



  [image: cover]






  




  Dell Shannon and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  “It matters not what man assumes to be;




  Or good, or bad, they are but what they are.”




  —PHILIP JAMES BAILEY
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  Chapter One




  “I JUST FIGURED you’d want to know how it happened I was there,” said Bill Cassidy. “Like I say, I run that station out on Pico.

  My night man, Ted Smith, he comes on at six, only last night he was late. It was the dog, see.” Cassidy was about forty-five, with an earnest bulldog face and scanty sandy hair.

  “It’s a cute little dog, Sergeant Hackett.”




  “Yes, yes,” said Hackett. Witnesses were either too taciturn or too voluble.




  “See, he was just about to leave when the dog got hold of something poisonous and got awful sick, and they had to rush him to the vet. Ted and his wife, they’re just crazy about that

  dog. So Ted called me from the vet’s, said he didn’t know when he’d get to work. But they pumped out the dog’s stomach or something and he’s goin’ to be okay,

  but Ted didn’t get to the station until eight o’clock, so that’s how come I was just on my way home. At that intersection there, Olympic and Alvarado. It was about eight-thirty.

  My God, that was a terrible thing to see happen—just terrible. That poor little girl.”




  “Yes,” said Hackett again, patiently. Luis Mendoza was half-sitting on a corner of the desk, smoking and listening in silence. “Could you tell us—”




  “I saw the whole thing,” said Cassidy. “My God. There wasn’t much traffic that time of night, or many people in the street.”




  At that hour on a Friday night—last night—there wouldn’t have been. At about eight-thirty Mrs. Marion Crane and her eight-year-old daughter Alice had been on their way home

  from the library on Olympic Boulevard, which they visited every Friday night; both of them had a small bag of borrowed books. As they crossed the intersection with the light, to wait at the corner

  for the bus to take them home to Benton Way, a car had run the light and plowed into them squarely, and without braking had vanished down Alvarado at a high rate of speed. The little girl had been

  killed instantly, and Mrs. Crane was in the hospital with a fractured pelvis and various other injuries, still unconscious with concussion.




  “They were the only ones crossing the street,” said Cassidy. “Like I told you, I was sittin’ in my car right across, headed up Alvarado, and I saw the whole thing. This

  damn car never slowed up at all, just ran the light—goin’ maybe forty-five, fifty—and I think maybe the driver was drunk, it was weavin’ all over between lanes before that.

  And I can tell you what it was—it sounds crazy, but it was an old Model A Ford.”




  “You don’t say,” said Hackett. “I’ll be damned.”




  Cassidy nodded vigorously. “That’s what it was. Once in a while you do see ’em, still running pretty good. My God, fifty-five, fifty-six years old—but I understand it was

  a pretty damn reliable car, and some guys make it like a hobby, sort of, these vintage cars like they call them. And it was a sedan, not a coupe—a four-door. And I’ll tell you something

  else, it was fresh painted.”




  “Shiny,” suggested Hackett.




  “Right under the arc lights,” said Cassidy. “Sure. Like it had just had a coat of paint. You know all those old jobs were painted black—well, so was this one, but it was

  new paint. All glossy and shiny.”




  “I’ll be damned,” said Hackett again. “Well, we’d like you to sign a statement about this, Mr. Cassidy. It’ll just take a minute to type it up.”




  “Sure.”




  Jason Grace was talking to the other witness at his desk across the big communal office at Robbery-Homicide. When Bob Schenke of the night watch had covered this last night, he had talked to

  only one other witness, and what he had said now backed up Cassidy. He was a teenage boy, and he had told Schenke, “Gee, that car—all I can say is, it was a real oldie, it looked sort

  of like those cars the gangsters used to drive, in the old movies, you know.”




  “That poor little girl. These damn fool drunks,” said Cassidy. Hackett typed up a brief statement and he signed it. “I sure hope you catch up to him. But even if you do, and

  put him in jail, it won’t help the little girl or her mama. Oh, I’m just glad I could tell you something, just hope it’ll help you catch him.” He went out, following on the

  heels of the other witness, and Jason Grace came to perch a hip on the corner of Hackett’s desk.




  “Anything useful from that one?” asked Mendoza.




  “Mr. Neil Cushing,” said Grace. “Something definite anyway.” His chocolate-brown face wore a thoughtful expression; he brushed his narrow moustache absently.

  “Retired widower waiting for a bus on his way home. He’d been out to dinner and went to see an old western at one of the rerun houses. They took his driver’s license away last

  year—he’s eighty-two—but he’s driven all his life and knows cars. He says, of all things, the car was an old Model A Ford, a sedan.”




  “Definite,” said Mendoza. “We’ve just heard the same thing. But, as Cassidy says, you do see them occasionally. Still perking along after all this time.” He grinned

  mirthlessly. “Which is probably more than you can expect of anything getting manufactured these days. As the saying goes, they don’t build them the way they used to.”




  “Well, it gives us a place to look,” said Grace. “Ask Sacramento about all of those on file.”




  None of them made any immediate move to do that. The office was quiet, empty except for themselves; it was Galeano’s day off and everybody else was out on something. In this second week of

  November, Robbery-Homicide, headquarters, was not quite as busy as usual: a couple of still-unidentified bodies, the normal number of heists to work, a couple of suicides with the paperwork getting

  cleared away.




  Pat Calhoun came drifting in, sat down at his desk, and lit a cigarette. “So what’s the new corpse look like?” asked Mendoza.




  Calhoun sat back and shut his eyes. He was the latest addition to the team, one of the bright boys making rank early, a big handsome wide-shouldered fellow barely thirty, but he had put in four

  years as a detective at the Seventy-Seventh Street station and knew his job. “Nothing very interesting, and nowhere much to go on it.” The latest corpse had been spotted by a patrolman

  just after midnight last night, on the sidewalk outside a bar on Temple Street. “You saw Conway’s report. He asked at the bar but nobody claimed to recognize him, and it’s the

  kind of place where they get a lot of transient trade. Also a fairly noisy place, and it’s entirely possible that the man was shot right there and nobody inside heard the shot. Anyway, he was

  shot—in the head, looked like a fairly big gun, the lab will tell us. I went over to the coroner’s office and had a look at him, at the clothes. Nothing very distinctive about

  him—about forty-five, medium size, shabby old suit needing cleaning, ditto old shirt and underclothes. There was some I.D. on him, a lapsed driver’s license and Social Security card. He

  was one Joseph Naysmith, and the address on the license was up in Hollywood. It’s a rundown apartment building on Berendo, no manager on the premises, and nobody there remembered him—I

  chased down all the tenants who weren’t home, but the license was four years out of date.”




  “So, dead end,” said Mendoza. “Unless he’s in our records and we get a handle there.”




  Calhoun agreed amiably. “There’s just one thing that did strike me. Funny little thing.”




  “Oh?”




  “His hands. A beautiful manicure job—might be professional. Nails buffed to a gloss, white pencil run under them, cuticle all neatly trimmed.”




  Mendoza sat up. “Funny isn’t the word,” he said interestedly. “Otherwise looking like a run-of-the-mill down and out? Not quite a skid row bum, but definitely not in the

  money.” His nose twitched; Mendoza was always intrigued by anything slightly offbeat.




  “That’s right. Tell you one thing,” said Calhoun thoughtfully. “He’d never used those hands at anything like manual labor. Nice soft, white, ladylike

  hands.”




  “Extraño,” said Mendoza. “I take it you passed his prints on to R. and I.?”




  “Naturally. We ought to hear something from them any time.”




  Higgins and Palliser came in together. It was coming up to the end of the day shift. They were both looking tired. “Do any good on anything?” asked Hackett.




  Higgins just grunted, settling his bulk into the desk chair and lighting a cigarette. “Don’t ask,” said Palliser. “The heisters are a dime a dozen, all over the place.

  Half the time only a vague general description, and even if the victim picks a picture out of the books, we know what eyewitnesses are worth. The only thing we can say definitely—the one on

  the liquor store Wednesday night is probably the same one who hit that market last week, by the description. Big and husky, but not young. Dirty sports clothes, a big gun, tattoo of some kind on

  his left arm. Which is helpful. Tom didn’t come up with anything on that other heist. We just ran into him downstairs, he looked beat and said he was taking off early.” That one was

  even vaguer, the holdup of an independent pharmacy last Tuesday night; Tom Landers and Nick Galeano had been working it, but the description they had from the pharmacist was a handful of

  nothing—“Just a young fellow, thin, dark, sort of a pale face—no, I didn’t see a gun, he had the gun in his pocket—” And after poring over the mug shots he

  hadn’t made any.




  Wanda Larsen came in and said, “I won’t even sit down, I’m going home and thank goodness tomorrow’s my day off.” A fairly pretty blonde, she was now looking tired

  and subdued. “We’ve just about got this juvenile thing cleared away, just some more paperwork to do.” The only reason Robbery-Homicide had gotten involved was that the

  juveniles—a pair of teenage boys high on angel dust—had killed an adult in the process of robbing him, an inoffensive pawnbroker who had just refused to take a tape recorder from them,

  suspecting it was stolen, which it had been.




  Mendoza yawned and stood up. “Saturday night—there’ll probably be some new business coming up. Maybe I’ll take off early too.”




  “Business a little slow?” The voice from the door was cheerful and brisk. They all looked around and Hackett uttered a little groan.




  “And what the hell are you doing here?”




  “Got something to hand over to you. Could be a kind of funny thing.” Jeff MacDonald came in, pulled up the chair from Landers’ desk, and sat down. He plunked down a

  woman’s handbag on the desk and pulled a Manila envelope from his breast pocket. MacDonald was one of the investigators for the coroner’s office, a stocky, dark, youngish fellow with a

  luxuriant handlebar moustache.




  “So what now?” asked Mendoza resignedly.




  “Well, it didn’t look like anything for you, to start with.” MacDonald was filling an old brier pipe. “Accident, pure and simple. Or an O.D. of some kind. Patrolman came

  across the car about twelve-thirty A.M. this morning, on Fourteenth just off Sepulveda. The car was rammed into a light pole at the curb, and a woman

  dead behind the wheel. Not a mark on her, and the car wasn’t damaged much. It’s a rented car, by the way—Hertz. Two-door Ford. She could have had a heart attack, whatever, lost

  control of the car. Anyway, the patrolman didn’t think it was anything for the detectives, and called us. One of our night watch went out, took some pictures, brought the body in. The

  car’s in your garage. Nothing looked unusual until Dr. Cox did an autopsy this afternoon.”




  “So what did the lady die of?” asked Hackett. “Any I.D.?”




  “Oh, sure, there’s this and that in her handbag. Well, I was sitting in on the autopsy, and when Cox got into it, it looked like something more than an accident. Of whatever kind.

  You’ll get the full autopsy report sometime tomorrow, probably, but to go on with—she wasn’t drunk or high on anything else. What killed her was a depressed skull fracture—a

  pretty bad one—right here,” and MacDonald illustrated on his own head. “Right behind the left ear. Skin not broken, no external bleeding. In fact, our old friend the blunt

  instrument, as the old mystery writers used to say.”




  “So she didn’t hit anything in the car,” said Mendoza.




  “Pretty obviously not. Not much in the car could have caused that kind of blow—the dashboard, the top of a door—but if that was the case, somebody moved her afterward, put her

  right behind the wheel. Cox says she was unconscious from the time she was hit, couldn’t have moved. And there she was draped over the wheel as if she’d been driving, rammed the car

  into the pole herself.”




  “I see,” said Mendoza. “So you dump it in our laps—I suppose that’s her bag, and a dozen of your boys have plastered their prints all over it, and the

  car.”




  “Now, Lieutenant,” said MacDonald reproachfully, “we know better than that. You may find a couple of mine on the bag—we had to look for I.D., naturally—but we

  haven’t started any investigation, that’s your job now. I’ve got the pictures of the scene for you—”




  “And since you’ve been through the handbag, I suppose we needn’t delay a look while it’s printed. Hell.”




  “It’s all yours,” said MacDonald. “There’s next of kin to notify—we haven’t done anything about that. She’s a Louise Cannaday—evidently

  lived in Indianapolis, by the I.D. She was registered at the Sheraton Plaza, by that card in the bag—we haven’t verified that either.”




  “Thank you so much,” said Hackett.




  “All in a day’s work. Hope you can find out what happened to her.” MacDonald knocked out his pipe in the ashtray on the desk and stood up. “You’ll be getting the

  autopsy report. You’ll let us know whatever you find out.”




  “If anything.”




  They watched him out rather glumly. Grace yawned and said, “That Model A Ford. I’ll get on the wire to Sacramento, and then call it a day.” Wanda was just leaving, Higgins and

  Palliser reaching for their coats. Mendoza stabbed out his cigarette in Hackett’s ashtray and said somnolently, “And tomorrow is also a day. See you in the morning, Arturo.” He

  went back to his office for hat and coat and went out after Higgins and Palliser. Calhoun, yawning, stood up and started for the door. The phone rang on Hackett’s desk and he picked it

  up.




  “These prints,” said Horder up in the lab. “Calhoun handed them in this morning. Said they belonged to a Joseph Naysmith. We don’t know them, they’re not on file

  with us. I passed them on to the Feds.”




  “Okay, thanks,” said Hackett. He beckoned to Calhoun at the door and passed that on. Calhoun flipped a hand at him and went out.




  It was ten minutes of six. Hackett eyed the handbag on his desk. Next of kin, he thought. One of the thankless jobs they came in for. It was a handsome, expensive-looking bag, black

  pigskin-grained leather, square, with double handles and a single snap catch. Gingerly he opened the catch and upended the bag on his desk.




  The wallet was newish-looking too, blue leather with a double coin purse and behind that a range of plastic slots. In the coin purse was a little wad of bills and change, amounting to

  thirty-seven dollars and fifty-eight cents. The first plastic slot held a driver’s license for Mrs. Louise Cannaday, an address in Indianapolis. It had been issued less than a year ago and

  was valid for four years. He looked at the photograph with some interest. Whoever she had been, Louise Cannaday had been a good-looking woman. Not young—her age was given as

  fifty-five—but not looking her age: she must have been something of a beauty as a young woman. It was a triangular face with high cheekbones, a wide generous-looking mouth, her most striking

  feature the thick dark hair with a broad streak of white through a heavy wave sweeping up from the forehead. She had intelligent dark eyes, a straight nose, rather sharply arched brows. The

  description said Caucasian, five-five, a hundred and thirty, eyes brown, hair black. He leafed through the other slots. A Visa card. Library card. Medical insurance card. A handprinted slip of

  paper, notify in case of emergency, Dr. James Cannaday, another address in Indianapolis, a phone number. Hackett sighed and reached for the phone. Get it over with and have it done. It would make

  him a few minutes late. He couldn’t remember the time difference between California and Indiana: two hours, three? It didn’t matter.




  He got, after an interval, Dr. Cannaday, who sounded fairly young and, on hearing the news, incredulous and shaken. He said, and his voice went high and shocked, “Mother! But I

  don’t understand—what happened? You said police—Mother’s dead? Dead—an accident—but I don’t understand, she’s a very good driver—what

  happened?”




  “We don’t know much about it yet, I’m sorry. It happened last night, and apparently it wasn’t an accident, doctor. We’ll be investigating. You understand

  we’ll want to know the answers to some questions—she was just visiting here, apparently—” Hackett edged a card from under the wallet with one forefinger. It was a square

  pink-toned card, with a line of elegant italic script at its bottom: THE SHERATON PLAZA FLORIST SHOP. At the top was another line of printing, To welcome you, and below a single

  written name: Adele.




  “Yes—yes—she was flying home tomorrow—and then I had a wire from her last night, she was staying over a couple of days, I don’t know why—she said Tuesday,

  she’d be coming home Tuesday—but my God, what could have happened? How could she be—oh, my God, don’t call Sue! My sister—I’ll have to call her—oh, my God,

  I’d better come—there’ll be all the arrangements, she’d want to be here with Dad in the family plot—” And now he was nearly crying, incoherent and stunned.

  “I’ll have to come—call Sue and tell her—somehow—but I don’t understand what could have happened—it’s nothing that can have happened, Mother

  dead—oh, my God, we’d all been so happy about the baby—oh, God, I don’t know how to tell Sue—I’d better come—”




  He wasn’t in any state to answer questions. Hackett said, “Will you let us know when you’ll be getting in, please, doctor? Sergeant Hackett, Robbery-Homicide, L.A.P.D.

  headquarters.”




  “Yes, of course—I’ll have to see—reservations—and call Sue, but she mustn’t come—I’d better talk to Dan first—” He was numb now.

  “I’ll come—as soon as I can—but I don’t understand what can have happened—”




  Hackett put the phone down. The night watch was coming in—Matt Piggott, Bob Schenke, Rich Conway—all on, on Saturday night when there was usually new business showing up. He

  collected his coat and started home, fifteen minutes late, and when he got out to the parking lot found it had begun to rain. It was the second storm they’d had since the start of the season;

  maybe they were due for a wet winter for a change. At any rate, it was coming down hard and slowed the tedious drive on the freeway up to Altadena, to the sprawling old house on the dead-end

  street. Angel had dinner nearly ready for the table and was firm with the children. “Now, Mark, let your father have a peaceful drink before dinner, he’ll look at your homework later.

  He’ll read to you before bed, Sheila, don’t bother him now. Tough day, Art?”




  “Not bad,” said Hackett. “Just more of the same.” Generally they all got used to shelving the various cases on hand when they left the office, but there was some faint

  curiosity at the back of his mind about this one. What had happened to Louise Cannaday? Staying at the Sheraton Plaza—one of the classier hotels—so, very solvent; and the son sounded

  like a nice ordinary fellow. And he thought, damnation, he should have told the lab to have a look at that rented car in the police garage.




  MENDOZA WASN’T harboring much curiosity about any of the cases on hand, except very faintly for the corpse with the well-manicured hands. It was

  very seldom that any kind of interesting mystery or anything unusual turned up for Robbery-Homicide to work; monotonously, they were dealing most of the time with the results of that old devil

  human nature, the crudities and stupidities and violence. It was a slow drive home up the freeway through the solid sheets of rain, and it was nearly seven o’clock when he turned up the hill

  above Burbank and the tall wrought-iron gates swung politely open to admit the Ferrari. It was pitch dark below, but there were welcoming lights in the big Spanish house at the top of the hill. He

  wondered briefly how the Five Graces were faring in the downpour—the sheep installed to keep the underbrush eaten down—but Ken Kearney, their man of all work, had built a shelter for

  them beyond the stable and corral.




  He ran the car into the garage beside Alison’s and went in the back door. Their surrogate grandmother Mairí MacTaggart was busy at the stove. “Well, and it’s time you

  were getting home.”




  “Rain,” said Mendoza. “Everything all serene?”




  “As much as you could expect with all these noisy children about. That pair can always think up something new to fret Alison, but what I say is you just have to thole it. Only they come by

  the stubbornness just natural, her mother having been a McCann.”




  Mendoza laughed, shrugging off the trench coat and dropping the Homburg onto the nearest chair. “If you can’t lick ’em, join ’em, that’s what it comes to.” He

  opened the cupboard over the sink, took down the bottle of rye, and before he reached for a glass the alcoholic half-Siamese EI Señor arrived at top speed and slid half the length of the

  counter, demanding his share in a raucous voice. “You’re a disgraceful drunk,” said Mendoza, and poured him half an ounce in a saucer. He wandered down the hall to the big living

  room. The other three cats, Bast, Nefertite, and Sheba, were cozily tangled together on the couch, and Cedric, the Old English Sheepdog, was sound asleep in front of a blazing fire on the hearth.

  “¿Qué nuevas, mi cielo?”




  “Need you ask?” Alison was sitting in her big armchair, nursing the new one; the firelight made a flaming nimbus of her red hair. He bent to kiss her. The new one—the very

  unexpected one—and, as Alison said firmly, the last one—had arrived peacefully and with no fuss just over two weeks ago, a rather diminutive but quite healthy female with a full head of

  black hair. “Nothing new at all,” said Alison, “more’s the pity. That pair of little hellions—”




  The twins, hearing the sounds of his arrival, erupted down the stairs to greet him exuberantly. With the advent of chillier weather they had temporarily forgotten the issue of the swimming pool,

  but of course they had a new interest these days.




  Greetings over, Johnny hung fondly over one side of the armchair and Terry over the other. “She’s still so awful little,” said Johnny, “but she’s awful pretty.

  She’s a lot prettier than Luisa.” Baby Luisa—now no more the baby—would be tucked up in bed now instead of under everyone’s feet. Johnny patted the new one.

  “Pretty Sissy.”




  “Sissy’s not prettier, she’s just different,” said Terry. “Luisa’s just as pretty—”




  “No!” said Alison despairingly. “If I have to tell you a million times, you two, her name is Cecelia! I will not have her saddled with such an inane nickname!”




  “But Mama, it’s an awful long name when she’s so little, and you kept saying, she’s baby sister—Luisa used to be baby sister but now she’s big baby sister,

  and this one’s little Sissy—”




  “It’s a good name for her when she’s just new,” said Terry.




  Alison shut her eyes. “All the trouble, deciding on a really nice name—Cecelia Anna—and you two have to dream up something so silly—I won’t have it. She’s

  Cecelia. You’d just better practice saying it.”




  Mendoza sipped rye, sitting in the opposite chair, and laughed at all of them. “I don’t think you’re getting anywhere, mi vida.”




  “I simply won’t have it,” said Alison. “She’s such a darling, and to land her with such a silly—” Cecelia suddenly uttered a loud belch.




  “Oh, she burped all by herself,” said Terry proudly.




  “Sissy’s awful smart,” said Johnny.




  THE NIGHT WATCH didn’t get a call until ten-thirty, when a dispatcher relayed a mugging out on Third. Rich Conway went out to look at it, and

  found the patrolman—Gibson—still there, with the victim and a witness.




  The victim was Bob Oakley, and he’d had a bad knock on the head and a couple of bruises where he’d fallen on the blacktop of the parking lot, but he didn’t want to go to the

  hospital. “I’m okay, just shook up a little. And I couldn’t give you any idea what the bastard looked like, he come up behind me, I never got a look at him at all—I was

  nearly up to my car, had my keys out, when he jumped me—thank God I didn’t have much on me, only about four bucks—”




  “Well, I can tell you something about him,” said the witness loudly. His name was Ron Haney. They were both middle-aged men, Oakley bald and paunchy, Haney taller and thinner.

  “See, we’d come out nearly together—getting off work at ten, see? We’re both short-order cooks at the El Rio Café up the street—it’s a twenty-four-hour

  place, and Bob and I are both on from two to ten. Bob left just ahead of me, and I went to the restroom before I left. I saw Bob just ahead of me up the street, we was both parked in the public

  lot, see? It’d stopped raining, thank God, but looked like it might start again any minute, and I was walkin’ fast, get to my car and get home—I see Bob turn into the lot, and

  then this bastard came runnin’ up from the other direction and jumped him—hit him with something, a big stick of wood it looked like—and Bob went down and I yelled, but I was a

  good half-block away. I started runnin’ up there, the guy was bent over Bob, gettin’ his wallet I suppose, and I don’t know if he heard me, but just as I got to the lot he took

  off, same way he’d come. No, I didn’t chase him, I wanted to see if he’d killed Bob—he was clean out, Bob I mean, for a couple of minutes, and then I called the cops from

  the pay booth there—and then Bob come all the way to and started to cuss—”




  “Only about four and a half dollars, thank God—but then I tried to get up, and by God, the damndest thing—”




  “I saw him pretty good by the lights of the lot, and he was a black guy—pretty big, bigger than me anyway—I couldn’t say how old, but he was damn quick on his

  feet—and I told Bob not to try to get up right away, maybe he’d better see a doctor, and then the squad car come up—”




  “I was only a couple of blocks away,” said Gibson. “But this is one for the books all right. He went for the wallet, but—”




  “Ron helped me up,” said Oakley, “and I says where the hell are my shoes—that bastard stole my shoes as well as the money! Perfectly good pair of shoes, I just bought

  them three months ago, and they cost forty bucks—bein’ on my feet so much I have to be careful about corns and calluses, get decent shoes—”




  “Well, I’ll be damned,” said Conway. “That is a funny one all right.” Maybe the mugger had needed some new shoes too. He hadn’t run off with Oakley’s

  wallet, just grabbed the bills from it, and taken the few seconds of additional time—even with Haney yelling at him—to strip off the shoes. It wouldn’t have taken much time; they

  were slip-on moccasins, and, Oakley said indignantly, real leather with a special arch support.




  It was one for the books, but there wasn’t much to do about it, with such a general description and no physical evidence.




  Conway went back to base and wrote a brief report on it. He had just finished that when Piggott and Schenke came back; they had been put on another heist. “And it’s probably another

  dead end,” said Piggott. “All-night pharmacy on Wilshire, only the pharmacist there and he can’t give any description, just a young dark fellow, didn’t ask for any drugs,

  just the cash from the register. Didn’t touch anything. Nowhere to go.”




  “Just the paperwork,” said Schenke.




  For a Saturday night at Robbery-Homicide it was quiet and peaceful.




  MENDOZA WAS SUPPOSED to be off on Sundays, but usually he dropped in to see if anything new had gone down. He had just come in about nine-thirty when

  the word began coming in from Sacramento, the list of all the Model A Ford sedans registered in the state. As expectable, there weren’t many of them, and when the list was complete there were

  nineteen registered in Los Angeles County. That was enough to cover, addresses from Topanga to Irwindale; but they would like to catch up to the hit-and-run driver who had killed little Alice Crane

  and badly injured her mother, and it was possible that the car had sustained some damage, still bore some evidence the lab could pinpoint. They’d have to chase down all those owners, find out

  where they and the cars had been at eight-thirty Friday night, and look at the cars.




  “Well, it’s a change from hunting possible heisters,” said Tom Landers philosophically. He went out on that with Higgins and Palliser.




  There had been a wire waiting for Hackett when he got in; Dr. James Cannaday would be arriving at L.A. International at midnight, would come to headquarters tomorrow morning. “We’d

  better ask some questions at the hotel,” said Hackett.




  “I don’t know, Art.” Mendoza was looking again at the photographs of the scene the coroner’s investigator had taken. “It could be the straightforward thing. So she

  had a bang on the head, it could have been an accident, and somebody was with her and panicked, tried to set it up to look natural.”




  “Who?” asked Hackett. “At least I’ve got the lab going over the car. It’s not much use guessing about it until we know more about her, why she was here, who she

  knew here, what she might have been doing. But we’d better find out what the hotel knows, at that. Not that I expect it’ll be much.”




  They drove out there in the Ferrari. It was raining again slightly. The Sheraton Plaza was one of the classiest hotels in town, and being in close proximity to the airport it got a lot of

  business. Tourists, mere visitors to the southern California area, would prefer something closer into town; a good many of the people here would be business people, executives flying in and out,

  with the convenience of being ten minutes’ drive from the airport.




  Mendoza told the story to the desk clerk, and produced agitation and consternation. But, as was expectable, the clerk couldn’t tell them much. It was a big hotel, and it didn’t keep

  tabs on everybody registered. An assistant manager appeared and looked up records. Mrs. Louise Cannaday had had a reservation for Friday and had checked in around noon. “The desk clerk on

  weekdays isn’t here today, that’ll be Mr. Keeler, I’ll see if I can get him at home.” But Mr. Keeler wasn’t answering his phone. “This is Mr. Elgin—”

  The clerk was looking interested, a little dapper man in expensive tailoring. “But if, as you say, this woman died on Friday night, he wouldn’t be able to tell you

  anything—”




  “Now I wouldn’t say that,” said Elgin unexpectedly. “It’s an unusual name, Cannaday. I don’t know that I’d ever heard it before. And the circumstance

  was kind of unusual too, and of course it was only yesterday.”




  “What was?” The assistant manager turned on him instantly.




  “Well, I never laid eyes on this woman, obviously. Keeler would have checked her in, and know if she’d left her key and gone out—but that would be Friday. But about two

  o’clock yesterday afternoon I had a call from some woman asking about her.”




  “Why?” asked Hackett.




  “Well, it wasn’t usual. You know, phone calls go through direct from the rooms. The switchboard’s just for long distance or some other call that’s going to be charged on

  the bill, and people calling in. This woman asked if Mrs. Cannaday was in her room, said she’d been calling and got no answer. She said she had to ask the switchboard for the room

  number—it was six thirty-two—and she’d called four or five times, couldn’t get an answer, and Mrs. Cannaday had been supposed to meet her and she wanted us to check, see if

  she was all right.”




  “Unusual,” admitted the assistant manager. “So what did you do?”




  “Well, I looked to see if the key was there, and it was. So that looked as if she’d gone out. But the woman was kind of persistent, and just in case—I mean, she could have come

  in and been taken sick or something—”




  “Then what would the key have been doing here?”




  “Funny things can happen. I didn’t know. Just in case, I sent one of the maids up to look and she said it all looked kosher, room in order, open suitcase, nobody there. Which is all

  I could tell the woman on the phone?”




  “Did she give any name?”




  Elgin shook his head. “I didn’t ask her.” He shrugged and repeated, “Funny things happen. Maybe the Cannaday woman just decided not to meet her, who knows? It

  wasn’t any of the hotel’s business, so long as she hadn’t been taken sick up there. Her key’d been turned in, so as far as we were concerned she was just out

  somewhere.”




  “Yes, well, here’s a little something else.” The assistant manager had been leafing through a card file from a drawer under the counter. “Here’s the record we have

  for her. She had a reservation for Friday and Saturday nights. She checked in at eleven-forty on Friday morning. Then, by what this shows, she asked to keep the room for Sunday and Monday. I

  couldn’t say whether she called or approached the desk clerk personally—you’ll have to ask Keeler. It was three o’clock on Friday afternoon. As it happens, this is rather a

  slack period, and we could oblige her, she was to keep the same room until checkout time on Tuesday. Possibly Mr. Keeler can give you more details.”




  “We’d like to see her room, please.”




  “Oh, certainly, I hope there isn’t going to be any publicity about this, officers—Of course we’re very sorry to hear of her death, but you understand—” The

  assistant manager was eyeing Hackett’s broad sandy bulk and Mendoza’s elegant tailoring with glum disfavor.




  “Was she murdered?” asked Elgin avidly.




  “We haven’t any idea yet,” said Hackett.




  “I’ll let you have the key.” The assistant manager was resigned.




  But on the way to the rank of elevators, Mendoza paused, his gaze drifting across the lobby to the small gift shop, the florist shop, the Western Union counter. “Just a thought, Art. That

  card in her handbag—”




  “By God, yes, and the son said something about a wire—”




  They tried the florist shop first. A small floral arrangement had been ordered delivered to Mrs. Cannaday’s room on Friday morning; it had been ordered by phone on Thursday afternoon by a

  Mrs. Adele Mowbray, been charged to a Visa account. There wasn’t any address, just the account number. And Mrs. Cannaday had phoned in a telegram from her hotel room late Friday afternoon.

  Western Union looked it up for them; the pretty dark girl at the counter was efficient. “Oh, yes, sir, the call came through the switchboard, she asked for it to be charged to her bill

  here.” It had been addressed to Dr. James Cannaday in Indianapolis and read simply Staying over couple days. Arrive ten-forty Tuesday night. Love Mother.




  The hotel room was as anonymous as most hotel rooms. She wouldn’t have been in it long, and had left only a few vestiges of her personality visible: a half-full bottle of Cachet cologne, a

  comb, in the bathroom a jar of cleansing cream, a box of tissues. The one suitcase was open on the rack at the foot of the bed, and its contents were as anonymous: a nylon print dress, a slip,

  clean underclothes, a cosmetic case, stockings, a carton of Pall Mall cigarettes, a nylon nightdress, a pair of folding bedroom slippers. There wasn’t any address book.




  “She was traveling light,” said Mendoza.




  “She had quite a lot of stuff in the handbag,” Hackett reminded him. “Airline tickets, charge card, checkbook, cash, everything she wouldn’t want to leave in the

  room.”




  “And she’d only planned to stay for a couple of days, apparently. What was she doing here?”




  “We’ll hear some more from the son tomorrow. And the weekday desk clerk, if he knows anything to tell us.”




  





  Chapter Two




  HIGGINS, PALLISER, and Landers had been out hunting for the Model A Fords most of Sunday. On Sunday a lot of people

  weren’t home, and Higgins reflected that he was lucky to chase down three of them from that list, one in Malibu and two in Hollywood. None of them could have been the car that had struck the

  Cranes. The owner of the one in Malibu had been working on the engine most of Friday, with at least four witnesses and helpers to back him up; one in Hollywood was owned by the head mechanic at a

  Ford agency and had been visibly parked in the agency lot until he left work at nine that night, and the other one belonged to a student at U.S.C. who had been in bed with the flu for the last four

  days, attended by a common-sensible mother, who hadn’t left the house on Friday and could swear the car had never left the garage. He was obviously in no state to drive, and she said he was

  so proud of that old piece of junk he never let anyone else drive it.




  At four o’clock Higgins landed back at the office to find Landers and Palliser just back, equally empty-handed; they had found two others that could be crossed off. Grace and Galeano had

  brought in a possible suspect on the liquor store heist for questioning, but didn’t expect much to come of it, and it didn’t; twenty minutes after Higgins came in they let him go.

  Mendoza and Hackett were still out somewhere. When the phone rang on Hackett’s desk Higgins picked it up, and it was Scarne up in the lab.




  “I’ve got the kickback from the Feds on some prints. This Joseph Naysmith.”




  “Oh, him. For once they got on the ball.”




  “They haven’t got him,” said Scarne. “Don’t know him from Adam.”




  “So that’s that,” said Higgins. “The city’ll have to bury him.” There hadn’t been anything on Naysmith to say where he’d been living or working,

  who he had been associating with.




  “The coroner’s office sent the slug over, it’s a .32 out of a Smith and Wesson.”




  “Which says nothing unless we get hold of the gun,” said Higgins.




  “Bricks without straw,” said Scarne.




  As soon as he put the phone down it buzzed at him again; it was one of the dispatchers relaying a call about a possible homicide. There was nearly an hour and a half left of the day shift, and

  Higgins got up resignedly to go and look at whatever it was.




  The address was on Baldwin in Lincoln Heights, and when he got there the squad was parked at the curb, with Dave Turner sitting in it waiting for him. The house was an old rambling frame place

  needing a coat of paint, in this old and tired residential area. Turner came up to him on the sidewalk, a tall, thin, black young fellow. “I don’t know that this is anything for you,

  Sergeant, but after I’d heard what she had to say I thought I ought to pass it on. I hadn’t been on tour fifteen minutes when I got shot out here, and when I’d listened to

  her—well, I thought somebody in the front office ought to hear about it. She’s a nice woman, this Mrs. Poole, Rita Poole, and she’s pretty upset.”




  They went up the front walk to the wide front porch and Turner pushed the bell. The door opened instantly, and at one glance Higgins could agree that Mrs. Poole looked like a nice woman. She was

  big and buxom, about sixty, with untidy gray hair and a round motherly face with friendly blue eyes behind round plastic glasses. She was wearing a pink cotton housedress and old felt bedroom

  slippers. “This is Sergeant Higgins, Mrs. Poole. I’d like you to tell him what you told me.”




  “Certainly, and I just hope I’m wrong about it all. I’ve been fretting on it since yesterday and first I thought it wasn’t anything to bother the police with, and then I

  thought if anything was wrong you ought to know, and the upshot was I finally called—” She was ushering them into a large old-fashioned living room full of shabby furniture, urging them

  to sit down. “It just don’t bear thinking of if it is so—”




  “Well, what’s it all about, Mrs. Poole?”




  She planted herself in a chair opposite Higgins and regarded him with interest. “I must say, anybody’d know you for a policeman just from one look at you, Sergeant.” Higgins,

  tall and broad and bulky as Hackett, didn’t need telling that he might as well have COP tattooed on his forehead. “It’s like this, I’ve got a pretty good pension

  from Ed, my late husband, he worked for the railroad, and I own this house clear. But you can always use more money, and I got three good bedrooms upstairs I don’t use, so I rent them out.

  Mr. Wilkins, he’s been with me ten years, he’s a nice quiet gentleman, retired on Social Security and no trouble, he’s out most of the day at the library or sitting in the park.

  And Miss Glover, she’s been here about five years, she works at a beauty shop, and she figures to go and live with her sister up in Visalia when she retires next year. But I just lost my

  third one, Mrs. Lee, she was a lively sort of young woman, divorced, and she met some fellow at the store where she worked and they got married, so she left. So I put an ad in the paper and a sign

  up at the front window. And the very next day—that was last Wednesday—this couple showed up. I didn’t like the idea of a couple, and a young couple at that—the kind of

  people I want here is quiet older people, you know the kind—I’d hesitated about taking Mrs. Lee—but the man said it was just temporary, they only wanted the room for a few days,

  they were on their way up the coast to Ventura, to her sister’s, he had a job waiting for him there. And his wife wasn’t feeling so good what with just having had the baby, and they

  wanted to stop over for a rest. Well, I felt sorry for the girl,” said Mrs. Poole frankly. “She was just a little thing, maybe about twenty, and she looked sort of pale and run-down

  like, and the baby wasn’t more than a few days old, I thought she must be just out of the hospital with it. A little girl it was, and a puny-looking baby, I know about babies, I had six of my

  own. Three of each, and all grown with their own families and all doing fine too.”
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