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  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, 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
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  Chapter One


  I slipped a dollar under the wicket and a sullen-lipped cashier asked me for a penny.


  Youre making the change, I told her. She gave me the ticket and four pennies and I bounded up the stairs. The man on the door tried to mark my wrist with a blue stamp, but I
  dodged it. It was one of those dance halls where men come to pick up something, and women come to be picked up. I was there because I was bored. I looked around.


  There were twice as many women as men. Most of the women looked pretty bad, those that were sitting around waiting, but there were a few fairly nice ones on the floor. I edged through the crowd
  to the rope barrier and watched the dancers. The band (three saxes, a trumpet, piano and drums) was much too loud. The ceiling was low and there was a second listen to the music through
  reverberation. I looked for the bar and found it, but it only served beer. I ordered one at the bar, and then sat at a table facing the dance floor.


  The place was noisy, hot, smelled of sweat, and the beer wasnt cold. I was ready to leave. Then I saw the woman in the red tailored suit.


  It wasnt just a red suit, it was a created red suit. The woman lived up to it. She was a tall woman with shoulder-length brown hair, parted in the center. She looked as out-of-place in
  that smoky atmosphere as I would have looked in a Salinas lettuce-pickers camp. She had a casual air, but she was interested in what was going on. I got up from the table and tapped her on the
  shoulder.


  Dance? I jerked my head toward the floor.


  Oh, yes! she said, and nodded her head several times like she thought it was the best suggestion ever made.


  I took her elbow and guided her through the crowd to the floor. We began to dance. She was a terrible dancer, and as stiff and difficult to shove around as a reluctant St. Bernard.


  Why dont you relax? I asked her.


  What? She looked at me with big brown excited eyes, and there were bright red spots on her cheeks.


  Relax.


  I havent danced in a long time and Im afraid of making a mistake.


  Dont be afraid. I made one.


  I didnt notice it.


  Thats because you havent danced in a long time. Come on. Lets get us a beer.


  All the tables were occupied in the bar section, but a couple of young punks were sitting at one with nothing in front of them. I gave them a hard look and they got up and left.


  Sit down, Miss?


  Alyce. Alyce Vitale.


  Sit down, Alyce, and Ill get us a couple of beers.


  I elbowed my way to the bar, caught the bartenders eye, bought two bottles of beer, and picked up a paper cup for Alyce. Back at the table I poured the beer and sat down.


  A man tried to take your seat, she said, but I told him it was reserved.


  Thanks. I drank my beer and took a better look at Alyce. Her eyes were intelligent, but vague. In repose, her face had a wistful tragic look, but when she smiled it transformed her
  into a radiant beauty. She looked interesting. I flashed a smile back at her, my charming, disarming smile.


  Heres to you, Alyce, I said. She drank out of her paper cup and made a face.


  Its bitter.


  Thats the way it tastes at first. This isnt your first beer, is it?


  Ive had home-brew before, but it never tasted as bitter as this.


  Home-brew? That dates you.


  Well, it was a long time ago. Do you work here, Mr


  No. I dont work here! The question had surprised me. I came up here to dance, just like you did.


  Oh. She was surprised, but not embarrassed. Im sorry, but I thought when you asked me to dance, and all


  Listen, Alyce. Youre a good-looking woman. And a lot of men up here will ask you to dance. Once, anyway.


  She didnt catch it at all, and I decided to take it easy with her. I dont like to waste good sarcasm. Besides, she was a new type to me. She must have been close to thirty, but she
  acted and talked as naive as a young girl.


  You dont have to drink that beer. I told her. Ill get you a Coke if you want.


  I dont want anything, thanks. Ill smoke a cigarette.


  I passed her my pack and we smoked for a minute or two.


  How did you happen to come up here? I asked her.


  I was sitting in my apartment all alone, and just on impulse I felt like going out. Do you ever feel like that? Like youre not getting anything out of life? Her voice was
  intense.


  No.


  This is the first time in my life I ever came to a public dance hall, but I just decided I had to have some fun, get out, do something. Havent you ever felt like that?


  No.


  Thats why Im here, anyway. She smiled. The smile did wonders for her face.


  Are you having fun?


  Oh, yes!


  In here?


  She nodded vigorously. I shook my head. This was San Francisco, with a million places to have fun. It didnt sound reasonable. I felt sorry for her if she had to come to a place like the
  Sampson Dance Palace to have fun.


  Come on, I said. Lets get out of here. Well go some place else.


  All right.


  She got her coat from the checkroom and I waited at the door. The cold night air was a relief after the stuffiness of the dance hall. I had parked on the street, and I regretted not taking a
  better car off the lot than the Ford Id picked. I should have taken a Buick. It would have been more impressive.


  Alyce climbed into the car without asking where I was taking her, and seemed to be without curiosity.


  Have you had dinner, Alyce? It was after nine, but I hadnt eaten since five and was hungry again.


  I dont eat at night, or at noon either.


  You dont?


  Just breakfast. Im hungry all the time, but if I eat I put on weight, so I just go hungry.


  Break a rule and have dinner with me.


  If you insist, Mr ?


  Haxby. I insist, and make it Russell. Not Russ, but Russell, and certainly not Mr Haxby. I was on Market and had to make a right turn and a block circle because of the No Left Turn
  law. The Ford climbed the hill easily, and I parked in the alley behind Antonios.


  Antonio doesnt advertise; he doesnt have to. He serves good food, and people who eat there once come back; that is if they can afford to come back. Antonio shook hands with me.


  Mr Haxby! How the hell are you?


  Hungry, but not too hungry. This is Miss Vitale.


  He talked to Alyce in rapid Italian, and she shook her head.


  I dont understand Italian, she said. Antonio shrugged and led us to a table. It wasnt necessary to place an order. Hed take care of it. I spoke to Alyce.


  Arent you Italian?


  No. Of course not. What makes you think so?


  Vitale is definitely an Italian name.


  Well, I am definitely not an Italian. She blushed.


  It didnt make any difference to me. If she wanted to lie, the hell with it. There was a bottle of Chianti on the table. I took out my knife, flipped the blade out and opened the wine.


  Isnt it illegal to carry a knife with a blade that long?


  I never read the laws. I shrugged and put the knife back in my pocket.


  We had veal, cooked in olive oil and garlic sauce, with sliced, breaded, fried tomatoes, spumoni and coffee. Afterwards, I had a B&B. Alyce didnt want a drink. I signed the check and
  we left.


  Neither of us had talked much during dinner. Alyce seemed happy enough just looking around at the people and concentrating on the violinist. The violinist was one of the features about
  Antonios that I didnt like. There is nothing that sounds worse than one violin. Five, maybe even three, are all right, but one is completely miserable.


  In the car I suggested that we go to the Top of the Mark. It was a clear night and the view would be worth the trouble. Luckily, I found a place to park in the hotel lot. In the lobby we waited
  in line for the elevator. Every stranger who comes to San Francisco has to check the view from the Top of the Mark, and there were a lot of out-of-towners in the lobby. I can spot them
  instantly.


  In time, we stood at the glass window overlooking the city.


  You can see where I work, Alyce said.


  Where?


  She pointed and explained. Millers Garage. I knew where it was and could pick it out. The auto lot where I worked was hidden by a hill.


  What do you do, Alyce?


  Cashier. This is the best job Ive ever had. Its six days a week, ten to seven. But I make eighty-five, after taxes, and thats good for a woman, even in San
  Francisco.


  Damned good.


  We had a drink, Alyce drinking a Scotch and Soda, and me a stinger. She evidently didnt know anything else to order; I could tell by her hesitation. Anybody who knows something else will
  never drink Scotch anyway. It tastes like wood-smoke and weeds. I began to pump Alyce.


  She had been born and reared in San Francisco. After graduation from high school she had stayed home with her parents till her father died, and then had been forced to work to support her
  mother. Her mother was now dead, and she shared an apartment with her cousin, Ruthie. Ruthie was in her early forties and a practical nurse, an occupation that kept her away from the apartment a
  great deal.


  This, I thought, is going to be a very nice set-up.


  I told her I worked for Tad Tate. She had heard of him. She began to chant:



      
        
          Am I crazy?


          Youre right, youre right!


          Will I buy your car?


          Youre right, youre right!

   
  

  


  I hear his commercials all the time. Who writes them, anyway? I think theyre awfully funny.


  He has an agency, I told her.


  I didnt think the commercials were funny. They were rather pitiful. The idea of a radio commercial is to keep repeating the same thing over and over, and the payoff is a long-range deal.
  When a person buys a used car he goes to a place he knows about, and if hes heard a name often enough, thats the place he will go. I didnt bother Alyce with my theory on radio
  advertising.


  Are you finished with that Scotch and Soda?


  She finished it.


  Do you want another?


  She shook her head. I helped her on with her coat, and we caught the elevator down.


  San Francisco, the elevator operator announced when we reached the lobby. Two tourists laughed. A man in overalls was standing by the Ford when we got outside.


  Is this your car? he asked as I unlocked it.


  Yeah. What about it?


  You arent supposed to park here.


  All right. Ill move it.


  And dont park here again. He started to walk away. I opened the door for Alyce and told her to get in. I shut the door and caught up with the man in overalls. I signaled to
  him to come in between two cars.


  Ive got something for you, I said. No one could see us between the two parked cars. I kneed him in the crotch, and as he bent over I clasped my hands together and brought
  them down on the back of his neck. He groaned and chewed on the gravel. I got into the Ford and drove down the hill. Alyce hadnt seen anything.


  Did you give him a tip?


  Yeah.


  I cut left toward the Marina District and could sense Alyce squirming in her seat. I looked in her direction.


  Russell, she said, I have to get home. I know its early, but I didnt tell Ruthie I was going out, and Im afraid shell worry.


  Wheres home?


  She gave me the address. Without saying anything, I made a U-turn and started climbing hills. She lived in a two-story duplex almost flush with the sidewalk, like so many San Francisco houses.
  Hers was the upstairs apartment. I cut off the engine and kissed her. The response was negative. Her lips were tightly compressed.


  Can you wait a minute? she asked. Ill run upstairs and let you know if its all right to come up.


  Sure.


  Ill only be a minute. She got out of the car and in a few seconds light flooded the upstairs picture window. I lighted a cigarette. She was at the door beckoning for me to
  come in. I got out and locked the car.


  This was going to be a cinch.


  OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
GHARLES
WILLEFORD

HIGH PRIEST OF
CALIFORNIA

With a Foreword by Lawrence Block

‘No one writes a better crime novel
than Charles Willeford’

Elmore Leonard






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





