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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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  BEFORE. . .


  FRIDAY, APRIL 18TH





  BEFORE. . .


  Professor Curtis Halstead yawned, looked at his watch, and settled back into his ancient leather easy chair. Paula hadnt been on the 12:30 A.M. bus, or she would have called from the depot; the next, and final, wasnt due from San Francisco until 2:10. He stretched a heavy arm toward his glass
  of red wine, planning to read the dozen mimeod papers hed collected that evening from his graduate seminar in anthropology at Los Feliz University.


  But sitting there in the pool of light from the floor lamp, with the living room of their big old house creaking homely about him, Curt felt his eyelids getting heavy. He surrendered, draining
  his glass and setting aside his papers to slide lower in the chair. In a few minutes his breathing was even and steady.


  You ever had a guy try to queer you? asked Rick Dean idly.


  Rick was nineteen, lean and dark and intense, with a Barrymore profile. Sitting in the front seat of Heavy Ganders 1956 Chevy station wagon, he turned so the remark would include the two
  in back as well as Heavy. One of them, Champ Mather, worked his big callused hands and frowned with the effort of expressing himself.


  Christ, Rick, a guy do that to me, I . . . Id break his neck.


  Well, it happened to me, said Rick, suddenly moody. His dark eyes stared at the cars straggling from the broad V-shaped lot of the drive-in movie. It was two years ago, I
  was just a junior in high school and really dumb. I was walking home from this movie, see, and this guy came along and asked if I minded company.


  He stopped, as if realizing that the lights of a car swinging toward the exit might show the tautness of his features, and tipped up his beer can. They had drunk three six-packs during the
  movie. Since Champ Mather was twenty-one, he could buy it for them legally.


  Then, as soon as we got on a side street, he reached right over and groped me! Right there on the sidewalk!


  The boy beside him stirred. Heavy Gander fit his nickname, for he was obese and sweating under his light windbreaker. Merely because he was behind the wheel, his belly was jammed up tight
  against it.


  So whatd you do, Rick?


  Before Rick could answer, the other boy in the back seat, Julio Escobar, made an elaborate and well-practiced movement, and a switch blade was lying along his palm. It was unopened but deadly
  looking merely by its six-inch folded length. Julio had straight black hair and an olive face whose coarse features included a long down-turned nose and a thick-lipped mouth. The lower lip was
  loose and petulant.


  I would have stuck him! Julio exclaimed intensely.


  In the concealing darkness, Ricks fingers tightened around his beer can. Well, I didnt stick him, but I beat hell out of him. I damned near killed him.


  The others made approving noises, and Rick tossed his dead soldier out the window into the nearly empty drive-in lot. Actually, he had floundered away from the sidewalk across the sandy loam of
  a vacant lot, chased into darkness by the queers laughter. Funny, he hadnt ever before let himself think about that night. His mouth tightened. Say, you guys wanta have a
  little fun?


  Sure, Rick, Champ said immediately. Despite his hulking size, Champ had the alert, devoted, empty eyes of a fine retriever. Rick was the one with ideas. Rick always thought up
  things to do that were fun to remember afterwards, until he forgot. Champ forgot stuff easy.


  How about you, Julio?


  Julio shrugged his narrow shoulders with great nonchalance. We should get some more beer, Rick. Or if we knew who had some pot . . .


  No hash, said Rick sharply. He had blown pot only twice, but it had made him feel vague, made him want to drift. Tonight he didnt want to drift. Tonight he wanted to be
  sharp and hard and tight. He laid a hand on Heavys meaty shoulder. Lets go, man. Well drive down by the university somewhere, see if we can find us a queer. Then
  well give him a hard time, just for the hell of it.


  Heavy emitted a sudden terrific belch, and Julio started giggling. Heavy was forever breaking a guy up with all the wild noises he made.


  Geez, Rick, I dont know . . . Heavy began cautiously.


  Its Fridayno school tomorrow. But if youre chicken


  Heavy granted and twisted the ignition key sharply. He had a roundly cherubic face, but when he brushed back his long blond hair, a skull-and-crossbones ring glinted dully on his right hand.
  Rick grinned to himself. You could always shame chicken Heavy into doing stuff.


  Ill pay for the beer, Rick offered happily.


  What the hell, his folks gave him a good allowance while he was going to junior college, even though he lived at home. As Heavy started the car, Rick thought with a sort of warmth that these
  three guys were still better friends of his than anyone hed met at Jaycee. Julio and Heavy would be out of high school in June, and would be draft bait unless they signed up at Jaycee as he
  had last year. Champ was too dumb for the Army anyway; hed even flunked all their tests and everything.


  You can tell fruiters by the way they walk, every time, said Rick with spurious authority. Drive down El Camino, Heavy . . .


  Paula Halstead hung up the phone and stepped from the booth behind the darkened Greyhound depot. Her spike heels rapped staccato messages from the blacktop, deserted except
  for a young man wearing a cheap suit and an undistinguished tie. He was blond and willowy, with a weak angular face.


  Did you get your husband, maam?


  Yes. The big bear had fallen asleep in his chair.


  Paula might have added, over his wine. If she knew her Curt, he probably had drunk too much dago red and would have been sitting with his head back and his mouth open, snoring gently. At
  forty-three he couldnt shake it off as he once had; and every night he seemed to take that glass or two too many.


  Would you like me to wait until he gets here, maam? persisted the blond youth.


  Paula laughed. She was thirty-six, one of those slender yet well-rounded women who remain sexually attractive into their fifties. Her mouth was generous but thin-lipped, her nose short and
  straight, and her eyes a startling blue in a face made tawny by the Peninsulas inevitable sunshine.


  Lord, no! Its only about ten minutes from our house at this time of night. But it is so very nice of you to offer . . .


  He shook her hand, formally with a slight bow, and she watched him start walking east toward the railroad tracks. A rather effeminate young fellow by his looks, clerk in some county office, but
  married and with a new child. They had begun talking on the bus because they both had been carrying that evenings program to the San Francisco Spring Opera; his baby son had prevented his
  wife from accompanying him to the city. Not often young people were opera enthusiasts now.


  An old green station wagon squealed into Brewer from El Camino, with shouts and laughter from the boys inside. Paula shook her head and smiled to herself. In her high school days the jalopies
  had carried such signs as Dont laugh, lady, your daughter may be in this car; the world had worn primary colors then. Even sex, with its hurried fumblings in back seats, had seemed
  exciting then, not the messy, boring business that marriage had proved it to be.


  In the next block the brake lights brightened and there was the harsh grunt of tires sliding over gravel. There was a single shout, very clear in the chilly mid-April air. Then Paula was
  running, toward the station wagon and the four figures which had converged on the young man who had ridden the bus with her.


  Stop! she cried, flying toward them, too outraged to taste fear. Stop it! You cant . . .


  Rick had twisted the victims arms up behind his back, so high that he was bent almost double. Champs knee worked three times, like a piston, driving up into the strained, contorted
  features level with his belt buckle. Champ grunted with effort each time his knee connected.


  Heavy tore at his shoulder, yelping in a voice made reedy by fear, Quick, you guys! Champ! Run! Somebodys coming . . .


  As the others scrambled for the car, Rick, transported, drove the heel of his shoe into the back of the fallen youths head. He twisted his leg, so he could feel the face grinding into the
  gravel of the railroad right-of-way. Then he too ran, bursting from the shadows just as Paula arrived.


  For a moment they were face-to-face, the streetlamp shining directly on Ricks features. Then, with a little mew of belated terror, he swept her aside and almost dove for the open rear
  door of the wagon. It squealed around the next corner and was gone as Paula tottered toward the fallen youth.


  His breathing was shallow and labored. With sudden resolution she tugged at his shoulder to roll him over onto his side. Only then did she see what Champs knee and the gravel had done to
  his face and his eyes.


  She gagged, staggered away a few steps, and threw up violently. Her body contracted jerkily with each spasm. Then heavy running footsteps raised her head. Curts chunky shape was pounding
  toward her from the bus depot where his VW was pulled up with the motor running and the drivers side door hanging open.


  Oh, thank God, Paula sobbed in a half-whisper.
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  Chapter One


  Rick Dean had inherited his mothers dark good looks and his fathers nervous energy. Waiting for Debbie Marsden in the Jaycee cafeteria, he realized that he was
  tapping rhythmically on the tile floor with his right foot. Relax. Last Friday was over, couldnt be changed. By the newspaper reports, there was no way they ever could be tied in with what
  had happened to that Harold Rockwell.


  No way, that is, except one.


  He wiped a hand across his forehead. Where in hell was Debbie? Of course, she had to get a ride up from the university after her nine oclock, but he had told her ten-thirty sharp in the
  caf, had cut his Survey of Western Civ to meet her. He shouldnt be cutting even gut courses, not today. Not the Monday after . . .


  Could that Paula Halstead have gotten their license? Hell, it had been dark, shed been running . . . He wouldnt have panicked and tromped that Rockwell if she hadnt
  come running up that way. Who could have known he was married, for Christ sake, with a kid and everything? And then that crap in the papers about him being blinded. You couldnt blind a guy
  just by pushing him around a little, could you?


  Ricks leg was jiggling again, his foot tapping the tiles. In sudden vivid recall, his heel was against the yielding neck muscles, he could feel the face being ground into the gravel. He
  shredded the glowing tip of his cigarette in the ashtray; what sleep he had lost over the weekend had been from fear, not remorse.


  Rick stood up suddenly and waved, sloshing coffee across his tray. The girl was just his age, with long toffee-colored hair worn absolutely straight and framing a heart-shaped face. She moved
  like a filly.


  Im sorry Im late. I had to wait for a ride, and


  Thats okay, Deb. Rick made his voice nonchalant so she would not know it was important. After all, Paula Halstead could identify him: maybe not the car, maybe not the
  others, but him. They sat down.


  Debbie Marsden had expressive blue eyes, wide-set. Her nose turned up too much and she had a long upper lip, and though her mouth was accented with too much lipstick, she still looked younger
  than her nineteen years. All except her figure. Her body really had filled out in the nine months since he last had seen her.


  You made it sound important on the phone, Rick. There was vague petulance in her voice. After not hearing from you for months


  The folks have really kept me hitting the books this year. Mas afraid Ill get drafted.


  What did she expect, for Christ sake, a hot-line to her dorm? Hed taken her to the high school senior prom, then dated her a couple of more times before last July, when theyd gone
  swimming out at Sears Lake. Shed let him get all steamed up afterwards, on a blanket up from the beach, and then had left him hanging. Still, she was the only person he knew going to the
  university. He made his voice casual.


  Say, Deb, do you know a prof at the U named Halstead?


  Curtis Halstead? She was not a beautiful girl, but when she smiled, her face came vibrantly alive. Know of him. Hes a full prof in the anthropology department.
  One of my girl friends, Cynthia, has him for a course. I met his wife at a faculty tea last September.


  Rick made himself stir the cold coffee left in his cup. Talk about blind luck! Could you . . . ah . . . get his home address?


  Why, I suppose so, Rick. Wouldnt it just be in the phone book?


  Wow. That woman, that Paula, must have shaken him up worse than hed thought. He should have come up with the phone-book idea. The woman was frozen in his memory like a fly in
  amber, that was the trouble: her gleaming blond hair, her startling blue eyes, her high cheekbones, the thin parted lips with the teeth gleaming between them like . . .


  Is anything wrong, Rick? You look so funny . . .


  Good old Deb. He stared at her, as if seeing her for the first time. Man, shed really grown up during those months. He hadnt meant Paula to be mentioned, just Halstead himself,
  since Debbie might have read about that Rockwell creep in the newspapers and seen Paulas name, as Rick had. But he remembered from high school that she had only been interested in
  international affairs, all that crap, like his Dad was in the stock-market reports. She thought he looked bothered, huh? He raised his head to give her the look that worked on his Ma even when she
  was sore about something.


  Well, you see, Deb, theres this sort of mix-up . . .


  Rick, are you in trouble? Her eyes shone; she took his hand in both of hers as if it were a fragile treasure. Her lips were parted. Hell, he should have thought of this
  right away; shed lived just two streets away when theyd been kids, had always acted a little gone on him.


  Not really in trouble, Deb, just . . . His facile imagination took over then, as it always did when he was conning some chick, even his Ma. You remember the Triumph that Dad
  gave me for graduation? And remember what he said about having an accident with it if Id been drinking?


  Rick, you didnt smash up your car!


  No, nothing like that. Its just that, ah, yesterday Id had a couple of beers and was coming from the parking lot at the bar Id been in up by Five Points, and I just
  touched fenders with this other car.


  And Professor Halstead was driving the other car?


  His wife was. Ricks imagination was in full flight now, he could almost see the tall slender woman getting out of her cara Mercedes, saywith a flash of shapely
  woman leg and a dazzling smile. This morning I got thinking that if she went to her insurance company and it got back to Dad, somehow . . .


  He stopped there, watching her. Women were really dumb about cars and insurance, anyway, and Deb knew his old man was a broker.


  But . . . what can I do, Rick?


  Do you think maybe you could find out when shed be home alone? I mean, I wouldnt want to ask her in front of her husband to not report an accident to her insurance
  company, and just let me pay her for the repairs. Not with her old man a college prof and all.


  Men were such babies with their precious male pride. Just in her one year at the U, Debbie had learned that a wide-eyed look of rapture during class lectures meant a better grade from any male
  prof, even the old ones past thirty who should know better. But she was really glad that Rick had come to her for help; shed been crushed last summer when hed dropped her, after
  shed gone further with him than she had with any other man before.


  All right, she said, smiling abruptly. Her teeth were white and even; Rick could remember when she had worn braces. Ill pretend Im interviewing him for the
  student newspaper or something. She stood up. Ill be late for glee club rehearsal, Rick, but you can call me tomorrow at Forrest Hall.


  Leaving, she wondered if he had called her just for help in straightening out about the accident. Maybe, when he called tomorrow . . . She wondered if he still ran around with those icky
  kids, that Julio who gave her the creeps, and that fat one, Heavy, and the big dumb one with the funny eyes whod quit school before he graduated. Champ, that was it. Theyd always been
  the ones who were sent down to the principals office to be disciplined.


  Watching her slip away through the crowd with a wave of her hand, Rick suddenly realized that she was really a wild-looking chick. In the months since hed last seen her, shed
  started wearing her hair different, and her figure sure had filled out. But then, unexpectedly, he thought of Paula Halstead. Blue eyes burning in a brown, slender face. Maybe if he just went over
  to her place, alone, told her how it had happened, maybe shed just agree not to tell the cops about him. And then maybe she and he could . . .


  Wiggy, for Christ sake. Thats what he was, wiggy. She was a hell of a big danger to him. Period. What did they do to you for blinding some guy? And it all had started out so simple, too;
  just a little fun, like they used to have with kids in high school from the lower grades, getting them down behind the boiler in the basement and taking their lunch money away from them. Instead of
  wiggy ideas about Paula Halstead, he ought to be figuring out how he could make sure she couldnt identify him. If she couldnt, he was safe. If she could . . .


  Well, if she could, he somehow had to make sure that she wouldnt. That meant he had to find some leverage, something to scare her with.


  But how? Maybe he could get old Debbie to help him, he thought, with the vague outline of a plan forming in his mind. Without her knowing what he really was doing, of course.


  And when all this was over, maybe hed start picking up on old Debbie again. Shed developed into some real prime stuff.
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‘Mr Gores writes some of the hardest,
smoothest, most lucid prose in the field’
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