

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

BORGO PRESS BOOKS BY RICHARD A. LUPOFF

COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

DEDICATION

INTRODUCTION, by Joe Gores

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

ABOUT THE AUTHOR




BORGO PRESS BOOKS BY RICHARD A. LUPOFF

The Adventures of Professor Thintwhistle & His Incredible Aether Flyer (with Steve Stiles)

Killer’s Dozen: Thirteen Mystery Tales

Lisa Kane: A Novel of Werewolves

Sacred Locomotive Flies

Sword of the Demon

The Lindsey & Plum Detective Series

1. The Comic Book Killer

2. The Classic Car Killer

3. The Bessie Blue Killer

4. The Sepia Siren Killer

5. The Cover Girl Killer

6. The Silver Chariot Killer

7. The Radio Red Killer

8. The Emerald Cat Killer

9. One Murder at a Time: The Casebook of Lindsey & Plum


COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

Copyright © 1988, 2012 by Richard A. Lupoff

Published by Wildside Press LLC.

wildsidepress.com | bcmystery.com


DEDICATION

For

Pat Lupoff

Henry Morrison

Donna Rankin

Noreen Shaw

May Wuthrich


INTRODUCTION, by Joe Gores

With The Comic Book Killer, Nebula and Hugo nominated science fiction and fantasy writer Dick Lupoff moves from science fiction to the mystery for the first time. At first glance this may seem surprising, since Lupoff has said he finds mystery and science fiction mutually exclusive, likening them to “oil and water” with a basic philosophical conflict between them. He calls science fiction an essentially radical literature “subversive of society,” while he finds the mystery “essentially supportive of society and basically conservative in its attitude.”

But the mystery and science fiction have always had a symbiotic attraction for each other. Most science fiction writers have tried or at least contemplated the mystery during their professional lives—and vice versa.

I have written in the future tense, stories which tend to be much darker and more bitter than my mystery stories. Because to me, the difference between the two fields is artistic, not in such terms as “radical” and “conservative.”

There are obviously conservative science fiction novels— Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land. Just as obviously, there are radical mysteries. Hammett himself was no supporter of the status quo. Richard Stark’s entire oeuvre, as well as novels such as Andrew Vachss’ Flood and Shaun Herron’s The Whore Mother suggest, without making any particular point of it, that it would be just as well if the whole bloody social structure should come crashing down. James Ellroy’s Suicide Hill really is depicting our society in the midst of such a suicidal self-destruction.

The difference between mystery and science fiction is not intellectual, but it is profound. Also simple to articulate.

The mystery says, This is.

Science fiction says, What if?

The mystery is realistic.

Science fiction is speculative.

The strength of the mystery is this moment—this brick, this street, this strand of hair, unique to this person and this place at this precise instant never to be repeated.

The strength of science fiction is in speculating a world, a “what if” reality subject not so much to the laws of nature as to the laws of the creator’s mind.

Unfortunately both fields, by the very term genre, have suffered at the critics’ hands.

* * * *

A few months ago I was guest of honor at a day-long mystery conference sponsored by the library association of a mid-size California city. The head of the city library system introduced me thus: “I give you mystery-writer Joe Gores—of course I don’t read that sort of thing myself, but. . .”

His unconscious condescension brought home to me once again and forever the job that critics and academicians have done on what they decided long ago in their wisdom to call genre fiction. “Light reading,” “Summer fare,” “Escapist literature,” “A Tub of Thrillers,” “Trash reading”—we’ve seen them all a hundred times in the book review section of our Sunday newspaper. The categorists reduce us to second-class citizenship and ship us steerage — “Who cares who killed Roger Ackroyd?”

Thus Dashiell Hammett—whose early stories undoubtedly helped Hemingway learn how to write —is “merely” a mystery writer while Hemingway is literature. Yet The Maltese Falcon and The Glass Key stand up against The Sun Also Rises and A Farewell to Arms under any accepted literary criteria one might choose.

Indeed, Hemingway’s entire writing career could be said to deal in the psychological and literal vocabulary of Hammett’s tough-guy. To Have and Have Not is unabashedly a suspense novel, ending with that utterly hard-boiled sentiment, “A man alone ain’t got no bloody f—ing chance” (f—ing courtesy the publishing practices of the day). What is Papa’s famous “grace under pressure” except the Stoicism of Hammett’s hard-boiled, almost Existential hero?

The mystery is not a field you can stoop to conquer. A good journeyman mystery is a hell of a lot harder to write than a good journeyman “mainstream” novel. Thus that other Nobel Prize-winner, William Faulkner, who loved the mystery and tried his hand at it with a collection of short stories called Knight’s Gambit, wrote a series of tales that were not very good mysteries and not very good stories, either.

Dostoievski wrote at least one genuine thriller which, because Raskolnikov spoke Russian, is known to be literature. But Crime and Punishment is also a thriller. Much more than a thriller perhaps, a wonderful and effective thriller to be sure, but a thriller for all that.

Shakespeare had a marvelously criminous mind, and in Hamlet and Macbeth wrote a brace of hard-line murder mysteries. Genre stories if you will. The critics of his day had that same disdain for the common clay as their fellows today; during the half-century or so following Shakespeare’s death, Oxford’s Bodleian Library refused shelf-room to his plays on the grounds that they were popular trash, not enduring literature.

So what is a mystery? How does a genre encompass Ludlum and Dostoievski, Shakespeare and Christie, Hemingway and Hammett and Faulkner? Hard-boiled, cosies, international intrigue, noires, formal mysteries, procedurals, locked rooms, espionage thrillers? What element in a book can link something as brilliantly real and solid as Martin Cruz Smith’s Gorky Park with something as maddeningly insubstantial as Paul Auster’s City of Glass, and still be called “mystery”?

Suspense?

Hardly. All novels deal in suspense. Something happens which affects someone we care about—thus keeping us in suspense—or we will end up not reading the novel.

Conflict?

All novels deal in conflict, too. Not always in open, bloody. physical conflict as is often the case in the mystery, but always in conflict—the clash of human wills, the confrontation of philosophies, the facing of one’s inner demons.

Violence?

Not violence either. Consider the body count in The Iliad, then read a mystery like Don Westlake’s Help, I am Being Held Prisoner. His imprisoned hero’s only crime is a fondness for harmless practical jokes that go awry through no fault of his. What, except in antic dress and with a certain added element, is Westlake’s novel but Maupassant’s “A String of Pearls”?

The added element? A crime.

Strip everything else away from the mystery, and what we have that makes it different from other fiction is a crime. And not just stuck in there at the last moment. What has happened to or around or because of that person we care about is, in the mystery, somehow criminous. It need not be murder—the theft of one’s reputation will do nicely—but crime there must be, and the novel must in some way revolve around it. We don’t even need a solution to the crime—nice as that is to have.

What we do need, as we need in any successful novel, is a resolution to the action. We like to feel that we have been dealt with fairly in the dynamics of the drama, in story-line, in character. In mystery circles, best-of-breed is always novel first, mystery second.

But because of that pesky crime in there, that puzzle, that “added element” if you will, the mystery writer also has to deal more fairly with plot than other writers. In so doing he has to deal more fairly with the reader than the mainstream novelist.

In those admittedly rare instances when “mystery” and “novel” come together in perfect balance, we have a classic: Stanley Ellin’s Mirror, Mirror on the Wall in 1972 was, for instance, as surely literature and as surely innovative as Milan Kundera’s Unbearable Lightness of Being was to be twelve years later.

Dick Lupoff is a novelist first and a genre writer second. He is a professional at the height of his powers, seeking to expand his writing horizons by moving into a new field. And make no mistake: The Comic Book Killer, entertaining mystery that it is, is deliberately after larger game than just a well-constructed puzzle. The Comic Book Killer is a very tricky book, and I don’t mean just the plot.

First, it takes us on a remarkable ride through the world of the comic book collector, a world where someone will kill for what is between these gaudy paper covers. For many youthful years, until I realized that it was the story behind the pictures that obsessed me, I intended to be a comic strip artist. Reading Lupoff’s novel, I suddenly ached for that obsession of my youth.

Next, almost in passing, Lupoff gives us the Education of Candide. Not that Hobart Lindsey, the protagonist of the novel, is an innocent. Indeed, at first meeting he seems in training to be Ebenezer Scrooge, Jr. He has as much empathy with humanity as a rock. Taking a chance is not waving at a passing auto that might contain a business acquaintance. He has figured out the world long ago, and has quit thinking about it. In his mind, cliché passes for profundity.

The Comic Book Killer is Bart Lindsey’s awakening to this world through which he has moved like a zombie while seeking the next rung on the corporate ladder. As he tries to track down a quarter-million dollars worth of rare comic books for his employer, International Surety, Bart learns some astounding truths about university professors, about blacks, about cops, about lesbians—and about hatred and love and fear and death.

He learns that nobody quite fits into the neat little boxes to which he has assigned them all his adult life.

Most especially, not himself.

There are no black-and-white villains and heroes here, everyone is many-layered, with motive within motive for their actions so the final moment of the mystery is also the final triumph of the poor tattered human psyche.

Memorable characters abound. Marvia Plum, that strangely voluptuous black policewoman, arouses in Bart unknown feelings having more to do with lost virginity than lost comic books. Did the seductive Margarita of the flashing eyes bop him on the head and shove him in the way of an approaching train? What is the relationship of the highly respected Professor ben Zinowicz with Francis, the muscleman who perhaps likes violence almost as much as he likes to oil his skin and pump up his biceps? The radical lesbian Sojourner Strength proves to be not only a Jewish girl named Horowitz, but a martial arts expert besides. Even the proper Ms. Wilbur, despised as a probable head-office snitch, is someone far different than she seems.

The Comic Book Killer is a novel of character even before it is a mystery, but as mystery it ranks high. Lupoff recreates his Bay Area locales with panache and a loving attention to the detail that makes scenes leap off the page. His plot is tricky, many-facetted, so we gradually learn each seemingly unimportant act has many depths of meaning, each more profound than the next. Lupoff handles his violence with restraint and realism; Bart’s scene in the middle of the Bay on a fog-swept night does not suffer in comparison with The Op’s similar adventure during Hammett’s masterful “The Tenth Clew.”

Lupoff writes with intelligence, humor, wisdom, and a zest for life. He had a lot of fun writing this book, and it shows; because of it, we have a lot of fun reading it.


CHAPTER ONE

Hobart Lindsey put the Contra Costa Times on the seat beside him, the No-Spill coffee mug on the Kar Kady, and the KGO morning news on the Hyundai’s radio. He waved to his mother, standing at the window, and pulled out of the driveway, headed for work.

The radio was spieling out a commercial pitch for a Cadillac dealer holding a big big sale. Make sure you get your new Eldorado or Sedan De Ville before the new tax law goes into effect. There were those ads that appealed to the making-its and those that appealed to the made-its. The news itself was the usual mix of global outrage, natural disaster, and human atrocity. Only in the sports headlines was there ever any talk of heroes, and even in sports it seemed there were more drug busts and paternity suits than points scored or championships won.

Not that Lindsey’s own life was so exciting. But, by gosh, if he had the chance to earn the kind of money—and glory!—those athletes had, he wouldn’t throw it away. He wouldn’t stuff it up his nose or pour it down his gullet or blow it on a moment’s pleasure with some cheap floozie, that was for certain!

But, alas, there wasn’t much of a chance to make big money settling insurance claims. Not if you were honest, and Lindsey was honest. And less chance for glory. Unless—unless—he permitted himself a fleeting daydream. Maybe today something would happen to lift him out of the humdrum. A crisis, an opportunity, a chance to escape the everyday round of claim forms and statistical reports and his unchanging life at home with Mother—

He hit the brakes to keep from rear-ending a Mercury Sable rolling down the ramp into the garage under his office. It looked like Eric Coffman’s station wagon, so he waved, just in case Eric was looking in the rearview mirror. He parked the Hyundai and headed for the elevator, the morning paper tucked under his arm. Maybe it wasn’t Coffman after all. And if it had been, he was already out of sight.

* * * *

“This is terrible! They cleaned us out, they took everything!” The voice was a youthful, reedy tenor. A young man then, dreadfully upset. Likely a teenager. “I’m ruined, ruined.” He stopped to sob. “Oh my God, call me back right away, please!”

Hobart Lindsey looked across the office at Mr. Coffee. Mr. Coffee was burbling happily. The morning brew wasn’t ready yet.

Lindsey held down the rewind button on the Answermate and listened to the message again. The caller had given his name at the end of his message. At least he’d got that much right. Lindsey jotted it down. Terry Patterson. Unfortunately he hadn’t left any number. That was typical, Lindsey thought. The greeting on the machine clearly states: leave your name, organization, time of call, and your number, and we’ll call you back as soon as we can. But they never follow instructions. Half the forms the office sends out aren’t filled out right, and that means they’ll have to be done again. That’s the modern world for you!

Besides, Lindsey really shouldn’t have to take the calls off the machine. That was part of Ms. Wilbur’s job. Ms. Wilbur! But that’s the way it is, the responsible executive arrives at his desk early! That had always been his philosophy, and he was not about to change it. Not after eleven years of faithful service to International Surety.

He snorted in exasperation and surveyed the office. It wasn’t much, for all that the building was one of the shiny modern structures that were taking over downtown Walnut Creek. International Surety didn’t believe in pampering its employees, and the furniture was functional at best. There was a waist-high partition around Lindsey’s desk, there was a coat rack, and a couple of undistinguished prints which were supposed to be decorative. The computer was the only thing in the office that got any kind of pampering!

Lindsey wondered if he was ever going to get any recognition from management. How many years did it take to get noticed?

He shook his head.

He would have got to the office still earlier but he’d had to wait at home for Mrs. Hernández. He couldn’t leave Mother alone, and Mrs. Hernández simply couldn’t arrange her mornings to reach the house before seven-thirty, no matter how many times Hobart asked her and no matter how many times she promised to look into it.

“I really try, Meester Leensley,” she always said. “I try, but my hosban’ he gets home so late, I har’ly ever get to see heem.”

Even so, Lindsey arrived before Ms. Wilbur. Half the time he had to open the office himself—he’d tried to get a capable girl who was able to arrive punctually, but without success.

This morning Lindsey had looked over the mail—routine—and had put six spoons of decaffeinated Maxwell House in the Mr. Coffee. He’d tried to get Harden at Regional to authorize a new model so they could put in the grinds and water the night before and set it on automatic but Harden had said the old one was perfectly good, so that was that.

There was still the Contra Costa Times to be scanned. The usual scandals and disasters. There was an interesting piece on crime statistics that compared felony rates in various cities in the Bay Area. Oakland and San Francisco and Richmond, as usual, were in a hot race for the dubious honor of most felonies per capita. Especially murders! The little island town of Alameda, as usual, came in dead last. One homicide in the past six months: a retired navy man had apparently surprised a burglar in his living room and paid for it with his life. No clues, also as usual.

Once the coffee was brewing, Bart tossed aside the newspaper and sat down in front of the Answermate. The counter showed three calls overnight. Bart monitored the tape. Mrs. McMartin chattering and jabbering over a fender-bender, old Mr. Candliss, whose wife had passed away, and then the call from Terry Patterson.

First things first. Lindsey returned the calls in order. He phoned Mrs. McMartin and told her to get three estimates and submit them to the office. The usual. Then he looked at the Candliss file. Mr. and Mrs. had full life policies in matching amounts. Mr. Candliss would get about enough to bury her if he did it on the cheap. Lindsey jotted a note to Ms. Wilbur to send Candliss a set of claim forms.

And then the call from Terry Patterson. Lindsey ran the tape again. “This is terrible! They cleaned us out, they took everything! I’m ruined, ruined. Oh, my God, call me back right away, please!”

Well, yes, but Lindsey wanted a look at Terry Patterson’s policy first. Forewarned is forearmed. Knowledge is power. It all sounds corny, but that’s the way to get ahead.

Cleaned out. Ruined.

A household policy? Young married, burglary?

Lindsey queried the computer but there was no household policy in Terry Patterson’s name.

Automobile? Some upwardly-mobile high-techie? They liked to buy expensive cars, BMWs and Nissan 300ZXs, and load them with fancy stereos, tape decks, and CD players.

Nothing.

Lindsey sighed and called up the data base. If Patterson wasn’t the policyholder, it was probably a commercial policy. He told the computer to search for Patterson’s name as responsible party.

Ms. Wilbur arrived.

Lindsey looked up from the display screen, noted the time and waited for the usual explanation about traffic.

Ms. Wilbur said, “I’m sorry I’m late, Bart, I couldn’t help it.” She opened the closet, took off her jacket and hung it inside. She walked over to Mr. Coffee and smiled faintly. “Smells good.”

At least she called him Bart, not Hobo. His mother had named him Hobart, one of the worst names invented in the annals of Man. He’d given up long ago trying to get Ms. Wilbur to call him Mr. Lindsey, but at least she used the preferred version of his first name. He hated Hobo almost as much as he hated Hobart.

She poured herself a cup and sat at her desk.

She rewound the cassette on the Answermate and started through the calls again. “Oh, poor Mrs. Candliss died,” she said. “Don’t you want to handle this yourself, Bart?”

He told her he’d have handled it himself if he’d wanted to handle it himself. Ms. Wilbur sniffed and picked up the phone, presumably to call Mr. Candliss. Well, certainly they were supposed to be warm and human and caring, that’s what the training courses teach and that’s what International Surety’s ad campaigns emphasize. All right. But there’s such a thing as professionalism, too. And if there’s one thing Lindsey took pride in, it was his professionalism.

“Do you know a Terry Patterson?” he asked Ms. Wilbur.

Ms. Wilbur frowned and started murmuring condolences into the phone. Good gosh, the man was going to collect. Let the relatives offer handkerchiefs, International Surety was going to send money.

Without putting down the phone, Ms. Wilbur scribbled Comic Cavalcade on a memo slip and shoved it toward Bart.

Lindsey started to get annoyed. Then he realized that it wasn’t a comment, it was the account that Patterson had called about.

Lindsey looked back at the glowing display. The computer had found Terry Patterson, and the account information appeared on the monitor screen. It was a store called Comic Cavalcade. Terry Patterson was listed as sole proprietor—he hadn’t even incorporated, in this day and age!

There was an address in Berkeley and a phone number. Berkeley! Bart found himself hoping he could settle this pipsqueak claim without having to go to Patterson’s place of business. A comic book store in Berkeley! Lindsey hated comic books and everything to do with them. And Berkeley, well, everyone knows that town and what it’s filled with. Drug pushers, hippies, rich university students, yuppies, homosexuals, and Communists. And then there are the bad guys!

He played Patterson’s message still again. It sounded like an ordinary burglary, and anyway, how much could they get from a store that sold comic books? Lindsey would tell Patterson to call the police and have Ms. Wilbur send him a claim form. In fact, he’d rather have Ms. Wilbur handle the whole thing, only she was still on the phone with Mr. Candliss and Lindsey was in no mood to wait.

He jotted down the phone number for Comic Cavalcade, then dialed. He studied his Timex electric while the phone rang. It was a quarter after nine and the shop had not opened for business. Maybe they sleep late in Berkeley and open whenever they feel like it, he thought.

The reedy voice that matched Terry Patterson’s on the tape said, “Comic Cavalcade, the store is open from eleven A.M. to ten P.M., seven days a week. If you wish to leave a message, please wait for the signal.”

Lindsey snorted. When the sound came over the line he said, “This is Hobart Lindsey at International Surety in Walnut Creek, returning your—”

“Mr. Lindsey!”

Patterson must have been monitoring calls.

“Mr. Lindsey, thank you for calling. You got my message?”

“That’s why I’m calling, Mr. Patterson.”

“Oh, this is terrible. Thank you, Mr. Lindsey. I think you’d better come over here.”

He sounded less distraught than he had on the tape. He’d probably spent the time since he’d left the message putting his thoughts in order, and realized what a penny-ante matter it was.

“I don’t know if that will be necessary,” Lindsey said. “Have you notified the police?”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come to the store?”

Lindsey ignored the question and asked again, “Have you notified the police?”

“Yes, sure. First thing. There’s an officer here right now, but I think you’d better come in.”

A police officer—that was a pleasant surprise. Lindsey hadn’t expected that the Berkeley police would bother with something like a burglary at a comic book store. At a jeweler’s or a camera shop or a stereo store, yes—but comic books?

“How great is the loss, Mr. Patterson?”

“I haven’t priced everything out. I’ve done an inventory, I think I know everything they took. But—”

“Was this a break-in?” Bart asked.

“No. Uh, maybe. I mean, the back door, I think they, uh, jimmied the lock. They didn’t break in, like, uh, break in, you know. They didn’t smash the window or anything. But I guess you could say they broke in, sort of.”

“Well, it sounds like a police matter to me. How much do you estimate your loss to be?” Lindsey looked at the display screen to check Comic Cavalcade’s deductible. If it was a petty loss, it wouldn’t even be worth processing the claim.

“I’m not sure.”

“Give me an approximation.” Lindsey rubbed his eyes with his forefinger and thumb. Patterson would probably inflate the amount, Lindsey would have to go to the store and examine the premises, disallow the claim. Patterson would yowl and threaten to sue International Surety. Then they’d start haggling like a couple of rug merchants. What a mess. Well, at least Patterson had called the police. And how much could some trashy comic books be worth, even if he did inflate the amount?

“Uh, I’ll have to double-check this, Mr. Lindsey, against the price guides and such. But I figure they got some really choice items.”

Lindsey counted to five. “Yes, Mr. Patterson. Could you give me a rough dollar estimate of the value of those comic books? Just a preliminary figure.”

Patterson didn’t say anything.

“Try,” Lindsey urged. He let his breath out with a soft hiss. “Guess.”

“Uh, about a quarter mil, give or take. About that.”

Lindsey gasped. Ms. Wilbur had finished consoling Mr. Candliss and was typing an envelope. She looked up and stared at Bart. Into the telephone he said, “How much did you say?”

“Uh, ab-about a quarter of a million, Mr. Lindsey. A lot of the things were on consignment, you understand. So I d-d-didn’t just lose my own stock, I’ll have to make good to the owners. I can’t pay that kind of money, M-Mr. Lindsey. International Surety has to stand by me. You have to. Please!”

Lindsey yelped.

Ms. Wilbur turned to look at him. “Are you all right?”

He muttered something into the phone and hung up.

Ms. Wilbur asked if he wanted a cup of coffee.

He shook his head and stammered, “N-No. I couldn’t hold the c-cup!”


CHAPTER TWO

Lindsey asked Ms. Wilbur to hold the fort while he took a run into Berkeley. He grabbed his briefcase and headed for the door. He got his Hyundai out of its basement parking spot and fought his way into the traffic.

For a minute Lindsey thought about telephoning Harden at Regional, but he decided against it. He’d rather take the initiative. He liked to be known as a can-do guy in International Surety. He’d bring Harden on board when he had some solid information to present. Something the company could dig its teeth into.

Lindsey considered the case before him. For all that he’d never met Terry Patterson, he could tell from their telephone conversation that Patterson was some kind of a wimp. That was no surprise—a grown man who made his living selling comic books to children. And he’d waffled about the burglary. Was it a break-in, or wasn’t it? Had there even been a burglary at all? Maybe it was a case of employee pilfering. Maybe Patterson had stolen those comic books himself. Maybe he was making the whole thing up, there had never been any comic books, and he was attempting to defraud International Surety of a quarter-million dollars.

Possible fraud, Lindsey jotted in his pocket organizer as he waited at a traffic light on Monument Boulevard. At least—contributory negligence. Already he was coming up with some good ideas about how to save the company money. That’s how a man makes himself valuable to an organization!

Maybe he’d send a memo to Harden about it, and copy Legal. Or...maybe better to send the memo to Legal and copy Harden! Lindsey knew Harden, and he did not trust the man. He knew Harden wasn’t above taking his ideas to Legal and presenting them as his own. Harden would get the glory, then toss a couple of crumbs to Lindsey after the fact.

But first things first. Get the facts on the case.

Lindsey got on the freeway and headed for Berkeley. He ran his hand over the leatherette seat covering, savoring the newness of the Hyundai. It had more performance than his old Mercury Capri had ever shown. Much more. He was a little concerned that the Hyundai was foreign made, but at least it was from Korea, not from Japan or Germany. The Koreans had been on our side—the South Koreans had, anyway—and that eased Lindsey’s conscience.

He parked in a municipal garage and walked to Comic Cavalcade on Telegraph Avenue. UC was back from semester break and foot traffic was heavy. A vagrant snap of wind stirred a flutter of newspapers and fast-food containers along the pavement.

He stood on the sidewalk in front of Comic Cavalcade and reconnoitered. You can learn a lot if you just observe before you enter a situation. Comic Cavalcade was a standard storefront. The glass display window was filled with Spider-Man and Batman and Fantastic Four comic books, and Japanese robots and toys and greeting cards and Zippy the Pinhead tee shirts.

The kind of thing that Lindsey had loved, once upon a time. But he was a man on the shady side of thirty now, and such things were no longer part of his life. He wished they’d never been! He’d grown up surrounded by comic books and toys, and only gradually had he come to realize what those things had meant to Mother. How they had shaped her life, made her the sad creature she was now. And, at least indirectly, taken so much from him.

He tried the door but it was locked. A Closed sign hung at eye level.

He picked his way over the trash that littered the sidewalk and checked the neighboring establishments.

On one side of the comic store was a clothing shop. Through the window he saw a high-school-age girl with purple hair and studiedly tattered jacket standing behind the counter, flirting with a young man in a well-stained tee-shirt. Lindsey thought he might want to check with the girl, find out if she was on duty when the burglary—alleged burglary—took place.

On the other side of the comic store was a pizza parlor. A black man in full chef’s regalia spun a circular sheet of pizza dough, threw it into the air and caught it when it spun back down.

Lindsey took his pocket organizer out of his briefcase and jotted a note. Pizza parlor...clothing store...access to C.C. stock?

He returned to Comic Cavalcade and tapped on the door with his pen. The sound was sharp and authoritative—much better than rapping with his knuckles would have been. He pressed his nose to the glass and peered inside. A young man in a disreputable-looking shirt slouched behind the counter. He was tall and skinny and wore dark-­rimmed eyeglasses. He tapped his fingers nervously on the glass counter. A police officer stood opposite him. A rack of comic books blocked Lindsey’s line of sight, so he could see only part of the officer’s back.

The young man started to wave Lindsey away, then realized who he was, came to the door and let him in. He locked the door again.

“M-Mr. Lindsey?”

“You Terry Patterson?” Bart asked.

The young man gulped and nodded. He blinked his eyes uncontrollably.

Lindsey handed him his card. He gaped at it as if he’d never seen a business card before, and continued to stare at it for what seemed an eternity before he slipped it into his jeans pocket.

He said, “Off-Officer Plum, uh, M-Mr. Lindsey is here, uh, from the insurance, uh, company.”

Officer Plum turned around, picked up a clipboard holding incident report forms, and halved the distance between them.

Lindsey realized simultaneously that Officer Plum was female and that she was black. Lindsey bit his lip. Berkeley.

The first thing they did was exchange cards. At least they did that right in Berkeley. Marvia Plum, Berkeley Police Department, was all that was printed on hers; in red ink she had added a telephone number.

“I was just leaving,” Officer Plum said. She was short and very dark. Her hair was cropped close to her scalp. The way she filled her form-fitting police uniform was impressive. Lindsey was momentarily distracted. He wondered if the department dressed female officers like that to distract criminals.

Lindsey swallowed. “Leaving?”

“That’s right.” She picked up her uniform cap and yanked it down over her wiry hair.

“But we haven’t had a chance to—”

“My work is done.” She started moving toward the back of the store and the likely rear exit, talking over her shoulder all the while. “We can’t hang around all day. I don’t know where you’ve been since Terrence called you, but we’ve checked the crime scene for evidence, Terrence has filled out the forms...I’ve got a lot of other work to do.”

“Well—well, wait just a little minute.” He strode purposefully after her, taking in his surroundings.

The main room of the store seemed fairly standard. The merchandise, cheap, glossy-covered comic books and other cheap paraphernalia, stood on display in revolving wire racks, on tables, in glass cases, and mounted in clear plastic covers on the walls.

Lindsey followed Officer Plum into a back room that held more wall displays and more glass cases. Unlike the cases in the front room with their simple sliding doors, these were conspicuously locked. Lindsey couldn’t resist inspecting the contents of a couple of them. He recognized some of the comic books—issues that he’d seen at home as a child.

Lindsey tried to keep a straight face but he couldn’t help blinking when he saw among them the crudely rendered cover illustration of Gangsters at War. A square-jawed, unshaven ruffian in a ragged set of army fatigues waved a submachine gun in one hand and a sizzling grenade in the other. His lips were drawn back in a snarl. Underneath his army fatigue jacket, through gaping holes, part of a prison-striped uniform shirt could be seen.

Lindsey peered down through the glass lid, then squatted in front of the case to get a closer look. He scanned the glossy cover, searching for the artist’s identifying mark. There it was: a circle that outlined a tiny stylized face, a heavily arched brow, a pair of mirror-image slashes that defined both the nose and eyes.

The sketch, Mother had explained long ago, was really a signature. The brow line and slashes were the initials J. L., the eye dots periods. The drawing had been done by Joseph Lindsey. Lindsey’s long-dead father.

He shook his head to clear it. He couldn’t take the time to think about Father, couldn’t mix his personal life with his professional performance. Besides, what difference could it make, when he’d never even met the man? Fatherhood, this fatherhood anyway, was nothing more than a biological function. He found his way to the back door of the shop. The hasp that normally secured the door had been pried away from the doorframe and now hung loose. Other than that, there was no evidence of forceful entry, and no disarray or physical damage within the store.

At a sound from the narrow hallway Lindsey turned. Officer Plum hadn’t left after all. She was standing with her clipboard in her hand. For the first time, Lindsey noticed that she was equipped with a full array of police paraphernalia. The wooden butt of a heavy revolver protruded from a small holster she wore on one hip. A pair of nickel-plated handcuffs hung from the other hip. A tiny two-way radio was clipped to one shoulder of her blouse.

Terry Patterson stood behind her, forehead creased with worry above his dark-rimmed, thick-lensed glasses.

“Mr. Lindsey, what’s your opinion?” Officer Plum asked.

“I guess this is where they backed the truck up. Parking lot in the back? Loading dock?”

Officer Plum said, “What truck?”

“The truck—I don’t think they could have fit it into a station wagon, do you?”

“What are you talking about, Mr. Lindsey?”

“Look here,” Lindsey said. He was getting tired of the woman’s inefficiency. Or her indifference. Whatever it was. He could understand the police not caring very much about a minor burglary, but there was a major claim now—or would be once Terry Patterson had filed the necessary papers.

The officer waited for an answer.

“Mr. Patterson says they got away with $250,000 worth of merchandise. A quarter million! How many pounds, how many cubic feet of paper does that represent?” Lindsey peered over the police officer’s head at the store owner.

Patterson was as tall and scrawny and pale as Plum was short and fleshy and black. He blinked owlishly. “Th-there wasn’t any truck here, Mr. Lindsey. I-I don’t think there was, anyhow.”

“Then how did they get away with the loot?”

“Uh, I sup-suppose they could have carried it in a corrugated carton. Or a backpack. Or—or—” He pointed at the insurance adjuster. At Hobart Lindsey! “Or, uh, somebody could have carried the comics away in a briefcase like y-yours, Mr. Lindsey.”

There was a rapping on the glass of the front door of the shop. Patterson revolved his head as if it were on a swivel. He craned his neck toward the sound, then turned back to face Plum and Hobart. “Uh, Marvia, uh, Mr. Lindsey. It’s Jan—Janice—and Linc. M-My staff. Can I let them in? Can I open the store now?” He held up his wrist, showing a digital watch. “It-It’s time to open.”

“Okay with me, Terrence.”

Marvia, Terrence, Jan, Linc. Oh, chummy, chummy. Patterson took the distance back to the front door with huge, birdlike strides. Jan and Linc, Lindsey could see, were standing with their arms around each other’s waists. Jan was Asiatic and Linc was some kind of nondescript racial mixture.

Officer Plum said, “I don’t think you understand what happened here. This wasn’t a massive theft of stock. Whoever knocked this place over knew exactly what they were doing. Terrence tells me that approximately thirty-five items were taken.”

“He just gave me a dollar value on the phone. He said a quarter million. I figured it would take a stadium full of comic books to make that much. Tons of the things. What are comic books worth? You’d have to haul them away in a truck.”

“No way.” She shook her head. “Just thirty-five of them. You don’t know anything about comic books, I take it.”

If only she knew! “Not the modern ones,” Lindsey said. “When I was a kid I read a few. Archie, Richie Rich, Disney stuff. And my father—”

He was going to leave it there, but she said, “Your father—what?”

“He was a cartoonist. He drew for the comics.”

“Anything in the store?”

Lindsey moved his head to indicate the display case containing Gangsters at War. “He wasn’t very good, I’m afraid. He was just getting established. He died before I was born.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry!”

“I never knew him, so I never missed him.”

She pursed her lips.

Lindsey hoped she wasn’t going to ask him more about it. He didn’t like telling the story. People always offered their sympathy when they heard it.

Officer Plum said, “But family is so important.”

Lindsey said nothing.

After an awkward pause, Officer Plum asked, “About these stolen comic books....”

Lindsey said, “Yes?”

“A lot of people collect them. Sometimes they even form syndicates and buy into them, as investments.”

She knew a lot about comic books for somebody who had just come to investigate a burglary. Lindsey said so.

If she hadn’t been so black, Lindsey thought, she would have blushed. Instead she blew out a breath through her nostrils. “I collect them myself. Just a few.”

Berkeley’s finest.

“Thirty-five items, worth $250,000. That makes just over—”

He took his pocket organizer out of his briefcase and flipped it open to the calculator.

“Don’t bother,” said Officer Plum. “It comes to a little over seven thousand apiece. But I have a detailed inventory here.” She tapped her fingernail against her clipboard. “I’m sure Terrence will provide you with an inventory on his claim, but if you’d rather, I can get you a photocopy of the report. You’ll probably want one anyway, to verify the insurance claim.”

Lindsey hesitated.

“Well, I have to go.” She turned around, walked to the front of the shop, spoke briefly with Terry Patterson, then left.

Patterson came back to where Lindsey was standing. “Y-You brought me the insurance forms, Mr. Lindsey? I really need to take care of this. Those weren’t my comics. I mean, some of them were and some of them weren’t. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I—”

Lindsey put up his hand. He couldn’t stand babbling, and it looked like Patterson was going to babble away indefinitely, “I have the forms here, don’t worry. But you know, we can’t just make out a check for this kind of money until there’s been an investigation. We have to make sure that the claim is legitimate. And if there’s any chance of recovering the loot, we have to work on that angle.”

Patterson put his hand to his forehead. He made a low, moaning sound.

“Besides,” Lindsey said, “there are a lot of unanswered questions. For instance, your two, ah, helpers.” Linc and Jan were in the front room. They had opened the street door as if no crime had been committed. They might have seen Officer Plum leaving, heard the end of Lindsey’s conversation with their boss. They must be boiling with curiosity.

Linc was arranging stock on the wire racks and tables. Jan was standing behind the cash register.

Already several customers had gathered inside the store. A handful of what looked like elementary-school children clustered at the wire racks, and an older man with greasy-looking gray hair and a bald spot stood near the wall. The elderly man gazed up at a thirty­-year-old copy of Reform School Girls that hung in a transparent bag. Instead of the customary colorful drawing, the cover featured a photograph of a busty female model. A cigarette hung from the corner of her mouth, smoke drifting lazily upward. She had her skirt hiked up and was adjusting the top of one sheer stocking. The top of her dress was pulled low over her shoulders and her bosom was exposed lewdly.

“Look at those two,” Lindsey said. “How do you know they didn’t steal the comics? What time did the burglary take place, anyway?”

Terry Patterson shrugged, looking more like an updated Ichabod Crane than ever.

“You don’t know?”

He shook his head.

Lindsey waited for an answer. It was a good device. Just wait. People are conditioned to keep a conversation going. If the silence gets too long, they talk. Sometimes it takes a little encouragement—like an expectant look or an inquisitorial grunt.

As usual, it worked.

“I, uh, Linc closed last night. He phoned me at home. That’s our regular procedure. This is just a small business, you see. I have to keep close watch on it.”

Lindsey raised his eyebrows.

“I mean, ah, it isn’t that I don’t trust Linc.”

Lindsey nodded encouragingly.

“Or—or Jan.”

“Mm.”

“It’s just that, uh, it’s a small business, and I’ve put everything I have into it, and everything I could borrow. It’s expensive to run a store, you know.”

Patterson waited for a reply, but Lindsey outwaited him.

“So, uh, I have to keep close tabs,” Patterson said. He was blushing slightly. “And so Linc phoned me with the day’s totals, and to tell me that he’d secured the store, deposited the receipts at the bank, and he was at home.”

“Where?”

“Uh—just a couple of blocks from here. Uh—”

“Never mind. I’ll want a complete list of employees and their home addresses later on.”

“Anyway, when I arrived to open this morning, you see, I came in early, around seven o’clock, to check the stock because I was going to make the run to Hayward, to the distributors today. So I came in early, and I saw the broken lock on the back door, but I didn’t see anything missing, anything obviously missing that is, so I checked the special collectibles and that’s when I saw what was missing.”

“And you found it right away, and you know exactly how much the missing items are worth.”

“No, uh, only approximately.”

“Listen here, Mr. Patterson. I think I can get you off clean. I think the police will drop the matter if International Surety asks them to. Just bring the stock back. You haven’t formally filed your insurance claim yet. Just drop the matter and you’ll walk. Otherwise....” Lindsey let his voice trail off.

“W-What do you mean? W-What do you mean?” he stammered.

“I’ll be very direct with you, Patterson. I don’t think there was any burglary here. I think it was an inside job.”

“In-Inside job?” He leaned against a glass display case. “You mean Linc? Linc or—or J-Jan?”

“Cut the corn, sonny,” Lindsey told him with a sneer. “I mean you.”
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