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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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    Make little weeping for the dead,


    for he is at rest; but the life of


    the fool is worse than death.


    Ecclesiasticus 22:11
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  Chapter One


  THE DOG was asleep when it happened. Asleep on the pile of coats and sweaters in the back seat of the topless convertible ambling along the freeway. The
  crash woke him, and then he was thrown violently out of the car, his erstwhile bedding along with him, and landed still on top of the coats on the shoulder of the road.


  He was stunned momentarily, shaken and bruised but not really hurt. There were loud noises, loud voices, screams. By the time the dog got to his feet, shaking and frightened, all the cars had
  stopped moving out there, and people were crowding around the center of the road. The dog whimpered and tried to join the crowd, searching for his own people; but a man shoved him away with angry
  words; and then a loud screaming thing was coming nearer and nearer, and the dog panicked and ran. He ran, lumbering, along the shoulder of the road, a long time past the lines of stalled cars,
  until he found a way off that road and was on a narrower street where there were houses.


  Then he was lost. He wasnt a dog to stay panicky for very long, but he felt very lost. Hed never been in a city before, and it bewildered him. He went on walking, sometimes
  trotting along, investigating yards and the few empty lots, but nothing was familiar. . . . By daylight he had found his way to a long straight street lined with buildings, and presently there
  began to be people in the streets, which pleased him, for he didnt know he was a dog at all; but most of them steered a wide course around him or just ignored him. He was alone and lost, and
  he felt very sorry for himself.


  He didnt like the noise and confusion of the street, and turned back up a narrower street where smaller buildings stood. He was sitting on the curb there, forlorn, when a car slid up to
  the curb and stopped and a woman got out. She spoke to him in a friendly tone. Hello there, she said, and held out her hand and patted him. What are you doing here?


  The dog, extremely pleased, smiled widely at her and offered his paw politely. She shook it and laughed, but then she went on and walked around the corner out of sight. The dogs ears
  drooped despondently. There was, however, the car. The front window was down, and with some difficulty he heaved himself up, almost stuck halfway through, panted and struggled and flopped down
  clumsily into the seat.


  He approved of the car. It had the right smells. It smelled of children and also of cats. The dog was very fond of both children and cats.


  Something had happened to change the world; and his people had gone away. It was an empty feeling inside him; but he was of a philosophic disposition, and largely took life as he found it. Here
  at least was temporary haven. Until his people came back.


  He curled up on the floor of the back seat and went to sleep.


  Landers was alone in the Homicide office when the new one came in. It was one-thirty of a Monday afternoon in February, just a week since the Lieutenant had come back to work,
  and they were being kept busy. Even a little more so than usual.


  That wanted rapist-killer on the Ten Most Wanted list, Patrick Albert Rooney, hadnt been picked up yet. He might be the X they wanted here for the rape murders of the Moreno girl and
  Juliet Romano. There were flyers out; they knew hed been here, at least, ten days ago; he might still be here, or he might not.


  They hadnt any leads at all on the murder of Mrs. Garca.


  It was the first week in February, and as usual in Southern California, at some time early in the year, it had turned strangely mild. Theyd get more cold weather and rain before April,
  but right now it was sunny and warm.


  And Landers was alone in the office because half an hour before, with Mendoza, Hackett, and Higgins just back from lunch, they had had a callthe body of the Pickens child found at last,
  up in Elysian Park. Nobody had really expected her to be found alive, the eight-year-old reported missing four days ago. So now it was Homicides business, and one like that they wanted to
  get after fastpick up anything and everything they could in the way of leadsso the three of them, Sergeant Lake said, had taken off in a hurry, picking up John Palliser on the way as
  he came in, and Lake had dispatched a mobile lab truck to meet them.


  The kids, thought Landers, coming back from lunch to hear that. It was the innocent kids that got you. The little eight-year-old kid, dead. They hadnt had a child rapist in a while; that
  was probably what it was. At first theyd thought they had one on the Moreno girl, whod only been twelve, but the next one that boy had killed had been nineteen, and the Moreno girl
  had looked a lot older than she was, well developed, so they were thinking now he was just a rape killer period. Could be this Rooney; hed used a knife before, and a knife had been used on
  Rita Moreno and Juliet Romano.


  Landers was typing up a report on the latest body from Skid Row, yet another stupid idiot with an overdose of heroin in him. He was alone in the office; it was Piggotts day off and
  Glasser and Grace were both out on something. Landers was feeling grim about the little Pickens girl, and wondering what they were finding up there, when Sergeant Lake rang him. So what
  now? said Landers.


  Well, something I think youll want to hear about, said Lake. A funny something. Youd better listen to this guy.


  Resignedly Landers got up and went out to the anteroom. Standing beside Lakes desk was a beefy-shouldered, nervous-looking young man in tan work-clothes, who was saying, Honest, I
  never even fired off a gun. In my life. They wouldnt take me in the Army accounta Im deaf in one ear. I got water in it swimming once.


  Yes, yes, said Lake. This is Detective Landers. You tell the tale to him.


  A detective, said the young man. Thats good. I never been in trouble with the law, I never even got a traffic ticket. The whole things just crazy, thats
  all. But I thought I better come tell you guys about it, and I dont know all your different departments or whatever, place this size, I told the guy downstairs, in the lobby or whatever, I
  said it was about a murder and he sent me up here.


  Youve got some information about a murder, sir? asked Landers.


  Thats right, only it aint happened yet, see. The murder. I oughta said, my names Loveluck.


  Lovechuck? said Landers.


  No, no. Luck. Loveluck. Its a funny name, aint it? But people remember it because it is funny. Gabriel Loveluck, thats me. He was about twenty-five, and he
  wasnt overly tall but stocky and strongly built. He had large light-blue eyes and a nose that turned up slightly and big square hands.


  Well, what have you got to tell us, Mr. Loveluck? Come in here and sit down, wont you? Landers took him into the sergeants office, gave him a chair, and sat down at
  his desk.


  Thanks. Youre a detective? I mean, you dont look very old, said Loveluck dubiously.


  Im a detective, said Landers equably. It wasnt his fault that he had one of those faces that would go on looking about twenty until he was a grandfather. What
  have you got to tell us?


  Well, its just crazy, said Loveluck. I guess you wont hardly believe it. Neither did I at first. But, swear on the gospel, its so. I was in this place
  for lunch, seean hour ago, maybe hour and a half. Its a place over on Fourth, Papa Joes place.


  Thats its name?


  No, no, its name is the Roman Villa, but its just Papa Joes placenothing fancy, not very big, but serves good eats and it aint expensive. See, I work
  at the Shell station along up from theretoward San Pedroand its handy. Im just sittin there havin another cup of coffee when this guy comes up to me. He
  says, would I like to make a thousand bucks, and I said sure, but whats the catch. He says, come on outside, I tell you, nobody twistin your arm but you look like a guy maybe might be
  willin. To me he says that! I ask you, do I look like a murderer? asked Loveluck indignantly.


  What?


  Yeah, yeah, I never heard such a crazy thing. Offered me a thousand bucks to kill somebody! I thought it was a gag I went out and sat in his car with him, no harm hear
  what he had to sayand he says hell give me a thousand bucks to kill this dame. A woman yet. Crazy. He says hes out on bail, hes coming up for trial in a couple weeks for
  armed robbery and this womans the only witness against him and he dont want to go to jail. Crazy.


  I will be damned, said Landers. Do you know him? Had you seen him anywhere before?


  Never laid eyes on him before today, said Loveluck promptly. Or, so far as I know, did he ever see me before. Which makes it all the crazier. He said his name was Bill
  Bessinger and the womans a Mrs. Naomi Spears. Well, mister, I was so flabbergasted I didnt know what to say, if you get me Me! I never even had a traffic ticket, Im an
  honest man, I go to church regularBaptistand maybe Im not so smart as some people, I never graduated from high school, went to learn a trade insteadbut right while
  Im tryin to get my mouth to shuthe thinks I look like a guyd do a thing like that!I think, gee, the cops oughta know about this, and if I turn him right
  down like my first instinck is to do, naturally, hell maybe go on the run and they cant find him. So I pretend like maybe Id be interested, and say Maybe, and Id like to
  think about it, and all. So he gives me a paper with his name and phone number on it and goes off, and I hightail it right here to you guys, and come to think I shoulda called the boss and told him
  where I was. Its crazy.


  It was fairly crazy, but that kind of thing was not new to any experienced cop. I will be damned, said Landers, and picked up the phone. Jimmy, get me Goldbergs
  office. . . . Landers, Homicide. Have you got a record on a Bill Bessinger whos due to come up for trial pretty soon?


  Oh, my, yes, said the voice of Sergeant Betts. Why? Well, the count is armed robbery, his third time round in California, so just maybe the judge will hand him a real
  sentence for a change. Witnesses? Yes, the woman he held upa Mrs. Naomi Spears. Owns a little general market over on North Main. She was alone in the place when he came in with a gun.
  Whats Homicides interest? He hasnt killed anybodyyet.


  Youll be hearing, said Landers. I just wanted to check, thanks. He put the phone down.


  The more I think about it the madder I get, said Loveluck. He thought I look like a guy whod kill a dame for a thousand bucks! I should sue him for libel. I
  never missed a Sunday at church. I dont even smoke. I never so much as touched a gun. I


  Yes, well, were interested to know about this anyway, said Landers. Youd better make a statement, Mr. Loveluck, and well see how the Lieutenant wants to
  play it.


  How to play it? I spose you know where this guys livingif hes on bail. Go and arrest him, I should Offering me, anybody, a thousand bucks
  to


  Alison came briskly out of the beauty salon, walked down to the corner, and turned up to where shed luckily found a slot for the Facel-Vega on the street. She had a date
  for lunch with Angel Hackett, but would go home first to change into the new suit. She slipped into the drivers seat, glanced in the rear-view mirror, then started the engine and headed up
  toward Yucca, went around the block back to Hollywood Boulevard, and down to Laurel Canyon, and up that broad winding boulevard to Rayo Grande Avenue.


  Thank goodness, she thought, that Miri was back, so good with the twins, so reliable. With due care for catsthe twins were more visibleshe turned into the drive and pulled
  up. As she got out of the car backward, reaching for the coat shed decided she didnt need after all, her eyes fell on the back seat and widened.


  For heavens sake! What are you doing here?


  The dog smiled at her and got up, climbed clumsily over the seat, and flopped out onto the drive. He was a large shaggy dog with absolutely no tail. He had a big round head and big feet. Most of
  his body was a deep blue-gray, but his head, chest, and all four feet were whiterather dirty white now.


  And where in the name of guidness did that come from? said Mrs. MacTaggart, coming round from the back with some cut roses in one hand.


  For heavens sake! said Alison crossly. The stupid thing was on the curb where I parked, it must belong around there somewherewhy it got in the car,
  heaven knows, but Ill have to


  Tis an English sheepdog, said Mrs. MacTaggart interestedly. Nice dogs they are.


  It looks part bear, said Alison. Of all the annoying things! Its after eleven now. And Id better put it on a leash of some Has it got a collar? Maybe
  theres an address


  Very friendly the beastie is, at least.


  The dog swiped at Alisons cheek with a long pink tongue as she bent over him. In the depths of the shaggy coat she found a chain-link collar and a small tag attached. The dog squirmed and
  pawed playfully. Be quiet, I cant read it if Well! said Alison.


  Is there an address, achara?


  There is not. It just says Cedric. Which I suppose is your name, she said to the dog.


  The dog balanced himself on his round, tailless end and offered a polite paw. They both laughed, and Alison said resignedly, Oh, well! Ill just call Angel and say Ill be
  late. But of all the nuisances Come on, Cedric!


  Up in Elysian Park, beyond the tamed landscaping around the Police Academy building, Mendoza stood with Hackett and Higgins and Palliser looking at the small body over which
  Dr. Bainbridge was bent. With anger and pity they looked, but impassive expressions, and the interns from the waiting ambulance smoked and tried to look impassive too. The squad-car men whod
  answered the first call, from one of the Parks and Recreation employees who had found the body, looked angry and muttered at each other.


  We knew she was dead, said Mendoza. He dropped his cigarette and stepped on it. The only answer, a rapist. Eight years old. Marla Pickens, a thin blonde youngster
  small for her age, by the description. Missing from where?they couldnt even be sure of that. Shed gone to school last Thursday morning, but shed forgotten a book needed
  for her first class and the teacher had given her permission to go home for it. Six blocks from the public school on Logan Street, over to Laguna Avenue where she lived. But Mrs. Margaret Pickens
  worked at the Broadway from nine to four, and she hadnt been home, so nobody could say whether Marla had got home and then started back to school, or had been picked up on her way home. Men
  from Missing Persons and Juvenile had been out, the Homicide men could guess, along all the way Marla would have taken to go home, asking if anyone had seen herseen anyone approach her.
  Nothing apparently had showedthough now that it was Homicides business, theyd want to talk with those men.


  Its the kids get you, said Higgins suddenly, savagely. The senseless bloody things we see. The grown-up idiots, theyve brought it on themselves. Some way. But
  the kids he balled one big fist.


  None of them added anything to that. It was, of course, all too true. And Higgins was probably thinking of Stevie Dwyer and that hit-and-run last November. Not that that had been
  entirely bad luck: it had stirred Higgins up finally to propose to Mary Dwyer, and even now, nearly four months later, he seemed a little surprised that shed actually married him. And Stevie
  was going to be all right eventually.


  Which Marla Pickens wouldnt be.


  Bainbridge hoisted his tubby self to his feet and said, sounding less irascible than usual, She was probably raped. Ill give you details when Ive done an autopsy, but
  Ill bet on that. Call it ninety-six hours, give or take.


  As we might expect, said Mendoza, that morningon her way home or back to school. He lit another cigarette.


  After four days its the best I can do. Stomach contents may pin it down some.


  All right, doctor, said Hackett. We know. And so we go break the news to that poor woman, and go cover all the ground thats been covered, and turn up damn all. If
  anybodyd seen her, theyd have said so by now. A hell of a thing to work. Do you think it ties in with Moreno and Romano, Luis?


  Mendoza shook his head. He looked dapper and elegant, as usual, in the silver-gray herringbone, Homburg in his hand. He also looked coldly savage. Mendoza now had some hostages to fortune
  himself. I do not. We decided that boy is after the grown-upshe made a little mistake with the Moreno girl, who looked at least eighteen. Besides, there wasnt a knife used
  here. Can you give us a provisional cause, Bainbridge?


  The doctor shrugged. Ill have a guess she was strangled. By accident or intention, take your choice. But it could have been something elseyou can see shes been
  beaten.


  Yes, doctor.


  The lab men had been prowling around. This area up above the Academy had been left largely wild, and there were no paths: clumps of young trees, many lower bushes and wild grass. Now Duke came
  up from a growth of young birches down a little slope, with a plastic bag held before him.


  Tells you a little something, anyway, he said laconically, exhibiting his find. It was the book. The schoolbook. A thin but good-sized book, looking a little shabby, with a
  bright-green cover and the title Learning Together.


  Where? asked Mendoza.


  In there. At the foot of a tree. Just as if itd been dropped.


  Um. Mendozas long nose twitched. Cmo no? I wonder. Show me where. He followed Duke, and the other men came after them. So, did
  he bring her right up herenice quiet spotafter hed got her? And just maybe had she been knocked out, and came to and began struggling again about here, and dropped
  theIm woolgathering.


  Howd she hang onto the book if she was knocked out? objected Hackett.


  Yes. And why did she hang onto the book at all? This far?


  Theres nothing here, said Duke. There was just the book there, by the tree. There wasnt anything. No footprintsthe grass wouldnt take
  thoseno blood, no scuffle marks, nothing.


  But, said Mendoza, rocking a little back and forth, heel to toe, just down that slope is the nearest road. For a car. Elysian Park Drive. I wonder.


  That sergeant from Juvenile, said Palliser thoughtfully, said the mothers a nice woman. Respectable woman. Said the little girld been warned about talking to
  strangers and so on. And that areawhere shed have beenis crowded. People around. How did he get hold of her?


  So shed been warned. She was only eight, said Higgins heavily. And he really couldnt help thinking of Laura, who was only not quite ten. Who had also been warned. And
  yet as good a girl as Laura was, she was young and kids forgot, not meaning to. Not having the experience or judgment.


  Well, we have to work it, said Hackett. And, of course, nobody with youngsters of his own at home could look at it as just another job.


  Was it done right where she was found? said Mendoza abruptly. He turned and led the way back there, up the little slope. It was a smallish clearing, natural, surrounded by
  high-growing shrubs. Bainbridge hadnt moved the body much; it had been pushed half under one of the bushes. Delicately, Mendoza stepped nearer; they all looked. The small pathetic body,
  blackened and bruised, had dark dried blood on it here and thereand most of the clothes described by the mother were there: the light-blue cotton dress, with red trimming and buttons, the
  red corduroy jacket bundled half under the body. She was still wearing the white bobby socks and black strapped shoes, but the red hair-ribbon was missing. As were the cotton panties and cotton
  half-slip. The dress had been half torn off the body.


  There were marks on the grass, where possibly a little struggle had taken place: probably not much of a struggle, this place or anotheran eight-year-old small for her age.


  Bainbridge said slowly, Maybe. Maybe, Luis. Let the lab get what they can off the clothes and so on. Theres enough blood around. If it wasnt here it happened, she was
  brought here right away, still bleeding.


  I think, said Mendoza, Id like to talk to the fellow who found her. Whats his name? Josiah Kane. Yes indeed.


  Now whats in your mind? asked Hackett. You dont think?


  Who knows? Not many people, said Mendoza, come wandering up into Elysian Park. This far past the Dodger Stadium. Its not like Echo Park or MacArthur. And who might
  think of Elysian Park, as a nice quiet handy spot to accomplish a rape, but somebody who has occasion to be up here at least now and then? I dont say yes or noId just like to
  talk to him. And anybody else who works for Parks and Recreation and comes up here on occasion.


  And I think, said Higgins, a better bet is Records.


  Oh, it could be. Tal vez. But well be looking everywhere. I just say, lets be thorough. Mendoza clapped his hat on and stepped on his cigarette.


  And pray he doesnt get the urge again before we drop on him, said Higgins, watching the interns lift the little body onto a stretcher.


  You are such an optimist, George, said Mendoza.


  Lets say more of a realist.


  So Ill go break the news, and you can go back to base and start looking in Records. And that, all of them were aware, was typical of Mendoza: so easy to delegate the
  unpleasant duty, and he wouldnt enjoy it, but it was his job to do. And you know, he added dreamily, Ive got a little feelingjust a little feeling at the
  back of my mindthat this wasnt, maybe, altogether the random thing. At all.


  They stared at him. What dyou mean? Random? What else? One like that, the nut, the pervert, seeing the kid walking down the street Hackett suddenly added, Yes,
  and we might get something asking other kids around there if anyones tried to coax them


  Yes, it looks like that, said Mendoza, doesnt it? Come on, lets get on it.


  You dont mean to tell me, said Jason Grace incredulously, that this Bessinger just walked up to an utter stranger and offered him a grand to do a
  murder?


  Thats just what, apparently, said Landers. Can they come much more stupid, I ask you? Loveluckmy God, what a nameAnd I can just hear what the
  Lieutenantll say. Crazy, my good Lord. But well have to do something about it, I suppose. After all, murder is murder. Before or after the fact.


  Never laid eyes on the creature, said the householder. The last householder on this block: Alison had covered both sides of the street, it was twelve-forty-five,
  and she was starving. The dog wasnt: Mrs. MacTaggart had fed the dog generously before Alison embarked on her search.


  What? But he was right there, across the street, when I first saw him. He got into my carHe must belong somewhere around here


  Never saw it anywhere around here, sorry. The door closed with finality.


  Well, honestly! said Alison. She looked down at the dog. What am I going to do with you?


  Cedric felt a little anxious at the annoyance in her voice. He lowered his shaggy forequarters in an attitude of prayer and sneezed violently. The long hair over his face flew back momentarily
  and revealed a wall-eye on the left side, horribly wild and staring. She burst into laughter. But youve got to belong somewhere! For heavens sake, I suppose Ill have to
  take you alongIm late enough alreadyhave to advertise, or


  He offered her a placating paw. Youre a con man in disguise, said Alison.
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