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  Foreword




  THE RELATIVELY few persons who have had first-hand dealings with real murder know that truth is not only stranger than fiction, but is much more

  exciting.




  As one who has had intimate contact with several murders, who has also done some writing and some reading, I tried to find out just why this was so. I haven’t found all the answers, but I

  think I have found some.




  It is the difference between milk and meat.




  Our so-called “murder mysteries” are escape fiction, and have become highly standardized through too much usage. Attempts to “create suspense,” “plant” clues,

  and above all, to “surprise the reader,” have robbed the reader of far more than they have given him in return.




  In this book events are permitted to stream across the page in just about the way they would have happened in real life. Such clues as the reader will find are the ones that are there naturally.

  And if the reader isn’t “surprised” in the conventional manner by having the characters who seem painted the blackest with the brush of guilt turn out to be the most innocent,

  while the real murderer is the one person who has seemed “as pure as the driven snow,” I hope he will at least be entertained.




  Reading it over, now that it is finished, I can find numerous technical errors—according to the standards of escape literature. I find that I also get some of the thrill which was

  inevitably associated with every real murder case on which I ever worked.




  If the reader can get a taste of this “meat” he will feel compensated and I will be amply rewarded for the extra effort this book has cost.




  Erle Stanley Gardner




  





  Cast of Characters




  

    

      

        

          TED SHALE—A traveling paper salesman who rescued a waterlogged blond maiden and found himself involved in a double

          murder




          JOAN HARPLER—Another good Samaritan, the well-built owner and captain of the yacht Albatross—definitely

          not the type one would expect to find sailing alone




          NITA MOLINE—An invited guest on the Gypsy Queen. Easy on the eyes, she had ample resources—both physical

          and financial




          FRANK DURYEA—He’d been district attorney of Santa Delbarra County for three years but couldn’t stomach

          scenes of violence




          MILRED DURYEA—Frank’s good-looking wife, who had the knack of keeping her youth, her figure and her husband




          ADDISON STEARNE—Wealthy owner of the Gypsy Queen, who shrewdly reduced everything to dollars and cents




          C. ARTHUR RIGHT—Former secretary to Stearne, he still had illusions about his ex-employer




          GRAMPS WIGGINS—Milred’s globe-trotting grandfather. This family skeleton was a mystery addict with

          unconventional ideas on sleuthing




          GEORGE V. HAZLIT—Addison Stearne’s attorney. He cultivated an aura of professional respectability that enabled

          him to do things in an extraordinary fashion




          PARKER GIBBS—A private detective employed by Hazlit, who knew full well that a man in his occupation is paid to secure

          results




          PEARL RIGHT—C. Arthur Right’s attractive but unloved wife, who resented Stearne’s hypnotic spell over her

          husband




          WARREN HILBERS—Mrs. Right’s playboy brother, whose first love was speedboats. No one ever forgot his pipe-organ

          voice




          JACK ELWELL—An oil-lease speculator who was most anxious not to receive a letter that would cost him a pretty

          penny




          NED FIELDING—Elwell’s young partner. His magnetic personality and regular profile tempted many female

          investors




          MRS. PARKER GIBBS—Jealous and suspicious wife of the detective, she asked as many questions as

          a D.A.




          MARTHA GAYMAN—Secretary to Elwell & Fielding. Her employers thought her too dumb to lie


        


      


    


  




  





  Chapter One




  TED SHALE walked along the hard-packed sand which had been left by the outgoing tide. He walked with the leisurely manner of one

  who has no definite destination in mind. To the south, the ocean was a sheet of deep blue. Above it arched the cloudless vault of the sky. The sunlight reflected from the water as from a burnished

  mirror. Behind him and to the north, the city of Santa Delbarra cuddled against the hazy blue slopes of the mountains. The sides of its stucco buildings were white in the sunlight. Green palm

  fronds splashed color contrast against red tile roofs.




  It was Sunday. The sound of church bells, mellowed by distance, drifted through the balmy air. Out in the bay, some two dozen yachts swung to their moorings. On one of them stood a girl in a

  tight-fitting white bathing suit decorated with green and brown figures. The morning sun touched her smooth, bronzed skin. Her body was smooth, supple, and desirable, and she was fully conscious of

  that fact.




  There was no other sign of life on any of the yachts.




  A hundred feet or more beyond the yacht on which the girl was standing, the Gypsy Queen floated in regal splendor. The exhaust from its Diesel motor, disguised as a funnel, gave it the

  appearance of a miniature liner. Glistening with mahogany, brass, and white enamel, it dwarfed the other yachts in the harbor. Shale’s interest centered on this yacht. From time to time, he

  shifted his eyes to it. Aboard it was Addison Stearne, who controlled, among other things, a string of Pacific Coast hotels. The sales manager of the Freelander Pasteboard Products Company had sent

  Shale to Santa Delbarra with instructions to get an order from Stearne.




  So far Shale hadn’t even been able to see the man, let alone talk with him.




  Shale was only too well aware that Sunday might be an unpropitious time to make an approach, but, talking with some of the crew of the Gypsy Queen who had been on shore leave, Shale had

  learned that Stearne had left orders the yacht was to be ready to put to sea at three o’clock Sunday afternoon.




  Shale’s investigations had further disclosed that every man on the crew had been given overnight shore leave, had, in fact, been warned to stay ashore and not come back to the yacht. That

  had included even the cook. Obviously, Stearne would require some breakfast, and Shale intended to approach the man the minute he set foot on the landing float at the yacht club. Whether the time

  was propitious or not, Shale determined he was going to have a try at it.




  It was as yet too early for many people to be at the beach, but a few family parties were gathered near the wall which served as a windbreak. Three or four children ran along the hard-packed

  sand. As they played, they shouted shrill little cries which spread out over the water and were lost. Farther down the beach, a flock of shore birds, moving in unison as though following carefully

  rehearsed maneuvers, ran up and down the sand, eagerly searching for food at every receding wavelet, turning in leg-twinkling retreat as another wave splashed up the beach.




  Ted Shale regarded the girl in the bathing suit with surreptitious appreciation. She had chestnut-colored hair. Her waist was small. Her hips had a long slope which was pleasing to the eye. She

  had been swimming, and water glistened in sun-reflecting drops from her arms and legs.




  There was no faintest breath of wind. Dead calm made the ocean flat as a floor. The pennant atop the clubhouse clung to the short pole. Along the landing float a cluster of small boats were tied

  in a confused tangle.




  Abruptly a figure debouched from the cabin of the Gypsy Queen. A young woman ran to the rail. She wore a white sailor shirt and blue dungarees. As she bent over the rail, her hair, a

  shock of spun gold, fell down about her face. She made a feeble motion with her left hand as though to brush the hair back from her forehead, then her arm fell forward, dangling toward the water.

  Her head dropped limply. For a moment she hung precariously, then slumped over the rail and splashed into the water.




  Ted Shale shouted to the girl in the bathing suit. She turned, regarding him with the cold indifference of one who rebuffs an advance. Ted shouted again, and pointed. She lifted her chin and

  turned away.




  Ted Shale sprinted across the soft stretch of sand which lay between the low tide line and the entrance to the yacht club. For a dozen steps, the powdery sand tugged at his ankles, then his feet

  were pounding down the yacht club float. He made a quick survey of the small boats, found one that had both oars and oarlocks, jumped in and jerked the painter loose.




  Shale gave the skiff a quick push, and kept a precarious balance while getting out the oars. A few seconds later, he was rowing with quick, sure strokes. From the corner of his eye, he saw the

  girl in the bathing suit arch cleanly from the deck of the yacht, knife the water in a graceful, effortless dive, and start swimming. She stroked a well-timed crawl which sent her cleaving through

  the water.




  Ted Shale gave the oars everything he had. The blades bit cleanly into the water as he flung his weight against them, pulling first with the muscles of the back, then snapping himself erect with

  a quick motion of the arms, twisting his wrists and feathering the blades as he sent them skimming back into position for another stroke.




  He beat the girl to the site of the splash by a matter of seconds.




  At first he could see nothing save the bluish green water, with reflections from the sun glancing from the wavelets to dazzle his eyes. The momentum of his small craft carried him past the spot

  where the girl had gone down. He grasped at the yacht’s mooring chain to check his progress. The cold slime of the metal slipped through his fingers. Water trickled along his wrist and up his

  sleeve. He saw a commotion in the water near the side of the yacht. A drifting blob of golden hair floated up near the surface. He heard the glug of sinister air bubbles, then, as the head started

  down once more, the hair floated up toward the surface, like golden fingers reaching for the sunlight.




  Ted whipped off his coat and went overboard.




  He braced himself for a struggle, but she was limp in his arms. Only once did he feel her stir, and then she gave a quick convulsive half-turn which helped him more than it hindered him. He

  rolled over on his back, slid her head up on to his abdomen, and swam with a powerful backstroke, holding her body clamped between his knees.




  The girl in the bathing suit came splashing up to overtake Ted and his burden with quick businesslike strokes. She flung her head back, shook hair from her eyes, said very calmly in a voice so

  well-modulated that it might have been trained for the stage, “Making it all right?”




  Ted met the clear hazel of her eyes, turned to get his bearings. “I’ll need some help when I get to the skiff.”




  The girl in the bathing suit said nothing, but swam quietly along, using a breast stroke now which enabled her to keep her eyes well above the water.




  “Don’t try the sides,” she warned. “Get around to the stern or the bow.”




  Ted Shale’s voice held a trace of sarcasm. “Thanks for telling me.” He worked around toward the stern of the skiff, where it was lower in the water than at the bow.




  “Can you hold her until I get in?” he asked.




  “Certainly.”




  “Be careful she doesn’t come to and start struggling. If she does, she’ll try to grab you and . . .”




  She echoed the tone he had used with her as she repeated his words. “Thanks for telling me.”




  Ted passed the limp body over to her by a deft leg motion, turned in the water, raised a right arm, his wet shirt hampering the motion, and caught the stern of the boat. He swung up his left,

  pulled himself up, then dropped back so that he pulled the boat down in the water, at the same time getting all the body buoyancy possible from his immersion. He heaved himself up, and managed to

  get that essential upward crook in the left elbow. Two seconds later, he was sliding smoothly over the stern, conscious of the water which was pouring from his trousers legs, of the wet garments

  which clung to him with hampering insistence.




  “All right,” he said, “let’s get her up.”




  He reached over the stern, anchored his hands under the armpits of the limp figure, raised her until her hips were level with the water.




  The girl in the bathing suit matter-of-factly swung up a glistening arm to the edge of the boat, placed her shoulder under the girl’s hips, said, “Here we go,” and Ted saw

  lean, sinewy muscles ripple under the bronzed skin of her arm as the dead weight of his burden was lightened. A moment later, he had the unconscious young woman dragged into the boat, where she

  lay, a soggy inert mass. Her blouse had been pulled loose from the yachting slacks, and had wrinkled up under her arms. Her wet hair plastered golden strings against her forehead.




  Ted felt the boat sway, and saw that the girl in the bathing suit was pulling at the stern, trying to lift herself in. She couldn’t get quite high enough out of the water to throw her left

  elbow into that bend which would give her enough purchase to come up over the edge.




  “Just a minute,” he said. “I’ll give you a hand.”




  “You don’t need to.” She tried again.




  Ted saw that she was getting weaker. He waited for her third ineffectual attempt, then bent over. She made no objection when he clasped fingers around her wet wrist, placed his other hand

  beneath her armpit, and lifted her high enough so she could slide in over the stern.




  Once she was inside the skiff, Ted looked around toward the other yachts and toward the shore. Apparently the rescue had attracted no attention. The children still ran up and down the packed

  sand. The family parties that were grouped around lunch hampers lounged in the balmy morning sunshine. The float at the yacht club seemed deserted.




  “Well?” the girl in the bathing suit asked.




  Ted indicated the yacht, which was only a few feet away. “She evidently belongs on board,” he said. “There’s a landing ladder over on the starboard beam. If you’ll

  keep an eye on her, I’ll go aboard and make inquiries.”




  She nodded, and Ted, picking up one oar, sculled the skiff over toward the landing ladder. The girl, who had shifted her position to the bow, caught the deck of the yacht, and held the skiff

  ready. Ted stepped aboard, conscious of his grotesque appearance, of the little puddles of water which marked each squishing step.




  “Hello,” he called tentatively.




  There was no answer.




  “Ahoy!” Ted shouted, and, as he was greeted only with silence, walked over to an open companionway, and looked down into a sumptuous cabin.




  It took a moment for his eyes to accustom themselves to the dim illumination of the interior. At first, he could see only splotches of sunlight where the sun poured through portholes, to splash

  vivid ovals on the carpeted floor.




  One of those splotches of sunlight turned suddenly crimson, and Ted frowned as he watched it move slowly across the floor with the slight roll of the yacht. Then he saw it turn crimson again.

  His eyes slowly adjusted themselves to the relative gloom of the cabin. He saw something huddled on the floor, a grotesque something which sprouted out an awkward leg. Then he saw an arm, another

  leg, and still another leg. Two bodies lay sprawled on the cabin floor. A face stared upward with glassy, filmed eyes, and the slow swing of the yacht sent one of the oval splashes of sunlight

  across the death-distorted features.




  Ted abruptly whirled and sought the open air.




  He was hardly aware that his groping progress took him toward the landing ladder.




  “Well?” the calm voice of the girl in the bathing suit asked.




  Ted looked down at her. “We’re going ashore.”




  “No one there?”




  Ted didn’t trust himself to answer this question until he had descended the steps of the landing ladder, and thumped his weight into the stern of the skiff. His stomach felt cold and

  heavy.




  “Well, don’t be that way,” the girl in the bathing suit said. “What is it?”




  Ted said, “Two bodies.”




  At that moment the golden-haired girl stirred uneasily, moaned, opened her eyes, and sat up. She stared vacantly at Ted, then with a purely mechanical reflex, clutched at her blouse and pulled

  it down over her body. “What . . . what . . .” Abruptly her eyes widened with panic. Her lips stretched until Ted could see the pink interior of her throat. Her scream knife-edged

  across the water.




  “Shut up,” Ted said. “Take it easy. It’s all right.”




  She looked at him again with unseeing eyes, and screamed once more.




  Ted said, “Do that again, and you’ll pull my nerves out by the roots. Shut up.”




  He saw by her eyes that his words had failed to reach through to her consciousness. She opened her mouth again. Ted leaned forward, and slapped her hard across the side of the jaw.




  He heard the girl in the bathing suit give a quick exclamation. She stood up in the boat. “This is where I came in,” she said.




  “Sit down,” Ted said. “You’ve got an appointment.”




  “Oh, yes? With whom, may I ask?”




  “The police.”




  





  Chapter Two




  FRANK DURYEA rolled over in bed, stretched, yawned, and turned so that he could see the face of the alarm clock.




  From the pillow beside him, Milred said sleepily, “Go on back to sleep. It’s too early to wake up.”




  Duryea looked at the clock, knuckled his eyes, said, “It’s nine o’clock.”




  “Well, it’s Sunday.”




  “Take a look outside, hon. See the sunlight around the edge of the window shade.”




  His wife kept her back toward the window, refused to turn her head. She said, “That’s always the way. You start me arguing, and that wakes me up. Go back to sleep.”




  Duryea got up, crossed over to the windows, and raised the shades, letting in a flood of sunlight. “Look, sweet, it’s the dawn of a new day. It’s Hollywood!”




  “No, it isn’t. It’s the same day it was at two o’clock this morning when I wanted you to come home and you wouldn’t.”




  “Come on, uppy-up! We’ll take a walk in the fresh air. How about a glass of tomato juice?”




  Milred sat up in bed. “All right, we’ll argue about it.”




  “About what? The tomato juice?”




  “No, your marital manners. They’re very, very bad. Just because you wake up is no sign you should waken a bed mate.”




  “Have you been reading books on bedroom etiquette, or are you drawing on your past experience?” he asked.




  She stretched and yawned. The silk nightdress matched the skin of her supple body. She was good looking, brunette, twenty-seven, a tall girl with the knack of keeping her youth, her figure, and

  her husband.




  Frank Duryea, taller and five years older, was beginning to put on weight. For three years now he had been district attorney of Santa Delbarra. He stood looking out of the window at the

  sun-swept vista. “How about that tomato juice?”




  “You’ve made a sale, but don’t put too much Worcestershire in it.”




  Duryea went into the kitchen, filled two large tumblers with tomato juice, and poured in a generous helping of Worcestershire.




  “Some lemon in mine,” Milred called from the bedroom.




  Duryea was adding the lemon when the phone rang.




  “Want to get that, Millie? My hands are sticky.”




  “Get them washed then because it’s some woman whose husband has left her, and she wants to invoke the law.”




  Duryea washed his hands at the kitchen sink. “Don’t make my career sound so stodgy. Last Sunday it was the woman who had a stray horse on her front lawn. Remember?”




  “At seven-fifteen,” Milred amended, and said into the telephone, “Hello. . . . Yes. . . . Oh, yes. Just a moment.”




  She pushed the palm of her hand over the mouthpiece and said, “It’s Sheriff Lassen, Frank. He’s excited. Bring my tomato juice when you come.”




  Duryea brought in a tray with the glasses of tomato juice. She sipped her drink while Duryea, standing with the telephone in his left hand, his tomato juice in his right, said, “Hello,

  Pete. This is Frank. What is it?”




  Lassen said, “Been a double murder on a Los Angeles yacht, Frank. Man by the name of Stearne who owns the yacht, and a friend of his named Right. I’ve notified the coroner and the

  chief of police. Better get down here right away.”




  “Where are you now?”




  “At the yacht club.”




  “What’s the yacht?”




  “The Gypsy Queen II.”




  Duryea said, “Okay, I’ll be down directly,” started to hang up, then said, “Oh, hello, Pete.”




  “Yeah.”




  “Where are the bodies, aboard the yacht?”




  “Yes.”




  “Who’s there? Anyone?”




  “Yeah. Art Perrin, and—and here’s Sam Krause coming.”




  Duryea said, “Don’t let them move anything until I get there. Any witnesses?”




  “We’ve got three people who know something about it. They’ve all been in the drink.”




  “All right, hold them,” Duryea said.




  He hung up the telephone, and finished the last of his tomato juice.




  “As important as all that?” Milred asked.




  “Uh huh. A double murder.”




  “All right, go ahead. I’ll be a dutiful wife, and give you first crack at the bathroom.”




  “No shave, no shower,” Duryea said, peeling off the coat of his pajamas, and pulling his undershirt on over his head. “Pete Lassen has pulled his usual stunt of notifying me

  last. The coroner was just driving up as he telephoned, and Art Perrin, the chief of police, is already on the yacht. That means he called them about half an hour ago.”




  Milred pulled Frank’s pillow over behind her head so that she could prop herself up in bed, and said, “Hasn’t he been doing a lot of that lately?”




  “Uh huh,” Duryea said.




  “Put some powder on your face if you’re not going to shave, Frank. You look ragged.”




  “Can’t help it,” he said. “Three witnesses, and all of them have been in the water.”




  “How did that happen?”




  “I don’t know. Pete didn’t say.”




  “Frank, is it true that Oscar Romley is going to run against you?”




  “Darned if I know,” Duryea said, knotting his necktie. “There’s been some talk of it. There are half a dozen potential candidates who’d like the job.”




  “Frank, that shirt’s been worn and looks it. Can’t you . . .”




  “Haven’t time to break out a clean one,” he said, opening the closet door and jerking his coat off a hanger. “What about Romley?”




  “Oh, nothing. Only I saw Romley and Jerry Bellinger holding a low-voiced conversation on the street. They gave the impression of having their heads together. They started when they saw

  me—a guilty start like small boys in the jam when mamma opens the pantry door. Better watch your step.”




  “Okay. If I’m not back in a couple of hours, take the car if you want it.”




  “I don’t want the car. I want to go back to sleep. You take the car.”




  Duryea said, “Be seeing you.”




  “You left your hat on top of the radio when we came in last night,” she told him, snuggling back down into the bed. “Are you going to pull down those shades, or do I have

  to?”




  “You have to,” Duryea said. “If I’m gone all day, it’ll be the only exercise you’ll get.” He went out through the dining room, grabbing his hat off the

  radio, and slamming the front door.




  Quite a crowd of people were gathered at the yacht club float, staring out at the yacht. One of the city police officers was on guard, saying occasionally, “Keep moving, folks. Keep

  moving. Don’t block the road here. Keep moving.”




  No one paid him the slightest attention.




  The officer saw Duryea, nodded, and said, “The chief’s out there with the sheriff. Guess you can take any one of these boats.”




  Duryea felt unusually conspicuous as he cast loose the line of a small dinghy. He wasn’t particularly accomplished as an oarsman, and realized keenly the loss in political prestige which

  would come from catching a crab in front of this silently curious crowd.




  Duryea’s progress to the yacht was awkward but safe. He worked the oars entirely with an arm motion. The horizon seemed suddenly possessed of a desire to spin around in crazy circles, but

  eventually he reached the yacht, tied up the dinghy, and climbed aboard.




  Sam Krause, the coroner, A. J. Perrin, the chief of police, and Bill Wiegart, a deputy sheriff who handled fingerprints and photography, were all on the yacht.




  Duryea said, “Hello,” and, although he had seen all of these men within the past forty-eight hours, went through the formality of shaking hands, as though a murder had in some way

  interrupted their relationship and made this meeting something in the nature of a reunion.




  He went down into the cabin and regarded the two sprawled figures. His stomach, never very strong in the morning, became decidedly squeamish. He knew that presently he was going to be sick.




  “Where are the witnesses?” he asked Lassen.




  “In the pilot house up forward.”




  “I’ll go talk with them,” he said, and it sounded to him as though the words came through his clenched teeth. He turned and hurriedly sought the air; but even the freshness of

  the ocean breeze and the warm sunlight couldn’t erase what he had seen from his mind. He didn’t want to talk with the witnesses. He didn’t want to talk with anyone.




  “Kinda tough,” the sheriff said, joining him.




  Duryea nodded, said, “I hadn’t had breakfast. It’s too much for an empty stomach. How many witnesses are there?”




  “Three: man by the name of Shale, a salesman; girl by the name of Harpler from another yacht—she’s the one in the bathing suit. Girl by the name of Nita Moline, easy on the

  eyes, came up from Los Angeles on invitation to join Stearne on a yachting party. Knows both of them, has an alibi, if what she says is true. They’ve all been in the drink. Guess I’d

  better go in with you and introduce you. Addison Stearne was the man lying on his back with his eyes open. The younger fellow was C. Arthur Right. Okay, let’s go.”




  The sheriff performed the introductions.




  Duryea said wearily, “Tell me what you know. Hit the high spots. I’ll ask questions about details. Which one of you is Miss Moline?”




  The golden-haired girl nodded.




  “You first,” Duryea said.




  “I’m acquainted with both Mr. Right and Mr. Stearne. I’m—we were all good friends. They came up here yesterday. Addison told me he was going to give the crew twenty-four

  hours’ leave after he tied up. . . . Listen, I’ve got to go get some dry clothes on. I’m cold.”




  “In just a minute. What time did you get here?”




  “An hour or so ago. I don’t know the exact time. The skiff for the yacht was tied up at the float. I got in and rowed to the yacht. I rather expected someone would take the painter

  and help me aboard. No one showed up. I got aboard by myself, and tied up the skiff. I thought at first they were all asleep, then I looked down in the cabin and—I came up. I—I remember

  leaning over the rail. The next I remember I was sitting up in a boat. These two people were with me.”




  Duryea asked, “When did you last see them alive?”




  “I hadn’t seen Arthur for a couple of days. I saw Addison yesterday morning just before he left. I drove him down to the yacht harbor. . . . I simply can’t stand these clothes

  any longer!”




  “Why didn’t you come up on the yacht?”




  “I had an appointment at the hairdresser’s and some other things to do. I’ve told the sheriff all this.”




  “What time did you leave Los Angeles?”




  “It was real early, right around six o’clock.”




  Duryea turned to the other young woman. “You’re Miss Harpler?” he asked.




  “Joan Harpler.”




  “What do you know about it?”




  “Nothing.”




  Shale met Duryea’s eyes. He said, “I think this is a damned outrage, keeping us here while we’re all sopping wet. I can tell you my story in a few words. I got up early this

  morning, went down to the beach to take a walk, saw Miss Moline come out of the cabin and fall overboard. I grabbed the first boat I came to that had oars and oarlocks in it, and rowed out to

  rescue her. Miss Harpler got there just about the same time I did. Together, we got her in the skiff. I knew she belonged on this yacht, and thought there was probably someone here who’d be

  interested in what had happened. I went aboard to find out, and saw the two bodies down in a cabin. I didn’t go down. That’s all I know.”




  “You don’t live here?” Duryea asked.




  “No.”




  “Where do you live?”




  Shale hesitated, said, “I travel.”




  “A salesman?”




  “Yes.”




  “Whom are you with now?”




  “The Freelander Pasteboard Products Company.”




  “What brought you here?”




  “Business.”




  “Now when you came to the yacht, was there any small skiff or boat . . .”




  “Yes, that one tied up to the rail.”




  “That was the one in which I came aboard,” Miss Moline said. “And if you don’t realize it, it’s dreadfully cold here.”




  “Just one or two more questions,” Duryea said. “The yacht came up here yesterday?”




  “That’s right.”




  “Was Mr. Right aboard when you drove Mr. Stearne down to the yacht club at Los Angeles?”




  “No. He hadn’t showed up then, and I didn’t wait. I had a beauty-shop appointment.”




  “I suppose you can prove all of this.”




  Her eyes were scornful. “Naturally.”




  “Where can I reach you, Miss Harpler?”




  “I’ll be aboard my yacht, the Albatross.”




  “You, Miss Moline?”




  “As soon as I can leave here, I want to go back to Los Angeles.”




  “What’s your residence there?”




  “Six-o-nine Maplehurst Apartments.”




  “And you?” Duryea asked of Shale.




  “I’m at the Balboa Hotel.”




  “How long do you intend to remain there?”




  “Not very long.”




  “You’ll be there all day today?”




  “No. I’m leaving.”




  “I’m going to have to ask you to stay over at least one more day.”




  Shale said, “It costs money to stay here. I can’t afford to . . .”




  Duryea said, “I can probably make arrangements with the hotel. The county isn’t very generous with me on such matters. The supervisors adopt the position that we maintain a proper

  boarding house.”




  “The jail?”




  “Yes.”




  “Surely, you’re not going to . . .”




  “That’s just it,” Duryea said. “We have a wing on the jail we call a detention ward, but it’s part of the jail just the same. You’re a material witness. I

  don’t want you to leave here until after I’ve checked into this a little more fully.”




  “There’s not much chance I could walk along the beach and kill . . .”




  “I’m not accusing you of anything. I’m simply telling you I want you to stay as a material witness.”




  “For heaven’s sake,” Miss Moline said, “quit arguing with him. I’ll pay your expenses at the hotel. Listen, there’s some whiskey in the liquor closet, and . .

  .”




  “I don’t think it’s wise to touch anything,” Duryea said.




  She flared at him, said, “You wouldn’t!” stamped a soggy foot, and raised fingers to the fastening of her slacks. “I’m going to get out of these clothes

  right now.”




  Duryea said hastily, “That’s all. You may all go.”




  Joan Harpler said to Nita Moline, “Suppose you come over to my yacht. I can fix you up with some clothes.”




  “Thanks. They’ll be more than welcome,” Miss Moline said.




  There was a moment’s silence. Joan Harpler looked at Ted Shale. “I suppose there’s no way I could—I’m sorry.”




  Ted laughed. “Forget it. I’m on my way to the hotel.”




  





  Chapter Three




  FRANK DURYEA stopped in at a restaurant on the road home for a cup of coffee. He noticed that his hand was shaking slightly as

  he poured a spoonful of sugar into the steaming liquid. Well, after all, he told himself, he’d been up until three o’clock, had rolled out at nine, and then had this murder case dumped

  into his lap. He felt pretty shaky. The hot coffee revived him somewhat.




  Driving home, he found himself thinking of a dozen questions he should have asked the witnesses. However, it wouldn’t have been wise to keep them there in their wet clothes. If one should

  turn out to be suspect, a clever lawyer could make a grandstand play to the jury by harping on how the accused had been kept standing in wet clothes while being interrogated, first by the sheriff,

  and then by the district attorney.




  Duryea rounded the corner, swung wide for his driveway, and then, with an exclamation of surprise, slammed on the brakes and stopped the car. A somewhat dilapidated-looking automobile and a

  house trailer which bore the unmistakable stamp of being what was known in the trade as “a backyard job” were parked in his driveway.




  Duryea parked his car parallel to the curb, got out, and walked up the steps of his bungalow, regarding the visiting car and trailer dubiously.




  Milred, attired in sharkskin slacks, came to the door. Ignoring the fact that he already had his latchkey in the lock, she made quite a ceremony of opening the front door.




  “Why, hello, Frank! I didn’t expect you’d be back so soon. Guess who’s here?”




  Her voice was raised sufficiently to be distinctly audible to a visitor who was in the living room, and she accompanied her question with the distress signal of a lowered right eyelid—a

  wink so violent that it twisted up the right-hand corner of her mouth.




  Duryea winked back and raised his voice. “Gosh, I don’t know. Who is here?”




  “Gramps.”




  Duryea looked blank.




  “You remember. Grandfather Wiggins. I’ve told you about him. You never met him, though. He was down in Mexico when we were married. Remember? He . . .”




  Duryea heard quick steps coming across the living room, then an under-sized man with twinkling eyes, white hair, a close-cropped white mustache, and quick motions, so spry they seemed birdlike,

  came bearing down on him.




  “It’s all right, my boy! She’s trying to break it to you easy. I’m bad news, but I ain’t goin’ to stay. Got Milred up out o’ bed on a Sunday when she

  wanted to sleep, that’s what I did! Just a damned old nuisance. She said you’d been up until three or four o’clock this morning makin’ whoopee. More power to you.

  Didn’t think you had it in you. Thought you was pantywaist. Heard you was district attorney, an’ thought you’d be somethin’ of a stick. How are you, son?” Grandpa

  Wiggins shot out his right hand, shook hands, said, “Turn around to the light. Let’s have a look at you.”




  Duryea saw twinkling blue eyes surveying him through steel-rimmed glasses, eyes framed in a network of kindly crow’s-feet. “Look all right,” Wiggins said. “Damn it, you

  look human. Had any breakfast?”




  “Not yet,” Duryea said. “We’ll go out and get something. The maid’s off for a couple of days, and . . .”




  “Have breakfast with me,” Wiggins said. “No use spendin’ money at a restaurant. I’m the black sheep o’ the Wiggins family, but I’m a good cook.

  I’ll go cook up some breakfast. Good idea—mighty good! I’ll get out an’ Milred’ll give you the dirt on me. I’ve been a heller, an’ I ain’t reformed

  yet. I’m the rollin’ stone that’s gathered no moss. All right, folks, when you hear me beatin’ on the bottom of a fryin’ pan, that’ll mean breakfast’s

  ready. Nothin’ fancy, now. Just plain wholesome grub, but it’ll do you good.”




  He nodded three or four times, beaming at them, then turned and darted across the living room, through the dining room, and out to the kitchen. Duryea had a departing glimpse of fast-moving

  legs, of baggy, somewhat frayed trousers, surmounted by a completely disreputable sweater.




  When the bang of the back door announced their guest had left the house, Milred looked up at him. “Well, that’s it, Frank. That’s the family skeleton in the Wiggins

  closet.”




  Duryea asked, “What do we do with him?”




  She said, “We don’t do anything with him. No one ever has yet. The question is what he’s going to do with us. He’s capable of darn near anything. Honestly, Frank, I never

  thought you’d have to see him. That’s why I never told you more about him. He doesn’t like cops or the law, and, knowing you were a district attorney, I thought he’d give

  you a wide berth.”
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