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Praise for Sara Paretsky and Her Detective Series Featuring V. I. Warshawski

“THE BEST ON THE BEAT? V. I. WARSHAWSKI [IS] THE TOP OF THE LINE.”

—Chicago Tribune

“WHO IS AMERICA’S MOST CONVINCING AND ENGAGING PROFESSIONAL FEMALE PRIVATE EYE? V. I. WARSHAWSKI, the star of Sara Paretsky’s series about white-collar crime and wall-to-wall corruption in Chicago, now clearly leads the growing field.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“[V. I. WARSHAWSKI] IS… WONDERFUL COMPANY AND A RICH DISCOVERY AWAITING THOSE WHO HAVE YET TO MEET HER.”

—Los Angeles Times

“What really continues to amaze and impress about this series is V.I. herself, UNDOUBTEDLY ONE OF THE BEST-WRITTEN CHARACTERS IN MYSTERY FICTION.”

—The Baltimore Sun

“Paretsky’s work does more than turn a genre upside down: Her books are beautifully paced and plotted.… The dialogue is fresh and smart.”

—Newsweek

“A QUIRKY BLEND: PART SAM SPADE, PART CONTEMPORARY WOMAN.”

—In These Times

“NOT SINCE CRIME-FICTION MASTERS RAYMOND CHANDLER AND DASHIELL HAMMETT has a mystery writer integrated a character and an environment so seamlessly, to such telling, vibrant effect.”

—Chicago magazine

“VICTORIA IPHIGENIA WARSHAWSKI IS … AT ONCE THE MOST ENDEARING AND MOST IRRITATING PRIVATE EYE IN TODAY’S MYSTERY FICTION. She’s full of wisecracking cussedness and vulnerability, and her sandpapery tenderness just gets better with each novel Sara Paretsky turns out.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“[V. I. WARSHAWSKI IS] THE DETECTIVE MYSTERY FANS HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR.”

—Time

“BEST OF ALL IS VIC HERSELF, SPUNKY, FIERCE AND FUNNY.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“V.I. (‘DON’T CALL ME VICKY’) IS TOUGH ON CROOKS.… Her stubbornness, her acerbic tongue, and her impatience with weakness may not make her a convivial dinner partner, but she’s great company in a mystery.”

—Houston Chronicle

“PARETSKY IS A SMOOTH WRITER AND A FUNNY WOMAN, good at evoking seedy urban environments and taking wry potshots at middle-class aspirations.… [She] has created a scrappy, entertaining, idiosyncratic fictional character who is a woman, so hooray for her!”

—San Jose Mercury-News

“V. I. WARSHAWSKI IS ONE OF THE MOST INTERESTING PRIVATE EYES IN THE BUSINESS TODAY, and with each story novelist Sara Paretsky gets better and bolder.”

—Charlotte Observer
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Introduction to the 30th Anniversary edition of Indemnity Only

Sara Paretsky

I can still remember the October day when V. I. Warshawski first appeared in my life. I was in a meeting with my boss, whose office overlooked Grant Park in Chicago. Fred, as I call him, had a gift for endless repetitions of the obvious. He also had a nasty streak and didn’t take challenges to his ideas at all easily. As my lips murmured agreement, the balloon over my head said something unprintable. My attention wandered to the park thirty-six stories below: the dead trees, the gray day, seemed as dreary as my own mood. It was at that moment that V. I. came to me.

I had been reading crime fiction since I was a teenager. The first adult novels I read were by Rex Stout, who grew up in the 1880s in the same part of eastern Kansas that I came from. In high school, when we were asked to write fiction for our English classes, I always wrote detective stories. I read a lot of Margery Allingham, Ngaio Marsh, and Nicholas Blake; was briefly in love with Peter Wimsey; but it wasn’t until I was in my early twenties that I first encountered American noir.

Like most readers, I fell under the spell of Chandler and the two MacDonalds at once. After moving through the seven Philip Marlowe novels in short order, I read all the Travis McGee and Lew Archer I could find, discovered Cornell Woolrich, and was hooked on noir. At the same time, the more I read, the more uncomfortable the women characters made me feel. More specifically, I was uncomfortable with the way women’s sexuality dictated their ability to act, or to have good moral judgment.

In six of Chandler’s seven novels, a sexually active woman, one who tries to seduce Marlowe, turns out to be the main villain. Marlowe is like an uncorrupted version of Adam in Eden—Eve, in the guise of The Big Sleep’s Carmen Sternwood or The Little Sister’s Orfamy Quest, tries to get him to eat that apple. Unlike Adam, though, Marlowe is too tough for these wily women.

The virginal women in noir fiction are virtuous, by definition, but they can’t look after themselves and they have terrible judgment. Effie Perrine, Sam Spade’s secretary in The Maltese Falcon, is the original Good Girl of noir. Sam never calls her Effie: She is always “Angel.” In contrast to Brigid O’Shaughnessy’s sultry sensuality, Effie’s “eyes were brown and playful in a shiny boyish face.” The fact that she is “boyish” in her looks means that she is not a sexual—and therefore predatory–female. Sam can trust her, but her childishness also makes her naive.

At the end of The Maltese Falcon, the angel cannot accept the fact that Sam turned Brigid in to the police. Women work on intuition, as Sam tells Effie off and on throughout the novel, but a man has to deal in justice.

Effie, and Carmen Sternwood and all the rest of them, made me want to create a woman private eye, one who would turn the tables on all these distorted versions of women’s lives. The PI I imagined would have a sex life, and her sexuality would have nothing to do with whether she was a moral person. Sex would not stop her from being able to solve problems, either.

I had been writing since I was old enough to read, but I didn’t trust my writing voice. For eight years, I wrote little snippets about a very hard-boiled woman who was essentially Philip Marlowe in drag. Along the way, Carolyn Heilbrun published her first Kate Fansler mystery, P. D. James wrote An Unsuitable Job for a Woman, and Michael Lewin appeared with Albert Samson, the softer-boiled, empathic private eye. I began to see that there was a place for a woman detective who operated in the world of noir.

And on that fateful October day in my boss’s office, while my lips were saying, “Great idea, Fred,” I imagined my detective. She wasn’t Philip Marlowe in drag; she was like me and my friends, doing work that hadn’t existed for women when we were growing up. She faced some of the same challenges we did, as pioneers in the professions, but my hero would never put up with the Freds of the world—she hadn’t been raised in Kansas to be a domestic angel, as I had been. She didn’t care what people thought of her, and she didn’t worry about getting fired.

She would be a quintessential Chicagoan, bred on the city’s tough industrial South Side, with the ethnic identity that Chicagoans pride themselves on. I knew I couldn’t write believably about Latina, African-American, or Irish culture—the three dominant groups in the city—so I decided on Polish, since one of my grandfathers came from Poland. I can’t tell what names are attached to what languages, so I thought, Warsaw, that’s in Poland: I’ll call my detective “Warshawski.” On the train home, her initials came to me: V. I. It wasn’t until several months into the story that I settled on her names, Victoria Iphigenia. Until then she was just “V. I.” to me, which is how I still think of her.

It still wasn’t a quick passage from finding V. I. to the finished, published novel. I had many moments of despair, wondering if I could ever figure out how to write a whole novel. To compensate for my lack of confidence, I followed the conventions of the noir form slavishly. If I were creating V. I. with the greater confidence I have now, she wouldn’t be slotted so completely into the noir detective’s profile. I wouldn’t have made her an orphan, for instance—although she would still drink the Black Label whiskey I enjoy.

As I created V. I. and Indemnity Only, I was helped immensely by Stuart Kaminsky. He not only liked V. I. and gave me advice on how to write a better novel, but also introduced me to his agent, who agreed to try to sell the book. It took Dominick Abel a year to find someone in New York willing to take a chance on a woman private eye in the Midwest, but the Dial Press finally did so and published Indemnity Only on January 22, 1982.

January 2012 is V. I. Warshawski’s thirtieth birthday. Much has changed in thirty years. The year I published Indemnity Only, and with it put the first hard-boiled woman PI out on the mean streets, was also the first year women could be members of the regular police in Chicago, instead of matrons confined to juvenile work and the woman’s jail. Women are on the Supreme Court. They are mayors, police chiefs, astronauts. They are also still short-order cooks, teachers, and nurses. They still earn only about seventy-five percent of what men make for doing the same job, but a woman working as a private eye is no longer a bold or unusual creation.

When her first client, John Thayer, wonders if “a girl” can do the job he’s hiring her for, V. I. Warshawski says, “I’m a woman, Mr. Thayer, and I can look after myself. If I couldn’t, I wouldn’t be in this kind of business.” That kind of statement is out of place in today’s world, both in fiction and in real life. I am happy and proud to think of the part that V. I. and I played in changing the game for women. And I’m grateful to all the readers who have supported us on this journey.

—Sara Paretsky, November 2011
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Summertime

The night air was thick and damp. As I drove south along Lake Michigan, I could smell rotting alewives like a faint perfume on the heavy air. Little fires shone here and there from late-night barbecues in the park. On the water a host of green and red running lights showed people seeking relief from the sultry air. On shore traffic was heavy, the city moving restlessly, trying to breathe. It was July in Chicago.

I got off Lake Shore Drive at Randolph Street and swung down Wabash under the iron arches of the elevated tracks, At Monroe I stopped the car and got out.

Away from the lake the city was quieter. The South Loop, with no entertainment beyond a few peep-shows and the city lockup, was deserted—a drunk weaving uncertainly down the street was my only companion. I crossed Wabash and went into the Pulteney Building next to the Monroe Street Tobacco Store. At night it looked like a terrible place to have an office. The hall’s mosaic-tiled walls were chipped and dirty. I wondered if anyone ever washed the scuffed linoleum floor. The lobby must create a reassuring impression on potential clients.

I pushed the elevator button. No response. I tried again. Again no response. I shoved open the heavy stairwell door, climbing slowly to the fourth floor. It was cool in the stairwell and I lingered there a few minutes before moving on down the badly lit hallway to the east end, the end where rents are cheaper because all the offices look out on the Wabash el. In the dim light I could read the inscription on the door: “V. I. Warshawski. Private Investigator.”

I had called my answering service from a filling station on the North Side, just a routine check on my way home to a shower, air conditioning, and a late supper. I was surprised when they told me I had a caller, and unhappy when they said he’d refused to give a name. Anonymous callers are a pain. They usually have something to hide, often something criminal, and they don’t leave their names just so you can’t find out what they’re hiding ahead of time.

This guy was coming at 9:15, which didn’t even give me time to eat. I’d spent a frustrating afternoon in the ozone-laden heat trying to track down a printer who owed me fifteen hundred dollars. I’d saved his firm from being muscled out by a national chain last spring and now I was sorry I’d done it. If my checking account hadn’t been so damned anemic, I’d have ignored this phone call. As it was, I squared my shoulders and unlocked the door.

With the lights on my office looked Spartan but not unpleasant and I cheered up slightly. Unlike my apartment, which is always in mild disarray, my office is usually tidy. I’d bought the big wooden desk at a police auction. The little Olivetti portable had been my mother’s, as well as a reproduction of the Ufizzi hanging over my green filing cabinet. That was supposed to make visitors realize that mine was a high-class operation. Two straight-backed chairs for clients completed the furniture. I didn’t spend much time here and didn’t need any other amenities.

I hadn’t been in for several days and had a stack of bills and circulars to sort through. A computer firm wanted to arrange a demonstration of what computers could do to help my business. I wondered if a nice little desktop IBM could find me paying customers.

The room was stuffy. I looked through the bills to see which ones were urgent. Car insurance—I’d better pay that. The others I threw out—most were first-time bills, a few second-time. I usually only pay bills the third time they come around. If they want the money badly, they won’t forget you. I stuffed the insurance into my shoulder bag, then turned to the window and switched the air conditioner onto “high.” The room went dark. I’d blown a fuse in the Pulteney’s uncertain electrical system. Stupid. You can’t turn an air conditioner right onto “high” in a building like this. I cursed myself and the building management equally and wondered whether the storeroom with the fuse boxes was open at night. During the years I’d spent in the building, I’d learned how to repair most of what could go wrong with it, including the bathroom on the seventh floor, whose toilet backed up about once a month.

I made my way back down the hall and down the stairs to the basement. A single naked bulb lit the bottom of the stairs. It showed a padlock on the supply-room door. Tom Czarnik, the building’s crusty superintendent, didn’t trust anyone. I can open some locks, but I didn’t have time now for an American padlock. One of those days. I counted to ten in Italian, and started back upstairs with even less enthusiasm than before.

I could hear a heavy tread ahead of me and guessed it was my anonymous visitor. When I got to the top, I quietly opened the stairwell door and watched him in the dim light. He was knocking at my office door. I couldn’t see him very well, but got the impression of a short stocky man. He held himself aggressively, and when he got no answer to his knocking, he opened the door without hesitation and went inside. I walked down the hallway and went in after him.

A five-foot-high sign from Arnie’s Steak Joynt flashed red and yellow across the street, providing spasms of light to my office. I saw my visitor whirl as I opened the door. “I’m looking for V. I. Warshawski,” he said, his voice husky but confident—the voice of a man used to having his own way.

“Yes,” I said, going past him to sit behind my desk.

“Yes, what?” he demanded.

“Yes, I’m V.I. Warshawski. You call my answering service for an appointment?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know it would mean walking up four flights of stairs to a dark office. Why the hell doesn’t the elevator work?”

“The tenants in this building are physical fitness nuts. We agreed to get rid of the elevator—climbing stairs is well known as a precaution against heart attacks.”

In one of the flashes from Arnie’s I saw him make an angry gesture. “I didn’t come here to listen to a comedienne,” he said, his husky voice straining. “When I ask questions I expect to hear them answered.”

“In that case, ask reasonable questions. Now, do you want to tell me why you need a private investigator?”

“I don’t know. I need help all right, but this place—Jesus—and why is it so dark in here?”

“The lights are out,” I said, my temper riding me. “You don’t like my looks, leave. I don’t like anonymous callers, either.”

“All right, all right,” he said placatingly. “Simmer down. But do we have to sit in the dark?”

I laughed. “A fuse blew a few minutes before you showed up. We can go over to Arnie’s Steak Joynt if you want some light.” I wouldn’t have minded getting a good look at him myself.

He shook his head. “No, we can stay here.” He fidgeted around some, then sat in one of the visitors’ chairs.

“You got a name?” I asked, to fill in the pause while he collected his thoughts.

“Oh, yeah, sorry,” he said, fumbling in his wallet. He pulled out a card and passed it across the desk. I held it up to read in a flash from Arnie’s. “John L. Thayer, Executive Vice-President, Trust, Ft. Dearborn Bank and Trust.” I pursed my lips. I didn’t make it over to La Salle Street very often, but John Thayer was a very big name indeed at Chicago’s biggest bank. Hot diggity, I thought. Play this fish right, Vic, I urged myself. Here come de rent!

I put the card in my jeans pocket. “Yes, Mr. Thayer. Now what seems to be the problem?”

“Well, it’s about my son. That is, it’s about his girl friend. At least she’s the one who—” He stopped. A lot of people, especially men, aren’t used to sharing their problems, and it takes them a while to get going. “You know, I don’t mean any offense, but I’m not sure I should talk to you after all. Not unless you’ve got a partner or something.”

I didn’t say anything.

“You got a partner?” he persisted.

“No, Mr. Thayer,” I said evenly. “I don’t have a partner.”

“Well, this really isn’t a job for a girl to take on alone.”

A pulse started throbbing in my right temple. “I skipped dinner after a long day in the heat to meet you down here.” My voice was husky with anger. I cleared my throat and tried to steady myself. “You wouldn’t even identify yourself until I pushed you to it. You pick at my office, at me, but you can’t come out and ask anything directly. Are you trying to find out whether I’m honest, rich, tough, or what? You want some references, ask for them. But don’t waste my time like this. I don’t need to argue you into hiring my services—it was you who insisted on making an appointment for the middle of the night.”

“I’m not questioning your honesty,” he said quickly. “Look, I’m not trying to get your goat. But you are a girl, and things may get heavy.”

“I’m a woman, Mr. Thayer, and I can look out for myself. If I couldn’t, I wouldn’t be in this kind of business. If things get heavy, I’ll figure out a way to handle them—or go down trying. That’s my problem, not yours. Now, you want to tell me about your son, or can I go home where I can turn on an air conditioner?”

He thought some more, and I took some deep breaths to calm myself, ease the tension in my throat.

“I don’t know,” he finally said. “I hate to, but I’m running out of options.” He looked up, but I couldn’t see his face. “Anything I tell you has to be strictly in confidence.”

“Righto, Mr. Thayer,” I said wearily. “Just you, me, and Arnie’s Steak Joynt.”

He caught his breath but remembered he was trying to be conciliatory. “It’s really Anita, my son’s girl friend. Not that Pete—my son, that is—hasn’t been a bit of a problem, too.”

Dope, I thought morosely. All these North Shore types think about is dope. If it was a pregnancy, they’d just pay for an abortion and be done with it. However, mine was not to pick and choose, so I grunted encouragingly.

“Well, this Anita is not really a very desirable type, and ever since Pete got mixed up with her he’s been having some peculiar ideas.” The language sounded strangely formal in his husky voice.

“I’m afraid I only detect things, Mr. Thayer. I can’t do too much about what the boy thinks.”

“No, no, I know that. It’s just that—they’ve been living together in some disgusting commune or other—did I tell you they’re students at the University of Chicago? Anyway, he, Pete, he’s taken to talking about becoming a union organizer and not going to business school, so I went down to talk to the girl. Make her see reason, kind of.”

“What’s her last name, Mr. Thayer?”

“Hill. Anita Hill. Well, as I said, I went down to try to make her see reason. And—right after that she disappeared.”

“It sounds to me like your problem’s solved.”

“I wish it was. The thing is, now Pete’s saying I bought her off, paid her to disappear. And he’s threatening to change his name and drop out of sight unless she turns up again.”

Now I’ve heard everything, I thought. Hired to find a person so her boyfriend would go to business school.

“And were you responsible for her disappearance, Mr. Thayer?”

“Me? If I was, I’d be able to get her back.”

“Not necessarily. She could have squeezed fifty grand out of you and gone off on her own so you couldn’t get it back. Or you could have paid her to disappear completely. Or you may have killed her or caused her to he killed and want someone else to take the rap for you. A guy like you has a lot of resources.”

He seemed to laugh a little at that. “Yeah, I suppose all that could be true. Anyway, I want you to find her—to find Anita.”

“Mr. Thayer, I don’t like to turn down work, but why not get the police—they’re much better equipped than I for this sort of thing.”

“The police and I—” he started, then broke off. “I don’t feel like advertising my family problems to the police,” he said heavily.

That had the ring of truth—but what had he started to say? “And why were you so worried about things getting heavy?” I wondered aloud.

He shifted in his chair a bit. “Some of those students can get pretty wild,” he muttered. I raised my eyebrows skeptically, but he couldn’t see that in the dark.

“How did you get my name?” I asked. Like an advertising survey—did you hear about us in Rolling Stone or through a friend?

“I found your name in the Yellow Pages. And I wanted someone in the Loop and someone who didn’t know—my business associates.”

“Mr. Thayer, I charge a hundred and a quarter a day, plus expenses. And I need a five-hundred-dollar deposit. I make progress reports, but clients don’t tell me how to do the job—any more than your widows and orphans tell you how to run the Fort Dearborn’s Trust Department.”

“Then you will take the job?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said shortly. Unless the girl was dead, it shouldn’t be too hard to find her. “I’ll need your son’s address at the university,” I added. “And a picture of the girl if you have one.”

He hesitated over that, seemed about to say something, but then gave it to me: 5462 South Harper. I hoped it was the right place. He also produced a picture of Anita Hill. I couldn’t make it out in the spasmodic light, but it looked like a yearbook snap. My client asked me to call him at home to report progress, rather than at the office. I jotted his home number on the business card and put it back in my pocket.

“How soon do you think you’ll know something?” he asked.

“I can’t tell you until I’ve looked at it, Mr. Thayer. But I’ll get on the case first thing tomorrow.”

“Why can’t you go down there tonight?” he persisted.

“Because I have other things to do,” I answered shortly. Like dinner and a drink.

He argued for a bit, not so much because he thought I’d change my mind as because he was used to getting his own way. He finally gave up on it and handed me five hundred-dollar bills.

I squinted at them in the light from Arnie’s. “I take checks, Mr. Thayer.”

“I’m trying to keep people at the office from knowing I’ve been to a detective. And my secretary balances my checkbook.”

I was staggered, but not surprised. An amazing number of executives have their secretaries do that. My own feeling was that only God, the IRS, and my bank should have access to my financial transactions.

He got up to go and I walked out with him. By the time I’d locked the door, he had started down the stairs. I wanted to get a better look at him, and hurried after him. I didn’t want to have to see every man in Chicago under a flashing neon sign to recognize my client again. The stairwell lighting wasn’t that good, but under it his face appeared square and rugged. Irish-looking, I would have said, not what I would have thought of as second-in-command at the Fort Dearborn. His suit was expensive and well cut, but he looked more as if he’d stepped from an Edward G. Robinson movie than the nation’s eighth largest bank. But then, did I look like a detective? Come to think of it, most people don’t try to guess what women do for a living by the way they look—but they are usually astounded to find out what I do.

My client turned east, toward Michigan Avenue. I shrugged and crossed the street to Arnie’s. The owner gave me a double Johnnie Walker Black and a sirloin from his private collection.
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