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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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      Ah, Fortune, what god is more cruel to us than thee! How thou delightest ever to make sport of human life!




      Horace, Satires




      Penetrating so many secrets, we cease to believe in the unknowable. But there it sits nevertheless, calmly licking its chops.




      H. L. Mencken, Minority Report
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  Chapter One




  It was raining again. This was going to be a wet winter in southern California. Since the official beginning of the rainy season two months ago in September they had had four

  heavy storms. In the big, square, communal detective office on the second floor of Glendale Police headquarters, the tall windows streamed grayly, and all the strip fluorescent lighting was on.




  At his desk next to Delia’s, Varallo was reading a report. Leo Boswell was typing one a couple of desks away, cussing now and then at the typewriter. Everybody else was out somewhere.

  Delia was listening to Mrs. Grace Phillips.




  “I tell you, Miss—what did you say— Riordan, that poor girl never had a chance. See, she opened up to me, I heard the whole story. She never had a damned chance. Raised on a

  farm some place in Kansas, for God’s sake, and never seen a town bigger than the wide place in the road she went to school—runs away to Hollywood on the bus with the idea she’d

  get the swell modeling job next day, people always said she was pretty enough to be a movie star—my God!” Grace Phillips was a hard-faced blonde by request somewhere in her fifties; she

  looked as if life had used her hard, but she had her head screwed on the right way and had kept a sense of humor and a warm heart. “Haven’t we all heard the story before!”




  “Yes,” said Delia. “Did she tell you anything about Jerry Rubio?”




  “Oh, you know his name. Maybe I’m not telling you nothing you don’t know? Well, the cops are smart these days.” Grace Phillips stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray on

  Delia’s desk. Her expression was brooding. “These poor damned silly kids. Yeah, she told me the whole story, she needed a shoulder to cry on— I told you she’d just got hired

  at the place I work, Chris’s Night Owl Cafe on San Fernando, and middle of the evening it’s usually slow, there was just me and her. Look, she wasn’t a bad kid, Miss

  Riordan— Rosalie—she was just silly, and young, and she got took.”




  “Like a lot of others,” said Delia.




  “Yeah. Yeah. She just didn’t know which way to turn—she lands here last year, and with the money running out, she couldn’t get a job, and this guy gets hold of her.

  Rubio. Over in Hollywood. She never set out to be a hooker, it was him roped her in. Working for him. I thought I’d be blowing the whistle on him, but you know about it already,

  hah?”




  “About Rubio, yes. What did Rosalie say?”




  “Well, she was into it before she hardly realized, see, and she didn’t like it no way. She’d been brought up right, she wanted out as soon as she got in. She’d tried to

  get away before, and he beat her up. He kept her pretty short of money, but she managed to squirrel some away, and she come over here about three weeks ago, like I say got the waitress job at

  Chris’s, and a cheap room, and was kind of laying low. I don’t know how Rubio found her, could be she’d said something to one of his other girls about where she was going. My God,

  when I come to work last night and Ollie—that’s the owner—tells me she’s got murdered, I like to died! I said right off, it’s that Goddamned pimp found out where she

  was, and Ollie says prob’ly the cops’ll want to talk to me. My God, I felt sorry for that girl, I did. She was only nineteen. She was a damned little fool maybe, but I guess most of us

  have made mistakes, ain’t we?”




  “Most of us,” said Delia wryly. “Did she know where Rubio was living?”




  Grace Phillips shook her head. “If she did, she never said. She said he showed up every day to take most of the money she’d got from the johns. She’d had a room on Harold Way

  in Hollywood. He paid the rent and left her some eating money, was all. The poor damn little fool. Only nineteen. It must have been him killed her, wasn’t it?”




  Delia said, “Probably. We don’t know yet.” As a matter of fact, Jerry Rubio’s prints had showed up in the shabby cheap apartment on Everett Street, and there was

  sufficient physical evidence to show that he had probably not intended murder, just a severe enough beating to scare Rosalie back to his little stable of hookers. “This fills in a

  little,” she added, though what Grace Phillips had to say was largely redundant. “Thanks very much for coming in, Mrs. Phillips.”




  “Got to help the cops. That poor damn girl.” She got up, a square hefty woman, and picked up her raincoat from the back of the chair and put it on slowly. “Do you want me to

  sign a statement or something?”




  “If we want one, we’ll let you know, thanks,” said Delia. There would probably be enough evidence to nail Rubio legally; and equally probably there would be a plea bargain, a

  reduced charge, and he’d spend a couple of years in and come out to prey on more silly women.




  She watched Mrs. Phillips out with a mental sigh. Now there’d be another report to write, in case the DA’s office decided it needed testimony from Grace Phillips. She didn’t

  immediately reach for a form to roll into her typewriter. It was twenty past two, three and a half hours to end of shift on this late November Thursday, and she was feeling bored and stale. Since

  Rosalie King’s beaten body had been found by her landlady yesterday morning, and the lab had turned up Rubio’s prints and long record with the LAPD, there was an all-points bulletin out

  on him and his car, and it was just a question of time before he’d be picked up. It was just the latest little sordid job to be worked, not remotely interesting. They also had a hit-run they

  were never going to get anywhere with, and the paperwork on the latest suicide was just about cleaned up. Delia yawned, looking at the steady gray rain streaming down the windows.




  Sergeant Joe Katz came in with Detective John Poor. They sat down at their respective desks and Katz said, “I wrote the last report.”




  “All right, all right,” said Poor, and rummaged in his desk for forms and carbon.




  The phone rang on Varallo’s desk and he picked it up. “Sergeant Varallo . . . oh, hell. Where? All right, we’re on it.” He looked over at Delia. “We’ve got a

  new homicide.”




  “Fine,” said Delia. “The more the merrier. Give me five minutes and I’m with you.” She got her handbag out of the bottom drawer and went down the hall to the

  ladies’ room. Shrugging into her raincoat, she got out powder puff and lipstick, eyeing herself in the mirror impersonally.




  All those long years of proving herself as an LAPD policewoman, the long hours of studying, acquiring all the useful extra skills to help her make rank—the fluent Spanish, the courses in

  police science—most of the time working the swing shift, which just made everything more difficult—she had deliberately cultivated the plain-Jane effect. No-nonsense Riordan,

  poker-faced Riordan, all out to make rank and the great career. Neil had tried to tell her how foolish that was—how foolish all of it was—and of course he had been quite right. About

  that as well as other things. Now, when it was too late, forever too late, and there was nothing ahead of her for the rest of her life but the sordid thankless job, she was at least looking

  different: a small compensation. She had let her dark brown hair grow, and it was professionally cut and styled, in loose waves halfway to her shoulders, showing its chestnut lights. She was using

  more makeup, and her wardrobe had expanded to something more than the plain dark dresses and pantsuits, and included some good jewelry. She powdered her nose, touched up her lipstick, and fastening

  the plastic rain hood reflected that she might almost pass as still twenty-nine, instead of a year and a half older.




  These last two and a half years had dragged by uncertainly, now speeding too fast, now moving in slow motion. A lot had happened, but very little that had happened to her had been good.




  She finished buttoning her coat and opened the door to the hall, to face Detective Mary Champion just coming in. “Damn,” said Mary, looking at her, “I thought we could take a

  coffee break together.”




  “There’s a new body,” said Delia. She liked Mary, who was a plump fortyish grass widow with a teenage daughter and a breezy disposition. She had come to them from eighteen

  years on the Santa Monica force, wanting to be nearer her ailing mother. One of the things that had happened in the last two and a half years was that the crime rate in Glendale—conservative,

  quiet, bedroom-community Glendale—had shot up to unprecedented heights, and, however reluctantly, the city fathers had had to part with the wherewithal to upgrade the police department. Not

  before it was time, they had acquired sixty new uniformed men and a fleet of new squad cars; there were five more men in the lab and two policewomen in the scientific investigation unit; six more

  detectives added to the former strength were now nominally divided into a Robbery-Homicide Bureau, Burglary, and Narcotics, with detectives Ben Guernsey and Mary Champion aided by a couple of

  policewomen forming a Juvenile Division in a cubbyhole of an office downstairs. Varallo had made sergeant. Lieutenant O’Connor, to his annoyance, had been given the dignity of his own office,

  a closet-sized room behind the communal office, and he and Leo Boswell constituted the Narco Bureau. As the gregarious soul he was, O’Connor resented the isolation and was as often to be

  found in the big office as his own; and in practice, being still shorthanded for the normal amount of work on hand, they still filled in for each other regardless of the type of crime to be

  worked.




  “Damn,” said Mary again. She ran her fingers through her short graying hair, setting it in wilder disorder than usual. “Well, I’d better fortify myself

  anyway—another hour and we’ll have the Mata Haris in with the latest. It is to be hoped. The things we get into. Well, see you around.”




  “How’s it shaping?” asked Delia.




  “By what it looks like, we’ll be hauling in half the student body,” said Mary cheerfully. “The lieutenant’s fit to be tied. These kids.” She brushed by Delia

  into the ladies’ room.




  In the lobby downstairs, Varallo was belting an ancient trench coat. “It’s coming down cats and dogs,” he said unenthusiastically. “I’ll drive.” He opened one

  panel of the double front doors for her and clapped his hat over his crest of tawny-blond hair. “I hope to God we don’t get too much more of this or we’ll be getting more

  landslides up in the hills. What a climate.”




  They made a dash for the parking lot and his year-old Ford sedan. Some while ago, he had got tired of the cramped space in the Gremlin, and now the children were older and Laura’s car not

  always reliable, they had needed something bigger. He fished out keys. Delia asked, “Where are we headed?”




  “Address on South Glendale. I don’t know what it is, the squad just called in a shooting. All we need.” He started the engine.




  The address was two blocks this side of Chevy Chase on Glendale Avenue, and the pounding rain had kept any potential crowd from collecting. There was a drugstore on the corner, offices and a few

  stores up from there. The squad was parked in the red-painted curb zone outside the drugstore. The ambulance was ahead of it, and the two paramedics and Patrolman Steiner were standing under the

  awning over the drugstore door. There was a white-smocked clerk in the doorway looking shaken. In front of the other three men was a boy about twelve, just standing there. As the Ford pulled up

  behind the squad, Steiner came over. They all, by tacit agreement, joined up under the awning.




  On the sidewalk just in front of the door to the drugstore was something under a blanket. There were splotches of red on it rapidly darkening in the pelting rain.




  “Look, we didn’t know how you’d want us to handle it,” said one of the paramedics. “It’s always, don’t move the body, don’t touch

  anything—and God knows she’s dead all right—but this damned rain— I said we should move it into the ambulance, but Jack says you’d jump all over us—”




  “So let’s have a look.” Varallo squatted and lifted the blanket, Delia looking over his shoulder.




  She couldn’t be more than ten or eleven, a thin little girl with dark hair; her face was untouched, and she had been a pretty little girl with neat small features. She was wearing a blue

  pullover sweater and a dark skirt, a red coat and ankle-high black boots.




  “My God,” said Varallo. What could still be seen of her clothes was a mass of blood, torn intestines spilled out; she had been nearly cut in two.




  “Yeah,” said the other paramedic. “A shotgun, what it looks like.”




  “I heard the shot—it must have been the shot,” gabbled the clerk. “I don’t believe it—just a little kid— I don’t believe the things that happen

  these days—”




  “The other kid says he was with her, he saw it happen. It was a car going past, somebody stuck a gun out the window. I tried to get him into the squad,” said Steiner. “Maybe

  he’s in shock—”




  Delia went up nearer to the boy. He was a nice-looking boy about twelve, in nondescript shabby clothes, rubber boots, an old raincoat. “Can you tell us your name? We’re police, we

  have to ask questions about this.”




  He nodded his head once, jerkily, without looking at her. His eyes were glassy. “Richard Gilmore. She’s Connie—she’s my sister.”




  “Where do you live?”




  “Maple Street. Just—up a ways. We were going home from school. Just walking—walking along. I never even noticed the car—till there was this big bang—and

  Connie—and Connie—” He sagged, and one of the paramedics caught him and took him over to the ambulance.




  “I heard the shot,” said the clerk. “There wasn’t anybody in, I was putting out some stock. I heard the shot— I knew it was a shot, and I ran out to look, and saw

  this poor kid—sure, it had to be a car going past, there wasn’t anybody on the street but the kids—”




  “Did you see the car?” asked Varallo.




  “Now how could I? It was maybe fifteen seconds before I got to the door—nobody on the street for a block, all this rain, and not much traffic, but cars both ways in the next block,

  not right out in front, nothing to say which car— God! Just a kid! Some one of these louts all doped up maybe—a hell of a thing—”




  Varallo said to Delia, “Not very practical to try for photographs. She didn’t move after she was hit, and she wasn’t hit from far off. It was most likely a car on this side of

  the street, heading south. Let’s see if the boy’s all right. They’d better take her straight to the morgue.” The blanket and what it covered was already sodden black with

  rain.




  The boy looked white and sick, but they thought they’d better get him home. He said his mother would be there, she didn’t work.




  It was a modest frame house on an old block. Part of the thankless job was breaking bad news, and it was never easy. Mrs. Gilmore was a pleasant-faced woman in her late thirties, with untidy

  brown hair, and a warm voice. The boy hurled himself at her, shaking, and she held him, patting him automatically as she listened to Varallo, her eyes glazing, her tone at first merely

  bewildered.




  “Connie—but she’s only eleven,” she said. “How could Connie be—shot? I don’t understand—how could Connie be shot? In the middle of town?

  It’s just silly—” But of course eventually she took in what they were saying. She didn’t quite break down, but she probably would sooner or later. Delia asked questions and

  called her husband; he worked at The Broadway in the Galleria. They stayed until he got there, answered his few numb questions. They had got the clerk’s name, the only other witness. Varallo

  took Delia back to headquarters to write the initial report.




  “You know you’ll just be wasting time asking questions down there,” she said, as he pulled up in the parking lot.




  “We do have to go by the book,” he said rather savagely, lighting a cigarette. He hadn’t shut off the engine, waiting for her to get out. Eyeing his handsome regular profile,

  Delia thought academically that Laura was lucky: a good man, Varallo, and a good police officer. “No, we probably won’t get a damned thing, but we have to ask and look. When the

  boy’s calmed down, see if he can give us anything at all on the car.”




  “Yes,” said Delia, her hand on the door. “Tell Laura I’ll be there at six tomorrow night.”




  “And thanks very much,” said Varallo. “We appreciate it.”




  “No trouble.” She got out and shut the door, and he took his foot off the brake, heading back for the scene. It would be a waste of time asking questions down there because obviously

  no one else had heard the shot; nobody had rushed out to the street except that clerk. Any pedestrians, and they would have been few and far between on that block on a day like this, had been too

  far away to hear the shot, be attracted to the scene; the people in the stores and offices shut away behind closed doors and windows. They would have heard about it now, from the clerk;

  they’d be ready to ask excited questions, but they wouldn’t have any answers.




  Connie Gilmore. Eleven. If there was any answer to that, it would be the answer that so often turned up: the meaningless, motiveless violence.




  Delia came into the lobby, and heard O’Connor’s rough bass voice from the open door of the Juvenile office across the hall to the right. O’Connor was used to having a finger on

  all the current cases, though he wasn’t technically supposed to be concerned with homicide these days. She went over and looked in the door, stripping off her coat.




  It looked like an interesting little conference. O’Connor, broad and bulging and as always needing a shave at this hour, was sprawled back in a desk chair, the outline of the .357 Magnum

  very visible in the shoulder holster. Mary Champion was taking notes briskly, a cigarette in one corner of her mouth and one eye screwed up against the smoke. Detective Ben Guernsey, sandy and

  stocky and cynical-eyed, was leaning back fiddling with his unlit pipe and watching the two girls sitting in front of his desk. One was blonde and one was dark, but aside from that they looked like

  any two average high-school girls in today’s uniform, the jeans and dun-colored pullovers, the boots, the messy hair styles—one frizzy and short, one a lank mid-parted tangle—the

  chipped red nail polish and pale lipstick. And that was no small achievement, for as a matter of fact they were both policewomen. If only just. Wanda Hart was a six-month rookie just twenty-one,

  and Ruth Sawyer had been sitting on the switchboard in Communications only six months longer than that.




  “This Dutchy keeps coming up, Lieutenant—most of the kids seem to know about him, the ones into dope. He’s the main contact, it looks like.”




  “At least half a dozen of the kids have told me he can get you anything you want. But you have to go through one of the seniors—”




  “Oh, for God’s sake,” said O’Connor. He ran a hand through his curly black hair. “Back to the roaring twenties. Knock twice and ask for Joe.”




  There were always a few of the kids into drugs, and the ongoing problem on most high school campuses; but the situation at La Crescenta High had got out of hand in the last six months and the

  principal and a delegation of parents had descended on headquarters demanding action. The usual routine of locker-searches, questioning, arrest and the inevitable probation, was worse than useless;

  it was the source, the suppliers, who were important; and the dirty fuzz, interfering with their innocent fun, would never get the time of day from the kids. It had been Mary Champion who had

  remarked that kids only talked to other kids of the things important to them; and O’Connor had thought that one over and come up with the not unprecedented idea of using the agents

  provocateurs. Of all the females on this force, only Wanda and Ruth were young enough to pass—with judicious attention to dress and manner—as eighteen-year-olds; and they were

  young enough to be enjoying the play acting, even when it meant going back to school. Only the principal knew their true identities; and they had been collecting information all right, if nothing

  particularly solid yet. These idiotic kids, they had reported after the first week, even the straight ones who didn’t go in for dope, seemed to think it was interfering with the other

  kids’ civil rights for police to bust the sellers and suppliers.




  O’Connor caught sight of Delia at the door, got up and came over. “Has that Rubio got picked up yet?”




  “I don’t think so. Vic and I were just out on a new body.” She told him about Connie Gilmore. He didn’t comment, just dragged a hand down over his bulldog face and

  scowled. “How are your Mata Haris doing?”




  “Nothing definite enough to move on, damn it. Eventually, I hope.”




  Delia went on upstairs. Joe Katz was still there, his desk spread with paperwork; the burglary rate was way up. Gil Gonzales, their newest detective, was hunched over his typewriter batting out

  a report with two fingers. Lew Wallace was on the telephone. Delia took her coat down to the ladies’ room, came back to her desk and rolled a report form into her typewriter.




  Katz looked up and said, “Is Charles still down there with the kiddies? Fun and games. I want to kick around some ideas with him on these damn break-ins— Listen, Tracy was just in

  when the shift changed.” The Traffic shift changed at four o’clock. “I suppose it’d be something for Robbery-Homicide— I’m not used to being all divided up yet.

  Damn nuisance. He said to tell you you’ll probably be getting a visit from this preacher, he told him to tell the tale to the front office.”




  “What’s it about?”




  Katz shrugged. “I didn’t ask details. Some trouble at this church—started out as vandalism, and now some attempted robberies. You’ll be hearing.”




  Delia filled in the date on the report and headed it properly HOMICIDE: CONSTANCE GILMORE. With her hands on the keyboard, a sudden black wave of

  depression engulfed her, and she thought bitterly, but what was the use? There could be a hundred reports written—it was all futile—there’d never be any leads to the anonymous

  shotgun blast fired from a car, the random snuffing out of innocent life. If the job had taught her anything, it had to do with that little word random. Because the majority of the events

  they were dealing with on the job were just that—random and meaningless. There was no pattern, no discernible cause and effect, and above all no reward for virtue or inevitable punishment for

  evil. And so much of it was not so much evil as stupid; and no swift judgment brought on that either.




  Omar Khayyam rounded it out so neatly:




  

    

      ’Tis all a Chequer-Board of nights and days




      Where Destiny with Men for Pieces plays:




      Hither and thither moves, and mates, and slays,




      And one by one back in the Closet lays.


    


  




  Which might be charming poetry, but wasn’t true at all because there wasn’t any planning or management about it, about anything; things happened blindly,

  reasonlessly, in a blind and reasonless universe.




  She roused herself to start the report. If there was nothing left to her but the thankless job, at least she could do it efficiently—and that was a reasonless conclusion too, if it brought

  no reward but an indifferent one.




  It was five-thirty then, and she finished the report five minutes after the end of shift at six o’clock. Varallo would have gone straight home. The ladies’ room was empty. From force

  of habit she powdered her nose, arranged the plastic rain hood becomingly. Which was even more reasonless. Suddenly seeing the humor of it, she smiled at herself in the mirror, touching up her

  lipstick.




  The rain had let up slightly, but it was slow driving down Brand Boulevard to Los Feliz, through the dreary Atwater section to the wide intersection at Riverside Drive where you always got held

  up. At last the light changed, and she made a left at the first narrow side street, a block farther on turned onto Waverly Place. It was a dark block, only a few lights showing; and at the big

  Spanish house at the end, as she pulled into the open garage, there were no lights at all. There was no one in the house to welcome Delia Riordan home now. Now, or ever again.




  Varallo didn’t, of course, get anything at all talking to people along that block of Glendale Avenue. He hadn’t expected anything; but they had to go through the

  motions. At five of six he gave up and started home. At least it was his day off tomorrow.




  Up on Hillcroft Road, Laura had put the garage light on, and the door was open. He closed it, and on his way to the back door spared not a glance for the climbing Alida Lovett growing up the

  trellis alongside it. The rain would be good for his roses, if there wasn’t too much rain, but thank God roses didn’t need much attention in winter, besides the necessary pruning in

  January.




  The kitchen was warm and comforting after the cold rain. Laura was setting the table in the dining room; she came to kiss him. “Poor darling, you feel frozen. Go and toast your

  toes—there’s a fire going in the front room. Do you want a drink before dinner?” Her bright brown hair was a little untidy, her cheeks flushed from the stove.




  “I feel as if I deserve one.” And then, of course, the children discovered he was home and came running. He picked them up one by one and hugged them—amazing how solid and

  energetically squirmful they were, and even more amazing how they seemed to grow day by day. It wasn’t at all possible that solemn blonde Ginevra would be five in January, or that Johnny had

  been three last month. Ginevra had a new coloring book he had to admire, and Johnny demanded to be read to. Laura vetoed that firmly.




  “You know that’s after dinner, Johnny. Daddy’s tired, he wants to relax now. After dinner there’ll be stories before bed.”




  “Bean stalk?” asked Johnny hopefully.




  “Yes, yes.”




  “When do they get over wanting to hear everything a hundred times?” wondered Varallo plaintively, and started to make himself a brandy and soda. “Delia said she’ll be

  here at six, by the way.”




  “Nice girl,” said Laura warmly.




  “Though if it’s still pouring like this it’ll hardly be a gala evening.”




  “You needn’t try to back out of it now. A little culture will be good for your soul, and I do like to be taken out to dinner occasionally.” They had tickets for the local

  symphony’s popular concert tomorrow night; and where once their friendly neighbors, the Andersons, had always been available as baby-sitters, they didn’t know the new people in that

  house at all. Old Mr. Anderson had died of a heart attack last year, and Mrs. Anderson moved to live with her daughter. These days Delia often came to stay with the children when the Varallos

  wanted a night out.




  He wandered into the living room with his drink. Gideon Algernon Cadwallader, with the usual feline instinct for comfort, was curled up in front of the fire, sound asleep. Varallo sat down in

  his own big armchair and was immediately clambered on by Ginevra and her coloring book, while Johnny crawled happily after a mechanical truck.




  O’Connor drove home to Virginia Avenue muttering to himself about the stupid kids, and left the car in the carport ahead of the driveway gate. He opened that, tentatively

  bracing himself for Maisie’s playful pounce; but she wouldn’t be out in this downpour. Out just long enough, probably, to bring large dollops of mud into the house. He opened the back

  door and went through the old-fashioned service porch to the kitchen. Katharine was stirring something on the stove, his beautiful dark Katy, whom a lout like O’Connor, dragged up in the

  orphanage, never had deserved.




  “You do look a sight,” she said, kissing him soundly. “You come home half an hour early tomorrow so you can shave again and start out looking civilized at least.”




  “Why, where are we going? I don’t want to go out anywhere.”




  “It’ll be very good for you, and I didn’t tell you till now because I knew you’d raise a fuss. We’re going out to dinner with Vic and Laura and on to the symphony

  pops concert.”




  “I don’t understand symphony music,” said O’Connor. “I’d rather stay home.”




  “All nice simple popular music, darling—you’ll enjoy it once you’re there. Look, dinner’ll be half an hour. You fix drinks for us beforehand and you’ll feel

  better.”




  “Oh, hell,” said O’Connor. He stripped off his tie and started down the hall past the living room, and young Vincent Charles, who had turned three last month, scrambled up from

  his fleet of toy automobiles and shrieked, “Daddy! I got a new blue car! I got—” The enormous blue Afghan hound Maisie, stretched out the length of the couch, leaped convulsively

  and uttered a shrill bark.




  “Quiet!” said O’Connor. “Oh, hell, I didn’t mean you, Vince. All right, let’s see your new car.” Dogs. Symphony orchestras. Those stupid Goddamned kids.

  He damn well needed a drink before dinner.




  Delia went around switching on lights, checked the mailbox just in case—but she seldom got any mail except the routine bills—and looked doubtfully into the freezer

  on the back porch. That had been one trial about living alone; she’d never learned to cook, never done much cooking, and she hadn’t the time or inclination now. She usually ended up

  putting a couple of frozen entrees in the oven. She took out a package of salisbury steaks, one of au gratin potatoes. She thought there was some of that bottled salad dressing left.




  The rain was pouring down steadily. It would be nice to relax over a drink before dinner. But she didn’t know whether she’d be going out again, and if she had to drive up into

  Hollywood she wouldn’t have a drink.




  Before she turned on the oven she went down the hall to the phone. That was the routine every night—to find out what sort of day it had been for Alex. To find out if she’d be going

  to see him.




  Of course, of course, it had had to be the sordid thankless job, for Alex. Alex Riordan, losing his first wife after twenty years of childless marriage, marrying a girl half his age only to lose

  her in childbirth a year later. Delia knew very little about her mother. They had managed somehow, she and Alex, with a succession of housekeepers, until the year he was sixty-five and Delia was

  thirteen. He’d been full of plans for her first time of entering the junior target-pistol competition—he’d started her with a gun on her seventh birthday. Then, just two days

  before his official retirement, he had gone out on his last call— Captain Alex Riordan, Robbery-Homicide LAPD—and taken the bank-robber’s bullet in the spine. That had been a bad

  time for a while, and then they’d found Steve—ex-Sergeant Steve McAllister, LAPD, just short of twenty-five years’ service when he lost a leg in an accident: a widower with a

  married daughter in Denver. The three of them had been together for fourteen and a half years—the new leg hadn’t hampered Steve from manipulating Alex’s wheelchair, and Alex had

  always liked to cook. Of course, of course it had had to be this job—for Alex. She was all he’d ever had.




  This job—to pretend to be the son Alex had never had.




  Neil had seen that from the first, and hadn’t he tried to make her see it—stubborn, blind, foolish Delia, resisting him all the way. She and Isabel Fordyce had been best friends all

  through school, and Neil not really the superior elder brother—a friend, until he was something else. How desperately she had held out against him, blindly committed to the all-important job

  for Alex—and how they had hated each other, of course, of course—the two strong characters.




  And it hadn’t been until two and a half years ago that she had, in one devastating moment, realized the truth: that the little victory she had won was worse than meaningless. Neil coming

  to say good-bye and good luck—and she had known, starkly, that she had nothing at all in return for that sacrifice of resisting him. In the years of study and hard work on the job, intent on

  making rank, all her friends had been neglected and drifted away. There just hadn’t been time to keep up with friends; there’d been nothing but the job. She hadn’t even talked on

  the phone with Isabel for a year, before that last time of seeing Neil; and a month after that she’d had her last letter from Isabel— Isabel so happily married with three children now:

  the note telling her noncommittally that Neil had married a Spanish girl he’d met in Ecuador. He’d been directing that archaeological dig there for the University of Arizona, for a

  couple of years.




  So it came to her, blindingly, that it had all been for nothing. A piece of stupidity. The promise of a meaningful life, a woman’s life, exchanged for a mess of pottage. And most

  frighteningly, she had suddenly seen her two idols, Alex and Steve, as two rather commonplace men of narrow interests and little knowledge outside the dreary job.




  So all that was left to her was that job. It was nothing of any importance to her as a woman. That, she saw so clearly now: all the trumpeting about equality was simply silly, it was Canute

  trying to order the tides, because to any woman the first importances were a husband, a family—anything else was second best. Anything else was essentially an unimportant job, compared with

  the most important job, the most demanding of all—the children, the next generation.




  But if all that was left was the sterile job, it was something. Alex was proud of her; Alex and Steve loved her.




  And that had gone from her too. Life changed between seconds, like the patterns changing in a kaleidoscope—and suddenly you were somewhere else. In a completely different pattern.




  It was eighteen months ago that Alex had had the massive stroke. He had been in the convalescent home ever since, bedridden and helpless. Still alive, still—sometimes— Alex. There

  were good days and bad days. Sometimes he didn’t know her at all. Sometimes he did, and could understand her; he liked to hear about the current cases she was working.




  When it was evident that he wasn’t going to come home again, Steve had gone back East to live with his daughter and her family. He said he wanted to enjoy his grandchildren while they were

  still small. That was understandable, of course. He wasn’t much of a letter writer; Delia heard from him, a brief scrawl, perhaps once in three months.




  But now there was Hildy. Miss Hilda Gunnarson, the RN on duty in Alex’s section of the convalescent home from three to eleven. Big, buxom, warm, competent and friendly Hildy. On her days

  off there was the slightly more impersonal and brisk Mrs. Mentor.




  Delia dialed the familiar number, and the familiar comfortable voice answered.




  “No, you need not come, Delia—he would not know you.” She retained still a little accent, after twenty years in this country. “It has been a bad day, he has been sleeping

  mostly. We will see about tomorrow.”




  “Yes, thank you, Hildy.”




  Alex was all right, in good hands. And she could have a drink before dinner, and get on with her latest library book.




  The night watch came on— Bob Rhys, Dick Hunter, Jim Harvey. There were the usual heisters roaming around, and they had a call to a liquor store at ten o’clock. It

  sounded like the same pair that had pulled a couple of jobs over the last two weeks. The liquor-store clerk was shaken; he agreed to come down and look at mug shots, but didn’t know if

  he’d recognize either of them. They hadn’t got a smell on that pair, only vague descriptions.
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