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          “Oh, what a tangled web we weave,




          When first we practise to deceive!”




          Sir Walter Scott, Marmion, VI-xviii
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  Chapter One




  “And I’ll take no bets,” said Rodriguez, “that he won’t end up killing one of them. The Corbett woman took quite a little beating last

  night.” He rolled the triplicate report forms into his typewriter. “And, just as on Reede and Hauser, no make at all except for his general size.”




  “It’s a bastard all right,” said Feinman. Last night’s rape of Norma Corbett made the third this week. Rodriguez had just been to the hospital to question her for the

  first time, this hot Sunday morning. “Did—” He looked up as Maddox and D’Arcy came in. “So what else have we got new?” They’d been out on the first call of

  the day.




  “A burglar,” said Maddox resignedly. “Just another burglar. My God, the crime rate up as high as it is, it isn’t even safe to get quietly drunk at home in private.”

  He shook his head and Feinman laughed.




  “Pair of middle-aged sophisticates,” appended D’Arcy to that. “Something to do with TV, on the technical side. They admit they were both pretty well stoned when they went

  to bed, so they never heard the burglar at all. He got about five Gs’ worth. Who’s going to write the report?”




  “I’ll toss you for it,” said Maddox, yawning, and offered him a quarter. D’Arcy flipped and lost the call.




  “Oh hell,” he said, sat down and pulled the typewriter closer, got out his notebook and reached for report forms.




  “Did Corbett lose some underwear too?” asked Feinman.




  “She did,” said Rodriguez. “Off the clothesline, on Friday. A bra and a pair of panties.”




  “So that about cinches it that it’s the same boy,” said Maddox thoughtfully. “Funny. Not the spur-of-the-moment thing. That’s very offbeat for a rapist,

  César.” Miss Janet Reede, last Monday, had come home from work to find her apartment door broken in and only a bra and a pair of panties missing from an open bureau drawer. She

  hadn’t called the police, had mentioned it to her landlady. The following night the rapist broke in and assaulted her in bed, about one A.M. The apartment had its own

  washer and drier, so Miss Reede didn’t hang her laundry outside. Miss Rhoda Hauser, on the other hand, did: she lived in one unit of a triplex that had a drying yard and clothesline in back,

  and she lost from it—on Wednesday afternoon—a half-slip, two pairs of panties and a bra. She had called the police; Maddox had seen her.




  “Because I do read the papers,” Miss Hauser had told him. “I know these sex criminals usually start out stealing women’s underwear, don’t they? And if you catch up

  to him now, before he does anything worse—”




  The trouble was, there wasn’t really any way to catch up to him. It was unlikely he’d come back there. And on Thursday night the rapist had got into Miss Hauser’s apartment

  through the bedroom window and beaten and raped her.




  And now, Norma Corbett.




  “I don’t like it,” said Maddox. “It’s funny. It’s off the beaten track.”




  “That you can say,” said Rodriguez, swearing and x-ing out a misspelled word. “But we get the press to mention it, at least it’ll maybe warn his next—”




  “Not every female around bothers to read the papers,” said Maddox. “What it says, César, is that he’s picking them. Beforehand. And that’s very offbeat

  indeed.”




  “It is.” Rodriguez lit a cigarette and went on typing. Maddox wandered down the hall to the coffee machine. He pressed the cream button and sipped coffee, wandered a few steps

  further down the hall to the bulletin board. Tacked to its cork surface was a neat handwritten notice in Lieutenant Eden’s writing. It said:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Vacation Schedule




                E. Eden—July 30




                G. Ellis—Aug. 7




                C. Rodriguez—Aug. 15




                D. Hoffman—Aug. 15




                I. Maddox—Aug. 30




                J. Feinman—Aug. 30




                K. Donaldson—Sept. 1




                F. Buck—Sept. 1




                D. D’Arcy—Sept. 7




                J. Rowan—Sept. 7




                S. Carstairs—Sept. 15




                J. O’Neill—Sept. 15




                R. Brougham—Sept. 15




                J. Dabney—Sept. 18


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Maddox looked at it, sipping coffee. It would have to be Dick Brougham, he thought. Just asking for it to ask Johnny O’Neill, who could put two and two together twice as

  fast as a computer. Brougham was on the night watch and therefore not seeing much of the day crew, which was just as well. But if Dick wouldn’t change with him—well, damnation, thought

  Maddox, it could be done the other way around. Feinman would play. Or there was Dabney, of course. If. He finished the coffee, and strongly resisting the impulse to stray into Sergeant Daisy

  Hoffman’s office down the hall, righteously went back to the big detective office. It was bare and rather dusty, all the furniture old and scarred—the city fathers had built that nice

  new Police Facilities Building downtown and then forgotten about the precinct houses. Oh, Seventy-Seventh Street was a fairly new building; but Wilcox Street here one of the oldest houses. It was

  also very hot, this summer Sunday: all the men had taken off jackets and loosened ties.




  “Aren’t you going to do anything about your burglar?” asked Feinman.




  “I left Dabney there poking around for prints. See what shows,” said Maddox absently. He sat down at his desk and immediately the phone rang. He picked it up. “Yes,

  Johnny?”




  “You’ve got a new corpse, avic,” said O’Neill. “At least it’s a classy neighborhood—up on Sycamore Avenue. The ambulance is on the way and the

  squad car sitting on it till you get there.”




  “Thanks so much,” said Maddox. Well, July—the homicide rate always went up in summer. Hell, and Dabney still over on Cahuenga on the burglary. He went down to the lab and found

  Rowan in. “Pick up a kit and let’s go, Joe. New body.”




  “The long hot summer,” said Rowan philosophically. As they started down for the stairs Policewoman Carstairs, neat in her navy uniform, whisked out of Sergeant Hoffman’s office

  and passed them. She flashed a smile between them and was down the stairs before they reached them. “Nice girl,” said Rowan.




  “Oh, sure,” said Maddox. And if Feinman wouldn’t play, or Dabney either, then what? Well, damn it, he had some sick leave accumulated, which probably also had—“Take

  my car?” They got into his nice little girl, the blue Maserati.




  When they found the address on Sycamore, up in that expensive area above Franklin, it was one of the older places up there, a very dignified two-story Spanish place, with a red

  tile roof. There was a circular drive, a good deal of planting in the front yard, ivy instead of a lawn. The squad car was parked before the front door, the ambulance just behind. One of the

  uniformed men was standing at the door.




  “So what’s the story?” Maddox asked him.




  “Looks a little funny, Sergeant. It’s the guy’s mother called in. They’d just finished breakfast—late because of it being Sunday, you know—and she went up to

  make the beds. Little bit later heard a shot, and when she came down she saw this guy just getting out the back door and her son there with a bullet in him. Killed instantly, I’d

  guess.”




  “Funny’s hardly the word,” said Maddox. “We are getting them these days.” He and Rowan went in.




  There was money here, by the old and good furniture, the thick carpeting. It was all a little old-fashioned, very substantial, very solid. A long hall past a big living room, a formal dining

  room, with a wide staircase to the left, led them down to a door which gave onto a big square kitchen.




  The body was in the middle of the floor: a biggish, youngish man just lying there flat on his back. He was dressed in good sports clothes: gray slacks, a white shirt without a tie. A

  good-looking man, dark-haired. He’d been shot once in the middle of the forehead; there wasn’t much blood. The interns and the other uniformed man were ministering to a tearful elderly

  woman sitting at the table in the little breakfast nook opening off the kitchen. Maddox went over there, introduced himself.




  “We just left him for you,” said one of the interns. “You boys are so fussy about messing up evidence. This is his mother. Mrs. Latimer.”




  “Mrs. Latimer,” said Maddox. She looked up at him slowly. “I’m very sorry to bother you at a time like this, but if you can answer some questions—we’d like to

  get right on this, you know.”




  She gulped and blew her nose. “Yes, I—yes, of course. I’m sorry to—but he—was—my—baby, that’s all. The youngest one. My Joel.” She blinked

  up at Maddox. She was the loveliest old lady he’d ever seen; she must have been a real beauty in her youth. A little woman, not over five feet, very slender and beautifully dressed in plain

  blue silk that had probably cost something. She had shimmering white hair that curled softly about her face, and very blue eyes. “And such a shock—it all happened so

  fast—”




  “Just a moment, Mrs. Latimer. This is your son Joel? He lived here with you?”




  “Why, yes. He’s a lawyer—his own offices—and that’s—that’s his gun.” The gun was lying on the floor beside the body. It was—Maddox bent to

  look at it—a Smith and Wesson target .22. “He was going to the desert for a few days, he liked the desert, and he’d got it out to clean it, or oil it, or something, after

  breakfast. I went upstairs, and when the doorbell chimed—it was just once for the back door—J-Joel called up he’d get it. I don’t know who it was, I—”




  “Just take it easy, Mrs. Latimer. Can you make any guess as to what time that was?”




  “I don’t—” Her eyes sought the clock: it was eleven fifty now. “M-Maybe half an hour ago. I don’t know. It was about ten minutes later I heard the—the

  shot. I was so startled—and then I ran down the stairs and—and there was Joel, and I just screamed and ran to him, I didn’t notice the man until he moved. He ran out the back door

  and—”




  “Mrs. Latimer, please think hard and try to remember what he looked like. I know, you only had a glimpse, but you did see him. What do you remember about him?”




  She straightened a little in her chair. “Yes, I’ll—I’ll try. He was young, I don’t think more than twenty-two or twenty-three. He had on—just slacks and a

  sports shirt—blue or bluey-green—and he had kind of sandy hair. He was tall—oh, six feet anyway. That’s about all I could—I’d never seen him before in my life!

  Oh, and I just remembered that—he was holding the gun. Joel’s gun. When I came in. He just threw it down, or dropped it—and ran out the back door.”




  “All right, that’s fine, Mrs. Latimer,” said Maddox gently. “That’s just fine. Now we’ll be busy here, and you don’t want to watch us. Why don’t

  you just go up and lie down, rest awhile—or if there’s anyone you’d like us to call, any other family or friends?”




  “Oh, no, thank you,” she said. “That’s all right. I’ll just—” She started up the back stairs slowly; her thin straight back looked forlorn. Maddox

  rubbed his jaw, wondering if he had a legit excuse to call for a policewoman. Reluctantly he decided he hadn’t.




  Rowan had already printed the gun and tucked it away in a plastic bag. He took several shots of the body with the Speed Graphic and packed that away. He was now dusting the knob of the rear

  door. Maddox went out that way and looked around.




  Highly unlikely there’d be any nice footprints. There was a cement-floored patio, wrought-iron yard furniture, neat narrow raised flower beds, no lawn at all. X would most likely have run

  across to the paved drive and down it to the street. . . . Damn, thought Maddox, he hadn’t asked her if she’d heard a car. Coming or going. A quiet street like this, she probably would

  have. Obviously hadn’t seen one, she’d have said. And if she hadn’t heard one? The neighbors she’d know, and X was a stranger. . . .




  And, damn it, thought Maddox, it’d be a dead giveaway if they both are away at the same time. You couldn’t just take off without getting the lieutenant’s say, when you

  weren’t really sick. But—




  He dragged his mind back on the job and went back to the kitchen. “You getting anything?” he asked Rowan.




  “Some latents on the knob. Nothing usable from the gun—all smudged.”




  “Damnation,” said Maddox, and started to go through the dead man’s pockets. Joel Latimer, he thought, had been a personable-looking fellow. About thirty-five, a good square

  jaw, a strong mouth. And there wasn’t much on him. Well, it was Sunday; he wouldn’t have been going to work. A wallet with fourteen dollars in it. Loose change. A handkerchief. Not

  robbed, anyway. Though possibly that had been the intention, and the woman had scared X off.




  “Talk about funny,” he said, straightening. “X just rings the bell, walks in and shoots him with his own gun? Of course, in the ten minutes or so after she heard the bell they

  could have had an argument. Latimer a lawyer—maybe a disgruntled client or something. I suppose he had a secretary—office staff. Ask them if he’d had any trouble with somebody

  recently.”




  “Yeah,” said Rowan. “All the routine.” He was dusting the door itself now. Maddox watched him in silence.




  And damn it, today—tonight, rather—was Dick’s night off and he couldn’t catch him. Tomorrow.




  At one o’clock he ran into Rodriguez and D’Arcy at the Grotto and over lunch passed on the news about the latest corpse. Rodriguez was more concerned about their

  rapist, and they kicked that around some.




  “And I’ll tell you something else, Ivor,” said Rodriguez. “It just occurred to me after I’d finished the report on Corbett. They’re all the same

  type.”




  “What?”




  “Reede, Hauser, Corbett,” said Rodriguez. “All smallish girls with dark hair. His type?”




  “Well, rapists sometimes do have preferences,” said Maddox. “You do get that, César. There’re the ones who go in exclusively for older women—”




  “Having grudges on their mothers, the head doctors say,” said D’Arcy. “Which I do not altogether buy. But I don’t know that I ever did hear of one picking the same

  type of good-looker every time.”




  “Yes, you have. They haven’t caught him yet—back East somewhere, it was written up in Official Detective awhile back. He goes exclusively for redheads. Though of all

  ages,” said Maddox.




  “Oh? New one to me.”




  “It’s the underwear bit that gets me,” said Maddox. “That tells us now—three times—it’s the same boy. And I don’t know that that little idea would

  pay off, César. So the press shouts about it, so at least females who read the papers will get alarmed if they find underwear missing. Just offhand, could either of you tell me exactly how

  many pairs of shorts you’ve got at home? How many undershirts? The Reede girl admitted to me she’d never have realized anything was gone at all except for two things—the drawer

  was left open and just by chance it was a new matched set of panties and bra that he took, she hadn’t worn them yet. Sure, when he takes things off a clothesline, they’d know. But the

  funny thing is—we can say that, can’t we?—is that it’s evidently a compulsion with him. He has to get the underwear first. He went to the trouble of breaking in after it

  when there wasn’t any on the clothesline.”




  Rodriguez poured more coffee. “That is a thought. Our pessimistic little Welshman. And all the women can tell us about him is that he’s big and strong. We don’t even know his

  color. And I tell you, if we don’t catch up to him soon he’ll kill one of them. Norma Corbett’ll be off work awhile. Broken arm, face battered up, three teeth knocked out and two

  broken fingers. And assorted bruises.”




  “Um, yes,” said Maddox. “Another thing. Reede and Hauser both single, both very respectable young women. Corbett?”




  “Very definitely, I’d say.”




  “Yes. Also single? Um. Can we say, all virgins?”




  “Well, this day and age,” said Rodriguez.




  “I think maybe so. What does Corbett do, by the way?”




  “Legal secretary.”




  “Oh,” said Maddox. “Boss’s name?”




  Rodriguez hauled out his notebook. “William Seidler, downtown. Spring Street.”




  “Reede lives on Fountain. Hauser on Cahuenga. Corbett on Edgemont. Reede is a steno at Columbia Records, Hauser is a receptionist at an actors’ agency on the Strip. And the legal

  secretary. Say anything?”




  D’Arcy said, “Well, all the addresses are within central Hollywood.”




  “Which says nothing,” said Maddox. “They’re still some way apart.” He visualized it on the map: Cahuenga thirty blocks from Edgemont, if Fountain did cross

  Cahuenga. “All up in the air.”




  They got back to the precinct house shortly before two. When they came in Johnny O’Neill was sitting at the desk whistling “Danny Boy” and working a crossword; he gave them a

  casual salute. Before he thought, Maddox grinned at him and then cancelled it hastily: Johnny was sharp enough to cut himself. Johnny had just transferred up from Central a few months ago:

  he’d got shot up by a bank robber, still had some lead in one ankle and they’d put him on a desk job until the doctors said he could go back on active duty. A very nice guy, Johnny,

  which Maddox had only admitted recently; and it was Johnny who had unlocked Maddox’s psychological block about the junior division, of course. Yes, and let Johnny suspect it, it’d be

  all through the precinct in twenty-four hours, damn it.




  As he passed the desk headed for the stairs O’Neill said, “Hold it—this might be something, boys.” They turned.




  A couple of uniformed men were shepherding in a man and a woman. The woman was crying and the man looked sullen. The squad-car men were Simms and Terhune. “What’ve you got?”

  asked O’Neill.




  Simms came up to the desk. “Child beating,” he said, looking rather grim. “The woman called for us. Little girl, ten months old. The interns said she’d been hurt pretty

  bad, maybe internal injuries.”




  O’Neill grimaced. “We do see the other half. I suppose you sherlocks’ll want to talk to him.”




  “And the junior division to her,” said Maddox. “Name?”




  “Wheeler,” said Simms. “Mr. and Mrs. Apartment over on Harold Way.”




  “O.K.” Maddox shepherded the pair upstairs, D’Arcy and Rodriguez behind, and poked his head into Sergeant Hoffman’s office. They were both there—blonde Aunt Daisy

  who was a grandmother and didn’t look it, and Sue. “We have a weeping female to comfort,” said Maddox. “Would one of you care to oblige? Child-beating case just

  in.”




  “Oh, Lord,” said Daisy. “One of those. People—”




  “I’ll go,” said Sue, and got up.




  But Maddox had no sooner got back to the interrogation room where they’d parked Wheeler than the phone rang in the detective office. Resignedly he went to answer it.




  “It is, after all, July,” said O’Neill. “Heat triggering off tempers, you know. You have now got another assault.”




  “You don’t say. Not, for God’s sake, another rape?”




  “I don’t think so—woman who called just said, he’s beating her up, come quick. Over on Ardmore. The squad car dispatched, but I thought you’d want to know

  too.”




  “Thanks so much,” said Maddox. “Address?” He took it down. Rodriguez and D’Arcy could handle Wheeler; he went out to the Maserati again and drove down to Ardmore

  Avenue.




  One of the older streets in central Hollywood, old four-family apartments, shabby single houses with rental units in the rear. The squad car was sitting outside one of the oldest apartments. The

  front door was open and Maddox went in. The noise guided him up the stairs: a man swearing in a loud voice, a woman crying noisily, another man trying to quiet them both.




  Down the upstairs corridor there, a single uniformed man was having a little wrestling match with a civilian. “Now you quiet down, damn it—listen to me—” The neighboring

  apartment door, across the hall, was open, and a silent middle-aged couple watched. Maddox went to help the patrolman in a hurry, and between them they got the civilian into the apartment and

  shoved him down into a chair, where he sat and glowered at them. He was a big dark man about forty, he hadn’t shaved in a few days, and he smelled of whiskey and perspiration. The woman, a

  somewhat raddled-looking blonde a few years younger, was sitting on the couch sobbing. One eye was puffed up and half closed, and she sobbed, “My arm—Bastard broke my arm, it feels

  like—no call to go do that—you big bastard.” She was half-drunk, bleary-eyed.




  “All right, just hold it,” said Maddox. He went out to the hall; the other couple was still there, talking now. “Did one of you call in on this?”




  The woman nodded. “I did. When I heard her screaming.” Her mouth drew tight in disapproval. “I guess they both drink some. That kind. And I think they’re on welfare. They

  haven’t lived here long. Name’s Neumeyer.”




  “Thanks so much.” He went back to the other apartment. Neumeyer was still sitting glowering, the patrolman keeping an eye on him; the woman had quieted down and was just moaning.

  “So all right, Neumeyer,” said Maddox. “What’s this all about?”




  “Goddamn it,” said Neumeyer, “it’s just—look at her! Jus’ look! She’s drunk, ain’t she? An’ I can’t stand no female

  drunks—”




  “This is your wife?”




  “Well, acourse she’s my wife, who else’d she be, for God’s sake?” said Neumeyer belligerently. He was half-drunk too, his tongue slurring slightly. It was the

  expectable dreary vintage apartment, dusty and untidy: a dirty glass stood on the coffee table where the woman sat weeping on the couch, another on the portable TV. Maddox sniffed: beer, and also

  whiskey.




  “Bastard broke my arm, feels like,” sobbed the woman.




  “Mr. Neumeyer—”




  “Jus’ can’t stand drunk women,” said Neumeyer. “Jus’ terr’ble—she promises me, after the las’ time, she ain’t gonna no more—made

  her swear it, I did—an’ look at her! I come in, fin’ her tight as a hoot-owl—an’ women drunks I jus’ can’t ‘stand—”




  The patrolman laughed involuntarily. Neumeyer had lurched up and found his glass, finished the couple of swallows in the highball, and was weaving slightly, leaning on the TV.




  “Mrs. Neumeyer,” said Maddox, “do you want a doctor?”




  “Damn right I want a doctor! No call to—Oh, he can put it down, much as he likes, sure, but me—you big bastard—”




  “That’s never no mind,” said Neumeyer, scowling. “You’re a female, an’ it’s not right for females—don’t look nice—female drunks I

  jus’ can’t stand—”




  Maddox, his mouth twitching, nodded at the patrolman. “Go call an ambulance.”




  People. Forever coming all sorts. And getting the statements on this would probably take the rest of the shift: it was after two thirty. And would anything else turn up today? Well,

  July—




  “You gonna take me in? It ain’t fair!”




  At least, thought Maddox, cops saw a lot of things the ordinary citizens didn’t. Just very occasionally it was amusing.




  Ken Donaldson was doing night watch alone on Sundays. He drifted in early, as Maddox was just leaving. Unfortunately, of course, Donaldson was no use to him at all. September first.




  Maddox went home to the little house in the rear of a big house on Gregory Avenue, shaved again and put on a clean shirt, and at seven o’clock presented himself at the house on Janiel

  Terrace.




  Mrs. Carstairs let him in, and the little Welsh Corgi jumped up at him welcomingly. “Sue’ll be out in a minute, Ivor.” She surveyed him amusedly. “Have you made any

  arrangements yet?”




  “Well, I’ll ask Brougham tomorrow night—he’s off tonight. It’ll be damned awkward if he won’t,” said Maddox, frowning. “Of course there’s

  Dabney—only three days’ difference, but—”




  She laughed. “I will say for you, Ivor, once you make up your mind you don’t waste time.”




  “Wasn’t a question of making up my mind.” Maddox grinned at her. “It was a kind of mental block. I guess my subconscious had marked her as private property to be called

  for, a long while back, and it wasn’t till I thought she was making up to that Irishman my subconscious came unstuck.”




  “And you and your machinations.”




  “Well, damn it, you don’t know that bunch. The kidding we’d take—it’ll be bad enough afterward.”




  “Oh, I’m with you,” she said amusedly. “I expect it’s my half Scots—I never could see the sense in great big expensive weddings. A waste of money. It’s

  just a good thing, isn’t it, that Sue feels the same way. The quick trip to Las Vegas.”




  Maddox grinned at her. “You know, I don’t think I’m going to mind having a mother-in-law at all.”




  “My dear boy,” she said briskly, “I’m going to adore having a son-in-law. It was the greatest disappointment in my life, never having a boy.”




  Sue came in in a hurry, evening cape over one arm, looking very delectable in blue lace, sleeveless and low-necked. “Ivor darling—I did have an idea, I could change vacation spots

  with Joe Feinman, if he—”




  “Now really, Sue,” said her mother, “a lady doesn’t behave so—er—forwardly. Really, the two of you—all this indecent haste—”




  “In fact, I think I’m going to enjoy having a mother-in-law,” said Maddox. “I don’t suppose you’d consider coming along with us to dinner?”




  “Get along with you. Two’s company.”




  “I think,” said Maddox, an arm around each of them, “I’m going to enjoy having a family again. It’s been kind of a long time.” He hadn’t had any family

  at all since his parents died in an air crash the year he graduated from high school: on his own ever since.




  “Ivor darling,” said Sue, “I am starving. And not some horribly expensive place—all right, the cocktails, the liquor license with the inevitably higher prices—but

  we have got to start to save for a down payment on a house—and—”




  “Yes, yes, and I’ve agreed to let you keep on working a couple of years.”




  “If you can just get Dick to change off with you—”




  “I’ll tackle him tomorrow night.”




  





  




  Chapter Two




  Monday morning, and Rodriguez off. Ellis and the lieutenant had a rather complicated embezzlement on their hands. Maddox looked at the report Donaldson had left for the day

  crew: a quiet night for once. A few drunks brought in, there’d been a couple of purse snatchings. Nothing to shunt them off the cases already on hand.




  “Morning,” said D’Arcy. Maddox answered absently. Latimer: some routine to be done on that. The child beater was in jail; he’d be arraigned some time this week. Mr.

  Neumeyer, he of the double standard morals, was also in jail; his wife had signed a complaint. Let D’Arcy and Feinman look for the rapist as they could, hunting through records—theirs

  and Central’s downtown. He just might show there. He said that to D’Arcy. “I’m going to poke around some on Latimer.”




  He had Latimer’s keys and office address. Hollywood Boulevard. The mother, oddly enough, hadn’t been able to tell him anything about Latimer’s social associates.




  It was downtown Hollywood, close in. He found a slot for the Maserati on the street and walked back. Latimer’s office had been on the fourth floor of a big bank building on a corner;

  Maddox speculated what the rent might be. The corridor door was locked; he found the right key and went in. There was a handsomely furnished reception room, with the inevitable artificial tree in a

  pot: two inner doors. The one on the left led to Latimer’s office: nameplate on the big walnut desk, filing cases, everything in high style down to the tweed carpeting. The other, smaller

  office was probably his secretary’s. Maddox looked around in there, but it was all inhumanly neat. As the sole exception, in the top drawer of the secretary’s desk he found an opened

  letter still in its envelope, addressed to Miss Margaret MacDonald at an address on Cherokee Avenue. Latimer’s files had nothing to say to him; he’d probably need Margaret MacDonald to

  interpret them.




  He was surprised nobody had showed up; it was getting on toward nine o’clock. On the stroke of nine he looked in the phone book and found Margaret MacDonald listed, dialed. A pleasant

  voice answered him presently; he asked her if she was Joel Latimer’s secretary.




  “Why, yes, I am, why? Who is this?”




  “Sergeant Maddox, L.A.P.D., Miss MacDonald. You haven’t heard that he’s been shot? Murdered. Yesterday morning. I’m sorry to break bad news to you, but we have to ask the

  questions. If you—”




  She began to cry. Incoherently she said, “Police? You’re—Joel shot—he’s dead? Oh no—oh my God—”




  “Miss MacDonald—”




  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” She sobbed. “I’ll try to—I know you’ve got to—”




  “Miss MacDonald, are you all right? If I came up there, could you—”




  “Yes,” she said. “Yes, whatever you want. I know you’ve got to—oh, my God—We were going to be married,” she said, and the phone was dropped blindly in

  his ear.




  “Well, well,” said Maddox to himself. Poor girl. He shut the office door behind him and started back for the elevator.




  The apartment house was an older one, well kept up, perhaps ten units. Margaret MacDonald’s apartment was at the rear on the second floor. When she opened the door to him, he saw that she

  had been crying hard, but basically she was a commonsensible girl and she had herself under control now. About twenty-eight, a pretty blonde, natural too, with brown eyes and a good figure. She had

  on a modest long blue cotton housecoat. She hadn’t made any effort to disguise her reddened eyes; she hadn’t any make-up on but lipstick. A good girl, thought Maddox.




  “You’re—police,” she said dully.




  He showed her the badge. “Sergeant Maddox.”




  She turned away from the door, implying invitation. He went in after her and shut it. The ordinary apartment living room, this vintage: neat and clean: a few personal touches in a bookshelf, a

  good reproduction Corot. “Tell me about Joel, please. Oh, God, I can’t believe it.”




  He told her, gently and economically. “I’m sorry, Miss MacDonald—of course I couldn’t know—”




  “That we were engaged. No, of course. But it just doesn’t make sense!” she said wretchedly. She took a cigarette from the bowl on the coffee table with a shaking hand; he lit

  it for her. “It doesn’t make sense—nobody would have any reason to shoot Joel!”




  “That’s one thing I want to ask you questions about, you know. Does that description—a young man about six feet tall, with sandy hair—mean anything to you? We thought

  possibly among his clients—his recent cases—”




  “But that’s just impossible. No. He wasn’t a criminal lawyer—just the ordinary cases any attorney—nobody would have any reason—”




  “If you’d just think about it, please. The flimsiest quarrels can trigger off these things. And that’s all we’ve got—this description of a young, fairly tall man,

  sandy-haired.”




  She sat at least a minute in silence, smoking quickly, her gaze vague. An intelligent girl; she was thinking obediently. She said suddenly, “I suppose—that could sound like Steve

  Lynch. But that’d be crazy—just over a thing like that.”




  “One of Mr. Latimer’s clients?”




  She shook her head wearily. “It’d be crazy. It was this Christabel Walter. Joel handled the divorce suit for her husband. William Walter. She’s a little tramp.” She

  rested her head in her hands a moment. “I’m sorry, I’m not thinking straight—Joel—”




  “That’s all right, take your time,” said Maddox gently.




  “A tramp. There wasn’t any trouble about it, Mr. Walter had plenty of evidence for the judge. They didn’t care about the divorce—it was the little girl. Her name’s

  Christabel too. Five years old. Mr. Walter asked for custody and got it—with all the evidence. That was what they resented, because they had the child signed up for some TV commercials. A

  toothpaste ad, I think it was.”




  “They? This Lynch?”




  “Her brother—Christabel Walter’s. I would guess,” she said, “also a no-good bum. Joel thought. It was the money, you see. You know commercials pay

  awfully—”




  “I see. Lynch matches that description?”




  “I suppose you could say. I don’t believe any of this. My God, out of the blue—” She put out her cigarette.




  “Had Lynch threatened Latimer? Argued with him? Come to the office?”




  She nodded. “Yes. Threatened, I don’t know. Argued, yes. He came with Mrs. Walter—every time she was at the office. There was a lot of fuss about the child. . . . What? Oh, the

  interlocutory was granted—let me think—about a week ago. And custody given to Mr. Walter. . . . I don’t know if they were still—angry—about it. If

  Lynch—”




  “But that’s all you can think of in connection with that description?”




  “At the moment. It doesn’t seem possible—all this—but maybe,” and that was an aside to herself, “I always wondered if

  it—would—really—happen.”




  “What?” asked Maddox.




  “Our getting married.” She shut her eyes.




  “Why, Miss MacDonald? Was he—” Maddox hesitated.




  “Joel? C-Cooling off, you mean? Good heavens, no,” she said, catching his implication.




  “Well, another thing I’d like to ask you, if you could tell me anything about that. Mrs. Latimer said yesterday that he was—er—her baby, the youngest. But she

  didn’t ask us to notify any relatives. Had he brothers and sisters?”




  Margaret MacDonald sat up straighter on the couch and tossed her blonde hair back. “Oh, indeed he had, Sergeant Maddox. Indeed he was her baby.” Her tone was hard. “That

  woman!” She took another cigarette, had flicked the table lighter before he could get up. “Oh, that woman! I really do not know what gets into some women, Sergeant. It was

  diabolical—no other word.”




  “She objected to your marriage?”




  “Oh, not just me—Joel and me! It was all of them—any of them! His two brothers—they had to make a complete break to get away at all. It’s the greatest wonder in the

  world they are all as sane as they are, with her the complete domineering mother. His brother Robert got married about eight years ago. Joel said she carried on like a madwoman when he told her

  about the girl. Saying he’d been caught by a cheap little hussy and all. Really quite a nice woman, Robert’s wife—I’ve met them, of course. But she’s never—Mrs.

  Latimer I mean—exchanged a word with him since. Cut him out of her will and so on. And it was just the same when John got engaged a few years later, Joel said, the most awful scenes. He was

  deserting his poor widowed mother, like that.”




  “Well, you don’t tell me,” said Maddox, concealing surprise. That lovely old lady, looking like a French marquise, her exquisite hair and—“And what about you and

  Joel?”




  “Oh, it was even worse, because don’t you see, she actually thought of him as her baby—ridiculous—he had a dreadful time with her. What gets into such

  women?” She shook her head. “People grow up, they want their own homes and—and families. He was thirty-four. A successful man. But she couldn’t bear to lose him, she said.

  Lose him! Why, if she’d been normal—acted friendly to me, to Robert’s wife, John’s wife—it’d just be—adding to the family. Like any normal family—But

  she called me all the names and so on. Joel didn’t specify, but I can guess.” She gave him a wry humorless smile.




  “And how did Joel feel about it?”




  She stubbed out her cigarette. “Look, Sergeant, he wasn’t a weak man. Just—easygoing. He was exasperated with her—just as Robert and John had been—but it

  didn’t reach him. If it had to mean a complete break with her, that’s how it’d have to be. None of them cared about the money. Joel said, Let her leave it to the Salvation Army if

  she liked. He was doing all right. We were going to be married—next month.”




  “I see.”




  “He—was closing the office this week. There wasn’t much business on hand. He’s got a little cabin over there. He liked the desert, I don’t, and he was going to put

  it up for sale. He said, get away and let her cool down, and maybe he could argue her around. He never would have, of course. . . . His sister Doris—she committed suicide about ten years

  ago.” She met Maddox’s eyes levelly. “She was—in love with this man, they’d got engaged, and Mrs. Latimer told him Doris was promiscuous, a nymphomaniac. So he walked

  out.”




  “My God,” said Maddox, “but that—”




  “Yes, isn’t it. Pathological?”




  “Well—” Maddox got up.




  “But nobody had any reason—to want Joel dead. I can’t understand it.” She put her head in her hands.




  “By what you say, he was instrumental in taking away some substantial money from this Mrs. Walter and her brother. They resented it. Resented him. It’s possible Lynch got into an

  argument with him and—”




  “I suppose that’s possible,” she said tiredly.




  “In any case, he’s the only one you can think of who conforms to that description?” She nodded. “You knew most of the people he knew?” She nodded again. “His

  brothers?”




  “Yes—of course he’d kept up with them. Yes, they both live here. Do you want their addresses? I’ll get them. . . .”




  People, he thought, heading back to the office. The façade really told you so little. That aristocratic, ladylike-looking woman—and just what did get into women

  like that, anyway? Absently he thought of Mrs. Anne Carstairs, with gratitude and affection—brisk, unsentimental, humorous Mrs. Carstairs. He and Sue were—safe. . . .




  Well, see if the autopsy report was in on Latimer. Poor Latimer. And poor Margaret. A nice girl.




  The autopsy report was not in. But, surprisingly, Dick Brougham was—bent over his desk, alone in the big communal detective office. “What the hell are you doing here?” asked

  Maddox.




  Brougham turned. “Hi,” he said, yawning. “No rest for the wicked. I’ve got to be in court for an arraignment—that hit-run last week. And I left my favorite pipe

  here Saturday night, just dropped by to pick it up. Say, has anything showed on that rapist? I caught the first calls on all of ’em, you know, I just wondered—”




  Maddox brought him up to date on that. Now, with the underwear bit showing on all three, for ninety percent sure the same boy. And possibly picking them as to type. All up in the air.

  D’Arcy and Feinman probably pawing through records on him now.




  “I’ll be damned,” said Brougham. “He isn’t going to be easy to pick up, Ivor. And I’ll make a contribution. So, Rodriguez says, publicize it and his next

  chosen victim is warned? Oh yeah? What that’s going to produce is all the excitable females who’ve misplaced a pair of panties calling in and screaming, He’s coming for me, save

  me quick.”




  “That happy little thought had also crossed my mind,” said Maddox. He jingled coins in his pocket; his voice was casual. “Say, Dick, would you mind exchanging vacations with

  me?”
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