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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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  Introduction


  I started as an investigator with the L.A.
  Walker Company in 1955, a few months after I had finished my
  course work for an M.A. in English lit at Stanford. I was living
  over Floyd Pages Weightlifting Gym in Palo Alto,
  California, teaching body building in return for my rent. I knew
  I wanted to be a writer, but I wasnt good enough to sell
  anything and I needed money to live on. Teaching was
  outyour creativity rightly would go to your students. So I
  was looking for something exciting . . .


  An L.A. Walker field agent named Gene Matthews who worked out
  at Floyds used to tell wondrous tales of his nighttime
  adventures thugging cars. I asked if I could ride around with
  him, and fell in love with the repomans life. On your own,
  work all hours, adventure, excitement, even dangerwhat
  more could a 23-year-old wanna-be writer hungry for real-life ask
  for?


  Head office for L.A. Walker was in Los Angeles, but David
  Kikkert ran things in San Francisco out of a second-floor walkup
  at 1610 Bush Street. I went up to the City to ask him for a job.
  He said, No. He said, College kids
  dont work out. When I wouldnt go away, he
  finally took a chance on me, at $275 a month. To his surprise, I
  worked out.


  For a few years, everything was swell: I was having the time
  of my life and writing on the side. But in 1960, old man Walker
  died. His sons, who had never been in the repo game, showed up in
  San Francisco to run things themselves. It was a disaster.
  Clients were dropping like flies.


  In desperation, Dave found rent money for an old Victorian at
  760 Golden Gate Avenue that could be converted into an office. It
  had been an upscale whorehouse in the early years of the 20th
  century, and was just a block from the apartment house where
  Hammetts The Whoozis Kid takes place. Then
  Dave got everybody together and said he wanted to form his own
  repo/P.I. firm, and also had to warn any of us who went with him
  that David Kikkert and Associates might go belly-up in the first
  month. Some stayed with Walker, some went with Dave, but DKA was
  in business.


  Meanwhile, a funny thing had happened: I had started to sell
  my stories. I even joined the Northern California Chapter of
  Mystery Writers of America. Writing reports of my field work (we
  carried 50-75 cases at all times, most of them requiring written
  reports every three days) had taught me how to put the basic who,
  what, where, when, why and how into my writing that made it
  compelling to clients and salable to editors. But I sure
  couldnt make a living on short story sales at $75 or $100
  a pop. And I was hooked on the repomans life.


  So I scraped up $1,100 and went partners with Dave. Not just
  as one of the associatesalso as his partner. The other
  associates were office manager Hiroko Ono, her assistant Ronile
  Lahti, field men M. J. OBrien, Floyd Ryan, Isidore
  Izzy Martinez, myself, and Ken Warner. We were the
  nucleus of the firm. The guts of DKA. Within a year, L.A. Walker
  had folded and DKA was thriving.


  In May 1966, Tony Boucher urged me to give a
  talk about the repo game to the monthly meeting of MWAs
  Nor-Cal Chapter. I called it My Gun is Quick But My Aim is
  Lousy and I was so nervous I almost threw up in the
  mens john ahead of time. But it went well: Tony even
  suggested I pitch Fred Dannay to do a series of procedural
  stories about a fictionalized DKA for Ellery Queens
  Mystery Magazine. Fred agreed and I got busy on the first
  story.


  Since this would be maybe the first private
  eye procedural series (Hammetts Op stories had been
  written before the term procedural had been
  coined), I wanted to make my DKA tales ring true. So I stuck as
  close to reality as I could.


  The real DKA specialized in repossessions, skip-tracing, fraud
  and embezzlement investigations for financial institutions, auto
  dealerships, loan outfits, and insurance companies. During the
  intervening five years, DKA had become the biggest repo agency in
  the state. We had a staff of skip-tracers, collectors, clerks,
  typists, a receptionist, a bookkeeper, a shifting number of field
  men, some 15 field offices (usually one-man) scattered around
  California, and affiliation with dozens of repo agencies all over
  the country.


  Naturally, thats what the fictional DKA became,
  too.


  In other words, David Kikkert and Associates of 760 Golden
  Gate became Daniel Kearny Associates of 760 Golden Gate.


  Dave became Dan (not literally, but you get the idea).


  Hiroko Ono became Kathy Onoda. When Hiro died of a CVA at age
  26, so did Kathy (in the DKA File novel Gone, No
  Forwarding).


  Ronile Lahti, who succeeded Hiro as office manager, became
  Giselle Marcwho succeeded Kathy Onoda as office
  manager.


  Ronile started out typing after-school skip-letters for DKA
  while getting a Masters Degree in history from SF State. Once she
  decided to forego teaching for DKA, she got her own P.I. license.
  My fictional Giselle Marc did the same.


  Maurice James OBrienthe best field man in the
  firm after Kikkert himself, and always just known as
  OBbecame Patrick Michael OBannon, ditto and
  ditto.


  Ex-fighter Floyd Ryan became ex-fighter Bart Heslip.


  Sly and tricky Isidore Izzy Martinez became sly
  and tricky Trinidad Trin Morales.


  Stan Croner, once a VP of Crocker-Anglo Bank, became Stan
  Groner of Cal-Cit Bank, a regular fixture of the DKA novels.


  Ken Warner became Ken Warren, but he came later. He does not
  appear in these stories at all. Ken had a serious speech defect,
  and, until 32 Cadillacs, I couldnt figure out how
  to use him as a character without seeming to make fun of his
  impediment. Since that novel, Ken will be always with us.


  Larry Ballard became... Well, there was no Larry Ballard with
  the real DKA. I guess Larry is kind of me. In File #1, hes
  been with DKA a month, as I had been while working the case that
  formed the basis of that story. Larry, tall, lean, blond,
  blue-eyed and hawk-nosed, is certainly not me physically, but
  from the beginning he has thought like me, reacted like me to the
  things he does, sees, hears, experiences and learns as a
  repoman.


  Even the most fanciful of these dozen DKA File Stories is
  based at least loosely on a case I worked, featuring people I
  worked with or met on investigations. I add a great many
  fictional twists, I make the characters larger than life at
  times, but by and large these stories reflect my years at
  DKA.


  File #1 appeared in the December 1967 issue of EQMM,
  File #12 in the March 1989 issue. In between those two stories
  there were the ten other tales in this book, plus three DKA File
  Novels: Dead Skip (1972), Final Notice (1973),
  and Gone, No Forwarding (1976). Since 1989 there have
  been two more novels, 32 Cadillacs (1992) and
  Contract Null & Void (1996); a sixth, Cons,
  Scams & Grifts, will be out from Mysterious Press in
  2001.


  Larry Ballard and Bart Heslip have walk-ons in the non-DKA
  novelette Smart Guys Dont Snore that is
  reprinted in my collection Speak of the Devil (Unity,
  Maine: Five Star 1999).


  And the DKA office at 340 11th Street appears as a disused
  laundry in my Dance of the Dead (The Armchair
  Detective, Vol. 24, No. 2).


  When I started writing the series in 1966,
  most of my characters were in their mid-20s. Kearny and OB
  were in their early 40s. In the File novel I am working on now,
  set in our current year of 2000, most of these same characters
  are in their mid-30s. Kearny and OB are in their early
  50s. To be realistic, everybody should be in their 60s and 70s,
  because 34 years of real time have passed.


  What the hell goes on?


  What goes on is a problem faced by every mystery writer who
  creates a long-term series. Time keeps passing, we as writers
  keep getting older (if were lucky) and keep developing and
  changing (if were even luckier). But what about our
  characters? Who wants a 60-something ingenue flashing a
  less-than-dazzling smile and too much skinny leg? Who wants a
  dashing hero who has to pop Viagra to hang on to his bubbling
  blonde bimbos?


  Most of us, too, not realizing what we faced down the road,
  recklessly sprinkled references to well-known world events in our
  early stories. Wars are really tough to get around later. I made
  Dan Kearny and OB World War Two vetsas were Dave
  Kikkert and the real OB. Hiroko Ono had grown up in a
  California Japanese relocation camp during that same war, so of
  course Kathy Onoda had to, also.


  You will find no such time-fixing references in later DKA
  stories and novels. But not I alone have painted myself into such
  corners:


  The Nero Wolfe stories start in 1934 and end in 1975. In the
  early ones he refers to a wife in Egypt. In Over My Dead
  Body (1940), a woman in her 20s suspected of murder claims
  to be Wolfes daughter. Do the math on those
  factoids.


  Travis McGee is a WWII vet and fought at the Bay of Pigs.


  Robert B. Parkers Spencer is a Korean war vet.


  Ross Thomass Mac and Padillo started their adventures in
  post-WWII Germany. Artie Woo and Quincy Durant appear in
  1978.


  Kinsey Milhone had her first case over a dozen years ago.


  Other problems face the series-writer. First, as you get older
  yourself, your attitudes and interests and physical capabilities
  change, grow, alter, narrow and fade. It is harder to trigger
  your readers willing suspension of disbelief. And unless
  you are eternally vigilant, the past begins to coat your material
  with its soft warm patina of nostalgia.


  Second, society itself keeps changing (never with such
  dizzying speed as nowadays). Its structure, its mores, cars,
  banking hours, salaries, entertainments, communications, the
  racial makeup of neighborhoods . . . The list is of course
  endless.


  How did these other writers I mentioned deal with these three
  interwoven streams of timeyour own age, societys
  age, and your characters ages?


  Rex Stout keeps Nero and Archie ageless, while making society
  contemporary. Archie goes off to war against the Nazis, the
  Commie menace comes and goes, J. Edgar Hoover becomes one of the
  bad buys . . . But they remain unchanged. Stouts greatest
  legerdemain begins with Too Many Cooks (1938) and ends
  with A Right to Die (1964). In the first, Paul Whipple
  is a 20-year old black waiter at a summer spa in the mountains.
  In the second, he is a successful businessman pushing 50, with a
  son the age he was in the first. In both books, Nero and Archie
  are the same age.


  In John D. MacDonalds first Travis McGee novel, The
  Deep Blue Goodbye (1964), Trav is a burly beach bum taking
  his retirement in segments aboard a Florida houseboat. By The
  Green Ripper (1979), while bumming his way around California
  on a case, he is called Pops by the young people he
  meets. He ages almost in real timebut even for
  the great John D., the Bay of Pigs and WWII had to disappear from
  the later books.


  Robert B. Parkers Spencer is still around, making out
  with Susan and wisecracking and beating people up and
  occasionally killing them. He has aged some since his debut in
  The Godwulf Manuscript (1973), but we hear no more about
  Korea. And Parker has started two newer series with much younger
  protagonists.


  Most of Ross Thomass protagonists are a sort of
  soft-edged 38 when they first appear, then just sort of drift
  around without being too well-defined. He did three Mac and
  Padillo novels, then dropped them, did three Artie Woo and Quincy
  Durant novels, and played games with them. In
  Chinamans Chance (1978), Arties twin boys
  are infants; in Voodoo, Ltd. (1992), they are poised to
  enter Harvard in the fall. Artie and Quincy havent aged a
  bit.


  Sue Grafton set her Kinsey Milhone character to conquering the
  alphabet in A Is for Alibi in 1985; now,
  15 years later, Kinsey is still at it but has never gotten out of
  the late 80s. Kinsey lives in real time, but Sue herself has
  pointed out that she is now writing what are in essence 1980s
  period pieces.


  I havent even touched on those master tricksters, Don
  Westlake and Larry Block. Suffice it that Don, writing under his
  Richard Stark pseudonym, started the Parker series in 1962 with
  The Hunter, ended it in 1972 with Plunder
  Squad, and restarted it in 1997 with Comeback.
  Throughout, Parker remains the same cold, dark, hard, mean thief
  we know and love. In Comeback, nothing had changed,
  really not even society, and to hell with all of us.


  Larry brought back the burglar, Bernie Rhodenbarr, after a
  many-year hiatus, but nothing has changed for him, either. Bernie
  and Carolyn exist in a magic bubble, selling books and washing
  dogs and burgling away. Larry saved his greatest sleight-of-hand,
  however, for the Evan Tanner series. Tanner fell off the radar
  screen in the 1960s. When Larry felt the urge to bring him back
  in the late 1990s, he cheerfully tells us that Tanner has been
  cryogenically frozen for 30-some years, and now has been thawed
  out. Somehow, Larry makes this all work.


  When I realized (much too late) that the
  problem existed, I decided to set each new DKA story or novel
  squarely in the time it was written. The cases my detectives
  handle, the people they pursue, willy-nilly move against the
  backdrop of what is going on as I write. Against this
  ever-shifting backdrop, the DKA crew ages, but
  slo-o-o-o-wly. In the course of 34 calendar years, they
  have collectively grown some eight to ten years older.


  But they do develop and mellow, in their own sloth-slow way.
  Wives and girlfriends are featured, drop back into the shadows,
  re-emerge. Dan Kearnys marriage almost collapses, his kids
  grow up. Giselle takes an occasional lover but eventually dumps
  him. OB is finally trying to do something about his
  boozing. Bart is still an ex-fighter with wins in 39 out of 40
  fights (37 by knockout), and Morales is still a son-of-a-bitch.
  Ken Warren is bulking ever larger in my mind, taking on some sort
  of mythic quality like the golem of Jewish legend.


  And Larry Ballard has developed from a rather lanky even
  though athletic kid into an expert scuba diver and a black belt
  in karate. The romantic youth who moons over a lost girl in File
  #1 is still seeking love in the latest novel, but
  seriallyhe moves from lover to lover with restless
  abandon.


  None of this is by my design. It just sort of
  happens. All of my protagonists are very different people than
  they were back in 1966. They have become more complex characters
  all by themselves; I can only go where the DKA crew wants to take
  me.


  Come with us.


  
    
      
        
          Joe Gores


          San Anselmo, CA


          June 2000

        

      

    

  


  


  File #1: Find the
  Girl


  Preface


  When I sent my proposal for this series
  to Fred Dannay, the half of the Ellery Queen writing team who was
  Editor-in-Chief of Ellery Queens Mystery
  Magazine, I stressed true-to-life and procedural. Which meant
  no murders, because repomen, like other real private eyes, seldom
  run across murder. It also meant no guns. During my years in the
  field, I never carried one. In tight situations, guns tend to go
  off, and repos are by definition tight situations. I sure
  didnt want to shoot someone over a car. Or get shot by
  someone. So, no murder, no guns. Not in the short
  stories.


  Since these were procedurals, I thought I had to make them
  quasi-documentary in tone. So I conceived the idea of a time-line
  to run across the top of each scene in the story. The first words
  of Find the Girl are: Tuesday, May 23rd; 8:15
  a.m.


  The time-lines are missing from the second story,
  Stakeout on Page Street, have a brief encore in the
  third, The Three Halves, and then disappear
  forever. By then I had realized that they added little and
  interfered with the flow of the narrative.


  Find the Girl is the most procedural of all
  the stories, as Dead Skip, the first File Novel, is the
  most procedural of the long forms. And for the same reason: up to
  a point, both are true, based on single real cases, because I
  needed the crutch of the familiar. I felt that if I could write
  them as if I were reporting on fieldwork actually done on a real
  case, I would be all right.


  The only totally fictional element I introduced into
  Find the Girl was Larry Ballard, the central
  investigator in the case and truly a green
  peahe has been with DKA a month when the
  story opens. Larry has no real-life counterpart among the real
  DKA crew. Except me, of course.


  Thus, Find the Girl unfolds just about as it
  did in real life, even to Ballards confrontation with
  Kearny at the end. Because I had only been with DKAs
  predecessor, the L.A. Walker Company, for a month at the time I
  was handed the file, I had a like confrontation with Dave Kikkert
  at the end of the real case.


  With the same results.
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