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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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  Chapter One


  It was raining in Portland. It was always raining in Portland, thought Big Art Elliott, unless Mt. St. Helens was dumping her crap in the streets. And sometimes even then. He
  jumped out of the Caddy Seville with its tucked-under tailhe always thought of a hound dog getting its butt kickedand dodged through the rain into the branch post office. He was built
  like a bear, with features too juvenile for his jowly face. Only pale watchful eyes suggested his 41 years.


  A local newspaper headline in the lobby coin box caught his eye: UNION OFFICIAL SUBPOENAED IN PENSION FUND PROBE. Yeah, tell us about it, he thought sourly. He had pushed a big rig for 14 years,
  he could give the fucking newspapers a few scoops himself.


  Hed moved to an inside job four years before, and his clothes showed it: roll-collar ivory shirt open three buttons, gold medallion glinting on his hairy chest, stacked-heel
  over-the-ankle boots to add three inches to his six-one.


  There was a letter from Runyan in his box. Christ, Runyan! He stood at one of the tables reading it, water glinting in his thick curly brown hair and spotting the shoulders of his pinch-waist
  powder-blue sports jacket.


  
    
      
        
          Dear Art,


          I figured that if none of you ever heard from me again, it would be too soon. But here I am, right where Dolly and Ma and Sissymaybe even youalways thought Id end
          up. Prison.

        

      

    

  


  State? Federal? Runyan, though his younger brother, had raised all sorts of hell after Pops had died, and had gone to Nam just to stay out of the Oregon state pen.


  
    
      
        
          Ill be getting out in six weeks, and Id like to see all of you again. If you dont want me to, just write and say so . . .

        

      

    

  


  Say if anyone wanted to see him again was what he meant, though he didnt say it. Ma. Sissy. Dolly.


  Dolly, Arts busted marriage. Come home from a week on the road, ready for a good steak, a good screw, and 12 hours of sacktime, whatd he get? This is broke, that is broke, we need
  this, we need that . . . So he got off the road, and when she found out hed gotten a little something on the sidehell, what man wouldnt, given the chance?shed
  just walked off. With damn near everything he owned.


  Art looked out into the rain, remembering, considering.


  Of course during his seven years at San Quentin, Runyan had considered what it would be like to have visitors, everyone in the joint did. The call on the loudspeaker, the trek
  across the yard, the familiar face, the welcome smile. But his first had been only three months ago, with a call to the prison library where he made three dollars a day as a clerk.


  He had barely entered the unfamiliar visitors room when a voice had called his name.


  Runyan. In here.


  In one of the meshed cages, usually used by attorneys for conferences with their clients during visitors hours, had been an unremarkable mid-forties man, with a smart jaded face for which
  the world no longer held surprises. His voice had been half-drowned in the multilingual, multiracial babble, edged with hysteria, of people trying to squeeze years into minutes.


  David Moyers, investigator for Homelife General Insurance. We carried the insurance on those stones you lifted, Runyan. Im going to bat with the parole board and Im going to
  get you out. A simple thank you will do.


  Which stones are those? Runyan had asked.


  Yeah, they told me you were a hardnose. Never admitted taking them, though they had you cold. Okay. I know you have them stashed, Runyan. Everyone else thinks you do,
  but I know. I also know youre going to deal. You might not think it now, but you will. Im your ticket out of here.


  That had been three months ago. Since then, Moyers playing him, him playing Moyers. If he dealt the stones away before he got out, he never would. But until he was out, he couldnt know
  for sure whether he could deal with Moyers. So he led him on, fended him off, kept him interested, and it had worked: His parole had come through and here he was, five days and a
  get-up before release.


  But who was it today? Couldnt be Moyers; theyd talked just two days ago. Unless he was getting as edgy as Runyan was at the days marching inexorably to release date. Could that
  woman journalist have come back? The one whod gotten a pass to come interview him for some book she was writing about ex-cons? He hadnt gone to meet her on the day she had shown
  up.


  At the visitors room he showed his I.D. and went through into the cold narrow room where prisoners were strip-searched before and after their visits.


  Okay Runyan, bend and spread em.


  Dressed again, he was let through into the long crowded visitors room. Instant bedlam, a terrific assault on prison-blanded senses.


  Runyan checked out the attorneys cages; no Moyers. He went all the way down the room through the throng, past the thick glass partitions where attorneys or friends could drop their ducats
  in the chute to talk with hard-timers from max security behind the glass. Still no Moyers.


  He suddenly realized he hated visiting days: They showed you just how much you had deteriorated in the joint. A child crying in the playpen area was enough to prevent you from holding a train of
  thought. In the joint, things came at you one at a time. When the lights went out, the lights were out. You got beef on Wednesday, chicken on Sunday, a movie on Friday night.


  But if he couldnt handle even this much change, how could he make it on the outside?


  Suddenly up in front of him popped a big man in clothes a North Oakland pimp would have found gaudy. The man grabbed Runyans hand and started shaking it while Runyan just gaped.


  For Chrissake, Art! I didnt expect . . . You didnt have to . . .


  Hed almost forgotten hed written Art, it had been right after hed heard he was going to be paroled, hed had to touch someone, anyone on the outside to make it real
  inside himself. But here was Art, grinning like a fool. The 30 pounds hed picked up since Runyan had seen him last had given him a sleek seal look, softening his features and eroding the cut
  granite edges of his hard, blocky body. But by God, he still looked like a truck driver. Probably was.


  I was going to write, said Art, but then I thought that after eight, nine years . . . all the changes . . .


  Runyan dragged him over to a table being vacated in front of the vending machines lining one wall. A tall, sad-looking black prisoner with three kids fed in coins for candy bars.


  Art went on, See, Sissy got herself married after . . . got herself married and moved to Idaho . . . Isnt easy for her to get back . . .


  After what?


  Art ignored this. And then Dolly, she found out I had a little something going on the side, and


  That wouldnt be the first time, said Runyan.


  Art grinned his big sheepish grin. But it was the last. She just fucking up and divorced me, Runyan, took everything except the house.


  Runyan laughed and clapped his hands, once.


  No way Mad let her take that.


  Art cleared his throat and looked down at his big truck drivers paws. And Runyan, even though thered been no voice calling, My son, My son, wind-blown through his sleep, knew
  exactly what Art was going to say.


  Shit, there aint any easy way. Ma died three years ago.


  Runyan drew a deep shuddering breath and made a vague gesture. I should have known, when she didnt write or anything after I sent that letter to you . . .


  Art was abruptly loud and blustery, as he always was when he didnt quite know what to say or do.


  Dont get the idea that you arent welcome when you get out. I mean it, now. Im not pushing a rig any more, Ive got a desk job at the union . . . He
  slapped the roll of belly over his trousers top. Youre looking in great shape, but Im just getting hog fat. He stood up abruptly. Ive got the old homestead
  and an apartment downtown Portland, lots of room, you need money, a ticket, anything, you just call . . .


  Runyan went back for his strip search. His mother was dead and his sister didnt want to see him and Arts offer, while genuine enough, was more family than feeling. Theyd
  never been close, Art was a talker and Runyan was a doer. Art had the strength and the size, but not the craziness.


  Art hadnt ended up in the joint, either. And San Quentins endless hours of empty routine, strictly observed, had leached away most of Runyans craziness, too. Now all he
  wanted was OUT. And once he knew nothing was coming at him outside, hed deal the diamonds away to Moyers and walk free.


  



  Chapter Two


  In his dream, Runyan was always dressed in black, watching the second hand of his watch climb to 12. At two a.m. precisely, he thumbed the brass latch of the loading door and
  pushed. No alarms went off. He slipped through, letting it ease shut behind him with a scarcely audible click.


  Jamie Cardwell was already taking his key out of the alarm reset beside the door as Runyan came through; he was Runyans age, 30, but bulkier and slower in his guards uniform with
  the Sam Browne belt and holster. Runyan grinned silently at him; a line of sweat stood on Jamies full upper lip. Runyan started up the fire stairs as Cardwell continued down the hall only 18
  seconds behind his ideal patrol schedule.


  Runyan eased open the heavy metal fire door on Seven and gave a quick look up and down the deserted corridor. Five minutes before the other guards round. The key Cardwell had given him
  unlocked the opaque glass door of Suite 729. Thick wires were criss-crossed in glass which bore the legend:


  HIRAM & GATIAN SHERIDAN GEMSTONES


  Wholesale Only


  Inside, he leaned against the door for a moment, having trouble breathing, with a heightened pulse and difficulty swallowing. Hed never worked with an inside man before;
  the adrenaline was really pumping.


  Light from the street showed a lapidarian litter: hot box, small gemstone cleaner, polishing and grinding wheels, an oxyacetylene torch. Across the room, the squat old-fashioned floor safe
  behind the heavy wooden desk which must have last seen varnish in the thirties.


  Just over three minutes left. Runyan began jerking out desk drawers and dumping them on the floor. The last one he carried empty to the window, where he used street light to letter
  R12-L10-R21-L6-R13 on the back with a felt-tipped marking pen. He dropped this drawer also, then waited. Right on time the uniformed shadow loomed up against the glass, the knob rattled, then the
  shadow and footsteps moved on.


  He switched on the desk lamp, directed its light at the dial of the safe, then worked the same combination he had written on the back of the drawer. He jerked the handle to one side and swung
  back the ponderous door. After wiping sweat from his forehead with the tennis band on his wrist, he removed the velvet-lined trays. Those with unset gemstones he emptied into a black velvet bag
  taken from his pocket; the others he dumped on the floor.


  The slim attach case beside the desk was a better way than his pocket to carry a couple of mil in uncut stones, so he put the velvet bag into it, left the light on and the safe gaping.
  Out in the hall, he took a short steel prybar out from under his sweater and jimmied open the door with it, leaving white splinters of wood around the jamb. He tossed in the prybar and left.


  In the basement he crossed to the loading door, making an OK circle of thumb and forefinger to Jamie, grinning like an idiot. Despite his doubts it had gone like glass; hed been inside
  just 17 minutes . . .


  It was at this point that Runyan always realized he was having a nightmare. Because Jamies hand was coming up, not with the key to switch off the alarm, but with the snub-nose .38 from
  his already unflapped holster. There was terror in Jamies face but murder in his hand.


  Runyan, by reflex, was already swinging the attach case, already slamming his body up against the loading door release bar. The case knocked the gun aside for the first shot; as he went
  through the door, the alarm started clanging and Cardwell put the second round in his back.


  Runyan yelled and arched away from the tremendous thudding blow of the slug, shredding a knee painfully on the cinderblock wall of his cell. Old-timers said a horny con could circumcise himself
  just by rolling over in his sleep.


  He lay in the bunk for a few moments, panting, then swung his feet to the concrete floor, staggered to the sink, and splashed icy water on his face in the dark. His cell was one of the
  relatively few singles left in Q.


  The eight-year-old memory had started recurring as a nightmare when his release date had been fixed. Had some inner mechanism suspended at 15-to-life begun operating again when he made parole?
  The organism preparing for change, getting ready for life on the outside? Ever since hed been short, hed had the feeling that somebody or something was out to get him, him personally,
  just because he was short. Not other prisoners: the system, the bureaucratic process, the impersonal finger.


  Short? Christ, today was the day. Today. This day, this morning! He rested a forearm against the bars, pressed his forehead against it; corridor light laid vertical strips of shadow
  down his naked muscular body. His face felt as clenched as his fist. Today.


  After nearly a minute, Runyan turned and in the dim light stared around the tiny stripped cell to which he had given seven years of his life. What did he really want, outside?


  Was just to be outside enough?


  No. He had to make sure he never came back here again, no matter what or who was waiting for him out there.
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