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  This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime
  writers.


  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.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing
  means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and
  their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all.
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  Chapter One


  Nice big lots, said Alison, two hundred by three hundred. And all the trees left. On Jovenita Canyon Road. No, Sheba! She rescued her clean
  stockings and began to put them on.


  I refuse, said Mendoza from the bathroom, to live on a street called Little Woman Canyon.


  Well, I know, but Get down, Nefertite, not my earrings. There were some on Appian Way too. Silence from the bathroom, except for splashing, was not
  encouraging. I didnt like the one on Elusive Drive, she said hastily. Too hilly. And Lulu Glen is too far up.


  Por mi vida! said Mendoza. Who names these places?


  I cant imagine, said Alison, removing Bast from her dress on the bed and starting to get into it. Emerging in the middle of a sentence, she added, On account
  of the cats. Because almost anywhere else its illegal to keep more than three, of course. It wouldnt be too much of a drive for you, would it, darling? There were two others at the
  end of a street called Haslam Terrace


  Possible, said Mendoza. He came out of the bathroom, shirtless, and surveyed her with approval. I dont know why were going to build a house. And dont
  say because I didnt like any of those already built.


  Because you cant bring up children in an apartment.


  All right, all right. Two. No more. If I had had any idea you harbored these medieval notions


  But you can afford more. Not like most people. Oh, damn. Come and fasten this, Luis.


  As if that had anything to do with it. He came and fastened it. They both looked at Alison in the mirror and were pleased, from their reflected expressions. Mendoza bent and kissed
  the back of her neck. So well go and look at the lots on Haslam Terrace tomorrow. He went to get a clean shirt.


  Yes, I thought so. Where are you taking Art?


  As it happens, nowhere but the office. Something more showed up on a case.


  Oh, said Alison, spraying cologne. Well, buy him a drink or something afterwardbetter not let him go until at least eleven. These hen-partiesLuis, you left the
  closet door open.


  It was too late. El Seor had noticed before she had. Six ties lay in a heap on the floor while El Seor reached for the seventh, delicately.


  Seor Molestio! said Mendoza. Salga de acquibad cat! He began to pick up the ties. El Seor stalked
  across the room, floated lightly up to the bureau-top and fixed a cold stare on his mother Bast, who was industriously washing his sister Sheba. Mendoza put on shirt, tie, and jacket. Alison picked
  up her short coat and bag; in the living room collected a large gift-wrapped box. The cats sat in a row across the living room floor and watched them.


  Did you latch the record-cabinet, novia?


  It doesnt matter, said Alison, hes found out how to unlatch it, I meant to tell you.


  That cat. I tell you, its reincarnation. He was a sorcerer or a high priest in Egypt.


  El Seor slitted his green eyes and yawned at them. El Seor looked like the negative of a Siamese cat; he was mostly black with blond touches on face, ears, paws and tail-tip. He
  stared at them and moved his tail once, contemptuously.


  No me tome el palo, said Mendoza, you know, but you wont tell! He shut the door behind them and they went out to the garage. Be careful
  now, querida. Lock both doors on your way home


  Dont fuss. Ive lived in a big city quite awhile and survived. You too . . . Here, wait a minute, youre all over lipstick Have a nice time with your murderer,
  darling.


  He watched her back out the Facel-Vega Excellence before opening the drivers door of the big black Ferrari. He thought, sliding under the wheel, the trouble was he didnt think they
  could get Benson on a murder charge. Quite likely only plain manslaughter. Moral certainty was not evidence; it was annoying.


  Alison drove toward Highland Park sedately, on her way to a shower for Mrs. Arthur Hackett who was expecting a baby in September. She thought amusedly about Luis. Two only, he said in horror. Am
  I merely a stud animal? Well, as to that The fact was, of course, that many more than two (and of course she was thirty-three next November, a horrid thought) and people would think,
  oh, well, Mendoza, naturally. Like that. When he hadnt set foot in a church for twenty-five years. Men.


  Indeed, men. This carand that Ferrari. They said it could go a hundred and sixty-three miles an hour, and he never drove over sixty. Not often, anyway. Eighteen thousand dollars.
  And insisting on getting her the Facel-Vega, when shed preferred that nice little Mercedes sports-car. Those little things are dangerous in traffic. No. Well, if you
  like the Facel-Vega so much, why dont you have one too, instead of that ridiculous Martian-looking racing car? After all Unpleasant associations, hed said.
  Hed smashed up a Facel-Vega last year, chasing after Alison and a murderer. Well, it was a nice car to handle . . .


  She went out Los Feliz, took the Golden State Freeway down to Figueroa and got onto the Pasadena Freeway. The quickest way, really. Followed that up into Highland Park, got off it and drove up
  to Springvale Street where Sergeant Hackett and his Angel had lived in an almost-new house since January.


  She didnt anticipate enjoying the evening greatly. Angel, as involuntary hostess (it was a surprise shower) wouldnt be able to chat with individuals much; the woman who had called
  Alison had been a stranger, a Mrs. Larkin, and doubtless most of the guests would be toopeople Angel had known before she knew Alison Weir Mendoza, people she knew from the job shed
  briefly held before she married Art.


  There were people already there. Cars crowded along the curb, both sides; perhaps other people along here were having parties tonight. Alison parked the car halfway down the block and walked
  back. Angel, looking pretty and flushed in a very smart navy maternity-smock, kissed her at the door; said all the expected things and in a whisper, Thanks for letting me know!
  Because Alison, having some common sense, had: knowing how Angel would hate being surprised with a party the night she had planned to wash her hair or give herself a facial. These
  hearty extroverts.


  She filed her gift-parcel with the others, was introduced to eight or ten other women. She had met only one of them before, Roberta Silvermanan overtall, dark girl about twenty-eight,
  with a careless drawl and lovely dark eyes, an interesting face. As a painter, Alison saw faces a little differently than other people. Most people wouldnt call Roberta Silverman
  goodlooking; Alison would. An interesting face, flat-planed, and that mobile wide mouth. And she remembered liking her, too. Unfortunately, she was at once shunted into a small group of strangers.
  A Miss Chadwick, Margaret Chadwick. A Joy Chester or Chesterton. A Mrs. Larkin, the one who had called her.


  Everyone was social and gay; ashtrays filled, were emptied. Margaret Chadwick, beside Alison on the couch, talked to her more than anyone else, in a thin discontented voice. Margaret Chadwick
  hadnt much to say of good cheer; the burden of her talk was largely complaints about rude salespeople, garage-mechanics who overcharged, and the awful weather. Tiring of Margaret rather
  soon, Alison made several polite attempts to change her seat but was foiled each time; it was a smallish room, and crowded. Once she intercepted a sympathetic glance from Roberta Silverman; and
  about ten minutes later, turning to stub out a cigarette, she saw Roberta Silvermans eyes fixed on Miss Chadwick with something very like hatred. The next moment the dark eyes dropped, and
  Alison wondered if she was imagining things. A dull person, yes, a dreary girl, but that was not enough for hate, merely dislike.


  Angels bright little living room (those curtains had been a bargain, so right for the room, and wasnt that a new lamp table?) was filled with unfortunately high-pitched female
  chatter. Everyone was having a fine time. Presently there came the high moment of gift-unwrapping, and Angel was properly and prettily grateful and admiring over everything, from the inevitably
  duplicated bootees to the eminently practical packages of diapers. And shortly after that Alison found herself in the kitchen helping Angel set out platesopen sandwiches, cake and
  coffee.


  How I loathe these affairs, which is ungrateful, said Angel. But you know. Its so nice of all of you, I appreciate it. But she glanced sideways
  at Alison over a poised slice of cakein the middle of a hen-party, I really dont like women very much at all.


  How well I know what you mean, said Alison. I told Luis to keep Art busy until at least eleven, but thats only another hour or so. Be bloody, bold and resolute, stick
  it out and eventually well be at peace alone with our men.


  So much more restful, said Angel, and having served the last piece of cake, licked frosting off the knife. Thank God you warned me . . . You rather got stuck with Margaret
  Chadwick, Im sorry.


  Alison knew what she meant there too. Wheres she date from, school or later?


  Oh, school, said Angel rather vaguely. Angel had had a childhood, a young-girlhood, she didnt much enjoy looking back on. You could say. We were at Merriams
  Academy together. I expect it was Rose Larkinincluded her tonight. Shes all right, but


  And then someone came in eagerly offering to help serve. The serving was accomplished. The bright female chatter continued as everyone settled again, ate sandwiches and cake and drank
  coffee.


  Alison had ended up back in her original place, there being none other empty. She sat beside Margaret Chadwick, who had not offered to help serve plates. She longed to tell Margaret Chadwick
  that that fussy powder-blue dress with its lace-trimmed collar was all wrong for her.


  You just have to watch these people like a hawk or something, you know. Theyll shortchange you every time if they think they can get away with it. Margaret Chadwick was
  about twenty-eight (Angels age). She hadnt a bad figure, a rather good one for very plain, tailored thingswhich meant, face it, almost no figure. She was tall and thin, rather
  bony; she had a narrow face with quite regular features, but shed thinned her eyebrows too drastically and her lipstick was too palethese newly fashionable muted shades;
  she needed a good deep-toned pink lipstick, with her dark brown hair and fair skin. Her eyes were an unfortunately pale blue and she wore a perpetual expression of faint disapproval. Of,
  apparently, everything.


  Such shoddy materials, she was saying now, looking at the pile of presents on the coffee-table. I said to the clerk, Is that the best you have? And such outrageous prices
  too. People trying to do you out of money, any way at all . . . Thats a very pretty ring, Mrs.Mendoza? Is it a real emerald, may I ask?


  Well, yes, said Alison, and thought she sounded apologetic for no good reason.


  And your earrings and bracelet. How nice. Im afraid Im terribly old-fashioned, I never feel quite respectable wearing rings when I have on colored polish. Of course,
  I dont wear it as a rule. It gets chipped so easily, doesnt it? Have you known dear Angel long, Mrs. Mendoza?


  Alison said equably, Just a couple of years. The delicate implication there put over very nicely: I have had a socially better bringing-upsuch vulgar display, jewels
  and colored polishand, faintly, the inevitable prejudice: Mexicans-and-people-like-that. My husband and Angels husband work togetherLieutenant Mendoza.


  Oh, yes. Such aan unusual job, a police officer. And then the phone rang, and Angel went into the little hall to answer it, came back and said it was someone who wanted Miss
  Chadwick. And Margaret Chadwick went out, and after a short time came back, smiling. By then Alison had succeeded in finding a seat near Roberta Silverman.


  Between ten-thirty and eleven the hen-party broke up. Margaret Chadwick was one of the first to leave. Others drifted off after her, saying all the indicated things. Alison murmured,
  Dishes? to Angel.


  Dont bother, its nothing. Ill stack them and Art can help me in the morning . . . Thanks, Alison.


  Alison thought a little regretfully, no casual, Regards to Luis, etcetera. Luis and Angel didnt appreciate each other. Funny, when I like Art, thought Alison vaguely. It was ten past
  eleven when she left. Dutifully she locked both doors of the car. Drove down to the Pasadena Freeway, followed it back to the Golden State, turned right there. Scarcely any traffic at this hour.
  She turned on Fletcher Drive, up to Rowena, and up past there to dead-end St. John Place. She slid the Facel-Vega into her garage-slot. The space next it was empty, though it was ten to twelve.
  Shed expected him to be home before her.


  Three of the cats were asleep in a neat huddle on the couch. El Seor sat before the record-cabinet, which was open, contemplating the photograph of Harry Belafonte on the album dragged
  onto the floor.


  Seor Demonio! said Alison, put the album back, shut the cabinet, went into the bedroom and did some worrying as she undressed.


  They had gone out to arrest somebody, and hed had a gun, and Luis was in the morgue and Art in the General Hospital. Hed got in the way of a drunk driver on his way home. There had
  been


  When he came in she was sitting up in bed smoking, surrounded by cats. Youre in the morgue and Ive been shopping for black dresses, she told him.


  Que atrocidad, mi corazon! Only more paper-work at the office . . . New nightgown. Very nice. Did you have fun at your hen-party?


  No. Angel and I both agree, females en masse can be horribly boring . . . Look out, dont sit on Sheba.


  Mendoza laughed. But who wants them en masse? Much more fun in the singular . . .


  Mmh, said Alison presently, and also, I supposeI just thought of thatbecause of the red hair.


  What because of what?


  You. About children. Because its quite likely that at least half of them would have, isnt it? And it would be rather funny at thatred-haired Mendozas.


  Are you back to that again? Freneay de hijos todos! Let go of me, let me get undressed. Ive been up since six and working on this damned Benson thing, and then
  when I do get home you nag at me


  Yes, dear. And not so young as you were either, I knowyou need your sleep. Would you like some hot milk? asked Alison solicitously.


  Impudente, said Mendoza.


  Well, tomorrow is Sunday. Do you have to rush right downtown after the Benson thing, whatever it is? I want you to see those lots, so we can decide.


  And then therell be an architect, and too much money paid out, and new furniture Of course, one thing, itll keep you occupied and take your mind off this hypothetical
  family awhile . . . All right, all right. You take me to see the lots tomorrow. Mendoza lifted an armful of cats off the bed, deposited them in the nearest chair, and reached for the
  lamp-switch.


  But he did not get taken to see the lots next morning. Because at six oclock next morning an employee of the Southern Pacific on his way to work noticed something lying up against the
  high fence which separates North Broadway from the S. P. main freight-yards, and stopped to investigate. After which he called the police. It was, of course, in the headquarters area, so some men
  came straight out from headquarters.


  It was a dead woman lying there; she had been dead some time; she had been strangled. The police didnt have any trouble finding out who she was: her handbag was lying right there beside
  her. All the bills (if there had been any) had been taken out of her wallet, but apparently nothing else, and the I.D. card and drivers license identified her as a Miss Margaret Chadwick of
  6704 Franklin Avenue, Hollywood.
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