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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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    “Our playwright may show


	

	In some fifth act what this wild drama means.”


 


    Alfred, Lord Tennyson, The Play
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  Chapter One




  MENDOZA CAME INTO THE KITCHEN, hat in hand, and asked, “Feeling better, cara?” Mrs. MacTaggart was just

  starting on the breakfast dishes. Alison was hunched over a cup of coffee at the kitchen table, her red hair slightly tousled, still in her robe. She gave him a glance of burning resentment.




  “Ah, she’ll be fine,” said Mrs. MacTaggart.




  “If I had ever,” said Alison, “dreamed—hic—after I felt so fine all the time I was carrying the twins, that—hic—this time I’d develop morning

  sickness, I’d never have—damn—” She leaped up and fled precipitately for the bathroom at the end of the hall.




  “Poor lamb,” said Mrs. MacTaggart. “But she’s near three months along now, it should clear away in a bit.”




  “I certainly hope so,” said Mendoza. “I’m beginning to feel like an outcast around here, Mairí.” Mrs. MacTaggart laughed as he went out the back door.




  The four cats were sensibly indoors this chill January morning, but the twins, now officially four, were tearing around the backyard with Cedric the Old English sheepdog galumphing after them.

  They both hung on to his collar helpfully as Mendoza went out the gate, and then hung over the fence to watch him back out the Ferrari. He waved back at them, thanking God absently for Mairí

  MacTaggart; Terry and Johnny were a lively pair these days, none the worse for their accidental kidnapping last August, and in her present state Alison wasn’t up to coping with them. He

  wasn’t worried about Alison; the doctor said she’d be fine once she got past the morning sickness.




  He hoped he wasn’t beginning to feel his age, with a forty-sixth birthday coming up, but he felt a little stale and tired as he slid down the winding road toward Hollywood Boulevard,

  thinking of the various business on hand at the Robbery-Homicide office of LAPD headquarters. The perennial violence, death, blood and guilt which had to be looked at and reduced to reports and

  filed away. Always more of it coming along, seemingly faster and more furious than ever. Of all the cases on hand right now, still being looked at or eventually to be filed in Pending, only two

  really interested him, and there didn’t seem to be much chance that either would be tidily cleared up soon. There was no handle at all on those queer rape-assaults, and as for the pretty

  boys—




  Mendoza’s mouth tightened, thinking of the pretty boys. Those three he’d like to catch up to, but there wasn’t any handle there either.




  For once he was early; it was five to eight when he walked into the office, and found Sergeant Lake talking to an agitated-looking citizen in the anteroom. In the communal sergeants’

  office Hackett, Landers and Palliser were in; Wednesday was Higgins’ day off and the others would be drifting in. He went on into his office and found the report from the night watch centered

  on his desk. Lake followed him.




  “Look, this guy was waiting when I got here,” he said. “I don’t think it’s anything, but I suppose somebody’s got to listen to him.”




  “About what?”




  “He says, about a murder going to be committed. I think he’s just got an imagination,” said Lake.




  “Shove him off on Art. You’d better check with the hospital and see if that Beaver woman can talk to us.” Mendoza picked up the report in one hand and his new cigarette lighter

  with the other, and Lake took a step back, eyeing it nervously.




  “Shove who off on me?” Hackett came in, looming bulkily as usual, and added, “If you don’t set fire to the building with that flame-thrower you’ll at least singe

  your mustache off some day. Where Alison found that thing—”




  Mendoza regarded it rather fondly; he liked gadgets. It had been a Christmas present from Alison; it was an oversize revolver with a gleaming pearl handle and a fearsome-looking attachment on

  the barrel which emitted a flame like an acetylene torch when the trigger was pulled. He pulled it now, the flame belched, and he lit a cigarette. “Jimmy has a nut-case,” he said.

  “But we have to listen to the citizens.” Galeano and Conway came down the hall talking. Lake went back to the switchboard. Mendoza was glancing at the night report, and suddenly sat up

  and exclaimed, “¡Mil rayos! ¡Es el colmo!”




  “What’s up?”




  “This damned—I’ll bet you, here they are again!” said Mendoza angrily, slapping Shogart’s report down on his desk. “Same M.O., same general area, and for

  God’s sake—I’d better check with the hospital—Jimmy!”




  Hackett scanned the report rapidly, and his eyes turned cold. “Our pretty boys all right, a hundred to one.” Over the last two months, the trio had been described, well enough to

  mark them as the same, by seven senior citizens who had been attacked, mauled and robbed on the street. None of them had had much to be robbed of; the biggest haul the thugs had got had been seven

  bucks. Two of the victims were still in the hospital. All the attacks had been in a radius of eight blocks, from Temple Street up to Beverly, and from the partial descriptions the men at

  Robbery-Homicide had pieced together a picture of the same three louts. All young, probably under twenty, one with long blond hair—“real handsome,” said three of the

  victims—tall and thin, and dressed in natty sports clothes: two others, not as tall, one heavier than the other, also dressed in flashy clothes—an oddity for the area. And for whatever

  reason or lack of reason, they had used the wanton violence on the old people they had jumped: kicking, gouging, and clubbing. To date there had been four women, the youngest seventy, and three

  men, all over eighty: old people living little quiet lives in the inner city, on pensions, on Social Security, all but one of them living alone in tiny apartments, rented rooms.




  And now this report, devoid of description, but Hackett would take a bet it was the eighth victim: found on the street by a Traffic unit at nine-twenty, just up from the Union Station behind the

  church at the Plaza, an elderly man in clerical clothes, no I.D., apparently beaten. He was in Central Receiving.




  Mendoza was on the phone, looking grim. Sergeant Lake came in again and said plaintively, “Look, this guy is about to have kittens.”




  “All right, all right, I’ll talk to him,” said Hackett.




  Mendoza put down the phone and stood up abruptly, yanking down his cuffs. As usual he was dapperly dressed, in dark-gray Dacron, snowy shirt, a discreet dark tie. He said, “Well, the

  hospital’s found out who he is—he came to a while ago. It’s Father O’Brien from the Mission Church.”




  “I will be damned,” said Hackett.




  “No, they will be,” said Mendoza. “By the good God, Art, I’d like to get this unholy trio. I’m going over to see if he can give us anything.”




  “They wouldn’t have got much from him either, I wouldn’t think.”




  “They don’t seem to care. You go talk to the nut. And somebody’ll have to cover that Roundtree inquest.” Mendoza took up his hat.




  In the corridor, Henry Glasser was talking earnestly to their policewoman Wanda Larsen; Jason Grace had just come in. Palliser was on the phone in the other office, Galeano swearing as he typed

  a report, Conway and Landers arguing about something. The switchboard was keeping Lake busy. Another day was under way for the Robbery-Homicide office, and it looked as if it was to be the usual

  kind of day.




  Hackett watched Mendoza out, and massaged his jaw, grinning a little to himself, humorlessly. Mendoza was as touchy as the devil about emotions, and nobody in the office made any cracks about

  his going back to church after many years as the professed agnostic; for some reason the pretty boys had got under Mendoza’s skin anyway, but now that they’d jumped a priest he was

  really annoyed. It would be nice to get hold of some tangible lead to those boys, but Hackett didn’t really hope for one.




  He put the report on Mendoza’s desk and went out to look at Jimmy’s nut-case. As he came into the anteroom he ran into Lieutenant Carey, who had a manila envelope in one hand and was

  looking harassed.




  “If you’ve got anything for us, go away. We’ve got enough to do already.”




  “I can’t help it,” said Carey. “It’s a hundred percent sure this guy is dead. It’s a homicide if not Murder One, so it’s your business. I’ve got

  all these statements—”




  “Tell it to Galeano or Landers,” said Hackett resignedly.




  “This is Sergeant Hackett, Mr. Yeager,” Lake was saying. “You just tell your story to him.”




  “Yeah, yeah, I got to tell somebody, you got to do something about it, I been up half the night worrying and I said to myself, I got to tell the cops, we got to do something, see, and so I

  came—”




  “Just come in here and sit down, Mr. Yeager,” said Hackett soothingly. Yeager might be a nut at that. He was a scrawny middle-aged man in a shabby brown suit; he had a prominent

  Adam’s apple that bobbed up and down as he talked, and bulging pale-blue eyes, and a high reedy voice. Hackett settled him in the chair beside his desk and prepared to listen. There were

  other things he could be doing. That Beaver woman who’d been assaulted and raped ought to be able to answer questions sometime today; there was that inquest—a straightforward suicide;

  there’d been other things on the night-watch report, by the length of it, and without much doubt something new would show up today. But cops got paid by taxpayers, and had to listen to them

  when they came in. “What’s it all about, Mr. Yeager?” he asked.




  “Well, it’s about a murder,” said Yeager nervously. “I didn’t hardly know what to do, but my God, I got to do something—I been worried to death—I

  didn’t hardly believe it but I— Listen, I don’t like the guy, he’s given me a hard time, and his ma too, always complainin’ about the furnace makin’ noise and

  the faucets drip and like that, but my God, I never thought he’d do a thing like that! A murder!”




  “Now slow down and let’s have it from the beginning,” said Hackett patiently. “What murder?”




  “His own ma, for God’s sake! They live together, see, and I’m the manager of the apartment. This lady, Mis’ Lampert, she’s a widow, no other kids, and he’s a

  young guy but he don’t work, she does. At a dress shop someplace. And he’s got a girl friend comes to see him afternoons, and I heard ’em talk about killing the old lady to get

  her money.” Yeager paused, breathing hard.




  “Heard them? How? Where were they?”




  “Uh—in the apartment,” said Yeager uneasily. “Uh—the door was kind of open and I was fixing the window in the hall.”




  Hackett sat back and his chair creaked. “Well, now, people do some funny things, Mr. Yeager, but it’s a little hard to believe this pair would go discussing a murder with the door

  open and other people around. Are you sure you didn’t just misunderstand something they said?”




  “No, I didn’t! They was talking about killing her!” said Yeager excitedly. “Listen, you got to do something about it—”




  Hackett sighed. Across the room he saw Carey gesticulating at Galeano and Conway, and Palliser was still on the phone. Landers was on the way out, and Jason Grace typing a report. “Now,

  Mr. Yeager—”




  Mendoza bent over the hospital bed. “He’s only been conscious the once,” said the nurse. “It’s a bad concussion, they’d have operated

  already except for his heart. When we got in touch with his own doctor—”




  “Can you hear me, Father? Can you try to tell us who did this?” Three mornings ago, Mendoza had listened to the old priest say Mass at the little church in the old Plaza: a very

  traditional Mass, nothing new and progressive about Father Joseph Patrick O’Brien. He was probably in his eighties: a stocky, round little man with a broad snub-nosed Irish face, scanty hair

  and eyebrows. He lay on his back, his breathing slow and irregular, and Mendoza straightened up.




  “The doctors don’t think there’s a good chance,” said the nurse in a troubled tone. She was slim and black and rather pretty. “It’s just terrible what goes

  on, a priest, and such an old man—just terrible.”




  Unexpectedly the man in the bed opened his eyes and stared up at them, moving his head slightly. A frown of pain creased his forehead and the nurse moved instinctively to quiet him.




  “Can you hear me, Father? Can you tell me anything about who attacked you?”




  The faded blue eyes fixed on Mendoza’s face. “I—know you,” the old priest whispered faintly. “Of course. I was—just about—get in the car. Who—who?

  Young—thugs. Three, I think—the one blond—and a loud plaid jacket—”




  Mendoza sighed. “All right, that’s enough for now, Father.”




  One veined hand crept up to his chest, and the priest went on, “My crucifix. All they got—no money—it was dark—but there were three of them. Tore my crucifix

  off—” His eyes shut again and he relaxed limply.




  “Poor old man,” said the nurse.




  That was about all they’d get, thought Mendoza, but so far as it went it showed the pattern. Only what had O’Brien been doing down there at that time of night? Not that it mattered.

  There was a little pattern to this. The other seven all lived in the general area; most of them had been on their way home, at reasonably early hours—seven, eight, the latest attack had been

  at nine-thirty. By the little they got from the victims, it looked like the random thing—the pretty boys were jumping any senior citizen they came across when the urge hit them: the old,

  lame, frail senior citizens who wouldn’t fight back.




  The rest of them had been in that area unavoidably, as residents; how had the priest happened to be there? Mendoza was aware that the priests who served the little church, nearly the oldest

  building in the city, no longer had quarters there. In any case, somebody ought to be told about O’Brien.




  He drove down to the old Plaza, found the church open, and went in. The little place was dim as a cavern, only the flickering light at the altar moving, and the statues along the walls seemed to

  loom taller than usual. A man was speaking somewhere; following the voice, Mendoza came to a tiny robing room past the confessional box, and unexpectedly into a very small square room furnished as

  an office, with desk and swivel chair. A tall thin young man in clerical dress was talking on the phone, looked at Mendoza in surprise, and at the offered badge with consternation.




  “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.” Mendoza had seen him once or twice, the assistant priest here.




  “About Father O’Brien—we knew something had happened, I was just calling the police again. When he didn’t come home last night—” He listened to what Mendoza

  had to tell him, obviously distressed, and said, “I must go to him. If he’s as bad as you say—” But he answered questions as they went up to the church door. He and

  O’Brien both had living quarters in the residence attached to the much larger Church of the Blessed Sacrament in Hollywood. O’Brien sometimes stayed on down here, in his little office,

  to write letters, as apparently he had last night. He would have been driving one of the cars belonging to the church, a ten-year-old Pontiac. The car, in fact, was here—“I looked for

  it right away, we were afraid he’d had another heart attack when we realized he hadn’t come home, and I came down at once—it’s right where he always parked, behind the

  church.”




  “Yes, he said he was on his way to it,” said Mendoza. No keys on him; the S.I.D. boys could have a look, but it was a long chance anything useful would show up. “Evidently he

  hadn’t any money on him; the only thing they got was his crucifix.”




  The priest stopped and stared at him, one hand on the church door. “His crucifix—but that might give you some kind of clue, Lieutenant—that is, if it turned up in a pawnshop or

  somewhere. It’s a very valuable antique—sterling silver set with a piece of Connemara marble. It was a gift from his old parish priest when he entered the seminary, and I believe

  it’s several hundred years old. Any of us could identify it at once, if it should turn up anywhere.”




  Mendoza thanked him and watched him hurry up the street to a newish Ford. Let the S.I.D. boys come and go over the Pontiac for possible physical evidence, in case O’Brien had been jumped

  in or near it: a very small chance there’d be anything. Put out a description of the crucifix to the pawnshops, just in case.




  He got into the big black Ferrari and lit a cigarette, thrusting the key into the ignition; his eyes were cold. Hackett was quite right: the pretty boys had got under Mendoza’s skin. It

  was reasonless, in a way: it was only that much more of the sordid, wanton violence that stalked any big city in this year of grace, which any cop learned to live with. It wasn’t a dramatic,

  important piece of crime, the kind that would get written up in the case-history books. The victims weren’t good-looking or very interesting or important people. The louts, when they caught

  up to them—as by God they would, if the luck ran their way—probably would turn out to be two-bit thugs, not very interesting or important either, just thugs with low I.Q.’s.




  But the pretty boys had touched Mendoza on the raw—Mendoza who had been looking at the blood and violence and death for nearly twenty-six years—because in a sense they were a stark

  symbol for all of it: all the incredibly brutal bloody happenstance of crime in the city.




  He’d like to catch up to them. He tossed the cigarette out the window, laughed, and said to himself, “¿Pues qué?” Catch up to them, and then see one of the

  softheaded judges hand them a six-month sentence with time off for good behavior. He often wondered why he stayed on at this job.




  Nick Galeano listened to what Carey had to say a little sleepily. He’d been on night watch for over two years, and his metabolism or something wasn’t yet used to

  the different hours and sleeping at night. He was night-people anyway and wasn’t operating on all cylinders until past noon. In a way he was glad of the change; there was usually more action

  on day watch, and more men to work with.




  He’d only met Lieutenant Carey of Missing Persons a few times before. Carey was a serious, snub-nosed, stocky fellow who wore a perennially morose expression: possibly the result these

  days of all the myriad missing juveniles he had to look for, thought Galeano, yawning. But what he’d brought to Robbery-Homicide sounded more interesting and definitely offbeat.




  “Look,” he said, slapping his manila envelope down on Galeano’s desk and shrugging massively at Galeano and Rich Conway. “I can’t prove it’s a homicide, but

  that’s what it’s got to add up to. It’s a very funny one, boys. And I’ve done all I can on it, and the man’s got to be dead, so I bring it to you and let you go all

  round the mulberry bush on it. I mean, one way it’s open and shut, but nobody’ll ever prove anything—I don’t think.”




  “Why not?” asked Conway, his gray eyes interested. “What’s the case?”




  “I’ll give it to you short and sweet,” said Carey. “Here’s this Edwin Fleming. Twenty-nine, raised in Visalia, dropout from high school but no record. No

  relations—he was an only child; his father died when he was just a kid and his mother two years ago. He did a hitch in the Army and got sent to Germany, where he married this girl—her

  name is Marta, she’s a reasonably good-looking blonde, twenty-six. This was four years ago. He gets out of the service, they come here, and he has trouble finding a job, finally gets one in

  construction—he’d done that before—only it’s a small-time operation, kind of boss-and-one-helper thing, I gather. I’m just giving you the background. His wife has a

  baby about a year ago, and just after that he has an accident on the job—falls off a scaffold or something and ends up paralyzed. He was in and out of hospitals, but there wasn’t

  anything the doctors could do—he was paralyzed from the waist down, and he’d never get better. The boss had insurance that paid for the hospitalization, but that was all—on

  account of technicalities here and there, Fleming wasn’t eligible for any benefits from anybody, the government on down. So there he was, a useless hulk as you might put it, couldn’t

  earn, had to be tended like a baby—oh, his mind was O.K., he could even get around some in a wheelchair, but he needed a good deal of attention.”




  “When does this tale get to be business for us?” asked Conway.




  “Ten days ago,” said Carey. “Eleven, now. A week ago last Friday, when his wife reported him missing. A man in a wheelchair! It was damned fishy from the start, you can see

  that. They didn’t have anything but what she could earn, she’s working as a waitress at a restaurant on Wilshire, the Globe Grill. They had an old car, but they’d moved to this

  place on Westlake so she could walk to work, and they were trying to sell the car, she says she couldn’t afford to run it. It’s a six-family apartment and everybody else there is out at

  work all day except an old wino named Offerdahl who doesn’t know anything and was probably too drunk to see anything there was to see. The Flemings lived on the second floor and he

  couldn’t get the wheelchair downstairs by himself, obviously.”




  Galeano yawned again. “Where’d she leave the baby while she was at work?”




  “Oh, they lost the baby about six months ago—it was a girl, I think, it got pneumonia or something and died. Anyway, she calls for cops—this was about six P.M. that Friday—and tells this tale, and of course it got passed on to me. I ask you!” said Carey, and sat back looking contemptuous. “She has the gall to tell me,

  all innocent and wide-eyed, that she comes home to find her husband gone—a man in a wheelchair—and the wheelchair’s there, but he’s missing. Vanished—whoosh—like

  that! He couldn’t have crawled three feet by himself. She’s afraid, she says, he’s committed suicide, he’d been very despondent about his condition lately. I do ask you!

  If—”




  “The wheelchair’s still there?” repeated Galeano, suddenly fascinated. “That’s like a magic trick.” He had a brief ridiculous vision of angels snatching

  Fleming up to heaven, out of the wheelchair. Or little green men out of a UFO.




  “The wheelchair’s still there, and even if it wasn’t, where could he go in it?” asked Carey reasonably. “Even if he’d managed to get downstairs with it, which

  he couldn’t have? There isn’t an elevator. Wheel himself over to MacArthur Park and crawl into the lake?—even if he had thought of suicide, and there’s not an iota of

  evidence he ever did. The people in that apartment didn’t know them very well—they’d only been there a little over two months—but I’ve talked to people where they used

  to live, the few casual friends they have, and everybody says Fleming had adjusted pretty well to being a cripple, he’d talked about taking courses in handcrafts, maybe earning something that

  way.”




  “Have you dragged the lake in MacArthur?” asked Conway.




  Carey uttered a rude word. “You can if you want. He’d have floated by now. I don’t like having my intelligence insulted, is all. This dumb blonde bats her eyes at me and says

  he talked about suicide, he must’ve done it, she doesn’t know how but he’s gone, he must have killed himself. And a child of two could see there’s no way! If he really

  wanted to commit suicide, he could have got out of a window—it’s all cement sidewalk below—or cut his wrists or something, right there.”




  “Where was the blonde all day? Alibied? Anybody see him, and when and where?” asked Conway.




  Carey snorted. “She was at work, like a good girl. Eight to two, and she was supposed to be back for the evening shift, seven to nine. Sure, a neighbor saw him—woman lives across the

  hall, a Mrs. Del Sardo, she left for work at the same time as the blonde and heard her say good-bye to Fleming, saw him in the wheelchair in the living room. If you ask me, the blonde timed it to

  have an alibi. And then she says, she had some shopping to do, she didn’t come home till five o’clock and he was gone. Just gone.”




  “Leaving the wheelchair,” said Galeano. The wheelchair had taken possession of his mind; the thing was like a conjuring trick.




  “Look, it’s kind of like one of those locked-room puzzles,” said Carey, “and then again it’s not. I mean, there’s people all around—apartments, busy

  streets. Only nobody saw anything. And you remember it was raining like hell all that day. On the other hand, why would anybody see anything? That apartment house—everybody out at work except

  Fleming and old Offerdahl dead drunk down the hall.”




  “Yes, I see,” said Conway. “Fleming almost completely helpless, on the second floor. And there’s no smell of him anywhere?”




  “Not a trace. And he’d be easy to trace, you can see. If you’re feeling that energetic,” said Carey, “you can have all the pipes examined, but I doubt that the

  blonde had time to murder and dismember him that thoroughly and feed him down the bathtub, say, before she called us. She’s not a very big blonde, she wouldn’t have had the strength to

  carry him anywhere, dead or alive—he was six feet, a hundred and eighty. You can see there’s just one answer, it hits you in the eye.”




  “The boyfriend,” said Galeano. “Yeah.”




  “I haven’t turned one up, damn it. Good luck on it. All I see is that Fleming has got to be dead. I don’t pretend to understand females,” said Carey gloomily, “but

  however she may have felt about him once, here he was, a dead drag on her. He’s no good to her as a husband, she’s got to support him and take care of him, and he could live to be

  eighty. He didn’t have any life insurance, he hadn’t converted it when he got out of the service—that could explain why they didn’t try to fake a suicide or accident. She’d like to be rid of him, don’t tell me she wouldn’t. She—”




  “And don’t anybody say, she could walk out or divorce him,” said Conway cynically. “The people we deal with aren’t so logical. I suppose there’s got to be a

  boyfriend.”




  “Go and look,” said Carey. “They don’t seem to have had many friends. They used to live over on Berendo in Hollywood, but I couldn’t locate anybody who knew them.

  All I’ll say is, the thing is obvious. There’s got to be a boyfriend. She gave him a key, or he knocked on the door and Fleming let him in. He knocked him over the

  head—there’s not a trace of blood in the place—and there’s a driveway down the side to garages at back, he could’ve driven his car back there and lugged Fleming down

  to it in five minutes. Ten feet from the back door. Your guess is as good as mine what he might have done with him—maybe he’s got a boat and dropped him out at sea, or buried him in his

  backyard—all I say is, Fleming’s got to be dead, so it’s your baby.”




  “The logic I follow,” said Conway, “but what a bastard to work. But if there is a boyfriend, somebody’s bound to know. The other girls she works with?”




  “Four of ’em. They all say she’s a loner, doesn’t confide all girlish.”




  “What about her family?” asked Galeano.




  “I said, she’s German—married him over there. Oh, I guess she could have some family in Germany. I don’t know.”




  “If she does, it could be she’d mentioned something in letters, but how to get at it—”




  “No bets,” said Carey. “I’ll wish you good luck on it.” He got up.




  “Thanks so much,” said Conway. “You know it’ll end up in Pending—your files and ours.”




  “Well, I kind of hope you nail her,” said Carey. “I don’t like having my common sense insulted. Vanished, she says, batting her eyes at me—this blonde. A man in a

  wheelchair, a cripple!”




  “And the empty wheelchair there. I like that,” said Galeano. “It’s a nice touch somehow.”




  “Do have fun with it,” said Carey.




  Jason Grace and Tom Landers had been handed the new rape-assault because they’d been on the one last week, and the one last month, and this being in the same general

  neighborhood it might add up to the same X. The first two had been funny. “I hope,” said Landers now, “we’re not in for a spate of the offbeat ones. If this does match

  up.”




  “Oh, I don’t know, relieves the monotony,” said Grace. His chocolate-colored face with its dapper little mustache like Mendoza’s was thoughtful as he reread the statement

  from the second victim. “Has Jimmy talked to the hospital yet?”




  “I’ll see.”




  The first victim, last month, had been a Mrs. Rena Walker over on Twentieth Street. Mrs. Walker was sixty-four, an upright and respectable widow, owned her own modest little house, and devoted

  much of her time to the Afro-American Methodist Church where she directed the choir. She said she’d just come home from grocery-shopping, about four that afternoon, when her doorbell rang and

  it was a boy asking about yard work. “I told him I couldn’t afford anybody to cut the grass, my son-in-law does it for me, but he was so polite, seemed like a real nice boy, I was sorry

  I had to turn him down. So then he says could he trouble me for a drink of water, ma’am, and I naturally said, why, surely, sonny, and let him in, and the next thing I knew he pulled this

  knife— But he was just a little kid! Just a boy, didn’t look more than twelve years old!” She had given them a description, such as it was: a light-colored Negro boy about that

  age, maybe five-six, slightly built. Mrs. Walker had definitely been raped, said the doctor, and cut about with a knife. She had been surprised: cops weren’t much, any more.




  The second victim, last week, had been Miss Ruth Trimball who lived alone in a rented house two blocks down the street from Mrs. Walker. She was sixty-eight, still worked at a drugstore over on

  Jefferson, and had just got home from work when a boy rang her doorbell and asked if she wanted anybody to do yard work. She told the same story Mrs. Walker had—such a nice polite boy, she

  hadn’t thought twice about letting him in, for his drink of water. She’d been raped and cut too, and gave the same description.




  Yesterday Mrs. Wilma Lightner had called LAPD and reported finding her mother injured when she went to see her. Mrs. Sylvia Beaver had been raped and knifed, according to the hospital, but would

  recover. Piggott and Schenke, on night watch, had taken a statement from Mrs. Lightner last night. Her mother was a widow, sixty-two, owned her own home on Twenty-third Street, was living on Social

  Security.




  Landers came back to report that the hospital said Mrs. Beaver could be questioned. “Take your car,” he added, “that thing’s acting up on me—I’m going to have

  to figure on a new one.” And what with Phil talking about new furniture—he and Policewoman Phil O’Neill had just got married last August, and Landers was discovering all the

  fallacies of that one about two living as cheaply as one. The Corvair was of an age to be retired, and with Phil so enthusiastic about her little Gremlin he’d rather like to try one of his

  own, but the payments—




  They took Grace’s car, the little blue racing Elva. At the hospital, they found Mrs. Beaver propped up in bed with her daughter in attendance. She was a fat, black, very

  respectable-looking matron with round steel-rimmed spectacles, and she looked at the detectives indignantly.




  “Tell you? I can most certainly tell you all about it!” she said loudly. “I was never so surprised in my life! He was just a little kid—a little boy! Rang the bell and

  asked to cut my lawn for a dollar. I told him I didn’t need anybody to cut the grass, but he seemed like a nice youngster, so polite and all, and when he asked for a drink of water, I

  didn’t see any harm in letting him in—”




  She gave them the same description. It amounted to assault with intent, like the other ones.




  “Offbeat all right,” said Grace on the way back to headquarters. And of course there was no lead on it at all. They could look in Records for the description, but it was general.




  At the office, Hackett was in talking to Mendoza, and as they came in Lake told Grace and Landers that there was a new body reported by the Fire Department. Glasser and Palliser had gone out on

  it.




  “There’s nothing in it,” said Hackett. “I gave it an hour or two—just to look—and it’s silly. This Yeager is letting his imagination

  run wild or something. Overheard a joke and built it up. These Lamperts are ordinary quiet people, the son’s on full disability from a service injury, and by what I heard from the people I

  talked to in the apartment, they get on just fine together.”




  “Yes,” said Mendoza inattentively, and pulled the trigger on his flame-thrower.




  “That damned thing,” said Hackett. “Set the place afire if you’re not careful.”




  “Don’t be silly, Arturo.” The phone buzzed on his desk and he picked it up. “Robbery-Homicide, Mendoza.”




  Without preamble, Dr. Bainbridge said crisply in his ear, “Traffic sent in a body on Monday night, said to be a hit-run victim. What it looked like. It isn’t. Man about thirty, a

  heavy drinker, and he was beaten to death with a club or something similar. I thought you’d like to know.”
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