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  Chapter One




  The bathroom door was pushed open and the doorbell rang at the same moment. “Nell!” shouted Jesse.




  “Just a minute, darling, the door.” Nell’s voice floated back down the hall.




  Jesse regarded the intruder bitterly, heaving himself upright in the tub and reaching for his towel. “And they say cats are curious,” he muttered to himself. Must definitely fix that

  latch somehow, though it might not do much good—the firmest-fitting latch might prove a weak reed with something over a hundred and fifty pounds leaning on it.




  The intruder sat down on the floor, entirely occupying the space between the bathtub and the opposite wall, and watched interestedly as Jesse toweled himself. “No modesty, no sense of

  shame,” said Jesse.




  Nell came down the hall and looked in. “Oh, dear,” she said.




  “Which you may well say. Not that I’m so damn modest,” said Jesse, “but once in a while we do have guests, and they use the bathroom. Very disconcerting to have the door

  shoved open and an interested observer stroll in. As happened, you recall, with that Manders woman and my sister Fran, not to speak of old Mrs. Forsythe. Reason she took her business

  elsewhere—nice staid, solid firm like Peabody and Sparkle, instead of an erratic fly-by-night like me. And,” he added, gesturing with the towel, “it’s all your

  fault.”




  “Yes, I know,” said Nell. “Fran didn’t mind, she thought it was funny. There’s a woman to see you. Darling, come out—”




  “Like this?” said Jesse. “What d’you mean, a woman to see me? Tell her to come to the office in the morning. I don’t see clients at home. Especially in a state of

  nature.”




  “I didn’t mean you,” said Nell. “At least, not right away—you had better put some clothes on, or she’ll think you’re starving to death so you

  can’t be a very good lawyer. It’s maddening, I feed you well enough, but you stay so bony. Come out now, darling, let Jesse out of the tub to get some clothes on.” She

  tugged the intruder by his collar, and got him up to his feet.




  “The office,” said Jesse. “I’m hungry, and I want to relax after the day I’ve had. Never saw old Botts so difficult. Maybe he’s got ulcers.”




  “Well,” said Nell, “I wish you would see her—if just to tell her to come to the office. She needs somebody, that I can see, poor soul, and it’s a casserole and

  various other things that’ll keep hot and still be all right. Now come out, Athelstane. Give Jesse some room.”




  “Athelstane,” said Jesse. The intruder, excited and pleased to hear his name spoken, rose up and attempted to wash Nell’s face; she dodged him expertly, still tugging.

  “I am not so very damn Anglophile that you’d notice, and why to God I have to be stuck with— You ask me, he’s what the head doctors call a voyeur. Pushing into the

  bathroom when the door’s shut—”




  “He doesn’t like closed doors,” said Nell. “He’s gregarious.”




  “Now that you can say again. The typical extrovert. And if there’s anything more obnoxious— Why the hell should I see this woman here and now?”




  “Jesse, she’s desperate. You can tell—not that she’s trying to cover it up. You know. Please do. Just to see what she wants, what’s wrong.”




  “Oh, hell,” said Jesse. “Between you and Athelstane and the climate—”




  “Among,” said Nell. “Among, for more than two objects of comparison.”




  “It is written in the aphorisms of Jeshu ben Shirah in the Torah,” said Jesse, “An evil wife is a yoke shaken to and fro. Since when does a virtuous woman criticize

  her husband? What kind of desperate? Is she a beautiful statuesque blonde with a jealous husband she wants to divorce?”




  “Would I be urging you to see her if she was?”




  “Were.”




  “Was,” said Nell. “No, she’s not. I just felt awfully sorry for her, the little she said. I shouldn’t think it’s anything like that at all. It won’t

  take ten minutes to say you’ll take her on, or shunt her off to somebody else. And maybe you’d better take Athelstane into the bedroom with you, he might scare her.”




  Jesse draped his dressing gown around him and said, “For the first and only time. I did think once, well, when we acquire a proper house and settle down to raising a family, at least

  he’ll be a hell of a watch dog. You say he’s gregarious— I say he’s undiscriminating. He just likes everybody. Any amateur burglar he’d welcome with open paws. All

  right, all right. Ten minutes.”




  Shut into the bedroom, he began to dress, muttering to himself. Whoever the woman was, she could take him as she found him; he wasn’t going to put on a clean shirt at this time of day for

  anybody, when he wasn’t going out anywhere. In such weather. Very little rhyme or reason to Southern California seasons at the best of times, but it looked like being a bad summer when the

  first hundred-degree temperatures arrived in June.




  Athelstane, belatedly aware of a stranger in the apartment, was now leaning against the bedroom door, which fortunately opened inward. He turned an anxious expression on Jesse.




  And no wonder at all that Mrs. Forsythe, though a personal acquaintance, had taken her damage suit elsewhere; even without the bathroom incident—




  He remembered another of old Jeshu’s aphorisms about women. Watch over an impudent eye: and marvel not if she trespass against thee. Only too true.




  




  The trouble was, bridegrooms were apt to be too indulgent. Eight months ago, he could still have been called a bridegroom, a month married; and also he’d had half his mind on that Cotter

  case when Nell called to report on the latest apartments she’d been looking at. No, none of them would do; there was no sense moving out of Jesse’s bachelor flat until they found

  something really nice—but there was this puppy. The people who’d had this apartment she’d gone to see, it seemed, a nice young couple (so the manager said)—planning to buy

  a house and looking around—they’d been killed together in a freeway accident, and no relatives or anyone. His company had taken care of the funeral and so on, but they’d had this

  puppy. Nobody wanted him or knew what to do with him, and the manager had been feeding him—he said it seemed a shame to send him to the pound when he’d heard the young fellow say

  they’d paid over a hundred bucks for him—but his wife didn’t like dogs much and—




  “Whose wife?”




  “The manager’s, dearest,” said Nell. “He’s a lovely puppy, and the man says he’ll be glad to let anyone have him who’d give him a good home.”




  “What brand is he?”




  “I think he must be a boxer,” Nell had said rather doubtfully. “Only his ears and tail haven’t been cropped, and he’s a little different color than any boxer

  I’ve seen. The manager doesn’t know either. Yes, I know it’s really too big a dog for an apartment, but he’s sweet, Jesse— I couldn’t bear for him to go

  to the pound, and the man says he’ll have to get rid of him somehow. . . . Oh, yes, he’s advertised, tried to sell him, but no luck. . . . Well, he looks more like a boxer than anything

  else. His name’s Athelstane, and he’s ten months old, that’s all the manager knows—not really a puppy, and all housebroken and so on— Jesse, would you mind if

  I took him?”




  And with his mind on the Cotter statement, and reflecting that Nell would be the one to take this oddly-come-by orphan out for exercise, Jesse had indulgently given permission. And come home

  that night to be confronted with something incontestably canine but very dubiously a boxer. Or if he was, a much outsized one.




  “I know he’s too big,” said Nell anxiously, “but isn’t he beautiful? He’s got a marvelous disposition.”




  “I see he has,” said Jesse, as Athelstane attempted to climb into his lap. “He doesn’t look much like a boxer to me. His nose is too long, and he’s got

  dewlaps.”




  “Maybe he’s not a very good one, and they were cheated on him,” said Nell.




  At that date, last November, Athelstane had stood a bit over two feet high at the shoulders and tipped the scales at some ninety pounds; they had consoled each other that at ten months he must

  have practically all his growth. But as time passed and he continued to grow, and to look less and less like any common garden variety of canine, they had begun to wonder. And then there came the

  day they found out—the knowledgeable woman Nell met in the park, who admired her nice young mastiff.




  “I went and got a book at the library, and it’s so. It might be him, in the picture. What’s called a dark fawn-brindle English mastiff. Not a bull mastiff,

  they’re smaller. And it says—”




  “I can see what it says,” Jesse said dismally, looking at the book. “Full growth attained at approximately two and a half years. Minimum standard thirty inches at the shoulder,

  a hundred and forty pounds. Good God. And he’s only a year old now and eats three pounds of meat a day. I don’t know how you get into these things. In a three-room apartment, and we had

  a hell of a hunt for it after you saddled us with this monster, too.”




  “But we couldn’t let him go to the pound. The woman said they’re quite rare and valuable. And we won’t always be in an apartment.”




  “Go on, tell me we’re lucky to get such a specimen free. He’s so valuable, we sell him and get back some of his upkeep.”




  “Darling, he doesn’t mean it,” said Nell to Athelstane. And perfectly aware of this, Athelstane had leaned over the arm of the chair and applied a long pink tongue to

  Jesse’s ear.




  Athelstane had not yet been banished to the pound or elsewhere. At this moment, leaning on the bedroom door watching Jesse dress, Athelestane stood nearly three feet high and weighed slightly

  more than Jesse. He had sad black jowls, long black ears, a long snaky black-tipped tail, melancholy brown eyes and a large wet black nose. And a congenital dislike, as Nell pointed out, of closed

  doors. He made an impatient whuffling noise and Jesse said, “All right, let me get my pants on, can’t you?”




  Women. Wives. Why she couldn’t have told this female politely to come to his office in the morning—




  It was still up in the nineties, and he’d been looking forward to a leisurely drink before dinner, and dinner, and a restful evening thinking about the Blackwell suit while the phonograph

  soothed him via Bach.




  “Hell,” he said, and opened the bedroom door.




  




  “Mrs. Nielsen,” said Nell sotto voce.




  Yes, trouble, thought Jesse. Bad trouble, some kind. A plain middle-aged woman, dowdy, shabbily dressed, what the statistics would call lower middle class. And very frightened. He had seen a lot

  of frightened people; some took it one way, some the other. Nell’s word for this one was right: desperate. She looked at him out of pale china-blue eyes through thick rimless lenses that

  magnified her slow tears, and said on a little gasp, “I’m awful sorry to break in on you like this at your home, Mr. Falkenstein, but I just had to. The policeman said, a

  lawyer—”




  “That’s all right. Don’t be afraid of the dog, he’s very friendly. Suppose you tell me what it’s all about.” Jesse sat down opposite her.




  “I got you outta the phone book.” She had a handkerchief wadded in one hand, dabbed continually at her cheeks. “I never had call to know a lawyer. And I went to the address it

  said, but the lady there, she was just leaving, she said you’d be going right home when you got outta court, and when I said how important it was, she told me— I hadda come on the bus,

  it took awhile—”




  Yes, muddle-headed, sympathetic spinster Miss Williams. Never mind. “A policeman,” murmured Jesse. “Something criminal? What’s the charge?”




  “Oh, sir, he never done it, he never done such a thing! It’s cruel, come and arrest him—my Harry!—say he done that! He never, I know, he couldn’t’ve! I

  don’t rightly understand what makes them think he did, but it’s not so. A lawyer could show them it’s not so, that’s what you—” The handkerchief came up

  again.




  “Your husband, your son?” asked Jesse patiently. “What’s the charge?”




  “He never. My son Harry, sir. My husband’s dead these ten years. It’s so, I can’t rightly say it isn’t, Harry’s not—not just like everybody

  else. They didn’t let him go to regular school after the first couple years; he went to a special school for the ones like him—it cost a little bit, whatever you could pay, you know,

  but they said he ought to. And he liked it, he always got along good, he’s always been a good boy, everybody likes Harry. They taught him more’n you’d think he could take

  in—he makes change good, if you give him time—and I raised him to be honest and polite too, acourse. He’s just slow, they said—backward, you know. But everybody

  likes Harry, he’s always nice and friendly with everybody—way he was raised. Lots o’ people stop by his stand regular for their cigarettes and papers and magazines. He’s got

  the little newsstand in the lobby of the Ames Building, he’s smart enough to do that—if he isn’t just as bright as everybody—”




  “Mmh,” said Jesse, absently fondling Athelstane’s ears. “The charge?”




  A little gasp. “Oh, Mr. Falkenstein, it’s murder! This girl that got murdered—and I guess, you know—she worked in the building, right there, and—

  But he never! It’s a wicked lie, say it was Harry! Cruel—he couldn’t even rightly understand why they was taking him away, he was scared. Harry gets scared awful easy—and

  what they’re doing to him at that jail, I just can’t bear to— Oh, please, sir, you go and find out what they think they’ve got against him, and show it isn’t so!

  Harry’d never in this world do such a thing.”




  Jesse glanced at Nell, quiet a little apart from Mrs. Nielsen, and back to Athelstane. Athelstane’s perennially sorrowful countenance mirrored his own feelings. Harry, he thought: one like

  that. He supposed that “and I guess, you know,” meant rape. A nasty case: considering the quality of the L.A.P.D. as a professional force, probably a straightforward case. He opened his

  mouth to tell Mrs. Nielsen about the Public Defenders’ office, and shut it again. Not that he expected Mrs. Nielsen would be good for a nice fat fee, but that office was always pretty busy:

  not even the newest of those eager young lawyers could be spared to run over to the County Jail just to hold the hand of a backward boy.




  “I don’t know what lawyers cost,” she said nervously, “but I got enough money to pay you, Mr. Falkenstein. I—I own a little rental property. We always saved as we

  could and Sam was kinda lucky on a couple of deals. And Harry’s little stand—well, it don’t bring in much, but something—and it’s something for him to do, not much a

  boy like Harry can do, and it’s not good for anybody, sit around all the time. But— Oh, please, sir, if you’d just go and find out—show them it can’t be

  so—”




  “You don’t want to worry about the police, you know,” said Jesse. “Not monsters. Quite humane and reasonable these days. He’s not being mistreated.” She just

  went on looking at him, dumb and frightened and pleading. “Look,” he said, “suppose I go down after dinner and see what’s going on, and let you know. That O.K.? And then

  we’ll see where he stands. If you’ll give me your phone number—”




  “Oh, thank you, sir, if you just would—but I haven’t got a phone.”




  “Your address then,” said Jesse with a mental sigh. He needn’t take the thing on. Tell her where she stood, shunt her off to the Public Defenders’ office.




  “Oh, I do thank you, sir— I don’t know if you want any money now—” She made a gesture at opening her shabby plastic bag.




  “No, I don’t know that it’ll be a case for me. Maybe they’ve just taken him in for questioning, you know.” In all probability, the sensible course would be to plead

  him guilty, get it over. One like that wouldn’t get the gas chamber; they’d tuck him away safe, that was all.




  “Oh, d’you think that’s so, Mr. Falkenstein? Oh, if only it was—”




  He got the woman out at last, still stammering incoherent gratitude and defense of her poor Harry. Nell vanished into the kitchen, unprecedentedly silent, to put dinner on the table. Jesse made

  himself a drink and set a stack of Bach fugues on the phonograph as background, but the expected sensation of relaxation did not follow.




  “Damn,” he said to his drink. Why had he said he’d do even that much? A cut-and-dried thing, probably. Time wasted on a very uninteresting case. And that poor damned woman, he

  couldn’t morally put in much of a bill.




  When Nell called him to dinner he asked her plaintively why he’d done it. Nell looked at him sidelong with her nice dark-fringed gray eyes and said, “You shouldn’t have got her

  hopes up like that, saying maybe they’d let him go.”




  “I know, damn it. Had to say something. It looks cut and dried, from the little she said. The police don’t make an arrest without some good solid evidence. And one like that—

  What she wants is the Public Defender, a nice quiet plea of guilty-as-charged, and stash the fellow away in Atascadero, where he can’t do it again.”




  “Well,” said Nell, pouring coffee, “there was a time I might have ended up with the Public Defender, if you’d acted all so disinterested as that then.”




  “Don’t remind me. I aged ten years. Not exactly the same sort of thing.”




  “It won’t hurt you to go and see. Even the police make mistakes—they’re only human.”




  “I’m going,” said Jesse. “I said I would. But I don’t think it’s anything for me. . . . And you know better than to beg at the table,” he added to

  Athelstane, who was watching every mouthful he took. Athelstane sighed. “What impressed you about her enough to make me see her?”




  “It doesn’t mean anything,” said Nell. “It’s just irrational, I know. She reminded me of Mrs. Giddings. You know my father was the complete atheist, but

  Mother’d been raised very strict Methodist, and she sent me to Sunday school for a while. Until Dad got violent about filling innocent minds with nonsense and snatched me out. And

  Mrs. Giddings taught the Sunday school class. So all right, say any religion has got corrupted by senseless ritual and greed for power and all the rest of it—but ordinary people, a lot of

  them, they take it so—so serious and earnest. You know. Good people, who really believe what they’ve been told is so, and try to live that way.”




  “Oh, granted.”




  “Like your Uncle Malachi. All very innocent and solemn.”




  “The disappointed rabbi. Yes. Very tiresome old fellow, always quoting at you out of Holy Writ. Sure, a lot of nonsense in it—and some common sense, of course. Of course our branch

  of the family are the renegades. But what’s it got to do with Mrs. Nielsen?”




  “She’s like that, don’t you think? If her Harry was guilty, she’d try to take all the blame, she’d make excuses and feel awful about it—but she wouldn’t

  deny it, Jesse. Not when she knew. She couldn’t be that dishonest.”




  “Um. Mother love. And what I gather, she doesn’t know much about it. Not yet.”




  “Yes, I know, but— She ought to know him, what he’s capable of—or not. After all.”




  “Woolgathering. Sentimentality. So do the cops.” Jesse looked at her severely. “Are you climbing up on a bandwagon over this? Just on the word of that poor devil of a female

  who says, My Harry never done it?”




  “Not really,” said Nell. “I just want you to go and see, Jesse. Just in case . . . I like your Uncle Malachi. Even if he is always quoting sententious maxims at you. I got a

  copy of the Talmud at the library so as to come back at him with some.”




  “I know you did. Showing off.”




  “And one of them I can come back at you with,” said Nell, “is Answer not before thou hast heard the cause.”




  “Don’t know that it’s very à propos,” said Jesse. “I kind of think I have. Short and not sweet. But I’ll go and see. You and your Mrs.

  Giddings.”




  Nell smiled at him. “I’m going to wash my hair tonight anyway.” Which was a little project, since she’d never cut it—her nice dark-brown hair, just a bit of a wave

  in it, halfway down her back when she loosed it from its thick chignon. “It won’t take you long. And I’ll do the dishes by myself, I don’t approve of men helping with

  housework all the time, as I keep telling you—so you just run along and see Harry.”




  “Well,” said Jesse, finishing his coffee and groping for a cigarette, “to please you. You know something? In spite of all your faults—saddling us with this Loch Ness

  monster to feed, and monopolizing the bathroom, and so on—on the whole I’m not sorry I married you. Virtuous woman brimful of charity. They say charity to the poor balances out our

  sins. About all the return I could expect from Mrs. Nielsen, because when she says she’s got money I suspect it’s represented by a couple of run-down shacks rented at thirty a

  month.”




  And presently he kissed her, told Athelstane he couldn’t come this time, and started for the County Jail.




  





  Chapter Two




  He was denied immediate access to Harry; the sergeant was questioning him. Jesse had no burning desire to see Harry, but asked if the sergeant could spare him a few minutes. In

  due time Sergeant Clock of Homicide emerged from the inner cells, and Jesse presented himself.




  “Can’t say I’d want the case, you know, even if the woman could afford a private fee. Shove her gently on to the Public Defender. But I did say I’d find out the general

  case and tell her where he stands. Be obliged for a brief rundown. Have you charged him?”




  Sergeant Andrew Clock looked rather more like the Hollywood version of a gangster than any standby screen tough, a big burly man with a craggy face mostly prognathous jaw and brow. Surprisingly,

  his voice was very soft and bore traces of a Boston accent. “He’s been charged, yes. Mind if we step outside?—never have liked this damn place. It gives me claustrophobia. Ought

  to be a little cooler outside.”




  It wasn’t, much. They stood on the top step of the broad flight leading up to the entrance and lit cigarettes. This was the oldest piece of North Broadway along here, though the jail was a

  fairly new building; the street was narrower and twistier here than farther down. And nothing much around here but the big parking lot, warehouses, the great dismal cavern of the freight yards: it

  was dark and oddly silent for a place within a mile of the center of L.A. Jesse remembered suddenly that before it had been North Broadway it had been the Avenida Doloroso, the road of sorrows

  leading to the old Spanish cemetery. Very appropriate.




  “You don’t,” he said, “lock them in all official unless you’ve got some evidence to satisfy the bench. Not on this force you don’t, under this chief. That I

  know.”




  “Or most other city forces these days,” said Clock. “The mother think he’s being railroaded?”




  “Don’t think it occurred to her. Just shocked and incredulous. Couldn’t be my Harry, he’d never do such a thing.”




  Clock let out a long stream of smoke on a sigh. “It’s standard reaction. People—sometimes you get it with perfectly sane, competent adults—the family’s always the

  last to suspect. But you always get it with this kind, the nuts. Whatever kind of nuts they are—just missing some marbles like this one, or the ones bright enough but turned wrong some way.

  Because they’re the lame ducks, and it’s a damn funny thing, you know, for every lame duck there’s somebody to mother him and take care of him and make excuses for him. And it

  always comes as a big surprise to them that their poor darling could run amok. . . . This one wasn’t very hard to crack. He showed up almost right away.”




  “It was a girl who worked in the building where he has this little newsstand, Mrs. Nielsen said.”




  “Lilian Blake. Miss,” said Clock, emitting another long stream of smoke. “Ordinary sort of girl—not even very pretty, not very anything. A little bit of a

  thing—just five feet, a hundred pounds. Blonde. Twenty-seven. Never been married. No steady boy friend. She was a dental assistant—worked for a Dr. Friedlander in this Ames Building.

  You didn’t notice the newspaper stories today?” He sighed. “Well, just a run-of-the-mill, sordid little killing, no malice aforethought. She checked in at nine every morning.

  Harry usually opens his stand about the same time. Yesterday morning she didn’t reach Friedlander’s office, and eventually he got worried about her—and a little annoyed. Called

  her apartment to see if she was sick, got no answer. Then, about ten-thirty, the city refuse truck came along and the men on it found her, in the alley behind the building.”




  “Mmh?” said Jesse encouragingly.




  Clock sighed again. “Friedlander’s office is on the ground floor, at the back of the building—one twelve. There’s a back door giving on the alley, just a couple of feet

  from his office door. She was about six feet down from the door, in the alley, behind a couple of big trash barrels. Actual cause of death was strangulation, but she was marked up—she’d

  put up a fight. She’d been dead about an hour. It looked as if she’d come into the building, started down the hall to Friedlander’s office and been caught there. Not too

  surprising nobody saw her—that rear cross hall just leads to two back offices, Friedlander’s and an eye doctor’s who’s never there on Wednesdays. Anyway, she was caught

  there, and attacked—dragged out into the alley.”




  “And raped?”




  “Well, no,” said Clock. “It looked as if that’s what he intended, all right. Her dress was torn, and her underwear—she was sprawled out on her back—but the

  odds are he got scared off, or just plain scared, and ran. Or got confused. One like Harry—” he shrugged.




  “What put you on to him?”




  “I said it was an easy one, Mr. Falkenstein. Half a dozen people told us that Harry’d admired the girl, always said hello to her when she came by, offered her free candy bars and

  cigarettes—like that. Like a kid making up to a grownup he liked, they said. Giving what he had to offer, you know. Hell, that kind—well, he’s twenty-four, you can read it

  he’s just started to discover sex, maybe? I wouldn’t know—let the doctors thrash it out. It’s obvious he’s not competent, I’d say an I.Q. of about seventy-five.

  Anyway, he’d singled the girl out for attention, in a way. Both the elevator operators said that, and other people. Her roommate mentioned it—she shared an apartment with another girl,

  up on Bronson Avenue. A Ruth Myers. She said—and we got some corroboration on that too—that Lilian was afraid of him. You know how a lot of people feel about the Harrys—a kind of

  combination of disgust and fear. She’d evidently let him see how she felt, too. Never took anything he wanted to give her, always hurried past his stand not looking at him.”




  “Oh,” said Jesse. “And?”




  “And,” said Clock, “so eventually we took a look at Harry. And Harry’s stand. After we’d poked around other places—the roommate, and Lilian’s latest

  date, and so on—and come up with nothing. No reason for anybody to want her out of the way. She evidently got on O.K. with Ruth Myers, and the couple of fellows she’d been out with

  recently are just ordinary fellows, not much interested in her. Her only relative was a married sister. She hadn’t much money, but she wasn’t in debt or in any kind of trouble. She was

  efficient at her job, Friedlander liked her. Just that—he’s got a wife a hell of a lot better looking than Lilian was. The only little thing we got at all was this stuff about Harry. So

  we looked, and this afternoon we found the evidence we wanted. Her dress had been torn, as I say, and a gold pendant necklace she’d had on was broken. We found part of the

  necklace—about three inches of it, very fine chain—on the floor behind Harry’s counter. We found a bigger piece of the lace trimming off her slip there, too. Better yet, we found

  his fingerprints on her handbag. It was a cheap plastic bag—shiny finish, you know?—and there was his thumbprint on one side and four fingers on the other, clear as day, where

  he’d grabbed it and tossed it away when he got hold of her. That, of course, we got after the first evidence, when we got his prints to compare.”




  “Very cut and dried,” said Jesse sadly. “I see. As you say, never can predict, with one like Harry. Hypothesis being that in the first fine careless boyish rapture of love he

  went after her, she fought back and he got mad. What does he say?”




  “Oh, for the love of God!” said Clock disgustedly. “You ever try to get any sense out of one like that? He can’t remember a question thirty seconds. I ask you! I said

  he’s not competent. Any judge’ll see that, and sign the commitment order ten minutes after the case is called. All I’ve got out of him in six hours isn’t worth a damn. He

  says yesterday morning—he thinks it was yesterday morning—he had an awful bad headache, like he does sometimes. He didn’t come to open the stand at the regular time, he stayed

  home in bed. Like Mama could say. I needn’t add, Mama does say. But she works at a Woolworth’s out on Figueroa. She left the house at eight o’clock and can’t swear to

  anything after that. So what?” Clock shrugged. “He usually opens the stand between nine and nine-thirty. He can tell time—he’s real proud of that, Harry is. He says he

  didn’t get there until about ten-thirty, he guesses, yesterday. Well, most of the people coming into the building to work get there around nine, and all those we’ve contacted say, no,

  Harry’s stand wasn’t open—also say, it isn’t always at that hour. They weren’t surprised at that. And what does it say? Lilian Blake died between nine and nine-thirty.

  So Harry was busy with Lilian, and then maybe cleaning up a little in the rest room before he opened. Or just wandering around in a daze after his big moment. I mean, he isn’t so damned dumb

  that he wouldn’t notice a few blood spots on his shirt, or something like that. Not,” said Clock, “ that we found any. But it was the day before—he could have got rid of the

  shirt.”




  “That smart?” asked Jesse.




  “Hell,” said Clock again, “I don’t know. It’s a kind of no man’s land, with the Harrys. They surprise you sometimes. And then again— I’m

  just a fair-to-middling cop, Mr. Falkenstein. I go by evidence. Evidence we’ve got. And also, you know, the whole setup looks like Harry—it could hardly be anybody but one like that,

  you look at it. People coming into the building at that hour—nobody but a Harry would have attacked her in that public hall, even if it is out of sight of the main lobby. And while she was a

  little thing, as I say she put up a fight, but she didn’t get a chance to scream—whoever it was was big and strong, like Harry. Didn’t get a chance to mark him up where it showed,

  except for one little scratch on his arm. He says that was a cat, of course. Well—” Clock fell silent. He dropped his cigarette and stepped on it. He said, “They talk about the

  sanctity of human life. Me, I’m a realist. I don’t figure the ones like Harry have much sanctity about them. If you ask me, it’s a waste of time and energy—and when they

  pull something like this, a waste of public taxes—taking such good, loving care of ’em. Not doing any good to anybody—and always so apt to do harm. More harm. These

  sentimentalists, trying to abolish the death penalty—and the damn-fool legal quibbling, if you’ll excuse me, about sane or insane. Splitting hairs . . . She was just an ordinary girl,

  sure,” said Clock rather savagely. “Not even a very pretty girl. An ordinary nice girl, working at an ordinary job. Saving dimes in a piggy bank to buy an imitation-mink stole

  she’d seen in a catalogue. Paying her half of eighty bucks a month for a three-room apartment on Bronson Avenue. Writing letters to her married sister in Illinois. Going to the nearest

  Presbyterian church most Sundays. Coming home after work to mend her underwear or write letters or read a paperback love story—after fixing the scrambled eggs or the lamb chop—most

  nights. Once in a while going out to a movie, down to the beach, with a date. Not a very interesting girl, Mr. Falkenstein. But a hell of a lot more valuable human being than Harry. Can’t we

  say?”




  “You’re a philosopher, sergeant,” said Jesse. “Thanks very much for the breakdown. I don’t know that I want to take on Harry. Just on the surface, seems it’d

  take a smarter lawyer than me to get him off—which doesn’t look like a very bright notion anyway. No. Not much sense trying to dream up a defense.”




  “It was,” said Sergeant Clock softly, “quite a messy little kill. Which was another thing pointing to Harry—more violence used than was necessary, if that’s the

  word. . . . Just an ordinary girl, but she had rights, after all. The right to go on living.” He was looking across the strip of lawn in front of the jail, to the floodlights and the big

  black-and-white sign, LOITERING OR SPEAKING TO PRISONERS FORBIDDEN.




  “So she had,” said Jesse. “Thanks very much, sergeant.”




  




  But being there, he went in to see Harry. And got a little surprise. Harry didn’t, at first glance, look like what he was. He was a very big young man, fresh complexion like a

  baby’s, oxlike brown eyes, a slow shy smile. No, not all there; you talked to him two minutes, that emerged. But it went back to feelings, and the feeling Jesse got from Harry was, first,

  bewildered innocence, and second, a complete lack of aggression.




  He sat there on the iron cot in his cell, neater and cleaner than you might expect, in pressed brown slacks and a brown-printed sports shirt, and he was polite, calling Jesse sir.

  “I don’t know why you all think I done something bad,” he said. “I do things wrong sometimes, sir, like when I ain’t sure, but I never mean to. Like I got to look real

  careful not to mix up the quarters with the half dollars. But I never mean do things wrong, I’m extra careful.”




  Not much sense trying to question him. That job would be turning Sergeant Clock gray; and what would there be to get, anyway? Obviously the bench would say unfit to plead, whether or not Harry

  was represented by somebody from the Public Defenders’ office.
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