

  [image: cover]



  


  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 road.


    Jack Kerouac


    On the road again.


    Willie Nelson


    The road to hell is paved with good intentions.


    Anonymous


    All roads lead to Rome.


    Voltaire
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  Prologue


  It was Easter. From his exquisite one-story art deco building in the 9100 block of Sunset Boulevard, Victor Marr talked on the scrambler phone with
  the Yakuza gangster named Kahawa, in Hong Kong on his behalf. Marr was a mid-60s granite block of a man, with a stud-poker face not easily bluffed, a bold nose, and pale eyes that held no mercy.
  Tall and wide, still with the unruly hair and whipcord muscles of the Okie oil drill rigger he had been, summers, while attending the Colorado School of Mines. Then geologist for Standard. Out on
  his own. The first massive wildcat strike . . .


  Now West Indian Oil was one of the Big Five.


  Were you able to close the deal? he demanded.


  From Hong Kong, Kahawa said in accented English, A man in Europe put money down. Brantley says a number of cutouts were used, he does not even know the buyers real name. But I saw
  the contract. It is of iron.


  Of course you outbid this man. The Hong Kong silence was eloquent. Marrs face tightened. You did get it from Brantley.


  I stole it. But moving it safely out of Hong Kong undetected poses certain . . . problems. It might take time . . .


  The tension left Marrs face. His steel-shaving mouth turned up at the ends. He thought he was smiling. For the first time, he used a title of respect in addressing the Yakuza.


  Most satisfactory, Kahawa-san. Make sure no harm comes to it. I need the time to beef up my security arrangements at Xanadu anyway. Tell Brantley to keep news of our acquisition
  from the man in Europe until it is in my hands. And he must never tell the authorities about this. Not ever.


  Both will be difficult. Brantley is a man of honor.


  Until it is in my handsand never. Understood? If he refuses to cooperate, quote Falstaff to him: Honor . . . who hath it? He that died o Wednesday. 


  Marr hung up. His tastes had been refined over the years. Now, he could quote Shakespeare. Now, no truck stop waitress could satisfy his sexual urges. Now, no work of art except an original by a
  grand master could excite him.


  But one could possess only so many women, could own only so many grand masters. One wanted . . . more. The archetypal. The unique. Hence this little gem of an office building on Sunset
  instead of a Century City penthouse suite. Hence . . . it.


  No need to show his prize to others. Enough to know no one else had one like it because there was no other like it.


  Marr speed-dialed Xanadu, his hilltop estate three hundred miles up the coast in the Big Sur wilderness. He asked for, and despite the holiday got, R.K. Robinson, his head of security. He gave
  Robinson very specific instructions without telling him why: never let a subordinate know too much.


  He made the call because there was always the possibility that the unknown European, upon eventually hearing of the theft, might try to reclaim his prize. But Victor Marr, in that secret inner
  place other men might call a soul, did not believe for an instant there was any actual danger. Who else in this ruthless world was as ruthless as he?


  He was rightbut also wrong. He was forgetting that in this ruthless world there is also sly.


  


  Chapter One


  On that Easter Monday at Universal Studios, just over the hill from Marrs Sunset Boulevard office, a shaggy black bear came down a flight of
  stairs with the shambling side-to-side gait of an animal not used to walking upright. In front of him half a dozen orderly queues of Easter week vacationers waited for open trams that would take
  them on the last of that days famous Universal Studios backlot tours.


  Among them was a small black girl of about five, pink dress, matching pink shoes, with pink-beribboned pigtails sticking straight out from each side of her head. When she saw the bear, her eyes
  flew wide, whites showing all around, even as her face scrunched up to deliver a wail of urban terror.


  The bear stepped off the curb in front of her, tipped his Smokey Bear forest rangers hat down over one eye, and did a soft-paw shuffle as he sang in a fine bear-i-tone voice.


  
  
    
      Smokey the Bear wears a hat,


      But he doesnt know where its at!

    

	

  


  The childs face was illuminated by a radiant smile. The bear did the old vaudeville head dip so his hat rolled down his arm on its rim to land in his wide clumsy
  bears paw.


  
  
    
      Brer Bears chapeaus awful silly,


      Why, thats entirely gilding the lily!

    

  

  


  And by some strange magic it wasnt a hat anymore, it was a magnificent paper lily all of gold.


  
  
    
      A lily, a rose, by whatever name,


      Is the very point of this silly game!

    

  

  


  And somehow his lily had been transmogrified into a paper rose.


  The bear stepped back to do a clumsy bow for the laughing children, lost his balance, and went sprawling over the curb right in front of them. As they OOOHHHed in alarm, he clambered
  clumsily to his feet, opened his arms, and finished his song:


  
  
    
      To fashion a crown in this way,


      For our beauteous Queen of the Day!

    

  

  


  And yes! His single paper rose had become a small circlet of tiny, real, red tea roses with green leaves and interwoven stems. Which fragrant crown he balanced on the little
  black girls pigtails. Somehow, for a moment, wearing her tippy crown, she was the regal woman she would become.


  The trams were there. The bear hugged the little kids and even their mommies, and posed for pictures with them all. He ended up sitting on his haunches with his upside-down Smokey hat
  rematerialized in his hand. This gave the jovial, invigorated people the chance, should they so desire, to drop change into it as they boarded. Many did.


  Brer Bear shambled away from the deserted tram stop. He stepped over a waist-high barrier to slip into the janitors shed where he had hidden his vinyl satchel. In
  a few moments he had become just a shaggy puddle of fake fur on the concrete floor out of which Ephrem Poteet emerged as butterfly from chrysalis.


  Poteet was an almost-swarthy gent in his late 30s, with dark eyes he could make glisten like those of Antonio Banderas. He was still handsome despite new fine lines etched into his face by weeks
  of strain. Strain indeed. Terrible things had been done up in San Francisco, but that was all over now. He was once more wuzho, pure and unashamed, back where he belonged, his secrets
  safe. No one knew he was here, especially not his wife, who was utterly ruthless and had strange powers that he feared.


  All the time he had been cavorting around, Poteets long-fingered hands had been busy through slits under each front paw of his suit. Now he dug into the long, hidden pockets he had sewn
  down the outsides of the bears legs. Lo and behold, here were wallets rich with cash, here were credit card folders and a poker hand of phone cards, here even was a folded sheaf of
  old-fashioned travelers checks. All of them lifted from purses and wallets and handbags and back pockets.


  The wallets would go into a series of convenient trash cans on the way home; their credit and phone cards, soon to be traded for cash, would temporarily rejoin Brer Bear in the satchel.
  The cash would go into his pockets; through a series of small purchases he would convert the travelers checks into more cash.


  Half an hour later Ephrem Poteet, satchel in hand, strolled Universals CityWalk like any other tourist. Past Gladstones, with sawdust on its floor and open
  barrels of salted peanuts in the shell. Past the thirty-foot-high King Kong scaling the wall of the video store. Past Wizards Magic, the magic-themed restaurant under the high-glassed dome
  roof. Finally, past the fountains that sprang up randomly to wet down those who challenged them.


  In the back of a foyer housing several ATM machines was a door with DO NOT ENTER above it and a red light beside it. A notice warned that a bell would sound if the door was opened. Poteet opened
  it. No bell sounded. Parked under a NO PARKING sign outside in the alley was a golf cart. He putt-putted down the same winding road up which the daytime trams had toiled laden with sightseers, left
  the cart among several others parked behind Building 473 by the creative types from the Editorial Building.


  A bus dropped Poteet on Highland in an area of Hollywood where no tourist from the Universal tour would venture after dark. On North Whitley, next to a distributor of naughty
  underwear, he entered the Hurly Burly. The saloon stank of illicit smoke, stale beer, and fresh urine. The juke was wailing a 1940s song about a lady they called the Gypsy. She could look in the
  future, said the song, and take away all your fears. Unless the Gypsy was Yana, of course.


  A very fat woman in a fuzzy red sweater sat at the left end of the bar, swollen feet hooked over the rung of her stool, massive thighs stretching her stretch slacks to their utmost.


  Buy a girl a drink, dearie, she simpered, gap-toothed.


  Pointing at her glass, Poteet chose the opposite end of the bar. There was no one in between, nor in any of the four booths along the side wall. The Hurly Burlys solvency obviously did
  not depend on its booze sales.


  The bartender slid another drink down to the fat woman. He wore a gold hoop earring in one ear and a knife scar on one swarthy cheek. Blue veins stood out on his temples. His eyes had seen all
  that his particular world had to offer.


  Ephrem the Dip, he said, long time no.


  Not long enough, Ephrem said, glad to see him. Draft.


  He slid one of the purloined credit cards across the stick to the bartender. The man regarded it, nodded.


  How many and how fresh?


  Twenty-twomaybe five hours old. Poteet mated the credit card with a phone card. And seven of these.


  Ill move em back east tonight. What price we talkin?


  Twenty minutes later the deal was struck, and the cards and a good deal of cash surreptitiously changed hands. Ephrem barely wet his lips with beer. When he drank, he drank too much too quickly
  with generally disastrous results.


  Etty Mae Walston was a small-boned but wide-beamed widow lady with slightly bowed legs and bifocals and wispy dead-white hair piled atop her head like shaving cream. She had lived
  in the 2800 block of Marathon in L.A.s Silver Lake district for enough years to register the neighborhoods distressing decline. Heavens to Betsy, these days your car could be stolen
  right off the street and the police might not show up until the next day.


  Since TV, save televangelists and infomercials, had little on it a decent body wanted to watch, Etty Mae spent much of her time spying on her neighbors from between front-room lace curtains
  washed thin by time. Her binoculars had been bought by her late husband, God rest his soul, for Dodger home games.


  About two weeks earlier an almost-swarthy gent had moved into the paint-peeling white-frame house next door. He was very frustrating to Etty Mae; because he received no mail, she could not get
  his name from the postman or by snooping in his mailbox. He seldom came home before midnight, and seldom stirred outside before noon. Why, only the good Lord knew who he really was and what he was
  up to.


  A terrorist planning to bomb Parker Center? A white slaver seeking to abduct teenagers for the vile uses of Saddam Hussein? One of those rapists who drove around after dark in a closed van
  grabbing innocent women right off the street?


  Tonight, just after The 700 Club, her vigilance was rewarded. As on the previous night, the underdressed woman came clicking up the sidewalk in her high heels to pause under the
  streetlight. This time Etty Maes binoculars were ready to bring her into focus: long black hair, oval face, strong nose, red-gleaming lips. Tight dress, white gloves.


  Just like last night, the hussy went up the steps of the terrorist/white-slaver/rapists unlighted house to meld with the shadows on his porch. Why, oh why, wasnt the front door
  angled so Etty Maes binoculars could probe whether she went inside?


  Just after midnight, Ephrem Poteet unlocked his front door to go yawning into the echoing, half-empty house. The way to the single bedroom lay across the living room and down
  the short hallway. He didnt bother with lights; there was almost no furniture to run into anyway.


  Perfume stopped him dead in the bedrooms open doorway. Familiar perfume. Lights blazed to squint his night-adjusted eyes. She had been sitting on the bed in the dark, waiting for him.
  Young and beautiful. Rich curve of breast and hip emphasized by a thin, clinging dress that showed extravagant cleavage. What powers had she used to find him so soon?


  My beloved wife! he exclaimed ironically, carefully schooling superstitious dread from face and voice.


  The title papers, she purred. I want them. And the money. Everything is mine.


  He knew he would give her what she wantedall of it. He would give her todays take, too, if it would get her out of his life. But to give in too easily would make her
  suspicious.


  The money is spent, he lied. He hadnt been able to bring himself to touch a cent of it. Why had he even taken it?


  She stood with a lithe movement, advanced on him even while smoothing the skimpy fabric down over her hips to emphasize their curves. Her eyes twinkled as her mouth made a moue.


  All of it gone? Every penny? Bad Ephrem!


  She slid her arms around him, pressed her open mouth to his. Her tongue darted. Her hips ground against his. She triggered his arousal as she always did. She giggled.


  Aha, my Ephrem, I feel that you are glad to see me.


  Yes. But still, I should get something for the papers.


  So you shall, my Ephrem. Here. Her hand came out of her purse to slide razor-sharp steel into his belly. She jerked the blade sideways and up. Like it?


  He gasped and fell, wide-eyed, as she skidded the straight-backed chair over under the ceilings old-fashioned light fixture. Even then, going into shock, he tried to outwit her.


  An old fox . . . doesnt use . . . the same den twice . . .


  But you are a stupid old fox, my Ephrem. I made sure last night that it was all hidden right up here in the ceiling.


  If you knew . . . where it . . . was . . . then why . . .


  I thought you understood, my sweetI want you dead.


  Mister? The voice was old and quavery and full of dread, but it called again, Mister, you all right?


  In . . . here . . . Ephrem managed to get out.


  By squinting he could see the old white-haired lady from next door, for once without her binoculars. Her mouth was slack with fright: who could blame her? Here he was, bleeding on the floor,
  with his pockets turned out and a knife buried in his gut.


  So your nosiness overcame your fear, he thought. Nothing new there. All his life he had known women like that.


  All his life he had known women . . .


  Known women . . . known . . . women . . .


  It was my . . . wife . . . from . . . Frisco . . .


  The old womans face was down close to his. Not just nosiness. At the end, Rom thief and lonely old gadja woman.


  Oh, you poor, poor man!


  The room was darkening. He felt an overwhelming sadness, a sense of loss, the loss of what should have been.


  Yana, he croaked. Despite all, he now knew, he still loved her. He cried, Yana-a-a-a-a . . .


  Nevermore.


  


  Chapter Two


  On Tuesdays beautiful early spring afternoon in Rome, Willem Van De Post was behind his desk getting a phone call from Hong Kong. He was a
  heavy man but obviously athletic, with shirtsleeves rolled up over muscular forearms, a square Germanic head, sandy hair, and piercing blue eyes. What he heard robbed him of all tranquillity, made
  him lean forward across the desk, made his hand whiten around the receiver.


  Stolen? he demanded in impeccable Italian. He listened, then burst out, I dont care who threatened who with what, we have a valid contract, the renovation is almost
  complete . . .


  He looked diminished in his swivel chair. This acquisition was to have been the crowning achievement of a long and honorable career: how he had fought the board of directors to allocate the
  funds on the argument that it would bring them international fame!


  Is there any indication of whom He listened. A Japanese? He paused, said, What good does it do me if you send my deposit back? I wont have
  the He stopped again. I . . . I will have to call you later.


  He sat staring sightlessly out the window at the green sweeping vistas his office overlooked. Call him back? Why bother? The prize had been stolen by, Willem knew as surely as if he had seen it
  in a crystal ball, international financier Victor Marr. Hed always known Marr wanted it, but never dreamed he would use the Yakuza gangster Kahawa to steal it and to threaten Brantley with
  ruin, pain, perhaps even death, to ensure his silence. Only because of their long friendship, he was sure, had Brantley dared call him at all.


  Willem could go back to the board of directors, of course, the ministry, even, but what could they do? The facility to house it was nearly complete. So what? Marr would laugh at Interpol, laugh
  at governments. Would say, Prove I have it.


  Then the frown lines eased on his handsome, lived-in face. He could never prove Marr stole it, and he could never match the man for sheer ruthlessness. But . . . in the wild days of his youth he
  had done some things to stay alive, and thus already had a wonderful connection in California: his wifes uncle, Staley Zlachi, King of the Muchwaya Gypsies.


  Offered a sufficiently tempting prize, Staley might just be persuaded to do some work on Willems behalf. For the first time since hanging up the phone, Willem Van De Post began to smile
  gently to himself. Devl knew, Uncle Staley was not ruthless. But he was sly.


  Willem Van De Post was suddenly ready to call Brantley back in Hong Kong.


  Because of the time zones, that warm afternoon in Rome was a chilly 5:47 A.M. in San Franciscos foggy Richmond District. Dan Kearny was parked in
  the Coronet Theaters no-parking zone on Geary Boulevard. Around the corner behind him, on Arguello, three leased car transports roped exhaust into the chilly dawn air. Ahead, beyond the
  Almaden intersection, Wileys UpScale Motors was crowded with costly sports cars and restored classics.


  Kearny was a compact man in his early 50s, heavy of face, massive of jaw, hard of eye, his thinning curly hair gone silver. He unhooked a clumsy handful of mike from the dash of his Ford Escort
  to thumb the red button on its side. For an operation like this, give him the good old outmoded C/B radio every time.


  This is S/F-One. All units check in.


  Giselle Marc was tall and lean with wicked thighs, blond hair in loose easy waves around her face, blue eyes alight, big brain ticking over. Excitement thrummed in her voice: this was her first
  time in the field on a dealership raid.


  S/F-Two. A block away on the other side of Geary.


  Next to check in was OBannon, the redheaded Irishman with the freckle-splashed leathery face, gargling his Rs as usual.


  Faith an BeJaysus, an tis a frosty mornin for poor auld S/F-Three to be up here on Lone Mountain.


  He was in place at Rossi and Turk, two blocks uphill. A couple of years Kearnys junior, when he left the booze alone OB was the best all-around field man DKA had after Dan
  himself.


  S/F-Four, check in, said Kearny.


  Bart Heslips heavy baritone growl wore the field-nigger patois it amused him to put on and off at will like an old and treasured sweater. He had a stylishly shaven pate and a thin
  mustache. S/F-Four mos surely be on Palm below Euclid, waitin fo word fum de Great White Father, yassah boss.


  When he had quit the ring with still-unscrambled brains to become a repoman, Bart had been a rising middleweight with thirty-nine wins (thirty-seven by KO) out of forty fights put into the
  record books.


  Larry Ballard was next, thumbing his mike with a stifled yawn. S/F-Five on Anza between Stanyan and Loraine Court, over.


  Not boredom, Kearny knew: probably out chasing some skirt all night. Despite his love of the ladies, despite sun-bleached hair and surfer good looks and a recent black belt in karate, Ballard,
  Kearny had to admit, was a damned good field man.


  Next came a thin and reedy voice so unlike Trin Moraless usual breathy Latino tones that Kearny barely recognized it.


  S/F-Six, in place by Mels Drive-In.


  Morales was just back from a prolonged medical leave of absence after an outraged Latino and three amigos had beaten him to a pulp because Trin had messed with the mans teenage
  sister. He had lost much more than forty pounds and his bully-boy manner; he was almost timid now. Kearny had never liked him much, despite his being a tough, treacherous, amoral, first-rate
  repoman. Now, maybe, not even that. Ballard actively hated his guts.


  After waiting in vain for Ken Warrens check-in, Kearny said, S/F-Seven, whats your twenty? Ken was silent. Kearny repeated his question. Are you in position,
  S/F-Seven?


  Finally there came two double-clicks as Warren thumbed his mike on and off twice. Which meant his Dodge Ram was squatting right on the Wiley UpScale Motors front gate with a long-handled
  chain-cutter waiting open-jawed on the seat.


  Dan Kearny checked his watch and said Go! into the mike.


  The DKA hands burned rubber to close in on UpScale from all sides. The drivers of the auto transporters snapped away their cigarettes while trotting back to their trucks. Ken Warren was out of
  his Ram to snip the padlock chain on the gate as if the case-hardened steel was Silly Putty.


  Big John Wiley threw back the covers in their bedroom a mile or so away on El Camino del Mar to stumble bare-ass across the room and cut the alarm. He had rounded shoulders, a
  sunken chest, a watermelon belly. Wings of lank black hair hung down on either side of his face. His blue eyes were shrewd, his mouth sensual, his nose well-shaped.


  Big John punched 911 on the bedside phone. My name is John Wiley and somebody is breaking into my auto dealership on Geary at Almaden!


  He listened, cursed, and hung up. Still abed was Eloise, his wife of thirteen years, a pretty blonde who had put on weight but could still turn the boys heads when she was all dolled up.
  He jerked the covers down from her bare shapely shoulders.


  Get dressed, baby, he said. We dont have much time.


  Most classic car dealerships take their restored autos on consignment, or buy them outright. Big John didnt have the cash for that, so Cal-Cit Bank lent him the capital needed for the
  stock to attract high-tech Gen-X buyers, using the cars themselves as collateral. As a car was sold, Big John was supposed to pay off the bank loan on that particular vehicle.


  Lately hed sort of forgotten about those repayments, until Stan Groner, VP Business Loans, got tired of missing cars and missing cash and being out on a limb. He told Kearny to raid
  UpScale, grab all the cars on the lot, and auction them off.


  Eloise was awake by now. Whats the matter, Johnny?


  Cal-Cit Bank is hitting the dealership.


  She was out of bed, throwing on her clothes.


  Those shits! What do you want me to do?


  Drive the Vette down to Pacifica and lock it in your sisters garage and forget its there. Get her to drive you home and tell her to forget it, too. Ill drive
  to UpScale in your heap with some bucksrepomen were born with their hands out.


  What about our salesmen?


  Screw the salesmen, theyre on their own.


  Of course screw them. But theyre all driving cars from your lot as demos. If we can hide those cars too until


  Good thinking. Big John paused in the doorway. Warn them from your car phone on the way down to Pacifica.


  At UpScale Motors, the first of the auto transporters was backed into the open gate with its ramp down. Kearnys crew was opening cars and firing them up. Giselle plunked
  down into the icy leather seat of a sweet little red 88 Alfa Romeo Spider Quadrifoglio with personalized plates reading STATO. She keyed awake the dashboards bank of red and yellow
  lights. The engine growled. She liked this car!


  Kearny was standing beside the transporter ramp, clipboard in hand, marking them off. Heslip and Morales had the first two aboard; Ballard waited his turn in a Maserati Bora Coupe. Kearny came
  over to the Alfa, leaned down as Giselle opened the window.


  When this one is on the truck, Giselle, sneak into Wileys office and get the names and addresses of his salesmen. Well grab the demos theyre driving before they can
  hide em.


  Ballard, whose flooring reports of cars out of trust at UpScale had stirred Groner to action, grinned and jerked his head at a Corolla rolling to a stop beyond the fence.


  Do it the easy wayheres Big John himself.


  Kearny walked through the gate to meet Wiley, who was out of his car and waving his arms and yelling.


  Get those cars off that transporter! Just last night I personally handed Mr. Groner a check for


  I spoke with Mr. Groner eight minutes ago, lied Kearny blandly. And . . . He made a slashing motion across his throat.


  Big John drew him away to where the transporter shielded them from the others. There really is some mistake here.


  Yeah, and you made it. Youre out of trust with Cal-Cit Bank on twenty-seven cars worth over seven hundred K.


  Big Johns hand brought out a roll of greenbacks, casually.


  Several of these cars are already soldthey just need final detailing before delivery. He pressed a fistful of bills into Dan Kearnys hand with his deal-closing smile.
  I just bet youre a man who likes a few bucks under the table.


  Kearny grinned like a wolverine, but his eyes were suddenly the coldest Big John had ever facedand, being in the used-car trade, Big John knew his cold eyes. Kearny opened his hand. The
  ocean wind coming up Geary whipped away the dead presidents like a politicians promises.


  You bet wrong, Dan Kearny said.


  Benny Lutheran, a heavy-bodied blunt-faced man of German heritage, bragged that he could close a deal with a dead man. As he came down Geary his car phone buzzed. He picked
  up.


  Benny Lutheran.


  BennyEloise Wiley.


  Benny was passing the Coronet Theater. He put on his turn signal and his oiliest salesmans voice. Eloise! It was the first time shed called him since last
  years Christmas party when she was drunk in the storeroom and let him put his hand down the front of her peasant blouse. Meet you in the storeroom?


  The bank is closing down the dealership, she said.


  Benny had already started his turn into UpScale. Later, he said, dropped his cell phone, slammed on his brakes, hit reverse, and squealed backward out of the open gate.


  Ken Warren was already running for his Dodge Ram. He had recognized the sporty little vintage 1975 280Z from the hot-sheet. A salesman was driving it as a demo and was trying
  to keep it as his own. No way, man!


  Benny Lutheran made a screaming right turn off Geary into the first street he came to, Beaumont Avenue. Beaumont dead-ended a block uphill at Turk. Turn left, and Turk was a straight shot to
  Divisadero. Jink over a block to Golden Gate, and hed be one-way inbound all the way to Market Street.


  So he whipped left into Turk, acceleratedand stood on the brakes in a scream of smoking rubber. The cross-walk was flooded with students on their way to early classes at the Lone Mountain
  Campus of U.S.F. A black-haired pixie-faced girl in a red warm-up jacket gave him an exuberant finger.


  Pissed off, Benny twisted to look over his shoulder before gunning the Datsun in reverse. Three inches from his back bumper hulked the repomans truck. Bennys door was opened, a
  vise-grip hand reached in; suddenly he was standing in the street beside his car with his shirtfront rumpled. The students had stopped to watch. The girl in the red jacket jeered at him.


  You gonna take that? Paste him one in the mouth!


  At the same time the repoman said, Ahng taktin nat cah!


  Hey, this guy was some kind of retard! Retards, Benny knew from five minutes of a PBS special hed caught, were gentle souls and stupid besides. He was as tall as the retard, and
  out-weighed him by thirty pounds. And Miss Pixie-Face was watching.


  So he threw a looping right hand at the retards jaw. It was a good right. It connected. It hurt his hand. It didnt seem to hurt the retards jaw.


  Thunk! Bright colors. Benny, feeling sick, was sitting on broad tan steps leading from Turk Street up to the lofty spires of Lone Mountain College, holding Miss Pixie-Faces
  handkerchief to his broken nose. His tear-blurred eyes saw a wavery form standing over him. It waggled a finger in his face.


  Hnew hnitan htay ner!


  Again, Benny didnt understand a word the guy said, but he just knew, in his heart of hearts, that only an idiot would stir from that spot just then. And Benny Lutheran was no idiot.


  Nor was the retard. Not even a retard, in fact. Just one hell of a tough carhawk with a speech impediment, helping to put Wileys UpScale Motors out of business.
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