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  Joe Gores 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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  On the way from Harlem, Bart Heslip switched cabs three times, and then caught a plane from Newark because he was afraid they might be watching Kennedy and La Guardia. Six
  hours until the plane landed at San Jose, fifty miles south of San Francisco. He hadnt called ahead to tell Dan Kearny he was coming, because of the phone taps.


  Sleep began to wash over him. He knew whod hired them. He even knew what they were trying to do. But why?


  It had to go back to that rainy Friday in November, almost a year ago which he now knew had been


  


  


  The First Day


  The premature rains had dumped 3.6 inches of water on the Bay Area before easing off to allow a patch of honest-to-God blue sky to appear around noon on Friday, November 5.
  Finally you could wait at the curb for a light to change without getting a wet lap from passing autos. You could drive across the Bay Bridge without being bounced into the next lane by gusting
  winds. Down at San Francisco International, in fact, Westerns 1:59 P.M. flight from Mexico City touched the rain-slick runway only ten minutes behind schedule.


  Adn Espinosa, who had chosen a Friday flight because of Californias late bank-closing hour, was well pleased as he slapped his credit card and Mexican drivers license down
  on the Avis counter near the lower-level luggage carrousels.


  You are to be holding a late-model Fairlane for me, he said in heavily accented English.


  Your reservation is right here, Mr. Espinosa.


  She ran his contract through the BankAmericard franking machine, checked the deductible insurance as directed and gave him the keys. It will be right outside at


  I know, seorita. Espinosa winked at her. He was a lean, swarthy mid-thirties, with a bad complexion and a drooping bandido mustache. I am in this
  country often.


  Thank you for driving Avis.


  We try harder. He winked again. no es verdad?


  He turned to the exquisitely shaped woman standing beside the four matched Samsonites. Elena, he said. She turned hot black eyes on his flat gunmetal ones and touched a hand to her
  gleaming black hair. Espinosa hooked the arm of a passing porter. You. The Samsonites.


  Kasimir Pivarski looked like a Polish joke. Plaster dust outlined the seams and lines of his flat, broad middle-European face. He had a thick trunk, arms, legs, hands. An
  As baseball cap was backward on his thick brown hair. He slapped clouds of plaster off his pants and resolutely opened the door of his stake-body truck.


  Listen, dammit, said the job foreman, we need another two dozen sacks of plaster here this afternoon so Monday we can


  I tole you, Im knocking off early. I gotta check in with my lawyer an then see some bastards at a collection agency in Oakland before six oclock.


  That still leaves you time to


  Pivarski spat a glob of plaster-thickened saliva on the bare subfloor boards at the foremans feet, then heaved himself up into the cab of the trunk unbothered by the foremans
  enraged glare.


  Kathy Onoda, office manager of the collection-agency bastards at the Daniel Kearny Associates Oakland office, looked at the clock and sighed. Four oclock. Two hours yet.
  She was an ice-slim Japanese woman with an ice-pick mind, classical features and straight black hair maned down over her shoulders. She stood up and went to the door of the office.


  Jeff. A nondescript brown-haired man, doing phone collecting at a desk midway down the main office, looked up. I thought I told you an hour ago to bring me the tabbed legal
  file on Kasimir Pivarski.


  She returned to the desk wondering why so many closet gays made good inside collectors. Maybe because they got a chance to be bitchy without personal exposure. Not, she realized, as bitchy as
  she was being. It was being stuck over here in the East Bay for a month trying to pull this Oakland operation together, when her work as general office manager for DKAs statewide operation
  piled up on her desk over in San Francisco.


  Jeff Simson came into the office with the Pivarski file. You could be a little nicer, he said petulantly.


  Yes, I could be. Kathy sighed. Sorry, Jeff. Then, as he left, she opened the file of the truck driver with the 5:30 appointment.


  Espinosa checked Elena into a Fishermans Wharf motel, then drove the rented Fairlane across San Franciscos roller-coaster hills to park in the Alhambra Theater
  white zone on Polk Street. Almost ten blocks from the bank, but why be stupid, right?


  He turned in at Golden Gate Trust, thinking that Wen . . . Elena probably had been in a cab for the Union Square shops before he was out of the motel lot. Let her. Nine months of waiting with
  nobody else for company besides the enchilada-eaters had gotten to him, too. But now the papers had been approved in Buenos Aires. Argentina. A country to stay alive in.


  The girl behind the safe-deposit window said, Do you wish a private booth, sir?


  He signed the entry slip. Please.


  In the closed booth he began transferring the banded bundles from the dark-green metal box to the leather satchel he had carried from the Fairlane. Outside, the girl was dialing the internal
  number of Arthur P. Nucci, Vice-President for Personal Loans.


  Mr. Nucci, you wanted to be notified when box 6237 was signed out.


  Nucci was a pudgy, fussy man in his late forties who fostered a conservative-banker image at odds with his life style. Stall him, theyd said. I see that tab is a year out
  of date. Call us, and stall him. Apparently some estate tax question that has been settled. Well do the rest. Bring that card up right now,
  Darlene, so I can void that notation.


  Yes, sir. As soon as


  I said now, snapped Nucci. Use the elevator.


  His heart thundering in his chest, he clattered down the interior stairs as Darlene started up in the elevator. He pushed the pebbled-glass stairwell door ajar. Espinosa, looking about for the
  missing girl, was a profound shock: he was the wrong man! Then Nucci realized, of coursehe would have altered his appearance. On the stairwell pay phone Nucci dialed the number
  memorized months before.


  There in five minutes, said the unknown voice. Can you stall him that long, Mr. Nucci?


  I already have arranged it.


  What does he look like?


  A Mexican. He described Espinosas clothes. And carrying a leather satchel. He hung up, sweating profusely. It was 5:22 P.M.


  At 5:22 Verna Rounds, the pretty-faced black file clerk, showed up in the doorway. Kathy Onoda looked up at her. Why was it she could never sleep at night, but get her into the
  tag end of a rotten day in the rotten Oakland office, and


  That dude phone up, Pee-somethin, hes in the outer office.


  Kathy had kept Verna late to work the switchboard because the PBX girl, Rose Kelly, would be late back from her doctors appointment.


  Kasimir Pivarski?


  Verna was chewing bubble gum. Thats the dude.


  Send him in.


  Verna slopped splay-footed away. Poor Verna. Giselle Marc had hired her on that job-training thing shed doped out with the welfare people, and now, when Verna had just about learned that
  it was the sharp end of the pencil that made those marks on the paper, shed given notice because she was tired of working for what she referred to as chump change.


  Verna reappeared, trailed by a mobile Polish joke. Kathy gestured the big truck driver to a chair. Verna leaned in the doorway with her arms folded, blowing a bubble.


  Lissen, said Pivarski belligerently, you shit-heels took my goddam car two year ago, you got no call come around now . . .


  You ignored repeated calls and letters concerning this delinquency, sir. Then Kathy explained what a deficiency judgment was. Even though your car was repossessed and
  resold, the resale price was $789.35 less than the contract you signed with General Motors Acceptance Corporation. When you didnt appear at the court hearing, we were awarded a Judgment by
  Default. To get you into our office we placed a Writ of Attachment on your wages


  Yeah, well, Im here now. Pivarski grubbed in the breast pocket of his faded blue workshirt with cold-chisel fingers. The chisels brought out folding money. Two
  hundred bucks.


  Kathy counted it and read aloud as she wrote the receipt:


  Two hundred dollars received on account from K. Pivarski, November fifth, 5:46 P.M. She looked up to break Vernas Bubble-Yum
  catatonia. Ask Jeff to come in, will you, please?


  Five minutes later the Polish joke had departed with a payment schedule worked out for the remainder of his delinquency, and Jeff Simson was waiting beside Kathys desk as she made out the
  bank-deposit slip for the trust account.


  This is on your Pivarski file. Run it down the street to the bank before the six oclock close, will you?


  It was 5:56 P.M.


  At 5:56 P.M. Elena gently kicked the bottom of the motel-room door. Espinosa, lying on the bed in his shorts with a drink balanced on his bare chest and
  the TV turned to the Channel 4 news, yelled at her without turning his head, Use your goddam key!


  More gentle kicks. Jesus. Women. She could have had the cab driver carry her packages to the door for her. He swung his bare feet to the rug and set his drink on top of the bureau.


  He swung the door open, saying, Wendy, why in the hell


  Goodbye, Phil.


  The bulky, swarthy man in the heavy topcoat pulled both triggers at once from three feet away. Assorted bits of Espinosa were blown against the side of the dresser by the sawed-off 12-gauge
  shotgun.


  The killer stepped unhurriedly across the threshold to roll the eviscerated corpse over onto its face. He jerked down the boxer-style shorts and shoved a shiny new penny up between the buttocks
  with a quick jabbing motion. The body had voided in death, so he wiped his middle finger on the shorts before crossing the room to pick up the leather satchel.


  Screams started behind him as he walked across the blacktop to his stolen car, but he ignored them. His tires yelped his escape against the damp blacktop. A linen-truck driver, just about to
  deliver fresh towels to the motel, exclaimed aloud, Holy Christ! I know that guy!


  Then he looked around quickly: a screaming woman, eyes tight shut, and a snot-nose kid eating a slice of pizza. He jumped back into his truck and accelerated away without bothering to leave the
  towels, turning in the opposite direction from that taken by the murderer.


  


  


  Chapter One


  Kathy Onoda was twenty-nine years old when she died of a massive blood clot on Saturday, October 15. The funeral was on Monday; because she had been a Buddhist, it was at
  night. On his way there, Dan Kearny picked up Giselle Marc at her apartment just off the MacArthur Freeway in Oakland. Giselle was a tall, lithe blonde whose high cheekbones and sensuous mouth
  often made men overlook the intelligence which animated her clear blue eyes.


  Usually clear. Tonight they were red with crying. She settled back against the seat and sighed, and then snuffled. Why Kathy? She was so alive and so . . . so vital . . .


  What can I tell you? Her number was up? We worked her too hard? She worried about her kids too much because after nine years of college her old mans idea of going to work was
  filing for food stamps? Kearny was a compact, hard-driving fifty, with a jaw to batter down doors and gray eyes hard enough to strike sparks. Twenty-nine goddam years old.


  He cut across the Oakland flatlands to the Nimitz Freeway. Giselle was snuffling again but had forgotten her handkerchief. Probably cogitating upon some poem about death shed read in
  college, Kearney thought. He hadnt had time for college; hed been knocking off hot cars for Walters Auto Detectives down in L.A. at an age most kids, then, still wore
  knickers.


  Youre the new officer manger, he said gruffly.


  Giselle asked wearily, Does a raise go with it? then wailed, Oh!, Dan, why did she had to die?


  The Alameda tube was clad in gleaming pale tiles crusted with engine dirt. Yellow emergency phones studded the right wall at regular intervals. Giselle looked over at Kearny curiously. What was
  he thinking? Feeling? Kathy had been with DKA since the start.


  Weep not for the silent dead, their pains are past, their sorrows oer.


  What was she feeling so smug about? Her M.A. in history, her six years of university? As of a few moments before, she was office manager for a very hard-nosed detective agency specializing in
  skip-tracing, repossessions and embezzlement investigations. None of which suggested sensibilities that Dan Kearny didnt have.


  Kearny turned on Buena Vista and started looking for a place to park. Alameda, which lived off the Naval Air Station, had somnolent mid-thirties streets once you cleared the industrial clutter
  along Webster Street. Streaming up the walk to the white frame building which housed the Jodo Shinshu Universal Church were dozens, hundreds of Japanese, with a sprinkling of non-Orientals. Kearny
  caught a flash of OBannons red hair, the ebony gleam of Bart Heslips tough impassive face as they drove by. He had to go three more blocks to find a parking place.


  Popular girl, Kathy.


  Giselle merely nodded. Her eyes were leaking again. Lucky she was here to step into Kathys shoes at the agency, Kearny thought. Then he felt a stab of guilt. Kathyd really hated
  the Oakland office, but thats where the troubles were and hed kept her there, month after month. And now she was gone, like your fist when you open your hand.


  One DKA hand who wasnt mourning Kathy was Larry Ballard. Letting himself into his stuffy two-room apartment after a long weekend of skin-diving, he didnt know she
  was dead. He dropped wet suit, crowbar, flippers, mask and snorkel on the floor, put the twelve cleaned abalones in the fridge and tore the tab off a cold beer. The phone was balanced on the arm of
  his big saggy living-room easy chair. Ballard dialed.


  Hi, beautiful. Larry.


  Oh, Larree! Maria Navarros voice was oddly tense, almost frightened. I . . . tried to call you Saturday.


  Up the coast after abs, baby. Ill bring you over half a dozen in an hour.


  Oh, Larree, No! I


  One hour exactisimo.


  He went, whistling, through to the bedroom to undress, sipping his beer on the way. He was just under six feet tall, conditioned like an athlete, with a thatch of sun-whitened hair and even
  features saved from male beauty by hard, watchful eyes and a slightly hawk nose.


  The phone started to ring. Ballard ignored it. Maria, to say dont comeshed refused to see him since That Night, three weeks before, when hed finally gotten her into
  bed after two years of trying. And her with two kids from a busted marriage.


  The phone stopped ringing, then started again.


  Ballard whistled his way down the hall, nude, to the bathroom he shared with the Japanese couple in the rear apartment. He dropped a five-flavor Cert with that sparkling drop of retsin, then
  stepped into the shower. What was he complaining about? A woman so hard to get into bed probably would be a pretty good long-haul sort of woman, no es verdad?


  Their seats were in a crowded anteroom set up to handle the overflow from the church proper where the coffin, banked by hundreds of flowers mingling their scents with the heavy
  drugged odor of as many joss sticks, was located. A saffron-robed, shaven-headed monk spoke in Japanese, the next eulogist in English. There were many eulogists. Giselle let her mind wander through
  her memories of Kathy. The infectious laugh. The high-pitched voice switching from perfect English to regional accent to Japanese singsong without missing a syllable.


  Ah, so sorry prees, me poor rittre Japonee girr trying to make riving in new countree . . .


  And theyd fall all over themselves on the phone, giving her what she wanted to know. She could be anyone on that instrument, from a lady minister to a Southern slut.


  Aftah one nahght with lil ol me, shugah, youah goin to want it every nahght . . .


  And inevitably shed turn the dead skip everyone else had thought was gone for good. And shed clap her hands with that joyous laugh, and sometimes kick one foot high into the air
  from behind her desk, showing a careless length of nyloned thigh as she exclaimed ritually, Got that son of a bitch!


  Giselle realized that Kearny had thrust a handkerchief into her hand. She had begun crying again, silently but uncontrollably. She used the handkerchief.


  Kearny stood up. Lets get it over with, he muttered.


  The bad part. With the eulogies finished, the mourners were to queue past the open casket. Ahead of them she saw OBannons flaming hair. OB and Kathy had been the two
  original DKA Associates. And there was a glum-faced Bart Heslip. For him, no more Kathy to giggle extravagantly at the filthy jokes hed picked up out on the street.


  But where was Ballard . . . Larry Ballard? After all the time Kathy had taken to turn him into a top investigator! The least that bastard could do was show up for her funeral.


  Ballard, in his ignorance, had showed up at Maria Navarros second-floor flat in a shabby white Mission District stucco with varicolored Algerian ivy twining up over the
  front. From the street-level door he called up the stairwell, Only thirty seconds late!


  Larree, no . . .


  Maria was petite, five-two perhaps, wearing a short skirt and tight blouse. Ballard balanced his package of abalone on the newel post at the head of the stairs. She avoided his kiss with
  incipient panic in her huge Latin eyes.


  Hey, baby, I made certain with Certs


  He was ripped away, slammed headfirst into the wall, spun about to see a hard brown fist coming at him.


  Hijo de la flauta!


  Ballard slipped the punch and drove the heel of his hand at the enraged brown face. He missed.


  Federico! No! Est un amigo!


  . . . way from esposa ma, man!


  Ballard gaped. Your wife?


  Unfortunately, when he gaped he quit moving. Federico didnt. Ballard tried to roll with it, but this carried him up against the newel post and then down the stairwell after his dislodged
  abalone.


  Hey! Ouch! Ugh! Uh! Oh!


  In a Western, the stunt man would have stood up and brushed himself off after the director had yelled Cut! But when Ballard finally moved it was like a half-squashed bug. He had
  realized with horror that his back had burst open and spilled part of him out on the stairs. At each movement he could feel himself squishing around under him. Oh, God! A cripple in his
  twenties!


  Larree?


  Hot dam, how about that? Just the abalone. Maybe not even broken bones. Maybe bring that leg over there and . . . ah! Now. This arm will go down . . .


  Larr-eee?


  He paused in his unsnarling. Yeah?


  You are oh-kay?


  He opened some more, like a carpenters rule unfolding. He got a hand on the stair rail. Im dandy.


  She said, aggrieved, Larr-eee, I was sola, you took advantage. Mas hijas need father, you no marry me, and Federico . . .


  Ballard was on his feet. He had a goose egg on one side of his head. His nose leaked blood. His jaw creaked when he opened his mouth. He needed a drink. Yeah, swell, he croaked.
  Congratulations.


  He limped out into the night, tenderized abalone in hand, thinking, This is it, this is the end. Never again. He was never going to mess around with another Catholic as long as he lived.


  Giselle was shocked to see Kathys two Japanese-doll daughters alone in the front pew, watching the proceedings with fathomless shoebutton eyes. Dan, she
  hissed, where in Gods name is their father?


  Probably out shopping for a new missus.


  Then she was at the casket. Directly above it was a full-color life-size portrait of Kathy. She was laughing and alive and vibrant. She didnt have a care in the world.


  Three feet below was the waxen dead face of the real girl. What made it worse was that the laughing Kathy and the still-faced corpse both wore the same dress, the yellow brocade number with the
  scoop collar that Kathy had bought to be sexy at last Decembers DKA Christmas party.


  Giselle turned away, abruptly nauseated. The memories, the overwhelming heaviness of flowers and incense . . . Then she realized that Kearny had brought her outside, where she could gulp in
  great breaths of fresh air.


  Little close in there, he said conversationally.


  That was . . . the worst experience . . . of my life. That color photo . . . those little girls sitting there all alone . . .


  He shrugged. They better get used to it. Poppa isnt going to be around much, not without Mommys paycheck to keep him there. Probably the only deadbeat Jap in the history of
  the world, and Kathy had to marry him.


  Terrific. Trust Kearny to give Kathy the worst possible epitaph. Could anyone, ever, get any more gross than he?
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