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  PART ONE


  From the Mendoza File


  The Clue


  Mendoza had just dealt the first hand round when the phone rang, and it was Hackett. I suppose, said Hackett, youd just
  rung in the cold deck and were all set to go.


  This isnt funny, said Mendoza. What in hell do you want?


  You, amigo. In the office, right now.


  Fuera! said Mendoza. Unless the mayors been murdered or war declared, you can go to hell.


  Its out of hours for me too, chicoif a cop ever does keep regular hours. But I think youd better take a look, Luisits probably going to be what
  they call a cause clbre and somebody over the rank of sergeant ought to handle it. Its Tommy Barron.


  Murdered? Por Dios! Then it could be somebody on the force did itGod knows hes got enough crooks away from us to annoy any peace officer but good.


  Not murdered, no. Hes being held for one. Galeano and Matt went out on it. It looks awful damn open and shut, and hes got the thinnest story I ever heard. He asked for
  younot that I hadnt decided to pass the buck myself, after Nick did to meanyway, Barrons sitting here bleating for Lieutenant Mendoza like a lost lamb for its mama.
  Didnt know you knew him.


  I sat in with him at draw once, said Mendoza. Barron, of course, was the lawyer you called in automatically if it was a serious charge on pretty good evidenceand you had the
  money. Or if you were somebody important in show business wanting a divorce or custody of the last-but-one spouses kids. Nobody on the L.A.P.D., in uniform or out, liked Barron very much.
  Barron, on a homicide charge? How very appropriate, said Mendoza. Ill be there in twenty minutes. No good swearing. He apologized to the prosperous used-car
  dealer, the T.V. producer, the restaurateur and the man-about-town, left them in possession of his apartment, his cards, and his liquor (purchased especially for them: Mendoza never drank over
  cards), got out the new custom-built Facel-Vega and drove downtown to headquarters.


  Sergeant Arthur Hackett met him outside his office. Its the damndest setup, Luis. Looks as if hes got to be X, but would anybody with common sense do it that way?let
  alone a smart boy like Barron? Heres this pro gambler, Jason Barker. Pro, on evidence collected. He was flush at the moment, by his room Belvedere Arms Hotel on Wilshire.
  Somehow he gets into a game at a middling exclusive beach club with Barron and some friends of Barrons, and naturally they get took. So Barronapparentlygoes to see Barker at
  the hotel two hours ago and shoots him bang-bang with an old Colt .45. Which naturally brings everybody on that floor out of their rooms like scalded cats, so theres about a dozen can say
  they saw Barron hightailing it out of Barkers room. In fact, three men collared him on the run.


  That, said Mendoza, sounds like any detectives fond dream of an easy case, Arturo. I see what you mean. Just a little too easy. Are those all the relevant facts
  youve got so far? Well, Ill see him before I hear any more.


  Barron was sitting unhappily in Mendozas office, a big bald stout man in good clothes, if not quite as dapper as the fastidious Mendozas, or as expensive. For Mendoza, only
  grandson of a longtime miser, was a very wealthy man indeed, and still a police lieutenant only (as he said) because hed never cured himself of earning an honest living; and he saw no reason
  he shouldnt enjoy his money. Barron jumped up and babbled at him, and Mendoza cut him off. Lets just hear the story, Mr. Barron.


  What it came down to, shorn of protestations that of course Mendoza as an honest and sensible fellow could evaluate it as the obvious truth at once, was about what Hackett had said. Plus a few
  nuances.


  How much did you lose to Barker?


  Twelve hundred dollars. Now, obviously, Lieutenantto be franknone of us wanted publicity No, they wouldnt: the others, a bank vice-president, a wealthy
  local jeweler, a T.V. actor. Wouldnt want to show as suckers.


  Where did you meet him?


  ErTrevor (the actor) met him somewhere, Im not sureit was Trevor introduced him. He seemed a very good fellow, and quite well-off. But after this one
  evening of playing with him, well, we were sure he was crookedI, er, remembered some of what youd told me that time


  Mendoza sighed. He had once sat in a game with Barron, indeed, and Barron was ripe for the taking. No card sense at all. Mendoza had mentioned to him, with purely altruistic motives, a few of
  the more common devices of the pro cheat.


  But no sense in making it open, charging him. We, er, agreed on that. As it happened, Iwell, not that I couldnt have written a check, but I thought cash preferable,
  and I had given him an I.O.U. I went to his hotel this evening to pay the debt in cash, and inform him that all of us had spotted him for a pro and itd be as well for him to clear
  town. Of course, exactly what a cautious lawyer would do: nothing on paper. That was all. I never thought of such a thing asReally, Lieutenant, why should I? Twelve
  hundred dollars! I


  Mendoza didnt see it himself. Barron wasnt a fool. Nor was he a dishonest lawyer: just damn smart at using the gimmicks and legal double-talk, and not particular about his clients.
  First rule of the con men: never try to take anybody at his own game. A lot of very smart boys were very dumb when it concerned somebody elses racket. O.K., go on.


  Hed just let me in, and I gave him the money and began to say all this, when the shotI was really so startled, Lieutenanthe fell down, and I saw the blood, and then
  the gun fell on the floor beyond himit was thrown from the bedroom door, I saw it in the air! It was somebody in the bedroom shot him. No, the bedroom was dark. I realized at once what an,
  er, invidious position IReally, I was so startled and confused


  That you just bolted, said Mendoza. A thin story indeed: yet very human. Even for a lawyer, who was also human (despite some contrary evidence) and subject to losing his head.
  Barron had heard as thin stories from a lot of clients; and yes, he was a smart boy in the courtroom, but like most lawyers a sedentary man with small experience of real action.


  He told Barron hed look at the case personally, listened to some earnest and flattering gratitude, and saw him shepherded mournfully away. He collected Hackett and drove out to the
  Belvedere Arms. Barker had been in the money all right. A suite, living room and bedroom: low elegant modern furniture, a couple of cryptic abstract watercolors and a big ornate gilt-framed mirror.
  Mendoza straightened his tie absently, faced with the reflections of the slim dark dapper moustached man and the hulking sandy bulk of Hackett beside him.


  Here was where Barker fell. Chalk outline in the middle of the carpet, feet toward the bedroom door. He got it in the back, right through the spine.


  Vaya, said Mendoza. Turned away for a minute, when a man was inferentially threatening him? Not what an experienced pro would do.


  Pues s, said Hackett, who found Mendoza handy to practice his Spanish on. But did he turn away? No telling how he fell. He might have had his back to the
  bedroom door.


  Mendoza went into the bedroom. Prints finished in here? O.K., and he switched on the light. A nice big bedroom, a walk-in closet. Damn, he said, eyeing the other
  door. This suite was at the end of a wing, and there was an outside door in the opposite wall, to a cross hall.


  Hackett read his mind accurately. Well never make the charge stick, he agreed. It could be that somebody else got in that door and shot him from here. It
  just could be.


  They have house service? As I thought. I want the maid, if shes still on duty. Mendoza found the phone.


  The managers having kittens by the litter. This is a respectable place, so he says.


  Money is not, said Mendoza, inevitably respectable. Al contrario. He identified himself to the desk and issued polite commands.


  Some nice evidence of Barkers profession scattered around. Half a dozen decks of readers, all the best money can buyedge work and concave strippers. Me, I always figured it
  as the hardest way to make a living there is. You got to have eyes like a hawk and a memory like God.


  You do. Too early to say about the gun, I suppose, or these other three easy marks.


  The gun, yes. They do float around. No telling, except that its kind of a museum pieceabout 1880, Id say. Must have a kick like an army mule, it


  Never mind the gun, just trace it if possible. Mendoza wasnt much interested in guns, never carried one unless necessary; he was forced as an efficient police officer to
  take some notice of facts, but instinctively felt people to be more important.


  The other three, no, not too early. Under your stern training, boy? A little checking done already. They dont seem to be hard up, they all paid off Barker in checks whichve
  been cleared, by all the evidence. Youll have noticed that Barker was about to clear out.


  Spare me the obvious comment. One suitcase shut and locked, one open on the bed, nearly packed. I take it the boys put everything back as it was for me. O.K. He was clearing
  as soon as he had Barrons twelve hundred. Ive often thought, added Mendoza, looking into the closet, peering under the bed, how nice to be a detective in a detective
  story. They get clues left for them, and they get mixed up in such bizarre plotscomplex, you knowthat there are inevitably only a couple of solutions, which any damned idiot could
  arrive at


  If he wasnt bein distracted by blondes and bullets.


  As you say. Mendoza got up, dusted himself off, resettled his tie and went to answer the door. The girl in the hall was a pretty one, even if she hadnt any makeup on at all,
  and was dressed in a white cotton uniform, flat-heeled shoes. About twenty-eight: dark hair pulled back to a prim bun, downcast eyes.


  You asked for the maid this floor, sir. I already told the police what I know. I mean, I dont mind, sir, but I ought to be on duty.


  Im surprised to find you here at such an hour. Mendoza, putting out his automatic charm with females, ushered her in, offered a chair, a cigarette; but she stood woodenly,
  hands clasped, looking past him.


  Miss Agnes Williams, said Hackett sotto voce.


  Theres a maid on duty up to eleven each floor, sir. Part of the service. Were on a couple hours in the morningmore of us then, I meanand then six to eleven.
  Theres room service, and sometimes people want other things. Part of the service, sir.


  I see. Well, now, just a few questions. But he didnt get much out of her. Yes, shed done Mr. Barkers room while he was here. No, she hadnt talked much
  with him; he wasnt always there, of course. No, she hadnt liked him; he was a bad man. Bad? said Mendoza. Why do you think so, Miss Williams?


  I dont knowjust something about his looks, she said after hesitation.


  You come on duty at six, you said? Where were you when you heard the shotyou did hear it?


  Oh, yes, sir. I was down at the end of the cross hall. I dont know what time exactly, but


  Ten past six or thereabouts, contributed Hackett, by the other witnesses.


  I was in the linen closet there. I looked back where it seemed to come from, but there wasnt anybody there.


  You didnt see anyone come out the bedroom door of this suite?


  Oh, no, sir. Besides, itd be locked. . . . No, sir, the person renting it wouldnt have a key. Its a kind of service door but we dont use it anymore.


  Who would have a key?


  I dunno, sir.


  Mendoza let her go. I suppose you knew all that.


  Nick had seen her, yes. Youre always so hot on getting things yourself.


  You know me too well, Art. Mendoza wandered over to the bed, prodded thoughtfully at the middling-expensive clothes in the suitcase. What was on him?


  Four thousand two hundred and thirty bucks in a money belt, forty-odd in his wallet, a little change, handkerchief, two diamond rings, lighter. No keyshe traveled light like all
  that kind and kept his cash on him. Barrons twelve hundred was still in his hand when he fellsixty twenties. Come on, have a hunch, Luis. Look into your crystal ball.


  Even Barron might lose his temper and pull such a damn fool stunt. He can afford the twelve hundred, sure, but its one thing losing it honest and another having it cheated out of
  you. Id like to know what those other three fellow-suckers were up to at ten past six.


  Hackett lit a cigarette and said, We can go ask one of em right now. Ive got Bert and Higgins out chasing up the others, but the actorTrevor Forsythelives two
  floors down, here. I expect thats how come he met Barker in the first place.


  Youre going out of the way to be helpful tonight, said Mendoza, irritated.


  I had a date spoiled too. Not with a nice net profit out of an evening of draw, but with a blonde.


  Youd do better to stick to poker, said Mendoza, already on the way to the elevator. Though you havent much finesse at either.


  Not compared to the famous Mendoza, admitted Hackett, granted. Two-oh-fours the apartment we want.


  These damn fools. Sitting in a nice friendly game with the pleasant stranger met at a bar. Why do we bother to protect them?


  Trevor Forsythe, whose original name had probably been something very different, was at home, wrapped in a carefully flamboyant silk dressing gown. He was cordial, regretful, and nicely under
  control: very sure, gentlemen, that all this would be straightened out and it would be shown that Mr. Barron had nothing whatever to do with it. After all, a man such as they suspected this Barker
  to have been undoubtedly would have had enemies among his own underworld acquaintances.


  Quite possible, agreed Mendoza.


  Cant I offer you a drink?


  Thanks very much, said Mendoza absently, thereby surprising Hackett; and astonished him further by accepting and drinking a Scotch and water. Mendozas drink was rye and very
  little of that; but he seemed mildly hypnotized by the mantel wall, on which was hung a fine collection of handguns. He gestured at it. None of those missing, Mr. Forsythe?


  Forsythe turned a little pale and said with a forced laugh, Good lord, no! Theyre purely decorativeImost of em presents, actually. Since Ive been doing
  this western thing, Law Man, you know . . . . A C-Colt Forty-five? I really couldnt say, Im afraid I


  Must be, said Hackett, looking, in any respectable wild West collection. Thats the gun, they tell me, that opened up the West. Yes, theres one. I dont
  suppose theredve been two?


  Look, said Forsythe, what is this? I heard the story from the maid when I got in a few minutes ago, but I gathered Barron witnessed the
  murderthatwell, I mean


  You mean, said Mendoza, that you were hoping like hell to stay clear of any publicity, whether Barrons guilty or not.


  Well, all right, said Forsythe angrily, take it that way. Ive got a reputation to lose. You trying to make out I killed that damn pro crook for nine hundred
  and fifty bucks?


  Id just like to know where you were, said Mendoza, at six or six-fifteen.


  I was in the Copa bar, said Forsythe instantly, with my agent and his wife, and we went on to dinner. Ill give you his name.


  Thanks very much, and Mendoza took it down and marched out with Hackett on his heels. They almost ran into the maid for this floor, who was passing with a stack of clean bedding.
  She sidestepped them neatly. She was a pretty redhead, and Mendoza turned and looked after her.


  Youre supposed to be working, said Hackett, and besides I think youve got a redhead in your collection.


  A much nicer one than that, agreed Mendoza. Something justoh, well, let it go, itll come to me. This is wasting time. What did you haul me out for? This is
  underlings work, checking out alibis and so on. All Ive done is assure Barron of deluxe investigation. I dont give a damn whether Barron shot him or not, but I cant find
  any clues to say yes or no until all the evidence is in. Im going home. Well see what the boys turn up tomorrow.


  With every reporter in L.A. breathing down our necks.


  Hes too smart to run if we let him loosewith a leash on him. His reputation


  Like Forsythe, and Hackett laughed. That was funnier than any gag I ever heard on T.V. What?oh, you wouldnt get it, not bein so bourgeois to look at the
  stuff. Brother, doesnt the star of Law Man have a reputation to lose! Hes cast as a demon poker player, and to have it come out in the Times he got took by
  a cheap pro


  Mmh. Probably just as handy with a Colt as he is with the cards in real life. Well send somebody to check that alibi. Its only ten oclock.


  At headquarters, he dispatched a man after Forsythes agent, set the night staff to copy the various statements taken, sent a note to Ballistics demanding data on the gun at the earliest
  moment, and told Hackett to go back to his blonde. He went home himself, found the poker party still in possession, and in the next hour and a half took a net profit of a hundred and twelve
  dollars. When theyd gone, he cut up fresh liver for the sleek Abyssinian feline personage who lived with him, the green-eyed Bast, let her out and in again, and had a bath. And he thought,
  So, make it complicated: say Barrons too smart for such a thing. Anybody can lose his head. If he didnt, what do we have? Somebody in the bedroom who dissolved into thin air after the
  shot was fired. Vaya historia!


  It wouldnt, however, do Barron any harm to spend the night in jail. Or even longer, he thought; and Bast purred in agreement.


  There was just somethingif he could only think what it wassome little nuance which had struck him as somehow significant. It had something to do with that redhaired maid outside
  Forsythes apartment. Oh, well, sleep on it . . .


  Forsythes alibi checked out. The bank vice-president had been at home giving a dinner party. The jeweler had been entering a restaurant with his wife and mother-in-law.
  There was, of course, something in what Forsythe said: pro boys like Barker had undesirable acquaintances.


  The faithful Higgins, Dwyer, and Landers turned up a few of them by that next afternoon. A couple of casuals who followed the ponies, the proprietor of a professional gambling house outside city
  limits, a small-time would-be pro not in miles of Barkers class: Mendoza placed them all as they came before him. He concentrated on Edwards, the small-timer (much to Edwards
  uneasiness) because he seemed to have known Barker best. Which wasnt saying much.


  I dint know him real good, Lieutenanthonestyou know, just from seeing him around places (gambling places, he meant) and maybe Santa Anita once. You
  know how you just get talkin, but I dint know him really. . . . No, I dunno anybody mighta had it in for him. Gee, a real pro, was he? I dint know that. Honest, I dint. Which
  was a lie. He seemed O.K., you know, just seeing him around like I did. I guess if he was, maybe a lot of guys mighta had it in for him, knowing theyd got took. I figured, when I saw
  the papers, it was a dame. I mean, it said about this big lawyer, but gee, a lawyerd have more sense n to do it like that, like any cheap hood! Maybe not, I dunno. I never
  sat in a game with Barker, I wouldntve had no reason


  Whyd you think it was a woman? asked Mendoza.


  Well, see, he was an awful chaser, that I do know. Only thing he ever thought about outside o cards. You could tell by his talkyou know. Allus tellin about
  all the dames hed madeSt. Louis, NYork, N Orleans, Chicago an points west like they say. He had ten stories about dames hed laid for every town in
  the country. I just figured maybe one caught up to him.


  And that could be, said Mendoza. He let Edwards go. The house proprietor said indifferently hed never caught Barker cheating in his place; but anyway he hadnt come
  often. No, Barker would have angled for classier society groups where the stakes would be higher. Taken a nice little haul here, fifty-five hundred or so, and was moving on: voluntarily, as the
  gamblers restlessness urged him, or on the run from a threat? No saying.


  So Barker had been a womanizer. Did that say anything?


  Hackett came in and asked, You want to see those two track followers again? O.K., Ill let em go. Heres Ballistics report on the gun.


  Nice solid facts were always useful, and this one certainly was. Disregarding all the long-winded scientific officialese which proved the Colt to be indeed the gun which had fired the slug found
  in Barker, Mendoza skimmed down to the bottom of the page. As per requirements of state law for persons intending to carry firearms on the person or from one place to another in any vehicle, the
  gun was registered. Its license was held by Mr. Stanley William Burke, described as a salesman for a large engineering firm in San Francisco.


  Ah, said Mendoza, picked up the outside phone and got San Francisco, got the firm in question, identified himself, was put through to Personnel, and asked the whereabouts of Mr.
  Stanley Burke.


  Police, said the anxious male voice of Personnel. Dear me, I do hope hes not in any trouble down there? One of our steadiest menWell, of course,
  anything we can do to help, LieutenantNot an accident, is it? Oh, well. Let me see . . . Mr. Burke should have arrived in Los Angeles on the twelfth, and would be staying at the
  Belvedere Arms Hotel until the fifteenth. I do trust nothing unfortunate has


  Thank you very much, said Mendoza, and replaced the phone, automatically lining it up nice and neat with the desk box and blotter. One of the reasons Luis Rodolfo Vicente Mendoza
  had a little reputation as a detective: the thing all untidy irritated him as much as the crooked picture or the wrinkle in the rug, and he had to get it all neatly straightened out. This looked
  like smoothing out some large wrinkles at once.


  He took up his hat and drove the Facel-Vega uptown to the Belvedere Arms. The firm was a very wealthy one and its few salesmen could afford such places, of course. He asked for Mr. Burke: was he
  in? By a fortunate chance Mr. Burke was. Room 420.


  A gun, said Stanley Burke. Why, yes, I have. He did not look perturbed, only curious. The consciously honest citizen, a big hefty man, good-humored-looking
  and prosperous. Youre a police lieutenant? Well, youll find everything in order, Im sure. See, Im driving around a lot of miles, all day and every day,
  long night runs sometimes, and you never know what youll run into. I figure its only smart to pack a gun. Never had to use itdont really expect tobut its
  just as well. Ive got a license


  I know you have, said Mendoza. But why such a gun, Mr. Burke? A clumsy big thing like that Colt?


  Burke grinned. Hell, maybe Im cheap. I had itit belonged to my grandfather. And you know, I carry it mostly for effect, to show if I get into some
  situationknow what I meanand it looks a damn lot more impressive than these little automatics.


  I believe you, said Mendoza. Its a lot of gun. May I see it?


  Sure, and Burke went over to the bureau and opened the top right drawer. He was silent a moment and then said quietly, Well, I guess you wont. Its
  gone.


  So it is, said Mendoza. Weve got it downtown. It killed a man last night.


  My good God above, said Burke, you dont mean that fellow down the hallthat youre holding this lawyer for? But, my Godhow could he have my gun?
  The door was locked, I was


  Where? murmured Mendoza, lighting a new cigarette.


  My God! said Burke. He fetched out a bottle of Scotch, mutely offered it, and at Mendozas head shake poured a stiff drink for himself. I neverI missed
  all the excitement, I was out with a client of the firm until elevenWhat? No, I didnt come back here before dinner, I went straight fromI was out from nine in the morning.
  Heard about it when I got infrom the fellow in the next room, he was one of the ones stopped this lawyer when he ran, hed been down at your headquarters making a statement. But
  my gun


  Room door locked, you said. When did you last see the gun, to know it was here?


  My God, Ive got to say itd be when I unpacked two days ago. I dont take much notice of it as a ruleits a habityou know. Never had to use it.
  Loaded? Yes, sir, Im afraid it is.


  Its still got five cartridges in it. Or had. Ballistics used a couple getting samples to compare. And of course, said Mendoza, smoking dreamily, thats one
  thing about those old Colts. Anybody, even someone whos never handled a gun before, can see whether theyre loaded or notcartridges in plain sight in that open
  cylinder.


  Thats so, agreed Burke numbly. Look here, I can prove where I was when it happened. Carmodyfellow next doorsaid about six. Well, I was just
  meeting this client and his partner then, at a restaurant out on La Cienega, and we were there until ten oclock


  Claro que s, said Mendoza to himself, no doubt. Everybody has alibis in this business. Good ones. Except Mr. Barron. Do you know Mr. Barron?


  Never laid eyes on him, said Burke promptly. Sure you wont have a drink? My God, this shakes me. My gun. But who


  Yes, who. How dyou know you never laid eyes on him, maybe under another name? But that was reaching for it: it wasnt so difficult to get hold of a gun that anybody
  would go to all that trouble, and besides


  Newspaper picture this morning, said Burke. Hes nobody I ever saw. Id heard of him, of course. I thought at the time, it seems funny a smart lawyerd do
  a murder that way, if he was going to.


  In spite of the fact that we dont love Mr. Barron very much, it seemed a little funny to us too, said Mendoza, and took out notebook and pen. Lets have the
  names of your clients and the restaurant, please. Just to checkI wouldnt worry about it.


  My God, said Burke, and supplied them. My gun. I cant get over it. Well, I guess if we knew the truth its got other notches on itbaby as old as
  that. Tell you one thing, Im damn glad you boys have got I.Q.s over a hundred these daysand that Ive got a watertight alibi!


  You should be, said Mendoza, and went downstairs to see the manager. And what did he get from that, that meant one damn thing?


  A few suites had those second doors; they werent used now. They had the same locks as the main doors. No, probably the maids (who had master keys, yes) wouldnt realize that: no
  occasion to know. No one else but the manager himself had a master. And the master keys the maids had fitted only the rooms on each maids particular floor. No, of course, the manager had
  never known Mr. Barker personally: a transient guest, here for the first time. Really, Lieutenant


  Qu mono! Isnt this pretty? said Mendoza to himself behind the wheel of the Facel-Vega. It was after five. Time out to ruminate; and he might as well
  let his subconscious mind work on it in pleasant company. He stopped at the next public phone and called his redhead, Alison Weir, to invite her to dinner.


  You! said Alison.


  What have I done, chica?


  Not you, the phone. I was sitting here in absolute silenceyou know how quiet this street isputting on new lipstick, when the phone rang and I leaped three feet and ran the
  lipstick halfway down my chin. You should see


  Lipstick, said Mendoza. Lipstick. Ca! Am I woolgathering? Is it a clue at last? . . . Listen, querida, I meant to say dinner tonight, but
  lets say tomorrow? I think after all I may be busy tonight. Six-thirty, O.K. He replaced the receiver and stared unseeingly at the pencil scrawls on the wall of the booth.
  Lipstick.


  He drove back to the Belvedere Arms and met Hackett in the foyer. Finally tracked you down, said Hackett. For once Im ahead of you. Bert turned up a fellow
  whod sat in with Barker at that house, and I questioned him. He said hed seen Barker with a tall thin blonde, and the last time he saw them together they were having an argument. He
  thinks Barker called her Betty


  Mary, Ann, Jean, what the hell, said Mendoza. I dont think it matters, on account of the gun. No. He went back to the managers office, Hackett trailing
  him, and the manager sighed with ostentatious patience. Tell me, do you have any rules for the maids here, about their personal appearance? That theyre not supposed to wear
  makeup?


  The manager stared. Good heavens, of course not. Wed never keep any maids, Lieutenant. Why?


  I just wondered about Agnes Williams. The fourth-floor maid. I saw another one lookingmmhquite the usual young woman, powder and lipstick, but the Williams girl, no.
  Its unusual.


  The manager unbent a trifle. It is. Miss Williamsshes, er, rather voluble about it if encouragedis a member of one of these obscure militant-Puritan sects that preach
  plain unvarnished living, if you know what I mean. Very conscientious maid.


  I see. I rather thought it might be something like that. This obnoxious so-called casual lookthe rat-gnawed haircut and unmanicured toenailsthey still stick to lipstick and
  mascara. Thanks very much. Shes on duty? Yes, its just six. Mendoza took Hackett down to the elevator, the managers curious gaze after them.


  And what has Agnes Williams unvarnished complexion got to do with Jason Barker down in the morgue?


  Possibly quite a lot, said Mendoza. Because, just as I said, practically all of them use something. And practically all of themyoung women, say, under
  thirty-fivewhats the casual pass? They know how to turn it down, get out of the situationeven a little compliment attached to it. They say in effect, No nonsense now, and
  thats that. Y eso qu importa?


  Sure. So?


  So, there are here and there a few young women it means more to. The very inexperienced, shy ones. And Barker was a casual womanizer. No snide remarks about my understanding the types
  because Im the same kind! Degrees in these things. I read himmaybe in my crystal ballthe kind who automatically gave anything female the old routine. Mostly not meaning much by
  it. The careless hug, the casual hint and word. You know. The elevator stopped and they got out on the fourth floor. The corridor was quiet, empty; and then Agnes Wiliams came round the
  corner from the cross hall, her master keys faintly jingling, and hesitated at the sight of them, and came on.


  Id like you to answer just a few more questions, Miss Williams, said Mendoza.


  All right, sir. She stood stiff before him, hands clasped at her waist, not looking at him. She could have been a very pretty girlthe dark hair looser to frame her thin
  face, a little color on lip and cheek, a little tinted powder on the sallow skin; as it was, she was just a regular-featured young woman.


  How did you happen to notice Mr. Burkes gun? asked Mendoza. Or do you know his name? Room four-twenty. In the right top bureau drawer.


  A long dragging second, and then she lifted her eyes to his. They were brown eyes, long-lashed and beautiful. He left it open, she said dully. I knew youd find out.
  Its a judgment on me, I suppose. We arent supposed toto feel hate and want revenge. But I couldnt help it. He was a wicked, wicked man.


  You took the gun the last time you cleaned four-twenty?


  For all I know, she said (hands still primly clasped before her), he was the same one asas took Elsie. My sister, sir. She was a good girl, saved in Christ
  like me, until he came alongwhoever he was, I never knew. A tempter from the devil, he waslike this one here. And afterward Elsie hanged herself, because shed sinned.
  I dont know he was the same one, but he was the same kind. Making up to mecalling me darling and honey. And trying tototo kiss me. He
  was a very wicked loose evil man. A fornicator like the minister calls it.


  Yes, said Mendoza. And you happened to notice the gun because the drawer was left open.


  I could see it had bullets in it. I knownowit was a wrong thing, in a kind of way, she said wretchedly, and for the first time her hands moved, twisted on each other.
  He was a bad man, but I dont know he was the onedid that awful thing to Elsie. I just thoughtfor Elsie. So he couldnt ever make anyone else go
  to sinning.


  Why just then, Miss Williams? asked Mendoza gently. When had he last approached you?


  Id thought about itsinceI saw the gun. Because he was a wicked bad man, a fornicator. Maybeits hard to knowit was really the devil tempting me.
  On account of Elsie. But I saw him come back to his room thenId just come on dutyand he walked like aa big tiger. And I went to the linen closet to get the sheets for
  four-sixteen, only I kept seeing him, and feeling howthat morninghe touched me and said darling. A terrible evil man, he was. Hed maybe do the same sin to
  other good Christian girls like Elsie. I knew about the keys. . . . I dont mind telling about it now, its like I always knew youd find out, sir. . . . Absentminded like once, I
  tried my master in one of those bedroom doors, and it worked, so I knew. I dont know why I used that door thenI didnt know there was anybody with him. I just did. Maybe cause
  it was nearer. If whoevers in four-twenty had been there, I couldntve taken the gunbut they werent, and I did, and I went in the bedroom door of
  four-eleven and it was dark, but I saw him in the living room there ahead of me. Id never fired a gun before but he wasnt so far away. But it was awful all the same, such a noise. I
  didnt go to steal the gun, so I left it. I threw it beside him. Its the Lords retribution you found out, sir, and Im willing and able to stand anything they do to me for
  it. But I cant say Im sorry. He was a terrible wicked man.


  And that, said Mendoza, could be the truth. I must ask you to come with me now, Miss Williams.


  Yes, sir, she said submissively.


  That one you got out of your crystal ball all right, said Hackett.


  Not at all, said Mendoza, faintly irritated. Purely common-sense reasoning, because of the gun. Despite all Tommy Barrons fulsome flattery. That man annoys me, Art.
  What odds do you take he defends that girl and gets her off on insanity, stashed away in Camarillo for five years and let loose?


  No bets with you, said Hackett. I wouldnt doubt. I wont like it either. But on the other hand, what loss was Barker?


  Mendoza looked even more annoyed. You miss the point, Arturo. What a chance it was to get rid of Barron! How many guilty-as-charged felons will we arrest this next twenty years, and see
  Barron get them off? And we could have put him in San Quentin on this! But unfortunatelyun milln de diablos!unfortunately Im an honest man.
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