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      “Man is but man, unconstant still, and various;




      There’s no tomorrow in him, like today.”




      —Dryden, Cleomenes
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  Chapter One




  “I don’t know which is worse,” said Hackett through a yawn: “the times everything happens at once or the times nothing happens at all.”




  “Knock on wood,” said Higgins. “You start complaining and right off you get some real toughie dropped into your lap.”




  Hackett yawned again. “I don’t know that I’d mind, George. I’m bored.”




  A couple of desks away in the big communal sergeants’ room at Headquarters Homicide, Detective Jason Grace had pulled up to his typewriter and was tapping out a report with his usual

  efficiency. He looked up and said with a grin, “You’re just inviting trouble, you know.”




  “Oh, don’t be superstitious,” said Hackett.




  “Who dat you say dat to, white man?” said Detective Grace, his teeth widely white against his coffee-colored skin.




  Hackett picked out the last cigarette, balled up the empty pack and threw it at him. Grace fielded deftly. “So you had to leave college before you got your M.A.,” said Hackett.

  “God, when I think what a narrow escape the American public had.” He lit the cigarette. “If you didn’t happen to be on the side of the angels, Jase, what a hell of a con man

  you’d have made.”




  It was, oddly enough, all too true. There was just something about Jason Grace: in spite of his rather terrifying efficiency, everybody liked him on sight, and Mendoza was known to have said

  that Grace could persuade the truth out of Ananias if he had the chance.




  “Let’s be thankful for a little boredom, Sergeant,” Jason said philosophically. “The rat race’ll get under way again soon enough. Always does.” He went back

  to his report: the suicide turned up yesterday in the Seventh Street hotel.




  Hackett smothered another yawn. It was the third of March, a nice spring day, and things were going slow in the office, an unusual state of affairs for Headquarters Homicide of L.A. Possibly the

  weather had something to do with it: sunny but not too warm. People felt happier, tempers weren’t so easily stirred up or accidents likely to happen to harried citizens. The result was a

  spell of the very-much-routine, the boring routine which always constituted so much of police work anyway: there’d been the suicide, a couple of traffic accidents, a couple of muggings.

  Landers was doing some legwork on the latter. Grace’s report would close out the suicide. Glasser and Piggott had gone out a while ago to clean up another traffic fatality. Sergeant

  Palliser’s mother had died suddenly a couple of days ago and he was taking some time off to cope with all that had to be done in consequence.




  “What are you cogitating about, George?” Hackett asked lazily.




  “Ohh,” said Higgins a little guiltily, “a summer camp for Stevie, maybe.” He didn’t need to expand on that; and maybe he wouldn’t have said it at all, if

  anybody else had been there.




  “Mmm,” said Hackett. He felt academically sorry for Higgins, who had several counts against him in his humble pursuit of Bert Dwyer’s widow. It wasn’t very likely that

  Mary Dwyer, having had one cop husband killed, would want to acquire a second cop husband. But Higgins liked her kids; he built up little schemes to give them things without Mary’s

  knowing.




  “I thought maybe I could tell her,” he said now, “that I know one of the managers of the place, or there’s a plan to let kids without fathers in at half price—you

  know, something like that, Art. You think she’d suspect anything? I mean, he does want to go, and she can’t afford it, and I just thought—”




  Hackett started to say he thought it’d have to be more subtle than that, when Lieutenant Mendoza came in.




  “All you hard-working detectives,” he said, surveying them. He looked sharp as usual, the narrow mustache trimmed, newish charcoal Dacron suit, discreet tie and the new gold cuff

  links Alison had given him for his birthday four days ago. “You finished that Wells report, Art?”




  “Couple of hours ago. What are we supposed to be working at? Nothing new in so far as I know. I’m damn bored.”




  “I keep warning him,” said Grace. “Just inviting trouble.” He ripped the triplicate report from the typewriter and neatly aligned all the edges. “So that’s

  that. Poor little girl.” He shook his head over the suicide, now just a few typed records to gather dust in the files. “When are we going to get some sensible narcotics laws on the

  books? If she couldn’t have got hold of the stuff so easy—”




  “I could argue that one,” said Mendoza seriously, hoisting one hip onto the corner of Hackett’s desk. “Like the weapon-possessions bit. Doesn’t matter what stiff

  laws you’ve got, anybody wants anything enough can always get it.”




  “And there’s the bit about free will,” said Grace thoughtfully. “I guess. I think I’m catching spring fever from the rest of you—I won’t

  argue.” He slipped the report into a manila envelope and lit a cigarette.




  There hadn’t been anything at all except the deadly routine since they’d finally cleared up that Fearing business about ten days ago. A funny one, in a mild way: in spite of all the

  motives and all the suspects in the killing, it had turned out to be the casual break-in after all. Of course, Homicide seldom got a real mystery to solve: police work is mostly deadly routine. But

  on the average they got something a little more interesting than they’d had lately—something that made them feel a bit more like the upstanding protectors of law and order instead of a

  bunch of glorified clerks.




  For a space there was silence. These first warm days of spring, no denying, were enervating. Mendoza lit a cigarette and stared at the calendar on the wall. Hackett yawned again. Higgins frowned

  over his problem of how to get Stevie Dwyer to summer camp without letting Mary know he was paying for it. Jason Grace ruminated somewhat sleepily on what to get his wife for her birthday.




  They were just four men who knew each other very well and felt comfortable together, in spite of the fact that Jason Grace had been with them only a few months. It might have been any kind of

  office at all, the big, rather bare efficiently laid out room with its desks and swivel chairs and typewriters.




  The next minute Sergeant Farrell, who was minding the desk while Sergeant Lake recuperated from an emergency appendectomy, burst into the room. And quite suddenly there were four alert police

  officers looking at him expectantly.




  “D.O.A. at Seventh and Broadway,” he announced tersely. “Squad car just called in. A hit-and-run. Probably a lot of witnesses, thank God.”




  Hackett and Higgins got up resignedly. And Mendoza said without moving, “Not usually so emotional, Rory. Who got it?” His voice was soft.




  Farrell looked at him. “You really have got a crystal ball, haven’t you, Lieutenant? It’s the patrolman on that corner—the traffic man. Harry Cohen. And it looks, by what

  the squad-car man said, as if it was—done on purpose.”




  “Oh my God,” said Hackett. “Come on, George.”




  The phone rang shrilly in the anteroom and Farrell plunged to answer it. “Headquarters Homicide, Sergeant Farrell.”




  “You coming, Luis?” Hackett snatched his hat.




  “I don’t—”




  “Lieutenant!” Farrell was back. “Another one, ’Nother squad-car man. D.O.A. in a store of some kind over on Los Angeles. A woman.”




  “¡Paso!” said Mendoza sardonically. “Did somebody say something about nothing happening? All right, Jase and I’ll take that.” He stood up.




  Hackett and Higgins went out in a hurry. Mendoza took his hat off the rack, the usual wide-brimmed dark Homburg, and Grace opened the door to the corridor, neatly tucking away the slip of paper

  with the address scribbled on it in his breast pocket. Piggott and Glasser were just outside, with a woman between them. She was a nice-looking middle-aged woman, well dressed in a neat tan

  gabardine suit, crisp white blouse; her well-bred little felt hat was just a trifle crooked and her white-gloved hands, clasped together, were shaking, but otherwise she was quite tidy and

  ordinary. Except that she was talking rapidly, compulsively, breathlessly.




  “He stepped right off the curb in front of me, I couldn’t have stopped in time, I tried, I did, but right in front of me as if he came out of nowhere—I’ve never

  had even a parking ticket in my life and I’ve been driving for twenty years—stepped right off the curb in front of me and I couldn’t—”




  “Yes, we know, Mrs. Madden,” said Piggot gently, and to Mendoza, “Accident pure and simple. Damn fool was drunk . . . Rory, call up one of our females, hah? Get this poor woman

  calmed down to make a statement . . . You just come and sit down quiet, ma’am, we understand how it happened.”




  Mendoza went out after Grace. “You get the address?”




  “Over in the one hundred block on Los Angeles,” said Detective Grace. “Secondhand store. Doesn’t sound like anything much. Heart attack or something. Just more

  routine.”




  They were all to remember that little remark later as something of an understatement.




  When Hackett and Higgins got to Seventh and Broadway they found a kind of organized chaos awaiting them. That is normally a very busy intersection in the middle of downtown

  L.A. anyway, and a sudden and shocking traffic fatality had glued the passing crowds to the pavement on both sides of the street. The chaos, in that rather narrow (for modern traffic) street, was

  not helped along by the fact that a few alert squad-car men had roped off a large section in the middle of the intersection (for the lab technicians’ examination) and a couple of other

  uniformed men were directing impatient traffic around it one car at a time. The ambulance had gone. Hackett parked the Barracuda alongside a red-painted section of curb and he and Higgins walked

  out to where several men in uniform stood about the intersection center. “Which of you called in?” asked Hackett.




  “Me, sir—Steiner. I got here first—my partner’s got the fellow who called, guy named Smith—and we called up reinforcements soon as we saw what it was—my God,

  I knew Harry Cohen since I’ve been on the force! Nicest guy you’d want to meet—” Steiner was shaken. “And, my God, you’ll have to sort out the witnesses, about a

  hundred people all rushed up and wanted to say what they saw, you know how it’d be—crowded streets and—”




  “Any I.D. on the car at all?” asked Higgins.




  “Oh, for God’s sake,” said Steiner. “For God’s sake. Do I need to tell you? Just by what I’ve heard from about twenty people I’ve talked

  to—and the rest of the boys are trying to round up everybody who saw anything at all—it could’ve been anything from a Rolls-Royce to a VW. You know how people are.”




  Neither Hackett nor Higgins said anything. They knew how people were.




  “In general, what most of ’em do say is that this car all of a sudden just speeded up and went straight for him: he was standing right here in the middle, naturally, directing

  traffic both ways.” Steiner gestured. The streets were not all that narrow: plenty of safe margin for the experienced traffic officer in his navy uniform and white gloves to stand there,

  whistle in hand, expediting the heavy downtown traffic. “My God—Harry. A nice guy. I can’t believe it, but that’s what everybody says. Car went straight at

  him—deliberate. Could’ve been out of control some way—that’s easiest to think—maybe a drunk—but, anyway, it knocked him flat and went right over him and

  screeched around onto Seventh and—my God!” said Steiner. He wore a sick expression; he was a youngish man. “Somebody’d already called an ambulance before I radioed in, but

  we got here before. Thank God he was dead then—even I knew he was dead. His face—right over his— My God, I’ve seen my share of accidents, but—” He passed a hand

  across his mouth. “Harry,” he said. “Not maybe the ambitious type, you know, Sergeant? But the hell of a good guy. Been on the force twenty years or so.”




  “Well, the lab boys are coming,” said Hackett. “Any tire marks, you think?”




  “I don’t know—it’s hard to say. All these streets need repaving, mostly—the surface—”




  “Could be some on his clothes, Art,” said Higgins.




  “Um. Lab boys’ll look there too. I suppose we’d better start to talk to people,” said Hackett.




  Four men in uniform were riding herd, over there on the sidewalk, on a bunch of people between two illegally-parked squad cars. They were looking a little desperate, and all the people were

  talking at the tops of their voices, not listening to each other. Hackett and Higgins moved resignedly toward them.




  “I saw it, I got a good look at it, ’twas an old black car like maybe a Dodge or a Buick and about ten years old—”




  “Run right over the p’liceman, it did, I couldn’t, look, just awful—”




  “It was a Mercury, I know cars and it was a—”




  “Dark green it was, Officer, I’d know it in a minute if I saw it again—”




  “I got the license number! I got the license—”




  The citizenry. Well, often they could be a big help. As well as a headache. Hackett made for the horn-rimmed young man who was waving a slip of paper in the air and insisting he had the license

  number. Maybe he had and they could clean this one up in a hurry.




  Which would be nice. The men at Headquarters Homicide didn’t like death any better than the next man, but most of all they disliked the death—the death by violence—of a

  cop.




  Los Angeles Street was, along here, a shabby and depressed city thoroughfare. The buildings lining it were old and grimy, long in need of paint. The address Mendoza and Grace

  wanted was in the middle of the block, a two-story frame building which comprised nearly the whole block. There were shop-fronts on the ground floor, and here a pair of narrow display windows, long

  unwashed, dimly revealed a heterogeneous collection of old-fashioned lamps, end tables, framed pictures, and stacks of chipped chinaware. A nearly illegible legend on both windows read

  Furniture and Household Goods. Down from the shop door to the right was another door, which apparently led to the upper regions of the building.




  An ambulance was parked in front, and a small knot of curious pedestrians had gathered. A man in uniform was at the door, the squad car parked in a loading zone nearby.




  “The interns say it looks like maybe a heart attack,” the uniformed man said when Mendoza introduced himself. “Customer went in and found her, called in.”




  But of course they had to look at it and make a report. They went in.




  “Hell!” said Mendoza, barking his shin on some unidentifiable object inside the door. “Aren’t there any lights in the place?” After the bright sunshine outside, it

  was very dim in the shop. It was a good-sized place, and as their eyes accommodated to the darkness it appeared to be jam-packed with as motley a collection of dilapidated odds and ends as Mendoza

  had ever seen. Ancient furniture, everything from floor lamps to beds to dining tables to chairs to bureaus—and piled on and around the furniture were framed pictures, china, glasses, cheap

  vases, toys—a baby carriage minus a wheel, a grandfather clock with no hands, books, musty dusty stacks of old phonograph records: it was a jungle, threaded by two narrow aisles. At the rear

  of the store stood a small crowd of people. Two white jackets—the interns. A uniform—the other squad-car man. A couple of other people.




  Avoiding the merchandise, Mendoza and Grace joined them.




  The center of the little group, and the focal point, was the terrible, still body of the woman. At the rear of the shop, here, was a partition with a doorless opening giving onto, probably, some

  sort of private office, at the end of one cleared aisle. The woman had fallen some fifteen feet from the opening, and she lay on her back, one arm upflung over her head, mouth gaping horridly, eyes

  half open, legs twisted. She had not been an attractive woman in life, and in death she was obscene.




  She was perhaps sixty and too fat. Her gray hair made a kind of wild halo about her head on the dusty floor. She had on a faded blue-and-white cotton house-dress, thick tan stockings and a pair

  of Cuban-heeled tan oxfords.




  “Reckon it must’ve been a heart attack.” The soft southern accent brought Mendoza’s eyes to the young slim Negro. “You another officer, sir? I’m Lee

  Rainey—I come in and found her, poor soul. Just a while ago. Called you people di-reckly.” He smiled. “Nice woman she was, if she could be sort of sharp, times. Me and

  Martha’s picked up this ’n’ that here a lot. I just come in lookin’ for a little table to go beside the bed.”




  “We’ve got an I.D., then? You know her name, Mr. Rainey?”




  “I got it all down, sir,” said the uniformed man. “She was the proprietor here. A Mrs. McCann. Eliza McCann.”




  “Nice enough woman, if she could be a bit sharp like,” said Lee Rainey mildly. He looked at Detective Grace with interest.




  “What’s it look like?” Mendoza asked the interns. One of them was small and blond, the other hulking and sandy.




  That one shrugged. “Suppose you’ll want an autopsy. Could be a lot of things. Stroke, cardiac failure. Looks like heart, most likely—no signs of purging. She’s been dead

  somewhere around an hour, I’d say. Can we take her?”




  And of course it looked, so far, like the very routine thing. The natural sudden death. Not a young woman. Just another technical homicide, sudden death alone, with the routine investigation to

  be made and the reports typed up for filing.




  Mendoza said, “Take her. Does anybody know where she lived? Is there any family?”




  The portly Semitic-looking man standing beside the patrolman spoke up. “Yes, sir, yes, sir, I do—a terrible thing, to die all alone like that, so sudden—makes you

  think, you know. Makes you stop and think. I knew her more than thirty years—beg pardon, my name’s Wolf, Max Wolf, I run the pawnshop down the block—thirty-five years next July

  it’s been— Just a terrible thing! Lee, he knows me too and he came up to use my phone—no phone in her store, you know—and I came right back with him to see the poor woman

  laying there like that—”




  “You know where she lived?”




  “Yes, sir, I do. A terrible shock it’ll be to her family—over on Old High Street, sir, just down from North Broadway—I know she had a couple of brothers, and I think

  there’s a sister too—it’s a hotel, called the Celtic Hotel, I guess it is—”




  All very routine it was. Probably the sudden heart attack, something like that. And one of the little unpleasant jobs police officers had to do was break the bad news.




  Which on this occasion would postpone their lunch hour.




  “Where the hell is Old High Street?” asked Mendoza. “I thought I knew this town.”




  Grace consulted a County Guide. “I never heard of it either. Here—just up from the old plaza, only a couple of blocks long.”




  That was, of course, the very oldest part of L.A. When they got there, it was a very narrow, ancient blacktop street with a number of derelict-looking frame buildings along both sides of it and,

  interspersed with those, a few ramshackle old houses. None of them, at first glance, had been built after 1900. A couple of them were authentic General Grant in style, complete with gingerbread

  eaves and deep front porches, and the Celtic Hotel was one of those.




  It was a four-story building whose original tan paint had faded and cracked to uniform grime-color. The word subfusc went through Mendoza’s mind. The sign sagged dispiritedly over

  the porch eaves and was barely legible—a much-faded shamrock and turn-of-the-century fancy lettering. There was no sign of life about the building at all.




  Immediately next to it stood a one-story building of a scarcely later period and likewise long unpainted. It might have started life as a single house but evidently in more recent years had

  become a shop of some sort. A small fat man was standing on the sidewalk in front of it—the inevitable widening of old streets had put the sidewalks right up to the buildings—carefully

  touching up the gilt lettering on the shopwindow. The lettering said in bold Gothic: McLaughlin the Friendly Undertaker.




  Mendoza and Grace left the Ferrari at the curb and went up to the porch of the hotel. The small unpleasant duty—breaking news of death—did not appeal to either of them.




  The front door was locked, and there wasn’t a sign of a doorbell.




  “¡Caray!” said Mendoza, annoyed.




  “Seems funny, if it is a hotel,” said Grace.




  “I beg your pardon.” The little fat man had left his sign painting and came trotting up the old wooden steps. “What was it you wanted? This is a private hotel, you know. Or

  perhaps you’re looking for an undertaker?” He had moist, eager brown eyes and a rosebud-pink little mouth; he had no hair at all and astonishingly long eyelashes. He was wearing neat

  tan chino work pants and a white shirt without a tie. “I own the hotel—at least, we own it, my family—but if you should be happening to want an undertaker, I

  have my business right next door as you can see—”




  “Mr.—”




  “Oscar McLaughlin, sir. If you should be wanting—”




  “Mr. McLaughlin, I understand a Mrs. Eliza McCann lives at this address—” And, as he had too many times over the years, Mendoza broke the news of death.




  He was not prepared for the reaction he got. Reactions, of course, varied—people being people.




  Oscar McLaughlin just stared at him and said, “Ellie dead? You don’t mean to tell me Ellie’s gone and died, just like that, away from home?” He began to

  look outraged and indignant. “Now that is just too thoughtless of her! I really thought she’d have managed better than that!”




  





  Chapter Two




  Mendoza stared back at him. Grace coughed gently and said, “Well, Mr. McLaughlin, it seems to have been very sudden. A heart attack or a stroke. You see—”




  “Yes, yes, I daresay,” said McLaughlin. He pulled thoughtfully at his pouting lower lip. “But how very vexatious. You don’t know what it was? That seems strange,

  Ellie’s always been very robust. Very. In fact, of course, I saw her when she left this morning and she was quite as usual. Dear me, this is awkward. I think—yes, you had

  better come in.” He fished in his pocket and produced a key, unlocked the massive old front door, which creaked as it swung open. “We keep it locked because of the monkey,” he

  added. “Henry! Henry, are you here?”




  The door let them into a large, very bare room which it took a moment to identify as the original lobby. A counter still ran alongside the right-hand wall with a small section of pigeonholes

  behind it; both were absolutely bare. The old pine floor was uncarpeted and dusty. A rickety-looking staircase led up at the left rear of the lobby, and a pair of carved double doors at the left

  were closed. “Henry?” shouted Oscar McLaughlin, and tapped at the double doors.




  They slid halfway open. “I’m not yet deaf, Oscar,” said a rather fretful voice. “What is it? I’m at a rather crucial place—the lilies of the

  valley.” Another fat little man appeared in the doorway; his resemblance to Oscar marked them at once as brothers.




  “Ellie is dead, Henry. Apparently she had a heart attack or something of that nature and died actually in the store. These gentlemen are police. I do call it very

  awkward.”




  “Really!” said Henry McLaughlin. “Dead? Well, I must certainly agree with you—who would have expected such a thing? Why, she was only sixty-five. And in the

  store—” He shook his head. “Most unfortunate. None of our family has ever had heart trouble of any sort.” He looked at Mendoza and Grace disapprovingly.




  “Dead?” It was an anguished feminine wail from the stairs. Mendoza and Grace whirled. The woman halfway down the stairs was easily six feet tall and thin to emaciation. She

  might have been seventy-five. She was wearing an ancient black chiffon evening gown which had been roughly hemmed to street length or what had been street length some years ago; it hit her at

  mid-calf. Around her bare shoulders were draped layers of scarves and shawls, pink, blue, crimson, purple. Solomon in all his glory, thought Mendoza, awed. She was wearing black silk

  stockings fancily clocked up the calf and a pair of low-heeled black velvet slippers; she carried over one scrawny arm a large fish-net shopping bag and clutched in her other hand a very large

  much-buckled-and-strapped black leather handbag. Her hair was dyed henna-purple and hung loose about a face so raddled with heavy make-up that it was difficult to assess her features at all.

  “Dead?” she wailed again. “Ellie? What are you saying, Oscar? And I’ve been coming along so well with my cooking lessons! Now who’s to teach

  me?” She came down the stairs to the lobby and began to cry gently. “I know it sounds selfish, Oscar, and I loved Ellie really—how can she be dead? She was

  perfectly all right when she left this morning— But I can’t help thinking of Albert coming for me at last, and having our own little home, and me not able to so much as scramble

  eggs for him—I wasn’t brought up to it, but I do mean to be a good little wife to him—and I’ve been learning, you know I have, even the eggs—when I

  remember to add the mustard.”




  “Yes, yes, Miss Manning,” said Oscar. “It’s all very awkward all round.”




  “Mind the monkey,” said Henry conversationally. Grace let out an involuntary yell as fingers grasped his ankle; the monkey, a small brown capuchin wearing a bright red collar,

  swarmed up him rapidly, sat on his shoulder and began busily parting his hair.




  “Hey,” said Grace nervously.




  “Friendly cuss, ain’t he? But not everybody likes ’em.” The newcomer was a very tall thin old man who appeared from some back regions behind the lobby. He was wearing

  torn overalls and a blue shirt. “Don’t reckon you do. Did I hear somebody say as Eliza’s dead?” He plucked the monkey off Grace, who stepped back thankfully and resettled

  his collar. “Now that is a downright shock, ain’t it? I don’t reckon as old Karl’ll be gettin’ any more sauerkraut, hey, lessen he fixes it

  hisself.”




  “I’m not going to do it for him,” said Miss Manning disdainfully. “Nasty German stuff. Albert never liked the Germans.”




  Something brushed by Mendoza’s ankles and he glanced down to discover a large and aggressively-jowled black tomcat staring back at him. “Beelzebub,” said Henry McLaughlin.

  “Kindly do not touch him. He bites everyone except me. I daresay you’re quite right, Ben. This is awkward.”




  “Mr. McLaughlin,” said Mendoza, “we’ll want a formal identification. If you or your brother could come now and make that— And we’ll want to have an autopsy,

  unless Mrs. McCann had been under a doctor’s care. Excuse me, what relationship was—”




  “A doctor? Dear me, no, Ellie was strong as a horse, she never went to doctors. She’s my sister, sir—and Henry’s, of course. Henry, I expect you had better go up and tell

  Jane about this. How extremely awkward indeed. An identification? At the morgue, you mean? Oh, of course, and I had best do that—of course, of course, I’ll come with

  you at once. If you will just wait until I change my clothes—proper respect—I won’t be a moment.” Oscar bustled off.




  “I don’t really like to break eggs,” said Miss Manning mournfully. “Such messy things until they’re cooked, aren’t they? Dear Ellie—she was so

  patient with me, I hardly know what I shall do now. And, Henry!” She clutched her throat. “I just thought—who is going to take care of Gertrude now? You know she kicks

  everybody but Ellie.”




  “I know, I know,” said Henry impatiently. “It is very awkward indeed.”




  “You s’pose,” said the man called Ben, “Percy or somebody’d want to take over the store? Lease’s got a while to run, I guess, and it brings in a

  little.”




  “Certainly not Jane,” said Henry. “Or myself. We shall ask Percy. I have My Own Work.” His tone capitalized that. “This has upset me. I really

  don’t feel I can do any more today, and I was so hoping to have the peace and quiet to get the lilies done. It’s been coming quite well.”




  “That special order?” said Ben. The monkey sat on his shoulder, picking through his sparse gray hair.




  “I don’t know that I feel like going out to shop,” said Miss Manning mournfully.




  “But there’s not much in the place that I know of,” said Henry. “Our part of the house, that is. Ellie left you the usual shopping list, my dear? I should really like

  something besides lukewarm mushroom soup tonight. Good heavens, I suppose we shall have to have a funeral.”




  “I think there’s some cold ham,” said Miss Manning.




  “I never knew as Ellie had a bad heart,” said Ben. “Seems funny to me—big healthy female like that. Right as rain when she went off this morning.”




  “We don’t know what it was, Mr.—”




  “Kelly. Ben Kelly. Goin’ to cut her up to find out, hey?”




  “That’s right, sir,” said Grace. “When she hadn’t been under a doctor’s care, the law is that—”




  “Just as well,” said Ben. “Poor Eliza. Kind of a tough life that poor woman had, all’s said and done.”




  Oscar McLaughlin came bustling back. He had changed into a very tight black suit, a starched white shirt and a spreading black silk Ascot tie; his plump little feet were encased in shiny black

  patent shoes, and the tip of a white silk handkerchief showed in his breast pocket.




  “I’m quite ready, gentlemen,” he announced. “Of course I understand it’s necessary, and the autopsy, though one doesn’t like to think of a relative

  being—But then of course we must remember it is only the dead clay, not the person. As an undertaker myself I take a slightly different view of these matters, naturally. Really, I

  haven’t taken it in yet—poor Ellie!”




  “Where is she, Oscar?” asked Henry. “Will you be anywhere near Woolworth’s?”




  Oscar looked at him in slight disapproval. “It is a sad errand,” he said. “I could stop on the way back.”




  “I don’t know, perhaps it would settle my nerves to work,” said Henry. “Such an upset. But one must be practical, after all, and it is a special order. And you

  know very well you are the only one in the house whose eye for color I can trust. Just a moment.” He vanished beyond the double doors, to reappear with several short wisps of embroidery silk

  held carefully between thumb and forefinger. “Please put them away carefully where you won’t lose them. I shall need at least three more skeins of the pearl-white and three of the

  champagne. One of the jade. Here is the money. Oscar, has it occurred to you that there will have to be a funeral?”




  “Indeed, indeed,” said Oscar, putting away the change in an old-fashioned snap-top purse. “Do you think we could ask Dr. Parsifal?”




  “But the cost,” said Henry, “The expense, Oscar!”




  “I know, I know. Quite unavoidable, I’m afraid, as matters stand. There it is. Never ill a day in her life, and then this has to happen. But don’t fuss, Henry—we shall

  get over it, we shall get over it. Gentleman, if you’re ready—”




  “Jane will want a salad, of course,” said Miss Manning. “Fresh lettuce. And the Italian dressing, I think Ellie said. What we’re to do without her I really

  don’t know— Oh, Ben, do hang onto Robespierre, you know I can’t bear him pulling my scarves. And, Ben, I forgot to take the garbage out to Gertrude.”




  “I’ll see to it, ma’am,” said Ben.




  “I really think perhaps it would settle me to work,” said Henry, and firmly shut himself behind the double doors.




  Oscar viewed the body, then more decently straightened out on the morgue refrigerator slab, and identified it formally. “Really, such an upset,” he murmured.

  “I hardly know how we’ll get on without her. Such an efficient person, Ellie. I should certainly have expected her to arrange matters more suitably.”




  Mendoza looked at him. “That almost sounds as if you were hinting that your sister committed suicide, Mr. McLaughlin. Do you have any reason to suspect—”




  Oscar looked shocked. “Oh, dear me, no, sir. No, no. The last thing in the world Ellie would have done. No, no. But it is awkward—there’ll be the shop, and all that—Well,

  I suppose you’ll let us know when we can, er, have the body? Just so.”




  “They do say it takes all sorts,” commented Grace after Oscar had identified the body and, clucking, had gone on his way.




  “¡Como no!” said Mendoza. “That Manning woman—and Henry—” He started to laugh. “Henry and his embroidery. My God. One thing about being a

  cop, Jase, you do acquire some stories to tell. And they say all this pernicious conformity is growing, the rugged individualists getting fewer and farther between. Tell it to any cop!”




  “That monkey—I tell you the truth, I never have liked monkeys much. In the zoo, O.K.—but not loose.”




  “I think I agree with you. Well, duty done, we can now have lunch. I might even stand you a drink with it. After Oscar I rather feel I need one.”




  “Um.” Grace brightened. “Came across a new one the other day.” Any book Jason Grace got hold of would inevitably receive intensive study; his wife had thoughtlessly given

  him a paperback copy of the bartenders’ encyclopedia a while ago. “Thing called a Serpent’s Tooth. Irish whisky, sweet vermouth, lemon juice, kümmel and bitters.”




  “¡Ay de mi!” said Mendoza. “Antidote for Oscar. I wonder what Art and George got on that hit-and-run . . .”




  What they got on the hit-and-run was, of course, too much. The plate number the horn-rimmed young man gave them was JGN-790, and they started checking that out right away. But

  as for the rest of it—




  They took statements from over fifty witnesses, and from those it emerged that the car which had run down Patrolman Harry Cohen had been black, dark green, dark blue, brown, black and white,

  jade green, royal blue, and dark red. It was a Dodge, a Mercury, a Buick, an Olds, a Ford Galaxie, a Chrysler Newport, a Chevrolet. It was ten years old, five years old; it was brand new. It was a

  four-door sedan, a two-door sedan, a coupé, a convertible. It had, after running down Patrolman Cohen, turned left on Seventh, gone straight up Broadway, and turned right on Seventh.




  The only facts they had, actually, came from the autopsy surgeon and the lab. Patrolman Cohen had been run over by a car, his head and torso crushed; death had been virtually instantaneous. The

  lab had gone over his clothes. There were tire marks but no identifiable tread marks.




  And that—unless the plate number checked out—was all they had.




  They were naturally thinking a little harder about Patrolman Cohen than about Eliza McCann then. But that Wednesday afternoon, just before the shift changed, they got the D.M.V. report on that

  plate number, JGN-790, and it turned out to belong to one Dr. William Haverham, who lived up in Redding and drove a 1959 Pontiac. So that looked as if the horn-rimmed young man had copied it down

  wrong: though of course they’d check out Dr. Haverham. You never did know.




  Mendoza went home to Alison, the blessedly-asleep twins, the four cats and the soothing ministrations of Mrs. MacTaggart’s cooking. He told Alison about Oscar, Henry, and

  Miss Manning—and the monkey. “Honestly, people,” said Alison. “And the Communists think they can ever squash them all into one mass mold?”




  Mendoza laughed. “There’s the proverb: everyone is as God made him, and very often worse. Así, así. People indeed.”




  Higgins and Landers, both bachelors, went to dinner together at a modest restaurant downtown, and Higgins brought out his notebook over second cups of coffee. “All right,

  what looks like JGN? T, to start with. TGN.” He put that down. “Could anybody mistake an O for a G? Possible. JON. TON. The N could be an M.”




  “Look,” said Landers, “figuring every possible mistake, you’d end up with about a million possible plate numbers to check.”




  “So all right,” said Higgins stubbornly, “you want to get him, don’t you? 790. Could be 990? 700? 900?”




  “We want to get him,” said Landers. “All right.” His boyish face wore a deceptively lazy expression. “What sticks in my mind, by what you and Art got, a lot of

  people said it looked deliberate. As if whoever was driving that car really aimed it at Cohen—took advantage of a little break in traffic, maybe, where he could do it and get away quick. So I

  say, why? Why did somebody have it in for Cohen?”




  “Well, that sounds way out to me, Tom. An ordinary traffic cop, quiet family man. Witnesses—you know what most of ’em are worth. And a car out of control could give that

  impression, all too likely.”




  “Maybe. I just think we ought to check that aspect of it,” said Landers.




  “It’s way out. JGN. Could have been JQN? Or TQN?” Higgins went on scribbling.




  On Thursday morning another suicide turned up. For pretty sure a suicide. A girl about twenty, found dead in a second-rate hotel on Olive Avenue. Dead in bed. Registered the

  day before as Mary Brown. One cheap suitcase, a few clothes. Glass from bathroom used, left on the night table. In all probability some kind of sleeping pills. But no suicide note. Of course they

  didn’t always leave one.




  Piggott and Landers went out on that. Mendoza listened to Hackett’s and Higgins’ ideas about Cohen, and Higgins resignedly passed on what Tom Landers had said. Resignedly, because he

  knew the boss: a tortuous mind, said Hackett, and he liked it to be complicated. Higgins wasn’t surprised when Mendoza said thoughtfully, “That’s an angle. It just could

  be, you know. No harm to sniff around a little: had Cohen got across anybody lately? Personally or on the job?”




  “Look, he was just standing there directing traffic,” said Higgins patiently. “I’m inclined to think it was a drunk—or a J.D. in a hot heap. Who lost his head and

  just kept going.”




  “And I go along with that,” said Hackett. “We’ll probably hear from Redding today and find out this Dr. Haverham hasn’t been out of town the last year.”
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