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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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      In each human heart are a tiger, a pig, an ass, and a nightingale; diversity of character is due to their unequal activity.




      —AMBROSE BIERCE
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  Chapter One




  THE FIRST RAIN of the season had arrived, unexpected and early, this sixth of November. In the little forest of tall buildings which was the civic

  center, lights had come on against the gray darkness. Midway up the rectangular loom of Parker Center, LAPD headquarters, the tall windows of the Robbery-Homicide bureau slithered grayly with the

  steady downpour; the ranks of fluorescent lighting were on in the big communal detective office.




  At the moment, the office was unoccupied except for Sergeant Hackett, who was poring over a typed report at his desk. He glanced up as footsteps sounded in the corridor outside; Mendoza’s

  voice was noncommittal on some polite amenity, and a heavier voice rumbled in reply before a door shut. Mendoza wandered into the office looking dissatisfied. He hadn’t been out since the

  rain began, and was neat and dapper as always in exquisitely tailored gray herringbone, immaculate white shirt and dark tie. He hoisted one hip on the edge of Hacket’s desk and said,

  “That was a waste of time.”




  “On what?” asked Hackett.




  Mendoza flicked his lighter. “That chief security guard at Bullock’s, Pierson. A big blank.”




  “Those other two are down in R. and I. looking at mug-shots, but do you want to bet they draw a blank too?”




  “No bets. That was a very cute operation, Art. They tell us this and that, we can deduce the M.O., and it takes us nowhere.”




  “We are also nowhere,” said Hackett, “on this new heist job.” He laid down the report. Most of the men in the office had been out getting the first statements on the

  Bullock’s job. There was never a time, of course, when Robbery-Homicide didn’t have the heist jobs to work, often several at once, and as a rule they were ephemeral, annoyingly leadless

  little jobs.




  “What about it?” asked Mendoza uninterestedly.




  Hackett took off his glasses. “A pharmacy over on Second Street, about eleven last night, just as they were closing. Matt went out on it. I had the two clerks in just now, and took ‘em down to R. and I. No go—none of the

  mug-shots rang a bell. What they tell us, it’s a female. Very much a female—stacked, golden blonde, about thirty, good-looking. And all business, with a fairly big handgun. She got away

  with about four hundred bucks.”




  Mendoza laughed. “Well, the libbers are getting more equal all the time, Art. No reason they shouldn’t start pulling heists.”




  “She wasn’t interested in any drugs, just the cash register. In and out, and neither of them could say whether she got away in a car or what.”




  “Helpful,” agreed Mendoza. But he was thinking more about the Bullock’s job, which so far hadn’t offered any handles either and was a good deal more important.

  “I’ll take no bets at all,” he repeated, “that the security men make any shots. Empty gesture. I know, I know, those two said they got just a glimpse of two of them on the

  way out, pulling the masks off, but—”




  “Slick operation all right,” said Hackett. It had been. And one that, so far as anybody remembered, hadn’t been done before.




  There were seven floors and a basement of commodities for sale at Bullock’s Department Store at Seventh and Hill. The personnel, accounting, bookkeeping and purchasing departments were on

  the eighth floor. At the end of a business day, the proceeds from the cash registers of all the various departments were totaled, encased in canvas bags, and shepherded by security guards up to the

  accounting department, whence the bags were eventually conveyed by the guards to a night drop at the bank. Last night, just after the store closed, as the bags were on their way up, four armed men

  had materialized in the accounting department, immobilized the guards and the staff remaining in the office, and got clean away with all the bags. The accounting staff was still trying to arrive at

  an estimate of the loss, and nobody could offer any helpful clues at all. Two of the security guards had had a very brief look at two of the heisters, but their descriptions were expectedly

  vague.




  “John was going back to see the chief accountant. There’s no way they can get an exact figure, but an average day—how the hell many departments in that store, and it’s

  not the cheapest place in town—might run to three, four hundred thousand. Some of it would be in checks, but—”




  “A very nice haul,” said Mendoza, stabbing out his cigarette rather violently. “Anything in from the lab?”




  “There probably won’t be,” said Hackett. “Everybody said they didn’t touch anything but the bags and were wearing gloves anyway.”




  “And where is everybody?” asked Mendoza, looking around the empty office.




  “Tom and Jase are down at R. and I. with the guards. Henry’s out on a new body, and I think Wanda went with him. I couldn’t say about anybody else, I just got back

  myself.”




  “There was another body turned up,” said Sergeant Lake, coming in with a manila envelope. “George and Conway went out on it. In a house down by the railroad yards. This is a

  billet-doux from the D.A.”




  “Thank you so much.” Mendoza slid out the contents—a little sheaf of official court documents—on Hackett’s desk and glanced at the accompanying note. “So. The

  Hoffman hearing is set for the tenth.”




  Hackett sighed. “At least the court isn’t dragging its heels. Let’s hope, short and sweet.” None of them liked thinking about the Hoffman case much.




  They sat in silence for a moment. The rain slithered steadily down the windows. Mendoza lighted another cigarette. Footsteps sounded in the corridor and Higgins and Conway came in. They looked

  wet and disgruntled. “So who’s going to do the report?” asked Higgins. Conway fished out a quarter and tossed it. “Heads.”




  “Oh, hell,” said Conway, uncovering the quarter.




  “What was the body?” asked Hackett.




  “Nothing much.” Higgins sat down at his desk and got out a cigarette. “Probably an O.D., dumped in an empty house. God knows how long its been there—couple of weeks at

  least. The owner found it, and the last time he was there was about that long ago. Male Caucasian about twenty-five. See if his prints are on file.” Conway had rolled the triplicate forms

  into his typewriter and was starting the initial report. “Anything show up on the Bullock’s job?”




  “I can prophesy right now, it’s a dead end,” said Mendoza. “Damnation, these smart pros—” That particular M.O. didn’t show in any of their files; there

  was no handle on that at all.




  “I see you made a start on painting the kitchen,” said Hackett to Higgins.




  “What? Yeah, I got the first coat on,” said Higgins.




  “You missed a spot just behind your right ear,” said Hackett, and Higgins swore and felt for it.




  “The place needs painting outside too but it’ll have to wait till spring. Damned if I’ll take on that job. It’s been enough of an upheaval to move.”




  Hackett picked up his report again. For a couple of minutes the only sound was the staccato tapping of Conway’s typewriter, and then Sergeant Lake looked in again.




  “You’ve got a new one down,” he said succinctly. “Robbery and homicide. Portia Street.”




  “Oh, for God’s sake,” said Higgins.




  “I’m busy,” said Hackett hastily, getting up. “I’m going down to ask records if we have any beautiful blonde heisters on file. Besides, you’ve been sitting in

  a nice dry office all day, you’re due for some legwork.”




  “Hell,” said Mendoza mildly.




  “And I don’t suppose I can get any wetter,” said Higgins gloomily. They went out reluctantly.




  The rain had been completely unforeseen by the weather bureau, and as up to yesterday the temperature had hovered around seventy, nobody had worn a coat this morning. At the front entrance of

  the building, Mendoza and Higgins stood at the top of the steps for a moment; the rain was pouring down monotonously, and the concrete jungle all around Parker Center looked very wet and

  uninviting. It was a good fifty yards to the parking lot.




  “Damn it, this is a new suit,” said Mendoza. Resignedly, they turned their collars up and pulled hatbrims down and launched into the rain. By the time they reached Mendoza’s

  Ferrari they were both dripping.




  “Portia Street,” said Higgins. “That’s up toward Silver Lake.” Up to a few years ago, one of the quiet backwaters of town; but recently the crime rate was climbing

  in that area, which was why the Higginses had sold the house on Silver Lake Boulevard. Mendoza started the engine and backed out of the slot.




  It wasn’t far enough off to justify the freeway; he went up Sunset, where it curved narrowly here at its beginning; Portia Street crossed it a little way up from Elysian Park Avenue. It

  was a tired old residential street, modest single houses lining it on each side, mostly frame places dating from the twenties. The houses were neatly enough maintained, with strips of lawn in front

  The black-and-white squad was in front of a house midway down the block, a square pseudo-Spanish crackerbox house painted dingy yellow. In the deluge of rain, there weren’t any neighbors out

  staring, but there was a woman standing with the uniformed figure of Patrolman Zimmerman on the little square front porch.




  When Mendoza and Higgins joined them the porch was crowded, but neither Zimmerman nor the woman made a move toward the open front door past a sagging screen door. “This is Mrs.

  Meeker,” said Zimmerman, “from next door. These are the detectives from headquarters, ma’am Lieutenant Mendoza, Sergeant Higgins.”




  “It’s just terrible,” she said. “Just terrible.” She was a nice-looking middle-aged woman, a little too plump, with dark hair; she was wearing a cotton housedress

  with an old gray cardigan over it, and she was hugging herself, shivering not altogether because of the cold rain. “I’ve always tried to be neighborly—we’ve lived here

  nearly twenty-five years and the Whalens lived here more like thirty-five, this was their folks’ house. They always seemed to get along fine, but it must have been hard for Dave, not that he

  ever complained, he was such a nice man, so good and gentle and patient—and the Lord knows there wouldn’t have been much there worth anything, I know he never kept cash around—and

  it’s bad enough they should break in and rob them, but why they had to—oh, Lord, poor Dave dead there on the floor—” She began to cry a little. “Never did any harm to

  anybody, and what Dan’s going to do without him—and broad daylight, too—it’s terrible—Harry and I’ve been talking about getting out of the city, the crime rate

  up so high, but this happening right next door, it brings it home. Everybody liked Dave so much, you had to admire them, how they got along—”




  “They came in the back,” said Zimmerman, “by what I got from Mr. Daniel Whalen. I don’t suppose there’ll be anything for the lab.”




  “You never know. There’ll be a mobile unit out,” said Higgins. Mrs. Meeker was still talking as he and Mendoza went in.




  The front door led directly into a long narrow living room. It contained a good deal of old-fashioned furniture: a big couch, two matching chairs, and a TV on a wheeled stand at one end where a

  small false hearth was built in on one wall; at the other end were a round oak dining table and chairs, and a heavy old sideboard. In the middle of the room sat a man in a wheelchair. He looked to

  be about sixty; he had thin gray hair and a long thin face, and his body was thin too and frail-looking. He was neatly enough dressed in gray slacks, open-necked shirt and a blue sweater. He looked

  up at them as they came in, and said in an expressionless tone, “He’s in the kitchen. Dave. I don’t know why they killed him. They didn’t have to kill him, just for twelve

  dollars.”




  At the other end of the living room a cross hall led to the kitchen, two bedrooms with a bath between. The kitchen was square, its old soapstone counters polished clean, no dishes visible, the

  worn linoleum on the floor clean except for the pool of Dave Whalen’s blood spread around his body. He lay flat with his arms out in front of him, as if he was still trying to push himself to

  his feet. He had been another long, thin man, with scanty gray hair; they couldn’t see his face. There was a small service porch, and the outside door there was half open.




  “He says they both had knives,” said Zimmerman behind them. “His brother was just ready to leave for work—he’s a clerk at the J and M Liquor Store down on Fourth,

  three to closing—when they heard a noise at the back door. He went to look, this one here I mean, and these two louts pushed right in. Both young and black. The other one didn’t know

  his brother’d been killed until they took off—they took his brother’s wallet, he hadn’t one on him, grabbed some loot from the bedrooms and ran out. That’s all he can

  say, they were young and black. After he called us he called the neighbor woman. She didn’t see a thing, and says most of the people along here are at work all day, there wouldn’t be

  many home.”




  “The lab may pick up something,” said Higgins sadly, looking at the body.




  “By what she told me,” said Zimmerman, “the poor old fellow in the wheelchair’s been crippled all his life—polio or something—and his brother always looked

  after him. Never married, just stayed home and took care of him, after their parents died. Seems to’ve been a quiet hard-working guy—never much money, but they got along. Like he

  says, the louts out after a little loot, why the hell did they have to kill him?”




  But it was, of course, the kind of thing the louts did. Maybe high on something, or just not caring what they did.




  The lab truck would be on the way. Mendoza and Higgins went back to the living room. Daniel Whalen was still sitting in his wheelchair staring at the opposite wall. Mrs. Meeker had come in and

  was talking to him, but he didn’t seem to be listening.




  “We managed,” he said suddenly. “We always managed, whatever happened. I always just prayed it would keep on that way. I can get myself to the bathroom, fix myself snacks, when

  Dave was at work. We knew there might come a time when I couldn’t—we just hoped—I’m fifty-nine and Dave was sixty-one. Only sixty-one. And now—and now—what I

  always dreaded. Just—done—in—half a minute. Dave dead. And I’ll have to go to one of those homes—I’d rather be dead myself. I wish I was.”




  Mrs. Meeker was crying again. Daniel Whalen beat one hand on the arm of the wheelchair, feebly. “I can’t—even—open a can for Merlin,” he said. “The

  counter’s—too high. I’m no use—”




  There was, Mendoza saw, a large wicker basket at one side of the gas-heater in the imitation hearth, lined with pieces of old blanket. In the basket was curled a rather portly black-and-white

  cat with very long whiskers and green eyes slitted just now at the strange men.




  “Oh, Dan, you know I’ll do that—”




  “Dave always had to have a cat. I can’t even take care of a cat, let alone myself. Why they had to kill him—about twelve dollars, and Father’s old railroad watch

  and Masonic ring and Mother’s cameo pin, that’s all—not worth anything really, just sentiment—”




  The cat Merlin decided that there was too much disturbance in the room for comfort, and rose and stretched. He had four white feet and a white tip to his plumed tail. Slowly he walked to the

  front door and waited. Mrs. Meeker hastened to open the door for him and he stalked out.




  The lab truck was pulling up outside. Scarne got out of it with Johnson, and Mendoza and Higgins went to brief them. There was always a chance that the lab work would turn up something; they had

  to try. The louts might have left some latent prints, and they might be in L.A.’s records. The autopsy surgeon might tell them something about the knife. They would get a statement from

  Daniel Whalen; it might be worthwhile to ask him to look at books of mug-shots. The little loot sounded very ordinary, but if it ever turned up in a pawnshop, he could probably identify it.




  Both Mendoza and Higgins were aware that there was a very long chance that the louts would ever be dropped on, a good enough legal case made to charge and try them if they ever were. It was just

  one of those things.




  They stood on the little front porch, lighted cigarettes and looked at the gray veil of rain. “Another wet winter, probably,” said Higgins. And after a moment, “I wonder what

  the other new body was.”




  The call had come in from the squad car at one-twenty, just as Glasser had come back from lunch. He hadn’t seen any of the other men since eight o’clock this

  morning; Landers, Palliser and Grace were out on the Bullock’s heist, the others on something else, but somebody had to mind the store.




  Their policewoman, Wanda Larsen, who was bucking for detective rank, promptly got up and followed him out. “New call?”




  Glasser cocked his head at her trim blonde person. “You so hot for street experience,” he said. “You’ll catch pneumonia. Haven’t you got a coat?”




  “It was such a nice morning—I’ll be all right.” She had a fairly heavy cardigan. Downstairs, they made a dash from the front entrance to Glasser’s Gremlin in the

  lot. “Where are we going on what?” asked Wanda brightly.




  “Don’t know—squad just said a body. It’s Darwin Avenue.”




  That was one of the oldest streets in the oldest part of Los Angeles, a shabby, dirty, narrow street of ramshackle old houses. The houses had never been owned by anyone with much money, and a

  good many of the owners and renters had always been people who spent what money they had on less mundane things than plumbing repairs, broken windows and leaking roofs; most of the houses looked

  ready to fall down, long unpainted and neglected. They sat on meager city lots; and even the city seemed to have forgotten the street, so that the sidewalks were cracked and broken, the blacktop of

  the street spotted with potholes.




  Patrolman Yeager was sitting in the squad in front of one of the houses waiting for them. “I just decided,” he told Glasser, “I don’t like this damn job. I’m going

  to quit the force and start selling insurance or something.” He looked at Wanda a little uneasily. “You going in there?”




  “Certainly,” said Wanda. “What have we got?”




  “A bloody mess,” said Yeager. “You want me to come with you?”




  Glasser didn’t think Yeager had been riding a squad long: a year or two on the force maybe. Even in that time, a cop ought to be used to some of the bloody messes they saw on the job. He

  said mildly, “Well, give us a quick rundown, will you?”




  Yeager’s roundish young face looked pinched. “A Mrs. Rose Engel called in. Says she came home and found her daughter dead. The kid was nine. There are some other kids,

  younger.”




  “That’s it?” said Glasser. “Where was she?”




  “She just said, at a party. She left her boy friend with the kids. He lives with her. I just got his name, Leon Fratelli. Maybe he’s awake now. She’s got the hell of a hangover

  and wasn’t talking very straight.”




  Glasser said to Wanda, “Maybe you’d better stay out here.”




  “Don’t be silly,” said Wanda impatiently. “I’m a cop as much as you are, Henry.”




  The house wasn’t very big: maybe five rooms. It had originally been clapboard, and a number of the boards had been cracked and broken loose. Both front windows were broken. It had been so

  long since the house had been painted, it was impossible to tell what color it had been. There were wide cracks in the cement walk up to the door; there was no front porch. There hadn’t been

  any grass or plants around it for a long time, if ever.




  The front door was open. Glasser shoved it wider with one foot and they went in. Various smells hit them at once. This room, apparently intended for a living room, contained little furniture

  besides an old army cot and a couple of straight chairs. There was a TV in one corner. The floor, rugless, was thick with dust. A baby about a year old, quite naked, was lying beside one of the

  chairs; its lower body was caked in filth obviously many days old. It was a boy, and it was crying feebly in a thin whine.




  There was a man sitting on the cot, head down, a man about thirty, with several days’ growth of beard on a lantern jaw. He was wearing a pair of dirty shorts and nothing else, and he had a

  fat paunch beneath a mat of dark chest hair. Somewhere children were crying. In addition to the dust, the floor was littered with miscellany: scraps of dry bread, candy wrappers, beer cans, and

  unmistakable human excrement.




  Glasser went into the little hall off that room, Wanda after him. At the front of the house was a tiny kitchen. Counter and stove were littered with piles of dirty dishes and pans, and there was

  mold in most of them. The floor was dirtier than that in the first room. There was a table about a foot square by the window, and in a chair beside it a woman sat looking dully at a can of beer in

  one hand. She was a fat, dark young woman in pink pants and a flowered top; both were soiled and spotted. Her back to them, they could see the engrained dirt on her neck.




  Two children, three or four, were tugging at her other arm: children in dirty rags of nondescript clothing. They were both crying.




  “Mrs. Engel?” said Glasser.




  She looked around slowly. Her eyes were bloodshot, her dark-red lipstick smeared. “Who’re you?” she asked thickly. Glasser showed her the badge. “Oh, ’Bout

  Alice.” She gave the nearest child a casual slap. “Shut up, you. Poor li’l Alice. Don’ know what happened.” She waved an arm clumsily. “Inna bedroom.”




  They went down the hall and came to an open door. The room was about ten feet square. It held a single bed and an unpainted three-drawer chest. The bed was a tangle of gray sheets, an old brown

  blanket half on the floor. The body was on the bed: the thin, small body of a little girl—an undernourished-looking little girl, the ribs starkly visible. The doctors would say exactly what

  had been done to her; it was fairly obvious that she’d been beaten and raped. There was dried blood all over her, and on the bedclothes; her face was contorted in one last scream of

  agony.




  Wanda made a strangled sound. Glasser backed out and went on down the hall. Next to the bedroom was a bathroom. The toilet had been cracked and overflowed a long time ago, and the mess never had

  been cleared up; there were two ancient chamber-pots, both ready to spill over, in the dirt-encrusted bathtub.




  Wanda gulped and said faintly, “I’m s-sorry, I’m going to be—”




  “If you’re sick here the lab will be mad at you for tampering with evidence,” said Glasser. “You’d better go get some fresh air.” She fled past the man on the

  cot, and Glasser shook him by one shoulder. “Fratelli! Can you answer some questions?”




  The man just mumbled and shook his head. Glasser came out into the rain and took a deep breath of cold wet air. Wanda was sitting in the back of the squad swallowing determinedly. Glasser got in

  the front and reached for the mike on the radio.




  There wasn’t anything for detectives to do here, for a while. Take the man and woman in to sober up in jail. Take the kids to Juvenile Hall where at least they’d be washed and fed.

  Turn the lab loose, and get the body to the morgue. Later on, one of that pair might answer some pertinent questions.




  “You O.K.?” said Yeager to Wanda. “I said you’d better not go in—”




  “I’m O.K.,” said Wanda faintly.




  “She’s getting street experience,” said Glasser, and flicked on the mike.




  At five o’clock Landers and Grace were talking again to the two security guards from Bullock’s, Dick Lee and Bob Masters, who had spent the afternoon looking at

  mug-shots down in records. They had come up blank.




  “I guess I shouldn’t have said I might make one of them,” said Masters ruefully. He was black; Lee was white. “It was just a second, when those last two took their masks

  off, just as the elevator door was shutting—I couldn’t swear to anything, except they were both white and one had dark hair.”




  “All I could say, about the same,” said Lee. “It was so fast—their timing was so good—they sure as hell knew what they were doing.”




  “It was a damned slick operation all right,” said Landers. He and Grace had been over in the Accounting department of Bullock’s most of the afternoon, looking at the terrain,

  talking to the clerks there. “What sticks out at first glance is that they knew your whole routine.”




  “And we heard something about that this morning,” said Jason Grace in his gentle voice, “but I’d like to run through it again, to get it straight.” His

  regular-featured brown face, with its moustache as neat as Mendoza’s, wore a deceptively lazy expression. “What struck me about it—that’s a big store, with a lot of

  different departments on seven floors. It must take some doing to collect the day’s take from everywhere in such a short time.”




  “Not really, sir,” said Masters. “It’s planning that does it, all right—a set routine. Like we told you, the store closes at six except for Saturdays when

  it’s open till nine. So at around five-fifteen, the different department heads start to close out the cash registers, see? The amount in every register is totaled and entered on a little

  form. Then they add up the total of all the checks and put that down too. The cash goes in one little bag and the checks in another, and then they both go in a bag together, marked for that

  department. By this time it’ll be getting on to a quarter of six, and there aren’t usually many last-minute customers but if so it’s easy enough to add in those sales. As soon as

  the doors close at six—come to think, it is a kind of split-second timed thing—the department heads take their bags to number three freight elevator. There’s one of us on every

  floor right by that elevator—I’m on the seventh floor. Elevator collects the first-floor bags, goes up to the second floor, and so on. After it’s gone up, the guards on the first,

  second, third and fourth floors, they go down to secure all the street entrances, check the rest rooms, be sure all the people are out. The rest of us go up to Accounting with the bags.”




  “That would be about what time usually?” asked Landers.




  “It doesn’t take long,” said Lee. “About twenty past?” He consulted Masters.




  “Twenty past to half past six,” said Masters. “Split the difference. It’s all kind of down pat, see? In Accounting—I mean the hall by the elevator where the door to

  Accounting is—we wheel all the bags in on a big dolly, and there’ll be five or six men to handle ’em. They take it in turns. They take the paper forms out of each bag, and seal

  the bags—that takes maybe another twenty minutes. Tell the truth, I don’t know where those forms go, files somewhere, I suppose, they just take ’em into the Accounting office and

  then they leave and we take the bags down by freight elevator five, that’s the one closest to the alley between the buildings.” Bullock’s store had two separate buildings joined

  by an arcade below, a mezzanine above. “By that time Decker—he’s the ground-floor guard—has brought the van around, we load the bags and drive straight to the bank.

  That’ll be about seven-fifteen, it’s only a couple of blocks. The guards there are always waiting, and in three minutes we’ve handed over to them and the bags are on the way to

  the vault.”




  “These birds had to know that routine,” said Grace, “to catch you all flat-footed the way they did.”




  “You can sure as hell say that again,” said Lee feelingly. “What the men in Accounting say—they come out to the elevator about six-fifteen, to be there when we come

  up—these jokers must have hid some place, probably on the seventh floor, until about ten past six. And something else, they knew how to get up to the eighth floor, which not everybody would.

  That elevator’s not for general use, and it’s way down at the end of a dead-end aisle in Ladies’ Lingerie on the seventh floor. It only goes from seven to nine, where Lost and

  Found is. Anyway, they showed up at the door to Accounting at ten past six on the dot, and of course there was only six guys there, everybody else had left. All four of ’em had guns, and Mr.

  Anderson said it didn’t take three minutes, three of ’em went to work—they had the rope with ’em—and got them all tied up like packages. Just in time to come out to

  the elevator and meet me and Bob peacefully riding up with all that loot. There wasn’t one damned thing we could do. In about another two minutes they had us tied up, and down they go in the

  elevator.”




  “Taking off the masks as they went,” said Landers, “to, hopefully, slide out without any trouble downstairs. As indeed they did.”




  “Yeah,” said Lee. “See, the men on the first floor then aren’t usually very near that alley door. Two men—Decker and Robinson, but usually Robinson’d be on

  his way up to the second floor around then. Decker’d have got the van from the parking lot and brought it around to the alley, left the keys in it. And we told you these bastards had on

  uniforms—not really like ours, but blue—and unless Decker was close enough, he couldn’t see it wasn’t us, if they slid out in pairs.”




  “A very smart little operation indeedy,” said Grace. They had put out an A.P.B. for the van, and it had been spotted an hour ago parked over on Carondelet. It was now in the police

  garage being gone over by the lab men.




  “Not to tell you your business,” said Masters diffidently, “but we kind of wondered—maybe one of them used to work as a guard at the store. Knew the routine from that,

  see?”




  “It is a thought,” said Grace. That, of course, had occurred to them.




  Lee was looking around the big office, at the two detectives, with interest. Only Glasser was there, bent over his typewriter. Lee said to Landers, “Excuse me, but you don’t look old

  enough to be a detective, you know?”




  Of necessity, after long suffering, Landers had learned to bear his cross philosophically. He just had the kind of face that would look about twenty until he was a grandfather, and he had to

  live with it.




  It was nearly the end of shift. They thanked the two guards and saw them out. Grace left, and Landers was just going out the door when the phone on his desk rang. He went back to pick it up and

  found his wife at the other end.




  Phillippa Rosemary, unfortunately christened by parents who never dreamed she would turn into a policewoman, was annoyed. “These damn Narco men,” she said. “I’m going to

  be here—” here was Records and Identification downstairs— “for at least another hour, Tom—they’ve got three citizens looking for a pusher. So will you

  please pick up a pound of hamburger and some frozen french fries on the way home?”




  “Certainly,” said Landers. “Maybe this kind of thing will convince you to start a family and turn into an old-fashioned homemaker.”




  “I’m thinking about it, I’m thinking about it,” said Phil. “What with all the stupid civilians I’ve had to deal with today, and now Lieutenant Goldberg

  telling me all about his allergies—”




  Landers laughed. “We’ll discuss it later at closer quarters. I’ll expect you when I see you.”




  The chief accountant at Bullock’s had come up with a rough estimate of the loot: somewhere around three hundred and fifty grand. Sergeant John Palliser drove home through

  the steady rain thinking about that very smart job. He had never been especially gifted with ESP—Mendoza was the one with the crystal ball—but a dim presentiment moved in his mind, and

  as he pulled into the drive of the house on Hillcrest Road in Hollywood he thought, that ought to be enough to last them for a while, but—




  Roberta had really been working with the big black German shepherd Trina, who hardly jumped on them anymore at all. She brought him a Scotch-and-water, said there were pork chops for dinner and

  she’d just got the baby to sleep. “Have you been on that Bullock’s thing?—it was on the noon news. That bunch really thinks big—are there any leads on it?”




  “Not so far. And I do just wonder—” said Palliser.




  Hackett went home, having failed to find any beautiful blonde heisters in their records, to an annoyed Angel and two noisy children. “Seven people came to see the

  house,” said Angel, “and I have had it, Art. Let’s for heaven’s sake go to those Gold Carpet people—they’ll buy the house outright, and we can move.” She

  sounded cross and tired. They had put a down payment on the new house she had found, high up in Altadena, a nice house on a dead-end street; but here they still were in Highland Park, with the

  local crime rate soaring and two house payments to make for the second month. “I know they only offered seventy thousand, but we might not get much more anyway.”




  “You’re probably so right,” said Hackett. “We’d better. George and Mary were lucky.” In the background, Mark was being an airplane and Sheila imitating him.

  “The happy home.”




  Angel hugged him. “I mean, when we know we’re moving, I want to get on with it. I’ll call them in the morning.”




  The Higginses had been lucky because the house on Silver Lake Boulevard—the house which Sergeant Bert Dwyer and Mary had bought sixteen years ago when they were expecting

  their first baby—had been in a location where the soulless new condominiums were going up. The years had passed too quickly, since it had been a quiet family home on a not-too-busy street;

  and Bert Dwyer had died on the marble floor of the bank with the heister’s slugs in him, and that confirmed bachelor George Higgins had finally persuaded Mary to marry him. These days they

  had their own Margaret Emily who had turned two in September. Steve Dwyer was past fifteen and Laura thirteen, and—a good thing—they both adored George Higgins. But the years went by

  too fast.




  He knew it had been a wrench for Mary, leaving the old house. The realty firm had bought it, and it would be torn down to make room for another tall condominium. But the new house was occupying

  her attention; a nice four-bedroom house on a quiet street in Eagle Rock, it needed a good deal of paint and tender loving care. Fortunately, Steve and Laura liked the new school.




  When Higgins got home that Friday night Mary informed him that she’d given the kitchen the second coat of paint. “I wanted to get it done, George. But it did take longer than

  I’d thought, I’m afraid dinner isn’t—”




  Higgins surveyed her fondly, his lovely Mary, and said, “I see you did. You’ve got paint all over your face.”




  “I only finished ten minutes ago—Laura did offer to help but she had her music lesson to study, and Steve just got home—”




  “Go wash the paint off,” said Higgins, “and I’ll take us all out to dinner.”




  He wasn’t thinking about the Whalens, or the other body he’d looked at that day; that was just the job, and after the years he’d spent at the job, he’d learned to leave

  the current work at the office. See what showed tomorrow.




  Mendoza, not thinking much about the Whalens, or Hackett’s female heister, or the Bullock’s job, drove home through the rain, which seemed to be coming down harder.

  The house on Rayo Grande Avenue in Hollywood wasn’t going to be home much longer. Alison’s estate—the old estancia and winery in the hills above Burbank—was ready

  to be moved into. The new apartment, constructed for their newest retainers Ken and Kate Kearney in part of the old winery building, was finished; the fence around the four and a half acres was up,

  and the special wrought-iron gate bearing the name of the house, La Casa de la Gente Feliz, the house of happy people. These last few days, Alison had been in a frenzy of sorting out

  possessions and consulting with movers; they would be in the new house by Christmas.




  But he came home to a tranquil atmosphere tonight. The twins Johnny and Teresa, just turned five in August, greeted him exuberantly but settled down again to coloring books. Alison had been

  curled in her armchair with the latest House Beautiful, while the new one rolled on a blanket on the floor. The new one, Luisa Mary, was fulfilling the prophecy of that nurse in the

  obstetric ward: she was a live wire all right, and her hair—coming in more vigorously by the day—as red as Alison’s.




  “I have no doot,” said Mairí MacTaggart in the door to the dining room, “she’ll turn out left-handed, the way she has of going backward at things. You stay where

  you are, it’s only the steak to broil—give the man time for a drink.”




  Certainly, when Mendoza was settled in his armchair with the drink (having necessarily provided El Señor, the alcoholic half-Siamese, with his own half-ounce of rye) Luisa Mary was

  energetically making swimming motions backward and complaining vociferously that she was no nearer her objective—the complicated tangle of the other three cats—Sheba, Bast and

  Nefertite—curled on the big, round, velvet ottoman.




  “We’re going to be in before Christmas if possible,” Alison was exulting. “It’s going to be hell, sorting everything out, but Mairí says better to do it at

  this end—Lord, we’ve been here five years, not all that long, but the things you accumulate—”




  Cedric the Old English sheepdog galloped into the room with Mairí in hot pursuit. “The creature!” she said crossly. “In the wading pool all summer and footprints all

  over, and now bringing in the mud—”
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