of very plain children. Why would any man want to carry around photographs of ugly children in his wallet? And why would anyone buy imitation ostrich, when you could get an
  authentic ostrich-skin wallet for only two or three hundred dollars more? Eelskin he could understand; it was soft and durable, and the longer you carried it in your hip pocket the softer it got.
  He decided to keep the eelskin one. He crammed all of the credit cards and IDs into it, along with the photos of the ugly children, and shoved the two emptied wallets into the pocket of the seat in
  front of him, behind the in-flight magazine.


  Comfortably full, and a trifle dizzy from the martini and the wine, Freddy stretched out in the wide reclining seat, hugging the tiny airline pillow. He slept soundly until the attendant
  awakened him gently and asked him to fasten his seat belt for the descent into Miami International Airport.


  Freddy had no baggage, so he wandered through the mammoth airport listening to the announcements that boomed from multiple speakers, first in Spanish and then, half as long, in
  English. He was eager to get a cab and to find a hotel, but he also wanted some nice-looking luggage. Two pieces would be better than one, but he would settle for a Vuitton one-suiter if he could
  find one. He paused for a moment to light a Winston and reconnoiter a long line of American tourists and diminutive Indian men and women going to the Yucatn Peninsula. The vacationers kept
  very close to their baggage, and the Indians pushed along large boxes held together with strips of gray duct tape. Nothing for him there.


  A Hare Krishna, badly disguised in jeans, a sports shirt, and a powder blue sports jacket, his head covered with an ill-fitting brown wig, stepped up to Freddy and pinned a red-and-white-striped
  piece of stick candy to Freddys gray suede sports jacket. As the pin went into the lapel of the $287 jacket, charged the day before to a Claude L. Bytell at Macys in San Francisco,
  Freddy was seized with a sudden rage. He could take the pin out, of course, but he knew that the tiny pinhole would be there forever because of this assholes carelessness.


  I want to be your friend, the Hare Krishna said, and 


  Freddy grasped the Hare Krishnas middle finger and bent it back sharply. The Krishna yelped. Freddy applied sharper pressure and jerked the finger backward, breaking it. The Krishna
  screamed, a high-pitched gargling sound, and collapsed onto his knees. Freddy let go of the dangling finger, and as the Krishna bent over, screaming, his wig fell off, exposing his shaved head.


  Two men, obviously related, who had watched the whole encounter, broke into applause and laughed. When a middle-aged woman wearing a Colombian poncho heard one of the tourists say Hare
  Krishna, she took a Krishna Kricket out of her purse and began to click the metal noisemaker in the pain-racked Krishnas face. The injured Krishnas partner, dressed similarly
  but wearing a black wig, came over from the line he was working at Aeromxico and began to berate the woman for snapping the Kricket. The elder of the two laughing men came up behind him,
  snatched off his wig, and threw it over the heads of the gathering crowd.


  Freddy, who had slipped away from the scene, went into the mens room next to the bar on Concourse D and took the stick of candy out of his lapel. In a mirror he examined the pinhole and
  smoothed it out. A stranger would never notice it, he decided, but the flaw was there, even though it wasnt as bad as he had thought it would be. Freddy dropped the stick of candy into his
  jacket pocket, took a quick leak, washed his hands, and walked out.


  A young woman slept soundly in a row of hard-plastic airport chairs. A two-year-old boy sat beside her quietly, hugging a toy panda. The wide-eyed child, drooling slightly, had
  his feet resting on a one-suiter with the Cardin logo repeated on its light blue fabric. Freddy stopped in front of the boy, unwrapped the stick of candy, and offered it to him with a smile. The
  boy smiled back, took the candy shyly, and put one end in his mouth. As the boy sucked it, Freddy took the suitcase and walked away. He took the Down escalator to the outside ramp and hailed a
  Yellow cab. The Cuban driver, who spoke little English, finally smiled and nodded when Freddy said simply, Hotel. Miami.


  The cabbie lit a cigarette with his right hand and swung into the heavy traffic with his left, narrowly missing an old lady and her granddaughter. He cut in front of a Toyota, making the driver
  stall his engine, and headed for the Dolphin Expressway. By this route he managed to get Freddy into downtown Miami and to the front of the International Hotel in twenty-two minutes. The meter read
  $8.37. Freddy gave the driver a ten, handed his suitcase to the doorman, and registered at the desk as Herman T. Gotlieb, San Jose, California, using Gotliebs credit card. He took a
  $135-a-day suite and signed the charge slip in advance, then followed the fat Latin bellman to the elevator. Just before the elevator reached the seventh floor, the bellman spoke up:


  If theres anything you want, Mr Gotlieb, please let me know.


  I cant think of anything right now.


  What I mean . . . the bellman cleared his throat.


  I understand what youre saying, but I dont want a girl right now.


  The bedroom was small, but the sitting room was furnished pleasantly with a comfortable couch and an easy chair in matching blue-and-white stripes, a desk with a glass top, and a small bar with
  two stools. The refrigerator behind the bar held vodka, gin, Scotch, and bourbon, several rows of mixers, and a split of champagne. There was a price list taped to the door. Freddy looked at the
  list and thought that the per-drink prices were outrageous. He gave the bellman $2.


  Thank you, sir. And if you need me for anything at all, just call down to the bell captain and ask for Pablo.


  Pablo. Fine. Wheres the beach, Pablo? I might want to go for a swim later.


  The beach? Were on Biscayne Bay, sir, not the ocean. The oceans over there in Miami Beach. But we have a nice pool on the roof, and a sauna. And if you want a massage
  


  No, thats okay. I just thought that Miami was on the ocean.


  No, sir. Thats Miami Beach. Theyre separate cities, sir, connected by causeways. You wouldnt like it over there anyway, sir  its nothing but crime on
  the Beach.


  You mean Miami isnt?


  Not here, not on Brickell Avenue, anyway. This is the fattest part of Fat City.


  I noticed some shops off the lobby. Can I buy some trunks there?


  Ill get you a pair, sir. What size?


  Never mind. Ill do some shopping later.


  The bellman left, and Freddy opened the draperies. He could see the towering AmeriFirst building, a part of the bay, the bridge across the Miami River, and the skyscrapers on Flagler Street. The
  street he was on, Brickell, was lined with mirrored, shimmering buildings. The air conditioning hummed quietly.


  He had at least a week before the credit card numbers would be traced, but he didnt intend to stay in the International Hotel for more than one day. From now on he was going to play
  things a little safer, unless, of course, he wanted something. If he wanted something right away, that was a different matter altogether. But what he wanted this time, before he was caught, was to
  have some fun and to do some of the things he had wanted to do during his three years in San Quentin.


  So far, he liked the clean white look of Miami, but he was astonished to learn that the city was not on the ocean.
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