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INTRO…, by Gordon Van Gelder

I don’t think I’m divulging any great secret if I tell you that Hobart Lindsey, like Dan Rowan and Bud Abbott, is a straight man par excellence.

If you’re familiar with this insurance claims investigator’s previous cases—perhaps the incident involving the World War II airplane, or maybe that time he had to find the woman who modeled for the cover of Death in the Ditch—you might be bristling a bit at this characterization of the man. Doesn’t “straight man” suggest that Sergeant Marvia Plum of the Berkeley Police Department is some sort of a comedian making funny faces as she delivers zingers? She hardly seems the type—a single mother struggling to bring her son up right, a blues aficionada, and a stolid investigator. She might occasionally crack wise, but she’s no Dick Martin or Gracie Allen.

Nor would one rush to apply the label of “comedian” to any of Mr. Lindsey’s other cohorts. Sure his boss Desmond Richelieu (a disciple of J. Edgar Hoover—now there’s a true comic genius) is a bit odd, and perhaps his fellow claims adjuster Artemis Jansen deserves to be called “quirky,” but none of them, nor Lt. Dorothy Yamura nor Attorney Eric Coffman are likely to be opening for Jerry Seinfeld at Caroline’s next week.

Perceptive reader that you are, you’ve probably already grasped my point. Hobart Lindsey plays the straight man to the funniest comedian around: our modern world. Consider this comment of his:

“I don’t think I’d find anything surprising any more. In the business I’m in I’ve seen people who would kill over an old comic book or a candy dispenser. Why would people astonish me by dressing up in costume and playing games once a year?”

That, in the proverbial nutshell, about sums it up. Nothing makes sense. (Camus and Sartre, the French existentialists, loved hardboiled fiction—they thought it addressed the fundamentally absurd question of what has meaning in a world that makes no sense.)

But Richard Lupoff does not seek out to the same abyssal depths that Jim Thompson and David Goodis plumbed. Existence is not a cause for anguish. Rather, it’s a cause for joy. Enter Hobart Lindsey, straight man.

The stories in this collection focus mostly on middle-class California, late twentieth-century, or perhaps early twenty-first. They’re peopled not with distant strangers about whom we read in hopes of never coming to be like them. They’re our neighbors, friends, and business associates, they’re people who seem unremarkable when we see them in line when buying groceries. The gimmick that the world uses here, the reason it gets the big bucks, is that here and now—U.S.A., front end of century number twenty-one—what was once weird is now the norm. Baby boomers have made pastimes into professions and games into careers. The mailman delivers trivia about Joan Blondell along with the latest Wireless catalog and your attorney’s just as likely to know about the history of Pop Tarts as she is to know about torts.

What better foil has it than that mild-mannered adjuster of insurance claims, Hobart Lindsey of Walnut Creek, California. With his conservative car, his suit and tie, and his gold International Surety pencil, he looks every bit the part of the quintessential 1950s businessman. When he investigates a convention of Edgar Rice Burroughs fans and the question of the 1914 McClurg acorn, that’s the modern world mugging for the camera.

Lucky for us, Dick Lupoff knows his way around a variety of such milieux. He knows books, he knows magazines, he knows Pez collectibles, he knows Berkeley, he knows radio stations…and he knows them in the way a surgeon knows the body’s secrets. Lupoff can spot the heart of the matter at once.

The eight stories collected here aren’t all funny—in fact, intrepid SPUDS investigator Hobart Lindsey doesn’t even feature in them all—but every one of them addresses the question of what in the world is important. What makes us tick, what spurs us on? And most importantly, what makes us smile, what brings us joy?

I don’t know about you, but I put Mr. Lupoff’s stories in the list of answers to that last inquiry. Thank you for playing it straight, Bart.


…DUCTION, by Frankie Y. Bailey

In The Radio Red Killer, the seventh book in the Hobart Lindsey/Marvia Plum series, Marvia Plum works alone. Hobart Lindsey is not physically present. However, he is there in Marvia’s mind, a part of her past. Thinking of that past, Marvia muses:

“Her second husband was worse than the first, and the man she’d had between them—she shook her head. She wanted to kick herself. He hadn’t been a great physical specimen and he wasn’t the world’s most sparkling personality and he was white, one-two-three strikes you’re out at the old ball game. But he was the best man she’d ever known, except for her father, and she’d shined him on and now he was living in a glitzy high-rise in Denver and climbing a corporate pyramid.

“He was out of California and out of her life.” (Lupoff, 1997: 45).

This man in between her two husbands whom Marvia Plum remembers as a not very prepossessing physical specimen and a bit timid—but a damn good man—is Hobart Lindsey. He and Marvia Plum have gone their separate ways. But as we discover in the following collection of short stories Hobart Lindsey is not quite out of Marvia Plum’s life.

Whether together or apart, Lindsey and Plum are two interesting people. Lindsey is a former claims investigator for International Surety, now a member of the company’s elite Special Projects Unit/Detached Status (SPUDS). He is the assistant to Desmond Richelieu, the head of SPUDS, and he works out of the Denver headquarters. Lindsey earned his promotion to SPUDS and the exalted rank of Richelieu’s second-in-command by saving International Surety a great deal of money through skillful handling of several high-profile (and very expensive) insurance claims. However, although he is more than competent as a solver of mysteries, Lindsey is neither Sherlock Holmes nor James Bond. He is not a super intellect. He is not dashing, sophisticated, and fearless. In the books in the series, he has on one occasion almost fainted when he received shocking news. He once vomited at a crime scene when he saw the corpse of the murder victim. Lindsey trembles and shivers. He is not a man of steel. That perhaps explains why Marvia Plum was drawn to him. Hobart—or Bart—is vulnerable and wide-open. He also happens to be caring and compassionate.

These traits are not immediately obvious when the reader first encounters Bart Lindsey in The Comic Book Killer (1988), the first book in the Lindsey/Plum series. When we first meet him, Lindsey is a man in his mid-30s, living in Walnut Creek, California, with his widowed mother. Lindsey’s mother has been widowed since his father was killed during the Korean War when a MiG crashed into the destroyer he was aboard. Left alone, pregnant with Bart, his teenaged mother retreated from reality. Although she somehow managed to raise her son, “Mother” (as Lindsey calls her) never completely left the past. As an adult, Bart had settled into the role of primary care giver to his parent. Then he finds himself investigating a quarter million dollar claim involving a stolen comic book collection. In the course of this investigation, he learned the truth about his father’s death. He also met Officer Marvia Plum of the Berkeley Police Department. From then on, Bart Lindsey was never quite the same. He began to move out of his dull, safe rut. In the process he freed both himself and his mother. Eventually Mother remembered what year it was, got a job, found a beau, got married, and moved out. Meanwhile, Lindsey continued to find himself involved in unusual cases as he shyly courted Marvia Plum.

Marvia Plum was the first woman in Bart Lindsey’s life. But Lindsey was not Marvia’s first man. She was the single mother of a young son, Jamie, who lived with her parents, Marcus and Gloria. As a corporal in the military police, stationed in Germany, Marvia had become involved with an officer, a young lieutenant. When she became pregnant, he reluctantly married her (after she had resigned from the Army). Immediately after their child was born, they were divorced. When Marvia met Bart, she was free—but the relationship was complicated. Bart Lindsey was white, sweet, and timid. Marvia Plum was black, cop tough, and man wary. In The Cover Girl Killer (1995), Marvia broke Bart’s heart by running off to Nevada to marry Willie Fergus, a man she knew when she was in the Army. But Willie Fergus was no prize as a husband, and a few months later Marvia left him and returned to Berkeley.

In The Radio Red Killer (1997), Marvia Plum does some solo sleuthing while regretting the mistakes she has made in her life. As we learn in The Silver Chariot Killer (1996), Bart also has some regrets. He misses Marvia. He has moved to Denver, traveled to New York and Rome, slept with several other women (all of whom seem attracted to him in spite of his timid nature), but he still regrets his loss of Marvia and Jamie and the family they might have been. When Plum and Lindsey are brought back together in the last story in this casebook, the reader wonders what will happen next. The hopeless romantics among us who like happy endings—or as happy as one can get in modern relationships—will no doubt hope for a reconciliation between the two.

Whatever happens on a personal level between Marvia and Bart, readers of the Lindsey/Plum series have been treated in the seven books in the series to an excursion through 20th century American history and culture. Rare comic books, classic cars, World War II bombers, archival films, pulp novels, art treasures, old time radio have all figured in the cases encountered by Lindsey and Plum. Along the way, readers have been gently tutored in social and political history. From eccentric comic book collectors to Jewish neo-Nazis; from freedom fighters in the Spanish Civil War to Tuskegee Airmen who flew in World War II; from black film makers to pulp fiction cover girls; from New York politicians and cops to Berkeley computer whizzes and drug dealers—readers of the series have been introduced to these and more.

Incidentally, readers who bothered to count will have noticed that there seem to be more female professionals in these books than one often finds in the pages of crime fiction. Not only is there Marvia Plum (first a patrol officer then later a sergeant), but there is also Marvia’s boss, Lt. Dorothy Yamura. It is Yamura—schoolmarmish in appearance when on-duty, surprising stylish off-duty—who provided Bart Lindsey with his guiding premise for crime solving: Be suspicious of coincidences. Other professional women in the series include the two female SPUDS operatives, from Chicago and New Orleans, who provide Bart with assistance when he is in their cities. There is also a New York City homicide detective, several university professors with expertise in various areas, and a radio station manager. In the Lindsey/Plum series, women, as professionals and in various other roles, are everywhere. They are occasionally wicked, but more often competent and smart.

In this series, people also come in an assortment of colors, religions, and sexual orientations. The characters of color play important and non-stereotypical roles. This is not something to be taken lightly. In early crime fiction, non-white characters were often assigned “walk-on” parts as servants and/or comic relief, or occasionally as villains. Even after Harlem physician Rudolph Fisher published his sophisticated classic crime novel The Conjure-Man Dies (1932) and even after Chester Himes broke new ground in crime fiction with his 1950s-1960s police procedurals featuring his tough guy police detectives, black (and other racial minority) characters continued to find crime fiction less than hospitable. Of course, since the revolution spawned by the Civil Rights and women’s rights era of the 1960s, both women and racial minorities have been presented in more positive ways in crime fiction. However, more positive does not always mean complete integration into the fabric of a series as equals and as individuals. This is what Richard Lupoff does. His characters are all presented as individuals, with flaws and virtues, demanding to be understood for who they are. For example, Lupoff dares to make Marvia’s mother, Gloria, a cold, distant woman who is neither loving nor likeable. But at the same time, Gloria is a competent and responsible career woman and she has opened her home to her grandson, Jamie, and later to her daughter on Marvia’s return to Berkeley. Gloria is not someone with whom one would care to spend a great deal of time. However, she is not a stereotype. Gloria is Gloria.

In the series, Lindsey and Plum are the conduits through which the reader acquires information about everything from classical music and jazz to Jewish history. In the course of their investigations, we learn about comic book collecting, classic cars, and black film makers of the early twentieth century who made “race movies” for black audiences. Along the way, Lindsey, Plum, and other characters provide passing commentary on American society and race/class/gender and power. For example, in The Sepia Siren Killer (1994), while Plum and Lindsey are discussing the strategy that might be used in the case of a wealthy offender, Marvia tells Bart:

“They made two mistakes in that case [Patty Hearst]. One was, Patty’s millionaire family weren’t satisfied with a local lawyer for their little girl. So they drug in F. Lee Bailey from the East Coast. He came like an arrogant hired gun, which is exactly what he was. He didn’t know the Bay Area, he attacked some sacred local icons, and he lost the jury. And then Patty herself really blew it. She went on the stand when she didn’t have to, and then she changed her mind and refused to answer questions that she didn’t like. Really bad mistake. Got the judge peeved, got the jury mad at her.” (Lupoff, 222)

Or, another example, in The Bessie Blue Killer (1994) during an interlude in Marvia’s apartment, Marvia puts on a CD—Bessie Smith singing a song about a murder that Lindsey describes as “blood-curdling.” But he starts to like the music. Then he asks Marvia, What became of Bessie Smith? She tells him.

“She was hit by a cab,” Marvia said. “They rushed her to the nearest hospital. She might have survived, but they refused to treat her there. It was a white hospital, you see. So they took her to a black hospital, but by then it was too late. She was forty-two years old” (Lupoff, 40).

Or, in The Classic Car Killer (1992), Marvia comments on the first time she and Bart met:

“Oh, Bart.” She put her hand on his cheek. It felt marvelous and he didn’t want her to take it away, but he didn’t reach up and hold it there either. “You’re so transparent, Bart. I could read you that day. You were just doing your job, you nice safe brown-shoe boy from suburbia, and here was this cop getting in your way, and not only weren’t you getting all the service you expected, the cop is a black woman! I get that from enough white men, I know what they’re thinking. A female cop is a slap in the preconceptions and a black one is another. Most of them adjust pretty fast.” (Lupoff, 188)

However, some characters in the series have difficulty adjusting to slaps to their preconceptions. Some are motivated by jealousy or fear or greed. Others have lost their way and become destructive. This is the case in The Radio Red Killer (1997), when Marvia Plum, in the midst of investigating the murder of a radio personality, finds herself also faced with the question of how “Marvia the mom” should handle the fact that pre-teen Jamie and his best friend Hakeem have been experimenting with drugs. In the course of her investigation she discovered that the pair of male-female drug dealers now known as Blue Beetle and Acid Alice once had very different lives. But now they are destroying the lives of children, and “Marvia the cop” must find a way to stop them.

Throughout this series, Richard A. Lupoff takes us back and forth through time and space, interweaving, ripping apart, putting together again. As a student of history and popular culture, I find Lupoff’s ability to connect past and present and create readable, thought-provoking books that also manage to be engaging mysteries rather fascinating. The stories in this casebook are enjoyable, but I would recommend that anyone not familiar with the exploits of Hobart Lindsey and Marvia Plum start at the beginning and read his or her way through the series.

In the meantime, here’s hoping the next Lindsey/Plum book will be available soon.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: Ms. Bailey’s comments were written shortly after the publication of The Radio Red Killer (1997). There would indeed be another Lindsey-and-Plum novel, The Emerald Cat Killer, but it was not to be published until 2010. The thirteen-year delay was not planned, nor had I suffered a protracted writer’s block. I continued to work on many other projects, but the planned eighth and final Lindsey-and-Plum novel, The Tinpan Tiger Killer, simply refused to emerge from that misty sea where planned-but-unwritten books drift forlornly. Finally, at the suggestion of my friend and colleague Michael Kurland, I simply set it aside, cleared my mind, and —voila!—in a matter of weeks, there was The Emerald Cat Killer. Some bibliographers persist in listing The Tinpan Tiger Killer among my works. Alas, that book remains adrift on the misty sea and will probably never be written. At least, not as a Lindsey-and-Plum novel.—RAL


STAR LOTUS

“Why me?” Marvia Plum asked.

Dorothy Yamura gave her the kind of look that cops give other cops when they’re speaking in private. No civilians around. No media around. No politicians around. No civil rights activists around.

“You know, I’d like to be treated as a cop for once. I like to think I made sergeant because I’m a good cop, not because I’m an African-American female.”

“Don’t forget to add single mother.” Dorothy Yamura leaned back in her chair. “And I’d like to think I made lieutenant because I’m a good cop, too, Marvia. Not because the old Irishman was suffering from white guilt over the detention camps. Well, O’Hara’s retired now and I’ve got his job and you’ve got mine and we’ve got a serial killer in Berkeley. At least, I think we’ve got a serial killer.”

Marvia grinned, not happily. “How many bodies does it take to make the case? How many have there been now, five, six?”

“Five.”

“And you’re sure they’re the work of one killer?”

Dorothy Yamura shook her head. She wore civilian clothes, the dress-for-success look. With her glossy hair pulled behind her head and her thin northern Japanese features, she looked like a bank executive or the newest partner in a major California law firm. She did not look like a cop.

Neither did Marvia Plum—or she would not have, to an observer from an earlier era. But in this age, a black female in a smart, form-fitting police sergeant’s uniform did not draw the stares and comments she once would have.

“We called in our tame consultant from the University,” Yamura explained. “These murders have some of the earmarks of the classic serial killer. But others are missing. In fact, some of the signs point straight away from a serial killer. Some of them make me wonder if they’re even connected.”

She extended a slim, meticulously manicured hand and tapped a glossy fingernail on the top folder on her desk. “Look at these, Marvia. How familiar are you with this series?”

“I’ve followed them. Remember, Telegraph Avenue was my old beat. I’ve had enough cases that centered there. It’s kind of a hobby, now, following the incident reports and the stats. Everybody knows this town would be a dead duck if the Telegraph merchants had to close up and move away. But every time we try and get a handle on the crime there, you’d think we were trying to repeal the Bill of Rights.”

Now it was Dorothy Yamura’s turn to grin wryly. “That’s why I want to pull all these cases together. We’re going to work on the notion that they are connected. If they are, if we’re right and we can figure out what’s going on and catch the perp, we can get a major bad guy off the streets and stop these killings. If we’re wrong…well, we can still tackle the cases one by one and solve them that way. Like the Twelve-Step people say, One day at a time.”

Marvia Plum nodded. “One murder at a time.”

“Okay.” Yamura seemed relieved. “What’s your plan?”

Plum pulled the stack of folders toward herself. They slid smoothly on the polished glass on top of Yamura’s desk. “I have to study these, of course. And I want to talk to your pet big-dome, and to the people who are bringing the pressure.”

“Sounds good to me. Okay, jot this down. Consultant at UC is Martha Rachel Bernstein, Ph.D. Here’s her phone number. And Mistress Moonflower, she runs that shop called Woodstock West on the avenue.”

“I know it well. And I know Mistress Moonflower.” Marvia Plum made a sour face.

“Yes. Moonflower’s after us to solve these murders. Says that the publicity is killing trade. Half of her customers are fourteen-year-old kids from Walnut Creek who think it’s daring to take the train into Berkeley and buy black light posters and rolling papers and take them home with them. Now all the mommies and daddies are cracking down on their little darlings and Woodstock West is losing money.”

“Moonflower has no other ax to grind?”

Dorothy Yamura gave her little, breathy laugh. She seemed reluctant to let the laughter out except in tiny, rationed bursts. “Woodstock West got hit by a burglar or burglars. You must have read the report. Or at least seen it on the news. Channel Two loved it. I think there was even a little network pickup.”

“Oh, yes. Jimi Hendrix’s guitar. The very one he used at the Monterey Pops in the Summer of Love. I did see the footage. That was the one he poured lighter fluid all over and set fire to.”

“Yes. That was considered art in 1967. The Who smashed ’em up and Jimi set ’em on fire.” She got a faraway look. Marvia wondered where Dorothy Yamura had been in 1967 but there were some things that a sergeant did not ask a lieutenant. Even if they were friends.

Marvia Plum stood up and hefted the stack of folders in her arms. She started to leave Dorothy Yamura’s office.

“Oh, one more thing.” Plum turned back. “You know Councilmember Hanson?”

“Sherry Hanson? Sure. Never met a cop she didn’t hate.”

“Right. Well, she’s interested in this case.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

“She’s been burning up the phone lines. She says this is a conspiracy between the business interests and the Fascist police to ethnic-cleanse Berkeley.”

“Ethnic cleansing? What does that have to do with it?”

“Her phrase, Marvia. You better call her up, or better yet go see her at City Hall. At least she can’t say it’s a white male conspiracy.”

“No, her favorite line is that I’ve sold out both my race and my sex.”

Yamura waved her hand. “Do your best, Marvia. Just do your best.” She ran her long graceful fingers through her long, glossy hair. “Oh, I meant to tell you. Sally O’Hara sends her love.”

Marvia grinned. Sally O’Hara was the old lieutenant’s daughter. She’d refused to join the Berkeley force. Didn’t want to ride her daddy’s coattails. So she’d joined the Chicago PD. She was a rising star in that city, and when her father retired he’d gone to live with her.

“What’s new with Sally?”

“Just made detective. I’ve been keeping her posted on these killings, just for old times’ sake.”

Marvia Plum left Yamura’s office, made her way to her own desk and started through the manila folders. So Yamura was keeping Sally O’Hara posted just for old times’ sake. Marvia believed that as much as she believed that the check was in the mail.

She would visit both Mistress Moonflower and Councilmember Hanson, and it might be a good idea to have a chat with Professor Bernstein, too. But first, she needed to review the case—or cases—to date.

There had been five fatalities. Marvia looked for a pattern; she knew that, if you could find something in common among a series of crime victims, you had taken your first step toward finding the criminal. She made a set of file cards, one for each subject, filling in the victim’s name, race, sex, age, and other details. There was a mug-shot of each victim in the folder, some from older files, some clearly made in the county morgue; she carried the pictures to the photocopier and made copies of them, attaching one to each file card.

OTTO TIMMINS, 45, wm, USN Vietnam vet, chronic alcoholic, multiple arrests for harassing patrons of local cafés & restaurants. Body found in dumpster, shot in back of neck w/.22 cal. pistol.

LATONIA JONES, 11, bf, homeless, elementary school dropout, professional lookout and runner for known crack dealers. Collapsed on sidewalk in front of Gene’s Jeans, taken to County Hospital, died of combination drug overdose and poisoning (heroin contaminated with strychnine).

BILL SZYMANSKI, 26, wm, and ROBIN “MAINMAN” CAMPBELL, 31, bm. Both killed by single shotgun blast while naked together in sleeping bag in People’s Park. Witnesses describe “big, bearded guy who roared like an animal” leaving scene with shotgun. No other details due to darkness.

IMACULATA MARTINEZ, 66, lf, found in restroom of What’s Flat and Round with a Hole in the Middle, multiple stab wounds. Was seen entering restroom with another woman, both dressed in multiple layers of rags. (What’s Flat and Round with a Hole in the Middle is leading Telegraph Avenue record store.)

Marvia laid out the cards like a poker hand and studied them. Three males, two females. Two of the males were gay. One of the females was a drug abuser. Ages ranged from 11 to 66. Two white males, one black male, one black female, one Latina female. Two shotgunned, one poisoned, one stabbed, one shot with a pistol.

All were homeless, all hung out in People’s Park and/or the Telegraph Avenue area.

What in the world did that add up to?

Marvia went to the locker room and changed from her sergeant’s blues into a set of neat but casual civvies—jeans, a plaid button-up shirt, a light cloth jacket. The jacket concealed both her badge and her service revolver. She wasn’t exactly going undercover—in fact, she wasn’t going undercover at all—but she didn’t want to flaunt her presence by poking around in uniform.

Her first stop was Woodstock West.

She stepped from the bright sunlight and midday bustle of Telegraph Avenue into a very different, very special zone. The interior of the shop was dimly lighted, with Indian-print drapes filtering out most of the sunlight. The air was almost tangible in its thickness. She could almost feel the slowly rising incense on her tongue, it was so thick.

Black light posters covered the walls. There were astronomical scenes, nudes, drawings of cannabis plants, mind-twisting M.C. Escher prints, reproductions of Fillmore Ballroom posters. An oil portrait of Jimi Hendrix dominated one wall.

Mistress Moonflower was behind the glass counter, selling rolling papers to a couple of UC freshwomen who had their arms against each other. The shorter of the two customers snuggled her head into the shoulder of the taller. The taller customer looked over her shoulder and smiled down at Marvia. Sure, sweetie-pie, Marvia thought. Black or white, straight or gay, sisterhood is strong. You bet.

Mistress Moonflower recognized Marvia and nodded.

Marvia said, “I need to talk to you, Myrna.”

Mistress Moonflower frowned and turned toward the back of the store. “Star Lotus, front.”

A younger, beefier version of Mistress Moonflower emerged through a wall of hanging prints. Mistress Moonflower led Marvia into a cramped office-cum-stock room. Moonflower wore a kerchief woven through her curly black hair, a filmy blouse and billowing skirt. The blouse was open to her sternum. An eye-of-god was visible, tattooed between her breasts. She was barefoot and wore an anklet with a tinkling bell.

She said, “My name is Moonflower.”

Marvia bit her lower lip. “Your business permit says Myrna Gersh.”

Mistress Moonflower shook her head. “I left Myrna Gersh behind years ago. Threw her off a mountain in Nepal.”

“Yeah, right. They ever find the body?”

“We shared this body. That day Myrna Gersh left the plane and I was born, Mistress Moonflower.”

“Okay. What do you know about the series of murders in the Telegraph area?”

“The Tallyman.”

“What?”

“The Tallyman. He appears, he takes his tally and he disappears. That’s what we call him now. The Tallyman.”

“Lieutenant Yamura says that you represent the local merchants.”

“Unofficially.”

“Are you concerned?”

“We’re frightened.”

“The Tallyman going after storekeepers? Shoppers? Students?”

“You never know who’s next.”

Marvia reached into a jacket pocket and laid out her victim cards. “What do you make of these?”

The curtains parted and Star Lotus stuck her head into the back room. Mistress Moonflower hissed, “Stay out there. Wait on customers. Make yourself useful.”

Star Lotus withdrew.

“Look, we were hit, Officer. I mean, Woodstock West was hit. I don’t know if the Tallyman did it, or somebody else, but we need protection from the police, not harassment.”

“I know, Jimi Hendrix’s guitar. Totally burned, beyond repair.”

“It was a holy relic. If we could only recover it.…”

“Right. It’s practically the Shroud of Turin. Look, I want you to look at these cards and photos and tell me if you knew any of these people.”

Mistress Moonflower looked at the cards and the photos. She looked up at Marvia and shrugged. “Sure, I knew them.”

“All of them?”

“They were all Telly regulars. Panhandlers, street people. Sometimes they’d come into the store and demand money. Sometimes they’d want to use the back room. I never let them. When they pestered my customers I’d shoo them out. Call the cops if I had to. Lot of help that was, they always knew how long it would take the fuzz to arrive and split just in the nick of time.”

The fuzz, Marvia thought. Marvia Plum, Sergeant Fuzz.

“Who killed them?”

“They’re all dead, aren’t they?”

“Who killed them?”

“How the hell should I know? The Tallyman did it.”

“Who’s the Tallyman?”

Mistress Moonflower shrugged. One breast popped halfway out of her shirt. She said, “Oops,” and readjusted herself.

Marvia Plum started for the curtain that would bring her back into the storefront. She could hear customers talking with Star Lotus. It sounded as if Star Lotus was making a big sale. Marvia stopped and inquired, “I’m curious, Myrna. How’s business lately?”

Mistress Moonflower shrugged a little more carefully. “’Bout the same as ever.”

“Tallyman isn’t scaring your customers off, then?”

“’Bout the same as ever.”

Marvia crossed Telegraph and headed down the block toward People’s Park. She strolled along the sidewalk, not entering the park. She turned back toward the campus and stood in front of a sorority house. In five minutes one of her park snitches showed up.

“I saw you walk past the park. I could use a little bread.”

Lawsamarcy! Use a little bread. “What do you have for me?”

“I don’t know. Ask me a question.”

“Who’s the Tallyman?”

The snitch was wearing a ragged tube-top and sweat pants. Between them, her belly showed. It was smudged with ordinary dirt and a little of what seemed to be dried mustard. She wore a navel-ring from which a silver chain and crucifix dangled over the top of her pants. She said, “Don’t ask me that.”

“You followed me, Vangie.”

“I know. Ask me something else.”

“What do you know about Latonia Jones?”

Despite the bright sunlight, Vangie shivered. “A lot of people didn’t like her. She worked for some crack dealers. They’d show up generally around dusk, you know, when we get our campfires started, and she’d play lookout for them. In case the pigs were coming. Pardon me, Sergeant.”

“Yeah. Why didn’t they like her?”

“You know.” Vangie twisted her torso and flung her hair off her face. Marvia jerked away.

“I don’t know. That’s why I asked you.”

“You know. Uh, well, you know, there are some moms in the park. They don’t want their brats getting hooked. You know, Latonia kind of, well, recruited. Users, hookers. Sometimes guys come by the park in cars, especially at night. They like little kids, girls or boys.”

“Vangie, who killed Latonia?”

“I dunno. The Tallyman. Can I have some bread?”

“You’ll have to do better than that. You haven’t given me anything I don’t already know.” Marvia Plum turned away and started toward the UC campus.

She felt Vangie’s hand on her shoulder. She wasn’t surprised. “Somebody saw Latonia just before—before. It was just about sundown. Some big car pulled up by the park. She went over. I saw her lean in, then come out with something.”

“Come on, Vangie. Something—what?”

“I don’t know. I guess it was a needle.”

“And she shot up and died. And somebody stole the needle and used it again, probably.” Almost certainly. The needle had never been found. But there were no more strychnine deaths, so whoever took it had apparently had the brains to rinse it out, at least.

“What kind of car?”

“Big. Foreign. I don’t know.”

“What color was it?”

“White.”

“Japanese? German? American?”

“I don’t know. One of those English cars, I think.”

“A Rolls?”

“No. I think they call it a Jagger or something.”

“Who was driving?”

“I couldn’t see.”

“Try and remember something. Man or woman?”

“I don’t know.” Marvia turned away. Again, the hand. “A woman.”

“Age? Black or white?”

“No age, any age. White.”

“That’s all? What next?”

“She drove away, that’s all. I didn’t follow her, for God’s sake.”

Marvia Plum handed her a folded bill and Vangie trotted away, back toward the park.

Marvia headed for City Hall. She found Councilmember Hanson in her office.

“I came to talk about the Tallyman.”

“The who?”

“They’re calling the Telly killer the Tallyman. I heard it in one of the shops and again at People’s Park.”

“Wonderful. Police Department’s paying some attention at last, are they? I roasted the chief enough.”

“Lieutenant Yamura assigned me the case, Councilmember Hanson.”

“You can call me Sherry, sister. We’re all sisters.”

“No we aren’t.”

Councilmember Hanson looked angry. “I should have known. I checked up on your background. You were in the army. You were a cop there too. What is it you like, carrying a gun around? Wearing a uniform?”

“I’m not wearing one now.”

“What have you learned?”

“I report to Lieutenant Yamura. You can get your information from her.”

“Sergeant, you’re in the Berkeley Police Department, not the Gestapo. I want to know what you’ve learned.”

Marvia counted to ten. “All I’ve got is a list of victims and a name. The Tallyman. He could be anybody.” There was the hulking figure who walked away from Bill Szymanski and Robin Campbell’s sleeping bag. She didn’t know about the woman who entered the restroom with Imaculata Martinez, or the woman in the white Jagger—it must be a Jaguar—who gave the needle to Latonia Jones. If Hanson didn’t know all that, it was just as well.

“I want regular reports on this matter,” the councilmember was saying. “These are people of color, they’re poor people, they’re the victims of society, and now they’re being murdered.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“They’re your people, Marvia.” She smiled. “What about that little Jones girl?”

“The crack dealer’s lookout?”

“That child needed help, Marvia.”

“She got a lot of that, didn’t she, Councilmember? I have an appointment.”

Marvia Plum phoned Dr. Martha Rachel Bernstein at the university, ascertained that she would be in her office for the next hour, arranged to go see her. She left her car at police headquarters and walked to the campus. There seemed to be more street vendors than ever. Business was booming. The customers didn’t even look grubby today—a combination of student types, workers on their breaks, shoppers. There were even some parents with small children in tow, apparently in from the suburbs for a day in Berkeley. Marvia Plum hadn’t seen much of that in years.

Martha Rachel Bernstein, Ph.D. was short and heavyset, more muscular than fleshy. Her office overlooked Bancroft Way and Telegraph Avenue. She peered up through thick bifocals when Marvia Plum stood in her doorway and said, “Met you before, Sergeant. Remember that case with the stolen Duesenberg phaeton?”

Marvia said, “I surely do. But I’d forgot that we worked on that one.”
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