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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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    The end crowns all,




    And that old common arbitrator, Time,




    Will one day end it.




    —SHAKESPEARE, Troilus and Cressida
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  Chapter One




  “THAT,” said Alison, coming back to the kitchen from the telephone in the hall, “was the fence man. It’s going to cost ten

  thousand dollars.”




  Mendoza set his coffee cup down rather sharply. “¡Socorro!”




  “Well, after all it’s nearly four and a half acres,” said Alison. “And we might as well do everything right to start with. While money’s still worth

  anything.”




  “They do say,” observed Máiri MacTaggart, straightening from loading the dishwasher, “that it’s more costly to rebuild an old house than build a new

  one.”




  “But look what we’ll have,” said Alison. “Nobody builds houses like that these days.”




  Mendoza got up and yanked down his cuffs. “I’ll just remind you, cara, that it isn’t necessary to do everything at once. You shouldn’t be running around in this

  heat.”




  “Oh, I’m fine. I suppose the air conditioning will be the last thing in. Anyway, if I get any bigger I won’t be able to get behind the steering wheel, to go running around.

  Thank heaven there’s only two months to go.” The new baby, either James or Luisa, was due at the end of July.




  Mendoza picked up his hat. “Well, I’m off. Just don’t try to do too much at once, amada.”




  “No, no,” said Alison. Mrs. MacTaggart pushed levers and started the dishwasher. The twins, of course, had departed on the bus for their private nursery school half an hour ago. The

  cats were all out, and Cedric, the Old English sheepdog. The Ferrari slid past the window down the drive, and Alison and Máiri looked at each other.




  “It’s an awful lot of money, that is.” Máiri shook her tight silver curls.




  “I know—but it’s going to be a house,” said Alison. “It’s just, there’s so much to be done.” Ever since she’d discovered her

  hundred-year-old estancia, the old winery in the hills above Burbank, she’d been finding out just how much it was going to cost to remodel and modernize it: it was one thing after

  another. The escrow had closed out a month ago, and after consulting the construction company, plumbers, electricians, and now the fence man, Alison was rather appalled at what she’d got

  into; but it was indeed going to be a house—a separate suite for Máiri, a playroom for the children, a studio to encourage her to paint again—and there was also the old

  winery building, tentatively scheduled to become a stable for two ponies.




  “Och, well,” said Máiri, “at least you’re making work for a crew of men. I wonder if any you’ve been talking to could fix yon swing.”




  “Oh, I expect any handyman can do that.” The double swing in the backyard had withstood a year of vigorous use by the twins, and yesterday two of its iron hooks had parted from the

  frame. Mendoza was far from being a handyman. “There’s bound to be one in the classified ads,” said Alison, still thinking about the fence. “And I’ve got to see that

  plumber at nine-thirty, I’d better get dressed.”




  “Just as the man says, all this gadding about. Time and enough after the bairn’s here.”




  “But I want to get things started. It’s going to take ages anyway,” said Alison, untying her robe.




  MENDOZA WASN’T THINKING about Alison’s estancia as he drove downtown; he could count on Máiri to keep her from running around

  too fast, or so he hoped. There wasn’t much on hand of real interest at the office, the usual never-ending greed and mayhem; his chief concern at the moment was that rapist-killer. They knew

  who he was and there was an A.P.B. out; Mendoza wondered if it had turned him up overnight.




  It hadn’t. When he came into the office Sergeant Lake told him that and added that the night watch had left them a new heist job.




  “Surprise, surprise,” said Mendoza. It was Monday, so John Palliser was off. In the detective office, Hackett and Henry Glasser were talking desultorily, nobody else there.




  “Morning, Luis,” said Hackett. His bulk was slouched in his desk chair. “I suppose Jimmy told you about the heist. Tom and Jase are out on that, and George just went to look at

  a new body. Nick’s down in R. and I. with that pharmacist looking at mug-shots.” The pharmacist had got robbed on Saturday night, knocked around a little when he put up a fight.




  “No bets he’ll pick one.” Mendoza went on into his office and sat down at the desk, picked up the report centered on the blotter. It was an autopsy report on a Jane Doe, found

  last Thursday afternoon in Pershing Square, D.O.A. He glanced at it, grunted and passed it to Hackett. “As expected, an O.D. These damn fool kids. She looked about seventeen.” She

  wasn’t on any missing list; her prints had been sent to the FBI and NCIC, but it was a long chance she’d ever been printed.




  Hackett squinted at the report, held it farther away and finally at arm’s length; Mendoza watched him sardonically and said, “When are you going to give in, Arturo?”




  “Damn it, I suppose you’re right, but it came on so sudden—there’s never been anything wrong with my eyes—” For the last six weeks Hackett had been squinting

  at reports, holding them at various distances and complaining about smudged typing and illegible writing.




  “The years of paperwork catching up to you,” said Mendoza. “Admit it, and go see an eye doctor.”




  “I suppose I’ll have to, damn it. Damn it,” said Hackett, “I’m due in court this morning—the Holt arraignment—and I don’t like it, Luis. Something

  about it smells a little, but I can’t put my finger on it.”




  “The evidence looked straight enough.”




  “Such as it was,” said Hackett. “But I don’t like it. And where in hell did that .32 casing come from? Fulger was shot with a .22.”




  “That is a little funny, but seven witnesses pointed out Holt—”




  “And I still don’t like it,” said Hackett. “Not that there’s much I can do about it.”




  The phone on the desk buzzed, Lake putting through a call; Mendoza shoved the right button. “Robbery-Homicide, Mendoza.”




  “This is Patrolman Montez, sir. We just got a call down here on Sixty-second Place, and it’s a body.”




  “What’s the address?” Mendoza took it down. “Have you called an ambulance? What’s it look like?”




  “Oh, we won’t need an ambulance,” said Montez, sounding rather grimly amused. “It looks like it’s been a body a long, long time, Lieutenant, and I’d say

  you’ll be lucky to find out who it was.”




  “You don’t say. Well, somebody’ll be coming—just preserve the scene. Something new,” said Mendoza, putting down the phone. “You’ll be heading for

  court—” He went out to get Glasser, and found the communal office empty. Lake said the pharmacist had picked a mug-shot in five minutes and Galeano had taken Glasser off hunting.

  “Well, once in a while we do get a fluke. Call the lab and tell somebody to meet me at this address. Talk about women’s work.” Mendoza went out to the elevators, down to the

  parking lot, and headed the Ferrari up Temple to hit Broadway.




  A good way down Broadway, to Sixty-second Street, he turned to find the little cul-de-sac labeled Sixty-second Place. The black and white was parked near the end of the short street, and next to

  it loomed a big truck; four men in tan jump suits were talking to the two uniformed patrolmen. Mendoza slid the Ferrari into a red-painted zone behind the truck and got out.




  This was all, now, a black area, most of it old and run-down. Los Angeles was a city in flux these days; the real inner city, the oldest part of it, once the shabbiest of all, had been

  face-lifted with glittering new civic buildings, and where some of the oldest drab department stores had been, new underground malls had been constructed to attract back the suburban shoppers. But

  fanning out from the inner city were still hundreds of drab old streets, dirty and tired and lined with ancient buildings, business or residential; here and there a new apartment had appeared, but

  for the most part these streets hadn’t changed much since Mendoza was first riding a squad car twenty-five years ago.




  Pocketing his keys, he went up to the little group of men. “Where’s the body?”




  “Gah!” said the biggest civilian, and made a face. He was a bulldog-faced middle-aged man, looking tough, but he shuddered. “I don’t never want to see a thing like that

  again. Oh, Jesus. Go out on an ordinary job, nice summer day, and right away run into a thing like that! You boys can have it!”




  “It’s under the house,” said Montez with a jerk of his thumb. “The place has been condemned, and when Mr. Simpson here turned up with his crew to knock it down, they came

  across the body.”




  “Never had such a shock in my life,” said one of the crew plaintively. “You have to see what shape a building’s in, foundations and so on, see how to take it down. Not

  but what this place looks like I could knock it down with a hammer, but I went in under the porch there to have a look, and first off I thought it was a drunk crawled in there and then when I got

  my flashlight on it—my God. Just like Bill says, thing like that shakes you. A corpse yet.”




  Mendoza regarded the house somewhat balefully; he had on a new suit. The little street had three ramshackle apartment houses on one side, two four-family places on the other, and in between,

  three single houses. All the buildings were ancient, neglected, but the small single house standing alone at the dead end, facing the street, was obviously the oldest: a small frame house hardly

  larger than a garage, long unpainted, all of its visible windows broken, a derelict of a house sitting on a niggardly lot about thirty feet wide.




  Montez offered Mendoza his flashlight. “It’s only about six feet in from the porch.”




  “Thank you so much,” said Mendoza, handing him his hat, and went up the raggedly broken cement walk to the house. There was a tiny square porch, a gaping hole under two sides of it

  where boards had been torn out. He had to lie flat to crawl in; the house was raised barely three feet off the ground. It wasn’t as dark as he’d expected, but he switched on the flash.

  The place had been built on the sketchiest foundation, and there was only bare earth here. Somewhere above, the floor was broken, letting in light. He circled the flashlight, found what he was

  looking for, and held the beam steady, conscious of the faint, pervasive odor of dry rot and dusty earth. The first of the summer heat had arrived early, and it was very hot and close in that

  little space. Dim light from the broken flooring above slanted down to help the flashlight.




  It looked at first glance quite like a drunk sleeping it off. A huddled dark figure, head lolling to one shoulder. But the beam of light was merciless on what showed of the face: a

  brittle-looking, grinning, shrunken mummified face. It was difficult to tell much about the clothes: what looked like a dark coat, something colored under it. The flash moved: thin legs with

  tatters of cloth or flesh: one high-heeled shoe. The corpse had been female.




  He crawled out backwards, stood up and began brushing himself down. The lab truck was just pulling up to the curb. “You can see what I mean,” said Montez.




  “In all my years on this force,” said Mendoza, handing him back the flashlight, “I can only remember one other corpse under a house. I found that one myself, and as I recall it

  gave us the hell of a lot of trouble. Besides getting Art Hackett involved in matrimony. But that one was a lot fresher than this.”




  Marx and Horder came up and after a look demanded what in hell he expected them to do with that. “Just look for anything,” said Mendoza. “You’re the trained lab

  men.” He watched them crawl back into the hole with camera and strobe lights and lab-bag, and turned to Simpson. “I suppose you know who owns the house?”




  “The city, I guess,” said Simpson. “I do wrecking work for the city and county mostly. It was the city gave us this job—Planning Commission office. That’s all I

  know. Except by the look of the signs on the place, it’s been condemned a hell of a long time. I’ve known places to stand for years before the city gets round to having ’em

  down.”




  Which was helpful; but there’d be records somewhere. If that turned out to be relevant. Mendoza lit a cigarette, staring absently at the hole under the porch. “And so what

  now?” asked Simpson. “I don’t guess you guys’ll want us to go ahead and knock it down? I better call the city and tell them.”




  Mendoza didn’t say that he doubted there’d be any useful clues to the corpse lying around that house. You never knew. As he finished the cigarette, Horder came slithering out of the

  hole and stood up. He had a plastic evidence bag in one hand. “There’s no use poking around there much, Lieutenant. We’ll get some photos and that’s about all. But we might

  have a break right off.” He held up the bag. “About all you can tell, it was a woman—and there was a handbag right beside her. What’s left of one.”




  “Así, just fancy that. Think you can get anything from it?”




  Horder shrugged. “Have a try. I’d have a rough guess that body’s years old, and it and the handbag didn’t have much protection in there from rain or heat

  either—that whole space’d be flooded in a heavy rain, and like an oven in summer. God knows what might be left in the bag. I’ll say right off, forget about getting any prints,

  probably. I’ll call the morgue-wagon, they might as well come get it.”




  Mendoza looked around the dirty, narrow little street. Many of the residents here would be at work, but he could see a dozen or so dark faces at windows in those apartments. Probably a good many

  of the people here weren’t too fond of cops. He could see this corpse getting shoved into Pending right away; but they had to go through the motions. He left Marx and Horder to deal with the

  body, told Simpson the Planning Commission would let him know about the job, and drove back to Parker Center.




  Hackett had left for central court; Grace and Landers had brought in a suspect on one of the heist jobs and were questioning him. Mendoza told Lake to get him the Planning Commission, and

  anticipating a session with bureaucracy sat back and swiveled around in his desk chair to view the clear outline of the Hollywood hills. As he pulled the trigger of the pearl-handled revolver that

  was his latest desk lighter, the phone buzzed at him. “I’ve got somebody in the Planning office,” said Lake, “but they don’t seem too sure which department you ought

  to talk to.”




  Inevitably, Mendoza took it from there, and got passed around, explaining patiently, until he got a Ronald Lightfoot who apparently knew what he was doing and had access to some pertinent

  information. He left Mendoza hanging on while he went to consult maps, again to look up dates, and finally advised him to contact the County Tax Collector’s Office for more facts.




  By twelve o’clock, when Hackett came back, Mendoza had a little sheaf of notes and was contemplating them meditatively. “Well, short and sweet,” said Hackett. “Arraigned

  for Murder Two. And I don’t like it.”




  “There’s nothing you can do about it now,” said Mendoza inattentively. “We’ve got enough continuing cases to work. And this new one—or rather an old

  one—what we can do about that I don’t know either. Probably not much. Let’s go have lunch and I’ll tell you about it.”




  In the outer office they picked up Grace and Landers, who had just let the suspect go. “Up in the air,” said Grace, brushing his mustache in a habitual gesture. “He might be,

  he mightn’t be. Nothing to say. He’s got the right pedigree for it—”




  “And how many other punks have too,” said Landers. As they went out to the corridor they met Galeano and Glasser just coming in.




  “Wasted morning?” asked Mendoza, eyeing them. “I thought that pharmacist was a little quick on the draw.”




  “Oh, so did I,” said Nick Galeano, “but we have to go by the book. He could have been right. That’s him, he says after about three minutes of looking, so we had to check

  it out. One Salvatore Rodino, and he’s got a pedigree of armed robbery, and with the pharmacist so positive we might have nailed him for the job. Only he’s got an alibi. He was in the

  middle of his whole family, about thirty-five people, celebrating his grandparents’ golden anniversary.”




  “It’s a frustrating job,” said Mendoza. “Come and have lunch and hear about the new one. Come to think, Art, you said there was another new body—George not back

  yet?”




  “Apparently not. I don’t know what, Jimmy just said a body.”




  Settled at one of the big tables at Federico’s on North Broadway, they heard about the lady under the house. “Talk about a cold trail,” said Mendoza, bringing out his sheaf of

  notes. “I wouldn’t even guess how long it’s been there—let Bainbridge try to pin it down. I’ve got this and that on the house, but what legwork that might give

  us—I asked for information going back nine or ten years, to give it leeway. At that time the house was owned by Robert James Leigh, that is he had a loan on it with a local savings-and-loan

  and was making payments. Sporadically. The following year he defaulted on the payments, and finally the savings-and-loan company repossessed the property. Then it was sold, on another loan, to a

  Manfred Willing. He made four payments and then stopped. Of course they sent him the polite reminders, only he didn’t answer his mail, and finally somebody went to see him and found a family

  named Jones living there, who said they paid rent to a Mr. Willis. I got this off the record, by the way, this Lightfoot in the Planning Commission office knows somebody at the savings-and-loan

  firm. They finally discovered Willing in jail—as Willis—for burglary. Not long after that the house was transferred into his wife’s name, and she kept up the payments for about

  six months and then stopped. Let’s see, that was about five and a half years ago. About then, when they were looking for her, somebody called in a complaint to the Board of Health and an

  inspector came out, and after the usual rigmarole the place was condemned. That house and the two apartments on either side are still owned by the savings-and-loan company, and they’ve

  delayed doing anything about the house because they’re getting some Federal money—read, yours and mine—for a big new housing project there. Now the loan’s come through, and

  that whole block is due to come down. When the place got condemned, the people living there said they’d been paying rent to Mrs. Willis but she hadn’t been around lately, and in fact

  neither the savings-and-loan company, the Board of Health or the Planning Commission ever turned her up. They had an address for her, on Seventieth, but she wasn’t there.”




  “Aha,” said Hackett. “So maybe she ended up under her own house.”




  “I don’t think it’s so simple.” Mendoza drank black coffee and lit a new cigarette. “I rather think that corpse was a white woman. At any rate, they had a lot of

  trouble getting the tenants out. A Mr. and Mrs. Rex Jones, and a Buford Talmadge, and Wilma Smith—you guess, relatives or just friends. The house has been standing empty and condemned for

  four years and eight months.”




  “And just now they get round to taking it down,” said Grace. “On account of the Federal money. I suppose in the meantime it’s been a hideout for the neighborhood kids, or

  a nice quiet place for the local lovers. Or has it?”




  Mendoza shook his head. “No information. But that’s another thing. Given that area, that particular backwater, and that kind of people, do you think we’d get much information

  asking around?”




  “About a million to one,” said Landers. His perennially youthful face wore a shrewd look. “Floating population, and those tenants—probably on welfare—floating off God

  knows where. And even if we found them—”




  “Oh, yes, indeedy,” said Jason Grace. He passed a hand over his brown face, rubbed the mustache back and forth. “Any of you ever read Irvin S. Cobb?”




  “Why?” asked Hackett. “Some, I think, years ago.”




  “Well, Mr. Cobb says somewhere that colored folk are about the most secretive race there is. If you can generalize about any group of people—which you can’t, but there are some

  general trends, you might say—he may have a little something there. And anyway, that kind of people—they wouldn’t be all eager and anxious to help us out.”




  The waiter brought their plates and Hackett eyed his steak glumly. “It’ll go in Pending, even if we get some identification. And I still don’t like the Holt thing.”




  Galeano sampled his sandwich and said tersely, “That .32 casing. It’s funny, I’ll grant you, Art. But in a place like that, and what we heard from Piggott and Schenke about

  that crowd, all the confusion and noise and milling around, somebody else could have had a gun. What we do know, that .32 slug, wherever it is, didn’t have one damned thing to do with Fulger

  getting shot. It was a .22 killed him.”




  “Yes, and we never found it,” said Hackett morosely. He was fiddling with the menu, testing his eyes by moving it back and forth. “Damn it, I didn’t think eye trouble

  could come on so sudden— And I know there were seven witnesses said they saw Holt with a gun, saw him fire it—but I’d feel better about it if we’d found the gun.”




  “Considering the general atmosphere, so would I,” admitted Galeano.




  The night watch had gone out first on that one, last month, and by Piggott’s report it had been a wild scene. A Negro bar and dance hall down on Vernon, about a hundred customers there as

  well as two barkeeps and a five-piece combo. Fracases of this or that sort not uncommon at such a place, but it had a good reputation; it wasn’t a dive. About nine o’clock that night

  the nearest squad car had been chased out there on a 415 call. By the time the patrolmen got there, there was a dead man in the street outside and an excited, yelling crowd all around. It took a

  while to sort out those with any relevant information. What Piggott and Schenke had got, finally, was a typical little sordid tale.




  Jody Holt, twenty-four, unemployed, had been sitting at a table with his sisters, Gloria Holt, twenty-two, and Beatrice Linker, twenty-seven, and her husband George, twenty-eight, a waiter

  working at a restaurant up in Hollywood. About half an hour before the disturbance, Kathy Fulger, twenty-four, a clerk at a drugstore in the area, came up to sit with them. She was an old friend of

  the Holt family, had lived next door to them since they were all children together. They were, everybody said, just having some drinks and talking, nobody high, when Kathy’s husband Lester

  showed up. He was, everybody said, a mean son of a bitch even when he was sober, and twice as mean drunk; he started to slap her around, accused her of two-timing him, and dragged her out the door.

  She was crying and screaming, the Holt girls yelling at him to leave Kathy alone, and George Linker tried to pull him away from the girl and got knocked down and out. In the street outside, Fulger

  went on beating his wife, and a crowd surged around them for several minutes before a single shot was fired and Fulger fell dead. Subsequently, out of the crowd of witnesses seven people swore that

  they’d seen Jody Holt waving a gun around, seen him fire it. Holt denied he’d had a gun; his sisters and brother-in-law denied it. But he had a pedigree, one count of armed robbery as a

  juvenile, one count of burglary.




  The evidence was there, and not bad evidence; just a little slim. The collected reports and statements went into the D.A.’s office, and the warrant came through for Holt’s arrest. It

  wasn’t a big thing, just a violent family squabble ending in a man’s death, the kind of thing that happened rather monotonously in any big city. None of the people involved were

  interesting or important. Fulger had been a mean bully nobody would miss; Holt was just a little punk who, if he wasn’t in jail on this charge, probably would have been presently on

  another.




  But that night, in looking the place over to make an initial report, Piggott and Schenke had picked up that .32 casing, the ejected shell case from an automatic pistol. It had been on the floor

  twelve feet from the table where Holt was sitting, toward the door to the street. The slug that killed Fulger had still been in his skull, and Ballistics had pinned it down as a .22 Colt

  revolver.




  It was a very extraneous thing, that .32 shell casing. The bartenders—one of whom was the owner of the place, Randolph Kellerman—couldn’t say where it had come from. The place

  was swept out every day, and it hadn’t been there that morning.




  Nearly a week had elapsed between the shooting and Holt’s arrest; he had had ample time to get rid of the .22.




  “Those witnesses,” said Grace now in his soft voice. “I wasn’t on it—pretty credible witnesses?”




  “That was what tipped the scale,” said Hackett. “All decent types, most of ’em excited, but absolutely sure. All of them have clean records, all but one in regular jobs,

  and that one’s in construction, just laid off temporarily. Four men and three women. It’s not a cheap gin mill, that place, more a family hangout where people go for a little fun

  without spending much money.”




  “It’s out of our hands now anyway,” said Galeano. He finished his second cup of coffee. “And I suppose we’d better get back to work.”




  Higgins came up behind him and pulled up a chair from the next table. “The rest of you can. I’d better brief the boss on the latest body.” As usual he looked a little rumpled

  and untidy, his craggy face as much a badge of his job as the one in his breast pocket. “You’ll be hearing about it, not that I think it’ll make much work for us. It’s a

  cold trail but kind of a simple one.”




  “So I might as well hear about it too.” Hackett yawned and sat back. Higgins told the waiter to bring him the steak sandwich, and lit a cigarette over coffee.




  “Another cold trail,” said Mendoza meditatively. “Yes?”




  “People,” said Higgins. “Doing what comes naturally. It was a Mrs. Hilda Lewis called in. She manages this old apartment over on Fresno in Boyle Heights. Not particular about

  tenants as long as they pay the rent and don’t bother anybody. The place is owned by a savings-and-loan company. She tells me this apartment’s been vacant about ten days, two

  weeks—one of the tenants, a Leroy Riggs, just told her they were moving, and they went. She hadn’t got round to cleaning the place yet because the rent was paid to the first. Then

  yesterday some of the other tenants on the third floor complained about a terrible smell, and she thought maybe Riggs had left out some food— So after she looked, and called cops, and I got

  there, she says it’s Sylvia, well, Sylvia Swain she called herself, well, she lived there with Riggs—”




  “So we go look for Leroy,” said Hackett.




  “They’re both in Records. Sylvia had a pedigree for soliciting back to age nineteen—she just turned forty. He’s only twenty-seven, pedigree of possession, B. and E., one

  count of burglary, one count of pimping. Mrs. Lewis says they’d been living there for five years—that was after I’d seen the records and went back to ask her some more—and,

  well, she knew Sylvia was a pro but live and let live and they were quiet tenants. I haven’t checked, but I could guess that quite a few of the female tenants there might be in the same line

  of work.”




  “People,” said Hackett through a yawn. “He strangle her or what?”




  “Couldn’t say—wait for the autopsy report. It looked more as if she’d been beaten up, but she’s been dead ten days at least, that could be just cyanosis. Anyway,

  Leroy doesn’t seem to be a very bright boy. I just put out an A.P.B. on him.”




  “Bueno,” said Mendoza. “Now you’d better hear what you missed,” and he told him about the body under the condemned house.




  Higgins said uninterestedly, “We’ll never get anywhere on one like that. Probably never get it identified.” Hackett was moving the menu back and forth again. “If

  you’d stop dragging your heels and admit you need glasses, Art—there’s nothing queer about it, after all you’re no youngster—”




  “I’m only a year older than you. Damn it, it came on so sudden—”




  AT THREE-THIRTY that afternoon a sheriff’s deputy spotted the rapist-killer’s car out in the valley, and him in it, and picked him up.

  Mendoza and Higgins had handled that case, a very nasty one with one three-year-old dead and another still in the hospital, so they forgot about Leroy temporarily to talk to the rapist. His name

  was Jack Thatcher, and he had quite a record, they’d found when they finally identified him—pedigrees of child rape and molestation in five states. Only once had he been locked up in

  jail, for ninety days; the other judges had handed him probation with mandatory psychiatric treatment.




  Neither Mendoza nor Higgins thought much of psychiatric treatment, or of the ones like Thatcher. They had some good evidence on him but it would be nice to get a confession as well. They talked

  to him for an hour and didn’t get one, so they took him down to the jail and booked him in. The warrant had been issued on Saturday.




  At five-thirty Mendoza called the lab. “Don’t tell me it’s too early to ask,” he told Horder. “You should be able to guess whether you’ll get anything, at

  least. That handbag.”




  “Oh, yes,” said Horder. “The detective novels all the time have the scientific lab men pulling off marvels of intricate detection. Just occasionally we do, and it’s

  usually pretty simple lab work. In this case, an infrared camera and an enlarger.”




  “Elucidate,” said Mendoza.




  “Well, you can have the handbag tomorrow. For whatever use it may be—I don’t think much. And what was in it, which wasn’t much. Handkerchief, cosmetics, cigarettes,

  lighter. Everything’s rotted away, you can just barely see what they were. But some are worse than the rest. There was a billfold. What was in it was just slightly better protected than the

  clothes or the handbag itself. No, for God’s sake, you can’t make out anything even under a microscope. We used tweezers to separate the little plastic slots, and we think there

  are—or were—a couple of credit cards, and what could be a driver’s license.”




  “¡Parece mentira! You think you can raise something?”




  “Have a try anyway. We’ll probably know one way or the other sometime tomorrow.”




  After debating with himself, Mendoza called Bainbridge’s office and asked if he’d had time to look at that corpse. He talked to Bainbridge himself, who said as it happened he’d

  been at loose ends when it came in, and he had. Casually. “You won’t expect an autopsy report on that one tomorrow, I hope. If you ever get the body identified, it’ll be through

  dental records. Good God, Luis, of course I haven’t the slightest idea what killed the woman.”




  “Or how long ago?”




  Bainbridge snorted. “No way to pin that down. Depending on where it was, extremes of temperature and so on, anywhere between six months and five years. You’ll get a report

  sometime.”




  At least they had Thatcher. Something accomplished; now if another soft-headed judge didn’t hand him over to the headshrinkers again— And as usual the other new ones coming along,

  two heist jobs now: Leroy: Jane Doe was still unidentified, and no autopsy report yet on what looked like a suicide last Friday afternoon. Doubtless more new ones to come.




  Mendoza got his hat and started out, and found their policewoman, Wanda Larsen, arguing with Henry Glasser in the anteroom. “I’m just as much qualified to question suspects as you

  are, Henry! Now you’ve all finally condescended to letting me get some street experience— And I shot a better score than you last month!”




  There was a sullen-eyed blond lout waiting on the bench opposite Sergeant Lake.




  “We seldom shoot suspects under questioning,” said Glasser, poker-faced. “I’m just prejudiced lady—I somehow don’t feel that a willowy blonde would get very

  far trying to scare a tough punk like this one. I’d rather team up with Higgins.”




  Mendoza regarded them benevolently and left them still arguing.




  He drove home to Rayo Grande Avenue—with all the remodelling and plumbing and electricity to go into the hundred-year-old estancia, not to mention the ten-thousand-dollar fence and

  the stable for the ponies, it might be Christmas or next spring before they actually moved—and was pounced on by both the twins and Alison.




  “Daddy, come look at my picture, Miss Turtle let me bring it home because I got a gold star for it—” Terry, impetuous and more feminine every day.




  “Miss Thirkell, Terry,” said Alison. “Luis, this swing—”




  “Mama says we can’t swing no more, Daddy, you get a new one—” Johnny shouting to drown out Terry.




  “Luis—”




  “One at a time, por favor. I’ll see the picture in a minute, niña.” They got the twins quieted down after a while, Mendoza inspected the picture and

  promised to read to them before bed. Máiri shepherded them off for baths, and Alison said everything was in the oven, if he wanted a drink before dinner. Cedric was sprawled on the sectional

  sound asleep, and cats were distributed about in various favorite places—El Señor on the credenza, Bast and Sheba coiled together in Alison’s armchair, Nefertite in

  Mendoza’s.




  He was, inevitably, pursued to the kitchen by El Señor, and poured him half an ounce of rye in a saucer. Coming back with his own rye and Alison’s sherry, he asked, “What

  about the swing?”




  “It’s the most frustrating thing. A perfectly simple little job—for anyone who knows how to do it, and I must say it’s also frustrating that you can’t drive a nail

  straight—we’ve called four numbers from the classified ads, repairs, handymen, and nobody will come! One man said he only does small appliances, but the other three said they

  couldn’t be bothered with such a small job. It’s just a matter of screwing those brackets in, I should think.” Alison, who, like most redhaired people, had a temper, looked

  belligerent. “I think I could do it myself if I knew just how to go at it. But honestly—”




  “There must be some handyman willing to do it. Just keep trying, cara.”




  “A lot of help you are. And you know, it’s belatedly dawned on me that we’re going to need more help for that big a house—this one is quite enough for Máiri and me

  now we’ve lost Bertha.” Their longtime household domestic, Bertha, had suffered a broken hip last month and was permanently retired. “And of course I was a fool to mention

  ponies—the twins can’t wait, and I don’t know the first thing about ponies and neither do you, and how we could shop intelligently—and we’ll have to find somebody to

  look after them—and the yard, not that I want much formal landscaping, but there’ll be some lawn, and pruning shrubs and so on—”




  “Now don’t dither, my love,” said Mendoza. “Take one thing at a time, and it’ll all work out. It seems to me the first order of business should be producing this

  new offspring. After that, you can get on to conferring with the plumber—”




  “Oh, I’ve done that,” said Alison. “They’ve only drawn up one set of remodeling plans or I could show you. Four and a half bathrooms. And the

  electrician—about eighty outlets, and a microwave oven because we both think it’d be interesting—I found out today the air conditioning’ll be the first thing in, on account

  of ducts in all the ceilings. And the tile people are coming next week to start repairing all the floors—I’m just going to have area rugs, a real Spanish feeling—”




  “Just don’t try to do too much.”




  “But what to do about the swing—it’s maddening.”




  “I expect some solution will present itself,” said Mendoza vaguely. He was thinking about the lady under the condemned house.




  AT ELEVEN O’CLOCK on Tuesday morning he and John Palliser had just finished an abortive interrogation of a possible suspect on one of the heist

  jobs, and let him go for want of any conclusive evidence, when Marx and Horder came up from S.I.D.




  “We’d like some appreciation for this job, Lieutenant,” said Marx. “Personally I thought it was wasted effort, but Bill wanted to try.”




  “You’ve got something?”




  Horder was holding a big manila envelope. “I didn’t hope we’d get this much.” But before he opened it, he laid the handbag on Mendoza’s desk—half rotted away,

  an odor of desiccation clinging to it. “There were three—well, things—that could have been credit cards. Felt as if they’d been that stiff and thick. I thought if we got

  anything, it’d be from one of those, trying with infrared. I was wrong. They were too far gone. But the driver’s license was in the first slot, further protected by the flap of the

  billfold, and it hadn’t got stuck to the next plastic slot like the credit cards. But I’m damned surprised at how much we raised.” He opened the envelope and slid a still-damp

  glossy 8 by 10 print before Mendoza.
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