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  Chapter 1


     
  

Just before seven-thirty, Ellen O’Neil walked off the elevator into the deserted lobby of Modern Office, Incor­porated. Temporarily ignoring her reason for arriving early—the mountainous filing she had sorted through yesterday—she ran a hand over coarse fabric the color of bamboo which covered the walls and elevator doors, and admired two sculptured sofas with chairs of dusky brown and salmon-pink surrounding a coffee table of stark glass and silver.

Stephie would like this, Ellen thought, gazing at vast paintings of green-toned geometric shapes, several dramatic plants with huge serrated leaves, ice-blue carpeting with wide cutouts displaying flooring of used brick. Even Stephie would think this was lovely.

As she passed Judy Markham’s reception desk, huge and black and modular and raised on a platform to majestically oversee this domain, Ellen groped in her purse for her key. She unlocked one of the double doors, went on to her office, deposited her purse and two small etchings of fishing boats she had hung in her office on her last job. Stephanie had refused to allow them on the walls of their apartment. Ellen paused. The silence was almost palpable. There was a discernible whirr, a vibration under her feet—she supposed from whatever building functions were required to maintain a livable environment on this sixteenth floor.

The filing could wait a little longer; she would use this quiet time to explore her new surroundings.

The office of her neighbor—an engineer, she remem­bered—contained dozens of scale model rooms enclosed in partitioned glass display cases. She crept in like a burglar and succumbed to childish pleasure in the doll’s house furnishings: miniscule sofas and chairs and desks and tables, each room complete with carpeting, light fixtures, exquisitely tiny bookcases and plants.

Smiling, she walked on to the next room. Cavernous and silent, it seemed frozen in a pause between frantic bouts of activity. Desk was jammed against desk, all of them strewn and stacked with paper. In-and out-boxes spilled over their contents, the tops of filing cabinets were piled high with folders and grey metal trays heaped with paper for filing. Computer screens gaped with pale empty faces. Two micro­film units were hunched together on a drab green table pushed against a bookcase which was stuffed to untidy capacity with fat catalogues. A tiny philodendron on the perilous edge of a filing cabinet dribbled its sparse leaves not quite to the floor, the only personal touch she could find in this jumbled room with its ungenerous thin gray carpeting.

She could imagine Stephanie’s opinion, hear Stephanie’s voice, low and contemptuous: “A consummate example, Ellen dear, of the business world’s spiritual barrenness.”

She peered across the room at several shadowy cubicles flimsily partitioned off from each other, and made out faded stenciled information on a glass door: CREDIT DEPARTMENT. Luther Garrett’s office. His was one of the few names she remembered from yesterday. “Luther,” she had repeated after Gail Freeman. “People name their children anything.” She had instantly regretted these words to her new boss whose own feminine name seemed an un­fair burden for a black man to carry. But he had acknow­ledged her remark with a smiling nod.

She allowed the door to swing closed, and continued down the hallway, high heels sinking soundlessly into thick rust-colored carpeting. Pausing at the next door, which bore the name FRED GRAYSON on a white-lettered sign hanging from two hooks, she reflected that this was the one corner office she hadn’t yet seen; Gail Freeman and Fergus Parker occupied the others—and of course Guy Adams, with his spectacular office… She smiled, remembering him.

She walked on, past other signs bearing the names HARLEY BURTON and DUANE FLETCHER, and paused before GRETCHEN PHILLIPS. She had not met these sales managers and she was curious only about Gretchen Phillips. What had it been like, her ascent to sales manager? More to the point, what kind of woman would work for a man like Fergus Parker?

She pushed open the conference room door. An imposing table, heavy, dark, glossy, was surrounded by a dozen arm­chairs upholstered in rich gold fabric. A painting vaguely suggestive of rolling hills and sunlight took up much of one wall. A locked glass case held an assortment of photographic equipment. She gazed for only a moment, then closed the door softly. She was near Fergus Parker’s office—too near. If he by chance were in early…

Muzak swelled and waned as she strode along the car­peted hallway under the ceiling speakers, retracing her steps past Fred Grayson’s office, past her own and Gail Freeman’s offices, and up the hallway to the purely functional areas: supply room, photocopying, the restrooms, the kitchen and lunchroom. The aroma of coffee reached her as she came to the open doorway of the kitchen.

Who else was in early? Fergus Parker or Guy Adams, or both. It had to be, she had seen most of the other offices, and unless someone was working behind a closed door…Most likely it was Guy Adams, she decided with a surge of pleasure. Fergus Parker wouldn’t know a coffee pot from a gumball machine.

She poured coffee into a styrofoam cup, sipped appreci­atively. She could at least offer Guy Adams more coffee… She picked up the coffee pot, crossed the hallway to his office.

It was empty. Sipping her coffee, she stood in the door­way looking with renewed pleasure at the furnishings in the room: the early-American ash desk with green leather inserts; an Elizabethan chair with a back of dark red wood worked into delicately carved scrolls, its seat of multi-hued blue satin; a Louis XVI armchair of ebony, with an oval back and silky peach and white upholstery; a sofa with claw-shaped legs, its fabric finely patterned silver-gray; a highly polished cherrywood table bearing a Chinese lamp the color of lime jade; a vivid red Persian rug under a coffee table of inlaid veneers; three paintings, small oils depicting scenes of the English countryside. Her eyes moved to the windows, to the distant mountains, folds of graying brown. A white mist clung to the ocean.

From down the hall came a thudding, a slight rhythmic vibration in the floor. She turned, but the corridor stretched out empty before her. Then a door slammed with an echoing violence so startling that she almost dropped the coffee pot. Automatically she took a step in the direction of Fergus Parker’s office, but halted; whatever was going on down there was no affair of hers. Then there was loud and pro­longed crashing and smashing of glass. It continued as she hurried along the corridor.

She slowed to a walk, glanced into Fergus Parker’s office, and stood rooted. And this time she did drop the coffee pot. Fergus Parker’s portable bar had fallen over, a mass of glass and spreading brown and red stain on the blond carpet. Fergus Parker sat in his big leather desk chair with arms extended in supplication, hands bloodied, eyes protruding, the pupils raisins on egg whites. A wide stream of bright blood cut a neat swath down his white shirt front from the ivory-handled implement lodged in his chest.

She began a scream, clapped both hands over her mouth. She was alone on this floor with a murderer.

Wanting to flee into an office to hide, she stood para­lyzed, terrified of leaving this safely empty hallway. A murderer could be in any office she ran into. She looked around wildly. Where was the stairway? She could not re­member. She stumbled on watery legs to the double doors leading to the lobby, to the elevators. She turned a knob on one of the doors, cringing at the clicking of the lock, and inched open the door. The murderer could come out to leave…

She dashed out into the lobby, took refuge behind Judy Markham’s great black desk. She cowered on the floor.

EMERGENCY EXT 5000. The huge red letters on clear plastic pasted to the telephone drew her eyes. Staying low behind the desk, she slipped the telephone receiver from its hook, punched the console switch to ON, and with rigid fingers pressed the emergency digits.

“This Carlson.”

“Please, I’m—”

“Can’t hear you.”

“Please, someone’s dead—”

“Jesus! Lady, where are you?”

“Sixteen.”

“Fifteen? Can’t hear you.”

“Sixteen.” She wanted to scream, but hissed in a sibilant whisper, “Listen, there’s a dead man here, I think whoever did it is still here—”

“Jesus! Lady, stay right where you are, don’t move an inch.”

She hung up the receiver and hugged herself; she was cold, frozen, and she began to shudder as she sat huddled on the floor; her teeth clicked uncontrollably.

He’ll hear me, she thought, he’ll come out and hear me. I’m going to die. With Mother disappointed in me. With Stephie mad at me for being here at all.

Level with her eyes was a dial in the wall labeled MUZAK, set at four on a scale of ten. She turned it up to ten, and sat convulsed with violent shudders, the lobby re­verberating to Red Sails in the Sunset. An elevator light blinked on, the door opened, and two blue-clad men eased out, guns drawn.

She leaped to her feet. The guns jerked to her. “I called you! It’s me!”

“Jesus, lady!” yelled a blond beefy guard, lowering the gun he held in two shaking hands. “You almost got your­self shot!”

“Get the lady, Rick,” ordered the dark-haired guard. “I’ll cover this door, you watch the door behind her.”

She turned the Muzak down as the guard named Rick gingerly approached her, wide staring blue eyes fixed on the double doors behind her, his gun again raised and shaking. “You sure he’s still in there?” he whispered hoarsely.

The sight of official blue uniforms and black weapons had calmed her. “I’m not sure. He might be.”

“Get in the elevator, lady,” the dark-haired guard called. “Now! Be quick!”

She fled across the lobby, snapping off leaves of an inter­vening plant in her haste. She punched LOBBY again and again. Nothing happened. She peered out to see the two guards backing toward the elevator, each with a gun trained on a set of double doors.

The dark-haired guard slid a key into a slot; the doors closed; the elevator descended. She gasped with relief and asked, “Shouldn’t one of you be staying up there?”

“Not on your life,” Rick said, shoving his gun deep into its holster and snapping the fastener. “Not for five-fifty an hour. Cops’re on the way. What happened? What’d you see?”

“A man…stabbed…” She faltered into silence, fighting off the image.

The dark-haired guard said, “My name’s Mike. That’s Rick.”

“Ellen,” she whispered.

“Can you describe—”

“I never saw the…the killer.” She closed her eyes. “I heard—”

Rick said, “You sure the guy’s dead?”

“Yes,” Ellen said, and burst into tears.

“Rick, lay off her. She’ll have enough questions to answer.”

The elevator doors opened to dozens of people milling the lobby, unable to get on an elevator. A group surged toward them. “Out of service!” Mike shouted, inserting his key. “Elevators are out of service!”

“What the hell’s going on?” demanded a portly man in a gray suit and carrying a briefcase.

“Police business. Everybody move back, please.” Taking Ellen’s arm, Mike led her from the elevator.

In a shrieking of sirens police cars pulled up in front, one after another, four in all, and spilled cops who ran into the building, several cradling shotguns.

“Sixteen,” Mike said as five cops pushed their way through the crowd to the elevator. “Can’t tell you who to look for, no description—”

“You.” A mustachioed cop gestured with a shotgun at Rick. “Take us up.”

“If you insist,” Rick said unhappily, and inserted his key. The doors closed.

“Clear the lobby!” shouted one of the two remaining cops. They advanced on the crowd, arms extended in a shepherding motion. “Everybody back! For your own protection! Back!” In a cacaphony of sirens and thunder, another squad car and two motorcycles pulled up in front.

“Come back to the guard station with me,” Mike said to Ellen. “Get you some coffee.”

Stephie… I’ll call Stephie… Everything will be all right .

“Please,” Ellen whispered, “thanks.”


  Chapter 2


     
  

Detective Kate Delafield turned off Olympic Boulevard, drifted the Plymouth to a stop, and gazed down Merlin Street. It had always seemed odd to her that in this modern city she could turn off a multi-laned thoroughfare onto a side street so narrow that one car had to pull over for both to squeeze past. Like so many others, this street was crowded with tiny stucco houses of yellow and brown and white and green, and always a pink house somewhere on the block. The usual red tile roofs, the arched Spanish windows. Cracked sidewalks bordering non-descript lawns with assort­ments of low thick-leaved California foliage. But this street was unlike the others. This one was lined with trees. Oak. She sat looking at the black arthritic branches against the February sky, thinking achingly of Anne, missing the spread­ing leafy trees of their native Michigan. She reflected as she got out of her car that it was regrettable this particular murder could not have happened in May or June so that she could enjoy these trees in full bloom.

She walked around the Becker Building. Ed Taylor had preceded her by more than two hours, and an investigation team worked on the sixteenth floor; but they could all work a little longer without her. It was a savings to the taxpayers of Los Angeles if she understood the terrain; it eliminated unnecessary questions and false assumptions. Her thoroughness might arouse impatience and grumbling among the people she worked with, but the important people ap­preciated it. A Kate Delafield investigation was solid, meticu­lous, documented, a logical tapestry of fact—no sloppiness, no loose ends, no nasty surprises to ambush a district at­torney, none of those holes you could drive a truck through so that a contemptuous judge would throw the case out be­fore a jury had warmed its chairs.

The Becker Building took up half a short block, eighteen stories of small windows inset in white and gray masonry; from certain angles the structure looked pockmarked. Next door was a squat medical building, navy blue and white stucco and frame; on the other side, across Merlin Street, a sand colored building with a peeling front proclaimed from a faded sign that it was a school for computer pro­gramming.

She walked down the driveway under the Becker Build­ing, past a banner that read MONTHLY PARKING NOW DUE. An attendant in a blue uniform shirt with stripes on the sleeves, mismatched with tan pants, ignored her. Kate walked over to a staircase, looked down and counted three levels. The staircase and the door to the lobby were the only entryways into the building from the garage. She took a notebook from her shoulder bag and pulled off the Flair pen hooked over its spine, and made brief notes.

Very tight parking, she thought. An attendant who never looks up even with squad cars parked everywhere and a murder investigation in progress. No security at all. If I had to pay for parking in the Becker Building, I’d take my chances over on Merlin Street.

She tested the door; it opened into the lobby without necessity for a key. She exchanged nods with Hansen, who stood stolidly by the cordoned-off elevators and looked glum at the sight of her. The lobby floor was the tiny sharp mosaic tile she despised; it hurt her feet through the thin soles of her shoes.

The guard station, a low plain desk, was unattended, and she walked around behind it. There were no TV monitors, but a red receiver dangled from a hook below eye level, a red bulb above it, obviously an emergency flasher. She pulled open four drawers of the desk, one after the other. The top drawer held chocolate bars, gum, mints, lifesavers, small packets of potato chips. A sweet tooth that won’t quit, or some poor bastard’s trying to quit smoking, she speculated. The next drawer contained books—three Wambaugh novels and From Here to Eternity. In the next drawer were more pocket books, all by Harold Robbins, a half-dozen dog-eared Hustler magazines, a book which she picked up and dropped after a glance at its lurid cover.

“One of these guys is an eighteen-carat cretin,” she muttered.

Three men in business suits came into the lobby from the garage and peered at Hansen and then fixedly at her; she ignored them. After a brief conference, Hansen allowed the men access to an elevator.

In the bottom drawer she found a ledger, and looking over several days’ entries, determined that the guards checked people into the building on weekends, before 7:00 a.m. and after 7:00 p.m. on weekdays. She flipped to the day’s date, February 8. Lined columns showed the date and time; visitor’s signature and printed name; time of departure. Beginning at 5:45 a.m. there were twelve entries, and only one for the sixteenth floor, a florid signature. Fergus, she patiently traced with a fingernail, Parker. The signatory could not be bothered printing his name as required. Fergus Parker had come into the building at 6:53 a.m.

From the viewpoint of a guard sitting at his desk, she examined the lobby. The view of the three elevators and the only two exits from the lobby—single door to the garage, two sets of glass double doors exiting onto Olympic Boule­vard—was unobstructed. Leaving the ledger on the desk, she got up and with a baleful glance at the mosaic tile, walked around the corner to the company sharing space with the lobby. Subdued gold lettering on richly gleaming walnut doors stated:


     
  

CONTEMPORARY LIFE INSURANCE, INC.

Hours Mon.—Sat. 9 a.m. — 6 p.m.


     
  

“Ralph,” Kate said, coming back to the elevators, “can you give me any reason why a piece of evidence establishing the time the victim entered these premises hasn’t been col­lected yet?” She nodded curtly toward the guard desk and the ledger.

Hansen shook his head unhappily. She stepped onto an elevator; Hansen inserted a key to release the sixteenth floor, and she rode up.

Pete Johnson was sketching the lobby on graph paper. She nodded to him, her gaze raking the lobby; uninterested in decor, she gauged the distance from the entryways to the elevators, noted the absence of a stairway. One of the double doors was propped open—not the usual procedure judging from the stapler used as a doorstop. She stepped through the doorway. A wooden sawhorse barricaded the hall to the right; she followed the murmur of male voices to her left, moved carefully around the chalk-encircled pieces of a glass coffee pot scattered across the stained carpet, and entered the corner office.

The area was being processed. The fingerprint man, his back turned, delicately brushed an edge of the ebony desk; the photographer was repacking his case. The deputy coroner talked to a bored ambulance crew, two burly black men who leaned up against the wall near their stretcher, waiting. Kate’s eyes drifted over the corpse which sat with arms out­stretched, the hands enclosed in paper bags tied at the wrists, an ivory-handled implement protruding from the chest. She nodded to the men in the room.

Ed Taylor, pencil poised over his notebook, completed a yawn and strolled over, skirting the smashed glass and alcohol-stained carpet. Taylor never did anything quickly. Kate watched him, disapproving of his ballooning bulk. An eighteen-year man, tall and blond, calm and humorous, he was resigned more than dedicated to his responsibilities, wanting to get the twenty years in and pull the pin. She would wager anyone that Taylor would not retire after he’d put in the twenty. Taylor would always be a cop.

“Finished,” said the photographer.

She said, “You get plenty of angles of all this glass?”

The photographer did not turn around. “Everything. Dammit, check my log. I got everything.”

The ambulance crew moved to the body. Kate looked at the deputy coroner.

“He’s been stabbed,” Everson said.

The men chuckled, and Kate smiled. The ambulance crew, ready to hoist the corpse onto the stretcher, paused to guffaw.

“Time of death between seven-thirty and eight,” Everson said, grinning.

Kate said, “Blood on the killer?”

“Possible. Could very well be. Bleeding was localized but there’s a stain on the desk—on impact, from the direc­tionality. A spurt got the killer’s hand or sleeve at the very least.”

“Victim sitting like that when he got it?”

Everson hesitated, fingering a pencil-thin moustache. “It’s odd, Kate. A hundred and eighty degree wound.” He flicked a well-manicured hand at the corpse, and she walked over to have a closer look. “Usually there’s a downward angle to a knife thrust but this one’s almost level. He might’ve been standing, leaned back from the blow, fell back into the chair. Or sitting, in the process of getting up. The weapon’s a beaut, isn’t it?” She was bent down, examining the curved, intricate ivory handle. “Too faceted to pick up a print.”

“The office manager ID’d the body,” Taylor said. “Says it’s the victim’s letter opener. Wide blade, edges like a razor, he says.”

Kate stepped back, and the black men hoisted the body. Everson continued, “A weapon like that, a two-year old could’ve done it. Went through that whale blubber like butter.”

“Fat fucking son of a bitch,” one of the black men grunted as they wrapped and secured the hulk on the stretcher.

Again, Kate surveyed the desk, the shattered glass. “That kind of wound, Walt, any possibility of suicide?”

“Kate,” Taylor said, “a witness heard somebody—”

“Walt?” Kate interrupted, ignoring Taylor.

Again Everson hesitated. “Could explain the level entry of the weapon, and no defensive cuts on him, either. But there’re no experimental wounds, no visible sign of other pricking of the skin. The shirt’s nice and neat, no cuts any­where from hesitation marks. And you know how they hesitate, Kate. How often they take clothing off, or at least push it aside. No evidence of cadaveric spasm—no death grip of the weapon, no immediate rigor like there sometimes is with suicide.” Everson glanced at his chain-bracelet watch. “Three hours now and no sign of it yet.”

“But still, is it possible?”

“Possible. We’ll both need a much closer look.”

“Sure.” She turned to Taylor. “Ed, how many people in this office?”

Taylor consulted his notes. “Forty-one.”

“That’s a lot of interviews, Walt.”

“And if it’s homicide,” Taylor said, “we got a lot of people we can’t segregate and not much time before they ignore instructions and start gabbing to each other.”

“Meaning you want an immediate autopsy.” Everson pursed his lips, stroked his moustache again, glanced at the stretcher. “This one looks clean and tidy enough. And it’s Tuesday, it’s always slow on Tuesdays. Call you as soon as we set it up.”

The group soon left, talking and chuckling among them­selves as they followed the ambulance crew and stretcher.

Taylor turned back pages of his notes, and Kate settled a hip on the edge of the teak credenza and took out her note­book. She asked, not looking up, “You heard?”

“Yeah. I figured they’d plea bargain down to second, but involuntary manslaughter—Jesus Christ, God damn it, Kate—”

She tuned him out, taking in details of the room again as he continued his diatribe on the insanities of the court system. She had been in court this morning, expecting to testify. The case had been continued to May. The victim had been only seventeen, her killer twenty-two and with a rap sheet as long as her arm; he’d been in trouble since Kate’s days in Juvenile. He was typical of today’s criminal—and that was what disturbed her, more than the plea bargain. Younger—they were younger, with drugs in their past and present, and they were casual about their crimes, committing without thought acts of utter savagery. And while female crime was also increasing, she had read projections that soon one out of three American men would have in his past a perpetration of violence…. The thin blue line of men and women who did their best to protect and to serve—how much longer could they hold back such ferocity? Well, she did her job, it was all she could do. “Ed,” she finally said, her tone harsh, “it’s history.”

He sighed, looked at his notes. “This one’s not suicide, Kate. Doesn’t feel right. And that corpse looked as surprised as hell.”

“True,” she conceded. “What’ve you got so far?”

“Code three all units at seven-forty-two.” Taylor read dispassionately from the crime report and his notes. “A one-eighty-seven, suspect on premises. Premises secured approxi­mately eight a.m. We have a complete list of everyone on the upper floors of the building after it was sealed—”

Kate interjected acidly, “For all the good that’ll do.”

Taylor glanced up only briefly and then continued, “Ellen Rose O’Neil arrived approximately seven-twenty a.m., heard noise, found the victim approximately seven-forty. Did not observe the killer …”

Taylor’s notes were always factual if not comprehensive, and she listened with concentration. Overall examination of the scene was virtually complete: photographs, sketches, measurements, descriptions, fingerprinting. The necessity for elimination fingerprints had been explained to the em­ployees; all had expressed cooperation. Kate jotted one-and two-word notes.

“Hair tidy, body slightly turned but trunk position nor­mal,” Taylor droned. “Eyes open. Diamond ring, Cartier wrist watch, three hundred cash in the desk drawer. No signs of disorder except for blood smears on the desk, victim’s fingers sliding off. Blood marks on the liquor cart, victim’s left hand, it looks like.”

Kate walked around behind the desk, gauging the dis­tance and angles between the desk, chair, spilled cart.

Taylor consulted a sketch spread across the seat of a chair in front of the desk. “The cart was pushed from its usual position of nine feet eight inches to a proximity of twenty-six inches from the body, according to the tracks.”

Kate knelt next to the overturned cart which was covered with fingerprint powder, lifted a corner with her pen, glanced at the glossy dried reddish-brown stains.

“Blood marks are along the railing,” Taylor said unneces­sarily. “Indicating the victim grabbed it, pulled it over.”

She nodded and moved on her knees, scrutinizing the wheel marks in the carpet. She sank her pen into a set of deep grooves. “Cart usually sits right here. When was it moved? Why? Why would it be so close to his desk at seven o’clock in the morning? Let’s check with the cleaning people to see where it was last night.”

Taylor made a note.

She got to her feet, brushed at the knees of her gray pants. “Lots of prints on the cart.”

Taylor shrugged. “Dozens.”

“Desk contents?”

“All itemized, nothing unusual except for the cash. Ditto the credenza. Nothing’s missing from the office, according to the office manager. But then he’s black—”

“Anything else?” she said curtly. Taylor’s racial pre­judice, which surfaced at any opportunity, continually irked her.

Taylor flipped note pages. “Cigar butt and ash. Appears to be the victim’s but we collected it.”

She nodded, her glance again traversing the room: the cream-colored leather sofa and armchair, the glass table topped by an abstract silver sculpture, the bookcase con­taining a clutter of plaques and trophies. Her gaze lingered on the fouled blond carpet; the darkening bloodstain out­lined in chalk on the ebony desk dirty with fingerprint powder and barren except for two Cross pens imbedded in a marble base; the immense leather chair forever divested of its daily occupant. She strolled over and examined three black-framed, autographed photographs on the wall—Fergus Parker shaking hands with Lyndon Johnson, Barry Gold­water, Richard Nixon. She moved to the family photograph on the bookcase. “Notification?”

“Wife. His third marriage. A boy eleven, girl thirteen, in schools back East. The office manager drove out there. Santa Monica. Insisted on going. Hansen took him. The wife is nicely alibied. From six-thirty to eight she was at the next door neighbor’s. And I’d say she didn’t use a pro.”

Kate nodded. “I’d say not. He’d use his own weapon. And make the hit on familiar, predictable territory.” She continued to study the photograph of Fergus Parker’s family.

Taylor said, “Spend a lot of time with bibs tucked under their chins, don’t they? All three porkers, like him.”

You should talk, Kate thought. “What about the O’Neil woman?”

“Nice lady. Thirty-one. Cool. Attractive, smart. Handles herself very calm and determined.”

Delicately, Taylor cleared his throat. Alerted, Kate glanced at him; but his gaze was fixed on the Santa Monica mountains, clear and vivid in the distance. “A roommate came. Girl friend.”

Gay, she thought. Or at least he thinks so.

“Spent half an hour with her, wanted her to go home, insisted. Left mad as hell.” He glanced at her. “She’s a prof at UCLA. Economics.”

So they may be gay, Kate thought in amusement, but apparently not card-carrying dykes. She said bluntly, “The O’Neil woman, she a possible?”

Taylor’s grin was swift, ingratiating. “She’d have to get a mad on awful quick. She’s new, second day here. Unless it’s her period.” He grinned again, then shrugged as Kate did not smile. “We’re gonna have a good time with this one, Kate. This Fergus Parker’s popular as Hitler. These people here, when they heard, I thought they were gonna join hands and sing ding dong the witch is dead. The only one who looked sorry was his secretary—” Taylor looked through his notes. “—Billie Sullivan. Weird. Walks like she’s got her body on backwards.”

Kate chuckled. “It is a little different, Ed. A pillar of the community instead of the usual, like MacKenzie on Friday.”

Taylor pushed out his fleshy lips. “Mrs. MacKenzie calls nine times a day. Husband gets bashed with a tire iron in the May Company parking lot, no witnesses, she can’t under­stand why we haven’t made a collar yet. One of these people you talk to, you’re on Wilshire, she’s on Sunset. I explain the May Company parking lot was not exactly loaded with clues, she keeps saying she’s a taxpayer.”

Kate said impatiently, “Don’t waste any more time with her, have her talk to Lieutenant Bell. What’s the situation with the employees here?”

“They’re plenty nervous. Working, more or less.” Taylor ran a hand through lank blond hair, pausing a moment to scratch. “The black office manager, he seems sharp enough. He got ‘em all calmed down. Hansen took the O’Neil woman’s statement, I talked to her, we took her in but she didn’t give us much—”

“Wait a minute,” Kate said. “Go back in your notes about her. About finding the victim.”

Taylor turned over two pages in his notebook. “She was in the kitchen getting coffee. Stepped out into the north hallway, walked up to the west hallway carrying the coffee pot to offer some to Guy Adams who she thought was in. Heard running steps, a door slam, the sound coming
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