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  ››› 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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  Chapter One




  “So that’s all, enough! The same old story—¡siempre la trampa, sure! I’ll be damned if—”




  “Oh, damn you and whatever you want to think—the trap, always the same susp— And what makes you think I’d have you? ¡A ningun precio, thanks very much! Get

  out, go away, I can’t—”




  “¡Un millón de gracias, le deseo lo propio—the same to you!” He lost his temper about once in five years, Mendoza, and when he did it wasn’t a

  business of loud violence; he had gone dead white and his voice was soft and shaking, and his eyes and his voice were cold as death and as hard. “You—”




  “Get out for God’s sake—¡largo de aquí!—you can go to hell for all I—” And she didn’t lose her temper often either, but it

  didn’t take her that way when she did; she was all but screaming at him now, taut with rage, and if she’d had a weapon to hand she’d have killed him.




  “¡Rapidamente, anywhere away from you! ¡Y para todo, muchas gracias!” That was sardonic, and pure ice; he snatched up his hat and marched out, closing the

  door with no slam, only a viciously soft little click.




  Alison stood motionless there for a long moment, her whole body still shaking with the anger, the impulse to violence; she breathed deep, feeling her heart gradually slow its pounding. And now,

  of course, she could think of all she should have said, longed to say to him. This cheap cynical egotist, only the one thing in his mind—every obscene word she knew in two tongues,

  she’d like to—she should have—




  And then, a while after that, she drew a long shuddering breath and moved, to sit down in the nearest chair. The fury was dead in her now, and that was another difference between them; it never

  lasted long with her. She sat there quite still; her head was aching slightly, then intolerably—aftermath of all that primitive physical reaction.




  The little brown cat Sheba leaped up beside her, asking attention, purring; Alison stroked her mechanically. The kitten he had given her, the only thing she had ever let him give her.




  And wasn’t he a judge of women indeed, that way, all ways! It was even a little funny: one of the first things he’d said to her after they’d met—“A respectable

  woman like you, she’s so busy convincing me she’s not after my money, vaya, she’s never on guard against my charm.”




  Ought to take something for this headache.




  She got up, went slowly through the bedroom to the bathroom, swallowed some aspirin. In the garish overhead light there she looked at herself in the glass impersonally. Alison Weir, and not bad

  for thirty-one either; her best point, of course, was the thick curling red hair, and the fine white skin and green-hazel eyes complemented it. You might think Alison Weir could do pretty well for

  herself, even with that foolish too-young marriage thirteen years in her past, and no money now, to count. The women you saw—plain, dowdy, careless, and bitchy too—selfish and mean

  women—who somehow managed to find men for themselves . . .




  “Oh, God,” she whispered, and bent over, clutching the slippery bowl against the pain. The aspirin hadn’t taken hold yet, but this was a worse pain than the headache.




  It was true, of course. She had forgotten now exactly what thoughtless little phrase had started the ugly sudden quarrel—his sarcastic answer and her quick, angry protest fanning the

  flame. But in essence, his cynical suspicion was true, how true. Setting the trap, to have him all hers.




  She could not face the woman in the mirror, the pale woman with the pain in her eyes. She went into the bedroom and sat down on the bed.




  But from the beginning she had known him for what he was. Not for any one woman: not ever, apart from his womanizing, all of Luis Mendoza for any human person. He was just made that way. Like

  one of his well-loved cats, at least half of him always secret to himself, aloof. And maybe all because of the hurts he’d taken (for she knew him very thoroughly, perhaps better than he

  suspected, and she knew his terrible sensitivity). The hurts he’d taken as a dirty little Mex kid running the slum streets—long before he came into all that money. So that he’d

  never give anyone the chance to hurt him again, ever, in any way. Never let anyone close enough to hurt him. She had known: but knowing was no armor for the heart.




  There was an old song her father used to sing: one of the favorites, it was, around the cook-fires in the evening, in every makeshift little construction camp she remembered—always one of

  the locally hired laborers with a guitar. The easy desultory talk after the day’s work, sporadic laughter, and the guitar talking too, as accompaniment, in the blue southern night. Ya me

  voy . . . mi bien, I must go, my love . . . te vengo a decir adios—I have come to tell you goodbye . . . te mando decir, mi bien, como se mancuernan dos—to tell

  you how disastrously two people can be yoked . . .




  What use had it been to know? It was all her own fault. Maybe she deserved whatever pain there would be, was—she had known how it would end. Quarrel or no, he would have gone eventually.

  When he’d had enough of her, when he’d found a new quarry—when instinct told him she was coming too close, wanting too much of him. And she did not need telling that all this

  while she alone hadn’t held him—there’d been others, for variety.




  Toma esa llavita de oro, mi bien . . . take this gold key, open my breast and you’ll see how much I love you . . . y el mal pago que me das—and how badly you repay me .

  . .




  And the time had come, and he had gone; she would not see him again; the interlude was over. It was for Alison Weir to pick up the pieces the best way she could, and go on from here.




  Toma esa cajita de oro, mi bien . . . take this gold box, look to see what it contains . . . lleva amores, lleva celos—y un poco de sentimiento—love and jealousy, and a

  little regret . . .




  Shameful, shameless, that she could not feel any resentment, any righteous hatred, that—for what he was—he had left her to this pain. No self-respect as half-armor against it:

  despicable, that she could summon no shred of pride to keep anger alive.




  It was going to be very bad indeed, somehow finding out how to go on—somewhere—without him. That was no one’s fault, hers or his. No one deliberately created feelings; they

  just came. No one could be rid of them deliberately, either.




  It was going to be very bad. All the ways it could be, not just the one way. Because there had been also (would it help, this objective terminology for emotions?) a companionship: their minds

  operating on the same wave length, as it were.




  “But I should be ashamed,” and she was startled to hear her own voice. “I should be ashamed—” not to hate. She put her hands to her face; she sat very still,

  bracing herself against the pain.




  “Post-mortems!” said Mendoza violently. “Religion! ‘Saved from Satan and thus confessing my sins!’” He slapped Rose Foster’s signed statement down on

  his desk. “What the hell are we supposed to do with this?”




  “Don’t look at me,” said Hackett, “I didn’t handle the Haines case, and neither did you—by the grace of God. All for the best in this best of all worlds,

  isn’t it?—damn shame Thompson had to drop dead of a heart attack at fifty, but at least it’s saved him from some rough handling by the press. What’d the Chief

  say?”




  “You don’t need the answer to that one,” said Mendoza. “Tomemos del mal el menos—the lesser of two evils. Nothing definite to the press—no statements

  for the time being. Get to work on it and find out, find out everything, top to bottom! But no washing dirty linen in public.” He lit a cigarette with an angry snap of his lighter and

  swiveled round in his desk-chair to face out the window, over the hazy panorama of the city spread below. He didn’t like this business; nobody in the department who knew anything about it

  liked it; but he might not be taking it so violently except for that damned fight with Alison last night.




  He smoked the cigarette in little quick angry drags, nervous. Women! There was a saying, Sin mujeres y sin vientos, tendriamos menos tormentos—without women and without wind,

  we’d have less torment. Absolutamente, he thought grimly. Scenes like that upset him; he liked it kept nice and easy, the smooth exit when an exit was indicated and that was that.

  Usually he managed it that way, but once in a while—women being women—a scene was unavoidable. He might have known it would be, with Alison: not the ordinary woman. He was sorry about

  it, that it had ended that way. Apart from anything else, he had liked Alison—as a person to be with, not just as a woman—they’d understood each other: minds that marched

  together. But women—! Always wanting to go too deep, put it on the permanent basis. Sooner or later the exit had to be made. He was only sorry, hellishly sorry, that this one had had to be

  made that way.




  But it was water under the bridge now, and the sooner he stopped brooding on it the better.




  God knew he had enough to occupy his mind besides.




  Abruptly he swiveled back and met Hackett’s speculative stare. Art Hackett knew him too damned well, probably guessed something was on his mind besides this business. . . . Hackett

  didn’t matter. Hackett nice and cozy in his little trap, not knowing yet it was one: Hackett two weeks married to his Angel, still the maudlin lover.




  He picked up the Foster woman’s statement again and looked at it with distaste. I know I done awful wrong and now I been saved into the true religion I want to clear my conscience once

  for all . . .




  “If that,” said Hackett, “is so, it’s damned dirty linen, Luis. And it can’t be kept a secret forever. There was the hell of a lot of publicity over Haines, not too

  long ago. It’d be news with a capital N—and when it comes to that, would it be such a hot idea to hide it up, for the honor of the force so to speak?” He shrugged and shook his

  head.




  “That,” said Mendoza, “is just one unfortunate aspect. As you say, at least Thompson’s dead and whatever they say about him he won’t hear. Also, he makes a very

  convenient scapegoat, doesn’t he, tucked away underground? We can always give it out the poor fellow was failing—all very sad, but such things will happen, obviously he was prematurely

  senile and didn’t know what he was doing. Which is one damned lie. And what the hell is this worth?” He flicked the statement contemptuously. “Sure, a lot of

  publicity—before the trial, after the trial. A lot of people sympathetic to Haines and his family, believing in him. Here’s a damn-fool female turned religious fanatic—who’s

  to say she didn’t make the whole thing up, just to get her name in the papers?”




  “She had his pipe,” said Hackett. “The wife’s identified it.”




  “All right—¡vaya por Dios!—the wife was panting to identify it,” said Mendoza irritably. “Did she really look at it so close?”




  Hackett got out a cigarette and turned it round in his fingers, looking at it. “You taking the stand we can’t be wrong? It happens, Luis. Not often, but it happens.”




  “No lo niego, I don’t deny it. It happens. If it happened here, sure, the press boys’ll get hold of it, and you know what they’ll say, what the outcome will be, as

  well as I do. Stupid blundering cops—prejudiced evidence—and the muddleheaded editorials about the death penalty and circumstantial evidence! ¡Es lo de siempre, the same

  old story—¡por Dios y Satanás!” He laughed without humor.




  “And bringing it up again,” agreed Hackett, “every time somebody we get for homicide looks wide-eyed at a press camera and says, ‘I swear I’m not guilty.’ You

  needn’t tell me. But there it is.”




  They both looked at the couple of stapled sheets on the desk with resentment.




  The Haines case had been officially closed on the police books, for over a year. Haines had appealed the verdict, of course; there had been delays, the desperate little seeking of legal

  loopholes, but in the end he’d gone to the gas chamber for the murder of Mary Ellen Wood. And all that time, during and after the trial, no police officer who’d worked on the case had

  had any smallest doubt of his guilt. That wasn’t prejudice, or carelessness, or stupidity: it was the way all the facts pointed. There was a lot of nonsense talked about circumstantial

  evidence; people very seldom committed serious crimes before witnesses, so circumstantial evidence was usually the only evidence there was, and quite valid evidence too. In fact, as Mendoza

  remembered hearing a judge remark once, witnesses being as prone to error as they were, circumstantial evidence was frequently worth more than eyewitness testimony.




  This was an efficient, modern police force, noted for its integrity and competence, its high standards for recruits. Detective-Sergeant Thompson had happened to get the Haines case, but it might

  have fallen to Mendoza or any of his sergeants, and if it had, none of them would have come up with a different answer—not on all the evidence that showed.




  Mary Ellen Wood, nineteen months ago, had just turned twenty. She was a pretty girl, brown-haired and brown-eyed, and she was popular on the L.A.C.C. campus; but by all accounts she was a shy,

  serious girl who didn’t spend much time fooling around with the boys in study hour or afterward. She was majoring in English literature and history, and she was a good student. She lived with

  her parents and two younger sisters in a nice middle-class house in a nice middle-class neighborhood in Hollywood. She had worked at temporary office jobs a couple of summers, to earn her tuition

  and buy clothes, but during the school year she held no regular job, did occasional baby-sitting for a little extra money. The Haineses—Allan Haines and his wife Sally—had hired her for

  that a number of times. They lived only a few blocks away from the Woods, and they’d met Mary Ellen through Sally Haines’ twenty-year-old brother Jim Fairless, who went to L.A.C.C. too.

  The Haineses had two small children, a boy six and a girl four, and were expecting another.




  Most people seemed to have liked Mary Ellen, and those who knew her best (outside her family: you couldn’t always go by what the family said) said she was “a nice

  girl”—not the kind of girl to, well, do anything she shouldn’t—and a steady girl too: usually dated only on weekends, and helped her mother around the house. So the family

  had been somewhat alarmed almost right away when she didn’t come home at her regular time that Wednesday afternoon. By six o’clock her father was calling the hospitals, and by seven the

  police.




  So eventually there were quite a few trained men looking for Mary Ellen and asking questions about her. For nearly a week they looked and asked. They learned, among other things, that Mary Ellen

  had confided to one of her girl friends that she’d had a little trouble with the husband at a place she’d been baby-sitting: no names mentioned. When it appeared that she hadn’t

  vanished voluntarily, they began to look at the people she’d worked for. But before they got round to the Haineses, Sally Haines happened to go into a little garden shed in the

  Haineses’ back yard looking for a rake, and she found Mary Ellen’s brown handbag on the shelf there. The girl’s belongings were all in it, including identification. Mrs. Haines

  realized at once what it was, and like an honest citizen she called the police.




  Probably Sally Haines had done some bitter thinking about her behavior as an honest citizen. Because then, of course, the police had taken a good look at the Haineses and their property; and

  without much difficulty they had found Mary Ellen, hastily buried in the earth floor of the garden shed. Sergeant Thompson had taken over then, and within thirty-six hours he had arrested Allan

  Haines on a charge of murder.




  The autopsy showed that the girl had been raped and shortly afterward beaten and strangled: two of many blows or the strangulation could have been the actual cause of death—the surgeon

  thought it had been the blows.




  She had last been seen, by anyone who knew her, at a little past three o’clock on the campus that Wednesday. She’d been offered a ride home, but declined, saying she already had

  one—she was meeting someone. However, no one of her acquaintances on campus had been her date, as far as could be ascertained—and Thompson had looked very thoroughly. Especially, of

  course, he had looked at young Jim Fairless, who would have had knowledge of and access to the Haineses’ garden shed. But Fairless had never gone around with Mary Ellen, he had a girl of his

  own; and he also had an excellent alibi—you couldn’t ask for a better. The surgeon had pinned down the time of death to between that Wednesday afternoon and the following afternoon or

  evening. It was midterm, and Jim Fairless had cut the last two days of classes that week for a vacation. He’d left Wednesday noon with his girl, a young married couple as chaperones, and an

  engaged couple, both of whom were classmates of his at college, for Lake Arrowhead and a few days of winter sports. All five of them said he’d been with them continuously over that

  weekend.




  So then Thompson looked at Haines, and it appeared that Haines had left his office at around one-thirty that Wednesday and couldn’t prove where he’d been and what he’d done

  afterward. He was a salesman for a wholesale garden-supply firm and didn’t keep regular office hours; nobody thought anything of his being out that afternoon. Questioned, he’d told a

  lie about where he’d been; and when that fell through—by then he understood that he was the number-one suspect—he said all right, he’d tell the truth, God forgive him but

  he’d gone to see this woman, this Rose Pringle. He said he’d met the woman at one of the companies he sold to: she wasn’t an employee, she’d been applying for a job there.

  He didn’t know much about her except her name—he’d only met her twice. Just one of those things—he must have been crazy, but there it was. He gave an address, where he said

  he’d been with her that afternoon; it was a shabby run-down apartment off Vermont Avenue and the tenants had just moved, but the name had been Foster, not Pringle. A couple of neighbors

  who’d known them casually said they didn’t think it likely that Mrs. Foster’d be up to nothing like that, she was a real quiet modest little thing and not very pretty anyways.

  Press appeals were made, and radio appeals, for the Fosters to come forward, but they never did. They might not have liked the idea of publicity, or they might have gone out of the state and never

  heard they were wanted.




  And then Edith Wood, Mary Ellen’s seventeen-year-old sister, admitted that Allan Haines had been the husband who’d—well, call it made advances—to Mary Ellen once, when

  she was baby-sitting for them. He usually brought her home afterwards, of course, like the fathers always did, and it had been one of those times, in his car. But Mary Ellen had told Edith he let

  her go right away when she struggled, and seemed ashamed of himself, apologized: he’d been a little tight, hadn’t known what he was doing—Mr. Haines was really a nice man,

  he’d never do anything like that in his right mind, so to speak. And she told Edith for goodness sake not to tell their parents about it, or they’d never let her take another job at the

  Haineses’, which was silly because he’d been terribly ashamed and nothing like that would ever happen again, she knew.




  Haines admitted all that; he said he’d lost his head, he’d had a few drinks too many that night, but he’d been horrified at himself afterward—a nice girl like Mary Ellen.

  Certainly he’d never thought of her that way before or since; he hadn’t, before God he hadn’t, met her that afternoon and assaulted her and then—scared of inevitable

  retribution when she accused him—killed and buried her.




  “My God,” he said, “if I had, wouldn’t I have had better sense than to bury her in my own back yard—leave her bag right out in plain sight?”




  But murderers did that kind of thing, time and again. There was a school of thought which held it was the unconscious seeking of punishment; in Mendoza’s opinion it was just vanity (the

  earmark of all criminals, that was)—the conviction that they were invincible.




  Then a couple of L.A.C.C. students came in to say that they thought they’d seen Haines that afternoon, sitting in a car near the campus. It would have been about two-thirty. They’d

  cut the last half of a study hour to go out for coffee at a place on Vermont, and half a block or so this side they’d passed this fellow sitting in a car. Why had they noticed him

  particularly? Well—That wasn’t hard to figure if you looked at his photograph. Haines was a good-looking man, and he ran a classy open Thunderbird; both the students were female. They

  identified Haines positively as the man they’d seen.




  Yes, he was there, said Haines; it was the first time he’d visited Rose Pringle, he’d been looking for the address. All those narrow little side streets off Vermont there, he’d

  finally had to look at a map, and that’s what he’d been doing when those girls walked past—just pulled up to the curb a minute, locating the street on a city map. He hadn’t

  noticed the girls, hadn’t given a thought to the fact that he was near the L.A.C.C. campus—why should he?




  Both the Haineses said that anyone could have walked into their back yard and disposed of the body there. It was a lot two hundred feet deep; there was a hedge between the shed and the house,

  and an unpaved alley at the end which was used freely for foot traffic. After dark—




  But it seemed peculiar that Haines hadn’t noticed anything. There were a neighbor and his wife who’d seen him entering the shed around eight that evening and again on Thursday; he

  had to admit he’d been in the shed perhaps three or four times that week. And hadn’t seen the strange handbag right in plain sight on the shelf?—there was an unshaded hanging bulb

  that lit up the whole place bright as day. No, he hadn’t, or maybe he had and just thought it was his wife’s. Did Mrs. Haines usually keep her handbags in the garden shed? Well, of

  course not; and he couldn’t say why, if he had noticed it and thought she’d left it there, he hadn’t taken it into the house to her. He hadn’t noticed the very obviously

  disturbed earth in the shed? No. The photographs taken at the time showed the grave open, but everyone present at the opening had testified that there had been fresh-turned earth heaped there,

  earth left on the spade hanging in its place on the wall rack—evidence of the digging was plain to see, and the grave right in the center of the floor. It was a small but significant point:

  if somebody from outside had done it, how had he known, first, that the shed didn’t have a wooden floor, and second, that he’d find a spade convenient to hand?




  Haines said that it was obviously a shelter for garden tools: anyone who’d ever passed down that alley might have known. But there were no footprints in that fresh earth except his, no

  prints on the spade—and there was a pair of cotton work gloves handy there on the shelf.




  What more did an investigating officer want? It was open and shut. Haines had been attracted to the girl, had made advances once at least: that was sure. She’d been buried in his shed with

  his spade, and if he hadn’t done it, it didn’t look as though he could have entered the place without noticing the evidence of that. (“I was worried that week,” said Haines

  desperately, “I had a couple of business problems on my mind, I was kind of absent-minded—I just didn’t notice—I only went in there a minute, a couple of times, to

  get a trowel, the rake.”) He’d been seen near the campus at a significant time, as if he were waiting for someone. Mary Ellen had expected to be met and given a ride home, she’d

  said. And Haines couldn’t produce his witness to say what he’d been doing instead.




  It looked run-of-the-mill. Contrary to all the detective stories—any experienced cop knew—murderers weren’t often very clever. Most of them in fact were damn fools. Thompson

  built it up this way. Haines had been on his way to a business call in that area, say about two or a bit past, and he’d run into Mary Ellen (she’d gone to that coffee shop on Vermont

  before her last class). There’d been a little casual talk; he’d seen another chance to get her and offered to meet her and take her home, in an hour. Mary Ellen—believing herself

  safe with him, seeing him as only a friendly neighbor—had accepted. He waited, and met her there at three o’clock. Drove somewhere, maybe up in the hills in Griffith Park, where any

  screams wouldn’t be heard. She hadn’t fought her assailant; her nails weren’t broken or her clothes torn. Maybe she’d been taken so completely by surprise she hadn’t

  had time, or maybe he’d knocked her unconscious right away. In his notes Thompson had also outlined a tentative idea that the girl might have been genuinely in love with Haines, been led on

  to a voluntary assignation. That was just an idea, and it wasn’t the case stated by the prosecution at the trial, because there was no proof. If it had been like that, Haines would have had

  no reason to kill the girl, unless he was a lunatic. More likely, after he’d raped her it came to him what a spot he’d be in when she accused him, and he took the easiest way out. There

  was no blood in his car, no evidence of the assault—of course, he might have taken her out, into the bushes somewhere—but they did find a little blood on the old blanket folded on the

  floor of the trunk, and it was type O, Mary Ellen’s type. (Also Haines’ type, and he said Yes, he’d skinned his hand on a wrench one day when he was working on the car, that must

  have been how the blood . . .) He’d probably stashed her in the trunk, with her own coat bundled round her so no blood would get on the floor, and either late that Wednesday night or the

  following night made the grave. (It was surprising how often a killer who disposed of the body liked to have the spot under his eye, close to home. Plenty of precedent there, and for the other

  mistakes he’d made.) The garage was at the back of the lot, close to the shed. Mrs. Haines wasn’t the gardener—Haines did most of that—and she seldom entered the shed, so he

  hadn’t bothered to do a perfect job. Maybe forgot about the purse or intended to dispose of it later. He hadn’t (with that inevitable conviction of safety, that he was too clever to be

  caught) expected to be linked to it; when he was, he was taken by surprise. And in the same impulsive way the murder had been done, he produced a spur-of-the-moment alibi. He made up this Rose

  Pringle out of his head, gave an address at random (remembering a street name he’d noticed as he waited for Mary Ellen). Yes, senseless, but people did these things—he might even have

  been cocky enough to figure that when he confessed cheating on his wife like that, everybody would believe it was the truth because surely otherwise he’d never have admitted it. He might even

  have gambled that whatever woman lived at that address could be bribed to back him up. Bribed, of course, by Mrs. Haines (Haines was sitting in a cell downtown then)—for Mrs. Haines, faced

  with the choice of keeping a cheating husband or losing a murderous one to the gas chamber, had stayed by him; protested her belief in him; bought TV time to appeal to the Pringle woman to come

  forward.




  Several good attorneys had fought hard for him too, but there was just too much suggestive evidence. And after that, the appeal, the bitter accusations from Mrs. Haines of prejudice and

  stupidity on the part of the police, the denial of a new trial, the sentimental news stories when Mrs. Haines’ baby was born, the date of execution (twice postponed) finally settled.




  Haines had died in the gas chamber thirty days ago, for a murder nineteen months old.




  And yesterday morning a diffident young woman had walked into a precinct station in Santa Monica and said she wanted to get something off her conscience.




  





  




  Chapter Two




  Mendoza had seen Rose Foster this morning; the job had been thrown at him because Thompson was four months dead. So he didn’t have to reread her statement; it had come

  out more directly, more convincingly, in her thin little voice than in the steno’s dead prose.




  She was thirty-two, she said, and she looked that in one way, but in another way much younger. She might have been pretty had she paid more attention to herself—a slender, frail-looking

  woman with a lot of untidy brown hair and timid blue eyes; shabby in a cheap housedress, mended stockings, no make-up or jewelry.




  “Pringle was my maiden name, see, I—I was giving it out places I looked for work, account some places, they don’t like to hire married women—give single ones first

  chance. And I had enough trouble findin’ work anyways, I ain’t—haven’t had much education, got to take what I can. . . . Jack, he’d’ ve just killed me,

  sir, if he knew—that was why. Jack, no use not facin’ it, he wasn’t no good noways, he liked the drink too much. An’ ever he got drunk, knockin’ me around—that

  was the way of it, see. . . . This business, really how I come to leave him—get up enough grit, leave him—I was too scared before—he’d ’ve come after, give me what-for

  to run off. I felt awful bad about it—but I just dassn’t do anything about it, while Jack—he’d ’ve killed me. . . . Mr. Haines was nice to me. Not many

  been like that, and with Jack the way he was—I guess that’s how I come to do such a sinful thing. . . . I got to say it, I got to clear my conscience—Reverend White says I

  got to, to be truly saved in the Lord—I got to tell you, it was all just like Mr. Haines said. He was—with me—that day, just like he told you. Sinning. Maybe you think

  that’s awful queer—he’d look at me—but, see, he was sorry for me to start—first time we met, I’d got turned down for a job that place, I couldn’t help

  crying, right out in the street too—it was hard to get along, get enough to eat and all, with Jack all the time gettin’ fired for bein’ drunk—and Mr. Haines, he was kind, he

  bought me a cup of coffee and talked nice, and he got me a job cleaning offices, another place. . . .




  “And you know—that time—his wife was havin’ a baby, I guess she was kind of crotchety to him, know what I mean, and he—I guess any woman who was nice to him,

  he’d ’ve—oh, I was awful scared that time, for fear Jack’d walk in and— And after, when it come out in the papers, I about died o’ fright. . . . No, sir,

  Jack, he never read no papers, he didn’t see about it. We was behind in the rent, I just wanted get away, and I told him the landlord says we got to get out. Wasn’t nothin’

  strange about that, it was always happening. And he had the offer of this job up in Banning. We went there, and he never heard nothing, I guess, about—that murder. But it laid on my

  conscience day ’n’ night—like the black sin it was—I got so I couldn’t stand it no longer—even if Jack did kill me. . . . And the Reverend, he come to a

  ’vivalist meeting up there, last week it was, and seemed like he was preaching right at me, he knowed all about it—a strong preacher he is—and after, I went up an’

  talked with him. He said—and it do seem funny, I never thought about it just so before—there wasn’t no law I had to stay by such a bad husband, and anyways, Jack or no Jack, do I

  want my soul saved alive from Satan, I got to get my conscience clear—no matter what you do to me for the awful thing I done—”




  Yes, convincing. If for no other reason than its appalling human wrongheadedness. He said to Hackett, “What’s it worth?” but he’d known, listening to Rose Foster, that it

  was the truth. The well-used pipe she’d kept, the pipe that Haines said he must have left there, maybe that wasn’t such good evidence—but whether it was his or not, it

  wasn’t very important.




  He said, “Very damned dirty linen to wash, even in private. But it happens.” Because, with the most intelligent and honest police force, the fairest trial, the cleverest lawyers,

  with all these, chance—and the human element—sat in the game too, and sometimes stacked the deck. For every once that this happened, it happened ninety-nine times the other way round:

  somebody who was guilty got off, because of the finicky rules about evidence, the little legal loopholes, the design of the law to give the innocent every chance.




  “What do we do about it?” asked Hackett. As Mendoza didn’t say anything at once, he took a last drag on his cigarette, put it out in the ashtray, and stabbed a finger at the

  second sheaf of papers on Mendoza’s desk. “Don’t drag your heels so hard, amigo. I got an idea what those are. While you were in with the Chief I met Farley downstairs and

  had a little chat with him. He says you requisitioned all those letters Sally Haines has been sending us for quite a while, and he told me something about ’em. Very interesting.”




  Mendoza said softly, violently, “¡Diez millon es de demonios negros desde el infierno! Hay que poner en claro este lío—this mess we’ve got to clear up,

  pronto. Interesting! If there’s an ounce of truth in these, I can think of better words.” He pushed the second sheaf across the desk. “Take a look and suffer some

  more—for the honor of the force!”




  Sally Haines had fought harder for her husband than his lawyers; she’d never given up fighting, and it looked as if she’d never forget her bitter grudge against the

  police. There were a dozen letters in the pile, all addressed to the Chief. Mendoza said, “The top three. The rest are just random accusations.”




  Hackett read, grunted, grimaced, reached for another cigarette. “Oh, brother. Piper’s close to home, I had that one.” He started to read the letters again.




  The first was dated a week after Haines’ trial. It should be evident to the stupidest policeman that the murderer of Mary Ellen Wood is still free—and still murdering. Three days

  ago another girl was found dead in very similar circumstances. I refer to Celestine Teitel. If and when you arrest the criminal in that case, I beg you to question him, investigate him, in re Mary

  Ellen Wood—he may have been her killer too. I pray my husband will be cleared of guilt when the real killer is found.




  The second was dated nearly six months later. You did not find Celestine Teitel’s murderer—now he has killed Jane Piper. Can you protest there is not a strong probability that

  these murders were done by the same man?—as was the murder of Mary Ellen Wood! If you ever arrest him, I pray you get to the truth about that at last!




  The third was dated fifteen days ago. Now the real murderer of Mary Ellen Wood has another death to his account—Pauline McCandless. Surely the most casual investigation shows the

  similarity of these crimes—are you still so sure that my husband murdered Mary Ellen? Celestine Teitel—Jane Piper—Pauline McCandless—they died the same way as Mary Ellen,

  and I swear by the same hand! You have not caught him yet—if you ever do, ask him about Mary Ellen Wood! It is too late to save my husband’s life, but his name may yet be

  cleared.




  Hackett said, “I’m not up on Teitel and McCandless, but I’ve got to say she could be right about Piper. Just on the bare facts. And what’s that worth?”




  “Not the hell of a lot, at first glance.” All those killings had been the same kind; but it was an ordinary kind in any big metropolitan place with its inevitable share of the

  violent ones, the mentally unstable ones, the professional muggers prowling dark streets.




  Celestine Teitel. (Mendoza had looked back over those cases only superficially as yet; he’d look deeper.) Age thirty, unmarried. Elementary school teacher. Taught at a public school in

  Hawthorne, shared an apartment with another teacher. Regular, quiet habits, not many friends. An amateur painter: often went out on weekends, to the beach, the mountains, to paint. One Sunday she

  didn’t come home again, so her roommate called the police. She was found two days later, by a couple of surf-fishers, in a lonely cove up the coast toward Ventura, where apparently

  she’d been sketching—all her equipment there, untouched. She’d been raped, beaten, and strangled.




  Jane Piper. Age twenty-eight, unmarried. Also a very respectable young woman—and successful, a legal secretary to an old and staid firm of corporation lawyers. Lived alone in a three-room

  apartment near Silver Lake. Drove a good car. But the best cars now and then needed expert attention; so there she was, her car temporarily at a garage, leaving her office one day at five

  o’clock to go home by bus. No one who knew her saw her alive after that. She was found up in Topanga Canyon, a little way off the road, next day. She had been raped, beaten, and choked to

  death. There was some indication that the intention had been to bury her—someone had started to dig a hole, anyway, about twenty feet down the hillside.




  Pauline McCandless. Age twenty-four, a librarian, just graduated and working at the Culver City main library. Unmarried. Not very pretty: a serious intellectual girl. Lived with her widowed

  mother in Hollywood. Regular habits, no known male friends. She failed to return home one night, so the police went hunting her; they didn’t have to hunt long. She was found in an empty lot

  in Walnut Park; she’d been raped, beaten, and strangled.




  Looked at like that, anyone might make the hasty judgment—obviously the same murderer. It wasn’t so simple, so neat; that kind of crime happened too often, committed by too many

  types of men. Sometimes women almost asked for it, walking dark streets late and alone, picking up with any stranger who bought them a drink; but it happened to respectable women too. Over this

  period of eighteen months perhaps a dozen women had met similar deaths within Los Angeles County. Offhand Mendoza remembered a few details on those. A woman assaulted, strangled: the killer, a

  near-moronic eighteen-year-old with a record of petty theft—“I just had to stop her yelling, I only squeezed her throat a little bit, didn’t go to kill her.” A girl raped,

  beaten: the killers, a gang of juveniles riding high on cheap whiskey. Another one, another one—all the same pattern, the assault, the blows, the choking: this killer a respectable

  middle-aged family man who’d lost his head just once; that one, an equally respectable-looking mama’s boy who’d suddenly gone berserk. When a woman was killed in the course of an

  assault, it was almost bound to happen that way: the man tried to stop her noise and, lacking any weapon, used his hands. Men who went in for rape were predisposed to violence to start with, and

  without intending murder frequently committed it.
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