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    Make little weeping for the dead,




    for he is at rest; but the life of




    the fool is worse than death.




    Ecclesiasticus 22:11
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  Chapter One




  THE DOG was asleep when it happened. Asleep on the pile of coats and sweaters in the back seat of the topless convertible ambling along the freeway. The

  crash woke him, and then he was thrown violently out of the car, his erstwhile bedding along with him, and landed still on top of the coats on the shoulder of the road.




  He was stunned momentarily, shaken and bruised but not really hurt. There were loud noises, loud voices, screams. By the time the dog got to his feet, shaking and frightened, all the cars had

  stopped moving out there, and people were crowding around the center of the road. The dog whimpered and tried to join the crowd, searching for his own people; but a man shoved him away with angry

  words; and then a loud screaming thing was coming nearer and nearer, and the dog panicked and ran. He ran, lumbering, along the shoulder of the road, a long time past the lines of stalled cars,

  until he found a way off that road and was on a narrower street where there were houses.




  Then he was lost. He wasn’t a dog to stay panicky for very long, but he felt very lost. He’d never been in a city before, and it bewildered him. He went on walking, sometimes

  trotting along, investigating yards and the few empty lots, but nothing was familiar. . . . By daylight he had found his way to a long straight street lined with buildings, and presently there

  began to be people in the streets, which pleased him, for he didn’t know he was a dog at all; but most of them steered a wide course around him or just ignored him. He was alone and lost, and

  he felt very sorry for himself.




  He didn’t like the noise and confusion of the street, and turned back up a narrower street where smaller buildings stood. He was sitting on the curb there, forlorn, when a car slid up to

  the curb and stopped and a woman got out. She spoke to him in a friendly tone. “Hello there,” she said, and held out her hand and patted him. “What are you doing here?”




  The dog, extremely pleased, smiled widely at her and offered his paw politely. She shook it and laughed, but then she went on and walked around the corner out of sight. The dog’s ears

  drooped despondently. There was, however, the car. The front window was down, and with some difficulty he heaved himself up, almost stuck halfway through, panted and struggled and flopped down

  clumsily into the seat.




  He approved of the car. It had the right smells. It smelled of children and also of cats. The dog was very fond of both children and cats.




  Something had happened to change the world; and his people had gone away. It was an empty feeling inside him; but he was of a philosophic disposition, and largely took life as he found it. Here

  at least was temporary haven. Until his people came back.




  He curled up on the floor of the back seat and went to sleep.




  Landers was alone in the Homicide office when the new one came in. It was one-thirty of a Monday afternoon in February, just a week since the Lieutenant had come back to work,

  and they were being kept busy. Even a little more so than usual.




  That wanted rapist-killer on the Ten Most Wanted list, Patrick Albert Rooney, hadn’t been picked up yet. He might be the X they wanted here for the rape murders of the Moreno girl and

  Juliet Romano. There were flyers out; they knew he’d been here, at least, ten days ago; he might still be here, or he might not.




  They hadn’t any leads at all on the murder of Mrs. García.




  It was the first week in February, and as usual in Southern California, at some time early in the year, it had turned strangely mild. They’d get more cold weather and rain before April,

  but right now it was sunny and warm.




  And Landers was alone in the office because half an hour before, with Mendoza, Hackett, and Higgins just back from lunch, they had had a call—the body of the Pickens child found at last,

  up in Elysian Park. Nobody had really expected her to be found alive, the eight-year-old reported missing four days ago. So now it was Homicide’s business, and one like that they wanted to

  get after fast—pick up anything and everything they could in the way of leads—so the three of them, Sergeant Lake said, had taken off in a hurry, picking up John Palliser on the way as

  he came in, and Lake had dispatched a mobile lab truck to meet them.




  The kids, thought Landers, coming back from lunch to hear that. It was the innocent kids that got you. The little eight-year-old kid, dead. They hadn’t had a child rapist in a while; that

  was probably what it was. At first they’d thought they had one on the Moreno girl, who’d only been twelve, but the next one that boy had killed had been nineteen, and the Moreno girl

  had looked a lot older than she was, well developed, so they were thinking now he was just a rape killer period. Could be this Rooney; he’d used a knife before, and a knife had been used on

  Rita Moreno and Juliet Romano.




  Landers was typing up a report on the latest body from Skid Row, yet another stupid idiot with an overdose of heroin in him. He was alone in the office; it was Piggott’s day off and

  Glasser and Grace were both out on something. Landers was feeling grim about the little Pickens girl, and wondering what they were finding up there, when Sergeant Lake rang him. “So what

  now?” said Landers.




  “Well, something I think you’ll want to hear about,” said Lake. “A funny something. You’d better listen to this guy.”




  Resignedly Landers got up and went out to the anteroom. Standing beside Lake’s desk was a beefy-shouldered, nervous-looking young man in tan work-clothes, who was saying, “Honest, I

  never even fired off a gun. In my life. They wouldn’t take me in the Army accounta I’m deaf in one ear. I got water in it swimming once.”




  “Yes, yes,” said Lake. “This is Detective Landers. You tell the tale to him.”




  “A detective,” said the young man. “That’s good. I never been in trouble with the law, I never even got a traffic ticket. The whole thing’s just crazy, that’s

  all. But I thought I better come tell you guys about it, and I don’t know all your different departments or whatever, place this size, I told the guy downstairs, in the lobby or whatever, I

  said it was about a murder and he sent me up here.”




  “You’ve got some information about a murder, sir?” asked Landers.




  “That’s right, only it ain’t happened yet, see. The murder. I oughta said, my name’s Loveluck.”




  “Lovechuck?” said Landers.




  “No, no. Luck. Loveluck. It’s a funny name, ain’t it? But people remember it because it is funny. Gabriel Loveluck, that’s me.” He was about twenty-five, and he

  wasn’t overly tall but stocky and strongly built. He had large light-blue eyes and a nose that turned up slightly and big square hands.




  “Well, what have you got to tell us, Mr. Loveluck? Come in here and sit down, won’t you?” Landers took him into the sergeants’ office, gave him a chair, and sat down at

  his desk.




  “Thanks. You’re a detective? I mean, you don’t look very old,” said Loveluck dubiously.




  “I’m a detective,” said Landers equably. It wasn’t his fault that he had one of those faces that would go on looking about twenty until he was a grandfather. “What

  have you got to tell us?”




  “Well, it’s just crazy,” said Loveluck. “I guess you won’t hardly believe it. Neither did I at first. But, swear on the gospel, it’s so. I was in this place

  for lunch, see—an hour ago, maybe hour and a half. It’s a place over on Fourth, Papa Joe’s place.”




  “That’s its name?”




  “No, no, its name is the Roman Villa, but it’s just Papa Joe’s place—nothing fancy, not very big, but serves good eats and it ain’t expensive. See, I work

  at the Shell station along up from there—toward San Pedro—and it’s handy. I’m just sittin’ there havin’ another cup of coffee when this guy comes up to me. He

  says, would I like to make a thousand bucks, and I said sure, but what’s the catch. He says, come on outside, I tell you, nobody twistin’ your arm but you look like a guy maybe might be

  willin’. To me he says that! I ask you, do I look like a murderer?” asked Loveluck indignantly.




  “What?”




  “Yeah, yeah, I never heard such a crazy thing. Offered me a thousand bucks to kill somebody! I thought it was a gag— I went out and sat in his car with him, no harm hear

  what he had to say—and he says he’ll give me a thousand bucks to kill this dame. A woman yet. Crazy. He says he’s out on bail, he’s coming up for trial in a couple weeks for

  armed robbery and this woman’s the only witness against him and he don’t want to go to jail. Crazy.”




  “I will be damned,” said Landers. “Do you know him? Had you seen him anywhere before?”




  “Never laid eyes on him before today,” said Loveluck promptly. “Or, so far as I know, did he ever see me before. Which makes it all the crazier. He said his name was Bill

  Bessinger and the woman’s a Mrs. Naomi Spears. Well, mister, I was so flabbergasted I didn’t know what to say, if you get me— Me! I never even had a traffic ticket, I’m an

  honest man, I go to church regular—Baptist—and maybe I’m not so smart as some people, I never graduated from high school, went to learn a trade instead—but right while

  I’m tryin’ to get my mouth to shut—he thinks I look like a guy’d do a thing like that!—I think, gee, the cops oughta know about this, and if I turn him right

  down like my first instinck is to do, naturally, he’ll maybe go on the run and they can’t find him. So I pretend like maybe I’d be interested, and say Maybe, and I’d like to

  think about it, and all. So he gives me a paper with his name and phone number on it and goes off, and I hightail it right here to you guys, and come to think I shoulda called the boss and told him

  where I was. It’s crazy.”




  It was fairly crazy, but that kind of thing was not new to any experienced cop. “I will be damned,” said Landers, and picked up the phone. “Jimmy, get me Goldberg’s

  office. . . . Landers, Homicide. Have you got a record on a Bill Bessinger who’s due to come up for trial pretty soon?”




  “Oh, my, yes,” said the voice of Sergeant Betts. “Why? Well, the count is armed robbery, his third time round in California, so just maybe the judge will hand him a real

  sentence for a change. Witnesses? Yes, the woman he held up—a Mrs. Naomi Spears. Owns a little general market over on North Main. She was alone in the place when he came in with a gun.

  What’s Homicide’s interest? He hasn’t killed anybody—yet.”




  “You’ll be hearing,” said Landers. “I just wanted to check, thanks.” He put the phone down.




  “The more I think about it the madder I get,” said Loveluck. “He thought I look like a guy who’d kill a dame for a thousand bucks! I should sue him for libel. I

  never missed a Sunday at church. I don’t even smoke. I never so much as touched a gun. I—”




  “Yes, well, we’re interested to know about this anyway,” said Landers. “You’d better make a statement, Mr. Loveluck, and we’ll see how the Lieutenant wants to

  play it.”




  “How to play it? I s’pose you know where this guy’s living—if he’s on bail. Go and arrest him, I should— Offering me, anybody, a thousand bucks

  to—”




  Alison came briskly out of the beauty salon, walked down to the corner, and turned up to where she’d luckily found a slot for the Facel-Vega on the street. She had a date

  for lunch with Angel Hackett, but would go home first to change into the new suit. She slipped into the driver’s seat, glanced in the rear-view mirror, then started the engine and headed up

  toward Yucca, went around the block back to Hollywood Boulevard, and down to Laurel Canyon, and up that broad winding boulevard to Rayo Grande Avenue.




  Thank goodness, she thought, that Máiri was back, so good with the twins, so reliable. With due care for cats—the twins were more visible—she turned into the drive and pulled

  up. As she got out of the car backward, reaching for the coat she’d decided she didn’t need after all, her eyes fell on the back seat and widened.




  “For heaven’s sake! What are you doing here?”




  The dog smiled at her and got up, climbed clumsily over the seat, and flopped out onto the drive. He was a large shaggy dog with absolutely no tail. He had a big round head and big feet. Most of

  his body was a deep blue-gray, but his head, chest, and all four feet were white—rather dirty white now.




  “And where in the name of guidness did that come from?” said Mrs. MacTaggart, coming round from the back with some cut roses in one hand.




  “For heaven’s sake!” said Alison crossly. “The stupid thing was on the curb where I parked, it must belong around there somewhere—why it got in the car,

  heaven knows, but I’ll have to—”




  “’Tis an English sheepdog,” said Mrs. MacTaggart interestedly. “Nice dogs they are.”




  “It looks part bear,” said Alison. “Of all the annoying things! It’s after eleven now. And I’d better put it on a leash of some— Has it got a collar? Maybe

  there’s an address—”




  “Very friendly the beastie is, at least.”




  The dog swiped at Alison’s cheek with a long pink tongue as she bent over him. In the depths of the shaggy coat she found a chain-link collar and a small tag attached. The dog squirmed and

  pawed playfully. “Be quiet, I can’t read it if— Well!” said Alison.




  “Is there an address, achara?”




  “There is not. It just says Cedric. Which I suppose is your name,” she said to the dog.




  The dog balanced himself on his round, tailless end and offered a polite paw. They both laughed, and Alison said resignedly, “Oh, well! I’ll just call Angel and say I’ll be

  late. But of all the nuisances— Come on, Cedric!”




  Up in Elysian Park, beyond the tamed landscaping around the Police Academy building, Mendoza stood with Hackett and Higgins and Palliser looking at the small body over which

  Dr. Bainbridge was bent. With anger and pity they looked, but impassive expressions, and the interns from the waiting ambulance smoked and tried to look impassive too. The squad-car men who’d

  answered the first call, from one of the Parks and Recreation employees who had found the body, looked angry and muttered at each other.




  “We knew she was dead,” said Mendoza. He dropped his cigarette and stepped on it. “The only answer, a rapist. Eight years old.” Marla Pickens, a thin blonde youngster

  small for her age, by the description. Missing from where?—they couldn’t even be sure of that. She’d gone to school last Thursday morning, but she’d forgotten a book needed

  for her first class and the teacher had given her permission to go home for it. Six blocks from the public school on Logan Street, over to Laguna Avenue where she lived. But Mrs. Margaret Pickens

  worked at the Broadway from nine to four, and she hadn’t been home, so nobody could say whether Marla had got home and then started back to school, or had been picked up on her way home. Men

  from Missing Persons and Juvenile had been out, the Homicide men could guess, along all the way Marla would have taken to go home, asking if anyone had seen her—seen anyone approach her.

  Nothing apparently had showed—though now that it was Homicide’s business, they’d want to talk with those men.




  “It’s the kids get you,” said Higgins suddenly, savagely. “The senseless bloody things we see. The grown-up idiots, they’ve brought it on themselves. Some way. But

  the kids—” he balled one big fist.




  None of them added anything to that. It was, of course, all too true. And Higgins was probably thinking of Stevie Dwyer and that hit-and-run last November. Not that that had been

  entirely bad luck: it had stirred Higgins up finally to propose to Mary Dwyer, and even now, nearly four months later, he seemed a little surprised that she’d actually married him. And Stevie

  was going to be all right eventually.




  Which Marla Pickens wouldn’t be.




  Bainbridge hoisted his tubby self to his feet and said, sounding less irascible than usual, “She was probably raped. I’ll give you details when I’ve done an autopsy, but

  I’ll bet on that. Call it ninety-six hours, give or take.”




  “As we might expect,” said Mendoza, “that morning—on her way home or back to school.” He lit another cigarette.




  “After four days it’s the best I can do. Stomach contents may pin it down some.”




  “All right, doctor,” said Hackett. “We know. And so we go break the news to that poor woman, and go cover all the ground that’s been covered, and turn up damn all. If

  anybody’d seen her, they’d have said so by now. A hell of a thing to work. Do you think it ties in with Moreno and Romano, Luis?”




  Mendoza shook his head. He looked dapper and elegant, as usual, in the silver-gray herringbone, Homburg in his hand. He also looked coldly savage. Mendoza now had some hostages to fortune

  himself. “I do not. We decided that boy is after the grown-ups—he made a little mistake with the Moreno girl, who looked at least eighteen. Besides, there wasn’t a knife used

  here. Can you give us a provisional cause, Bainbridge?”




  The doctor shrugged. “I’ll have a guess she was strangled. By accident or intention, take your choice. But it could have been something else—you can see she’s been

  beaten.”




  “Yes, doctor.”




  The lab men had been prowling around. This area up above the Academy had been left largely wild, and there were no paths: clumps of young trees, many lower bushes and wild grass. Now Duke came

  up from a growth of young birches down a little slope, with a plastic bag held before him.




  “Tells you a little something, anyway,” he said laconically, exhibiting his find. It was the book. The schoolbook. A thin but good-sized book, looking a little shabby, with a

  bright-green cover and the title Learning Together.




  “Where?” asked Mendoza.




  “In there. At the foot of a tree. Just as if it’d been dropped.”




  “Um.” Mendoza’s long nose twitched. “¿Cómo no? I wonder. Show me where.” He followed Duke, and the other men came after them. “So, did

  he bring her right up here—nice quiet spot—after he’d got her? And just maybe had she been knocked out, and came to and began struggling again about here, and dropped

  the—I’m woolgathering.”




  “How’d she hang onto the book if she was knocked out?” objected Hackett.




  “Yes. And why did she hang onto the book at all? This far?”




  “There’s nothing here,” said Duke. “There was just the book there, by the tree.” There wasn’t anything. No footprints—the grass wouldn’t take

  those—no blood, no scuffle marks, nothing.




  “But,” said Mendoza, rocking a little back and forth, heel to toe, “just down that slope is the nearest road. For a car. Elysian Park Drive. I wonder.”




  “That sergeant from Juvenile,” said Palliser thoughtfully, “said the mother’s a nice woman. Respectable woman. Said the little girl’d been warned about talking to

  strangers and so on. And that area—where she’d have been—is crowded. People around. How did he get hold of her?”




  “So she’d been warned. She was only eight,” said Higgins heavily. And he really couldn’t help thinking of Laura, who was only not quite ten. Who had also been warned. And

  yet as good a girl as Laura was, she was young and kids forgot, not meaning to. Not having the experience or judgment.




  “Well, we have to work it,” said Hackett. And, of course, nobody with youngsters of his own at home could look at it as just another job.




  “Was it done right where she was found?” said Mendoza abruptly. He turned and led the way back there, up the little slope. It was a smallish clearing, natural, surrounded by

  high-growing shrubs. Bainbridge hadn’t moved the body much; it had been pushed half under one of the bushes. Delicately, Mendoza stepped nearer; they all looked. The small pathetic body,

  blackened and bruised, had dark dried blood on it here and there—and most of the clothes described by the mother were there: the light-blue cotton dress, with red trimming and buttons, the

  red corduroy jacket bundled half under the body. She was still wearing the white bobby socks and black strapped shoes, but the red hair-ribbon was missing. As were the cotton panties and cotton

  half-slip. The dress had been half torn off the body.




  There were marks on the grass, where possibly a little struggle had taken place: probably not much of a struggle, this place or another—an eight-year-old small for her age.




  Bainbridge said slowly, “Maybe. Maybe, Luis. Let the lab get what they can off the clothes and so on. There’s enough blood around. If it wasn’t here it happened, she was

  brought here right away, still bleeding.”




  “I think,” said Mendoza, “I’d like to talk to the fellow who found her. What’s his name? Josiah Kane. Yes indeed.”




  “Now what’s in your mind?” asked Hackett. “You don’t think—?”




  “Who knows? Not many people,” said Mendoza, “come wandering up into Elysian Park. This far past the Dodger Stadium. It’s not like Echo Park or MacArthur. And who might

  think of Elysian Park, as a nice quiet handy spot to accomplish a rape, but somebody who has occasion to be up here at least now and then? I don’t say yes or no—I’d just like to

  talk to him. And anybody else who works for Parks and Recreation and comes up here on occasion.”




  “And I think,” said Higgins, “a better bet is Records.”




  “Oh, it could be. Tal vez. But we’ll be looking everywhere. I just say, let’s be thorough.” Mendoza clapped his hat on and stepped on his cigarette.




  “And pray he doesn’t get the urge again before we drop on him,” said Higgins, watching the interns lift the little body onto a stretcher.




  “You are such an optimist, George,” said Mendoza.




  “Let’s say more of a realist.”




  “So I’ll go break the news, and you can go back to base and start looking in Records.” And that, all of them were aware, was typical of Mendoza: so easy to delegate the

  unpleasant duty, and he wouldn’t enjoy it, but it was his job to do. “And you know,” he added dreamily, “I’ve got a little feeling—just a little feeling at the

  back of my mind—that this wasn’t, maybe, altogether the random thing. At all.”




  They stared at him. “What d’you mean? Random? What else? One like that, the nut, the pervert, seeing the kid walking down the street—” Hackett suddenly added, “Yes,

  and we might get something asking other kids around there if anyone’s tried to coax them—”




  “Yes, it looks like that,” said Mendoza, “doesn’t it? Come on, let’s get on it.”




  “You don’t mean to tell me,” said Jason Grace incredulously, “that this Bessinger just walked up to an utter stranger and offered him a grand to do a

  murder?”




  “That’s just what, apparently,” said Landers. “Can they come much more stupid, I ask you? Loveluck—my God, what a name—And I can just hear what the

  Lieutenant’ll say. Crazy, my good Lord. But we’ll have to do something about it, I suppose. After all, murder is murder. Before or after the fact.”




  “Never laid eyes on the creature,” said the householder. The last householder on this block: Alison had covered both sides of the street, it was twelve-forty-five,

  and she was starving. The dog wasn’t: Mrs. MacTaggart had fed the dog generously before Alison embarked on her search.




  “What? But he was right there, across the street, when I first saw him. He got into my car—He must belong somewhere around here—”




  “Never saw it anywhere around here, sorry.” The door closed with finality.




  “Well, honestly!” said Alison. She looked down at the dog. “What am I going to do with you?”




  Cedric felt a little anxious at the annoyance in her voice. He lowered his shaggy forequarters in an attitude of prayer and sneezed violently. The long hair over his face flew back momentarily

  and revealed a wall-eye on the left side, horribly wild and staring. She burst into laughter. “But you’ve got to belong somewhere! For heaven’s sake, I suppose I’ll have to

  take you along—I’m late enough already—have to advertise, or—”




  He offered her a placating paw. “You’re a con man in disguise,” said Alison.




  





  Chapter Two




  “I GUESS I knew from the first she wasn’t coming back,” said Margaret Pickens mournfully. “That she was killed. Like that. Some

  fiend.” She sobbed dryly. “I tried to do my best, see all the kids were taken care of, but—You didn’t mind that I called Rhoda?” When Mendoza had broken the news to

  her she’d asked if she could call Rhoda before she’d started crying. “Because she’s my best friend, and she’ll be as heartbroken over it as me. So good to the

  children—”




  Mrs. Pickens was a little woman already defeated by life. She’d always expect the worst, thought Mendoza, while going through the motions to ward it off. She was about thirty-five, with

  lifeless light-brown hair, and a thin sallow face with a long nose, and she was too thin. She was very neatly and cleanly dressed, and she looked dowdy. Laguna Avenue, one of the old streets in the

  Echo Park area, was drab middle-class: old single houses, larger old houses made into apartments, and shabby old four-family flats. This was one of those, a five-room apartment long in need of new

  paint, a general face-lifting.




  Mrs. Pickens’ husband had walked out on her four years ago, and hadn’t been heard from since. She lived on her salary from The Broadway, didn’t hold with taking charity, but it

  was hard sometimes, she said, the children needing things. Eileen, the seven-year-old, was at school: Henry, the four-year-old, played with a stuffed horse across the room.




  “But I don’t understand how anybody could’ve picked Marla up, like they say. I’d always warned her careful about strangers, especially men, and she

  wouldn’t’ve got into a car or anything like that. Around here some sections aren’t too good, you know, I always warned her and Eileen particular. And somebody would’ve seen,

  I should think—city streets—”




  Cover the streets again, he thought. Where other men had asked questions before. Coming home from the school on Logan Street, Marla would have walked down Logan to Sunset Boulevard, down that to

  Echo Park Boulevard, and some four more blocks to Laguna. Two of those streets were fairly main drags. Yes, and, of course, in crowded situations people weren’t noticing: concentrated on

  themselves.




  “Marla never said anything to you about a strange man approaching her, or—?” And that would have been asked before too.




  “No. No, she never. And she would have. I told the other policeman. She was a good girl. No trouble. She always did what you told her. A good girl.” Her weak blue eyes

  filled with tears. “And she knew how worried I was for money—almost the last thing I remember her saying to me, that morning she left for school, she said, ‘Mama, I’m going

  to grow up real fast so I can get a job and help you earn for the rent and all.’ I never had a minute’s worry about Marla—a good girl—”




  The door to the hall opened and another woman came in, a fat, pretty, dark young woman about Mrs. Pickens’ age. “Oh, Margaret, I come just as soon as—oh, you poor dear! I been

  so scared it’d turn out like this, tried to cheer you up, but I knew in my bones—oh, that poor darling girl!”




  “Oh, Rhoda!” sobbed Mrs. Pickens. The other woman sat down beside her on the couch, one arm around her, and sobbed companionably.




  “But I mustn’t, because it’s no use,” said Mrs. Pickens, sitting up with effort. “It won’t do Marla any good now. And I’ve got the others to

  think about. Only I can’t understand how it happened.” She mopped her eyes. “You knew her, Rhoda. Such a good obedient girl. And quiet, but she had plenty of sense. She

  wouldn’t’ve let—”




  “I’ve wondered about it, dear. I know. But she was such a little thing, a good strong man—one of these fiends—could’ve just pulled her into a

  car—”




  Mrs. Pickens sniffed and put her handkerchief away. “I guess that’s so.” She turned a dull stare on Mendoza. “Oh, I guess I ought to say, you didn’t meet Mrs.

  Foster before, sir. I guess there’s different policemen on it now. What’d you say your—?”




  “Lieutenant Mendoza.” There was a cheap glass ashtray on the table beside the sagging old chair, and he was smoking quietly, giving her time. “Mrs. Foster.”




  The fat young woman turned an open, interested gaze on him, giving her eyes a final wipe. And it wasn’t pretended emotion; but, he judged shrewdly, any emotion with her would be

  ephemeral—shallow. A kind, easily moved, sentimental, and probably rather stupid woman, he thought. Kind, yes; it was in her big dark eyes. She had an unbelievable complexion, peaches and

  cream, and curly dark hair. But her body billowed in too-rich curves under a too-gay Hawaiian print shift, and her plump bare little feet were thrust into run-over old moccasins.




  “The police have been awful good,” she said. “I certainly do hope you catch whatever awful fiend did it.”




  “So do we, Mrs. Foster. You knew Marla too? Did—?”




  “Oh, I don’t know what I’d have done without Rhoda. The baby was only a little thing when Henry left me, I couldn’t have—but Rhoda was so good—”




  “Now, I liked doing it, honey, don’t you fret.”




  “You see, working and all, but I couldn’t leave the children alone, so young, but Rhoda looked after them—it’s just the baby now, the other two in school, but what

  I’d have done without her—Not as if we were real old friends, either, I haven’t got any old friends out here, we just got to know each other in the park and at the market, like.

  So good—”




  “Oh, now, I like doing it,” protested the other woman, a little embarrassed, a little innocently flattered. “Never had any of our own, both of us crazy about kids, and I pick

  up a little extra baby-sitting like that,” she told Mendoza. “Not that I’d charge Margaret—and Frank makes enough to get by on fine, we do all right. But when I think of

  that poor innocent child—a good girl, like Margaret says—why, she was a big help looking after the baby, a real responsible little girl. Regular as clockwork, she ’n’ Eileen

  turning up after school, our place a kind of second home for them, you know—And some fiend—”




  “Just a minute,” said Mendoza softly. “You say that she’d usually come to your home after school instead of here?”




  “Mostly she would, and Eileen too, of course. They were used to being with me, and Margaret don’t get home until nearly five. Then they’d—”




  “And where do you live, Mrs. Foster?”




  “Why, just over on Morton. Six, eight blocks.”




  Morton Avenue. The exact opposite direction from the school. “Did you tell any of the other police officers that, Mrs. Pickens?”




  “What?” She looked bewildered.




  “That the two girls usually went to the Fosters’ as a—mmh—second home, after school?”




  “Why, I don’t guess, exactly like that—I said I had this good friend look after the other children while I was out looking for Marla—Oh, I was wild! When Eileen told how

  she was let to come home after her book, and never came back—and the principal said he called the apartment, but of course nobody was here then—and it was after dark

  and—”




  “Yes. A Lieutenant Carey—did you tell him that the children usually went to the Fosters’ after school?”




  “I don’t remember,” she said vaguely. “I don’t think he asked me about that. I was wild—”




  Mendoza regarded the pair of them with concealed exasperation. Two good, decent, respectable females without the average amount of common sense between them. Just how far had they delayed the

  hunt? “Mrs. Foster,” he said rather sharply. “Was Marla at your home the day before? On Wednesday afternoon, after school?”




  “Why, yes, she was. I said she and Eileen most generally come to our place when school lets out, and then they went on home when Margaret’d be there. What? Well, I don’t recall

  exactly, but I guess they left about the usual time—four-thirty or a quarter to five. To go home. Here.”




  “Yes,” said Mendoza. “Do you remember if she had that schoolbook with her?”




  “Oh, I couldn’t say. I don’t know as I ever laid eyes on it. I guess she must have had it, the papers said the teacher told—”




  “A big green book. Learning Together.”




  “I couldn’t say.”




  “You don’t remember if she left it at your place? Or took it home when she left?”




  Rhoda Foster looked vague. “I couldn’t say, honestly. I wasn’t paying any attention. I didn’t notice any such book around, but it could’ve been, I

  suppose.”




  Mendoza brushed his neat mustache the wrong way and then carefully smoothed it back again. He couldn’t blame Carey of Missing Persons or whoever had come out from Juvenile for missing

  this: neither woman had had the sense to mention it. “Mrs. Pickens. Did Marla have a key to the apartment—this apartment?”




  “Why, no, of course not. She was only eight, I wouldn’t—”




  “Then if she was coming back here after her book, how would she have expected to get in? The door was locked, I suppose?”




  “Well, I don’t know. That is, I mean, sure the door was locked. The other officer asked that too. I guess she could have been meaning to ask Mrs. Calvin to let her in—the

  manageress downstairs. I don’t know . . . I guess I knew from the first it’d be something awful like this. Marla dead.”




  “It’s God’s will, and you just got to be brave, Margaret. Anything we can do for you—you know Frank’ll be all broke up too—never any of our

  own—”




  “Mrs. Foster,” said Mendoza. She looked at him a little impatiently. “Were you home last Thursday morning?”




  “Why? Why, no, I wasn’t. Not till about noon. It was a nice sunny morning, and I took the baby—Henry there— down to Echo Park. He likes the swans, and I had some

  knitting—What? Well, I guess I left about eight-thirty, early anyway. Just after Margaret left him off like usual.”
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