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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
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  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.
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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




  Meg left the office early that Tuesday. Dr. Burton’s last appointment was at three o’clock; while he was giving that examination Mrs. Wrangell came in for her new

  glasses. Both patients had left by ten minutes to four, and he came out to the waiting room looking tired and preoccupied and said, “May as well close up shop early.”




  She drove up Pacific Avenue to pick up Tammy at the nursery school. Mrs. Dean’s private nursery school wasn’t cheap, but it was a very good one. Clarissa Young pried Tammy away from

  a big picture book and said cheerfully, “Guess we’re in for the usual heat wave, this time in March. Why does anybody live in this climate?”




  Meg said she often wondered. She needed a few things at the market, and stopped at the Lucky on Glenoaks on the way home. Tammy used to love riding in the market cart, but now she was four she

  was too grown-up for that, and dawdled behind Meg along the aisles. Milk, cereal, frozen orange juice, a loaf of bread, ground round. There weren’t many people at the market. When Meg pulled

  into the apartment driveway it was only a little after five, the sun low in the west but dusk still an hour away.




  She shut the garage door, snapped the padlock, picked up the bag of groceries; they started around to the front door. On the sidewalk there Carol Sue Wiley was riding her tricycle. “Hi,

  Carol Sue,” said Meg. “How was kindergarten today?”




  Carol Sue scowled a little at her, a freckled sandy-haired little girl, and said definitely, “Yes. All right, I guess.”




  Meg and Tammy walked up to the front door of the apartment. Tammy said in her funny grown-up way, “Carol Sue’s a funny girl, isn’t she?”




  “Pretty funny,” said Meg, smiling. Just lately, for reasons known only to herself, Carol Sue had taken to answering every question with a Yes first, before elaborating.




  She put the groceries down again to unlock the mailbox labeled BURGESS. A couple of catalogs, a couple of form letters, a letter from Linda—good—and a long

  business envelope: POLLARD AND POLLARD; and her heart did something queer, missed a beat or got in an extra one, as she saw the Kansas City postmark.




  Automatically she climbed the stairs, unlocked the door. Tammy made a beeline for her room, some book or toy in mind, and Meg put the groceries away. Hamburger patties for dinner, carrots and

  peas, mashed potatoes; lettuce and tomatoes left, and enough apple pudding for Tammy. She switched on the air-conditioning unit in the living room, and turning, met the eyes of the photograph on

  the end table by the couch, and a brief sharp pang of nostalgia struck her for the timeless frozen smile of the man in the photograph. Silly: life went by, you couldn’t have things or people

  or feelings back again. And a lot of people hadn’t had as happy a childhood as she had had. It was a selfish kind of nostalgia, and irrational. The feeling that nothing could ever be wrong,

  nothing bad could happen, if Daddy was still there.




  She had loved and respected her mother, but she had been a shy and undemonstrative woman; all the warmth and loving had come from her father, and she looked away quickly from his steady,

  reassuring smile, sat down on the couch, and ripped open the envelope postmarked Kansas City.




  The signature was Oliver Pollard. She remembered him vividly, a tall thin man with scanty gray hair, a firm mouth, very blue eyes, a deep voice. She read the letter and did not believe

  it.




  . . . Will now submitted to probate and its terms to be implemented . . . question of child support will be transferred to Mr. Burgess . . . trust you will bear in mind

  what I said to you at the time, that as the child grows older you may wish to petition for . . . Suggest that in such case you consult your own attorney to negotiate with Mr. Burgess.

  He seems to harbor some extreme vindictive feeling toward you, by what he stated to me two years ago when, as you will remember, the terms of the will were first made known to him. It

  is possible that he may contact you; I would urge you seriously to deal with him only through your attorney. If I may be of any help to you . . . and, faithfully yours.




  The page fluttered in her hand, and she laid it down suddenly. Tammy came in clutching her big stuffed cat and said, “You goin’ to fix dinner, Mama? I’m hungry.”




  “In a minute,” said Meg. They’d let him out? Four years, and they’d let him out? And all the money— But of course the jury had made it not guilty by reason of

  insanity, so there was no legal reason he couldn’t inherit all the money. And he was out. Free.




  “Mama—”




  “Just a minute,” she said numbly. She had to think about this, and she couldn’t think; it was too sudden and unexpected. And then she looked at Tammy standing

  there—four-year-old Tammy, uncannily like Meg’s own pictures at that age, dark hair and eyes, fair skin, square little chin—Tammy in her crumpled blue cotton dress, one sock

  falling down, her braids untidy and one ribbon untied—and she thought, Dear God, no. No. Oh, no.




  “Mama, we goin’ to have dinner pretty soon?”




  “Yes,” said Meg. She got up and went into her bedroom, afraid and reluctant, after the other letter.




  She hadn’t wanted to keep it; it was an ugly thing; but she had realized she should keep it. In case. Just in case, She’d never looked at it again, but it was there in the bottom of

  her mother’s jewel case under her parents’ marriage certificate and the copy of the will she had made four years ago. The letter that started, “Goddamn you.” She

  had wondered how he had got it mailed: didn’t letters from such a place have to be censored? Another patient being released, perhaps. It didn’t matter.




  She held it unopened, but she remembered what was in it, and she began to feel frightened.




  He was out. Free. Anywhere. Here?




  Tammy. Goddamn you, all your fault—you had to have the kid—




  The police, Meg thought. The police? What could they do? What would they do? She didn’t know anything about the police. She’d grown up in this town, the reason she’d come back

  here four years ago—though by then there wasn’t really anyone here for her—but about the Glendale police she knew nothing.




  “Mama!”




  “Yes,” said Meg. “Yes, I’m coming.”




  At the moment the Glendale police had more than enough business on the agenda, and were feeling a little harried. Even the men riding the squad cars, who didn’t come in

  for the sea of paperwork like the boys in the front office, were feeling that the heat wave was insult added to injury. There was a child rapist somewhere in town, and the burglary rate was

  soaring, and there had already been six heist jobs since Sunday.




  The traffic shift had changed at four o’clock. Patrolman Stoner, cruising out on West Glenoaks, had just tagged the driver of an old Ford van who’d been doing seventy in a

  residential zone. The driver was Donald Biggs, nineteen, the usual long-haired teenager; his license seemed to be in order and there was no want on the vehicle, so Stoner gave him the ticket, told

  him he’d have to appear in court, and let him go. As he climbed back into the squad, the radio was talking about a high-speed pursuit heading for Burbank; somebody had spotted that guy there

  was an A.P.B. on, and he was running. Stoner just hoped the squad cars wouldn’t get squashed in all the homecoming traffic; of all the damned times to be chasing somebody— On the other

  hand, if whoever was doing the chasing should collar him, the front-office boys would have to do some overtime.




  On the whole, Stoner decided he’d just as soon be riding a squad handing out tickets as be expected to use his brain as a detective.




  In the detective office at headquarters, it was getting along for end of shift. There are a lot of crimes and people police officers don’t like, and a child rapist comes at the head of the

  list. In the last month—on top of everything else that had happened—three little girls had been raped and beaten, the youngest only six, and they had gone round and round on it and got

  nowhere. O’Connor and Katz had been out on the latest one all day and just come back with a handful of nothing; they had a very tentative description which wasn’t going to lead them

  anywhere.




  “Goddamn it, all up in the air!” said O’Connor, flinging himself into his protesting desk chair. He had torn his jacket off as he came into air conditioning, and the .357

  Magnum bulged in its shoulder holster; at this hour of the day he needed a shave, his jaw blue, and he shoved fingers through his curly black hair, casting a bitter glance at the two detectives

  who’d been sitting in air conditioning all afternoon doing the paperwork.




  “Not a smell of a lead,” said Katz tiredly. “Except that it’s the same joker on all three, which we knew anyway.” The M.O. told them that. Brenda Quigley was the

  latest victim, and she was still too scared and hurt to tell them much. This joker wasn’t using any finesse; he hadn’t attempted to coax the kids into a car, just snatched them off the

  street by force—each little girl walking home from school alone, and on residential blocks, with no witnesses turning up at all.




  It was Jeff Forbes’s day off. Detective John Poor was still out somewhere on the latest heist. There had been another burglary last night; that looked very much like the same burglars who

  had pulled a little rash of jobs in the northwest area of town in the last few months: very smooth jobs, very pro. Varallo had been out this morning on that one, with their still-new female

  detective Delia Riordan. They hadn’t heard anything from the lab men yet, of course. The householders had come in to make a list of what was missing; the initial report had got written.




  “I might get something more out of Brenda,” suggested Delia now.




  “You can try,” said O’Connor. From resenting the novelty of the female detective, he’d come to accept her as a good girl and a competent one; of course, she’d spent

  five years as an LAPD policewoman.




  Varallo grinned at him. “Somebody has to do the paperwork, Charles. I’ll do some legwork tomorrow and you can stay in air conditioning.”




  O’Connor growled, lighting a cigarette. Katz just sat back and shut his eyes. They had, of course, all the heists still to think about, witnesses to the latest one still to make

  statements, look at mug shots; there were the burglaries; one unidentified body in the morgue, victim of a hit-run last Saturday; and doubtless new business would be coming up, especially in a heat

  wave.




  Delia shoved her chair back. “Well, I suppose we can call it a day. And an unproductive one it’s been.”




  Varallo stubbed out his cigarette and stretched, watching her idly as she rummaged in her handbag for keys. They had all been rather intrigued at the notion of the female detective, when

  she’d got the job last November. At first glance a plain jane, their Delia; but look at her twice, there was nothing wrong with her: a medium-sized girl in her mid-twenties, roundish face,

  good complexion, small straight nose, blue eyes, a rather large mouth, brown hair in a plain short cut. Dress her up, she’d be a good-looking girl; but she was no nonsense, all for the job.

  The colorless nail polish, not much make-up, always the plain dark dresses, pantsuits. And she was good at the job too; what you could call a dedicated cop.




  He stood up, reluctant to leave the air conditioning, yawning. If anybody was a dedicated cop, he reflected, it had to be Vic Varallo: twelve years on the force upstate, resigning as captain,

  and joining this force to ride a squad awhile before making rank again. And when the sergeant’s rank had opened up, Katz had the seniority; well, Katz was a good man.




  Delia had gone out. “Are you staying here all night?” he asked O’Connor and Katz. Before either one said anything, the phone buzzed on O’Connor’s desk and he picked

  it up.




  “O’Connor . . . Oh, for God’s sake. Oh, hell. All right, all right.”




  “Now what?” asked Katz.




  “That Edelman—the one fingered for the drugstore heist on Saturday. The A.P.B.’s turned him up. Tracy spotted the car, and he tried to run. Ended up ramming another squad out

  on Hollywood Way. Gordon was in it, and he’s on his way to the hospital with a broken leg. The squad’s totaled, and Tracy’s fetching Edelman in.”




  “We’re having company for dinner,” said Katz plaintively. “I promised my wife—”




  “All right, Joe,” said Varallo. “I’ll back up the boss.”




  O’Connor was already on the phone again, telling Katharine about it. Resignedly Varallo called Laura. Both the girls had been married to cops awhile; they knew these things came up. He

  wandered down to the men’s room, and washing his hands surveyed himself idly in the mirror; at least, being blond, he didn’t show the need of a shave. He passed a smoothing hand over

  his tawny crest of hair as O’Connor came in. “You ever wonder why we took on the thankless job, Charles?”




  “Because we’re too damn stupid to know better,” said O’Connor crossly.




  “All I will say,” said Oliver Pollard, “is that I don’t like it. Not at all.”




  “And that’s an understatement,” said his nephew. “I still can’t believe they let him loose. The damn fool head doctors— It’s bad enough that he gets the

  money. But this—do you really think he’s crazy enough for a thing like that?”




  “I never thought he was crazy at all,” said Pollard, “if you mean that in the legal sense. It was the logical defense Morgan could go for, with Wayne having been committed

  before. You didn’t hear him two years ago when he first learned the terms of the will, the threats he made against her and the child.”




  Stan Pollard rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve never laid eyes on him, no.” He’d only joined the firm when he passed the bar two years ago. “But a thing like

  that—to hold an irrational grudge that long, and you say he’s not insane?”




  Pollard shook his head. “Only the complete egotist—with a miserly streak too, queerly enough. Ask the head doctors why, and they’d give you the doubletalk. The only thing that

  matters a damn to him, or ever has, is Wayne Burgess and what he wants right now.” He took off his glasses and began cleaning them slowly with his handkerchief. “I couldn’t say

  too much in my letter to her.”




  “Of course not, you old fox. Put anything libelous in writing, it might be grounds to try to break that will.”




  “I don’t think she realizes how he feels toward her.”




  “After all this time? That was two years ago—did he say anything about her when you saw him last week?”




  Pollard put his glasses on. “Oh, no. Trying to put out the charm. But I’m not just one of the executors—I was Howard Burgess’ oldest friend. He’d talked to me about

  Wayne for years. That one I know.” He sighed. “I think. He can be erratic, but he can also hang onto an idea like death. Don’t forget, by all we know, the money was the

  motive—and he blamed the girl then, and he blames her now for the will.”




  “I think I know what’s in your mind,” said Stan. “Do some checking up on him?”




  “I would—er—feel happier if I knew where he was,” said Pollard. “Maybe he’s just where he said he was going. And maybe not.”




  “Yes, I see,” said Stan. “Well, it’s about a three-hundred-and-fifty-mile drive—I could probably make it by tomorrow afternoon. Just have a look around? He

  doesn’t know me, of course.”




  Pollard was silent for a moment, looking out the office window. Then he said, “It’s a lot farther than that to California.”




  “The way your mind works— And if he’s not there, there are a hell of a lot of places in between. If I’m going, I’d better be on my way.”




  Delia had been having trouble with the old Mercedes. It had belonged to her father, and was getting on for twenty years old; still a good car, as a Mercedes would be up to the

  bitter end, but it needed a lube job, probably a new battery, and some radiator work. She had an appointment at the garage tomorrow, her day off, and if it had to stay in longer than a day

  they’d just have to give her a loaner.




  But for once it started with no trouble, and she got to Glendale headquarters a little early. The big lobby downstairs was gratefully cool—the heat was building up already. She turned to

  the spiral stairs, and Sergeant Duff at the desk called her name.




  “I think you’d better talk to this young lady, Miss Riordan.” Delia went over to the long counter. Duff, big and broad and fortyish, was looking rather perplexed. “This

  is one of our detectives, ma’am. Miss Riordan.”




  “Oh,” said the girl. “Oh, thank you.” She looked oddly relieved, facing Delia. “I didn’t know there were women detectives. But it’ll be easier

  to—well, explain it to you. I don’t know what you could do about it, but I—but I have to ask. To tell you.”




  “Certainly,” said Delia easily. With everything else on hand—she was due to see Brenda Quigley this morning, and there was a follow-up report to write on Sunday’s

  burglary, and hopefully they’d get a lab report in today—but in this job it was always one thing after another. She looked the girl over quickly, unobtrusively. A pretty girl,

  twenty-five or so. Medium height, slim, dark-brown hair and brown eyes, a square determined little chin. She wore a plain blue sleeveless dress, carried a matching jacket over one arm, and a bone

  handbag: no stockings, low-heeled bone sandals. She didn’t look like a flighty or stupid female. And she was frightened about something; Delia could almost smell that.




  “Suppose you come upstairs and sit down and tell me what’s the trouble.” She led the way, the girl following in silence. In the big detective office, with the efficient strip

  lighting, she gave the girl a chair beside her desk and offered her a cigarette.




  “I don’t smoke very often,” but she took it, bent to Delia’s lighter. She looked around the big empty room with faint curiosity. The night watch, both bachelors, had as

  usual left their desks in a mess, with overflowing ashtrays. Nobody else was in yet, and the room was just a big office waiting for its staff: covered typewriters, empty wastebaskets, flat desks.

  “I—hardly know where to start, to tell you. There’s so much. My little girl—Tammy—oh, I’m frightened for myself too, but Tammy—she’s only

  four.”




  “Frightened about what? Just start at the beginning and tell me.”




  The girl took a deep breath. “My husband—my ex-husband. I’m afraid he’s going to try to kill us.” She opened her handbag and took out some papers, but just sat

  holding them. “I had the letter yesterday—from the lawyer, Mr. Pollard. They’ve let Wayne out. I didn’t believe it, I don’t see how they could, after only four years.

  The jury said he was insane, and he was in a mental hospital—institution—but they’ve let him out, and now he’ll get all the money. And if anything’s insane, that is.

  But you see, he’s threatened to kill us.” She handed Delia a letter.




  It was the cautiously phrased letter of a lawyer, but this and that in it raised questions in Delia’s mind. “And Wayne’s letter,” said the girl, and stopped, and said,

  “No, before you read that I’d better tell you the whole story. I’m sorry if it takes some time. You see, my parents were killed in an accident when I was sixteen, and I went to

  live with Aunt Ruth, my mother’s sister. And she’s awfully fanatical—about religion. I mean, we were Catholic too, but not like that. I don’t think I’m anything now. I

  had Tammy baptized but I don’t know why, really.” She sat back and took a drag on the cigarette. “I graduated from high school here, I’d lived here all my life, Daddy was an

  English teacher at Hoover High—and I went up to San Jose Teachers College. That’s where I met Wayne—Wayne Burgess. He was going to Berkeley, and one of the girls I knew was going

  with his roommate.” O’Connor and Katz came in together, and the girl gave them a nervous look, moved her chair a little to sit squarely with her back to them. “I’m Meg

  Burgess, I didn’t even tell you that, did I?” Suddenly she gave Delia a rather delightful crooked smile. “I’m awfully glad to be telling this to another female.”




  “Any special reason?” asked Delia, returning the smile.




  “Because you’ll understand how sometimes—as level-headed as a girl thinks she is—we can do some damn fool stupid things,” said Meg Burgess. “I was twenty,

  I’d been in college two years, I thought I had some common sense. But I was just blind in love with him. I didn’t know anything about him, I was just in love. He’s good-looking,

  you know—big and dark, and he can be very charming. He’s three years older, he was a senior then. He had—I found out later—quite a reputation with the girls. And of course I

  should’ve known better—when he kept up the passes—my God, me all serious and prim and eager, marriage or nothing—but of course nobody’s in a state to use sense, in

  love like that.” She looked tired now. She put out her cigarette. “You see, he wants something very much, and then when he gets it, he doesn’t want it any more. I found that out.

  But right then I was so crazy in love that nothing else mattered, finishing college or how Aunt Ruth carried on or anything. She disowned me for marrying out of the church. And we went back to

  Kansas City because Wayne was going into his father’s business. An accounting agency. I thought he’d just wanted to go to college in California. It was his mother told me—that

  he’d been committed to a—a psychiatric clinic when he was thirteen, he was there for three years. How the doctors had said he had tendencies to a schizoid personality, something like

  that, but he’d had treatment and he was all right now. He can be brilliant when he wants to, you know, he finished high school in only three years. But the psychiatrist said it might be

  better for him to get right away, be on his own. So he went to Berkeley. They were very nice people,” said Meg. “They were very nice to me, the Burgesses. They worried so about him. And

  I found out why.




  “He’s erratic. He can slave at something like mad if he wants to. But he hates any work that doesn’t interest him. And he wanted everything right now. Right when he wanted it.

  He only went for the accounting degree because his father insisted on it—he wanted Wayne to learn a job he could always fall back on—oh, he wasn’t the stern tyrant, he said Wayne

  should come into the firm, but if he decided he couldn’t stand it he didn’t have to stay, but Mr. Burgess hoped he would. And there was all the money—Mr. Burgess had a lot of

  money. That would come to Wayne. He was the only child. I think there was farm land, and he owned the building his office was in—I don’t know what else, but there was a lot.”




  Poor and Forbes were in now, one of them typing a report. Meg didn’t seem to hear any of the background noise.




  “In six months he’d got tired of me, of being married—he didn’t want responsibilities of any kind. I did a lot of growing up that six months.” Delia could imagine.

  “You couldn’t ever count on him, except to be irresponsible and—contrary. And after a while I got to wondering—could I have another cigarette?—if I

  wasn’t just as irresponsible, because I fell out of love with him pretty fast.” Delia could imagine that too. “He hated the regular job, and he had some fairly crazy ideas, and

  kept asking his father for money. At the last, he had the idea of running a music store, he thought he could make a fortune selling records—look at all the teenagers, he said—he wanted

  ten thousand dollars to start it, he said it’d be nothing to his father, he kept asking— And then I found I was pregnant, and that was what set it all off. For Wayne.”




  “How do you mean?”




  “Well, the Burgesses were pleased about it, and Mr. Burgess said—he was annoyed with Wayne—that settled it, it was time Wayne got over his harebrained notions, settled down to

  a steady job now he was starting a family, and he definitely refused to give him any money for a music store or anything else—before that Wayne had wanted to buy a silver fox farm, and after

  that it was race horses—and—” Meg’s voice slowed and stopped. After a moment, when the typewriter clatter was broken by some cuss words from O’Connor, she said,

  “He killed them. That night. We’d been to dinner there, that was when Mr. Burgess said that. And I never knew Wayne had gone out again. He was like the Wayne I’d known first,

  charming as sin, you’d believe anything he told you—he’d make a good salesman if he wanted to work at it—we had a liqueur together, his idea, when we got back to our

  apartment, and I suppose he put something in mine. I went straight off to sleep and never woke up. And he went back to the house and shot them both in their sleep. He knew where his father’s

  gun was, of course. He tried to make it look like a burglary, took his mother’s jewelry and so on. But the police found one of his fingerprints, just one, made in some of the blood, and then

  they found the jewelry hidden in his car—he hadn’t had time to get rid of it.”




  “This was how long ago?”




  “Four years—four and a half. I was about two months pregnant, and Tammy was four the first of this month. The worst of it for me, I guess, was that I didn’t have anybody of my

  own there—I hardly knew anyone there. This Mr. Pollard was kind, he was an old friend of the Burgesses. He’s one of the executors of Mr. Burgess’ will, and he got me some money.

  At first I didn’t want to take it, but of course I hadn’t anything, and there was the baby, and he said I had a claim. He got me ten thousand dollars, to pay all the medical bills, and

  they’ve been sending me two hundred a month for Tammy. Her name’s Tamsen, I named her for my mother.”




  “They—the executors?”




  Meg nodded. “You see, everything—sort of stopped. Legally, I mean. They couldn’t put the will into probate or whatever it’s called, because Wayne was—shut up. His

  lawyer claimed insanity because of his record before. And the jury believed it, and said not guilty by reason of insanity.” She’d been holding the other folded paper all this time, and

  now held it out. “Two years ago he got the same lawyer to try to get him out—you see what Mr. Pollard said, Wayne didn’t know the lawyer’s address and asked to see Mr.

  Pollard, and it was then he found out how the will read. Only then. And he was furious. He’d blamed me at the time, you see—he said to me, it was just before they arrested him, it was

  all my fault for getting pregnant, if it hadn’t been for that he could have argued his father into giving him that money—it was my fault he’d had to kill them to get the

  money—but then—”




  “How does the will read?” asked Delia.




  “Oh, it’s all tied up. And I don’t think it was because of the baby, even if Mr. Burgess had made it after we knew about that. He’d just come to realize that you

  couldn’t ever count on Wayne, and he wanted to fix it so Wayne couldn’t touch the capital. It’s all in trust, I think there are three trustees, Mr. Pollard’s one of them.

  Wayne only gets the income, but I think it’s quite a lot. And he was—” Meg thrust the letter at her.




  It was a single page torn from a cheap tablet, and its envelope was with it. Mrs. M. Burgess, an address here on Grandview. “How did he know your address?”




  “I don’t know—maybe the other lawyer got it for him. Wayne could have claimed he was all remorseful, wanted to make up with me—” She shrugged.




  It was a brief letter, and to the point, in a distinctive square sloping backhand. Goddamn you, you had to have a kid and that’s what fouled everything up—the sentimental old

  bastard tying up all the money just on account of that. I’d have got it out of him except for that and I thought I’d get it in the end when I get out of here but that bastard

  Pollard just told me about the will and it’s tied up so I can’t touch it. That’s all your fault, you goddamn bitch, and when I get out of here I’ll pay you for it

  the way I paid them, you and the goddamn kid.




  “That’s funny,” said Meg suddenly. “I said, nobody of my own there. It was a kind of nightmare. But I haven’t really got anybody here either. I came back because it

  was home, but I haven’t. Aunt Ruth wouldn’t even talk to me on the phone. I wrote her a letter and told her what had happened, but she never answered. The two best friends I had in

  school—Linda Dowling and Sylvia Braden—Linda’s teaching in Fresno, we write letters but we’re both busy. And Sylvia married a medical missionary, they’re in Guatemala.

  And I’m alone in the office, and I don’t have much time to get out and meet people—”




  “You came back here and got a job, after the baby was born?”




  “She was born here. I divorced Wayne. Yes. I’m a receptionist—bookkeeper—whatever, for Dr. Burton. Dr. Lane Burton, he’s an optometrist, the office is in the

  Security Bank building. I have Tammy in nursery school, that good one up on Pacific. I had just enough money so I could stay home with her till she was two, and they took her as a favor, they

  don’t usually take them till they’re three. But Mrs. Dean’s been so nice.” Meg put out her latest cigarette and looked up at Delia. “I’ve taken an awful lot of

  time, I’m sorry, but— Miss Riordan, what am I going to do? I don’t know if the police can do anything. But I know Wayne—and I know he’ll try to kill us. Somehow. He

  meant that letter. He thinks everything that happened is my fault, and he’s going to kill us. Or try his damndest.”




  They looked at each other, two girls about the same age. Only Delia Riordan was an experienced cop, and had seen all the sordid, messy, bloody, and violent and senseless things cops always see.

  And as a cop she had to know something of the law. She looked at Wayne Burgess’ letter, and thought about all Meg had told her; and she thought first, schizoid personality—the

  doubletalk of the head doctors: a type, the egotist without an iota of empathy, grasping, childish, greedy, vindictive, erratic but not necessarily irrational. He had killed, he would kill, for

  what seemed to him good reason. And she thought, a letter two years old: a threat two years old. A lawyer’s cautiously worded letter. What did it amount to?




  It wasn’t anything they could act on: and even if it was, what action would be taken? Send a squad car to check on the safety of two people every couple of hours? The squad cars in

  Glendale were spread thin, a few of them patrolling a lot of territory. There was no justification here for using the facilities of the police—the teletypes to Kansas City—to check on

  the whereabouts of Wayne Burgess. The threat was an old one; and, the proverb ran, threatened men live long.




  But Delia looked at that letter, and believed it. She looked at Meg Burgess, who seemed to be a level-headed, sensible young woman, and believed her. After all, she had been married to the man;

  she ought to know him.




  “I’ve got to get to work,” said Meg. “Dr. Burton isn’t in on Wednesdays, but there’s the phone to answer, appointments, the books—” She shoved her

  chair back. “Is there anything the police can do?”




  Delia said evenly, “I don’t want to give you the doubletalk.” She mentioned the squad cars, the age of the threat. “About all I can tell you is, if he contacts you or

  utters another threat, get back to us fast. Then we can check on him, try to pick him up.”




  “I see,” said Meg. She stood up. “You can’t do anything really. I can see all that—a person might make a threat and two years later not even remember it. Only not

  Wayne. He meant it, and he means it. I don’t know how he’ll try to do it, but he will. It’s Tammy I’m scared for. I—I wasn’t so awfully happy about the baby,

  because then I knew Wayne—I was so terribly afraid she’d look like him, be like him—but she’s not. She’s mine. She’s like me—she’s such a funny,

  placid, old-fashioned sort of little girl. And you know, she’s learning to read already, I’ve worked with her and she knows the alphabet and all her numbers and she can read a lot of

  the words in that McGuffey Reader I got at the Christian bookstore. She’s—all I’ve got, you see, and I’m all Tammy’s got. But I can see there’s nothing you can

  do.”




  It was an axiom of police work, don’t get emotionally involved. Delia said, “I’m sorry, Mrs. Burgess. I believe you. I can certainly sympathize with you. All I can say

  is—take all the usual precautions, keep your doors locked. And if he does contact you, makes another threat, then—”




  “Oh, yes,” said Meg. “I can see your viewpoint too, in a way. At least I’ve told you about it. So maybe, after Wayne has murdered us, you’ll know who to look for.

  And maybe then they’ll shut him up for good, though I wouldn’t bet on that. He’s so good at talking himself out of things.”




  “If you should hear from him—”




  “Get back to you.” Meg nodded. And turning away, she turned back to say, “Thank you. I don’t know what for. I do see your viewpoint. It’s just, you’re not

  much help, are you?”




  Delia watched her start down the stairs, and she felt savagely helpless. No, they weren’t much help; and police were supposed to be.




  And she had a date to question Brenda about the man who’d grabbed her off the street and raped and beaten her. A seven-year-old. Jeff Forbes had abandoned his typewriter and was on the

  phone, his lank length slouched in his desk chair. John Poor was just taking charge of a suspect on something, brought in by a uniformed man; he and O’Connor prodded the suspect ahead of them

  toward an interrogation room. Suspect on the heists, or the burglaries? It was Varallo’s day off, he was probably at home spraying or mulching his roses, whatever you did to roses: an

  unlikely hobby for a cop, but they were human like everybody else. There was Bob Rhys, on night watch, helping his mother raise Cairn terriers. And she’d heard this and that about Lieutenant

  O’Connor’s unlikely blue Afghan hound named Maisie.




  Delia got up and went over to Forbes’s desk; he was just rolling a 510 form in triplicate into his typewriter.




  “What are we for?” she asked him. “Catching X’s or shutting stable doors?”




  “After five years at LAPD, you ask me?” said Forbes. “Why?”




  Delia told him, succinctly, about Meg Burgess. “I believe her. She knows the man. And what can we do? Just damn all. So he guns down the pair of them—her and a four-year-old—so

  we know who to look for. What are we here for?”




  “To shut stable doors,” said Forbes. He passed a hand over his lantern jaw. “That’s a bastard. But there’s nothing we can do about it until something happens. If it

  does. Nine times out of ten, threats fizzle out.”




  “There’s always the one that doesn’t.”




  The phone buzzed on his desk and he picked it up. “Forbes . . . O.K., what’s the address? We’re on it.” He stood up, adjusting the shoulder holster automatically.

  “You seem to be the only detective here, you may as well come along. Body in an alley over on Chevy Chase—funny it wasn’t spotted before, middle of the morning, but I’d

  guess a few people did and just didn’t want to get involved. People. Well, let’s go look at it.”










  Chapter Two




  The body was that of an elderly man, and contrary to Forbes’s pessimism, nobody might have spotted it before the trash-collection truck came by. It was in a narrow alley

  behind a block of small apartments on Chevy Chase, and at first glance it looked absolutely anonymous. There wasn’t any obvious mark to say how he had died, and nothing of any significance

  around the corpse. “Sometime last night, at a guess,” said Forbes. “He’s stiff, rigor’s set in.” He squatted and investigated the pockets of the old tan pants,

  faded shirt, ragged jacket. The only thing on the body was a dirty handkerchief.




  The trash collectors went on their way. The squad car was standing by; Forbes used the radio in it to call up the morgue wagon. But before they sent the body in, he and Delia split to cover

  every building on the block, see if anybody knew him. “He might have been on his way home, for all we know.”
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