



  [image: cover]










  John D. MacDonald and The Murder Room




  ››› 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




  The couple arrived in Ramingo, a town of twelve thousand population on Florida’s west coast, at about eleven-thirty on the morning of the eleventh of April. They arrived

  in a gray Buick sedan with Illinois plates. The big car was dirty after the long trip. Racked clothing hung in the back.




  The gray Buick cruised the main shopping section on Bay Avenue for a few minutes and then pulled into a drive-in restaurant on the west end of Bay Avenue near the approach to the causeway and

  bridge that led to Flamingo Key.




  It was a hot day, too hot to eat in the car. There was no one in the other cars. The other customers were all inside the restaurant. A waitress in a green cotton uniform stood in the angular

  patch of shade made by the building itself, her back against the pink wall, and watched the couple as they got out of the gray car. She smoked a cigarette and watched them and wondered idly about

  them.




  The man was tall. He was about thirty years old. He had the look of someone still recovering from a serious illness. He slid carefully out from behind the wheel and stood by the car, his posture

  bad, shoulders thrust forward. He wore a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the collar open, gray pants that were baggy at the knees. The shirt and trousers looked as though they had been

  made for a larger man. The trousers were gathered at the belt line and hung slack in the back.




  He stood blinking in the bright sunshine, his shadow black against the blue-black of the asphalt. His color was not good and the glossy black of his hair seemed the most alive thing about him.

  He stood and looked toward the causeway. He rubbed his left arm and elbow gingerly. It was pink from the sun, from resting on the sill of the car window as he drove.




  The woman was still in the car, putting on lipstick. The man turned and looked up Bay Avenue toward the shopping section, and then turned farther and looked at the waitress. There were deep

  lines in his cheeks. There were dark patches under hot dark eyes. His nose was long, thin at the bridge, wide at the nostrils. He looked at the waitress with a complete lack of expression. That is

  not something often seen. The dead wear no expression. Neither do the victims of dementia praecox when in catatonic state. Something behind the face looked out of the dark eyes at her, and the face

  told her nothing. The waitress felt oddly uncomfortable. She was a handsome husky girl, accustomed to stares, but not of that sort. She looked away.




  The man spoke in a low impatient voice to the woman in the car. She got out quickly. She was a tall girl of about twenty-five, as tall as the man in her high heels. She wore a sheer white

  blouse. Her tan linen skirt was badly wrinkled. She smoothed it across her hips with the back of her hand. Her blonde hair was cropped short, and the waitress decided it was not becoming to her. It

  made the girl’s face look too large, too heavy. The girl had the wide cheekbones, the short upper lip, the wide-set blue eyes, the heaviness of mouth that have become a stereotype of sensual

  beauty. Her tall figure was good, but slightly heavy. There was a look of softness about it. Her legs were very white. The girl’s face was passive, with a hint of almost bovine endurance. She

  walked in an oddly constricted way. It was a walk in which there was body-consciousness and a flavor of humility. She walked as though she half expected a sudden blow, and yet would not mind too

  much if it came.




  The man locked the car quickly and passed the girl on the way to the door and held it open for her. The waitress snapped her cigarette out onto the asphalt. She thought that the couple had not

  had a very good trip. It looked as though the girl had gotten the wrong man, and that was too bad. But a lot of us get the wrong ones. And it’s too late then and not much you can do about it.

  There are more wrong ones than right ones.




  The waitress went in the side door of the restaurant. The man had taken a paper from the rack by the door. They had taken a table for two. The man read the morning Flamingo Record. The

  waitress was glad it was not her table. The girl sat quite still and looked beyond the man, out the big side window toward the blue water of the bay and the white houses on the key beyond the bay.

  At intervals she lifted a cigarette slowly to her mouth, and as slowly returned it to hold it over the chipped glass ashtray on the formica table.




   




  By two o’clock, using the name Mr. and Mrs. John Wheeler, the couple had rented the Mather house on the bay shore three miles south of the center of town. Hedges, the realtor, had tried to

  interest them in a house on the key, but they had not wanted to be on the key. The Mather house was long, low—a three-bedroom two-bath cypress house with a terrace that faced the bay, a new

  dock but no boat. The nearest house north of it was over two hundred feet away, and almost entirely screened by dense plantings. The vacant land south of the house was thickly overgrown with

  palmetto and cabbage palm and weeds.




  The Mather house had a curving shell drive, live oaks heavy with Spanish moss, some delicate punk trees, a few pepper trees, a clump of coconut palm. There was a phone in the house on temporary

  disconnect, and Hedges promised to have it hooked up that same day. The man had paid in cash, seven hundred and seventy-two dollars and fifty cents. This included the three per cent state tax. It

  covered the rental up to May fifteenth.




  After the transaction was complete, Bud Hedges, not a very imaginative or sensitive man, wondered why he should have strange fancies about the couple. They had not responded to any of his eager

  listing of the delights of a vacation in Flamingo. Even the dusty gray car had seemed blunt and sullen. He wondered why he had taken the precaution of jotting down the number from the Illinois

  plates. He shrugged off his strange feelings. The money was in hand. Mrs. Mather would be pleased. He had made thirty-seven-fifty for an hour of work during the month when the tourist season was

  ending. And the Wheelers had gotten what they wanted, a house with a maximum of privacy. He had not expected them to pay that much freight. The man’s shoes had been black, cheap, cracked

  across the instep. Hedges always looked at their shoes. It was a better index than automobiles. You couldn’t buy shoes on time.




   




  They looked the house over more carefully after Hedges had gone. They carried the luggage in. The man wandered around the grounds while the girl unpacked. He went down and stood on the dock.

  Mullet jumped in the bay. A man in a yellow boat with a very quiet outboard motor trolled in a wide circle. A gray cabin cruiser went south by the channel markers. He could see the narrow pass

  between Flamingo Key and Sand Key, see the deeper blue of the waters of the Gulf of Mexico beyond the pass.




  The girl came out on the front terrace and called to him. “It’s all unpacked. We got to get some stuff.”




  He walked up to the terrace. “Like what?”




  “You know. Staples. Bread and butter and eggs and cans and stuff.”




  “Can you cook?”




  “I can cook some. You don’t want to go out much, do you?”




  “No. I don’t want to go out much.”




  “I fixed the trays and turned the ’frig on high. There ought to be ice pretty quick.”




  “Little homemaker.”




  “Well . . . hell.”




  “Pick up a couple bottles too. Here.”




  She took the money. He heard the car leave a few minutes later. He paced through the empty house. He turned on a radio in the big kitchen. He found soap operas, hill-billies and Havana stations.

  He turned it off, drank a glass of water, frowned at the sulphur taste. He tried the phone but it wasn’t hooked up yet. He went in and tested the beds. They felt all right. He took a shower.

  After the shower he dressed in the cotton slacks and aqua sports shirt he had picked up in that store in Georgia. He looked at himself in the full-length mirror as he combed his black glossy

  hair.




  “Tourist,” he whispered. And he grinned.




  She drove in a few minutes later. He went out and carried half the stuff back in.




  “Buy them out, baby?”




  “It isn’t as much as it looks like. It won’t last long. Here’s the bottles.”




  The ice was ready. He made himself a drink, and leaned against the sink and watched her putting the groceries away. She looked serious and intent and important.




  “A new side to your character, baby,” he said.




  She straightened up and looked around. “It’s a nice kitchen, Harry.”




  “It ought to be a nice kitchen. It ought to have a gold stove yet. It ought to have a floor show. Make with a floor show.”




  She gave him a sidelong look, and broke into a husky fragment of a chorus routine, ending with grind and bump. He put his glass down and clapped his hands solemnly three times.




  “I’m out of practice,” she said. She looked at him and then at her arms and said, “We ought to get some tan.”




  “You get some tan. This sunshine routine doesn’t grab me.”




  “You’d look more like the other people around here.”




  “You wouldn’t be trying to tell me my business.”




  “Don’t get like that, Harry.”




  “Stick to cooking, Sal.”




  “Okay. Okay.”




  He left the kitchen and went to the phone again. He dialed zero. When the operator answered he hung up. He went to the bedroom and got the slip of paper from the top of the bureau and went back

  to the phone. He dialed the number.




  “Sandwind Motel.”




  “Have you got a Robert Watson registered?”




  “Yes sir, we have.”




  “I want to talk to him.”




  “I think he’s on the beach right now.”




  “Can’t you get him?”




  “It might take some time. Why don’t you give me your name and number and I can have him call you back.”




  “Okay. Tell him to call 9-3931.” He hung up. He went out to the kitchen and made a fresh drink. Sal wouldn’t look at him.




  “For Christ sake don’t sulk.”




  “Well, it’s just that . . .”




  “When Ace gets here keep your mouth shut. Don’t talk. Get out of the way and leave us alone.”




  “Sure, Harry.”




  “You got the stuff put away?”




  “Yes.”




  He slapped the seat of her wrinkled skirt. “Go get the happy sunshine, kid. Go brown yourself.”




  It was fifteen minutes before the phone rang.




  The familiar voice said, “Hello?”




  “Don’t talk. That must be a hell of a big beach, Ace. I got a place. You check out of there and come on over here. Make it after dark. It’s a house on a street called

  Huntington Drive. Eight hundred and three. There’s posts by the driveway and a sign on the posts says Mather.”




  “You know I haven’t got a car.”




  He paused a moment and said, “Okay. I see what you mean. Where is that damn place?”




  “On Flamingo Key. You get on the main road on the key and turn left. You’ll see it on the right.”




  “When does it get dark here?”




  “A little after seven.”




  “Okay. I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty. Gray Buick. That’ll be better than some damn nosy cab driver.”




  “Did . . . did it go all right?”




  “Silk and cream. No heat. We’ll talk later.”




  Sally came out of the bedroom in the skimpy pale blue sunsuit she had bought in Georgia. She carried a blanket, a small brown bottle of sun lotion and a TV fan magazine.




  “Okay?” she said.




  “You’re not what I’d call bundled up, kid.”




  He watched through the glass jalousies as she walked down to the dock, spread the blanket out, sat on it and began to carefully anoint her white legs and arms and shoulders and midriff. She

  stretched out in the glare of the afternoon sun, quiet as a corpse. The fish jumped. Wind ruffled the bay water. Harry made another drink. He felt restless. He tried to take a nap. He gave up and

  went down onto the dock. He took the aqua shirt off and sat near her in the sunshine. Maybe she was right about getting a tan. His skin was dead white. His ribs showed. There was a small mat of

  black hair on his chest. He sat hugging his knees. His shoulder blades stuck out in an angular way. There were two deep dimples on the back of his left shoulder, the scars of bullet wounds.




  She lay on her back with her eyes shut. Her legs had turned pink. He looked at her legs and remembered something from one summer during an almost forgotten childhood. He reached out and pressed

  a finger against the top of her thigh. When he took it away the white spot faded slowly.




  “You got enough. Get in the house.”




  “But Harry, I . . .”




  His voice became very soft. “You’re having a big day, kid. Homemaking and sulking and arguing. You want we should have a little trouble with you?”




  She got up without another word and went up to the house. He stayed there another fifteen minutes. He folded the blanket and took it up to the house with him.




  She had changed to a blouse and skirt. “I’m glad you told me when to quit,” she said humbly. “I feel kind of prickly all over.”




  “I tell you everything you do.”




  “Sure, Harry.”




  “Then we don’t have any trouble at all. There isn’t going to be any room for any more trouble than the trouble I came for.”




  She lowered her voice. “Is it going to be rough?”




  “Silk and cream, if it’s done right. And it’s going to be done right. I’m going to see that it’s done right. The Ace and Ronnie are top talent. When it’s done

  we split right away. Where they scatter is their problem. I know what direction we go in.”




  “Where do we go?”




  “You know how I feel about questions.”




  “I’m sorry.”




  “I’m going to be able to use you. I figured it all out. When it’s time I’ll tell you what you have to do. It will be easy to do.”




  “Can I ask just one question? Just one?”




  “All right. One.”




  “Harry . . . is anybody going to get killed?”




  He buttoned his aqua shirt slowly. “I hope not, honey. I hope nobody gets killed. I hope nobody gets that excited.”




   




  





  Chapter Two




  Ben Piersall was late getting to the Flamingo Country Club and knew he would only have time for nine holes before dusk. He had phoned the club when he knew he would be late,

  and left word for the other members of the regular Monday foursome to tee off without him. He changed in the locker room, unfolded the caddy cart and walked out to the first tee, his cleats noisy

  on the duck boards, then silent on the grass.




  He was a tall man, big in the shoulders, with a blunt, tanned, good-humored face, quiet gray eyes, brown hair that had begun to get a little bit thin on top. He had a successful law practice in

  Flamingo and he worked hard at it. He was a son of one of the town founders, and estate work made up a large percentage of his practice.




  He saw that once again he would have to play alone. It seemed to be happening too often lately. He was losing the edge of his game. He snapped on his glove, teed up the ball, and took a few

  practice swings to loosen up. The club course was a flat course. The fairways were sunbaked. They would become increasingly hard and brown until the rains came in July. The first hole was three

  hundred and thirty-five yards, a par four with a well-trapped green and a narrow fairway.




  His drive started low and began to climb. As it began to fall it developed a little tail and took a long long roll on the hard fairway. It rolled a bit beyond the three hundred marker. He had

  been the best man on the golf team when he had been in college. After school he had played in a few amateur tournaments, and had done well enough to toy with the idea of going on the regular

  tournament circuit. When he was able to play regularly he could still give Barney, the club pro, a good match. In his hottest round he had come within one stroke of the course record.




  He knew his own weakness, and was amused by it. A lot of the frustrations of the day could be cleared away by really lacing into one, really pounding one. He could lower his score by holding

  back on the last few ounces of effort. But it was more satisfying to play it wide open. And there was a juvenile pride in knowing he could outdrive anyone in the club, including Barney, when he

  really got hold of one. Like that June day when, with a tail wind, and a fairway like concrete, he had overdriven the four hundred and ten yard twelfth hole. Fritz, in mock awe, had proclaimed that

  he intended to have a bronze marker placed where that incredible drive had come to rest.




  Ben knew his big husky body needed regular exercise. He knew that he needed the complete relaxation that came after the shower and the drive home. It was more pleasure to play with the others,

  but better to play alone than not to play at all.




  He dropped the iron shot five feet from the pin and canned the putt for his birdie. Playing alone there was no need to mark a card. He was a minus one thus far, and anticipated finishing the

  nine somewhere around par plus two or three.




  When he walked onto the fourth tee, still one under, he saw a caddy cart about a hundred and seventy yards out, on the right side of the fairway. There was a bright red bag on the cart. He saw

  no player. He teed up and drove, getting a bit too much under the ball, wasting distance with too much altitude.




  When he had walked about a hundred yards, the woman came out of the brush, club in hand. He recognized Lenora Parks. She took a new ball from the red bag and tossed it out and waited for

  him.




  “You all alone, Ben?” she called as he came toward her.




  “The assassins took off without me.”




  “Let’s play along together then. That dang slice. I think I could have found it, but something rustled in there. I kept thinking of snakes. Maybe you can smell out that dang

  slice.”




  “Let’s see.”




  She took a number three wood from her bag, waggled it, squinted at the green and swung. The ball, crisply hit, streaked up the center of the fairway and then faded right.




  “See?”




  “Sure. You’ve changed your stance, Lennie. It’s too open. You’re trying to steer the ball. Close the stance and just hit it. Don’t think about a slice or think

  about trying to compensate for it by aiming left. It just makes it worse.”




  “Old Doctor Piersall’s home remedy.”




  “It will work.”




  They walked up to his ball and she waited while he played a four iron all the way to the edge of the green.




  “Wow!” she said. “You haven’t lost your sock, old Ben. Remember how we used to play all the time?”




  “Sure I remember.”




  They played along together. His advice worked. She was delighted. Lenora Parks was one of the better women golfers in the club. She was a dainty blonde woman with a figure still as good as it

  had been at eighteen, when they had gone together for over a year, back when she had been Lennie Keffler, before she married Dil Parks. It made him feel guilty and uncomfortable to play with her.

  Joan was quite aware of the past romance with Lennie. Joan had a cold eye for Lennie. And that was Lennie’s fault, as Joan was not a particularly jealous wife. He and Joan kept running into

  Lennie and Dil at too many big parties. And Lennie, after the second drink, seemed to take a very proprietary attitude toward Ben Piersall. Ben suspected Lennie did that on purpose, knowing that it

  would cause Joan to give Ben a bad time. There was mockery in her eyes when she did it. He had long since guessed that it was a form of revenge. Theirs had been quite a turbulent affair, and he was

  the one who had ended it. He was careful not to stand alone with Lennie at any of the parties.




  Dil Parks was about ninety-five per cent slob. Lennie had married him on the rebound from Ben. Lennie had made little bits of trouble here and there between her husband and herself. There was

  those in Flamingo who excused her on the grounds that a steady diet of Dil would drive anybody into the wrong bed. The other faction had a higher regard for marriage, Dil or no Dil. There had never

  been any actual proof of her inconstancy. The closest thing to proof was the garbled stories which came back from New Orleans the time three couples had gone over to Mardi Gras. But some of that

  could be blamed on inadequate reservations, three couples going when there were only reservations for two. Other comment was mostly locker room talk.




  It made him feel uncomfortable to be with her, and he hoped that Joan wouldn’t hear about it. He did not see how he could have gotten out of it gracefully. When he walked behind her and

  saw her trim hips under the pleated skirt, and saw her blonde hair bobbing as she walked, it seemed that she was exactly the same as the girl of eighteen summers—sixteen years ago. He

  remembered her mannerisms well enough to know that she was striking poses for him, displaying herself for him, trying in small delicate ways to arouse desire. But he knew that he would have none of

  that. Nor would he make any attempt even to find out if it was still available. He thought instead of the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, the faint lines bracketing her mouth—and the

  grotesque and entirely unforgettable scene she had made at the time they had broken up.




  But she was an attractive woman, and he knew that under the fragility, the blonde demureness, she was a most earthy woman. And he knew that he was making at least one concession to that by

  showing off. Like a boy chinning himself on a limb. He relished the little squeal she made when he hit a tremendous towering six iron shot that nearly holed out for an eagle.




  “Remember the day we played sixty-three holes of golf, Ben?”




  “The day before that dance?”




  “I was so dang tired I thought I was going to go to sleep dancing with you.”




  “You slept all the way home.”




  She tilted her head and grinned at him. “Not all the way home.”




  “Your putt.”




  “Poor old Ben. You get so stuffy and flustered. We’re all grown up now, aren’t we? Don’t you think we are?”




  “I guess so.”




  “That was all kid stuff.”




  “Watch yourself. This green is faster than the others.”




  She sat on her heels and lined the putt up. She stepped up to the ball, stroked it delicately. It ran twelve feet, hit the back of the cup and dropped.




  “Nice putt!”




  “I always used to play better when I played with you. I always used to do everything better.”




  “Drop the needle, Lennie.”




  “Needle? Gosh sakes, I wouldn’t needle old Ben.”




  But there had been enough needle so that his drive on the ninth put him way over in the rough behind some cabbage palms. He could see the green through a two-foot gap between the palm

  trunks. He tried a two iron and nearly decapitated himself when the ball came back off a palm trunk like a bullet. It put him far enough back and gave him a better lie. So he gambled on getting

  enough of a slice with a number four wood. It sliced all right and left him in the deepest trap on the course. He didn’t get enough sand and left himself with a thirty-foot putt. He holed out

  for the six, which put him one over par for the nine.




  “Ben, I want to talk to you.”




  “What about?”




  “Go take your shower first. I’ll be on the porch. This will be a business conversation.”




  “Those belong in the office.”




  “Don’t be so stuffy. Do you know you’re getting terribly stuffy lately? You’re afraid it will get back to Joan. You can tell her it was business, and tell her just what

  business it was, if lawyers’ wives get in on lawyers’ secrets.”




  Again he couldn’t get out of it gracefully. When he came out onto the porch Lennie sat in one of the big chairs in the dusk. She had her drink in her hand and there was one for him on the

  round table between the two chairs. But for them, the porch was empty.




  “Scotch old-fashioned? Is that right?”




  “That’s a habit that hasn’t changed, Lennie. What’s on your mind?”




  “It’s something I don’t like, Ben. It’s about Dil’s uncle.”




  “Doctor Tomlin is Dil’s great uncle, actually.”




  “Oh, I know that. But Dill is his closest living relative.”




  “They don’t get along.”




  “That isn’t our fault,” she said hotly. “My God, I’ve tried. Your father used to handle Paul Tomlin’s legal business. Do you handle it now?”




  “I guess I would if he had any.”




  “Is there a will?”




  “There may be. I don’t know. I didn’t handle it. Even if I did, I couldn’t tell you what was in it.”




  “That isn’t what was on my mind. I know better than that. It’s something else.”




  She was leaning toward him. The fading light was odd against her face, slanting, showing bone structure. “Ben, you know how he is. He’s nearly eighty. He’s been quite mad for

  years.”




  “Eccentric.”




  “You use that word because he’s rich. If he was poor you’d say mad and he would have been put away.”




  “He’s not that bad.”




  “You don’t know how bad he is. Have you heard about that couple?”




  “They’re relatives, aren’t they?”




  “They claim to be. Fiftieth cousins or something. Dil never heard of them. Dil and I have been over all that genealogy stuff his mother was so interested in before she died. We can’t

  trace them accurately. There are people named Preston in the family. These people claim their name is Preston. We didn’t know anything about it until he’d taken them in. I can’t

  understand his taking anybody into that . . . that damn fortress with him. But he did. He’s senile, Ben. God only knows what they’re telling him, what they’re getting out of

  him.”




  “I heard some relatives had moved in with him. I thought it was strange at the time.”




  “It is strange. And Dil is so dang wishy-washy. He doesn’t want to do anything. I was going to come and see you in the office. Maybe this is better, to run into you

  here.”




  “What can you do? You can’t run those people out. They’re his guests.”




  “Face it. He’s quite mad. We’re his nearest relatives. I think it’s high time we ought to start proceedings and get him committed.”




  She waited in silence for his answer. Ben thought it over a long time. The longer he thought, the less he liked it. “I wouldn’t have any part of anything like that. He isn’t a

  menace to anybody. Lennie, you’re just damn scared that those Prestons are going to cut you out. It’s just greed talking.”




  “Say no if you want to, but don’t get moralistic.”




  “Maybe you can get somebody to try it. But you’re going to get your nose bumped. He’s an impressive old duck. He’d talk well at a hearing. It would fall through and

  you’d guarantee you would get nothing when he dies.”




  “When he dies. Sometimes it seems as if I’ve been waiting half my life for him to die.”




  “Dil had his chance with the old man. Dil just didn’t take it.”




  “If anybody could do it, Ben, you could. He’s really mad. You know that. We would . . . meet any fee you ask.”




  “I’m not that hungry.”




  “But that money! Isn’t that enough? Isn’t that enough evidence?”




  “There’s no law that says you have to keep money in a bank. There’s no law that says you can’t turn your home into a vault and guard it. He lost money twenty years ago

  when the bank closed. He decided he wouldn’t lose it that way again. And remember, Lennie, there’s a lot of people around here who were treated by him when he was still practicing. He

  has quite a backlog of good will. Suppose you did get him put away. There’d be talk. You’d find it tough to keep on living here.”




  “With that money we wouldn’t have to live here.”




  “It couldn’t be touched until his death, anyway.”




  In a voice so low he could barely hear her, she said, “The change would probably kill him.”




  “That’s pretty vicious, Lennie.”




  “It’s realistic. What good is it to him? We’ve been living over our heads for years. Counting on that money. Do you know what we owe? Never mind. It’s a fine fat figure.

  The agency would have to sell a hundred cars tomorrow to get us out of deep water. Now summer’s coming up. I frankly don’t know how we’re going to squeak through, honestly. Dil

  even tried to borrow from Uncle Paul. Hah! That was a big fat mistake. I’m looking out for myself, Ben. I’m so dang sick of everything. I am.”




  “But you haven’t hit on the way out. That’s a bad idea.”




  “Got a better one? Got any kind of an idea?”




  “No.”




  “Somebody will help, Ben. Somebody will try it.”




  “Probably. Not me.”




  “Thanks for everything. You’re so sweet.”




  “Thanks for the drink. I’ve got to run.”




  “Give Joan my very best love.”




  She went down the wooden porch, heels clacking. He saw her again after she went down the steps, walking toward the parking lot, her hair pale against the shadows of dusk.




  He left the two empty glasses there on the table and walked slowly out to his car. He’d had no idea things were that bad with Dil and Lenora. But they wouldn’t get away with pulling

  anything that raw. Not in Flamingo.




  To an outsider it might seem that Dr. Paul Tomlin was beyond the elusive borderline of sanity. Those who knew him knew that he was merely proud, independent, stubborn. He had come to Flamingo to

  practice in 1900, when the town was young. After he had established himself, his wife and young son had died of undulant fever. The loss had soured him, set him apart from other people. His niece

  and her husband, Dil’s parents, had come down to keep house for him. Dil’s father, Wes Parks, had established himself in the real estate business. Dr. Tomlin had worked long dogged

  hours. He had believed in the eventual growth of Florida’s west coast. Whenever he had a little money ahead, he put it into gulf front land, often accepting Wes Parks’ advice and just

  as often ignoring it.




  When the bank had closed he had not lost much money, but he had lost enough to disabuse him of banks. By working harder he managed to retain all the land he had purchased, and even buy more.

  When, in 1934, the causeway to Flamingo Key had been built, Dr. Tomlin owned over three thousand yards of gulf-to-bay frontage. He had bought some of it for as little as ten dollars an acre. That

  land in the hands of the present owners was worth nearly two hundred dollars a front foot.




  Dr. Tomlin had not begun to sell off his land in any quantity until 1940, the year he retired. With the proceeds of the first ninety thousand dollar sale he had built Rocklands, the fortress

  house, on a knoll two miles inland from the center of Flamingo. It was built of native stone and surrounded by a high wall. A safe was brought down from Birmingham by technicians and built into the

  house during construction. He lived there alone with a Negro named Arnold Addams, who, as a young man, had driven the doctor’s car during the last few years of his practice, and was now a

  husky graying man who ran errands and drove the doctor to town on his rare business dealings.




  Most of the property had been sold. The last big pieces were sold in 1950 and 1951. In 1951 the Flamingo Bank and Trust Company had had to arrange through Tampa for the money necessary to cash

  the check Dr. Tomlin had presented.




  The doctor was a recluse. Few people had been inside the great stone house. They told conflicting stories of what they saw. Arnold Addams was a completely loyal and close-mouthed man. The rumors

  of the amount of money in the big safe were fantastic. Ben Piersall was inclined to believe that Bud Hedges came closest to an accurate guess. Hedges had looked up all the old real estate

  transfers. He had deducted probable taxes, the cost of the big house, probable living expenses. Hedges estimated that the old man must have somewhere between one million three and one million five

  squirreled away in the big safe, all in cash. Hedges had investigated carefully to be certain Tomlin had not re-invested the money.




  Tomlin was coldly polite to the people he came in contact with. The car Addams drove was a black pre-war Packard, polished to a high luster. It was the same car he had used in the last few years

  before his retirement from the practice of general medicine. From time to time cases of books and phonograph records would arrive at the railway express station, and Arnold Addams would drive down

  and pick them up.




  No, Ben thought, there was nothing there on which to base the sort of proceeding Lennie contemplated. A man could drive an aged car if he wished. He could save his money in cash if he so

  desired. Tomlin was a tall, straight, frail old man, full of years and dignity. Wes Parks and his wife were many years dead. It had been generally conceded in town that Dil and Lennie Parks would

  inherit the cash. Too bad, but Dil would get his hands on it.




  Now a new factor had been added. He could understand Lennie’s distress, and her greed—but not approve ofit.




  Dil had turned into a big-bellied, hard-drinking loudmouth. It was not a role that suited him with precision. There was something plaintive and uneasy in his eyes, even as he told his bawdiest

  stories. He owned and operated a marginal automobile agency. He was difficult to work for. People did not stay with him long. Dil and Lennie were childless.
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